
        Jennifer Craw and the Gardens of Whitebridge 26

        By: Doublequill

        

        

        Fandom: harry potter


        Summary: Jennifer is invited to be a guest teacher at Whitebridge, the school she graduated from, leaving Severus on his own at Hogwarts. Jennifer is hoping to finish her memory research, while Dean Elk has his own plans in mind. Will Jennifer be able to stir up enough of a hornet's nest to free Whitebridge from its political shackles?


        Status: Completed


        
        Additional infos: Drama/Humor - Severus S., OC


        Published: 2021-10-01


        Last updated: 2022-01-14


        Words count: 300,969


        Chapters count: 66


        

        

        
            Converted using www.FF2EBOOK.com

            Date: 2023-07-16
        

    
  
    1. On the Subject of the Witch
  

  
    A/N Welcome back, everyone! For those stumbling onto this for the first time,
    this is the second to last book in the Heritage Series (Series 4) which currently
    includes 25 completed books and 3 completed short stories. The first book in the
    first series is Jennifer Craw and the Phoenix Wand, an alternate HP
    year 5 book. It is an OC heavy series, especially as time goes on.

    For those returning, thank you, and I hope you like this newest edition. This
    book, while traditional format in a lot of ways, will contain a lot of hidden social
    satire and social commentary on several different subjects... even more than usual.
    Some of it is to poke fun at ourselves, some of it is simply to think about certain
    issues in a more focused way.

    THAT SAID:

    Characters' opinions about any given subject I might touch on is just
    that: the characters' opinions. Do not assume at any point that their opinion matches
    my own. If you haven't guessed it by this point, I'm a method
    writer, and I try to keep opinions in character. The last book was all about
    character perspective. Consider this book simply an extension of that idea.

    Last point: My version of the U.S. Wizard Community is a continuation of
    already established ideas in the Jennifer Craw series, which has been established
    since Ivory Skull in 2002. Therefore, obviously, it will not follow canon
    interpretations of wizard life in the U.S. but rather what's canon for this
    series.

    Don't forget to review and/or share! Thanks, and here we go! ~ Doublequill.
    (doublequillmlp on twitter). Last revision: June 2022

    

    Chapter One

    On the Subject of the Witch

    Jennifer let Quintin's hand go just as they stepped inside the castle gate. The
    boy hummed in time with his marching as they walked towards the doors with a towel
    covering his head and shoulders. It was the middle of July, and Jennifer had decided
    even before the end of the school year that she wanted to stay at Hogwarts when
    Severus returned to look after administration. Even Llewellyn had decided to stay at
    the school so that he could spend the summer with Noah, only leaving on the weekends
    to head to the beach for a swim.

    Of course, Leu wasn't the only one spending time away from the castle swimming.
    Quintin seemed to be very much enjoying his daily swimming lessons with his mother,
    while Severus simply enjoyed watching Jennifer coming home in a bathing suit five
    days a week.

    As they walked up to the doors, Jennifer saw signs of activity on the grounds.
    That meant either John or Sagittari had returned... more than likely, John. Hermione
    would arrive on Monday to send out letters, Jennifer recalled, and she frowned. The
    new school year was moving ever nearer, and the summer was relentlessly racing
    forward at what seemed to be a record pace.

    They stepped out of the Doorlift and Quintin marched into the Headmaster's Study,
    greeting his father before marching behind the curtain to get changed.

    "How did today go?" Severus asked, not looking up as he double checked the school
    budget for the upcoming year.

    "Well, he's not drinking half of the pool when he goes underwater now, so I
    suppose that's progress," Jennifer said. "His teacher says he should have the basics
    down by the last lesson in a couple of weeks."

    "Yes, well, I'm not sure if you'll be able to stay until the end of the lessons,
    Jennifer, Andrew may have to take over. School starts much earlier at Whitebridge
    than it does here," Severus pointed out.

    "I know. Don't remind me. I really don't know where the time went this summer,"
    Jennifer grumbled.

    "Lost in a sea of birth announcements and weddings," Severus explained. "I am so
    glad that baby boom pattern is drawing to a close at last, although that dominant
    year for twins warning we saw at the Solstice reading remains a bit troubling."

    "Is it troubling because of how many twins will be in the school this year, or
    because of Fleur and Dad?" Jennifer asked.

    "Both," Severus replied.

    "Corey told me that he warned my father time and time again to go easy on the
    stuff when he noticed him going through the Potency Water too fast, but Dad wanted
    'insurance'," Jennifer said, rolling her eyes. "And then Fleur has the gall to be
    pleased about it. If I had been her, I would have gotten even."

    "Yes, but your father would never be silly enough to marry someone with your
    personality type," Severus said. Jennifer put her hands on her hips and stared at
    him.

    "Exactly how do you mean that?" Jennifer asked dangerously.

    "You know as well as I do that your father is very strong willed and has an
    explosive nature," Severus explained. "Two such people in the same relationship would
    not do at all."

    "You're one to talk," Jennifer retorted. "I could fit you into that category too,
    you know."

    "Are you ever going to change, or do you need assistance?" Severus inquired.

    "You're in quite the mood for so early in the day," Jennifer noted, then began
    walking towards the curtain.

    "Perhaps that's because there's a packet that arrived for you while you were out,"
    Severus admitted, causing Jennifer to pause and look back at him with a frown.
    "International Post," he added reluctantly.

    "Whitebridge," Jennifer said, letting out a heavy sigh. "Why do they have to start
    so much earlier?"

    "Yes, well, it isn't anything I didn't ask myself when I found that thing in my
    hands," Severus admitted. "But it's much too late to back out now." She glared at him
    for the reminder. Severus turned to his secretary painting. "Armando, would you ask
    Leu if he'd be willing to babysit after lunch today?"

    "Yes, Severus," Armando said.

    "I guess I'll go change for lunch," Jennifer said glumly, walking to the back and
    going towards the bathroom. But she stopped short when she saw a line of wet
    footprints coming out of the bathroom, following them into her sitting room and
    across to the nursery door. "Oh, Quintin, really! Dry off better before you go
    traipsing over my sitting room floor!" Jennifer complained.

    "Yes, Mum!" Quintin said from the nursery.

    "I have it, Jennifer," a Trade Elf called out.

    "Thank you, Maisy!" Jennifer said. She turned and saw the packet on her desk,
    picking it up long enough to glare at it before putting it down with a frown.
    Sighing, she grabbed some clothes and went to the bathroom to change.

    "Lunch time!" she heard Quintin declare before Jennifer was ready to come out.

    She reluctantly pulled herself together, using a wand to put her hair up in a
    simple braid to save time. Then she went over to her desk and opened the packet long
    enough to grab the notices on top so that she could check basic information and dates
    while they ate. Jennifer then went to the Headmaster's Study and sat down in her
    favorite chair next to Quintin, picking out some pumpkin butter sandwiches off the
    tray.

    "I might as well enjoy them while I have them. In the States, it's all about
    peanut butter," Jennifer said.

    "You seemed to eat it readily enough when we visited," Severus recalled.

    "True, because I was feeling nostalgic that day. It does get old after awhile,"
    Jennifer said.

    "I imagine just the smell of the stuff would get old after awhile," Severus
    replied with a look of distaste, Jennifer chuckling at that. "So when do you have to
    be over there by?" he asked quietly.

    "Well, fortunately, it's not as strict of a schedule as ours. I mean, there are
    some meetings I need to go to during the first week of August, but I technically
    don't have to go full time until a week later. I suppose I should have brought the
    whole packet out here, but I didn't want it to ruin lunch."

    Severus was thinking that it was already too late for that, then noticed Quintin
    looking at him and pushed the thought back.

    "Leu said he'd be happy to sit for Quintin until Andrew got back this evening,
    Jennifer," Severus said.

    "Are you going out?" Quintin asked curiously.

    "No, it's just Dad and Mummy time, Quintin," Jennifer told him.

    "How come that is never on the schedule?" Quintin wanted to know. "Or in the
    appointment book?"

    Severus and Jennifer glanced at each other, but then the quill went and wrote it
    in the appointment book.

    "Oh look, there it is," Severus pointed out, subtly nodding to Armando, who winked
    at him.

    "Oh. Alright," Quintin replied.

    "Besides, Quintin, you and I have been out all morning, so it's only fair that
    your father get a turn too," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, that's true," Quintin agreed.

    "Once you're done eating, I'll walk you over to the Ravenclaw rooms," Jennifer
    said.

    "I'll be done in exactly..."

    "Quintin, no timing chews and bites," Severus interrupted him sternly.

    "Soon," Quintin finished, frowning at his father before taking another bite,
    watching him carefully in hopes that he might look away.

    "Oh, no," Jennifer moaned, grabbing Severus' attention again and allowing Quintin
    to time his bites once more. "Formal Assembly attire includes the school colors,
    namely white robes with gold trim and the school crest, along with a white cloak,
    coat, or jacket... and so on."

    "This is news to you?" Severus asked.

    "It just hit me, is all... I've never had a white robe in my life, let alone a
    white cloak or anything else. The only two white dresses I own other than my wedding
    gown are both matron dresses for weddings. I look dreadful in white," Jennifer said,
    Severus rolling his eyes at that. "It makes my skin look too pale and freckly..."

    "As I recall, Dean Elk wasn't wearing white on our visit to the school, neither
    was Gretchen, and none of the students we met were in uniform," Severus pointed
    out.

    "First off, it was a weekend, so everyone was casual. Even in class, Professors
    tend to wear a white shirt and leggings, trousers, or school crested bib overalls.
    The middle school years wear green bib overalls and gold shirts, and the high school
    years wear grey overalls over white shirts, and that's the dress code for both boys
    and girls... after all, you don't want to have them wearing robes when they're
    climbing around in trees all the time. Come to think of it, I'm going to need more
    leggings myself. I only use them on the boat, as you well know. In fact, I'm going to
    need a whole new change of wardrobe! And that's not even including what I'm going to
    need to walk around an American town without looking like a tourist..."

    "Spare me," Severus said with exasperation.

    "I had just... forgotten that a wardrobe change was going to be needed. Well, no,
    that's not honest. The fact of the matter is, I've been trying to avoid even thinking
    about getting ready up until this point," Jennifer admitted. "And now there's less
    than two weeks left. I've procrastinated so long that I feel like I have no time at
    all," she explained, then saw his expression. "Sorry, I know this isn't any easier on
    you."

    "We can talk about it later," Severus said, then squinted at Quintin when he saw a
    rhythm to his chewing movements. Quintin quickly swallowed it, and then gulped his
    drink.

    "I'm done," Quintin declared.

    "Then go wash up and I'll walk you across the hall," Jennifer told him. Quintin
    hurried off to the bathroom.

    "This won't take long, Severus," Jennifer said.

    "I'll meet you in your sitting room, then," Severus said, straightening up his
    work. As she took over with Quintin, Severus wandered through to her sitting room and
    found himself staring at the opened packet. She had thrown the notices she had taken
    out at lunch on top of the packet. He glared accusingly at the dates as if they were
    put there as a personal affront, but then began looking through the rest of the
    packet, wondering if she might have put off something critical. Knowing Jennifer and
    her distaste for paperwork in general, it was very likely that she had, he realized.
    As he glanced at the pile, he noticed that several letters that had been sent over
    the last couple of weeks had even gone unopened. Curious to which potion books the
    school was using, Severus began going through the unopened letters and found himself
    staring at her class information. Then he rolled his eyes and shook his head, going
    through her other post. She had indeed missed something critically important.

    There was a soft rumble and the door to the nursery appeared on the wall. Jennifer
    stepped in.

    "There! Now we can have a relaxing aftern... Severus, what are you doing?"
    Jennifer asked in surprise.

    "Going through your paperwork to find out when you got the wrong idea about
    something," Severus explained.

    "What? Why, did I miss something?" Jennifer asked in surprise.

    "Yes, very much so. You missed what class you were teaching," Severus
    explained.

    "What? I thought surely I would be teaching Potions," Jennifer said with
    surprise.

    "It would seem not," Severus said, taking a letter out of the pile and handing it
    to her. Curiously, she read it. Then she stared at it. Then a smile began to creep
    across her face.

    "Items! Wind wants me to be the Items Instructor? I just can't believe it!"
    Jennifer said, handing it back to him.

    "'As a school dedicated to medicine, we have many fine instructors who can teach
    Potions, but we are limited when it comes to finding Items Instructors. As you are
    well versed in both, and you are listed as one of your country's top specialists in
    the field, I believe that you would be much better suited to teach Items during your
    term here,'" Severus read out loud, shaking his head in exasperation. "Jennifer, you
    should have gone through these ages ago. You really are going to be on a time crunch.
    This is about teaching Items as a required course, not asan elective with two dozen
    students all working on different projects and different levels as you're used to
    here."

    "Wow," Jennifer said, sitting down to let it sink in. Severus sighed.

    "Perhaps we should spend our extra time this afternoon going through all of this
    to make sure it's all done," Severus decided.

    "Oh no," Jennifer groaned.

    "Hardly what I had in mind either, I assure you, but you can't sit on this any
    longer. You may be holding back your enthusiasm out of anxiety and perhaps even a bit
    of guilt, Jennifer, but I know you," Severus said. "As talented as you are in
    Potions, it never came close to your passion for Items, not ever. I see how quickly
    you brighten when someone shows you a new item, and how completely you're fascinated
    by everything from a tiny sponge designed to clean up a room to god knows what
    dastardly items are in your Puzzle Box that you've intentionally forgot to mention to
    me," he said, her lips pursing at that. "You may be interested when a new potion
    comes out, but never with that level of intensity, or with that glint in your eyes,"
    Severus said, thinking back at all of the times she had done that. "And the vast
    majority of that items expertise you acquired was accumulated all on your own time,
    driven solely by your interest in it as a hobby, rather than any educational merit.
    Despite that, you are still considered one of the best items experts in the country,
    and out of that one little class period, I could name all of the fantastically
    skilled Items majors that have come out of it, who benefited not only because of
    their interest, but yours as well. Wind is quite correct; this is a much better fit
    for you. Although... Jennifer, you aren't going to be silly and take any cursed items
    to that school, are you? It is a Light Magic school..."

    "Thank you, but I did graduate from there, Severus, I know that already," Jennifer
    chuckled, wrapping her arms around his shoulders as he sorted through her paperwork.
    "I still don't like the thought of leaving Hogwarts, Severus. But I have to admit,
    all of the sudden Whitebridge is looking a lot more appealing than it did an hour
    ago," she said with a smile.

    "Yes, that's what I thought," Severus said knowingly, kissing her hand before
    continuing to sort through her packet.

  


  
    2. The Wizard Museum
  

  
    Chapter Two

    The Wizard Museum

    Ambrose Tinker walked through the nearly completed Museum of Wizard Heirlooms,
    Artifacts, and Treasures with his hands in his pockets, inspecting the work on the
    exhibits as they were putting the finishing touches on them. He had called in some
    favors in hopes of getting it done in time for the donor's reception on August first,
    and had a great many people in the building helping out. Some were even Hogwarts
    professors who thought it would be an interesting way of spending their summer
    months.

    Down in sublevel three, also known as the Archives and Archaeology department,
    Sally Scribe was busy selecting what documents should be set on display first, while
    in the room next to her, Heather Weasley and Maurice Craw were working on setting up
    the Archaeology Lab featuring some of the finds from the Sudan site.

    On sublevel two, the International Treasures exhibit, Bill, Amy, and even Rinan
    Scur had come in to work on the Egyptian section, while Arcadia helped Otto Delaney
    with the Mediterranean and Aegean Sea exhibits. Alvin Archibald, who was acting as an
    overall consultant for the entire floor, was currently helping with the France
    exhibit, which had some striking pieces on loan from Beauxbatons.

    On sublevel one, World Cultures - Magicology, Leu was busy helping Joanie and
    Jacob with the Hyperborean Elves exhibit, while Gemshard and the Dash brothers worked
    along side Grendelbane on the goblin exhibit, and Sagittari on the centaur exhibit.
    Many of the other exhibits on those floors were already finished.

    Upstairs on the main floor, Beth was in the Wizard History wing, working on a
    famous historical wizards display that included a number of robes and other garments
    as well as jewelry Heirlooms and Artifacts they had owned.

    Just down the corridor from where she was, Francis Pyther was helping with the
    Magical Art and Sculpture Wing. Next to the gift shop in the front of the museum were
    the temporary exhibits, one of which was a photo gallery of Modern History, sponsored
    by the Daily Prophet, and another was on the history of Wizard Currency,
    sponsored by Gringotts Bank.

    Ambrose stopped by the cafe to check on Fortuna Chance, who was busy in the stock
    room filling the shelves.

    "How's it going?" Ambrose asked.

    "It's getting there," Lucky replied. "I have several staff members in training
    already. Some at the hotels, and two are at Kingler's and Company. I'll bring them
    over in a couple of days before we open to train in here. Did you find a manager for
    the gift store?" she asked.

    "Ronnie Greisley. Alex has already signed off on it," Ambrose said.

    "Yeah, that works," Lucky decided. "Make sure you send her my way when she gets
    here. I doubt she knows the goblin inventory system."

    "Will do," Ambrose said, then stepped back out again, going up to the second floor
    where the Children's Museum was. He wandered past the hands-on displays and the
    toddler play area, ducking a flying train on his way to the miniatures display.
    Andrew had a large team of helpers working on the wizard areas of London. They
    included Laura, Viorica, Alicia, Mickey, Nicky, Dawn, and last but not least, Jay
    Clemmons, who was in charge of setting up the railways that connected different parts
    of the structure. Tunnels and overhead walkways would provide guests with different
    views of it, once it was finished and the glass was in place.

    "This really looks awesome!" Ambrose declared, impressed.

    "Well, I don't think we'll get everything done in time, Ambrose, but there's a
    hidden door in the partition just there so that we can get in and out and keep
    working on it, as well as to make it easier to maintain," Andrew said, going over and
    showing the partitioned section.

    "Maybe it won't be all done, but it helped that you already had all of Hogsmeade
    finished... you even put in a brick wall where my Father's shop is supposed to be, I
    see," Ambrose noted.

    "It's something I got out of your father's shop just before he left, actually. The
    brick wall fits over the model of his shop 'like a tea cozy', as Toby put it," Andrew
    grinned. "It has all sorts of 'hibbledy piggledy', as he calls it, and it's designed
    to protect the original from people that he doesn't want to notice it coming and
    going. I think it's highly likely that some visitors won't ever get to see the
    original."

    "I get it. I'm glad it's there, then. You wouldn't have been able to include it
    the way it was," Ambrose admitted.

    "I know. I'm glad he found a solution too," Andrew said. "Did Aurora go home?"

    "Yes, some time ago, but she said to tell you that she should have everything done
    tomorrow," Andrew said.

    "Really? Then I think I'll take a peek," Ambrose said, walking up the final set of
    stairs to the Observatory and Night Exhibits.

    The highest floor had a cathedral ceiling made up of tinted glass windows, charmed
    to control the light level during the day so that the exhibits within it never got
    direct sunlight, allowing for plenty of evening plants and small creature exhibits
    that were sensitive to that sort of thing. At night, the tinted glass filtered out
    the light pollution and weather, allowing visitors to look outside during the monthly
    night at the museum event. On either end of the floor were two large telescopes; one
    refractor and one reflector, both gated off for staff use, plus six smaller
    telescopes on each end, twelve all told, for guests to use. It looked like the
    exhibit was finished, he thought to himself, then noticed she was still working on a
    tricky horoscope machine she designed so that visitors could get a fortune based on
    the previous night's sky.

    Looking amused at that, Ambrose went back downstairs, taking the long way around
    so that he could check the water tanks in the Ocean wing. They weren't filled with
    much more than vegetation at that point, but all of the informational exhibits and
    treasure displays had been completed. Then he went through a rock archway into the
    Magical Creatures wing, where Halbert was doing more gossiping with the two
    zookeepers from the Menagerie than he was actually getting done at the moment. Still,
    it was nearly complete, Ambrose thought with a chuckle, and none of the animals would
    go in until the full staff was in place to take care of them.

    As he turned the corner to walk back to his office, Ambrose saw Adam Hinge
    standing outside the door, waiting for him.

    "Oh, you're here, sorry," Ambrose said, opening the door for him.

    "I figured it'd be faster just to wait here rather than try to track you down in
    this place," Adam grunted. "When are you going to get those security mirrors fully
    working on the top floor?"

    "Oh, right, those. Well, since Sirius is gone and it was his system, I really
    don't know at the moment," Ambrose admitted.

    "I don't think we can hold off a year in getting those fixed," Adam pointed
    out.

    "I'll ask Uncle Severus, since he was the one who suggested the mirror room in the
    first place," Ambrose decided. "Did you get the rest of the museum guards approved
    with Alex?"

    "Yes, and Thomas signed off on them as well," Adam said, showing him the paper. "I
    also brought the current security schedule."

    "We should put in a small office for you so that you're not managing this from a
    corner of my office. Where would be best? Adjacent to the surveillance room, maybe?"
    Ambrose asked.

    "Thank you, although if possible, I would like it to be somewhere that I can
    survey the grounds visually," Adam admitted. "The inside of the museum has highly
    sophisticated security... especially once those mirrors are fixed... and although I
    know the grounds has heavy security as well, it is not to the same scale, so I would
    prefer an office that is somewhere that has quick access to the more vulnerable
    areas."

    "Okay, I'll talk to Beth about it and get back to you. We'll keep it in here until
    we've worked out a better solution," Ambrose said.

    "Of course," Adam said, putting up the schedule before going back to his
    duties.

    It wasn't long until Ambrose wandered back out of the office as well. He locked up
    before stepping outside, walking around the grounds to get ideas on where to put a
    guard house. But as he came around the front, it gave him a strange feeling looking
    at the finished property. He sat on a bench next to the fountain in front of the
    entryway, staring at the museum.

    Thomas Craw Apparated in front of the museum and walked past the fountain,
    noticing Ambrose sitting there. He paused and looked at Ambrose, then over at the
    building.

    "What are you looking at?" Thomas asked after a moment.

    "The museum," Ambrose said. "I feel overwhelmed... but in reverse," he
    explained.

    "Underwhelmed?" Thomas inquired.

    "More like... I've been working on trying to get this museum built for so long, it
    feels very strange that the building part of it is nearly done," Ambrose
    explained.

    "Oh. I guess I get what you're trying to say. I sort of felt like that when the
    Craw Mansion was finally restored," Thomas replied. "You stopped to see if you could
    make it feel more real to you, is that it?"

    "Yes, I think that's it," Ambrose agreed. Thomas nodded in understanding.

    "Don't worry, it's real. If you don't believe me, take a look at Beth and Mike's
    invoices sometime," he said with a snort. "I'm taking Adam, Maurice, and Beth to
    lunch. Coming?"

    "Sure, why not," Ambrose said, and the two of them went inside to meet them.

    

    July came and went in a flash, and before Jennifer knew it, they were getting
    ready for the Museums' opening reception for patrons and donors. As much as Jennifer
    wanted to see the museum, it was not lost on her that it was the last public event
    that she was going to attend at home until the winter holidays, and that had a rather
    sobering effect on her as she got ready to go.

    "Don't put your jewelry on just yet," Severus advised from the other room.
    Standing in front of the mirror in her sitting room and looking at her thoughts more
    than her dress, Jennifer sighed at that.

    "It's bad enough I let you pick out the dress. Don't tell me you plan to pick out
    the jewelry as well?" she complained. "Besides, I think the formal wear should be a
    bit more conservative for an event like this, don't you?"

    "That dress is conservative. There are only six buttons down the back," Severus
    reminded her.

    "And twelve down the side," Jennifer said knowingly.

    "Yes, but nobody hardly ever notices those... except you," he pointed out,
    slipping into the room and behind her. "I see you're having a consult with yourself."
    Jennifer sighed at that. "What do you see?" he asked.

    "That I'm conflicted, what else?" Jennifer said. Severus gazed at her in the
    mirror.

    "I know what this feeling reminds me of," Severus said. "Do you remember the first
    time we had to leave Alexandria behind so that we could return to Hogwarts?"

    "And the first time for Aurelius, and Andrew, and Alicia," Jennifer added. "It
    never did get any easier."

    "And what about when I went to Tir Na Nog and had to leave you behind to look
    after the castle?" Severus inquired.

    "In many ways that was a lot worse, since I had no way to easily contact you,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Yes, or during our estrangement, when I left you abruptly and forced you to take
    over the castle before you were ready, as well as handle the student and faculty
    grief after Lyra died," Severus murmured.

    "Why are you bringing that up?" Jennifer asked, a pained expression crossing her
    face.

    "It isn't as if you haven't already been thinking about the times we've been apart
    already, Jennifer," Severus said knowingly. "I for one have been spending a great
    deal of time thinking of the only time you left this castle, other than to fetch me
    from the Otherworld. And that is when my watch read, 'Elsewhere' for months on end
    because you had been taken from me and Obliviated without my knowing what happened to
    you."

    Jennifer glanced up at him in the mirror and looked away, exhaling slowly to keep
    her emotions in check while he wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

    "But this is not like those times, Jennifer," Severus reassured her quietly. "It's
    true that I think it would be counterproductive to have you popping back and forth,
    but we have many ways to keep in touch. We have everything from paintings to contact
    mirrors we can rely on, and with your Chest Cloak here, I will write you a great many
    letters."

    "More than two, I hope," Jennifer said.

    "You never do let certain things go, do you," Severus said, but sounded more
    amused than critical. "I promise you, Jennifer, if you need me for any reason, I will
    be there for you," he assured her, unwrapping his arms to show he had a necklace in
    his hand, gently bringing it to her neck. Jennifer gazed in the mirror and saw that
    it was a gold heart locket. "You won't be here for your birthday, so I may as well
    give it to you now since you could do with a bit of cheering up. Touch it and will it
    to open," he said, and Jennifer did so, the locket opening easily.

    Inside, one side of the locket had a perfectly shaped contact mirror; the other
    had a tiny miniature portrait of Severus, apparently done over the summer,
    undoubtedly by Alicia. Jennifer smiled softly at that.

    "The mirror and painting are my contributions, of course, but the locket is
    Tassels and Panning and has every protection charm I could think of thrown on it. You
    are the only one who can remove it, and only if you are under your own free will; you
    can't be compelled to take it off," Severus said.

    "That's a new one," Jennifer said knowingly.

    "Yes, well, I do try to learn from our mistakes. You know the situation with
    Arthur could have been quite disastrous, and even if we've already modified our
    earrings in the same way, I think for safety's sake, it should be a standard practice
    from now on, don't you?" Severus asked.

    "Probably," Jennifer admitted, keeping the locket open a little longer to admire
    the picture before finally snapping it closed. "I don't suppose it has a homing
    device as well?"

    "Of course it does," Severus confirmed readily. "You may go where you will, and
    have whatever adventures come your way, but no matter what happens, I refuse to let
    you vanish on me again."

    "Promise you won't either?" Jennifer asked softly.

    "Don't worry, you have an army of offspring to make certain that I don't go
    anywhere," Severus replied, only partially joking. "But I plan to stay close to the
    castle when you're gone, so I can be available any time you need me," he reassured
    her. "Now come, we really must be off. I'm sure you don't want to hear it from your
    father if we're late any more than I do."

    "Alright, Severus," Jennifer said, taking his arm as they made their way to the
    museum opening.

    

    When they arrived, Jennifer immediately held onto Severus' arm in a way that let
    him know she was not likely to let it go often that evening. The sun was just
    beginning to set, causing the water from the fountain to glisten, and figures of
    wizard, goblin, elven, and centaur children played in the bas relief surrounding the
    two ornate bowls that spilled water like a waterfall into the central pool.

    "I rather like that they didn't include a central figure, Severus," Jennifer
    decided.

    "Yes, they wanted it to represent unity rather than glorifying any one person. But
    then, considering the group of individuals in charge of designing this museum, I
    suppose we shouldn't be surprised," Severus said. Jennifer smiled warmly at that as
    the doors opened for them. They went inside to see a large group of people gathered
    around the buffet and wine tables that were placed along the main entrance hall.

    "Oh, there's Jennifer!" said the cheerful, unmistakable voice of Lunette Vallid.
    The two of them immediately looked in that direction as Lunette walked over next to a
    gentleman with dark hair and a warm, gentle smile.

    "Why, Lunette! I didn't know you'd be here," Jennifer said brightly.

    "Yes, I donated Cliff Wright's services, you know," Lunette explained with
    amusement. "Cliff was telling me that he's met Severus but he hasn't had a chance to
    meet you yet. Jennifer Craw, this is Cliff Wright, the famous wizard architect from
    New York."

    "Lunette, really," Cliff said, protesting the 'famous' title.

    "Cliff Wright, this is Jennifer Craw Snape, the famous... well, she's done about
    everything," Lunette decided.

    "Lunette, honestly," Jennifer protested as well.

    "Always," Lunette replied with amusement.

    "Lunette was telling me you led the Lycanthropy research team that was able to get
    the treatment down to one dose, Professor. I have a cousin that's benefiting from
    that improvement," Cliff admitted.

    "I'm glad we could help. I know from treating Remus Lupin how miserable having to
    take that formula was," Jennifer said.

    "I don't suppose he'd be coming tonight?" he asked curiously.

    "Oh, no, he's out of the country at the moment," Jennifer explained, glancing at
    Lunette over the rim of her spectacles and back again. "Taking a well deserved
    holiday. But his daughter is likely to be here tonight, she's our new Defense
    Professor."

    "Yes, and she's been doing a fantastic job already," Severus put in.

    "That's pretty high praise," Lunette commented. "Headmaster Snape has very high
    standards when it comes to Defense."

    "I should think he would have to, if half of the stories I've heard about Hogwarts
    are true," Cliff agreed with a chuckle.

    "Well, I can't wait to see the museum, Mr. Wright. I know it must have been quite
    the challenge taking over the project considering what you had to work with,"
    Jennifer said.

    "It was definitely a challenge, but I was happy to help, especially when I heard
    the circumstances." Cliff assured her.

    "Well, I should go introduce him to other people... you stay put, though,
    Jennifer. I want to talk to you," Lunette said, leading him over to Eric Dalance.

    "Oh, look. Is that a gift shop?" Jennifer asked.

    "They're not going to have it open tonight," Severus informed her.

    "Well, no, but I wouldn't mind a peek in the window while we're waiting on
    Lunette," Jennifer said, giving him a hopeful smile.

    "Yes, fine," Severus said, and wandered over. But the moment they got close,
    Jennifer couldn't help but break into giggles, because one of the items inside was a
    stack of Janus Edgar's Wizardday Weekly Collection, authenticated as being
    signed by the author.

    "Look at that, Severus, and such a markup," Jennifer said with amusement.

    "Well, it is for museum funding after all," Severus replied.

    "Good evening, Jennifer! Good evening, Severus!" Arthur Weasley said, coming up
    beside them.

    "Arthur, how are you doing?" Jennifer asked sincerely.

    "Recovered from your ordeal, I hope," Severus added.

    "Yes, thank you, Jennifer, Severus. I took your recommendation and went to
    Maryced's and had that other charm added to my earring so that I can't be compelled
    to take it off again," Arthur assured them. "And Molly did the same."

    "I am glad to hear it," Severus said solemnly.

    "This museum is absolutely amazing! I wish we could have done this a long time
    ago... although to be honest, I'm not sure it ever would have passed the Wizard
    Council before now," Arthur admitted.

    "We barely got it through as it is," Severus agreed.

    "Yes, tonight truly is quite the celebration. Well, look at that... signed Janus
    Edgar books! I wonder how they managed to procure them? I heard that
    Wizardday has had a terrible time getting him to agree to any sort of book
    signings," Arthur informed them.

    "I suspect he's simply doing his part in supporting the museum," Severus
    ventured.

    "Where's Molly?" Jennifer inquired.

    "Oh, she is babysitting for the family, but since this is her first time getting
    to look after little Margaret, I believe she was more than happy to do it this time.
    But I believe she and I will find an excuse to take some of the grandchildren back
    here to explore it before school starts," Arthur decided.

    "Perhaps we should take Quintin before I leave, Severus," Jennifer suggested.

    "Leave?" Arthur asked curiously. Lunette came up beside him with a thin smile.

    "Oh, I'm going to be teaching Items at Whitebridge in the States for a year, as a
    guest teacher," Jennifer explained.

    "Are you really?" Arthur said with interest. "I visited Whitebridge when Ginny was
    going there. It's a beautiful school."

    "Yes, I know, I graduated from there," Jennifer replied.

    "Oh, yes, I remember that now. And you to get to teach your specialty as well?
    That sounds very exciting," Arthur said encouragingly.

    "Thanks, Arthur. I'm sure it will be," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Hello again, Arthur. I think Bill and Heather were wondering where you were,"
    Lunette said.

    "Oh, yes, they actually donated a few items to one of the exhibits. I'm sure I'll
    see you in a bit, Jennifer," Arthur said.

    "Alright, see you later," Jennifer said. Lunette stepped up with a knowing smile
    on her face.

    "Really, Lunette, was that a little white lie I heard just now?" Severus inquired,
    causing her to chuckle.

    "No, I'm quite sure that wherever they are, they're probably wondering where he
    is," Lunette said. "But I'll admit that Jennifer looked as if she needed
    rescued."

    "You're right, I did," Jennifer admitted.

    "So who all went on 'holiday'?" Lunette asked. "Because I hadn't heard about that
    yet."

    "Remus, Carol, Minerva, Mike and Delia Coventry, and Sirius, Zoe, and Aubrey
    Lynn," Severus replied.

    "What? It's not like Anna to keep something like that from me. I bet she didn't
    want me over here checking on her," Lunette said with concern. "She must be playing
    the 'I'm a Snape so I can handle anything' card."

    "Possibly," Severus admitted. "She isn't entirely alone; Laura has been staying at
    the Black Mansion since they left, and Mitch is staying there until his house is
    finished. Anna is also going to be taking over some of Jennifer's responsibilities
    when she returns to school."

    "Well, I have no doubt the two of you can get each other through this year. Still,
    that doesn't sound like much of a support network until she gets back to the school,"
    Lunette said. "I'll see if I can corner her tonight and see how she's really handling
    it. And as for you, apprentice, I'll see you at lunch tomorrow," she added, using her
    thumb to point at the Coven Suites. "Over there... eleven-thirty."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer agreed. It had been a while since Lunette had used that
    tactic to get her to cooperate.

    "I use it when it's needed," Lunette said with a smile, and Jennifer blushed and
    pushed up her glasses. "You two have fun tonight. I bet you're going to love the
    place," she added before disappearing back into the crowd.

    "Let's start at the bottom floor and work our way up," Severus suggested, knowing
    that Jennifer would make excuses for not going down there if they tried to go in the
    reverse order. Then again, as clingy as she was, she might just be fine anyway, he
    mused, opting for the Doorlift to the Archives.

    Jennifer peered down the tunnel going to the hotel, then glanced into the
    Archaeology room with no interest at all, despite Severus' obvious curiosity in the
    sandstone statue that they were in the process of cleaning. Sensing her impatience,
    they moved to the Archives room, which was currently displaying a few original
    Ministry of Magic documents, as well as a beautifully preserved stone filled with
    Celtic Runes that seemed to be some sort of spell related to the Winter
    Solstice...

    "Nope, nothing down here, let's go up," Jennifer said, dragging him by the arm up
    the stairwell despite his obvious interest.

    Severus sighed and humored her. It isn't as if there wouldn't be plenty of other
    occasions to go down there, he thought, then grimaced, wondering if he shouldn't feel
    a bit more guilty about that. Fortunately, the International exhibits seemed to be
    holding her attention much better, curious about every heirloom that had a curse and
    an interesting back history to it. But after they were halfway through it, Severus
    noticed that the circulation to his hand was being completely cut off by her
    grip.

    "I doubt we can see the entire museum all in one day, Jennifer. Perhaps we can go
    up to the next floor and wait a day on the rest," he suggested.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said immediately, pulling him to the Doorlift, since it
    was the closer option.

    With the presence of the half windows on the floor, Jennifer's grip lessened a
    great deal as they stepped out into the World Cultures exhibit. At first her eyes
    were drawn over to Diana Kitane and her foster mother standing by the Fomorian visit.
    Her mother was looking at the exhibit with open interest, while behind her, Diana was
    shaking her head critically for some reason.

    "Which way did you want to go first, Jennifer?" Severus asked in a much louder
    voice than normal. Diana turned to look at them, then said something to her mother,
    who then nodded as they wandered towards the stairs to get something to drink.

    "You did that on purpose, didn't you?" Jennifer murmured accusingly.

    "She has one year left, Jennifer, let's make certain she gets through it," Severus
    said softly.

    "She's still wearing the hair comb Leu bought her," Jennifer noted quietly. "Yet
    he's still a bit clueless. And lately, he's been too busy thinking about Noah to
    think about anything else."

    Severus gazed at her thoughtfully.

    "It sounds as if he has figured out his friend's path to ascension, then," Severus
    conjectured.

    "Yes, he has, and he doesn't know how to deal with it yet," Jennifer murmured.
    "And I won't be at the school to help him through it."

    "Yes, but I will be, and if I can help Noah through a similar crisis... and help
    other students including your brother through their own personal crises, I'm certain
    I can handle it," Severus said. Jennifer sighed, leaning into him slightly as they
    walked around.

    "Of course you can. You've always been brilliant when it comes to that, and yet I
    feel that I'm going to miss out so much... from Leu's last year, and what those Owls
    will be up to, watching the grandchildren's progress, not to mention seeing what
    happens between Laura and Andrew now that they're finally dating..."

    "In other words, you want to be kept apprised of all the school gossip," Severus
    said disapprovingly. Jennifer smiled at him innocently, but Severus didn't buy it for
    an instant. "Very well, Jennifer, I suppose if I must, I must," he said with an
    exaggerated sigh, and Jennifer beamed at him. "Speaking of your tendency to gossip,
    look who's over there," Severus said, and Jennifer followed his gaze.

    "Oh, it's Arcadia!" Jennifer said happily, picking up the pace as they went over
    to the centaur exhibit. There was a lovely painted backdrop of the night sky above an
    ocean filled with islands, while in front of it was a collection of centaur spears,
    slings, pottery, and some ancient star sighting tools. But what interested Jennifer
    the most was the circular weapon she had seen them so often use in the Dark
    Forest.

    "Hello, Professors," Arcadia said with a smile. She was standing nearby the
    exhibit in her human form, apparently deciding to hang out for a while and give some
    insights to some of the guests who had stopped to look at them.

    "Did you come all by yourself?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, indeed. Sagittari is upstairs in the Magical Creatures wing," Arcadia
    explained with a smile.

    "I've always wondered about these, Arcadia. I've seen the centaurs in the Dark
    Forest use them both in ceremony and as weapons on occasion," Jennifer explained,
    looking at the information plate. "Kýklos
    kéntavros," she read.

    "Typically, we just call them Kýklos, or chakrams," Arcadia said. "Chakrams are
    actually a human version of this type of weapon that came from India and are better
    known, although technically ours are much older. And yes, they're used for weapons,
    ceremonies, and status, and the engravings around the Kýklos are different, typically
    depending on what it's used for; if it's ceremonial, it'll have symbols of the
    constellation, where personal ones will usually have symbols that represent the more
    favorable traits of the time that you're born. The reason for that, other than
    identification, is to ask for the stars guidance in battle."

    "So for good luck," Jennifer said with interest.

    "In a way, yes. Centaurs really don't have the same concepts of luck that humans
    do, exactly... it's more like a prayer of sorts, hoping that our charts remain
    favorable," Arcadia explained.

    "Yes, that makes sense," Jennifer said.

    "My goodness, you are well informed, young lady!" exclaimed Norman Balmweed.
    Jennifer looked up to see that Norman and Eric had stepped up beside them.

    "Oh, not really, but thank you. I learned all of this as a filly," Arcadia said,
    causing Norman and Eric to both blink.

    "I believe some introductions are in order," Severus offered. "Doctor Arcadia,
    this is Norman Balmweed and Eric Dalance from the school board. Gentlewizards, this
    is Doctor Arcadia from Whitebridge, who will be teaching Potions for us this year.
    And despite her current form, she is a centaur."

    "Oh, that does explain a lot," Norman said with surprise.

    "How very good to meet you, Doctor! I was just glancing over your file the other
    day, getting ready for our first board meeting of the year. Your credentials are
    quite impressive," Eric said warmly.

    "Thank you, I'm always driven to learn new things," Arcadia said.

    "One of my great grandchildren will be going to school this year. I'm sure they
    will benefit from your teaching tremendously," Norman said.

    "Oh, which one?"

    "Deborah Balmweed... Lyle's daughter," Norman explained. "He'll have two coming
    eventually."

    "Oh, yes," Severus said, and Jennifer brightened.

    "I remember Lyle. Severus, you'll have to let me know if she's a Ravenclaw too,"
    Jennifer insisted.

    "Don't worry, Jennifer, I'll send you the whole list if you like," Severus assured
    her.

    "Severus, might I speak with you a moment?" Norman inquired. Severus glanced and
    Jennifer and she reluctantly unwrapped her arm, stepping closer to Eric and
    Arcadia.

    "So you're teaching Potions at Whitebridge then, Jennifer?" Eric inquired.

    "No, actually, Dean Elk has asked me to teach Items," Jennifer replied with a
    smile. "All students are required to have two years in it there, and all first years
    have to take an introductory course that includes identification of items,
    application of devices, and safety."

    "That's quite interesting!" Eric said with obvious enthusiasm. "You'll have to
    grace us with a report and perhaps an appearance at a board meeting at the end,
    Jennifer, so we can hear what you've learned from it! And I'm quite certain they
    equally have a lot to learn from you... really, now that I think of it, that is
    definitely a much better subject for you to teach. It'll be very advantageous to both
    sides, I think. And I'm certain that Hogwarts will benefit from Doctor Arcadia's
    knowledge of teaching medicine at a tertiary level."

    "And I, for one, am looking forward to learning different types of magic other
    than Light Magic with a hint of Wild and Ancient Magics, to be honest," Arcadia said.
    "While I do love Whitebridge, Hogwarts is well rounded when it comes to learning all
    four magic types," she said, glancing up as Severus and Norman returned. "I would
    love to continue learning how to use Wizard Magic in a more balanced way."

    "I will make certain that Hermione knows of your interest, Arcadia, and perhaps
    arrange that you have a time slot free to join my Ancient Magic course," Severus
    explained.

    "Oh, do you allow Professors to sit in classes at your school as well? I didn't
    think you would, being secondary only," Arcadia admitted.

    "It isn't common, but yes, it's been done. In fact, Severus has sat in my Items
    course and I took his Ancient Magic course in the past," Jennifer said. "The only
    reason that it's not done more often is the scheduling is quite tight when you're
    teaching a major subject. Not only that, but I should warn you that most healing
    potions are made in house too; we don't have a company that we order from like
    Whitebridge has. The Potion Master makes most of them, with only a few being made by
    Sagittari or the local Alchemist."

    "Really?" Arcadia said, her jaw dropping when she realized how much work that was
    going to be. "Oh, wow, now I understand why everyone has to get there two weeks early
    instead of one!" Arcadia said, a bit overwhelmed.

    "Yes, but I'm sure our resident doctor will be more than happy to help," Severus
    suggested, Arcadia smiling at that.

    "Ah, so I take it you've met Sagittari during your visits, then," Norman said.

    "Oh, yes. Often," Arcadia said with a smile, Jennifer pursing her lips at that.
    "In fact, I think I'll go up and find him."

    "Nice to meet you, Doctor Arcadia," Eric smiled warmly, and they watched her go.
    "I'm curious to see what she looks like in her centaur form now. I'll have to drop
    into Hogwarts unexpectedly more often," he said with a chuckle.

    "She is quite beautiful in that form as well," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Are we about ready to head upstairs? I'd like to find Ambrose or Adam if we can.
    Norman is interested in our security arrangements, and I promised that to give him a
    quick tour," Severus said. Eric rolled his eyes at that.

    "Couldn't that have waited until another day, Norman?" Eric asked with
    exasperation.

    "I saw a great many heirlooms on both the International floor and upstairs in
    Wizard History, Eric. I would simply feel a bit more comfortable if I knew a little
    more about how they're protected," Norman explained.

    "It's quite all right, Norman. Although obviously, we can't show you all of the
    security we put in, but if getting a hint to some of the precautions will ease your
    anxiety over it, I'm certain you'll feel much better about this new addition to our
    society," Severus said.

    "Perhaps we could look for Adam upstairs?" Jennifer asked quietly, Severus'
    attention immediately focused on her, offering her his arm again.

    "Shall we?" Severus said, and the two of them made their way to the large grand
    stairway and began to walk up them. Halfway up, they saw someone thundering up the
    steps behind them, and they looked over curiously as Harry took the stairs by
    twos.

    "Oh, hi," Harry said briskly, not breaking his stride.

    "There's a Doorlift, you know," Severus informed him, but whether he heard him or
    not since he was quickly out of sight. Not long after they reached the top, Ginny
    came up behind them with a sheepish look on her face.

    "What do you suppose the emergency was?" Norman wondered.

    "My guess was that he decided to tour the Archives," Severus ventured.

    "I know that was my first reaction to that floor," Jennifer agreed
    emphatically.

    Severus tracked down Ambrose in the reception area, and Ambrose quickly offered to
    show Norman and Eric the surveillance room. But it wasn't long after Jennifer and
    Severus got rid of them that Severus noticed Conner watching them from where he stood
    near Lindsay and Anna, who were in the middle of a conversation with Charlie and Bill
    Weasley. Severus nodded to Conner, who said something to Lindsay and stepped over to
    them.

    "Good evening, Conner. Just arrived?" Severus inquired, glancing at Jennifer who
    had stepped away long enough to get herself a drink.

    "Yes, just a few minutes ago. We haven't left the reception area yet, actually,"
    Conner said. "Do you know if Laura and Andrew are here?"

    "I haven't seen them yet, but my guess is they're probably up on the level with
    the Children's Museum since Andrew contributed to that," Severus replied.

    "Well, I haven't seen them at all lately," Conner hinted. "Not since Laura asked
    for 'a week' to see her parents off when they left town."

    "I see," Severus said, glancing at Jennifer when she came back over. "You should
    have sent me a note sooner."

    "Well, at first they started sending me legitimate sounding excuses... attending a
    festival, helping with Helena and Connie's wedding, that sort of thing. They've been
    using the museum as the excuse up until this point. I realize Andrew has a lot to do,
    but I found it rather convenient when everything had to be 'done by Thursday' no
    matter what the excuse was..."

    "One might wonder why," Jennifer said with such open amusement that Conner looked
    at her curiously.

    "Perhaps we should allow the good doctor to come to his own conclusions on the
    matter, Jennifer," Severus decided. "Shall we go on up? I'm certain if both of us are
    there, we can resolve any scheduling conflicts on the spot."

    "Thanks, Severus," Conner said. The three of them walked to the Doorlift, taking
    it to the second floor.

    As they stepped out and looked at the different brightly colored areas and
    exhibits, it was quite evident that Jennifer was impressed just by how quickly she
    slipped away from Severus, fiddling with all of the clever magical exhibits meant to
    entice young hands... and apparently Items professors... into playing with them just
    to see what they did.

    "She's just like a big kid sometimes, isn't she?" Conner observed with amusement.
    "I take it she had a very lackluster childhood." Severus turned a gaze on him so dark
    and threatening that Conner cleared his throat. "So, where do you suppose Andrew
    is?"

    "This way," Severus said, leading him over to the miniatures corner.

    There were, in fact, a great many wizards and witches who had gathered in that
    corner to admire the miniatures and trains. This was where Tonks and Pimra were
    hanging out, as were Connie and Arnold, and Sally Scribe. Sally had talked Andrew out
    of the controller for the Flying Hogwarts Express, while Laura was busy flying a
    mechanical dragon around. But as Laura circled the dragon around, she spotted Severus
    and Conner and the dragon crashed into a small model of Hogwarts.

    "Careful, Laura," Andrew said when he saw it, putting his arms around her to help
    her steady the controller.

    "No! Look over there," Laura warned, and Andrew looked up and saw them. The dragon
    dropped into the lake.

    "Oh," Andrew said, then realized he had his arms around her and quickly yanked
    them back as if nothing had happened. As Conner folded his arms with a sigh. Laura
    blushed brightly and handed Andrew the controller, going around to fetch the
    dragon.

    "Any observations, Doctor?" Severus inquired.

    "Let's just say I see why they were making excuses now," Conner said, and they
    stepped over to where Andrew was standing.

    "I see you got those controllers you invented working... somewhat," Severus added,
    noticing that the dragon was currently missing a wing.

    "Um, somewhat. Only the rail trains are going to be accessible to the kids... the
    ones that don't fly, I mean," Andrew explained. "These two require skilled
    operators."

    "Then why did you let Laura fly one?" Severus inquired.

    "Hey!" Laura protested, but Sally laughed.

    "That comment wasn't against you, Laura. The Headmaster is accusing Andrew and I
    of being 'skilled operators,'" Sally explained.

    "Hey!" Andrew protested once he realized that Sally had a point.

    "Guilty," Sally said with a shrug, and went back to what she was doing.

    "Speaking of guilt, do you the two have any confessions to make? Or are you too
    busy for that?" Conner asked.

    "I love a good confession," Sally said, sticking her tongue out a little as she
    tried to navigate the Hogwarts Express back down on its track.

    "I am certain that no matter what happens, Conner, Laura and Andrew are never too
    busy to sit down for a nice chat with a friend. Perhaps even time enough for a bar
    game or two," Severus suggested. "Isn't that right, Andrew?"

    "Yeah," Andrew said evenly, then Severus glanced at Laura.

    "Yes, fine," Laura replied resignedly.

    "Conner, feel free to let me know if their schedule gets 'busy' again, and I'll do
    what I can to help them find some extra time," Severus told him, noting that Andrew
    and Laura both grimaced at that.

    "Thanks!" Conner said with a smile, then looked around at the setup. "Hey, can I
    get one of the child-friendly controllers?" he asked.

    "Like to play it safe, do you?" Sally said, then accidentally crashed hers into
    the tunnel it was trying to go through. "Busted."

    "You can say that again," Laura said under her breath, getting her wand out to fix
    the dragon.
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    End of Summer

    Conner marched Andrew and Laura out onto the beach at Littus Malificus as if they
    were both going to a firing squad.

    "So! For this first session back from the two of you going AWOL, you're going to
    spend the whole ninety minutes finding something to do together on this beach; broom
    surfing, sand castles, kiting... I don't care as long as I can observe how the two of
    you interact since you have reached some sort of accord," Conner told them.

    "We're dating," Andrew informed him.

    "Does that mean the two of you are actually going to let me call the couples
    therapy portion of your treatment 'couples therapy' now?" Conner asked, glancing
    questioningly at Laura.

    "Sure, fine," Laura replied, trying not to look as uncomfortable as she felt.

    "Just how did you find out about this place, anyway? I thought this was a local's
    secret these days," Andrew asked.

    "Your Dad suggested it," Conner said. "By the way, he passed his exam this summer
    while the two of you were dodging me, and he's officially a practicing psychologist
    now, so don't think you can get around me at Hogwarts anymore."

    "I could have sworn he told me he was specifically going for a child psychology
    license," Andrew said.

    "As far as he's concerned, the two of you are still children," Conner said. "Now,
    enough talk. I'm not starting the clock on your session until you actually start
    doing something productive."

    Andrew glanced at Laura and the two of them took a few steps away so they could
    talk without Conner being right next to them.

    "So what do you want to do?" Laura asked with a sigh.

    "Sandcastles?" Andrew shrugged.

    "No, I want something more active than that. Besides, I know what your skill level
    is in that sort of sculpture and I would be totally outmatched," Laura admitted.

    "Something with a ball perhaps?" Andrew suggested.

    "Yes, alright," Laura agreed. Andrew walked to the shelter and went to his Chest
    Cloak, pulling out a Quaffle. By the time he walked back over, it was a volleyball.
    Laura grinned. "Well that works, but what about a net?"

    "I'm on it," Andrew said, and the two of them walked over to a spot that had a
    decent amount of space and sand on both sides. Andrew then pointed his wand at some
    driftwood to make some poles, then pulled up some sea grasses to form a net.

    "It's a bit wet, I suppose, but I'm sure the sun will dry it off quickly," Andrew
    decided, looking at the net critically.

    "How do we decide who serves first?" Laura asked.

    "Ladies first," Andrew said, holding the ball out to her.

    "Don't you ever wonder if that isn't a bit sexist?" Laura said, taking the ball
    anyway.

    "Age before beauty would simply mean that I go first. Do you want to flip a coin?"
    Andrew suggested.

    "Never mind, I don't want to be out here all day just deciding who is going to go
    first," Laura said, going over to the other end of the net.

    Conner watched with open interest. So it was another back and forth game, was it,
    he noted with amusement. It was a direct substitution for one of their arguments; a
    constant back and forth motion for what the two of them had been doing all last year.
    So they hadn't really progressed, but they also hadn't had a setback over the summer
    either, which had been much more of a concern.

    As Andrew tipped the ball over the net, Laura stepped up and there was an
    immediate altercation. Conner was about to get up and step in, when the two of them
    took their places again. Conner tilted his head to the side. Was it just his
    imagination, or had Andrew suddenly lost a few inches in height? Sure enough, when
    they got close to the net again, Conner could tell they were both the same height
    now.

    It was hardly the first time he saw them adjusting such things to make a game
    fair; even when they argued about what game they were going to play, they avoided
    games that gave one of them an advantage over the other. That, at least, was a good
    sign. But how could he ever get these two to play a more cooperative game instead of
    insisting on this one versus the other mentality? Still, at least their game play was
    healthier than their arguing, since they both seemed to be using their squabbles
    simply to let off steam when other things were going on in their lives. Deciding it
    would be better to encourage it for now to give them another outlet other than
    fighting, Conner walked over to the net.

    "I don't suppose either of you have played any tennis?" Conner asked.

    "Backyard badminton is the closest I've gotten," Laura admitted.

    "Same," Andrew agreed, fetching the ball out of the sand. "My mother knows how to
    play, though. She's taken lessons a number of times when she's been left to her own
    devices while abroad, she simply doesn't play because nobody else in the family
    plays."

    "That sounds like a good incentive for the two of you to learn then," Conner
    suggested with a shrug. "I suggest the two of you find a school and sign up for
    lessons in the same time slot. Consider it therapy homework," Conner suggested.
    "Something that won't conflict with school, Saturdays or Sundays perhaps, so you can
    continue it for a while."

    "Well, I don't mind the idea of taking lessons during this last week and a half
    before we have to head back to the school, Conner, but Laura and I have a lot of
    duties on the weekends, you know, between sports, clubs, security, and Hogsmeade
    trips," Andrew reminded him.

    "No problem. I'll just clear it with your father," Conner shrugged. Laura and
    Andrew grimaced at one another. "Continue."

    "I guess we're stuck with it now," Laura said when Conner walked back over to the
    shelter.

    "I hate how they can team up whenever they think we're out of line," Andrew
    said.

    "We should find a way to get even," Laura murmured.

    "With Conner, or Father?" Andrew asked.

    "Conner, obviously, I'm not that insane," Laura said. Andrew chuckled,
    handing her the ball so that she could serve.

    

    Severus, Jennifer, and Quintin stepped into the Headmaster's Study after taking
    Quintin on one last summer outing to the WHAT Museum, spending most of the day in the
    children's exhibits. They had lunch in the café and even stopped into the gift shop
    for a toy for Quintin and a signed copy of Perspectives of the Heart, Janus
    Edgar's newest poetry collection.

    As they walked into the study, Severus noticed Winnicott sitting on the windowsill
    upstairs and called him down, taking a note from him.

    "Go ahead and change so that you can play in your room, Quintin, there's still
    time yet before dinner," Jennifer said.

    "Okay, Mum!" Quintin said, marching towards the door and deftly lifting the
    Sorting Hat off the shelf on the way.

    "So what does Conner want?" Jennifer asked, getting some coffee.

    "He wants to make sure that Andrew and Laura have time for tennis lessons when
    school starts," Severus said, getting out a piece of note paper. "Armando, let
    Hermione know that Andrew and Laura are going to need another two hour block on
    weekends."

    "I like that idea. I might actually have someone to play with," Jennifer
    chuckled.

    "Yes, well, right now he's just humoring their apparent need to come at one
    another, and he figures this is healthier than fighting," Severus admitted.

    "Is it really fighting? Or is it flirting? Sometimes I can't tell the difference
    when the two of them are going at it," Jennifer admitted.

    "Yes, I think that's the problem he wants to correct, actually, since that can
    cause problems down the line. Although personally, I think it's a tension issue,
    really," Severus said.

    "That is a problem. From what Andrew has told me, I think he's planning to take
    things as slow as possible," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, he's said the same to me. His reaction is understandable, Jennifer. He
    simply wants to be careful because he doesn't repeat his past mistakes," Severus
    said. Jennifer nodded in agreement. "Conner is looking for suggestions for more
    cooperative activities, however, since they're showing no signs of it."

    "I wouldn't say that, Severus," Jennifer said with a thin smile, Severus looking
    up curiously. "They certainly were quick to get together to try and thwart Conner
    last year when they thought he was trying to spy on them at work. And I've heard
    Laura and Andrew both mention that when they are in their Animagus forms, they're in
    perfect sync with one another. That shows they're capable of doing it now if there's
    a reason for it."

    "Squabbling unless they have to protect each other sounds more like sibling
    behavior, doesn't it? They really do have a long way to go," Severus realized. He
    included Jennifer's observations in his note to Conner, then folded and sealed it,
    getting out an owl treat to go with it. "Here you are, Winnicott," he said, and the
    owl accepted both the treat and the note. With that out of the way, Severus turned
    his attention to Jennifer, noticing her staring into her coffee without really
    touching it. Severus sighed silently.

    "Did you want to take a walk around the grounds tonight? I'm sure I could find a
    sitter easily enough," Severus said.

    "No, Severus, not tonight. After all, that wouldn't be fair to Quintin since I
    have to leave tomorrow," Jennifer said quietly. "Whatever happened to summer? It
    really went by so quickly this year."

    "Yes, it certainly did," Severus replied, gazing at her. "But I'm certain that
    once the initial dread has worn off, you'll be so busy getting used to teaching in a
    different school, getting ready for the students to arrive, and learning all of the
    different rules and routines of Whitebridge, that the feeling will pass."

    "Well, it's true that it may distract me, Severus, but that won't mean I won't
    miss you, the family, or Hogwarts any less," Jennifer said. "I think I'm going to
    take the Rogue with me."

    "This again? I thought we agreed that he would be safer here," Severus said. "It
    isn't as if he can't sneak into a frame if he wants to visit... like now, for
    instance," he pointed out, then Jennifer glanced over to see that the Severus
    painting was listening from Albus Dumbledore's frame. In fact, Albus seemed to be
    listening very intently as well.

    "True, but he couldn't perform any secretary functions that way, he can only talk
    to me, and I know I'd feel much more comfortable if he was with me. Since he can move
    his frame, he can get himself out of danger if he needs to..."

    "We don't know that for certain, Jennifer. His powers may be completely tied to
    the castle. We don't know how much of it is the painting's magic and how much is the
    school's. Besides, it's rather pointless to go on a journey to get out on your own if
    you're simply going to bring my semblance with you," Severus said. "I saw that," he
    snapped when the Rogue called him an old codger.

    "Severus, that painting is not going to counter anything I want to do, he never
    has, and he has only ever advised me when I asked him to. He won't get in my way,
    will you?" Jennifer asked, the Rogue nodding to her encouragingly. "Besides, he's my
    painting as long as I'm alive, so if I want to bring him, you can't stop me,"
    Jennifer said. "And if you want my advice, you'll also move the Jennifer Craw
    painting in here with the other Headmaster paintings to keep you company. I'm sure we
    can find another painting to watch the nursery... Dewhurst, perhaps, he's not going
    to be needed," Jennifer said, glancing at the Rogue who nodded at that. "Do you
    suppose we can come up with a noisemaker for her as well, Professor?" Rogue looked
    thoughtful and walked out of the frame. Albus followed behind.

    "One moment, I didn't authorize this," Severus snapped, but it was too late.

    "Sorry, Severus. Headmaster painting or not, it's my painting. He'll listen to me
    over you no matter what you try," Jennifer said calmly. Severus squinted at her.

    "Caw! Caw! Caw!" Quintin started saying cheerfully, and Severus heard Dewhurst caw
    back with interest at the young boy.

    "Jennifer, surely we can come up with a more competent babysitter than that
    raven," Severus complained.

    "I doubt you want the one of me painting with my class in there, Severus,
    considering who else is in it. You could always put the Dumbledore painting in there
    if you like, I bet he'd make a smashing babysitter."

    "No, I consult that one from time to time," Severus said.

    "I know! Put Caprica in there..." Jennifer teased

    "Don't even go there!" Severus snapped, then sighed. "Never mind, I'll figure
    something out," he said in resignation, glancing at the wall to see that the Jennifer
    portrait had taken up residence next to Armando. The Rogue Painting stepped in and
    handed her a wooden handled brass school bell, which she tested cheerfully, then
    nodded with a smile.

    "I suppose I should have taken up an instrument at some point," Jennifer mused,
    looking up at her painting, who nodded to her. "Especially considering my family's
    strength in harmonics. I just never had the time to explore it."

    "Perhaps now you'll have a chance," Severus said quietly.

    Jennifer frowned at him, but then noticed how he was gazing at her old portrait,
    painted before they had even been married. His expression was quite subdued, and she
    reminded herself this was no easier on him than it was on her.

    "You know, as much as I love that painting, it's a shame she doesn't have any real
    memories of being married or having children, despite how good she has been at
    keeping an eye on the nursery," Jennifer said thoughtfully. "I think that once I get
    back next summer, I am going to have Alicia paint one of me as I am now," she
    decided. "Perhaps it's something we could even do together."

    "I can't imagine just how much trouble this school would be in if we had another
    painting of me roaming about," Severus said.

    "True, but we could always will it to our estate so that the kids can fight over
    it," Jennifer suggested.

    "Fight to see who gets stuck with it, you mean," Severus replied, but shrugged. "I
    will think about it." Jennifer smiled at him, then grimaced when she finally tasted
    her coffee only to find that it was cold.

    

    The next day, Jennifer attempted not to think of her sitting room. It was nearly
    vacant except for the bare furniture that had been in the room already, and the chest
    for her Chest Cloak had been moved into Severus' sitting room. She double checked her
    things and then spent the morning playing with Quintin. Just before the point that
    Quintin normally informed her it was lunch time, Severus appeared in the doorway.

    "I have something special prepared for lunch today," Severus informed her. "We're
    having lunch at the Craw Mansion. Your father wants to see you off."

    "Oh, alright," Jennifer said with a smile. "I wouldn't mind seeing how Fleur is
    doing anyway. Of course, I would like to see how Ginger is doing too."

    "Perhaps she'll be there as well," Severus conjectured, and Jennifer looked up at
    him and then smiled, realizing it was more than her father who wanted to see her
    off.

    The Craw Mansion was, in fact, bustling with family, and Jennifer found herself
    sitting at the table with not only her Father and now feather-haired Fleur, but
    Maurice and all their children and spouses, Anna and Laura, Harry and Ginny, and Ron
    and Hermione, while the older grandchildren were quickly put in charge of watching
    the younger ones on the picnic blankets set up for them outside.

    "It's a bit like having a second birthday party," Corey joked.

    "Only it's not all about you for a change," Thomas grunted at him.

    "It hasn't been about me for years," Corey chuckled at him.

    "Thanks for this, I'm so glad to see everyone before I have to leave," Jennifer
    said sincerely. "Only you will call me the moment any babies are born, right? Dean
    Elk promised to find me a substitute, so I want to know right away."

    "I think your siblings will be born whether you're here doing dishes in the
    kitchen or not," Thomas said. Fleur frowned at him disapprovingly.

    "I'll make sure you get word right away, Jennifer," Maurice said quickly.

    "So will we, Mum, don't worry," Aurelius promised her. Jennifer nodded at that,
    nibbling without eating much, and only her father's presence next to her kept her
    from losing it altogether. Perhaps that was part of the point, she mused numbly,
    finding herself reaching for Severus' hand under the table. Nobody commented when he
    was forced to switch hands to eat.

    "Are you going to come back for Jamie's wedding?" Harry asked.

    "I'm not sure yet," Jennifer admitted. "You don't have to send me an invite if you
    want an accurate count, Harry..."

    "Of course we will, whether you end up making it or not. Besides, they're planning
    a garden wedding, so there's no lack of space... even if there's a creepy graveyard
    with a mausoleum next to it..."

    "Behave, Harry," Ginny warned him.

    "What do you expect? They're Necromancers, they probably want their relatives to
    attend," Thomas said unconcernedly. "You have to admit, it'll make for an interesting
    Halloween."

    "Why do I suddenly feel like I'm going to be castle sitting that night?" Andrew
    chuckled.

    "I would say that is a good guess," Severus agreed. "We will probably skip the
    Spectral Ball this year and do House events since so many of our normal guests will
    be going to the wedding anyway. There's enough going on this year without adding a
    dance to it."

    "In other words, my dear brother is grateful for having a good excuse for not
    having a dance at Hogwarts this year," Anna said knowingly.

    "I won't deny it," Severus said evenly, Jennifer giving him a wan smile.

    "Well, you be careful, Jen-girl. Not that I expect all that much excitement at
    that school, but there is probably one or two male teachers there who might not think
    twice about trying to pick you up, married or not, considering how young you look,"
    Thomas said, earning another frown from Fleur, despite the fact that his warning was
    sincere.

    "Don't worry about that, Dad. I'm taking the Rogue with me," Jennifer assured him.
    "Even if I do miss something, I have a feeling he won't."

    "Oh. I didn't know you were going to let her do that," Thomas said, gazing at
    Severus curiously.

    "It took some convincing on both of their parts that it was the right thing to
    do," Severus admitted. "But after hearing your point just now, Thomas, I am quite
    glad that she is taking him."

    "Yes, me too," Thomas decided, turning his attention back to lunch.
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    Chapter Four

    Shopping

    Jennifer arrived at the Whitebridge Gatehouse with little more than her Chest
    Cloak and a small portfolio case with all of her paperwork. She stepped outside and
    blinked since the sun was a great deal higher than what it had been a few minutes
    ago. Sighing softly, she climbed up the steps of the Assembly Building, went inside
    the doors, and walked straight over to the office of the Associate Dean of
    Undergraduates, glad to find the office open. Sitting behind a desk was a dark haired
    woman with dark skin and deep brown eyes that were framed by large but stylish
    glasses. She was tastefully dressed, wearing black slacks and a deep green blouse
    with a necklace of shiny green and black beads. Jennifer knocked gently on the
    door.

    "Oh, hi! Who are you?" the Associate Dean asked curiously.

    "Jennifer Craw Snape," Jennifer replied.

    "Oh, right! The exchange teacher, come on in," she said. "I'm Doctor Brenda
    Johnson, you can call me Brenda or Mrs. Johnson. Feel free to sit down. Most of your
    paperwork has your last name as Craw and Snape almost interchangeably. How should we
    address you?"

    "Jennifer or Ms. Craw is fine," Jennifer replied, and Brenda made a note.

    "And you're staying on property, correct?" Brenda asked.

    "Yes," Jennifer agreed.

    "Let's see... oh, Wind has you as a resident director for floors five and six...
    probably because you're boarding here," Brenda mused.

    "It's quite all right, I'm a head of a house back home and graduated from here, so
    I know the basics. That's Rose level, correct?" Jennifer recalled.

    "Yes, oh, I guess you do know how it is around here then," Brenda said with
    amusement. She got out a pair of credit-card like keys, very similar to the ones
    Jennifer had struggled with when attempting to get into their hotel room at Lucky's
    wedding last year. "This one is to your room, and this one is to your classroom, just
    in case you want to start decorating it early."

    "That's right, I forgot we did that here," Jennifer said thoughtfully. "Can I get
    a list of wizard shops in the area?"

    "Well, there's a book store and a restaurant in the area," Brenda said with a
    smile. "For the most part, we have everything shipped in."

    "So that part hasn't changed," Jennifer said with a sigh. "I take it the book
    store is S&S. What's the name of the restaurant?"

    "It's called Quickbrooms. It's known for delivery, but they planted one just
    across the street from the school with a large dining area, a pizza buffet, and
    arcade games to cater to the students. There are also a few liquor stores around here
    with a back room with wizard wines if you need that sort of thing. That's easier to
    come by," she added, handing her a piece of paper with directions. "But really, if
    you're looking for things like class supplies and S&S doesn't have it, it's just
    easier to use the Wizardnet to order whatever you need, especially through
    Charmbasket, of course. They have next day delivery."

    "Charmbasket?" Jennifer repeated unsurely.

    "Surely you have it where you're from, I'm pretty sure it's world wide now... it's
    a Wizardnet delivery service. 'If you need it, they can get it, just like magic.'
    That's their slogan," Brenda said. "Just put 'ch' in your net computer, it'll come
    up."

    "Right," Jennifer said, pushing her spectacles up with a smile.

    "Do you have a car?" she inquired.

    "No," Jennifer admitted.

    "Then we'll skip the key to the garage. Here's the Portkey to the Gatehouse and
    the key to the pedestrian entrance next to the main gate," Brenda said, handing
    Jennifer a much more traditional looking set of keys. "Anyway, it looks like I have
    all of your paperwork. Do you need me to show you where the class and your room is?"
    Brenda inquired.

    "No, thank you. I'm sure I can find my room in the dormitory. I also know where
    the Items classroom is, as long as it hasn't changed locations recently," Jennifer
    said.

    "Nope, it's in the same place it's been since the place was built," Brenda said
    with amusement. "The Commissary will be open for breakfast for staff, but it won't be
    serving lunch and dinner until next week. If you don't want to cook, there's
    always..."

    "Quickbrooms. Yes, I got it." Jennifer said with a smile. "Thanks, Brenda!"

    "You're welcome! I look forward to working with you," Brenda said with a smile,
    shaking her hand.

    "You as well!" Jennifer agreed, then strode directly to her classroom. She stared
    at the card keys until she figured out which was which and tried two directions in
    the slider mechanism before she was able to get the door open. She pushed a button,
    and bright lighting panels in the ceiling came to life. The tables were against the
    walls with metal and resin chairs stacked on top of them, the project shelves were
    all empty and dusty, and her workbench and desk were near the back of the room next
    to a chalkboard... that was white? She stared at it a moment.

    "What in stars am I supposed to use on that?" she asked herself, then checked the
    supply closet filled with supplies for making Items projects. Well, at least that
    looked normal, she decided.

    Closing the door of the classroom with a wave of her hand, Jennifer surveyed the
    walls until she found one with what looked to be a sturdy enough hook. Then she set
    her cloak down and unbuttoned one of the pockets on both sides, greatly increasing
    its width. Then she reached in with both hands and slowly began to pull out the
    painting of Severus Snape. She carefully placed the painting on the hook and checked
    the painting over. Other than him blinking at the bright light level in the room, he
    seemed all right.

    "I'm sure we'll get used to it," Jennifer said, then pulled out a small painting
    of a violin and hung it next to him. "And I'm sorry to say this, but I think I'm
    going to need some backup already. Lunette told me to 'holler' if I got stuck, and
    hopefully she meant it. She said she was going to be spending most of her time at the
    New York office." The Rogue nodded in understanding and stepped out of the
    painting.

    Jennifer began to pull some books out of her cloak, knowing she could at least
    fill her personal bookshelf so that it felt as if she had gotten something done. But
    when she felt for her Magical Properties of Metals and Gems reference volume, she
    noticed that something was tied to it. Pulling it out, she saw a small confections
    tin. She smiled at that, unsurprised when it was filled with butter tablets.

    "So sentimental," Jennifer murmured. "And I bet I'm going to be going through
    these in a flash."

    She heard a violin and glanced up at the Rogue, who signed to her.

    "Well, if she wants to meet here, there's only a restaurant called Quickbrooms
    from what I understand," Jennifer explained. "But it's supposed to be really close."
    He nodded and signed again. "Oh really? That soon?" she asked in surprise. He nodded.
    "Thanks, Severus. Tell her I'll meet her there."

    Jennifer took only a moment or two to pull out the rest of her reference books,
    piling them on her desk to make room in her Cloak Chest for other items. Then she
    buttoned the Cloak's pocket, donned her Cloak, and stepped outside, taking the garden
    route to get to the front gate faster.

    As she was passing the Gatehouse on the way to the entrance, a tan dark-haired
    wizard wearing a pair of jeans and a polo shirt stepped out from the Gatehouse.

    "Good afternoon," he said.

    "Good afternoon," Jennifer said with a smile, pushing open the ironwork gate and
    slipping outside.

    He immediately fixed his eyes on the diamond on her finger, but he still couldn't
    help but stop to watch her as she walked towards the street.

    "Twelve out of ten," he decided in appreciation, wondering who she was as he
    walked to his classroom.

    Jennifer stepped into the restaurant and glanced around thoughtfully, frowning at
    the gimmicky signage and the 'AYCE' pizza bar. Jennifer wasn't quite sure what 'AYCE'
    meant, but the restaurant appeared to be divided into two halves. One half was
    focused on pizza and noisy games, and the other half looked more like a traditional
    diner.

    Jennifer immediately stepped towards the diner half, looking around. Compared to
    New York, it was set up more like Bergen's Deli than Kingler's, and it didn't seem to
    have any table service at all. She found herself staring at a large menu that
    stretched the entire length of the counter. At the end of the counter closest to her
    there was a register, where a bored-looking teen seemed to be waiting just in case
    she ever decided to order something. One person stepped past her, ordered a bunch of
    numbers, and was handed a little plastic stand with yet another number written on it
    and a drink cup. As he sat down and put his nose next to his phone, Jennifer turned
    her attention to the large menu board again.

    "Nope. I haven't got a clue," Jennifer said softly to herself.

    "First time?" asked someone beside her jokingly. Jennifer looked over to see
    Lunette standing there with a thin smile.

    "You got here fast," Jennifer replied.

    "I've been on standby, actually, because I asked Severus what time you were going
    to be here. I had a feeling that you'd want backup from someone that was already in
    the country and not related, so I took the day off," Lunette explained.

    "You didn't have to do that," Jennifer protested.

    "Consider it my way of showing how much I approve of this sabbatical of yours,"
    Lunette replied.

    "Forced sabbatical," Jennifer corrected.

    "Still haven't completely forgiven him for it, yet? Anyway, let me walk you
    through this. Got a phone?" she asked. "How about a credit card?"

    "You're joking I hope," Jennifer said. "I do have regular money on me, of course,
    and I do know how credit cards work after running the register at Kingler's. It's
    just that there's so many choices on this menu..."

    "No problem, I'll order. You go find us a table," Lunette suggested. "Pick
    something out of the way, and let me have the seat that puts my back to the door so
    that it's less likely that anyone recognizes me."

    "Alright," Jennifer said, and went for the booth in the back corner. It was
    obvious that no one was sitting there because of the current position of the sun, but
    it didn't take Jennifer long to figure out how to work the blinds and bring them down
    to block out the glaring light across the table. Not long after, Lunette came over
    with two cups of coffee and a number.

    "Here we are," Lunette said. "Once the server gets here with our stuff, we can
    throw a privacy shield up if you like, but fortunately, there's no one around us at
    the moment. I bet this place gets packed when school's in session."

    "Hardly necessary, is it?" Jennifer asked. She took her spectacles off and
    pocketed them.

    "Thanks, that makes things much easier," Lunette said with a grin. "So what's
    up?"

    "Shopping," Jennifer admitted. "I knew going in that this school was surrounded by
    a desert when it comes to wizard services. It's always been catalog heavy here, but
    apparently the catalogs are all on the Wizardnet now."

    "Ah yes, Charmbasket... the Wizard's answer to Amazon," Lunette said with
    amusement. "You'll find there is a wizard clone of every single major American
    business here... pretty pervasive, actually. Normally even the names are similar to
    non-magic companies, but the copyright laws make wizard businesses their own entity.
    They have to play nice with each other when it comes to trademarks and copyrights et
    cetera, but if it's a business that is exclusive to the magic community, they don't
    have to worry about non-magical businesses suing them for copyright infringement,"
    she explained. "A good example of that is Pumpkin. It's a company that makes
    Wizardnet computers here that has the logo of a pumpkin silhouette."

    "I've heard of them. Anna has a Pumpkin computer," Jennifer said.

    "Quickbroom is its own beast, though. This place grew out of a pizza delivery
    service for wizards that grew so popular that it began gobbling up other wizard
    restaurants. Then they started combining them to make places like this," Lunette
    explained. "As for Charmbasket, it was a charmed jewelry catalog originally. But
    unlike those two which developed their businesses organically, most magic businesses
    in the U.S. are clones of Muggle ones, especially ones listed on the Wizardnet."

    "Well, I'd very much like to shop in person where I can clearly see what I'm
    buying. I need to do shop right now in any case, because I certainly don't have a
    Wizardnet device, and the computer at the house is much too bulky to bring," Jennifer
    said.

    "Shopping is not the only thing those computers are used for, Jennifer. There is
    probably a lot of school business done on the Wizardnet too," Lunette warned her. "Do
    you have free time today to come to New York so I can help you get set up?"

    "Yes, I do. I decided to come early when I realized that I was going to have my
    hands full teaching their Items curriculum. I am free until a meeting that I have to
    attend at noon tomorrow," Jennifer said.

    "Well, I doubt it'll take that long," Lunette said with amusement. "But probably
    most of the day. We should also set you up with a better banking account while we're
    at it," she decided, pausing when the food arrived. Jennifer gazed at the burgers,
    fries, and pizza skeptically. She even picked up a piece of the pizza, watched it
    flop over, and then stared at Lunette, nonplussed. "Do you feel like you're in the
    U.S. yet?" Lunette asked bemusedly. Jennifer set the slice back down, wondering how
    much weight she was going to lose.

    

    Severus frowned when Jennifer stopped taking items out of her Chest Cloak just
    minutes after she got her books and the Rogue Painting. Frowning at the "Elsewhere"
    on his watch thoughtfully, he got an idea and pulled out a box full of Chocolate Frog
    cards and flipped through them. He found one of his own from the Alchemist
    collection. It featured a photo of him that had been taken by Minerva after his last
    set of dress robes were made and was only a couple of years old.

    "Can you find out from the Rogue or the locket portrait where Jennifer went? She
    was supposed to be unpacking," Severus asked his card. The card looked thoughtful for
    a moment, and then signed to him. "Shopping with Vallid?" he repeated and he rolled
    his eyes. The card nodded to him as if agreeing with his reaction. "I should have
    known it would be something trivial. Are you capable of letting me know when she
    returns to unpacking if I leave you out?" he asked, and the card nodded. "Fine,"
    Severus said. He dug out a small frame from a desk drawer and stuck the card in it,
    putting it on his desk before getting back to work.

    

    Jennifer got back just after nine with both miniaturized bags and bags that
    couldn't be miniaturized.

    She stopped in her classroom first to drop off two of the smaller bags, hearing an
    insistent violin.

    "I know, but I'm back now. He's not still up, is he?" Jennifer asked, and the
    painted nodded at her sternly. "I could have written him a note for him to read in
    the morning! All right, tell him I need to figure out where my room is, then I'll try
    to find my contact mirror," Jennifer said.

    She hurried out and locked the classroom. Then she walked to the Gazebo nearest
    the dorm so that she didn't have to navigate the stairs, glancing at her room number
    so that she could find it.

    Attempting to work the key and still juggle the bags was a bit of a trial, but
    finally she managed to get in. She dropped her bags in a pile on the unmade bed, glad
    that Lunette had suggested some sheets and other basic home necessities. Finally, she
    slumped into a comfortable chair next to a window overlooking the garden and brought
    out her contact mirror, opening it and having it contact Severus. She could tell from
    his view that he was still in the Headmaster's Study and was using the School
    Mirror.

    "About time," Severus said irritably.

    "Sorry, Severus. You didn't need to wait up. I could have left you a note,"
    Jennifer told him.

    "Considering you just got there today, I thought you'd check in," Severus
    complained.

    "I haven't gone anywhere questionable all day, I assure you. I was with Lunette
    all day, trying to get caught up on all of the silly gadgets people are using in
    education here these days. Besides, from what I gather from the scolding I received
    from the Rogue Painting when I got in, you found some way to contact him."

    "Via a Frog card, actually, although it can hardly do much more than relay
    messages to the Rogue," Severus said.

    "Well, from what I'm learning, I have my work cut out for me," Jennifer said. "But
    I'm really too tired to go into that now. I'd rather write it all down if I can catch
    a moment tomorrow."

    "Very well," Severus replied with a sigh. "Until tomorrow, then. Let me know when
    to send Radiance so we can coordinate that transfer."

    "I will," Jennifer said. "Good night."

    Closing the mirror, she stared at all of the stuff that she had bought, very glad
    he didn't ask how much her shopping trip cost. Moving the bags off the bed, she found
    the one with the sheets and a blanket. Using her wand to make the bed so that she
    could lie down, Jennifer was so exhausted that she fell asleep the moment her head
    hit the pillow.

    At Hogwarts, Severus listened to the silence dourly for awhile before going into
    the bedroom, cracking the windows open before attempting to get some sleep.
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    Jennifer woke up far too early even to go to breakfast, sighing at the clock
    before resignedly getting dressed. She grabbed her Chest Cloak and took the stairs
    down to get a bit of exercise, waiting until she got outside before opening her
    mirror to contact Severus. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, causing purple
    and orange bands across the cloudy sky. She switched the mirror to her left hand so
    that she could slide her key through the door lock, grateful that her classroom
    entrance was so close. It was on the outside wall of the Assembly Building, just
    across the main path connecting the dorms to the back of the doors leading inside,
    which was how most students got to the Commissary in the morning.

    "Good morning, Severus," Jennifer said when he appeared in the mirror.

    "I see you're awake already," Severus replied.

    "Yes, I didn't take that time-lag potion you gave me last night because I fell
    asleep on my own," Jennifer explained, getting the door open and turning on the
    light, stepping inside. "But since I'm already awake, I thought it'd be a good time
    to get Radiance over here."

    "Yes, alright. And if you want anything else bulky, let's do it now because I have
    a board meeting tonight," Severus replied. Jennifer noticed he was moving because of
    the change in background.

    "I don't know what else I need, really. I'll have to think about it. I'll have to
    contact you again after I get Radiance settled and go through the stuff that my
    friend and I bought last night," Jennifer said.

    "Your 'friend'?" Severus repeated questioningly.

    "Yes, she asked me not to mention her name outside of my personal rooms, actually.
    Considering how well known she is over here and all, she doesn't want that to
    influence what we're trying to do by sending me to work here," she explained.

    "That does make sense, although I wonder if having the Rogue in your classroom is
    a good idea. You may become too dependent on him," Severus said. Jennifer glanced up,
    and the painting signed 'old codger.'

    "Now, don't be silly," Jennifer told Severus.

    "Also, there is no point in you using your maiden name if he is in there
    constantly reminding everyone whose wife you are," Severus added for good measure.
    "Can't you keep him in your room?"

    "That whole 'using my maiden name' thing was your idea, not mine. Besides, I
    really don't see why you think my having the Rogue here is disruptive, anyway. I'm
    sure it'll be fine," Jennifer said. "Do you suppose he can even change his locations
    here like he can at Hogwarts?" she wondered. Rogue thought about it a moment, and the
    frame disappeared. "Yes, it looks like he can," she informed Severus. "And while
    that's good to know her can move himself for security reasons, I am going to use him
    as a secretary to help keep me organized," Jennifer explained.

    "Just the threat of attempting to keep you organized is probably enough of an
    incentive to make him want to stay upstairs," Severus said. Jennifer made a face at
    him. "Radiance's stand is in the Chest Cloak, Jennifer, let's attend to that. I am
    also going to send you a contact mirror that has a frame and its own stand to put on
    your classroom desk so that you can contact me and still have both hands free."

    "All right, Severus," Jennifer said, then set her mirror down to get into her
    cloak. She took out the mirror and set it up, closing the other mirror so she could
    resume contact on the larger one. It was, in fact, nearly the size of the School
    Mirror with an elaborate silver frame. It was only a moment or two before Severus
    appeared in the new mirror. "That is much better, Severus, although it's a bit rough
    with you moving around so."

    "Do you want your familiar or not?" Severus inquired. He was holding onto the top
    of the stand until she began to tug on it and it disappeared from view.

    Jennifer pulled it out, having to stop and unbutton the sides of the pocket even
    more so that she could get the base out. After that, Severus wisely sent Radiance's
    treats and food next before finally sending the Huang, watching carefully as Jennifer
    slowly lifted the cage out. Radiance was quite excited, both from being pulled
    through a portal and being stuck in her cage in general.

    "I'm sorry, Radiance, but they simply wouldn't let me take you through the Portkey
    pads and I really don't want you to have to fly that far," Jennifer explained,
    unlatching the bottom of the cage and pulling off the top of it. But Radiance was not
    interested at all in going to her stand, jumping on Jennifer's shoulder and refusing
    to move. "Oh well, I have a whole hour before breakfast. Maybe I can convince her to
    move before then, considering that familiars aren't allowed in the Commissary,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Anything else bulky you need at the moment, Jennifer?" Severus asked.

    "Well, I would ask for Quintin, but I doubt I'd ever manage to get him back into
    the pocket after I was done with him," Jennifer joked. "Is he alright?"

    "Yes, I'm sure he is. After all, it's only been a day and he's used to visiting
    relatives overnight. I'm quite sure that Rus is keeping him well entertained at
    Alex's house. I don't suppose you could fit me back in that pocket if I tried that
    route?" Severus inquired expressionlessly, and Jennifer chuckled.

    "I miss you too, but I really ought to get back to setting up," Jennifer said.

    "Very well. Look for a letter from me this evening," Severus told her.

    "I will. Have a good meeting," Jennifer said mischievous, knowing how much he
    dreaded them.

    "You as well," Severus replied, breaking off contact.

    Jennifer paused to give Radiance some treats and gently petted her neck to comfort
    her.

    "I know that probably wasn't fun, but if you're a good girl and go back to your
    stand, I promise I will take you for a walk in the most lovely garden you've ever
    seen. And there will be berries and flowers and other birds and lots of water, too.
    You are going to love it," Jennifer explained, Radiance listening with interest. "We
    are very far from home here, and I need you to be my classroom assistant. You can
    help keep an eye on the classroom and listen to me talk when nobody else is in the
    room... things like that. How does that sound?" Radiance warbled in agreement,
    deciding that sounded very much like Jennifer was asking to spend more time with her.
    "But to do that, I need for you to stay on your stand for now so I can get ready for
    classes, alright?" she explained, using some more dried fruit treats to coax Radiance
    onto the stand. "Thank you, Radiance! It is so good to have you here with me!" she
    assured her. Radiance cooed happily as Jennifer filled Radiance's water and food
    holders and finally returned to setting up her classroom.

    She kept a very close eye on the clock, putting away a set of Never-dry Dry Erase
    Markers and dumping all of the supplies she bought in one of the desk drawers. After
    putting up a calendar and a few other touches, it was finally time to head to the
    Commissary for breakfast.

    The two large doors of laminated wood had just been opened, and very few teachers
    were there that early. The doors themselves were on the left most wall, which was the
    north wall, and the part right next to her actually shared a wall with her classroom.
    Booths lined the left wall accompanied by tables and chairs that sat across from
    them, the wall meeting up with the floor to ceiling windows on the east wall that
    looked out into the gardens. In the far corner booth sat a wizard with light brown
    hair and glasses who was busy tapping on his Wizardnet computer. He flicked his eyes
    up at the new teacher thoughtfully as she stepped over to the counters.

    Jennifer glanced at the food selection being offered on the long cafeteria
    counters to the right of the door, which had a large hot plate selection and smaller
    cold section. Very few teachers were there that early, but Jennifer wasn't surprised
    in the slightest that one of them was Gretchen. She waved at Jennifer from where she
    stood by an espresso machine at the far south side of the room, right next to some
    regular coffee pots.

    Jennifer walked over to greet her, smiling when she saw her table in the far
    southeast corner was still free. She had always loved to sit there as a student
    because it had glass walls on both sides and overlooked the pond, which actually
    passed underneath it in places, since the Commissary dining area had been placed on
    wooden beams.

    "Good morning," Jennifer said to Gretchen as she stepped over to the coffee
    counter.

    "I had a feeling you'd be up early," Gretchen said with a grin.

    "Yes, I think it's going to take me a bit to get used to the time change,"
    Jennifer admitted, getting some coffee and then glancing at the nearest food counter
    skeptically. "Are any of the pastries edible?"

    "Edible, yes, just don't look at the ingredients list," Gretchen advised, getting
    a couple of rolls and some jam.

    "Yes, I sometimes work in a cafe in New York, so I already know about that,
    actually," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle. "But I'm not in the mood for oatmeal
    this morning, so I think I'll try the croissants. I promised myself that I'd try
    something different every day just in case my taste buds have changed. You never
    know... something might surprise me," she decided.

    She used the tongs to get one of the croissants and to it over to her favorite
    table, and Gretchen followed behind, sitting across from her curiously. As they sat
    down, Jennifer watched with interest when Gretchen pulled out some German salami and
    hirtenkase cheese out of her pocket.

    "Do you have a Chest Cloak as well?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, I brought it down from my room. I'm used to having it with my rolls in the
    morning. Chest Cloaks are kind of pricey," Gretchen admitted.

    "They are, but they are well worth it, really. I've been using mine to move. I was
    even able to use it to get my familiar safely here," Jennifer explained. Jennifer
    took a bite out of her croissant and grimaced at its chewy texture. "Is there any
    butter at all in this thing?"

    "Oil more than likely. Butter is bad for you, don't you know?" Gretchen said,
    rolling her eyes with a grin.

    "Well, we'll just see about that. You and your cheese just gave me a lovely idea
    on how we can survive this first morning," Jennifer said mischievously, opening up
    her mirror. "Get me Severus," she said, and Gretchen grinned. "Severus, there's
    something very important I forgot to ask you to send me this morning: breakfast," she
    explained. "Do you suppose you could send a plate of Francie's scones?" she asked.
    "Yes, of course it's important! You know what American food is like. No, of course I
    won't make a habit of it," Jennifer said, crossing her fingers with her other hand as
    she said it. She kept it well out of his view but obvious to Gretchen, who laughed at
    it. "Oh, pish, it's your own fault for waiting until the last minute to prepare for
    that board meeting anyway. This will only take you a moment... oh, and real butter
    would be nice too, please! Alright, talk to you later," Jennifer said, folding up her
    mirror and putting it away. Then she pushed away her plate to make some space.
    "There, you see? Chest Cloaks are quite handy."

    "I suppose, if you have a doting husband and an Elvish staff to go along with it,"
    Gretchen noted.

    "Fair enough," Jennifer said, sipping her coffee a moment before putting her hand
    in her cloak pocket and very carefully pulling out a plate of scones. "Care for one,
    Gretchen? It looks like there's plenty."

    "I suppose I should eat with you more often," Gretchen decided with a chuckle.

    "Well, unfortunately, by the time lunch rolls around, he'll have left the study,
    and once the Professors start arriving there next week and things really get busy at
    the school, I'm sure I'll be mostly left on my own," Jennifer admitted, picking out a
    raisin scone.

    "Not really, Jennifer, you're never truly on your own... especially here. You know
    the staff here is twice the size of Hogwarts. By next week you'll have made new
    friends, and besides, school will be starting and you'll be just as busy as he is,"
    Gretchen assured her, looking around. "Hey, there's Lav," she pointed out, and
    Jennifer waved at Lavender Carmody, who smiled and brought her tray over.

    "Back over in your corner again, I see," Lavender teased Jennifer, then saw the
    plate. "Where did you get those?"

    "Her pocket," Gretchen explained. "Real British scones from Britain... and real
    butter," she added for good measure.

    "Care to join us? I have plenty to share," Jennifer suggested.

    "I'll have to sit with you more often," Lavender decided, grabbing a chair.

    "Just what I said," Gretchen said.

    "Actually, the main reason I came over here today was to let you know that you're
    getting a bit of unwanted attention from the usual suspects," Lavender said.

    "What does that mean?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Mr. Byrd and Professor Smith," Gretchen said, rolling her eyes. "They both have a
    thing for sizing up new witch teachers in this school."

    "And by size she means bust, waist, and hips," Lavender warned.

    "Yes, but I'm married," Jennifer pointed out.

    "True, but if I were them, I'd be wondering why you're going by your maiden name.
    They might think the two of you are on the rocks," Lav said.

    "On the rocks?" Jennifer repeated.

    "Separated or something," Lavender explained.

    "If that was true, we wouldn't be eating these lovely scones right now," Jennifer
    said with a chuckle. "But don't worry. Now that I know about it, I'll be sure to keep
    an eye on them."

    "Just be aware that they'll also be keeping an eye on you," Lavender replied. "Oh,
    they've never crossed the line. Dean Elk would have tossed them out ages ago if they
    had, but they do like to dance it."

    "I know the type. In fact, my son was like that for a long time, but fortunately
    he grew out of it," Jennifer explained.

    "If they haven't grown out of it now, they won't," Gretchen said. "They pestered
    me when I first got here too, until Lavender convinced them we were dating each other
    just to get them off my back."

    "It worked, didn't it?" Lavender winked.

    "True, but it does mean if I do want to date someone here, I'm going to have to
    convince him it was a mistake, and that could get tricky," Gretchen said.

    "It ended up helping me get more offers," Lavender admitted with a grin. "Oh, here
    comes Wind Elk."

    Jennifer looked up as Wind wandered over, smiling at the trio warmly.

    "Welcome, Jennifer, and good morning! Why, what have you there? I don't think I
    saw those on the menu," he teased, looking at Jennifer knowingly.

    "I cheated," Jennifer admitted with a grin. "Have one?"

    "Thank you," Wind said, taking a plain one for himself. "Have you had your first
    staff meeting yet?"

    "Our department meets today at noon," Lavender replied.

    "Good! Feel free to drop by afterwards if you have any questions, Jennifer. I'll
    be available first thing this afternoon," he offered, then went to fetch a tray and
    some coffee to have with his scone.

    "That sounded like he expected me to want to see him afterwards, didn't it?"
    Jennifer noted.

    "It's not that big of a deal, we just get together and talk about the upcoming
    school year, get our class schedules, discuss agendas, and all of that," Lavender
    said.

    "So a typical staff meeting," Jennifer said. "Except by department, since there's
    such a large staff."

    "Exactly," Lavender said with a nod.

    "Should I bring something to take notes with?" Jennifer wondered.

    "You can, I suppose, but the whole meeting will be up on the department website
    tomorrow, so I wouldn't bother," Lavender said. Jennifer scrunched her nose at
    that.

    "This school seems pretty dependent on that silly Wiznet thing, doesn't it?"
    Jennifer asked.

    "You say it like it's a bad thing. But trust me, it's a lot easier now that all of
    the standard tests are online, especially as often as they expect us to test these
    days," Lavender said. Jennifer glanced at Gretchen, who nodded in confirmation.

    "Do you mean tests like midterms and finals? Or do you mean tests such as wizardry
    levels?" Jennifer asked.

    "Both, really," Lavender said. "There are two quarters per semester and two
    semesters in the year, so there are four progress tests for every grade. Oh, and the
    initial they take so that they can see what their proficiency is at when they start
    the semester. Wizardry levels are tested in 8th grade, 10th grade and 12th grade, but
    they can also take them in 9th and 11th if they want to pay extra for them."

    "It wasn't quite that bad when I was in school here," Jennifer admitted.

    "It wasn't that bad at Durmstrang either," Gretchen agreed. "But you do get used
    to it, and they do give you some idea of what they're going to be tested on so that
    you know what to teach."

    "You don't get to set your own teaching agendas?" Jennifer asked.

    "Well, you can, but it will show up in their test scores," Lavender said. "And
    when that happens, the parents tend to get upset, and then the board tends to get
    upset, and then it all comes back down on the teachers at that point." Jennifer
    frowned at that. Maybe coming back wasn't such a good idea after all. "Just be lucky
    you're teaching Items, Jennifer. The tests for that aren't nearly as bad; it's often
    attached to the business and industry tests. It's harder on the major subjects, trust
    me," Lavender assured her, Gretchen nodded in agreement.

    By the time Jennifer got to the meeting that day, she was already very wary,
    especially after spending some time looking at the school's Wizardnet site and
    wondering how they managed to keep anything private. It also hadn't helped that
    several other sites with similar names existed, and she often found herself
    misdirected to business sites such as burger places and tourist attractions that
    urged one to book ahead. After she was done, she was very glad to set aside her net
    device for awhile. She closed it firmly and got up with a sigh, deciding to bring
    paper and a pencil so that she didn't have to rely on the thing any more than she had
    to.

    It took some time to find the meeting room, which ended up being one of the
    unmarked doors behind the school Assembly Hall. Although she wasn't late, she was
    close enough that she was the last one in the room.

    Most of others were too busy staring at their phone devices to notice; reminding
    Jennifer very much of how Alexandria behaved when she first got hers. But Lavender
    looked up with a smile, and Jennifer took a seat beside her, while Gretchen sat on
    the other side. Jennifer took off her glasses and put them away. On the other side of
    the table, a dark haired wizard leaned over and murmured to the blonde wizard in the
    lab coat next to him, both looking at Jennifer. Jennifer was too curious about what
    Brenda was doing at the front of the room to notice, but neither Lavender or Gretchen
    missed it.

    At first, Jennifer watched with interest as Brenda got out her wand and tapped on
    a small box that turned out to be an image projector, but after a couple of warm and
    cheerful images of welcome, the images quickly turned to list the dates of first day,
    last day, holidays, and an insidious amount of testing in between each one, along
    with weekend schedules filled with Quidditch, Chaserball, and American Football. As
    Jennifer listened, she glanced over her class schedule which seemed basic enough;
    Introductory Item Detection and Uses, Items I, Items II, Item Design, and Advanced
    Design. They hadn't had advanced design when she was going to school, and she
    admitted to herself that it would be interesting to see what the students would come
    up with. But as she looked back up at the events calendar, she noticed something was
    squeezed in on the last weekend of February that wasn't a sport; it was an Items and
    Industry Fair. Frowning at that and wondering if it was listed in her folder
    somewhere, Jennifer's eyes came back up again when Brenda got to the last slide,
    which said, "Welcome Ms. Jennifer Craw!" on it with a lot of floating balloons behind
    the name.

    "And last but not least, I'd like to introduce you to Ms. Jennifer Craw, our guest
    professor from Hogwarts, who'll be teaching Items this year," Brenda said with a
    smile. "Although I am certain that most of you, especially in alchemy fields, have
    heard of the name in conjunction with the recent Lycanthropy research, I am told by
    Dean Elk she is also known in her country for her talents at detecting and disabling
    dangerous dark devices. Welcome."

    "That's a lot of d's," Jennifer heard someone comment softly.

    "Thanks for coming, everyone! Let me know if you have any problems. You know where
    my office is," Brenda finished with a smile.

    "So how about lunch?" Lavender suggested to Jennifer.

    "Hey! Not so fast! Don't drag her out of here before everyone gets to meet her,
    especially considering how closely we're going to be working together," the
    dark-haired wizard said. "I am Frank Byrd, the Wizardnet instructor here. My friend,
    Professor Asher Smith, teaches Wizard Pharmocology at the Healer's School, and also
    teaches an introductory Healing Potion class to the highschoolers," he explained.
    "And over here is Luke Miller of Magical Industry; you'll be working with him and
    myself on some of the students' design projects during the year."

    "Nice to meet you," Jennifer said, putting her glasses back on. At least Luke
    seemed nice enough, and he seemed to be married to one of the other teachers at the
    school.

    "And this is Elena Ortiz," Gretchen introduced, drawing Jennifer's attention to
    another woman who had been sitting on the opposite side of Gretchen. She also wore a
    white lab coat. "She teaches nutrition and the magical properties of basic
    foods."

    "That sounds quite interesting, actually," Jennifer admitted, shaking her
    hand.

    "Thanks, I think so, anyway. I teach one class in nutrition at secondary level as
    plus an elective on cultural foods and their magical properties," she said. "But I
    mostly teach at college level, about nutrition and its place in magical healing at
    the Healer's School."

    "You'd like the cultural foods class. They get to eat chocolate," Gretchen
    informed Jennifer, who looked amused.

    "To be fair, they end up eating crickets and scorpions too, but they still seem to
    have fun with the class," Elena chuckled.

    "So, is everyone hungry? How about lunch at Quickbrooms?" Frank asked
    enthusiastically, but no one missed after a quick glance around the room his eyes had
    landed on Jennifer again.

    "You all go on. I have an appointment with Wind," Jennifer replied.

    "I'll show you the way," Lavender offered. "Go on across the street, guys, I'll
    catch up," she promised, taking Jennifer by the arm and dragging her out before
    anyone could comment.

    "Lav," Jennifer chuckled at her behavior as Lavender pulled her down the hall. "I
    can take care of myself, honest. There's no reason for you to get all protective, and
    I do know where Wind's office is."

    "I'm sorry, but I have a real soft spot for a damsel in distress and a real
    aversion to men like Frank Byrd," Lavender said.

    "Never mind that. What can you tell me about that Items and Industry fair I saw in
    late February?" Jennifer asked.

    "Oh, that. Well, supposedly, it's a chance for students to show their skill
    experimenting and creating innovative magic items to propel our society forward into
    the future," Lavender said dramatically. "But in reality, it's usually a contest of
    parents attempting to one-up each other's ability to pour a lot of money and work
    into their kid's project to try to impress the Masons and Powers on the board."

    "Well, I know who the Masons are, they've been pushing their weight around
    Whitebridge even back when I was going to school," Jennifer admitted. "Who are the
    Powers?"

    "They're sort of the offshoot of the Mason family after marrying into them. They
    also have money, influence, and forgive the pun, 'power' in the wizard society around
    here," Lav explained. "But it's the same kind of situation. They donate to have their
    name attached to everything and donate to every winning candidate until nobody in the
    area can do without them anymore. And unfortunately, right now the Masons and the
    Powers also sit in half the school board seats, too. That's been a bit rough on Wind,
    because sometimes they stand in the way if he wants to make any sort of proposals to
    change the budget or policies they have control over."

    "I bet. I know how badly those fifty fifty splits in the board can be even at
    Hogwarts," Jennifer said in understanding. "But don't worry, Wind is an old
    campaigner when it comes to the Masons. He was going toe to toe with them back when I
    was going to school, after I nearly got thrown out."

    "You mean like after you turned Steve Mason into a cactus?" Lavender grinned.

    "Now, how did you hear about that?" Jennifer asked.

    "My mother told me. She says she thinks about it every time he gets on her nerves
    at board meetings," Lavender explained.

    "Rosemary is on the school board?" Jennifer asked brightly.

    "Yes," Lavender said with a grin. "And so is Steve." Jennifer blinked and groaned
    loudly.

    "I wonder how Wind managed to hire me without him knowing about it," Jennifer
    asked.

    "That's easy. Dean Elk just called you Mrs. Jennifer Snape when he suggested it,"
    Lavender grinned, and Jennifer groaned again. She was still shaking her head when
    they got to Wind's office and found the door open.

    "Come on in, Jennifer," Wind said when he saw them. "Thank you, Lavender."

    "Always happy to deliver," Lavender chuckled, then hurried to catch up with the
    others going to lunch.
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    Chapter Six

    Troublemakers

    "Feel free to shut the door, Jennifer," Wind said with a smile. "Would you care to
    have lunch with me? I think you'll find it is something that will agree with your
    picky tastes." Jennifer chuckled at him, closing the door.

    "Well, it'd have to be pretty good," Jennifer joked. Wind smiled knowingly at her
    and then pulled out a picnic basket from behind his desk. Jennifer stared at him.
    "Why, that looks like Sagittari's picnic basket!"

    "It is," Wind agreed. "And I am glad he didn't charge by the mile," he teased.
    "Actually, Arcadia Portkeyed over and dropped this off for you. It was something I
    arranged with Sagittari as a sort of reward for actually showing up at Whitebridge,
    considering all of the misgivings you and Severus were having over you coming
    here."

    "Well, I can definitely say I am still having my misgivings, especially after that
    meeting to be perfectly honest," Jennifer informed him.

    "Yes, I thought you might be," Wind admitted, unstrapping the basket. "Thus, why I
    was so prepared for you today. Please have a seat at the table. I'll open the blinds
    so we can look out on the garden," he offered, pulling them back and then setting the
    basket next to them so they could help themselves as they liked.

    "Well, first thing is first. Did you really sneak me into this school by
    intentionally leaving out my maiden name?" Jennifer asked accusingly.

    "It isn't my fault that the board didn't do their homework. Perhaps if they
    thought to collect Chocolate Frog cards, that ploy might not have worked either,"
    Wind replied. Jennifer chuckled and shook her head. "Technically, however, I am the
    one who makes the final decision on hiring staff, but I did want to make sure that
    you were safely here with a signed contract just in case they decided to protest it,"
    Wind said.

    "Just in case?" Jennifer asked dubiously.

    "One always hopes for the best," Wind said with a smile. "Besides, only a quarter
    of them are old enough to remember you, and there's only one person other than
    Rosemary that has a reason to remember you vividly."

    "Steve Mason, yes, Lavender just warned me," Jennifer said with a sigh. Wind
    chuckled at that. "Of course, that was decades ago. Surely he's changed quite a deal
    since he was a boy."

    "Yes, he has. Instead of a spoiled child of the most influential family in town,
    he is the spoiled head of the family," Wind replied. Jennifer cringed at that. "But
    no matter. Don't worry about the board, that is my affair, and despite the board's
    makeup at the moment, they no longer have as much influence as they did back in your
    student days. And as their influence has waned, mine has grown. They can't force me
    out even if they want to at this point, so no matter what happens, don't worry about
    that. But I am interested in what you have in mind for your Items classes."

    "What do I have in mind? From the sounds of it, not much at all, considering the
    testing schedule I was given today. I mean, of course I give out OWLS and NEWT tests
    every year to fifth and seventh years, so I do know the importance of some sort of
    measurement. But those sorts of tests should be assessments of what a student knows,
    not just tests to see how well they studied to take the test. I know I've only been
    here a couple of days, so forgive me for asking, but if the students are busy jumping
    from assessment to assessment throughout the entire school year, when exactly are
    they ever going to learn anything?" Jennifer asked. Wind smiled knowingly at
    that.

    "I didn't ask you here to be another test giver, Jennifer. I asked you here to
    teach," Wind said. "The whole idea behind a professor exchange is just that... to
    exchange ideas. As such, you're allowed a great deal of liberties as to how you
    conduct your classes. Jennifer, you taught Defense before you taught Potions at
    Hogwarts, did you not?"

    "Yes, for three years, why?" Jennifer asked.

    "Then tell me, in your opinion, what is the best way to get out of an endless
    trap?" he inquired. Jennifer thought about it for a moment.

    "To not step into it in the first place, I suppose," Jennifer answered.

    "And then?" Wind prompted. He reached over and pushed her spectacles up when they
    started sliding down, forcing to think it out on her own. But after a moment, she
    smiled.

    "To disarm it while standing outside of it," Jennifer replied. Wind smiled at her
    again.

    "Yes, exactly," Wind said with a nod of approval. "This assessment trap was of our
    own making, Jennifer. It is insidious because it was filled with good intentions...
    to hold ourselves accountable, and one's students as well. But one can never be at
    one's best while stuck in a trap, Jennifer. A songbird may sing in a cage, but it
    cannot use its wings, or find a mate, or learn to feed and care for itself in such a
    place. My own arm and foot are caught in this trap, despite my attempts to stay out
    of it. The irony of this little trap, Jennifer, is that good little students and good
    little teachers eagerly get caught inside it because they want to do what's best.
    They are told that this cage is where they must reside; the world is too dangerous a
    place, and risks are not worth taking. By willingly walking into the cage, no one
    gets into trouble. After all, if they don't walk inside the trap, they might be
    punished, ridiculed, dismissed, oh, what trouble one might get into if one isn't
    obedient! So how can I get myself and my school out of such a trap, when all of the
    good little teachers and students are already inside of it? But as I was pondering
    the problem, I had a visit from a fellow headmaster, his wife, and good doctor. And
    this garden, the wonder that it is, and that fellow headmaster, with his own thoughts
    and concerns, made the solution very clear to me that day. It was not an ideal
    student or teacher that I required at all. What I truly needed was a troublemaker,"
    Wind explained, Jennifer smiling with exasperation at that. "So you see, Jennifer,
    you have a special job while you are here. First, you must stay out of the trap.
    Second, you must spring the trap and rescue as many as you can on your own. Third,
    you must help me escape, so that we may get the rest out together. So what do you
    think? Are you up to the task?"

    "Easily," Jennifer said, seeing things in a new light now. "After all, I have very
    little to lose by helping you, and plenty to gain if I do."

    "Thus the reason I needed someone outside of the trap to begin with," Wind
    agreed.

    "Then I suppose you've got yourself a troublemaker," Jennifer agreed with a grin.
    Wind patted her shoulder like he once used to and offered up a piece of the baklava
    as a reward.

    

    Asher hurried upstairs and knocked on the door. It swung open, letting him in. He
    shut the door firmly and hurried over to an elaborate wall filled with Wizardnet
    devices; many of which had been built by Frank Byrd himself.

    "How's the dossier coming?" Asher asked, grabbing a wizard-crafted artisan beer
    out of the ice box.

    "Challenging as all hell, to be honest. I'm having to piece stuff together from
    all sorts of strange sources and I don't know just how accurate any of it is," Frank
    admitted. "It's a shame that our version of computer technology is decades behind
    Muggle technology. I mean, it's understandable, I know, considering we had to develop
    our devices from scratch to try and copy their electronics. They have microchips that
    don't have to worry about magical conflicts that different properties of materials
    can have, or worry about nearby magic sources influencing them."

    "True, but we don't have to worry about plugging our devices in or paying for WIFI
    either," Asher ventured.

    "Yes, but that wasn't the point I was getting at," Frank said. "Here in the U.S.,
    businesses, banks, public services, and records at the Department of Wizard Affairs
    have been slowly converting files to the Wizardnet for quite some time now, and the
    wizard network has a very healthy consumer market. But the European, Asia Minor, and
    British Councils have been very reluctant to enter the computer age, citing security
    risks as the main reason," Frank explained. "They don't see the need for them, since
    their system works 'as is.' Just like they don't see the point of cars since there
    are so many different forms of transportation available to Wizards that are cheaper
    and faster. In general, they only use motor vehicles for things like buses where they
    have to transport large groups."

    "Well, they have a point. I prefer to Key or Apparate when I can," Asher shrugged.
    "But you can't use brooms here outside of designated areas, after all. It's too
    dangerous with all of the air traffic, not to mention those damned drones."

    "Don't remind me. I still have a scar from the one that ran into me when I was
    trying to fly to Cedar Point for a date," Frank said. "The worst part of the whole
    thing was that I missed the date."

    "Stella Thrush," Asher remembered getting distracted for a moment. "She was a
    piece of work."

    "She sure was," Frank agreed. "Shame that she moved away after she realized we
    knew each other."

    "It's just as well. We found out all we needed to know about her to complete her
    dossier anyway, right?" Asher pointed out with a smile.

    "True," Frank said. Then he leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his
    head. "Take a look at that."

    "Oh, it's a Chocolate Frog card... that's definitely her, isn't it?" Asher said,
    pulling a chair over to the Wizard Computer. "Check out that dress... she looks a bit
    thinner when that was taken, too. She has more of a figure now. When was this, five
    years ago?"

    "Is that your guess?" Frank inquired, but Asher had leaned in to read the
    card.

    "'Jennifer Corsiva Craw: Defense Against the Dark Arts at Hogwarts. Currently
    entering her second year at Hogwarts, Jennifer Craw has already earned a claim to
    fame last year leading a herd of Unicorns to a victory against the Azkaban Dementor
    Revolt. Jennifer joined the staff after teaching Item and Potion Creation Theory at
    Beauxbatons. She enjoys giving cooking tips, riding winged horses, and looking in
    mirrors.' Asher read. "So she was a Defense teacher as well as Items and Potions? And
    does that bit about leading a herd of Unicorns mean she was riding on one of them? If
    so, I think I'm in love," Asher decided.

    "Well, considering that this card is in the first Hogwarts series, you might
    consider the fact that she's old enough to be your mother. In fact, if the dates are
    right, she's almost old enough to be my grandmother," Frank said. Asher stared at
    him.

    "Well, maybe she's this witch's daughter or a granddaughter or something, although
    I admit it'd be an uncanny resemblance," Asher said.

    "If I'm right and this is the same witch as the one that's teaching here, she has
    both daughters and granddaughters," Frank said. "She's also married," he added,
    looking through the card collector's site for the next listing.

    "I love a witch with experience," Asher commented.

    "A witch with eight kids," Frank added.

    "And apparently enjoys the experience," Asher added in awe.

    "Asher, I'm serious," Frank said, pulling up another card. "This is from the
    Destruction Against the Dark Lord series, three years later." Asher gazed at the
    picture.

    "Okay, here she looks closer to what she does now, doesn't she? Hips and all,"
    Asher said, then read the name. "Jennifer Craw Snape? As in... that Snape? Headmaster
    Snape who saved us all from colliding with a parallel universe Snape?"

    "Yep. She's his wife," Frank said.

    "That girl downstairs? Surely if they're related at all, she's a daughter or
    something," Asher said.

    "Let me show you her card from last year," Frank suggested, searching the card
    collection for a moment before finally finding it in the Alchemist series. "Actually,
    there's two with her in it, one by herself and one with her Lycanthropy team."

    "Can you pull up both individual cards at once? This one and that last one you
    showed me?" Asher asked. Frank turned on another screen, then put the two cards side
    by side. They both gazed at her individual cards for a long time. "No doubt about
    it... that is her. It looks identical the way she looks now."

    "That is one hot granny," Frank agreed. "Do you think she's Half-Fae or something?
    Maybe Half Bear Spirit, like Wind claims he is?" he added with a chuckle.

    "Well, who are her parents?" Asher asked.

    "I don't know. I'll see if any local newspapers are on the Wiznet and start
    pulling up entries for the last few years and see what I can find out. Considering
    the work she did with Lycanthropy potions, I'm sure it's mentioned in the news
    somewhere," Frank said.

    "Great," Asher said. "In the meantime, tomorrow I'm going to see what I can find
    out about why she's teaching here and why she's using her maiden name."

    "Good idea, just make sure you're subtle about it. We don't want her to go
    complaining to Wind if she decides we're harassing her or something," Frank
    warned.

    "I'll just ask Lav then," Asher decided as he walked to the door.

    "Sure, that'll be better," Frank said dubiously, watching Asher go before turning
    his attention back to his Wizard Computer.
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    Asher woke up early as he always did, slicked back his golden hair and put on his
    glasses, taking extra pains to make himself look presentable before he grabbed his
    Pumpkin Tome computer and went down to meet the early morning crowd in the
    Commissary. Gretchen and Lavender were already there, sitting in their normal spot at
    a small table near the coffee machine instead of over in the corner. Asher stopped on
    his way by.

    "Good morning. I take it Ms. Craw isn't up yet," Asher inquired.

    "No, she went home last night, actually," Lavender said.

    "What? Really?" Asher asked in surprise.

    "Her daughter-in-law went into labor," Lav said. "Apparently she makes it a point
    to help out for a couple of days after every family birth. She made arrangements with
    Dean Elk beforehand to take off when her son and her father's babies are born."

    "Her father is expecting?" Asher said with surprise.

    "Well, not personally, his wife is," Lavender smirked.

    "Just how old is he, anyway?" Asher asked.

    "I don't know about him, but I guess his wife is younger than Jennifer, and half
    Veela on top of it. From what Jennifer told us, they're more than up to the task of
    having more kids," Lav said.

    "He's also the Minister of Law Enforcement," Gretchen said for good measure.

    "Which is what?" Asher asked.

    "Well, I guess the equivalent here is being head of the WIAB," Gretchen
    explained.

    "Oh," Asher replied flatly.

    "Yep, so if you're smart, you'll leave Jennifer alone. Besides, she's married,
    too," Gretchen said.

    "Yes, I know. I was simply asking because I wanted to talk to her about her
    Lycanthropy research, considering Magic Pharmacology is my specialty. So don't get
    the wrong idea, girls. It was just an educational inquiry," Asher explained.

    "Sure it was," Lav said, turning back to her breakfast.

    Asher took his preferred seat on the other side of the room. It was in a corner
    against the wall and the window, but away from the glare of the morning sun so that
    he could work on his computer. In fact, he sat there long after Gretchen and Lavender
    left, and long after his coffee got cold, preparing all of his homework and tests for
    the first quarter. Once that was done and sent to Brenda, he also sent Frank a text
    before closing the computer and going across the street to Quickbrooms for an early
    lunch.

    A few minutes later, Frank showed up with a Silverbook in one hand and a few old
    yearbooks in the other.

    "I had to do some old fashioned research in the student library this morning,"
    Frank said, putting down his stack of books. "Brenda mentioned that Jennifer
    graduated from here, so I got some yearbooks from when she was in school."

    "I've been researching her father myself, and I'm running into all sorts of
    weird," Asher admitted.

    "Hold that thought... let me go order," Frank said and hurried to the counter.
    Then he noticed a wizard with dark, shoulder-length hair. He also had a goatee and
    mustache that did nothing to cover up the scar on the his cheek. "Hey, Raymond. Come
    sit with us," Frank offered.

    "No, thank you. The last time I sat with the two of you, you spent the whole time
    talking about your latest conquest," Raymond said, turning back around.

    "Actually, we're working on a new project," Frank explained. Raymond rolled his eyes
    and pretended to ignore him, stepping up to order before taking his number and
    pointedly finding a table with a single chair across the room. Shrugging it off,
    Frank ordered and returned to Asher's table, putting his plastic number on it.

    "Ray's back," Frank informed him.

    "Good, bring him over," Asher said.

    "He said he didn't want to sit with us," Frank replied.

    "Tell him I am researching Thomas Craw. Considering he killed a bunch of Brit
    Expats on American soil and got away with it, I'm betting he's probably heard about
    him," Asher said.

    Blinking at that, Frank brought him over. Asher gathered his empty plates on his
    tray and made room for him, the three of them readjusting the table just as the rest
    of the food arrived. Frank ate his chicken fries and waffled potatoes as quickly as
    he could, eager to get back to the yearbooks. Helpfully, he took Asher's tray and
    stacked it underneath his when all he had left was coffee.

    "Alright, now that we're finally settled, do you mind telling me exactly why
    you're researching Thomas Craw?" Ray asked.

    "His daughter's teaching Items at Whitebridge this year," Frank explained, using a
    wet wipe on his hands. Then he dried them with a napkin before setting their trays on
    a nearby table to get them out of the way.

    "Here at Whitebridge?" Ray said, baffled. "That's strange. Why would she be
    here?"

    "Well, from what I heard from Brenda when I turned in my agenda earlier, she's an
    alumnus of the school, and Wind invited her here personally," Frank said, setting
    aside the book he had just skimmed through and grabbed another. "I'm looking through
    these old yearbooks to see if I can find her."

    "That makes even less sense," Ray said with a sigh, taking a sip of his iced tea.
    "See, the Craw family are Dark Wizards, going back centuries. In fact, back when I
    was an Auror, I heard more than one person say that they know a lot of old Dark
    spells that fell off the books a long time ago. One of the worst ones is called
    Shrieking Death, which was designed to wipe out entire towns of people at once. The
    man who invented the spell was a Craw with Banshee blood in him, and he was
    responsible for obliteration a couple of towns and killing all the children in a
    third one."

    "Really? Just how do you know so much about it?" Frank asked curiously.

    "Well, about ten years ago, there was a nasty portal breach in Germany that let in
    a whole bunch of demons. There was a rumor going around the department that it had
    something to do with an heirloom item that once belonged to the guy that created the
    spell. Apparently the demons were there because one of the Craws was playing around
    with the item or something. Oh, they're considered respectable now, because Thomas
    Craw was one of Voldemort's men and turned on him and killed a whole bunch of Death
    Eaters both here and over in England. He served some time in prison for it and
    eventually earned a pardon," Ray explained. "But the Craw family's inclination
    towards Dark Magic runs very deep. That is why it makes no sense to me how the
    daughter of such a man could have ended up in a Light Magic school that specializes
    in the healing arts."

    "Maybe she's the white sheep of the family," Frank suggested.

    "Oh no, don't say that! I'd like to keep thinking of her as a Dark Witch with
    dastardly secrets in her past," Asher decided with a distant expression on his face
    as he sipped his coffee. Ray rolled his eyes.

    "There's nothing romantic about Dark Magic," Ray scolded him.

    "To each their own," Asher said.

    "I suppose, until someone kills you in your sleep for having such a foolish
    notion," Ray retorted.

    "As long as she takes advantage of me first, I'm perfectly fine with that," Asher
    decided. Frank snickered at that.

    "If you both don't grow up, I'm going back to my nice quiet table," Ray said with
    disgust.

    "Aren't you a bit concerned that Ms. Craw of the Craw family might very well be a
    Dark Witch? In our very school? Under your very nose, Mr. Defense against the Dark
    Arts?" Asher challenged him. "She might charm all of her students. She might even
    teach them how to make some of the cursed items she's created over the years and that
    no one knows how to dispel but her. Or is that so hard to believe?"

    Raymond frowned at that.

    "Here, I finally found her, Asher," Frank said.

    He flipped the yearbook around so that the other two could see the picture of an
    awkward eleven-year-old with a thin frown and eyes that betrayed the fact that she
    would rather be doing anything else other than having her picture taken. She was
    thin, pale, and slightly freckled, with piercing green eyes and coppery auburn
    hair.

    "Hard to believe that squirrelly little thing turned out to be so damn hot," Asher
    ventured.

    "Would you please refrain yourselves? I don't care what she looks like. I do care
    to know whether she's a danger to this school or not," Ray said. Frank flipped
    through the yearbook with interest.

    "Oh, look! Here's another picture of her, standing with Wind Elk and Rosemary
    Carmody... she's actually smiling in this one," Frank pointed out. "It helps her
    appearance a bit."

    The other two looked over to see the three of them standing in front of the hedges
    near the Items room. Jennifer was busy attempting to hold a muddy-pawed white rabbit
    who seemed to be in a hurry to get back into the garden.

    "It helps a bit, I suppose, but there's still something strange about that gaze of
    hers, isn't there? It's like there's a cloud hanging over her," Asher mused.

    "I think you're seeing things that you want to see," Ray said, giving up and
    moving his tray. "I believe I'll do a bit of digging on my own, and with the unbiased
    eye of a trained professional who knows how to leave his emotions out of a personal
    inquiry."

    The two of them watched him leave. Frank shook his head.

    "I like him a lot better when he's drunk. He's still just too damn Auror when he's
    sober," Frank commented. "We should try to get him hooked up with someone. Maybe
    he'll loosen up," Frank suggested.

    "The idea has merit," Asher agreed.

    "I know, I'll upload his information on a wizard dating site and see what comes
    up," Frank decided. "I wonder what type he likes?"

    "Considering that he was an Auror before becoming a teacher, my guess is he likes
    a dark rose just as much as I do," Asher decided with thin smile and a spark in his
    eyes. "I have fifty bucks that says he ends up falling for her too."

    "You're on," Frank decided.

    

    Jennifer couldn't help but beam happily as she held little Brigid Audacious, while
    next to her, Severus was busy holding a very content Branwen Alastor, the two girls
    quite sleepy after their busy day. Doctor Cottonwood came out of the back, smiling at
    them and the twins.

    "How is Ginger?" Jennifer asked him.

    "She'll be all right, but she's going to need some extra rest," Brad Cottonwood
    said. "I hear you're planning to stay on a couple of days?"

    "Yes," Jennifer agreed.

    "She should stay in bed except for the minimum needed to take care of herself and
    her babes until her strength his back. My wife is going to stay here tonight and
    help, as well as make certain the babies are feeding properly. As long as she's happy
    with their progress, I'll check back in a couple of days," Brad said.

    "Knowing Ginger, she'll be chomping at the bit to get out of that bed by then,"
    Severus replied.

    "I hope so! It will make her more prepared to take on the challenges that come
    with raising twins," Brad said, looking up at Aurelius with a smile when he walked
    over. "That goes for you too."

    "Thanks, Doctor Cottonwood. Fortunately, we happen to have a very large family
    network to call in case of a panic or a forced surrender," Aurelius said, Jennifer
    chuckling at that.

    "Yes, I know. And I have no doubt you'll be needing that large family network...
    especially after that other set is born as well," Brad warned knowingly. "Goodnight,
    Professors, ladies, and their father."

    "Good night," Aurelius said, showing the doctor out before sinking into the arm
    chair across from them. "So! What do you think of them?"

    "I am still too stunned to even express it! I can't believe you managed to keep
    the fact you were haven't twins from me!" Jennifer admitted, still grinning.

    "Well, it wasn't easy, especially during that lunch we had for you a few days ago.
    That's the real reason Ginger didn't get up from the table that day, because she had
    gotten pretty big. Not as big as Fleur is, but still impressive," Aurelius
    explained.

    "I just thought she didn't feel like she was up to standing, that's all," Jennifer
    admitted.

    "Oh, trust me, she definitely did not feel up to standing," Aurelius agreed, and
    the two of them chuckled.

    "Aurelius, since you're obviously going to have your hands full learning how to
    cope with twins, why don't I take Justice to the castle for a couple of evenings?"
    Severus suggested. "After all, Quintin is the relative who is closest to his age, and
    Duncan is only a year ahead of him. I'm certain that Ashley wouldn't mind," Severus
    assured him. "Or Andrew, for that matter. Right Andrew?"

    Andrew chuckled from where he leaned on the kitchen door frame.

    "You only included me because you saw me standing here, and I well know it,"
    Andrew said. "Still, if we are kidnapping Justice tonight, I probably should go ahead
    and take him to the castle since he's already dozing off in his chair as it is."

    "It is past his bed time," Aurelius admitted guiltily, wondering if he was
    neglecting him.

    "Of course you're not neglecting him, Rel, but I think Severus is right," Jennifer
    said. "As you admitted yourself, you have a large family network willing to help.
    It's okay to give yourselves a few days to get to know your daughters and adjust to
    this new family dynamic. If you need us to, I'm sure we can arrange for a distraction
    for Viorica as well."

    Viorica poked her head out her bedroom door.

    "Quidditch Training Camp with Apollo?" Viorica suggested.

    "Not a chance in hell," Aurelius told her, grinning out of pure exasperation that
    she even dared to suggest it.

    "How about a sleepover with Amber and Destiny?" she asked.

    "Better," Aurelius replied.

    "I'll get ready then," Viorica said.

    "I can drop her off too," Andrew offered with a chuckle.

    "Everyone else gone?" Aurelius asked tiredly.

    "Yes, all cleared out," Andrew confirmed, going to Justice's room to get his
    things together.

    "Aurelius, you might want to go have a lie down while you can, you know. Sleep is
    going to be at a premium for a week or two," Jennifer suggested.

    "That's probably not a bad idea," Aurelius agreed. "I'll be in my study."

    "Okay, Aurelius," Jennifer said. She sighed contentedly when it had gotten quiet
    for the first time that day, leaning into Severus.

    "Are these two interruptions going to put you far behind when it comes to getting
    your class setup?" Severus inquired softly.

    "Honestly, Severus, I really don't care. Wind knew before I even signed the
    contract that I was going to take off for this, and as exasperated as I was getting
    with their education system, I was glad for the distraction," Jennifer admitted.
    "They've gotten so wrapped up in trying to stay ahead of the next standard test to
    come out that it's created a nasty loop, and even though I haven't seen it in
    practice yet, I can't say that it's healthy for either the teachers or the
    students."

    "Yes, I've heard other educators mention it before during conferences. It's been
    going on like that for awhile now over there," Severus replied.

    "Well, I spoke with Wind after our staff meeting because I thought that testing
    every two months was a little excessive, and he completely agreed with me. He told me
    to teach the course however I want and ignore the testing schedule," Jennifer
    explained. Severus nodded thoughtfully at that. "In fact, he's rather hoping that I
    can throw a spanner in the works, so to speak."

    "Oh? He never hinted to me that was the plan when we discussed you teaching there.
    Come to think of it, he never mentioned what he would be getting out of it at all,
    other than working with one of his favorite students," Severus said.

    "Well the reason I was his favorite was because of how much trouble it was to get
    me through school, despite all my talents," Jennifer reminded him.

    "Yes," Severus nodded. "That much is obvious, at least."

    "Of course it is, because we've had the same experience ourselves," Jennifer
    replied, adjusting the baby carefully. "As far as Wind is concerned, I was
    Whitebridge's version of Corey Willowby," she explained. "When the Rogue Painting
    wants something done, he enlists the Corey paintings to do some dirty work for him...
    just as you had done when Corey first came to Hogwarts," Jennifer went on. "He wants
    me to be myself, regardless of how much chaos it creates for the school. In fact,
    he's counting on me doing just that."

    "And how do you feel about that?" Severus inquired. A smile crept across
    Jennifer's face.

    "Well, I do admit a bit of passive payback sounds quite tempting," she admitted
    with a soft chuckle. "Perhaps it might even put one of my old ghosts to rest at the
    same time."

    "Just don't forget the real reason you're there, Jennifer. Not only to give
    yourself a break from all of this, but also to give you some space to work on your
    research," Severus reminded her. "Do you mind if we switch now? I would like a chance
    to hold Brigid as well, if you don't mind." Jennifer took a moment to hand Severus
    the red haired girl while Severus deftly handed Jennifer the dark haired Branwen. But
    the moment they were settled after the exchange, Jennifer sighed.

    "Oh, I see how it is. You didn't want to have to deal with newborn poo," Jennifer
    said accusingly, standing up.

    "Yes, well, I do need to get back to the castle at some point tonight, so I
    thought now would be a good time to meet my other granddaughter as any," Severus
    reasoned.

    "I see," Jennifer said, not buying the explanation as she went to get the changing
    bag. She picked it up and shook it only once before a temporary changing table
    appeared. "You know, Severus, the more I think of it, the more I think that teaching
    Items was a good idea... not only so that I can branch out, but for my memory
    research as well."

    "Oh?" Severus asked curiously.

    "After all, Severus, it was an item, a Unicorn Horn, that put me back together
    again, and yes, I know that was only because part of me was in it," Jennifer said,
    gently changing the baby. "But a Pensieve is an item too, and there are a lot of
    items designed to bind memories; like Mallus Craw's ring, for example, or even items
    that manipulate them in other ways."

    "Oh, do you mean like all of those nightmare and memory cursed items that you've
    been procuring from Borgin and Burkes, lately?" Severus asked in a very casual tone.
    It was so casual that Jennifer grimaced at him.

    "Alright, fine, I'll admit I have been doing that a bit more often over the last
    year or two," Jennifer replied sheepishly.

    "Perhaps now that you are prepared to admit it, I can get you to agree to opening
    up a vault specifically for your 'items research' and 'class demonstration items' so
    that you're not just carrying it around in that ticking time bomb you call a
    Puzzlebox wherever you go," Severus suggested.

    "Do give me credit, Severus. I didn't bring it to Whitebridge," Jennifer
    protested. "Although I will admit you're right. They probably should go in a vault.
    Besides, I'm running out of space in my Puzzlebox."

    "This was not meant as a license to go bat crazy buying more cursed items, either.
    Especially considering that I know perfectly well you nearly emptied out your
    personal coin vault the day you moved to Whitebridge," Severus said.

    "Now, Severus, not all of it got spent, even considering I had to buy a Wizardnet
    device and a phone and all of that silliness. Most of the money went into bank
    accounts. Some went in the account I already had in New York, and the rest went in
    one called Midwest Regional Wizard Exchange, which has a branch in Pittsburgh and
    handles Whitebridge's accounts," Jennifer explained. "It has a direct deposit option
    with the school."

    "Perhaps I should get Hermione to send your Hogwarts guarantee pay to one of your
    accounts this year," Severus mused.

    "The New York one will be fine, Severus. I'll probably be doing most of my
    shopping there anyway," Jennifer said, sitting down beside him. "But as I was trying
    to explain, maybe a magical device of some sort is a better answer for a memory cure.
    Maybe my latest dream therapy potion is the best that I can do using that route, not
    that it doesn't have alternative uses other than memory restoration. Conner has
    mentioned that he prescribes it to some of his patients; it can help with trauma
    induced mental blocks that keep some of his clients from working through past events.
    So, it's not like the potion research was completely wasted, because it is good for
    some types of memory blocks. But since I'm going to be focused on items anyway since
    that's what I'm teaching, I think it's time I looked into it as a possible solution.
    At Whitebridge, I have better facilities for items research, since the school has had
    a permanent Items course for decades. They also have a lot more connections to
    industry, and can help me acquire metals, gems, and other rare components. That means
    tracking something down I need for a specialized item won't be as much of a headache
    as it usually is. The only problem I have, really, is the fact that I can't have any
    cursed items on property at all. So if there comes a point where I want to study
    anything in my collection that I want to reverse engineer to try and solve a problem,
    I'm going to have to go home to look at it," Jennifer said with exasperation.

    "That does sound inconvenient," Severus admitted. "And I don't know what the laws
    there are on the books for cursed items in the United States, either, which means
    that even if you tried to bend the rule on property, you have no way of knowing if
    it's banned in that country or not. I believe the safest thing to do is to consult
    Lunette about it, since she'll have a much better idea on whether or not there's a
    better solution."

    "You're right," Jennifer said, gently bundling Branwen up.

    "Do you want to switch back again?" Severus inquired, offering up Brigid.

    "No," Jennifer said primly. Severus reluctantly got up and reached for the
    changing bag.
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    Chapter Eight

    The Dark Witch

    Raymond Eldridge came out of his classroom in the Assembly building and stepped
    out into the garden. He looked around searchingly before finally taking the back
    pathway between the building and the Quidditch Stadium. He was halfway to the gate
    when he finally spotted Dean Elk with a very large, very strange bird on his
    shoulder. He was talking to the bird as he picked fresh blackberries near the outer
    hedge and fed them to her.

    "Good afternoon, Dean Elk," Ray said, still unable to stop staring at the
    long-necked shell-backed creature.

    "Ah, welcome back, Raymond! Ready for another exciting year?" Wind asked with a
    smile.

    "Yes, of course. Just what is that thing on your shoulder?" he asked.

    "Radiance is a Huang... a type of Eastern Phoenix," Wind explained, the bird
    warbling in appreciation at all the attention that Wind was giving her. "I happen to
    be familiar sitting for Ms. Craw, our Items teacher this year. She had to run home
    for a couple of days on a family matter."

    "Actually, that has something to do with what I wanted to speak with you about,"
    Ray admitted. "I was wondering how well you know our new Items teacher."

    "Quite well. I was her teacher when she was in school," Wind explained with a
    smile.

    "Then I was wondering if you knew if she was related to Thomas Craw," Ray
    asked.

    "He's her father, yes," Wind acknowledged, his expression not changing.

    "Then I should inform you that entire family is full of Dark Wizards," Ray said.
    "Including Thomas Craw himself; he was a Death Eater before he turned on them."

    "Yes, I'm aware," Wind agreed.

    "But sir, there is a lot of reason to believe that Ms. Craw herself is a Dark
    Witch as well," Ray said seriously.

    "Yes, I'm aware of that too," Wind agreed, but his smile never left him. Ray
    stared at him.

    "You knew already? Then how could you possibly invite her here? Don't you know
    what she is capable of?" Ray asked worriedly.

    "A great deal better than you do, I believe, considering that it's obvious that
    you don't know her history or you'd already have known that," Wind said. "Raymond,
    you were an Auror for nearly ten years before coming here. You should know better
    than anyone that it isn't always about whether a spell is considered Light or Dark,
    or Ancient or Wild for that matter. It is about how you use it and how you refrain
    from using it. I may be a master of Wild magic, but just because I am not an expert
    of Dark, it doesn't mean that I don't have abilities that could harm a great many
    people if I so choose."

    "Sir, Wild Magic may have its fair share of spells that can cause destruction if
    it's abused, but its main function is to encourage life and growth," Ray argued.
    "Dark Magic is completely designed to cause pain, fear, destruction, and death.
    Nothing good could possibly come out of it!"

    "I see. Well then, I believe this professor exchange will be good for you,
    Raymond. Because I think this will be the year that you learn that good can come from
    Dark Magic," Wind said enigmatically.

    "I highly doubt that," Ray replied.

    "Tell me, Raymond, have you finished setting up your guest speakers for the year?"
    Wind asked.

    "No, I just got here yesterday," Ray admitted.

    "Then make sure your first guest speaker is Jennifer Craw," Wind said.

    "To talk about what?" Ray asked, baffled.

    "Oh, I'm sure she can come up with something. She has taught Defense as well as
    Potions and Items, after all. And if you keep an open mind, I believe you can learn a
    great deal from her," Wind assured him, Radiance chirping in agreement.

    

    "I think we have a problem," Frank said. He was in the Wizardnet Lab with a bag of
    small hamburgers, and he and Asher were taking turns grabbing and scarfing them down
    while they were working.

    "Oh? Did the student network get hacked again?" Asher asked.

    "No, not that... it's dossier related," Frank said. Asher walked over, still
    eating. "I found an old record of her in connection to the Wizard Investigations and
    Auror Bureau out of Missouri. It seems like at one point she went there to apply to
    be a Truth Seeker."

    "What? She's a Truth Seeker?" Asher repeated in surprise, staring at the screen.
    "Oh wait, it said she canceled the request."

    "Yes, canceled, not failed. For some reason she passed the test and decided not to
    go through with it. And if she passed it, it means she has exceptional ability,"
    Frank explained.

    "Oh. Damn," Asher said, sitting down in disappointment. "I suppose that means
    we're going to have to scrub the project, doesn't it?"

    "Well, you have an advantage over me, Asher. You can easily avoid her because
    you're going to be at the Healing School and not have any direct contact with her.
    But I'm going to have to work with her a lot," Frank said.

    "Well, just how much can they pick up at a glance? How much can they pick up about
    something if they aren't particularly looking for it?" Asher asked.

    "I don't know. I've never really been around a Truth Seeker before," Frank said
    with a sigh. "Maybe if I just concentrate on work and nothing else, I can hide it.
    You'd probably have to take over writing up the dossier, though. I could just feed
    you information," Frank suggested.

    "I don't mind doing it, of course, but it sounds risky. What if she finds out
    about it?" Asher asked.

    "Well, I guess we always have the option of just scrubbing the file and moving on,
    if you don't think it's worth the risk," Frank challenged him. Asher winced with
    pain.

    "I can't, I just can't... the idea of continuing to work on the project without
    including her pains me. What's the point of having a database of the hottest witches
    in the country if we can't include her?" Asher bemoaned.

    "Technically she's not from our country," Frank pointed out.

    "I know, but she's here now and I feel like it would leave a giant hole not to
    include her. The entire project would hold no weight anymore. I'd have to tell all of
    my followers that I have given up on the database and that I'm done contributing
    altogether. People would stop donating their Wizcoins to my work, and I'd no longer
    have as many fans who are eager to help me hook up with the best looking witches
    during summer, fall, winter, and spring vacations." Asher murmured softly in
    despair.

    "Well, I'm not quitting the project, but I can't do it myself. I'm going to upload
    what I've got done so far and send it to you so you can work on it," Frank said. He
    buttoned up the file to get it ready to send before grabbing another burger. Not long
    after, Ray walked by and saw them, so he stepped into the lab.

    "Here you are. I just got done talking to Dean Elk about Ms. Craw. What's wrong
    with you two?" Ray asked, noticing their dour expressions.

    "We just found out something about Ms. Craw that's making us rethink our plans for
    a dossier," Frank admitted.

    "I would say it's probably a good idea," Ray said. "I asked Dean Elk about her
    connection to Thomas Craw. Not only did he confirm that he's her father, but he also
    confirmed that Jennifer Craw herself is a Dark Witch."

    "Oh, the pain!" Asher said dramatically, clutching his heart. "I really do have to
    write that dossier now, no matter what the consequences! I really don't care about
    the risks!"

    Ray looked at Frank questioningly, wondering what Asher was lamenting about this
    time.

    "We just learned that Ms. Craw is an unlicensed Truth Seeker," Frank explained.
    Ray stared at him in horror.

    "A Dark Witch and a Truth Seeker? But that's the worst combination of talents
    possible!" Ray exclaimed in dismay. "Don't you know that Voldemort himself had such
    mental powers? A Dark Witch with those abilities can use it to manipulate
    people!"

    "Oh, please do..."

    "Asher, would you please cut that out? You should prescribe yourself a potion to
    lower your libido," Ray snapped.

    "Actually, it's a good thing he can't prescribe to himself, or he'd be taking it
    in the other direction," Frank conjectured. "But never mind that, how do we keep her
    from finding out that we've all been researching her in the first place? She might
    take offense to it."

    "Definitely, especially the way you're doing it," Ray said. "I suggest you both
    start learning Occlumency, and I'll start brushing up on it, just so we're not
    vulnerable to those kinds of tactics. Of course, learning it will take time, but I
    know of an old Auror trick you can try as a stop gap," he said, getting their
    attention. "Get yourselves a Pensieve, and whatever you don't want her to find out
    about, throw it in before you leave your room in the morning and then put it back in
    when you're done at night. If you decide to do a complete wipe so that you don't
    retain any knowledge at all, though, make sure you attach a note to the Pensieve to
    remind yourself that it contains memories you want back."

    "Wait, how do you do a complete wipe like you're talking about? It means you
    forget the fact attached to the memory, right?" Frank said.

    "Right. I can show you after dinner tonight if you want, up in my room. You can
    bring a Pensieve up to practice with too, if you have one... empty, if you don't
    mind," Roger added for good measure, not trusting what either of them might have in
    there. "I might even give you your first Occlumency lesson at the same time."

    "Great! You bring the knowledge, I'll bring the pizza," Frank promised.

    "Then I'll get the drinks," Asher agreed. With that settled, the three of them
    went back to class preparation.

    

    Severus spent as much time as he could at Aurelius and Ginger's house, to visit
    Jennifer as much as to spend time with the children. But soon the doctor had given
    Ginger permission to get up and move to the living room, and Aurelius had bought two
    baby baskets that made it easier for her to carry them around so that she could
    easily take care of them on her own. When Viorica returned, she was eager to help
    out, volunteering to take care of Justice and even helping Aurelius in the
    kitchen.

    Now that they were ready to take care of themselves, Jennifer was also ready to
    get back to her job and make up for lost time, arriving at Whitebridge just as the
    sun was coming up. Jennifer walked over to the Commissary, unsurprised to see
    Gretchen and Lavender waiting for the doors to be opened.

    "Hey! You're back!" Lavender exclaimed.

    "Yes, good morning," Jennifer grinned.

    "How are Aurelius and Ginger?" Gretchen asked.

    "Splendid now, although tired, of course. And guess what? They had twin girls!
    They managed to keep me completely in the dark about their coming!" Jennifer said
    excitedly.

    "Wow, that is amazing," Gretchen agreed. The doors opened and they went in to grab
    their trays. Jennifer, who ate hours ago, still stopped for a coffee and a doughnut
    just to have an excuse to grab the corner table and talk to them. "So how many does
    Aurelius have now?" Gretchen asked.

    "Four; one adopted daughter, a four year old, and now the girls, Brigid and
    Branwen," Jennifer explained. "Brigid looks as if she'll have auburn hair, and
    Branwen has darker hair, so it makes them easy to tell apart. They've been quite
    sweet and not at all fussy."

    "Give them time, I'm sure that'll change," Lavender grinned.

    "Yes, that's quite likely," Jennifer agreed with a chuckle. "So how have things
    been going here?"

    "Okay for the most part, but my mother wants me to warn you that there's a school
    board meeting tonight," Lavender said. "And more than likely, the superintendent will
    want to have some words with Dean Elk and Mrs. Johnson about your presence here,
    especially if any of the Mason and Powers decide to show up at the meeting and make a
    big fuss."

    "I take it from that warning they must have figured out who I am," Jennifer said
    with a knowing smile.

    "Not only that, but there's a rumor going around that you're a Dark Witch,"
    Lavender said. Jennifer shrugged.

    "I've never tried to hide it," Jennifer replied. "But it's not like I don't know
    the rules on campus. I'm not about to start casting it while I'm here. I learned that
    lesson as an eleven year old."

    "Well, watch out for Raymond Eldridge. He's the Defense teacher here, and he's
    always telling us about the evils of Dark Magic every time he gets in the mood of
    telling us anecdotes about when he was an Auror," Gretchen said. Jennifer grinned
    knowingly at that.

    "Well, there's no such thing as an evil type of magic as far as I'm concerned,
    it's how you use it that makes a spell evil or good," Jennifer replied. "It's quite
    all right, I can handle it. And with any luck, I might be able to teach him the
    errors of that line of thinking."

    "Good luck, he's pretty paranoid," Lavender said. "He got out after only serving
    for a few years. He said he couldn't handle the stress."

    "Yes, our Defense teacher at Hogwarts is also an ex-Auror and is still recovering
    from it in some ways, so I understand," Jennifer assured her. "Anyway, I should go
    see if Wind is in his office yet. I need to pick up Radiance and get caught up so
    that I'm ready for classes on Tuesday."

    "Are you going to have time this weekend to do anything else?" Lavender asked.

    "I don't know yet. I guess I'll have to see how much I get done today," Jennifer
    decided, getting up and setting her coffee cup in the dishes bin before stepping out
    and turning down the hallway towards Wind's office. As she did so, Asher barely
    looked up from this pumpkin Tome computer, seemingly more interested in it than what
    else was happening in the room.

    

    Wind Elk sat in the front row on the right side of the council room. Right next to
    him were a couple of bored deans from Wizard Vocational schools that were operating
    out of unmarked buildings located on a couple of non-magical college campuses in the
    city.

    Hiding in plain sight had become second nature to those schools, but many families
    still preferred the more protected environments offered by attending Whitebridge,
    Salem Witchcraft, and a handful of other American institutions that offered classes
    in a less-blended setting. Of course, that also meant that some of the exclusively
    magic schools were often thought of as elitist; Whitebridge was often labeled as one
    of them, despite the fact that the school took only a very small percentage of its
    students that weren't from the Midwest or New England, and they paid only modest fees
    for being out of the state. It was true that they often invited Salem Witchcraft to
    exhibition games, being the next closest school of that type (Northwestern Wizard and
    Magical Industry was the second closest school), but Salem was a private school, and
    they loved nothing better to trounce Whitebridge's secondary students with their
    superior skills in both sports and magic competitions.

    Wind sat with a pad of paper in his hand like he always did and made notes on the
    budget and what rules passed and what didn't, as well as what policy tweaks were
    being made. But even though he was concentrating on the meeting, he couldn't help but
    notice there were an unusual amount of parents observing. The majority of them, Wind
    knew, were Whitebridge parents or alumni, and most of them were related to the Mason
    family.

    "What did you do this time?" Dean Willa Schmidt murmured from beside him. Sitting
    next to them and taking notes on a handheld p-Writer, Dean David Martinez looked
    between them curiously.

    "Hired an exchange professor they don't care for," Wind replied quietly.

    "What, is that it? Why don't they care for them?" Willa asked.

    "She turned Steve Mason into a cactus when they were kids," Wind explained softly.
    Willa and David broke out into involuntary laughter that they had to quickly stifle
    when several board members started throwing them dirty looks for interrupting their
    vitally important discussion about funding school lunch programs.

    "Almost public comment time. I hope your newest addition doesn't lead to a funding
    cut for that program down the line," Willa whispered.

    "I'll fund it with donations if it comes to that," Wind said unconcernedly. "Trust
    me, this is a battle worth fighting for."

    "Why, who is she?" Willa asked curiously, but Wind gestured for her to wait as the
    board meeting wrapped up.

    "We'll now open the floor for public comments, limited to five minutes, plus the
    opportunity to respond by board members, limited to five minutes, although not all
    comments will garner a response, and so on," the Superintendent droned. "Secretary
    Gail Mason, please call up the first public comment."

    "Thank you, Mr. Charleston. I recognize Bartholomew Mason for five minutes," Gail
    said.

    "Thank you, Secretary Mason. Mr. Charleston, I would like to discuss the recent
    hire of a guest professor at Whitebridge, one Jennifer Craw Snape, on tenure at
    Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry in Scotland," Bart began. "Sir, it is come
    to our attention that said professor is a Dark Witch by both her society and her own
    proclamations, and has a record for casting major Dark spells within public places,
    both within magic neighborhoods and even on occasion within view of the non-magical
    society. We find it highly unlikely that such a witch would be fit and proper to
    teach our children magic of any kind, especially at a school that specializes in
    Light Magic and Healing practices. I personally am concerned about the well being of
    our children, and I believe she should be replaced now before the term starts so that
    she doesn't pose a threat to the sanctity of the school or our children. Thank
    you."

    "Mrs. Carmody? I believe you were first," Mr. Charleston recognized. In fact,
    Rosemary Carmody had her globe lit before Bart even made it up to the comment
    podium.

    The elderly witch, on first glance, might have passed for a typical grandmother in
    a quilting club because of her curly white hair, large glasses, and weathered hands.
    But her complexion was rosy and her blue eyes were sharp, and no one looking in them
    doubted the strength of the youthful character that was beneath the surface of that
    first impression.

    "Mr. Mason, I understand why someone, upon hearing the rumors instead of the facts
    behind Ms. Craw, might be inclined to prejudge her for abilities and thus trigger
    some apprehension. But as her former teacher at Whitebridge, I assure you that there
    is little reason to be concerned. Ms. Craw happens to be a school alumnus, and
    therefore is very well versed on what spells she can and cannot cast while on
    property. I can easily testify to that fact, since I was one of the teachers who took
    the time to teach her those rules to make certain that she graduated," Rosemary
    explained. "I would also like to point out, for the record, that the Equal
    Opportunity Clause PWS.C114.1980.47, paragraph three, states that, 'employment should
    be offered to qualified applicants regardless of innate magical quirks, rare
    abilities, and/or disabilities of a magical nature of any kind, with due process
    afforded to every other applicant.' In other words, we cannot legally hold it against
    her that she is predisposed to Dark Magic through her heritage. Furthermore, since
    she has been teaching at the best wizard school in Europe for decades now, I believe
    it's quite evident that she is nothing if not qualified to teach at her Alma mater
    for a year. Therefore, I do not believe after teaching for so long that she poses any
    threat to the students; if that were the case, I am certain that she would not have
    been teaching at Hogwarts for so long, personal attachments or not. And on a personal
    note, I would like to add that she is not eleven anymore, Bart. She is unlikely going
    to be tempted to transfigure her peers into garden plants again." Sitting on the
    other side of the Superintendent, Steve grimaced, while there was a smattering of
    chuckles throughout the observers, including Willa and David, glad to have another
    reason to laugh about it.

    "Mr. Steve Mason," Gail announced.

    "Superintendent, due to the circumstances, including the high possibility that
    this particular hire is a Dark Witch, I request that a more detailed background check
    be done on Ms. Jennifer Craw Snape, just to be on the safe side, thank you," Steve
    said.

    Rosemary's globe flashed again. In fact, she didn't even wait to be
    recognized.

    "Superintendent, I would like to draw your attention to paragraph four of that
    same Equal Opportunity clause, which states that, 'any action above and beyond what
    is standard procedure to an applicant due to a magical ability or disability is to be
    considered magical discrimination'. It is against both school policy, state, and
    federal laws to do so without just cause, thank you." Rosemary said.

    "Mrs. Carmody is quite correct. However, your concerns will be entered in the log,
    as will, of course, Mr. Bart Masons' concerns," Mr. Charleston replied. "Shall we
    move on, then?"

    Rosemary glanced down at Wind Elk, who nodded to her with a thin, approving smile.
    Giving him the briefest of smiles in return, she turned her attention to a parent who
    wanted to complain about the amount of testing they were doing.
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    Chapter Nine

    Moving Day

    Jennifer, Severus, Leu, and Quintin were all sitting at a booth in Kingler's Cafe
    that Saturday morning when Lunette came in, walking over to them with an impish look
    on her face.

    "I thought you'd be in here," Lunette said.

    "Oh?" Severus inquired.

    "I told her we were going to have a visit in New York this morning," Jennifer
    explained.

    "We're going to ride the ferry!" Quintin explained excitedly.

    "It's always fun the first time," Lunette said with amusement. "Actually, I had
    one of my partners send me a note this morning, and I thought you'd find it
    amusing... he handles our cases in Pennsylvania," she explained. "Guess who one of
    his clients is?"

    "The Mason family, I bet," Jennifer replied. Lunette chuckled and nodded.

    "Yes, and one of them, Gail Mason, sent him an inquiry as to whether there was any
    legal way that the school board can have you removed from Whitebridge before you
    start teaching on Tuesday. To which Jim replied... James Buchard that is... 'Madam,
    not only is there no legal way to remove Ms. Craw without given cause, but there is
    also no safe way to remove Ms. Craw, regardless of where she is,'" Lunette
    said, trying to mimic his low voice.

    "That must have been some board meeting," Jennifer said, shaking her head with a
    smile.

    "Oh, don't worry about that! The school boards here don't work in the same way
    they do at Hogwarts, their main function is to set the budget and the goals for the
    schools in their area, and they have to worry about the public voting them out of
    office if they're not happy for some reason. They can hire and fire admin, but they
    won't get rid of Wind Elk, there'd be too much backlash. All they can really do is
    tighten his purse strings, especially if the kids don't meet with 'National Wizard
    Testing Standards'," she explained.

    "Yes, but Wind wants to get off the whole testing carousel," Jennifer said with a
    sigh. "The problem is that the Mason family is also their main contributor when it
    comes to fundraising and general contributions, and half of the board members are
    made up of them. They can tighten the budget from both ends if they want to."

    "It sounds to me like their school board isn't so different than ours after all,"
    Severus commented. "We've been in those fights before, haven't we, Jennifer? Not to
    mention that horrible year when they decided our standards slipped and we had that
    wretched book list." Jennifer thought about it with a chuckle.

    "Yes, I suppose you are right. Not exactly the same, but it hits on the same
    notes, doesn't it?" Jennifer admitted.

    "Yes. You have more than enough experience to help Wind with his current crisis,"
    Severus agreed. "And perhaps it's just as well that they're wary of you. It'll keep
    them from becoming too bold if they decide to push back."

    "He's right, of course, on both points," Lunette agreed. "Where do you want to go
    to lunch tomorrow, Jennifer?"

    "Anywhere but Quickbrooms. Oh, and I need to find some sort of market. I have a
    kitchenette in my room but I haven't stocked it yet, and I'm quite tired of eating
    out when the Commissary is closed. Not to mention that Severus now has to deal with
    the staff coming back and getting ready for school, so I can't rely on him to smuggle
    in snacks on demand, either," Jennifer said. "I don't mind going to Bergen's to shop,
    but they have a limited selection."

    "No problem, I know just the place," Lunette promised. "Meet me here around
    noonish."

    "Okay, thanks Lunette," Jennifer said, and Lunette swept back out again.

    "It sounds like everything is coming together," Leu observed.

    "Well, at the very least, I can say that I have all of my bases covered," Jennifer
    agreed. "Although there is one thing I'd like to ask, Severus, and that's if I can
    borrow Andrew for a few days... next weekend, at least, and maybe as a guest speaker
    before Christmas."

    "Oh?" Severus asked curiously.

    "A lot of my book in Advanced Items and Advanced Design has to do with the current
    trends in the United States towards Wiznet machines, phones, and the like. I'm sure
    with some help from Mr. Miller from Industry and Mr. Byrd from programming I can
    easily get up to speed on those, but all of those different parts have to be
    microtransfigured once they've been built. I'm a bit leery about what effects
    microtransfiguration has on those different parts, not to mention trying to recall
    what components can and can't be microtransfigured. In other words, I don't want to
    blow up that classroom. I don't think Wind would ever forgive me," Jennifer
    admitted.

    "I will allow him to help out as much as he chooses to concerning your Advanced
    Items course, Jennifer, but please don't include him in your memory research,"
    Severus said.

    "No, I doubt that will be necessary, Severus, but I certainly can't start on any
    research until I have these classes well in hand, can I?" Jennifer pointed out.

    "Fair enough. I suppose all of our attentions will be on getting back to classes
    for now, won't they?" Severus replied.

    "I'm going into second year!" Quintin declared.

    "Yay, school," Leu said less enthusiastically, and they concentrated on their meal
    so they could head to the ferry.

    

    Jennifer opted for the Whitebridge crested overalls with the gold shirt, going for
    practicality on the students' moving day. Just after breakfast, she went to Brenda to
    get the room assignments for Rose Quarter, glancing over them with a smile. It would
    feel a lot more real when the students got here, she thought, and couldn't help but
    look them over. There were only a couple of Masons on her list, both boys, so were on
    the sixth floor; the fifth floor being all of the girls in her quarter. She took the
    time to make certain that her class schedules responded to the names of the incoming
    students. Then she double-checked each room to make sure all of them had two beds,
    two desks, two lockers, and so on.

    After that, she checked over the lobby areas on both of her floors. The lobby area
    was somewhat like a common room, and was filled with chairs, tables, and even a board
    game closet, providing a place for the students to hang out if the weather was bad or
    they had group projects to work on. Large windows allowed for a great view of the
    garden, and there was even a small balcony with chairs and tables in case students
    wanted to congregate outside.

    Jennifer went up the stairs to meet Brenda on the Peony levels.

    "I have everything checked off," Jennifer reported, showing her the list.

    "Good! Mr. Campbell, the maintenance wizard, will unlock the gates at ten, and
    there will be a mad dash of parents and students who signed up for dormitories. Don't
    be surprised if some students never show up today; just make a list of who's missing
    and get the list and their schedules back to me. Sometimes parents will decide at the
    last minute to let a student commute or change their mind for other reasons. If that
    happens, I pull another student off the wait list that's waiting for a vacancy. We
    give them the first two weeks of school to get settled, and until that point,
    students aren't allowed to change rooms. Of course, if they're getting into physical
    or magic conflicts with their roomie, let me know," Brenda said.

    "Of course," Jennifer said.

    "Then let's let the chaos begin," Brenda grinned.

    Eager to see the first of the students arrive, Jennifer decided to run down and
    take the path around the Quidditch Arena to the gates, waiting for the maintenance
    man to come to unlock the gate. Apparently, she wasn't the only one; quite a number
    of other curious teachers and professors, both ones she recognized and ones she
    didn't, had gathered out front to watch as several vehicles crowded into the driveway
    on the other side of the gate with both the students and their things.

    Wind Elk was among them, and he smiled at Jennifer when she popped up around the
    corner and joined him on the steps.

    "Good morning, Jennifer. I thought you'd be waiting on the Rose floors," Wind
    said.

    "They're all checked off and ready to go. I just wanted to see the start of it
    all," Jennifer admitted with a smile. "After all, it's my one opportunity to see it
    from this end, isn't it?"

    "So it is," Wind chuckled knowingly, checking the time. "Just remember to be
    polite to the parents, Jennifer, no matter what they might say or may be
    thinking."

    "What's with that warning?" Jennifer protested with a laugh. "I'm hardly a child
    any more, Wind, far from it."

    "True, but I believe it's quite possible that your experiences as a student will
    all come back to you full force on this day. Especially when you meet our dear Mrs.
    Cole," he said, gazing out at a grey-haired woman in a business suit who was helping
    a pair of boys out of her Mercedes. Jennifer followed his gaze, but she didn't
    recognize the witch. She seemed to be scolding the two boys, who were scrambling to
    get their things out of the trunk.

    "I think I have two Coles on my list for Rose Quarter, actually," Jennifer
    recalled.

    "In that case, do yourself a favor and keep your spectacles well on your nose
    today. Don't give the Masons a reason to say, 'I told you so,'" Wind advised.

    "Goodness, I thought you knew me better than that," Jennifer said, a bit
    disappointed that he didn't seem to trust her for some reason. But his attention had
    turned to Mr. Campbell, who was in the process of unlocking both the door to the
    Gatehouse and the large ironwork gates that separated the front of the school from
    the road and driveway leading up to it. Then he opened the gates wide, and several of
    the children and parents, including the woman with the car right in front, stepped
    inside the gates.

    "Well, it's about time!" the witch huffed, a couple of trunks with legs following
    behind her.

    For a moment, the witch reminded Jennifer of Regina Coventry, especially
    considering the two boys beside her who, although not looking at all like one
    another, could have easily been twins. But this witch was taller and admittedly
    prettier than Regina had been, despite looking to be of the same age. The two boys
    beside her were more curious of Jennifer than critical; the criticism, it seemed,
    came only from the witch escorting them in. But as Wind and Jennifer stepped down to
    the pavement and came a bit closer, Jennifer began getting a very strong feeling that
    she had seen those eyes before... suddenly, Jennifer pushed up her spectacles hard
    against her nose. Wind glanced sideways at Jennifer knowingly before smiling warmly
    at them.

    "Welcome back, Mrs. Cole. Welcome back, Jason and Ajay."

    "Oh. Yes, they're definitely on my list," Jennifer confirmed with a smile. The two
    boys looked at the new teacher curiously, while Mrs. Cole was staring at her as if
    she was seeing a ghost.

    "Boys, this is Ms. Jennifer Craw, Items teacher and host of the Rose Quarter this
    year," Wind introduced, the two boys waving at her. "I believe you already know their
    grandmother."

    "No, I can't say that I do," Jennifer said with an enigmatic smile.

    "Ms. Craw, this is Stacey Newman Cole," Wind introduced.

    "Nice to meet you. Did you want me to help you get to the dormitories since I'm
    going that way anyway?" Jennifer inquired.

    "I'm sorry, but did your mother go to school here?" Stacey asked, squinting at
    her.

    "No, my mother went to Hogwarts. I'm the only person in my family who went to
    school here," Jennifer said, Stacey's face darkening. "Why, did we go to school
    together? It's just been so long ago that I may have forgotten."

    "Stacey was one of the girls who was always helping you out of the Swan Pond,
    Jennifer," Wind informed her. "She graduated one year ahead of you."

    "Oh, I see! Then it's good to meet you again. I'm afraid I spent so much time in
    that pond, I don't remember the details of who helped me out or who pushed me in, you
    see. Anyway, do you want me to help you back to the dorms?" Jennifer asked
    politely.

    "No, thank you. We can manage," Stacey said curtly. "Come along, boys," she said,
    taking the garden path. Jennifer watched her for only a moment before turning to go
    inside.

    "Wretched witch, she hasn't changed one bit," Jennifer muttered under her breath,
    cutting through the Assembly Hall. Wind simply pursed his lips, turning his attention
    to the other parents coming in.

    As Jennifer helped students get to their rooms and handed them their schedules,
    she couldn't help but notice that Ajay and Jason had yet to make it to their assigned
    room. In fact, it was just about time to grab a quick sandwich for lunch when Brenda
    came down the stairs with a look of exasperation.

    "May I have Jason and Ajay's schedules, please? Mrs. Cole insisted they be moved
    to another quarter," Brenda said.

    "I see," Jennifer said, getting them out of her stack. "You know, I used to scold
    my husband any time he argued with his sister's husband about fights they had at
    school, despite how long ago it was. I think I'm beginning to understand a bit better
    now."

    "Sometimes those old feuds can run deep, as can the scars from them," Brenda
    agreed.

    "Then I have a new goal in life! I want to try and prevent those sorts of feuds
    from developing in my students as often as I can," Jennifer decided.

    "Good luck with that," Brenda said with an amused smirk on her face as she went to
    check on the other floors.
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    First Class

    It was nice to see more than a handful of staff waiting for breakfast the next
    morning, even at the early hour that Jennifer arrived. A few of the students sniffed
    at the basket in Jennifer's hands as they greeted her with a simple 'hi' before
    asking each other what their first classes were. Once the doors were opened, Jennifer
    went straight to the corner table to claim it, putting the basket on the table before
    going over to get her coffee.

    "Hey, Jennifer!" Jennifer looked up with her cup in hand to see Lavender walking
    over with another teacher in school overalls; a witch whose brown hair was tied up in
    a pony-tail with a gold satin bow. "I want you to meet someone," Lavender explained.
    "This is Kay Sinclair. She's the Magical Creatures instructor, plus she's teaching a
    couple of the veterinary medicine classes as well to help cover for Arcadia."

    "Yep! Busy term for me!" Kay said cheerfully.

    "Mind one more at the table?" Lavender asked.

    "Of course not, please join us," Jennifer said. "I brought a basket of scones
    today, too."

    "Even better," Lavender said. Gretchen had managed to beat them to the table while
    they were talking and was already trying to peek in the basket. Across the room,
    Asher watched them get settled before getting up to get another cup of coffee.

    "Lavender was telling me your familiar is a Huang. Can I meet her?" Kay asked
    hopefully.

    "Yes, of course, and I'm sure she wouldn't mind at all if you showed her to your
    classes. She rather likes the attention, actually," Jennifer said. Kay blinked and
    then blushed.

    "How did you know I was hoping you'd let me show her to my classes?" Kay
    asked.

    "She's a Truth Seeker," Gretchen explained.

    "Oh! I guess I need to watch myself around you, then," Kay decided.

    "It's all right," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "Typically I don't comment on it,
    I noticed that you really wanted to ask me but you weren't sure if it'd be polite
    to."

    "True," Kay agreed.

    "Help yourselves to some scones. My husband sent them over because he knew it was
    our first day today," Jennifer offered, and Gretchen immediately pulled out the
    clotted cream and jam out of the basket.

    "So you're married then?" Kay asked curiously.

    "Yes, to Severus Snape," Jennifer replied. Kay's jaw dropped.

    "Severus Snape? As in Severus saved the whole damn universe from Ciardoth Snape?"
    Kay gawked.

    "Yes, that's him," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Wow, how cool is that?" Kay said in awe, taking one of the scones.

    "Do you want to show him off to your class as well?" Gretchen teased.

    "Why are you teaching here, then?" Kay asked curiously, taking a bite.

    "Honestly?" Jennifer said with a sigh, the other three witches looking at her
    intently. "Because Severus and Wind both thought that I needed an educational
    sabbatical. They thought I needed some time away so I could contribute based on my
    own merits."

    "You don't sound too convinced," Lavender noted.

    "I'm not, really," Jennifer admitted. "To be honest, if it wasn't for the fact
    that I knew that Wind really did need me here, I probably would have already said to
    hell with it and gone home. I'm just not happy on my own; I miss my family too
    much."

    "Oh? Why does Wind need you here?" Kay asked curiously. Jennifer glanced around
    the busy room, aware that her snoop chain had been warm for a while.

    Asher glanced down at his keyboard as she began looking around, wondering why she
    had suddenly looked so heartbreakingly sad just a moment ago.

    "I'd rather not talk about it here, although I'll be the first to admit, I could
    use some help," Jennifer said in a low voice. "Somewhere private, maybe."

    "I got an idea. How about having a Coven Night? We'd only need one more," Lav
    suggested.

    "Your girlfriend perhaps?" Gretchen suggested.

    "No, I don't ever go to Coven Night with a girlfriend. We can't vent about each
    other's pet peeves if we're in the same Coven!" Lav protested, the others chuckling
    at that.

    "It's alright," Jennifer said. "I do have a friend I might be able to talk into
    it... but if we do invite her, you have to keep who it is a secret."

    "Sure, that's what Coven Nights are for," Kay said with a shrug. Jennifer
    smiled.

    "I'll send her a note to see if she's interested then," Jennifer said, helping
    herself to one of the scones.

    

    Jennifer took a quick walk in the garden after breakfast, breathing in the
    fragrance of the late summer flowers, gazing at the green apples, pears, and the
    bumpy green outer skins of black walnuts that were ripening as autumn approached. She
    paused beneath the tulip tree, waiting for Radiance to drop down onto her shoulder
    from where she had been roosting.

    "Are you enjoying the garden? It is very pretty here, isn't it?" Jennifer asked
    her, Radiance warbling in agreement. "I do miss the mist over the lake in the
    morning, though, don't you?" Radiance rubbed her head against Jennifer's cheek
    comfortingly. Jennifer walked back to her classroom, opening the door and kicking the
    doorstop into place. She glanced up at the wall to see that the Rogue was watching
    her, and he gestured.

    "Good morning, Severus. Big day today," Jennifer said, putting Radiance on her
    stand. Then she frowned at her candy tin. "Oh, drat, my candy tin is almost empty. I
    wonder if I put the empty tin in my Chest Cloak if he'd get the hint?" Jennifer asked
    herself, emptying what was left into a glass dish before closing the tin and sticking
    it into her pocket.

    "Good morning," said a voice from the doorway, and Jennifer looked up to see Frank
    Byrd standing there.

    "Good morning, Frank," Jennifer replied.

    "Brenda asked me if I would give the students their preliminary tests for Items
    along with my own tests in the Wizardnet Lab. I just wanted to let you know I'm
    taking care of it for your," Frank explained. "I will send you the results when
    they're done."

    "Thank you, but I'm really not interested in them," Jennifer admitted, pulling out
    a crate of woodworking materials and setting it on the workbench.

    "Don't you want to know how much knowledge they have on the subject going in?"
    Frank asked in confusion.

    "I doubt there's anything in that test that I can't learn from watching them work
    with the materials. This is a hands-on course, not a book course. In fact, the only
    book off the school's recommendation list that I'm using this year is the one for
    Advanced Items and Design, and that's only as a reference," she explained, pulling a
    stack of pamphlets out of her cloak and putting them on her desk.

    "Are you serious?" Frank said, staring at her in complete shock.

    "I didn't come to Whitebridge to fill the school district's statistics sheet. I
    came to teach," Jennifer explained.

    "Well, we are going to need to coordinate our courses at times. Luke Miller and I
    need to talk to you about your advanced courses and what you're planning for them,
    and we also need to start planning for the Items and Industry Fair in February. We
    should get together next week if possible," Frank said.

    "Fine, we'll get together for lunch on one of those days," Jennifer agreed.

    "Monday then," Frank said with a smile, then went to have a quick word with Brenda
    before class.

    Jennifer heard the violin play a couple of notes, indicating caution.

    "I know, Professor. My friends already warned me about him, and right now he was
    simply concerned about my not playing the testing game," Jennifer said, glancing up
    at the painting. "Besides, I think it's only fair if I give Frank and the rest of the
    staff the benefit of the doubt, at least until I get to know them a little better,
    don't you?" she asked him. Rogue stared at her dubiously, then shook his head firmly.
    Jennifer laughed softly. "I think you're just being overprotective again, Professor,"
    she told him. She turned away to sort through the pamphlets and missed the stern look
    he was giving her.

    Radiance let out a trilling noise to let Jennifer know the first of the students
    were beginning to arrive. This first section of students in Items I-a was made up of
    mostly ninth graders, with a few eighth graders in the mix getting a jump start on
    their high school requirements. The one she taught after lunch had a smattering of
    older grades as well. She also had two sections of Items Detection and Application,
    one before lunch and one after lunch. Items II-a was after that, Items Design, and
    then her last course of her day was an elective called Product Development, which
    tied with High School students majoring in Magical Industry or Items Research. At the
    start of the second semester, some of the students would change to other subjects,
    while the rest would continue on to the Items I-b, II-b, Advanced Design, and
    Advanced Product Design.

    Each subject at Whitebridge was taught every day of the week, but classes had less
    dedicated time each day, and there were no double classes to worry about. Jennifer
    decided that seeing them every day would make it easier to get to know her students
    faster, although she was definitely going to have to work out a rhythm to figure out
    when the best time to tell them to clean up was, since she certainly didn't want them
    to get stuck with the bell going off in the middle of some delicate work on their
    projects.

    Jennifer looked up with a warm smile as a pair of girls came in. Other students
    simply started appearing at the work tables. She had been expecting that; most of the
    students who had commuted were coming in from the garden instead of the Commissary,
    and she knew from experience that the garden's enchantments had a lingering effect on
    them until they sat down in their classes.

    Most of the girls who came in were staring with interest at Radiance, who chirped
    curiously when she noticed the attention. Most of the boys were staring with interest
    at Jennifer, and there were several whispers being tossed back and forth by all of
    them; apparently they had been hearing all sorts of rumors of their mysterious new
    teacher already. Finally, a stringent Wizomatic Schoolbell rang.

    "Good morning! I hope you all received Dean Elk's note that you didn't need to buy
    books for my courses this year," Jennifer said, then noticed a couple of them
    grimaced. "If you did buy the book, consider it a reference for when you get stuck,"
    she suggested with a smile, noting that the whole class seemed to be in their seats
    now. "You may sit where you like, but please remember that whoever you are sitting
    with will be your partner for the semester. Also, I'd appreciate it if you kept all
    of the net devices in your bags and put your bags under the table; I'll let you know
    if and when you need to get out a notebook for a lecture. Does anyone want to change
    where you are sitting?" she asked, but when no one did, she passed them a piece of
    paper and a Never-dry Quill. "Please put your names on that list and pass it left to
    right; at the end of the row, pass it to the leftmost person so that I have the names
    in correct order, thank you... and while you're working on that, I'll introduce
    myself," she explained. Some of the students looked rather baffled by the Quill,
    having to take an extra moment to figure out how to hold it before writing their
    names down.

    "My name is Jennifer Craw Snape, and I'd prefer it if you'd refer to me by my
    professional name, Ms. Craw, although I'll answer to Mrs. Snape readily enough. And
    if you haven't guessed by that, I'm married to Headmaster Severus Snape of
    Hogwarts... yes that Severus Snape," she added with amusement when there was a murmur
    from the class. "That's him, there, painted about a year before the Ciardoth fight,"
    she added for good measure, pointing to the Rogue painting, who nodded at her. "As
    for myself, I have been teaching Potions and Items at Hogwarts for many years now,
    and if you've heard of me at all, it's probably because of my work on Lycanthropy,
    Pellet Potions, or in relation to a certain incident involving Harry Potter," she
    added with amusement.

    "What you may not have heard is that I'm considered one of the leading experts of
    cursed items in Europe, and my interest in the topic was mostly driven by my family
    history and studying Heirlooms linked to my family. So, you'll find I am nothing if
    not overqualified in this subject. Another thing most people don't know is that I am
    an alumnus of Whitebridge. My family moved to Connecticut when I was seven, and I
    lived in the United States until I was twenty-one. Once I finished high school, I
    stayed on at Whitebridge as a substitute teacher while I was working on my license to
    teach Potions and Items. After that, I taught at Beauxbatons for two years at a
    junior level before getting hired as Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher at
    Hogwarts. Anyway, since I grew up here, I tend to revert as far as my speech patterns
    go, so if you notice my accent changing back and forth between slightly American to
    slightly English depending on who I'm talking to... sorry, I can't help it," Jennifer
    admitted with a chuckle. "Just ask me if I use a word that you don't understand in
    context, and ignore things like aluminium if you hear me using it.

    "Now, if you're wondering about any other details, like what's that thing in the
    corner..." Jennifer said, pointing at Radiance, who tilted her head curiously. "That
    can wait. Right now, I want to assess your knowledge in magical items... no, I don't
    mean the written test, Mr. Byrd will give you that part of it. I'm more interested in
    what you really know. So, this is what I'm going to do. First, I'm going to
    get you all set up for a basic wood project to get your hands busy, and then I'll
    come around the room with some basic items for you to identify so I can see how much
    you retained from those skills," she said, and began handing out the beginner's
    pamphlets on woods. "Yes? Randy?" Jennifer said, glancing at the sheet than at the
    boy with his hand up.

    "How are we getting graded in this class, exactly?" he asked.

    "Your grade will be almost entirely made up of how well you do on your projects.
    You'll be graded on your ability to follow instructions, your effort, meeting
    deadlines, and not skipping classes. If you continue next semester, the grades will
    also include how well you plan out a project of your own choosing, the materials that
    you use, and research for those projects. Grades for finished projects are the only
    grades you'll have in either semester of Items this year," Jennifer said, unsurprised
    when she got a highly positive response from the students at that. They looked at
    their pamphlets and the materials list for their first project with enthusiasm.

    Her next class was made entirely of sixth grade students, and it was easy to tell
    from their expressions of wonder which ones were newer to magic than others. Some of
    them stopped to get a closer look at Radiance, and others stared at the painting,
    before the bell rang and they all scrambled to find a random seat.

    In their scramble, Jennifer couldn't help but notice something quite strange;
    sitting at one of the tables in front row was a lone boy that the others seemed to be
    going out of their way to avoid. Typically, when there was an odd number of students,
    it ended up effecting the back row or second to last row; seeing it happen up front
    was quite unusual. Not only that, but the dark-haired boy was going completely out of
    his way not to look at anyone, including her. It gave her a strange, shivering
    feeling, and even a sensation of deja vu, especially with what she was reading from
    the other students, who were thinking that the boy was shy, stuck-up, or downright
    weird, and none of them wanted anything to do with him.

    Jennifer gave her introductions as she had before, but as she started the list at
    his desk, she paused long enough to read his name, Truman Ford, then went back up to
    the front of the class.

    "Now, since I know that most of you haven't had lessons on using your wands yet,
    this first week is going to be all about two things. First, we'll be learning the
    basic rules involved in handling magical items, as well as exposing you to different
    kinds of magic items that you've never seen before. In fact, no matter how
    knowledgeable you think you are about items already, I guarantee you that I'll be
    showing you a few items today by the likes of which that none of you have ever seen.
    Yes, including you, Angela Powers," she said for good measure, seeing the skepticism
    coming from the back row. "Your father may own an items manufacturing company, but I
    assure you that several of the items I'll be showing you are either unique or can't
    be duplicated," Jennifer said.

    "Surely anything can be duplicated, Ms. Craw," Angela replied. "With enough time,
    effort, and research, one should be able to make a copy of any magic item that
    exists. If it was made once, it can be made again... and then you can profit off of
    it."

    "It's an interesting hypothesis," Jennifer replied. "But not only do I believe
    that certain items can't be duplicated, but in my experience, there are times when
    it's better not to even try to duplicate them. Sometimes, when an item is created,
    there are thousands, even millions of things that can go wrong in its creation; but
    then, lightning strikes, the stars align, and everything falls together perfectly.
    The chances of it happening a second time becomes astronomical at that point, and the
    odds against consecutive tries would just keep going up from there," she explained.
    "And considering that some of the items I would put into this category have or once
    had the potential of destroying the human race, I think it's probably just as well
    that they can't be duplicated. But we'll have all semester to talk about that,"
    Jennifer decided. "For now, I would like to bring out some very special magic items
    for you to study. First, I am going to discern which of you have grown up around
    magic and who hasn't, because which item I hand to you will depend on your level of
    exposure," Jennifer explained. "If your table has one person who's a first generation
    magicborn and one who isn't first generation, I'll try to give you something a tad
    more challenging. Please do not touch any of the items I'm putting on your table
    unless I give you permission to."

    Jennifer turned with her back to the class, signing to the Rogue Painting
    carefully. Nodding to her, he walked out of the painting. Jennifer put her cloak over
    her shoulders. Then she went to the back row, studying at them thoughtfully, passing
    them up until she got to the last table in the row and took out an Indian Rope and
    put it in front of them. Then she went to the second row and sat down a beautiful
    barrette that made the two girls she put it in front of make a sound of appreciation.
    A fist-sized crystal came out and was placed on the next table, and then a charmed
    journal. Then she went to the front row, skipping Truman and going to the next table
    one over, setting the Time-turner down.

    "No touching, please," Jennifer reminded them when students sitting at the third
    table recognized what it was. At the fourth table, she dropped off a watch. Jennifer
    then reached in her cloak and got a grey pocket-sized mirror similar to her own. She
    opened it, setting it down in front of Truman. "It's safe to touch yours, Truman,"
    she told him. "Those with the crystal sphere and journal, it's also safe to touch
    those," she informed them.

    "Knock knock," said someone at the door, and the students looked around curiously
    as a pair of Aurors entered wearing guest-buttons on their cloaks.

    "Come on in, Harry! Thanks for coming," Jennifer said. "Could you get the door,
    Aurelius?" she asked. Aurelius closed the door firmly and locked it. "Class, this is
    Auror Aurelius Snape and Auror Harry Potter," she said, a few more sounds of surprise
    coming up from the back row. "They are here as escorts for some of the items I am
    showing you today, and to act as backup in case someone decides to touch something
    they aren't supposed to and need to be rescued," she explained, her eyes darting over
    the two thinking of touching the Time-turner. They quickly pulled their hands
    back.

    "So who gets the You-know-what?" Rel asked.

    "Back row," Jennifer said, then drew out a letter opener. "Here, put this on the
    table next to it so you can watch both of them. Harry, you can put yours on the table
    in the second row that doesn't have an item yet."

    "Sure," Harry said. There were more exclamations of surprise as Harry took out a
    sword and placed it on one of the desks. It had the entire class' attention until
    Aurelius took out a heavy pendant with a Medusa head on it.

    "What is that?" Angela asked as it was lowered onto her desk.

    "Something that you don't want to touch," Aurelius explained. Jennifer then
    carefully worked a rectangular painting out of her Cloak, putting the Sentinels
    painting on the second to last desk before finally taking off the cloak itself and
    put it on the last table that didn't have an item on it yet.

    "Now, before we start talking about some of these items, can anyone guess what all
    of them have in common?" Jennifer inquired. "Because believe it or not, there is a
    very specific reason I picked the items presented today. In fact, I had to get a lot
    of special permissions and sign a lot of paperwork to make certain that I could bring
    them here," she admitted dryly. The students had begun to look around at the other
    items, inspecting what each other had, but their eyes rested most often on the Sword
    and the Aegis. "Truman?" she asked. He was so startled that she had called on him
    that he met her gaze before looking away again.

    "They all played a part in saving your life at some point," Truman said
    quietly.

    "Yes, that's exactly right," Jennifer agreed. "Either they aided me or someone I
    was with in protecting me from serious harm, or they helped save my life. And a great
    many of them can't be duplicated, which is why I have the escort here today... such
    as the Sword of Nuatha, or the Aegis, or the Craw family Dagger... that's the letter
    opener back there, by the way. This painting certainly can't be duplicated; you could
    make a copy, I suppose, but it wouldn't work the same because the time, place, and
    circumstances behind that painting being made are long gone; a copy would never have
    the same power as the original. And on my finger is a Dragonheart Diamond, worth as
    much as anything else in this room, and it didn't even come from this world. So I can
    assure you that these 'unique' items aren't just collector pieces, because to be
    perfectly honest, neither Auror Snape nor Auror Potter would be alive today if it
    wasn't for some of these items either."

    "Most definitely," Harry agreed, Aurelius nodding as well.

    "So let's discuss some of them, starting with the rarer ones so we can safely put
    them away until the next class," Jennifer said. She went over to the Sentinel's
    Painting first, being the most dangerous, and then the Time-turner, Sword, Aegis, and
    the family Dagger. Then, near the end of class after discussing the Chest Cloak,
    Jennifer pulled out a miniature Cauldron which quickly grew in size. She spoke about
    Dagda's Cauldron last, offering each a paper bowl of the porridge to take with them
    to lunch. As she dropped off the bowl for Truman, Jennifer leaned over.

    "I'd like to see you a moment after class," Jennifer said.

    "Did you want your mirror back?" Truman asked, realizing she hadn't spoken about
    it or attempted to retrieve it.

    "We'll talk about it in a moment," Jennifer assured him. Then she turned her
    attention to Harry and Aurelius as they finished passing out the bowls. The students
    began picking up their things at the end of class, chatting excitedly as they left.
    "Did you two want to come to lunch with me?"

    "No thanks, but we'll be back in a couple of hours to help with your other Items
    demonstration. I think Wind said he's hoping to make it to that one too," Harry
    said.

    "Oh, he's more than welcome," Jennifer said with a smile. "Thanks for agreeing to
    do this. I really wanted to drive home that items were more than a mass-produced
    trinket that they ordered out of a catalog." she explained.

    "I think you got your point across, Mum," Aurelius agreed. "Although I wonder
    about the rumors that's going to come out of these classes, especially after showing
    off two of the Sentinel items."

    "Fine by me. I'll make no pretenses and no excuses as to who I am. The sooner they
    know who they're dealing with, the better," Jennifer decided. Then she glanced at
    Truman, still waiting at his seat. "Anyway, I need to deal with that. See you both
    later."

    "Let me know if you need any help with that too," Aurelius said, glancing at
    Truman and back.

    "I will, but we'll talk about it later," Jennifer agreed, and the two of them
    left.

    "Now, let's have a chat, Truman, unless you'd rather do it in the Commissary, that
    is," Jennifer suggested, pulling one of the chairs in front of his table so that she
    could sit across from him.

    "Why did you want to talk to me? Did I do something wrong?" Truman asked
    defensively.

    "No, but I do have a confession to make," Jennifer explained, pointing to the
    pocket mirror. "That mirror doesn't have any charms on it except for one that will
    keep you from losing it and one protecting it from being cursed. I just thought you
    would like to have it. Maybe it'd help you focus on your own thoughts instead of
    being so distracted trying to avoid everyone's gaze like that." Truman frowned at
    that.

    "Did you talk to my parents or something?" he asked irritably.

    "No, I didn't need to," Jennifer admitted, taking off her spectacles. "Because
    when you sat down today, I saw myself sitting there. And even if I had the benefit of
    having a mother to train me, it doesn't mean school wasn't hard. I can't imagine what
    it's like for you when you've not had any training at all. But I'm just like you,
    Truman. I see past people's expressions just like you do. Just look at me if you
    don't believe me." Truman looked up reluctantly, deciding that she probably wouldn't
    let him leave without looking at her. Then again, apparently she didn't want him to
    leave. She wanted him to come to lunch with her so they could talk about it. After
    all, he wasn't the only Truth Seeker out there... it was rare, and rarer still for a
    first generation wizard, but not completely unheard of. Truman began wondering what a
    Truth Seeker was, and if there was a way to stop the endless thoughts of others from
    plaguing him. But he was fairly certain that somehow she could help him with that
    too.

    "Let's go to lunch," Jennifer suggested out loud. "We can grab a couple of sacks
    from the Commissary and go out to one of the garden picnic tables. We won't be
    bothered there." Deciding that sounded like a good idea, Truman got up, and the two
    of them left, grabbing their bags before Jennifer led him to a quiet spot.

    Wind was walking through the gardens, taking the long way around to the Commissary
    so that he could get a feel for the students and how their first day was going; and
    for the most part, the excitement of starting a new year and getting back with their
    friends made it feel like things were going very well. But as he concentrated on
    students who weren't having as good of a start to their year, he happened to notice
    Jennifer and a sixth grade student sitting at a table in the middle of the rose
    garden; one where he had often counseled Jennifer at when she was young. They were
    eating sack lunches and not saying much of anything; but despite that, their
    expressions kept changing as if they were deep in conversation. As he watched in
    fascination for a moment, there was a brief glint of sun as the boy moved something
    on the table; it was a folding mirror, almost identical to the yellow folding mirror
    that Jennifer always carried around at that age.

    "Extraordinary," Wind said as he realized what was going on, and a smile crept
    across his face. That boy must have a great spirit guide indeed to lead him to such a
    place and at such a time to meet her. And for Jennifer, it seemed that things had
    come full circle. Wind nodded to himself, seeing the event as just another
    affirmation from the spirits that Jennifer was where she was supposed to be.
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    Chapter Eleven

    Validity

    Anna glanced at the clock and shrugged when she managed to beat Severus to the
    Headmaster's Study for dinner, deciding to set up for them while she waited. Finally
    he came out of his sitting room.

    "Sorry I'm late, I had to make certain that the Sentinel Painting got back,"
    Severus explained.

    "I'm surprised you even let that painting out of sight for that long," Anna
    admitted.

    "It wouldn't have been the first time that painting was out of the castle, and it
    really wasn't out for very long either time today," Severus assured her. "Besides, I
    know perfectly well that Corey and the others sneak out of the painting to do the
    Rogue's work regardless of where the frame is these days. Give me one more moment,"
    he said. Then he pushed a hidden latch on the fireplace, revealing an empty security
    box. He went behind the curtain and came back out with the Cauldron, setting it
    inside the security box and sliding it back in place. Then he put the unlit fireplace
    back the way it was.

    "So what was she doing with all of that stuff, anyway? And was it legal?" Anna
    added for good measure.

    "She was making a point to her American students that magical items aren't always
    manufactured junk that gets shipped in a box within a box within a box," Severus
    explained. "I think she was afraid that if she didn't pull out all of the stops from
    the start of the year, she'd be fighting it all term."

    "She probably has a point," Anna admitted.

    "As for legalities, Otto signed off on it provided that the items were escorted,
    which they were, and Lunette handled customs regulations on the other end. In fact,
    Lunette seems to have put most of her work on hold so that she can help Jennifer out
    as much as she can. They're even having a Coven Night this weekend with a few of the
    other teachers there."

    "A Coven Night with Lunette? That sounds like a lot of fun," Anna admitted with a
    grin.

    "So how was Arcadia doing when you checked on her?" Severus asked. "Was she
    keeping up with the potions that she needed to make for student prescriptions and the
    Hospital Wing's order?"

    "Not even close," Anna replied. "So I swung by the stable and mentioned it to
    Sagittari. He's going to try to turn in the last of his syllabi tonight and help her
    get caught up tomorrow."

    "Armando, could you ask Andrew if he's interested in helping Sagittari look after
    the animals for a couple of days so he can help Arcadia with the potions order?"
    Severus requested. "Perhaps he could get Leu to help him as well if he's bored."

    "Leu has been spending every waking moment with Noah, Severus," Armando said.

    "Fine, then Andrew can ask both of them," Severus replied. "I'm certain that
    Sagittari will help her get back on track, and she'll be done on time. The first day
    of school can't come soon enough in some respects. Leu needs the distraction, and to
    be perfectly honest, so do I."

    "Make that three of us," Anna said. Severus grimaced.

    "I'm sorry, I wasn't thinking. What right have I to bemoan my situation when
    Jennifer has been busy asking me to send her everything from butter tablets to pink
    porridge on a daily basis," Severus replied.

    "Maybe it's just as well that Sirius can't. He'd probably want me to send him a
    bottle of Jack Daniels," Anna admitted.

    "I doubt they're even out of the portal yet," Severus replied. "I'm certain that
    Dumbledore will send us a Teledim once everyone has arrived."

    "I'm sure he will," Anna said with a sigh. "So what do I have left to do on
    security? I did all of the initial checks, including tunnels, backgrounds and
    passages, and I made sure the security around the Forest perimeter stays the same as
    it is on lockdown even when the rest of the school isn't."

    "Then all that is left is to make certain that the lake, boathouse, and station
    are checked and ready for the train. Ask Sagittari if he's already checked over the
    coaches, although knowing him, he's probably already done so," Severus advised.

    "No problem," Anna said, grabbing something to eat. They were still eating when
    Rose walked in.

    "Oh, sorry, I'm interrupting, aren't I?" Rose said. "Sorry I'm late, but it's been
    hectic because Corey assumed the Hogwarts order was the same and he wasn't expecting
    the potion list to be so heavy in healing components this year."

    "He should have known better. He was informed well in advance who was teaching
    Potions this year," Severus said critically. "Welcome back, late or not. Tea?"

    "Thanks," Rose said, accepting a cup. "I am so glad to be back. I am tired of
    hearing Destiny complain about not being able to join Quidditch tryouts again this
    year and could I please inform you that she is mature enough to handle it even if her
    birthday is in June."

    "She knows the rules, and it's about physical maturity not mental maturity,"
    Severus replied.

    "Yes, I keep telling her that," Rose said.

    "It's your own fault for letting that school pressure you into letting her skip
    second year," Severus told her critically.

    "But she was so advanced compared to the other students, Severus. Even last year
    she was top of all of her classes, and that's after Hogsmeade skipped her a year. She
    was just using second year to get into trouble and she wasn't getting anything out of
    it," Rose explained. "I'm surprised they haven't come to you about attempting to skip
    Quintin a year yet, considering how far advanced he is..."

    "I don't care how far 'advanced' they think he is, I'm not going to play to the
    trend," Severus said firmly. "I want him to take each year at the proper time so that
    he can stay with his classmates through to Hogwarts. I don't want him to constantly
    stick out from the crowd..."

    "Uh, Brother dear, your son lives in a castle," Anna reminded him bluntly. "He's
    going to stick out from the crowd no matter what you do."

    "Yeah, I'm with her on that," Rose agreed. "And considering Quintin is related to
    Pyther, they'll likely stick him in Mrs. Thorn's class. She's always quick to
    recommend students that need advanced, especially if she has trouble controlling
    them."

    "I am certain that Quintin will be just as well behaved this year as he was last
    year," Severus reassured them.

    "Famous last words," Anna quipped, and Rose grinned at her in support.

    

    Jennifer wasted no time getting in touch with Lunette to find out what sort of
    licenses she would need to train Truman. Within two days, she had the proper
    licensing, the parents' signatures, and finally Wind's own signature at the
    bottom.

    "They were really very good about it, actually. His parents are loving, caring
    people with two other children, and they simply want what is best for him," Jennifer
    explained to Wind. "They knew he was 'psychic' as they called it; apparently his
    mother's grandmother had some talent as well, but they really didn't know how to stop
    the fights or the outbursts when he read something that he didn't understand. They
    were quick to sign the paper," she explained. "We can meet for lunch once a week so I
    can teach him the basics."

    "Yes, but what will happen after you're gone, Jennifer?" Wind asked with
    concern.

    "Oh, don't worry about that. I have a good friend who'll be more than willing to
    find him a trainer at that point. He won't be left alone again," Jennifer assured
    him. But then she sighed. "I have no doubt he'll have some rough years ahead of him
    trying to cope with it, though, especially these first few years before he's had a
    chance to build some confidence." Wind smiled at that.

    "You know, I happen to have some experience with another student who had the exact
    same problem," Wind admitted.

    "Gee, I wonder who you're thinking of," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "Well, I
    gave him his own mirror, and once he's far enough along in his training that it won't
    hamper his growth, he can get a pair of spectacles like these that'll help him block
    out unwanted thoughts."

    "It sounds like you have the matter well in hand, then. And how are things going
    in your class other than this one student, Jennifer?" he asked.

    "Well, so far the students seem to like it, and I've won a lot of them over. But
    I'm not so sure it'll be so easy to win over all of their parents to my teaching
    style," Jennifer admitted.

    "Or the school board," Wind agreed with a chuckle. "Don't worry, Jennifer. That's
    my concern. Keep up the good work."

    "Thanks," Jennifer said with a smile. She walked out the door and put away the
    permission slip, glad to have it done. Wind put a hand to his head, attempting to
    knead the stress away.

    "Those damned Masons," he said to himself. He shook his head and attempted not to
    think about it, asking Brenda to send them a form letter with instructions on how to
    lodge a complaint.

    

    "I'm pretty sure this is the place," Jennifer said with amusement. Kay, Gretchen,
    and Lavender craned their neck up at a tall narrow building that had squeezed between
    a corner deli and a noisy nightclub with a tuxedo wearing bouncer. In between was a
    building with long steps and large windows that showcased what looked like library
    bookshelves. Above the double doors was a large elaborate sign that read, "The
    Witches' Book Club."

    "What are we doing here?" Kay asked, a bit stunned.

    "I don't think we're here to read," Gretchen decided.

    "That definitely wouldn't make sense for Coven Night, would it?" Lavender
    agreed.

    "Yes, but I've heard of this place. It's the headquarters for the Order of
    Libris," Kay explained, following Jennifer up the stairs. "It's for intellectual
    witches of a really high standard. Most witches need to have multiple degrees or be
    at the top of their field to have a chance of getting in here."

    "Are you a member, Jennifer?" Lavender asked.

    "Well, no, but I have connections," Jennifer explained, banging the knocker on the
    door. A speakeasy style window slid open and a pair of eyes looked out suspiciously.
    "Jennifer Craw, party of four," Jennifer said clearly.

    The door creaked loudly as they entered and then slammed abruptly. In front of
    them stood a witch wearing a hat and a full-length black veil that covered her from
    the tip of her hat all the way down to the bottom ruffle of her lace dress.

    "Walk this way," she said. She led them down the hallway past doors that were
    enticingly ajar, leaving only a tiny crack open which they could barely make out
    anything except for a row of books.

    At first the sounds in the hallway were muffled, but as they walked the long
    purple-carpeted corridor past a grand staircase, they could hear faint music. It
    seemed almost ghostly unless one concentrated on it long enough; and then a person
    could easily conclude that it was probably music coming from the club next door. Kay
    frowned in disappointment. That wasn't so mysterious, she thought, despite the creepy
    feel thanks to the dim paper lanterns that lit the hallway. Suddenly the veiled witch
    turned directly behind the stairs and opened a dark and sinister doorway that creaked
    open very much in the same way the front door had.

    "That way," the veiled witch instructed.

    Jennifer led the way, with Lavender finding herself being turned into an anchor
    since Gretchen and Kay were both clutching one of her arms.

    "Come now, are you full grown witches, or aren't you?" Lavender scolded them
    softly, following Jennifer into the shadows of a dark narrow corridor.

    Jennifer found herself following a soft warm glow she had noticed in front of her,
    along with the sound of music, the smell of rye, and a hint of tobacco, and within
    ten steps found herself stepping into a Dark Witches' tavern with a fair number of
    patrons inside. A piano, bass, and trumpet trio played a rendition of, "This Hag
    Sings the Blues," while behind the bar, a woman in a tux with short blonde hair and
    pointed ears mixed the drinks, putting them on trays that floated to the appropriate
    tables.

    "This place is nice," Lavender said with obvious approval.

    "Yes, but did you see the labels behind the bar?" Gretchen pointed out anxiously.
    "It's all Dark Brews."

    "Don't worry, I can make recommendations if need be," Jennifer grinned at them.
    "Speaking of which, does anyone need a drink to contribute to the brew tonight?" she
    asked.

    "I brought Hexen Rauchbier," Gretchen said.

    "I have a beer too. Old Salem Smoked Witches' Malt," Lavender replied with a
    smirk.

    "What a name! I just brought a Milwaukee Bludger Beer," Kay admitted.

    "Two artisan beers... and one in a can," Lavender teased. Kay stuck her tongue out
    at her.

    "Well, I usually go with a Coke, but I'm in the mood for something a bit riskier
    tonight. Besides, our good hostess promised to put us up if we needed it," Jennifer
    said, and went to the bar.

    "I need an Irish Wake the Dead, please... and I'm Jennifer Craw, we're meeting Her
    Honor tonight," she explained.

    "Oh, no problem! Let me get your drink first," the barwitch said, pulling down the
    Wailing Inis and adding something else that made it smoke for a minute.

    "Just how strong is that thing?" Lavender wanted to know.

    "I'll just put a drop of it in," Jennifer reassured her. The barwitch laughed.

    "You bring this thing back there, she's going to make you pour the whole thing
    in," the barwitch warned, pouring the mixture over ice. Despite the ice, the swirling
    green and orange drink still had a trail of smoke drifting from it. "Now, just go
    inside that bead curtain over there, take your shoes off, and then walk through the
    door," she explained.

    "Thanks, how much?" Jennifer asked.

    "No problem, she's got it," the barwitch winked. Jennifer nodded in understanding,
    turning and walking around the bar until she saw the red bead-curtained doorway.

    "She was cute," Lavender commented.

    "Hey, you're dating," Gretchen shook a finger at her.

    "Yeah, yeah," Lav said with a grin. They stepped through the door and took off
    their shoes as instructed, putting them in a shoe rack.

    Jennifer reached for the knob of the next door, and her hand went through it.

    "Oh, we very literally go through this door," Jennifer chuckled and went in,
    finding herself walking on tatami mats as they stepped into a very large circular
    room. Jennifer walked on the mats curiously until they got closer to the center where
    a pentagram was drawn on the floor. At each point there was a low cushioned stool,
    and there was a circular table with a cauldron at the center.

    "Good evening, ladies!" Lunette greeted them warmly as she stepped into the
    candlelight from the opposite side of the room. "Have any trouble finding the place?"
    she asked mischievously.

    "Yes, but getting here was half the fun!" Kay said enthusiastically. Lunette
    laughed.

    "I like her already. Who do we have here, Jennifer?"

    "This is Kay Sinclair, Magical Creatures and Veterinary Science," Jennifer began.
    "Lavender Carmody, Potions, and Gretchen Becker, Herbology."

    "Oh, Zoe's friend," Lunette recalled.

    "Yes," Gretchen agreed.

    "Fellow witches, this is Lunette Vallid," Jennifer introduced.

    "Guilty as charged," Lunette replied with a smile.

    "Oh. That explains a lot," Gretchen admitted.

    "HOLY SH-"

    "You know, Kay, I really don't think that's holy... unless you're a dung beetle...
    nor is what else you're thinking about saying, either," Lunette added for good
    measure.

    "I think I need a drink after this surprise," Lavender decided, choosing a spot.
    "But now coming here makes a lot more sense! This is the order you started, isn't
    it?"

    "Yes, a very long time ago. I started it because back then Witches weren't really
    allowed to have their own orders, per se, just Covens, which was considered a more
    ritualistic gathering rather than a meeting of minds," Lunette explained. "So, I
    formed an Order just to spite them and filled it with all of the best witch thinkers
    of the time."

    "So in other words, you made it to stick it to the man," Kay said, making a
    fist.

    "I like her. Can we keep her?" Lunette chuckled. "Come sit down everyone, let's
    start this thing. Did everyone bring a drink?"

    "Yes everyone has one; three beers and just a drop of an Irish Wake the Dead,"
    Jennifer explained mischievously.

    "A drop? Throw the whole thing in, Jennifer, or we'll end up with zombies,"
    Lunette protested.

    "If I throw the whole thing in, I'll pose for the zombie," Jennifer assured her,
    but Lunette took the drink out of her hand and tossed it in.

    "I'd like to say something as we contribute to this brew," Lunette said. "Although
    we have not yet formed the brew and taken our first sip, I must ask all of you to
    keep my presence a secret from everyone... consider it as sacred as the conversation
    we may have tonight. Although it's not really a secret to those who personally know
    Jennifer that we are close, I ask that you keep everyone at Whitebridge from knowing
    that fact if it's at all possible."

    "Why is that?" Kay asked curiously. "I agree, of course, if that's what you want.
    I'm just curious."

    "Yes, I am as well, actually," Lavender agreed.

    "Brew first," Lunette suggested, tapping the cauldron.

    "To heritage," Lavender said, pouring in the Salem.

    "The same," Gretchen said, pouring her German beer in.

    "To modern convenience," Kay said wickedly, turning the aluminum can over and
    waiting for it to empty into the Cauldron. Lunette looked amused at that and got out
    an ornate wooden case. She opened it, pulling out a small Peryton leather
    canteen.

    "This is something entirely special to me," Lunette said, carefully taking off the
    cap. "It's wine from my grandfather's table, filled with toil, hardship, desperation,
    defiance, and unflappable resilience and adaptability. It is from a small colony of
    condemned Fae that holed themselves up in the Demonlands of Tir Na Nog and lived to
    tell the tale. Therefore, I add this to represent the good that can come out of a
    Dark heritage." Jennifer smiled at that, watching as Lunette poured in a glassful and
    put the rest back in the box.

    "In a way, that's rather why I chose what I did too," Jennifer admitted. "The
    cocktail is based on Wailing Inis, which has been a family staple for many years now
    because of the Beansidhe reference and our family's original Irish roots. Besides,
    it's high end and good quality," she added with a shrug.

    "That pickiness is just as much your family heritage as anything else, Jennifer,"
    Lunette teased. "Who'll stir and pour out?"

    "One of you two, surely, since you picked the place and Jennifer's the one that
    seems to be cooking something up," Lavender replied. Lunette looked amused at
    that.

    "I'll stir if she's already cooking," Lunette decided, stirring the Brew until it
    was one color. Jennifer then passed the glasses around, noticing that each one took
    only a tentative sip. "Oh, come now, no wimpy drinking. I'll put you up here if you
    have too much," Lunette assured them.

    "So you were saying? About why we're keeping it a secret?" Lavender suggested.

    "It's simpler than you might think, actually," Lunette replied, taking a healthy
    sip. "Everyone in magical society has heard of me in some fashion, and I don't want
    it to get in the way of Jennifer's year away from home. That said, I know her well
    enough to know that she's bound to get into trouble now and then if she doesn't have
    someone to turn to that knows how to work the system over here," she added with
    amusement. "So, I'm here to serve as her backup and her adviser... and for once I get
    to do it without having to use any proxies, which is a rather nice change. Don't you
    think so, apprentice?" she teased.

    "Apprentice?" Kay asked curiously.

    "You see, Lunette was actually the Dark Sentinel before I was," Jennifer
    explained. "She's been my mentor for a very long time."

    "As far as I'm concerned, Jennifer, that apprenticeship started the moment you
    walked away from that swearing in ceremony to become a Truth Seeker," Lunette
    admitted. "The very same day we met for the first time."

    "Okay, I'll be the first to admit I'm confused," Lavender said. "I could have
    sworn I read somewhere that you, Lunette, were the very first Truth Seeker."

    "Only because I'm the one who started the program," Lunette said with amusement.
    "I started it in 1910, when things were starting to really heat up in Europe, as well
    as here in the U.S.. After McKinley was shot by an anarchist, there was a big move to
    put a stop to corruption and to try to get a handle on all of the espionage going on.
    They formed the FBI, and we formed what was then the Wizard Investigations Bureau,"
    she explained. "And guess who they decided to call on first when they were looking
    for agents?"

    "Those who were natural born with Legilimency," Kay concluded.

    "Actually we natural telepaths came first; Wizards developed the Legilimency skill
    after exploiting us," Lunette corrected. "That's why we typically call mind
    sensitives Truth Seekers, since it's more accurate than being called 'natural in
    Legilimens.' Legilimency is simply attempting to mimic our skill, it doesn't
    duplicate it," she explained. "But back in that time period, everyone was on edge,
    paranoid, suspecting one another of being Marxist spies. So, as you can imagine, we
    started getting a lot of unwanted attention for the wrong reasons," Lunette said, her
    voice growing quiet. "Many were ostracized, or jailed without cause, just for being
    under suspicion of passing on information. Many sensitives went underground, or they
    had to go to great lengths to hide their mental abilities. There were even rewards so
    that they could drag sensitives in to be interrogated. And when they did, they used
    an older version of Veritaserum which was quite toxic, although I doubt they realized
    just how toxic at the time," Lunette said for good measure. "Well, I was working a
    desk job in law enforcement at that point, and it didn't take them long to catch up
    to me. They gave me an ultimatum: I would join their new Investigations Team or be
    locked up in prison for being a traitor. I told them I'd agree as long as they
    allowed me to develop the training system for members of the Investigations team with
    my ability; when they agreed, I developed the Truth Seeking program. I intentionally
    put the emphasis on the passive skill set that came with that ability. I trained them
    to gather information, discern the truth, and how to see through disguises and
    Animagus forms. I also advocated for a Truth Seeker's place not only in
    Investigations, but as court experts. That's when I took up law and began working to
    reform the wizard court system. Partially, I did it to elevate us out of the position
    of being just another government tool, so that wizards would see us as a valuable
    asset to our society. But I also did it to protect myself and other Truth Seekers
    from a government and justice system which I frankly didn't trust, especially after
    what they had done to us."

    "I have always suspected that the negative parts of the ability were left out more
    because of self-preservation rather than morality," Jennifer admitted, Lunette
    nodding at her with a smile. "And most Truth Seekers sought jobs in law enforcement
    and in the justice system not only because it was a natural use of their talents, but
    also as a means of protecting themselves from possible persecution because of that
    talent."

    "Yes, and a great many of them also signed that paper and took that Truth Seeker
    oath for the exact same reason; not because they truly wanted to serve the courts as
    a Truth Seeker in any form, but as a means of protecting themselves when they got
    into trouble," Lunette said. "Until you came along, Jennifer, who had every reason of
    swearing that oath just to protect yourself from your enemies. You chose to walk away
    because you were not prepared to swear an oath that you knew that you couldn't
    keep."

    "Well, I heard Albus walked away from it too," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, but Albus walked away for different reasons, Jennifer. He never had any
    formal training like you did because it didn't exist back when he first developed his
    skills, and he knew first hand about the oppression and the reasons behind why I
    developed the Truth Seeking program. He never intended to sign the oath from the
    start. He went to take the test because Voldemort was on a rampage against other mind
    sensitives. Albus suspected that Voldemort might be using the Truth Seeker program to
    get a list of targets, so he wanted to see what all was involved in the process and
    to make certain that no one on the Truth Seeker committee was a Death Eater plant.
    That's how we became friends, actually. I barely knew him before that event, and I
    took offense to his poking around," Lunette admitted with amusement. "But you stepped
    away because of your growing commitment to Severus, despite knowing the risks, and
    despite knowing that it meant you couldn't legally point the finger at the man who
    ordered your mother to be tortured to death. You stepped away and took the hard path,
    and over time, you've earned your society's respect without the paperwork."

    "Never mind the fact that man nearly destroyed my entire family because I didn't
    sign that paper," Jennifer pointed out with a pained expression. "And it put four of
    my children through something that still haunts them to this day."

    "I know, Jennifer," Lunette assured her with a serious expression. "But even after
    everything it took to put that man down, it doesn't change the fact that you made the
    right decision that day. Now drink up, everyone's staring at us."

    Jennifer blinked and looked at the other three women, who were indeed staring at
    them and listening to the conversation with keen interest.

    "I am so sorry! That was really lopsided and personal, wasn't it?" Jennifer said,
    flustered.

    "No, we get it. It translated to: the blood runs deep between the two of you," Kay
    said.

    "Well, I found hearing the history of Truth Seeking from its creator extremely
    fascinating," Lavender said enthusiastically. Gretchen, however, seemed quite glassy
    eyed and somber as she sipped her brew.

    "What's wrong, Gretch?" Kay asked, seeing her reaction.

    "Oh, sorry. It's just that I went to Hogwarts when the wizard they referred to was
    finally killed," Gretchen explained quietly. "I remember Jennifer's appearance after
    her father saved her from him. It wasn't just hard on her children. It was hard on
    the rest of the students as well. She was everyone's favorite teacher." Jennifer
    grasped Gretchen's hand.

    "At the time, I thought I was saving everyone so much anguish by not telling
    anyone he was torturing me. I was completely convinced that I was suffering alone,"
    Jennifer explained, exasperated with herself.

    "Jennifer was avoiding her friends, me especially, knowing I'd be onto her,"
    Lunette added, sipping the brew. "She even had the gall to have one of my competitors
    handle the first will and testament she ever wrote." Jennifer cringed at that.

    "You have my current one now, though," Jennifer reminded her,

    "Gee, thanks," Lunette said with a chuckle.

    "So, I suppose this event you're speaking of has something to do with why you
    still look so young, doesn't it, Jennifer?" Lavender conjectured.

    "One of reasons at any rate," Jennifer admitted with a grin. "Actually, it's not
    really a secret any longer. I do have several doses of the Elixir of Life in me. A
    couple from being nearly tortured death, plus an assassination attempt, besides other
    things."

    "Jennifer likes to push her luck all the way to betting her last chip to try and
    win the pot," Lunette said dryly. "If it wasn't for her extensive network of family
    and friends, she'd have died a long time ago."

    "True, Lunette, but I'm nowhere near as reckless now as I was when I was younger,"
    Jennifer assured her. "I'm not going to get into any life and death situations while
    I'm teaching at Whitebridge at any rate." Lunette blinked at her.

    "I wish you hadn't said that," Lunette said flatly, Jennifer laughing at her.

    "Well, now that we're finally on the subject of Whitebridge, what's the deal,
    Jennifer?" Lavender asked. "Not only with that display on Monday bringing all of
    those rare magical items to school, but what's up with the fact that you're not
    giving them much in the way of homework, and the fact that it's obvious that you and
    Wind are conspiring something?"

    "That is true," Jennifer said with a nod. "You see, Wind is very tired of teachers
    at his school not being allowed to teach and are only allowed to drill students on
    tests."

    "Hear hear! I totally agree. It has gotten out of control," Kay said readily.

    "I definitely agree, especially since any sort of test they put in front of us
    simply can't keep up with today's potion standards. It'll be several years before
    they add your research to the test, Jennifer. If I didn't have to worry about those
    silly test scores, I could adapt my classes as needed," Lavender said.

    "I see some merits in having them memorize herbal properties and their alchemist
    names," Gretchen prefaced. "But sitting them behind a Wizardnet screen and having
    them stare at drawings to identify a leaf instead of sending them out to the garden
    is just plain silly!"

    "Do you know, I also feel like advanced classes are really suffering from it too,"
    Kay said. "I noticed that since we've been doing this 'performance check' system,
    students going into Veterinary Science seem to have forgotten lot of their advanced
    Magical Creatures course. I spend a lot more time refreshing their memories because
    they don't seem to be retaining as much."

    "Of course not, Kay, because they're not really learning from the experience.
    They're only learning how to cram for a test," Jennifer said. "Once the testing is
    over, it's all forgotten again."

    "The system is only helping the system... and at the expense of students,"
    Gretchen said with a sigh.

    "And at the expense of teachers," Lavender added. "You know how many teachers Wind
    has to replace every year. Oh, the Healer's School has a good rate of retaining their
    Professors, but this test system for secondary years burns out teachers fast. Many
    that leave Whitebridge give up teaching altogether and go into fields that pay more
    and have a lot less stress."

    "Well, then, maybe we just shouldn't teach to test anymore. Maybe we should just
    teach to teach and say to hell with the test standards," Gretchen replied.

    "But if the scores dip too low on those tests, we might get fired," Kay pointed
    out.

    "By who? Wind's not going to fire us for that," Lavender assured her.

    "But the board might put pressure on him to fire us for not fulfilling our
    contracts or something..." Kay pointed out worriedly.

    "Let me see a copy of that contract," Lunette suggested. "I bet you there is
    nothing in it that says anything about performance being tied to any tests. And if
    any of you do get fired for attempting to do your jobs," she said, pausing to flip
    all three of them a business card, "let me know. And Jennifer, if you talk more
    teachers into this mutiny and there's trouble, also let me know. I'll make sure
    nobody gets fired over this."

    "In that case, what other teachers do you suppose would be interested in a little
    insurrection?" Jennifer asked with a smile, and the three girls immediately began
    listing names.
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    Chapter Twelve

    Andrew Visits Whitebridge

    Andrew stopped long enough to get a guest button from Brenda Johnson and some
    basic instructions as to where the Items Room was. He wandered through the Assembly
    Hall that Saturday, too busy looking at the paper in his hand to notice that a number
    of students and staff had turned to look at him curiously. As he walked towards the
    Commissary, he noticed a friendly face.

    "Gretchen!" he called out. Her hand went to her head, a look of pain crossing her
    face. "Oh, sorry. Rough night? No, don't tell me. You went to my mother's Coven
    Night," he concluded, pulling out a hangover remedy.

    "Thanks," she said, taking it gratefully. "Oh. Hi, Andrew."

    "Hi. I'm here to help Mum with something. Where's her classroom?" he asked.

    "This way," Gretchen said, leading him outside. "I wonder if she's even up
    yet?"

    "I'm sure Radiance will wake her up on time," Andrew replied, following Gretchen
    around the corner to the outside door. Sure enough, it was shut. "Oh well. I can
    wait," he said with amusement. It was about that time when the two of them noticed a
    tall girl with a dark pony tail. She was wearing a baseball hat, dark sunglasses, and
    white bib overalls.

    "I'm in pain! Where's Lavender? Oh, he's hot," Kay said all in one breath.

    "Taken," Andrew chuckled.

    "Of course you are. Pain? Lav?" Kay asked.

    "Potion Lab, brewing up remedy," Gretchen told her.

    "Good idea. I'll go there," Kay agreed, then seemed to fade as she walked down the
    garden path.

    "I take it she went too," Andrew ventured.

    "Definitely," Gretchen said. "Here comes Jennifer."

    Andrew looked towards the dorm building, but it took an extra minute before she
    finally appeared, looking more tired than hungover after already taking a potion
    before she had come downstairs.

    "Oh! Sorry I'm late, Andrew! Gretchen, thanks for keeping him company. Are you all
    right, Gretchen?" Jennifer asked, squinting a bit at the glaring sun.

    "Yes, fine. I drank less than you did, and Andrew gave me a potion," Gretchen
    explained. "I'm going to go get some coffee."

    "Good idea. Thanks again," Jennifer said, getting the door unlocked on the third
    try. Andrew waved at Gretchen as she walked into the garden and faded away.

    "So if she drank less, how much did you drink?" Andrew inquired.

    "Oh, mind your own business. There are some questions you don't ask a parent no
    matter how old you are," Jennifer scowled at him. Andrew smiled in apparent amusement
    as she reluctantly reached to turn on the lights. "Rogue, are you down here yet?" she
    asked, and there was a violin reply. She got into her cloak and pulled out a decanter
    of coffee and a couple of mugs.

    "So, show me this book of yours," Andrew said. Jennifer got out the Advanced Item
    book so that he could start thumbing through it as she sipped her coffee. "Well, the
    Wizard Wireless radio should be easy enough."

    "Yes, but that only buys me two or three weeks," Jennifer replied as he flipped
    through to the next project.

    "Wizard Visual Entertainment... a Wizard Telly. I wonder why these never caught on
    back home?" Andrew asked.

    "Well, I know they tried to start a Wizard British Broadcast service once or
    twice, but after the Wizard Council realized that the Ministry was planning to add a
    licensing fee for every device owned, they voted it down," Jennifer explained with a
    shrug.

    "Now that you mention it, how does grandfather pay his telly fee, and his electric
    for that matter?" Andrew asked.

    "Same way we pay for ours, more than likely. Gringotts reroutes the bill for a
    fee," Jennifer explained.

    "I see. I bet Grandfather writes it off as a 'security necessity' and gets the
    Ministry to pay for it," Andrew conjectured with a snort. He flipped the book pages
    to look at the next project, then he frowned at one of the quotes. Noting the
    reference number, he went into the back of the book and then laughed.

    "What?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "This book actually references my book on Microtransfiguration," Andrew said with
    amusement. "And quite a number of times, too, from the looks of it! Many of these
    references are listed on the chapter about building a basic Wizardnet computer, and
    there are even more references to my book in the chapter about building a handheld
    wizard phone. I should write to them and ask for a percentage or something."

    "Now, Andrew. Educational research should benefit everyone, not only those who are
    willing to pay a price for it," Jennifer lectured, pouring herself a second cup of
    coffee.

    "Yes, Mother," Andrew replied.

    "So I take it that means that you can show me how to get all of those parts to fit
    in those small cases over there?" Jennifer asked, pointing to one of the Wizardnet
    kits.

    "Easily, Mum. As long as you follow the instructions, everything is set up in a
    way that nothing conflicts. Let's break out one of those kits and throw one together
    so I can show you," Andrew offered.

    The two of them worked on it for several hours and then walked to Quickbrooms for
    lunch, giving Jennifer an opportunity to show off her newly acquired skills at
    ordering food. She even paid by tapping a card next to a magic box without even
    having to touch anything other than the plastic number they gave her to put on the
    table.

    "There's also a not so secret secret menu, and you don't use numbers to order
    that," Jennifer explained.

    "Why do they call it a secret menu if it's not so secret?" Andrew asked.

    "It's this thing they do here where they don't put everything on the menu, despite
    the fact that they can make it for you," Jennifer replied.

    "Then how do you know it's there to order it in the first place?" Andrew
    asked.

    "A friend tells you," Jennifer explained.

    "Okay, but how did the first person to order off the secret menu know they had a
    secret menu?" Andrew inquired.

    "Oh. I have no idea," Jennifer admitted, and Andrew grinned with amusement as they
    sat down at a booth and Jennifer helpfully rolled down the blinds. Andrew felt his
    chain go off and looked around curiously with a frown, the sensation faded when two
    wizards sitting with Wizardnet devices and a pizza between them turned their
    attention back to their screens.

    "Any idea who those two are over there?" Andrew asked, and Jennifer glanced behind
    her.

    "Yes, the one with the dark hair and blue jeans is Frank Byrd, he's the Wizardnet
    teacher, so he's in my department. The other one I don't know so well; he's with the
    Healer's School," Jennifer asked.

    "They were watching us when we got settled," Andrew explained.

    "I suppose that's understandable. They were probably curious to who you are,
    Andrew," Jennifer said.

    "If it was only that they were curious, then why did the chain go off? I'm wearing
    the improved Snoop Chain that Alex got me for Christmas," Andrew said. "It doesn't
    usually go off just because someone's curious."

    "Well, perhaps it was someone else. Is it still going off?" Jennifer asked.

    "No," Andrew admitted.

    "Maybe you're just uncomfortable about being in a new place and imagined it,"
    Jennifer suggested. "I know I certainly was uncomfortable the first time I came in
    here, even with a friend with me."

    Andrew sighed and turned his attention back to her.

    "Does it take very long to get served around here?" he asked.

    "No, not really. Do you want me to get you some more iced tea?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "I got it," Andrew said, getting up and going over to the ice machine, making a
    point to pass close by the two wizards' table.

    But as he came nearer, first one then the other closed their devices and started
    in on the pizza and debated school Quidditch teams, discussing who was in what
    quarter to try and figure out what the strongest team was going to be that year. Once
    Andrew got his drink and passed by them again, he got the same sensation from his
    chain that he was being watched. It faded as he got to his seat, and he was
    distracted by the fact that the food had arrived while he was gone.

    "Do you think that's her husband?" Frank murmured to Asher.

    "I'm not sure. It's the wrong hair color," Asher explained, pulling out a
    Chocolate Frog card and showing it to him. "Of course, he could have changed it."

    "True, but now that I look at the card, I think this guy is just a bit better
    looking, not that it's saying much," Frank decided. "Maybe it's his younger
    brother."

    "That makes sense," Asher agreed. "I really haven't seen much on the Wizardnet
    about who his family is. It's a shame that their government doesn't put public
    records on a site anywhere. How is anyone to find out basic information on people if
    they don't put public records on the Wizardnet?"

    "I know! They're so behind the times. Why not put their public records up so
    everyone can see them?" Frank complained.

    "It'd definitely make life a lot easier if they did. We'd be halfway done with
    this dossier by now," Asher agreed.

    

    Later that afternoon, Frank was walking from the lab on his way to his personal
    rooms when he happened to notice the door to Jennifer's classroom was open and looked
    in curiously. Seeing that Jennifer and the other man were just finishing up on the
    Witchboard of a Wizardnet device, he couldn't help but step inside. He knocked to let
    them know he was there, but watched from a distance.

    "Hi, Jennifer. Are you putting one of the kits together?" Frank asked
    curiously.

    "Yes, actually," Jennifer replied sheepishly. "My son was just helping me make
    certain that I had all of this down before I have to teach it, but it really isn't
    been as bad as I thought it would be."

    "He's your son?" Frank asked, staring at him in surprise. "He looks older than
    you."

    "The nose doesn't help," Andrew shrugged.

    "Frank, this is Andrew Snape, he teaches Transfiguration at Hogwarts," Jennifer
    introduced.

    "You wrote Practical Application for Microtransfiguration?" Frank gawked,
    even more shocked than he was before.

    "I did," Andrew confirmed.

    "Wow, that's incredible! Can I shake your hand? What are you still doing teaching?
    We'd still be in the dark ages of computing if it hadn't been some of your work. I
    would have thought that you'd be off living on your own private island somewhere or
    something..." Frank said, shaking his hand despite Andrew's critical gaze.

    "You see, Mother?" Andrew said to her.

    "Don't start," Jennifer scolded with a warning smile.

    "Seriously, though, teaching has always been my passion, and my family prefers to
    pass on our work in ways that everyone can benefit from it," Andrew explained.

    "That's quite altruistic... and a bit of a shame in a way... but very noble,"
    Frank decided.

    "My mother was telling me earlier that you two work together sometimes," Andrew
    said.

    "Oh, yes. The three of us... your mother, Luke Miller, and I, will be working
    together to help students with their projects for the Items and Industry Fair in
    February."

    "I see. Well, make sure you keep it professional. And while you're at it, keep
    your distance from my mother, or I'll give you a lesson in Microtransfiguration that
    I guarantee you'll never forget," Andrew warned coldly.

    "Andrew!" Jennifer said with surprise.

    "Of course it's professional. There's absolutely no call for threatening me,"
    Frank replied. But Andrew didn't miss the fact that he was also backing up.

    "Snapes don't threaten, and we only give one warning," Andrew informed him.

    "Andrew," Jennifer said firmly, putting a hand on his arm.

    "I believe your son has the wrong idea about me, Jennifer," Frank replied.

    "Do I?" Andrew replied dubiously.

    "So, I think I'll just go and check in some other time," Frank decided.

    "And she'd better not be alone any of those times either," Andrew added icily.

    "Andrew," Jennifer said again. "My goodness, you sound just like your father right
    now." Andrew waited until Frank dove around the corner before he finally turned to
    look at her.

    "Do you think so?" Andrew replied. "I think he'd have already flattened him.
    Rogue, do me a favor and let me know if he doesn't keep things respectable. You know
    as well as I do what will happen if Father had to come over here to deal with
    it."

    "Andrew, you are completely overreacting! I can very well take care of myself,"
    Jennifer said with exasperation.

    "Did you notice how he was looking at you?" Andrew asked her evenly.

    "He was avoiding my gaze, surely that was obvious. Most people have been doing
    that lately, since it's gotten around campus that I'm a Truth Seeker," Jennifer
    explained.

    "It wasn't that he was avoiding your gaze that was a problem so much as what he
    was looking at," Andrew said. "I don't trust him, and I'm sure the chain wasn't going
    off because he was being innocent."

    "Andrew, you're being overprotective and highly chauvinistic," Jennifer snapped,
    closing the door. Andrew blinked.

    "I'm what?" Andrew asked.

    "You seem to be under the impression that I can't take care of myself! I did
    everything from face a werewolf in Salazar's Tomb to defeat the Fomorians before you
    were even born, and that's not even counting all of the times I've had to pull you
    out of messes since you've been alive. I asked you here to help me with your
    specialty, not to belittle me with your patriarchal 'Wizards are the protectors'
    bull. It's that sort of attitude that caused me to be marooned so far away from my
    home and my family in the first place. Don't get on Frank because of his sexist
    attitude! You don't have the right, considering your track record has done nothing
    but prove that you are by far the most sexist member of this entire family. Stop
    being so self-righteous when all you've done is threaten someone whose only offense
    is that he reminds you a little too much of how you used to be. Now, get out of my
    sight! I'll just read your book and figure it out on my own," Jennifer said, storming
    over to her desk.

    Andrew took his book out of his pocket and left it on one of the tables before
    walking out of the room, closing the door behind himself. Jennifer sat down at her
    desk and seethed for a moment, then she saw the mirror.

    "Get me Severus," she ordered. She waited for the mirror to fog over and his image
    to appear, and he distractedly asked what she wanted. "Even if we don't accomplish
    anything else from this blasted year, let's at least make sure that Quintin doesn't
    get raised to be as sexist as the rest of them!" she snapped, breaking contact and
    placing the mirror face down. She sat down and fumed for quite some time. Finally,
    she felt that it was contained enough that she could wander around the garden to cool
    off.

    Severus stared at the School Mirror, more than a little baffled by what had just
    happened.

    "What do you suppose that was about?" Severus asked Armando, who simply shrugged.
    Severus picked up the card of himself. "Ask the Rogue if he knows why Jennifer is
    upset," he suggested, putting the card back down. "Didn't Andrew go visit her for the
    day?"

    "Yes, Severus. He has just arrived on school grounds," Armando replied.

    "That is suspicious timing..." Severus said, then noticed the Rogue standing in
    the Jennifer Craw painting. "So, what happened?" he asked, watching the painting sign
    carefully. It was only halfway through the Rogue's response when he decided to pull
    the knob, letting the Rogue finish his recount even after Andrew knocked. "I
    understand. Why don't you two make yourselves scarce for a few minutes? I'll discuss
    it with you once I've spoken with him."

    The Rogue nodded solemnly. The Jennifer portrait was too happy about the
    suggestion that the two of them make themselves scarce to really care what the reason
    was, holding onto the Rogue's arm as he stepped out of the frame. Severus waved the
    doors open, and Andrew shuffled in with his hands in his pockets and an annoyed
    expression on his face.

    "You know, you could just tell me you want to see me instead of forcing me to go
    somewhere I had no intention of going," Andrew said critically.

    "There's a Doorlift just there. I'm sure if you go out of it enough times,
    eventually it'll lead you somewhere else other than that landing," Severus
    replied.

    "How many times exactly? That way I can count them and know when I'm getting
    closer," Andrew replied crisply.

    "Might I inquire just where this sudden hostility is coming from?" Severus
    asked.

    "Sorry," Andrew said curtly, but didn't offer any sort of explanation. "What did
    you want?"

    "Well, since your mother decided that she wasn't going to have time to meet with
    Quintin and myself this weekend, I was wondering how she was doing," Severus
    explained calmly. "So, how is she?"

    "Impossible," Andrew replied bluntly.

    "Oh. Welcome to my world," Severus said with a shrug.

    "All I was doing was putting this other teacher in his place when she went and
    turned on me about it..."

    "I'm sorry, Andrew, back up a moment. How is it your responsibility to put another
    teacher 'in his place' when you were at Whitebridge as a visitor?" Severus
    inquired.

    "You should have seen how he was looking at her..." Andrew began.

    "He was probably looking at her in the same way the majority of men on the planet
    look at her any time she walks into the room," Severus interrupted. "If I started
    confronting every man who looked at her like that, I would have very little time to
    do anything else. Your mother may not typically recognize a man's intentions when
    they are attempting to flirt with her, but I guarantee you that she is quite aware as
    to whether they think she's comely or not. In fact, she rather enjoys it." Andrew
    blinked.

    "What?" Andrew said, a little confused about the distinction he was trying to
    make.

    "Haven't you ever noticed how Radiance appreciates positive attention no matter
    who gives it to her? A familiar reflects the personality of her owner, you know. And
    all you have to do is spend one afternoon with her dress shopping to know what a vain
    creature your mother is. It is greatly accentuated by the fact that she is
    beautiful, has enough Elixir in her to keep her looking young for very long time, and
    has a doting husband that really doesn't mind that particular character flaw, no
    matter how exasperating it can be at times," he admitted with a shrug. "She is also
    one of the most powerful witches alive and can protect herself if she needs to."

    "Assuming there isn't someone else she's trying to protect, that is," Andrew
    pointed out. "Most of the times when she's nearly died, it was because she was trying
    to protect someone else."

    "Then it's a good thing all of us are out of her way for a while, isn't it?"
    Severus said curtly. "Tell me, Andrew, exactly why is it that you don't trust
    her?"

    "It's not her I don't trust," Andrew snapped, his expression dark. "It's men like
    me."

    "Oh. Then I suppose it really has very little to do with her at all," Severus
    decided. Glowering at him, Andrew stormed out of the study. "Armando, please send a
    note to Conner warning him that Andrew is likely to be quite difficult this
    week."

    "Yes, Severus," Armando said. Severus then propped his chin up with his hand,
    staring blankly into the quiet room before finally giving up and going to bed
    early.

    

    Jennifer walked around the gardens for quite some time before she found herself in
    front of the Wizardnet Lab. She stepped in, and a conversation between Frank and two
    of his friends ended abruptly when they noticed her. Asher quickly found a seat and
    turned his attention to the device in front of him, while Raymond stared at her
    warily. Apparently Raymond was more than a little concerned about having such a
    powerful Dark Witch teaching at the school, and Frank was feeling quite guilty after
    telling his friends about what had happened earlier. Jennifer sighed.

    "I came to apologize for my son's behavior, Frank. I think he was just being
    overprotective in my husband's absence and took it a little too far," Jennifer
    explained.

    "Oh," Frank said in complete surprise. "No problem," he said, then finally
    recovered. "Let me know if you need help figuring out that project you were
    testing."

    "I think I'll be fine, but thank you," Jennifer assured him with a smile, and then
    turned to leave.

    "Ms. Craw," Raymond said, and she turned to him thoughtfully. "Wind wants me to
    invite you to speak to my Defense classes. Would Friday be all right? I'm sure I can
    find you a substitute."

    "Sure, as long as nothing comes up before then," Jennifer agreed with a smile.
    "See you later."

    "Later," Frank said, the three of them watching her go. Then he turned to the
    others. "What could possibly come up before then?" he wondered. The other two
    shrugged.
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    Chapter Thirteen

    Home Additions

    Since Andrew had gone to Whitebridge and their tennis lesson was canceled, Laura
    decided to take advantage of having the day off and accepted her cousin's invitation
    to come and see the new house.

    "I wish they could have finished it just a wee bit earlier," John said as they
    walked up to it. It was on the exact same lot as it had been before, but now it had a
    picket fence with low lanterns on every forth post (Laura recognized them at once as
    being security lanterns), and a larger covered porch with an old fashioned bench
    swing on chains. There was an elaborate ironwork screen door, set in front of a white
    door with a small frosted window towards the top. "I really would've liked the extra
    time to help Mitch unpack, but neither Alex nor Harry wanted us to move back in
    without all the security improvements firmly in place, and Zack had limited time to
    install the last of them," John explained.

    "True, but don't you feel a little better knowing that it's all in place now and
    Uncle Mitch has many ways of leaving in an emergency?" Laura said.

    "Aye, and also the piece of mind of knowing the building's well sealed against
    anyone using that accelerant t'try an' blow it up again," John admitted. "It was a
    terrible price, but Sirius an' Taylor Brittle started an account with the Co-op on
    our behalf to help cover what the insurance didn't pay for, and it helped us get it
    done. Although to be fair, I feel a bit uncomfortable about being treated like we
    were in need of charity."

    "Nonsense, it's just neighbors helping neighbors. That's what people are supposed
    to do when a neighbor needs help," Laura assured him, then suddenly she started
    sniffing the air. "I smell something interesting baking. Or is that just me?"

    "Considerin' I warned your Uncle Mitch you were comin', I doubt it is," John
    chuckled, unlocking the two doors and letting himself in. "Fear céile! We're
    here!" he called out.

    "In the kitchen!" Mitch replied.

    "There, you see?" John grinned.

    He led Laura through a sea of boxes through the hallway and into a kitchen that
    was easily three times the size of the original, with Delft tiles on the walls and
    both a modern Wiz-o-matic cooker and a wood-burning oven next to a small fireplace.
    The counters were marble, and there as a small table nestled in a corner next to the
    window with two chairs. Beside the table was a box filled with restaurant dishes that
    Mitch had found in a supply shop. It had been recently opened and a couple sets of
    dishes had been pulled out of the box before it had been shoved aside for later. On
    top of the counter sat an icy blue pastry board, still dusted with flour.

    "Well! I don't see much progress in here since I left!" John chided Mitch.

    "Not true, John. I got out all of my baking pans and mixing bowls," Mitch informed
    him with a smile.

    "Now why do I suspect tha's a very recent development... as recent as this
    mornin', as a matter o'fact," John said knowingly. "Where have you been unpackin'
    then? The bedroom?"

    "Um, well, no, but I did get some extra sheets out..."

    "Why don't you pick the most obvious answer, Uncle John?" Laura teased.

    "Aye, let's go take a peek at the gym," John agreed.

    "Oh, not yet! Wait for me! I've got to get the tartlets out first," Mitch
    protested.

    "I knew it!" Laura said with a grin.

    "Well then, let me find the cooling racks, I suppose," John said, peering in the
    boxes.

    "And I'll fill the kettle," Laura offered. Just in time, John found the racks and
    Mitch was able to pull all of the tartlets out. Laura put the kettle on and pulled
    out an extra cup, saucer, and plate and set the table.

    "Alright! It's safe to go downstairs now," Mitch decided.

    "The lord and master has spoken," John teased. John got swatted at when he passed
    by Mitch, but he ducked it and hurried on to show Laura the door to the basement.
    "I'm afraid the blast did a real number on the gym. We had to reinforce the entire
    basement because of it, and then Sirius and Remus insisted we put a fireplace down
    here to have another emergency exit. There's also a door to a small root cellar,
    which has its own door leading outside. From this side it's obvious where the door
    is, but from the other side, it isn't," John explained leading her downstairs.

    "That sounds like something Severus might have thought up," Laura admitted,
    following him down the stairs.

    But John stopped short in amazement, and Laura had to peer around him. The entire
    gym had been completely set up in the week he had been at work, including all of the
    floor-length mirrors. Only a couple of crates of full of weights were left to be put
    away.

    "Impossible! Mitch, I don't care what you tell me. There is no way you can
    convince me that you set this all up on your own. And look, there's the bench press
    we got from Mr. Toby's, just as sure as that board upstairs was exactly the same,"
    John realized.

    "Yes, it is. Ambrose said he found them sitting in the back room of the tinker
    shop just after his father went on holiday," Mitch explained. "He said that the
    bench, the pastry board, and even my scraper had tags on them that read, 'Lost and
    Found,' so Ambrose decided that we didn't have to pay twice for them."

    "Ah, bless that old man for his kindness," John said with a chuckle and a shake of
    his head.

    "As for the rest, I went to Willowby's Wands and Weeds for a strength potion,"
    Mitch admitted. "But Corey wouldn't let me have it until I told him why I wanted it.
    Afterwards, he still wouldn't let me have it, and he and his three friends came over
    yesterday and put it together for me."

    "That does make a great deal more sense," John agreed, turning to Laura. "Remind
    me to spare a kind word to Danyelle when we get back to the castle."

    "I'm sure you won't forget," Laura chuckled. "But what about those tarts, Uncle
    Mitch? I want the first pick!"

    "Aye," Mitch said with a smile.

    "Then afterwards, I want to help finish putting those dishes away!" Laura decided
    enthusiastically.

    "And the rest of the pots and pans and the like as well," John agreed, the two of
    them completely ignoring Mitch's protests not to trouble themselves as they went back
    up the stairs.

    

    Frank wandered by the Items Room on Monday morning, deciding that would be the
    best time to check up on Jennifer. He was quite surprised when he looked inside and
    saw Dean Elk setting up for class, while Radiance supervised from his shoulder.

    "Good morning, Frank," Wind said when he saw him.

    "Oh, sorry to bother you. I was just going to check to see if Jennifer was able to
    finish that kit she was working on over the weekend," Frank explained.

    "I believe so, if that's it over there," Wind said, pointing at a Wizardnet
    computer on the top of the project shelf. "Jennifer is going to be out on a family
    matter for a few days, so I'll be teaching Items until she gets back. But if you see
    Raymond, tell him not to worry; she should be back by Friday."

    "I will," Frank said, more than a little curious about what caused her to be
    absent this time.

    

    When Severus was finally able to get away, he arrived at the Craw Mansion to find
    Thomas and Jennifer sitting side by side on the sofa in the living room. Thomas was
    carrying an auburn-haired baby wearing a pink sleepsuit with sparkling Glassilk stars
    embroidered on it, while Jennifer carried an auburn haired baby in a blue sleepsuit
    with the same embroidery on it. Bundled up in a soft chair in her dressing gown and a
    comfortable blanket on her lap sat Fleur. She had regained her human form for the
    most part, except for a spare feather here and there that seemed to be stuck at
    random in her platinum blonde hair. Several other family members were scattered
    around, some in the kitchen, while others sat in various other places around the
    room. Thomas tolerantly let Corey take a few photos of the twins with Jennifer's
    camera. Severus stood well back, leaning against the wall next to the dining
    room.

    "Are you just about done with that thing? I would like to meet my new brother and
    sister as well," Severus complained. Everyone in the room looked over at him with
    amusement.

    "I will tell him to put away the camera on one condition," Thomas declared. "If
    you tell me their names."

    "You don't know?" Severus asked expressionlessly. Jennifer laughed silently.

    "Yes, I do, but I was wondering if you knew them," Thomas said. "Don't anybody
    tell him," he added for good measure, squinting at Alex suspiciously.

    "I haven't said a thing," Alex promised.

    "Corey, if he hesitates any longer, you have my permission to turn the camera on
    him," Thomas said.

    "Severus, don't you dare break my camera," Jennifer quickly said for good
    measure.

    "Let me ask you this, Thomas," Severus said evenly. "Would you love them any less
    if one or both of them weren't in the school registry?"

    "No, of course not," Thomas said defensively, Jennifer smiling at him warmly. "But
    if that's the case, I'd like to know sooner rather than later, so I can plan ahead
    and teach myself how to raise a magicless child."

    "I'm sure I can give you plenty of references, Grandfather," Corey assured
    him.

    "At the moment, I'm simply grateful to have a chance to raise a daughter like a
    daughter, without a dark shadow over her head... and to have a chance to raise a son
    without setting any expectations on him but to be his best self," Thomas
    explained.

    "I'm so proud of you, Thomas," Fleur said contently from where she sat with her
    teacup.

    "I'm proud of him too," Jennifer said happily.

    "Me too," Maurice added, from where he stood behind his mother's chair.

    "I'll admit he has come a long way from when he first returned to this country,"
    Severus agreed.

    "So have you," Thomas retorted.

    "But there is something I ought to point out, and that is that the date is a bit
    inconvenient. Autumn doesn't start for over three weeks," Severus explained. Jennifer
    beamed at him knowingly.

    "The end of August is autumn as far as I'm concerned, whether we've reached the
    Equinox or not," Thomas said defensively.

    "And I'll also admit that Anthos was a new one to me. But after Arcadia told me
    what it meant, it made perfect sense. You named him after his mother," Severus said,
    and Fleur smiled at that.

    "Corey, go ahead and put that thing away until he leaves," Thomas said. Corey
    smiled and put it on the mantle. "I don't suppose you got a reading from those
    centaurs?"

    "Not in this weather, no. You'll simply have to wait until the rain is over. You
    know the centaurs' rule is on that; it'll be the first reading they get once the sky
    clears," Severus said, sitting down next to Jennifer.

    "You see, Severus, good things can come from a bit of weather," Jennifer teased,
    handing Severus her brother.

    "Yes, but I'm rather surprised you didn't have middle names picked out before
    this," Severus said. "But considering the names Anthos Storm and Autumn Zephyr, I
    assume that you didn't."

    "Actually, we did," Thomas grunted. "But Aurelius beat us to it when they had
    their twins two weeks ago."

    "We were still considering using Audi and Alastor as middle names even after we
    heard about it," Fleur admitted. "But then Thomas suggested naming them after the
    storm last night, and I thought Autumn Zephyr was very pretty! And Anthos Storm
    sounds strong, doesn't it?"

    "With a hidden soft side for good measure," Jennifer said with amusement. "And
    they certainly sound like Craw names, don't they?"

    "Well, they are now regardless, aren't they?" Thomas said.

    "Can we come join the party?" Beth asked, carrying Edgar on her hip. Garvan
    followed behind with Abigail.

    "The more the merrier," Jennifer chuckled, accepting Autumn from her father as he
    got up to get a fresh drink. "In fact, I love this house right now. Any time I have
    the urge to hold a baby, I can find one."

    "Actually, I'm a little surprised that the two of you are still here, Garvan,"
    Alicia admitted from where she stood by the dining room with a glass of her own in
    hand. "Now that everything's settled down, I figured you two would be eager to get
    out on your own."

    "Well, right now it's a bit tricky, actually, especially with Natalie and Hope in
    Canada for their Canadian Flyers training," Garvan said. "Fleur and Beth are our
    fill-in sitters, so it only makes sense to stay until we can figure out some sort of
    other arrangement."

    "Nobody is going to be kicking you out, Garvan, stay as long as you like," Thomas
    said with a shrug.

    "Well, if you need anyone on the weekends, just holler," Alicia offered.

    "Oh, I see. You're volunteering me," Pyther chuckled knowingly.

    "Well, I do better with kids a little bit older, is all. Oil paint and nappy
    changes don't mix," Alicia explained.

    "I'll take her whenever you want, Garvan, as long as you give me a day's notice in
    case I'm in the middle of long brewing potion or something," Corey told Garvan, even
    taking Abigail off his hands for good measure. "To be honest, I wouldn't mind
    spending a bit more time with her."

    "Sure, we'll arrange something then," Garvan said, smiling in understanding.
    Jennifer's own smile was content and yet distant, so much so that Thomas, standing by
    the fireplace with his glass, picked up on it.

    "And just what are you thinking about, Jen-girl?" Thomas inquired, pulling her
    attention back to her surroundings. Now even Severus was looking at her
    questioningly, feeling her shiver against him.

    "I guess my time at Whitebridge and being away from here is already having an
    effect on me," Jennifer admitted apologetically. "I'm just so amazed to be here right
    now, all things considered," she explained. "I still remember what it was like to
    show up at Hogwarts with mother missing, and everyone thinking you were dead, Father,
    and me the last Craw, and probably the last Keeper, too, considering how hellbent the
    Death Eaters were in getting rid of me," she recalled. "I had by no means given up
    the fight; I was quite driven to find out what happened to my mother, and I wanted to
    teach at Hogwarts where my parents graduated. But the idea of ever having my family
    back, let alone a family of my own... it felt like such a pipe dream back then. And
    yet I am sitting here holding my little sister, and watching Corey over there,
    bartering for more time with his grandchild... it's all a bit astounding, really, and
    a bit overwhelming."

    "Quick, grab the babies! She's going to lose it," Thomas declared, rescuing Autumn
    while Severus handed Anthos off to Maurice to try to comfort Jennifer as she began to
    sob.

    Alicia shook her head, glancing at Alex.

    "Only our mother would start crying just because everything is going good," Alicia
    said flatly.

    "It's more about what just caught up with her, Alicia," Thomas said, handing
    Autumn to Fleur, who smiled at him knowingly. "And what caught up with her was how
    much hard work, sacrifice, and pain it took to get us to this point, not to mention
    how much risk-taking, perseverance, and refusal to give in even when the odds were
    stacked against us so high that there was barely a way forward. It took Fate, a bit
    of luck, and even a miracle or two. But most of all, it took the Craw family's
    determination to survive and the Snape family's undefeatable hearts to get here. That
    is why she's losing it," he explained. But he rolled his eyes when she kept sobbing
    into Severus' shoulder even after the speech.

    "So it's just like you did just after these two were born, Thomas?" Fleur ventured
    mischievously.

    "Ixnay, Ifeway," Thomas muttered to her, but most of the family risked a small
    chuckle at the exchange.
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    The Games People Play

    Severus returned later in the evening to find Jennifer helping Colette by washing
    the dishes after dinner.

    "Oh! Hello, Severus. I thought Andrew might show up to visit while you were at the
    castle," Jennifer admitted.

    "No, he said he'd rather stay close to the castle so that I may visit whenever I
    have the time. He said that he'll drop by in a couple of days," Severus replied.

    "I see. So in other words, he's avoiding me," Jennifer said knowingly, picking up
    another glass to dry. "Maybe I should apologize for snapping at him like that..."

    "No, you should not," Severus said firmly. "He was wrong to step in and you were
    right to correct him, and he is undeniably the most chauvinistic member of this
    family. We should have begun correcting it long before he graduated. Unfortunately,
    his father was just as bad as he was at one point, and therefore didn't see it."
    Jennifer smiled at him knowingly, then nodded gently.

    "Well, Severus, I haven't exactly gone out of my way to correct it either. I admit
    that I've been more than a bit too accepting that it's just the way things are
    without questioning it too much," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, for the most part, unless it got under your skin. Do you recall that
    Quidditch game after I suggested that all of the witches stay close to the castle
    when it came to security patrols?" Severus reminded her.

    "Do I ever. I could barely stay upright on my broom at that point," Jennifer
    chuckled.

    "I was so busy attempting to keep you from getting killed that we got
    slaughtered... and then Harry closed in and decided to tie the game at the finish,"
    Severus reminded her.

    "Yes, I remember," Jennifer said. "There was also that fight we had when I was
    pregnant and your sister somehow managed to make us switch forms."

    "Oh God, yes, how uncomfortable that was," Severus agreed. "Not to mention what I
    had to go through after using the W. word to give you my powers when you were
    pregnant with Andrew without knowing it was a permanent arrangement."

    "Some of the stunts I pulled when I was pregnant! It's amazing that those children
    came out as normal as they did," Jennifer agreed with exasperation, handing him
    glasses to put away.

    "You call Quintin normal?" he inquired.

    "That one was not my fault," Jennifer protested.

    "Overusing W. magic while we were in Tir Na Nog was," Severus replied.

    "True," Jennifer agreed. "But it all worked out in the end, and I suppose that's
    what really matters."

    "As far as we know, at any rate, not that we should worry about anything but the
    present," Severus replied, getting another glass to dry. "You're right that we should
    make certain that Quintin doesn't start falling into the same trap as Andrew, and now
    that I think of it, it may already need a minor adjustment."

    "Why do you say that?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Quintin likes to play knights and princes with the castle ghosts, and both of
    those games often involve damsels to be rescued," Severus pointed out. Jennifer
    chuckled.

    "Oh, come now, Severus, surely that sort of game is quite standard at his age. I
    remember Alex's games being a lot like that..."

    "And who played the hero in Alex's games, Jennifer?" Severus challenged her.

    "Alex, typically," Jennifer admitted with a grin.

    "Yes. I don't know how we did it exactly, but somehow not one of our daughters
    turned into the damsel in distress type. If anything, the three of them can actually
    be a bit too dominant in their relationships," Severus pointed out.

    "You do have a point, although Pyther and Dale can hold their own if they needed
    to, and Ben will if he's has to."

    "Only if he's up against the wall and has to either fight her or face a squad of
    marksman," Severus replied knowingly.

    "What about Aurelius? He's done well for himself," Jennifer pointed out.

    "The most balanced relationship at present to be certain," Severus agreed. "And I
    think Leu isn't likely to ever look at witches as damsels in distress either,
    considering all of his crushes up to this point have been very strong-willed
    girls."

    "If he ever even hinted Diana was a damsel in distress in any sense of the term, I
    think it would be quite likely that he'd end up in the Hospital Wing," Jennifer
    chuckled.

    "Assuming he ever makes his mind up on whether or not to pursue that relationship
    or not, as dangerous as that would be," Severus agreed.

    "Well yes, but... if they ever did come to terms... if he ever did manage to
    defeat her at something she thought was worthy of her, I'm quite certain all of that
    rough play would stop immediately," Jennifer decided.

    "An expert on Fomorians all of the sudden, are you?" Severus challenged her.

    "No, Severus. But I know a destined couple when I see one," Jennifer said with a
    sigh. "Which is what makes it all the more heart wrenching to watch them, knowing
    that Leu may very well choose to let it slip away." Severus nodded somberly at that,
    leaning on the counter.

    "Yes, I noticed it as well. And yet... when you consider the cultural gap between
    them, not to mention the ramifications if they were to get together..." Severus
    began.

    "Yes. I know. But Severus, surely as big as that gap is, it pales in comparison to
    what Francis and Alicia went through," Jennifer pointed out quietly.

    "Pyther risked his life for her and I risked my own life to see them together...
    but once it was done and he was human, it was over, Jennifer," Severus replied.
    "Diana will never stop being a Fomorian. Whether or not the rest of her culture
    chooses to accept him, they will have to adapt to being a part of two very different
    cultures for the rest of their lives, as well as have to deal with the challenges of
    raising children that will have many of the same problems that other half-giants
    do."

    "True," Jennifer said. "This is another one of those cases where being Fated for
    each other causes a lot of complications above and beyond it."

    "Yes," Severus agreed. "Which is why it's rather important that Llewellyn stays in
    the dark about the fact that they're a Cosmic Match, Jennifer. He must face the
    complications of their relationship straight on and make an honest decision on
    whether or not he wants to pursue it without that knowledge getting in the way. So,
    I'd appreciate it if you don't tell him about it. Let's give Free Will a chance to
    work its way into their relationship. You of all people know that it needs an equal
    part in this decision."

    "I understand, Severus," Jennifer replied. "I think that Diana may already suspect
    something, though."

    "I think so as well," Severus acknowledged. "But back to the subject at hand,
    Jennifer. There is little we can do to help Andrew with his gender bias, other than
    to point it out when we notice it. If I'm not mistaken, there is only one person that
    can help him get over that now and it's not either of us. I suppose I don't need to
    tell you who that is," he added for good measure, getting a soft chuckle from
    Jennifer.

    "No, I rather think it's obvious," Jennifer agreed. "I suppose that means there's
    going to be a lot more near breaches and even possible breaches of Section Three of
    the Ethics rule in their future."

    "Quite likely. Do you remember your second year at Hogwarts and how much we fought
    that year, Jennifer?" Severus asked. Jennifer cringed in pain, then nodded at him
    with a grin. "Yes, well, I think it's safe to say that I am probably going to have my
    hands full," he concluded.

    Laura knocked on the door of Andrew's study, causing him to look up.

    "About ready to go?" Laura asked.

    "Yes, just finishing the last touches on the syllabi for the sixth and seventh
    year books," Andrew said, setting them both out to give the ink time to dry as he
    stood up.

    "I'm glad I didn't replace any books this year, but I bet I'm going to have to
    next year," Laura said as he grabbed his cloak. "Having them scour the papers for new
    things gives me plenty of chances to talk about new Defense spells, so I really
    haven't felt the need yet. But I think once I'm more comfortable with teaching in
    general, I'm going to research and pick out some books of my own, instead of relying
    on what my father picked out a couple of years ago."

    "I suggest you start by doing what I did this year and just refreshing the fifth
    year and up books," Andrew suggested, leading her out and locking the door. "It's
    easier if you change half of the books at a time, that way you aren't bogged down at
    the start of the year trying to write out seven different tests and itineraries," he
    suggested as they walked out into the corridors.

    "Yes, that does make a lot of sense," Laura agreed.

    "Mother always changes all of her books at once, and that's despite having that
    enormous amount of potions to make at the beginning of the year. I simply don't know
    how she does it. I'd like to save what little sanity I have left," Andrew said
    dryly.

    "How is your mother doing, by the way?" Laura asked.

    "She's at the Craw Manor if you want to see her," Andrew said stiffly.

    "I was just asking in general, since that's why we didn't have to go to tennis
    this week," Laura explained. "I spent the day helping Uncle John and Uncle Mitch with
    the new house."

    "Oh, I see. How is it coming?" Andrew asked, grateful for the change of
    subject.

    "Better now. We spent a lot of time in the kitchen putting away boxes of dishes
    and pans and things that Uncle Mitch bought at a restaurant supply store, and then we
    spent some time going through boxes that Uncle Sirius, my mother, and grandfather
    donated. They gave them some basic hand me down furniture, as well as curtains and
    the like, so I spiffed up the living room while they worked on the bedroom. Even
    after all of the boxes were emptied out, it still looked a bit scarce. Mitch will
    have plenty of finishing touches to do, but it's a beautiful house. The gym and
    kitchen are a great deal bigger, and even the living room is large enough to hosts
    some guests now and then," Laura said.

    "Like it would ever get used for guests at that house," Andrew said
    skeptically.

    "Oh, Mitch will probably invite family over, as well as Anna and Sirius and the
    like," Laura explained. "Actually, Mitch was talking about wanting to show Conner and
    Lindsay the new house. Apparently he and Conner became friends while they were living
    down the hall from each other."

    Andrew squinted at her, then opened the door so they could step outside.

    "I'm not sure I trust that," Andrew admitted. "In fact, I'm positive I don't."

    "To be honest, neither do I. I'm sure this is some sneaky attempt of Conner's to
    get him into therapy," Laura admitted. "But now that he and Lindsay are married,
    there's no escaping Conner. Mitch may not be as close to the Blacks as he is to my
    parents, but he does know them well and doesn't mind being around them in small
    doses."

    "Well, I hope Mitch has enough sense to keep his distance. I like him the way he
    is," Andrew said defensively.

    "Me too," Laura agreed. "Fortunately, Mitch is an expert at keeping his
    distance."

    "True, unless he thinks it'll trouble someone more if he stays away for some
    reason," Andrew mused. Laura squinted.

    "True, we should keep an eye on the situation," Laura decided.

    "But first, we need to keep an eye on Conner for our own self preservation,"
    Andrew reminded her with a chuckle. They stepped out the gate and Apparated to the
    office to make their appointments. "So what are you reading today, anyway?" he
    asked.

    "I still have to finish up my reread of Emma, then I'm going to start on the
    Scarlet Pimpernel series like you suggested," Laura replied as they stepped in.

    "I thought you'd have that reread finished by now," Andrew admitted, nodding to
    Mindy and signing in.

    "Me too, really, but refreshing my tests from last year took longer than I
    thought. I've turned everything in now, though, so I'm all ready for next week."

    "I should be done tomorrow myself," Andrew agreed, letting her sign in and the two
    of them sat down. "Once the paperwork is turned in, I need to go through my recycling
    supplies to see what I can add to it. I'll probably be spending Friday in the
    scrapyard. Did you want to go?"

    "To a scrapyard?" Laura repeated. "A nonmagic one?"

    "No, I go to one that the goblins run, actually," Andrew replied. "You have to be
    careful going through it since broken magical devices can sometimes get mixed in with
    the basic materials pile, so it means you spend a lot of time running detection
    charms on things. But it's still easier than going to a Muggle one, because I can
    still use my wand to miniaturize my haul and cart it all out of there."

    "Hang on. I understand the basic principals of just making something smaller,
    Andrew, but how does that effect weight and mass? Isn't it still going to weigh a
    lot? I thought mass didn't scale the same as dimension," Laura said.

    "With a normal charm, correct, it's not a 1 to 1 proportion. But with
    Microtransfiguration..."

    The two of them heard Conner clear his throat so dramatically and loudly that they
    wondered if he wasn't going to cough up a lung. They both looked up to see him
    standing there with his arms folded.

    "Can't the two of you talk shop during the 166 hours you're not in my office each
    week?" Conner asked.

    "Fine," Andrew said and he went in the open door, while Laura simply sat down and
    brought out her book.

    The office was back to normal now after all of the havoc from last year. Andrew
    wandered around, wondering if he could quickly pick a game before Conner coaxed into
    another round of poker. Conner closed the office door and walked over, sitting at the
    counter.

    "So how's your mother doing?" Conner asked conversationally.

    "Ask her yourself. She's still probably at the Craw Mansion," Andrew immediately
    retorted.

    "That's right, Lindsay said the Craws had their twins. She really does like to
    take off any time a family member has kids, doesn't she?" Conner said.

    "Yes, she's always done that. Can we move on?" Andrew insisted firmly.

    "Sure we can. As soon as you tell me why you're angry at your mother this time,"
    Conner agreed. Andrew gave him a dirty look and pulled the pool rack off its hook.
    "Okay," Conner said, getting up and grabbing his cue stick. Conner didn't say a word
    as Andrew broke and set up the game, but he refused to let him play alone, either,
    making certain that it was obvious from the start that he was playing as well. Andrew
    kept looking at his watch throughout the session, and after wasting it on pool, he
    walked back out to the lobby and sat down beside Laura.

    "That bad?" Laura whispered.

    "No, he just couldn't take a hint, so we played pool all session," Andrew murmured
    back. Conner watched the short exchange from the door as Laura put away her book,
    going inside.

    "Hi, how are you?" Conner said, closing the door. Laura shrugged.

    "Okay," Laura said.

    "And how are things between you and Andrew?" Conner said.

    "Good," Laura replied.

    "No fighting or anything?" Conner asked.

    "Are we going to spend the whole session with you attempting to find out what's up
    with Andrew?" Laura challenged him. "Besides, the whole reason we have a session with
    both of us is so that you can see us interacting, isn't it?"

    "True, but that doesn't really tell me how you feel about the relationship in
    general, because I know perfectly well that if you have any reservations about it,
    you're not going to spill it out in front of him, now are you?" Conner explained.
    "Fine, we don't have to talk about that. How have your nightmares been lately? Any
    that stick out that have been especially troubling?"

    "How about I pick out a game and we talk about Andrew," Laura suggested.

    "Good idea," Conner agreed. She pulled out a board game. "So how are things going,
    really?"

    "Good," Laura said, putting the game on the table. "He cracks me up during the
    tennis lessons. No matter how hard we try to take it seriously, we both end up
    picking on each other by the end of it because of one silly mistake or another. But
    the school seems to think we're making progress as long as we're aren't paired
    together," she added with a grin. "It seems like when we are facing each other, we're
    making no progress whatsoever."

    "I see," Conner said.

    "You're not reading to much into that, are you?" Laura asked, squinting.

    "Laura," Conner chuckled, "Can you let me do my job? Pick a color."

    "I'm not sure that I should. You may read something into that as well," she said
    suspiciously, picking blue.

    "You're right. I just read the fact that you always pick blue because you were a
    Ravenclaw," he teased her.

    "It's not like you don't do the same thing," she pointed out, when he fished out
    the red one. "Andrew does it, too."

    "Yes, so he does," Conner agreed, and the two of them set up the game. "Did the
    two of you go out for fun last week?"

    "No, we don't have time right now, what with getting ready for school to start
    next week. To be honest, he didn't have much time all summer, between working on that
    museum display and his family obligations and his extra duties at the castle," Laura
    admitted. "He did just invite me go to him to the scrapyard."

    "Is that a good place for a date?" Conner said, trying very hard to keep an even
    expression.

    "He needs to go for his class, you see, and sometimes it's a struggle to find the
    time right now, especially since we have to meet for tennis on Saturdays and all of
    that..." Laura explained.

    "Is that a hint?" Conner asked, at this time he did let out a short laugh.

    "Maybe a little one," Laura admitted.

    "I tell you what, Laura. The two of you have eight weeks left on the tennis
    lessons, right? Finish it off, and you won't have to renew the lessons," Conner
    decided.

    "Good. Then maybe I can talk him into something a bit more … fun," Laura finished,
    then realized straight away that Conner's eyes flicked up when he heard the
    hesitation in her word choice. "Yeah, okay, I was thinking romantic. Andrew is
    turning out to be a really slow mover." Conner smiled at that, moving his piece down
    the board.

    "And why do you suppose that is?" Conner inquired.

    "I think we both know the answer to that one," Laura said, rolling the dice.
    "After his past history with throwaway dating, he doesn't want to cheapen the
    experience."

    "Under the circumstances, I would say that's quite a compliment," Conner decided,
    waiting for her to finish her move before doing the same.

    "Yes, I know, he's showing just how serious he is about this. But I think I would
    prefer... I don't know... a turtle's pace to this relationship, instead of a snail's
    pace," Laura explained.

    "Then maybe it's time for you to take some initiative," he suggested, tapping on
    the ladder she had landed on.

    "Yes, but if I do, I might get bit," Laura pointed out, tapping one of the snakes
    on the board. "You know how sensitive he is."

    "I see," Conner said. Laura squinted at him as he rolled the dice and moved.

    "You're thinking about how I'm sensitive too, aren't you?" Laura asked
    defensively.

    "Actually, I'm rather wondering why you keep thinking that I'm going to respond in
    the same way Andrew might to one of your comments," Conner admitted. Laura frowned at
    him, becoming much less interested in cooperating after that.

    When it was time for Andrew to come in, Andrew looked at her questioningly and
    noticed she seemed more annoyed than angry or upset. He sat down across from her,
    smiling sympathetically.

    "So," Conner said, leaning on the end of the counter. "Laura has expressed that
    there have been some time constraints because of work and other obligations, so I've
    agreed that as long as you finish out your current tennis lessons, we can dispense
    with that for now to give the two of you more free time."

    "How about we keep the tennis lessons and ditch these sessions instead?" Andrew
    suggested dryly, Laura looking quite amused at that.

    "Don't push your luck," Conner advised. "Actually, this comes as a good time
    anyway, because I was thinking of moving the two of you outside for your group
    sessions and conducting outdoor activities."

    "I'll admit that I'd like that a lot better," Laura replied.

    "Yes, I would as well, which makes me wonder what you're up to, Conner," Andrew
    said, folding his arms.

    "You know, the two of you would be getting a lot farther if you trusted me a
    little more and fought a little less," Conner said sternly.

    "Sorry, I'd prefer to go down fighting," Andrew said firmly.

    "So would I," Laura said resolutely.

    "Did you want to pick out a game, or did you want me to do it?" Conner asked
    flatly.

    Andrew pulled a Wizards of MC card deck out of his pocket and Laura did the
    same.

    "Really?" Conner said, unimpressed.

    "It's just another way of getting ready for the new school year," Andrew said,
    pulling out Professor Frumpet to be his character card while Laura put out a Miss
    Young for herself. Conner sighed and got himself a tea before he settled in to watch
    the game.
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    Chapter Fifteen

    The Witch's Defense

    Aurelius arrived at the Quidditch Stadium just as a wizard's Quidditch team was
    packing up to leave, chatting loudly to each other as they walked up the steps to the
    gardens. The group suddenly broke out in wolf whistles and Aurelius rolled his eyes,
    turning to see his mother walking over to meet him.

    "College team," Jennifer explained.

    "I gathered. I take it Quidditch isn't co-ed here," Aurelius said, and they walked
    down to the field.

    "High school yes, college and pro, no," Jennifer replied.

    "I thought Americans were supposed to be progressive," Aurelius said.

    "Not when it comes to sports," Jennifer replied. "Anyway, I figure this stadium
    will give us plenty of room for demos, and I warned Wind what we were planning. Did
    you get permissions on your end?"

    "Yes, I would have told you before now if I hadn't," Aurelius replied. "I even
    found us a spotter." Jennifer glanced at him and did a double-take.

    "That's our spotter? Oh, come now, there's no way he'll act as a spotter. Knowing
    him, he'll be the one that wants to do the demonstration and you'll be on the bench,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Possibly," Aurelius said, Jennifer gazing at him knowingly. "Yes, okay, I
    wouldn't be surprised if he did that either, but if he did, it's because he doesn't
    trust me, not because he doesn't trust you," he said.

    "We should put a seal on this place so it doesn't blow every single Dark Magic
    detector in the country and we end up with a whole bunch of WIAB units that weren't
    informed we were going to do a demo," Jennifer said. "Let me go talk to Wind about
    it... and also warn him who's coming."

    "Okay," Aurelius agreed.

    Not long after she had gone, Thomas arrived, casually walking down the steps and
    onto the field to join Aurelius.

    "You're earlier than I expected," Aurelius admitted.

    "Yeah, I wanted to double check and make sure this was approved across the board.
    I don't want to get arrested," Thomas snorted. "Vallid's coming with the head of the
    Auror department in this region."

    "I thought Mum was trying to keep their friendship a secret," Aurelius said.

    "Nobody's saying they are friends, they're just here to observe," Thomas said. "By
    the way, I'm helping with the demo. You just make sure things stay safe."

    "I had a feeling that was coming," Aurelius said. He looked up as Jennifer hurried
    down the stairs. Not far behind her, Wind, Lunette, and another man in an Auror's
    cloak walked behind at a more leisurely place.

    "Hi, Dad. Wind says you invited Lunette and Auror Eldridge today?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "You mean Judge Vallid," Thomas corrected. "Personally, I've never met the witch,"
    he explained. Jennifer rolled her eyes at that.

    "Well, Raymond and the students should be arriving from breakfast in the next ten
    minutes, so I'm going to warm up," Jennifer said.

    "That's a good idea, actually," Thomas agreed.

    "By the way, this is a demo, not a who can flatten who demonstration, so we're
    planning on a timed match, Dad."

    "From that remark, I'd almost suspect that you didn't trust me, Jen-girl," Thomas
    replied calmly.

    "Not when it comes to something like this, no, not entirely," Jennifer admitted
    with a chuckle. "Also, watch your language; the amphitheatre is set up so you can
    hear chatter from the field no matter where you're sitting."

    "Understood," Thomas said and set up the form. Jennifer immediately caught up and
    then matched his movements.

    Raymond Eldridge, who was still wondering why Jennifer had requested that the
    Defense classes meet at the Quidditch Arena, was more than a little surprised when he
    saw Wind and his two guests sitting in the amphitheatre, watching them practice and
    talking to each other cordially.

    "Dad?" Ray said unsurely, staring at his father. He was sitting between Wind and
    Judge Vallid, of all people.

    "Good morning, Ray, nice day today," Buck Eldridge said. "Brings back memories,
    sitting in this stadium."

    "What are you doing here?" Raymond asked.

    "Your father, Judge Vallid, and I will be observing your class and the guest
    instructor today, Raymond. I hope you don't mind," Wind replied.

    "No, of course not, but that doesn't explain why," Raymond said.

    "I'm sure you'll figure it out," Buck said unconcernedly. "So which Defense class
    gets the first treat?"

    "Defense II, I believe," Wind replied.

    "Good! Maybe it'll help more of them want to continue taking it at an advanced
    level," Buck said with interest, watching the two figures doing forms on the field.
    Noticing that members of his class were showing up, Ray reluctantly continued down
    the stairs so that he could start lining them up in the first row to make it easy to
    do roll call when class started.

    Jennifer finished the form routine then noticed the students gathering, walking
    over next to Ray while Thomas and Aurelius stood back to watch.

    "For those of you who aren't taking Items this year, this is Ms. Jennifer Craw,
    our guest instructor for the day," Raymond Eldridge introduced to his class, who
    appeared to be made up of mostly eighth and ninth grade students. "So I suggest you
    give her your undivided attention... or at least pay closer attention than you
    normally give me, at any rate."

    "Thank you, Mr. Eldridge," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "Well, first thing's
    first! Before we get started, I want to talk to you about a couple of the rumors
    going around in the school. How many have heard rumors that I'm a Dark Witch? I'm not
    asking if you believe them or not, but whether you've heard them?" she asked,
    unsurprised when the entire class had their hands up. "How many heard that I brought
    'questionable' items for a demo on the first day of school?" Again, most of the class
    had their hands up. "How many heard that a couple of them might be linked to Callum's
    Seal?" she added, then half of them put their hands down. "I'm going to chalk that
    one up to some of you not knowing what that is, but I'll explain it in a moment," she
    said with a grin. "Anyway, the first thing I would like to confirm is that all of
    those 'rumors' are true. I am a Dark Witch, and I did pull some strings to get some
    artifacts brought to the school, and two of them were pieces of Callum's Seal, which
    controls the main gate to Tir Na Nog, also known as the Otherworld, the parallel
    universe that sits closest to ours. The Seal is what was failing when Ciardoth was
    released into our world, actually," she explained. "There are four items that make up
    the gate key and each represents a different branch of magic; Ancient, Wild, Light,
    and Dark, and each one of those items have a guardian. As the Dark Sentinel, I guard
    Dagda's Cauldron," she explained. "Some of the items were actually lost for a long
    time, which is why the Seal began to crack. But even when the items were missing,
    there were Sentinels in place to pass down information about the Seal and to train
    those who would eventually find the lost items and restore them. Now that has been
    done, things between our universe and others are stable again... mostly," she added.
    Up in the stands, Lunette smirked with amusement at that.

    "But now that the admissions are out of the way and before I get started on some
    history, I want to talk to you about some misconceptions people often have about the
    Dark Arts that probably aren't covered in any class material on the subject,"
    Jennifer went on. "Using Dark Magic doesn't make you evil. Using Light Magic doesn't
    make you good, either," Jennifer said firmly, gazing at the class seriously, and even
    met Raymond's gaze for a moment. "They are simply branches of magic, just as much as
    Ancient or Wild. Actually, Ancient and Wild are the original branches, which is why
    they're sometimes labeled as the informal branches; while Light and Dark, the formal
    branches, have always needed to be taught.

    "So, as I'm sure you know, Dark Magic spells are typically offensive spells
    designed to kill, harm, manipulate, and control one's enemy. It should come as no
    surprise to you, then, that Dark Magic is heavily rooted in warfare. It is quite
    likely, as a matter of fact, that when humans first started developing magic, they
    were quick to turn it into a weapon, since back then, most humans were tribal in
    nature. Before Callum's Seal, they also had to deal with invasions by Fomorians as
    well as Fae races of all kinds, not to mention the fact that dragons, sea serpents,
    and a multitude of other magical creatures that are scarce or extinct today
    threatened them constantly. On top of that, humans were fighting each other over
    territories, seeking to gain control of land and resources, including the people that
    lived on them. At the same time that the non-magical humans of the primeval world
    were busy developing melee weapons, projectiles, subjugation devices for punishment
    and torture, caltrops, traps, and large machines to destroy homes, castles. and
    lives, we wizards and witches were developing hexes, curses, death spells, and
    destruction spells to do the exact same thing," Jennifer explained. "Were some spells
    developed for evil purposes? Certainly, just as some spells are developed for good
    purposes, not that I haven't seen people use both for the opposite reason on
    occasion," she went on.

    "Can you make the argument that war in any fashion is evil? Philosophically, I
    would not argue the point. But this is about the reality we live in and the fact that
    wizards, witches, and even non-magic humans are fighting all the time, and it's not
    likely to stop anytime soon. That is why you still need a Defense class to protect
    yourselves, and I'm sure all of you already know that sometimes the best defense is
    to fight back. The same can be said for protecting yourself against Dark Magic as
    well; sometimes the best defense against Dark Magic is another Dark Magic spell. At
    the very least, by knowing the spell yourself, it is easier to counter it if you need
    to defend yourself from it. So! Today, with the permission of both our governments,
    Minister Craw, Auror Snape, and I are going to be giving you a demonstration of
    various Dark Magic spells," she explained getting a soft murmur of surprise from the
    students. Raymond looked back at the three sitting in the stands, but they seemed
    much more interested than alarmed.

    "I ask that no one get up during the demonstration, because we are going to need
    to cast some protection spells to make sure everyone stays safe while we're doing
    this," Jennifer said, getting out her wand. "The first demonstration will be a
    casting of the Shrieking Death spell. Although you'll be able to visually see the
    power of the spell, we'll be placing a shield spell upon you to protect you from its
    effects. This spell was originally developed by my ancestor Mallus Craw, who was,
    unfortunately, a very evil wizard and killed many innocent people. It was developed
    to mimic the power of a Beansidhe, and can actually be used to counter their cry if
    it's strong enough. The best defense against this spell is the Sonorous Shield,
    which, of course, is a very powerful Light Magic spell, and what we will be using to
    contain this demonstration."

    Jennifer walked over to the other two.

    "Dad, did you want to do the crowd or play catch?" Jennifer asked.

    "I'll play catch," Thomas replied, and Jennifer glanced at Aurelius who turned his
    attention to the crowd to cast shields around them. "Do you want to use my Beansidhe
    hair wand, Jen-girl? It might give them more of a show."

    "Do you have a backup with you? Mine has a retrieval charm on it," Jennifer
    explained.

    "Yep, always," Thomas said, pulling out one of his backups before handing Jennifer
    his wand.

    "It's been a long time since I've held a wand like this," Jennifer said, looking
    at it in appreciation.

    "Well, don't get used to it, I'm keeping it. You wouldn't believe how much
    paperwork I had to do when I bought it," Thomas grunted. The two of them began
    walking a safe distance away from each other, double the pace of a dueling arena.

    Finally, Jennifer deafened her ears and Thomas cast his Sonorous Shield, then
    Jennifer cast the spell at him. An impressively large blast of sound and magic raged
    towards him, its bright grey glow causing a cone of power so big that when Jennifer
    ended the spell, she realized she accidentally damaged the turf underneath them.

    "Oops," Jennifer said, taking the deafness spell off as she saw the crowd silently
    clapping. Sheepishly, she signed, "sorry' to Wind, who simply shook his head with a
    smile and told her not to worry about it. Aurelius took down the shields
    temporarily.

    "Okay, so now that that's done, Minister Craw and I are going to have a timed duel
    to demonstrate some other Dark Magic spells," Jennifer said, addressing the students.
    "I hope it goes without saying that none of you should ever be trying any of these
    yourselves, let alone using them against another person. Not only are most of these
    highly illegal outside of a formal demonstration, but most of the spells we're going
    to be casting can cause permanent damage or can be lethal, especially if you don't
    know what you're doing. The three of us have had years of practice with these
    spells."

    "Jen-girl, if you kill me, you get to raise the twins," Thomas warned
    her. Wind, Lunette, and Buck all chuckled at that.

    "Is that supposed to be a deterrent?" Jennifer grinned. "Dad, let's use the ground
    I already damaged so that we don't add to it."

    "Yep, that makes sense," Thomas agreed.

    "Do you want your wand back?" Jennifer asked.

    "Nah, go ahead and use it for this too. It's more fair that way," Thomas said.

    "Hey!" Jennifer chuckled. "Paces?"

    "Judging from the damage area, I'd say about twenty," Thomas decided.

    "I'll call time the moment you turn around," Aurelius said, bringing out his
    watch.

    As they took to their paces, Raymond turned around to look at Wind, Lunette, and
    his father. None of them seemed in the least bit concerned about the demonstration.
    Instead they looked rather entertained, despite the fact that just by casting that
    spell, they had already unleashed more Dark Magic on that campus than it had ever
    witnessed. Raymond turned back around, baffled by what he was seeing as the two of
    them began casting powerful Dark Magic spells as casually as if they were having a
    first year sparring match. It was playful at first, but once they had gotten
    comfortable, it became obvious that Minister Craw had begun testing her more. Raymond
    noticed that he had switched to casting dark incantations that required a continuous
    verbal component just in case Jennifer countered incorrectly, giving himself a way to
    cancel it if he felt she wasn't keeping up. Despite that adjustment, more than one of
    the spells he cast was a Death Spell. A couple of them were incantations that Raymond
    didn't recognize and had never seen before, guessing only from the way she countered
    them that one was a pain spell and the other a breaking spell of some kind.

    "Time," Aurelius finally called. Thomas calmly put away his wand and walked over,
    while Jennifer was still trying to catch her breath.

    "Are you going to push me like that during every class?" Jennifer complained.

    "Probably. You're moving a bit slow, Jen-girl," Thomas commented. Jennifer gave
    him a dirty look before moving over to the students to take questions. Even Raymond
    raised his hand, very much wondering about the two spells he hadn't recognized during
    the fight.

    "So what did you think?" Lunette asked Buck as they listened to Jennifer talk
    about the Reflex Curse.

    "I think her father was right, she was moving a bit slow," Buck decided. Lunette
    chuckled.

    "I meant about the demonstration in general, but you're right, she seems a bit out
    of practice. Of course, she's a teacher not an Auror," Lunette pointed out.

    "With that much power, it doesn't matter what her profession is. She needs to stay
    on top of it," Buck decided, Lunette nodding in understanding.

    "Yes, you're probably right," Lunette replied, then listened in to the rest of the
    questions.

    By lunchtime, Jennifer was more than ready for a break.

    "Maybe I should do the demonstrations the second half of the day," Aurelius
    suggested.

    "No, your mother needs the practice," Thomas immediately rebutted, then looked up
    as Buck worked his way down the stairs, talking to Raymond a moment before coming
    over to them.

    "Dean Elk and Vallid are going somewhere hoity toity for lunch. Do you mind if we
    eat with you guys?" Buck asked.

    "There's not much here other than the school Commissary and Quickbrooms," Jennifer
    warned.

    "Quickbrooms works," Buck said. "Come on, Ray. Let's go fraternize with the Dark
    Wizards," Buck said unconcernedly. Jennifer chuckled at that, leading them out.

    It took a few minutes to work out ordering and to find a table large enough for
    all of them, but finally they got settled with their drinks.

    "You're awfully quiet, Ray," Buck said once they sat down.

    "Apparently Raymond wasn't too keen on finding out a Craw was teaching Items,"
    Aurelius said.

    "Aurelius, don't do that," Jennifer scolded him.

    "Sorry, better just to talk about it and get it over with," Aurelius said. He
    looked back at Raymond, who was staring at him. "I'm a Truth Seeker too, by the
    way."

    "Your family doesn't seem to lack for talents," Ray said, gazing at Aurelius
    warily.

    "They inherited the talent from my first wife, Alice," Thomas explained.

    "Oh, yes. Audi's friend," Buck said with a nod, sipping his drink.

    "You knew Audi?" Jennifer asked brightly.

    "I sure did. I was partnered with her for a bit just a couple of years after I
    joined the force," Buck explained. "She took me under her wing, so to speak. Gave me
    an education... in more ways than one," he winked. Jennifer couldn't help but be
    amused by that, while Ray looked completely stunned.

    "Wha'?"

    "Don't worry son, it was just a one-time fling during a stakeout and it was before
    I was married," Buck assured him, then tilted his head slightly to the side and back
    again. "Might've been a little bit engaged, tho'," he admitted sheepishly.

    "I can see why she was tempted. There can't be any denying that you're her type,"
    Thomas said dryly.

    "Yes, I can see that. He reminds me a little of Alastor," Jennifer agreed.

    "Thank you, but I could hardly compete with that, especially in those days when I
    was just a stupid kid. But things worked out for me all right, at least I'm still
    alive to tell the tale, and my son as well, for that matter," Buck added for good
    measure.

    "I had my fair share of close calls, and a couple where I almost dragged my father
    down with me," Ray admitted. "Then I finally came to terms with the fact that I
    didn't have the instincts or the drive necessary to be an Auror long term. Between
    that realization and losing another family member to the cause, I retired early. It's
    just as well, my entire face might have looked like this," he added for good measure,
    pointing to the scar on his cheek.

    "I respect anyone who knows when it's time to move out of the game and into
    something else. It's not easy. Watching a colleague go through it can be hard too,
    even when you know it's what is the best for the department," Aurelius replied.

    "I personally might have had trouble accepting it at first," Buck admitted with a
    grimace, then looked apologetically at his son. "But he was right to get out when he
    did, and he's become a good Defense teacher. In fact, recruitment has picked up from
    this school since he's taken over."

    "You can't ask for more than that. Recruiting can be a real pain," Thomas agreed,
    helping make room for the food.

    "We ended up having to start a Junior Aurors' Club at Hogwarts to get new
    recruits," Aurelius replied. "We've been running on a skeleton crew for years. We've
    even got the skeletons to prove it." Thomas smirked at Rel's obvious reference to
    Owain. "Do you think our demo might get some people interested as well?"

    "In becoming an Auror? Or becoming a Dark Wizard?" Ray asked dryly.

    "It never hurts to be both," Thomas said seriously. "Trust me, sometimes the best
    way to track down a Dark Wizard is to be one, because then you understand how they
    think better than anyone." Raymond put his head in his hand.

    "My understanding of what a Dark Wizard is has changed dramatically since I got up
    this morning," Ray admitted. "Every Dark Wizard I've ever met up until now has been
    an evil bastard that maimed, tortured, and murdered someone and needed to be brought
    in or put down."

    "Nope, that's not true, Ray," Buck said with a shrug. "You've met other Dark
    Wizards and Witches before, son, you just didn't recognize them for what they were
    because of your bias against them... and it's understandable. Of course people up to
    no good are going to use Dark Magic to do dirty deeds. It's how to get the job done
    when you don't care about laws, or morality, or have sympathy for your fellow man.
    The vast majority of people we bring in are like that."

    "True, and some of us started out using Dark Magic for the wrong reasons," Thomas
    put in. "But then we worked our way back onto the long and never-ending path of
    redemption. Of course, that doesn't miraculously change someone like me into a Light
    Wizard just because I had a change of heart. It just doesn't work like that, and I
    won't make any pretenses that I'm anything or anyone but who I am... a Craw who'll do
    anything to preserve his family." Jennifer smiled at him.

    "So you use Dark Magic for defense," Ray said slowly.

    "Yes, and to do my job as LE Minister," Thomas agreed.

    "Yeah, his job is sorta like being the Chief of the WIAB here," Buck explained to
    his son. "He's Harry Potter's boss."

    "Technically yes, but he runs his own department. It's more a collaboration with
    me signing off on things when he needs it," Thomas explained. "Aurelius here is
    second in charge of that department."

    "Are you a Dark Wizard as well?" Raymond asked him.

    "No, not really. I don't really favor Light or Dark, but I am the Keeper of Dark
    Magic right now," Aurelius replied. "That is sort of like being a living library; I
    have knowledge of all Dark spells currently being used, including many very old
    spells that only a small handful of people know. I also have to keep up on new Dark
    spells as they're invented to keep track of them and so I can learn how to cast
    them."

    "That sounds quite daunting," Ray admitted.

    "Being an Auror and a Truth Seeker help me with that part of the job a lot,
    actually," Aurelius explained. "Being an Auror, I either hear about new Dark spells
    quickly from other Aurors, or I have them used against me first hand. And as a Truth
    Seeker, I can go interview a person and find out from their thoughts the details of
    how to cast it and what it does."

    "Yes, Aurelius was the best choice as a successor, Jen-girl," Thomas said with an
    approving nod.

    "Yes, well, not only does his job help him as Keeper, but I also knew that out of
    all my children, he'd be the least tempted in a crisis to use any of the more
    questionable ones on that list, not to mention that he has certain talents that helps
    him keep them safe," Jennifer explained.

    "I agree that I was the best choice, and I am going to hang onto the title for as
    long as possible until I run into another family member who is a better choice. And
    yes, Raymond, that does mean my mother was the Keeper before me," Aurelius added.

    "When I had to pass it on, Jennifer was my only choice," Thomas grunted. "And I
    was forced to burden a seven year old into taking that role."

    "Wait, she was seven?" Raymond asked. Buck was staring at him in surprise as
    well.

    "The Keeper of Dark Magic is a family obligation going back over ten centuries,"
    Thomas explained. "She was the only living Craw besides myself, and I was high on
    Voldemort's hit list, as well as the Death Eaters that remained when he disappeared
    after that backfire with Harry. So, not long after I gifted her Mallus Craw's wand
    for Christmas, I began training her with it, and did so until Alice talked me into
    letting her attend Whitebridge," he explained. Then he shrugged. "It might have hurt
    her grades a little, going to a Light Magic school after all of that."

    "A little?" Jennifer laughed incredulously, then turned to Raymond. "I barely
    graduated. If I hadn't majored in Items and Potions, I probably wouldn't have."

    "True, but I bet you could have blasted the hell out of that school if they didn't
    pass you," Thomas pointed out.

    "I nearly got kicked out for turning Steve Mason into a cactus. I would have hated
    to see what they would have done to me if I had tried any of the other spells in my
    arsenal," Jennifer chuckled, then noticed that Raymond had paled a bit. "It wasn't
    all bad. I did meet Wind Elk and Rosemary Carmody who both convinced me to go into
    teaching, and Whitebridge taught me a great deal of restraint over those seven years.
    I am very grateful for that, despite the fact that my husband still picks on me about
    some of my spell choices over the years because of it."

    "Oh, you mean the whole casting Golden Touch on Voldemort thing..."

    "Don't you start, Dad..." Jennifer warned him, threatening him with a french
    fry.

    "What? What was that all about?" Buck laughed.

    "Oh no," Jennifer groaned as Thomas told his second hand account of what happened
    according to Severus' point of view. Aurelius, who had heard this story a hundred
    times now, decided to simply concentrate on eating, while Raymond and Buck stared at
    Thomas with fascination.

    "So, if my son-in-law hadn't taken a chance and cast Cosmic Sleep on her at that
    millisecond, my daughter wouldn't even be alive right now," Thomas finished.

    "When I think of the odds involved in that... both with him getting that spell off
    and then actually being able to wake her from it, it's quite astronomical," Buck said
    with wonder.

    "Actually, the Cosmic Match thing seems to plague our family quite a bit," Thomas
    admitted with a shrug. "To be honest, that wasn't even her closest call with death,
    really."

    "Dad."

    "It pales in comparison to how close she came to getting buried alive with Harry
    when they took Voldemort out, or almost dying from someone trying to poison her while
    she was pregnant with Alicia, or when Lucius Malfoy nearly tortured her to
    death..."

    "Dad! Enough history, please! I do have to work with one of them," Jennifer
    pleaded in embarrassment.

    "Don't worry, Jen-girl, Aurelius put up a Sonorous Shield before I started telling
    the first story. But the point is that it's been one calamity after another since she
    left Whitebridge. She's been such a trial to keep up with. I really don't know why
    Severus hasn't had a nervous breakdown by now," Thomas admitted.

    "Rel, say something," Jennifer pleaded.

    "He's not come close to blowing any secrets yet, really. All of this is public
    knowledge back home," Aurelius replied. "It's even public knowledge that you've been
    given several doses of the Elixir of Life to keep you alive during all of that. So
    was I, by the way. I've been given two, which is why I still look like a kid even
    though I'm in my thirties."

    "Two in me as well," Thomas added. The other two wizards kept staring at them.
    "Unfortunately, there's not much of it left these days. Severus screwed up and
    potioned someone with the Elixir against his will, and he had the Philosopher's Stone
    destroyed."

    "Yes, I remember that when it hit the papers. Everyone was talking about it even
    here," Buck said. "But I admit it does explain a lot about the three of your
    appearances."

    "It does," Raymond agreed. "To be honest, Jennifer, quite a number of teachers
    were wondering about it. I even heard a parent or two comment about it."

    "One of them was Stacey Newman Cole, wasn't it? We went to school together,"
    Jennifer said, and Raymond admitted that it was.

    "I remember her, she was the head of that clique of girls that used to push you in
    the pond with all the swans, isn't it?" Thomas recalled. "All of those ugly duckling
    jibes..." Jennifer cringed in pain.

    "Dad, I really don't want to think about it," Jennifer admitted.

    "Why not? You finally have your revenge. You're now the swan, and she's the one
    who's an ugly old bat..."

    "Dad, you haven't even seen her," Jennifer said, rolling her eyes.

    "Raymond, is Stacey Cole an ugly old bat?" Thomas inquired.

    "Perhaps she wouldn't be if her personality didn't match the description," Ray
    said in a lowered voice. "Still, compared to most women her age, I'm certain most of
    them seem like ugly old bats compared to your daughter. It's just as well that she
    knows a fair share of Dark Magic so she can defend herself from it all," he
    admitted.

    "There, you see? It seems we have another convert, and you have another ally,
    Jen-girl," Thomas pointed out. Buck clapped his son on the shoulder.

    "Not so bad dining with Dark Wizards, is it?" Buck teased.

    "Ironically enough, I found it quite enlightening," Ray admitted, and then began
    talking about his classes and the upcoming demonstrations that day.
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    Chapter Sixteen

    Changing The Rules

    "Come outside."

    "I really don't want to go outside like this."

    "There's not enough room to practice inside! Sagittari, come outside!"

    Arcadia stood in front of the door of Sagittari's hut with her arms folded and her
    expression as stubborn as a ram. Sagittari sighed from where he clung to the doorway,
    knowing that he was unlikely to win this one.

    "Just come out slowly... stop hanging on... oh wait! Watch out for the..." Arcadia
    winced in sympathy when Sagittari ended up flat on his face. "Step," she finished.
    She went over to help him up.

    "I feel utterly ridiculous. It took me all summer to learn how to turn into this
    awkward, gangly creature as it is. What makes you think that I can master walking in
    the last two days before students get here?" Sagittari asked with a scowl as Arcadia
    managed to get him onto two legs.

    "Human children often learn how to walk in a couple of days. I'm certain you can
    do it in less time," Arcadia said, stepping away from him.

    "They also typically learn when they are barefoot. These shoes are as
    uncomfortable as they are ridiculous."

    "Stars and comets, Sagittari, they're basic sandals. As much fuss as you're making
    over them, they may as well be high heeled boots. Now, walk and don't shuffle."

    "Can I at least try it with a cane first?"

    "Don't be silly."

    "Too late," Sagittari muttered. Arcadia gave him her stubborn look again.

    "Walk," Arcadia ordered. "Or I stay in this form for the next two days. And I'll
    sleep in the castle," she added for good measure.

    "You are taking advantage of my position," Sagittari accused her.

    "Yes I am!" Arcadia said proudly. "Now, hurry up and show me some progress,
    because I still have some potions to brew. And don't shuffle like you did inside.
    Left! Right! Left!"

    "Don't patronize me, Star," Sagittari said dangerously.

    "You can't get even with me if you can't get to me," she taunted him.

    "Then I won't help you finish that medicine order!" Sagittari snapped.

    "Your loss, then. You'll start the year low on supply," Arcadia said, backing up a
    step after he had taken a step.

    "Oh, so that's why you wanted to do the patient prescriptions first," he
    scowled.

    "Right in one," Arcadia laughed, taking another step back as he took another
    simply to balance himself again.

    "If you take one more step away from me, I'm getting out my wand," Sagittari
    warned.

    "You wouldn't cast at me in front of students, would you?" Arcadia teased.
    Sagittari blinked.

    "What students?" he asked flatly. She pointed over at the open barn door where Leu
    and Noah were watching with interest. Sagittari turned bright red.

    "I asked them to help take care of the barn so we could work on this," Arcadia
    explained.

    "Come on, Doctor! You're doing great!" Leu shouted encouragingly. "Quintin took
    five steps his first time, so let's see if you can match it!"

    "And he was a lot younger," Noah put in. Arcadia laughed at that.

    "I really am going to get even," Sagittari promised her.

    "Come at me then," she teased.

    Sagittari took a few more steps but went a little too fast in his attempt, ending
    up flat on his face again. Noah and Leu clapped.

    "Better that time. Six steps," Leu said.

    "Good job! This time try not to fall," Noah suggested.

    "Go clean the barn!" Sagittari barked at them. Sheepishly, they went back inside.
    "Next time, we do this without an audience," he glowered at Arcadia.

    "They're gone now! Do it again," she suggested, helping him up and turning him
    around to face the hut, knowing he would be much more motivated to go in that
    direction.

    Severus watched from a distance, smirking with amusement in spite of himself as
    Arcadia attempted to get the good doctor used to his new human form. Sagittari
    stumbled his way to the hut, getting a round of applause from Arcadia, Leu, and Noah
    when he actually arrived at the wall without falling. Well, he might have it down
    before the start of school, Severus mused, then became distracted when he saw
    movement at the gate. Andrew stepped in with his tennis bag over his shoulder and
    holding Quintin's hand. Seeing his father walking over to them, Quintin ran to greet
    him.

    "And just what have you managed to get stained on your shirt this time?" Severus
    asked critically.

    "Uncle Pyther is teaching me how to bake!" Quintin explained.

    "My guess is it's chocolate, since that's what was splattered over their kitchen,"
    Andrew replied as he caught up. "Have you ever noticed that their entire house looks
    like one of Alicia's palettes just after she's finished a project?"

    "I hadn't thought of it like that, but I admit that is an apt description,"
    Severus replied. "How was the tennis lesson?"

    "Alright, I guess. I'll be glad when we're done with them, to be honest, but at
    least I can say I know enough of the basics that I can play with Mum now," Andrew
    replied as they went into the castle. "I'll also be glad when school finally
    starts."

    "Yes, you and me both. Lunch?" Severus asked.

    "Thanks, but I'm meeting with Hermione and Danny to go over the sports schedule,"
    Andrew explained.

    "Very well, see you later," Severus replied, leading Quintin to the Doorlift and
    into the Study.

    "Go change and get washed up for lunch, Quintin," Severus said.

    "Are you going to play with me today?" Quintin asked. Severus paused to make
    certain nothing unexpected was in his journal.

    "Yes, after lunch," Severus confirmed. "You may come back into the study as soon
    as you're done, Quintin. Don't linger about in the nursery if you finish a few
    minutes early."

    "Yes, Dad!" Quintin said excitedly, running off. By the time he came back into the
    study, there was a plate with a sandwich, carrots, and grapes waiting for him. "Are
    we going to play draughts today?"

    "No, I thought today we'd play one of your games," Severus replied. "One of the
    games you play around the castle."

    "You haven't done that before!" Quintin said in surprise.

    "Yes, I know, but I think I'll catch on," Severus said calmly. "Are you looking
    forward to school this year?"

    "No, I wanted to be in Pyther's class. They put me in Mrs. Thorn's class," Quintin
    complained.

    "Yes, I know, Quintin. Some schools don't like to put children in the same
    classroom with a teacher who is a relative. It's quite understandable. I'm certain
    you'll be seeing him often enough when your classes are doing things together,"
    Severus said. "Now, eat your lunch so we can go out to play."

    Quintin couldn't help but be excited about the idea of his father playing pretend
    with him and his crew. His father, it seemed, wanted an opportunity to teach him
    something in the process. He decided that he could probably eat in ten minutes if he
    timed it right, carefully chomping each grape before swallowing them and making short
    work of the rest of the food.

    "I'm ready!" he declared. Severus stared at him, since he wasn't even halfway
    through yet.

    "That is a first. Since when do you gobble like that? Wash up and play in your
    room for ten minutes," Severus told him. Quintin reluctantly shuffled to the nursery,
    his father shaking his head at him and finishing up. After washing his hands, Quintin
    tweaked the Hat off its shelf.

    "We're going to play with Dad!" Quintin informed the Hat. Then he peered under his
    bed and hissed, trying to mimic how his Dad did it. Rasputin's nose stuck out from
    under the bed. "Do you want to play?" Quintin asked. Reluctantly, Rasputin came out
    too, yawning as if attempting to wake up.

    "What are we going to play?" the Sorting Hat wondered.

    "One of our games," Quintin replied. "What did we play last time?"

    "Wise Professors," the Hat said.

    "Good, that wouldn't be any fun anyway," Quintin decided, fiddling with a building
    kit until it had almost been ten minutes and he got up and marched into the Study
    with the Hat on his head and Rasputin not far behind. "We are ready!" he
    declared.

    "Is the Hat going?" Severus asked disapprovingly.

    "The Hat can't go? I don't want to go if the Hat can't go," Quintin said, looking
    disappointed. Severus sighed.

    "Fine, but this is the last time the Hat can come on an adventure for a while. I
    need to put it up after today so it doesn't cause a stir during the Sorting Ceremony
    like it did last year. For some reason, I suspect that you had something to do with
    it," Severus said, squinting at Quintin, who raised up his chin. "Do you understand?
    I need the Hat to be ready to do its job."

    "Yes, Dad," Quintin said.

    "What do you want to play?" Severus inquired.

    "We played Wise Professors last time. We should play Cunning Agents, Dutiful
    Princes, or Brave Knights!"

    "I suddenly sense that there is a theme to these games of yours," Severus said
    drolly. "Yes, well, I've had enough playing Agent to last me years, so how about one
    of the other ones?"

    "I choose Brave Knights!" said the Hat.

    "You always choose Brave Knights," Quintin said.

    "I am Sir Hiss," Rasputin hissed.

    "Apparently that is what Rasputin wants to play as well," Severus translated.

    "Oh. Well, okay," Quintin decided. "I am Sir Quintin, this is Sir Hat, and this is
    Sir Hiss!" Quintin said. Rasputin hissed in confirmation. "You are Sir Dad!"

    "Are we having others join the game, Sir Quintin?" Sir Dad inquired.

    "Yes, the ghosts like to play too," Sir Quintin confirmed.

    "In that case, since I am not their Dad, perhaps I should go by Sir Snape," Sir
    Snape suggested.

    "Good idea, Sir Snape. We need to go find the other knights. There aren't any
    students yet, so I am still allowed to go to the Great Hall!" Sir Quintin
    explained.

    "Very well. Sir Armando, perhaps you should let the ghosts know what Sir Quintin
    is up to," Sir Snape said.

    "Yes, Sir Snape," Sir Armando said with amusement as Sir Quintin marched to the
    Doorlift and down to the main floor and towards the Great Hall. John, who had heard
    the procession coming from where he was doing inventory of shipping boxes sitting
    next to the storage closet, couldn't help but look up in surprise at seeing the
    headmaster in the mix.

    "So you have a new recruit, I see," John said as they went by.

    "That is Sir Snape!" Quintin declared. "We are searching for more knights in the
    Great Hall!"

    "Aye, go ahead. But Bethia is in there, so be careful not to sneak up on the
    lass," John warned.

    "Does she ever play, Sir Quintin?" Sir Snape asked.

    "Sometimes," Sir Quintin replied.

    "Then let's see if we can recruit her too," Sir Snape suggested and they continued
    on to the Great Hall, the doors opening wide in front of them. Sir Quintin marched
    in.

    "I am Sir Quintin! I am looking for more knights! And Ladies!" he added.

    "Or ladies who are knights," Sir Snape suggested.

    "Ladies can't be knights! They're ladies!" Sir Quintin protested.

    "Of course they can be," Sir Snape said. He listened for the broom and walked over
    in front of the fireplace where the broom was sweeping. "Do you want to play,
    Bethia?" Sir Snape asked. Bethia slowly materialized. "Do you want to be a knight?"
    he asked, but she shook her head. "Or a lady?" Bethia nodded at that, setting her
    broom against the wall. "Very well, Lady Bethia it is."

    "We want to play! Don't forget about us!" Sir Nicholas' voice rang out. Both he
    and the Bloody Baron materialized in front of Quintin, followed more slowly by Lady
    Charlotte, who peered in to see which game they were playing. Next to her, the Fat
    Friar appeared.

    "Is the headmaster playing too?" the Friar asked curiously.

    "He is Sir Snape," Quintin explained.

    "Obviously," Sir Baron said.

    "Lady Charlotte, do you want to play a lady or a knight?" Sir Snape asked.

    "Oh... I've never played a knight before," she admitted.

    "She'd make for a very silly looking knight in that dress," Sir Baron
    protested.

    "And you look like a knight who has already been skewered. Don't be so critical,"
    Sir Snape said, causing the Baron to huff at him. "Sir Quintin, this is Sir
    Charlotte," Sir Snape introduced, and Sir Charlotte smiled unsurely at this strange
    new development.

    "Okay. I guess we could rescue Lady Bethia then," Sir Quintin decided.

    "No, I have a better idea. But first we need a villain," Sir Snape said. The Baron
    immediately raised his hand to volunteer.

    "Villain?" Sir Quintin asked.

    "A bad knight," the Baron translated, still with his hand up.

    "Very well, Sir Baron, you can be my bad knight, and I will be a bad Lord," said
    Lord Severus.

    "You're the bad guy?" Sir Quintin said, not liking the sound of that.

    "Yes, now close your eyes for exactly three minutes, Sir Quintin, so I can make a
    'bad Lord' plan," Lord Severus said, getting out his wand.

    Sir Quintin sighed and closed his eyes for the designated time. Then when he
    finally opened them, his eyes went quite wide indeed.

    Because right in front of him, where the Professor's table had been, was stone
    castle with a drawbridge and windows with bars across them. The battlements looked
    very similar to the parapets in the castle proper, and the ground seemed to be grassy
    except for a rocky path leading to the castle. Quintin couldn't help but be impressed
    with the knight garb he found himself wearing. Sir Hat looked more like a helmet than
    a wizard's Hat, and Rasputin had a tiny set of wings on his back that were impressive
    to look at even though they were much too small for him. Even some of the ghosts
    looked different; Sir Nick and Sir Baron looked much the same, but Sir Arvid now was
    wearing armor of his own, as was Sir Charlotte, and Lady Bethia had a beautiful gown
    on.

    "I am a dragon," the Dragon hissed.

    "This is some game!" Sir Quintin said, impressed with the illusions going on
    around him.

    Lord Severus stepped up and looked over the castle battlements.

    "Sir Baron, I command you to arrest Sir Hat and Sir Quintin at once," Lord Severus
    ordered.

    "On what charge, sir?" Sir Baron asked curiously.

    "Kidnapping my dragon," Lord Severus explained. The Dragon hissed. "Not that I
    need a reason, really. I'm an evil Lord, remember?"

    "Oh, right," Sir Baron said and began floating that way with a ghostly sword in
    hand.

    "Hark! Who goes there? I, Sir Nick, am protector of these valiant knights and you
    shall not pass!" Sir Nicholas said, presenting the sword, and the two of them
    immediately got into a sword fight. Despite the fact that neither sword was real, the
    sound of swords clanging could be heard through the room.

    "Those two are going to be at it all afternoon now," said the voice of Icarus
    beside Severus.

    "Yes, I suppose that wasn't well thought out of me," Severus agreed.

    "I'll take care of it," Icarus said.

    A moment later, Sir Quintin felt himself being picked up under his arms and was
    floated over the castle wall and into the prison cell.

    "Who did that! That's not how this game works!" Sir Quintin protested, looking out
    the bars.

    "It is I, Sir Icarus, who came down on my flying steed and procured you," Icarus
    improvised.

    "Come, Dragon, guard the prisoner," Lord Severus said, and the Dragon lumbered
    over to the drawbridge and laid down on top of it.

    "Do I get a mouse later for guarding?" the Dragon hissed.

    "Dragons don't eat mice," Lord Severus hissed back.

    "This dragon does," the Dragon replied.

    "Fine, but don't let anyone pass but the girls," Lord Severus hissed, then looked
    up.

    "I have placed a spell on the castle to keep anyone from rescuing Sir Quintin. No
    Wizard knights will be able to save him!" declared Lord Severus. Sir Charlotte, who
    along with Lady Bethia was just standing around watching, finally became interested
    and looked up at him.

    "I am not a Wizard Knight," Sir Charlotte pointed out.

    "Yes, but you are nothing but a silly witch, so I'm not worried at all," Lord
    Severus replied.

    Sir Charlotte frowned and look at Lady Bethia, grabbing her arm. Just before she
    could be pulled along, Bethia grabbed her broom.

    "You probably should have an escort," suggested Sir Arvid, but as he stepped over
    to them, The Dragon hissed at him.

    "Don't come near me. I bite," the Dragon hissed.

    "Oh dear. Sir Nick, some assistance, please?" Sir Arvid suggested.

    "Can't you see I'm in the middle of a duel?" Sir Nick said as he and Sir Baron
    jumped up on what must have been an invisible table.

    Sir Charlotte daintily tip-toed past the Dragon, still pulling Lady Bethia behind
    her. Lady Bethia looked at the Dragon nervously as they passed him and went inside.
    Then they worked their way over to the door with the bars on it. Icarus materialized
    in front of it.

    "I am the Black Knight Sir Ick, and I am guarding the prisoners," Sir Icarus
    declared. Sir Quintin ran over but he could barely see through the bars on that side;
    Sir Hat had a much better view.

    "Oh," Sir Charlotte said, and then looked around and saw a mace on the castle
    wall. She grabbed it and swung it around menacingly as if trying to take Sir Icarus'
    head off while Sir Icarus dodged it deftly.

    "Sir Icarus, play right," Severus warned, and the ghost paused just long enough
    for Sir Charlotte to swing the mace straight through him,

    "Oh! Ugh! You got me! You got me! I'm dying... I'm dying, cough... cough... just
    why do mortals cough when they're dying?" Icarus asked where he lay hovering near the
    floor.

    "Spare us," Lord Severus said, and Sir Charlotte decided to whack the mace through
    Ick's head for good measure.

    "Yes, I'm probably dead from that," Icarus decided, and faded out.

    "Not so fast, Witch Knight and Lady," said Lord Severus. "You can't get in that
    cell even if you snuck past the dragon and vanquished the guard, because I have the
    only set of keys. What do you say to that?"

    Sir Charlotte and Lady Bethia stared at him, noticing the keys on a ring tied to
    his belt. Glancing at each other speculatively, Lady Bethia suddenly disappeared and
    then whacked Lord Severus across the head with the bristles of her broom. Sir
    Charlotte grabbed the keys while he was distracted and hurriedly unlocked the
    door.

    "Next time we play, how about you not bring the broom?" Lord Severus
    suggested to Lady Bethia critically. Lady Bethia smiled triumphantly at him while Sir
    Quintin and Sir Hat ran out. Sir Charlotte followed him out of the castle and Lady
    Bethia hurried to catch up.

    "That was fun!" Quintin declared happily. Suddenly there was a large group of
    cheers, causing Severus to peer around. He dispelled the illusions and saw that
    several curious staff members were watching from the doorways. Andrew, Anna,
    Hermione, and Danny were all clapping in one doorway, while Laura, John, and Sally
    Scribe stood in another, apparently having enjoyed the show.

    "You can stop fighting now! Lady Bethia and I rescued Sir Quintin ourselves!" Lady
    Charlotte declared loud enough that Sir Nick and the Baron stopped fighting and
    looked over.

    "What? That's not how the game is played," the Baron protested.

    "Baron, you are playing by the old rules," Severus informed him. "From now on,
    we'll be playing by the new and improved rules."

    "Does that mean you're going to play again?" Quintin asked excitedly.

    "Yes, on occasion, but next time we'll have to play outside or somewhere out of
    the way that won't disrupt classes," Severus said.

    "Chamber of Secrets?" inquired a disembodied voice.

    "Shut up, Ick," Severus said crisply. He heard a 'hurrumph' in response.

    "Come along, Quintin, back upstairs for reading time, and make sure you put that
    Hat back," Severus said, walking to the front doors where Laura was still lingering,
    smiling at them curiously. Severus paused long enough to hiss at Rasputin to
    follow.

    "That was quite some game," Laura couldn't help comment.

    "It was fun!" Quintin declared again. "I got kidnapped and rescued and
    everything!"

    "I saw that," Laura chuckled.

    "Yes, I thought it was high time that Quintin learned that damsels are not always
    in distress and are allowed to be the heroes too," Severus explained.

    "That is definitely an important lesson to learn," Laura agreed with a
    chuckle.

    "Yes," Severus said thoughtfully. "Sorry I didn't figure that one out sooner," he
    said sincerely before coaxing the trio towards the Doorlift, Laura watched them go,
    wondering exactly what Severus meant by that.
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    Chapter Seventeen

    Converting Raymond

    By the time Asher had gotten back from his weekend diversion, rumors about the
    demonstrations on Friday were circulating quite heavily through the school. But Asher
    knew the best way to find out what was going on was to check in with Frank, doing
    little more than tossing his bag in his room before going upstairs and knocking on
    the door.

    "Great, you're back," Frank said when he answered, letting him in.

    "Yes, did you see the photos I put up?" Asher asked.

    "You're not going to brag about it, are you?" Frank asked critically. "Seriously,
    I can't believe you spent the entire weekend with 52. Have you no shame?"

    "She certainly doesn't," Asher replied cockily.

    "It'd be nice if I had just a tenth of the followers you do. Maybe I could get out
    of the hundreds once in a while," Frank said.

    "Surely you went out with someone this weekend," Asher said.

    "Becky Hammond from across the street," Frank said.

    "Oh? Which one is that?" Asher asked.

    "The one you call Sugarbuns," Frank explained.

    "Oooo Sugarbuns! I thought she was too young?" Asher asked.

    "Nope, she's twenty three, I checked," Frank said smugly, glad to have his
    attention for a change.

    "You should do a dossier on her then," Asher suggested.

    "Too late, I already knocked one out this morning," Frank said. Asher sat by the
    computer to look at it. "If only our other subject was that easy to do a write-up on,
    eh?" Frank said knowingly.

    "I put a lot more detail in my dossiers than you do in yours, that's one of the
    reasons I have more followers," Asher said.

    "Actually, I kept this one to basics on purpose. Becky is pretty net savvy, and I
    wanted to keep it diplomatically unoffensive, since I am thinking of going out with
    her again," Frank said.

    "52 was net savvy, too, and she wasn't offended by the comments I wrote on her
    dossier. She was flattered, that's why she asked me out," Asher replied. "You simply
    need to work on your style. You don't have to hold back on your opinions when you
    comment on a dossier, you just have to be smooth about it."

    "No one is as smooth on that site as you are," Frank said flatly.

    "Then learn from the master," Asher teased. "Start taking my advice. Is that
    published yet?"

    "Not quite," Frank admitted.

    "Once it is, I'll comment on it and get you more views," Asher offered. "It'll be
    easy since I know what she looks like in person already. Anyway, what's developed
    with our number one target while I've been gone? When I left on Friday, everyone was
    talking about the burn marks on the Quidditch Stadium and they said that Jennifer did
    them in some sort of Dark Magic demonstration."

    "That I can confirm, but I haven't talked to Raymond about it first hand yet
    because he went to his parents' house afterwards. Apparently, his father actually
    showed up to help supervise the demonstration," Frank said. "But I can tell you who
    helped her with the demonstration, though... her father, Thomas Craw, and one of her
    other sons, an Auror named Aurelius Snape."

    "Thomas Craw! I wish I had seen the demo so I could see what he looks like now,"
    Asher said.

    "Not much different than the picture you showed me," Frank told him. "And her son
    looks the same age as one of the college kids."

    "What is the deal with their strange ages?" Asher asked.

    "I don't know, I was getting ready to go see if Raymond was back yet when you
    showed up," Frank said. "He has his phone off again."

    "Let's see if we can find him," Asher said, checking the time. "He might be at
    dinner considering what time it is."

    "Let's try his room first," Frank suggested.

    The two of them finally tracked Ray down in the Commissary, sitting by himself and
    grading a stack of homework. He glanced up with a sigh when they came over,
    completely unsurprised when they wanted an update on the demonstration.

    "Haven't the two of you moved on to other targets by now?" Raymond asked
    critically.

    "Sort of, yes, but we still haven't finished the dossier on her yet," Frank said
    quietly.

    "She's so mysterious," Asher agreed in a tone that Raymond didn't particularly
    like.

    "I'll make a deal with you," Raymond said seriously, getting their attention
    immediately. "I'll help you finish the rest of that dossier, but only on the
    condition that you be perfectly honest with it, and make sure she's flagged as being
    off limits. 'Hot but off limits,' or whatever that flag is called."

    "Hot is too low of a category, Sizzlin' is more like it," Frank said.

    "Insultingly low. Hot Lava..." Asher said, and Raymond held his hands to his ears
    in protest.

    "Whatever! I'm only helping so that nobody else is tempted to write one up on her
    in the future that's more damaging, and so that we can control what comes out. I
    can't imagine how slimy that report would end up if you wrote it, Asher," Raymond
    said.

    "Do you want to see what I got so far?" Asher asked brightly.

    "I think I'll refrain until we're in more private quarters," Raymond said firmly,
    then looked up and waved. Wondering who he was waving at, the other two looked up as
    well.

    Jennifer, Lav, Gretchen, and Kay had just come in, and it had been Jennifer who
    had waved to Ray on their way to the Commissary line. Frank attempted to wave as
    well, but it was too late; they were already in deep conversation on the food choices
    and trying to find the least offensive of them.

    "I think I understand now," Asher said, studying Raymond with a thin smile.
    "You've decided you like her too."

    "What? Don't be ridiculous, she's old enough to be my mother," Raymond said, but
    neither of them missed how red and flustered he got. "Besides, she's married to the
    most powerful wizard on the planet right now. Come on, let's go somewhere else and
    I'll fill you in on what all I know."

    "My room then, it'll be easier to work from there," Frank said. "We can order a
    pizza."

    "Fine," Raymond said, and the three of them retreated.

    "So, you're friends with Raymond Eldridge now, Jennifer?" Lavender asked as they
    sat down with a tray.

    "Yes," Jennifer replied with a smile. "Thanks to those demonstrations, I think I
    might have gotten another convert."

  


  
    18. Trouble Sorted
  

  
    Chapter Eighteen

    Trouble Sorted

    Leu sat near the lake as the sun was setting, watching as the light began to
    dim.

    "It shouldn't be long now," Noah said beside him. "It's going to be great to see
    everyone again."

    "Yes, it will," Leu agreed. "But I've enjoyed spending summer here this year."

    "I'm glad you did too, because normally it's very boring here in the summer," Noah
    agreed. "I hope we have a lot of classes that are the same this year."

    "Yes, me too," Leu agreed. "Listen. Do you hear something?"

    The two of them paused, straining to hear the sound of the train. Noah nudged
    him.

    "Look over there, Leu," Noah said. Leu squinted so that he could make out line of
    coaches in the distance and Sagittari looking them over. "It must be getting close if
    he's hitching them up."

    "All of the boats are lining the shore now too," Leu agreed.

    "And the lights are coming on in the castle," Noah added. "Shall we go in?"

    "Not quite yet," Leu said, and the two of them grew quiet again. He thought he
    heard a hollow puffing sound in the distance. Or did he imagine that? He had been
    listening so carefully to try and discern if it was the train that when the whistle
    finally blew, he jumped from how loud it was. Noah laughed at him.

    "I guess it is coming now," Leu said. Realizing that he wasn't likely to notice
    the smoke in such dim light, so he got up. "Let's go in."

    "Well, I don't think I'll have trouble securing the end seat this year," Noah said
    cheerfully as they got up and walked towards the castle.

    "Nobody makes the mistake of sitting beside you anymore," Leu replied with a
    chuckle.

    Noah opened the doors to the Great Hall just wide enough that Leu could slip in,
    the two of them taking their places. John wandered through, glancing at the two of
    them.

    "You're a wee bit early, the two of you," John informed them. "It'll take half an
    hour just to get them onto the boats and carriages, not even countin' the time it'll
    take to cross over to the school."

    "That's all right. We were getting anxious to see our friends," Noah
    explained.

    "I understand. I'll be glad to start the year myself," John agreed with a smile.
    He walked over to set out the stool for the Sorting and to check over the Great Hall
    one last time, counting chairs carefully before adding a couple of them to the
    Professor's table and rearranging them.

    Despite how early they had arrived, it was not long before some of the staff began
    wandering in, standing around in groups rather than sitting down right away. Hermione
    came in carrying the Sorting Hat and a scroll, putting it near her place at the table
    before leaving again.

    Sagittari, Arcadia, and Madame Potter came in with Professor Sinistra and
    Professor Ravenclaw. Both of the centaurs were currently wearing standard Hogwarts
    robes and in human form.

    "I guess that explains why Mr. Carnegie added more chairs," Noah decided.

    "He seems to be walking much better now," Leu commented. Noah grinned.

    "Yes, he is, but it was still pretty funny watching him learn," Noah said.

    They watched as Professor Tangent and Professor Boulderdash came in and took a
    seat, apparently in the middle of a conversation. The room brightened as more candles
    were added to the ones already there, and a moment later, Head Elf Francie appeared
    in her seat at the auxiliary table, greeting Mrs. Tinker and Quintin, who sat down
    next to her. Not long after, Severus arrived, glancing over at the two Ravenclaws the
    moment he came in to make sure that Leu was there. Then he turned his attention to
    the rest of the staff, taking out a piece of parchment and a quill and setting it at
    his place.

    Laura and Andrew came in, standing behind their chairs, and Madame Brittle and
    Professor Scribe was not long behind them. Pretty soon everyone was standing behind
    their chairs with the only two open being the ones on either side of the
    headmaster.

    Students began to arrive, and pretty soon Leu found himself surrounded by his
    friends as Dasher sat down across from them, followed by Edward Douglas and Patrick
    Morris who sat next to him.

    As the rest of the students began to wander in, Anna Black strode in from the side
    door to take her place beside Severus.

    "Professor Black, I take it everything went smoothly," Severus said.

    "No incidents to report," Anna replied.

    "Did you finally give in and get your full teacher's license?" Sally asked with
    interest.

    "I had a lot of free time this summer," Anna said dryly. "At least, more than I am
    used to."

    "I know the feeling. I finished my tests with the Psychology Board and have a full
    license now myself," Severus replied.

    "Congratulations to both of you, then," Sally said with amusement.

    "Did you remember to check the new barriers on the Dark Forest?" Severus asked
    Anna.

    "Yes, and they looked like they're holding alright, but I kept getting the feeling
    I was being watched when I was near the barn area," Anna admitted quietly. "I wish
    that could have been as easy to move back as the hut had been."

    "So do I, but watch your language," Severus said, Anna rolling her eyes at that.
    "However, I don't like that they're still watching it. I believe I'll change the
    entrance so that it opens on the opposite side from the forest and see if John can
    move the water system further away."

    "I think that'd be a good idea," Anna agreed. "Is there anyone you're interested
    in today? I notice you have some paper out."

    "This is for Jennifer's benefit, actually. I'm going to send her a list of the new
    Ravenclaw students so that she'll have a heads-up for next year," Severus explained.
    "Although I will admit that I am interested in how things go with the two sets of
    twins that will be Sorted this year."

    "Considering Joey and Jack will be here next year, I'm interested in that too,"
    Anna agreed. Severus nodded at that.

    Hermione stepped in from the double doors and looked at him questioningly. Severus
    glanced around to make certain everyone was in place before nodding to Hermione, who
    then opened the doors and led the first years in, grabbing the list and putting the
    Sorting Hat on the stool. Part of the first years gazed at the Sorting Hat with
    anticipation; the others with skepticism. It was easy to tell which ones were the
    twins. A pair of red-haired boys hung near the back of the pack, reminding Severus of
    George and Fred, despite the fact they were obviously not identical. Closer to the
    front was a girl with brown hair almost as dark as Mari's and a similar face,
    standing next to a boy with very short light brown hair and sharp features that made
    him look a great deal like Worley. The two looked so much like Mari, in fact, that
    Severus found himself wondering if Eben might take more after his mother's side of
    the family, since he really didn't look lie the rest of them much at all. Severus
    turned his attention to the stool as the Sorting Hat finally spoke.

    Welcome students from far and near,

    Who come to study at Hogwarts, our school most dear,

    To learn the arts of witchcraft and wizardry,

    And to become productive members of all society.

    No matter what talents and what you choose to pursue,

    No matter which house that I Sort you into,

    Your futures are determined by your own actions and deeds,

    So do your best, and learn your lessons well if you want to succeed.

    Severus nodded at that, glad that the Sorting Hat had decided to keep the rhyme
    conservative for a change. He tapped the Dictation Quill and it and began watching
    with interest as Hermione began calling out names. As usual, he recognized a great
    many of the names straight away and could have predicted that Deborah Balmweed was
    going to Ravenclaw and Felicity Bulstrode was going to Slytherin without giving it
    much thought. His attention was often drawn to the ones he suspected were first
    generation, being harder to predict at times, while his staff as always was more
    interested in the ones that had last names of students they had taught in the past.
    It was subdued this year, so he decided not to call them out about it, although he
    found himself missing Jennifer's persistent whispers through the entire ceremony, her
    excitement often infecting the rest of the staff. Anna, in contrast, was also
    interested but content to smile thinly when she heard a name she was interested in.
    It was very much like his own reactions, he realized, and he noticed that it was not
    long before Hermione got to the L's.

    "Baldrick Lamp," she called out, and an unkempt blonde who reminded Severus of a
    taller version of Corey took the stool.

    "Gryffindor!" the Sorting Hat declared.

    "William Lamprey," she went on, the thin, lanky dark-haired boy sitting down.

    "Slytherin!" the Sorting Hat said, taking no more time than he had the last
    boy.

    "Cadha Maxen," Hermione said, her eyes going directly over to the girl before she
    had even moved from the pack. She smiled thinly and took her place, and Hermione put
    the Sorting Hat on her head.

    "Very well, put me on the other Maxen," the Sorting Hat said. Hermione blinked and
    frowned at that, glancing at Severus, who gestured for her to do what it had
    said.

    "Culver Maxen," Hermione said, and Culver stepped up, taking his sister's place on
    the stool.

    "And the other one!" the Sorting Hat said again, and Hermione moved it to Cadha
    once more. "Slytherin!" he said at last, getting a round of applause from the
    Slytherin table as Cadha walked over.

    Disappointed but resigned, Culver waited for the Sorting Hat to be placed on his
    head once more.

    "Ravenclaw!" the Sorting Hat said. The Ravenclaw students clapped, but some of
    them were glancing at each other unsurely.

    "I bet Jennifer's going to love that," Anna murmured under her breath. Severus
    gave her a disapproving frown, despite the fact that he had been thinking the exact
    same thing. He glanced back over as Patrick's little sister was sorted into
    Hufflepuff.

    After O'Brian went to Gryffindor and O'Toole to Ravenclaw, the freckled little
    brother of Kai Ramsay went to Hufflepuff, and a Scott and a Smith both went
    predictably to Gryffindor. After Rodion Ulster was Sorted into Slytherin, they were
    finally to the two Weasley twins, who stepped up after finding out the last name
    behind them was a girl named Taika Young.

    "Hector Weasley," Hermione said, and the boy impishly grinned at his great aunt,
    sitting on the stool.

    "Very well! Put me on the other one!" the Sorting Hat said.

    "Lionel?" Hermione said, picking up the Sorting Hat and putting it on his
    head.

    "Oh, this set is easier," Hermione heard the Hat say quietly, before calling out
    "Gryffindor!"

    Then, only a moment after getting back on Hector's head, it called out,
    "Hufflepuff!"

    "Taika Young," Hermione called out, barely even looking at her sheet as the last
    girl came forward and hopped on the stool confidently.

    "Ravenclaw!" the Sorting Hat said. It seemed neither out of breath nor
    out of sorts this year as Hermione sat it on the table between her spot and the
    headmaster, taking her place as the first years got settled.

    "So you decided to look at both of their heads first?" Severus asked the Hat as
    Hermione was getting to her seat.

    "You want me to break them up, Severus. It would not be fair if I did not test
    them both first, else the first one might always go to the dominant house, even when
    they might be better suited for the secondary house when both are considered," the
    Sorting Hat explained.

    "Fair enough," Severus said, pondering its reasoning. Then again, just how was it
    that the Sorting Hat was capable of that sort of high level reasoning? Still,
    considering his orders, it was simply responding to his wishes and its primary
    function... brushing it off, Severus realized that everyone was waiting for him and
    stood up.

    "Good evening, everyone, and welcome," Severus said. "First, I'd like for everyone
    to welcome Doctor Arcadia from Whitebridge Academy, who will be teaching Potions and
    Dabblers this year," he said, pausing for some applause as Arcadia waved from where
    she sat on the other side of Sinistra near the end by the auxiliary table. "Doctor
    Arcadia will also be teaching an advanced Healing Potions class as well as an Anatomy
    class; if you are a sixth or seventh year going into a healing profession, feel free
    to ask your advisors about those classes.

    "I know quite a number of you are probably wondering by now where Professor Craw
    is," Severus continued. "Just as Doctor Arcadia is guest teaching here, Professor
    Craw is teaching Items at Whitebridge this year," he explained. "Because of this, of
    course, some of her duties will be handled by other members of staff. Professor
    Andrew will be teaching Items and will be the Sparring Master this year," he said,
    glancing at Andrew. "Professor Black will be Head of Security, and will also assist
    Professor Weasley with the Journalism Club, and Professor Ravenclaw will be the
    temporary head of Ravenclaw House.

    "I have two other announcements to get out of the way tonight, the first being
    that it is imperative that all students respect the school's current borders and do
    not trespass in the Dark Forest for any reason. By order of the Ministry, no witch or
    wizard is allowed anywhere within it, as it has been claimed by the Dark Forest
    Constellation of Centaurs. This means, then, if you are caught trespassing, you not
    only have to deal with school discipline from me, but will also have to answer to the
    Ministry and therefore will likely only get yourselves banned from attending any
    magic school. So do us both a favor and don't even try it.

    "And for my last announcement, due to an important event that will be taking place
    on Halloween this year that will be pulling a majority of the staff away from the
    castle, there will be no Spectral Ball. Instead, following the Halloween Feast, there
    will be activities held within your house rooms. Now would be a good time to offer
    suggestions for your house activities so that they can be approved, but as in all
    years, seances will not be allowed, so don't even bother suggesting it. Thank you,
    enjoy the feast and get some rest, because first bell classes will be here before you
    know it," Severus said, the feast appearing the moment he sat down.

    Severus frowned at his plate, because for some reason, none of it really looked
    all that appetizing. He pushed it aside and began writing a note on the bottom of the
    list that the Dictation Quill made of the students and what houses they were Sorted
    into.

    "Not even going to try to fake it, Severus?" Anna asked him quietly.

    "It isn't as if I'm going anywhere. I am simply not hungry at the moment and I'd
    prefer to get this done instead," Severus said, glancing at the blue color of his
    ring before going back to the note. Anna glanced over at Hermione, who simply met her
    gaze with a knowing smile before going back to her meal.

    "It'll be interesting to see how things go with those twin Sortings, won't it?"
    Icarus commented, gazing down the row at Culver thoughtfully.

    "Yes, it will. Do you know I think that's the first Weasley I've ever had?" Sally
    replied with amusement.

    "Well, you're getting a real strong Quidditch player out of the deal," Hermione
    informed her.

    "Am I? That's even better," Sally decided with amusement.

    "I think it's interesting that each of the four ended up in a different house
    too," Danny pointed out, then glanced over at the Ravenclaw table. "Although I admit,
    I can't help but wonder if Culver is going to be okay over there."

    "Don't worry, Danny. It won't be like last time, we'll make certain of that,"
    Severus reassured her, not looking up from his not.

    "How though?" Danny asked.

    "Make an appointment with me tomorrow and we'll discuss it," Severus said, rolling
    up the scroll and tying it. "Does anyone else have any immediate concerns that need
    to be addressed?" he asked calmly, looking around.

    "Not really," Hermione replied for the rest of them. Severus nodded.

    "Then I think I'm going to go ahead and take care of this. Andrew, would you mind
    bringing your brother up to the nursery when the two of you are done?" Severus
    asked.

    "Sure," Andrew said, and he along with the rest of the Professor's table watched
    as Severus got up and strode out of the room without touching either his dinner or
    his cup. "I can't blame him," Andrew said with a sigh. "I know it's completely
    different circumstances, but this reminds me a lot of the day I was Sorted and nobody
    had a clue where my mother was."

    "That was a horrible year," Hermione agreed. "Minerva and I had our hands full
    keeping him going through all of that."

    "Sirius helped out too. He decided someone needed to stay here and keep an eye on
    him that wasn't going to tiptoe around him," Anna recalled thoughtfully. "And yes,
    these are much different circumstances, and they're never out of contact. But I have
    to say, it wasn't lost on me that it took four faculty members to take on all of
    Jennifer's responsibilities in this castle."

    "Yes, I was thinking the same thing," Hermione said.

    "You know, Hermione, I've always been completely amazed with how much you do in
    this castle between teaching, the paperwork, budgets, and all of that," Sally said.
    "You make it look so easy, and because of that, I feel that a lot of people take it
    for granted. But now I see that I've taken what Jennifer's responsibilities were for
    granted as well... she not only made it look easy, she always managed to leave
    herself plenty of time to dig into things!"

    "And also to nose into other people's business on top of it," Andrew added. Danny
    chuckled at that.

    "Of course! Jennifer is the heart and soul of this place; she has been for years,"
    Danny said with a grin. "And I don't think that has changed in the slightest, even if
    she is across the pond at the moment. It will be true as long as there's a single
    family member left to represent her, and looking between the faculty table and the
    student tables, I don't see that changing anytime soon," Danny decided with
    certainty.

    "I should think not," Rose agreed from the other side of her. Andrew nodded
    thoughtfully at that, eating quickly.

    "I'd better go get my brother upstairs," Andrew said to Laura. "See you later
    on."

    "Okay," Laura said. Andrew got up and worked his way over to where Quintin was
    sitting.

    "So... are you two... friends now? Or what?" Danny asked curiously. Laura glanced
    over at her, then noticed that Rose was looking at her too.

    "Um. Something like that," Laura replied. "I think I'm going to... get ready for
    tomorrow," she decided quickly, finishing up and hurrying out the back door.

    Danny and Rose then watched her go, then Danny turned to Rose.

    "You know, I just figured out one of Jennifer's responsibilities that wasn't
    covered yet," Danny said.

    "What's that?" Rose asked.

    "The nosing in bit," Danny explained, Rose grinning at that. "Want to help?"

    "Sure, why not?" Rose replied mischievously.

    "Great! We'll write her a report," Danny said with an impish grin, and Rose
    chuckled, knowing perfectly well that Danny was very likely to do just that.
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    Chapter Nineteen

    Bountiful Plans of Mutiny

    Jennifer was just straightening her classroom after her last class when she heard
    her mirror chime. She hurriedly helped the remainder of her students to put their
    projects back on the shelves and shooed them out of the room, closing the door before
    finally sitting down in front of the mirror.

    "Good afternoon, Severus!" Jennifer greeted him warmly.

    "Good evening," Severus replied. "I just sent you a list of students that were
    Sorted this year, along with some notes. It's in your Chest Cloak."

    "Oh lovely, I've been waiting for that. Any surprises?" Jennifer asked.

    "Not particularly, although I suppose I should warn you that one of Worley's twins
    ended up in Ravenclaw," Severus replied.

    "I was wondering if that would happen. Is he a Truth Seeker, Severus?" Jennifer
    inquired.

    "I'm not sure if either of them are yet, they just got here after all," Severus
    replied.

    "What about Phil Weasley's boys?" Jennifer asked.

    "Gryffindor and Hufflepuff," Severus said.

    "Oh, drat! I was rather hoping to have a Weasley for a change," Jennifer admitted
    with a grin.

    "I'm sure there will be more chances for interesting students next year, and then
    you'll be here to witness it yourself," Severus pointed out.

    "Yes, quite true! That will be an exciting year, then again, every year is
    exciting," Jennifer said.

    "I suppose, although there did seem to be something missing this year," Severus
    admitted.

    "Oh, Severus," Jennifer said, seeing how lonely he was. "Do you want me to come
    home for a bit? I do have to meet the girls for dinner, but after that, I can pop
    home if you'd like. I could stay and help you get Quintin to the bus in the morning,
    and I should still be able to get back to Whitebridge to meet the girls for
    breakfast. Maybe I'll bring some scones, they always like that," she added with
    amusement.

    "And have you exhausted during all of your classes when you know as well as I do
    that some of the parents probably have daggers aimed at your back for what you did on
    Friday," Severus said.

    "Don't worry about that, Severus, I have plenty of friends and allies here now. I
    worry about Wind more since he's taking the brunt of it... well, you of all people
    know how that is," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, and knowing you, you've stirred up the hornet's nest as surely as some of
    the things we've done here over the years to upend the status quo," Severus said.
    "It's all right, Jennifer, don't worry about me. We'll go with the original plan and
    get together Sunday for a family day."

    "Well, alright, if you're sure," Jennifer said, not quite believing his resolve in
    the matter. "Have a good evening, Severus."

    "Good night," Severus replied, and the mirror returned to normal. Jennifer sighed,
    looking up at the Rogue Painting.

    "He's pretty lonely," Jennifer told him. "The Jennifer painting must not be as
    good at distracting him as you are for me. Maybe it's because it was painted so much
    earlier? Maybe she doesn't know him as well yet." The Rogue shook his head, reminding
    her that the painting knew him well enough. "I guess there's no helping it. I'm
    lonely too, but for some reason, I think he's the one having the tougher time with
    all of this. Perhaps it's because I'm so busy. Speaking of which, I had better get to
    the Commissary before the others wonder where I am," she said, and Rogue nodded as
    Jennifer finished straightening up and then left.

    Lavender and Gretchen had been busy moving a second circular table by Jennifer's
    table.

    "Well, what's all this?" Jennifer asked with surprise.

    "We've been recruiting," Lavender winked. "I have a couple more teachers I want
    you to meet tonight."

    "Oh, okay," Jennifer said with a smile, putting her cup at a chair where she could
    still look out the window before going over to get her tray and coming back to sit
    down. "But I hope this isn't going to be a normal thing... I rather like my small
    table at the corner."

    "Maybe we should meet in a classroom next time," Gretchen suggested. "More room
    there."

    "Not a bad idea," Lavender agreed, waving as Kay brought over two other
    witches.

    "Here we are! Jennifer, this is Sharon Miller, head of Business and Magical
    Industry, and Sue Williams, English and Literature," Kay introduced, encouraging them
    to sit down.

    "Hello, nice to meet you, although I did meet Sharon briefly, I think. You're Luke
    Miller's wife, right?" Jennifer asked.

    "Right. I handle the money end, and he handles the manufacturing," Sharon said.
    "Luke and I met here at Whitebridge. We had to work together so much, it just made
    sense to get together," she explained with amusement.

    "I know what you mean," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Actually, he'd be here too, but daycare's only open til five here, so he took the
    kids home to feed them," Sharon explained.

    "How many do you have?" Jennifer asked with interest.

    "Two boys, four, and six," Sharon replied.

    "My youngest boy is six too," Jennifer said.

    "Really? We should get together and do something then... maybe they can go trick
    or treating together? I know all the good neighborhoods around here," Sharon said
    with a wink.

    "Trick or treating! I bet Quintin would love that, he's never done anything like
    it," Jennifer admitted.

    "Oh, then we'll definitely have to do it," Sharon said with a grin.

    "How many children do you have, Jennifer?" Sue asked conversationally.

    "Eight, actually... some are adopted, and most of them are grown up now," Jennifer
    explained before the shock could set in. "Leu, the next youngest, is graduating this
    year."

    "Mine are grown up too," Sue said, "and one of them married a Mason," she said
    with such an expression it was hard for anyone to miss it.

    "It's rather hard to avoid them in this part of the country, isn't it? Especially
    considering how few wizard neighborhoods there are out here," Kay pointed out.

    "Not to mention you have to worry about if you're a cousin or not. My sister
    married a Harper, and since some of them are related to the Masons, they had to look
    up his family tree before they could get married," Lavender explained. "Her husband
    works here, Rick Harper; he's the music director."

    "I think I remember your sister... Damiana, right?" Jennifer asked.

    "Yep, she's the oldest, then Basil, then I'm the baby," Lavender said with
    amusement. "And in some ways, Mom still treats me like the baby." Jennifer chuckled
    at that. "But enough about that! Let's talk shop."

    "Oh, no. I hear enough about shop class as it is," Sharon moaned, and Lavender
    chuckled at her.

    "Not that kind of shop. Tell Jennifer what brings you here," Lavender
    suggested.

    "Well, I guess it started when I saw Kay out in the garden with her class teaching
    them about Jennifer's familiar," Sharon explained. "I have an open class that hour,
    so I stopped to listen because it was very interesting. Afterwards, she invited me to
    come back if I wanted, because she was planning to teach outside every day the
    weather was clear. So, of course, I asked her how her students were going to keep up
    on those performance tests, and she told me she didn't give a flip about those tests,
    she was going to teach."

    "That's not what I really said," Kay snorted softly.

    "Kay, she's a Truth Seeker, she can figure it out," Lav said, Jennifer hiding a
    grin. "Go on."

    "Well, that's when she told me you weren't doing the tests, Jennifer, and that you
    told her you were more interested in teaching your students things they'd actually
    benefit from, and that Lavender and Gretchen had decided to do the same thing,"
    Sharon said. "I told Luke about it, but apparently he'd already heard rumors that you
    weren't going to play the testing game. Frank told him you weren't going to bother
    even giving them the first of the year test and that he could handle it if he thought
    it was important."

    "I most certainly did. I don't even allow those Wizardnet devices in my classroom,
    be it Tomes or phones," Jennifer replied. "I want them to learn Items by making them
    and fixing their own mistakes. If they are going to memorize lists of components, it
    shouldn't be arbitrary; I want them to understand that the whole reason for
    memorizing a component's magical properties and what negates them is so they don't
    have to keep looking it up every time they want to use it." Lavender chuckled at
    that.

    "Well, I do have them still memorize basic lists, Jennifer, especially when it
    comes to herbs, but after what you told me about the year Glen Witolf taught your
    class, I did my best to loosen it up as much as I could and I am giving them more
    experimental leeway than I have in the last few years," Lavender replied. "I'm sick
    of teaching the same formulas time and again... they're thorough but boring as all
    heck, and not all of them are very challenging."

    "Well, I hope you're teaching your seniors Nauscametim still like your mother
    did," Jennifer said.

    "That formula is a total pain in the rear, and as finicky as it gets... they'd
    never pass it," Lavender protested.

    "Then that should tell you something is wrong right there. I know it is hard, but
    if you know for certain they can't do it, it means that the class is no longer taught
    at the same precision level as when I went to school," Jennifer pointed out. "My
    knowing that formula down pat ended up saving a life when I first started teaching...
    Ginny Potter, our school nurse, would have died as a student if I hadn't."

    "You know... you're right... maybe we have slid a bit. But how does that even make
    sense when the tests are so hard?" Lavender said with exasperation.

    "The tests are hard because they don't really know the material. They're simply
    chasing the grade... whether it's for the reward or to avoid the punishment, I don't
    know. But school should be about more than learning how to test," Jennifer said.

    "I couldn't put it better myself," Sue Williams said. She had been listening to
    the conversation so quietly that they nearly forgot she was even there. "Do you know
    that they even have writing composition down to a science? I have to tell the
    students how many descriptive words to put in before the verb, how many transition
    words and how many similes, the exact length they need per paragraph and how many
    'sophisticated' words to put in... all so that they can pass the wizard computer's
    idea of what a perfect essay looks like. They're expected to read at a certain speed
    regardless of the material, and lord help me if I want to teach anything other than
    their required reading list. How can you nurture creative writing, let alone
    cultivate a student's interest in literature, if you're too busy teaching them how to
    beat the system?"

    "They can't ever beat the system, it's not designed to be beaten," Jennifer
    shrugged. "Even if you ace the test, it's likely you're missing out on something to
    do it... whether you ace it because it's too easy for you, or you ace it just to get
    the grade and for no other reason, it's at the expense of learning something a bit
    more useful."

    "You know she's right?" Sue said. "I've said something similar myself from time to
    time, especially about those horrid composition programs. And you know what? I think
    I'm done with them. I'm grading them myself from now on... and making my own writing
    prompts."

    "You know what I really want to do," Sharon said, leaning back from her tray
    without touching it. "I want to skip all the amortization charts, accounting lessons,
    and flowcharts for a few months and just set them up to learn how to run their own
    business from the ground up... they can learn as they go by doing it themselves.
    Jennifer, I could use your help with it, giving them suggestions on what to make as
    products in your Items classes."

    "That's her way of saying eff the tests too," Kay said.

    "Yes, I got that," Jennifer chuckled.

    "You know, once I explain all of this to Luke, I wouldn't be surprised if he
    agrees to do it too. But I do wonder what the board is going to do when they find
    out... not to mention the parents after they see their next test scores," said
    Sharon.

    "And what will Dean Elk and Brenda think of all of this?" Sue asked.

    "Well, I can't speak for Brenda," Jennifer admitted with a smile. "But Wind Elk is
    who hired me, and he knew what he was getting into by doing so. Besides, they're
    already out for blood over that Dark Magic demonstration, you might as well let this
    fall on me too if you need a scapegoat."

    "No need for a martyr, Jennifer, this isn't a one witch operation anymore,"
    Lavender pointed out. "This is an all out mutiny, and the more the merrier. They
    can't fire all of us, and in the meantime, maybe the students will learn a thing or
    two."

    "About making a stand if nothing else," Sue said with a smile, raising her coffee
    cup to them before taking a sip.

    

    Severus woke the next morning to a ringing sound so loud that at first he thought
    the Hogwart's Bell was ringing an emergency. He looked around the room in confusion,
    realizing he fell asleep in his sitting room. He blinked to clear his eyes and tried
    to discern where the sound was coming from. Finally, his eyes landed on the wall to
    see the Jennifer Painting had somehow gotten her hands on a cowbell. She looked
    poised to ring it again until she noticed him looking at her.

    "What's the emergency?" he asked her. She beamed at him happily and signed at him.
    "The first day of school? Go away! Have you lost your mind? Quintin isn't even awake
    yet, you annoying painting!" he snapped at her and lay back down again. Just as he
    was about to dose off, he heard a loud ringing in a nearby room, followed by
    Quintin's excited shouting. Severus groaned at that. He was, however, still debating
    staying on the couch for a while until he began hearing Quintin's voice shouting,
    "A!" then "B!" and then "C!" Finally, Severus got up to see what he was up to,
    opening the nursery door to see him standing on his bed with his glasses on, staring
    at the Jennifer Painting, who, it appeared, was teaching him how to sign the
    alphabet.

    "What in blazes are you doing?" Severus asked Quintin flatly.

    "Mummy is teaching me how to sign!" Quintin said enthusiastically. Severus
    squinted at the painting and back at him.

    "Quintin, I want to make something perfectly clear. That painting is not your
    mother. In fact, that Jennifer was painted before we were married and when she had no
    idea how to be a mother," Severus said. The Jennifer Painting folded up her
    arms in irritation. "She didn't even know how to cook, let alone anything else
    mummies do. You're going to need to call her something else."

    "But I've always called her Mummy," Quintin said.

    "Yes, but you are old enough to know better. Paintings are paintings, not real
    people," Severus said firmly, then glanced up at the painting. She was currently
    glaring at him disapprovingly. "We're going to have to give her a nickname, just like
    the Rogue has a nickname," he decided.

    "I want a name I can sign!" Quintin said.

    "Um... then how about we just do initials then? JP for Jennifer Painting perhaps?"
    Severus suggested. Jennifer pondered that and nodded, immediately trying to show
    Quintin how to do a J. Severus frowned at Quintin's attempt. "No, that's backwards.
    Here, Quintin, let me show you," Severus said. The Jennifer Painting beamed
    encouragingly as Severus took the time to show Quintin how to make the hand movements
    until he had them down. "All right, Quintin, now we're running late for breakfast.
    Where's your school uniform? Let's meet in the study in ten minutes."

    "Yes, Dad!" Quintin said enthusiastically, making his bed first. Unfortunately, he
    had forgotten to take his basilisk stuffy out, so it was a little on the lumpy
    side.

    Deciding that Quintin was more than capable of figuring out the problem on his
    own, Severus went and got himself ready for the day. After choosing a set of basic
    headmaster's robes, he took the time to note that he had a Runes I class just after
    lunch, leaving him a bit of time after class before he had to pick Quintin up from
    the bus. He set up the breakfast tray and put Quintin's breakfast down on the small
    table by his chair just before Quintin marched in. Severus stared at his uniform with
    a frown.

    "Are you afraid the school is going to flood?" Severus asked. Quintin gazed at his
    father in confusion. After reading his father's expression, he looked down at his
    trouser legs, his socks plainly visible along with part of his leg.

    "My trousers shrank," Quintin decided.

    "I suppose that's my fault, really. I should have thought to check before now...
    come on. Grab a scone and let's go to the nursery. Maybe Ashley will have a quick
    fix," Severus said, doing the same and grabbing Quintin's bag in case they didn't
    have time to come back upstairs.

    Ashley had been talking with Ginny when Severus came in with a forlorn expression,
    pulling Quintin in behind him.

    "We seem to have a bit of a problem with his uniform," Severus explained evenly.
    Ginny made a sound as if she was going to snigger and quickly turned to put Margaret
    in the cot.

    "Don't worry, Severus. I do remember putting an extra hem in those, so it'll only
    take a second to let it out," Ashley promised. "Come here, Quintin," she said, and
    Quintin came over so she could get out her wand to pull out the hem. "His shirts look
    tight as well, Severus, he'll need new ones. What about his jumpers and other things
    from last year?"

    "Other things?" Severus pondered.

    "I'm sure you recall from last year that they only have to wear uniforms on school
    uniform days at Hogsmeade Primary. They don't wear them every day, so his other
    clothes are going to need to be checked as well," Ashley said. "I'll measure him
    today after school, then if you'd like, I can come up to the study after Danny and
    Ginny have picked up their children and I'll help you go through it."

    "Thank you. Perhaps you'd care to eat with us this evening if you're free,"
    Severus offered.

    "Thanks, I'd like that. Ambrose typically stays late at the museum on Mondays to
    go over the weekend totals with Ike," Ashley said, then sat up after looking over her
    stitching. "There you are, Severus! It's not perfect, but it'll do for the day!"

    "Thank you," Severus said. "Let's go down to the gate, Quintin."

    "See you after school, Quintin," Ashley said with a smile.

    "See you after school, Ashley!" Quintin said cheerfully, happy to be going back to
    school so that he could see his friends again.

    As they neared the gate, Severus frowned and let out an exasperated sigh when he
    saw that Rasputin was there, peeking his nose around the corner.

    "This again?" Severus hissed.

    "You left without me. I want to see Fifth Boy," Rasputin hissed.

    "Hello, Rasputin!" Quintin said. "I'm going to school!"

    "Apparently he's already figured that part out," Severus said, then hissed again.
    "You're not going to stay out here all day again, are you?"

    "I'll wait for Fifth Boy," Rasputin agreed with a hiss, settling in the grass.
    Severus sighed and glanced at the clouds.

    "Fine, but have enough sense to come in if it rains," Severus replied. Then he
    turned to Quintin. "Here is your book bag. Don't forget that some of the children may
    be from the other classroom this year so you may not know all of them. Don't let any
    of their thoughts trouble you."

    "They won't! I'll make new friends out of all of them!" Quintin said
    confidently.

    "Yes, all right," Severus said, and then listened for the bus. Finally he heard
    the horn and made sure they were well in the gate as it suddenly rolled into
    existence in front of them with a loud pop and a braking noise. Once again, the
    windows quickly became filled with children, plastered up against it to get a peek at
    Hogwarts.

    "Goodbye, Dad!" Quintin said unceremoniously and ran to the bus as the door
    opened. "Hello, Mr. Jack!"

    "Good morning, Master Quintin, welcome back," said Mr. Jack with a kind smile, the
    burly bus driver waiting for him to find a place before the doors closed and the bus
    rolled forward and out of sight.

    Severus dutifully stared at his watch until Quintin's hand was firmly on Hogsmeade
    Primary, then decided now would be a good time to peek into some classroom doors to
    see how things were going, starting with classes on the second floor and then making
    his way down to the basement.

    Hermione had given herself a first year double to get some of the basic wand
    training over with; and no doubt had another first year session later that afternoon
    to start the rest of them off on the right foot. Andrew, it seemed, had fifth
    years... mostly Slytherin-Ravenclaw, from the looks of it, with a smattering of
    others as there always were now that their electives branched out more. Down the
    hall, Sally was lecturing a sleepy-looking group of second years on how many papers
    they were going to have to write that year; only TJ and Destiny looked awake on the
    Gryffindor side, while most of the Slytherin seemed to be wondering about the bad
    luck of having to start the week with History. He slipped back down the hallway again
    and over to the Defense Room doorway, where the third years were already
    enthusiastically digging into the newspapers to look for interesting things to do
    their summaries on. Laura looked a great deal more comfortable this year, Severus
    noted, and she seemed to be quite eager to get back to work as she wandered through
    and commented on some of the articles they were reading. Then Severus worked his way
    down to the dungeon, wondering which form that Arcadia would decide to teach in for
    her first day.

    

    Leu had been wondering the same thing as he walked with Keir through the
    passageways and stepped into the Potion Lab. Everything looked as it always did, with
    one exception; Keir strode over to the corner and let out a sigh when he saw the
    empty cart.

    "I was afraid of that. No breakfast cart!" Keir complained.

    "Aren't you glad you took my advice and went to breakfast this morning now?" Leu
    said.

    "True, but I was hoping she'd pick up the habit so Monday mornings wouldn't be so
    rough," Keir said. Just then, Arcadia peered out of her office, apparently in her
    human form.

    "What are you two talking about?" Arcadia asked curiously.

    "Professor Craw always kept a breakfast cart out for her first class to help
    students wake up and to make sure they didn't skip breakfast," Keir explained before
    Leu could reply.

    "I remember that, now that you mention it," Arcadia admitted. "But I thought it
    was against the rules to have food in class."

    "My mother had all sorts of rules to go along with it," Leu explained. "We're to
    finish up during the lecture and never to have it on the table during labs... unless
    it's Dabblers or Items, then she's a bit more lenient since her classes know what
    they're doing."

    "I see. Well, I don't mind the idea, but I'll need to check with Headmaster Snape
    first to see if its allowed," Arcadia decided. Keir grimaced at Leu, already sensing
    how that conversation would go. Just then, Arcadia heard the clanging of the bell and
    looked above the mantle, where there was a painting of Minerva McGonagall sitting in
    the workroom of her dress shop. Next to her was Jennifer in a beautiful blue dress
    that Minerva paused to check the stitching on, deciding it was clearly one of her
    earlier designs. "Did you want something?" Arcadia asked.

    "Jennifer suggests that you talk to Deputy Headmaster Weasley about the breakfast
    cart, Doctor Arcadia," Minerva replied. "You'll find that Professor Weasley has the
    authority to approve that. I can ask her myself, if you'd like."

    "Yes, alright," Arcadia said, then looked over at the other side of the door where
    Leu and Keir were standing. "I'm not used to this whole painting thing yet. We don't
    really use anything like it in Whitebridge, but it seems to be pretty handy for
    getting quick messages around, doesn't it?"

    "They can do a lot more than that. They're tied to security," Leu explained.

    "Yes, I've been informed... but that's pretty interesting too," Arcadia admitted.
    "At Whitebridge, the security isn't anywhere near as obvious, but then I bet it's a
    great deterrent to have a painting in the room looking at you if you're up to no
    good."

    "That's for sure," Keir agreed.

    "Doctor Arcadia," Minerva called out. Arcadia looked back in the office.
    "Professor Weasley states that the only objection that Professor Snape has had in the
    past is when Professor Craw had the cart out during her first and second year
    classes, who 'don't need the distraction.' So, Professor Weasley decided to make sure
    that all of your first and second year classes are later in the afternoon, 'just in
    case' the older students talk you into having one," she relayed with amusement.

    "Oh! So there's no problem, then," Arcadia said, and Minerva nodded. "Very well,
    we'll keep to Professor Snape and Professor Craw's rules," she decided, stepping
    outside. It didn't take long for an industrious Trade Elf to fill it. But Arcadia
    immediately frowned. "Wait! That won't do at all!"

    "What won't?" Leu asked curiously, thinking the breakfast cart looked splendid; it
    was filled with pastries, coffee, and juice.

    "This isn't breakfast, it's a sugar crash waiting to happen. One can hardly expect
    to make it through lunch on that. Not to mention you shouldn't be drinking caffeine
    until you're at least eighteen."

    "I'll be eighteen in a month," Leu offered.

    "Two months here," Keir replied.

    "I don't mind the idea of having a cart for those who skipped breakfast for one
    reason or another, but as a doctor, I can't in good conscience fill you up with carbs
    like that. If we must have caffeine in here, let's switch it to green tea... and no
    sugar bowl, honey at least is prebiotic. Let's go with some whole fruits, vegetables,
    yogurt, and a small selection of pasture-fed goat cheese, and some unadulterated
    dried meats. There, that's more like it," she decided.

    "You mean there's no pastries at all?" Keir gawked, staring at the selection.
    Arcadia sighed at that.

    "Fine, tomorrow I'll see if Sagittari can't make you some spanakopita, how's
    that?" Arcadia compromised.

    "Okay," Keir said. "Thanks."

    "Thank you," Leu added.

    "You're welcome!" Arcadia replied. She went over to the professor's desk while the
    two of them looked tentatively over at the selection. "Good morning, everyone," she
    said to students coming in.

    "Spanakopita is a pastry, right?" Keir murmured. Leu shrugged, getting some tea as
    some of the other students peered curiously at the breakfast cart.

    "Where did you want us to sit at, anyway?" Keir asked.

    "I'm going to arrange everyone according to their desired specialty fields,"
    Arcadia explained. Diana sighed with exasperation at that. "So if you're going into
    alchemy or a healing profession, sit up front, then law enforcement, items and
    industry, then everyone else can fill out the back rows," Arcadia explained.

    Diana sat down in the back in the same seat that she had sat in Items last year,
    not saying anything when Leu sat down beside her. A number of the students looked
    curiously at the breakfast card with mixed expressions, but even so, everyone who
    went over there walked away with something in their hand as they sat down for their
    first day.

    "Good morning, everyone! I am Doctor Arcadia, from the Whitebridge College of the
    Healing Arts, on the campus of Whitebridge Academy. If you're interested in medicine
    or veterinary science you've probably heard of it mentioned in some form, since we're
    in the top five, and the most affordable," Arcadia added with amusement. "I have
    several degrees in both medicine and veterinary medicine, the majority of which I
    received in Greece, not far from where I grew up in the Peloponnese Major
    Constellation. Since you were all here last year, I'm guessing you knew I was a
    centaur already," Arcadia said with a grin. "But since this lab is set up better for
    a human teacher, I'll probably be teaching in this form for as long as I can.

    "Now! I was given an incredible amount of leeway on the labs in this class,
    provided that I teach all of the skills required for you to pass the NEWT at the end
    of the year. So while I will lecture you on the different skills you'll need to
    master in formula writing, accurate temperature, consistency, advanced potency
    testing and so on, I've decided to tailor the labs based on what professions you are
    going into, to give you all a head start on potions that will be handy in your chosen
    jobs. Each one will let you practice the exact same skills that we talk about in the
    book; so while your neighbor may be making a complex healing potion that has a tricky
    temperature element, the industry folks may have a sealant with the same tricky
    temperature, or poison tester if you're going into law enforcement, and so on. It may
    mean more work for me, but I think it'll be handier down the line for you... and
    you're also less likely to try and copy each others lab results too," she added with
    amusement. "Any questions so far?" she asked, but no one responded.

    "Great, then let's start with the review lecture and reading, that'll give you
    time to finish up before we start on a lab so I can gauge your skill levels," Arcadia
    said, then began writing a formula in Alchemist Notation on the blackboard.

    Severus peeked in with interest to see she was giving a review, then frowned when
    he saw that several of the students had fruit and tea on their tables. Oh well, at
    least it was a little healthier, he thought with annoyance, unsurprised to see
    different majors grouped together after already hearing from Hermione about what
    Arcadia had in mind. It was nice to have another teacher coming in with a great deal
    of experience, he mused. He wandered back to his study to get some paperwork done
    before lunch, and then to go over his own notes before going down to teach class.

    Everything was going so smoothly during that first day of school, he wasn't
    anticipating any unexpected problems. Perhaps that was why he was a more than a
    little surprised when Quintin stepped off the bus with a glum expression and a note
    pinned to his jacket.

    "What is this?" Severus wondered, the pin disintegrating when he took a hold of
    the note card.

    "My new teacher doesn't like me," Quintin explained seriously.

    "You said that about your teacher last year as well," Severus pointed out.

    "We became friends later!" Quintin replied. "But my new teacher really,
    really doesn't like me."

    "I'm sure you'll make friends with her as well," Severus said as he unsealed the
    note, but Quintin shook his head.

    "I don't think so," Quintin said solemnly. Then he reached down to pet Rasputin on
    the head to comfort himself.

    "'Dear Professors, Quintin seems to have forgotten many basic school rules over
    the summer. I have enclosed a list in his backpack for you to go over with him and
    included a couple of special rules at the end just for Quintin. I also put a star
    around the particular rules he seems to have trouble with. Thank you for your time!
    Looking forward to having Quintin in my class this year,'" Severus read out loud.

    "No, she's not," Quintin replied.

    "Never mind, we'll speak of this later," Severus said, walking him to the daycare
    room.

    But not long after he had gotten settled in the study to go through some
    paperwork, Severus made the mistake of pulling out the rules he had taken out of
    Quintin's bookbag so that it wasn't mixed in with his homework. The teacher's basic
    class rules were quite standard, but the special rules she had added at the bottom
    made him stare. "Don't touch the clocks in class" was one he had expected; "don't
    correct the teacher" he could have perhaps guessed, but what were the last two about,
    he wondered, when he read, "don't gang up on the teacher" and "don't take over the
    class"? Severus glanced at the clock, realizing that Jennifer was still in her last
    class before lunch.

    "Severus card, could you please ask the Rogue to have a word with Jennifer when
    she's free, and ask him if there's any danger that Quintin may be using his talents
    for manipulation at his age?" Severus said, then realized how that sounded. "No wait,
    don't tell her that! I don't want her worrying about it. Armando, get Aurelius in
    here."

    "Yes, Severus," Armando said. A moment later, the quill added Aurelius' name next
    to Ashley's in the dinner time slot.

    "Oh well, that may save me some time," Severus decided, getting back to work.

    When Aurelius arrived ahead of Ashley, he handed Aurelius the rules list and
    pointed him to the bottom ones.

    "I take it his first day didn't go so well," Aurelius said after reading the
    list.

    "He said that his teacher doesn't like him. It would appear from this that the
    feeling is mutual," Severus said. "I need to make sure that he's not... coercing them
    in any way."

    "I seriously doubt he is, Dad, he doesn't like fighting in any form. He likes it
    when everyone gets along. He's always been quite adamant about it," Aurelius
    said.

    "Apparently, he has made an exception," Severus replied. "Although part of me
    doesn't wonder if all of this wouldn't clear up if they simply moved him to Pyther's
    class."

    "You're right, I think it would as well," Aurelius agreed. "Sometimes I get the
    feeling that family loyalty is more than how we're taught. It's almost as if it's in
    our blood," he added with a chuckle, Severus nodding thoughtfully at that. But before
    he could respond, he noticed movement on the landing and looked up to see Ashley and
    Quintin stepping in.

    "Rel! Rel! Hey, it's not lesson day!" Quintin said, hugging him anyway.

    "I know, but I want to talk to you for a minute before dinner. Come on," Aurelius
    said.

    "Here, take his bag," Ashley said, handing it to Aurelius and they went into the
    other room. "I take it Aurelius is here to talk to him about his teacher?"

    "Partially. I suppose Quintin must have said something," Severus said.

    "A little, Severus. He said he was in trouble because the teacher doesn't like
    him," Ashley explained.

    "Yes, that is what he told me as well," Severus agreed.

    "I was wondering if something like this might happen when I heard he was going to
    be in Mrs. Thorn's class, to be perfectly honest," Ashley admitted. Severus gazed at
    her thoughtfully.

    "Why?"

    "Well, Mrs. Thorn is a fair teacher, she's been there forever from what I
    understand, nearly fifty years from what the Headteacher has said," Ashley explained.
    "But she doesn't really like outliers... children who stand out of the crowd or make
    waves. Generally, that usually equates to those who are particularly clever for the
    age group. If they cause too much trouble, she typically makes a case for them either
    moving to the other classroom or she gets them advanced a year by giving them an
    approved test that proves that they have mastered the curriculum and need to be moved
    up."

    "Oh, so this is the teacher that advanced Destiny a year," Severus realized.

    "Yes, the same one," Ashley agreed. "To be fair, Destiny really was too advanced
    for that class, and she's been much happier ever since that adjustment. As I'm sure
    you could tell from last year, it didn't hurt her marks here either since she's at
    the top of most of his classes. And to be honest, I could say the same thing about
    Quintin. He's quite advanced for his age, so I can see them not getting on very
    well."

    "Maybe so, but I refuse to rush this one through, Ashley. I'll simply have to keep
    him challenged at home if the teacher isn't capable of doing it," Severus said.
    Ashley smiled.

    "I see. It's not about Destiny or Quintin at all. It's about Ambrose rushing
    through school, isn't it?" Ashley asked.

    "Not exactly. Actually, it's more complicated than that," Severus said
    reluctantly.

    "What could possibly be more complicated than that?" Ashley asked with a chuckle.
    "Well, in any case, I hope he cooperates, Severus. It isn't as if I wanted Ambrose to
    jump ahead like he did, you know. I wanted to savor every moment of it myself. But as
    we both know, Ambrose had other plans for himself," Ashley reminded him with a
    knowing smile. "You won't be able to hold him back if he really doesn't want to be
    held back, Severus, he'll take matters into his own hands just as certainly as
    Ambrose did, and honestly, just as certainly as Destiny did as well." Severus sighed
    at that.

    "I suppose I'll take that as an advisory, since you are probably right in that.
    But I'm also not going to encourage it, either. They don't stay little for long, do
    they?" Severus asked with exasperation.

    "No, they really don't," Ashley said understandingly, and Severus got them both a
    cup of tea.

    Not long after they had gotten settled, Aurelius returned with Quintin out of his
    school clothes and dressed for dinner.

    "So?" Severus asked Aurelius. Aurelius decided not to answer right away. Instead
    he and Quintin sat down and Ashley helpfully got Quintin his drink. A moment later,
    their plates had arrived.

    "You might want to eat first, Father. I can tell you after," Aurelius suggested.
    Severus squinted.

    "No, I think I'll hear whatever you have to say now," Severus said. Aurelius
    glanced at Ashley. "You may as well say it in front of her too, since she has to
    watch him."

    "Well, I don't think he's using his Truth Seeker talents for anything other than
    getting information, so you don't have to worry about that part," Aurelius said.
    "Unfortunately, though, that does play a part in this, because he understands just
    what his fellow classmates think of him, and what his teacher thinks of him."

    "Yes, that goes without saying. But how does it play into things, as you call it?"
    Severus asked.

    "Well, because he's the most popular kid in school," Aurelius explained. "He lives
    at Hogwarts and he has you as a father, and every time he comes to school, he has
    another interesting story to awe his classmates with, not to mention every kid who
    sits on the bus with him, regardless of year."

    "Oh, no. Another Harry Potter," Severus moaned.

    "No, not at all, actually," Aurelius said, making Severus blink in confusion. "His
    personality doesn't match any of the stories I've ever heard of Harry. Despite his
    fame, Harry tried to downplay it in school, although he did obviously take advantage
    of it somewhat because it allowed him to get away with a lot of stuff that I don't
    think most of his classmates could have gotten away with," he explained.

    "That much I can firmly attest to," Severus said.

    "Actually, he reminds me of someone that you and Uncle Sirius have told us stories
    about," he admitted, sounding a bit more reluctant to go on for some reason.

    "Just how do you mean that?" Severus asked.

    "Well, because Quintin seems to be using his fame in other ways," Aurelius
    explained. "All of the other kids pretty much fall over him to make sure he's happy,
    and what he says goes. So, if someone is doing something that he doesn't like,
    they'll rally around him and stop it for him, whether it's a kid or a teacher. And if
    he says that a teacher is wrong about something, there's no doubt in any of their
    minds that the teacher must be wrong, because Quintin is always right." Severus
    jumped out of his seat in terror, staring at Quintin as if he had never seen his own
    child before.

    "He's acting like James Potter!" Severus exclaimed, losing all color.

    "It does fit the two of your description of him," Aurelius admitted. "Remus
    Lupin's description too, come to think of it..."

    "Oh no! Oh, hell no! Quintin Augustus Snape, somehow or another, you are
    going to get a course correction before this gets out of hand," Severus said firmly.
    Quintin looked at his father glumly. Apparently, that was closer to what he had been
    expecting his father's reaction would be when he read the note earlier.

    "Now, Severus, don't overreact! It isn't as if it's really his fault that the
    other students do that, is it?" Ashley pointed out.

    "No, but he certainly shouldn't be encouraging it, and if those last two rules are
    any indication, he very much is," Severus said, showing Ashley the paper. "Somehow,
    we need to teach him some humility."

    "He's a Snape..." Aurelius began.

    "Exactly, he's no Potter," Severus snapped.

    "I like being a Snape," Quintin said proudly.

    "There's nothing wrong with being a Snape, Quintin, but you can't hold it over
    people's heads that you are," Severus said. Quintin stared at him, trying to
    understand what his father was trying to say from his mind since his words didn't
    make any sense.

    "I didn't do anything. My friends just like me," Quintin explained. Severus looked
    at Ashley and Aurelius. Then he looked at Quintin. Then he looked at Ashley and
    Aurelius once more.

    "I have no idea how to fix this," Severus admitted flatly.

    "I do know at least one humble soul in this family that's experienced with dealing
    with children that age, Severus," Ashley replied.

    "Yes, Francis Pyther, the very one they don't want to put Quintin with because
    he's his brother-in-law," Severus said with frustration.

    "I want Pyther to be my teacher too," Quintin agreed.

    "Then we're in agreement," Severus said. "Then I think I know what my next move
    is," Severus decided at last, sitting back down again with his plate. Aurelius smiled
    thinly at that, turning his attention to his dinner as well.

    "What's that, Severus?" Ashley finally prompted.

    "Absolutely nothing," Severus said. "I will let Quintin show his teacher where he
    needs to be."
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    Chapter Twenty

    Some Matters of Principle

    When Wind got to the campus that day, he couldn't help but notice how different
    the garden felt when he took his morning stroll around it. There were elements of
    contentment and joy mixed with enthusiasm and excitement in the air. Once that been a
    very common feeling at the beginning of a new school year, but it had been missing in
    recent years. In fact, there had been such a gradual loss that Wind hadn't truly
    realized it'd been missing until that moment when he felt it once again. He smiled at
    that and took a closer look. Gretchen, it seemed, was having class outside in the
    herb garden. Kay was too, but he was expecting that; she had requested a guest
    speaker from the Magicana Creatures Park, and they had brought in a few cages of
    smaller animals to show. Raymond was currently using the Quidditch Pitch to show his
    classes some basic wand forms. And peeking inside the window of the Potion Lab, he
    could see that Lavender was hard at work teaching a potion that she had sent to his
    desk for approval... one of a dozen potions that she wanted to teach that wasn't on
    the normal potion rotation. Wind nodded at that, and by the time Brenda had tracked
    him down, he was feeling quite confident in his school's progress.

    "Mr. Mason and Mrs. Cole are here to see you, Wind. Did you forget you had an
    appointment to see them?" Brenda asked.

    "Not at all. I was simply taking my daily morning walk through the garden,
    although I'll admit I may have taken a bit longer than usual," Wind said. "Many of
    the teachers seem a great deal more invested this year, don't they? And not only
    that, I am beginning to wonder if their enthusiasm isn't a bit contagious," he
    noted.

    "Yes, about that. I have proposals from three more teachers," Brenda said as they
    walked down the path at a casual pace.

    "Do you?" Wind asked with interest.

    "Sharon Miller has a very elaborate proposal, to set up a mock business during her
    classes where they have to form and manage a business step by step, rotating
    positions every month so that each can have a better idea of different job positions
    in a company," Brenda explained. "She wants to coordinate with her husband's classes
    to collaborate on the products to list on the project. Also of note, Luke wanted me
    to inform you on behalf of himself, Frank, and Jennifer, that they've decided that
    all items and designs for the Items and Industry Fair will have the same budget
    allowance and must be during class time this year. That way, the students can compete
    on equal footing with one another... and without parental help," she added in a
    lowered voice.

    "I will most definitely sign that proposal. Is that all?" he inquired.

    "No, Sue wants to know if you would approve the first three novels of the Wizard
    of MC series for her younger classes to learn. She thinks it will make for some fun
    writing prompts that will keep them from getting into a writing rut this year. She
    also handed me a proposal to highlight some of the current essayists and poets in
    monthly readers, like the Wizard's Compendium, and Wizard Weekly out of Britain."

    "I think both of those are good ideas. Perhaps the students will start thinking of
    writing as less of a grind and more of an aspiration," Wind decided.

    "I believe that's the general idea, yes," Brenda said, glancing sideways at him.
    "Do you think this is going to backfire?"

    "It doesn't matter if it backfires or not, as long as you're in front of the car
    and not behind it when it happens," Wind said. Brenda grinned at that, and the two of
    them walked up the steps to the Assembly Building. Then they walked to Wind's office,
    opening the door to find Stacey Cole and Steve Mason waiting inside.

    "Good morning, Mrs. Cole. Good morning, Steve."

    "Good morning," Steve greeted in return.

    "And what can I do for you today?" Wind asked cordially. Steve glanced over at
    Stacey, who didn't seem inclined to talk, then back at Wind.

    "It's about the so-called Defense demonstration on Friday, actually. I've had a
    number of parental complaints about it," he explained.

    "Really? I haven't been receiving many complaints at all, except for a handful
    from your family, Steve," Wind replied.

    "There's no reason to bring the family into this. I know how overbearing they can
    be at times," Steve said.

    "Yes," Wind acknowledged calmly.

    "But I can't blame them for being more than a little alarmed by reports of blatant
    use of Dark Magic on property. This is a Light Magic school, for cryin' out loud!
    Dark Magic isn't permitted on campus," Steve said.

    "That is not stated anywhere in our charter or in the faculty handbook, Steve. And
    in the student handbook, it reads as follows," Wind said, opening up the handbook.
    Neither Steve nor Stacey missed the fact that he had it both chalked and bookmarked.
    "No student is permitted to employ any magic for malicious intent or to cause harm to
    another living person or creature while on campus."

    "In other words, Dark Magic," Steve said.

    "No, it includes any spell used in such a manor, regardless of which house of
    magic it comes from," Wind said firmly. "It's true that some have chosen to believe
    that only Dark Magic can be used to harm, and sadly some former Deans felt that way,
    including your great uncle. But that is not what is written; probably because the
    founders of this school realized a long time ago that magic is full of facets, and
    any spell can be abused. And in that same vein, some spells that are labeled Dark
    Magic also has its uses; the Shrieking Death spell, which was demonstrated on Friday,
    can be used to stop a Beansidhe attack. It was also used to successfully cause
    Ciardoth to retreat on more than one occasion, from what I understand."

    "Then you don't deny that at least one of the twelve Death Spells was used on
    property last Friday?" Steve said.

    "There would be little point in denying it. All you would need to do to confirm it
    is to go to the WIAB office and look up the permits that were filed so that such a
    demonstration could be held here," Wind said calmly. "You will find that it is all in
    order, and that there were representatives here from the department to supervise.
    Feel free to check it whenever you like."

    "But you should have gone to the board to approve something like this!" Steve said
    heatedly.

    "It didn't require any special funding. Those involved donated only their time, so
    it really didn't need any special permission," Wind replied.

    "But it could have put the students in terrible danger! It may have caused them
    trauma by witnessing such Dark spells being cast right in front of their eyes like
    that. Isn't that right, Stacey?" Steve asked.

    "I just don't like the idea of a Dark Witch teaching at this school. What if she
    gets angry? She's capable of killing everyone in the entire school with that spell!"
    Stacey said worriedly. "And I'm sure she probably knows spells even worse! What if
    she loses control?"

    "Stacey, she's not a teenager any longer," Wind reminded her. "She's been teaching
    for decades. I'm sure something would have come up by now if there was a
    problem."

    "Oh, but I know that it has. I looked up her record," Steve said. "She has a
    scroll as tall as me filled with all sorts of strange infractions while she's been
    teaching, and not only that, she has a criminal record too. One of the offenses was
    casting Comet Strike in the middle of a wizard town taking out most of the
    street!"

    "Comet Strike! Oh no! Maybe I should have my son remove those boys from school,"
    Stacey said worriedly.

    "Stacey, I'm certain if that report is factual, there's probably a good reason
    behind it," Wind assured her.

    "There was also a report out last year that she got pardoned for an incident where
    she threatened to kill a group of Law Enforcement officers. Pardoned or not, I'd
    worry about anyone who'd threaten to kill an officer on duty," Steve went on.

    "What did she threaten them with?" Stacey asked nervously.

    "Not exactly sure, it'll take more digging..."

    "Don't bother, Steve," Wind said with a sigh. "It doesn't matter what sort of dirt
    you try to dig up on Jennifer, my mind is made up and she is staying here for the
    rest of the year. I am not afraid of Jennifer's presence here. In fact, I went out of
    my way to convince both Jennifer and her husband to send her here. I am indebted to
    her for coming to our school to enlighten us with her presence and her wisdom. I know
    you don't have any legal way of forcing her out, or you the two of you would not be
    here right now trying this sort of pressuring tactic, and you are wasting your time.
    If you are here because you are worried about your own personal safety considering
    your history with her, don't be, because I assure you that she is not here to get
    even with either of you for what you did to her as a child. However, if you have a
    guilty conscience over what happened back then, I am certain that a heartfelt apology
    will go a long way to alleviate the matter."

    "I have no idea what you're talking about! I never said anything to that girl, nor
    do I have any intention of speaking to her now," Steve snapped.

    "I don't know why you seem to think I owe her any sort of apology. She was the one
    who was always rude to me, not the other way around," Stacey said coolly. "Fine,
    don't take our warnings then. But I am going to ask my son to pull his children out.
    They're not going to be in the line of fire when that witch goes postal."

    "Good luck convincing him," Wind replied, apparently still unmoved.

    "Have it your way, but I'm not done looking! I'm sure there's something in her
    past that's bound to change your mind and make you send her back to where she
    belongs!" Steve said confidently.

    "I am certain that if you research her history with an unbiased viewpoint, the
    experience will be quite eye-opening, Steve. As long as you research to do to more
    than justify your own opinions, you may end up learning something," Wind advised,
    getting up and opening the door. Looking quite frustrated, Steve left, followed close
    behind by Stacey. Wind shook his head at them.

    "Do you think they'll cause further trouble?" Brenda asked.

    "Minimal, more than likely," Wind replied. "Oh, they'll do their fair share of
    squawking and get the rest of the birds in the coop riled up, but when all is said in
    done, it shouldn't matter much. They work so hard at the facade of being important
    that it keeps them from doing anything particularly meaningful," he explained. Then
    he picked up the proposals on his desk so that he could go over them with Brenda.

    

    Severus was completely unsurprised to find another note pinned to Quintin's shirt
    the next day, and Quintin's forlorn expression had a hint of guilt to it.

    "Come, I'll read it inside. Let's get out of the rain," Severus said, walking him
    to the castle doors with a floating umbrella over their heads. He nearly tripped on
    Rasputin, who had finally had the sense to wait inside when the weather got too much
    for him.

    "Move your tail, Rasputin," Severus said with exasperation, putting away the
    umbrella before stepping into the Doorlift.

    He walked Quintin into the daycare while Rasputin dutifully guarded the door.
    Ashley looked up from where she was rocking Margaret, smiling sympathetically when
    she saw their expressions.

    "Good afternoon! How did it go?" Ashley asked.

    "It did not go well," Quintin explained.

    "Come get your snack and we'll start on your homework," Ashley suggested as
    Severus opened the note. Severus rolled his eyes. "Well?"

    "As you predicted, actually," Severus explained. "'I have come to the conclusion
    that Quintin's poor behavior in class is due in part to his advanced intellect, and
    upon assessment, it is clear that the material taught in this class is too low for
    his capabilities. With your approval, I can recommend that he be accelerated into a
    third year class, where he will be more aligned to his skill level and be given more
    challenging work.' Is it not her job to keep them challenged?"

    "Has it ever been?" Ashley inquired. "I have to admit, this is a new record for
    her. She waited nearly a month until she suggested it with Ambrose... before
    Halloween in Amber's case. But two days?"

    "She attempted to move Ambrose as well?" Severus frowned.

    "Yes, well, I knew that wouldn't go over well with you, so I declined and they
    simply moved him to the other class. In retrospect, it ended up being rather
    pointless, considering where he ended up going to school after that," she thought
    with amusement.

    "Fortunately, while Quintin is assuredly ahead, he's no Ambrose. I am going to
    deny her request and suggest they put Quintin in Pyther's class. Really, all of this
    nonsense would have been averted had they honored our request for him to be in that
    class from the start," Severus said with annoyance.

    "Are you cross?" Quintin asked warily.

    "Yes, but not at you at the moment, not that she gave me any details on what
    happened today. Just what exactly did you do to her?" Severus asked sternly.

    "I didn't do anything," Quintin said proudly. Severus squinted at him.

    "Very well, what exactly did your classmates do to her?" Severus asked
    suspiciously. Quintin looked away for a moment and back at his father again.

    "I didn't do anything," Quintin repeated. "I stayed in my seat the whole time."
    Severus and Ashley looked at each other. "May I go play with Duncan now?"

    "Have your snack first," Ashley said. Quintin hurriedly went to the table, peeking
    sideways at them but trying to avoid their gaze at the same time.

    "All of the sudden, I'm dreading to see what sort of note I get in response to
    mine tomorrow," Severus admitted. Ashley smiled at him sympathetically as he went
    back upstairs to get some work done.

    

    As it happened, Severus didn't have to wait for a response quite as long as he
    expected. In fact, he was right in the middle of his Ancient Magic class the next
    morning when an owl swooped in and dropped off a note marked 'urgent.' Instructing
    his students to use the time to finish writing out the notes he had put on the board,
    Severus opened it.

    Dear Professors Craw and Snape,

    Please come to Hogsmeade Primary as soon as you can to pick up your son. He
    has had a very trying day. He is currently in my office where we can discuss the
    matter further. Sincerely, Headteacher Hazel Winfield.

    Severus let out a deep exasperated sigh then looked at his class. He folded it up
    and put it away before he continued his lecture, having no intention of stopping
    class until he had finished and had given them out their assignments for the week.
    With that done, he dismissed them, stopping long enough to tell Hermione he was going
    to be out of the castle before finally taking the tunnel to Corey's. Then he walked
    down the street to the noisy school building, realizing they were just starting
    lunch.

    Severus peered in the open door of the Headteacher's office to see a small area of
    seats in the front, one of which sat Quintin, wearing the same glum expression that
    he had been wearing for the last three days. In the back of the office sat the
    headteacher, Hazel Winfield. Severus recognized her at once, since she was a former
    Hogwarts' student who had graduated not long before Alex began school.

    "Oh, Professor Snape, there you are! I was starting to wonder if my Owl got
    waylaid," Hazel said.

    "No, I was in the middle of a class when it arrived," Severus explained. "May I
    inquire what he did this time?"

    "Well, Quintin seems to be having some trouble adjusting to Mrs. Thorn's teaching
    style. We've been having some problems with him being a bit disrespectful and
    noncooperative," she explained. "Moreover, whenever Mrs. Thorn attempts to teach them
    something that he doesn't particularly wish to participate in, the rest of the class
    seems to be very disinclined to participate either. In short, he staged a bit of a
    class mutiny today. When Mrs. Thorn began teaching him something he didn't like, he
    decided he wanted to go to the park instead, and the rest of the class decided to
    join him," she explained. "And once they walked over there, she couldn't get them to
    budge at all. They only went back to the school after Mr. Pyther came out and
    insisted they come inside. So, I thought it would be in everyone's best interests if
    Quintin stays home for the rest of the week to give everyone a cooling off period.
    Mrs. Thorn has expressed an opinion that part of the problem is that Quintin is
    unchallenged in her class, but that you declined an offer to move him?"

    "That is a bit inaccurate," Severus replied. "While I'm not interested in him
    being accelerated at this time, I believe that all of the problems you are having
    with Quintin would clear up entirely if you simply moved him to Mr. Pyther's
    class."

    "Oh, yes, I recall that your wife mentioned last year that she'd prefer if he be
    put in his class as well," Hazel said. "But you see, it's school policy not to put
    children in a classroom with a teacher who is a close relative, and since we have two
    teachers for every year, there have never been any exceptions."

    "Perhaps, but there are exceptions to every rule, and considering his difficulty
    in adjusting to his current teacher, I believe it would be in the best interests of
    everyone involved if this is one of those times," Severus suggested.

    "I understand how you feel, but I'm not really in charge of setting school policy.
    And other than his misbehavior, which most definitely needs to be corrected, I can't
    see a compelling case for moving him," Hazel said. "After all, it's only his third
    day back. Maybe all that is needed here is a little breathing time so that both
    Quintin and Mrs. Thorn can calm down and adjust to one another. I'm sure that after
    having a few days off with some rules to go over, he will be ready to give it another
    go. And then, on Monday, we can pretend it's the first day of school and give him a
    more trouble-free start."

    "I believe that is a highly optimistic opinion. I really don't think the extra
    time away from each other will fix anything," Severus said. Hazel sighed.

    "Well, be that as it may, he's still suspended for leaving school grounds to go to
    the park without permission. Surely, Headmaster Snape, you can see the point of
    that," Hazel said.

    "Yes," Severus acknowledged. "I will be speaking to him about leaving the school
    grounds for certain."

    "Good," Hazel said cheerfully, deciding the matter was handled. "All right,
    Quintin. Let's try to do better next week."

    "Yes, Ms. Winfield," Quintin said, getting up.

    "Thank you," Severus said and showed Quintin out, not really saying anything as
    they stepped outside and keyed back to Hogwarts.

    "Are you cross?" Quintin asked warily.

    "I am taking you to the daycare room now, but you and I are going to have a talk
    tonight about you leaving the school and encouraging others to do so. It was a very
    dangerous thing for you to do, and I think it's high time that you and I had a talk
    about the risks and responsibilities that come from being a Snape. We'll talk about
    it during your sparring lesson tonight, that way we can discuss it in context," he
    decided.

    "Yes, Dad," Quintin said somberly, then followed him to the daycare. Ashley looked
    up at them in surprise.

    "It would appear that you'll be having one more during the day until Monday,"
    Severus said.

    "I see. Have you had lunch, Quintin?" Ashley asked.

    "No, not yet," Quintin admitted.

    "Very well, Severus. I have it," Ashley said.

    "Thank you," Severus said, and then returned to the Headmaster's Study.

    He slumped into his desk chair, feeling more than a little frustrated with the
    situation. He was half-tempted to simply move Quintin to another school, despite the
    fact that Jennifer was going to be less than pleased at having Quintin moved further
    away. Not to mention that if Quintin did keep up this pattern at Stoddard, it'd make
    it even more of a chore to go and collect him. Well, at least the fact that Quintin
    didn't have to go back to school for a few days was a bit of a relief... so much so
    that Severus wondered just how dreadful that year was going to be if Quintin was
    forced to stay with the same teacher.

    It was a couple of days later after dropping off Quintin at daycare that Severus
    returned to the Study to discover that he had an appointment with Pierce Selwyn.
    Severus pondered its meaning and wondered if something had come up with TJ that he
    didn't know about yet. Fifteen minutes later, the gentlewizard stepped into the
    Headmaster's Study, and the way he was gazing at the paintings and his surroundings
    betrayed the fact that he had never been in there before.

    "Welcome to Hogwarts, Mr. Selwyn. Please have a seat," Severus offered. "Tea?"

    "Yes, thank you," Pierce said, taking a seat in front of the desk. "So nice of you
    to see me at such a short notice."

    "I usually have a lot of appointments open during the first week. It typically
    takes a few weeks before students complain enough to their parents for them to come
    in properly enraged about something," Severus said expressionlessly. Pierce chuckled
    softly.

    "Yes, I can see that, but there are always some exceptions, aren't there?" he said
    with an exasperated smile.

    "What can I do for you?" Severus inquired.

    "Actually, it is about my son Elliot," Pierce explained, Severus gazing at him
    thoughtfully. "You see, he just started his first year at St. James Wizard Academy
    this week, only... well, things aren't going as I hoped. In fact, it's been quite
    shocking, really."

    "Go on," Severus said, suddenly getting a strange sense of déjà vu.

    "He's not adjusting to going to school there very well. At first it made very
    little sense to me, considering that all of his classmates from last year also went
    to St. James, so I thought the transition would be seamless. And although he hasn't
    been all that forthcoming in saying as to why he has been causing a disruption at the
    school, I highly suspect it has a great deal to do with the fact that his sister has
    done nothing but speak of Hogwarts since she entered it. In fact, I suspect that the
    only reason he agreed to go to St James in the first place was because I graduated
    from there, and it had always been the plan, you see, to send TJ here and to send him
    to St. James. But now I am wondering if that hadn't been a mistake," Pierce admitted
    somberly.

    "I understand entirely," Severus said immediately. "Armando, ask Hermione to send
    up the proper forms for a student transfer when she's free, and pull out the standard
    first year book and equipment list."

    "She can probably do so now, Severus. She doesn't have an early class today,"
    Armando said.

    "How soon can you move him out of there?" Severus inquired.

    "This weekend I suppose, but... just like that? You didn't even inquire about what
    he might have done to cause me alarm," Pierce pointed out.

    "If he's acting out, it's because he wants to go to school with his sister. To be
    perfectly candid, I really don't care what the offense is, because I'm in no position
    to criticize. If you can manage getting him moved in this weekend, it would be ideal,
    since it'll be easier to have him start classes on Monday if we can manage it. Also,
    the sooner you bring him in, the sooner we can get him properly Sorted into a house
    so that I can give him his schedule."

    "I can bring him in as soon as today, Professor, because to be honest, I might
    have already pulled him out," Pierce confessed.

    "Good, I'm glad you have more sense than I do. Bring him back with you as soon as
    you can," Severus said.

    Wondering what exactly he meant by that, Pierce thanked him and went home to fetch
    his son.

    "Armando, I want you to get me a list of the school board of Hogsmeade Primary.
    I'm going to find someone on that board who'll convince Hazel to give Quintin an
    exception," Severus said firmly. "Regardless of what happens, Quintin is not going
    back in that classroom on Monday."
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    Chapter Twenty-One

    Laura Takes Over

    Laura came out of the tennis school to find Andrew already waiting for her and
    walked over to him with a smile.

    "So where did you want to get lunch? The usual?" he asked.

    "Well, that depends. Do we have to go straight back?" Laura asked.

    "I don't have any security or babysitting duties today, no. Next week, I promised
    to supervise football tryouts," Andrew explained.

    "Then maybe we should take advantage of the fact the weather hasn't turned yet and
    find a nice beach or boardwalk to walk along. We can find something to eat while
    we're there," Laura suggested.

    "You want to eat fish again," Andrew translated.

    "No, I just thought it'd be nice to do a bit of touring and..."

    "And eat fresh caught fish."

    "Oh, it doesn't have to be. Fish and chips would be perfectly fine... as long as
    it's dockside," Laura added, Andrew rolling his eyes at that.

    "Why is it that the one food that you like the most is also the food you seem to
    be the pickiest about?" Andrew teased her.

    "Trust me, when it comes to fish, you have to be picky. It can come back to haunt
    you if you don't know what to look for," Laura said seriously. "Surely Mr.
    I've-been-everywhere knows a place we can go that'd be up to the task."

    "Do you have to put it like that?" Andrew asked flatly, but Laura smiled and took
    his arm.

    "Don't look at it as a negative, Andrew. I love that I can count on you to think
    up somewhere fun to go. Most of the places I've visited in this country are the
    places that get raided by Aurors several times a year. In other words, I'm much
    better at coming up with places we ought to avoid," Laura explained.

    "I'm sure I've run into a fair number of those as well," Andrew chuckled. "Fine!
    Let's go to Blackpool then. I happen to know a local shop called Seahag's Fish and
    Chips that caters to wizards. And despite the name, the witch owner is pretty
    nice."

    "Sounds great!" Laura said enthusiastically.

    "Let's drop these bags off at the house and I can get one of the Trade Elves to
    run them to the castle when they have time," Andrew said, taking her hand.

    Pretty soon they were on their way, dropping off the bags at Baker Street before
    Apparating into a small narrow room that appeared to be the local Portkey station.
    They stepped out a door that looked like a service entrance to one of the nearby
    buildings and went out onto the promenade. Andrew immediately took a sharp turn Laura
    wasn't expecting. He lead her over to a small wizard area with a couple of gift shops
    featuring charmed sea shells and other small, overpriced items, along with a change
    counter to exchange galleons into Muggle money at an exorbitant fee. Finally they
    reached the restaurant, but Andrew immediately went upstairs instead of taking the
    main entrance.

    "There's actually a hidden balcony up here where you can look out onto the beach,"
    Andrew explained. There were also quite a number of tables up there, more than likely
    for busy summer days when it became too full downstairs. When a waitress in a mermaid
    dress came over, he asked her to lead them outside, and they sat at a table next to
    the railing and under a purple awning that stretched out to offer some protection
    from the sun.

    "You see?" Laura said, enjoying the view. "Even if I had managed to stumble onto
    this place on my own, Andrew, I never would have known about this second floor
    balcony."

    "I've been here a lot," Andrew admitted. "It's one of the few wizard restaurants
    in the area. I've taken Lucky, Ambrose, and Leu here on occasion as well, typically
    before taking them to the amusement park."

    "As well," Laura repeated. Andrew grimaced at that. "It's alright, Andrew. If I
    can talk to you about what happened to me in the Otherworld, surely you can talk to
    me about your problems, can't you?"

    "It's hardly the same thing, is it? Not by a long shot," Andrew said quietly.

    "I didn't mean it that way. I meant it more like... well, I just hope you feel
    that you can be open with me, just like I'm trying to be with you," Laura
    explained.

    "I do, but I also don't want to say anything that'd make you feel uncomfortable,
    either," Andrew said. Laura shrugged.

    "I'll let you know if it does," Laura replied. "Tell me about the first time you
    ever ate here. Who were you with?" Andrew tried to think back, frowning. Fortunately
    for him, the waitress came out, dressed in a fanciful seawitch dress and a pirate
    hat.

    "Good afternoon, dearies, what can I get you? Oh hello, Andrew! Welcome back! It's
    been a while," she said.

    "Yes, it has," Andrew said, realizing the interruption was hardly any better than
    the conversation they'd been having.

    "I take it you've been working here for some time," Laura ventured with a
    smile.

    "Oh, yes! I'm the owner's niece, so I've a small stake in the place, although
    sometimes I feel it's worth working here for the views alone, except maybe
    midsummer," she said. "I'm Marina Hagley. Samphire Hagley is my aunt."

    "Oh, that explains the name of the place!" Laura grinned.

    "Yes, exactly so!" she chuckled. "So would you like the share plate you normally
    get?"

    "Sounds great to me," Laura answered before Andrew had time to recover. "And some
    tea, please,"

    "Of course, straight away! And I'll let my aunt know that you've come back,
    Andrew, I'm sure she'd like to say hello," Marina added enthusiastically, before
    going back inside.

    "This was a really bad idea," Andrew murmured.

    "Now I get to see what you normally order," Laura said wickedly. "I'm betting it
    involves not only fish and chips, fried prawns, scallops, eel chips and maybe even a
    bit of fried sea serpent tentacle to see if your date squirms. And since it's
    September, some fresh oysters. We'll get a very wide assortment of sauces, mostly
    popular in wizard pubs, with a few basics just for tradition's sake."

    "You're scary, you know that, don't you," Andrew said flatly.

    Marina came back with the tea tray, followed by an older witch with faded red hair
    but otherwise looked enough like Marina that Laura gathered right away it was the
    aunt she had spoken about.

    "Andrew! It's so good to see you again! And with a date again, finally!" the owner
    said, smiling warmly at both of them. "Or is this another sibling?"

    "Definitely a date," Laura chuckled.

    "Hello Sam, how are you?" Andrew asked with a wan smile.

    "A bit saltier, but hanging in there," she said with a wink. "And I'm very glad
    you're finally dating again. I was worried about you for a while. Did you get the
    Fisherman's Quarry?"

    "Yes, but I think he forgot to order the oysters," Laura decided. Andrew stared at
    her.

    "No problem, we can get right on that, can't we Marina?" Sam said.

    "I should have thought of it, actually. Typically he only orders those for his
    dinner dates," Marina said. Andrew had to concentrate on curbing his desire to be
    invisible in that moment.

    "Oh, don't worry about that," Laura said. "We've been out playing tennis with each
    other so we worked up quite an appetite, and after lunch, we're going to take a nice
    long stroll along the beach until we find a lovely, quiet spot to enjoy the rolling
    waves, and then he's taking me home with him."

    "Bold, isn't she?" Sam said with amusement. Andrew's ears became bright red and
    finally his cheeks as well. "I like this one, Andrew, she's a good match for you! You
    might think about keeping her," she teased, following Marina out.

    Laura got her tea, sipping it as if nothing had happened.

    "You do realize, of course, that her interpretation of what you just said was
    completely different than what you actually said," Andrew finally said.

    "Oh really?" she said innocently. "I believe I described our plans for the day
    quite literally, don't you?" Andrew's stoic expression let her know that he wasn't
    buying the naive attitude for a moment. "And since I did explain our day quite
    truthfully, I suppose you mean that Sam might have taken my words in a more
    figurative way somehow," she mulled, his Snapeish expression still fixed and
    skeptical. "Goodness, I hope she didn't take them as euphemisms for something else,"
    she said with feigned surprise. Andrew squinted at her, attempting to come up with a
    suitable reply when an icy bowl of oysters arrived. Laura seemed much more interested
    in those than the threatening looks she was getting across the table.

    "You should have some, Andrew, they're really quite fresh," Laura suggested.

    "If you keep going on like this, people are going to start getting the wrong idea,
    Laura," Andrew said sternly.

    "I'm okay with that," Laura decided unconcernedly. "Do you need me to show you how
    to eat these? I can explain it to you if you like."

    "Laura, why are you behaving like this?" Andrew asked with exasperation.

    "Like what?" Laura asked coyly. Andrew stared at her. She chuckled at him. "Oh,
    come now, Andrew, there's no reason you need to be so defensive over a bit of
    harmless fun."

    "It's hardly harmless," Andrew said. Laura propped her head up in her hand and
    gazed at him.

    "Are you really that intimidated when a girl decides to flirt back?" Laura asked
    quietly, looking much more serious now.

    "You're not just any girl," Andrew replied sincerely. "You mean more than that to
    me."

    "So they're allowed to flirt and I'm not?" Laura inquired.

    "I didn't say that," Andrew replied defensively.

    "Don't you want me to be myself when I'm with you?" Laura asked.

    "Of course, I always want that," Andrew replied.

    "Good," Laura said, then picked up an oyster wickedly. "Here, show me how you eat
    an oyster. You can tell a lot about a man by how they handle an oyster." Andrew
    stared at her.

    "I'm not going to eat one of those in front of you. You can have them," Andrew
    said firmly.

    "Oh, my gosh, Andrew! Do you actually have a shy side?" Laura said with open
    interest. "It's because you're not in control over the situation, isn't it? You're
    used to being in charge! I wonder how many girls have actually gotten to see this
    side of you? Are you sure you won't to have one?"

    "Lovely view," Andrew replied in an attempt to get out of the conversation. Laura
    sighed at him with a chuckle.

    "Yes, it's quite ideal," Laura said. "We'll have to come back here at night
    sometime," she added, ignoring the fact that he didn't seem enthusiastic about that
    suggestion at all. Finally the plate arrived, and Laura was extremely amused that the
    contents were almost exactly as she predicted, even the presence of a fried sea
    serpent tentacle.

    "There we are then," Marina said, setting plates down before working small bowls
    of sauces in around them. "Not done with the oysters yet?"

    "Give me ten minutes," Laura decided. "Marina, this looks fantastic! I'm glad I
    know he eats a lot. I don't know how much of it I can tackle."

    "That he does, although he's a bit off color at the moment. All right, there,
    Andrew?" Marina inquired.

    "Fine, thanks," Andrew said.

    "He's just having a shy moment," Laura explained.

    "Andrew? Shy? Well, I suppose there's a first for everything," Marina decided.
    "Enjoy!"

    "Thank you very much," Laura said, looking it over with amusement. "Well, I
    suppose I got one thing a bit off, no eel chips. Everything else I predicted is here,
    though, isn't it?" she said with amusement, immediately picking out a bit of
    everything, but then set it aside to finish the oysters.

    "Which of the house sauces do you like the best?" she asked.

    "Well, I suppose it depends on what you're in the mood for... spicy, tart, or
    sweet," Andrew said.

    "Any of them that's all three?" she inquired.

    "Only you," Andrew replied. Laura brightened up and clapped enthusiastically.

    "Yay! I finally earned a classic answer," Laura said, laughing.

    "This is really embarrassing. You know that, don't you?" Andrew told her.

    "You'd better eat. Come to think of it, that might be playing a part in why you're
    so grumpy," Laura conjectured. "You haven't eaten since before our tennis lesson this
    morning, after all." Andrew pondered that.

    "Maybe a little," he admitted, and began filling up his plate. "But mostly, I'm
    just surprised. I haven't really seen this side of you before."

    "Well, maybe not, but you should have known it was there. I'm your type, after
    all," Laura pointed out. "I just hope there will come a time when you're ready to
    show that other side of you that I know you're hiding from me."

    "The only part of me that I'm keeping from you is my insincere side, because that
    has nothing to do with how I feel about you," Andrew assured her.

    "I love you too, Andrew," Laura said with a smile, but then her expression became
    mischievous again. "So what's on the line?"

    "What do you mean?" Andrew asked with confusion.

    "I mean that I have no doubt whatsoever that you always dare every date that you
    bring here to eat the sea serpent tentacle. So what do I get in return if I do?"
    Laura inquired. Andrew blinked and then turned invisible. Laura chuckled again.
    "Well, that was a score for sure."

    A couple of minutes later, Marina wandered by after seating another couple,
    frowning at seeing Laura sitting there by herself.

    "He didn't run out on you, did he?" Marina asked, picking up the finished oyster
    plate.

    "No, not at all. If there's one thing I'm certain of, it's that he'd never do
    anything of the sort. Andrew's a gentlewizard," Laura explained.

    "Ooo, well, that may be, but you'd better be careful all the same. He's a heart
    breaker, that one," Marina warned with a smile, going back inside again.

    "Not as much as I'm going to be when your old girlfriends figure out you are
    seeing me exclusively. Speaking of seeing, you're not going to go to the beach like
    that, are you? I'd look pretty silly holding hands with someone who isn't there. Even
    worse, someone might try to pick me up," Laura pointed out, but otherwise seemed
    unconcerned with his unsightedness as she turned her attention to her plate.

    

    It was nearly time for dinner when Andrew and Laura got back, and Andrew made his
    way up to the Headmaster's Study. Severus was quite busy with paperwork when he
    arrived, but paused the moment Andrew came in.

    "I got a message that you wanted to see me," Andrew said.

    "Yes, come in," Severus said, glancing at the time.

    "Sorry if I'm late for something, it was my last Saturday not having security to
    worry about, so we decided to make a day of it," Andrew explained.

    "Quite all right, I don't blame you for getting time in where you can, although
    I'd appreciate it if you look after Quintin tomorrow afternoon for a while," Severus
    said.

    "Sure, that's no problem," Andrew shrugged.

    "Anyway, I wanted to inform you that we'll have a new student starting on Monday;
    TJ's brother Elliot is transferring to Hogwarts and was Sorted into Gryffindor,"
    Severus explained. "So if you happen to run into his father tomorrow morning, it is
    because they are moving him in, and give Elliot a week to get caught up. Fortunately,
    we're not very far into the year, so it shouldn't be that hard of an adjustment.
    Speaking of adjustments, the reason I need you to babysit tomorrow is that I am going
    to speak to a few people on the primary school board and then I'll be accompanying
    Quintin to school Monday to either make certain he's either put in Pyther's class or
    to move him to another school if necessary... probably Stoddard."

    "Mother won't be happy about that," Andrew conjectured.

    "I'm not particularly happy about it myself, but I'm not going through this
    situation another day," Severus said. "But there is something worse than your mother
    and I being unhappy; it is the fact that Quintin is unhappy and is misbehaving to
    express it. Communication with a Truth Seeker his age can be difficult; he receives
    much more information than he's ready to handle and doesn't know how to process it,
    let alone how to tell us how he feels about it. This is one of those cases where it
    is simply better to let him win and slowly correct the behavior over time."

    "That's a dramatic change in parenting technique for you, isn't it? Just letting
    that sort of behavior go?" Andrew asked.

    "I am not letting it go by any means, Andrew, I am simply adjusting to the
    situation," Severus said. "Fortunately, I have Alex, Ben, and Aurelius to turn to for
    advice as to what to do about Quintin's overreactions, so I am muddling through even
    with your mother out of the country," then he sighed. "She's probably rather
    disappointed that I had to call off our visit this week, but due to getting Elliot's
    emergency transfer in, I had to stay this weekend."

    "She has plenty of friends to distract her, Father, both witches and wizards,"
    Andrew said critically.

    "Yes, I imagine so, but you know as well as I do that your mother prefers to be
    with family," Severus replied.

    "True, but I just don't see how she can be so naive when it comes to what men's
    intentions are," Andrew said.

    "Are you still going on about that?" Severus asked in surprise. "That happened two
    weeks ago. Perhaps it's time you tried to make some sort of amends with your mother
    so that you can move on."

    "Well maybe, but it's definitely another example of why I wonder why everyone
    thinks Laura and my mother are alike when they're completely the opposite," Andrew
    said.

    "Oh?" Severus asked, confused at what he was getting at.

    "Well, it's just that I'm learning that Laura is a tremendous flirt! Mother isn't
    like that at all," Andrew said. Severus stared at him.

    "Andrew, I know that being our son has probably colored the facts of who your
    parents are. Indeed, in many ways, it's quite natural for that to be the case. But
    even upon taking that into consideration, I am quite astounded that you haven't yet
    realized exactly how big of a flirt your mother actually is," Severus replied.

    "What?" Andrew asked blankly.

    "She was flirting with me not long after she first came to Hogwarts, if not from
    the very start. Even before I was on a first name basis with her, although she
    herself took liberties as far as that's concerned," Severus informed him. "But what a
    person projects isn't necessarily the same as what one perceives, and in some ways,
    Jennifer's ability clouds her vision. It always has. It is quite possible to be both
    wildly flirtatious and completely oblivious to its effects at the same time. I know,
    because I married the proof of it."

    Andrew frowned at that revelation, then became even more confused.

    "Well, how much is Laura picking up?" Andrew asked.

    "How in blazes do I know? Only you can figure that part out. I'm sure she picks up
    more than Jennifer, at least, since she isn't a Truth Seeker and has been taught as
    an Auror on how to pick up cues," Severus said. "But ask yourself this, Andrew. What
    was the point of the behavior? Was the underlying reason as suggestive as it seemed,
    or was there an ulterior motive involved? In your mother's case, she often uses
    flirting to try and get herself out of trouble, or to try and manipulate people into
    doing something she wants them to do. Other times, she sees it simply as a form of
    entertainment; a game to see what sort of reaction she can get. Very seldom does she
    mean any of it as a serious proposition."

    Andrew frowned at that.

    "I think she was simply using it to pull my chain," Andrew said flatly.

    "That would fall under entertainment, I believe," Severus replied.

    "Yes, well, from the laughter I got, I tend to agree," Andrew realized in
    annoyance.

    "You didn't have to fall for the bait, you know. Trust me, it's better to call it
    out when you see it, or they will tend to take advantage," Severus advised. "It's
    alright, Andrew, you're new at this. Give yourself time to adjust."

    "How could you possibly say that? You know better than anyone that I'm anything
    but new to this," Andrew said with frustration.

    "I see," Severus said, and seemed more interested in his paperwork.

    "The girls I dated before just weren't the sort to use flirting as anything but...
    well... flirting," Andrew said.

    "Andrew, I think it's a great deal more likely that you simply chose to interpret
    all flirting as a proposition, because that was what you were after in the first
    place. There were likely quite a number of facets to it even then, but you had a one
    track mind, if you care to call it that," Severus said. Andrew pondered it, then
    sighed in resignation.

    "I suppose it is possible," Andrew admitted somberly.

    "Likely, I think, is the better term," Severus said evenly. "Things aren't as cut
    and dry when you actually choose to respect women, is it?"

    "Ouch, Dad!" Andrew protested with a scowl.

    "It only hurts because you know I'm right," Severus replied unconcernedly. "All
    you have ever understood up until now is the easy way, Andrew. And although I am
    certain that you have done nothing but taken your feelings for Laura quite serious
    and have every intention to correct your past mistakes, this will not be an easy road
    for you," he warned. "It is much greater than your own internal battle with yourself,
    you know, because you can only control how you feel. You cannot control how she
    feels, nor should you ever try. You also cannot expect her to simply ignore your
    past, because whether you want to admit it to yourself or not, that reckless part of
    your life affects your relationship directly. It affects her directly as well, and it
    always will," Severus explained. "You cannot hide from the consequences of your
    actions any longer, Andrew. It is something you both must face head on."

    "I... don't want to hurt her," Andrew said quietly.

    "There is no way around it. The sooner you are up front about your past, the
    better it will be, no matter how hard it is. Trust me, that conversation between your
    mother and I as to my past was no pleasant task either. You are going to need to come
    to terms with it together," Severus said firmly.

    "True, but it's not the same past, is it?" Andrew countered. "Yes, I know how dark
    your past is, Father, but what if you were in my position? How would Mother have
    reacted to a past like that, or would you have ever been able to come to terms at
    all?" Severus leaned back in his chair.

    "Your mother, by virtue of her family's dedication, her convictions, and her very
    nature, is capable of a great deal of forgiveness, Andrew, above and beyond what most
    people would be willing to forgive," Severus began carefully.

    "Yes, I'm well aware of that," Andrew said, Severus nodding to him.

    "I have little doubt that she would forgive it, but at the same time, with her
    Truth Seeking ability, I can only imagine just how difficult that would be for her. I
    might go so far as having my memory erased if it weren't for the fact that those I
    might once have been involved with might inevitably show up with memories of their
    own to torture her with. I think I may have even stepped away from the relationship
    altogether to spare her from it, despite the great loss it would have been for both
    of us if that had happened," Severus admitted. "Fortunately, that ability is one
    aspect of this that the two of you don't have to worry about."

    "Well, what about after Samira?" Andrew asked.

    "That took a lot of time, grovelling, and damage control," Severus said dryly.
    Andrew chuckled.

    "I was here for most of that, I remember? This time, I was referencing
    specifically your memories of her," Andrew explained.

    "Oh, that. Well, actually, that part of it wasn't as difficult as you might think.
    After all, Samira and I never really got anywhere, for all we tried; Rasputin or the
    Rogue Painting were constantly stepping in to keep me from doing anything
    irreparable," Severus explained. "As for the memories of my getting close enough to
    Samira that made Jennifer uncomfortable, I fixed it by following through with all of
    those failed attempts but having those experiences with Jennifer instead, which
    mitigated any lingering effects. The damage to her confidence and our relationship,
    however, has taken years to fix," he admitted. "And although in some ways we have
    gotten past it, in other ways it is still ongoing. I've been dwelling on memories of
    that year since she left for Whitebridge, actually, thinking about what it must have
    been like for her running this castle alone."

    "She didn't run it alone, Father, she had plenty of help, family included," Andrew
    reminded him.

    "Yes, but it's hardly the same as having one's spouse around," Severus murmured,
    glancing at his ring. "Knowing that they're safe... and content... and faithful." He
    glanced up. Andrew was gazing at him intently, having rarely seen such open emotion
    on his father's face. "We all have inner demons, Andrew. In some ways they're just as
    real as the ones you and I have faced, and much, much harder to defeat," he added for
    good measure. "Attempting to cage those demons... to hide those flaws and mask them
    from the person you care most about... will do nothing but drive you apart in the
    end. It takes a tremendous amount of courage to expose one's vulnerabilities on such
    a scale, but it must be done, despite knowing it may result in her deciding to walk
    away. However, if you are rewarded with true acceptance afterwards, perhaps even
    gifted with the embrace of someone who loves you despite your worst self, never take
    it for granted. In fact, if you have gotten nothing else out of this conversation but
    an old wizard's ramblings, please take this one lesson to heart," Severus said,
    looking at him with an expression that Andrew would never forget. "Do not repeat my
    greatest mistake, Andrew. Never take love for granted."

    When Andrew finally left the Headmaster's Study, he took the stairs and shuffled
    down the corridors with his hands in his pockets, deciding to take a walk outside to
    think. The sun was very low in the sky, but the football and Quidditch Pitches were
    still filled with students; some practicing, and some showing off to get ready for
    tryouts next week. He passed by them with only a cursory glance, deciding to walk by
    the lake.

    Laura had been sitting in the stands with Leu and Charles, who were busy scoping
    out possible team replacements. She glanced over when Andrew went by.

    "I wonder what's with Uncle Andrew? He looks a bit down, doesn't he?" Charles
    said.

    "I don't know," Laura admitted, remembering how he'd gotten a note and went to the
    Headmaster's Study just after they had arrived back at the castle. "I think I'll go
    check on him. Good luck replacing four, Chuck."

    "Building year. Yay," Charles said unenthusiastically as Laura began working her
    way down. "I wanted a minute alone to talk to you anyway, Leu. That's the main reason
    I came up to sit with you guys in the first place."

    "Alright," Leu said, gazing at him.

    "It's about Amy and me, actually. See, we're serious about each other now,"
    Charles explained evenly. "And we thought you ought to know, so you didn't like...
    ask her to study or anything in front of the Owls and get embarrassed by her telling
    you that way." Leu frowned at him.

    "You're telling me this just to make me lay off of her, aren't you?" Leu asked
    bluntly.

    "No, I'm not," Charles said firmly.

    "How would that relationship even work, anyway? I mean, you want to be an Auror,
    she wants to travel the world and be an archaeologist and all of that..."

    "That's not what she's going to be doing," Charles interrupted before Leu could
    get worked up. "This summer, she interned in the Artifacts department to help
    Minister Delaney. She's decided to keep her History and Items focus, but she's
    planning on staying closer to home, working in the Artifacts Department or at the
    WHAT Museum."

    "Fine, but I'd like to hear it from her," Leu snapped.

    "You can, but she'll only confirm it. I knew you would feel this way, but we
    decided it was better if you heard it from me first because, honestly, she didn't
    want to hurt your feelings and she wasn't sure she'd have the nerve to do it herself.
    We both care about you, Leu, her as a friend and me as a family member, but we'd both
    rather you get over this so we can all go back to being friends again," Charles said,
    getting up. "If you take my advice, instead of trying to get in between people,
    you'll look around and realize there's at least one girl in this school who's been
    interested in you as long as I can remember... even if she does have trouble showing
    it," he said.

    "Who?" Leu asked.

    "The girl that wears your favor, who else?" Charles said, taking out his broom and
    flying over to the Gryffindors who were practicing.

    So he meant Diana, Leu thought with a frown. But Diana never wanted to do anything
    but compete with him, and she had been like that the entire time they've been at
    school. How would that ever work?

    

    Laura worked her way out of the Quidditch Pitch and walked in the direction that
    Andrew had been going thoughtfully, wondering at first if he was invisible. But once
    she was well away from the Pitch, she could plainly see him over by the lake, staring
    at the water thoughtfully. He did seem a bit down for some reason, she mused. He had
    also been rather irritated at her attempts earlier in the day to break through that
    wall of his to try to get him to respond. Still, if he was completely against the
    idea of being approached, he wouldn't be visible at all.

    Suddenly a rogue Quaffle managed to escape the Pitch and landed near her leg,
    distracting her as she picked it up. Getting an idea, she waited to toss it to the
    student who had come after it before pulling a tennis ball out of her cloak.
    Grinning, she walked closer to the lake and threw it in Andrew's direction.

    Andrew stared forlornly out of the lake, thinking about his mother and about
    Laura, and how she had behaved during lunch. He had been so confused then, but after
    what his father had said, it had begun to make more sense; it was her way of
    attempting to take on the problem of his past head on. She had stepped up... not just
    to tease him, although most assuredly that had been a part of it... but to challenge
    it. It was an adversary that she knew she was going to have to face, and rather than
    shy away from it as he had been doing, she had bravely stepped up to meet it, hoping
    to break the invisible wall that lay between them.

    Something hit Andrew's foot and he looked down curiously to see that it was a
    tennis ball. He picked it up and stared at it, wondering if it had somehow managed to
    work its way out of his cloak pocket. Just then, he heard a dog barking and looked
    over to see Mopps close by, jumping around and wagging her tail. Andrew looked at the
    ball, then back at Mopps.

    "You cannot be serious," Andrew told her flatly. Mopps simply ran out onto the
    grounds and barked again, wagging her tail. "You are serious!" Andrew laughed at her.
    "Laura..." Mopps growled at him. "Okay, Mopps, then. Don't you think this is a bit...
    odd?"

    Mopps sat up and pulled up a paw, whining at him. Andrew rolled his eyes at
    that.

    "Fine, fine, enough puppy dog eyes, that's not fair!" he told her, throwing the
    ball.

    As Mopps ran after it, Andrew had a hard time telling where she was; the green
    grass and dimming light doing a fair job of hiding her until she charged over with
    the ball in her mouth.

    "We really should come farther away from the lake, you know, if you insist on
    doing this," Andrew said, taking the ball from her mouth as she bounded back out
    again.

    Andrew was forced to make a random stab of where he thought she might be based on
    the direction she left by, throwing it high enough in hopes of getting some idea of
    where she was when she brought it back down. Sure enough, he saw the movement thanks
    to the darker treeline, and was ready when she bounded back that way, presenting the
    ball again. But despite the offer, she suddenly didn't seem as inclined to give it
    up.

    "Oh, come on. Do you want me to throw it or not?" Andrew protested, and she
    finally let it go, running back out again and disappearing in the twilight. He
    sighed. "It's getting a lot harder to tell where you're at!" he protested but threw
    it again, listening carefully to hear where she was. He heard her panting before he
    saw her, but finally she approached, presenting the ball again.

    "Fine, but just one more throw, the light's too poor. After that, we should
    probably go in for dinner, don't you think? Because I'm starving," he admitted,
    tugging at the ball. But this time, Mopps was even more adamant about keeping it, and
    after a power struggle that lasted nearly a minute, she suddenly let the ball go and
    it went veering off, landing in the lake. "Oh well! That really does mean the game's
    over, doesn't it?" He said, then saw her charging at the lake. "Wait! Mopps! What are
    you doing?" Andrew said, chasing after her. It wasn't until he had gotten near the
    shore that he realized that chasing after her had been a very bad idea. As she
    plunged into the lake, a giant spray of water came up and Andrew found that the
    entire front of his robes, face, and hair were soaked. Andrew wiped off his face with
    the dry part of his hood.

    "You are absolutely insane!" he shouted at her, still attempting to dry off his
    face. "You know you get four balls in a can, right? You can let one go once in a
    while!"

    Suddenly he heard a splash and found himself being jumped on by a very wet dog,
    who then dropped the soaked tennis ball and licked his face.

    "Mopps! Mopps! I am pretty sure that's a section four ethics violation!" he
    protested with a laugh. "Now we're both drenched. Down, girl! I don't know about you,
    but I'm now going to need a shower before dinner. Do you want to eat in the staff
    room?" he asked, and she barked enthusiastically. "Okay, but if you come in that
    form, I reserve the right to give you a can of dog food. Come on," he said, casting
    the footprint spell on both of them before grabbing the ball and walking her
    inside.

    Somehow they managed to get all the way to the main staircase without anyone
    seeing them, but once they began up the stairs, John leaned over the rail, as he had
    been waiting for another staircase to swing over. Quickly he forgot about where he
    was going, meeting them at the top of the third floor stairs.

    "What in the world were you doin' t' my niece?" John exclaimed, staring at his
    muddy robes.

    "Playing catch," Andrew said, pulling the soaked tennis ball out of his pocket.
    "It fell in the lake. Don't worry, I put the footprint spell on both of us."

    "Aye, I see that already," John said, but as Mopps scrambled past John to head
    down the corridor, John grabbed a hold of Andrew's robe, not quite willing to let him
    go just yet.

    "It was just harmless fun... it was her idea, actually. I'm sure she'll confirm
    that," Andrew explained, meeting John's steady, searching gaze.

    "Nae worries, I'll be sure'n ask her," John said. "You can also be sure tha' I'm
    going to be watchin' this situation with my niece more carefully from now on. And if
    you e'er do something I find particularly questionable, Snape or not, you'll ne'er
    get this monkey off your back. Now do we have ourselves an understandin', then?"

    "Yes, John," Andrew replied evenly. John let go of his robe.

    "Oh, an' one last thing," John said before Andrew could take more than a step
    back. "If I ever hear a particular word used to describe my niece regardless of what
    form she's in..."

    "I swear I would never do that," Andrew said sincerely. John squinted but nodded
    at him.

    "I'll hold you to tha'," John warned dangerously, and Andrew quickly nodded and
    disappeared, deciding that was a bit wiser than turning his back on him as he hurried
    to his room to change.
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    Chapter Twenty-Two

    Friendly Advice

    Brisk mornings heralded in the changing of the seasons, and beautiful leaves of
    red and gold slowly began to fill the trees in the gardens of Whitebridge. After
    breakfast, Jennifer spent a great deal of time in the library. Then she pulled her a
    gold sweater vest and went out to find a table out in the garden where she could
    enjoy the beautiful trees and take in the scent of autumn.

    She took off her glasses and brought out her personal journal, taking a moment to
    bookmark the section where she had written out the details of the memory imprint in
    the Mallus Craw ring. Then she bookmarked other research she had on memory potions,
    spells, and items, including her dream therapy. Once all of those were color coded to
    her liking, she began digging into the books she checked out, starting with a couple
    from the Healer's School section, quickly losing track of the time.

    Frank closed up the computer lab to take a late lunch, Asher waiting for him at
    the door.

    "Back across the street, I suppose?" Asher asked.

    "It's better than Cast-'N-Consume dinners," Frank said with a shrug.

    "Yes, I suppose that's true," Asher said. "I saw Jennifer this morning; she was in
    the library. I guess she's spending the day here today."

    "That's weird... I thought Luke said that Sundays were her family days," Frank
    said. Asher shrugged. "I suppose she's getting some ideas for her Items class."

    "Yes, she was in the magical items section, as well as spending some time on the
    college level getting books out of the healing potions section," Asher explained.

    "Huh. I wonder what she's working on?" Frank asked as they wandered through the
    garden. Asher shrugged again. They had been so curious about what she was working on
    that as they found themselves accidentally ending up in one of the turn-outs near the
    tulip and maple tree. Jennifer sat at the table, looking through a stack of books and
    making notes in a small journal, "Oh! Whoops," Frank said sheepishly.

    "Good afternoon, Jennifer," Asher said quickly.

    "Oh, hello," Jennifer said, looking up. "What did you need?"

    "Well, actually, we were just curious what you were working on and accidentally
    strayed off the path," Frank admitted with a chuckle. "Asher noticed you in the
    library," he explained. Asher nodded but wasn't looking at her, busy buttoning up his
    jacket.

    "Memory research," Jennifer explained, marking her place. "It's been a project of
    mine for years, actually... oh, is that the time? Drat, the Commissary is closed to
    get ready for dinner," she realized, putting on her spectacles and gathering her
    books.

    "How about eating with us, then? I have to keep the computer lab open until four
    on Sundays, so we always end up eating at Quickbrooms," Frank suggested. Asher stared
    at him, wondering why he would have invited her like that.

    "You don't have to worry about me, Asher," Jennifer said in a tone that made Asher
    glance at her in surprise. "I can keep my spectacles up the whole time if you
    like."

    "What do you mean?" Asher asked in alarm.

    "I mean that you don't seem to care for Truth Seekers," Jennifer said.

    "Um," Asher said helplessly.

    "You and Frank are obviously good friends, because I see you talking to each other
    all of the time. But you never come over and you're always hiding behind that device
    of yours. Well, I may not be that great at reading people without my ability, but I
    can tell when someone is obviously trying to avoid me, considering how often I've had
    that happen to me when I was going to school here. I know it when I see it," Jennifer
    explained. "Fortunately for you, I have these lovely spectacles of mine, which help
    me block both incoming thoughts and outgoing thoughts. I can't read you when I have
    them all the way on," she explained, pushing them up on their nose. "There, I'm sure
    I'm not so intimidating now, am I?"

    "Um," Asher said, glancing at Frank.

    "I didn't know about the glasses either," Frank told Asher with a shrug. "Come on,
    let's go get lunch."

    "Right," Jennifer said, stuffing all of her books into her cloak.

    "I take it that's a Chest Cloak," Frank chuckled.

    "Yes, although the chest itself is actually tied to one that's back home,"
    Jennifer explained. "That's how I got most of those special items for that demo
    safely here, actually, besides other things. Shall we?"

    "Can I ask you something?" Asher asked as they walked towards the gates.

    "You can ask me whatever you like. I have very little to hide," Jennifer assured
    him.

    "Well, why do you even have a pair of spectacles like that?" Asher asked. "Why
    would you ever want to block incoming thoughts?"

    "That's a long story," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle. "You see, I tend to wear
    my heart on my sleeve at times, and these help me temper it and remind myself not to
    be so obvious. A lot of Truth Seekers have trouble with that," she explained. "We're
    trained to be honest, so sometimes because of that, we can accidentally be a bit too
    open about things we shouldn't be sharing. These help correct that."

    "So they keep you mysterious," Asher said. Frank gave him a dirty look, but
    Jennifer laughed.

    "Something like that," Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    As they were stepping out of the gate, Raymond was walking down the sidewalk from
    the parking garage, nearly missing a step when he saw the three of them coming out of
    the driveway together. Squinting at them, he called out and they paused so that he
    could catch up.

    "Just where are you three going?" Raymond asked suspiciously.

    "Quickbrooms," Frank said with a shrug.

    "We're off for a late lunch. Did you want to come?" asked Jennifer.

    "I think I'd better," Raymond said, glancing between the other two as if trying to
    discern their true intentions. But if Jennifer noticed the scrutiny, she didn't
    comment, concentrating instead on getting across the street and over to where they
    were going.

    They let Jennifer order first, which gave Raymond a moment to poke Frank and Asher
    on the back.

    "I'll be the one to sit with her if you don't mind," Raymond said crisply.

    "Really, Raymond, that almost sounds as if you don't trust us," Frank
    protested.

    "Yes, that's exactly right... especially not Asher," Raymond said.

    "I don't mind sitting across from her. She has glasses," Asher said.

    "What the hell does that have to do with anything?" Raymond asked, but didn't get
    an answer as they stepped up to order. By the time they were done, Jennifer had her
    nose in one of the library books, putting it down when the last of them arrived at
    the table with their drinks and numbers.

    "Do you always drink coffee?" Asher asked curiously.

    "Not always, thank you very much," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "And yes, I drink
    tea as well, and no, I don't mind iced tea and iced drinks in general, and yes, I
    think Americans go overboard on the ice, and can we please have a more original
    question? I could tell where that was going even with my glasses all the way up," she
    teased.

    "What do you mean by the glasses thing?" Raymond asked curiously.

    "It blocks her from reading thoughts when they're all the way up on her eyes,"
    Asher explained. "But you seem to wear them most of the time. Are they prescription
    as well?" he asked curiously.

    "No, I just wear them all the time for convenience. Sometimes I use them and
    sometimes I don't," Jennifer explained. "But Asher seemed uncomfortable around me, so
    that's why I'm wearing them now."

    "Gee, I wonder why," Raymond said dryly.

    "A lot of people feel that way actually. You should see how quickly people shuffle
    out of the room when I walk into a pub back home," Jennifer said with a shrug.
    "Although I must admit that the fact everyone knows who I am at home mitigates that
    tremendously, and most of the people who leave the room when I come in aren't the
    sort I want around me anyway."

    "I can see your point," Raymond said, critically looking at Asher. Asher ignored
    him, listening intently.

    "It's not like I can use what I learn against anyone even if I did see something
    questionable, because I'm unlicensed. Of course, since my son is one and my father is
    the LE Minister... I don't need to be," Jennifer admitted with a grin, then noticed
    one of the waiters coming over with trays and moved her number out of the way. Pretty
    soon they were shuffling plates and trays and handing the numbers back to the
    waiter.

    "So what sort of research were you doing when we saw you in the garden, Jennifer?"
    Frank asked. "Oh, memory research, actually, it's a bit of a specialty of mine,"
    Jennifer explained. "I'm trying to find a cure for someone who has been a victim
    after losing their total event memory due to the Obliviation Curse, whether it was
    accidental or intentional. I've pretty much exhausted all of the options for
    developing a potion therapy for that, so I thought I might look into a device to do
    what I have in mind," Jennifer said. "After all, we make Pensieves and Memory Spheres
    to capture memories, and I've run into at least one case where the memory strand
    spell was crystallized and interwoven with a ring," she explained. "So, I'm going to
    see if I can come up with a way to bridge the gap caused by the Obliviation Curse so
    that a person's memories can be restored."

    "Yes, but Pensieves and Memory Spheres only work when you start with a memory
    strand, which obviously has to be intact for it to work," Asher said. "A potion would
    see to be a better option for that."

    "One might think so, but I am beginning to doubt it, to be perfectly honest.
    Still, I went ahead and pulled out some recent books our of the library just in case
    someone else has developed something lately that I missed," Jennifer explained.
    "Still, I really think an item is a more likely solution."

    "But books take months if not years to publish. By then, the information is
    already old," Asher said, pulling out his computer. "We should look on the
    Wizardnet."

    "Must you have that thing out when we're eating?" Raymond complained.

    "This will only take a minute or two, Raymond," Asher assured him.

    "I've heard that one before," Raymond said dryly. Frank shifted further into the
    corner to give Asher room to work.

    "Frank tells me you're not that savvy when it comes to the Wizardnet, Jennifer,"
    Asher said, opening his pumpkin Tome.

    "Actually, I do know how to use it. My son-in-law gave me lessons, and we've had
    one in the house for years, it's just not something I go to for information. It tends
    to be inaccurate, not to mention a bit annoying when it comes to advertisements,"
    Jennifer explained.

    "You're right that you need to be careful about misinformation, especially when it
    comes to formal research," Asher agreed. "But there are a lot of reputable sites for
    professional research that are run by Healer Conferences all around the world. And
    with just a little digging that should only take me a minute or two;" he said,
    pausing to get to the right site. "I can find out all of the latest research on any
    medical topic, and it'll be much more up to date than anything you'll find in that
    book. In fact, in just a matter of simple strokes, I might even be able to connect
    you to different experts in the field, and even get you their Net-Owl address."

    "Well, thanks, but I'm really trying to do this on my own. On top of that, I
    promised Severus that if I did consult someone, it will be a witch," Jennifer
    explained.

    "No problem," Asher said. "I simply have to modify my search in the Alchemists'
    Tincture database, and in a moment, I will have the name of the leading witch
    alchemist in the field of memory potions," he said, hitting the ignite button with a
    flare. But then he stared at the screen and his smug expression went away. "Oh."

    "What's wrong? Couldn't find it?" Frank asked, wondering if he was going to have
    to help look.

    "No, I found it," Asher admitted. "We're looking at her."

    "Oh," Frank said. Jennifer chuckled at them.

    "Isn't that amazing? And I didn't need one of those silly devices to do it,
    either," Jennifer said, sipping her coffee with an amused smile.

    "Yes, but how long did it take you?" Frank inquired. "Computers and Wiznet devices
    make it so that you can research things faster."

    "Faster isn't always better, Frank. You can miss things," Jennifer pointed
    out.

    "You can also miss things when you're going so slow that it takes years, too,"
    Frank replied. Jennifer thought about it.

    "Yes, I suppose you have a point," Jennifer admitted.

    "How long after have you been researching a cure for an Obliviation Charm memory
    wipe, Jennifer?" Frank asked.

    "About twenty years," she replied.

    "Twenty years!" the other three repeated.

    "Just off and on," Jennifer amended, blushing slightly. "I'm sorry, but you have
    no idea just how busy my life is between teaching and my family and all sorts of
    people from Ciardoth to evil wizards trying to upend our society. I have very little
    dedicated time to work on such things, that's why Severus sent me here in the first
    place. But I don't need the Wizardnet to do it, just time."

    "But it can save you time," Asher insisted with a sigh. "At least let me use it to
    get you a decent list of books and periodical articles that might help you with your
    work. I can print them off in the lab and you can work on them on your own, but it'll
    give you a better starting point than random selections out of the student
    library."

    "Fine, if you insist, but that is all, thank you," Jennifer said. "I can't have
    any wizards helping with my research this time. If you only knew how vexed Severus
    got after Ivano received so much credit for the Lycanthropy research, and I did
    promise."

    "Do you mind at least telling us why you're so adamant about it?" Frank asked.

    So Jennifer explained everything that happened with the Lycanthropy research team,
    the other three listening intently until Asher asked about her dream potions research
    and why she was so invested into finding a cure in the first place. As Jennifer
    explained what had happened to her during that fateful year, all three of them became
    quite absorbed in the tale, stopping her only now and then to ask for clarification
    on some of the details.

    So it was that after Andrew had finished his babysitting duties and left to find
    his mother with his father's watch, he happened to walk into Quickbrooms to see his
    mother sitting with a cold coffee cup in hand surrounded by three wizards of various
    ages, all three of them leaning in and completely enraptured by whatever it was she
    was talking to them about. Andrew put his hand on his hip in disbelief, shaking his
    head. Then he remembered why he came and wondered at first if he should even go
    through with it under the circumstances. But finally, he let out a long exhale and
    came over. No doubt about it, he noted as he came forward. All three of them seemed
    quite taken with her.

    "I know you have a lot of good reasons for not wanting us to help, Jennifer,"
    Raymond said. "But we'll still do whatever we can."

    "Just consider it friendly advice on the subject. You don't have to give us any
    credit just for doing a little digging," Frank agreed.

    "Thanks, but that really wouldn't be very honest, would it?" Jennifer replied. "If
    you can just assist me with my projects at the school to free up my time to work on
    it, that'd be more than enough help."

    "I take it that includes busting the test system," Raymond said.

    "It does, yes," Jennifer agreed.

    "That part I will agree to readily," Raymond replied.

    "Thanks, Ray," Jennifer said with a smile, then finally noticed Andrew
    approaching. "Oh, Andrew! What are you doing here? Is something wrong?" she asked
    with concern.

    "No, not really. I just had a little time and wanted to apologize for what
    happened last week, actually," Andrew admitted. "And for not trusting you," he added
    dryly. He glanced at the others she was with in annoyance, making it clear he didn't
    feel the same about the rest of them.

    "Oh, honestly, Andrew! You didn't have to come all the way here just to tell me
    that," Jennifer said. "I forgave you a long time ago. I knew you were only trying to
    look out for me, but you simply don't need to. I am perfectly capable of taking care
    of myself."

    "As Friday's demonstration clearly proved," Raymond grunted.

    "Yes, thank you very much," Jennifer said, rewarding him with a smug grin.

    "Yes, of course you can," Andrew said with an exasperated smile. "Well, that's all
    I had to say, so I'll be heading back."

    "Well, next time, feel free to send me an Owl if you need to talk to me about
    something, Andrew, I really don't want you to have to cross that ocean if you don't
    have to. Even with Portkeys, it can throw you somewhere weird at times..."

    "I'll be fine, Mother, you don't need to worry about me either," Andrew chuckled
    then began to turn.

    "Oh, Andrew?" Jennifer called out, causing him to pause and look around. "Do me a
    favor and don't mention I'm having lunch with these three. Severus might get the
    wrong idea," she requested. Andrew blinked at her. "They're not really helping with
    my research at all, they're just..."

    "Making it so things aren't in the way of her research," Frank offered.

    "Exactly," Jennifer said with a grin. "See? They're not helping."

    "Yes, Mother. I can definitely see that they're not helping," Andrew said, turning
    back around. He couldn't help but roll his eyes with exasperation on his way back out
    of the restaurant.
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    Student Goals

    Severus walked Quintin into the school and over to the door across the hall from
    where Quintin's old classroom was and into Pyther's classroom. A handful of students
    were already there, talking when they came in. Unlike his other classroom, classroom
    was arranged at different colored tables rather than individual desks.

    "Look! It's Quintin!" one of the boys said, and the rest of them greeted him so
    enthusiastically that Quintin ran over to talk to him. Severus rolled his eyes with
    exasperation and looked over at Pyther, who smiled at him with amusement.

    "You can sit at the purple table, Quintin, just there," Pyther said, pointing him
    towards one near the front of the class.

    "Thank you, Pyther!" Quintin said happily.

    "Mr. Pyther," Severus reminded him.

    "Mr. Pyther!" Quintin repeated, then sat down. Severus sighed, glancing at
    Pyther.

    "Good luck," Severus said sincerely.

    "Don't worry, sir," Pyther reassured him with a smile, and then went over to show
    Quintin where to put his pack.

    Severus stepped out of the room, very tempted to linger by the door to watch
    Quintin get settled. But Quintin seemed quite happy now, smiling as his eyes were
    fixed on Pyther's expression. Reminding himself that he had a lot to do that day,
    Severus began to step away when two girls nearly ran into them on the way to
    class.

    "Quintin's Dad!" one of the girl's gasped.

    "Hi, Quintin's dad!" the other one added.

    "Miss Martin. Miss Dimple," Severus replied. The two girls whispered in amazement
    that he knew who they were and went inside, immediately getting excited to see
    Quintin in the classroom. Rolling his eyes at their enthusiasm, Severus decided to
    make his way out of the school as the halls began to fill up with more students. In
    fact, one of them nearly ran into him.

    "Careful, Dawn," Severus warned.

    "Sorry, Grandfather!" she said.

    "Hello, Grandfather!" Nicky said as he passed to go to his classroom. And as he
    stepped near the door, Markus and Mickey came in together.

    "Good morning, Uncle Severus," Markus said.

    "Hello, Grandfather!" Mickey said.

    "Good morning," Severus replied, finally managing to get out the front doors just
    as the bus showed up. He walked down the street to Corey's shop, knowing that he
    would be holding his breath until school let out that day.

    

    It as not long after her Gryffindor-Ravenclaw double let out that Hermione heard a
    loud commotion in the hall and ran out to find Elliot and Culver had thrown some
    punches at each other. Several of the other students had jumped in to pull them
    apart; Lionel was currently holding Elliot back, while Declan O'Toole was holding
    back Culver.

    "What in the world is going on out here?" Hermione exclaimed.

    "Culver insulted his sister, Professor Weasley," Lionel explained quickly.

    "I didn't insult his sister, Professor Weasley. I can't insult his sister when he
    doesn't have one," Culver replied, causing Elliot to try to launch himself at him
    again.

    "Okay, I get it! Both of you in my office... the rest of you go to lunch,"
    Professor Weasley said, marching the two boys in her office and then had Demura call
    Professor Ravenclaw down.

    TJ was waiting impatiently in the lunch room, watching as the first years came in
    and sat down one by one. Finally Lionel came in, and TJ frowned when he came in
    without Elliot; the two had made fast friends when Elliot moved in that weekend.

    "Where's Elliot? I promised to eat with him today," TJ asked.

    "He got pulled into Professor Weasley's office, so I doubt he'll be down," Lionel
    admitted. "He got in trouble for fighting with Culver Maxen in the halls."

    "What? Already? What were they fighting about?" TJ asked. Lionel looked
    uncomfortable.

    "I'd rather not say," Lionel said, sitting down.

    "In other words, Culver said something about me, didn't he?" TJ said. Lionel
    sighed.

    "Possibly," Lionel admitted.

    "Oh! Elliot! I warned him to watch out for those Maxens! He should have had more
    restraint!" TJ said with exasperation.

    "Well, probably," Lionel agreed. "But if someone had said anything about my
    brother like Culver said about you, I would have decked him too."

    "I think I'm going to go eat in the Owl Room," TJ said, getting up and leaving her
    plate untouched as she went to the library.

    By the time she got there, her plate had rematerialized in her place next to Leu
    at the end of the table. In fact, most of the Owls who had come in for lunch had been
    staring at it thoughtfully until she walked in the door and took her place.

    "I thought you had been planning to eat with your brother?" Leu asked.

    "I did, but he got into a fight with Culver Maxen and will now be spending lunch
    with Professor Weasley, it would seem," TJ said, sinking into her seat with such a
    dark expression that everyone present was looking at her intently.

    "You alright?" Charles asked quietly.

    "I am feeling quite conflicted," TJ admitted, taking a deep breath and letting it
    out again to calm herself down. "Part of me is very glad that my brother is here.
    When I found out that he was changing to Hogwarts, I was elated to find out that he
    was coming and that we could go to school together again. I knew how much he'd love
    this castle, and all of the adventures that lie around every corner here. It isn't as
    stuffy as St. James, nor as strict, and I was certain that he would enjoy it a great
    deal more. But at least if he was at St. James, he wouldn't be constantly ridiculed
    for having me as a sister."

    "Come on, TJ, you can't base that on one incident on his first day, especially
    when it involves a Maxen," Charles said.

    "I make that prediction based on prior experiences," TJ said quietly.

    "This isn't prior experiences, though. This is Hogwarts, and we don't let crap
    like 'prior experiences' determine our destiny," Charles said. "Isn't that right,
    goblin boy?"

    "Right, but you didn't have to call me that to make a point," Leu said dryly.

    "Also, I want to nominate Elliot Selwyn into the empty Gryffindor chair," Charles
    decided.

    "Oh, but what about Destiny?" TJ asked.

    "When she hears about what happened this morning, she'll understand," Charles
    explained. "This can't be any easier on him than it has been on you. It never has
    been, has it?"

    "No," TJ admitted, taking out a handkerchief when she felt a bit misty-eyed.

    "Alright, Chuck. We'll talk about it when everyone is here," Leu agreed.

    "Call a meeting at dinner tonight, then," Chuck suggested. "We have only one seat
    to fill this year, and now that we have no reason to enter into the 'which sister'
    debate, I think it's better for Elliot to get in here as soon as possible."

    "Alright," Leu agreed, turning his attention to lunch.

    When Quintin got off the bus, he was smiling, and there were no notes pinned to
    his shirt. Instead, he seemed eager to get into his pack and show off a painting he
    had done of a stick figure man with crazy red hair and standing among houses and
    mountains. Rasputin followed behind him, content that Fifth Boy seemed to be in much
    better spirits.

    "Look! See what we did today!" Quintin exclaimed.

    "Yes, I see. Who is it?" Severus inquired.

    "It's Hengist of Woodcroft! We learned about Hogsmeade today," Quintin explained.
    "We got to paint and build houses and everything. The school is going to take a trip
    to the museum before Christmas to see the models that Andrew built!"

    "Bragged about that too, did you?" Severus said knowingly.

    "Yes, but then Pyther said we could learn how to make them and we got to paint
    houses to put in our classroom," Quintin explained. "Can I go to the museum with my
    school?"

    "That depends. Are you going to come home with any more notes pinned to your
    shirt?" Severus asked sternly.

    "Pyther doesn't pin notes on kids. And he likes me," Quintin explained.

    "I should hope so. Inside," Severus said, and he escorted him to the daycare room.
    Quintin didn't need much encouragement; he was eager to show Ashley too.

    "I want to send my picture to Mum!" Quintin declared after showing it to her.

    "Yes, alright, we can do it later," Severus said.

    "Go have your snack, Quintin," Ashley said. Quintin handed her his pack and ran
    over to the table. "He seems a lot happier, doesn't he?"

    "Yes, hopefully that is a good sign," Severus agreed, stepping over Rasputin
    outside the door as he went back to the Headmaster's Study.

    

    Jennifer and Truman got their lunch back and went out to their favorite picnic
    table, stopping long enough to bundle up against the brisk breeze that stirred up the
    leaves and made a nice rustling sound in the air. Jennifer let him eat for a while
    before starting their game for the day. It was something new that she had come up
    with to try and excel his understanding of things and protect himself from all of the
    everyday stings that came from being a Truth Seeker.

    "Reactionary," Truman said to one of the thoughts she was showing him.
    "Reactionary," he said again, and she sent him another. "Intellectual," he decided,
    gazing at her again. "Emotional? Maybe?" he said, waffling so much that Jennifer
    chuckled.

    "Is that your final answer?" she asked him.

    "Well, sometimes it's really hard to tell emotional thoughts from the reactionary
    ones," Truman protested. "I know you said that reactionary thoughts are those first
    impulses people get, but sometimes a reaction can last a while."

    "I suppose that's true, although typically no longer than what it takes to calm
    down or get away from what caused it... or sometimes a good night's sleep," Jennifer
    admitted. "But that's only if someone's really upset, and then there are many other
    ways to tell that they're upset... not just what thoughts they are having. Most
    reactionary thoughts aren't even spoken, because the person's subconscious recognizes
    it as such. Then they don't say it because they know it's inappropriate. At the same
    time, those reactionary thoughts tend to be some of the hardest to bear sometimes.
    Just remember that reactionary thoughts aren't something we can control, it's simply
    our first reaction. I may have very inappropriate thoughts while I'm alarmed, but
    it's just my brain responding. It's not anything I'd ever say or act on or mean...
    it's simply a reflex, like a flinch, or a laugh. A reactionary response is a problem
    if you act on it or say it, and then it typically fills you with embarrassment or
    regret if you do. But the fact that someone doesn't act on those first impulses says
    something important about that person; that they know better, and that they care
    enough not to act upon that first response."

    "Yes, I understand," Truman said. "I suppose, then, that people act more often on
    their emotional thoughts."

    "Typically yes," Jennifer said with amusement. "To varying degrees and with
    varying regrets after the fact. It's always better to take a step back and think
    things through, but when all is said in done, we're only human after all, and we're
    quite emotional creatures," she explained, picking her peanut butter sandwich back
    up. "Now, let's start again," she suggested, taking a bite of her sandwich.

    "Reactionary," he decided. "Emotional," he said to the next one, and they
    continued the game until both of them were done eating.

    As they were picking up to get ready for classes, Truman finally turned his
    attention on something he had been meaning to ask her since before they began that
    day.

    "So I was wondering," Truman said, Jennifer smiling enigmatically.

    "Yes?"

    "There's this girl," he began, despite knowing she probably had already caught him
    thinking about it before. "I think she might like me, but she doesn't want me to know
    she likes me, and she doesn't want her friends to know that she might like me,
    because all of her friends think I'm weird and all," he attempted to explain. "But
    since I know she likes me even though she acts like she doesn't like me, do you
    suppose I should ask her to the fall dance? Or should I just save myself the
    humiliation, especially since she's a Mason, so it may be long lasting humiliation at
    that."

    "Truman, only you can decide whether you want to risk it or not, but I understand
    the conflict," Jennifer said. "She might be afraid to say yes because of how her
    friends might treat her, even though she really wouldn't mind, if it wasn't for
    them."

    "Exactly," Truman said.

    "Well, if you ask her and she chooses to humor her friends, then you'll know not
    to bother with it again, won't you?" Jennifer pointed out.

    "Did you go to any of the dances when you were at school?" he inquired.

    "I went to one when I was your age, and after sitting next to the wall completely
    bored all night, I made up my mind never to do it again," Jennifer admitted. "I
    decided that spending the night playing board games or working on my homework in the
    dorm living area was a lot better use of my time."

    "You didn't go to prom or anything either?" Truman asked.

    "I went to the Senior Prom, but only to help out. Although I did get asked to go
    to the prom that year by a number of different students, despite how badly they
    treated me in the past. It irritated me so much that I volunteered to help at the
    refreshment table so that they would leave me alone," Jennifer said. Truman studied
    her with a grin.

    "So all of the boys that used to pick on you ask you to go? Including Steve
    Mason?" Truman asked for confirmation.

    "Including Steve Mason," Jennifer confirmed. "But I hadn't forgotten what it was
    like to be the skinny, pale, awkward kid that nobody could stand because I knew too
    much about what they were thinking. I was so angry at them for trying to pretend that
    none of it happened, just because I might have filled out a little. I didn't want
    anything to do with any of them... come to think of it, in many ways, I still don't
    want anything to do with them. And I'm so glad that I didn't compromise, because now
    I have the best dance partner in the world."

    "I don't suppose your husband is coming to the dance?" Truman asked curiously.

    "Oh, quite unlikely. It's the second week of October, isn't it? Quidditch and
    soccer games will have started by then," Jennifer replied. "Besides, I really don't
    have much interest in going myself."

    "If you're not going, I'm certainly not going," Truman decided, Jennifer frowning
    at that. "And that'll save me the trouble of figuring out whether to ask her or
    not."

    "Don't you dare not go just because I'm not going, Truman, that's not fair,"
    Jennifer chided him. "The only person I want to dance with won't be there, so it's
    not the same. Oh, all right! I might chaperone if you need backup, but before I agree
    to something like that, you need to ask her... and if she chooses to walk away, make
    other plans. I'll gladly meet you in the lobby for board games if that happens."

    "Deal," he decided with a grin, and they walked back towards the classrooms.

    "Come along, Elliot," TJ insisted, leading him into the Owl Room only ten minutes
    after dinner had officially started. He was greeted with such warm welcomes that it
    made him smile, coming not only from Gryffindor but from members of other houses as
    well. Chris pulled out the seat next to TJ pointedly.

    "That's my sister's old seat," Charles explained to him. "She graduated and became
    an Auror. I expect you'll try to live up to it."

    "Yeah, no pressure or anything," Chris said.

    "Don't tease him. I'm sure he gets enough of it without us adding to it," Amy
    scolded them. "Don't listen to them, Elliot, that's your seat now. Welcome to the
    order."

    "Once the Professors know who our new member is, they'll prepare your goals for
    you. Someone will likely have your goals for the year written in about a week,"
    Charles added.

    "All right," Elliot said, sitting down.

    "Speaking of goals," prompted Librarian Boulderdash, who had been reading at his
    work table.

    "Oh, yes. Any thoughts to what we should do for a group goal this year?" Leu
    asked.

    "Well, I was thinking we might do something special for the WHAT Museum," Amy
    suggested, everyone looking over at her curiously. "You know how they had those
    temporary exhibits this summer, right? Well, I was thinking we could do a temporary
    exhibit of our own for next summer showcasing the school. We can do some back
    history, and maybe include some cool items and stuff."

    "It is a very intriguing idea, Miss Weasley," Boulderdash interrupted. "But I doubt
    the Headmaster would let any important artifacts out of this castle for that."

    "No, but it doesn't have to be rare, does it? We can tell a lot of history out of
    every day things that aren't necessary worth much except for who owned it," Amy
    explained. "For example, I happen to know that Harry Potter has a Snitch from when he
    first played for Gryffindor. He might be willing to let us borrow it."

    "How about Alicia's broom from when she broke the fastest Quidditch game record?"
    Leu suggested.

    "Well, yes, but it can't all be about Quidditch! It needs to be about other things
    too!" Amy protested.

    "Something from the Junior Olympics, perhaps? I still have my medals," Apollo
    suggested. Viorica snapped her fingers.

    "I know! I can donate my microscope and write up a plaque about the Lycanthropy
    research. Or is that too recent?" Viorica wondered.

    "Considering how important it was, I definitively think it counts. What do you
    think we ought to include, Diana?" Leu asked, noticing the Hufflepuffs hadn't said
    anything yet.

    "Perhaps something from the Trade Elves," Diana suggested.

    "Great idea, Diana," Leu agreed. "And great idea, Amy... assuming that we vote to
    do this, that is."

    "I've been so busy thinking about what all we could do for the exhibit, I don't
    think I can come up with anything better," Hadrian put in.

    "All in favor?" Leu inquired, and everyone's hands went up, including Librarian
    Boulderdash. "Passed unanimously."

    "I should point something out at this point, Llewellyn," Boulderdash said. "Being
    that this is going to be in a public museum, all of the written documents, plaques
    and labels that will be needed for such an exhibit will need to be meticulously
    accurate. You will need a research team, and then I would suggest wasting little time
    in getting Professor Scribe and Professor Snape on board to check your accuracy."

    "I'll help organize and set the teams," Amy said. "Diana, do you want to lead the
    research team? I know I can count on you to be accurate," she said, and Diana nodded
    at that. "And if you're a History major, consider yourselves drafted."

    "No problem, Amy," Leu said. "And if you talk to Professor Scribe for me, I'll
    talk to the headmaster so that we can set up some proofreaders."

    "You got it," Amy said. "And considering your relations with the staff, maybe you
    should work on the scrounging for artifacts team, Leu."

    "Alright," Leu agreed, taking swift volunteers to help him out.

    After eating dinner, Henry leaned back and checked the shelves behind him.

    "Hey, most of everyone's goals are here now... at least those of you who hadn't
    gotten them yet," Henry said.

    "It's mostly Ravenclaw students that haven't gotten them yet," Dasher said.

    "Yes, sorry. It seems that nobody reminded Professor Ravenclaw that he needed to
    contribute to the goals as well as myself and the Headmaster, but it's all corrected
    now," Boulderdash said. "And don't think just because it's last on your goals that
    it's his, by the way. I made sure that the suggested goals were scrambled so that you
    still can't tell who set which goal."

    "Even when they're scrambled, it's still easy to tell who set some of them,"
    Charles said, helping Henry hand them across the table. "I can almost always pick out
    the Headmaster's, at least. His are way too personal to be anyone else's."

    "That's simply because he knows you so well. I don't think all of them are like
    that," Amy replied.

    "I suggest you Owls finish eating and head upstairs to do your homework. You're
    going to need plenty of time on the weekends for research from now on," Boulderdash
    warned. "Because I believe this project is going to take the entire term to
    complete."

    

    Leu, Noah, and Dasher had returned to their dorm room before finally unrolling
    their goals to look them over. Leu was already pondering what he was going to add for
    his personal goals, but he found himself frowning at the three goals that the staff
    had chosen for him.

    "Anything different on yours this year?" Noah asked, looking over his scroll as
    well.

    "Yes, get this: 'Find a second self that helps you escape the water and take to
    the sky.'" Leu read.

    "Really? That sounds like someone wants you to become an Animagus, doesn't it?"
    Noah concluded.

    "I can't think of anything else that might mean," Leu agreed.

    "You should try to finish that one. You're old enough now," Dasher encouraged
    him.

    "Yes, that's true. But Uncle Sirius is in the Otherworld. So who do I go to about
    it?" Leu wondered out loud. "I suppose I could ask Andrew. I'm sure he'd help. But
    what to pick?"

    "A seabird, obviously," Noah said.

    "There are a lot of different kinds of seabirds, though. Maybe I'll look in the
    library, or ask Sagittari for ideas after Magic Creatures class," Leu decided.

    "What are the other two like?" Noah asked.

    "They're more personal," Leu said, looking them over with a frown.

    The first was simple enough to reason out; look after your friends' needs and
    honor them. It seemed as if it was aimed straight at Noah, despite the fact that
    'friends' was plural. But the last one was rather different; Open your eyes,
    ears, and mind so that you can listen intently to your friends, and regain your
    curious spirit. While that goal also appeared concerned about his friendships,
    it was definitely more encompassing. Had he gotten a bit too thoughtful and closed
    off over time, he wondered? Apparently, some of his advisors believed so, or those
    wouldn't have been in there.

    "I have one I want to share," Noah said. "And it's quite straight forward, too:
    'Ace your NEWT exams.'"

    "Ace your NEWT exams? Is that even possible?" Dasher asked with a laugh.

    "Well, it seems to be in direct conflict with his one here, that says, "Spend more
    time with your mates," Noah said. "Still, I don't have to eat and sleep like the rest
    of you. If I study when everyone else is sleeping, maybe I can pull both of them
    off." Leu grew thoughtful at the word choice. Whoever gave Noah his had said 'mates'
    rather than friends, making Leu think it had probably been the same teacher who had
    suggested he get an Animagus form instead of one of the others.

    "Must be nice not to have to sleep," Dasher said. "Between that new project of
    ours, Quidditch, and my new prefect duties, I'm not sure I could ace all my OWLS this
    year even if I wanted to. I'll give it a shot, though. I'll put it on my personal
    goals, how's that? Just for fun," Dasher decided, and wrote it down.

    "I never did congratulate you for that... getting Prefect, I mean," Leu said.
    Dasher grinned.

    "Apparently your mother picked me before she left, but Ravenclaw was quick to
    approve it. My father and uncle were pretty proud of me. My mother was a bit anxious
    about it, though. She's always afraid people will look down on me and thinks that
    being in any position of authority makes me a target," he explained with a sigh. "But
    I can very well handle myself if that happens."

    "Sure you can! Worrying is just what Mum's do, that's all," Noah said.

    "What was your mother like, Noah?" Dasher asked thoughtfully.

    "She was very caring... and very pretty. My sister was really pretty too," Noah
    said. "My mother wasn't a witch at all; I wouldn't be surprised if my father fell for
    her because of her her looks. She had long flaxen hair which she always wore up as
    everyone did in those days, but it's a shame, really, because it was beautiful when
    it was down. She was a good mother, too, although I think my sister and I sometimes
    took a bit of advantage of her not being magic sometimes. But my father always heard
    about it and put us in our place once he got home... he was on the Wizard's Council.
    They were so torn up when I died," Noah said with a sigh. "Especially my mother. They
    never did tell her I was a ghost, not once her entire life."

    "What? Really?" Leu said with a frown. "You never told me that before."

    "Father thought it'd be too cruel, you see," Noah said. "He came to visit me once
    or twice, though, before they moved away. I think he might have gotten remarried
    after my sister had settled down... I heard they had good lives and didn't have
    ghosts, so I suppose that's what matters most."

    "Did your sister's children go to Hogwarts at all?" Dasher asked.

    "No, they went to Greenbarrow. None of my relatives came here until Farren Dering
    went to school," Noah explained.

    "Who?" Dasher asked.

    "My birth mother," Leu explained. "I'm his sister's decedent several generations
    removed. Did you ever speak to my mother?"

    "No, she never came down to the boat house. I just knew someone I was related to
    was here. I didn't even know her name until Professor Weasley connected our family
    tree," Noah explained.

    "Oh," Leu said, slightly disappointed. "It's a shame, though. I think she would
    have liked you."

    Noah smiled at that.

    "Thanks, Leu. I'm just glad my sister's line is holding up so well. It's very
    comforting to know I still have family, even if it is several generations removed. A
    ghost likes to know they're not the last of the line, you know?" Noah explained.

    "Yes, I suppose that makes sense," Dasher agreed.

    "You never told us any of the ones they wrote down for you, by the way. Or are
    they all too personal?" Noah asked.

    "Oh! Well, I suppose I can tell you about this one," Dasher said, looking over his
    list. "It says, 'Share your perspective with the school'," he explained. "So I was
    thinking that maybe I could do something on the school newspaper. Professor Black has
    been trying to get more people to help out this year anyway, a lot of the journalism
    club graduated last year."

    "If you join the paper, maybe you can write something about our plans to make a
    museum exhibit," Leu suggested.

    "I will when we get it formally approved," Dasher said.

    "Don't worry about that, it will be," Leu said, then began pondering his first
    goal again.
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    Chapter Twenty-Four

    Volunteered

    Jennifer, Kay, and Gretchen were at Jennifer's table in the Commissary for dinner
    when Kay suddenly grabbed Jennifer's arm.

    "Oh no, that isn't good," Kay warned. "Look."

    Jennifer glanced around curiously to see Brenda at the door with a clipboard in
    hand looking around.

    "What's so bad about Brenda being here?" Jennifer asked, looking at them over her
    glasses.

    "Brenda always goes home for dinner, she and her husband have a house nearby,"
    Gretchen explained. "So if she's here, she's here to talk to someone."

    "And considering what's coming up in a few weeks, there can be only one conclusion
    I can make," Kay darkly. "She's looking for chaperones for the Middle School and High
    School dances." Glancing at each other, they suddenly became very interested in their
    food. Jennifer pushed her glasses up and joined the others hiding behind their
    hands.

    "Okay, you three, that's not going to work. If you wanted to avoid me, you should
    have gone to the garden and not sat at Jennifer's table," Brenda said knowingly.

    "If we'd known you had already started looking, we would have," Kay said
    curtly.

    "Exactly why I'm starting early this year," Brenda said with amusement. "So who's
    going?"

    "I'll go if Lavender goes," Gretchen said.

    "She already agreed to go as long as she could bring a date," Brenda said, pulling
    her Never-dry Pen out of the clipboard. "I'll add your name."

    "What! But if she brings her girlfriend, everyone's going to figure out we're not
    dating. Frank might start pestering me again!" Gretchen protested.

    "Don't worry, everyone in the school knows he's fixated on Jennifer at the
    moment," Brenda said, writing her name down.

    "Surely not. He knows perfectly well that I'm married," Jennifer protested.

    "Some men are attracted to women who are off limits, you know," Kay pointed
    out.

    "Yes, but that's Asher Smith, not Frank, or I would still be getting pestered,"
    Gretchen pointed out.

    "Either way, being married doesn't change your physical appearance. Much," Brenda
    said, remembering she had put on ten pounds after she was married. Jennifer chuckled
    at the thought.

    "Well, it's neither here nor there anyway," Jennifer replied. "I always despised
    dances when I was in school, and I have no intention of chaperoning. The only reason
    I'd go at all is if Truman managed to secure a date, because I promised I'd go to the
    Middle School dance to support him if he managed it. Otherwise, I have no intention
    of going to any sort of dance by myself."

    "Well, since I'm stuck now, why don't you go with me so that I don't have to go
    alone?" Gretchen asked. "We could make it a girl's night of it, isn't that right,
    Kay?"

    "Don't look at me, I'm not going to either one of them," Kay protested.

    "If you go with us to chaperone the dance, Kay, we'll help chaperone your next
    trip to the Magical Creatures field trip," Gretchen suggested. Jennifer blinked.

    "Deal," Kay decided.

    "Alright, I got you three down for middle school, then," Brenda said. "Now all I
    need are some wizard chaperones for middle school and then I can concentrate on the
    high school dance."

    "Just tell Frank and Asher that Jennifer is going. They'll go," Kay snorted.

    "Good idea. Thanks, girls," Brenda said, walking away.

    "Hey! I never said I was going at all," Jennifer protested, but Brenda pretended
    she hadn't heard.

    "You have to now. If you don't go, I won't go," Kay informed her.

    "And if you don't go, Frank and Asher probably won't go either. Or me. Then Brenda
    will probably tell you to find chaperones for that dance yourself, since you made
    everyone not want to go," Gretchen added for good measure. Jennifer grimaced, and
    then sighed with exasperation.

    "Fine, I'll go. But I won't dance," Jennifer said firmly.

    "Well, maybe you could just dance with us girls," Gretchen suggested.

    "Won't that look silly," Jennifer said critically.

    "No, not really, I see the students do it all the time," Gretchen assured her.
    Jennifer gazed at her dubiously, reluctantly getting out a small datebook she had
    bought to add it to her calendar.

    

    "A costume?" Ashley inquired.

    Severus had picked up Quintin after school the next day to find his altered
    uniforms and several new shirts waiting for him to pick up in the daycare room.

    "Yes, for Halloween. Jennifer has arranged to take Quintin for the evening so
    we'll not have to worry about him at the wedding," Severus explained. "Apparently,
    one of the other teachers has some boys about his age, so they were invited to stay
    over and do some trick-or-treating."

    "How exciting! And I've never done a full costume before. What sort of costume do
    you want, Quintin? What you like to pretend to be for Halloween?" Ashley asked.
    Quintin didn't have to think about it for too long.

    "I want to be a basilisk!" Quintin said enthusiastically.

    "Yes, well, I suppose we should have seen that coming," Severus said. Ashley
    chuckled. "And it'll need to be suitable even with non-magic children about."

    "All, right, Severus! I'll see what I can do," Ashley said.

    "Thank you, Ashley," Severus said, then swept out of the room. Ashley got Quintin
    a snack and found herself thinking of what the best fabrics would be to use. Then she
    decided to bring a camera tomorrow to take some pictures of Rasputin for good
    measure.

    Severus then walked down to the classrooms and over to the Transfiguration Room.
    He glanced at his watch, waiting until his last class let out before going inside.
    Andrew was busy sorting the different stacks of homework that had been turned in that
    day and organizing them for later.

    "Hello. How is Quintin doing?" Andrew asked.

    "Fine, still no problems... or if there have been any, Francis hasn't mentioned
    them," Severus said, then shrugged slightly. "He seems happier."

    "I'm sure that helps," Andrew agreed. "This isn't about the first Hogsmeade trip
    or anything, is it? Because I still have tennis."

    "What makes you think I'm here to ask you to chaperone something?" Severus asked
    evenly.

    "Am I being volunteered to babysit again this Sunday?" Andrew asked.

    "No, barring any calamities, I'm taking Quintin for a family day," Severus said.
    "Actually, I'm thinking a bit ahead this time and have been working out plans for the
    wedding," he explained. "Quintin will be staying with your mother, and of course,
    Hermione and I must both go to the wedding, so I am inquiring among senior staff who
    is planning to go."

    "I'm not senior staff, you demoted me," Andrew reminded him.

    "Never mind that. Did you wish to attend the wedding, or would you prefer to stay
    and help arrange events for the students? Specifically Gryffindors, since Hermione
    has to go..."

    "Father, I would love to have an excuse not to go to that wedding, and I happily
    agree to babysit the castle while you're gone," Andrew said with amusement. "To be
    honest, I was hoping you would ask in this case. There have been so many weddings
    lately that I am all 'weddinged out'."

    "Yes, well, I don't blame you, but considering I am one of Jamie's godfathers, I
    certainly can't get out of it, especially since Jennifer can't go," Severus replied.
    "Thank you."

    "Not a problem. Oh, and by the way... Leu came to me today and asked me if I'd be
    willing to help him train to be an Animagus," Andrew said, folding his arms. "He said
    he wanted to try and master a seabird of some type."

    "That sounds like a very reasonable request to me. After all, he'll be working in
    the ocean most of his life; it would be beneficial for him to have some means of
    escape if he were stranded for some reason and needed a faster way to get to shore,"
    Severus reasoned.

    "Uh huh. He said it was an Owl goal, actually," Andrew chuckled. "That's a rather
    underhanded way of volunteering me for something, isn't it?"

    "I have no idea what you're talking about. It isn't as if you're the only other
    Animagus at the school, isn't it?"

    "Only the most likely choice," Andrew noted. "Just warn me before you volunteer me
    for anything else in advance, would you? I do have a girlfriend now, and it'd be nice
    to actually do something together that didn't involve therapy or school obligations
    more often."

    "Come now, Andrew, you are the master scheduler, after all, or at least you used
    to be," Severus pointed out.

    "Ouch, Dad!" Andrew protested. "You said yourself it wasn't the same thing!"

    "No, but considering the only 'dating' that your mother and I did was security
    patrols, marking papers, and the occasional Hogsmeade trip or Quidditch game, you'll
    get very little sympathy from me," Severus said unconcernedly, stepping back out to
    find out who else he could 'volunteer' to stay.
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    Chapter Twenty-Five

    Making Allowances

    It was nice to get together after having to skip their family time the week
    before. Jennifer listened intently as Severus explained the situation with Elliot as
    they sat at Kingler's for a quick bite.

    "How was Culver after the fight in the hall? Is he getting along with the other
    Ravenclaws?" Jennifer asked concernedly.

    "He seems to be. I haven't heard any complaints, and I'm sure Dasher would have
    brought it up if there were any," Leu replied. "He's usually pretty quiet from what
    I've seen. I have heard him make a snide comment now and then out of the blue, but
    nothing out of the ordinary. He reminds me of Keir or Colby at that age."

    "Being very quiet could be a sign that he's a Truth Seeker, Severus. I don't
    suppose he signed up for Auror class, Leu?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, he signed up for Sparring and Football and figured that was enough
    considering his class schedule," Leu said.

    "It sounds as if he has some sense, at least," Severus said.

    "He seems to like studying, actually," Leu said with a shrug.

    "That isn't all that surprising, is it? Twins rule or not, I'm sure the Hat put
    him in Ravenclaw for a reason," Jennifer said. "But Severus, I wonder if there could
    be any way that Aurelius might be able to interact with him it'd be better to know
    for sure sooner rather than later. Perhaps Aurelius could help with sparring one
    week, and use the excuse that he's trying to recruit for the Auror Club or
    something."

    "That's a very good idea. I'll speak to him about it," Severus agreed. "How are
    things going with your new trainee at Whitebridge...?"

    "Truman," Jennifer reminded him.

    "Yes, how did I forget that? It's a good name for a Truth Seeker," Severus
    replied, Jennifer looked amused by that, but then her smile faded somewhat.

    "It's an uphill battle at times, Severus. After all, he's been on his own with the
    talent up until this year, so I'm afraid his confidence is pretty much gone. But I've
    been developing new techniques to help him cope... in fact, some of the new games I'm
    coming up with will probably help you too, Quintin," Jennifer told him. Quintin, who
    had been sitting right next to her and leaning into her side as he nibbled on his
    fries, looked up at her intently.

    "I like new games," Quintin replied.

    "The current one is a game that teaches him the difference between thoughts that
    are reactionary as opposed to different types," Jennifer explained. "You can get a
    lot of hints to a person's nature from those reactionary thoughts, really, but even
    the best of people have very negative first thoughts sometimes, and I think that
    learning to recognize that will be a good first step for him. If I don't accomplish
    anything else this year, I'd like to get Truman far enough along in his training that
    he's not terrified of looking people in the eye anymore. Right now he'll only look at
    me and Wind Elk... oh, and his new mirror, of course."

    "So he has a mirror as well?" Leu asked.

    "Actually, it was a mirror I had bought for Quintin for when he was old enough,
    but Truman needed it more," Jennifer admitted, then hugged Quintin. "I'll find you
    another when you're ready, Quintin, but he needed one straight away."

    "Okay! I want one like Rus has!" Quintin said.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer replied.

    "So he has one too? Do all Truth Seekers have some sort of mirror on them?" Leu
    asked.

    "Every one I've ever met... even some of them not formally trained carry them. At
    least, I know that Albus has one as well," Jennifer replied. "It's a tool to help us
    sort our thoughts. In many ways, it's easier to do than what you might consider the
    the normal way, although it's really hard to explain to a non-Truth Seeker."

    "They can also be a bit too attached to them," Severus said knowingly. "You're not
    setting Truman up to be as addicted to that thing as you used to be, are you?"

    "I know it can be a crutch, Severus, but right now a crutch is what Truman needs,"
    Jennifer assured him. "He'll more than likely wean himself off of it as he gains more
    confidence as I did."

    "Hopefully it won't take him as long," Severus replied, and Jennifer made a
    scrunched up face at him in response.

    "Hey, Jackie!" Sally Kingler came up to the table, getting their attention. "Were
    you serious about working Thanksgiving week?"

    "Yes, every day but Thanksgiving itself," Jennifer agreed.

    "We close down then anyway, except for hosting the neighborhood party. I really
    wish you could go, Jennifer," Sally Kingler said, "You and the family, of course.
    Lucky and Dale already promised they'd come."

    "I think we can manage it," Severus said before Jennifer could respond. Jennifer
    gazed at him searchingly.

    "Oh, but I thought Jennifer said she was going with Lunette to Detroit. I wouldn't
    want you to miss out on that," Sally protested.

    "If Severus says we can manage it, we can manage it," Jennifer replied with a
    smile.

    "Great!" Sally said cheerfully, heading back to the office.

    "Thank you, Severus," Jennifer added when she was gone.

    "It isn't lost on me that there may be a point in the near future when Sally may
    want to retire, so we should take advantage of the opportunity to spend time with our
    friends here," Severus replied.

    "True. Already it isn't the same, what with all the changes we had to make to
    update the place and with Emma and Rob long gone," Jennifer replied. "Although I
    admit, I see more and more of Lucky creeping in as they've modernized the place."

    "Yes, and you know she won't ever let the place go completely," Severus said.

    "True," Jennifer said, gazing at the counter where Jenny was busy taking care of
    the customers at the bar. "I'm glad we chose here to meet up for our family outings,
    Severus. I know it was the most logical place, but to me it's more than that. The
    fact that I'm spending more time here while I'm at Whitebridge reminds me of the
    importance of my research. It helps me to stay on it, despite all of the surprises
    that Whitebridge is throwing at me. Not to mention the conspiracies."

    "Oh?" Severus inquired.

    "My friends suckered me into helping them chaperone the Middle School dance,"
    Jennifer said, making another face.

    "Someone has to man the punch bowl, don't they?" Severus ventured.

    "Behave, Severus. I should never have told you about that," Jennifer replied.

    "Middle School?" Leu inquired.

    "It's sort of like first, second, and third year at Hogwarts," Jennifer explained.
    "In some schools here, sixth grade is still an elementary school grade, but
    Whitebridge starts magic at the same age that we do at Hogwarts, roughly speaking.
    Actually it's complicated, because instead of first year primary, they have
    kindergarten, so it's a bit confusing when you try to compare the systems year to
    year," Jennifer said. "Anyway, they break up the upper and lower students into two
    different dances, one on Friday and one on Saturday. I guess I'm just lucky that I
    only got conned into doing one. Some teachers end up having to do both."

    "While I can appreciate the reasoning behind splitting up the age groups into two
    different events, the idea of having to coordinate two dances on consecutive nights
    sounds dreadful," Severus said. "I believe John would quit if I even hinted that we
    were going to attempt such a thing." Jennifer grinned at that.

    "I rather agree with you, best just to get it over with. Especially in
    Whitebridge's case. It'll be all Wizard Pop and Wizard Rock at that dance," she
    replied.

    "I'll be sure to pack you some earmuffs in your Chest Cloak just in case," Severus
    replied.

    

    After a long day at the Bronx Zoo, Leu was grateful to collapse in his bed that
    night, falling straight to sleep. He awoke to an empty room and pulled himself out of
    bed with a yawn, realizing that Dasher and Noah had probably gone to watch Quidditch
    tryouts. Deciding that Dasher probably had it well in hand, Leu wandered down to the
    Owl Room, more than a little surprised to find Diana there, working on her
    homework.

    "Shouldn't you be at Quidditch Tryouts?" Leu asked curiously.

    "Hufflepuff had no replacements this year," Diana explained.

    "Wow, and your team was strong last year. I can't imagine how strong they'll be
    this year," Leu said.

    "We did replace three in football," she added for good measure.

    "I suppose that's something," Leu said. "We only replaced two Chasers ourselves,"
    he added, sitting down. "What are you working on?"

    "I'm not studying with you," Diana said bluntly.

    "I didn't ask," Leu pointed out. "Although I was going to ask if you want to go to
    Hogsmeade if I beat you at sparring again."

    "No," Diana said, looking up at him seriously. "If you beat me at sparring, I will
    agree to study with you. But if you want to go to Hogsmeade together, I want you to
    beat me at something else."

    "Not Quidditch I hope," Leu said.

    "No, you would never beat me at that," Diana said unabashedly. "I want you to race
    me across the lake. If you win, I will go to Hogsmeade with you."

    "Race you across the lake? I'm not sure that's even allowed!" Leu said
    incredulously.

    "You've gone swimming in that lake many times before and no one has said
    anything," Diana said.

    "I think my father's been choosing to look the other way because I've tried to
    stay discreet about it," Leu admitted. "But if we have a race, word is bound to leak
    out about it, and he won't be able to look the other way and we'll end up getting in
    trouble."

    "Then I suggest you ask him for permission," Diana suggested. "Perhaps you can
    make it one of your goals this year. 'Attempt to swim fast enough to beat Diana in a
    race.' You haven't filled your personal goals yet, have you?"

    "Well, no..."

    "Then why don't you add it?" Diana said with an expression so serious that he
    couldn't help but wonder at its intensity.

    "I'll add it if you explain why I should," Leu said. Suddenly Diana's expression
    changed, and she hurriedly began stacking her books.

    "It's up to you. It's your goals," Diana said suddenly. "I think I'll go study in
    the houserooms," she added, and then left.

    Leu propped his head in his hand, watching her go. Her hair was growing out; she
    had it in a short braid now, he noted, but she was still wearing the comb just above
    it. If she did like him as Charles seemed to think she did, why did she act so
    strange about it? Leu pulled out his Owl goals and stared at them a moment, shrugged,
    and then added it. After all, he still had room to add something else if he needed
    to.

    The next day he waited for his father's class to get out, knowing that he would be
    quickly on his way to the bus and met his stride going down the hall.

    "Yes, Llewellyn?" Severus asked.

    "I was wondering if I could have permission to use the lake... for swimming," Leu
    explained. Severus gave him a quizzical glance.

    "Since when has it mattered? You've never asked permission before. Perhaps you
    should have asked that question in your first year," Severus said drolly. "Or even
    after that incident with Diana and Winnie Brim."

    "Actually, that's sort of related, in a way," Leu explained.

    "Oh?" Severus prompted as they stepped down the main staircase. As usual, the
    stairs seemed aligned exactly the way that the headmaster was going, where a few
    students found themselves watching curiously from one of the other landings. Leu
    waited until they were down and out of the stairwell, not wanting his voice to carry
    to others waiting for the stairs.

    "Well, it's not for myself, actually. Diana is the one that wanted to swim in the
    lake so that she can have swimming competitions, pointing out that I already was
    getting away with it, but I wasn't comfortable with it going any farther than my
    own... well... breach of protocol... when other people were involved."

    "I see," Severus said with an expression that seemed neither surprised nor
    concerned. "You need to find a professor willing to supervise, preferably Sagittari
    or another professor that's well versed in how to call back the Kraken and other
    dangers in the lake. Once you have accomplished that, have them come speak to me
    about it before proceeding."

    "Alright. Thanks," Leu said,. Severus simply nodded, continuing to the main doors
    and going outside, while Leu stopped where he was in looked thoughtful. That was
    actually easier than he thought it'd be in a way, Leu mused. At the very least, he
    didn't seem to question wanting to use the lake at all. He simply addressed the
    safety concerns. Still, isn't that what a headmaster should be questioning?
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    Chapter Twenty-Six

    Goals to Achieve

    The next weekend was going to be busier than normal for Leu. After football
    practice on Saturday morning and making arrangements for some time in the lake before
    Quidditch practice on Sunday, he then arranged to spend Saturday afternoon with
    Andrew and Laura, who were taking them out on one of Laura's grandfather's boats for
    a few hours.

    It was a much smaller boat than his mother's motor-sailor the Wizard's
    Temptation. This boat, simply named the Waveskipper, was a hybrid
    fishing boat with both a diesel engine for docking at non-magic ports and a
    magic-based prop engine to use while at sea. It only had one cabin with cots that
    pulled out from underneath the benches and a single counter with a portable cooker.
    Leu was glad that this was simply an afternoon trip where they'd be spending all of
    their time on the deck to do some bird watching.

    "I know exactly where to go, actually," said Laura, their pilot for the day. "St.
    Kilda is a ways out, but it's well known for its seabirds. It's migration season, but
    it's been rather warm this year, so if we're lucky, there will still be a wide
    variety that haven't left yet."

    "They have puffins, don't they?" Leu said with interest.

    "Well, yes, but I'm not sure how practical a puffin would be for you, Leu," Laura
    said. "Considering you are going to be working in deep ocean, what you really need is
    a bird that's both a diver and a really strong flyer that can handle long
    distances."

    "True," Leu agreed.

    "We should be seeing both fulmars and gannets today, and either one would work.
    Let me see if I can find some," Laura said. She turned her attention on driving the
    boat, while Andrew stood next to her, watching with interest.

    "So what all is involved in becoming an Animagus, anyway? I suppose it must be
    pretty hard," Leu commented.

    "Oh, definitely," Andrew agreed, flashing Laura a wicked grin. "First, you have to
    put a mandrake leaf in your mouth for an entire month." Leu looked entirely
    confused.

    "How do you eat and drink?"

    "Just stick it in your cheek," Andrew shrugged. "And every morning while you have
    the leaf in your mouth, you have to recite an incantation to prepare yourself for
    what is to come. If you miss even one day, you have to start over from the beginning.
    And then and only then, if you've done it correctly, you're to spit the mandrake leaf
    in a phial in the direction of full moon rays and then brew a complicated potion.
    Then you must keep it in total darkness... until the night that you can drink it
    while standing in a lightning storm!"

    Leu stared at him.

    "Bullocks! Come on, you're having a laugh, right? There's no way in hell you did
    any of that," Leu said incredulously. Andrew laughed so hard he had to wipe tears out
    of his eyes.

    "You're right, I didn't. That's just what the Ministry tells people so that they
    don't have too many applicants every year. Here, let's find you a good candidate,"
    Andrew winked, handing Leu a pair of Omniculars. Laura worked the boat closer to a
    remote side of the island.

    "Oh, look! There are some gannets there feeding," Laura pointed out, switching to
    the magic engine so they could come closer with less of a wake.

    Leu watched as the giant birds floated on the air and then suddenly drew their
    bodies close as if they were a dart or a dagger, piercing the water with their
    bodies.

    "That's amazing," Leu said, quite impressed as they watched them dive over and
    over again.

    "The adult garrets are really pretty, aren't they? Some of the larger seabirds
    aren't much to look at," Laura said.

    "It doesn't matter what it looks like. What matters is if it's right for Leu,"
    Andrew replied, and Laura nodded at that.

    "Fair enough," Laura said.

    "I love them. I think they're amazing... look, there goes another one!" Leu said
    as he watched watch dove from on high, pulling itself in once more with knife-like
    precision. "It'd be worth it just to be able to dive like that."

    "Then I guess it's time to find somewhere to anchor and observe. The more you know
    and understand the animal you want to be, the better," Andrew explained. Leu nodded
    and Laura coaxed the boat into a better position.

    

    When the three of them got back, it was Laura who had a message to see the
    headmaster this time. After walking Leu back to the Ravenclaw rooms, Andrew helped
    Laura shortcut through the nursery. The two of them walked into the Study to find
    Severus, Anna, and Quintin getting ready for dinner.

    "I see you're back. How did it go?" Severus asked, offering them both a seat as
    well.

    "He seems to be interested in trying for a Northern Gannet, so we spent the day
    watching them get ready for migration," Andrew explained. "It'll be easier for him to
    attempt it if he knows the subject well, of course, but now I need to get his
    Transfiguration skills up a notch so that he's ready to try it. We might have to
    track the gannets in the Mediterranean if it takes him too long, though."

    "If that happens, take the Temptation instead. Our crew knows
    those waters very well and will probably have an idea where to look," Severus
    suggested. "Also, I have another student for you who is interested in becoming an
    Animagus, Andrew, but I'll discuss it with you later. I asked Laura up because I
    thought you might be interested to know that I finally received word from the
    Otherworld."

    "Really?" Laura asked brightly.

    "Yes, Albus reports that everyone is there safely and that he and Minerva are
    accompanying Zoe and Aubrey Lynn to Caerbrenin. The Gardener, as Merlin is called
    there, is taking the rest of them to Caer Danaan to 'save time' and 'clear up any
    possible questions as to their arrival.'" Severus explained as he glanced at the
    Teledim in his hand.

    "What's that supposed to mean?" Laura laughed.

    "I wondered the same, so I consulted Merlin's painting after getting that message.
    He's already in the portal, but he did stay long enough to make sure they were
    welcomed in Caer Danaan and were allowed to continue their pilgrimages without too
    much interference from the local aristocracy. Apparently, Merlin has a house in the
    village that is large enough to accommodate all of them. But he also said, Laura,
    that your father and mother wasted little time in finding a Daoine Sidhe guide to
    lead them to them to the local pack, so I doubt we'll be hearing from them for a
    while."

    "Oh. Well, at least we know they're safe at the moment," Laura reasoned.

    "Yes, and Merlin said that he arranged for an escort to take Delia, Mike, and
    Sirius to gather flowers for Aepheri. They probably haven't even reached the edge of
    town yet," Severus explained.

    "I suspect the escort is to make sure Sirius gets out into the field instead of
    inspecting the local taverns," Anna said dryly.

    "I wouldn't be surprised, considering it's very hard to get lost in that town,
    because you can always use the hill and the river as a reference to where you are,"
    Severus admitted. "Even if you're new to the area, once you're out of the woods, it's
    quite easy to navigate. I'm sure they'll be well taken care of."

    "Do you suppose Aepheri will speak to them like she did to you?" Anna asked.

    "Aepheri has a soft spot for a lost soul, and I was feeling quite lost at that
    moment," Severus explained.

    "Oh. Well, if that's the case, she'll probably take to Sirius straight away, won't
    she?" Anna concluded.

    "Yes, actually, I'm counting on that," Severus replied, then turned their
    attention towards setting up for dinner.

    

    The next morning bright and early, Leu put on his wetsuit and walked down to the
    boathouse with Noah and Dasher to find Sagittari standing nearby in his normal form.
    As they came closer, they could see Arcadia across the lake, waving at them as they
    came near. Viorica, Summer, Amy, and Diana walked up together, followed behind by
    Charles and Chris. Diana was wearing a wetsuit made of a silvery material that Leu
    didn't recognize; it didn't appear to be Goblin-made. Dwarven perhaps, Leu decided,
    then turned his attention to Sagittari.

    "You should probably get acclimatized to the water, Llewellyn. I have checked the
    area and called back the Kraken, but perhaps you should take your wand and do one
    last check to make sure there are no hazards before the race," Sagittari
    suggested.

    "Yes, that's probably a good idea," Leu agreed. Diana nodded as well, and the two
    of them went into the water wearing a wand pouch across their shoulders just in case
    they ran into anything.

    "This is all a bit weird, swimming in that lake," Charles commented. "Is anyone
    allowed to do it?"

    "With parental permission and the proper attire, I suppose," Sagittari replied.
    "But do you truly want to race Diana?"

    "I wouldn't stand a chance even if I wanted to," Charles admitted, watching as the
    two of them reached the other side, spoke to Arcadia a moment, then worked their way
    back again.

    "Everything looks to be clear, Doctor," Leu said as he came out of the water,
    Diana right behind him.

    "Very well. You may take your places at the end of the dock. I will blow my
    whistle to start, and you will race over to Arcadia," Sagittari said. The two of them
    nodded and went over to the dock.

    Sagittari waited until both of them were in a good starting position and then blew
    his whistle, the students erupting in an encouraging cheer as the two of them dove
    into the water and raced for the other side. With all the girls shouting excitedly
    for Diana, Chris, and Charles found themselves shouting for Leu to try and balance it
    out; the two were swimming so close to the same speed that it was very hard to tell
    who was in the lead, especially when they got further across the lake.

    "We should have been on the other side of the lake," Viorica decided.

    "Or brought brooms," Amy ventured. But at that idea, Charles and Chris both
    brought out theirs from their cloaks and returned them to their normal sizes. Viorica
    did the same thing, and the three of them raced across while the other three girls
    kept shouting from where they were on the docks. When they raced over the lake, the
    two were still swimming super close, but it looked to Charles as if Diana was pulling
    ahead ever-so slightly as they charged towards the other shore.

    As they reached the boat platform on the other side, Charles wasn't surprised when
    Diana's hand came up and touched the edge half a second before Leu's and as they
    shook the water out of their faces and eyes, Leu looked over to see that Diana seemed
    strangely serene for having just won that race. She seemed disappointed somehow.

    "That was amazing!" Arcadia said enthusiastically. "Great job, Diana! Leu, I can't
    believe how well you were able to keep up with her!" Leu blinked and stared at
    her.

    "What is that supposed to mean?" Leu asked flatly. Arcadia hesitated,
    belatedly remembering her promise.

    "I mean that Diana is such an amazing swimmer, I didn't think anyone could keep up
    with her!" Arcadia improvised. Charles frowned at that. How would Arcadia know
    anything about it? Did Sagittari say something about the Junior Olympics?

    "He's not fast enough. We'll try again next week," Diana decided.

    "Next week? But we have games next week. How about we just race back to the other
    side again?" Leu suggested.

    "No. Only one attempt," Diana said firmly and then dove, swimming underwater to
    get back to the other size.

    "Sorry, she's really strange sometimes," Leu said.

    "How about all of the time?" Chris said. Leu shrugged a bit and then dove himself,
    heading back to the other side.

    "I think I agree with Chris on this one," Viorica decided. "There's something
    really odd about that girl."

    "You're one to talk," Charles retorted. "Come on, let's head back over," he
    suggested, and the three of them took their brooms back while Arcadia opted for the
    boat she had moored there.

    Leu was too busy wondering why Diana was so determined to try again next week. And
    why did she want it to be only one attempt? Diana had always seemed to have very
    specific rules when it came to competitions. Maybe one of his goals, he thought,
    should be simply to figure out what those rules actually were.
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    The Order of Libris

    Lunette walked Jennifer to one of the back rooms, the lights turning on when they
    stepped in the room.

    "Here we are, Jennifer, your own Secret Lab," Lunette said cheerfully as they both
    stepped past the door with a plaque that read: Research Lab One.

    Jennifer wandered around the large room, impressed by everything from the giant
    windows looking out onto the city to the full scale Excelsior Lab, along with a
    number of specialized benches for working with both Items and Potions alike. It even
    came with both a Potion Oven and Forge, both nestled in one corner of the room. It
    was next to a fireplace with a blazing Icefire inside, present along with several
    other charms interwoven in the tiles and walls in that section of the room to keep
    the heat under control.

    A multitude of climate-controlled shelves built into the walls housed components
    and materials, each one labeled with its contents and packed neatly out of view,
    making the lab look quite pristine, especially with its highly polished stainless
    steel tables, empty and ready for the next experiment to come along.

    "This is awesome! Severus would love this place," Jennifer said in awe.

    "Well, that's too bad, because Libris is witches only," Lunette said in amusement.
    "Speaking of which, I have something for you... your Library Card," she said, drawing
    out an etched platinum card about the size of a credit card, which had Jennifer's
    name on it.

    "Library Card?" Jennifer repeated, taking it and looking at it.

    "That's its nickname, anyway. It's your Order of Libris membership card," Lunette
    explained with amusement.

    "Woah, hang on. I knew you were going to let me use the room as a favor so I could
    bring my cursed items over here, but I'm not qualified to be a member of the Order!
    You should know that better than anyone," Jennifer protested so fervently that
    Lunette rolled her eyes in total exasperation. "I don't have three degrees or three
    major accomplishments or any of the other qualifications that would get me in, and I
    certainly don't want in just because we're friends," Jennifer added, trying to hand
    it back.

    "Really, Jennifer?" Lunette replied. Somehow, even her flat tone sounded
    exasperated, and her expression was reflecting the same thing. "You're minimizing
    just a little too much, don't you think?"

    "No, I just don't think a common secondary school teacher fits in with the rest of
    the members of your order. I'd stick out like a sore thumb," Jennifer explained,
    still trying to get her to take the card. Lunette was gazing at her critically with
    her hands on her hips, when Jennifer picked up something else in her gaze. "And no,
    of course I'm not trying to insult your order, Lunette. I'm trying to preserve it.
    Any fame I've gotten has only come from hanging on to Severus' cloak over the
    years."

    "You've got it backwards, Jennifer. Severus got where he is today attempting to
    keep up with you. Now, put that card away or I swear I'm going to blast you silly,"
    Lunette said dangerously. Uncertain of whether Lunette would actually do that or not,
    Jennifer decided to err on the side of caution and reluctantly put the card away.
    "I've never seen such a crazy mix of vanity and low self-esteem in one person before.
    And what's worse, Whitebridge seems to be accentuating both of those aspects in you,
    Jennifer. I hope you get a handle on it."

    "I really don't know what you're talking about," Jennifer admitted, causing
    Lunette to become even more exasperated to the point that she walked off to look in a
    mirror that was hanging up in a far corner of the room. "I do appreciate the use of
    the Lab, though, although now I'm going to need to find a spotter or two, since I
    can't get out any of the items I want to look at without one."

    "The card allows you to bring up to four female guests into the Book Club,
    Jennifer. If you don't take it for any other reason, you should probably take it so
    you can bring spotters in here on days I'm not available," Lunette replied, still
    sounding annoyed.

    "Oh. Well, I suppose you have a point," Jennifer decided.

    "You know, considering how exclusive this order is, most witches are typically
    excited and elated to be invited in," Lunette pointed out irritably. "I've never met
    anyone so disinclined to have a Library Card."

    "Thanks, Lunette," Jennifer said, despite the fact that Lunette could clearly see
    from Jennifer's expression that she only said it to placate her.

    "I think I'm going to the bar for a drink," Lunette declared and walked out of the
    room. Sighing at that, Jennifer decided that she might as well familiarize herself
    with the lab while Lunette was attempting to cool off.

    

    Jennifer returned to Whitebridge just after lunch, checking the time as she went
    up to her room. She was unsurprised to see that Professor Rogue was hanging in there,
    waiting for her to return from her visit to New York.

    "Rogue, can you find out if Severus is busy? I need to contact him about
    something," she said. The painting looked thoughtful for a moment, and by the time
    she hung up her cloak and looked back over, he was signing again. "Thanks,
    Professor," Jennifer said and sat down at her desk, getting out her contact
    mirror.

    "Hello, Severus," Jennifer said.

    "Good evening... or afternoon, rather," he added, noting the amount of light in
    the room. "Did you need something?"

    "Yes, I wanted to let you know that I put a list in my Chest Cloak of different
    cursed items I want to look at. I don't suppose you could put them in my Puzzle Box
    and then set it in my Chest Cloak sometime this week?" Jennifer inquired.

    "I take it that means Lunette found you somewhere to work with them legally,
    then," Severus concluded.

    "Yes, she's letting me use her personal research lab, one of half a dozen licensed
    labs located in the Order of Libris' headquarters in New York," Jennifer explained.
    "And speaking of which, can you put my star-embroidered robe in the chest as well?
    Apparently Libris meets once a month instead of every quarter like Merlin does, and
    Lunette wants me to go to the next meeting to introduce me to people."

    "Libris?" Severus repeated in surprise.

    "Yes, Lunette got me in, actually. Not that I'm all that comfortable with that
    fact, but when I protested, she got quite vexed with me. Actually, I think she's
    still quite vexed with me, since she knows I'm only going to humor her," Jennifer
    admitted. Severus sighed at her, immediately remembering how she behaved when she
    originally received her Golden Letter.

    "Jennifer, being in Libris will ensure you have all of the resources you need to
    get that research done, not to mention access to a great number of experts in
    different fields who may be willing to aid you in your research," Severus pointed
    out. "Not only is it ideal for your research, it'll also add to your prestige."

    "Yes, I care so much about that," Jennifer said sarcastically.

    "Yes, I know perfectly well that you don't, although perhaps you should," Severus
    replied, Jennifer blinked at him in complete surprise.

    "What are you saying? Did someone switch husbands on me while I wasn't looking? I
    didn't think you cared about such things either, Severus," Jennifer scolded.

    "Then why are we putting ourselves through such a misery?" Severus asked with
    exasperation.

    "You tell me! None of this was my idea," Jennifer reminded him. Severus put a hand
    to his head for a moment.

    "I think it's a perspective problem. There can be little doubt that I felt the
    same way myself when I was a full time teacher," Severus decided thoughtfully. "What
    I'm speaking of isn't a selfish pursuit of furthering ones own fame, wealth, or
    ambitions, Jennifer. That would have been easy for you to achieve with all you have
    done over the years. Rather, I am speaking of the influence one acquires that will
    help you give back to the community, to make a better world than the one we've had to
    fight through, and to be in a position to help others to further their own goals and
    achievements as well. I believe before the year is out, you'll understand what I'm
    talking about, but for now, I have a suggestion for you. Take careful note of how
    Lunette chooses to use her own influence when you're around her. You may get some
    insight as to why it's important for you to achieve."

    "Well, frankly, the only time I've seen her use her influence for anything has
    been to help me," Jennifer admitted, Severus smiling thinly at that. "But I really
    think she went too far this time, Severus. I don't really want to be in the order if
    I don't measure up to its standards."

    "I see. You don't want to be in the order because you feel that your appointment
    is dishonest," Severus ventured.

    "Exactly," Jennifer said with a sigh.

    "So, in essence, you're accusing Lunette Vallid of doing something dishonest,"
    Severus concluded. Jennifer blinked.

    "Well, I wouldn't go that far... biased would be the better term," Jennifer
    protested.

    "Very well then, you're saying that Lunette is the sort of person who has so
    little respect for her own order's ideology that she sees nothing wrong with letting
    someone unqualified into the fold," Severus said.

    "I really wouldn't put it like that, either," Jennifer said flatly.

    "So sentimental that she lets it cloud her judgment?" Severus suggested, and
    Jennifer cringed.

    "All right, that's enough, Severus," Jennifer protested somberly. "I still don't
    think I belong in the order but... I can see now why she's so upset with me now," she
    admitted. "Especially considering everything she's done for me lately."

    "Then I suggest the best course of action is to push your spectacles up on your
    nose and humor her, whether you feel like you're qualified to be there or not,"
    Severus advised. "And as such, I'll make sure your robes get in the chest, along with
    your Puzzlebox."

    "Thank you, Severus," Jennifer said. "See you Sunday."

    "Yes, until then," Severus said. He broke off contact, shaking his head with
    exasperation before getting up to read to Quintin.

    

    The Order of Libris met on the first Friday of the month, so it wasn't long before
    Jennifer found herself cleaning up her classroom for the day and getting dressed to
    go. She put on her best robes and had her hair back up in a fluffy gibson bun like
    she wore at Hogwarts, putting on a set of pearl earrings that Severus had given her
    not long after she had them pierced. Other than those and her temporal earring, she
    wore only her locket and her Dragonheart ring, deciding they were enough of a
    statement on their own.

    Glancing at the time, she realized it was still quite early, but it was just as
    well. She preferred going early so that she could get a good feel of events like
    this, not to mention settle her nerves, since waiting around made her much more
    anxious. So, the moment she was ready, she took the Floating Gazebo down to the
    ground floor, and ended up running into Asher, who was on his way up.

    "Oh, wow! Look at you! So elegant!" Asher exclaimed in surprise, making Jennifer
    chuckle.

    "Thank you very much. I just hope my new order members are impressed as well,"
    Jennifer said as she stepped out, running into Lav next.

    "Have fun tonight, Jennifer! And good luck!" Lav told her.

    "Thanks, I think I'll need it," Jennifer admitted, disappearing into the garden on
    her way to the Portkey room. Lav stepped over to Asher.

    "Stop drooling! One of the students could see you," Lav scolded Asher as she
    stepped in the Gazebo.

    Asher put his hand to his mouth, very glad when he realized that she didn't mean
    it literally. Then he quickly hopped into the Gazebo with her so that he could head
    up to Frank's room.

    

    Jennifer stepped up to the Witches' Book Club and knocked, showing her card when
    the small window slid open. One of the doors opened and the Veiled Witch let her
    in.

    "Welcome, Professor Craw," the Veiled Witch greeted her. "Most of the early guests
    are in the library getting drinks. Would you care to join them?"

    "Lovely, thank you," Jennifer replied, and followed the witch past the first set
    of doors and over to the second set of doors, opening it so that she could step
    in.

    The Library was as large as a ball room, but large bookshelves lined the walls on
    three sides, two stories tall. The other wall had narrow windows that matched the
    bookshelves in height and looked out into the street, and a cushioned bench that ran
    the length of the room underneath them. Several nooks with comfortable chairs and
    tables provided places for those waiting to gather in small groups. There were also
    chairs in the corners near the bookshelves, and Jennifer was fairly sure that on a
    normal day, there were probably similar arrangements of reading desks and chairs
    spaced throughout the center of the room as well. But right now, the center floor was
    cleared, and quite a number of witches were standing around in groups with glasses in
    their hands as a pair of witch waiters in black robes and black ties went around with
    a drink trays.

    "Why, who is that?" someone asked.

    Jennifer glanced in the direction she heard the voice and saw three women standing
    with drinks nearby had turned to look at her.

    The one standing in the center was a tall witch wearing fine, tailored robes with
    a more simplistic American design; it was made to slim and perfect her figure with
    clever shaping and fabric choices, and there was little emphasis at all in embroidery
    or other ornate designs. The two witches to either side of her had similarly designed
    dresses... but had varied degrees of success when it came to achieving the dresses'
    main purpose.

    "Is no one here to introduce you, child?" the tall woman asked. She had striking
    dark brown hair that curiously enough had little variation to its tone.

    "Oh, I'm sure she's coming, I'm just a bit early, that's all," Jennifer
    explained.

    She was feeling very conscientious now that she looked a great deal younger than
    most of the women present, despite the fact she was quite certain that most of them
    were fairly close to her age. One of the few exceptions was the witch to the right of
    the one who just spoke. She was the blonde witch who had the least amount of success
    using the dress to hide her weight, and she looked to be about Alex's age.

    "Perhaps I should come to the rescue and give her a fair start," the tall witch in
    the middle decided. "I am Monica Romano, Doctor of Wizard Anthropology with a
    specialty of Wizard Evolution Theory, and I lecture at the Salem Institute. My
    companions are graduates of the Salem Institute as well, this is Carmen Fayburn,
    Magiherpotologist," she said, the blonde witch nodding to her with a smile, "and
    Eugenola Armstrong, Spell Research and Development, specializing in Charms and
    Enchantments," she finished, pointing to the woman on the left; the witch appeared
    closer to Jennifer's age, a brunette with a lock of grey hair running down the front
    as an accent.

    "Everyone just calls me Genie. Hi," Eugenola said with a grin.

    "I'm Jennifer Craw, Alchemist and Items Specialist. I graduated from and am
    currently teaching at Whitebridge this year," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Ah Whitebridge! Lovely gardens, quaint school," Monica replied, then looked
    thoughtful. "Craw... Craw... I'm sure I've heard that name before. What's your most
    recent work?"

    "I led the team that made several breakthroughs on Lycanthropy therapy and
    prevention a year and a half ago," Jennifer said.

    "Oh, I see! Yes, I suppose that would get you a membership this level," Monica
    decided. "I've heard about it, of course. I recall recently hearing something about
    the preventative dose still being in WDA testing. What company will be making
    it?"

    "They're readily available to any alchemist with a license who bothers to
    subscribe to the Alchemists' Annual. I may technically own those formulas and share
    publishing rights on all the research with my team, but the formulas themselves are
    for anyone to use," Jennifer explained, the three witches staring at her in
    surprise.

    "You mean you don't profit from it at all?" Monica asked, mystified.

    "Only from writing the research articles, not from the formulas themselves. I
    don't believe in holding back research that is meant to benefit everyone," Jennifer
    explained. "If I gave a company exclusive rights over my formula, it would probably
    prevent a great deal of people from having access to it. And if even one person was
    inflicted with Lycanthropy solely because he or she didn't have access to the
    preventative dose we developed, I really don't think I could live with myself, to be
    perfectly honest. Medical research should benefit everyone, not the lucky few who
    have the means to pay for it."

    "What a breath of fresh air! And I totally agree with you," Genie said
    enthusiastically.

    "But how do you pay for the research itself? Government grants?" Monica asked
    curiously.

    "Oh, the school picked up the bill, actually, with the school board's permission
    of course," Jennifer explained.

    "Whitebridge?" Genie asked with interest.

    "No, that research was done at Hogwarts," Jennifer replied.

    "Oh, Professor Snape's school," Genie said.

    "Yes, that's right," Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    "I operate on educational grants sometimes so I know how that is," Genie
    explained. "But I get more commercial contracts than anything."

    "You develop new charms for businesses? In what way?" Jennifer asked with genuine
    curiosity.

    "Functionalizing! I come up with charms to make life easier for those working in
    the office, as well as charms that perform functions that would typically take an
    extra person to do," Genie explained cheerfully. "That way, companies need less
    employees to do the same jobs, which means that it greatly increases their profit
    margins."

    "I see," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "I operate on mostly government and educational grants too," Carmen said. "But
    fortunately, I've been able to supplement that with my Wizcast, so I'm doing really
    well overall."

    "Wizcast?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Yes, it's called Tales of Scales. It's all about Magiherptology, of course... and
    not just dragons, either, although everyone wants to hear about dragons. I earn most
    of my wizcoins on those, but I also cover other magical serpents and reptiles... you
    know, basilisks, sea serpents, coatls, Dreadbiters, even magically bred species like
    Venowraiths and the like. I suppose you might not have even heard of some of those,"
    Carmen said, realizing she was rambling.

    "Oh, you'd be surprised," Jennifer said dryly.

    "Anyway, since I appeared as a guest expert on Chrono Crew when they dug up that
    dragon graveyard, it's really helped my career quite a lot, and it got me in here,"
    Carmen added with a grin.

    "Chrono Crew, that sounds familiar..." Jennifer mused.

    "It's that Wizard TV show where they go investigate areas where someone has
    detected weird magic readings underground, so they go in and dig it up to see what's
    there. And they only have three hours to do it in, because they don't want to disturb
    the local nonmagic populations," Carmen explained. "But sometimes they have specials
    and go to places that's already been explored and blocked off from the nonmagical
    world already, like that Dragon Graveyard, in hopes of finding new information for
    one reason or another. You should watch it sometime, a lot of the old episodes are on
    the Wiznet these days."

    "I believe I shall," Jennifer said with a smile, sincerely curious about it now.
    "I don't suppose, being in the field you're in, if you happen to know Charlie Weasley
    at all?"

    "Indeed I do! I've met him at conferences before. Do you know him?" Carmen said
    with surprise.

    "Yes, I'm a friend of the family," Jennifer replied.

    "How about that? Small world, isn't it?" Carmen said. Jennifer chuckled and
    nodded.

    "We have a Weasley that's in the Order of Libris too," Genie ventured. "Hermione
    Weasley, but she never comes to meetings, except maybe once a year."

    "That doesn't surprise me. Hermione is pretty busy," Jennifer said. "To be honest,
    I didn't even know that she was a member, but it makes perfect sense that she would
    be. She manages to knock out a new research paper practically every summer. I really
    don't know how she does it."

    "Yes, I agree, especially considering she's married as well," Monica replied.

    "I don't see how that has anything to do with it," Jennifer admitted.

    "Simply that marriage can be such a time sink, that's all. It's hard to get any
    research done when someone has a husband at home expecting them to carry out 'women's
    duties' regardless of what profession they're in. It tends to stagnate one's career
    and ambitions, and no matter how successful a witch is, their husbands always manage
    to steal their thunder," Monica stated. "As much as we love to pretend that things
    are equal these days, everyone knows it's a bit of a farce. A witch with a family
    tends to make a lot more career sacrifices than a wizard does in the same position.
    If she hadn't been married, she probably would have been headmaster by now," Monica
    ventured.

    "I sincerely doubt that. Nobody is about to move Severus Snape from that
    position," Jennifer said evenly.

    "Well, maybe she'd have been a headmaster at a different school then, or in a more
    prestigious career altogether instead of just a school teacher," Monica suggested.
    Jennifer became thoughtful.

    "You're assuming that she would even want that," Jennifer said after a moment.

    "Likely not. As I already pointed out, marriage tends to weigh heavily on one's
    ambitions," Monica said. Then she saw how serious Jennifer's expression had gotten,
    then noticed the ring. "I don't suppose you've already been caught in the marriage
    trap?"

    "I wouldn't call it a trap, but yes, I am married," Jennifer acknowledged.

    "Oh really? And how long have you been stuck in teaching?" Monica inquired.

    "I enjoy teaching. It's my chosen profession, actually," Jennifer said firmly.

    "I have a difficult time believing that's the only ambition you've had, especially
    considering your level of expertise in Alchemy," Monica replied. "Surely there have
    been other fields you've wanted to go into at one point or another. Tell me honestly,
    how many of those ambitions died when you got married?"

    "I wouldn't say they died, exactly, they simply changed," Jennifer replied
    uncomfortably.

    "And what about your research? Has it not hindered progress on your research
    ambitions on occasions?" she asked.

    "Yes, perhaps it has on occasion," Jennifer admitted. "But it's worth it, all the
    same."

    "I see. To each their own, then, but I do believe I've made my point. That said, I
    commend you for getting this far! I admire anyone who has been able to rise from that
    sort of male dominance and are still able to accomplish such greatness," Monica said
    with a sincere smile. "Even so, I am very glad I myself didn't make that
    mistake."

    "Oh, me either!" Genie said emphatically.

    "Genie had a close call once," Carmen confided to Jennifer. "She barely
    escaped."

    "I was engaged to the dean of a college I worked for before I got put on at the
    Salem Institute," Genie explained. "But the closer we got to the wedding, the more he
    started going on about his ambitions and how he wanted me to cater to them. And then
    he told me that he didn't want me to go on any more Zoological Expeditions while I
    was working at the college. He told me to simply teach the students out of the book
    from then on. That was the last straw for me, because I realized that not only was he
    going to try lording over me at home, but he also had the last word on my research,
    and there was nothing I could do about it if he wanted to hold me back at work. So, I
    got out of there and in a hurry. Marriage is bad enough, but being married to someone
    who also has professional control over my career? That would have been even worse. It
    could totally stifle your research!"

    "On the other hand, your partner might force you to take a sabbatical to work on
    your research whether you want to do so or not," Jennifer added dryly.

    "Exactly!" Genie agreed. "In some ways that be would even worse, because that
    means they want to use that research for their benefit and the school's benefit
    instead of for yours."

    "I wouldn't put it past any wizard to do something like that. Unfortunately,
    that's just the world we live in right now," Carmen agreed. "Wizards have the upper
    hand at everything."

    "Which is exactly why the Order of Libris is so important," Monica concluded. "And
    as such, welcome, Jennifer."

    "Yes, welcome! Are you coming to Green Candles after the meeting?" Genie asked
    cordially.

    "Green Candles?" Jennifer inquired.

    "That's the name of the club next door... Judge Vallid owns it as well," Carmen
    explained. "And meeting night is always Witches' night," she said with enthusiasm.
    "Most of the Order goes over there after the meeting. There are three sections; High
    Wick, Candle Body, and Low Wick. I always recommend the Body," she said. Monica
    rolled her eyes.

    "I'll be in Low Wick," Monica said.

    "I like all three," Genie admitted. "It just depends on what mood I'm in after the
    meeting."

    "Well, we'll see. I suppose it'll depend on how late the meeting gets out,"
    Jennifer said, then glanced at her watch. "Speaking of which, I wonder where she is?"
    Jennifer asked and looked around.

    "Who?" Monica asked curiously, but then Jennifer smiled and became completely
    distracted by two familiar faces standing in the doorway. She quickly excused herself
    and went over.

    "There she is! Exactly as I thought," Hermione said with exasperation.

    "Hello, Mother. Do you know you're in the wrong room?" Alex informed her.

    "What?" Jennifer asked with a laugh, hugging them both. "Alex, I didn't know you
    were in Libris as well."

    "I'm in a bit of everything, actually, it comes with being a Minister," Alex
    explained. "Come on, we'll show where Platinum hangs out before meetings. It's this
    way."

    "Did she say Platinum?" Monica asked with alarm when she left.

    "Did she just call her Mother?" Carmen asked with the same surprise.

    "How very intriguing," Genie replied, then got out her phone. "I think I'll look
    her up to see if I can find out more about her."

    "Oh no. Are you really getting that thing out? You know how rude it is at social
    gatherings," Monica chided her with a scowl.

    "Huh... well, other than a note about her work in the Alchemist Tincture, it seems
    that first mention of her on Wiggle is that she has a Hot Lava but Off Limits rating
    on the Wizard Companion's Master Date List," Genie replied. "Must be nice!"

    "Disgusting," Monica said with distaste. "If I were her, I'd send them a Net-Owl
    and tell them to remove it immediately!"

    "Oh, don't worry, Monica. You're in no danger of getting that kind of rating any
    more than I am," Carmen replied. Monica rewarded her with such an icy look that
    Carmen wisely decided to change the subject.

    Out in the hallway, Hermione and Alex warned Jennifer to keep her voice down as
    they walked towards the back.

    "What are the two of you even doing here?" Jennifer whispered to them.

    "Severus told me you were going tonight and thought you might need a friend
    along," Hermione explained softly.

    "Father sent me along too, saying that he thought you were having some doubts
    about even being here," Alex whispered back. "As if you didn't feel like you
    belonged."

    "I suppose that is true. I am very much feeling like that," Jennifer admitted.

    "Well, if I belong here, you certainly belong here," Hermione decided quietly.

    "That goes double for me," Alex agreed.

    "To be fair, Alex, you are third in charge of the Ministry, and Hermione, to her
    credit, is the most published professor on staff," Jennifer whispered quietly back.
    "What have I done, really?"

    "I know what you've done. You've gotten Lunette's back up so far that Severus sent
    us to rescue you," Hermione said bluntly, taking her arm firmly before nodding to
    Alex, who did the same on the other side. Then the two of them forcefully escorted
    her into the Reading Room. Lunette watched the procession with a hand on her hip
    where she waited at a table near the bar.

    "Oh, no! Don't tell me she's still at it! I thought that trip to the Silver
    Members' lounge would have helped cure her of that," Lunette said irritably.

    "I knew it. You did do it on purpose," Hermione said as they deposited Jennifer on
    the chair.

    "Yes, I was rather hoping she would learn something after seeing what the Silver
    level of the order looked like," Lunette admitted.

    "Perhaps I did learn a bit," Jennifer replied, but Lunette didn't miss the fact
    that she had her spectacles all the way up.

    "Not enough, apparently," Lunette said, putting down her drink. "Come on, we
    should probably go get settled. Since the meeting room is circular, we enter by
    member level, so generally Platinum goes in first, then Gold, then Silver," she
    explained, getting up.

    "What determines the membership level?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Don't answer her," Lunette snapped, but Hermione was already replying.

    "How accomplished you are, of course," Hermione informed her.

    "Oh. Then why am I in Platinum?" Jennifer inquired.

    "Jennifer, I swear if you say one more word before you're introduced, I'm
    challenging you to a Witch's Duel," Lunette snapped at her. "And I promise you that
    the outcome will not be pretty."

    Jennifer quickly quieted down and didn't say another word, and Hermione and
    Alexandria decided to do the same when it was obvious that Lunette was not in the
    best of moods. Fortunately, it was almost time for the meeting now. It wasn't long
    before they were passing the beaded door, not stopping this time to take off their
    shoes. In fact, the tatami mats had all been put away, showing off the beautiful
    floors with different symbols associated with large covens placed in a spiral pattern
    on the floors.

    Jennifer gathered with the rest nearest the center star and listened to Hermione
    and Alexandria chat to each other, mostly about their kids. Then the Gold level
    witches came in from a very different door than they had come in; the Silver, when
    they arrived, a different door still. Lunette gestured for Jennifer to step up beside
    her, and she took a scroll out of her sleeve.

    "Good evening, everyone! We have a short joint meeting tonight, then you can go
    join your sections," Lunette told them. "Before we read the announcements, I do have
    one new Platinum member to welcome, Professor Jennifer Corsiva Craw Snape. Professor
    Craw is currently teaching Items at Whitebridge, and has tenure at Hogwarts School of
    Witchcraft and Wizardry where she teaches Potions and Items, is third in
    administration, and has served as the school's Headmaster on occasion. She is also
    the current Sentinel of Dark Magic, responsible for part of Callum's seal, a member
    of the Order of Merlin, and is a licensed expert in Potions, Items, Defense, and an
    unlicensed expert in Truth Seeking," Lunette added with amusement. "Now, as is
    tradition, we'll go over the reading of accomplishments that earned her such
    consideration, in order of achievement. You might as well get comfortable," she
    warned as she rolled out a scroll long enough to get nearly everyone's attention.
    Even Alex and Jennifer looked rather surprised by it; Hermione simply smiled thinly
    at her.

    "Led a Unicorn herd to defeat an army of Dementors and protect Hogwarts against a
    Death Eater attack," Lunette began. Jennifer blinked at her. So this wasn't just
    going to be about educational accomplishments? Shoulders slumping in resignation,
    Jennifer got into a more comfortable position. "Created a working countercurse to the
    Forbidden Death spell," Lunette continued. "Accompanied Harry Potter into Salazar's
    Tomb and participated in the final destruction of Voldemort and one of his minions.
    Developed the Pellet Potions that many of us use on a regular basis. Helped to
    uncover a plot to destroy the main portal to Tir Na Nog, which would have caused
    further damage to the already weakening portal. Saved Professor Severus Snape from
    what would have been a fatal encounter from a Dreadbiter Serpent. Managed to find
    Dagda's Cauldron, which had been missing for centuries, to help repair the Tir Na Nog
    main portal and bring about the return of Merlin, so that he could reestablish the
    Sentinels of Magic and restore them to their intended duties as portal guardians.
    Played a large part in the defeat of Ciardoth, including researching various items,
    and coming up with an attack that worked against her," she went on.

    Suddenly Hermione and Alex grinned at her so broadly that Jennifer peeked over her
    glasses and made her smile; apparently, that particular point had been on both of
    their accomplishments as well.

    "Created a potion based on a rare, ancient wine to free the Fomorions from slavery
    from Ciardoth. Defended the castle during the Ciardoth's Last Stand. Led a group of
    witches and wizards to stop a Demon invasion in Germany. Traveled to the Otherworld
    to rescue Severus Snape while he was on a mission to fix a discrepancy between our
    worlds that was causing creatures to fall through on both sides, and helped him
    complete his mission. Developed a dreaming potion for a memory loss therapy. And led
    a team of Lycanthropy experts to improve on Lycanthropy therapy techniques as well as
    develop a prevention potion to keep it from spreading.

    "Well, that's the short list, at any rate," Lunette said cheerfully. "I left a
    bunch out, but you have to stop somewhere. To sum up, she's saved everyone's asses a
    time or two, and I dare think the universe wouldn't be here without her work, which
    is why I recommended her to go straight through into Platinum in the first place,"
    Lunette explained. "Currently, she's working on research into more effective memory
    loss cures, as well as helping Dean Elk of Whitebridge take that school up a notch.
    So please welcome Professor Craw to the order, and let's give her our support in her
    endeavors," she finished.

    Alex and Hermione were clapping loudly half a second before the rest of the order
    joined in and Jennifer finally gave everyone a thin, almost resigned smile before
    finally stepping back over between the two of them. The rest of the announcements
    involved other member's accomplishments over the month, from articles and books
    written to discoveries they made in their professions. It was actually quite
    interesting, and Jennifer rather wished she had thought to write them down. But after
    the announcements while they began to break up in separate groups, Jennifer became
    interested when both Alex and Hermione stepped up to Lunette and she handed them both
    a copy.

    "Two please," Hermione said immediately.

    "And one for Anna," Lunette acknowledged with amusement, handing her a second
    one.

    "I wouldn't mind one myself," Jennifer admitted, and Lunette smiled and handed her
    a copy.

    "Feeling better about this, are we?" Lunette asked her.

    "Sort of," Jennifer said, and Lunette squinted at her again. "Well, after all, the
    majority of the accomplishments you listed weren't academic in any way."

    "And just how many of those were done for the benefit of the school, Jennifer?"
    Lunette retorted.

    "Nearly all of them," Hermione replied for her.

    "Then it's academic," Lunette replied. "Besides, if you took off those dratted
    glasses once in a while, you'd have seen just how bowled over everyone was. So do me
    a favor and simply accept the honor graciously before I'm tempted to put something in
    your drink after the meeting," she threatened.

    "What's next, then?" Jennifer said with a sigh that did nothing to dissuade Lunette's
    threat.

    "We're going to head back with the rest of the Platinum members and see if anyone
    needs help with any projects they're working on," Hermione explained. "You ought to
    take advantage of it, Jennifer, if you need any assistants or anything. The order can
    help with that, and you can be sure the help you're getting out of here are all going
    to be witches, too."

    "Lunette's already helping me, but there is at least one other person I want to
    ask, I just don't know if she's interested yet," Jennifer admitted.

    "Don't stop at two. It never hurts to have a few extra assistants willing to come
    in just in case we're not available, Jennifer," Lunette said, leading them into a
    room with three walls of barrister bookshelves, and a fourth with a countertop with a
    coffee pot, sink, and a mini icebox, while in the center of the room on a heavy
    circular rug was a large round table with nineteen chairs. That was Jennifer realized
    just how few members of Platinum there were.

    "Don't start," Lunette snapped at her when he saw Jennifer looking uncomfortable
    again. "I'm going to get her plastered tonight, I swear."

    "Just don't turn her into a Christmas decoration," Hermione said.

    "No, it's still too early for that... but it's tempting," Lunette said.

    "What's got you worked up, Gran?" asked one of the other women in the room
    curiously. Jennifer gazed at her with interest.

    "My apprentice can be quite difficult to handle at times," Lunette explained.
    "Jennifer, this is my granddaughter, Liberty Ward, she's from the Daniel's line,
    third husband."

    "He was the stock broker, the one who owned the bar next door back when it was
    still a bar," Liberty added with a grin. "But I'm a lawyer like my Gran. It's nice to
    finally meet you, Jennifer!"

    "It's nice to meet you too," Jennifer said enthusiastically. "Let me guess, this
    is one of the grandkids you used to buy Honeydukes candy for when you came to visit,
    Lunette."

    "Sure was! Me and my two brothers, and several cousins too," Liberty replied.

    "Yes, the cousins she's talking about are from the Hartman line; some great grands
    that are the same age as those three," Lunette said. "Fortunately, artisan chocolates
    are back in vogue in the states again, so I don't have to travel as far. The hardest
    part is simply keeping track of names and ages and making sure I don't miss anyone.
    My personal assistant helps keep track them, although to be honest, I only have one
    great that I even speak to on my first husband's line any longer, and that's to help
    him with genealogy questions. It's just so far removed now, you see, that's it's a
    bit rough to talk to them sometimes."

    "I can only imagine," Jennifer replied.

    "Yes, but enough of that! Let's sit down and see what everyone's working on and
    find out who needs what," Lunette said, sitting down, the others grabbing a drink and
    doing the same.

    There were fifteen of them there that night, which Lunette called 'a fair number.'
    Having only half of them there at once, it seemed, was quite normal, and the only
    time Lunette managed to get them all there was in a dire emergency. After all, those
    in Platinum were the most dedicated to their individual causes out of all of the
    Order's members; and since Lunette and Liberty were the only ones who had the order
    at the top of their priority list, it was only natural that other things would take
    precedence. But despite that, there always seemed to be enough at once to help out
    those who needed the extra hands or input; whenever there wasn't, Lunette simply
    increased the members of Platinum to the next highest prime number; keeping with the
    old Coven tradition despite the fact that Lunette wasn't all that superstitious. A
    simple question from one of the doctors at the table as to how Jennifer got into
    memory research soon had Jennifer telling the whole tale of what happened to her from
    start to finish, and pretty soon everyone at the table was quite absorbed in the
    problem.

    "It's a shame that what happened to cure you isn't something that can be easily
    duplicated," Dorothy Good said. Dorothy, Jennifer had come to find out, was an
    Assistant Dean at the Salem Institute, and a fellow Alchemist as well as an expert in
    purifying metals and minerals for magical use.

    "You know... maybe it can be," Alexandria said seriously.

    "Absolutely out of the question," Jennifer said immediately.

    "Wait, what were you going to say? Jennifer, you're as bad as Gran is when it
    comes to answering too fast," Liberty protested, Lunette sticking her tongue out at
    her.

    "Well, what I mean is I've ridden on a Unicorn as well, as has three of my
    siblings," Alex explained. "And the Centaurs presented us with their Horns when they
    died. I still have Esta's, and it's in one piece. And the Obliviation Curse is just
    restricted over here, not illegal."

    "Alex, not only is what you're proposing highly dangerous, but the Unicorn Herd
    actively played a part in my restoration, and we are completely cut off from them
    right now, as you well know," Jennifer reminded her. "Even if we tried a controlled
    experiment, it could backfire, and I am certainly not willing to risk any of my
    family in the attempt of recreating it."

    "Alright, well, perhaps we can figure out what part the Unicorn Herd played in the
    restoration. It might provide you with some clues," Alex conjectured. "We should go
    back and look at the event in a Pensieve or something... preferably from different
    points of view. I mean... you weren't thinking right at that point, and neither was
    my brother, so you might have missed something. Maybe we need Father's strand as
    well."

    "You know, Jennifer, I'm on your side when it comes to turning down Alex's first
    proposal," Lunette put in. "It is too dangerous. However, I think that second idea of
    hers is a very good idea, especially if we can get those memory strands and some
    fresh eyes on it."

    "Yes, alright, I'm willing to try at least," Jennifer agreed. "I'll talk to
    Severus about it Sunday."

    "That sounds like a plan then," Lunette said, then they moved on to talk about
    someone else.

    

    It didn't take long after entering the night club that Jennifer discovered that
    the room in the back called High Wick was a very blaringly noisy dance club. The long
    room in the center of the club, the Candle Body, featured a male strip show every
    hour. So it took less than a second after arriving for Jennifer to announce that she
    was staying in the tavern in the front of the club, known as Low Wick, and no amount
    of coaxing from the other Platinum members was going to move her from that location.
    As Lunette, Alex, and even Hermione went to the Body, and Liberty and some of the
    others followed the long hallway to High Wick, Jennifer recognized a friendly face
    sitting at the bar and went over to give Lucky a hug.

    "Hey! I was hoping you'd find me here," Lucky said with a grin.

    "What are you doing here?" Jennifer asked.

    "Oh, I'm a bronze member," Lucky said explained. "We don't meet on the same night
    as the rest of the Order because there are a lot more of us, but we are allowed to
    come to Ladies' Night. So when Father mentioned to me that you were coming, I thought
    I'd come by and say hello. I was betting that you wouldn't get past this room."

    "That was a very safe bet," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle, sitting down. Then
    she stared at all of the names on the drink list blankly. "What in the world are all
    of these?" she asked.

    "They're all named after stock market indicators," Lucky explained, then looked up
    at the bartender. "Get her a Dragonfly Doji to try," Lucky suggested. "And another
    Inverted Hammer for me."

    "That sounds like Lunette's drink. It isn't super strong, is it?" Jennifer asked
    warily.

    "No, it's a bullish drink," Lucky explained. "It's kinda hard to explain all of
    these in one go, but the cocktails here are all stock market references that give
    people an idea which way the stock is going to move next. They're um... symbols that
    make predictions to show if you're going to make any money in the short term. All of
    the bullish indicators... the ones where the stock is getting ready to go up... are
    the lighter cocktails... you know, celebratory. The bearish indicators... the ones
    where you're going to lose your shirt unless you're shorting it... are much
    stronger... because you need a stiff drink after a down trade. A lot of the bearish
    drinks have dark wines and whiskeys in them, and typically more than one. So the
    Dragonfly Doji, which is about as strong as a margarita, is nowhere near as strong as
    a Gravestone Doji. And this Inverted Hammer," Lucky said, lifting up a drink that
    look dark on the bottom and light on the top, "is nowhere near as strong as a
    Shooting Star," she explained. "If you're not sure which is which, though, just ask
    the bartender or waitress, and they'll make sure you don't pick the wrong chart. If
    you come here often enough, you might even learn how to read a candle chart."

    "Considering just how little I drink, I doubt that will ever happen," Jennifer
    chuckled, pausing to appreciate the beautiful iridescent colors of emerald green and
    ruby red that were swirling around in her glass. "Although I admit I have been
    drinking a lot more since I've been running around with Lunette."

    "Eh, well, she's lonely," Lucky shrugged. "She's been that way since her last
    husband died."

    "Yes, I've noticed that as well," Jennifer admitted quietly. "I suppose this isn't
    the room you normally hang out in, is it, Lucky?"

    "Nah, when I'm here with Dale on regular nights, we're in High Wick, and when I'm
    here on Witches' Night with my Coven we're usually in the Candle Body," she
    grinned.

    "I should have known. And how does Dale feel about that?" Jennifer inquired.

    "He don't mind. He knows who I come home to, and he also thinks it makes me come
    home inspired," Lucky chuckled. Jennifer rolled her eyes at that. "Sure you don't
    want to go in there?" she taunted her mother, and Jennifer immediately shook her head
    in protest.

    "I really don't need that sort of motivation," Jennifer said firmly.

    "Suit yourself," Lucky said, keeping her company until Lunette came to collect
    them.
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    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    Show and Tell

    After Lunette made he threat good by buying Jennifer a Gravestone Doji, Jennifer
    didn't get up until noon on Saturday. Glad she now had a coffee pot in her room, she
    didn't bother to emerge until she had both a hangover potion and an entire pot of
    coffee in her, finally shuffling out an hour later.

    But as close as her classroom was to the dorms, Jennifer didn't make it all the
    way there before Lav caught up with her.

    "There you are! I thought you'd never get up! Did you go to a meeting or a Coven?"
    Lavender scolded her.

    "Apparently, Order of Libris meetings are a bit of each," Jennifer said dryly.
    "And the host of our regular Coven Night decided to get even with me for being
    reluctant to join her order."

    "Reluctant? Do you have any idea how hard it is to get in there?" Lav said.

    "Yes, I do, which is why I don't want to take advantage of the fact that we are
    friends," Jennifer said firmly.

    "Oh. Well, I can see your point in that," Lav admitted. "I think besides you,
    there's only three or four other members of that order in the entire school, and
    that's including the Healer's College. Mother is one too."

    "Really? What level?" Jennifer asked with interest.

    "Silver, I think," Lav replied.

    "That's good, actually, because I was going over to her house later next week to
    ask her a favor, and it'll be easier if she's a member," Jennifer replied.

    "Going to ask her to help you with your research?" Lav guessed.

    "Yes, if she's interested," Jennifer admitted.

    "I bet she is. Mom still likes to sink her teeth into a challenging project now
    and then," Lav said. "I'll go over there with you. But actually, the reason I was
    waiting on you was to introduce you to another member of staff... or should I say
    reintroduce," she explained.

    "Reintroduce?" Jennifer asked, and Lav pushed Jennifer's glasses up for her.

    "Yes, it's someone you used to go to school with. Don't look, it's a surprise,"
    Lav said.

    "Oh, no. I didn't know any of my classmates were a staff member. How is it that I
    haven't run into them before?" Jennifer asked.

    "I expect because he's in a department you're not and works on the side of the
    garden you tend to avoid the most... with the exception of that demonstration," Lav
    hinted, then Jennifer noted the direction they were walking.

    "So we're meeting the Sports Director?" Jennifer guessed as they neared the
    Quidditch Stadium.

    "Good guess!" Lav grinned at her, and they stepped into the Amphitheater and began
    walking down the stairs.

    A number of middle school students were practicing drills with their brooms just
    above the grassy field, and quite a number of them, mostly sixth years, were still on
    tri-handled brooms. Standing near them with a whistle around his neck and giving the
    newer students more instruction as they practiced flying the length of the Quidditch
    field was a strikingly tall, good-looking wizard with long grey hair pulled behind
    him in a braid, and an impressive physique considering his age. As he turned to face
    the next group of students on brooms ready to race across the field, he happened to
    see the two witches walking down the steps.

    "Hey, Bludger!" he shouted out, echoing so loudly through the stadium that all of
    the students looked around as if expecting that there was one to duck. Jennifer
    groaned at that, and Lavender looked at Jennifer questioningly.

    "Bludger?" Lav asked.

    "That's the nickname all of the boys gave to me when I was going to school,"
    Jennifer admitted sheepishly, continuing down to the floor.

    "You had it easy then," Lavender decided. "They used to call me Lavatory."
    Jennifer gazed at her sympathetically.

    "You're right. That would have been worse," Jennifer admitted.

    "I figure it played a part in why I don't like men," Lavender chuckled, and she
    waved as they stepped onto the grass. The wizard told his broom students to keep
    practicing racing across the field and walked over.

    "Hey, Bludger! I heard you were here somewhere!" the wizard said cheerfully as he
    stepped over, glancing over his shoulder long enough to make sure that the broom
    trainees were doing as they were told.

    "Hi, Kevin," Jennifer said with a pained smile. "Nobody told me you were teaching
    here."

    "Yes! I'd have come over to say hello earlier, but you know how crazy these first
    few weeks are, putting all those teams together, getting schedules made up for middle
    and high school football and Quidditch teams, and all that. But I've been hearing all
    sorts of amazing stories about you, including the fact you were the one that marked
    up the turf and made us replace it," Kevin Mayer said.

    "Yes, sorry," Jennifer said sheepishly.

    "Did you ever get over your fear of flying?" he asked.

    "Oh, mostly, as long as it's not over water, but I didn't know you was aware of
    that," Jennifer admitted.

    "I asked your mother about it once during the last Garden Party before we
    graduated, back when you turned me and half the male student body down for the prom,"
    Kevin teased. "And then afterwards, she warned me that holding a grudge was in your
    blood and you weren't likely to change your mind about turning any of us down, so not
    to get my hopes up."

    "Yes, well, she was right. I was quite vexed at all of you for that turn around
    after the way I'd been treated through school," Jennifer admitted. "But you'll be
    happy to know that while I'm not even close to being the fastest rider, I did get to
    the point where I can and do fill in as Quidditch referee at Hogwarts sometimes."

    "Wow! And Euro rings are much higher than ours, too! I am impressed!" Kevin said,
    genuinely amazed. "Speaking of which, I'd very much like to meet the man that
    impressed you sometime."

    "Actually, he's meeting me for lunch at Quickbrooms tomorrow at noon. Would you
    like to walk over with me and meet him then?" Jennifer asked. "Or I can bring him to
    the field if you'd prefer, after we're done."

    "I don't want to intrude at all. I know you haven't been able to spend as much
    time with him since you've been teaching here," Kevin protested.

    "Well, I can spare a quick introduction, and I honestly think he's expecting it,"
    Jennifer said. "You see, we typically meet at a cafe we partially own in New York
    during family days, and I think he wanted to meet me here this time because he's
    curious about where I work and who I work with. I keep telling him stories and I
    think he wants to put names and faces together."

    "Great! There's a high school football game tomorrow, but I wouldn't mind walking
    over with you. Can I meet you at the gate?" Kevin suggested.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer replied.

    "Great," Kevin said. "By the way, just let me know if you need any help with
    anything, including wrangling my Mason cousins," he winked.

    "Thanks, Kevin," Jennifer said, and Kevin hurried back to his training class.

    "That went well," Lavender commented with amusement.

    "He seems quite nice now," Jennifer agreed. "He and his friends made my life quite
    miserable when I was in school, actually. They were all on the Quidditch team and
    teased me terribly about my flying skills."

    "Yes, he told me some stories about it, actually. He wasn't even sure you'd come
    over to say hi once you found out he was working here. That's the real reason he
    didn't try to meet you earlier," Lavender admitted.

    "I understand," Jennifer replied. "But I'm glad he did, all the same. It's a bit
    of a relief to know that one of those bullies turned out all right at least."
    Lavender grinned in amusement at that, then she and Jennifer walked to the
    Commissary.

    

    Severus was staring rather mystified at the Quickbrooms menu and decided it would
    be better to simply wait when Jennifer arrived with a rather handsome older man in
    slacks and a collared shirt.

    "Well, where's Quintin?" Jennifer asked at once.

    "Am I not welcome without him?" Severus countered immediately, already prepared to
    be greeted in such a way. The man next to her did his best to hide a chuckle.

    "I just got done telling Kevin that I had a child at home and that you'd be
    bringing him only to be proven wrong," Jennifer complained.

    "I disbelieve everything that she tells me, because it couldn't possibly be true
    unless I see it with my own eyes," Kevin teased, unable to hide an amused smile.

    "Yes, thank you very much. Severus, this is Kevin Mayer, the Sports Director. He
    went to school with me," Jennifer said.

    "And you're actually speaking to him?" Severus inquired. Kevin chuckled
    knowingly.

    "I had my doubts about it when we were reintroduced yesterday," Kevin admitted.
    "I'm afraid I was the captain of the Quidditch team all through school, and we always
    called her the Bludger because her flying skills were so poor."

    "Yes, they were poor when she arrived at Hogwarts as well," Severus agreed. "When
    she managed to destroy her tri-handled broom during her first year teaching, I gave
    her an automatic to keep her in the air. She even refereed Quidditch games on
    it."

    "Oh, so that's how you referee Quidditch games now," Kevin grinned.

    "No! Not now! I fly much better now, don't I, Severus?" Jennifer protested.

    "Yes, to be fair, she does fly much better now. She even owns a regular broom,"
    Severus agreed expressionless. "We simply won't talk about her landings."

    "Oh, Severus, really!" Jennifer said, blushing when Kevin laughed at that. "Now
    Ill never get him to stop calling me the Bludger!"

    "You got that right," Kevin agreed. "Anyway, I don't want to interrupt your time
    together, I simply wanted to meet the wizard who was able to win Jennifer over. To be
    candid, plenty of people have an opportunity to save the world in at one time or
    another, but there's only one Jennifer, after all."

    "Yes, I quite agree. Thank you," Severus said sincerely. Kevin nodded to him with
    a smile and then walked back out gain. Jennifer smiled, taking Severus' arm.

    "He's nice now, isn't he?" Jennifer commented.

    "He seems to have his priorities straight, at least," Severus agreed.

    "Kevin was positively horrendous at school, actually," Jennifer replied. "But
    yesterday, he admitted that he had a bit of a crush on me at the time. I really had
    no idea."

    "That is a surprise," Severus said evenly. Jennifer sighed at his obvious
    sarcasm.

    "You really are in a mood today," Jennifer said. "Let me go order for us. I'm sure
    you're just as baffled about that menu as I was when I first came in here. Could you
    find us a table? Any will do."

    "Very well," Severus said. He chose a table where he could easily monitor the door
    and yet was away from the cold breeze that wafted in when anyone opened the door.
    Jennifer went over to the counter, coming back with a number and two paper cups
    filled with coffee.

    "It's not Kingler's, but I've tasted a lot worse," Jennifer informed him when he
    stared at the cup skeptically. "I'm afraid my opinion of the food here isn't much
    better."

    "Yes, well, I'm here for the company and the insight," Severus pointed out.

    "How long can you stay today?" Jennifer asked.

    "As long as you'd like," Severus replied, unsurprised when her already lowered
    spectacles seemed to slide down even lower as she gazed at him intently. "Aurelius is
    dropping Quintin off at the Pyther's when he's done with his Seeker lesson, and
    Pyther will be taking him to school in the morning. I called in a favor and Tangent
    is taking over my Runes class tomorrow. I may have even arranged Andrew to stash a
    picnic basket in your cloak for later on, just in case you want to eat in for some
    reason."

    "I might be persuaded," Jennifer decided with a smile.

    "After all, you know as well as I do just how busy this month is going to be,"
    Severus pointed out softly. "Between your research and that dance you have to
    chaperone and me with several sports games and a Hogsmeade trip to attend, I doubt
    we'll be able to get together until Halloween, and that will be mainly to drop off
    Quintin for the evening."

    "True," Jennifer agreed with a sigh. "Do you know what this whole situation
    reminds me of?" she asked, Severus gazing at her questioningly. "It reminds me of
    that time you were in prison, courtesy of Bagman framing you for Fudge's death."

    "In what way?" Severus asked quietly.

    "I suppose because I feel a bit helpless, and restricted," Jennifer admitted.
    "Having to push through and make my own way all by myself. And yet at the same time,
    I realize you're going through it as well... you're just on the other side of the
    glass, is all."

    "I'm here now," Severus reminded her. "So let's both try to set aside our tendency
    to brood when the two of us are apart and concentrate on what time we have
    together."

    "Yes, you're right, Severus," Jennifer said, then gave the number to someone who
    came to the table and left a tray with their food in return.

    As they were getting settled and Jennifer got up to refill their coffee cups,
    Severus noticed three men walk in together that made a rather odd team. The first man
    was obviously a wizard since he was wearing robes and cloak; he had dark hair, a
    goatee, and a deep wand scar that ran across his cheek. The man that came in after
    him had a long Whitebridge jacket that fell to his boot calves. He was tall with
    glasses and golden blonde hair. Last came a brown-haired man that could have easily
    been mistaken for a Muggle in his polo shirt and blue jeans, if he hadn't a wand
    slung to his belt. Despite their contrasting appearances and demeanors, all of their
    eyes fell on Jennifer as they began walking towards the dining room. But as she
    walked over and sat down with the two coffee cups, their eyes fell on Severus.
    Immediately there was an about face and a quick scramble for the door, causing
    Severus to peer out the window out of curiosity as the three men took a moment to
    talk to one another before crossing the street.

    "Who were those three just now?" Severus asked.

    "Who, Severus?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Teachers, I believe," Severus mused as they went in the opposite direction from
    the school. "One with a scar, one with glasses and flaxen hair, and one that looked
    like a Muggle."

    "Raymond Eldridge, Asher Smith, and Frank Byrd," Jennifer said, peering outside
    when Severus lifted the blinds slightly. "Yes, that's them."

    "Apparently, they wanted nothing to do with me. They left quite promptly when they
    saw me," Severus said. Jennifer chuckled at that.

    "They're not that bad, Severus. At the very least, I'm sure you'd like Raymond
    Eldridge. He's the Defense Against Dark Arts teacher and a retired Auror," Jennifer
    explained. "He and his father, also an Auror, had lunch with Dad and me after the
    demonstration. Once we convinced Ray that all Dark Wizards aren't out to get him, we
    all got along splendidly well."

    "And which one of them did Andrew threaten?" Severus asked, turning back to his
    plate once they went around the corner.

    "Frank Byrd, the one who wears jeans on his day off," Jennifer explained. "He
    teaches Wizardnet programming. I have to work with him a fair amount, but he's not as
    bad as all of that. He's pretty focused on the school most of the time, it's just
    that he dates on the weekends."

    "Like Andrew?" Severus inquired.

    "Perhaps in a way, but he's not that extreme," Jennifer replied with a shrug.
    "He's just a single kid who likes to date, is all. He does tend to go on about his
    devices on occasion," she added, rolling her eyes. "If he obsesses about anything,
    it's not dating; it's those blasted devices of his."

    "And the third?" he prompted.

    "I don't know Asher as well at all, actually, because he's rather terrified of
    Truth Seekers and won't get anywhere near me if my specs aren't all the way up,"
    Jennifer said, Severus squinting at that. "But from what I've seen, he's as addicted
    to those silly devices as Frank is, and from what I've read from the other two and
    what I have been told by Lavender, he is actually worse than Andrew was when it comes
    to dating," she explained with amusement. "How he got that bad, I really don't know.
    But I do wonder sometimes if those devices aren't to blame for it somehow."

    "In what way?" Severus asked thoughtfully.

    "Well, for one thing, I'm sure it's easier to keep up with a crazy dating schedule
    when you have a device to do it for you and you're not logging it in a few dozen
    journals like Andrew used to do," Jennifer pointed out. "On top of that, on those
    Wizardnet devices, it's very hard to tell what information is real and what's not,
    even when you're interacting with other people who are using it. I'm not entirely
    convinced that they even know what a real relationship is, actually."

    "That part of it does remind me of Andrew," Severus decided.

    "Yes, well, I'm sure they'll grow out of it eventually just like he did, Severus.
    Hopefully they'll come to their senses before they accumulate as many regrets as
    Andrew did," Jennifer said. "How are things going between Andrew and Laura,
    anyway?"

    "So far, they've been too busy for anything to erupt. Come to think of it, it kept
    us at bay for a while," Severus said, thinking back. "And when we did find time, we
    were too relieved to work out any of the problems that were developing under the
    surface... until that silliness with you dropping down on a house surrounded by Death
    Eaters and that sloppy rescue caused us both to explode at each other."

    "Yes, I remember," Jennifer said. "But despite your criticism of what I did,
    Severus, it really wasn't for nothing, you know. Dumbledore told me that the fact
    they stayed so long at that house attempting to deal with me gave him time to get the
    rest of the parents out of the way that night. Of course, he also told me I needed to
    start thinking things through and to stop acting on emotion as well."

    "I had my fair share of getting that lecture myself those first three years we
    were together," Severus said. "Although most of the time, it had less to do with what
    was going on outside of the castle and more to do with how I reacted to your charge
    in and to hell with caution attitude about everything."

    "Yes, well, I'm a Craw," Jennifer said apologetically, smiling at him.

    "Yes, and it took me years to accept that part of your personality would never go
    away completely," Severus admitted. "For a long time, I had hoped to break you of it,
    to be perfectly honest, to stop the terror that I felt at the thought of losing you.
    I found it a dreadful nuisance and it became a pet peeve, as you pulled us into one
    situation and then another. But that night came when you, your father, and the entire
    family stood outside that portal and had to take on Samira and her court, it was all
    quite plain that spirit of yours was ingrained in all of you; in many ways, it's your
    family's greatest strength. Not to mention that by then I had to come to terms with
    the fact that I had been attracted to that aspect of your personality from the start,
    although I didn't truly embrace it until that year with that Obol, despite the fact I
    pulled out more grey hair that year than any other," he finished, causing Jennifer to
    laugh.

    "You were such an anchor for me, that year, Severus. And you have been every year
    since then, including this one," Jennifer replied.

    "Just have you have been for me from the start," Severus replied.

    "And you have always been there for me from the start," Jennifer said, immediately
    regretting how she worded what she had said before, especially when she was rewarded
    with his dubious gaze in response to her correction. "Perhaps not without some
    reluctance in some cases, Severus, but you always have been. We'd have been done for
    if it hadn't been for the fact that you, Harry, and Sagittari came that night to
    rescue us, and you know it. And it isn't as if some of my close calls couldn't have
    been avoided if I had just listened to you or talked to you, so I hardly blame you
    for your weariness of it all. I'm also not sure why we're talking about this again,
    really. I thought we were past all of this," she protested softly.

    "Unfortunately, it seems that one of the side effects of this separation of ours
    is that it's leaving us plenty of time to reminisce," Severus replied. "And yet look
    at how far we've come, Jennifer... those events in our lives, both good and bad, have
    only strengthened our commitments to each other."

    "Yes, but there's still quite a bit to sort out, isn't there?" Jennifer
    replied.

    "There will always be something to sort out," Severus replied with exasperation.
    "We are two headstrong people and we're after the unobtainable goal of reaching a
    perfect, balanced relationship."

    "Balance has a lot to do with what we're working right now, doesn't it?" Jennifer
    ventured. "And yet... do we truly need to work on it at all? It isn't as if I've ever
    felt at a disadvantage, Severus. If anything, you tend to give into my whims all too
    often, don't you?"

    "Suddenly I feel as if I'm missing a part of this conversation," Severus replied.
    "You seem to be debating something but have yet to tell me what it's all about."

    "Oh. Well, it's about the Order of Libris meeting the other night, actually,"
    Jennifer explained. "You see, apparently the order has four different levels of
    membership, which are Bronze, Silver, Gold, and Platinum, and the levels are tiered;
    there are only nineteen members in Platinum, dozens in Gold, about a hundred in
    Silver, and bronze is larger still, although I'm not sure how many. Bronze members
    are mostly younger witches with college degrees and high academic performance that
    the order believes have long term potential, like Lucky, who got in after finishing
    her first thesis last year," Jennifer explained. "Well, Lunette gave me a Platinum
    card, but when I first arrived that night, I was shown into the rooms that the Silver
    level witches were waiting. I rather think it was Lunette's attempt to get even with
    me, to be perfectly honest, because I didn't feel like I belonged in her order. I
    still don't feel that I deserve to be in Platinum level, really. I think her sending
    me to talk to the Silver level witches rather backfired in that respect."

    "In what way?" Severus asked, distractedly eating his sandwich.

    "Well, I met three of the Silver members there, all from the Salem Institute in
    some fashion, who saw me alone and decided to introduce themselves so that I wouldn't
    have to stand there by myself while I was waiting for Lunette," Jennifer explained.
    "In the process of them telling me about their professions, I discovered they knew
    some of the Weasleys, and then I discovered the Hermione was a member as well, she
    just didn't have time to attend many meetings. They blamed her being married as part
    of the reason," she admitted.

    "Hermione's time is at a premium, after all. She has little time to spend with her
    family as it is," Severus replied. "But she has always done a very good job balancing
    it."

    "Yes, exactly, and I said as much," Jennifer said. "But one of them told me that
    marriage had a dampening effect on a witch's ambitions. They thought that Hermione
    could have easily been a headmaster at a different school by now."

    "Easily, if she wanted to. You're not going to tell her that, are you?" Severus
    asked. Jennifer chuckled at that. "I seriously doubt marriage has anything to do with
    it. I believe she's happy where she is."

    "I do think you're right in Hermione's case, Severus," Jennifer agreed. "But they
    also made a point that getting married tends to hamper one's research. I had trouble
    arguing that point," she admitted quietly.

    "Understandable, but am I right in assuming that none of the three witches were
    married themselves?" Severus inquired.

    "No, they weren't. One had been engaged, but she ended up walking away because he
    was more interested in furthering his ambitions at the expense of hers," Jennifer
    said slowly. "On top of which, he was a dean of the school she was teaching at, and
    she realized that if they did get married, he'd have control over her professional
    career as well and she wouldn't be able to do anything about the fact that he wanted
    to restrict her research."

    "It sounds as if she made the right decision walking away from it then," Severus
    replied.

    "Yes, I agree," Jennifer said with a sigh. "I realize, of course, that their
    opinions are coming from a place where they don't truly understand the benefits that
    come with marriage and a family, Severus. But at the same time, there was an element
    of truth in most of the points they made, even the ones I could have found some
    argument for. I'm just uncomfortable about how many points they made that I couldn't
    argue with."

    "Like the research, perhaps?" Severus inquired knowingly.

    "Family has always been more important to me than my career, you know that. And I
    admit it readily," Jennifer replied. "Perhaps I haven't been able to realize my full
    potential when it comes to my talents, but there will be time for that once Quintin
    is grown up... I hope," she added under her breath. "And to be fair, Severus, those
    decisions were also my choice. But when I step back and ask myself honestly if I
    think that witches in general... as a whole... have to make more career sacrifices
    than wizards do when it comes to marriage and having a family, I'd have to say yes.
    But I also don't think it's worth it to choose a career over having a family,
    considering that the majority of witches that choose to stay single in favor of a
    profession aren't really taken seriously either. If they were, there would have been
    a lot more witches at that Healer's Conference I spoke at a few years ago," she said
    glumly, Severus nodding at that. "And I also admit that sometimes you being
    headmaster does get in the way," she added reluctantly.

    Jennifer felt Severus take her left hand under the table.

    "It was never on purpose, you know," Severus said quietly.

    "Oh, yes, I know that," Jennifer said with a smile. "I also know that's why you
    made me 'head of the family' in an attempt to equalize that, and it also played a
    part in sending me to Whitebridge as well."

    "Yes," Severus agreed. "For both of those reasons, and so that you can explore who
    you are as an individual, without being an extension to anyone else."

    "How I love you, Severus," Jennifer said with a smile. "For encouraging me to be
    my best self, even when I'm reluctant to do it myself."

    "I am simply returning the favor. You have been doing the same for me for years,"
    Severus replied quietly. "Now how about you finish eating so you can show me your
    classroom?"

    "Yes, all right," Jennifer said. "And now that I truly understand what this is all
    about, Severus, I really am going to do my best and give it my all this year."

    "Good, because I really don't think I can bear another year like this again," he
    admitted.

    "Yes, I know exactly what you mean," Jennifer said emphatically, grimacing at the
    taste of her cold coffee. "I think I'm ready."

    The two of them walked over to the school, stopping long enough to get Severus his
    guest badge before they walked towards the classroom, hearing the crowd from the
    football game even before they stepped outside.

    "I suppose that's a version of American football going on," Severus ventured,
    getting a nod from Jennifer. "Are there any differences between the non-magic version
    and the one they're playing?" he asked.

    "Oh yes, several differences, actually. The first one being that it's not played
    with any heavy equipment at all," Jennifer explained. "The Muggle version has so much
    padding around them that it ends up shaking up the player like a pebble shaking
    around a potion bottle."

    "That sounds safe," Severus said sarcastically.

    "Not at all," Jennifer said. "The tackling rules are closer to rugby's rules and
    are much stricter, and the distance between the quarterback and kicker from the
    scrimmage line is different as well, putting them farther away from each other. This
    puts more emphasis on speed and accuracy and less emphasis on pummeling each other.
    The other major difference is that the sport is co-ed until college, then they're
    split up in their own teams like they are in Quidditch."

    "I see. And how are they split up in the traditional game?" Severus asked.

    "They're not, because with the exception of a handful of schools who made
    exceptions for very specific players, girls aren't allowed to play football at all,
    especially not past high school," Jennifer said. "After all, the equipment is heavy,
    there's a lot of strength needed, there's a high risk of injury... and so on and so
    forth."

    "Isn't it interesting how they can use the equipment as one of their excuses?"
    Severus replied. "And at the same time, I must say it sounds unfair to both sides of
    this. Yes, arguably, Quidditch has its fair share of injuries due to falls
    specifically... although I could easily argue that the American's lowering the height
    on the Quidditch rings is a problem as well since it gives less time for the staff to
    respond. Either way, there is an inherent risk to all sports, since it causes the
    player to push their own limits for their teams' benefits as well as their own. But
    it troubles me that any administrator or parent would be so willing to allow their
    male students to take on greater risks of injury than they would their female
    students. How can a mother or father allow one of their children to risk such
    injuries, while disallowing another child to play to prevent them from getting
    injured? To me, that doesn't only sound sexist, but highly abusive towards the male
    students."

    "Yes, you have a point. It's one of those 'social norms' that people don't really
    question much, isn't it?" Jennifer replied.

    "Well, one thing is for certain; the next time my sister gets on one of her
    tirades about how much more advanced American society is than ours when it comes to
    equality, I have a ready argument," Severus said. Jennifer grinned at that as they
    paused in front of the door of her classroom. She slid her key through and showed him
    inside, using the kickstand to leave the door open.

    Jennifer cheerfully showed him around the room, unsurprised when he was just as
    interested in her work area as he was in the student projects.

    "Your classroom is neater than I expected," he said stoically.

    "Just don't look in the supply closets," Jennifer said with a chuckle.

    "Yes, I think I'll spare myself that, knowing you," Severus said, then began
    looking at the device from the Wizardnet kit thoughtfully. "So how do these compare
    to the computer we have at home?"

    "Since ours is a hybrid, ours is much more powerful, actually," Jennifer replied.
    "Muggle computers are extremely advanced compared to ours and are faster, with more
    advanced graphics and a lot more information."

    "And a lot more disinformation," Severus added dryly. Jennifer chuckled at
    that.

    "Yes, well, that goes with the territory, I suppose. Anyone can put up anything
    they like, which leaves a lot of room for um... creativity," Jennifer said with a
    grin. "But the truth of the matter is there are pros and cons to whether you use a
    USB plug-in to access the Wizardnet like our computer has at home, or owning a
    Wizardnet magic device like this one. These don't depend on wires or satellite
    signals to work, which makes them ideal for locations with a high saturation of
    magic, such as wizard schools, wizard government facilities, Magical Creatures
    reserves, and other areas with enough magic concentration where Muggle devices won't
    work at all. Also, since these devices and Wiznet sites are wizard and magical races
    only, so no one has to worry about saying the wrong thing on the wrong site about our
    society."

    "Yes, but even if someone does accidentally mention it on a Muggle computer,
    what's a bit more disinformation, after all?" Severus replied, Jennifer grinning at
    that.

    "Yes, I'll admit, it's probably easier to ignore, isn't it? Anyway, our devices
    are also a lot simpler than they might seem on the surface; it's really just a
    collection of magic devices that we use all the time, but microtransfigured and then
    charmed to work together in a way that simply mimics a computer," Jennifer explained,
    using her wand to loosen the top of the device so she could pull the case off. "The
    keyboard is similar to the device they use at the Daily Prophet to write and
    store information they're going to print. This larger metal box here is the
    Witchboard... it's basically an information storing device, not unlike a Pensive,
    really, only it stores information coming in and out of the device rather than
    memories. It's also vital to make certain that everything is functioning properly and
    is 'communicating' with one another... meaning, it's charmed to make sure everything
    does what it's supposed to when someone punches a key. That part of it is based on
    something similar to a Postmaster's Owl Post sorting device, if I had to compare it,"
    she said, lifting the top of the box to show there were other boxes nestled inside of
    it. She carefully put it back on again. "The sound comes from a typical crystal
    resonating device rather like what a Wizard Wireless uses. And the visual element is
    basically a charmed mirror that's not much different than a contact mirror, really.
    In fact, it can be used as one, along with performing basic monitor functions."
    Severus squinted at that.

    "So there are both viewing and listening devices embedded in this thing, as well
    as stored memory as to what the person using it does while on it. Just how much
    security is on this thing to keep someone from tapping into the contact mirror
    portion and then retrieving information straight out of the device?" Severus asked,
    already knowing he wouldn't like the answer.

    "Well, since this particular kit is just for learning, it's nonexistent," Jennifer
    replied. "Generally speaking, security ranges from 'not much,' to the ones made for
    business and government, which are about a secure as the average Muggle
    computer."

    "Yes, that's comforting," Severus said sarcastically. Jennifer chuckled and
    nodded. "And if it's anything like the Muggle computers, once a piece of information
    is on the thing, it seems to be on there forever. I was at Alex's house the other
    day, and Benjamin was talking about how many people don't check the date on articles
    and treat things that happened five years ago as if it just happened yesterday."

    "Well, information tends to fragment, after all. If you send information out, then
    it gets stored not only by your device, but the device of everyone who looks at it.
    Not to mention that every time you do business on a device, those catalog companies
    store all sorts of information about you so that they know where to send things to,"
    Jennifer said. "That does have one bright side, though, Severus. If something goes
    wrong and you lose your computer or all of your information, it's all still probably
    stored on other people's computers so that you can get it back again," Jennifer
    pointed out, then grew thoughtful. "If only people's memories were that easy."

    Severus paused at the sudden change of subject, his look of disdain for the device
    in front of him turning more attentive.

    "Would you really want all of your memories stored and given out to everyone?"
    Severus pointed out.

    "No, of course not," Jennifer said, stepping away from the device and wandering
    over to her desk while Severus pulled a stool over for himself. "I was just thinking
    of that time before Christmas when I was so desperate to get my memories back after
    losing them that I emptied the Pensieve full of my worst memories and put them in my
    head so that I had something there rather than nothing," she explained. "And while it
    did have the effect of triggering even more dreams at night, having a Pensieve full
    of memories wasn't enough to make the bridge I needed to get them all back."

    "If the problem was easy, Jennifer, you would have figured it out a long time ago,
    as motivated as you are to find the answer," Severus replied. "Married or not," he
    added for good measure.

    "Well, if I don't find a solution this year, Severus, I'm not sure I ever will,"
    Jennifer admitted.

    "The effort is worth something, Jennifer, I'm sure you learned that lesson already
    when you were researching Lycanthropy therapies," Severus pointed out. "Just give it
    your all, and make sure that your detail your research to its fullest, so that if you
    do need to pass the torch, the next person to take it up won't have to
    backtrack."

    "Ugh, that part of it will be harder for me than the research itself, you know
    that, don't you?" Jennifer said with a grimace.

    "Did I know that you couldn't organize a sock drawer let alone a stack of research
    notes? No, I had no idea whatsoever," Severus said so sarcastically that Jennifer
    would have laid into him if she hadn't heard heavy footsteps as someone came up to
    the open door.

    Kay peered in curiously, and Severus saw a girl in a dark ponytail with half her
    face painted red and the other half painted white.

    "Hey! You didn't go to the game? It's half time, and Rose Quarter is winning, you
    know. I just ran to the Potion Lab to give Lav an update. Wait, is that him?" Kay
    said loudly, not giving anyone time to respond before continuing. "Hey! He's better
    looking in person! That is totally not fair! I'm so jealous, you've got everything
    going for you! I'm going back to the game," Kay said, and stomped away, grumbling.
    Severus looked at Jennifer quizzically, and she grinned.

    "That's Kay Sinclair, Magical Creatures Instructor, and one of the fill-ins for
    Veterinary Science. She's in my Coven, too," Jennifer added.

    "She seems to have plenty of enthusiasm. About what, I'm not quite sure," Severus
    observed.

    "Yes, she's always like that," Jennifer chuckled. "I don't suppose you want to go
    over to see Lavender?"

    "Very well," Severus replied.

    Jennifer secured the room so that they could leave, taking a leisurely stroll
    through the garden to enjoy the fall colors. Radiance dropped down from one of the
    trees, landing on Severus' shoulder and warbling at him.

    "Good afternoon, Radiance. Yes, I've missed you both as well," Severus told her,
    Jennifer leaning on his arm with a smile.

    "Radiance loves the gardens here, Severus. But she does get homesick from time to
    time," Jennifer said.

    "She simply misses her family, just like you do," Severus replied, obligingly
    scratching her neck. "Are we getting close to the Potion Lab? It's rather hard to
    tell from this direction."

    "Well, it'd be a lot faster if I could get you to climb trees," Jennifer teased
    him.

    "Fancy me up in a tree," Severus said critically. "I'd rather enjoy the walk.
    However, if you want to go that way, go right ahead. I wouldn't mind the
    entertainment."

    "You can behave yourself for just a little while longer," Jennifer chided him,
    then noticed that he seemed to be debating it. "Besides, we're just about there," she
    assured him, and as they turned the corner, Severus could see now that they were just
    on the side of the stone building that housed the Potion Lab. "I should warn you,
    this lab is not as state of the art as the one you toured in the Healer's School. I
    don't think the board wants to foot the bill for the renovations it needs. It really
    hasn't changed much since I've been in school, actually," Jennifer said, and the two
    of them stepped over to the door and went inside.

    While the room definitely looked bigger than the building outside, the room itself
    reminded Severus greatly of the Potion Lab at Hogwarts before its demise at the hands
    of Dale Chance. The half windows along the back wall didn't seem to be doing much to
    help the straining ventilation fans in the the ceiling, leaving the air inside the
    room hazy. The desks were crammed into the back of the room, while glass cabinets,
    probably temperature controlled, housed bottles filled with components, all with
    factory labels on them. They were as neat as could be expected in cluttered room; the
    cauldrons in the back were small in comparison to the batch cauldrons they had at
    Hogwarts. Of course, since they didn't brew their main stock, they probably didn't
    need it to be any larger, either, and it did help to conserve the space. Lavender
    Carmody was standing next to the cauldron closest to a Bobart brand lab table which
    had seen better days.

    "Hey! I'm so glad you brought him by!" Lav said, still stirring the cauldron.
    "Come on over, I'm doing some test batches... and I bet you can guess what it
    is!"

    "I can tell what it is from the smell alone, it's the Lycanthropy Recovery
    Potion," Jennifer chuckled.

    "I'm going to teach it to my pre-med potion class," Lavender explained. "I'd have
    taught the Preventative dose, but the Wizard Department of Alchemy hasn't approved
    the other two yet."

    "Oh really? All three of those have been approved in Europe for a while now,"
    Severus pointed out.

    "True, but we Americans are a suspicious lot," Lavender said mischievously. "And
    the WDA realized that if they take their time and stall approval as long as they can,
    people are more willing to believe the potion is more thoroughly checked over and
    therefore safe. Typically, they try to hold out until either they get some cushy job
    offers from the Potion Manufacturers waiting to produce it or until too many people
    start smuggling it in from Canada."

    "Job offers?" Severus asked with a frown.

    "Let's just say that office has a high turnover rate," Lavender replied, then
    turned down the cauldron for the final simmer. "Nice to see you again, Professor.
    I've been hearing a lot about you lately," she added mischievously.

    "Yes, I have heard a lot about you as well," Severus replied.

    "Probably not as much," Lav teased.

    "Lav has been doing a lot to help me get comfortable with working here, actually,"
    Jennifer said. "And she's been helping by introducing me to the staff too."

    "And she, in turn, has been going out of her way to stir things up around here,"
    Lav said. "And if you ask me, it was long overdue, so she's had plenty of staff
    support. All of the witches are rallying around her, while most of the wizards are
    eating out of the palm of her hand," she added wickedly.

    "I believe it," Severus said expressionlessly.

    "Lav, really! You're going to give him the wrong idea," Jennifer chided her.

    "No, I understand perfectly well. I've hardly forgotten your nature in the last
    six weeks, you know," Severus replied, then looked over at Lavender, who had an
    amused expression on her face. "Her father and her brother have the exact same talent
    for getting people on their side when they want something done," he explained. "The
    Craw family charisma is virtually unshakable."

    "Are they just as good looking as she is?" Lav asked with interest.

    "Oh, yes, and her brother as well as her newborn siblings are a quarter Veela on
    top of it. I wonder if the family's good looks aren't a hereditary adaptation to
    balance their Dark Wizard heritage? It's probably there to help them get away with
    murder, quite literally on occasion," Severus said so matter-of-factly that Jennifer
    was standing there with her hands on her hips.

    "Well, don't worry, Professor. I'll make sure she doesn't murder anybody while
    she's here," Lav replied, quite entertained. "I just won't make any promises that she
    won't do anything else, that's all."

    "Yes, it's always better not to over-promise when it comes to containing
    Jennifer," Severus agreed.

    "I'm sorry, Lav, but as you can see, I have to go get even with my husband now,"
    Jennifer said dangerously, wrapping an arm around his.

    "Don't be too hard on him, even if he does have your number," Lav chuckled at her.
    "Nice to meet you, Professor."

    "You as well," Severus replied, and followed Jennifer out.

    "Honestly, Severus. What a mood you're in," Jennifer said with exasperation.

    "I have no idea what you're referring to," Severus said stoically.

    "I'm sure you don't," Jennifer said, leading him further into the garden. Radiance
    wisely decided to hop off Severus' shoulder and perch on a nearby dogwood tree.

    "Where are we going next?" Severus inquired.

    "To the dorm building," Jennifer said with an enigmatic smile.

    "Oh, really. Isn't that the other way?" Severus asked suspiciously.

    "Not this time it isn't," Jennifer said, walking him over to a small copse of
    trees near the greenhouses. Then she began climbing the maple tree.

    "If this is some attempt of yours to try to get me to climb a tree, you are very
    much wasting your time," Severus warned her, but then found himself wondering if she
    had good enough purchase on the branch she was standing on. She easily hopped over to
    a different branch and sat down on it.

    "If you don't follow me, you won't be able to get back to my room," Jennifer
    challenged him with a smile.

    "I will simply go back the other way. I'm sure I'll find it eventually," Severus
    said unconcernedly.

    "You forget, Severus, that I teach here now. I have some basic access to the
    security in these gardens," Jennifer informed him. "So when I say you won't find your
    way to my room any other way, I mean it. You might as well get it over with and start
    climbing."

    "I'll get even with you," Severus threatened.

    "You can't get even with me for doing something to get even with you, Severus,
    that's not how it works," Jennifer reminded him, wagging a finger at him. "Now, stop
    being naughty and start climbing."

    "I'll show you naughty," Severus said dangerously. Jennifer stood back up again as
    he attempted to climb the tree, something he hadn't quite gotten the hang of even as
    a boy. Still, he was stronger now, and was able to pull himself up on the first
    branch, wondering if the garden had any protections that would prevent him from
    casting a balancing spell.

    "Come now, Severus, you can do better than that," Jennifer said, standing
    precariously at the edge of one of the branches and making Severus wonder how it was
    even holding her weight.

    "To be fair, Jennifer, I am wearing robes and you are wearing trousers, so you had
    an advantage over me going in," Severus complained.

    "Don't be silly. I've seen you do complex defensive forms in your dress robes,
    Severus. And the leaps in some of those forms are much higher and more precise than
    what you need to do this," Jennifer said. "Now watch," she instructed, and seemed to
    jump off the tree into thin air with nothing in front of her.

    But before Severus had time to even cry out a warning, her feet landed on a great
    oak tree that Severus didn't remember seeing anywhere in the garden before. Jennifer
    put a hand on a branch just above her to steady herself and looked back at
    Severus.

    "All right, Severus. Work your way over here," Jennifer said. "Come on, now. I
    know you're not scared of heights at all."

    "Don't patronize me, witch," Severus said, stepping over to the second branch he
    saw Jennifer step on. "I notice you at least have your barrette on."

    "I'm in no danger of falling out of this tree. I simply can't say the same for
    you, is all," Jennifer teased, then stepped over to the next branch before Severus
    could reach her.

    As Severus carefully followed behind, he couldn't help but watch in fascination at
    how easily Jennifer landed on each tree as it came, sometimes with only her toes
    gripping as she stepped across. So this was where she mastered her skill with the
    staircases, he realized, shuffling down the branch he was on to get to the next as
    she moved over to a very colorful ash tree with leaves of both gold and red. That was
    when he realized exactly how high up they were.

    "We're almost there, Severus," Jennifer told him, taking an impressive jump over
    to a giant poplar. "Last tree!"

    "You really don't expect me to make that jump, do you?" Severus asked flatly.

    "Don't be silly, of course you can," Jennifer said. "Besides, it's your only
    choice. All of the other trees have already reset to a different pattern," she
    explained. Severus looked behind him, noticing there were no other trees around but
    the ash that he was in and the poplar tree.

    "I believe this is an unfair amount of getting even," Severus complained.

    "It pales in comparison to some of your penalties, Severus Snape," Jennifer
    taunted him mercilessly, making room on the branch for him. "Now, come on. I promise
    I'll help steady you when you get over."

    "That branch isn't likely to hold both of us," Severus warned.

    "Don't be silly, of course it shall," Jennifer replied, holding out a hand
    coaxingly.

    "If you say, 'don't be silly' one more time, I swear I will at least get even with
    you for that," Severus warned Jennifer.

    "Are you coming, or are you going to stay up in that tree all night?" Jennifer
    taunted. "I'm perfectly content with the idea of going inside and eating whatever is
    in that basket all by myself."

    Seeing that he had no other choice at this point, Severus worked his way over to
    the nearest branch and gauged the jump carefully before taking a large leap. He
    nearly stumbled when he overshot the landing a bit, quickly finding Jennifer's arm
    around him.

    "There! That wasn't so bad, was it?" she said mischievously, then nodded towards a
    balcony just a couple of branches away. A pair of students were sitting on it having
    a snack and talking about what homework they still had left to do. "Don't worry,
    Severus. If we step lively once we make it to the balcony, neither of them will
    notice us at all," she promised. She made her way across the two thicker branches and
    stepped onto the balcony, waiting for Severus to do the same before leading him
    inside and past the sitting area and down the hallway to her room.

    "I hope you know that is the one and only time I will ever climb a tree, even for
    you," Severus murmured, quietly but resolutely.

    "Is that a challenge?" Jennifer asked flirtatiously, getting out her key.

    "A promise," he assured her, following her into the room.
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    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    Keeping in Step

    Ray stepped into Frank's room to see Frank and Asher had hunkered down with some
    pizza, deciding not to risk going out again that evening.

    "Is he gone yet?" Frank wanted to know.

    "No, I don't think so," Ray said. "I asked Dean Elk if he'd seen him, and he said
    he saw Severus playing in the garden with Jennifer..."

    "Playing in the garden," Asher repeated, and Ray sighed and attempted to ignore
    him.

    "And then I ran into Lav when she was on her way to dinner, and from what she
    said, it sounded like he was planning on staying over," Ray went on.

    "Staying over..."

    "Asher, would you cut that out? Especially the way you say it, you're such a
    toad!" Ray snapped at him.

    "Make that a horny toad. Have some pizza," Frank suggested.

    "Besides, if the two of you were that worried about what his response might be to
    that dossier, maybe you shouldn't have put it up in the first place," Ray told
    him.

    "It's worth the risk," Asher decided. "I've moved up into the top ten contributors
    now, and you should see the followers I've gotten since putting it up. I even got a
    text from the guy who did the dossier on 14."

    "Wow, seriously? 14?" Frank gawked.

    "Yes, and she's just my type too: easy. See?" Asher said, and Frank went over to
    the computer to stare at the screen.

    "Would you two just grow up?" Ray snapped, looking through the pizza boxes until
    he found the one he wanted. "I think it's time you let that site cool off for a
    while, don't you? Especially considering how quickly that dossier is moving up the
    list. If it gets too high, it's more likely that someone is going to see it who knows
    her, you know."

    "Don't worry about that, the 'off limits' ones never break the top fifty," Frank
    informed him.

    "That's good, because there doesn't get any more off limits than being married to
    the most powerful wizard on the planet," Ray said dryly.

    "Do I hear a hint of irritation there?" Frank noted tauntingly. "Whether you want
    to admit it or not, Ray, you have a thing for her too."

    "Did you even hear what I just said?" Ray snapped.

    "I can't blame him for being grumpy," Asher said, propping his head in his hand.
    "Jennifer is one of the hosts for Rose quarter. That means they're probably right
    above our heads at this very moment, spending time together. We can only imagine what
    they must be doing right now," he murmured wistfully.

    As Frank got a pillow and threw it at him, Ray rolled up a full slice of pizza and
    stuffed it in Asher's mouth.

    

    Leu crawled out of the Sparring Ring, helped out by Ginny Potter, while Diana
    stood up and brushed herself off before walking out on her own. He had won that
    match; but for some reason, it didn't feel much like winning.

    "Two for two against Diana! Well done, mate!" Keir said, enthusiastically and gave
    him a clap on the back that made Leu cringe again. "If you keep winning like that,
    you may get laid up in the Hospital Wing more long term!"

    "Yes, alright, that'll do, Mr. Box," Ginny warned, helping Leu to the bench to
    look him over before rolling her eyes and taking him to the Hospital Wing. From the
    bench, Charles and Amy watched as she walked him out, noticing that she was holding
    up his wand arm as if he had done something to it.

    "I can't believe Rel let that match keep going after he hit the mat like that. I
    wonder if he dislocated his shoulder," Charles whispered softly. "I'm glad I'm in
    Andrew's match tonight."

    "I'm in Auror Snape's, but he doesn't seem to be letting any of the other matches
    go as far... see?" Amy pointed out, and the two of them looked up as Culver was
    benched for using a spell not approved for first years. "Other than that one match,
    he's been following Andrew's club rules."

    "Ginny and Sagittari have always been pretty accepting of how rough Diana plays
    for some reason, while I've heard them both come down on everyone else for unsafe
    play. I've even heard Sagittari come down on the staff on occasion for not stepping
    in sooner," Charles said. "I wonder if it's like Lucky at all? I mean, Lucky used to
    get away with stuff all the time in school, she had a lot of aggression issues
    because she had an abusive father."

    "I'm sure that's not the reason behind it," Amy said.

    "Well, something is, or the staff wouldn't be looking the other way..."

    "Chuck Willowby! Are you coming or did you want to forfeit?" Andrew called out,
    and Charles quickly jumped up, realizing that both Andrew and Aurelius were looking
    at him now, along with a great deal of the other club members as he hurried over to
    take his place in the ring.

    Friday afternoon, Chuck walked to the library with copies of Hogwarts, a
    History and Hogwarts, a History Addendum that he borrowed from
    Professor Weasley, going towards the Owl Room to work on the museum project with
    Amy.

    Sitting at a small table near the window was Leu and Diana, having their planned
    study date, and Chuck found himself slowing down to stare at them, because Diana was
    smiling. It wasn't that she didn't smirk and even snigger on occasion, especially
    when she was winning at something, but it was quite rare to see Diana show more
    expression than that, and right now she was showing a lot of it. In fact, she didn't
    seem to be acting any different than any other witch in that castle behaved when they
    studied with a boy that they particularly liked. It was so different than what he was
    used to seeing from her, it made her normal behavior seem all the more strange...

    "Have you forgotten where the door is, Chuck?" Librarian Boulderdash asked, and
    Charles suddenly realized he had almost run into the scroll rack. Grimacing
    sheepishly, he took a step over and went into the Owl Room.

    

    Lavender took one look at Jennifer and marched her back up into the Gazebo.

    "You can't go to the dance in that! How could you even dance in that dress? And
    what's with all the buttons, anyway?" she asked critically.

    "Actually, this is the dress I have with the least amount of buttons," Jennifer
    admitted.

    "Well, the dress makes you look like you're a vampire afraid of getting sunlight
    on you. I know Brenda suggested to dress conservative, but there are limits, you
    know," Lavender complained. "You can tell you're not from around here! You're better
    off going in school overalls than that, at least then you can dance. Do you have any
    black leggings? If you do, I'm sure I can cover the rest."

    "Well, yes, but I have absolutely no intention whatsoever of dancing, especially
    when Severus isn't here," Jennifer said firmly. "I'll watch the punch bowl."

    "We don't even use a punch bowl anymore, Jennifer! We have drink dispensers!"
    Lavender replied, Jennifer scrunching up her face at that.

    Soon she found herself being pushed into Lavender's room for a quick fix. An
    argument quickly ensued as to how low of a neckline was acceptable, and under no
    circumstances was Jennifer going to have her shoulders uncovered. But somehow, after
    finding a black shirt that had skimpy yet present short sleeves covered in a small
    bit of black lace, Lavender was somehow able to coax Jennifer into it despite the
    fact that it was definitely tighter than she liked. Well, at least the neckline
    wasn't so low that it made her feel uncomfortable, Jennifer mused, and it did show
    off her heart locket.

    "I look like I'm ready to go burgle a building or something," Jennifer said
    critically. "It rather looks as if I'm in a leotard... and wearing this much black
    makes my skin look too pale."

    "Goodness, you are pickier than Hanna is! Here, put this green skirt on," Lav
    insisted.

    "This is a skirt?" Jennifer said dubiously. "I've seen shorts longer than this.
    I'd rather wear the leggings."

    "No, no, put this over the leggings, silly!"

    "I think it's silly to wear both!"

    "Just trust me!" Lavender said. "Or at least humor me!"

    "I swear... nobody had better be bringing a camera to this thing, Lav. If Severus
    saw this, I would never in a hundred years live it down," Jennifer complained,
    putting the skirt on, then realized it covered her hips. "You're right, this does
    look better," she admitted. Lav grinned.

    "Do you have any earrings or bracelets that's going to go along with this stuff?
    Something flashy, maybe."

    "Well, I don't know about flashy, but I definitely have a lot of jewelry,"
    Jennifer replied.

    "Good, then go take care of that so I can get ready," Lavender said, nudging her
    out the door.

    A bit reluctant to go out in the hall, Jennifer hurried over to the stairwell and
    ran up the stairs, grateful that most of the students preferred to use the Floating
    Gazebo instead. She slipped into her room and shut the door, walking over to the
    Rogue Painting, who stared at her. Then he signed, asking her who she was.

    "Yes, that's very funny, Rogue. Lavender talked me into some American fashion
    tonight... and don't you dare tell Severus about it, you know how he would tease me,"
    Jennifer said. The Rogue agreed, believing that his real self would have very good
    reason to. "Just ask him to stick my jewelry box in my Chest Cloak, will you? I need
    to finish getting ready for this silly dance thing tonight." The Rogue squinted and
    gestured again. "No, of course I'm not dancing. I'll just... find some dark corner to
    stand in. I should blend right in with this getup." The Rogue glanced at her flashy
    green skirt dubiously and shook his head, but stepped out of the painting to run his
    errand.

    After waiting a few minutes, Jennifer opened the pockets on her cloak, somehow
    managing to get her jewelry box through it. But as she set it on the bureau, she
    paused when she saw there was a note attached to it and she took it off
    thoughtfully.

    Jennifer ~ I really don't know what the Rogue is going on about at the moment,
    but ignore him. You're beautiful no matter what you're wearing. ~S.

    Beaming happily, Jennifer carefully folded up the note and put it inside her
    jewelry box to keep it safe, then decided on going with Lav's advice and went with a
    pair of twisted green earrings that Lucky had bought her when she was a girl. Finally
    she had an excuse to wear them, Jennifer thought with amusement, putting on her Charm
    Bracelet, and on a whim, grabbed the chain with the little black potion bottle and
    wore it along with her locket, feeling a lot more confident as she walked out the
    door.

    Several students went down in the Gazebo with her, greeting her with "hi" or
    "hello" before going back to their conversations, some in whispers and others in
    excited, overly loud voices. They stepped off and went in different directions,
    despite the fact that Jennifer knew that they all had the same destination. Jennifer
    was certain she knew a trick or two about navigating the gardens that they didn't,
    and managed to get there well before them. She walked over to Kay before the students
    arrived, grinning at them with amusement when they finally made it.

    The room had a very fall-heavy theme in the decorations; giant silk leaves were
    hanging from the ceiling near the doors, casting gold and red lights across the
    floor. Hay bales and scarecrows were in a couple of corners as well as yellow, brown,
    and gold streamers, and the scent of pumpkin spice hung in the air. Quite a number of
    students were wandering around the lower dance floor still talking and meeting up
    with friends, while the ceiling dance floor was empty at the moment as they waited
    for the music to start up.

    "Hey! Look at you! I kept thinking you'd come down in full robes or something,"
    said Kay, who was wearing a brown satin dress that was much too high for Jennifer's
    tastes, and an orange sash. Kay's hair was uncharacteristically down and she had
    taken extra pains to tame it for the evening.

    "Lavender ambushed me," Jennifer explained with a chuckle.

    "You should get a drink before it gets crowded over there," Kay said, pointing to
    two glass dispensers and a stainless steel one, each one with a tap and paper cups
    nearby. "There's infused water, fruit punch, and the hot one has apple cider... oh,
    that doesn't have alcohol in it, I should say..."

    "Yes, I remember," Jennifer assured her with a chuckle and walked over with her.
    Gretchen came up beside them, getting some water. It seemed she had opted for white
    leggings herself, and Jennifer was glad to see that she was wearing a gold skirt over
    them, feeling a bit less conspicuous after seeing that someone else had worn
    something similar.

    "The room looks good, yes? I helped the student decorating committee put it
    together," she said.

    "Yes, lovely," Jennifer agreed with a grin. She watched with interest as Asher
    Smith entered the room, wearing a white trench coat with a rhinestone version of the
    school crest on his back and gold lens goggles on his head. He walked right by them,
    intent on getting to the Wiztech tables long enough to throw on some music before
    stepping away from it. Then he checked the speaker setup and made sure the dance
    floor and dance ceiling was set up properly.

    "Looks like Doc Smith is on the tables tonight, doesn't it?" Gretchen said with
    amusement.

    "Yeah, these kids are pretty lucky," Kay chuckled. Jennifer gazed at her
    questioningly. "Usually Asher only does a Wiztech set during college dances and high
    school proms, so they're getting a treat tonight."

    "What's Wiztech?" Jennifer asked curiously, and Kay rolled her eyes at her.

    "It's dance music created through mixing recordings and adding elements to give it
    a new rhythm and interesting," Gretchen explained. "The kids are really into it these
    days."

    "That sounds like it's going to be really loud," Jennifer decided.

    "That's an understatement," Kay said, and Jennifer wondered if she should
    preemptively get out the earplugs she had brought with her. "Asher's the best Wiztech
    synth musician in the school, though, so I bet they're going to really enjoy it."

    "Hey! There you are!" Lavender said, walking over to them. She was wearing a great
    deal of jewelry that flashed light across the dim room; even the pumpkin embroidered
    on her shirt had eyes that were glowing as if there was a flickering candle inside.
    She also wore a black skirt even shorter than Kay's, but with orange leotards
    underneath.

    "What the students must think of us, seeing all their teachers all dressed up like
    this!" Jennifer exclaimed in surprise.

    "Nah, they're used to it," Lav said with amusement.

    "Where's Hanna at, Lav?" Gretchen asked.

    "She'll be along. She had to work late, so I get to hang out with you guys for the
    first half hour," Lav said. "Hey, is Doc Smith in the box tonight?" Lav said, loud
    enough to get his attention. Asher used getting some water as an excuse to come look
    them over. "How did they rope you in on a middle school night?"

    "I heard the decorations were going to be good tonight," Asher said with an
    enigmatic smile. "And as usual, it doesn't disappoint."

    "Thanks," Gretchen said, while Lav and Kay both rolled their eyes.

    "So you're doing the music tonight, Asher?" Jennifer asked. "I don't know what
    Wiztech is, exactly, but everyone was just telling me you're good at it."

    "Yes, well, you know doctors. We're always good with their hands," Asher said.
    Lavender, Kay, and even Gretchen gave him a dirty look. "Any requests?"

    "Maybe something that isn't loud," Jennifer said, chuckling to show she was
    joking. "I'm used to waltzes and classical music."

    "Well, I don't know about the volume part, but I'll see what I can do about the
    other... if you dance to it," he said with a wink.

    "I promise to listen," Jennifer said.

    "She's afraid she's going to look silly if she dances," Lavender informed him.

    "No, lady, you already know how to move. You just need to channel that energy
    out," Asher explained, doing a few simple moves himself. "Just be yourself. It'll be
    sexy."

    "Oh, go back to your tables," Lavender suggested with a chuckle. "Just don't
    forget this is a middle school dance not a college rave and accidentally put on music
    with obscenities this time!"

    "I won't. Frank is going to help with the light show and he promised to remind
    me," Asher said, half walking, half dancing his way back to his booth.

    "Now that he's out of the way, I gotta say that I agree with him," Lav said with a
    grin. "You find your own groove, and you'll have every male in the place staring at
    you."

    "All the more reason not to," Jennifer said firmly. "I'm not dancing without my
    husband present, and I'm certainly not dancing to modern music, even if it's Second
    Chance," she added for good measure when she noticed there were a few popular
    selections being played. "Besides, I don't like the idea of freestyle dancing
    anyway."

    "Lav, show her some of your moves. Lav is a great dancer," Gretchen explained to
    Jennifer.

    "Maybe when my date gets here," Lav decided.

    "Uh huh," Jennifer said with a knowing smile. "Now you know how I feel."

    "Oh, don't use that against me!" Lav protested, seeing that look.

    "Ms. Craw!"

    The teachers looked up as Truman ran up to them. "I have a problem!" Truman
    announced. "See, Becky Mason already made plans to go with friends, but she promised
    she'd dance with me later. But I don't know how to dance! If I screw up in front of
    all her friends, I don't think I can handle what everyone's going to be thinking
    afterwards. Can you show me? Quickly?" he asked in a panic. Jennifer groaned loudly,
    while Lavender laughed outright.

    "Alright, Lav, you now have one panicked student and a reluctant one," Jennifer
    said resignedly.

    "I'll help!" Kay said with a grin.

    "I want to learn some new moves too," Gretchen put in.

    As Truman and the group of teachers gathered around Lav, Brenda and Wind Elk
    walked in, watching them for a moment with amusement.

    "I think Lav's got her work cut out for her this time," Brenda observed.

    "When I see a group gathered in a circle imitating each other like that, I am
    never certain if they are doing a modern dance, or if they are attempting a Prairie
    Chicken Dance," Wind mused, earning another chuckle from Brenda.

    Frank, who was staring at the group when he strode in the door, nearly bumped into
    the two of them and quickly excused himself with a chuckle on his way towards the
    booth where Asher was playing with his complicated board of knobs, wheels, sliders,
    bells, whistles, pulls, pushes, flashing lights, and displays next to several vinyl
    tables. At the moment, he was setting up records, flipping them over by holding each
    one between the palms of his hands and refusing to touch the surface.

    "How long before we start?" Frank asked.

    "Half an hour or so," Asher said. Frank didn't miss that when his eyes glanced up
    from the record, they went straight to the back of the room where Jennifer and her
    friends were playing around with dance moves.

    "You know, if I didn't know any better, I'd say Lav was falling for her too,"
    Frank confided.

    "Gretchen doesn't seem to mind," Asher commented.

    "Actually, I'm not so sure those two are going out any longer," Frank
    admitted.

    "Huh. Interesting," Asher said, putting a record on the second table and kept his
    finger on a switch. "We'll have to watch that one then," he decided, switching over
    to the next table.

    Down below, Jennifer and Truman were working some basic shuffle dancing when Wind
    finally walked over to them.

    "Getting the hang of it, are we?" Wind asked with a smile.

    "I don't mind this one, it's all footwork," Jennifer said, then smiled innocently.
    "Like a Stomp Dance."

    "The feet only tell part of the story, Jennifer," Wind reminded her, wagging a
    scolding finger at her now that he knew what she was after.

    "Perhaps you could show us," Jennifer coaxed, and the other teachers grinned at
    each other then back at Wind.

    "Good luck, Jennifer. It's been a few years since we were able to coax him into
    that," Lav said.

    "Then it's about time isn't it? After all, it is fall. The harvest is coming, the
    corn is growing," Jennifer pointed out with a sly smile.

    "There's no corn in the garden," Kay said.

    "Yes, there is," Jennifer, Lav, and Gretchen said at once.

    "What? I've never been there," Kay pouted.

    "I take it she's a fairly new hire," Jennifer said glancing at Kay then back at
    Wind. "You could lead a dance for Kay's sake, at least."

    "What are you talking about?" Truman asked, gazing at Jennifer intently. "You're
    trying to talk him into a Cherokee dance with everyone? I can't do that!"

    "You sure can. It's simple," Jennifer said. "Dean Elk does something and then we
    copy it. And he says something in Tsalagi, and we try to repeat it... and butcher his
    language with our attempts," she added mischievously. "Dean Elk, please. After all,
    I'll only be teaching the one year," Jennifer reminded him, giving him a beatific
    smile.

    Back on the stage, Frank and Asher were watching them with interest.

    "Is it just me, or is Jennifer actually over there flirting with Wind?" Frank
    murmured to him.

    "She's so cute when she flirts, isn't she?" Asher said, watching them intently.
    "Why do you suppose she's doing it?

    "Only one reason I can think of," Frank said. "Where's the drum and the
    sticks?"

    "I hope the charms are still holding up, considering how long it's been," Asher
    said. Frank went to the back of the stage and pulled out a large drum, gesturing to
    Ray. Looking at the drum in surprise, he then saw Jennifer and the girls coaxing
    Wind, and Jennifer seemed to be on the verge of getting him to cave in. So he
    gestured for Luke to come over, while Kevin, who had been standing behind Wind and
    Brenda a moment before, ran over on his own, grinning.

    "I think he's definitely going to do it," Kevin informed them.

    "Good, because if he doesn't, we are all going to look like idiots," Ray said,
    using his wand to bring over some stools for all of them.

    "I think I want to dance. I am going to be behind the tables all night," Asher
    decided. He handed Kevin his drumstick and hopped off the stage, rummaging in a box
    and taking several Cherokee rattles with him to pass out to some of the others.

    "I think it's going to rain soon. These old joints are starting to creak like a
    rusted door..." Wind explained.

    "Don't be silly, you're as healthy as I am," Jennifer said knowingly.

    "Besides, I heard that my once favorite student said something about not dancing
    at all tonight because her husband isn't here," Wind pointed out.

    "I'll make an exception in this case," Jennifer said. "Besides, everyone else is
    hoping you'll lead a dance too."

    "I doubt these students are even aware of the ritual. What makes you think anyone
    would be interested?" Wind asked. But Jennifer smiled and pointed over to all of the
    wizards sitting by the drum. Ray hit the drum a few times for good measure, getting
    the students to look over curiously. "Ah, me! How am I to lead if my faculty is
    always one step ahead of me?" Wind asked with a chuckle.

    "Well, this is one time that you have to lead, because none of the rest of us know
    what we are doing," Jennifer pointed out with a grin.

    "Very well, Jennifer! But this is the only time this year," Wind said firmly,
    wagging his finger at her again.

    "Come on, Truman," Jennifer said, "Come on, Lav."

    "We're right behind you," Lav agreed with a grin.

    Wind stepped into the middle of the floor.

    The sound of a growling bear was enough to startle the students who were lingering
    nearby and made them take a few steps back. Asher fell in behind Truman with Lav,
    Gretchen, and Kay close behind him. Brenda and several other staff members, including
    Sharon Miller and Sue Williams, eagerly jumped in line, all of them attempting to
    coax other students to join in. Finally, Wind gestured, his hand moving up and down
    to signal a specific beat.

    The wizards around the drum circle obligingly matched it, and when he was finally
    satisfied that they had it, he put his hand down and started what looked at first to
    be a shuffling walk. Saying something in his native tongue, the others in the line
    said the same words, and as he changed to a different step that moved them a little
    faster, the others joined in. It didn't take long for Truman and the other students
    to see that this was like a complicated game of follow the leader. And seeing that
    some of the teachers were having just as much of a hard time speaking the unfamiliar
    tongue as anyone, they decided to join in as Wind led them around in a circle. It
    went on long enough that everyone in the room began to join, and Wind intentionally
    led the circle right past the chairs so that both staff and other students could
    encourage those not participating to join in, managing to include everyone in the
    room in some fashion before the end. Then he began to spiral in, drawing everyone in
    the room as tight as they could go and still move before putting out a cry that
    signaled the end of the dance.

    Everyone clapped in appreciation, and Jennifer rewarded Wind with a quick hug as
    they began to spread back out again.

    "And you said you couldn't dance," Asher teased Jennifer.

    "No, she said she didn't want to look silly," Lav pointed out.

    "That didn't feel silly. It was fun! I've always wanted to do something like
    that," Truman said, and several of the other students around echoed that
    sentiment.

    "All right, all right. You've had your cultural lesson for the evening. Asher, I
    believe the students are probably ready for the music of their present culture," Wind
    suggested.

    "Right away, sir," Asher said, then glanced at Jennifer. "Classics?"

    "Oh, yes, please," Jennifer agreed enthusiastically.

    "Hm," Asher said with a knowing smile, walking over to his music devices.

    "Heh, well this will be fun," Lav decided with amusement. "I bet you have no idea
    what a remix is, do you, Jennifer?"

    "You mean like in Potions?" Jennifer inquired.

    "That's what I thought," Lav said, and she pulled her over to the wall near where
    Asher, Frank, and Ray were.

    Frank and Ray sat much lower than Asher and couldn't really be seen over the box
    of device, but apparently the students seemed a great deal more interested in what
    Asher was doing anyway.

    He was, in fact, making a great play of standing in a heavy fog that was
    developing around his feet and the tables, and the room began to flash yellow,
    causing the students to rush up in a group to watch as Asher performed his own sort
    of ritual, making such a dramatic play at putting down his golden-lens goggles. The
    students went crazy with cheers when he finally put them on.

    "Doc Smith is in the house!" he announced, and the students cheered again, and he
    began the Toccatta and Fugue.

    Jennifer had heard the Fifth Floor Phantom play that Bach piece hundreds of times,
    and at first it started out as she expected... but suddenly and quite dramatically
    began to turn into something completely and wildly different as Doc Smith began to
    play with it, pushing it up so quickly and loudly that Jennifer at first had trouble
    picking out the melody. Slowly she got used to it, and found herself stunned in
    amazement, sitting close by to listen while the students and her friends danced. At
    some point, Lav's date had come in, and after an exchange of shouted introductions
    that neither her date or Jennifer could hear, they went back to enjoying the music.
    Swan Lake followed, and he somehow managed to make it sound even more dramatic as it
    intensified, and then the Wizard Waltz, being played so fast that she was sure that
    some of the students didn't know the original melody... come to think of it, they
    might not have known most of them, Jennifer thought with amusement.

    She looked out into the crowd to see that Truman had found Becky Mason and was
    busy showing her some of what Lav and Kay had been teaching them. Looking amused by
    that, Jennifer watched them for a while before Kay and Gretchen came along and pulled
    her out of her chair, coaxing her to at least copy what they were doing and somehow
    managing to keep on her feet for the rest of the night.

    Jennifer managed to get to her room completely exhausted, pulling a foot balm out
    of her cloak.

    "Rogue, remind me the next time someone is planning a visit that I need to hand
    them a list of potions I need refilled," Jennifer said with a yawn, and she heard a
    violin note and looked up.

    "Oh really? Is he up late, or early?" she asked, and he gestured again. "Yes,
    alright," she said and grabbed her contact mirror. "Get me Severus." It was only a
    moment before the mirror connected and Severus appeared. "Good evening, Severus!
    Aren't you up late? I thought there was a Hogsmeade trip tomorrow."

    "I talked Andrew and Laura into chaperoning, so I don't have to drop by until
    later," Severus replied. "Any thoughts as to what we should get Leu for his
    birthday?"

    "Speed flippers?" Jennifer suggested mischievously.

    "I'm fairly sure that'd be cheating. And anyway, I still don't think he's figured
    it out yet, although he keeps going along with it any time she challenges him,"
    Severus said. "However, Ravenclaw managed to beat Hufflepuff's football team tonight,
    so now she has to study with him again next week."

    "She lost two challenges in one year? That is progress," she teased. "I don't
    know, Severus, since I've not really been around Leu enough to read him, and we
    didn't talk about his birthday the last time we had a family day. You're just going
    to have to figure it out on your own."

    "Figure it out on my own?" Severus said blankly. "I never figure out the
    children's presents on my own."

    "Now, that's totally untrue, Severus. Rel's Invisibility Cloak was yours, after
    all... as was Lucky's charm bracelet," she pointed out.

    "Yes, but those were things they needed for protection," Severus said.

    "I'm sure there are plenty devices that would help protect him while he's in the
    ocean, Severus... and don't you dare suggest Shark Repellent or some silliness,"
    Jennifer warned.

    "I wasn't going to, but point taken," Severus replied. "How was your evening? I
    suppose every wizard in the place was asking you to dance."

    "I danced with everyone... well, in a Stomp Dance."

    "A what?" Severus inquired.

    "As Kay put it after the fact, it's ritual dance that's rather like a Cherokee
    conga line," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "Other than that, all of the dances were
    Pop, Wizard Rock, and Wiztech."

    "I see. So nothing but noise," Severus said.

    "Well, yes, I suppose, although it did grow on me after a while. And there was
    some classic... sort of... but Asher did all sorts of strange things to it and turned
    it into something loud and fast."

    "That does sound like Asher."

    "No, honestly. It was actually pretty interesting... you should have heard what he
    did with Bach, Mozart, and Handel..."

    "Oh really? I thought you implied he was into witches."

    "Thank you, that'll do, Severus, I'm much too tired to come up with an appropriate
    comeback," Jennifer protested. "Was there anything else?"

    "No, I was just checking in," Severus said.

    "Yes, well, as you can see, I survived. I just can't say the same for my feet,"
    Jennifer said. "I'm going to be going over to Rosemary's tomorrow to ask her about my
    memory project. I'll let you know how it goes."

    "Yes, and I'll let you know how Hogsmeade goes," Severus agreed. "Take care,
    Jennifer."

    "Yes, you too. Good night, Severus! Give Quintin a hug from me," Jennifer
    said.

    "Of course," Severus said, and broke contact.

    He glanced around the bedroom. Oh, well, at least that last request will be easy,
    he thought, as Quintin had decided to fall asleep on the bed. Attempting to wrestle
    some blankets away with limited success, Severus gave him a comforting hug and a pat
    on the back, then finally settled in for the night.

  


  
    30. Thinking of Others
  

  
    Chapter Thirty

    Thinking of Others

    Now that they had come to an understanding, Charles had few qualms with Leu
    deciding to hang with them on the Hogsmeade trip. Leu, Charles, Amy, and Amber hopped
    off the bus, looking around only once before walking to Honeydukes. Viorica and
    Apollo, who usually went to Pitch Plus, ran ahead to Honeydukes instead. Before Leu
    and the others even arrived, Viorica had a bag of licorice cauldrons and was in line
    as Apollo looked around for some treats for later.

    "I'd better get my tribute as well," Leu decided. When he walked over to the bin
    filled with the licorice, he noticed that eight boxes had been made up and set in a
    pyramid shape and plucked one off the top.

    "I know this has become a family ritual thing, but isn't there some way you can
    buy some other kind of candy?" Charles complained. "I hate licorice, yet every time
    he offers candy, that's all he has."

    "So get something else," Amber said.

    "I'm not sure we should get him anything. He only expects his kids to do it right
    now. If grandkids start doing it, no one would be able to see his desk for the rest
    of the year," Charles pointed out.

    "I don't care. I'm getting him one anyway," Viorica said. "The last time Hadrian
    and I had lunch with him, he seemed rather down."

    "He's all right. He just misses having Mum around, that's all," Leu replied.
    Charles looked thoughtful.

    "What sort of candy does Grandmother like?" Charles asked.

    "Butter tablets and Chocolate frogs," Leu suggested.

    "Baklava," Amber said.

    "That's not a candy, you goof," Charles told his sister, picking up butter tablets
    and a couple of Chocolate frogs.

    "I'm not so sure that's a good idea, giving him her favorite candy like that. It
    may make him miss her more," Amy said.

    "Well, maybe it'll bring back a memory or something. It's better than buying him
    any more licorice," Charles said.

    "What he really needs is a bigger candy dish," Leu said.

    "So maybe you should give him something other than candy this year,"Amber
    suggested. Leu looked at the box in his hand. Viorica did the same. Suddenly they put
    away their candy selections and walked out of the shop, ignoring the stares they got
    for doing so.

    "There can only be one place to go, you know," Leu said.

    "Do you suppose it's open?" Viorica asked.

    "I'm sure Ambrose knows which weekend is Hogsmeade weekend. Let's go check," Leu
    said.

    Andrew and Laura had been walking towards Honeydukes as they came out, very
    baffled when Leu and the others came out without any bags at all.

    "What in the world? Did you lose all your money? Go on a diet?" Andrew guessed.
    "Protesting the poor treatment of candy laborers? Or what?"

    "We've decided not to get licorice this year," Leu declared, and they marched
    towards Toby's Trinkets. Andrew stood and watched them for a moment.

    "I guess he won't miss a few bags of candy, will he?" Laura grinned at Andrew
    knowingly.

    "Yeah. You know what? I think I'm not going to get him any either," Andrew
    said.

    "Shall we join the march, then?" Laura grinned.

    "I think I'll make a couple of stops first," Andrew decided, and the two of them
    walked over to Alicia Pyther's studio.

    When Leu arrived at the shop, it had a sign that read, "Open to everyone but
    Severus Snape."

    "It could be me, but I think we're expected," Charles said.

    "But how would Ambrose know why we're here when his father isn't home?" Amber
    wondered.

    "I've given up trying to figure out how anything works in this shop. Let's just go
    in," Viorica suggested.

    Ambrose Tinker glanced up with a smile as they began to file into the room, and he
    greeted them as they came in and began wandering through the shop. Everyone was
    gazing at all of the items in amazement, but it was Apollo who was first to voice
    what everyone was thinking.

    "This shop is really weird!" Apollo exclaimed.

    The entire left wall of the shop was filled with books. The rack on the left had
    scrolls and maps, and a great many of them which looked dusty and ancient. To the
    right of the door, one whole section of shelves seemed to be dedicated to food
    parcels; boxes of cauldron licorice, just like at Honeydukes, along with boxes of
    springerle cookies and plastic-wrapped cheese danishes, and on the top shelf out of
    their reach were a few bottles of a dark-bottled wine. Just beyond those was a shelf
    filled with a strange collection of mystery books and memorabilia, as well as a
    violin case and several packages of strings. Even the brochure rack currently
    displayed a selection of violin music. But the presents on the shelves in the center
    of the room were a mystery; all of the boxes were already wrapped with different
    colored papers, each with a tag that dangled by a string.

    "Look at that! It's like this whole shop is completely tailored to things that
    Professor Snape might want for his birthday! Have you ever seen anything like it?"
    Amy asked in amazement.

    "I haven't seen anything like it either," Ambrose admitted with a grin. "And I
    work here!"

    It was then that Andrew, Alicia, and Laura stepped into the shop. The three of
    them stood there gawking as well.

    "Look at all of those books and scrolls! What is going on?" Laura asked in
    amazement.

    "I think that's obvious," Andrew said, showing them the box of springerle. "These
    are all potential presents for Dad."

    "How long do you think it's going to be set up like this?" Alicia wondered.

    "Well, it's just a guess, but considering it's a school trip, I doubt it'll be
    like this all day," Ambrose replied. "After all, I'm sure a lot of students will want
    to come in here for something that they need personally and aren't wanting to buy a
    gift for Uncle Severus."

    "You have a point," Andrew said. "Alicia?"

    "Going," Alicia said immediately.

    "And have Pyther bring Quintin," Andrew advised. Alicia nodded and dove out the
    door.

    "Do you suppose he'd mind if I got him something?" Laura wondered.

    "Not if you keep it simple," Andrew replied.

    "Any suggestions?" Laura asked. Andrew glanced at the box of springerle biscuits
    and handed it to her.

    "Trust me, he'll definitely appreciate it," Andrew said when Laura stared at it
    curiously.

    "Okay," Laura said. "When's his birthday, anyway?"

    "November first. I gather we're getting this now because it's the last Hogsmeade
    trip before then," Andrew replied, and Laura nodded at that.

    "Oh, look at this," Viorica said, after picking up one of the prewrapped boxes in
    the middle. "There's something written on the back of the tag. 'A Memory of a Time at
    Sea.'"

    "I want that one," Leu immediately said, then picked it up. It was rather light.
    But as he went up to pay for it, he frowned. "Wait. How can I put a price on
    something when I don't even know what's in it?"

    "Pay what you normally pay for one of his birthday presents," Ambrose
    suggested.

    "Typically we just get him a box of licorice cauldrons, and that's only a few
    sickles," Leu said, glancing at the box. "I'm fairly sure this is more special than
    that, but Father also wouldn't want us to spend a lot on it. I think I'll put in a
    galleon."

    "I can't afford a galleon," Viorica commented with a frown. "But I can probably
    afford a box of cauldrons."

    "Then get him something you think is worth that," Ambrose said with a shrug. "But
    if you see a mystery box with a message you like, don't rule it out."

    Andrew pondered the boxes a moment, but then looked around thoughtfully.

    "What are you going to get?" Laura asked.

    "I'm not sure, but I think I'd rather know what it is I'm getting him," Andrew
    decided and began looking over at the wall of books. "Feel free to go ahead to the
    Three Broomsticks if you don't want to wait, Laura."

    "I don't mind," Laura said. She put her money in the jar and Ambrose wrapped the
    tin in paper. "Can I grab a stool, Ambrose?"

    "Sure... and you're welcome to have some tea, apparently," Ambrose said with a
    chuckle as a tea set appeared right after Laura pulled a stool over to the end of the
    counter.

    "That happened the last time I sat here too," Laura said with a grin.

    "I think I'm going to get him this box of pastries," Charles decided, pulling the
    individually wrapped cheese danishes off the shelf.

    "Won't they be bad by the time his birthday comes around?" Amber asked
    curiously.

    "Not according to the expiration date. It looks like they're good until December,"
    Charles shrugged.

    "That's some magic," Amber decided, picking up a box of tea bags to go with it. "I
    hope orange whatever that is goes with cheese danishes."

    "If it's orange pekoe, Father will definitely think they go together," Andrew
    replied, still reading book titles. Amber nodded at that and put some sickles in.

    "There are some paperback mysteries over here. Do you suppose he has any of them?"
    Viorica wondered, where she stood by the collectibles.

    "I doubt they'd be there if he did," Andrew said.

    "How about some violin music?" Apollo suggested to Viorica.

    "I know which one of those I would get," Laura said.

    "Hey, you already got yours. Don't interfere," Andrew chuckled at her.

    "No, I want to know. Which one?" Viorica asked, and Laura got up and went over to
    the music stand, handing her the Sleeping Beauty Waltz. "Thanks!"

    "No problem," Laura grinned. Andrew stepped over curiously as Viorica went to pay
    for it. He rolled his eyes at it, then went back to the bookshelf.

    "Don't bother paying too much for that, Viorica... the rest of the family will be
    paying for it from the moment he gets his hands on it," Andrew said so dryly, that
    Laura couldn't help but chuckle.

    "Let's go to the sports shop next, Viorica," Apollo said, trying not to sound
    impatient.

    "Can you wrap it for me, Ambrose?" Viorica asked.

    "Sure thing," Ambrose said as she put in her coins, and the two of them stepped
    out, holding the door as Corey and Alex came in. They gawked just inside the doorway
    until Aurelius and Alicia insisted they move further in, followed by Pyther, holding
    Quintin by the hand.

    "We're shopping for Dad!" Quintin announced.

    "Good, because right now, that's all that's in here," Ambrose chuckled.

    "Hey, what are you two giving him?" Corey asked as Charles and Amber were getting
    ready to leave.

    "A box of cheese pastries," Charles said.

    "And a box of tea," Amber added.

    "Wait, what did Viorica just buy?" Aurelius wanted to know.

    "Sheet music for the Sleeping Beauty Waltz," Andrew replied. Alex,
    Aurelius, Corey, and Alicia all groaned loudly. "It was Laura's idea, not mine," he
    added quickly when they started staring at him accusingly.

    "Gee, thanks, Laura," Alicia said sarcastically.

    "I knew he'd want it," Laura said with a shrug and a smile. Quintin ran over to
    the counter with the sweets, peering at what was there.

    "What would you like to get for your Dad's birthday, Quintin?" Pyther asked him,
    and Quintin immediately grabbed the box of licorice cauldrons. "It seems we have a
    traditionalist," Pyther informed them with a chuckle.

    "What about the ones in the center?" Corey asked.

    "Mystery gifts, but they all have hints written on the back," Andrew told them
    distractedly, pulling out a book that had a black dust cover on it that gave no clue
    to what the book was about. He opened it up then shut it again. "And this is the one
    I was looking for. Of course," he said with amusement, taking it up to the
    counter.

    "I'm all for giving him a mystery present, if someone else will read the tags for
    me," Corey said.

    "Sure," Alicia said, picking up a black box and reading the tag. "This one says,
    'A memoir of finding your way into the light.'"

    "Oh, wait, that one is mine," Pyther immediately said, and Alicia handed it over
    with a smile.

    "I could have given him that one too," Aurelius conjectured.

    "Maybe, but it does sound as if they're geared to certain people, don't they?"
    Alicia agreed, holding up another one. "Yes, I'm sure they are, because this one
    reads, 'a happy memory when we were both children.'"

    "Aunt Anna," Aurelius said. "Who else could it be?"

    "I think she came today," Andrew ventured. "She did say something about meeting up
    with Hadrian and Uncle Augustus for lunch, at least."

    "I'll see if I can track them down," Pyther offered.

    "Anyone else we need to track down?" Laura wondered as Andrew had his book wrapped
    and paid for it.

    "Maurice would probably want to know about it," Ambrose suggested.

    "Alright. Laura, why don't you go to the Three Brooms to set up the staff table
    and I'll be right over after I take care of that," Andrew replied.

    "No problem," Laura agreed.

    "'A confession from the rascal next door,'" Alicia read.

    "Okay, that one's mine. Ambrose, is it okay if I peek to see what I'm confessing
    about first?" Corey asked.

    "I suppose, if it's not sealed," Ambrose replied.

    "It's not. It's in a sweets box of all things. In fact, from the smell, I think it
    has cauldrons in it too," Alicia said, handing it to Corey.

    Corey opened the box and read the note inside with a smile, rolling it back up
    again and putting it inside.

    "Yes, alright, he can know about that secret now," Corey decided, getting out some
    sickles to buy it.

    "Anything I should know about?" Aurelius asked.

    "No, it wasn't one of the secrets I gave you, actually. It was a secret between
    Albus Dumbledore and myself," Corey explained. "Wrap it, please?"

    "Sure thing," Ambrose said with a grin, wondering if he wasn't going to get hand
    cramps by the end of the day.

    

    Well outside of the city limits, next to a large apple orchard and pumpkin patch,
    a gravel lane led up to a small collection of wizard-owned houses and cottages, each
    one sporting a small garden patch and herb garden of its own.

    As Lavender and Jennifer Apparated in front of Lavender's mother's house, Jennifer
    gazed at the limestone cottage and let out a long sigh of appreciation.

    "This reminds me of the cottage we had when Severus and I first got married,"
    Jennifer said, admiring the lovely hedges and bushes in the front yard.

    "Did it come with all the extra pairs of eyes too?" Lavender asked with
    amusement.

    "Extra pairs of eyes?" Jennifer inquired, then looked down and suddenly saw
    movement under one of the bushes. "Oh!" she exclaimed as a baby black rabbit dashed
    out of the bush and ran back to the wooden fence leading into the back garden,
    scrambling under it. Two steps later, several other rabbits, mostly brown and white,
    scurried under the gate to the back garden too. "Just how many rabbits does your
    mother have now?"

    "Don't ask me! I lost count," Lav admitted with a grin.

    "It's your own fault, you know."

    Lav and Jennifer looked up to see that Rosemary had walked over to the back garden
    gate, unlocking it for them as she smiled at Jennifer knowingly.

    "Oh, no. You can't blame that on me!" Jennifer laughed. "White was a buck!"

    "Well, yes, but when you left, he was so lonely that I adopted a girlfriend for
    him... you see the results, albeit a few generations removed," Rosemary said. "It's
    all right; I sell them to familiar shops now and get a decent income off of them to
    supplement my retirement," she explained, opening the gate for them and getting a hug
    for good measure. "So good to see you, Jen-girl!"

    "I heard you stuck up for me at the school board meeting. Thank you," Jennifer
    said warmly.

    "Happy to do it! I knew you'd be able to shake things up around the school, and
    boy did it need it," Rosemary said with amusement. "And from what a little bird told
    me, you're doing a pretty good job of it, too."

    "I guess we'll see by just how much once the first of those silly assessment tests
    have to be done," Jennifer said with a grin.

    "I don't care if they bomb them. I am not going back to that Potion schedule,"
    Lavender said firmly. "And I'm not the only one who feels that way. In fact, more and
    more teachers are jumping ship all the time."

    "Really? You haven't introduced me to anyone new lately... except maybe Kevin, but
    he introduced himself," Jennifer pointed out.

    "Jennifer, you know how things get around in that school when something
    interesting is going on. I'd say it's well out of your hands now," Rosemary said with
    amusement, Lav nodding to her in agreement.

    "Everybody who's gone rogue has told everyone else in their departments, most of
    which decided it's a good idea," Lavender agreed. "A few of those related to Masons
    refused to get involved, but they also promised to keep quiet about it."

    "That's good, that means they respect what you guys are doing, even if they don't
    want to get caught in it," Rosemary said, leading them to an outdoor seating area
    under an umbrella with a lovely herbal print on it. Nearby was a stainless steel
    outdoor grilling area with white coals burning and a campsite coffee pot percolating
    next to shrimp and vegetable kabobs and a dutch oven with some campfire bread
    inside.

    "I hope you don't mind alfresco. I like to stay outside as much as I can these
    days... I blame too many years at Whitebridge for the preference," she added as she
    poured them each a cup.

    "I understand wanting to be outside today, it's lovely out here this afternoon,"
    Jennifer said appreciatively. "And the wooden fence helps keep the wind at bay,
    doesn't it?"

    "And nosy neighbors too," Lavender added.

    "Well, I don't get much of that these days. Most of us living in this neighborhood
    are here to get away from all of that. The nosy bunch tend to get bored and go back
    to the city," Rosemary chuckled. She set some plates out for them, as well as a
    platter of vegetables and shrimp that they could get what they liked, setting the
    bread on the table along with some fresh cream.

    "So! Now that we're settled, you did say in your note that you wanted to ask me
    about something, Jen-girl," Rosemary said.

    "Yes, actually. You see, one of my goals this year while I'm Whitebridge is to try
    and make some progress on a research project of mine, and I'm looking for another
    assistant..."

    "Sold! I'm in," Rosemary replied, grabbing some bread. Jennifer laughed at
    her.

    "You haven't even heard what it's about yet," Jennifer protested. "Unless Lavender
    told you."

    "No, but she didn't have to. To be honest, I've been keep tabs on you since you
    left school, really," Rosemary admitted.

    "Keeping tabs?" Jennifer repeated.

    "Wait here a moment," Rosemary said. She went inside, a pair of curious bunnies
    scampering out of her way when she got up. Lav gave Jennifer a piece of the bread,
    and Jennifer nibbled on it for a minute until Rosemary came back out again with a
    large scrapbook. "Here we are," she said, and Jennifer quickly wiped off her hands
    and took it from her.

    Jennifer opened it, then groaned loudly when she saw that the first newspaper
    clipping was the Daily Prophet's article on her part in the Azkaban Revolt.
    She began to flip through it, shaking her head in disbelief.

    "Hey, how come her scrap book seems to have more pages than mine?" Lavender
    laughed in protest.

    "Because you haven't done as much yet, dearie," Rosemary said, wagging her finger
    at Lavender. "Don't worry, I only put in the positive ones."

    "I can't believe you have all of this," Jennifer admitted.

    "Tell me, Jennifer, have you ever mentored a student? I mean really mentored, like
    Wind and I did with you?" Rosemary inquired.

    "Does family count?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, that's a very different sort of relationship," Rosemary said. Jennifer
    thought about it.

    "I suppose I started to with Viorica, until she got adopted by one of my sons,
    that is," Jennifer said sheepishly, and Rosemary shook her head at her. "Well then, I
    suppose I'll have to leave Corey out of the conversation as well, since we ended up
    adopting him," Jennifer said. "So I suppose the first one I've ever truly had that
    wasn't a part of the family is Truman Ford. He's one of my Whitebridge students this
    year."

    "Really? After teaching all of these years, only the one?" Rosemary asked in
    surprise.

    "Oh, don't get me wrong, being the head of Ravenclaw House, I give out more than
    my fair share of advice to all of the students under me. But I've always tried to be
    as impartial as I can to all of my students," Jennifer explained. "Even when some of
    them became friends as well as students."

    "I see. Then why did you make an exception for Truman?" Rosemary asked.

    "Well, because he was a Truth Seeker, he needed special training," Jennifer
    explained. "He needed help, and I jumped in because nobody else really could help."
    Rosemary smiled thinly at that. "I did have his parents and Wind's permission first."
    Rosemary waved that part off.

    "Never mind that part. The point is that you jumped in because you felt that he
    needed help and you were the one who was in the best position to help him. Is that
    not so?" Rosemary said.

    "Yes," Jennifer agreed.

    "Did you do it to benefit yourself in any way? Or did you simply do it because you
    wanted to see him succeed?" Rosemary asked.

    "The second, obviously," Jennifer said.

    "So I assume you plan to train him the entire time you're at Whitebridge. What
    about after you leave?" she asked.

    "Oh, don't worry about that. I've already arranged a fairly good support network
    for him to take over," Jennifer assured her.

    "Good to know, but I doubt they'll report back to you after the fact," Rosemary
    pointed out.

    "No, I don't suppose they will," Jennifer replied.

    "Then how will you know if he succeeds or not?" Rosemary asked. Jennifer thought
    about it.

    "I suppose I won't," Jennifer admitted.

    "Yes, well, I'm not quite so content to leave good enough alone when it comes to
    students I mentor," Rosemary said, tapping the book. "I invested seven years of my
    life into your future. I think it'd drive me crazy not knowing if you actually made
    it or not. And I guarantee you, Jennifer, even if you aren't thinking about it now,
    it won't be long after you leave Whitebridge and head home that you won't start
    wondering about how Truman is doing, and if he's managed to overcome his obstacles in
    life. It's almost like having another kid... except it's one that never sends an Owl
    Post, unless you count a Christmas card every few years." Jennifer blushed at that.
    "And if that's the case, you have to be a bit nosy and sub to the local papers,
    digests and the like... or buy a hella lotta frog cards," she added for good measure.
    She flipped to the back two pages of the book. They were filled with all of
    Jennifer's cards, causing her to laugh.

    "Don't tell me how many you went through, I don't want to know," Jennifer said
    with a grin.

    "Nah, I bought a lot of them on the Wizardnet," Rosemary admitted with a chuckle.
    "So are you going to tell me what we're working on, or what?"
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    Chapter Thirty-One

    Jennifer Confidential

    That next weekend, Lunette, Rosemary, and Jennifer, who brought along Lavender,
    Kay, and Gretchen for good measure, stepped into Lab One in the Order of Libris.
    Rosemary and the Whitebridge teachers were still staring and exploring the lab when
    Lunette walked up to her.

    "Jennifer, I have every intention of being one of your backup assistants, but it's
    on one condition... that you don't list me on your research," Lunette said firmly.
    "And don't give me lines that it wouldn't be honest, either. You have twenty years on
    me when it comes to memory research, and we both know what'd happen if my name was
    anywhere on the thing, especially when the press gets a hold of it. You and
    Severus... especially Severus... made a lot of sacrifices this year to get you to
    Whitebridge, and I don't want to see them go for nothing."

    "Perhaps a thank you for your patronage note at the end?" Jennifer negotiated.

    "Fine, provided I'm not the only name on there," Lunette said sternly.

    "Deal," Jennifer said with a smile, then looked over at her friends. Rosemary was
    the first to step over to them.

    "This is a big step up from Lab Five; I have had opportunity to borrow it on
    occasion," Rosemary explained. "So this is the Platinum level lab?"

    "No, that's Lab Two. This lab is reserved for myself or certain research projects
    I choose to sponsor," Lunette said. "And considering what we went through when
    Jennifer went missing all those years ago, I personally would love to see a solution
    for the problem."

    "I think some in context reintroductions are in order," Jennifer decided with a
    smile. "Lunette, Rosemary was one of my very first mentors. She and Wind were the
    ones that helped me get through school and kept pushing me so that I would
    graduate."

    "Oh, really?" Lunette said, her eyes lighting with new respect. "So, you're one of
    the teachers that taught Jennifer how to control her Dark Magic?"

    "Actually, Wind was the one who taught her discipline," Rosemary admitted. "My
    part in it was teaching her how to channel her frustration with magic into things she
    was good at, like Potions and Items, and I tutored her on the weekends to get her
    through her other classes."

    "She also helped keep from getting expelled a time or two," Jennifer added.

    "Oh well, there's a reason for that," Rosemary said sheepishly, glancing at
    Lunette. Lunette's gaze was quite fixed on Rosemary now. "In fact, I'm surprised I
    was able to keep the reason from you so long, Jen-girl. I was sure you would see
    through it."

    "Do you mean about you marrying a Mason? Because I knew about that, honestly,"
    Jennifer admitted.

    "But you never asked why I went with my maiden name, or why nobody talked about
    him," Rosemary said.

    "Well, no, it wasn't my place to ask such things. And I kept getting the strong
    feeling that you were afraid that I would ask questions like that, so I didn't,"
    Jennifer explained. "I was terrified you'd abandon me if I had pried into something
    you didn't want me to."

    "Oh, Jennifer! That never would have happened," Rosemary assured her with a smile.
    "But I can explain all of that simply enough now... Henry Mason wasn't a wizard. He
    was born without magic." Lav gasped.

    "Mom, the NDA," Lavender reminded her sharply.

    "Yes, I know, but it isn't as if these two fine Truth Seekers couldn't have found
    that out," Rosemary pointed out.

    "And what about these two?" Lav pointed out, pointing at Gretchen and Kay.

    "We're in your Coven," Kay reminded her.

    "Six is a very strange Coven," Gretchen said.

    "I'm not here at the moment," Lunette informed Gretchen.

    "So one of the reasons I was able to stay in school..." Jennifer said slowly.

    "Was because I threatened to expose the family secret, yeppers," Rosemary
    confessed with a grin.

    "Jennifer, do finish your in context reintroduction," Lunette suggested.

    "Oh," Jennifer said, still obviously dazed by her teacher's sudden confession.
    "Rosemary, this is Lunette Vallid, also one my mentors. She has been since not long
    after I started teaching Hogwarts, really, as well as my family's counselor."

    "Nice upgrade," Rosemary said with amusement.

    "Not at all," Lunette protested with a smile. "For the most part, I've been having
    to mentor long distance, except in a crisis. You had the advantage of being hands-on.
    This is the first year ever that I've had the opportunity to try the hands-on
    approach," she explained with a wink. "Although she did have someone who mentored her
    during her earlier years of teaching at Hogwarts, didn't you, Jennifer?"

    "Yes, Minerva McGonagall," Jennifer agreed. "She helped me become a better
    teacher."

    "Great Merlin! Just how many mentors do you have, anyway?" Kay asked with
    exasperation.

    "Jennifer is very high maintenance," Lunette said so matter-of-factly that
    Jennifer turned bright red. "And all of us mentors have been there to help her in
    very different ways. Wind and Rosemary helped get her through school and became her
    ideals in what made a good teacher. Minerva not only helped Jennifer become a better
    professor, but she also took the role as a surrogate mother when Jennifer lost hers,"
    Lunette went on, Jennifer nodding at that. "Albus Dumbledore stepped in to help her
    with self esteem, self expression, and learning the value of perspective. Audacious
    Belle mentored her in her Truth Seeking ability, and also taught her that sometimes
    it was all right to break the rules when you needed to stand up for what you believe
    in. And I'm here to make sure that Jennifer reaches her full potential, both in her
    duties as Sentinel of Dark Magic, but also as a witch in general... as well as to be
    her ultimate safety net when she screws up. And let me tell you, when she screws up,
    it's stellar."

    "Yes, thank you very much," Jennifer said, growing even redder.

    "Some things never change," Rosemary teased.

    "You're no help," Jennifer told her, sticking out her tongue.

    "Alright, now that we know each other better, how about we get started, Jennifer?"
    Lunette suggested.

    "Yes, we probably should," Jennifer said, taking off her cloak and unbuttoning the
    pocket to ease the Pensieve out. Lunette helpfully pulled a small table to the center
    of the room so that Jennifer could put it down. "This Pensieve has a collection of
    memories of the events surrounding my recovery from the Obliviation Curse," she
    explained, and the others gathered around curiously. "The first half contains
    memories from Keki's Grove... that is the part where you'll see the Unicorns. It is
    the combination of three memories... well, four, in a way... including mine, my
    husband's, and my son Aurelius, who was under the influence of his Unicorn, Pali,"
    she explained. "The second half is what happened when the Unicorns teleported me away
    and reconnected me with my memories. I actually haven't shown anyone those before.
    Some of them are kind of intimate," Jennifer admitted.

    "All memories are," Lunette pointed out. "Don't worry, Jennifer, we're all trusted
    friends here. But do you mind if I get my granddaughter here as well so we're a
    better number for a Coven anyway?"

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, and Lunette stepped out, coming back not five
    minutes later with Liberty.

    "That was quick," Kay noted.

    "I was piddling around in the lab next door. Just in case you needed me," Liberty
    explained.

    "Liberty here agreed to be one of Jennifer's back up spotters when she's working
    with cursed items," Lunette explained to the other girls. "I think it's only fair
    that she sit in on this part too... we're under Coven rules, Liberty."

    "Does that mean we get to drink after?" Liberty asked brightly.

    Thinking that she was the one that might need a drink after this, Jennifer got her
    wand out as they gathered around the Pensieve, tapping it. As the Pensieve began to
    clear showing her moving through the brush towards the Grove, the witches followed
    Jennifer's lead and touched the surface.

    A light sparkle randomly flickered as they stepped closer to Keki's Grove... a
    sign, Jennifer knew, of the faint presence of Pali's memories reflected from
    Aurelius. Just in front of him was Jennifer, looking around both dazed and yet at the
    same time studying her surroundings as if trying hard to remember where she was.

    The Jennifer watching the memory grimaced ever so slightly, realizing that she had
    put on a bit of weight in the last ten years. Standing next to her, Lunette rolled
    her eyes and nudged her knowingly.

    "Let's try to be objective," she reminded Jennifer softly.

    As the Jennifer in the dream stepped into the clearing, she stopped and frowned
    suddenly, gazing at the ground in front of her. Pali nudged her with his nose, making
    her move closer to the center of the Grove. She then looked up, and the observers
    followed her gaze over to where Severus walked out of the woods. He was dressed in
    high collared black robes and his hair was shorter, and his expression was
    determined.

    "Severus? What are you doing here?" Jennifer asked with a confused expression.

    "Helping him help you," Severus said calmly.

    "I don't need your help," Aurelius said acidly, getting off of Pali's back,
    keeping a hand on his side.

    "You only think you don't. A part of Keki's Horn was used on me, so without me
    your wand is useless," Severus replied.

    "What's going on?" Jennifer asked.

    "The Unicorns think that Keki's Horn might unlock your memories, Jennifer.
    Aurelius, ask the Unicorns how to restore the Horn from the missing parts."

    "Wait a minute," Aurelius said angrily, glaring at his father. "They just told me
    about this, so how do you know about it? And for how long?"

    "From Andrew about ten minutes ago, now are we going to attempt this or not?"
    Severus said impatiently.

    Pali neighed loudly and backed away from Aurelius, and the Unicorns formed a
    circle around them looking rather odd as some of them had to step halfway through
    some of the trees to manage it.

    The observers had to quickly step further into the circle. None of them felt
    comfortable getting too close to the Unicorns, despite the fact that they all knew it
    was merely an illusion.

    "He said to make a triangle between you, the Horn, and my wand with Mum in the
    middle, and they'll do the rest," Aurelius told his father, picking a spot to stand
    as he got out his wand.

    The younger Jennifer stepped in the center and watched nervously as Severus than
    took a step to the side, his eyes focused on where he estimated the Horn was buried
    to try and triangulate where the three of them were standing. Once they were in
    position, the Unicorns were lowering their horns at Jennifer.

    As the horns of the Unicorns began to glow, a high-pitched sound emanated from the
    build-up of magic. Finally they all cast at once causing a bright light to develop,
    first lighting the three pieces of the horn and then growing so bright that everyone
    had to look away, including the observing witches. When they looked back with
    shielded eyes, they saw Aurelius and Severus shielding theirs as well. Suddenly the
    light vanished, and young Jennifer along with it.

    Severus blinked and lowered his arm, staring at the spot where Jennifer had
    been.

    "Where is she?" Severus demanded, looking at Aurelius then over at Pali. "Where
    did she go?"

    "She's in the caverns below us, Father," Aurelius said distantly, barely aware of
    Severus' look of alarm when he turned to face him. "It's all up to her, now."

    "Exactly what do you mean by that?" Severus asked him, but Aurelius had returned
    to Pali's side.

    "We must wait. It's up to her now," Aurelius repeated.

    Severus watched as the circle of Unicorns dispersed, shying away from the path and
    making their way over to the far side of the Grove, well behind Pali. It was then
    that Severus heard footsteps, and he realized that was the cause of their sudden
    shyness.

    "Severus?"

    Severus looked up as Albus Dumbledore arrived with Alexandria and Andrew, who were
    fixated on Aurelius and the Unicorns.

    "Stay back here, please," Dumbledore told the children.

    "Why are they here?" Severus asked.

    "I thought under the circumstances it would be better if the family was together.
    Corey will be bringing Alicia momentarily as well." Severus was about to comment, but
    Alex stepped up before he could.

    "Is Aurelius going to be all right?" Alex asked, frowning at the way Aurelius was
    behaving.

    "Never mind that, where's Mum?" Andrew asked.

    "After the Unicorns joined the three pieces of the Horn together, they teleported
    her away," Severus replied, unable to hide his concern completely. "Aurelius and Pali
    said that she's been teleported to the caverns below, but I pray that they're wrong.
    I thought those were all filled in when the Grove created," he added with agitation,
    gazing at Dumbledore.

    "The caverns that made up that Tomb were vast, Severus, and the Dreadbiter only
    added to them. We may have filled in all close to the surface, but I highly doubt
    they got them all," Dumbledore admitted.

    "But why would they have teleported her down there?" Alexandria asked. "Surely the
    Unicorns would never do anything to hurt her, not after everything she's done for
    them."

    "No, they wouldn't," Andrew assured his sister.

    "I agree, they wouldn't have done it without reason. Perhaps they're using it as
    some sort of conduit. Maybe the process of restoring her memories is not an
    instantaneous process and it is something she needs to work through gradually and it
    requires solitude or a confined space in which to do it in," Dumbledore
    conjectured.

    "That would explain why Aurelius keeps saying it is up to her. But Jennifer does
    not do well in confined spaces, as you know perfectly well," Severus said, gritting
    his teeth. But Dumbledore put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a firm smile.

    "Have faith in her, Severus. And have faith in your son as well," he added,
    glancing at Aurelius and Pali and back again. "We must be patient, and trust that
    they know what they are doing. Now is the time to simply wait and see what happens
    next. At this point, it is the best thing to do, you know, since we have little
    control over the matter any longer."

    "That doesn't mean it's easy," Severus snapped.

    "Goodness, no one ever said that faith and trust were easy, Severus," Dumbledore
    said, then looked up as Corey came up the path with Alicia. Andrew and Alex ran over
    to her, and they began to whisper to Alicia and Corey to tell them what had happened
    so far.

    Kay threw her hands up when they all started talking quietly to pass the time.

    "So what happened to you?" she asked with frustration.

    "Yes, alright, we can move on," Jennifer said, raising her wand. "Sorry, but I was
    a little curious. I really hadn't seen that conversation between Severus and Albus
    before," she explained and tapped her wand, the scene fading.

    At first, they felt as if they were simply stuck waiting for the memory change and
    standing in the darkness for no reason. But as their eyes adjusted, they realized
    there was dim light around them, and a few seconds later, it was the level of bright
    moonlight, and they soon found themselves following young Jennifer through a tight,
    twisted cavern with lots of turns, T's, and dead-ends.

    "This is more like a maze than a cavern," Rosemary commented quietly.

    "Yes, very much so," Jennifer said, eagerly following herself into the early
    memory of her mother.

    It was so strange to see it now, watching as her mother brushed her hair, and
    realizing she was only a year older than Quintin at that point. That night her mother
    had to coax her to bed had been less than a week before they fled on a broom,
    Jennifer recalled, and three months later, her father was teaching her Dark Magic. It
    was astounding to think of... her father feeling so forced to pass on such a thing at
    that age. Quintin was now busy having adventures and exploring who he was a person,
    and although he was being taught defense forms and learning defense rules as all of
    the Snape children had done, the idea of adding such a burden to a child that age
    seemed so astounding now. Still, she never resented the lessons, she mused
    thoughtfully. Perhaps it was because at the time she didn't understand that it was so
    extraordinary. All she knew was that she got to spend a lot of quality time with her
    father.

    Of course, it hadn't all been fun and games, she thought, as they followed the
    memory of him desensitizing her against the Imperius Curse. At ten years old, she was
    beginning to get her own opinions on things, and her father's recent worries about
    sending her to school had caused him to push her ahead, so desperate to keep her
    safe. Jennifer found herself gazing more at her father than her young self or her
    memory self, hoping to get even a vague impression of what he was thinking. Mostly,
    he was concentrating on the thought that this was for Jennifer's own good. It was an
    intentional blind, Jennifer realized suddenly, to protect her young self from the
    fears that were at the heart of it; a simple thought to protect her from the
    complicated reasons as to why she was in so much danger. But that desensitization...
    so hated by her younger self that it had made her move on to a happier memory... had
    saved her life on more than one occasion, Jennifer remembered. Perhaps she should
    thank him for it, she thought, then turned her attention back to her memory self as
    she stumbled into Whitebridge.

    As the memory led them into the bright, colorful garden, Jennifer heard Rosemary,
    Lav, Kay and Gretchen all make a sound of both relief and even an 'aww' or two as
    Jennifer came out of the bushes, chuckling softly at her pale, thin frame and an
    expression so serious that she looked to be a much older child. Wind Elk was in
    traditional Cherokee clothing rather than the Whitebridge robes as he wore now, but
    still with his medicine pouch and braids mixed into his silvery grey hair. He spoke
    gently to her to get her to respond, while she seemed to dramatize every response in
    a way that Jennifer suddenly realized it was a great deal like Alex used to do at
    that age. She chuckled silently to herself at that, smiling as they spoke of her
    future career and the idea of going into teaching. Almost too soon, the memory
    Jennifer was back in the corner again. But by now, her expressions had begun to
    change. She seemed more thoughtful as she went over the memories she had acquired so
    far, until she spotted the image of Keki in front of her and she hurried to
    follow.

    Eager now, the observing Jennifer hurried along with the younger Jennifer,
    impatiently getting in front of her companions as she knew what memories they were
    about to hit next.

    "Left, Jennifer."

    "My left or your left?"

    "Your other left," Severus sighed.

    They were standing in a very large basement. Half of it was taken up with lab
    equipment, but a large portion of the floor was clear enough for a dance lesson.

    The real Jennifer sighed softly as she glanced around the old basement to the
    Broom Closet with a smile. It was during that first summer she had rented the place,
    not long after they had begun seeing each other, and Severus was quite determined to
    get her dancing by summer's end.

    "Pay attention, there will be time enough to gaze around after you learn how to
    stay off my feet," he said sternly.

    "Oh, but they're such very nice feet," Jennifer teased.

    "Yes, and I'd like to keep them in one piece. Step back a bit more," he
    advised.

    "And how exactly do you expect me to do that when you're holding me so tight?" she
    asked him, gazing into his eyes.

    "Yes, well that's the challenge, isn't it?" he said, making no attempts at letting
    her go. "Besides, it seems you're getting the hang of it now."

    "I'm cheating," Jennifer admitted. "I can read from your eyes what your next move
    will be."

    "Oh, you can, can you?" Severus said, his expression changing slightly. Smiling
    lovingly in response, Jennifer leaned in even closer so he could kiss her.

    The real Jennifer and young Jennifer came out of the corridor with the exact same
    smile on their face, and if they hadn't been wearing different outfits at that
    moment, it would have been really difficult for the others to tell them apart as they
    jointly went down another corridor. But as they got to the end and Keki was standing
    near a corridor filled with a violet missed, the expressions were starkly different;
    the memory Jennifer looked quite worried, while the real Jennifer was smiling
    knowingly.

    "Why, are they terrible?" Jennifer asked worriedly, peering into the violet
    mist.

    Impatiently Keki nudged her in with her muzzle, and reluctantly Jennifer looked
    back, hesitating. Suddenly Jennifer wrapped her arms around the Unicorn's neck, tears
    in her eyes. The two of them began to glow softly for a moment, and slowly the light
    around Jennifer became stronger and the Unicorn's light less so before it finally
    faded away.

    Keki suddenly reared, nearly getting her horn caught on the ceiling as she did and
    Jennifer found herself having to back up trying not to upset her any more. Seeing
    that she wasn't moving, Keki charged her. Terrified, Jennifer fled into the corridor,
    leaving the Unicorn in the corridor. The observing Jennifer hurried after her, so
    eager to relive the moment that she had rediscovered her married life that she
    practically forgot there were others even there.

    Kay and Gretchen, feeling more than a little awkward at finding themselves
    standing in Severus and Jennifer's bedroom with the couple lying in bed together,
    decided simultaneously to watch the rest from the outside, while the others simply
    kept a respectful distance, watching the two Jennifers at the side of the bed
    reliving a short, intimate conversation they were having. The first part of the
    conversation, it seemed, had no spoken words at all. Jennifer was simply staring at
    him intently, but what she was picking up in that moment, only Jennifer and Lunette
    could hazard a guess.

    "Have I told you recently how beautiful I think you are?" Severus asked.

    "Quite often, in the heat of the moment," Jennifer answered coyly.

    "Does that make it any less of a fact when you look into my eyes?" he murmured,
    shifting casually so that the blankets conveniently fell away from her.

    "No," Jennifer admitted softly, "although I do think you sometimes take advantage
    of it so that you don't have to say everything."

    "Use to my advantage, yes, take advantage of, no," he corrected, putting his arm
    around her waist. "Rather difficult to take advantage of someone when one finds
    himself at the complete mercy of someone's beckon call."

    "Did someone need something?" a meek voice asked out of thin air.

    "No!" Jennifer and Severus barked, and then Jennifer broke out into a giggle.

    "The next order of business is getting this room sound proofed," Severus decided.
    "Well, maybe not the very next order of business," he added with a sinister
    smile.

    "Just be careful not to use the 'm' word this time," Jennifer said with an evil
    grin.

    "Oh, I was planning to see how close I can get you to saying it," Severus said
    wickedly, kissing her.

    As the mist came up around the memory and young Jennifer exited, there was a
    protest from both Rosemary and Liberty, who apparently had wanted to see more of it.
    The real Jennifer, suddenly aware of them once more, blushed bright red and
    apologized profusely, having completely forgotten they were there.

    "Any more of those?" Rosemary asked with interest.

    "Er, no, the rest are about the family... I think," Jennifer said as they walked
    on.

    "Good, I was about to suggest a break for cold showers," Lav said.

    They all walked in to witness the chaos of the couple spending summer at home with
    four young children, a teenager, and a Tigge nursemaid, yet somehow managing to steal
    a quick moment to taunt each other in the middle of the insanity. Both Jennifers
    chuckled at witnessing that, but as the memory Jennifer went on, the observing
    Jennifer looked up.

    "We're just about at the end now," Jennifer explained to the others, leading them
    back out. "The last thing she'll see before she comes out will when she... I
    rather... was Obliviated by Amadeus Longbottom. Shall we go ahead and jump out?" she
    asked.

    "No," Lunette said, he expression suddenly turning dark and unreadable. "I'll see
    it through until the end. But anyone who wants to jump out, feel free."

    "I think I'll stay," Rosemary decided.

    "Me too," Lav said.

    "Same," Liberty said. Jennifer frowned at that.

    "Jennifer," Lunette said, and she glanced over. "It's okay. Go ahead out and check
    on the other two."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, deciding she didn't need much convincing.

    Soon she was standing on the outside of the bowl, blinking and shaking off some
    stiffness next to Kay and Gretchen. But while the two of them peered into the last
    scene curiously, Jennifer decided to get herself a cup of coffee, coming back over
    and then smiling to see herself back on the surface with her family, excitedly
    proving to all of them that she had all of her memories back.

    A moment later, the Pensieve faded, and the rest of the witches put away their
    wands, stretching and looking thoughtful.

    "So what happened to him, anyway? The wizard that did that, I mean," Lavender
    asked.

    "You don't want to know," Lunette said darkly. Lavender glanced at Jennifer, who
    gazed into her coffee for a moment before finally sighing.

    "That bad, Gran?" Liberty asked curiously.

    "He was out in two years," Jennifer explained quietly, and the room became
    uncomfortably quiet. Finally Lav cleared her throat.

    "Here's a thought. Why don't we go to the Reading Room and discuss our findings
    over a drink?" Lav suggested.

    "Not a bad suggestion, and I have a private room we can use," Lunette offered,
    putting away her wand. "Pick up your Pensieve, Jennifer, and I'll lead you guys over
    there."

    "Alright," Jennifer said, putting her cup in the sink and putting the Pensive in
    her cloak, following the other witches out of the room.

    Lunette's private dining room was close enough to the Reading Room that they could
    hear the muffled sounds of jazz music coming from the band, loud enough to be heard
    but soft enough to easily have a conversation without raising one's voice. A long
    round table was surrounded by a red-cushioned booth that rather reminded Jennifer of
    the Enchanted Spoon, and there was a stained glass hanging lamp that cast a red light
    over the room.

    Lav looked up with interest when the tuxedo-wearing barwitch with the short blonde
    hair they had met before came in with a tray of drinks, smiling at them warmly as she
    dropped off a tray of witch crafted beers.

    "Thanks, Kenzie," Lunette said, the girl giving her a smile and then nodded at her
    guests before leaving. "I know some of you have to work tomorrow, so I decided to go
    with something light."

    "Good idea," Jennifer agreed, taking a sip.

    "So, does anyone have any useful observations?" Lunette asked. "And by that I
    mean, something you observed that might help Jennifer's memory research," she added
    when she noted how many of the girls were thinking of commenting or asking about
    something that had happened in the maze that they wanted more details on instead.

    "Yes, I have a few, actually," Rosemary said. Lunette nodded to her, and Rosemary
    took out a small memo pad. "I thought this bit was interesting... after Jennifer was
    transported off, Professor Dumbledore mentioned using the caverns as a conduit of
    some sort. And then we find out from the other memory that it was like a maze inside
    rather than what one might think of as a typical cavern structure."

    "Yes, it was really strange, actually," Jennifer agreed, looking thoughtful. "It's
    true that the sides of the maze resembled the caverns of the Tomb... only one with a
    very linear pattern. Despite all of the turns and apparent dead-ends, it always led
    me from my earliest memories to my later ones, and on top of that, I really never
    felt enclosed at all," she admitted thoughtfully.

    "No, Jennifer. That's because the maze itself was actually your mind, and the part
    where the memories themselves are kept," Lunette replied. "I have a feeling, while I
    have no doubt that the Unicorns did transport you into an open spot in that maze,
    that you were in some sort of stasis rather than actually traveling anywhere, while
    your mind was busy working its way through the task at hand. The cavern was simply
    somewhere convenient; it was near Keki's horn and yet dark, quiet, and safe, with no
    distractions or sounds to interrupt the process of unlocking those memories."

    "Yes, that would make sense to me," Jennifer agreed.

    "I also think it's interesting how all of the earliest memories that we witnessed
    all involved a teacher that Jennifer was close to," Lunette added.

    "Yes, I have that written down as well... and each of the more vivid memories were
    one on one with Jennifer," Rosemary noted. "Mother, Father, Wind, and Severus."

    "Wait, I know that first memory of Severus we picked up was his teaching her how
    to dance," Lavender said. "But surely that doesn't really count as a teacher, does
    it?"

    "Actually, Lav, Severus was indeed one of my mentors," Jennifer admitted with a
    smile. "When I got that job at Hogwarts, I was young, inexperienced, and quite alone,
    believing that both of my parents were already gone from the world," she explained.
    "And despite all of the stories I had heard about what was going on in Britain, I
    really had very little idea of what I was walking into. So, Severus stepped in and
    taught me there was a lot more to Defense than just having skill with a wand and the
    knowledge of all Dark spells at my disposal," she explained. "He taught me how to
    keep my cards folded, so to speak, and how to be more subtle. How to always find an
    exit, and how to prioritize what's important. He also helped my teaching a little,"
    Jennifer added for good measure, her smile a bit sheepish on that point. Rosemary
    chuckled at that.

    "So you fell for one of your mentors... really, I shouldn't be surprised about
    that part," Rosemary decided.

    "Like I said, Jennifer is very high maintenance," Lunette said.

    "If by that you mean that I wouldn't be standing here without any of the people
    who have helped me over the years, I wholeheartedly agree," Jennifer smiled.

    "Yes, yes, but back to the subject at hand," Rosemary said, tapping her small
    notebook. "All of those teacher encounters happened before you finally caught up with
    the Unicorn. There was some sort of exchange between you."

    "Indeed there was," Jennifer agreed. "That was the point where it felt as if Keki
    gave me the piece of me that was missing back."

    "But why then?" Rosemary asked intently.

    "Well, because she couldn't follow me past the point Severus and I... well..."

    "No, no, I don't mean it like that. I mean, why wasn't it sooner?" Rosemary asked.
    "It seems to me that from all of the encounters you had before that point, you were
    already starting to recover and regain your memories before you even got your missing
    piece back."

    "I'm sure that encounter was at least partially a symbolic exchange, Rosemary,"
    Lunette said, but looked thoughtful.

    "Maybe, but I did truly feel something during that exchange," Jennifer insisted.
    "I got a piece of myself back, and in the process lost some bravery."

    "Bravery? No, you have that in spades, Jennifer. If you gained anything from being
    bonded to that Unicorn that you lacked, it wasn't bravery. It was probably
    confidence," Rosemary replied. "That's the real reason you balked at that door; you
    lost your confidence. But fortunately, once Keki chased you in there, you didn't need
    Keki's help anymore. Severus has been keeping your confidence propped up ever
    since."

    Jennifer slowly grew redder, and redder, and redder.

    "Rosemary Carmody, I am nothing short of impressed," Lunette said, tipping her
    beer mug. "You really have Jennifer's nature down to a T."

    "Confidence has been a problem with Jennifer since her first year of school,
    really," Rosemary said with a shrug. "She was bullied physically, verbally, and
    unfortunately, telepathically once they figured out how to use her talents against
    her," Rosemary said somberly. "Of course, if she had more self confidence from the
    start and wasn't wearing her heart on a sleeve before she got there, it might have
    made a little difference."

    "Yes, but consider what traumas she had been through before that point," Lunette
    reminded her.

    "Yes, I know," Rosemary sighed.

    "What happened to the idea of keeping the topic to the subject at hand?" Jennifer
    protested.

    "I think we are, actually," Rosemary said firmly. "You see, while I think getting
    that missing piece of you helped speed the process up, it's obvious now that you were
    regaining your memories before that point. And that is important, Jennifer, because
    it shows that while the Unicorns used Keki's horn to create a connection with you to
    heal you, it wasn't the missing piece that created the bridge for you, it was
    something else, and that is very good news," she explained with a smile. "Since the
    part that can't be duplicated wasn't the true catalyst, it increases the chances that
    we can find a solution to the problem."

    "She's right," Lunette agreed with a thin smile, glancing at Jennifer. "All we
    need is time, hard work, and a little bit of confidence," she added with a wink.

    "Don't worry, she's got us to help her with that last part," Kay said
    resolutely.

    "Well, you sure as hell don't need more confidence," Lav teased Kay, the others
    quickly agreeing to that point, giving Jennifer the time she needed to recover.
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    Chapter Thirty-Two

    Plastic Pumpkins

    "Mr. Byrd!"

    Frank looked up from where he was getting a tray in the cafeteria line, letting
    several students go ahead of him as Brenda walked up with a clipboard that always
    indicated that she meant business. He jumped back in the food line, resisting the
    urge to use the tray as a shield. Curious as to what was going on, Lavender decided
    to turn in her dirty tray and get a fresh cup of coffee as an excuse to get into
    hearing range.

    "Mr. Byrd, where are those progress tests for the first quarter? Haven't you
    downloaded them to regional testing center yet?" Brenda asked sternly.

    "Ah, yes. About that..." Frank began, grabbing one of everything in front of him.
    "You see, just as I was trying to compile them all, one of the students must have
    opened the wrong Net-Owl or something like that, because the program began getting
    errors. Then when I ran checks to find out what was going on, I realized that the
    entire Wizardnet Lab had a virus, and it was starting to get into other systems of
    the school," he explained quickly. "I had to do a complete wipe of the system... if I
    hadn't, it might have gotten into the grading program and messed up the report cards.
    So... yeah, I had no choice. Do you want me to have the whole student body take their
    POW tests over?" Brenda rolled her eyes.

    "Of course I don't! But I expect you to have better security put in place on that
    lab from now on, Mr. Byrd," Brenda said.

    "I fully intend to do that, just as soon as I restore my classes own grades and
    get them to you," Frank promised.

    "Well, I suppose class grades alone are simply going to have to be enough this
    quarter," Brenda said, shaking her head and writing down 'techno-magical
    difficulties' on her sheet before walking off.

    Frank exhaled and tossed back his hair, paying for his food with his school card.
    He went over to grab some coffee, only to see Lavender watching him carefully.

    "Liar, liar, pants on..."

    "If you finish that spell in front of students, I swear I will report you," Frank
    interrupted her firmly.

    "I'm just kidding. We're on the same side, aren't we?" Lavender reminded him with
    a chuckle, then went back over to Jennifer's table.

    Jennifer was sitting with Sharon Miller, and they had both been watching Lavender
    intently until she finally came over and sat back down again.

    "So what was that about?" Jennifer asked quietly, gazing at Lavender over the rim
    of her glasses.

    "Frank wiped all of the POW tests claiming we had a Wizardnet virus," Lavender
    murmured. Jennifer grinned, while Sharon let out a sigh of relief. "The board is
    likely to be suspicious of the explanation, but at least we won't have to worry about
    it for six weeks. There is no way Brenda or Wind will make the students take them
    twice."

    "It's a pity they had to take them the first time. I rather feel sorry for them,"
    Jennifer admitted softly.

    "Did Brenda actually buy his explanation, or did she just pretend to?" Sharon
    asked in a low voice.

    "I don't know, but I doubt that Wind is going to buy it," Lavender admitted with a
    grin.

    "That's all right then," Jennifer said with a smile, sipping her coffee. "After
    all, accidentally losing those tests will probably save him a bit of grief at that
    board meeting."

    "True, but the problem is there will be another one of those blasted things due
    right before the holidays, and they won't buy another virus story," Sharon said. But
    Jennifer smiled.

    "Well, you're in luck, Sharon, because I have a son-in-law who is an expert at
    computer security, and he's been working with hybrid computers for years," she
    explained.

    "Oh? How does that help us?" Sharon asked.

    "We'll be right back, Lavender," Jennifer said, pushing up her spectacles and
    getting up. "Come on, Sharon, let's go over to the Wolves Den for a quick
    departmental meeting." Curiously Sharon got up and followed her over.

    It was Lavender who had dubbed the booth that Asher always sat at as the Wolves
    Den, after one particular morning where Asher, Ray, Frank, and a couple of Asher's
    other friends from the Healer's School were all hovering around and gawking at Frank
    and Asher's devices like a wolf pack circling an injured animal. Pretty soon all of
    Jennifer's witch friends were referring to it so often that several outside her
    circle of friends had heard about it, including Wind, who seemed rather amused by it
    all. But that particular day, it was just Frank, Asher, and Ray at the corner booth.
    Ray nudged the other two, and the three wizards looked up like startled deer as
    Jennifer came over with a beguiling smile. Sharon walked over looking more curious
    than anything.

    "Hello, boys. I hear you have a problem," Jennifer hinted beguilingly.

    "Problem?" Frank asked, while Asher stared openly at her and Ray blinked with
    confusion.

    "Yes, the Wizardnet virus in the computer lab," Jennifer explained with a
    secretive smile. "Lavender told me about it."

    "Oh, yes, that. Pity, really. I guess we'll just have to send out the report cards
    without the progress tests," Frank replied.

    "Well, as it so happens, I know something that might help fix things for you,"
    Jennifer said coyly. "You see, my son-in-law happens to work in cyber security, and I
    am certain he would be more than happy to help you upgrade the school's Wizardnet
    system. There is one little catch. He probably won't be able to come to the school
    until just before the holidays, and then it might take several days to complete. It
    might make it quite hard to give out the next set of progress tests though, I'm
    afraid, since he'll have to upgrade oh... everything," she explained in a soft,
    trailing voice. "Still, I'm sure things will be back up to speed... " Jennifer pursed
    her lips thoughtfully. "How about just before the Items and Product fair?" she
    suggested, Sharon nodding and grinning at her in support.

    "Sure, Jennifer. I'm all for it, but you'll have to clear it with Wind first,"
    Frank explained.

    "Don't worry, Frank. I'm certain that if the whole department recommends it, Wind
    will be more than happy to approve it," Jennifer assured him, smiling wickedly.

    "I'll tell Luke," Sharon immediately offered.

    "Sure, I'll recommend it," Frank offered.

    "Thanks, Frank," Jennifer said, rewarding him with another alluring smile before
    turning to Sharon. "Let's go find Luke."

    "He's probably in class by now," Sharon replied, and the two of them went to get
    Lavender before cleaning up their table.

    "Think it'll work?" Ray mused thoughtfully.

    "It sure as hell worked on me," Frank admitted, Ray rolling his eyes at that.

    "I'd better get ready for class... and so should you," Ray said, getting up.

    "You two go on," Asher said distantly, still watching the girls as they walked out
    of the Commissary. "I'm going to need to sit here for a few more minutes."

    "You're such a slime, Asher," Ray sat flatly.

    "It's not his fault. I just recover faster," Frank replied, saving his work and
    closing his Silverbook. Shaking his head at them, Ray got up to ditch his tray and
    head to class.

    

    When Severus and Quintin arrived at the school, they stepped out to see a bustle
    of activity just past the gates. Quite a number of wooden booths had been dragged
    past the gates with balloons to pop and other Muggle festival games so that the
    neighborhood children could win extra candy. A sign tacked to the gate reminded
    students, "No magic beyond this point," while a steady stream of both students and
    faculty hurried out the pedestrian gate. Most of the students were carrying plastic
    pumpkins on the way out the door, while the faculty members were carrying everything
    from bowls of candy to glowing necklaces to stock the tables with.

    "Where's Mum?" Quintin asked Severus, who had been wondering that himself. He
    glanced around until he spied three wizards walking towards the gate that resembled
    the three wizards who had dove out of the Quickbrooms the last time he visited. The
    tall one was wearing a flashy rhinestone jacket, dark sunglasses, and a black wig
    with a curl on his forehead. The man with a scar was wearing a strangely
    broad-striped suit with a tie and had a fedora on his head, while the man in jeans
    wore a white t-shirt, sunglasses, and slicked back hair.

    "Mr. Byrd?" Severus called out.

    Frank the rebel stopped short, causing both Elvis and the gangster to run into
    him. All three of them looked over in surprise to see the Headmaster of Hogwarts
    standing with a young boy in a lizard costume with an eyepatch on his head.

    "Uh... Professor Snape, Happy Halloween," Frank stammered.

    "Aw, he looks like his mother. How cute," Asher said, and the gangster elbowed
    him.

    "I'm a basilisk!" Quintin explained.

    "Have any of you seen my wife, perhaps?" Severus asked.

    "Yeah, we saw her at choir practice, Professor. We left a bit early because it was
    running late, but she should be out at any time," the gangster told him.

    "Thank you, Mr. Eldridge," Severus replied.

    "No problem. Nice to meet you," he added, nudging Frank towards the pedestrian
    gate.

    "Mr. Byrd, Mr. Eldridge, Mr. Smith," Severus replied for good measure.

    "You know me?" Asher asked with surprise.

    "I make a point to know everyone my wife associates with, Mr. Smith," Severus said
    calmly. Glancing at each other, the three wizards wished them Happy Halloween one
    more time and hurried out the gate. Severus smirked and shook his head. Finally he
    heard his name, looking up but not seeing anything.

    "There you are," Severus said before even he could see her. "Mummy is here,
    Quintin."

    "Where? I don't see her," Quintin said, looking around.

    "Look again," Severus suggested. Quintin suddenly gasped when she appeared
    crouched down right in front of him. She was wearing a thin black robe and a cheap
    black pointed hat.

    "Mummy!" he said in surprise, giving her a hug.

    "Look at you, you're so adorable! That costume is amazing! Did Ashley do this?"
    Jennifer asked with a chuckle, still getting her hug.

    "Yes, who else?" Severus replied. "The fiddlers three said you were at choir, or
    something?"

    "Oh, yes, sorry. Brenda and Sue Williams cornered me about joining the handbell
    choir, because the faculty ring out carols to participate in the Christmas concert
    they put on on the last day of school before the break," Jennifer explained.

    "Sue Williams?" he inquired.

    "Language Arts professor, the one that's been having them do writing prompts based
    on the Wizard of MC books," Jennifer said, Severus rolling his eyes at that. "But
    don't worry, she's moving them onto poetry next," she explained, standing up.

    "Anything is better than those books," Severus said critically. Jennifer
    laughed.

    "Really, they're not all that bad at face value... when you don't know the back
    history," she said with amusement. "Where are Quintin's glasses?"

    "Safely tucked away for the evening... you did say you were going to be around
    Muggles, and he can't wear the eye patch with them on anyway," Severus pointed
    out.

    "I look like Rasputin!" Quintin said, demonstrating the eye patch.

    "Yes, all right, but keep it on your head unless you're at the door. I want you to
    see clearly... or at least, as clearly as you can without glasses on. Don't worry,
    Quintin, you'll have another two boys your age going with you tonight," Jennifer
    said.

    "Yes, and don't terrorize them," Severus said.

    "I like making new friends!" Quintin insisted.

    "Your father was teasing, Quintin," Jennifer chuckled, standing up. "Did you find
    something special for Jamie and Owain, Severus?"

    "Yes, I got them Gritbitz wristwatches, with the basic precaution charms to make
    sure they can't be removed or compelled off. Only in their case, being Aurors, there
    are actually several levels of danger listed, regions of the country, plus a compass
    arm on each in case they have to track each other down," Severus explained.

    "I think that'll be greatly appreciated, Severus," Jennifer said with a smile.
    "Part of me is sad that I won't be going, but at the same time, I wouldn't miss out
    on Quintin's first trick or treating and sleepover in a million years."

    "Yes, have fun. He's had a long nap, and I packed his glasses and all of his
    things into your Chest Cloak, so that you can access them at any time."

    "What about my Pu toy?" Quintin asked.

    "Yes, your plushie is in there as well," Severus said.

    "Then I'm sure you packed everything," Jennifer chuckled at him, taking Quintin's
    hand. "Try not to wake up too many undead tonight, Severus," she said wickedly.

    "I doubt I'll be the one doing it, if it happens," Severus said dryly, stepping
    back into the gatehouse.

    "All right, Quintin! Let's go find Sharon," Jennifer said cheerfully, walking him
    out the pedestrian gate.

    Immediately they heard positive exclamations from the faculty members as Jennifer
    brought him out and over to the games, many of them seeing Quintin for the first
    time. Jennifer took him over to Wind Elk and Brenda first, Wind Elk wearing
    ceremonial dress, while Brenda was dressed up in a thin black robe and hat just like
    Jennifer was.

    "Look at that adorable costume! And Jennifer, he looks a great deal like you,"
    Brenda said.

    "Yes, thank you. Quintin, this is Mrs. Johnson, my supervisor. She does what
    Professor Weasley does at Hogwarts," Jennifer explained.

    "Nice to meet you, Mrs. Johnson," Quintin said politely.

    "And I know you've already met Dean Elk," Jennifer grinned.

    "Yes, indeed. I have met Rasputin before," Wind said with a smile, and Quintin
    beamed. "And he does look a great deal like you, Jennifer, especially when he smiles.
    Do you want to try popping a balloon, Quintin?"

    "I thought you didn't approve of balloons, Dean Elk?" Jennifer teased.

    "Oh, it's possible these balloons may be a bit more environmentally friendly than
    a normal balloon," he said with a wink, Jennifer shaking her head with a grin knowing
    that he must have cheated a little. Quintin ran up to the booth and Wind handed him a
    dart, and as Quintin gave it a wild throw, it somehow managed to pop a balloon.
    Jennifer rolled her eyes knowingly.

    "Oh, look! You popped a balloon! What a good shot you are," Wind said, while
    Jennifer smiled dubiously at him. "That's good for a large prize. Here we are!" Wind
    brought out a plastic jack-o-lantern bucket with a handle, handing it to the
    wide-eyed Quintin.

    "That is your bucket to put treats in. And inside, you'll find a burlap bag for
    special treats from special neighborhoods... I'm sure Mr. and Mrs. Miller will give
    you the run-down on how all of that works," Wind said.

    "Thank you, Dean Elk," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Thank you very much!" Quintin added enthusiastically.

    It was just after Quintin visited the game with the little plastic ducks and was
    rewarded with a bag of treats that Sharon walked over with keys in her hand.

    "Here I am! Sorry it took me a bit," Sharon said. "Aw, what a cute lizard you have
    there, Jennifer."

    "I'm a basilisk!" Quintin informed her.

    "I see," Sharon chuckled.

    "Quintin, this is Mrs. Miller," Jennifer said.

    "No, it's all right, he can call me Sharon. I'm Sharon," she said.

    "I'm Quintin!" Quintin said enthusiastically.

    "Are you done here, or did you want to play more games before we go?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "No, I want to meet my new friends!" Quintin said excitedly.

    "All right, let's go," she said.

    "Wait!" Lavender said suddenly. She was in a Joan of Arc costume and was standing
    near the booth with the glowing necklaces and sticks. She found a green glowing
    necklace and placed it around Quintin's head. "Safety first, you know! You may
    proceed!"

    "Thanks, Lav," Jennifer chuckled, and they followed Sharon over to the parking
    garage. Lots of other children from around the neighborhood were walking in groups
    with parents or older siblings, and most of them were making a beeline straight over
    to where they knew the "gated community" always hosted games and candy stations for
    the local children. It was pretty much impossible to tell which children were from
    Muggle families and which weren't; tonight, they were all just children, Jennifer
    realized with a smile, following Sharon to the garage. She opened a side door with a
    sliding card, and the three went inside. Then she walked them over to a new but
    rather plain-looking black SUV.

    "Here we go! We even put in an extra booster seat for the occasion," Sharon said.
    "Quintin, yours is in the middle."

    "This is bigger than Ben's car!" Quintin commented, climbing in.

    "Oh, good, so you have been in a car. I wasn't sure," Sharon admitted with a
    chuckle.

    "Well, not often, but his brother-in-law is a Muggle and sometimes babysits, and
    his Aunt Anna has a car too," Jennifer said, watching as Sharon buckled him in.

    "Most people with kids have a car here," Sharon explained. "Floo networks are rare
    in the U.S., except for in a few towns in New England, so a car is the easiest way to
    get kids around... no... get in on this side of the car, Jennifer, we're in America,"
    she chuckled.

    "Yes, right!" Jennifer said sheepishly and got inside, taking a moment to figure
    out the seatbelt as Sharon got in.

    Cameras came on as she pushed a button on her keys and started the car with
    strange yellow lines on what looked to be part of the garage behind them as she
    backed out, and Jennifer watched with interest as they finished backing out.

    "That looks handy!" Jennifer decided.

    "Well, we don't want to run over any trick-or-treaters, do we?" Sharon said
    mischievously. "This is Luke's car, so it has every imaginable gadget a car can
    have... both theirs and ours. "Lexicon, what's the whether going to be like for the
    next three hours and what moon phase?" she said out loud.

    "Tonight's forecast is clear and a comfortable sixty degrees with a full moon. A
    boo-tiful night for haunting," a man's voice broadcast through the car.

    "Sorry, Lexi's comments are already silly, and the jokes are even worse," Sharon
    said, carefully driving out of the garage. "It can play music, give the traffic
    report, sports scores, and news too," she explained.

    "Just local?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Doesn't have to be... why, are you interested in news back home?" Sharon asked,
    stopping at a light.

    "Yes, actually," Jennifer admitted.

    "Lexicon, what are the main Wizard News outlets available on the Wizardnet out of
    Britain?" Sharon asked.

    "The most popular Wizard News outlets from Britain are run by: The Oracle
    and Wis3 News."

    "Oh, Wis3, Wis3," Jennifer said quickly, very much trusting the Wireless station
    over the Oracle.

    "Lexicon, Top stories on Wis3 news," Sharon repeated.

    "Wedding of the Season," Lexicon began, and Jennifer smiled. "Members of the
    Wizard Peerage, heads of government, and high orders gather tonight to witness the
    marriage of Sir Owain, also known as the Lord Moor, next in line after his mother to
    inherit the Duke of Rerigonium Wizard Peerage title, to Jamie Lilian Potter, the
    daughter of Harry Potter. The Duke of Rerigonium title is the second oldest Wizard
    Peerage remaining, only preceded by the Duke of Astolat title, held by Eric Dalance.
    The ceremony will take place at the Moor estate near Rheged in Galloway."

    "Hey, I didn't know Eric was a Duke," Jennifer said with a grin and a laugh. "He
    never uses a title at all, except maybe Chairman when he's holding board meetings or
    Order meetings. I should have guessed that, really, but I had no idea. He doesn't
    even have a manor house; he lives in a two story brick house in Dover."

    "I take it Wizard Peerage is different than the normal system somehow," Sharon
    ventured.

    "Oh my yes, and some of our nobility lines are actually older than the
    establishment by quite a number of centuries. But when they began to unify the
    peerage systems of Ireland and Scotland into one system, much of the old wizard
    nobility intentionally got themselves lost," Jennifer explained with a grin. "Of
    course, it did reduce some of them to title holders in name only because of that
    change, unless they still held onto their ancestral property, and most of those are
    completely hidden from Muggles. The estates that aren't hidden to Muggles often have
    dual peerages. Technically, Owain's family are still Scottish Lords, so they still
    have a legitimate peerage as well, although the family has a much, much lower status
    in the modern Muggle peerage system than they do in the Wizard system."

    "It sounds confusing," Sharon admitted.

    "Yes, it is," Jennifer agreed. "I still have trouble sorting it out myself
    sometimes. Typically when I'm not sure about it, I ask my daughter Alex, she has a
    better handle on it." Jennifer watched with interest as they crossed one of the
    bridges that led out to the suburbs and turned into a small neighborhood. "Do you
    live in a wizard neighborhood?" she asked curiously.

    "No, it's rather mixed... a lot of non-magical families with a smattering of
    wizard houses here and there," Sharon grinned. "The best advice I can give you is to
    treat everyone like they're not unless Luke or I indicate otherwise, because
    sometimes around here it's hard to tell."

    "Understood," Jennifer agreed. Sharon pulled into the driveway of a red brick
    house with a long first floor and a shorter second floor. It also had a nice porch
    with a bench swing and lots of spooky plastic lights and decorations on the lawn. Two
    little boys were peeking out of the curtains of a large window in the front. As they
    got out of the car and stepped over to the door, the doorknob kept rattling back and
    forth as they excitedly attempted to open it.

    A moment later Luke made his way to the door, having to open and close it again
    when he forgot the chain at the top before it finally opened.

    "Sorry, come on in," Luke said, opening the door wider. He was wearing brown Jedi
    robes.

    "Hi!" said the boy that was Quintin's age, crowding the door and making it hard
    for them to come inside.

    "Hi!" said the four year old boy wearing a starry blue wizard's cap and a
    beard.

    "Back up, boys, before I use deadly force," Luke told them, and Quintin managed to
    wriggle in.

    "Hi, I'm Quintin! I'm a basilisk," he said.

    "What's that?" the little Merlin asked.

    "He's my friend," Quintin explained.

    "Mom! Quintin said he has a basilisk as a friend!" the six year old reported in a
    critical tone.

    "Yes, he does. It's his father's familiar," Jennifer said, stepping in. The six
    year old seemed impressed by that.

    "This is Jeremy," Luke pointed to the older one, and then pointed at the younger
    one, "and this is Timmy."

    "I'm Merlin!" Timmy explained.

    "I met him!" Quintin said.

    "Nuh uh! Mom!" Jeremy complained.

    "Jeremy, cool it. Jennifer, has Quintin met Merlin?" Luke asked.

    "Briefly, but yes," Jennifer confirmed when a grin. "Quintin, no bragging, please.
    It's not nice."

    "I can see why it'd be a problem," Sharon grinned, and Luke shut the door.

    "Boys, why don't you take Quintin into the family room for a minute?" Luke
    suggested.

    "Jeremy, why aren't you dressed yet?" Sharon asked.

    "I was going to feed them first, Sharon. I was just waiting for Quintin to get
    here," Luke explained, and they walked to the kitchen. Luke grabbed a Cast-n-consume
    pizza out of the freezer. Jennifer was rather impressed when she saw that the freezer
    was as as big as the refrigerator, and both of them looked to be as tall as
    Severus.

    "Is it only the four of you?" Jennifer asked, wondering if those weren't big
    enough to feed an army.

    "Yes, and a pair of brownies we adopted. Do you know about brownies?" Sharon
    asked.

    "Yes, we had some in Connecticut when I was growing up. I'll just keep Quintin's
    socks in my Chest Cloak when he's not wearing them," Jennifer decided.

    "Anyway, I noticed you tended to avoid pizza on pizza day at school, so I made up
    a charcuterie tray for us, that way you can grab what you like," Sharon said and
    began bringing trays out of the fridge.

    "That sounds lovely. Is here alright?" Jennifer asked, sitting at the kitchen
    bar.

    "Sure, if you don't mind casual," Sharon said.

    "Not at all," Jennifer said with a smile, looking over the trays being set out as
    Luke delivered the pizza to the boys. Sharon got out some plates, while Luke came
    back in to get drinks.

    "Tea? Coffee? Lemonade?" Luke rattled off.

    "Coffee's fine," Jennifer confirmed.

    "Hot or iced?" he asked.

    "Hot, definitely," Jennifer said, still a bit wary of the idea of iced coffee. She
    watched curiously as Luke grabbed a cup and put it in a machine, sticking a little
    cylinder in the top and pushing it. "Is that a Muggle or a magic machine?" she asked
    curiously.

    "A bit of both, actually, it's a hybrid," Luke said. "Pretty much every gadget in
    the house has been hybridized."

    "Really?" Jennifer said in amazement. "Aren't you worried about getting
    caught?"

    "Hybridization isn't illegal in the States, didn't you know?" Luke said with
    amusement. "As long as the magic device has an emergency Charm-stop or recyclable
    Acidizer attached, it's perfectly legal."

    "What are those? Can I see what it looks like?" Jennifer asked.

    "Woah, stop, stop!" Sharon protested with a chuckle. "Let's wait until the kids go
    to bed before the two of you start talking shop, okay? Right now it's their
    night."

    "Mom!"

    Sharon sighed with exasperation, looking around to see Jeremy standing in the
    door. Quintin was standing there too, looking defiant.

    "Quintin is saying his Dad is Merlin's apprentice and that he lives in a castle!"
    Jeremy said accusingly.

    "Yes, that's true, too," Jennifer admitted. "Quintin, that'll do. It's not nice to
    brag."

    "I didn't! Timmy asked me how I knew Merlin and Jeremy asked me where I lived!"
    Quintin protested.

    "You could have talked about the other house, Quintin," Jennifer pointed out.

    "I live at 221 and ½ Baker Street in London," Quintin announced. Luke nearly
    dropped the coffee cup.

    "I don't think that point really helped," Sharon decided. "Jeremy! Take Quintin's
    word as gospel, and we'll talk about it later!" Jeremy slowly turned back around and
    went back into the family room. "Sorry, Jennifer. I should probably explain that
    Jeremy has been getting in all sorts of trouble both at school and at daycare for
    telling some really wild tall tales lately."

    "Oh, I see," Jennifer chuckled at that. "I had a granddaughter who was like that
    growing up," she said with an understanding smile.

    "Think after spending a night with Quintin he'll learn something?" Luke asked with
    a grin, handing Jennifer her coffee.

    "I don't know, my granddaughter didn't grow out of it until she was a teenager,
    actually," Jennifer warned with a smile.

    "Dad!" Jeremy said, both of his parents groaning in exasperation as Jeremy and
    Quintin appeared in the doorway again. "Do you know where my Darth Vader helmet is?
    He says he doesn't know who he is!" he complained.

    "Sure, I think you left it over there on the couch," Luke said, nodding over to
    the front room, easily visible from the kitchen.

    "I've never met anybody who doesn't know who Darth Vader is," Jeremy said, then
    put on the helmet, pushing a button to make strange breathing sounds. "See?"

    "He's scary," Quintin decided.

    "That's the point! He's a bad guy!" Jeremy said.

    "I don't like it," Quintin decided warily.

    "Well, it's not my fault! We were going to be famous wizards and I was going to be
    Severus Snape, but Mom wouldn't let me," Jeremy explained. Jennifer blinked,
    wondering if she misheard that. Sharon smiled painfully.

    "Severus Snape is my Daddy!" Quintin said brightly.

    "Mom! There is no way that one is true!" Jeremy complained. Luke and Sharon
    cringed in obvious embarrassment.

    "Yes, of course it's true," Jennifer replied, but missed when Jeremy's jaw dropped
    because she was busy looking between Sharon and Luke. "Do the kids really try to
    dress up like my husband?" she asked in surprise.

    "Only in wizard circles," Sharon assured her, but Jennifer kept staring at her.
    "But there may be a slight possibility you might see a kid dressed up like that in
    one or two of the neighborhoods we're going to."

    "Especially when we go to the Mason side of town," Luke chuckled, Jennifer staring
    at him next. But he shrugged apologetically. "He's a public figure, so it's a first
    amendment thing... you know, parody laws. I'm sure you have something similar over
    there."

    "True, but I can't think of what Severus would say to such a thing if he knew
    about it," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle.

    "Then don't tell him," Sharon said with a grin.

    There was a knock on the door and a rush of little feet to open it, the three of
    them struggling with the handle despite several latch locks and chains above it.

    "Wait! Wait! Boys, finish getting ready!" Luke barked at them, and the three of
    them rushed back into the other room, Quintin sticking to Jeremy like glue as they
    did so.

    Sharon hopped up and grabbed a bowl of candy and answered the door, making weird
    cackling noises when the trick-or-treaters shoved candy bags and buckets at her.
    Jennifer watched the procedure with interest, especially when two children and their
    parent hung back away from the others and waited for them to clear out before coming
    up with two burlap bags with embroidered witch and wizard figures on it. Sharon
    switched to a purple bowl she had on a different stand, putting in Chocolate Tadpoles
    and Licorice Wands in each, receiving hearty thank-you's in response as she closed
    the door, all of the chains and bolts automatically latching themselves.

    "Luke, would you please take those boys out of the house so I don't have to
    unlatch this door over and over again?" Sharon said with exasperation.

    "Are you trying to keep things in the house or out of it?" Jennifer asked
    curiously.

    "Timmy likes to escape," Sharon explained evenly, and Jennifer hid a chuckle at
    that.

    "Okay! Okay! Everyone who's going trick-or-treating report to the family room for
    the Reading of the Rules!" Luke announced, and Jennifer stepped into the other room
    as the children scurried in. Jeremy put on his helmet and looked at Jennifer.

    "Join the dark side!" Jeremy said, pushing his breathing button.

    "Too late," Jennifer said dryly, and Luke chuckled at that, lining them up.

    "All right! For those not familiar with family procedure, the Reading of the Rules
    is what we do any time we go on a family outing that involves going into Muggle
    territory. Right?" Luke asked.

    "Right!" the two boys repeated, and Quintin did a second later, trying very hard
    to fit in.

    "Tonight we will be going in both areas! When indicated you are in a Muggle area,
    you will display your plastic pumpkins at the door," he said, raising one up, the
    boys doing the same. "You will wait your turn, and say trick-or-treat, then thank
    you, in that order, then proceed back to me, making sure you do not trip on the way
    back from the door," Luke said, pacing back and forth in front of the three boys as
    if he were a general addressing the troops. "If I indicate we approach a wizard
    house, you will then display your wizard bag..." he said, and the two boys showed a
    burlap bag. Pausing a moment, Luke pulled out the burlap bag out of Quintin's plastic
    pumpkin and shook it out for him so that Quintin could do the same thing. "BUT! If we
    are still in a Muggle area, you will follow the same procedure: wait your turn, say
    trick-or-treat, then thank you, in that order, and proceed back to me without
    tripping. Is that clear?"

    "Yes sir!" the boys said, Quintin getting in on the 'sir' part.

    "When we are in a wizard neighborhood, you may use just your wizard bag," Luke
    said, and they displayed it again. "And with an adult permission, may speak more
    freely to the inhabitants and other children trick-or-treating. We will start with
    mixed areas first, and then proceed to the wizard neighborhoods... because there is
    less chance of them slipping up before they get tired," he added for Jennifer's
    benefit, and she smiled at that.

    "Now! Candy rules!" Luke said, turning from his pacing and looking at each one
    sternly.

    "No candy, Muggle or Wizard, shall be consumed without being checked over my a
    parent... meaning me, Jennifer, or Sharon. You will be allowed to have a few pieces
    tonight that were given out by relatives or friends of the family. After that, you
    will have a daily allotment of thoroughly checked over candy according to house
    rules...or castle rules, whichever the case may be," Luke added. "Breaking of this
    rule will not only get your candy confiscated, but I will be tempted to increase how
    much of this stuff gets sold to the dentist this year. Is that understood?" he said
    seriously.

    Jennifer couldn't help but wonder about what he meant by selling the candy to the
    dentist, but nodded along with them. Quintin nodded seriously as well, but Jennifer
    wasn't surprised at that; he was well versed on having anything he's given checked
    over already.

    "Very good! Then proceed to the bathroom! Once you've had your turn, come out to
    the front room and line up so we can proceed out of the house. Fall out!" The
    children marched off and Luke chuckled, turning to Jennifer with an apologetic smile.
    "I suppose the rules seem rather strict to you."

    "Oh no, not at all," Jennifer assured him with a grin, standing up. "Would it be
    all right if I got a photo of the three boys together in their costumes?"

    "Oh, certainly! I plan to do the same, in fact, I'll be taking pictures all night
    on my phone," Luke assured her.

    "One good one is enough for me," Jennifer said with a grin.

    "Well, if I get a few good candid shots in the mix, I'll be sure to make you
    copies," Luke decided, lining the boys up next to a Halloween-decorated wall so that
    Jennifer could take some pictures with her camera before they loaded them up in the
    car.

    Jennifer had been a bit worried at first that Quintin might have had trouble
    sticking to the rules when they got to the first neighborhood, but as he followed the
    other two boys to the door time and again, he copied what the other two boys were
    doing. The worst offense, it seemed, was not saying thank you at the end. Luke and
    Jennifer held their special bags, and only changed them once at the last house on the
    cul-de-sac where Luke gave them the other bags and let Jennifer know to do the
    same.

    "This is Blaze Williams house, one of Sue's kids," Luke explained. Jennifer
    grinned at that, and also grinned at the giant inflatable cauldron that sat tied down
    on the lawn. Luke had them wait until the other neighborhood kids had completely
    cleared out before he let them go up to the door. His wife opened the door.

    "Why, who do we have here? Merlin, Darth Vader, and a lizard with an eyepatch?"
    she asked, after the customary 'trick-or-treat' greeting.

    "I'm a basilisk!" Quintin said.

    "Hush, we're not supposed to talk on this block," Darth Vader told him. Quintin
    looked apologetic.

    "It's all right, Jeremy," Luke said with a smile, glancing over his shoulder a
    moment. "Hi, Cecilia,"

    "Hello, Luke! And who is this with you?" Cecilia asked with a smile.

    "He's Severus Snape's son," Jeremy said, pointing at him. Cecilia blinked and
    looked amazed.

    "Really?" she said with awe.

    "This is his wife, she's teaching Items at Whitebridge this year," Luke
    introduced.

    "How do you do," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Sue didn't tell us that! Well, I think I'll have to get the big bag out for the
    occasion then," she decided with a grin, giving them each a full-sized Chocolate Frog
    instead of a tadpole.

    "Thank you!" the three boys said, quite impressed by this startling new
    development on their way to the car.

    Jeremy especially seemed more than eager to finish their Muggle neighborhood run
    and get to the wizard ones after that, seeing at once that trick-or-treating with a
    Snape might have some advantages. With their plastic pumpkins full of Muggle candy
    and only a handful in the other bag, they were excited to get somewhere they knew
    that their father wasn't going to be so strict about what they said or did. Luke
    pulled up to a large neighborhood that had huge houses with small front yards
    considering their size; and they would have looked nearly identical to one another if
    it hadn't been for the fact that the yard decorations were different. In fact, they
    seemed to be going out of their way to compete with each other on just how many
    Halloween decorations they could stuff in each little yard.

    "This is where a few of the Masons and Powers live that have chosen to stay close
    to the city," Luke said as they pulled up and found a parking spot. "Many more live
    further out so they can have more land and more privacy, of course, but there are
    some that prefer the 'burbs so they can be close to the city without living in it.
    Some of the Whitebridge teachers live out here too, as well as one of the Deans from
    a nearby two-year wizard school. In any case, it's all wizards out here, so we can
    relax a bit."

    "Does that mean I get to tell them I'm a basilisk now?" Quintin asked. He was
    quite tired of how many Muggles had called him a dragon or a dinosaur up until that
    point.

    "Sure, you can," Luke said with a chuckle.

    "Yay!" Quintin said, and they all got out and helped the boys with the door, happy
    to leave their pumpkins behind in favor of their wizard bags. "Can I have my glasses
    too?"

    "Yes, all right, but don't speak out of turn if they're thinking about something
    you don't understand. Ask me later," she said, taking his spectacles out.

    "Yes, Mum," Quintin said.

    "Oh, he's one too?" Luke said, slipping out of his belt and putting his keys
    away.

    "Yes, which is why I had him keep his glasses off until this point. He actually
    has pretty poor eyesight without them on, but that also means he can't read people's
    minds without them either," Jennifer explained. "I rather think the Muggles might
    have noticed something odd, don't you?"

    "More than likely," Luke agreed with a chuckle and got out of the car.

    As Jennifer stepped out of the car, she decided to ditch the silly hat and robe,
    and then suddenly got an idea, setting aside her cloak for a moment and then got out
    a wand, casting an illusion on herself. Her robe turned into a purple dress with a
    high collar and a Hall Castle crest, and she put her hair in braids that wound above
    her head. Other than that, she changed nothing at all. As Luke stepped around the
    vehicle to help get the boys out, he grinned when he saw her.

    "Hey! It's Miss Young!" he declared.

    "At your service," Jennifer said with a chuckle, grabbing her cloak. "Might as
    well take advantage of the fact that she was based on me."

    "Was she?" Luke said in surprise. "Are you really claustrophobic too?" he asked
    curiously. Jennifer blushed bright red.

    "Yes, well... a lot of what's in those books is exaggerated or fabricated.
    Professor Frumpet was based on Severus, and I assure you he doesn't throw things at
    the students," she parried. "I suppose we'll be seeing a Frumpet or two tonight as
    well?"

    "More than likely, along with a few of the other characters too," Luke replied as
    he let the boys out of the car, content not to press the subject.

    It wasn't long before Jeremy and Timmy began running into other kids they knew
    from school or daycare, and they were excited to introduce Quintin as well. Luke was
    a great deal more relaxed here, content to wait at the edge of the driveway as the
    three of them hurried up the next jack-o-lantern path with their bags.

    A couple in impressive gargoyle costumes waited on the porch as they ran up.

    "Trick or Treat!" the three boys said in unison.

    "Oh, look what we have here! Darth Jeremy, is it? And Merlin, the Enchanter
    himself, at my door. I suppose that makes you Tim the Enchanter," the wizard gargoyle
    said wickedly. "But who is this with you?"

    "I'm a basilisk!" Quintin explained.

    "This is Quintin. He's Severus Snape's son!" Jeremy explained. The gargoyle wizard
    looked up and stared at Luke and Jennifer.

    "Is he really a Snape?" the gargoyle ask, raising his voice so they could hear
    from where they were standing, and Luke nodded in confirmation, while Jennifer did so
    with an exasperated smile.

    "Wow, that is amazing. Wait... here, let's get something from this one," he said,
    and got three full-sized Twizard Taffy bars and gave each of them one. "Have a good
    Halloween."

    "Thank you, Mr. Birch," Jeremy said, the other boys echoing him before they
    started down the path. "Quintin, I think we're going to have the best trick or treat
    night ever with you around," Jeremy declared, and the two ran straight over to the
    next house, unabashedly declaring Quintin's father again.

    "Why do they keep doing that?" Jennifer wondered out loud as she and Luke hurried
    to try and catch them on route.

    "I'm afraid my son Jeremy can be a bit of a racketeer," Luke admitted sheepishly.
    "See, most folks have a big bowl of candy of bite-sized bits for kids they don't
    know, but they tend to save a few larger sized bars, Frogs, and such for relatives or
    their friend's kids. I think they've figured out that being with Quintin gives them a
    free upgrade."

    "What?" Jennifer stared at him, and he shrugged with a grin.

    "He did save the universe, after all, so they're showing their appreciation by
    giving Quintin better candy," Luke explained.

    "What? Oh, no, maybe I'd better say something..." she said, and then read the name
    on the post box outside. It was the name of Cole. Wondering if they might be walking
    up to Stacey' house, Jennifer watched curiously as the three scrambled up on the
    porch and rang the bell.

    "This should be fun," Luke decided with amusement, then noticed Jennifer's
    expression. "Oh, don't worry, Jennifer. Harry Cole is a friend of mine, and he's not
    like his mother," he assured her. Jennifer heard the door open and a wizard looked
    out.

    He was dressed like Harry Potter. Jennifer covered her mouth, having a very hard
    time keeping herself from laughing.

    "You look like my godfather!" Quintin said before the others even had time to say
    trick or treat.

    "Is Harry Potter your godfather?" Jeremy asked in amazement.

    "Yes he is!" Quintin said truthfully.

    "Trick or treat!" Timmy said, not sure why nobody was handing him candy.

    "Wait, who are you?" Harry Cole asked curiously.

    "He's Quintin Snape! He's Professor Snape's son!" Jeremy declared. Luke nodded
    sagely at Harry Cole, while Jennifer couldn't help but roll her eyes.

    "Come inside for a moment," Harry Cole suggested quickly, and Luke chuckled.

    "Come on, Jennifer, it's all right," Luke reassured her and they went inside,
    loading up the three boys with a full bag of Bertie Botts Beans in each canvas
    bag.

    Peering out behind him were his two boys, one in a Professor Frumpet costume and
    the other dressed as Hanz.

    "Oh, hello Jason. Hello Ajay. Happy Halloween," Jennifer greeted them warmly.

    "Hi," they said simply.

    "We were just about to go out," Harry explained. "This is my wife, Sienna." The
    witch, who had been peering in from the kitchen down the hall, came out and waved.
    She was dressed in a simple black knit dress with a jack-o-lantern necklace and
    earrings for the occasion.

    "This is Jennifer Craw Snape, and this is Quintin Snape, her youngest," Luke
    introduced.

    "Well, I heard that Ms. Craw was teaching at Whitebridge, of course, but I wasn't
    expecting to see you here. Still, it's a pleasure to meet you at last! I suppose when
    you said I was dressed up like your godfather you really meant it, didn't you,
    Quintin?" Cole said, and Quintin nodded proudly. "Well, I have a secret for you. I
    was named after your godfather. How about that?"

    "He is very nice, just like you," Quintin told Harry Cole.

    "Yep, he's nothing like his mother, is he, Jennifer?" Luke teased.

    "Oh, Luke, really!" Jennifer said with exasperation. "Maybe we ought to get back
    to trick-or-treating?" she added, hoping to stave off any further discussion of the
    topic.

    "Have you been to many houses in the neighborhood?" Cole asked.

    "Three, really, we started on this side... that way we had a few houses clear
    before we ran into any Masons," Luke chuckled.

    "Mind if we tag along then? Jason and Ajay can help you guys keep an eye on the
    younger three so they behave at the door and we can watch from the road," he
    suggested.

    "Sounds good to me... okay with you, Jennifer?" Luke asked.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said with resignation.

    "Great! Go get your bags, boys!" he said, and soon they were out the door again.
    Cole called up some wisplights as it had started to get a bit darker out, and
    Jennifer noticed that a number of the groups of parents and children traveling
    together were doing the same thing.

    Harry Cole was right that having a twelve and thirteen year old along made things
    a lot easier, for the two boys were quick to herd the other three around and make
    sure they didn't trip over any lawn ornaments and made sure to say thank you. They
    also were well known in the neighborhood, so were very quick to confirm that Quintin
    really was a Snape when they realized they scored more candy from it too.

    "So how do you like teaching at Whitebridge, Jennifer?" Cole asked.

    "Well, it's no Hogwarts," Jennifer admitted. "But it's nice to be able to give
    back to my alma mater for a change, and I've made a great deal of friends since the
    year started."

    "And rekindled a few enemies perhaps?" Cole hinted.

    "I certainly wouldn't call anyone I've met here an enemy, that would be taking it
    too much to the extreme, and I've had more than my fair share of those," Jennifer
    assured him at once. "I would call it rather, meeting old classmates where we have a
    mutual dislike for each other."

    "Including my mother, I bet," Cole said.

    "I'd rather not talk about it in front of her grandchildren," Jennifer said.

    "You think they don't know? After having been moved to Carnation Quarter because
    of her protests?" Luke pointed out.

    "Still, she is their grandmother," Jennifer said quietly as they walked to the
    next house.

    "Yes, well, the only reason we maintain civility with her is because my wife and I
    are both doctors and we rely on her to watch the boys when we're both on our crazy
    sixteen to twenty-four hour shifts. We don't really get along," Cole explained.
    "You're actually getting one of the rare times when the family is at home, really.
    But Halloween has always been a special holiday for us. It's the start of the fall
    when the holidays are upon us, and we try to be off so we can spend it with the
    family."

    "I understand that," Jennifer said with a smile. "Both with the busy lives and the
    insisting on making time for them. I haven't been able to spend as much time with
    Quintin as I'd like since school started, so I was grateful that Luke and Sharon
    invited us to do this."

    "I bet those boys are grateful you did too," he said with amusement, as the
    children walked down the stairs with giant Pixie Staffs in their bags. "Apparently
    trick-or-treating with a celebrity pays off."

    "Think they'll come away from the house at the end with anything more than a Jelly
    Roger?" Luke asked wickedly.

    "I take it one of the Masons lives there," Jennifer guessed.

    "That's Abner's house," Cole explained.

    "Oh, Steve's younger brother?" Jennifer recalled.

    "Yes, and since his is the biggest Mason residence in town, all of the Masons who
    live out of town typically come in for Halloween for a family party and to give out
    candy," Cole said.

    "I had better grab Quintin and skip over it then," Jennifer said worriedly.

    "It looks like we're too late, Jennifer," Luke warned as Ajay and Jason helped
    Timmy and Quintin over the the wall in their costumes and cut across the lawn to get
    over to the tables.

    The corner lot was a much bigger yard than the others; and filled with everything
    from spiderwebs to spooky ghost statues and more... and the house decidedly looked a
    great deal bigger than the others too, although it still seemed to have the same drab
    color and trim as all of the others on the block. It was as the five of them ran over
    to the tables that Jennifer saw a large balding man who, on second glance, Jennifer
    was quite sure was Steve Mason, dressed up like a scarecrow. Next to him, his brother
    Abner, was dressed up as a tin man, and a wizard Jennifer didn't recognize was a
    lion. A witch that looked to be about Alex's age and wearing a gingham dress and
    pigtails was busy setting out drinks and refilling candy bowls from her wicker
    basket. Cole began chuckling, and Luke soon joined in.

    "What's so funny all of the sudden?" Jennifer said, keeping an eye on Quintin as
    he and Jeremy went to the tables.

    "They did a different theme of costumes this year," Luke explained, trying to
    regain his composure.

    "Normally, they do famous wizards through the ages," Cole grinned knowingly.
    "Lately, Steve's been going as your husband."

    "And he does not have the build for it," Luke added for good measure, still
    chuckling.

    "He certainly doesn't," Jennifer said so fervently, that the two of them began
    chortling again. Suddenly, several people jumped up from the table at once and stared
    at Quintin. Then he pointed towards his mother. "Oh no."

    "I guess there's no getting out of it now, we'll have to go over there," Cole said
    with a more sympathetic smile. Jennifer fished her glasses out of her pocket and put
    them on.

    "Let's just get it over with," Jennifer said, and the three of them stepped
    over.

    "Hello, cousins! Happy Halloween!" Harry Cole said cheerfully, and everyone else
    responded in kind, while Jennifer protectively put her hands on Quintin's
    shoulders.

    "Happy Halloween. Hello, Steve," Jennifer said with a thin smile.

    "Jennifer, happy Halloween," he said stiffly. "You remember Abner."

    "He was a few years behind us, but yes," Jennifer replied politely, despite
    feeling quite tense.

    "Ms. Craw," Abner nodded. "This is my cousin, Bartholomew, my niece, Gail
    Mason."

    "Happy Halloween," Jennifer replied with a thin smile. "So you're Steve's
    daughter, then, Gail?"

    "Yes, and my mother is Ceto Powers," Gail said.

    "Oh yes, I have your cousin Angela in my class. Her father owns Powers Unlimited,
    one of the bigger device manufacturing companies in the country," Jennifer
    replied.

    "The biggest," Gail corrected.

    "Well, we should be moving along. Nice meeting you," Jennifer said with a smile,
    nudging Quintin along. But Quintin was frowning suspiciously at them and not moving
    very fast.

    "You know, for being rich, they sure were stingy," Ajay commented as they moved
    away from the house.

    "Ajay," Cole warned sternly.

    "I didn't like them," Quintin said. "They don't like my Mum."

    "Quintin, don't forget your promise," Jennifer reminded him.

    "The next house is one of the Power's family's houses, but their daughter Sophie
    is in Jeremy's class," Luke said. "You should get a slightly better reception
    there."

    "I hope so. I really don't want Quintin to go to another unfriendly house like
    that last one," Jennifer admitted.

    "It's okay, Jennifer, after this house it's David Martinez. He's a Dean at a
    nearby wizard school and he's pretty nice," Cole assured her. The five boys came back
    over looking glum. "Were they out of candy?" he wondered.

    "They gave us Power brand toothbrushes," Jason explained.

    "Well, that's definitely something all of you will need after going through all of
    that candy," Luke decided with a chuckle, and they went to the next house.

    David Martinez opened the door... or at least, Jennifer assumed that's who it was.
    He was wearing a Zorro costume.

    "Si, si, trick or treat! Good evening, boys! Good evening, Mr. Miller and Mr.
    Cole," he greeted them as the boys presented their bags hopefully.

    "This is Ms. Craw," Cole offered.

    "Ah yes! Wind has told me all about you! And this must be her little iguana," he
    said.

    "I'm a basilisk," Quintin said with exasperation, wondering why so few people
    seemed to be able to guess it.

    "I see! It is nice to meet you... here you are," he said, giving each boy a
    handful of candy. "You must come and have coffee with me, Ms. Craw," David said. "I
    would like like to meet you more casually sometime."

    "Yes, alright, just send a note to the school and we'll arrange something,"
    Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    "I will. Happy Halloween," he said, and the boys all thanked him.

    "Just a few more houses left, Jennifer," Luke said.

    "Thank goodness!" Jennifer said with a chuckle. "I don't know how much more my
    feet can take!"

    "I'm not so sure how much more those bags can take," Luke added for good
    measure.

    So it was at the time they finished the neighborhood and the three younger boys
    started trying to talk them into carrying their bags for them that they said
    goodnight to Cole and his boys, who obviously were planning to hit another
    neighborhood nearby.

    Back at the Miller house, Luke inflated an extra bed in Jeremy's room, and while
    Timmy and Jeremy were still wound up and busy trying to get their parents to check
    over a piece or two for them, Quintin was much too tired to show any interest. Gently
    Jennifer helped him get ready for bed and under the covers.

    "Did you have a fun night?" Jennifer asked, handing him his basilisk toy.

    "Yes, lots of fun," Quintin agreed. "But why didn't the scarecrow like us?"

    "Don't worry so much about who doesn't like you, Quintin. No one likes everybody,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Yes, just like Mrs. Thorn," Quintin decided. "But I want everyone to like
    me."

    "I understand, Quintin," Jennifer said quietly. "Always remember that it is much
    more important to like yourself first. If you do, you won't be quite so worried about
    those who might not feel the same about you, alright?"

    "Yes Mum. As long as you like me," he added as an afterthought. Jennifer
    smiled.

    "I love you, and I always will," Jennifer told him and kissed his forehead. "Now,
    go to sleep."

    As Jennifer left the room, it didn't surprise her how quickly he had fallen asleep
    considering how late it was at home. He didn't even stir when Jeremy clamored into
    bed an hour later, or the constant murmurings of his parents coming up to tell Jeremy
    to go to sleep every ten minutes for a long time after.
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    Chapter Thirty-Three

    An Arthurian Tale

    Anna was in the Headmaster's Study not long after classes got out when she heard
    the strange sound of someone intentionally clearing his throat over and over
    again.

    First she checked the curtain, but the door behind it was closed; Severus had gone
    back there a few minutes ago to get himself ready for the busy night ahead. Frowning
    at that, she began wandering around the room to try to pinpoint it, then began
    looking over the paintings. That was when she realized that the sound instead was
    coming from the painting on the easel. Quickly she uncovered it, gazing at Merlin
    worriedly.

    "What's going on? Is anything wrong?" Anna asked at once.

    "Oh, you're not Severus," Merlin said with surprise.

    "Not last I checked," Anna replied.

    "Oh, well, I'm just about to the other end of the portal now, and wanted to check
    on some things before I arrived..."

    "How exactly can you communicate through a painting when you're in the portal?"
    Anna asked curiously. "Come to think of it, how can you communicate in real time
    through a painting when you're in a different Time Stream?"

    "Without getting into the vastly esoteric bits, Anna, this painting is something
    like a mental device. I am thinking things in my head which gets translated to where
    you are at, and it can relay those thoughts and images back into my head... thoughts
    transcend time very differently than matter. But that is neither here nor there,
    really. I don't know at this point if I'll be in here for an hour of your time or
    five hours, it depends on interference on that end... and don't you dare ask me to
    explain it right now, I'll lose my concentration," he said. "What I need to know is
    the date, because I was trying to get back before Halloween."

    "This is Halloween," Anna confirmed. "Classes just got out for the day, and most
    of the staff are getting ready for the Halloween feast and the wedding later."

    "It sounds as if I'm going to be cutting it close then. Is Severus or my wife
    handy at all? I'm a bit worried about what skeletons this wedding is going to dig
    up."

    "Literally or figuratively?" Anna asked flatly.

    "Both, I suppose, if it comes to that, but hopefully just figuratively," Toby
    replied. "I was planning to get back before the wedding started, and with any luck, I
    still can, because there can be no doubt that the Lady Moor will likely be quite a
    handful once the guests arrive and she realizes just what family lines she's dealing
    with. She can always tell those things, you know, it's part of her ancestry...she'll
    likely be interested in you as well," he warned. "But the fact that this wedding will
    be bringing together descendants from all of those different family lines of
    Camelot... well, things are likely to get a bit touchy."

    "I don't like the sound of that," Anna said. "What line is she from again?"

    "She's a direct descendant from Morgan Le Fey's legitimate line, through Urien...
    they go by the family name Goreland, I believe. Part of their property still has the
    ruins to Urien's castle, in point of fact," Merlin explained. "You are descended from
    the illegitimate line, through my twins with her, of course."

    "Why do I get the feeling that particular union wasn't a mutual agreement?" Anna
    asked suspiciously.

    "Let's just say it's possible she mistook me for someone else," Merlin said
    evenly. "Although considering that she slept with just about everyone, I doubt she
    would have turned me down even in this form. Regardless, it pales in comparison to
    what she did to my best friend, so how about we just leave it at that? The point is
    do not be surprised if she knows you're a descendant of Morrigan and Morgan just as
    she is; she may even guess you're an Aethermage. Fortunately for you, any malice that
    comes out tonight isn't likely to be directed at you. Rather, it'll likely fall on
    the Weasley family. So please warn my apprentice that he is walking into hornets'
    nest centuries in the making and ask him to do whatever he can to keep things civil
    until I get there. Oh, and one more thing. Tell Ashley that I'm on my way back, and
    no matter what happens, do not let Ambrose go to that wedding. Things are going to be
    dicey enough as it is."

    "Right, I'll pass it on," Anna agreed.

    "Thank you. I'll see you when I arrive," Merlin said.

    The painting grew still again. So still, in fact, that Anna frowned and covered it
    back up, deciding it looked quite disturbing when it wasn't moving. She went back to
    her chair and poured herself a fresh cup of tea. A few minutes later, Severus came
    out in some black brocade robes.

    "Sorry that took a bit, Anna. I needed to settle Quintin in for his nap so that
    he'll be able to stay up when Jennifer takes him on that outing this evening,"
    Severus explained.

    "He's going to have a blast tonight, I bet," Anna said.

    "Hopefully not literally," Severus replied. He got his out box of cufflinks and
    frowned at the fact that they were exactly where he left them.

    "Well, I need to pass on an important message, because the Merlin painting just
    spoke," Anna said, pulling Severus out of his distracted gaze. "He said that he's
    almost through the portal but he doesn't know how much longer it'll take and he's
    worried about not getting to the wedding the time."

    "I wasn't even aware he was invited," Severus said flatly.

    "Well, he says he's worried about how the Lady Moor is going to act when the
    Weasley family gets there because he thinks she's going to be able to sense their
    family line, as well as a lot of other people's lines too," Anna said, Severus
    looking thoughtful at that. "I wonder why she didn't pick up Jamie's heritage
    before?"

    "My guess is that it takes seeing several people in the same family for her to
    spot it, considering that she didn't recognize that Draco follows the Mordred line
    when she first saw him either. But with the entire Weasley clan there, it will be
    impossible to hide it from her," Severus replied. "It is likely going to be a rather
    uncomfortable evening."

    "He also said that she'll probably pick up my heritage too, but she'll be more
    concerned about them," Anna added. "He asked us to tell Ashley that he's on his way
    and also that it's very important that Ambrose doesn't go to the wedding."

    "Armando, see to that... send a reliable painting to track Ambrose down and make
    sure he isn't planning to go. Send a painting to the Craw Mansion as well, Thomas
    will make certain that message gets to him if nothing else."

    "Yes, Severus," Armando replied.

    "With all of these cross bloodlines, do you think there's any chance that Aunt Viv
    is going to show up?" Anna asked seriously.

    "There's always a chance of that. I think it's best not to attempt to predict her
    movements regardless of what she plans to do," Severus replied. "Come, let's go touch
    base with everyone in charge of security before the feast begins. As soon as it's
    over, I'll need to get Quintin to Whitebridge, and then we can head to Owain's
    estate."

    "Alright," Anna said, and the two of them left the study.

    By the time that Anna and Severus arrived in the Great Hall, the tables were full
    and most of the staff was present, excluding Ginny, who had gone much earlier. But it
    was quite evident from what everyone was wearing which Professors were planning to go
    to the wedding and which were staying.

    Severus didn't even bother to sit down as he took his place, Anna sitting down
    right next to him as Hermione tapped her glass to get the students attention.

    "As most of you are already aware, many of the staff members will be going to
    Auror Jamie and Sir Owain's wedding," Severus began. "Therefore, be advised for the
    safety and security for all concerned, that Halloween rules for curfews and corridors
    will be strictly enforced. Those not studying in the library should go straight to
    their rooms after the feast, where Halloween activities will continue in your rooms
    should you choose to participate. For those going to the library, it will be closing
    twenty minutes early so that you are not tempted to break curfew; in fact, there will
    be extra penalties for doing so. Any student not in their rooms by curfew will have
    an automatic detention assigned plus five minutes deducted for every minute late;
    which means fifty points will be lost if only ten minutes have passed. I trust
    everyone will keep that in mind and get back in time," he warned seriously. "Don't be
    surprised if you find a gargoyle in front of the door once bed counts are achieved. I
    expect everyone to remain in their rooms until breakfast tomorrow; don't use the
    excuse that you have an Astronomy or Astrology class when you know perfectly well
    they're always canceled on Halloween. One last note, if anything comes up that
    typically needs a house advisor past curfew, Gryffindors may summon Professor Andrew
    via painting, and Slytherin may summon Janus Craw. Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff, you will
    go to your normal house advisors, Professor Ravenclaw and Professor Scribe as always.
    Oh, and this should go without saying by now, but seances are never allowed outside
    of Ravenclaw's classroom, and that goes double for Halloween. Happy Halloween, I will
    see you all in the morning... and hopefully not in my office," Severus said. A moment
    after he sat down and the feast was served, Hermione took a quick drink and grabbed a
    pork pasty off her tray.

    "Gotta go. See you there," Hermione said.

    "Very well," Severus said, unsurprised that she wanted to leave early. He also
    wasn't surprised when Ashley got up next.

    "I need to take care of some family business before the wedding," she
    explained.

    "Yes, so you do. Feel free," Severus added, and she hurried out as well. Severus
    didn't rush out, but he also ate quickly, while Anna took her time. "I'm going to
    have a quick word with Leu and take Quintin across the pond while you're finishing
    security checks, then I'll be back."

    "No problem, I'll be ready," Anna replied. Severus got up and strode down to the
    far end of the table where Leu and Noah were eating.

    "Rooms or library?" Severus asked simply.

    "Library. We're going to work on research for the museum project," Leu
    explained.

    "I trust you will be back to the rooms on time... in fact, I suggest you leave the
    first time Boulderdash comes around to warn you it's getting close... and not the
    final call. Did you hear that, Copper?" he added, and there was a firm croaking noise
    from inside Leu's pocket. Nodding at that, Severus went towards the Doorlift to get
    Quintin.

    

    When Severus and Anna Apparated into the designated spot on the hill between the
    gardens and the family graveyard, Severus noticed a light out of the corner of his
    eye and looked over to see that Anna was glowing softly. Anna looked down with a
    frown at her hands, but after a few seconds it faded away and she was left only with
    a slight shiver.

    "I wonder what that was," Anna asked quietly.

    "My guess it has something to do with your heritage. We are on protected grounds
    here," Severus replied softly, gazing over at the manor. "Despite outward appearances
    that make the house look only a few hundred years old, this site is much older and
    better preserved than it might look like to the common eye. It has a deep, inner
    feeling that rather reminds me of Stonehenge just before an Order of Merlin
    meeting... perhaps its because we're standing on a barrow." Anna looked at the
    circular hill she was on with a frown, realizing he was right. "Come, let's find out
    if Eric is here."

    "Would he even have been invited?" Anna whispered.

    "I'm certain Arthur would have invited him even if Harry didn't," Severus decided.
    He glanced around to see that the ruins just above the graveyard were well lit with
    hundreds of candles.

    The two of them walked over, focusing in on a wandering Weasley to help lead them
    over to a crowd near the pavilion where Jamie was getting ready.

    "Mom!"

    The two of them glanced over as Zack walked over to them in a new set of dress
    robes.

    "Wow, look at you! That takes the scruff down a notch," Anna said, noticing that
    his hair was still a bit out of control.

    "Yes, Jocelyn knew a shop on the other side of London that was posh in appearance
    but not in price... I'm standing up with Owain," he explained. "So is Doug and
    Aurelius. Owain doesn't really know many people outside of the Auror department, and
    since most of his relatives are dead, he didn't think Harry would approve of having
    them standing up with him," Zack explained.

    "You're joking, right?" Anna said dubiously.

    "Partially," Zack grinned. "Actually, there might have been a ghost or two who
    were planning on attending originally, but they took one look at the Weasley family,
    stuck their noses up in the air and left. But nobody really minded them leaving,
    considering they were a sour old bunch... but then Owain's mother saw the ghosts
    leaving and stuck her nose in the air as well. After she started launching threats
    and shouting about thinning the blood and all that rot, Owain pulled her away from
    the party and is talking to her in the manor house."

    "How many people know exactly why she disapproves of the Weasley's?" Severus asked
    in a quieter voice.

    "Most of them think she's just being a snob and is wondering why it hasn't come up
    before," Zack murmured quietly. "Draco and Eric figured it out pretty quick,
    though."

    "Where are they now?" Severus asked.

    "Eric's around here somewhere... over there inspecting the ruins I think. Draco
    and Danny are over there with Thomas and Garvan. They were talking about maybe going
    to the manor to see if they could speak with her, although I don't know whether or
    not it's going to work. She's a bit out of touch," Zack said.

    "I'm sure she feels the same way about us," Severus said. "She probably believes
    that we're out of touch with our heritage."

    "Well, maybe we are, but at least we're not shackled to it," Anna said.

    "True, although it does have some influence on our lives whether we want it to or
    not," Severus replied.

    "I think I'm living proof of that," Anna said. "Where's Lindsay at, anyway? I
    thought they said they were coming."

    "In the Weasley crowd. She was talking to Helena and Xavier a few moments ago,"
    Zack replied.

    "Why don't you go on? I think I want to go speak to Eric about these trivial
    little heritage issues that seem to be cropping up," Severus suggested.

    "If only that wasn't a sarcastic comment," Anna said dryly, then followed Zack
    over to the Weasleys while Severus walked up into the ruins.

    The strange sensation he had felt when he first arrived was even stronger as he
    stepped past the ruin walls, glancing at the prepared wedding area in what once might
    have been the great hall. Now it was merely a grassy field with a hint of a wall here
    and there, with shadows of a dilapidated tower casting a faint shadow in the dancing
    candle and wisplight.

    But Severus found his eyes concentrating less on the ceremony area and more on the
    existing walls themselves. The castle had a presence of its own, even in this state
    of ruin, he realized, and the echoes of the past were strong. Perhaps not as strong
    as the living presence he felt from Hogwarts, but still almost tangible. On a normal
    day, the presence was probably muted, and the voices no more than a whisper on the
    wind. But now, somehow... it was as if the castle itself was aware of the fact that
    so many of the ancestors of those who roamed those very halls had come to stand there
    once more, and it had awakened itself for the occasion.

    Severus finally began to focus his attention on others wandering next to the walls
    and finally saw Eric. He was wearing a strangely haunted look as he gazed up at it;
    more than likely a reflection of the expression Severus had himself a moment ago, he
    mused. That was when he noticed that Eric was wearing a sword belt. Severus stared at
    it with disbelief, walking over to him.

    "Eric," Severus greeted simply as he approached. "Why are you wearing that?"

    "I went back for it," Eric admitted, glancing at the walls again. "I've never felt
    so close to my roots, Severus. Even at Stonehenge, it's not this strong," he
    explained. "Astalot is long gone, you know... the only remnants of the place are in
    my drawing room back home. The area of the old kingdom has long since been
    industrialized and what little there was is buried so deep beneath it, there is
    little feeling left to the place."

    "Yes, I recall that coming up during that Scabbard business," Severus replied
    softly.

    "But here, Severus," Eric said, touching the wall. "He visited this place. He
    walked through these halls, and I have never felt closer to it all. You have an
    advantage that your ancestor is still around," Eric added with amusement. "But mine
    was but a magicless human that was caught in the middle of one of the greatest
    stories ever told. It is a precious thing to be allowed to walk here Severus. Of
    course I had to bring Arondight, so that the two of us could reconnect with our
    heritage together."

    "Speaking of which, the 'ancestor' you alluded to is planning on attending
    tonight," Severus said quietly, immediately getting Eric's full attention. "He seemed
    concerned about how the Lady Moor might react when so many of her... ancestral
    rivals... on her property."

    "Well, she invited us," Eric chuckled.

    "Yes, well, my guess is that her son was not completely forthcoming about the
    family he was planning on marrying into," Severus replied.

    "It isn't as if it hadn't happened many times before, Severus. These families have
    intermingled many times over over the centuries... and in a much less direct fashion
    than the Malfoy's ancestors," he added for good measure.

    "Yes, I know," Severus agreed. "In a way, it reminds me a great deal of what
    Sagitarri has been going through," he admitted, glancing over at where he could see
    the centaur's silhouette. Apparently, he was trying to get a star reading, and had
    the Spear strapped to his back. "The Dark Forest constellation is so desperate to
    maintain its traditions that it has turned hostile against both the school and all of
    wizardkind, despite the inevitability of change. And here is Owain, determined to
    come out of centuries of his family's chosen isolation in an effort to join wizard
    society, while his mother is so determined to preserve her family's heritage that she
    does everything to get in his way."

    "I understand Owain's position... and you are right in that holding back change is
    as futile as holding off the passing of time. But I feel a great irony in saying that
    in these ruins, Severus," Eric said seriously. "Yes, we must change, but it is also
    important to preserve our past as well... so that we can understand where we came
    from, and what has been passed down to us. It gives things more perspective, and
    gives us a chance to ask ourselves what it is that we want to leave behind as well.
    The duchess and this family have done a great service to all mankind for preserving
    these ruins, barrows, and graves, considering how much of the old world has been lost
    forever. I cannot help but respect that decision. Necromancers they may be, Severus,
    but after standing here, I am coming to realize that does not mean they do not
    respect the dead. In fact, it is quite the opposite. We could learn a lot from
    them."

    "Well done, Eric."

    The two of them looked over at the woman who spoke; Eric in complete surprise,
    while Severus wasn't surprised at all as Lady Viviane stepped into the candlelight
    with a thin smile on her face.

    "Lady Viviane," Eric said, bowing solemnly.

    "Good evening, Aunt Viviane. Anna and I were wondering if you were going to
    attend," Severus said.

    "Yes, but there's no need to be concerned. I am here only to observe, come what
    may," Viviane replied, glancing over at where Sagittari stood in the dark and then
    back at them again. "Whether tonight follows the stars or not still remains to be
    seen."

    "I understand. Anna is over by the bride's pavilion," Severus offered.

    "Thank you, Severus," Viviane said with a thin smile, wandering in that direction.
    Eric glanced over at Severus once she walked behind the opposite wall.

    "Should we be worried?" Eric asked softly.

    "About her presence, no. About what might have inspired it, perhaps. It's too soon
    to say," Severus replied. "It is significant that she admitted that she is uncertain
    how tonight is going to go. She doesn't often do that. However, it isn't unusual at
    all for her to begin observing a situation carefully when she is unsure of how
    something will play out. She has done that in the past, and typically in person or at
    least outside of her home so that she can see things clearly away from
    illusions."

    "I thought perhaps it was simply because of who is here," Eric admitted.

    "Perhaps that is a part of it, I don't know," Severus said, then noticed movement
    from down the hill as someone came out of the mansion, too far away at first to see.
    He joined another silhouette, and as they drew closer and entered another puddle of
    light in the garden, he realized it was Owain and Aurelius walking back towards the
    ruins. "Here comes Owain, it would seem," he informed Eric, and the two of them came
    out from next to the wall and walked over to the edge of where the enchanted candles
    were. Spotting them, Aurelius led Owain over to where they were standing.

    "I take it things did not go well," Eric ventured as they stepped over.

    "My mother is quite livid, actually, and refuses to come out of the manor,
    although for that we should probably be grateful," Owain admitted. "My mother had no
    idea that Jamie was related to "Sir Westley's family" as she's calling them, and has
    demanded I cancel the wedding at once, including the non-magical formal wedding set
    for tomorrow. Yes, well, that I don't mind canceling so much, Jamie really isn't keen
    on that level of pomp and circumstance, and she doesn't like having to take a potion
    to prevent yawning when we spend any time with my upper class friends. But I refuse
    to let my mother ruin this wedding, even if she's now threatening to curse our
    children if we go through with it."

    "She did what?" Eric said with alarm.

    "Sir Owain, I hope you're not offended by my asking, but is your mother
    threatening that as a deterrent, or is she the sort of person who would carry out
    such a threat?" Severus asked seriously.

    "My mother is capable of anything in a vengeful mood," Owain admitted. "When I
    went in the house to calm her down, I was immediately subjected to how much I've
    dishonored my family and have disgraced my dead ancestors to have stooped so low as
    to marry one of the family's sworn enemies, regardless of how many generations
    removed. If she could legally disown me and strip my title without a vote from the
    Wizard's Council, I'm sure she'd have threatened that as well."

    "Did she threaten Jamie at all?" Eric asked with concern. Owain pondered that.

    "As a matter of fact, she didn't threaten her directly," he mused. "Only our
    children."

    "I know why," Aurelius spoke up, the other three looking at him. "It's because at
    some point today she found out that Father is one of Jamie's godfather's, and
    somehow... through the Daily Prophet, I think... she found out that Father
    is the Heir of Merlin. She's terrified of Merlin... I really didn't pick up why she's
    afraid of him, but she is."

    "Then the solution is obvious. Simply name me as your children's godparents,"
    Severus replied.

    "That would not be possible, Severus," Owain replied apologetically. "My mother
    may have accepted Jamie as a possible bride based on her Father's wealth and
    undeniable status in modern wizard society, but our children will be born into their
    class."

    "What he's trying to put delicately and completely failing at, Dad, is that saving
    the world isn't good enough to be their godfather. You're still just a headmaster and
    an apprentice without a title," Aurelius said bluntly.

    "Fine. Then Merlin will be their godfather," Severus said with a shrug. Aurelius,
    Eric, and Owain all stared at him. They stood in silence for several minutes, hearing
    only the echo of the other guests talking on the other side of the ruins.

    "Um... Severus," Eric began carefully. "Are you certain that you're not over
    promising a bit?"

    "No, I am not. I am quite certain that he will do so," Severus said. Owain gazed
    at him with an intense frown that somehow reminded him a bit of Jennifer when she was
    trying to get past one of his walls. "Merlin and I may not agree on many things, and
    I admit that personally don't trust him or his methods, because he can be quite
    manipulative at times," Severus went on. Eric looked at him curiously, wondering what
    had inspired him to say that. "But I am also certain that he would stop at nothing to
    prevent a grievance as old as Camelot to come between the two of you. We learn from
    the past, we survey the future to contemplate our choices, but the present is all
    that matters," Severus said firmly.

    "I understand what you are saying, Severus, but none of us would be here without
    the sacrifices made by those who came before us," Owain replied solemnly.

    "You can respect your heritage without agreeing with its outdated principles,"
    Severus replied without hesitation. "They don't have to be synonymous. You respect
    your mother even though you disagree with her, do you not?"

    "Sometimes," Owain said with a thin, exasperated smile. "She doesn't make it
    easy."

    "Nothing worthwhile ever is," Severus replied. "Aurelius?" Aurelius, who had been
    about to roll his eyes, suddenly looked serious. "I need you to go over to Jamie's
    tent and see if she is willing to preemptively name Merlin as the godfather of any
    children she might have." Owain made a pained expression.

    "Actually, we haven't truly discussed our intentions on that with each other,
    really, other than speculation..." he began.

    "That's your own fault," Severus cut him off. "You should have been established
    that before you even became engaged, but it's a bit too late to worry about that now.
    Owain, will you agree to ask Merlin to be the godfather of your children?" Severus
    asked. Owain nodded.

    "Yes, of course, if that is what it will take to protect them from all of this,"
    Owain agreed.

    "Aurelius?"

    "Going," Aurelius said, hurrying towards the Weasley camp.

    "Owain, who is officiating today?"

    "Well, until Mother turned on us, we were going to have a family ghost officiate.
    Taliesin."

    "Taliesin is a family ghost?" Eric began, "But how are you..."

    "No. We need someone neutral... someone not apart of any of this Camelot nonsense
    and doesn't have any sort of heir involved in this feud," Severus said firmly, then
    began walking towards the guest seating.

    "I take it you have someone in mind?" Owain asked.

    "Yes," Severus said. "I only hope he can keep it clean," he added as they hurried
    over.

    

    Harry resisted the urge to look behind him after he reluctantly escorted his
    daughter up the aisle and stepped closer to where Ginny sat holding Margaret in her
    arms. It was hard not to expect trouble after what Severus had told him, despite the
    headmaster's reassurances that he had the matter well in hand. It didn't help that
    the ruins, which seemed so peaceful and mystical while they had been waiting for the
    ceremony to begin, had all the sudden begun to feel more menacing to the point where
    he felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. He unconsciously but quite
    noticeably took a moment to feel his sleeve to make certain that his wand was where
    he could get to it. Across the aisle sat Severus and Anna, taking advantage of the
    fact that this particular ceremony was for the benefit of the bride's family and sat
    up front as close as possible in case something happened. Draco and Danny were doing
    the same, but while Danny was glancing around, Draco was watching Thomas Craw with
    interest, hoping that he would mess something up on the cheat sheet he had been
    handed so that he would have a chance to ridicule him tomorrow when they got to the
    office.

    Thomas made no pretenses about not knowing what he was doing. Once he understood
    the situation, he borrowed Percy's book that he used for Ministry weddings. He also
    displayed a wand on his belt. Those in the wedding party who knew him quickly saw
    that it was actually his old wand and he was simply posturing; his new Beansidhe hair
    wand was up his sleeve. It was also obvious that Harry was spending more time
    scanning the ruins then watching the ceremony itself, and even Owain had one hand
    behind his back during most of the ceremony, just in case a little 'unconventional'
    magic was needed. The tension reminded Thomas very much of Garvan's wedding, in fact,
    and yet somehow, in these ancient ruins filled with so many ancestral links, it was
    definitely more pronounced. The mist gathering since the fading of the sun clung to
    the walls of the ruins, making many of the walls more complete, and he could see a
    ghostly silhouette of what must have been an impressive castle in that early age.

    "If there is anyone who knows a valid legal reason that these two should
    not be wed, let them speak now or forever hold your peace," Thomas said. No one
    missed the sudden addition, or the reason behind it. And no one was surprised when
    the Lady Moor stepped out of the mist from seemingly nowhere.

    "I will speak against it!" the Lady Moor said dangerously, her grey hair free and
    her face stern. In her old fashioned robes and appearance, Severus saw how much she
    resembled one of the Priestesses of Danaan from the Otherworld. He quickly stood in
    the aisle in front of Jamie and Owain, with Arthur, Eric, and Draco doing the same,
    blocking any direct contact with the wedding party.

    "I did specify any legal reason," Thomas said firmly. "Which means if
    either were already married, under age, incapable of making their own decisions, or
    related... at present, and not centuries removed," he added for good measure.

    "Your stupid modern legalities are inconsequential when it comes to a question of
    blood lineage, Assassin," the Lady Moor snapped. "Owain intentionally kept that
    girl's lineage a secret, knowing full well that I wouldn't approve. You will not
    tarnish our blood with that of the Westley line, or there will be consequences."

    "Lady Morwynna, like it or not, my family is the true Arthur line. Even if it was
    through a legitimate daughter instead of a son, it is still Arthur's line and it'll
    be referred to as such," Arthur said firmly.

    "If the lineage did pass through Arthur's son, it'd be my line," Draco interjected
    seriously. "But we all know damned well it isn't. As for our family mixing blood,
    it's too late for that, you know. I lost that battle a long time ago when my daughter
    married Jamie's brother. You're wasting your time just as much as I did when I tried
    to stop it."

    "All the more reason for me to keep my line away from it!" she snapped.

    "They could have simply eloped or had a Ministry wedding a long time ago," Draco
    pointed out. "In fact, this is such a headache that I wish they'd done just that,
    actually."

    "We still can," Owain said firmly. "I didn't have to honor our traditions by
    coming here, Mother."

    "You do not honor them! You defile them!" she snapped furiously. "And if you go
    through with this, I swear that I will send a vengeance curse on your children to
    make sure any you have will suffer their entire lives, and any mates they may find
    will be as cruel and licentious as Uther himself!"

    Severus quickly put up a hand as both Harry and Owain moved for their wands.

    "I would think twice about that if I were you," Severus said seriously, and
    although he was looking at the Lady Moor, it wasn't initially apparent who he was
    addressing with so many on their guard. "Because this young couple have taken
    measures to prevent you from doing just that, naming Merlin himself as the godfather
    of their children. As his heir and apprentice, I have accepted on his behalf,"
    Severus explained calmly.

    "You have no such authority! You may be his heir, but how dare you claim to be his
    apprentice!" the Lady Moor snapped.

    "Lady Morwynna, I know you've been a bit out of touch lately, but Severus is
    Merlin's apprentice," Eric said. "Merlin himself has stated as such on the rare
    occasions that he visits our world."

    "Even if I were to believe such an implausible statement, not to mention take the
    word of someone who is nothing more than the heir to a priestess' foundling, Lord
    Dalance, as an apprentice, he would still would not have such authority as to make
    such a commitment on his master's behalf," the Lady Moor said, gazing at Severus with
    distaste. "This is obviously just a ruse to try and scare me away from making good my
    threat. But I will not be thwarted!" she swore, taking out her wand, only to have
    everyone around her do the same.

    But at that moment, she was suddenly frozen, unable to complete her action. In
    fact, everyone else found themselves having the same exactly problem. It had also
    become very quiet to the point where everyone there heard footsteps on the rocky
    terrain as someone stepped in from the far side of the ruins.

    "Sorry for the intrusion, I know some people don't care for wedding-crashers. But
    might I say something?" Merlin inquired. Everyone began moving again, and many of the
    guests put away their wands. Nearly all of the guests either curtsied, bowed, or in a
    couple of cases, knelt. Even those who refused to put away their wands curtsied or
    bowed; the only ones still standing in the wedding party were Thomas, Draco, Anna,
    and Severus. Severus also noticed Lady Viviane outside the wedding area. She was
    standing with her arms folded near the dilapidated tower and observing so quietly
    that Severus was quite sure that few people were even aware of her at the moment.

    The Lady Moor curtsied as deeply as the others, but had not put away her wand. She
    also looked more than a little shaken at his appearance and was not very happy to see
    him.

    "Thomas... I see you got roped into the whole officiating thing," Merlin said when
    he got near enough. "You might as well get used to it, it might be the first time,
    but it won't be the last."

    "Thanks for the heads up," Thomas said dryly.

    "Jamie, such a lovely bride you make! You're a very lucky fellow, Owain," Merlin
    said, and Owain finished his bow.

    "Yes, sir, and I am honored that you are here," Owain said solemnly.

    "You are more than welcome. And I must say, Owain, I am deeply impressed with how
    you have adapted your Ancient Arts to serve in the present society, despite its...
    shall we say, controversial aspects," he added with amusement, glancing at Harry's
    strained expression and then back at Owain again. "And your commitment to bring your
    family back in step with the present is both commendable and brave. Thank you for
    your efforts. Mind if I stay for the cake?"

    "You are always welcome here, sir," Owain assured him solemnly.

    "Thank you," Merlin said. Then he patted Harry on the shoulder cheerfully. "Well,
    Harry, I know as the Sentinel of Light, it must feel like two-zip as far as your
    children's choices in spouse's go. Third time's the charm, so they say," he
    teased.

    "Gee, thanks," Harry said unenthusiastically, causing Merlin to chuckle.

    "Now, now, your children have actually done quite well for themselves, if you ask
    me, and there's something to be said for trying to strike a balance in their
    relationships, as well as striving to heal old wounds. And while the wound Cedric
    closed was old in your terms, the one Jamie is attempting to close is old even in my
    terms, and that is saying something," Merlin pointed out. "And the virtues your
    children have been employing to keep an open mind, to let love in when it comes, to
    strive for peace and balance, and to fight for what they believe in... all of those
    traits they got from their parents, you know. Never doubt it for an instant," he said
    firmly, glancing at Ginny, who smiled at him and nodded. He nodded back and then
    continued on up until he was standing next to Severus.

    "Good evening, Morwynna. I see the apple doesn't fall far from the tree, despite
    how many generations have passed since the first tree was sown. Don't you know what
    sort of problems comes from not cross-pollinating? Can't get a healthy crop from
    that, you know. Even though I'll admit Owain here is by far the best apple from that
    orchard in many a year, still, the poor boy can't even get a bit of sun without
    turning red as a beet. He's right to want his apple rolling down the hill in another
    direction," Merlin said. "So why don't you honor your son's decision and we call for
    Pax Britannica on this issue? If I'm forced to intervene on behalf of my potential
    godchildren, I will, you know."

    The Lady Moor's expression grew dark briefly, then looked somewhat resigned.

    "It seems that I have no choice in the matter," she said crisply.

    "Of course you have a choice in the matter, you always have a choice," Merlin said
    calmly. "I simply don't think it would go in your favor in this case." The Lady Moor
    nodded coolly at that. "Then I suppose I should get out of everyone's hair so that
    these two can finish their nuptials. Thank you for stepping in for me, Severus. I'll
    meet you in the normal place after you're done here."

    "I'll bring you some cake," Severus replied evenly.

    "Thank you, I love a good lemon," Merlin said. "Congratulations, by they way," he
    added for good measure as he walked into the mist and fading away, most of the guests
    staring after him.

    "Well, now that that's over with, let's continue, shall we?" Thomas said
    pointedly. Everyone took their places except for the Lady Moor, who still wanted
    little to do with what was happening and began walking back to the manor, more than a
    little surprised when someone joined her on the way there.

    

    It was well after midnight when Severus tiredly stepped into Toby's Trinkets,
    dutifully putting down a box with a couple of pieces of cake on the counter.

    "Ah, thank you, Severus. I do love a good lemon pudding," Toby said as Severus sat
    at the counter, picking up the teacup that had appeared there. "So how did things go
    after I left?"

    "As everyone took their places, I noticed that Aunt Viviane went to speak with
    Lady Moor, but it did nothing to prove her mood," Severus admitted. "She returned
    during the reception and told her son that she didn't want to see him again and not
    to return to the manor for any reason while she was alive. And for good measure, she
    told him never to summon her corpse when she was dead either."

    "Oo, I bet that one hurt," Toby said, making a face. "That is the ultimate sign of
    displeasure in that family; she really is quite put out over this."

    "It didn't get any better when he chose that moment to let her know that Jamie
    promised to be cremated and so did he," Severus said, Toby cringing again. "A great
    many people called it a night after that. I stayed until the end to make certain that
    everyone got safely out of there."

    "Yes, that was probably wise," Toby admitted with a sigh. "One of the problems
    with being a member of a long-lived family line is that old grudges are also long
    lived. I'm surprised she was willing to speak to Viviane at all, as a matter of fact,
    considering what she did to their line. And I'm not surprised that the conversation
    was unfavorable."

    "I suppose you're implying that things were not friendly between Viviane and
    Morgan," Severus concluded.

    "Complicated would probably be the correct term," Merlin decided.

    "What isn't about that time period?" Severus inquired.

    "Fair enough," Toby said with a nod.

    "So which is the right story about what happened to her?" Severus asked. "I take
    it that Morgan le Fey wasn't really Fae, considering that Sentinel of Wild came from
    the other line."

    "Just a touch, really," Toby replied. "Through her mother Igraine, who was part
    Fae herself. But even though she was human, the Fae line was quite strong, and two of
    Igraine's children had very pronounced magical powers, Morgan had the strongest,
    inclined as she was with Ancient Magic and then Dark, while the second oldest sister
    Morgause was the reverse of that, Dark, then Ancient... that's the Malfoy line," he
    said for good measure, Severus nodding at that. "But her powers were so strong that
    she earned the moniker despite she was more human witch than not. She used those
    powers for her advancement, of course, and was ambitious enough that it lead to her
    falling out with Viviane, who began using her visions to manipulate her into doing
    her bidding. But Morgan soon caught on and turned against her, helping Elaine get the
    scabbard and set Arthur up in a hopeless battle. Yes, well, needless to say, by the
    time I got back, I was more than furious. After taking my pain and anger out in ways
    I am not proud of, there finally came a time point where I calmed down enough to
    realize that none of it would bring Arthur back.

    "But I was still angry at the divisions that had only grown despite our attempts
    to unite them all and bring them to the table. By the time I broke out of my
    imprisonment, war had erupted on all sides, and the only solution I could think of
    was to seal the portals against the races that traveled through them to stop their
    part in this. Among those humans born with magic, I began Equinox to preserve the
    history of Camelot and make sure that humanity didn't make the same mistakes in my
    absence," he said, then rolled his eyes at his own naivety on that point. "And then
    the Order of Merlin, of course, to help guide the human race towards peace and
    civility. And last but not least, I established the Sentinels to guard the four items
    that would make up the seal, using Morgan to get a bit of vengeance for helping cause
    that mess, and Gwen, so that she could have some vengeance of her own. And then I
    went to Viviane, to exchange some of my longer range prophesies for her...
    cooperation... and that little vengeance attempt backfired, as I'm sure you know
    better than anyone," he said somberly, Severus nodding at that.

    "Realizing that the child would only bring destruction if left in this world,
    Viviane went back long enough to put Ciara in the hands of the Priestesses of Danaan.
    Upon Viviane's return, I finished rerouting the portals, split the seal, and made
    sure the items were passed down in the proper hands. And then I left, which the sole
    intention of staying in Tir Na Nog until what had happened in Camelot became a faded
    memory. With any luck, I'd forget it altogether," Toby said, a discernible bitterness
    to his tone.

    "And yet you never did," Severus finished.

    "No. I never did," Toby agreed, then somberly rummaged under the counter until he
    pulled out a small package. "Here... for you on your birthday, although I don't doubt
    it'll be missed among the sea of presents you'll get tomorrow."

    "Thank you, although I doubt I'll misplace it. Other than Jennifer's present,
    which I'll no doubt get upon picking up Quintin, my children always do their best to
    resupply the Headmaster's Study with licorice for the rest of the year," he
    explained, getting a soft chuckle from Toby at that as he took the small box very
    similar to the ones that licorice Cauldrons came in.

    "I'll be here until after the holidays... perhaps even a few weeks after that,"
    Toby said with a smile.

    "I'm sure your family will enjoy you being home again. I know I am certainly
    looked forward to the Yule holidays myself," Severus admitted getting up.

    "I'll bet," Toby said with a chuckle. "Hang in there, Severus! Believe it or not,
    it'll be here before you know it."

    "Right now, it is quite hard to believe," Severus admitted, then bade Toby good
    night as he went to the castle to crash on his sitting room sofa for a few hours.
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    Chapter Thirty-Four

    A Memorable Birthday

    When Severus finally woke up in his sitting room, he realized after a great deal
    of stretching that either his sofa needed replaced or he was just getting to the age
    where an uncomfortable resting position had more painful consequences. He had been
    contemplating going to the gym to do some defense forms, so he went into the
    Headmaster's Study to make certain he had the time that morning to do so.

    But after opening the curtain, he stood in the doorway and stared at the state of
    his desk... what he could see of it, anyway... because it was entirely covered with
    gifts. Descartes eyed them from his stand with his neck stretched out as if hoping
    one of the packages was for him. Severus heard some flapping and could see a line of
    owls waiting on the Observatory railing with envelopes in their talons.

    "Armando... what is all of this?" Severus asked at last, staring at the gifts
    dubiously.

    "Birthday presents, I believe," Armando replied.

    "Have any of these been checked over by anyone?" Severus asked, wondering if
    someone wasn't attempting to get revenge somehow.

    "Yes, Severus, I believe Andrew went through them," Armando replied. "Perhaps you
    should ask your sister when she arrives?"

    "Oh, am I expecting her?" Severus asked, taking out his wand and cautiously moving
    a box off of his appointment journal to try and get a peek at it.

    "You have an appointment with her for breakfast, Severus. She should be up in five
    minutes or so," Armando replied.

    Descartes cawed curiously.

    "No, no. I doubt there are in any fish in there," Severus said, taking a moment to
    carry him out to the nursery balcony. "There, go fish... and just fish, if you don't
    mind. Don't go worrying the hens at the Pumpkin Farm again."

    Descartes cawed again and flew out. By the time Severus came back in there was a
    covered tray and a coffee service set up on a side table. He heard a quick knock on
    the door and Anna let herself in.

    "Good morning, happy birthday," Anna said with a smile, deciding to leave the
    doors open.

    "Yes, thank you, but you know I prefer not to fuss over such things," Severus
    said, glancing critically at his desk before pouring them some coffee.

    "Yes, well, you're overruled this year, if you haven't noticed," Anna said with a
    knowing smile.

    "I take it you know something about all of this?" Severus asked.

    "A couple of weeks ago during our last Hogsmeade trip, some of your student
    relatives... namely Leu, Viorica, Chuck, and his sisters, decided that you seemed a
    bit down lately and so they were going to get your something other than licorice this
    year. As they walked to Toby's Trinkets, Andrew heard about it and followed along,
    and when they got there, the entire shop was completely filled with possible gifts
    for you personally. Andrew ran out and got Alicia, and it snowballed from there,"
    Anna explained with a smile. "And now you're seeing the results. Even Quintin was
    able to get a present in there, thanks to Pyther bringing him over... and spoilers;
    he's the one who actually got you licorice this year," she said with amusement. "And
    I'm here not only because having breakfast with someone is a more typical adult
    sibling way to spend a birthday... but also because I have no idea what I bought you
    and I want to see what it is," she admitted. "Some of the presents were a bit vague
    about what was in them."

    "Should I be worried?" Severus wondered, but walked over to the table with more
    wonder than suspicion this time. "I suppose you expect me to try and sort out which
    of these is yours?"

    "How about starting with some of the food parcels? Maybe there's something in
    there that could go along with breakfast," Anna suggested, removing the tray cover.
    Severus glanced over them with interest, then picked up a box of pastries with
    amusement.

    "How about some American cheese danishes," Severus replied, reading the tag.
    From Charles... P.S. Amber's present is supposed to go with mine. Severus
    glanced next to it and found a small rectangular box with her name on it and opened
    the top. "And orange pekoe tea," he added with a smirk.

    "Well, it's a start. Did anyone end up buying you that box of springerle I saw in
    there?" Anna asked with a grin.

    "Laura, it would seem, perhaps Andrew suggested it," Severus said, noting that
    Andrew's present was a wrapped book. At least that present he could easily guess,
    since they had been discussing a particular book lately. So Severus set it aside, and
    picked up another food box. "Hadrian, it seems, bought me some pryaniki," he added,
    bringing it over and sitting down.

    "What in the world is pryaniki?" Anna asked curiously.

    "It's a spiced Russian biscuit that was my favorite as a child. My mother used to
    make them for me for my birthdays," Severus explained, handing her one and taking one
    for himself. "Really, I had nearly forgotten all about them, it's been so long. I
    suppose my uncle must have suggested it."

    "Interesting, so it's tied to a memory too," Anna thought with a smile.

    "In a way, all of these things are," Severus agreed. "Even the tea that Amber gave
    me reminds me of the first day I stepped foot in Kingler's Cafe. I asked what sort of
    tea they had, and this was the only one they served at the time. And of course, the
    springerle reminds me of Christmas. Our grandmother used to make them every Christmas
    when we were children, and I believe Jennifer must have picked that memory up from me
    just after we were married and she made it a part of our family tradition as
    well."

    "I'm sensing a pattern here," Anna said, finishing her biscuit and standing up.
    She looked over the small boxes on the desk and began reading the tags. "It looks
    like all of these mystery boxes we got out of Toby's shop have something to do with
    memories too. Here's Leu's," she said, handing it to him. He opened the sweets box
    curiously and lifted out a silver coin.

    "Oh yes, this is one of the coins that Leu found on our trip to the Florida Keys,"
    Severus explained. "It took him forever to clean this one up. Salt water reacts to
    silver, and over time it creates a hard shell around the silver... trying to get it
    off is quite tedious, really. I ended up having to find a spell to help him with it
    so that he didn't damage it. It was not long after we took him in; it was one of our
    first trips as a family, and he wanted to go somewhere interesting to dive. Of
    course, the real reason he wanted to go diving was to try to pay us back for giving
    him a home," Severus recalled. "You know, there are many times that he still
    exasperates me. Every time he gets so focused on one thing that he can't see the big
    picture, I ask myself if he's ever going to make any progress. And yet, when I look
    at this, I can see how far he's come since then."

    Anna listened to him with intense interest, then handed him another box.

    "Are you ever going to eat your breakfast?" Severus asked her, reluctantly taking
    it.

    "No, I'm too curious. This one is from Corey," Anna said.

    "You're going to make me go through that entire pile, aren't you?" Severus said
    critically. "Eat something, or I won't open it." Sighing with exasperation, Anna
    stomped over to her plate and took a bite of toast.

    "Okay, go," Anna said. After a quick stare off, Severus resignedly opened the next
    one.

    "There, now don't you feel silly? It's simply a box of licorice and a note,"
    Severus told her, showing it to her.

    "Well, yes, but the tag said there was a confession in it," Anna pressed.

    "If he's making some sort of confession, I seriously doubt he means for me to
    share it," Severus pointed out, opening the note.

    "Oh, I promise to keep it a secret," Anna said. Severus gave her a dirty look
    before finally reading the note. He read it a second time then leaned back in his
    seat, looking thoughtful. "Well?"

    "Corey put his sister's name down in the book," Severus said distantly.

    "Book?" Anna repeated in confusion.

    "And Dumbledore added Corey's name... well, that part I had long suspected,"
    Severus admitted, glancing at the note once more before folding it again. "Corey
    didn't even tell Dumbledore he had added her name until after Essie was already in
    Hogwarts."

    "I can't say that I blame him," Anna admitted, turning her attention back to her
    food thoughtfully.

    "No, nor do I," Severus admitted. "To think of all of that talent of hers being
    lost... not to mention how many times her gift of Sight has saved the family, as well
    as her discovering that Trelawney was responsible for nearly killing Jennifer," he
    recalled.

    "Yes, I agree. Essie is something special... but so is Corey," Anna said. "If
    Jennifer and you hadn't gotten involved and he hadn't been at Hogwarts, he might have
    died... assuming he didn't go to his aunt's like Essie had that night."

    "Essie was at her aunt's house that night to help with all of the Christmas baking
    for the next day, because her family didn't believe in cooking on Christmas," Severus
    explained. "Corey never would have volunteered for such a workload, especially in
    those days. He would have been at home. And you're right, Anna. When I think of
    Corey, I can't just fathom how much our family would have lost, what the school would
    have lost, not to mention our entire community as a whole. Just think of all the good
    he's done... from helping the other Haveners find acceptance in Hogsmeade, to
    fighting for better conditions on behalf of the goblin society... and, of course, he
    is a leader in the alchemist community."

    "To be fair, all of your children have a strong sense of civic duty, Severus,"
    Anna said with a smile.

    "All but Andrew, really," Severus admitted, "but I'm certain he'll get there
    eventually, even if Laura has to drag him there kicking and screaming."

    "The voice of experience," Anna decided. Severus nodded at that with a mild smirk.
    Anna frowned at the desk again.

    "Okay, I admit now that there are too many to go through them all at once, but I
    really want to see what I got you," Anna decided, holding it out. "A happy memory
    from when we were children."

    "There can't have been too many of those," Severus decided, taking the box. But as
    he opened it, he smiled at the contents in a way that made Anna even more curious.
    "Ah, yes," he said and held up a sand dollar. Then he reached in for a cloth pouch
    and poured it out, revealing a fifteen sand dollar doves. "Do you remember these?" he
    asked.

    "No," Anna admitted.

    "Yes well, perhaps not, but I suspect you will remember these," Severus said, then
    pulled out some cut paper. He unfolded the paper to display rows and rows of paper
    doves, cut out of a large sheet of paper just like paper dolls.

    "Yes, I do remember those! You used to make them for me all the time when I was
    little," Anna admitted with a grin.

    "Back when you were very little, perhaps three or so, our parents took us to visit
    some of your mother's relatives during the summer. We spent a decent amount of that
    holiday on a beach somewhere in the States," Severus explained. "I'm not sure if you
    know this or not, but doves were a prominent part of my mother's family crest, and
    when she died, I had been given many of the items that was embroidered with it. So,
    our father purchased a bag of sand dollars and showed me how to open them to reveal
    the doves inside, and I began breaking them open to collect them in a bag such as
    this," he explained, showing her the cloth bag. "Of course, you were curious as to
    what I was doing, just like you always were, and you wanted some of doves for
    yourself to play with. But Father and Meryl both asked me not to give them to you.
    They were a bit afraid at that age that you might accidentally swallow them, so I
    kept them away from you. Of course, I really didn't want to share them and was
    grateful for the excuse," he admitted, Anna grinning at that. "But as you might
    expect from a three year old after someone tells them they won't share, you had a
    tantrum of impressive proportions. Meryl had to mute the entire cottage from the
    outside to keep the neighbors from 'calling the cops', as she put it. Desperate for a
    compromise, I began making you these to collect. It always used to amaze you how all
    I need to do was make a few cuts in a piece of paper and all of the sudden you had
    your own little flock of doves. Sometimes you colored them or drew on them, but often
    you'd simply put them in a box so you could keep them all to yourself. And that is
    why, for a very long time, my Patronus was a flock of doves. Some used to marvel that
    it was more than one animal, but it truly wasn't... it was all one piece of the same
    paper."

    "So by was, I suppose you mean it's changed now," Anna said, accepting the paper
    doves with a smile.

    "Yes, it changed recently, but this will always be a powerful memory for me,"
    Severus replied. "All of these things have been so far, really."

    "I bet most of the other ones will be too," Anna ventured.

    "Perhaps," Severus said, refilling his coffee just to warm it again. "I think now
    that we have cleared some out, I will set them all on one side of my desk, and every
    time I get a lull in the day, I will open one. Unless someone comes in and insists I
    open it right away, of course, like someone else I know."

    "It could happen," Anna agreed with a grin. "When are you going to pick up
    Quintin?"

    "During my lunch, and Jennifer's breakfast. We're meeting at Kingler's, but I'll
    only be gone for an hour or two," Severus replied.

    "Well, enjoy it anyway. I should get ready for class," Anna said, getting up.

    "Thank you," Severus said, pointedly putting the pouch of doves in his pocket.

    Anna nodded with a smile, slipping back out the door. She heard footsteps on the
    spiral stairs and saw Hermione walking up with a folder of paperwork and a couple of
    scrolls.

    "Good morning," Anna said with a smile.

    "Oh, good morning! How is he today?" Hermione asked.

    "In a much better mood," Anna replied.

    "Great! Has he opened mine yet?" Hermione asked with a grin.

    "No, but I know he will, if you insist," Anna advised.

    "Good, because I really want to know what I got him," Hermione said. Chuckling
    knowingly at that, Anna stepped into the Doorlift.

    

    When Severus got to Kingler's, he was actually expecting Jennifer to still be
    waking up, but she and Quintin were in their normal booth with drinks in their hands,
    and Jennifer had a bag beside her.

    "Good morning," Severus said, gesturing to Sally and sitting down.

    "Good afternoon," Jennifer said mischievously. "Are you buried in licorice
    yet?"

    "Buried in presents, yes, in licorice, far from it," Severus replied. "Quintin got
    me licorice, of course. Thank you Quintin," he said and Quintin beamed at him. "And
    have you been behaving?"

    "Yes, but I slept late. But late was too early! So I tried to go back to sleep,
    but I couldn't, because it was too late! So I woke up Mum, and we both got up,"
    Quintin replied.

    "I think he's going to need a nap later, Severus. With the time change, he really
    didn't get much sleep last night at all," Jennifer explained. "If I didn't have
    classes today, I think I'd be tempted to take a nap myself," she added with a
    chuckle.

    "Good morning, Severus, happy birthday," Sally said with a smile, putting down his
    coffee.

    "Thank you," Severus replied.

    "I'd ask you what you want to eat, but I think she's already got plans," Sally
    said.

    "Yes, I do... and the usual for us two," Jennifer added for good measure, pointing
    to Quintin and herself.

    "No problem, Jennifer," Sally said with a wink, then went over to see how Jenny
    was doing at the counter.

    "So what did she mean by that?" Severus inquired suspiciously.

    "Well, I'm sure you don't need a second breakfast, Severus, and I have something
    else and mind... birthday related," Jennifer explained.

    She reached for the bag, pulling out a pastrami sandwich and spinach knishes.
    Holding up a finger to tell him to wait, she then pulled out a small candle, putting
    it in one of the knishes before lighting it. Severus smiled knowingly at that, but
    Quintin squinted at it suspiciously.

    "That doesn't look like cake," Quintin said.

    "It isn't, that's his lunch. That's what we had on our second first date,"
    Jennifer explained. "Which went decidedly better than our first first date," she
    added wickedly.

    "Decidedly," Severus agreed, taking out the candle.

    "And I also got you a new pipe cleaning kit," Jennifer announced, putting a second
    bag on the table. "I just couldn't bring myself to get you tobacco since I don't want
    you to get in the habit again, but I did want something from the smoke shop, so I
    settled on that."

    "That does mean I would have to use the pipe to have an excuse to make use of the
    cleaning kit," Severus pointed out.

    "Well, you can use it to keep the dust off," Jennifer teased.

    "Smoking is bad for you," Quintin informed his father.

    "Yes, and so is sugar. Perhaps we should make you order something besides waffles
    with blueberries and cream?" Severus replied.

    Quintin stared at him for a long time in an attempt to figure out if he was
    serious or not, hoping that if he stayed quiet, his father wouldn't bring it up
    again. Fortunately, it seemed like his father was more interested in talking to his
    mother than calling Sally back over.

    "It's quite ironic that you decided to get this for me," Severus told Jennifer
    quietly. "A great many people have been sending me things relating to old memories
    today."

    "Well, mainly I did it because we were meeting here for your birthday, and
    considering what I've been working on, I've been thinking of that year quite a lot,
    really," Jennifer admitted.

    "Yes, that's understandable. How is it going?" Severus asked.

    "Well, I'm still on the research stage, Severus, but I have a team of assistants
    now, all members of Libris. Well, they weren't all members starting out, actually,
    but Kay, Lavender, and Gretchen were given bronze cards after we formed the team.
    It's not a really full membership; it's for witches that the platinum card holders
    decide have the potential to contribute to society over the long term. But it helps
    because it means someone else doesn't have to be there to escort them in, and that's
    good when some of us have bell choir practice or are running late for a planned
    meeting for some reason," Jennifer explained. "Anyway, we have gone over the memories
    of what the unicorns did a few times now, and the only conclusion we've made so far
    is that we're certain it's feasible to find a cure even without having a unicorn
    bond. We noticed that parts of my memories were starting to come together even before
    that bond exchange I had with Keki; it merely helped to speed up the process, it
    wasn't what started it. The Unicorns found the cure through the knowledge stored in
    Keki's horn... knowledge that she was endowed with when she served as the Sentinel of
    Magic."

    "How was that knowledge passed down to her originally?" Severus asked, wondering
    why he never asked himself that question before.

    "She was born with it, I think... it was something that was in her for the start.
    Something having to do with the Dark Forest and the fact that the Spear of Lugh was
    hidden in it," Jennifer said distantly, then focused in on Severus with a shrug.
    "That's all I know for certain, Severus, but I'm not sure it's the connection to Wild
    Magic itself that's actually important in this case, other than the fact that Wild
    Magic is the basis of all healing magic. It's simply that Wild Magic is the only form
    of magic they understood," Jennifer explained, Severus nodding thoughtfully at that.
    "We do know a couple of things for certain, however. All of the memories that I had
    while I was in the maze involved more than just me... typically, it was a shared
    memory with me and one other person, or me and the family. Also, are fairly certain
    that keeping the person isolated is an important part of the process."

    "I understand," Severus said, taking a bite out of his knish. Jennifer stared at
    him with a frown.

    "You do? Because I certainly don't," Jennifer admitted.

    "It's a forced sabbatical," Severus explained, Jennifer staring at him. "It took
    you away from everything you thought you knew about yourself and placed you in a
    different environment so that you could rediscover yourself, just as you are doing
    this year by going back to Whitebridge."

    "Severus, that's brilliant," Jennifer said, stunned in spite of herself.

    "Elementary," Severus replied, causing his wife to sigh with exasperation at him.
    "There are patterns and parallels in everything, Jennifer. Especially when it comes
    to events in one's life, which constantly goes through cycles. It's simply that the
    older I get, the more I notice the parallels. And since the outcome to your isolation
    in the Maze was your restoration, I am quite certain that this current sabbatical
    will help you find the solution you're looking for," he said with certainty. "Every
    gift I was given today invoked a memory, from Hermione's bound-up Charm book with the
    words, 'Never Again' written on it to Pyther's gift of a pair of ultra-lite
    slippers."

    "What? Why would he give you those?" Jennifer asked with a laugh.

    "He said he got it out of Toby's shop, and considering the pun that went with it,
    it was to remind me of the first time I asked you to dance, and that the fact that
    falling in love with you helped me step out of the darkness... with you providing the
    light," Severus replied. Jennifer turned bright red.

    "Honestly, Severus. In front of Quintin, no less," Jennifer said.

    "I lost all pretense of formality in that respect when I surrendered to your mercy
    that dreadful year, Jennifer, surely you've realized that by now," Severus replied,
    then looked at Quintin, who was studying them curiously. "Quintin, Dad loves Mum. So
    there, now you know," Severus told him.

    "I love Mum too!" Quintin declared, and Jennifer found herself getting hugged. She
    looked up when she noticed Sally coming over with a tray.

    "Sorry, sorry! It got busy at the counter all of the sudden," Sally began.
    "Jennifer, you're as red as a beet. Is the Professor behaving himself?"

    "No, he most certainly isn't," Jennifer replied with chuckle.

    "Oh. Well, it is his birthday after all, he should get a bit of leeway," Sally
    decided, putting Jennifer and Quintin's breakfasts down and then refilled their
    drinks.

    "I don't think we should. He'll take advantage," Jennifer warned.

    "She has a point," Severus decided. Sally chuckled and went to the next table.
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    Chapter Thirty-Five

    Forming Up

    It had been difficult to teach class that day after getting so little sleep that
    night. It had been even more difficult to attend the Libris Meeting, and she nearly
    dozed off a time or two, quickly protesting every attempt to go to the Green
    Candlestick in favor of her nice comfortable bed at Whitebridge.

    She slept in late, grabbing an apple from one of the trees for her breakfast as
    she took Radiance out for a walk in the garden, wondering where a good place would be
    to do forms when practice was in full swing inside the Quidditch Stadium. Surely
    there was another open space somewhere she could use, she mused, wandering around
    looking for Raymond and found her way to the Wizardnet Lab. Curiously she went in,
    finding Raymond along with one of Frank's student aids and two other students. She
    smiled and went over to him.

    "Watching the lab today?" Jennifer asked quietly.

    "Yes, Frank is out for the weekend," Raymond explained, and Jennifer could plainly
    see that he had a date. "Did you need something?"

    "Actually, I was looking for you," Jennifer admitted. "I'm stiff from all of that
    silly trick-or-treating the other day and I was looking for somewhere to do forms at
    when the Stadium's being used. Any ideas?"

    "A few," Raymond replied. "When the weather's good, I like to go up to the roof of
    the Healer's School during the day. It's easy to get to from the Gazebo. The gardens
    are pretty from up there too."

    "Oh, that's where the Astrology and Astronomy classes are held, right?" Jennifer
    recalled.

    "Yes, but not during the day, obviously," Raymond replied. "My shift ends in half
    an hour. Mind if I join you then? I'm curious to what forms you might know and I
    don't and vice versa."

    "Sure, that sounds interesting," Jennifer said cheerfully and walked out of the
    room, Raymond smiling thinly at that before going back to his Auror Capture
    videos.

    As Jennifer walked to the Healer's School, she took a moment to pass by the Potion
    Lab and peered in, stepping inside when she saw Lav busy making a potion. Kay was in
    sunglasses again and Gretchen had a bag of ice on her forehead.

    "Oh no, not again," Jennifer chuckled at them, watching as Lav poured them both a
    hangover potion.

    "At least give me credit for staying out of it," Lav said. "Kay did something
    really dumb, and I decided to stay out of it so that I could make sure they both got
    back here okay."

    "Why, what did she do?" Jennifer asked, but Kay was too busy holding her nose and
    trying to get the potion down to answer.

    "She challenged our esteemed fifth Coven member to a drinking contest," Lav
    explained.

    "What? Are you quite insane?" Jennifer said with an incredulous laugh. "Kay, she's
    half Dark Elf. You're quite lucky you didn't do permanent damage to yourself being
    that silly!"

    "I already had a few drinks in me when I challenged her, so I already wasn't
    thinking clearly," Kay admitted.

    "Well, it's a good think Lavender had enough since to look after you, then. I
    expect you should take it easy next time we have a gathering," Jennifer said. As the
    potion began to work, Gretchen looked decidedly better, while Lavender took the
    precaution to give them both some tomato juice and lemon to help with the
    dehydration.

    "So where are you off to, Jennifer? Family visit?" Lavender wondered when Jennifer
    looked like she was going to step back outside again.

    "Oh, no, Halloween and breakfast yesterday morning counted for that. I'm going up
    to the roof of the Healer's School to do Defense forms with Raymond," Jennifer
    explained. Kay looked over with a frown. "I'm still stiff from walking and decided to
    get some exercise. Besides, every time I try to Owl my father to see how the twins
    are doing, he keeps asking me if I've been able to get back on track yet," she
    admitted.

    "Maybe someone should go up there to supervise," Lavender said, squinting
    suspiciously.

    "Honest, Lavender, it's just Raymond, and I can very well take care of myself,"
    Jennifer said.

    "I'll go," Kay volunteered.

    "Oh, come on, you're not even standing yet," Lav chuckled at her, and Kay shakily
    stood up.

    "I want to go too. I haven't kept up on it since I left Hogwarts," Gretchen said,
    getting up and stretching. "Thanks, Lav, I feel a lot better."

    "You betcha. I should stay here and bottle what's left for the next time you two
    overdo it," Lav said knowingly.

    "I'll be up after I finish a bit more of this," Kay promised, so Jennifer and
    Gretchen walked back out and towards the Gazebo.

    "I hope you're not going to be too critical. I haven't kept up my Defense forms
    since I graduated from Durmstrang," Gretchen admitted.

    "That's all right, just go at your own pace," Jennifer reassured her with a smile.
    "I wonder how much Defense Kay has had, though?"

    "She graduated from here, so I doubt she's had much at all," Gretchen replied.
    "You know they don't have any sort of sparring club here, they never have."

    "Yes, I do know that. Defense at Whitebridge hasn't ever covered more than the
    basics unless someone was planning on going into a WIAB field," Jennifer said. "It
    reminds me about that incident with Jacob Greencastle, honestly."

    "Joanie Greencastle's husband?" Gretchen asked, and Jennifer nodded, spending
    their time in the Floating Gazebo telling her about how he invited a pack of vampires
    into his research center. Gretchen chuckled at the story, and was shaking her head by
    the time they stepped onto the roof. "If it was anyone from Durmstrang, I assure you,
    they would not have made such a mistake. But then, we have always had a resident
    vampire nearby that we've had to keep an eye on, and some of them had a lot of
    stitches to their name."

    "Yes, we've always had one or two to keep an eye on around Hogwarts as well. Even
    after Sunset Dawn was destroyed, it didn't take long for some of the Bridal Clan to
    move in," Jennifer replied thoughtfully. "Beauxbatons have always had more than one
    in the area as well, not to mention other beasts, and Greenburrow always has to deal
    with a whole range of different creatures, especially after the portal breaches and
    all those different Dark faerie races reinhabited those areas. I suppose Whitebridge,
    being in the middle of the city, really hasn't much threat to deal with, has it?" she
    conjectured.

    "No, it is very boring here," Gretchen replied so genuinely that Jennifer couldn't
    help but chuckle at that. "Even in the middle of the Gardens, sometimes it's easy to
    pretend that none of that evil element even exists. Magic Creatures are something one
    sees at a Magical Creatures Park, and Wizards bent on destroying the universe is
    something that only happens in other places, never here." Jennifer thought about
    that, gazing over the Gardens with a frown.

    "That worries me," Jennifer admitted, Gretchen nodding in understanding at that.
    "I wonder what it would take to get a sparring club started here?"

    "That would never go over, Jennifer, you know that. It's a Light School focused on
    Healing. They'd never approve it," Gretchen said. "It's too violent."

    "I'm sorry, have you ever been to an American Football game, let alone a Quidditch
    game?" Jennifer asked with a laugh. "In a controlled setting with a restricted list
    of spells, sparring is much safer."

    "Well, that argument might get Brenda to go along with it, and everyone knows Wind
    will go along with anything you propose. But what about the board?" Gretchen
    asked.

    "Oh, dash the board, what can they do?" Jennifer said.

    "Pull funding, obviously," Gretchen replied.

    "Well, then we need to do something to take away some of that power. In fact, what
    this school really needs more than anything is a way to ditch this school board
    system altogether and start fresh with a board of alumni that is only concerned about
    advising this school and its students, not some bureaucratic political workhorse
    that's more focused on getting reelected and how much power they have in the
    community at large," Jennifer replied, Gretchen's eyes growing wider by the
    second.

    "Getting all of the teachers on board with you bucking the system when it comes to
    tests is one thing, Jennifer. But how are you going to break the system on that high
    of a level?" Gretchen asked.

    "I don't know," Jennifer admitted. "I'll ask our fifth at Coven for ideas on that
    one. And in the meantime, I'm going to help Raymond start a sparring club whether the
    board approves or not."

    When Raymond stepped onto the roof, Gretchen and Jennifer were still talking
    quietly among themselves. But the moment they noticed him, Jennifer flashed him that
    coaxing smile that made him instantly realize she was after something; it was the
    same smile she had given Frank the other day when coaxing him to take the Wizardnet
    offline for December testing.

    "Just tell me what you want me to do," he said with resignation before she even
    said a word. Gretchen snickered.

    When Kay and Lav got up to the top a few minutes later, the three of them had
    started some warm ups and were talking to each other, and it even seemed as if
    Jennifer and Raymond were showing a off a little. In fact, they were busy attempting
    to gauge each other's levels to try and discern a working level.

    "Honestly, I really should be able to keep up with a simple Dragon in a Bee's Nest
    routine! Father is right. I have been neglecting my routines lately," Jennifer said
    with a sigh.

    "Simple?" Gretchen repeated, gawking at her. "I feel like a first year student
    after watching the two of you."

    "You aren't as bad as all of that, Gretchen. I have seen new Auror recruits with
    similar skills," Raymond protested, going over to her. "You simply need to loosen up
    a little, and wait until you're to the point where the routine has become muscle
    memory before you learn another one," he explained.

    Kay's expression darkened a little as he watched Raymond take Gretchen through the
    Tern Defense form she was working on. Lav noticed the expression and stepped up,
    clearing her throat to announce their presence.

    "Hey! You guys are good. It's a bit like a martial arts thing, isn't it?" Lav
    asked.

    "Lav? You haven't done forms before?" Jennifer asked.

    "I graduated from here, what do you think?" Lav reminded her. "So did Kay."

    "See what I mean, Ray?" Jennifer said, gazing at him.

    "I did start teaching it to my Defense classes this year after we started going
    off script," Ray reminded her.

    "I know, but the Defense program here is completely inadequate, Ray, and you know
    it. To put it bluntly, I really don't want to hear another story of a Whitebridge
    student letting a pack of vampires in their house again. I know that many of the
    people who graduate from here may work in hospitals or in science labs or factories,
    but what if something did happen? They wouldn't know what to do. I don't know if you
    know this, but the last battle of the Sunset Dawn War was fought on the grounds of
    St. Mungo's hospital," Jennifer told him evenly. "And like it or not, Witches and
    Wizards do have to face certain dangers just because we're magic. Going into an
    office building and pretending to be Muggle does not change that danger level, no
    matter what they might tell themselves. In fact, we should be pointing that fact out
    to them so that they don't have a false sense of security."

    "Alright! Alright! You're preaching to the choir, here Jennifer, I was an Auror,
    remember?" Ray protested with a chuckle.

    "Yes, and you graduated from here too. Perhaps you wouldn't have had so much of an
    uphill battle in that field if you'd known more going in," Jennifer said.

    "My father already taught me forms before that," Raymond murmured.

    "Yes, but was that really enough? They're required to have five years of Defense
    of Hogwarts, and we always recommend seven. Two just simply doesn't cut it," Jennifer
    said.

    "Yes, but there's a give and take to that. Adding more years to Defense means that
    some other class will have to be cut," Raymond said.

    "Not necessarily, but we can discuss that later. I need to start these two on some
    basics, while you help Gretchen," Jennifer said.

    When Jennifer walked over to Lavender and Kay, she couldn't help but notice just
    how annoyed Kay was at the idea of Raymond being put in charge of Gretchen's
    progress. Jennifer couldn't help but smile knowingly at that, somehow managing to
    pull her attention back to the center as Jennifer started them on some basics.

    By Monday morning, nearly every bulletin board had a notice of a new club written
    on parchment and tacked down on each one, anything but subtle considering that most
    of the other notices had been written on thin copy paper. Both students and staff
    alike couldn't help but glance at it curiously.

    

    The Competitive Defense Club is looking for members from anyone on campus
    who would like to intend. The club consists of learning defense and attack wand
    forms, situational self defense techniques, as well as formal wand competitions. If
    interested, meet on the Stadium field at 4pm on Thursday. J. Craw and R.
    Eldridge.

    

    Outside of the cafeteria waiting for breakfast, quite a number of both students
    and staff members stopped to stare at it.

    "Formal wand competitions?" Jason Cole asked curiously.

    "Hey! I think that means it's a dueling club of some kind," Cecil Powers said. All
    of the sudden quite a number of the students were talking about it excitedly, while
    Asher Smith stood there and stared at it a moment longer, wondering about how it was
    worded.

    Jennifer passed the group with an enigmatic smile on her face, stepping into the
    cafeteria in front of them and making them all realize that the doors had been
    opened. Asher quickly leapt into the line in front of the students and went straight
    over to the coffee, therefore getting there before Jennifer had gotten that far.

    "Are you starting a dueling club?" Asher asked her when she finally came over.

    "It will involve competitive sparring, yes," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "It really doesn't matter what you call it. I'm sure the board will have something
    to say about it," Asher warned.

    "More than likely," Jennifer agreed unconcernedly getting herself a cup. "And yes,
    Asher, staff are welcome to attend as well."

    Gasping when he realized that her glasses were down, Asher quickly grabbed his
    coffee and hurried back to the other side of the room. Jennifer chuckled and shook
    her head, taking her tray over to her table by the pond.

    

    Wind watched from the stands as Raymond and Jennifer organized them into groups
    depending on their skill level with defensive forms, painfully aware of just how many
    staff were standing with the large amount of students in the beginner's category. He
    listened to the agreed upon rules and watched as they broke up into two sections with
    Jennifer leading the large beginner group while Raymond led the others through a
    simple defensive block pattern. No doubt about it, they had their work cut out for
    them, Wind mused. But then, they weren't the only ones.

    The next morning, he had just enough time to get a cup of coffee and take a walk
    through the garden to prepare himself before Steve Mason showed up at his office door
    without an appointment. Wind greeted him cordially when he found him waiting
    there.

    "Good morning, Steve. How good of you to call," Wind replied, unlocking his door
    and letting them in.

    "I hope I'm not keeping you from an appointment, but I must speak with you
    immediately," Steve said.

    "It's no trouble, I had my first appointment free," Wind said calmly, gesturing to
    a chair and unsurprised when he didn't take it right away.

    "It has come to my attention that students were having duels on the premises
    yesterday evening," Steve said heatedly.

    "No, not to my knowledge, Steve. Although some were being instructed in
    competitive wand sparring yesterday..."

    "Call it what you will! Students were learning how to fight each other! It is
    completely unacceptable to encourage this sort of rampant violence. They will surely
    start using their wands in every day disputes instead of working things out in a
    rational and civilized manner," he continued, while Wind unconcernedly reached for a
    printout. "Not only that, they're going to end hurting each other, and one of them
    might even get killed..."

    "From a disarm spell?" Wind inquired curiously. "That's the only spell that club
    is using at the moment."

    "Oh, but you know as well as I do that it doesn't stop there. Once they master
    that, I'm sure they'll learn even more Defense spells!" Steve said.

    "You mean like the ones that Mr. Eldridge already teaches them?" Wind
    inquired.

    "Worse! Harmful spells! Maybe even Dark spells, considering who it was that formed
    this club in the first place!" Steve warned.

    "Ah, so this isn't about sparring at all. It's about Jennifer again," Wind
    decided.

    "Of course it's about the sparring! This sort of thing has no business in a
    Wizard's School!" he snapped.

    "I see that Northwestern has a sparring team... Salem does as well," Wind mused,
    glancing over the print out.

    "They're private schools and can do what they like!" Steve snapped.

    "Oh look! I have here the official regulations for wand sparring for Junior and
    High School levels, as approved by the federal Department of Wizard Affairs, stating
    that as of the start of last year, nearly a hundred different schools were competing.
    Not only that, I'm sure you know that some of the wizard colleges host a team. If
    they graduated and went on to another school, they would have a much better chance at
    getting a scholarship if they competed at a high school level, you know," Wind
    pointed out. Steve clenched his fists and glared at him. "Besides that, if you really
    had any objections to there being a sparring team, I'm sure you would have been in
    here Monday afternoon after that sign went up. Instead, you waited until after the
    club had their first session to be particularly outraged, because you were very much
    hoping that Jennifer would do something questionable that you could come storming in
    here about. Unfortunately for you, she did go by the book. I know because I sat in
    the stands and watched the entire session," he added for good measure. "After all,
    she's been Hogwarts' own Sparring Master since Severus left that position to become
    Headmaster. I'm quite sure she knows what she's doing. I am happy she is helping so
    many students get more involved in their Defense lessons, as well the rest of their
    studies this year. The students are much more engaged than I have seen in many a
    year."

    "That remains to be seen. We haven't seen their POW tests yet," Steve reminded
    him.

    "Don't worry, Steve. We have a specialist in Wizardnet security coming next month
    to check over our systems," Wind assured him with a smile.

    "I have serious doubts that the school's Wizardnet security is the problem. Are
    you sure that one of your teachers didn't intentionally sabotage those tests because
    they were afraid they weren't doing their jobs teaching this year?" Steve challenged
    him.

    "I do not make random accusations of my staff without evidence, Steve, they're
    like a family to me," Wind said firmly. "But there is one thing I can assure you as
    Dean of this school, and that is that all of my faculty have been doing a fantastic
    job teaching this year, most especially Jennifer."

    "Yes, well, we'll see about that," Steve snapped. "Don't be surprised if this
    comes up at the next school board meeting. I am certain that quite a number of
    parents will be their to express their outrage over this violent new sport and why
    the board wasn't informed of it."

    "I'm sure it will come up," Wind said unconcernedly, finally taking his seat.
    Steve stormed out of the room in a huff and Wind sighed, shaking his head. He spotted
    Brenda peering around the corner with a stack of folders in her hand, turning back to
    watch Steve stomp out of the Assembly Building before finally stepping into the
    room.

    "Looks like he beat Stacey this time," Brenda ventured.

    "If she comes, I won't see her. Harry Cole gave his direct permission for his boys
    to be in that sparring club, so she has no say in it this time," Wind replied.

    "So all of the bases are covered," Brenda concluded.

    "For the moment, at least," Wind said, then turned his attention to work.
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    Chapter Thirty-Six

    Poetic License

    After a little wheeling and dealing and a minimal amount of sweet-talking,
    Jennifer was able to get Frank Byrd to sit in for her Monday classes so that she
    could help Sue Williams enforce the "No phones, cameras, or Wiznet devices" sign that
    was taped to her classroom door. The moment the bell rang, Jennifer slipped into the
    classroom, smiling and taking a seat by the door so that she could let in stragglers
    who had forgotten and had been asked to go to their lockers or rooms to stuff their
    phones away.

    Finally they were all settled and Sue took attendance. That's when the students
    noticed someone else sitting by the whiteboard that must have come in by way of the
    garden; a young, handsome, auburn-haired wizard with blue eyes so light that they
    were almost white.

    "Now as you may recall, I promised you a special guest this week, although I
    really don't think you understand yet just how special this is. Because we have in
    our presence someone who is known for refusing to make public appearances," Sue said.
    "Fortunately for us, Ms. Craw pulled some strings to arrange this special treat for
    us today, so that you can meet one of the poets we've been reading during our wizard
    poet studies. So, without further ado, I would like to introduce Mr. Janus
    Edgar."

    There were a few sounds of surprise and even eager hands grabbing their Volume I
    collections out of the book bags... especially the girls... while some of the boys
    looked completely perturbed by the fact that the poet responsible for some of the
    romantic poetry that the girls were so into right now was so irritatingly good
    looking. Jennifer stifled a chuckle after catching some of the glances, and then
    looked over at her brother with a proud smile.

    "It's nice to be here. Actually, as your teacher said, I'm not used to public
    appearances at all, so I hope you bear with me," Janus admitted. "I thought that
    since you've been reading my first book, we could have a question and answer session,
    and maybe go over some of the poems you liked the best."

    "Okay, but I have a question first," Sue said, when a lot of hands went up very
    quickly. "Can you tell us how you got into poetry in the first place?"

    "Well, when I was younger... before I entered wizard school, actually... a friend
    of my father came to stay with us who was a literature professor at a non-magic
    university," he explained. "I was pretty curious about him and about what he did in
    general, and I probably went a bit overboard when it came to questioning him. I think
    he handed me the first collection of poetry to get rid of me for awhile, actually,"
    Janus said, getting a chuckle from the students. "Anyway, it was one of the few he
    had on hand with illustrations, you see, and it was an Anthology of Edgar Allan Poe.
    Honestly, looking back on it, it wasn't exactly age appropriate, but that just made
    me want to read it more. The first poem I read was The Raven, and after
    that, I was pretty hooked. I moved onto Longfellow after that, Frost, and then Twain,
    and a few other American poets. The professor in question noticed I was gravitating
    towards narrative poems, so he handed me Lord Tennyson to get me onto the right side
    of the pond," he said with a grin. "Slowly he worked me out of narrative poetry and
    into other forms, and that's when I started experimenting with some of my own. And
    the more interested I got, the less he kicked me out of his room when I wanted to ask
    him about poetry. He's been my mentor, editor, and publicist ever since," Janus
    explained. Sue glanced over at the raised hands with a smile.

    "Jonathan?" Sue called.

    "Just how does one get started if they don't have the advantage of a live-in
    literature professor?" he asked dryly, and a few of the other students laughed at
    that. But Janus simply smiled.

    "Well, you get a piece of paper and a quill, and you write what's in your heart,"
    Janus advised. "Find someone to critique you if you can so you can make it better,
    like a teacher or someone else who shares your interest, or even a Wiznet peer group
    if you're into that sort of thing. Then you send it off to a publisher and pretend it
    doesn't matter to you when it gets rejected over... and over... and over again. If
    you're lucky, you might get paid for it, but even if you don't, as long as you write
    for the right reasons, it's not going to matter. Write because you want to, or
    because you love it, or if something inside you just tells you that you just
    have to write."

    "Will?" Sue asked.

    Will Mason, who looked quite nonplussed the entire time, said, "Why not just make
    a Wizardnet site and throw your poetry up there, and then just ask for donations or
    something?"

    "You could try that if you want. I'm not on the Wizardnet myself," Janus admitted.
    "I don't even own a device." The class stared at him like he was from another planet.
    "My father has a computer in the house, but I don't really use it," he added for good
    measure when he noticed the strange reception.

    "Sofia?" Sue called.

    "Where do you get your inspiration from?" she asked with a dreamy smile.

    "Oh, well that should be obvious from my poetry, really. My family first and
    foremost, nature, and love when it comes to some of my sonnets and classical forms,"
    Janus replied.

    "Ms. Craw?" Sue said with a smile.

    "Who are your favorite poets?" Jennifer asked, knowing he'd been waiting for
    someone to ask him that.

    "Edgar Allan Poe, for certain. Emily Dickinson's flower poems, Shakespeare, Lord
    Byron, and Thomas Moore," Janus said with a smile. "And I suppose if I had to pick a
    Wizard poet, I'd probably pick Godric Gryffindor, or Ingolfr, I suppose."

    "Was Gryffindor a poet?" Sue asked with interest.

    "I'm positive that he must have been," Janus replied. "You see, the Sorting Hat,
    one of Hogwart's artifacts, says a rhyme at the beginning of each year. It doesn't
    have much to do with its actual function, which is to sort students into their
    different house rooms. So it is my belief that Gryffindor was probably a poet back in
    the day, and since he wore the Hat for years before he charmed it, it probably got it
    from him."

    Jennifer found herself staring at her brother, realizing that he had just made a
    very good point that she hadn't ever thought of before. Just how was the Hat able to
    create those rhymes every year? That sort of creativity couldn't have come out of
    nowhere. And just how did the Hat come up with its predictions or ancient historic
    events when it got in a mood to use those as inspiration for its annual recitation?
    The more she thought about it, the more she began to wonder. Suddenly there was a
    beam of the light on her. Looking up to see that the door was open a crack, Jennifer
    blinked when she saw it was Aurelius standing there fixing his gaze on her. Jennifer
    waited until he was into the next question of his preferred poetic forms before she
    slipped out the door, closing it silently after her. There was already a Sonic Shield
    outside the door.

    "What's wrong? Did someone figure out who Janus Edgar is?" Jennifer asked.

    "Does Wind and that teacher in there count?" Aurelius asked.

    "Oh, no, not really. Wind knew before he came, and Sue figured out we were closely
    related when she saw us together, but they'll both keep it quiet," Jennifer
    replied.

    "Fine, if the two of you aren't worried about that, then I'm not. And although I
    was sent here by Father to help guard the door because he knew you'd want to be
    inside listening in, that wasn't the why I pulled you out of there. Did something
    come up in class about the Sorting Hat for some reason?" he asked.

    "Yes, he mentioned Gryffindor when he was talking about his favorite poets, and
    speculated that he must have been one..." Jennifer murmured. Aurelius let out a sharp
    exhale.

    "Then could you please ask him to not mention that again?" Aurelius asked
    irritably.

    "I can. And I'm sure he will if we ask," Jennifer admitted. "But I have to admit
    it has me thinking. Just what is going on with that Hat? I've always just taken it
    for granted that it was simply behaving within it charm... the one Gryffindor put on
    it, and then something like a relative perspective charm to give it its personality.
    But the more that I thought about his point with the poetry, the more obvious it
    became that it has to be more than that. How can it possibly have that much
    independent thought?"

    "Mum, you need to stop asking questions about it and simply start taking it for
    granted again. You're about to uncover part of the secret that is keeping Quintin
    safe from the Maxens," Aurelius said firmly. Gasping softly and paling at how much
    time Quintin and that Hat were spending together, Jennifer nodded reluctantly.

    "Just tell me that whatever the secret is, Quintin is safe," Jennifer said
    evenly.

    "Yes, I think so. He's definitely safer keeping him in the Pact than it is if he
    loses that protection," Aurelius assured her, his thoughts squarely on how dangerous
    he thought the Maxens truly were.

    "You're right. I'll drop it," Jennifer said, and Aurelius nodded to her
    thinly.

    "Anyway, I planning on sticking around all day to make sure nobody finds out about
    Janus Edgar that isn't supposed to," Aurelius said.

    "Alright. Then I'll go plug that leak. Will you come to lunch with us at
    Kingler's?" Jennifer asked.

    "Sounds great," Aurelius replied. "And yes, you might as well invite your friend
    too, since she's going to figure out the specifics of who Janus is either way."

    "Then I will," Jennifer agreed with a chuckle, slipping back inside.

    

    It didn't take more than a quiet word to Maurice for him to agree not to mention
    Gryffindor again, and the next class went off without a hitch, even through Maurice
    found himself repeating a lot of the same answers, sometimes with more and sometimes
    with less information than the first time around. He was more than ready for a break
    when it was finally lunchtime, and he was also grateful that they were going
    somewhere well out of the area so that he could relax for a bit.

    "You can definitely relax here, Uncle Maurice, it's well protected," Aurelius
    agreed as they stepped into Kingler's and took the back booth. Jennifer smiled at the
    choice, remembering how often Mycroft had sat there, knowing now that he did so so
    that he could duck back into the hallway next to the bathroom if someone unexpected
    came in. "And nobody will come in that's unexpected," he added for good measure.

    "Yes I know," Jennifer said contentedly.

    "So your name is Maurice, then?" Sue asked with a smile, sitting down.

    "She had already guessed you were a Craw," Aurelius explained to Maurice. "Don't
    worry, she won't say anything."

    "No, of course not! If you did, I'd never be able to invite you back," Sue said
    with a chuckle.

    "Sue, this is my brother, Maurice, and Auror Snape's first name is Aurelius, he's
    one of my son's."

    "That one I figured out," Sue admitted with a grin.

    "Hello, Rel! Hello, Jennifer!" Jenny said, walking up with a smile. "Drinks?"

    "Darjeeling with lemon," Maurice said.

    "Sounds good to me too," Aurelius agreed.

    "Coffee," Jennifer replied.

    "Same here," Sue said.

    "Two teas and two coffees, got it," Jenny said, heading to the back.

    "Nice place, it has a nostalgic feel to it," Sue said once they got their
    drinks.

    "Quite intentionally," Jennifer chuckled. "We keep it up to date on some things,
    but the menu really hasn't changed that much over the years."

    "We?" Sue asked.

    "Yes, Rel and I are partial owners, along with most of my family and many of the
    people living in the neighborhood, actually," Jennifer explained. "Sally Kingler is
    the primary owner, I'm sure she'll be out to say hello when she has the time."

    "Speaking of which, what would you recommend, Jennifer?" Maurice asked.

    "You probably wouldn't mind the fish and chips here, Maurice," Jennifer
    suggested.

    "Oh, you haven't been here either?" Sue asked curiously.

    "No, I was planning to the last time I was in New York, but something came up and
    I never had the chance," Maurice explained. I've only eaten at the hotel."

    "Hotel?" Sue asked.

    "Yes, Coven Suites. Do you know it?" Maurice asked curiously.

    "I've heard of them, sure, who hasn't, but I don't know the specific one you
    mean," Sue replied. "Typically my husband and I only visit here one time a year to do
    Christmas shopping for the kids, but only for a day trip."

    "New York City is a great place for it," Jennifer replied with a grin. "This is
    where I've been shopping all the time since I've been teaching at Whitebridge,
    actually, not to mention for Coven Nights and order meetings."

    "Well, if you ever need a place to stay, head to the main hotel on Central Park
    West, Jennifer. I'll make sure they keep a room open for you," Maurice suggested, and
    Jennifer beamed at him.

    "Thank you, Maurice. I just may have to take you up on that sometime as late as
    some of those order meetings go," Jennifer replied.

    "Oh? Are you in hotel management?" Sue asked curiously.

    "Just my wife is, really, although I do sit on the board, of course," Maurice
    explained.

    "What he means is, they own it," Aurelius translated. Sue dropped the spoon she
    had been stirring her coffee with.

    "Well, Beth, her brother, and I own it," Maurice corrected. "It's a long story,
    but we were forced to buy the remaining shareholders out and privatize the whole
    company, and boy was it a mess. If it wasn't for Lucky and Jeffers hand-holding us
    through the process, I don't know how we would have gotten through it."

    "Lucky?" Sue repeated. "Oh, Lucky Chance, I bet. I remember reading once she was
    Snape's adopted daughter. Jennifer, just how do you keep up with it all?" she
    exclaimed and Jennifer laughed at that, but never got a chance to reply since Sally
    had come to take their order and to meet Sue and Maurice.
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    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    Match Game

    It was difficult keeping the students on track with their projects and their
    studies as Fall Break approached. When Jennifer had been in school, the Thanksgiving
    holiday meant only getting the Thursday of Thanksgiving and Frenzy Friday off
    (Jennifer had been told that the Muggles called that Friday "Family Day" for some
    strange reason, although the Wizard's chosen name for it seemed more appropriate).
    But now, students got the entire week off instead of a long weekend. Even at Sparring
    Club, the students were distracted... including the sparring students who were staff
    members, Jennifer thought with amusement. They all seemed to be focused on what
    needed graded and what needed cleaned before they hit the road and Portkey
    Stations.

    "Heading home next week?" Raymond asked. He and Jennifer were busy picking up the
    practice wands after club and putting them back in a bag for next time.

    "No, Hogwarts is still in session. I don't want to get in the way, so I made plans
    to spend time with friends in New York for the most part, although my schedule on
    Thanksgiving itself is going to be completely insane," Jennifer chuckled. "Part of it
    with family, part of it with friends... it seems like everyone I know wanted to share
    their personal Thanksgiving traditions with me this year."

    "Good, I'm glad you won't be bored," Raymond said with a smile. Jennifer could
    plainly see he had been planning to invite her to his father's house if she hadn't
    had other arrangements.

    "Definitely not, although I wonder about Kay Sinclair," Jennifer mused. "I think
    she told me her parents were in Australia until Christmas. I hope she finds somewhere
    to go. I'd hate for anyone to be alone on Thanksgiving. Anyway, I should go finish
    grading their projects. I'm glad I told them to turn them in a day early so we can
    have a demo tomorrow."

    "I wish I had your foresight. I have tests tomorrow," Raymond admitted.

    "Good luck getting out of here on time then," Jennifer said, hurrying off. Raymond
    watched her go, but then frowned, not liking the idea of anyone spending Thanksgiving
    alone. He looked over at the stands where Kay and Gretchen were chatting after
    sparring. Gretchen had been attempting to help Kay get caught up, and Kay was now top
    of the beginner class.

    Raymond walked over to them, the two looking up in surprise when he came over.

    "Hey, girls. Kay, Jennifer was just telling me something about your family being
    in Australia or something?" Raymond said.

    "Oh, yeah, they're on another Magical Creatures expedition, actually, surveying
    the Southern Ocean. Why?" Kay asked curiously.

    "Well, if you don't have any plans, and you don't mind a bit of foul language from
    a family full of occasionally tipsy Aurors, you are welcome to spend it with my
    family. People drop in that house all the time anyway, so they won't mind one more,"
    Raymond offered. Kay stared at him.

    "She doesn't have any plans, and Kay can outcuss and outdrink a sailor," Gretchen
    replied quickly. "I'm going back home, so I can't play host. You do want to go, don't
    you Kay?"

    "Sure, why not?" Kay heard herself say.

    "Great, then I'll stop by your classroom before lunch tomorrow and give you
    directions," Raymond said.

    "Great," Kay said. The two witches stood and watched him leave. "That was really
    out of the blue. What do you think Jennifer said to him?"

    "I think she left out the part where Lavender asked us to her Mother's house,"
    Gretchen said with a grin.

    "So he was just being nice," Kay concluded.

    "That's true, but at least you have a foot in the door now, yes?" Gretchen said
    with a knowing smile. Kay blinked and then blushed bright red.

    "Just what are you implying? What makes you think I'm interested in Ray Eldridge?"
    Kay asked.

    "Because of what Jennifer just did," Gretchen said with a shrug. "She wouldn't
    have set you up like that unless she thought you were interested, and since she can
    read minds, she must have seen something."

    "You're not going to tell anyone, are you?" Kay asked in a low voice.

    "Of course not, you're in my Coven," Gretchen reminded her. Kay let out a sigh of
    relief as they walked off the field.

    After talking to Ray, Jennifer had gone straight to the Commissary with an
    enigmatic smile. But the smile faded slightly when she saw how glum Lavender was,
    sitting alone at the corner table. Grabbing only a cup of coffee, Jennifer sat
    down.

    "What's wrong? You missed practice today," Jennifer asked, letting her spectacles
    slide down.

    "Hanna and I broke up," Lavender admitted, Jennifer's expression turning
    sympathetic. "It would have been nice if it had lasted longer, but she was jealous of
    all of my friends and was always accusing me of having crushes and looking at other
    witches. It just got too controlling."

    "Then it sounds like a mutual break up," Jennifer said. "After all, it isn't right
    for her to get that controlling, but at the same time, you've also not been focused
    on her, have you?" she asked. Lavender grimaced at that.

    "You're right. It wasn't working for either of us," Lavender agreed somberly. "I
    think I'll go raid the desert cart, since there aren't any scones to eat."

    "Is that a hint?" Jennifer grinned, checking the time and taking out her contact
    mirror. "Get Severus," she said, and Lavender smiled thinly. "Severus, is there any
    way I can get an emergency plate of scones in my Cloak Chest? I'm asking for a
    friend. No, really, I am. I have a friend that needs cheering up, but it's Coven
    related so I can't give you any details. Yes, well, how many favors do I owe you
    already?" she inquired, and then blinked. "That many? Well, I suppose I'll simply
    have to get even during the holidays. You are going to come to the concert next
    month, aren't you? Yes, of course I'm seeing you next week, I'm asking for a friend.
    Yes, alright, see you then."

    "Who needs a phone when you have a mirror?" Lavender teased her as she snapped it
    shut.

    "Oh, well, I suppose it doesn't give you the benefit of writing text messages and
    all that silliness, but it's all I need, really," Jennifer said with a smile. Then
    set her cloak down flat so she could work out a covered plate. "Oh, yay!" Jennifer
    exclaimed when she uncovered the plate.

    Not only were there scones, but there was some of Sagittari's baklava as well.
    Right on top was a plastic bag with a cheese danish and a small note attached.
    Smirking softly at that, she opened the note and read it.

    "'Now you owe me two more favors.' Yes, I expect he's right," she agreed with
    amusement, putting the note in her overalls pocket and helping herself to a large
    piece of the baklava.

    "Is this dinner?" Kay asked as she and Gretchen stepped up, staring at the
    plate.

    "I needed carbs," Lav grunted.

    "Works for me," Gretchen decided, grabbing herself a tea. Kay, at least, went over
    and got a small plate with a chicken burger first, but was quick to scarf it down and
    was ready for a scone and coffee.

    "So Jennifer, just what did you tell Raymond, anyway?" Kay asked.

    "Why nothing, Kay, only that your parents were out of the country and you couldn't
    spend Thanksgiving with them," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "You didn't tell them she was coming to my Mom's?" Lavender asked.

    "Um, about that, Lav... see, Raymond asked me to go over to his house, so..."

    "Oh, I get it. Well done, Jennifer," Lavender grinned.

    "Yes, but how about we don't talk about it anymore here?" Kay said
    insistently.

    "Sure, we can talk about it during Coven Night. Are we still having it tomorrow
    night?" Lav asked.

    "Yes, I told my parents I wouldn't be home until late Saturday," Gretchen
    said.

    "Fine, it'll give me something to do tomorrow night, and I promise I won't
    challenge anybody to a drinking contest this time," Kay said. "I might stay over at
    our other friend's penthouse, though, since I'm in no rush."

    "That's a great idea... as long as the offer still stands, that is," Lav
    agreed.

    "If not, I have a second solution if needed," Jennifer chuckled, and they all
    agreed to stay in New York. They were talking so cheerfully about it and
    contemplating going shopping that Lavender cheered up tremendously. Still, Jennifer
    thought with a private smile, there was something else that would cheer Lavender up
    even more.

    Jennifer made sure that the four of them were much earlier than usual getting to
    the Witches' Book Club, on the pretense that she still needed a drink and wanted to
    hang out in the Reading Room for a while. Jennifer quickly scoped out the jazz club
    with a smile as they entered, very glad they had come early enough that the place was
    relatively empty.

    "Do you girls mind sitting at the bar? I need to get my drink still," Jennifer
    said.

    "I need to get mine as well," Kay agreed.

    "Sure, I don't mind," Lav said brightly. Gretchen, sensing Lav's enthusiasm and
    remembering what Jennifer had done the day before, couldn't be a bit suspicious of
    her old teacher's true intentions as the four of them took seats at the bar near
    where a certain barwitch with short blonde hair was busy making drinks for one of the
    tables.

    "Good evening, um... Kacey, wasn't it?" Jennifer asked.

    "Kenzie," Lav corrected immediately.

    "Yes, Kenzie, of course, sorry," Jennifer said innocently. Gretchen sighed in
    resignation and took a seat knowingly.

    "Good evening, chanties," Kenzie said with a smile. "Be right with you."

    "We have enough time for a starter drink before we go to our meeting tonight, but
    I suggest everyone pick something light to start, even if we are staying over
    tonight," Jennifer advised them.

    "No problem, Jennifer," Kay agreed, and Gretchen did the same, while Lavender
    seemed too distracted to notice, lost in her own thoughts as she waited for Kenzie to
    get caught up and come back over.

    "So what can I serve you girls?" Kenzie asked.

    "A house brew for now, and a highball with Wailing Inis and Coke in about fifteen
    for the Coven," Jennifer said.

    "House brew sounds good," Kay agreed.

    "Guiness for me," Gretchen said.

    "How about you, Lav?" Kenzie asked.

    "How about a Slippery Witch Vodka extra sweet with a cherry-stuffed strawberry
    garnish?" Lavender asked.

    "Uh huh," Kenzie said, suddenly looking quite guarded, deciding to draw the brews
    first. "Is this for a date? Because I'm betting it's not for one of your companions,"
    she said, nodding at Gretchen and Kay, who were both obviously confused by the
    strange response from the barwitch, and Jennifer, who was watching them both with
    open interest.

    "No, I'm all alone. My girlfriend left me because she didn't trust me," Lav
    admitted.

    "I wonder why," Kenzie replied, drawing the Guinness next. "You know the last
    witch that ordered that garnish for themselves instead of for a date ended up with
    the strawberry stuffed up their nose."

    "Go right ahead, I don't mind. I won't sue you or anything," Lav decided.

    "Considering who my lawyer is, you'd be wasting your money anyway," Kenzie
    informed her, turning her back to them to put the cocktail together.

    "Well, I don't know why you don't like her drink order, but for the record, I want
    to say that Lav is very trustworthy," Kay protested.

    "Of course she is, Kay. She wouldn't last very long in this Coven if she wasn't,
    considering there are two Truth Seekers in it," Jennifer agreed with a chuckle. "If
    there is one thing I'd never doubt, it's Lavender's sincerity."

    "Yes, but in the meantime, while you're looking for another girlfriend, can you
    pretend to be going out with me again?" Gretchen asked Lav, and Kay laughed at
    that.

    "Oh, come on, Gretch, you can handle Frank Byrd," Kay said.

    "Look, Gretchen, the solution to the problem is actually quite simple," Jennifer
    said, pausing when Kenzie came back with Lav's cocktail, smiling thinly at Lav after
    making it as ordered. Lavender smiled at her, taking out the garnish. "All you have
    to do is go out with him once."

    "What?" Gretchen said, staring at her as if she were crazy.

    "Just tell him up front not to expect much on a first date, go somewhere public
    and get it over with," Jennifer advised. "After that, if he's not interested, he'll
    move on and you won't have to worry about dodging him any more."

    "You know what? She's got a point," Kay said.

    "Yes, but what if do go out with him and he's still interested?" Gretchen
    asked.

    "Then simply tell him that you don't plan to go out with him again unless it's
    with you exclusively," Jennifer shrugged.

    "Yeah, that would totally cool him off," Kay agreed, drinking her beer.

    "Fine, I'll try it," Gretchen decided. Jennifer nodded at her with a smile.

    "Does anyone else need a drink for tonight?" Kenzie asked, putting Jennifer's
    Coven drink down.

    "Got mine," Kay confirmed.

    "Me too," Gretchen said.

    "Same," Lav said after taking the knotted cherry stem out of her mouth.

    "We should probably get going then," Jennifer said, paying with a card while
    everyone contributed to the tips. "Thanks Kenzie!"

    The others got up as well and walked towards the bead curtain, Jennifer catching a
    private smile on Lav's face. Jennifer smiled enigmatically herself, turning and
    walking inside.

    Lunette easily heard them as they came in. They were chatting about possible safe
    places that Gretchen and Frank could go on a date and offering to send her a phone
    call halfway through just in case she needed rescued.

    "Hey! Have you four started without me?" Lunette protested with a laugh.

    "Jennifer wanted to get here early for some reason, so we sat at the bar for a
    bit," Kay explained.

    "Oh, did she?" Lunette said suspiciously, and didn't have to lock her gaze with
    Jennifer for long to see she was up to her old tricks again. "I see you've been
    busy."

    "I have no idea what you're talking about," Jennifer said with an innocent
    smile.

    "So what was that bit with the drink, anyway, Lav?" Kay asked.

    "I also have no idea what you're talking about," Lav decided.

    "I see this is going to be a productive night," Lunette said sarcastically, and
    suggested they sit down at the table.

  


  
    38. Café Girls
  

  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    Cafe Girls

    Jennifer was very careful not to overdo that night, knowing she had to work the
    next day. She stepped out of Lunette's penthouse ready for work, disguising her cloak
    as a raincoat before stepping out into the street. Then she took a short walk through
    the park to wake herself up before Apparating closer to Kingler's Cafe, stepping in
    not long after Sally had opened up.

    "Good morning, Jackie! Just early enough for a quick cup before you have to clock
    in!" Sally said with a smile.

    Sally always called her Jackie when she was working. It was much easier,
    especially when Jenny was on the clock, since both of them ended up looking up when
    she didn't specify which one she was talking to. They even looked a great deal alike
    at times, Sally admitted to herself, although in recent years Jenny had cut her
    blonde hair short and appeared to be a few years older than Jennifer. Even the
    accents had strayed in different directions as Jenny began to pick up phrases and
    pronunciations from Mark, and it became more obvious that Jenny had been living in
    New York for awhile.

    "Good morning, Sally! Do you know if my stuff arrived in my room?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "Yes, but do you own a very strange bird? Because it looked a little big for the
    cage it was in," Sally asked.

    "Oh, Radiance. Yes, sorry! I'd better go take care of her real quick and get my
    coffee during my first break," Jennifer said.

    "Mind if I come up for a peek at it while we're not busy?" Sally asked.

    "Sure, let's go on up!" Jennifer agreed.

    "Carlos, Jenny, you have the floor," Sally said.

    "No problem," Jenny said, cleaning the counter.

    Sally and Jennifer went up the stairs and down the narrow hallway to the room with
    the window looking out on the street. The moment they stepped in, Radiance cried
    pitifully from her cage.

    "Yes, I know, Radiance, but I simply couldn't have you fly all the way to New
    York. It would have been too risky," Jennifer explained to her familiar, opening the
    cage. "It might have looked a bit odd if any of the Muggles noticed you."

    "A little?" Sally repeated with a short laugh, then watched in amazement as
    Jennifer pulled her out.

    "I'm surprised you haven't met her before, but then, I do keep her up in the attic
    during the holidays, since she doesn't like a noisy house," Jennifer explained as the
    bird climbed onto her shoulder.

    "Oh, then how does she like New York?" Sally asked.

    "Probably not too well, but I can mute the noise a bit with my wand," Jennifer
    said, drawing out her wand long enough to do so, Radiance chirping gently at that.
    "This is Radiance, she's a Huang. Isn't she pretty?" she added, scratching under her
    neck. Radiance warbled in appreciation.

    "Well, she's definitely got a pretty tail... and very bright eyes, too," Sally
    decided, and Radiance looked at her with interest.

    "Radiance, this is Sally Kingler, she's a good friend. And she likes you,"
    Jennifer said for good measure, trying to coax her on her stand. "But I really need
    to get to work now, Radiance... stop that..." Jennifer said, as Radiance fought to
    keep from being put on the stand. Every time Jennifer thought she had one of
    Radiance's legs on it, the other one came off. "Here, Sally, see if you can distract
    her with some of these dried berry treats," she asked desperately. Sally took the bag
    that Jennifer somehow managed to get out of her pocket while struggling with the
    bird. Then Sally held the treats up in her hand close enough that Radiance could
    smell them and then kept pulling it back as her long neck attempted to stretch out
    for them, finally being forced to get on the stand to reach them. "Oh, thank
    goodness! She can be so stubborn at times!" Jennifer said with relief.

    "We'd better get back downstairs before the morning rush," Sally said with a
    chuckle. "I've never seen anything like her, Jackie."

    "Yes, they're quite rare. A friend found her for me," Jennifer said, hanging up
    the Rogue Painting. "I suppose I could have sent her back for Severus to look after
    her for the week, but I rather think I'd be too lonely if I did. This year has been
    hard enough as it is," she said. The Rogue Painting gestured, making her smile.

    "What did he say?" Sally asked.

    "He's just reassuring me," Jennifer explained, walking back to the door. "He
    thinks I'm doing a good job."

    "I'm sure you have been," Sally said.

    "Thanks, but for some reason I doubt that's an unbiased opinion from either of
    you," Jennifer pointed out with a chuckle, locking up and following Sally to the
    stairs.

    "Well, maybe not, but don't forget, I remember what you were like when you didn't
    have any memories at all. Working hard, soaking in knowledge, and doing what's right
    is all in your nature. It was plain enough to see without your self criticism getting
    in the way," Sally pointed out as they returned to the floor.

    Leaf vacuums were hard at work outside, adding to the already noisy sounds of the
    city as customers began to stream in on their way to work. Being a bit too rusty to
    keep up with the tables, Jennifer was soon put to the task of preparing the carryout
    orders and helping the couriers sort out their bundles, managing a lone register
    assigned to handle those things. It was a bit chaotic until she got used to it, and
    she was quite relieved when Sally let her have a break and one of the other girls,
    Ruby, took over so she could have a cup of coffee back in the office.

    "I swear, just when I think I've gotten used to the machines over here, it seems
    like they change again," Jennifer complained as Sally came in the office to use the
    computer to write up an order for their produce supplier.

    "Oh, I know, I feel exactly the same way. I wouldn't keep up with it myself if it
    wasn't for Lucky always stepping in," Sally admitted, Jennifer smiling at that. "But
    since we have limited floor space here, she convinced me that upgrading our takeout
    order system was worth it, and to be honest, it really has helped make up costs and
    then some. Aurelius and I were able to hire some new girls to help up front and get
    Carlos some extra help in the back. Marlena, our new closer, is a witch as well."

    "Oh, does Aurelius still help with hiring?" Jennifer asked with a smile.

    "Yep, he says that having him doing the interviews is a lot safer than a
    background check, although he insists that we do those as well," Sally said with
    exasperation. Jennifer chuckled at that and finished her coffee. "Still, it's always
    good to know that the new hire isn't likely to rob us blind. I'm just not sure I can
    say the same about the customers." Jennifer frowned at that.

    "What do you mean? Have you been having trouble with people walking out?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "Oh, no, nothing like that, it's just... there's this one guy that's been coming
    in a lot lately, and he's always extra friendly to the girls in here," Sally
    said. "He's commented more than once how commendable it is that we're running the
    place with a mostly female staff. The way he says it, it gives me a funny feeling
    that he's up to something."

    "Did you tell Aurelius about it?" Jennifer asked with a frown.

    "No, it just started a couple of weeks ago. But the guy has been in here every day
    since. I thought I'd wait and get your opinion on him," Sally said.

    "Gladly," Jennifer said with a smile, finishing her coffee and then going back to
    her station.

    Not long after, there was enough of a lull that Jennifer was allowed to take over
    the bar so that everyone else could get a break in. Tony came in and made his way
    over to the bar. His once dark hair was almost completely grey now, but his dark eyes
    were as sharp as ever.

    "Hey, Jackie! Great to see ya! I heard you were back for a few days," Tony said as
    Jennifer grabbed him a coffee.

    "Great to see you, Tony," Jennifer smiled. "Breakfast usual or lunch usual?"

    "Breakfast," Tony confirmed, and Jennifer nodded to Carlos, who was listening from
    behind the grill and nodded with a smile. "Sally said you're coming to the
    Thanksgiving Party this year," he added.

    "I sure am! Along with the Professor, Quintin, Leu... and some of the other kids,
    too, although I'm not sure which ones at the moment," Jennifer admitted with a
    chuckle.

    "Aw, that'll be nice," Tony said cheerfully. Jennifer handed him the creamer.
    "Thanks, sweetie."

    "Anytime," Jennifer said with a smile. She wasn't surprised when he lingered after
    finishing his breakfast, chatting to the locals who came in for so long that he
    decided to order lunch as well.

    Jennifer could tell that he was enjoying seeing her in there working again. Since
    he always sat at the stool at the end of the bar, he also kept her company for a
    while when she was putting together the delivery orders. Finally he left during the
    afternoon lull and Jennifer had her lunch. Then after a rush hour that involved more
    takeout than dining room, the evening crowd, as always, were only families around the
    neighborhood. Shifts changed, and Tamika took over Jennifer's station, while Sally
    and Jennifer took over the floor. Jenny Ghent watched the bar distractedly, her eyes
    often landing on the clock as the time for her shift to end drew near.

    It was nice to wait tables now that it was only the neighborhood crowd. There were
    plenty of them that Jennifer knew well enough to recall their names, happily serving
    drinks and feeling the rust start to shake off as she got back into a routine between
    the refills and watching the plates come up on the bar to be taken out. They had
    nearly reached the lull between dinner and closing when the door opened to a man
    Jennifer didn't recognize, and when she came up to grab some dessert plates, Sally
    tugged her sleeve.

    "That's the guy I was telling you about," Sally murmured to her.

    Sally nodded towards a tall, young, muscular man who wore an ill-fitted suit with
    a jacket that looked too tight on him. His hair was shaved so close to his head that
    it was a bit difficult to tell what color it was... brown, perhaps.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said.

    "He would come in now. I hope he doesn't sit at the bar," Jenny said as she came
    over to pick up a tray herself. "I hope Mark comes over to pick me up."

    "Feel free to step away long enough to text him," Sally whispered to her quietly.
    Jenny nodded at that, returning to her customer. Jennifer than took the desserts over
    to the table she was taking care of. The man stood in the doorway for as if debating
    where he wanted to sit, his eyes soon fixing on Jennifer as she bussed some dishes
    from one of the tables and quickly wiped it down. Sally went over to him with a
    smile. "I take it you want a table tonight?"

    "Yes, how about over there?" he suggested, pointing at the one that Jennifer just
    cleaned.

    "Sure," Sally said with a shrug, leading him over and helping with the place
    setting. "Coffee?"

    "Yes, please," he replied, and Sally returned to the counter.

    "I'll get it, Sally," Jennifer suggested, and Sally nodded. Jennifer got the
    coffee cup and went back over, noticing that his eyes followed her all the way to the
    table. "Good evening! Cream and sugar?"

    "Looks like I have enough of that already," the man replied. "You're new
    here."

    "Not at all, actually, it's simply that I only work here when I'm on holiday,"
    Jennifer explained.

    "Holiday?" he repeated.

    "Yes, my husband and I are partial owners," she replied. "Do you need a few more
    minutes with the menu?"

    "The special is fine. It's a special kind of night," he decided. "Did your husband
    give you that locket?"

    "Oh, yes," Jennifer said with a smile, taking the menu. "To remind me that he's
    always looking out for me." She walked back to the counter and his eyes followed her
    as she put in the order with Carlos.

    "Well?" Sally asked, prepping coffee filters as an excuse to linger.

    "I don't know yet, he was focused on me at that moment," Jennifer explained. "We
    might have to wait until he gets used to me being here."

    "How long will that take?" Sally asked.

    "It's hard to say," Jennifer said. "Do you know what he does for a living?"

    "No idea, but Jenny might know, he talks to her all of the time," Sally said.
    Jennifer went out with a round of plates and then followed it up by drink refills,
    walking over to the strange man last, refilling his coffee.

    "Thank you, ah..."

    "Jackie," Jennifer said.

    "Really? You don't look like a Jackie," he said.

    "Yes, it's a nickname. It's really Jennifer Snape, but I go by Jackie when I'm
    working since there's another Jennifer working here," Jennifer explained.

    "Yeah, that makes sense," he said.

    "Your food shouldn't be much longer," she replied. As she was walking back over to
    put the coffee pot away, Mark came in, frowning at the back of the man at the table
    before going over to the counter and sitting down.

    "Jenny, if you can help Jennifer buss the tables real quick, you can go," Sally
    said.

    "Thanks, Sally," Jenny said, while Sally went to tell Ruby and Ricardo on the
    kitchen staff that they could go as well.

    "So what does that guy do for a living?" Jennifer whispered when they were
    clearing the far back corner.

    "I don't know. He never talks about himself, he just asks a lot of questions,"
    Jenny replied. Jennifer frowned.

    "I don't like that. Typically, someone that forward also tends to talk about
    themselves," Jennifer said softly.

    "Maybe he's just a private person?" Jenny asked.

    "If he was, he also wouldn't be asking a lot of direct questions, because that
    would invite further conversation. At least that's always been my experience,"
    Jennifer said, taking the plates back and washing her hands so that she could grab
    the man's order and take it to his table. "Here we are! Do you need anything else?
    Any sauces?"

    "Ketchup and hot sauce," he requested.

    "No problem," Jennifer said, fetching a condiment caddy and carrying it over. "All
    set now?"

    "Yes, thanks. Might I ask where you're from? What I mean is, you don't sound like
    you're from around here," he explained.

    "I'm from a few different places, actually. Where are you from?" Jennifer
    inquired. He blinked.

    "Me?" he asked.

    "Well you do have me at a disadvantage, since you know my name and I don't even
    know yours yet," Jennifer pointed out.

    "Oh, sorry. Handel Marx," he replied.

    "I see. Like the composer," Jennifer replied.

    "Yes, my parents were into classical music," he said.

    "Did you need more coffee?" Jennifer asked.

    "Oh, sure," he said. Jennifer went back to make a fresh pot.

    "Anything?" Sally asked, quietly.

    "I don't know. He gave me a false name, and he thinks I'm flirting with him. Why
    do all men think I'm flirting just for asking what their name is?" Jennifer
    complained.

    "They see what they want to see," Sally replied. Jennifer nodded in agreement,
    waiting for the pot to finish and then taking it back out to the floor and filled his
    cup.

    "Be careful, it was just made so it's really hot," Jennifer informed him.

    "Thanks. So you said you only work during holidays? Does that mean you're only
    going to be here this week?" he asked.

    "Yes, just this week, and then I return to my regular job. What do you do for a
    living?" Jennifer asked. Again, he seemed rather surprised.

    "Oh, um... internet sales," he explained.

    "How fascinating. Well, enjoy your meal," Jennifer said, and then checked on the
    other two tables.

    "Goodnight, Jackie," Jenny said as she came out of the back with her jacket, Mark
    getting up.

    "Yes, goodnight you two. See you in the morning," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Goodnight, Jackie," Mark added, and the two of them made their way out. Jennifer
    went back to the counter to where Sally was bagging some takeout orders.

    "Any luck?" Sally asked.

    "Yes," Jennifer said, her expression unusually serious. "I think I'll wait until
    after he's gone to talk about it, though. Maybe during closing."

    "Alright," Sally said. The two of them got back to work, taking care of last
    minute customers.

    Jennifer didn't want to take her dinner break until after he was well away from
    the restaurant. Then she only grabbed a burger so that she could eat fast, making
    Sally nervous when Jennifer kept peeking out of the office door, scoping the cafe
    before going back to eating. It wasn't long until she was back out on the floor
    again, helping Sally finish up so they could start breaking things down. She even
    escorted the last of the customers out.

    "Okay, so what's up, Jennifer?" Sally asked. Jennifer looked up to see Carlos and
    Marlena peering around the corner of the grill as well.

    "His name is Billy Packer, a Muggle from Brooklyn, and he seems to be casing the
    place. He's thinking of robbing it," Jennifer said. Carlos and Marlena both walked
    over to stand with Sally as Jennifer stepped over. "Apparently he noticed that the
    restaurant is making constant improvements and is doing a decent amount of business.
    Also, he's noticed that the closing staff here are two women and he thinks it's a
    soft target."

    "Yeah, normally it's Marlena and me, since we both live upstairs," Sally replied.
    "I figure it's safer for everyone that way."

    "Do you want me to stay after I clean the grills just to be safe?" Carlos asked
    concernedly.

    "No, it's quite alright, Carlos," Jennifer assured him. "Once you've left, we can
    pull the gate down and switch the Auror security on. He doesn't have a chance at
    getting past wizard security once it's on, so we'll be perfectly safe."

    "So what you're saying is, the only way he can try to rob the place is if we're
    still open," Sally said uneasily.

    "He could try, I suppose, but I doubt that'd go well either, especially if there's
    someone with magic here," Jennifer replied.

    "Well, right now, it's just Marlena and Jenny, unless you or Lucky are working,"
    Sally said.

    "I wonder what sort of security Rel has in place when it comes to a possible
    Muggle robbery during open hours? I'll ask Vallid, she'll know," Jennifer decided,
    walking over to her coat to find her phone.

    "Hey, if Vallid's here, can't she arrest him for even thinking of robbing the
    place?" Carlos asked.

    "No, I'm afraid it's more complicated than that. You have to actually attempt to
    carry out a crime before a Truth Seeker can act on it," Jennifer explained, frowning
    as she tried to figure out the right button to push. "On top of that, he's a Muggle,
    so it'd be their jurisdiction to arrest him for an attempted robbery instead of
    ours," she explained, holding the phone up to her ear.

    "While she's checking that, the rest of us should get back to cleaning up for the
    night," Sally pointed out.

    "I won't be much longer," Carlos said, then went back to steaming the grills. It
    was only a couple of minutes later that Jennifer walked back over to Sally.

    "Lunette says the security during the day is probably fine, but she's going to
    come over real quick to be safe," Jennifer replied. "I don't think anyone working
    here has anything to worry about, but if he's pestering Jenny, I would suggest that
    Mark pick her up every night for a while."

    "Yes, alright," Sally said, and they began cleaning up again. "I'm so glad you're
    here this week, Jennifer, and not only because of the extra pair of hands."

    "Me too! It's always good to come back for awhile," Jennifer agreed with a smile.
    When Sally let Carlos out the front door, a dragonfly suddenly buzzed its way in.

    "Evenin' Judge," Sally said.

    "Hola, buenos noches," Carlos said as he left. Sally locked the door again and
    noticed that Lunette was checking to see if there was any coffee left and got herself
    a cup.

    "Hi, sorry if you were in the middle of something," Sally said.

    "Oh, no, never worry about that, Sally. This place is at the top of my priority
    list at all times," Lunette assured her.

    "I really don't understand why," Sally admitted.

    "That's alright, you don't have to," Lunette said with a smile, then saw Jennifer
    come around the corner. "Heya, Jennifer! Thanks for calling me. I think Rel probably
    thought of everything, but I'd rather be sure," Lunette told them. "I especially want
    to make sure that he put on a charm that took into account Muggle weapons like guns
    and tasers and such."

    "What's a taser?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "They're like a Lightning Glove, Jennifer, only its something they grasp in the
    hand instead of the glove itself causing the shock," Lunette explained.

    "Oh. Those Lightning Gloves are illegal in Britain," Jennifer commented.

    "Yes, well, they're not here. They're sometimes used in Law Enforcement, and so
    are tasers," Lunette explained. "I'll just make some quick adjustments."

    "Lunette, do you suppose we can also add a charm to where people outside the
    building don't see employees leaving?" Jennifer asked. "Jenny's been a little worried
    about leaving by herself, so we were thinking of asking Mark to escort her home for a
    while. Yes well, I know, he's not all that much more protection, but at least he's
    another set of eyes."

    "I think both are good ideas. Give me a few minutes," Lunette said. Jennifer went
    back to work helping Marlena with the dishes.

    A little while later as they were finishing up in the back room, Lunette walked
    back over to them.

    "Alright, everything's been upgraded, girls," Lunette told them with a smile.
    "Jennifer, I'll let Aurelius know about the changes, so don't worry about that part.
    As for you, Marlena, and Jenny, if he does decide to try something, let the security
    system take care of it. Don't pull out a wand if you can help it. And if for some
    reason you do need to use magic while in the restaurant, do me a favor and be as
    discreet as possible. I don't want a headache or the unwanted attention if the WIAB
    has to step in," she warned.

    "Alright, Lunette, I'll tell Jenny in the morning," Jennifer said.

    "Thanks. Who'd like to show me out so you guys can arm the place?" Lunette
    asked.

    "I've got it," Sally said, and showed her out while Jennifer and Marlena hurried
    to put the last of the dishes away so that they could clock out.
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    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    Billy's Very Bad Night and Even Worse Day

    Billy Packer sat on a nearby fire escape, watching the front doors expectantly. He
    watched several of the part timers leave, and then Carlos left, and it was that point
    that Sally Kingler typically pulled down the gate. But strangely enough, she didn't
    this time. He pondered it for a moment, until he realized that the new girl that had
    waited on him that night hadn't left yet. Billy couldn't help but be quite interested
    in that, wondering if she lived nearby, or if her husband was going to show up to
    take her home. But after half an hour, Sally came over to the glass door, let a
    flying bug out, and then locked up, hitting the button to make the metal gate roll
    down over the front of the shop. Billy frowned in disappointment at that. So she
    wasn't coming out at all? Did that mean she was staying there? But if so, where was
    this alleged husband of hers?

    Lights began to dim and security lights came on in the cafe, while upstairs, Billy
    saw windows light up on the second and third floors. Billy gazed at the front window
    on the second floor with interest; he hadn't seen that light on before and had
    assumed that particular room was probably used for storage. Suddenly, the top portion
    of the window slid down a few inches, despite the cool weather and despite the fact
    that he had not seen a hand tugging at the window, let alone any sort shadow on the
    shutters. He tilted his head slightly, and watched the room for nearly an hour before
    the lights finally went off. One by one, the lights in the other rooms went off as
    well, until the only light he could identify on those two upper floors were the
    hallway lights.

    Satisfied that everyone had finally gone to bed, Billy slipped quietly down the
    fire escape and jumped to the ground. He pulled out a bag from where he had hidden it
    in the alley, sticking a wool cap on his head. Then he walked across the street and
    slipped back to a service door that was back between the cafe and an office building
    that housed several private practices. He had noticed on one of his first visits that
    there didn't seem to be any cameras near the door, which was quite strange in and of
    itself. There was only a doorbell and not much else, except for a sign laminated to
    the door that read simply, "No Entry." Still, there could be a hidden camera, so the
    moment he was off the street, he unfolded his cap and pulled down the ski mask,
    walking cautiously over to the door.

    By the time he got to the spot where he had seen it, the door wasn't there
    anymore.

    Billy stared at the spot where he was certain he had seen the door. There was
    nothing there other than a wall.

    He turned around curiously and looked at the other building, which had a thick
    metal door that led out to a large trash bin. That door did seem to have a small
    camera, but fortunately it was further down the small alley and not really of any
    concern. Still, Billy couldn't help but walk closer to it, carefully attempting to
    avoid where the camera was pointed at in front of the door. The door with the camera
    didn't disappear like the other one had. But then, it didn't really lead anywhere
    interesting either. He turned around and stopped in his tracks, because the service
    door to the cafe was back; exactly where he had seen it from the street. Baffled and
    wondering if he had imagined it, Billy walked over to the spot where the door was.
    Once again, the door wasn't there anymore.

    Maybe the door was just a laser image of some kind, he wondered, scanning the
    sides of the two buildings. But no, how could that be? He had seen them use this door
    to get deliveries from the butcher before, and unlike the rest of the businesses on
    that block, they never took the trash out of the front door except for recycling day.
    That door had to be there. It had to be. So what was hiding it? Was it some trick of
    the eyes?

    Billy walked in both directions to get a good sense of where the door should be.
    Then he stood in front of where the door should have been and closed his eyes tight,
    putting his hands out and picturing what the door looked like in his head as he
    slowly walked forward. Finally, he felt something plastic under his hands and slowly
    opened his eyes, quite triumphant when he found himself touching the laminated "No
    Entry" sign. Feeling a lot more confident, Billy glanced at a lock near a metal
    doorknob and got out some tools, cautiously looking around before he reached for
    it.

    But when his hand got close to the lock, the lock and doorknob slid to the other
    side of the door.

    Billy stared at it. He stared at where the lock had been. He stared at where it
    was. Wondering if somehow he had stumbled into some sort of trick door set up by a
    YouTuber to foil crooks, he cautiously stepped over to where the lock was now. This
    time, while he had his right hand on the tool, he had the left hand on the door in
    hopes of blocking it from moving again.

    When he got his hand close and it began to slide back to its original position, he
    futilely attempted to stop it, only to end up getting his left hand whacked hard
    against the metal doorknob as it whizzed past, nearly breaking one of his fingers. He
    bit his lip in pain and winced as he dropped his tools and held his hand, kneading it
    to try and get the pain under control. Well, maybe the third time's the charm, he
    thought, stooping down to pick up his tools. When he stood back up, he couldn't see
    the door anymore.

    Fine, he thought to himself, pushing the face mask back up in his wool hat before
    walking back to the street. There were other ways in. When he got to the street, he
    leaned against the building and made a play at lighting a cigarette as an excuse to
    stand there and make sure that no one was walking on that side of the street that
    might spot him. Once it was clear of pedestrians, he leaned over to inspect the lock
    on the security grille. But as he got close to the grille, he heard a ferocious growl
    that reminded him of the sound of an angry lion. It was loud enough to make him jump
    and run back to the other corner, just in case anyone inside had heard it.
    Fortunately, no lights had come back on upstairs.

    Feeling a bit unnerved but quite curious as to if he had tripped some sort of
    motion sensor, Billy cautiously stepped forward again. The moment he got close to the
    grille, the testy growl let him know he was getting too close and he was forced to
    step away again for fear of someone hearing it.

    Billy sighed in frustration. He didn't know what company had done their security,
    but they seemed to have thought of everything, although he was baffled as to why they
    had chosen the sound of an angry animal rather than going with the standard blaring
    alarms found on most shops. He went back to lean on the brick office building and
    stared at the cafe in confusion, especially when his trained eye saw no signs of any
    motion detectors. He stepped back over just long enough to blow some smoke through
    the grille, looking for signs of a laser eye, but the smoke did nothing but make the
    growling lion noise sound even grouchier.

    Reluctantly he walked back over to the other building, curiously looking for any
    stickers to indicate what security company they were using so that he could look up
    how to get around it on his iPhone. But for whatever reason he didn't see one
    displayed, nor did he remember even seeing a sticker on the door itself when the shop
    was open.

    Well, Billy thought with a sigh, he still had one more avenue to try. He glanced
    up thoughtfully at the awning, eaves, drainpipe, and the bricks, quite certain that
    he could scramble up to the emergency fire ladder quite easily. The second floor
    window was still cracked open, and he was fairly sure from the design of the window
    that it could probably be lowered to the point he could shimmy through it.

    Waiting until everything got quiet again, Billy put out the cigarette and quickly
    found purchase and climbed up on the awning, grabbing ahold of the emergency ladder
    and getting a foot over to the window sill. But not long after he got his balance and
    crept closer to get a hand on the window to try to open it further, the head of a
    very large, very strange bird popped out of the open window, and it looked far from
    happy. It trilled out in alarm, and then made a sound as if it were imitating a hiss,
    threatening to peck at him with its beak. Billy scrambled back desperately to try to
    grab hold of the ladder while the strange bird stretched out its very long neck,
    pecking at the intruder's hand as he retreated.

    "Radiance?" he heard a woman's voice call out from inside. From the accent, he was
    quite sure it was the woman who waited on him that afternoon.

    "Radiance! Get down from there! Someone might see you!" the woman scolded the bird
    while Billy scrambled up a level and tried to stay out of view. Fortunately, the
    irate bird was making enough noise that it had masked his own movements, allowing him
    the time he needed to hide himself. "Honestly, Radiance, stop that, this isn't like
    you at all! You know you can't be seen here. What is the matter with you? If I knew
    you were going to act like this, I'd have left you at Whitebridge. You are going to
    get us into trouble," she scolded.

    Radiance ignored her, still chirping threateningly out the window. Suddenly, the
    bird let out a sound of protest as it got pulled away from the opening. There was a
    bright flash that made Billy blink and forced him to clear his eyes, and when he
    looked again, it appeared as if the window and the surrounding area was glowing.
    Slowly the glowing faded, and Billy could no longer hear what was going on inside the
    room, despite the fact that the window was open and the light had been turned on as
    the bird's owner attempted to calm down her strange exotic pet. Well, she wasn't
    going back to sleep any time soon, Billy decided, licking his bloodied hand. But it
    was just as well. Billy had more than his fill of weird crap, and he decided to go
    back to his van for the night.

    When he got into the back of his van and laid down, he couldn't sleep. Instead, he
    got out his laptop and started looking up birds that had heads and necks like the one
    he had seen, and when he failed to find that, he began looking up companies that used
    lion growls and trick doors for security. Nothing he put in seemed to work at all,
    until he finally put in "Jennifer Snape," only to start getting articles about Lucky
    Snape and Dale Chance's wedding the year before, since Lucky's mother, it seemed, was
    named Jennifer as well. Billy frowned at that. Nah, it couldn't be her, could it?
    Even if Lucky was adopted and had gone to school in the UK, this Jennifer was too
    young to have raised her. It had to be a coincidence.

    Somehow he managed to get some sleep before the morning noise of the city woke
    him. He rolled out of bed, paid for his parking, then went to the Y to get cleaned up
    for the day and to work out. He checked his online sales, mailed some packages, then
    delivered a handful of internet food orders before finally using a parking app to get
    a paid parking spot that was closer to the cafe. He walked over to Kinger's and Co.
    just after things had begun to die down in the late afternoon. Checking to make sure
    he had everything he needed, he went inside and glanced around to see that Jenny and
    Ruby were at the tables. Sally was watching the counters and helping Tamika prep
    orders at the takeout counter.

    "Good afternoon, Mr. Marx. What can I get for you?" Jenny asked when she came up
    with a smile. Evidently, the other Jennifer... Jackie, he remembered, must have told
    them what his pseudonym was.

    "The special and a coke," Billy said. "The new girl not working today?"

    "Just on lunch break, actually," Jenny said, marking it down. "Well done,
    right?"

    "Right," Billy agreed. "Hey, do you mind if I ask you something that is probably
    going to sound strange?" Jenny, who thought all of his questions sounded strange,
    simply smiled at him.

    "Sure," Jenny said.

    "The new girl said her name was Jennifer Snape. Is she related to Lucky Snape?" he
    asked curiously.

    "Oh, yes she is, actually, she's Lucky's mother," Jenny said. "In fact, Lucky
    comes in here from time to time as well."

    "That's amazing," Billy replied.

    "No, not really. Despite her fame, Lucky's a very down to earth girl," Jenny
    assured him, then went back to fill his order.

    Billy watched her go, but still couldn't help but think about it. Perhaps it was
    true then, he thought, turning to his phone and looking up Lucky Snape again. There
    could be no doubt that Lucky and Dale were very well off. Perhaps her mother was
    worth something too... true, it was too risky to actually consider something like
    kidnapping, but he couldn't help but fantasize about it. Then again, he couldn't help
    but fantasize about Jenny and Jennifer in general, and he wouldn't mind getting
    either one of them in a compromising position under the right circumstances... the
    presence of his drink interrupted his sordid daydreams. Instead, he thought about his
    exit plans after he robbed the place, drinking his soda through a metal straw as he
    contemplated how quickly he could get in and out of the area.

    Still, that security last night was rather worrisome, he mused, scanning the
    corners of the room thoughtfully. There was not a single camera in sight anywhere,
    nor all that many good places to hide one, and only standard exit security lights and
    fire alarms. There had been no stickers on the doors at all... just what was it about
    this place? It certainly didn't seem like a soft target anymore. For some strange
    reason, it had always felt as if he was stepping into a different time when he came
    into Kingler's, but he had chalked that up to the ambiance. Now it was more as if he
    was stepping into another world altogether...

    His chopped steak arrived, and after some quick pleasantries and a refill, it was
    Jenny's turn to go on her last break of the day. Billy watched with interest as the
    blonde beauty was replaced by the auburn haired one, and she seemed quite grateful to
    be allowed to wait on tables after being stuck behind the counter all day. It was
    then that Billy realized that Jackie was only out in the dining room when things were
    slowing down.

    Jennifer stopped to refill drinks at the only other table that had people sitting
    at it. They had just got their order, however, and were likely to be there a while.
    Jennifer stepped over to his table with a smile.

    "Finishing up?" she asked him. "If you want dessert, we have pumpkin pie and apple
    cranberry today."

    "Pumpkin then, and maybe coffee to go with it," he decided, pushing away the soda.
    "Nice to see you, Jackie. They don't let you out here on the floor much, do they?" he
    asked. She grimaced slightly at that.

    "I'm a bit out of practice," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle. "Watch, by next
    Sunday, Sally will be satisfied enough with my speed that she'll let me work out here
    during breakfast again... Sunday being my last day before going back to my normal
    job, of course. But that's all right, I suppose. I can't expect to be good at this
    when I only do it one or two weeks every year. I still welcome the change of
    pace."

    "So this is fun for you?" Billy asked.

    "Yes, exactly," Jennifer agreed with a smile, clearing his plates. "Be right
    back."

    So she wasn't really working... she was playing at working, Billy thought,
    suddenly feeling a bit irritated at that. She didn't need the money, unlike most of
    the workers here, who more than likely were scraping by just to make ends meet. They
    were all stuck in this dead-end job, probably barely making rent and living paycheck
    to paycheck. He was still irritated about it when she came back around again, and she
    sighed with exasperation.

    "For your information, everyone who works here gets paid a fair wage for the area,
    and many of them qualify to buy private shares in the company if they like. Don't be
    so critical! At least everyone here makes an honest living," she scolded
    him, pouring him some coffee and putting down the pie slice. "Enjoy the pie, I made
    it myself this morning," she added and walked away to check on the other table

    Billy blinked, trying to make sense of what had just happened. It was if she had
    read his mind! What was he dealing with, aliens from another planet, he wondered? He
    looked at the bite of pie on his fork skeptically for a moment before reluctantly
    trying it and deciding it was pretty good. No, the idea of aliens running a cafe was
    silly. If aliens were going to do that, they'd have started one on the other side of
    town. Besides, she seemed human enough. Maybe she was some sort of psychic, he mused,
    watching her with interest as she cleaned a couple of the tables. Billy took another
    bite, deciding that the pie seemed normal enough. In fact, everything seemed normal,
    until he heard the sound of chimes and Jackie took a mirror out of her pocket,
    opening it long enough to glance at it.

    "Sally, it's Severus chiming. Can I have a minute?" Jennifer asked.

    "Sure, no problem," Sally said unconcernedly, reaching for the coffee pot.

    "He's probably just wanting to know what the schedule is like for Thanksgiving,"
    Jennifer explained.

    "Well, tell him to feel free to come early," Sally said.

    "I think he's planning to wait until after classes so it doesn't interrupt the
    boys' schoolwork, but they should be here by noon our time," Jennifer said.

    "The man can't take off one day for this?" Sally exclaimed.

    "I think he's trying to prove a point, showing his sister that there's no reason
    for the students to miss school for this, considering the time difference," Jennifer
    explained. "After all, it doesn't take more than half an hour to get here from
    Scotland even if we took the Portkey system."

    "It must be nice to be able to get around that fast," Sally teased her.

    "Really, Sally, if you ever want to go anywhere far, feel free to ask Alicia. It's
    not like you're not on the books as being able to use our methods," Jennifer
    said.

    "That's only so I can visit you in London for Christmas on occasion. I have no
    intention of taking advantage of it," Sally said, making a fresh pot of coffee.

    At the reminder, Billy attempted to get more of his coffee down so he had room in
    his cup in case someone came around again and concentrated on finishing off his pie.
    What exactly did she mean by "our methods"? What exactly did she mean by getting
    there from Scotland in half an hour? Maybe they really were aliens? And maybe this
    robbery wasn't such a good idea after all... no, he told himself angrily. He wasn't
    going to talk himself out of it again. It was the time of day when the registers were
    probably full and they hadn't had time to make a drop, and better yet, the other
    table with the family were getting up to leave, so the place would soon be empty.

    Steeling his determination, Billy left a tip and then hurried out of the cafe. He
    quickly changed his clothes, checked his handgun, and grabbed his mask and cap,
    checking the gas level in his van. Then he rushed back over before anyone else came
    into the cafe, pulling down his mask and hurrying in with his gun drawn at the last
    minute. Cries of alarm went up behind the counter and Jenny and Ruby ducked behind
    the bar. Then he pointed his gun at Sally, who was out cleaning the tables.

    "This is a holdup! Open those registers and the safe now!" Billy barked at
    her.

    Sally looked neither surprised or distressed at having a gun pointed at her.

    "You might want to put that thing away before you get hurt," she warned him. Billy
    stared at her.

    "I said, put those dishes down and go open the registers, or I'll kill you!" Billy
    threatened. He heard a strange sound and looked around at Tamika, who had just pushed
    the button that brought down the security grille. "What are you doing? Get back from
    there!" he barked, pointing off to the side with the intention of firing a shot to
    let the girls know he had a real gun. But the moment he fired, the gun clicked in an
    unhelpful way, and he found himself desperately trying to clear it. Jennifer peeked
    out the door.

    "What on earth... oh Billy, honestly! You decided to try it anyway!" Jennifer said
    with exasperation, then turned to the mirror in her hand. "No, it's nothing, Severus,
    there's just a little matter here that I need to take care of. I'll tell you about it
    later," she said to her mirror, snapping it shut and putting it away. "Now, put down
    that silly gun! You're only going to end up making it backfire and hurt yourself in
    the process. What is the matter with you?" she scolded him.

    Furious that he was not being taken seriously, Billy got out a police taser and
    attempted to use it on Sally. She stood still and was quite wary of him, but she also
    didn't try to stop him. The moment it went off, he felt a tremendous shock in his
    hand and he hit the floor.

    "Come out of the way, Sally. I'll handle this," Jennifer said, glancing at the
    grille already down over the entrance before pulling her wand out of her sleeve.

    "What are you going to do, Jackie?" Sally asked curiously.

    "I'm going to teach him that there's only one way he's going to get money out of
    us," Jennifer said, pointing her wand at him.

    Suddenly Billy was pulled to his feet and was floating through the cafe towards
    the back room, a rubber apron flying off a hook and attaching itself around him
    before his feet were planted in front of the sink.

    "I'm going to take off that silly mask of yours. We all know who you are already,
    Billy Packer," Jennifer informed him sternly and pulled off the mask. "Now, you are
    going to stand there until every single dish in this restaurant is done, so I hope
    you don't plan on going anywhere for a while... and washed by hand, if you please,
    the dishwasher is only for sanitation. You put the dishes in there after the fact.
    And I'll have you know that I'm not an alien, I'm a witch. There are also two other
    witches on the property, and you couldn't have picked a worst place in New York to
    try to rob, other than perhaps Lunette Vallid's private office. Now stop gawking and
    get to work!" she snapped, pointedly turning on the hot water to fill one of the
    sinks and forcing him to pump the soap dispenser with his other hand. In fact, it was
    that action that let him know that she could easily force his body to do it on its
    own if she wanted to.

    "I could use some gloves," he murmured, showing his injured hand.

    "Exactly what did you do to that hand, anyway? It wasn't like that yesterday,"
    Jennifer pointed out.

    "A bird pecked at it," he murmured.

    "Oh, so it was you that Radiance was angry at last night? Are you a Peeping Tom as
    well as everything else, then?" Jennifer asked sternly.

    "I was just trying to get in to rob the place!" he snapped at her.

    "Yes, well, it's time you learned that the 'easy way' is often the hard way in
    disguise. Now get to it, before I take drastic measures," Jennifer said dangerously,
    standing there with her wand out and her arms folded as Billy reluctantly reached for
    the wash cloth. A pair of rubber gloves jetted out from beneath the counter and over
    his hands, reaching up to his elbows.

    "Thanks," Billy murmured, and slowly began washing the dishes. The two of them
    heard the grille go up and some voices were raised for a moment. Jennifer ignored it,
    fixed on watching him to make sure he was actually making some progress and even
    correcting him a time or two when he didn't get something clean enough to suit
    her.

    Just then Lunette ran into the back room, stopping short when she saw what was
    going on.

    "Jennifer, what are you doing?" she exclaimed in surprise and
    exasperation.

    "I'm teaching Billy how to do the dishes," Jennifer explained evenly.

    "Just how many spells have you cast on him? You know how illegal that is here,
    right?" Lunette said firmly.

    "Not at all," Jennifer said, Lunette blinking at her in sheer surprise. "This is a
    hybrid business, and he's a new hire."

    "A new hire?" Lunette said skeptically.

    "Yes, I hired him right after he foolishly tried to rob the place. He's our new
    dishwasher, can't you tell? Billy, stop staring and get back to work!" Jennifer
    snapped at him.

    "Jennifer, even if he is a new employee, that still doesn't give you the right to
    cast on a non-magic employee," Lunette said.

    "Actually, it does. I acted in self defense. Go check his gun if you don't believe
    me, he did try to use it, and he even tried to use that electric contraption on
    Sally," Jennifer argued.

    "Then why didn't you call me straight away so I could send someone in here to
    arrest him?" Lunette asked with a sigh.

    "Because he won't learn anything by sitting in jail," Jennifer said. "Billy, stop
    gawking and start scrubbing. Lunette is right, she very well can have you arrested
    for what you did. But I think it's time you woke up and realize that the world is a
    lot more complicated than your constant daydreaming makes it out to be. Just because
    you can research 'how to rob a business' on the internet, it doesn't make you an
    expert. In fact, you should have just stuck to breaking into cars since at least
    you're good at that. Honestly, Lunette, I have this under control." The two women
    stared at each other for a long time. In fact, it went long enough that Billy found
    it nerve-wracking.

    "Alright, Jennifer. I'll go along with it on the condition that I give him his
    employment interview myself. If I see one thing I don't like in his mind, he's
    getting arrested for attempted robbery," Lunette said out loud.

    "Fine, but you'll have to come back and do it tomorrow morning, because he's
    sitting detention with me until closing," Jennifer said stubbornly.

    "What am I going to do with you?" Lunette asked in resignation, but obviously
    didn't expect a reply as she turned back to Billy. "You really did pick the wrong
    cafe to stick up... or maybe it was the right one, and you just got a lucky break. I
    guess time will only tell which it was," she decided, walking to the front. A few
    minutes later, after Billy successfully loaded the first round into the dishwasher,
    Sally came to the back.

    "Are you going to be back here all night, Jackie?" Sally asked.

    "Oh, yes, sorry, but someone is going to need to supervise, preferably someone
    magic," Jennifer said apologetically. "You're not sore at me, are you?"

    "Not at all. In fact, remind me to tell you about the time that Rob did something
    quite similar once," Sally said with a smile.

    "I don't suppose you have a spare room left somewhere? Billy's been sleeping in
    his car," Jennifer explained.

    "Sure, but it needs cleaned up. You know I let those rooms go once the building's
    mortgage is covered," Sally said.

    "No problem, Sally, I'll help him. It can be done in a flash," Jennifer said.

    "I'd better get back to the front... I'll have Marlena spell you for dinner after
    the rush, Jackie," Sally said mischievously.

    "You know that pun is really bad even for you," Jennifer said. Sally simply
    chuckled as she went back to the front.

    "You can read minds, can't you?" Billy asked slowly. "That's how you know my name,
    and about the van."

    "Yes and Judge Vallid can too, so do yourself a favor and be honest with her
    tomorrow morning," Jennifer warned. Billy looked over at her nervously. She chuckled.
    "No, not every witch can do it. It's pretty rare, actually. Now if you don't mind,
    get back to work... and don't put the spatulas in the bottom of the dishwasher. Put
    it where the glasses normally go or it won't survive the dishwasher, trust me," she
    said, turning his attention back to his work and refusing to give him a break until
    after the store had closed.
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    Chapter Forty

    All Caught Up

    Billy Packer stared at the ceiling in confusion for a moment, because it was not
    the top of his van. Then he moaned, the ache in his back causing the flood of events
    from the day before to rush into his brain.

    Just after closing, he had been given a sandwich and was sent out with Carlos and
    Jennifer to gather some of his things from his van and pay for his parking. Then they
    helped him carry his belongings into a room, which Jennifer cleaned with her wand,
    and afterwards, she scavenged some extra blankets for him and helped him plug in his
    devices and showed him where the bathrooms were. It was not long after they left to
    finish cleaning the cafe that he collapsed into bed.

    He slowly sat up, not completely used to waking up on such a soft surface. Then he
    frowned at the chest of drawers in front of him, trying to remember the last time he
    had slept in a normal room. Probably not since the last time the van went in the
    shop, he thought, and that was at a cheap motel. He stared at his hand. It was
    completely healed, not even a scratch. He went over to the chest and opened the
    drawers. Where were all of his clothes? He was quite sure he brought a garbage bag
    full of clothes when they raided his van, but the only thing that seemed to be in the
    drawers was his gun, ironically enough. He stared at it in disbelief, especially
    after he checked the chamber and the magazine and found out it was still loaded. They
    weren't even worried about him having the gun at all! There was a knock on the door
    and he put the gun on top of the chest, not seeing much point in hiding that he still
    had it. The jeans he had on last night seemed to be all that had been left to wear,
    so he quickly put them on and answered the door.

    It was Jennifer, dressed for work and carrying a laundry basket.

    "Sorry, did I wake you?" she asked.

    "Uh, no, not really," Billy replied.

    "Good. Here are your clothes. They were in a bad state last night, so I washed
    them for you," she explained, handing him the laundry basket.

    "Uh... thanks, you didn't really have to do that," Billy said.

    "Oh, yes I did," Jennifer said bluntly. "Anyway, come along downstairs when you're
    dressed. Once you get to the bottom, it should be pretty obvious which way leads to
    the cafe. Just head to the front and sit at the bar and we'll get you some breakfast.
    If you hurry, you may have time to eat before Judge Vallid gets here."

    "Can I ask a question?" Billy asked.

    "If it's a quick one. I really should get back on the floor," Jennifer admitted,
    glancing at her watch.

    "Why is my gun still in here?" Billy asked.

    "I don't understand. Is there something wrong with it?" Jennifer asked
    curiously.

    "No, I mean... why did you leave me armed?" he asked.

    "Oh! Well, Lunette checked all of your weapons and said that one was legal. She
    had to take your electric shock gun, though. She said that one wasn't legal, because
    it was a police issued one. Sorry," Jennifer explained sincerely. "You don't really
    need to arm yourself in the cafe, you know. You'll be safe enough while you're in the
    building," she informed him. "To be perfectly honest, there are much more reliable
    ways to protect yourself from magic other than a physical weapon anyway. Still, I'm
    not the sort of person who'd take away your only means of protecting yourself, Billy,
    but take my advice and leave it in your room unless you need to leave the property
    for some reason. Sorry, Billy, but I really ought to get back to work. If you have
    any other questions, I'm sure there will be plenty of opportunities while we're in
    the cafe. See you in a bit!"

    Billy stared at her as she went down the stairs. Then he stared at the laundry
    basket full of neatly folded clothes.

    "Oookay," Billy said in complete confusion, shutting the door to get dressed.

    

    Jennifer stepped into the cafe and straight over with a bag of coffee to fill the
    grinder.

    "So how is our reluctant dishwasher this morning?" Sally inquired.

    "In desperate need of a good cup of coffee," Jennifer decided. "He seemed quite
    disoriented."

    "Did he have anything in there he could wear for work?" she asked.

    "Good enough for the back room, but not really good enough to be up front,"
    Jennifer decided.

    "I don't think I'd want him up with the cash anyway," Sally admitted.

    "Well no, maybe not, but it'd be nice to have someone else bussing tables when it
    gets busy," Jennifer said.

    "True. I'll see how Carlos feels about taking Billy to the uniform shop for some
    shirts and slacks during lunch, since there's one just a couple of blocks down,"
    Sally said. "Assuming Lunette approves this new stray of yours."

    "Don't worry, she'll okay it... but he's not a new stray," Jennifer scowled at
    her.

    "I'll bet you twenty dollars that Severus calls him that when he sees him
    tomorrow," Sally taunted her.

    "I really don't know at this point if he'd even want to spend Thanksgiving here,
    Sally," Jennifer said.

    "Where else would he go? Does he have any family?" Sally asked her.

    "No, none at all," Jennifer admitted.

    "Then we'll invite him. And then you'll pay me twenty dollars when I'm right,"
    Sally suggested. Jennifer stuck her tongue out at her and filled the coffee
    machine.

    

    Billy stared at his computer, wondering if he had any online friends that would
    believe him if he told them that he had been kidnapped by witches. But strangely
    enough, all of the people he chatted with felt as if they were nothing but names to
    him now. Why was it that things seemed so much more real here when everything was so
    bizarre?

    Billy went downstairs and peeked nervously around the corner to see Carlos warming
    up the grills.

    "Hola, head right on through there. Jackie will take care of you," Carlos told
    him, and shuffled to the front.

    "Oh, there you are, Billy!" Jennifer said enthusiastically when he peered around
    the corner, then dragged him over to the other end of the bar. "I want to introduce
    you to a friend of mine, Tony Bruno," she said.

    "Oh yeh, I've seen him in here lately, hittin' on the girls," Tony said, eyeing
    him skeptically.

    "Yes, well, there will be none of that now that he's going to be working here.
    Isn't that right, Billy?" Jennifer said.

    "I thought you wanted me to talk to Judge Vallid or something," Billy said,
    wondering exactly when he agreed to work there.

    "Yes, Lunette is going to come in and interview you in half an hour, but I don't
    think there will be a problem. Billy, Carlos is going to take you out after the lunch
    rush hour and help you get some new work clothes so we can let you out of the back
    room once in a while. Why don't you go ahead and sit down by Tony and I'll get you
    some breakfast. More coffee, Tony?" Jennifer asked.

    "Thanks sweetie," Tony said, and Billy found himself guided over to the stool and
    sitting down next to him. Then Jennifer came around the counter and presented a cup
    for Billy, filling them both up before going down to check on a couple of other
    locals sitting at the bar. "You know you're lucky that Jackie spoke up for you,
    right? If she hadn't been here yesterday, you'd already been in a jail cell by now.
    And if I'd'a been here, I'd a laid you out flat."

    "Are you... like them?" Billy asked quietly.

    "You mean a wizard? Nah, I'm a born and bred New Yorker, a semi-retired taxi
    driver, and part owner of this establishment," he added for good measure. "But these
    people are my family, you see. This cafe ain't your normal everyday place, ya know,
    an' not just because some of 'em cast spells, either. This place is the heart of the
    neighborhood, an' everyone who's a part of it would do anything to protect it, and we
    don't like anyone disruptin' our special place here," Tony explained seriously. "The
    only reason you got a stay of execution is that Jackie spoke up for ya, and there's
    nobody dearer to some of us than Jackie, includin' me, Sally, and Judge Vallid. So if
    I was you, I'd make sure to do whatever it takes to keep her happy, 'cuz she's how
    come you're sitting there right now." Tony quieted down and sipped his coffee as
    Jennifer came around again with a plate featuring steak and eggs and a side of
    pancakes, putting it in front of Billy.

    "Here you are, Billy! I brought you a bit extra, because we typically don't start
    lunch breaks til one-thirty or two. Trust me, if you don't fill up, that's going to
    feel like forever," Jennifer warned him, then glanced at Tony. "Keeping it civil,
    Tony?" she asked knowingly.

    "Anything for you, sweetie," Tony reassured her.

    "Good. I hope you come back for dinner, Tony. Carlos is making the special liver
    and onions tonight," Jennifer said.

    "You know I'll be back for that," Tony said with a smile. "All ready for
    tomorrow?"

    "No, we haven't even started on it yet, but Sally and I are going to start working
    on the baking when it slows down this afternoon," Jennifer explained. "Speaking of
    which, did you have any plans tomorrow, Billy?"

    "I didn't know it was up to me," Billy answered in confusion.

    "What I mean is, do you have any friends or anywhere specific you want to go for
    Thanksgiving?" Jennifer asked. "Because if not, you're more than welcome to come down
    to the neighborhood party with us, because it's being held here. You don't have to if
    you don't want to, of course. If you like, you can spend the day up in your room if
    you'd rather."

    "Well, typically I go to one of the church dinners around town," Billy admitted.
    "I guess it'd be nice not to have to stand in line for a change."

    "Great!" Jennifer beamed. "I'll be able to introduce you to some of my family
    then! But I warn you, even though only a small portion of them are coming, I have a
    lot of family," she said, topping their cups off.

    "That's no exaggeration, and that's not even accountin' us that's family in name
    only," Tony replied.

    "You are family, Tony. No more of this 'in name only' nonsense," Jennifer scolded
    him, then went to clean the bar.

    "Then what am I? Your Italian cousin?" he teased her.

    "If you like. Then you can be all of my children's Uncle Tony," she grinned.

    "Well, maybe the younger ones," Tony chuckled. Billy frowned.

    "How many kids do you have?" Billy asked.

    "Just eight," Jennifer replied. Billy stared at her, but she was busy at the other
    side of the bar now, taking someone else's order.

    "Just eight? How can anyone as hot as her have eight kids?" Billy
    murmured and then got a painful elbow jab from Tony, who then pretended it was an
    accident.

    "Don't disrespect, she's old enough to be your mother," Tony warned him
    dangerously. "Half of her kids are probably older than you. In fact, she probably
    thinks of you as a kid, too... and boy is she a sucker for a kid she thinks is in
    trouble," he said, shaking his head almost disapprovingly before finishing his
    coffee. As he was getting up to leave, the door opened and Lunette stepped in,
    glancing around thoughtfully. "Hey, Judge! How are you?"

    "Hey, Tony! Happy almost Thanksgiving," Lunette said with amusement.

    "Not comin' to neighborhood Thanksgiving this year?" he asked.

    "No, heading to Detroit for the game," Lunette explained.

    "Hey, that's nice! One of these days, I need to save up and go to a game," Tony
    decided.

    "Tell ya what, Tony. The next time I get Bills tickets, I'll save you a seat,
    how's that?" Lunette said with a smile. Tony blinked, rather stunned.

    "Honest? That'd be great!" he said, wondering if she'd follow through with
    that.

    "No lie, Tony, it's not really my thing," Lunette said with amusement.

    "Thanks, Lunette! Happy Thanksgiving to ya if I don't see you later," Tony said,
    beaming happily as he left the cafe. Lunette chuckled softly at that, glancing at
    Billy before looking around.

    "Sally, mind if I grab the end booth?" Lunette asked.

    "Sure, go ahead," Sally said, quickly walking over and helping Jenny clean the
    table.

    "Good morning, Judge," Jenny offered.

    "Good morning, Jenny! Just coffee today, I'm here on business after all," Lunette
    said.

    "Coming to the neighborhood thing tomorrow?" Sally asked.

    "No, sorry, I promised to take Jennifer to the Lions game," Lunette explained.
    Sally frowned.

    "Really? But she said she was going to have Thanksgiving with us," Sally said
    worriedly, and the two of them looked over at Jennifer as she delivered a plate to
    someone at the bar. Lunette gestured for her to come over, and Jennifer quickly
    finished filling the man's iced tea before stepping over.

    "Billy's still eating. Should I have him bring his plate over?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "This isn't about that," Lunette said. "Are you still going to the game with me
    tomorrow?"

    "I sure am!" Jennifer agreed.

    "But you told me you were eating with us," Sally said concernedly.

    "Don't worry, Sally! I'll be here, so will Severus, Leu, and Quintin... I think he
    said something about bringing Viorica as well," Jennifer said with a smile. "It'll be
    fine. Severus promised me that he'd make sure I could do both and still get to
    Rosemary's on time."

    "I see," Lunette said, folding her arms. "Well, if you're going to do both, I
    think I'm going to do both too, just to keep you out of trouble tomorrow."

    "All right, Lunette," Jennifer said with a smile, knowing better than to
    argue.

    "Now why don't you tell that new stray of yours to come over so I can interview
    him to make sure he can be house trained?" Lunette told her. Sally smirked knowingly
    at that.

    "Hey! Don't call him a stray! It's not like that!" Jennifer scowled at her.

    "Then why does Sally agree with me?" Lunette asked, and Jennifer whipped her head
    around.

    "Sorry, getting busy. I'd better help Jenny wait on tables," Sally said quickly in
    an attempt to escape the scrutiny. Jennifer reluctantly went back to the bar, letting
    Billy know that Lunette was ready for him.

    When Billy had successfully spoke with Lunette for five minutes without getting
    hexed or having the police called, Jennifer was fairly sure it was going well. When
    Sally was able to refill their coffee cups, Jennifer was sure of it. Finally Lunette
    came over to the end of the bar, and Jennifer walked over to meet her.

    "Well?" Jennifer asked.

    "Well, he doesn't exactly have the healthiest of opinions about women," Lunette
    said. Jennifer rolled her eyes. "Yes, I know, Jennifer, but I one of the reasons he
    chose this cafe was because there aren't that many men on staff here. He figured that
    he could easily scare all of you into complying with his demands, and he has a very
    distorted world view at the moment."

    "And if he sat in jail, he'd get an even more distorted view of the world,
    especially when he's been in survival mode since he outgrew the system. He found
    himself out on the street without basic job skills and very little education. That
    could have been Lucky, you know..."

    "Somehow, I knew you were going to go there," Lunette said, shaking her head with
    a smile. "You do know that Sally and Carlos are only going along with this because
    you want to do it, don't you?"

    "It doesn't matter what any of us want, considering you have the last word on it.
    I know perfectly well that you and Aurelius have been operating this place as a safe
    house for years, not that you've ever told me why..."

    "It's classified," Lunette said with a shrug.

    "The point being, I know perfectly well that it isn't up to any of us. You and
    Aurelius have the final word on whether he can stay or not. So what's the verdict,
    Judge?" Jennifer asked bluntly, Lunette looking slightly amused at how she worded
    it.

    "Okay, we'll give it a shot," Lunette said with a smile. "But I want you to take
    this seriously, Jennifer. You're responsible for him, and if he gets into trouble
    again, I'm recommending to Sally that she presses charges. If she doesn't do it, I
    will... assuming that Aurelius doesn't do it first," she warned, getting up. "I'll go
    talk to Sally about his paperwork, and then I'll talk to Aurelius. In the meantime,
    you only have four days before you have to go back to school, so I advise you to have
    some proxy mentors in place before you head back to Whitebridge. Someone is going to
    need to stay on him for a while, and I'm not sure that either Jenny or Marlena pose
    enough of a threat to worry him."

    "I guess I'll start with the obvious choice and work my way from there," Jennifer
    said with a smile.

    Nodding to her in agreement, Lunette got up and went to talk to Sally for a
    moment. Not long afterwards, Jennifer took over the floor so that Sally could walk
    Billy through the application process, patiently helping him through it and showing
    him how to clock in. It was then that Jennifer took over his training, but instead of
    standing over him as she had the day before, she worked with him side by side,
    showing him where everything was and giving him further instruction on his
    responsibilities in the back room.

    By the time things had begun to slow down after the lunch rush, both of them were
    more than ready for a break.

    "Did you want to go to Bergen's to grab something on the way, Carlos?" Jennifer
    asked when they were hanging up their aprons.

    "No, let's find a food truck somewhere," Carlos said.

    "Really? But don't you get free meals here when you're working? That's what Sally
    told me," Billy said.

    "Sure, but it gets old after a while," Carlos said, Jennifer nodding and grinning
    in understanding. "Besides, we need something fast if we're going to the uniform
    store... like tacos or red hots or something."

    "That reminds me, Lucky was telling me about a taco truck she really liked the
    other day that she told me to try out while I was in town. It often parks around
    here... something with an 'M' in the name," Jennifer mused.

    "That could be a lot of things," Carlos protested as they walked down the street,
    checking the time. "We'll check the food truck parking near the park before we go
    shopping."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, but was still thoughtful until they neared the park
    and she brightened. "Hey, I think that's it, Carlos! Over there, Tacos Magos."

    "Yeah?" Carlos said, then shrugged at where she was pointing. "I don't see
    anything."

    "Me either," Billy admitted.

    "Oh, it must be one of ours," Jennifer chuckled. "No problem, take my hands,
    then!"

    Jennifer reached for their hands and took several steps down a path leading to
    what looked to be a vacant spot until they got closer, the taco truck finally
    appearing in front of him. Several people were in line, but it wasn't anywhere near
    as long as some of the other trucks. Carlos grinned at that.

    "I hope the short line isn't a bad sign," he said with a wink.

    "Well, we are past the main rush hour, after all, and if you two didn't see it, I
    doubt that many Muggles can if they don't already know it's here," Jennifer said.

    "Ah, so does that mean I might be able to find it on my own if I like it?" Carlos
    asked curiously.

    "Probably, now that you know it's there," Jennifer agreed. "Just study it
    carefully so you know what it looks like, and try to focus on it if you go looking
    for it. Once you can convince yourself that it exists, you should start seeing it
    without having to think about it," she explained, letting go of them and stepping up
    in line. "Go ahead and get whatever you two would like today, it's my treat," she
    told them.

    "Thanks, Jackie," Carlos said.

    "I can get my own," Billy replied defensively.

    "No, Billy, save it for parking. I know how expensive that can get in this town,"
    Jennifer said, giving the menu only a glance as they waited and then stepped up to
    the truck.

    "Hola! What can I get started for you?" the wizard at the register said.

    "Yes, actually, my daughter recommended I get something called the Tres Hechicera
    Mariscos basket," Jennifer said.

    "Serpent Tacos sounds interesting to me," Carlos told him in Spanish, "And shrimp
    tacos, just in case I don't like it."

    "If you don't, just let us know," he replied in kind, looking at Billy. "Y
    tu?"

    "Whatever's basic," Billy said, a bit wary of the menu.

    "Make him the carnitas then," Jennifer said with a chuckle, holding up her Wiznet
    phone to pay for it. "And whatever sodas you have are fine."

    "Sure thing," he said, quickly scanning her phone. "Oh, hey, you're Jennifer Craw
    Snape!" he realized, and the person prepping the orders stepped over to the
    window.

    "Hey! Lucky's Mom! Nice to meet you!" the other wizard said cheerfully. "In New
    York for Thanksgiving, then?"

    "I sure am," Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    "Husband here too?" he asked.

    "Well, no, he'll just be in for tomorrow," Jennifer replied.

    "Ah too bad! Well, bring him along next time, I'd like to meet him and thank him
    for savin' the universe and all that," the wizard said.

    "Well, I can't make promises, but I'll try," Jennifer said with a chuckle, handing
    Carlos and Billy their food baskets before taking her own, carrying it to one of the
    candy-wrapped tables close to the stand.

    "What was all of that about?" Billy wanted to know when they sat down.

    "What was all of what about?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "I think he means the saving the universe thing," Carlos replied.

    "Oh, that. Actually, that was years ago," Jennifer said.

    "Remember that thing where the stars were all messed up and the planet slowed down
    and all of that we were told was caused by a black hole?" Carlos asked him. "It
    wasn't."

    "Oh yeah, I know that. I was in school when it happened," Billy said. "The Black
    Hole thing was just people freaking out; it wasn't real. The warping stars was just
    an illusion caused by the thick atmosphere, and the planet and moon didn't really
    slow or anything, that was just a hoax. The seasons were off because we had a really
    strong El Nino that year," he said. Jennifer gazed at him in total fascination.

    "Did Muggles really buy that?" she asked Carlos with wonder.

    "Some did... that's what the government and NASA told everyone. Some people will
    buy anything the government says," Carlos shrugged at her. "Most of the other
    countries still go with the Black Hole theory to explain what happened and accuse the
    U.S. of trying to cover up to reduce panic."

    "Wow, a cover up accusing another cover up of covering something up!" Jennifer
    said in amazement.

    "Sure, it happens all the time. Which leads to a lot of conspiracy theories on the
    internet, too. And you know what? A couple of them actually get close, which just
    makes the government try to shut the sites down," Carlos said.

    "So what do you think really happened?" Billy asked Carlos, but Carlos simply
    gestured with an open hand towards Jennifer.

    "Well, what really happened is that a powerful woman from a parallel universe was
    so hell bent on destroying herself that she opened up all of the portals between the
    two universes and tried to suck our Universal Time Stream into theirs, and it would
    have destroyed both universes in the process, had my husband not stepped in when he
    did. He focused all of the energy funneling through her to rip her apart, snapping
    the two time streams back into balance... or near balance, really, which caused
    problems later, but that's a whole different story," Jennifer explained.

    "I think I have my own theory," Billy said flatly. "I think that when I robbed the
    place, someone knocked me out with my own taser, and when they took me to jail, they
    decided that I was mentally unstable and started pumping experimental drugs in me."
    Carlos laughed heartily at that. Jennifer stared at him in confusion for a moment,
    but finally she remembered they still had something else to do during lunch and
    encouraged them all to eat.

    They got back just in time, and Carlos clocked in to take over for his crew's
    breaks, while Jennifer sent Billy to change into his new clothes so that they could
    go out and bus tables for Jenny and Ruby.

    But when Jennifer and Billy finally came out to clean, Jennifer grimaced when she
    saw Aurelius sitting in one of the booths, looking a bit annoyed.

    "I guess first thing's first. I suppose you ought to meet Aurelius," Jennifer told
    Billy, and led him over to the table. "Hello, Aurelius, this is Billy! Billy, this is
    my son Aurelius. He's in charge of security here."

    "And hiring, typically," Aurelius added, frowning at his mother.

    "Don't worry, Aurelius. Lunette interviewed him herself, it's all taken care of,"
    Jennifer promised him.

    "Thanks, but I still want to talk to you about this, Mum," Aurelius said.

    "Then you'll simply have to wait. We just got off of lunch break and it'll be some
    time before my dinner break," Jennifer informed him. "Why don't you go to the back
    and help Sally get ready for tomorrow? You could go peel some yams," she said
    unconcernedly. Rolling his eyes at that, Aurelius went to the prep tables in the back
    room. "There, that should get him out of our hair for a while," she murmured to Billy
    with a grin, and turned her attention back to the training session.

    But as it happened, Jennifer's break didn't come until right after closing,
    because an incredibly large group of takeout orders came in all at once when everyone
    in the neighborhood decided that they didn't want to cook dinner when they were going
    to do so much cooking the next day. Even Aurelius ended up jumping in to help get all
    of the orders done. By closing time, Jennifer was more than ready to sit down with a
    coffee and a bag with one of the orders that got canceled at the last minute. Billy
    went to the back room and started on the dishes without much complaint, although
    Marlena did make a point to check on him at random by bringing trivial items back to
    the sink.

    "You realize he's a bit overloaded with all of this right now, don't you, Mum?"
    Aurelius informed her with exasperation, his head propped up in his hand after she
    explained her reasoning for hiring him. "He's going to try to run."

    "Yes, I know," Jennifer said with a soft smile. "I'm ready for it, though, don't
    worry about it, son."

    "Well, normally I wouldn't, but running means he's likely to leave the building,
    and I won't have you chasing after him without a second wandarm. And since Lunette's
    visiting family tonight, I'm going to stay to make sure you have one," Aurelius
    decided.

    "Ginger's going to be pretty miffed if you don't come home considering you were
    supposed to be off for two days," Jennifer reminded him out loud, despite the fact
    she had just read that fact straight from his own thoughts.

    "Tell you what, Mum. You don't comment about my marital issues, and I won't
    comment on whatever Dad's going to say tomorrow when he realizes you've picked up
    another stray. Deal?" Aurelius suggested seriously, getting out his contact
    mirror.

    "Why does everyone keep calling him that?" Jennifer complained with a scowl, going
    back to work so he could talk to Ginger in private.

    Billy slipped out of his room after two hours of sleep, barely able to push the
    fog away from his brain long enough to turn off the alarm on his phone. He rolled out
    of bed, wondering if he was awake enough to drive. He stuffed his phone and laptop
    into a bag, grabbed his clothes and his gun, and carefully slipped out the door,
    creeping out as quietly as he could to the stairs that led down to a single, heavy
    door that only opened when the cafe was closed. It led out to the street, and he
    quickly hurried around the corner, making his way to the garage where his van was and
    climbed up to the right floor. But when to the spot where he was certain it was
    parked, the van wasn't there.

    "Oh, no! Where's my van? Someone stole my van!" Billy exclaimed in distress,
    wondering if he was going to have to go down to the road and steal someone else's car
    to get away from there.

    "It's all right, Billy."

    Billy whirled around and scrambled to get to his gun when he saw Jennifer standing
    with Aurelius. Jennifer was currently not armed, but Aurelius had a wand in his hand,
    which he had quickly used to disable the nearby security cameras.

    "Your van isn't stolen, Billy, I just had my daughter Lucky move it for you so
    that you wouldn't have to pay for parking any longer. It's in Manhattan, at a hotel
    on Central Park West," Jennifer explained. "You see, originally I was going to buy
    you a permanent parking spot... until I saw how high the bid prices were. So, I
    decided to call in a favor with my sister-in-law to get you a parking spot that you
    didn't have to pay for. Anyway, Lucky will be here tomorrow. If you can wait until
    then, I'm sure she'll be happy to take you to the hotel so you can visit it."

    "Visit it?" Billy repeated in disbelief. "I'm trying to get the hell outta this
    place!"

    "And go where, exactly?" Jennifer asked calmly.

    "It doesn't matter! Anywhere but here. Somewhere that's warmer and it doesn't cost
    as much to live, not that it's your damn business anyway," Billy snapped at her.

    "I see. And are you going to break into cars or try to rob places there too?"
    Jennifer asked.

    "That's none of your damn business either," he retorted.

    "Well, if your hope is to go somewhere to get a fresh start, I think you're going
    about it the wrong way," Jennifer told him. "In fact, I think you ought to stay here
    at the cafe, where you can take advantage of the fact that you have a free room, free
    meals, and a good job that'll pay you enough to save up the money you need to move
    wherever it is you'd like to live in the future. You have the opportunity to turn
    your life around and go down a different path than the one you're traveling right
    now, Billy. Don't be foolish and throw away this second chance, because you might not
    get another one."

    "No. I don't want to be obligated to you people," Billy said resolutely.

    "Did you ask us to do it?" Jennifer asked calmly. Billy frowned at her in
    confusion.

    "What?"

    "At any time since we stopped your robbery attempt, was there any point where you
    asked us to give you a job, or a roof over your head, or anything else that we gave
    you since that moment?" Jennifer asked him.

    "No, of course not," Billy said irritably. "In fact, you forced it on me."

    "Then it seems to me that since you had no decision in the matter, you aren't
    under any obligation for what we chose to do on our own," Jennifer replied. "And yes,
    that also means you have the right to decline our help, although you'll likely end up
    in jail or worse if you do. I think a better plan would be to simply stay here until
    you get yourself back on your feet, so that you don't have to steal from people to
    survive. But just surviving only goes so far, Billy. If you want a real life, you're
    going to have to earn it."

    Billy gazed at Jennifer for a long time before he finally let out a resigned
    sigh.

    "Well, I'm certainly not going anywhere tonight if my van's in Manhattan," Billy
    said at last.

    "Then let's get back to the cafe, because I for one am going to have a very long
    day tomorrow," Jennifer said, offering to take the bag of clothes for him. "I'm so
    glad you're staying for Thanksgiving, Billy! I really did want to introduce you to
    more of my family tomorrow," she admitted with a smile.

    Aurelius shook his head as he walked behind them, quite convinced that his welcome
    into the Kingler family was going to be mutually one-sided.
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    Chapter Forty-One

    Thanksgiving At Kingler's

    When Billy got up to see what was pecking at the door the next day, there was one
    thing he was absolutely, positively certain of: it was not a turkey.

    Radiance trilled at him questioningly when he stared at the creature, and she
    tilted her head to the side and then strutted down the hall as if she owned the
    place. Then she made her way down the front stair that led to the cafe. Curiosity got
    the better of him and Billy quickly got dressed, putting on his new work clothes
    before going downstairs. But once he got to the dining room, he stared even harder at
    the cafe than he had stared at the bird at his door. The changes in the cafe were so
    extreme that was little doubt in his mind as to why they had pulled shades down over
    the windows.

    The booths that normally ran to the right side of the cafe door to the back wall
    were completely gone, leaving only three booths left, which were the ones set on the
    back wall near the restrooms. Along the main wall where the booths had been, there
    was now a very long buffet table, and although mostly empty, the side table with
    braided breads, rolls, pies, and fall decorated cupcakes was quickly being filled
    up.

    The center of the room hosted several tables that were much longer than the ones
    that were normally in the cafe. Billy might have thought they were simply a group
    smaller tables put together with a table cloth over them, if it hadn't been for the
    fact that there wasn't any extra table legs. The strange bird was perched on the back
    of one of the remaining booths, trilling a greeting when he came in.

    "I'm coming, Radiance! Oh, good morning, Billy!" Jennifer said, stepping in from
    the back with a bowl of cranberries. "Help yourself to some coffee. The one that's
    normally the decaf decanter has pumpkin spice coffee in it, and the other one is
    regular. Radiance, do you want to try something new today?" she asked, and the bird
    peeped curiously as Jennifer gave her a cranberry to test. It wasn't more than a
    second before Radiance was eagerly reaching for more. Jennifer laughed at her,
    feeding her another by hand.

    "Did she like them? Were they too sour?" Sally asked from the back.

    "Yes, she loves them!" Jennifer reported.

    "Just what is that thing?" Billy asked. Fortunately, Radiance was too busy having
    her breakfast to be offended.

    "This is Radiance, a Huang. She's my familiar," Jennifer said, feeding her several
    more cranberries at once.

    "She pecked on my door this morning," he said.

    "Well, I was wondering if you were awake yet. She must have heard me commenting on
    it. Aren't you a thoughtful girl?" Jennifer said, scratching under her chin. The bird
    crooned in appreciation. "Anyway, I'll be right back, Billy, I need to get her back
    upstairs. I was so busy this morning that I forgot to feed her. That's why she came
    to find me," Jennifer said. Billy stared after them, then went over to where Jenny
    was getting herself a coffee refill.

    "Happy Thanksgiving, Billy," Jenny said with a smile.

    "Yeah. Don't witches normally have black cats for familiars?" Billy asked.

    "Oh, I have a cat!" Jenny said brightly. "But only because it's the only pet they
    allow in the building. There are all different types of familiars, although to be
    perfectly honest, there doesn't get much different than Jackie's familiar, even in
    the magic world."

    "Good, then I don't feel bad about being shocked by it," Billy said. Jenny
    chuckled at that.

    "Actually, I think you're taking it pretty well... learning about magic, I mean,"
    Jenny said with a smile. "My husband isn't magic, and he's known about magic since
    long before we met. But there are times when he still gets shocked by some
    of it," she said with amusement.

    Just then, the front door opened. While Billy had never met them before, there was
    no mistaking Lucky and Dale Chance when they walked in. Dale was carrying a couple of
    grocery bags, and Lucky was carrying a small television set.

    "Hey, Jenny!" Lucky said.

    "Hey, guys! Happy Thanksgiving!" Jenny replied.

    "How come the windows are covered like that?" Lucky asked.

    "Well, because Radiance was just downstairs, and also because the person who was
    going to decorate the windows so nosy people couldn't see in wasn't here yet," Jenny
    hinted.

    "Don't worry, Jenny, I'm on it. Let me get this stuff to the back and I'll start
    on those windows right now," Dale promised.

    "Where's Jackie?" Lucky asked.

    "She just went to put Radiance away. She'll be straight back down," Jenny promised
    and Lucky went over to the bar.

    "You must be Billy. I'm Fortuna, but everyone calls me Lucky," Lucky said.

    "Yes, I know who you are," Billy said. "Jackie said something about you having
    something to do with my van being gone."

    "Oh, yeah, I took care of it. It's at the Coven Suites in the employee parking
    section," she explained. "Just don't take the parking sticker off, and you can park
    there whenever you want to free of charge... and that's hard to come by these days,
    you know."

    "Coven Suites?" Billy repeated.

    "Yeah, it's a Wizard hotel. Don't worry, I'll show you where it is tonight after
    everyone's stuffed and things wind down," Lucky promised. "You don't seem to be doing
    anything yet. Do you want to help me make the Waldorf salad? You know what that is,
    right?"

    "I'm a New Yorker. I've seen it on every pot luck at every church Thanksgiving and
    Christmas I've ever been to," he said so dryly that Lucky laughed at that.

    "Been there, done that. You know I started in the system too, right? I know what
    it's like being someone else's meal ticket," Lucky said. "But you see, we had a
    friend named Emma that used to bring Waldorf salad for Thanksgiving every year, and
    when she died, I took over making it in her honor. You any good with a knife?"

    "In the kitchen or a back alley?" he asked, and she grinned again.

    "It's okay, you'll pick it up fast workin' here, and fortunately for you, I'm an
    expert at using a knife in both contexts. Come on," she said, taking him over to the
    prep table where Dale had already washed the apples and put them in a colander for
    them.

    Jennifer cautiously peered around the corner, watching them work. As she had
    suspected, they had hit it off right away. They had a lot in common, and Jennifer was
    sure that Lucky could probably sympathize with his position better than most. Smiling
    at that, Jennifer slipped into the dining room, helping Dale with the window decals
    as an excuse to stay close to the door to see who was going to show up next.
    Suspecting that was the case from the start, Dale was not surprised whatsoever when
    she suddenly stood up and ran to the door, beaming with happiness as opened it so
    that Ginger could get the stroller in.

    "Oh, let me help, Ginger!" Jennifer said, but instead of taking the vegetable tray
    in her hand, Jennifer took charge of Justice instead. Seeing Ginger's plight, Dale
    grinned and grabbed the tray, allowing Ginger to get the stroller further inside.
    "Rel! Ginger is here!" Jennifer announced distractedly. She was much more interested
    in getting the Justice in the booth and handing him a toy out of her pocket so she
    could spend some time with Brigid and Branwen.

    Aurelius came out to the front, rolling his eyes at his mother's attempts at
    commandeering all three children over at the back booth. He walked over to Ginger and
    gave her a quick kiss, not noticing that his other daughter had just popped the cafe
    door open right behind them. Peering over Viorica's head was Severus, frowning at
    them critically.

    "Is this really a good place to have a public display?" Severus asked Aurelius
    disapprovingly.

    "Do you want me to list all of the times that I've walked in when you and Mum were
    having a public display?" Aurelius retorted.

    "Rel," Ginger chided him.

    "What? I would have left out the ones that weren't family friendly," Aurelius told
    her.

    "Behave, it's Thanksgiving," Ginger said. "Not that I know what all that involves
    personally, but I'm pretty sure it doesn't involve family squabbles."

    "Actually, I've lived in the U.S. all my life, and I can tell you that having
    family squabbles is most definitely a Thanksgiving tradition," Dale said
    emphatically.

    "Hi, Dale!" Quintin said, marching in holding Leu's hand. "We're early!" he
    explained.

    "Always a good idea to come early when it comes to these kinds of things, Quintin,
    because it's going to get crowded," Dale told him with a smile.

    "Quintin!" Jennifer called out. Quintin ran over happily, sitting by Justice.
    Jennifer handed him a toy so they could play together.

    "Viorica, why don't you grab us the booth next to the stroller," Aurelius
    suggested, and she and Leu went over there.

    "I see that Jennifer has already managed to kidnap the children," Severus noted,
    holding the door for Carlos and his dutch oven before closing it.

    "You don't know the half of it," Aurelius said dryly.

    "Oh?" Severus replied.

    "I think I'll let her tell you about it," Aurelius decided. "It'll sound better
    coming from her."

    Quite curious as to what she was up to this time, Severus stepped over to the
    children's booth. Jennifer was playing with Quintin and Justice while the two babies
    seemed content in the stroller at the moment, staring at the unusual
    surroundings.

    "I see you wasted no time in hoarding all of the children again," Severus
    observed.

    "Hardly fair, Severus, I have barely gotten to spend any time at all with them
    this year, while you can go over there to see them any time you like," Jennifer
    pointed out.

    "Yes, that's all I have to do," Severus said evenly. "You know how little time I
    have."

    "Speaking of which?" Jennifer asked with a questioning smile.

    "It's in your Chest Cloak. I trust you'll be careful with it, they aren't exactly
    legal in this country, you know," Severus reminded her.

    "Well, that's alright, I won't be alone this venture," Jennifer said.

    "Oh?" Severus inquired, and she nodded at the door as Lunette came in the door,
    taking a moment to chat with Dale. "And who will defend you both if you're caught, I
    wonder?"

    "We'll be careful," Jennifer promised again with a chuckle. "Anyway, there's
    someone here I'd very much like you to meet... and be polite, no matter what your
    first impression is."

    "Perhaps you might tell me who it is that I'm meeting so that I know the reason
    why you want me to be polite?" Severus suggested.

    But instead of answering, Jennifer simply went to the back. Sighing at that,
    Severus sat down with Justice and Quintin, glancing up thoughtfully when he noticed
    that Carlos and Sally had come out from behind the grill, watching him intently. Even
    Jenny at the bar was watching from where she stood behind the bar making a pitcher of
    ice tea. Realizing that their curiosity was the only hint he was going to get,
    Severus watched with interest as Jennifer walked out with a man of about Dale's age
    with stiff new clothes that still had folded creases and an expression on his face
    that seemed both stressed and resigned at the same time. Billy glanced around the
    room curiously before finally settling on Severus, looking quite baffled about
    something.

    "Severus, this is Billy Packer. He's Sally's newest employee, just started his
    week," Jennifer introduced cheerfully.

    "Notice how she left out the details of how that happened," Carlos said, and Sally
    nudged him. Jennifer pretended she hadn't heard it.

    "Billy, this is my husband, Severus," she finished with a smile.

    "How in the hell did someone with your looks end up with someone that looks like
    her?" Billy asked flatly.

    "Oh, Billy!" Jennifer exclaimed.

    "Perhaps you should have given him the warning to be polite instead," Severus
    conjectured drolly.

    "I always speak my mind," Billy said with a shrug.

    "How refreshing, I'm so seldom around people who are like that," Severus said
    evenly. Jennifer grimaced at that, realizing that Billy wasn't likely to recognize
    Severus' brand of sarcasm, and it was just as obvious that Severus knew it as
    well.

    "Well, I'm the sort that'll give you a straight opinion, and I think you need to
    do something to put her in her place," Billy said, Jennifer blinking at that.
    "Because while you've been off savin' the world or whatever it is that you do, your
    wife's been using her magic to hold me captive and force me to do manual labor
    because she's sore that I tried to rob the place. Not that I mind sleeping in a room
    for the change, and the food's all right, I guess. But she did take my van and
    stashed it at a hotel somewhere and she's even set her bird after me on occasion, so
    somebody needs to tell her to tone it down a bit!" Jennifer had been slowly turning
    red through Billy's complaint, so that by the time he was finished, she was redder
    than Severus had seen her get in quite some time.

    "I understand what's going on now," Severus decided calmly. "Jennifer has picked
    up another stray." Jennifer hadn't moved a muscle, but Severus didn't miss the fact
    that Sally suddenly jumped up and walked over, putting out a hand in front of
    Jennifer. Without a word, Jennifer put the twenty dollar bill in her hand. Sally
    walked off triumphantly. "Might I inquire, before I say anything else, how many of
    you ended up getting involved in Jennifer's latest acquisition?" he inquired. Sally
    raised her hand first, and then Carlos, Marlena, and Jenny. Lucky appeared from the
    back with a hand up and a knowing grin on her face. Lunette also had her hand up, and
    turning his head, Severus could see that Aurelius was holding up his hand behind him.
    Just then Tony waltzed in, blinking when he saw so many hands raised.

    "What did I miss?" Tony asked, putting his green bean casserole on the
    counter.

    "Severus just asked who all got involved in the Billy thing," Carlos summed
    up.

    "Oh, that," Tony said, putting his hand up for good measure.

    "I see," Severus said with one final look around before settling his gaze back on
    Billy. "It would seem that you've just been voted into the Kingler and Company
    family. And as such, there's very little I can do about it. You'll never be rid of
    them now, and it doesn't matter even if you do try to leave. Some of your new family
    members are perfectly capable of tracking you down no matter where you go."

    "I can vouch for that," Lucky said with a grin.

    "I don't think you have to full picture here," Billy said firmly. "I tried to rob
    the place. I threatened them with a gun, and even tried to tazer one of the girls...
    and your wife's response to that was to make me do all the dishes! Detention, she
    called it!" Ginger, Aurelius, Dale, and Lucky all chuckled at that, while Severus
    maintained his fixed expression.

    "Your point?" Severus inquired. "Did you think the punishment was too harsh?"

    "Well, I don't know how it works in your world, but in my world, when a criminal
    gets caught, they get arrested and go to jail," Billy said, glaring accusingly and
    Lunette Vallid, who he was certain knew that already.

    "Unless the owners decide not to press charges," Lunette pointed out. "Jennifer
    gave you a pardon, more than likely due to some of the factors that she and I know
    about that put you in a position to be desperate enough to try this in the first
    place. And when Jennifer decides to forgive somebody for something, you'll find that
    in most cases, everyone around her tends to go along with it. One of the Craw
    family's most endearing traits is the ability to forgive absolutely." Jennifer smiled
    at Lunette.

    "Yes, and as one of the recipients to one of Jennifer's brand of second chances, I
    will advise you not to squander it. Use it as a turning point, because it is a rare
    gift that really shouldn't be squandered away," Severus advised.

    "I second that," Aurelius said from behind him.

    "Third," Mark said from the other side of the room.

    "And as for putting Jennifer in her place, that's quite impossible. She decides
    her own place," Severus explained unconcernedly. "Besides, I didn't marry her to put
    in her place. I married her so she could put me in mine."

    "Oh, Severus!" Jennifer exclaimed happily, attempting to put her arms around him.
    She ended up on his lap so that she could do so, kissing his cheek lovingly. Aurelius
    turned all the way around in his seat.

    "Is this really a good place to have a public display?" Aurelius challenged his
    father triumphantly.

    "Hey, Billy! You better come back and help me finish cutting these grapes so we
    can finish that salad and get this Thanksgiving thing started," Lucky told him. "The
    longer we wait, the smarmier those two are going to get."

    "I'll go check on the turkey," Carlos said with a chuckle.

    "Can I help somehow?" Aurelius said, hoping he could hurry things up as well. But
    Ginger was quick to capitalize on the offer, handing him Branwen.

    "Here, she needs a change," Ginger informed him, handing her over.

    "I'll get the other one!" Jennifer volunteered immediately, and Severus quickly
    found his lap empty as he was abandoned in favor of the grandchildren. Shrugging at
    that, Severus went back to helping Justice and Quintin.

    It had been many, many years since Billy had a Thanksgiving like this one, and
    sitting at a table who were quickly turning into friends, rather than the strangers
    he normally ate with. But as he quietly listened to stories at the table, it became
    apparent from the conversations that it been a long time since Jennifer had one as
    well, not since she was in school... and some of them, like Ginger, Leu, and many of
    the younger kids, had never attended an American Thanksgiving feast at all.

    "You okay, Billy?" Lucky asked quietly from where she sat next to him.

    "It's all pretty strange to me," Billy admitted quietly back.

    "I get it. You mean surreal, ya?" Lucky asked. "Not strange as in having
    Thanksgiving with wizards, but strange as in sitting down and eating with people who
    seem to care about ya."

    "Yeah, it's confusing and a bit stupid," he replied.

    "I know what you mean. I felt a lot like that when I was taken in," Lucky said
    knowingly. "Before that, Thanksgiving was just another reason for Jose to get drunk
    and abuse mi madre and us kids. And when I was on the street, I probably
    wouldn't even know when Thanksgiving was if they didn't start blockin' off the
    streets downtown. And after the church I went to for Thanksgiving decided to turn me
    in to social services and tried to put me back in the foster system, eh, I didn't
    even do that again."

    "I never had the sense or the nerve to run. I figured the streets were probably
    worse," Billy said. "And so far, that's been proven right."

    "Then it's a good thing you're not on the streets any more," Lucky said. "But
    don't expect to be feeling any different right away. It doesn't work like that. It
    takes time," she explained. "It's not going to feel real for a while. But that's
    okay, you're in with the right crowd now that'll help ya see it through. Maybe you
    got a guardian saint lookin' after you... leadin' you to just the right spot to try
    and rob so you could get back on the right track. Or it was Fate. Or it was just dumb
    luck, take your pick. But if Jackie thinks you're worth savin', everyone here
    believes her, and they'll do whatever they can to help prove her right."

    Billy glanced over at her Jennifer, who was too enthralled with whatever Severus
    was telling her to be paying much attention to anyone else, including Quintin on the
    other side of her, who was using the opportunity to skip the Waldorf Salad and help
    himself to a cupcake.

    "Oh, and another thing. Whatever you do, don't fall for Jackie," she warned. "It's
    pointless and it'll only end in heartbreak. Even worse, she'll take advantage of it
    and make you do her bidding. Besides..." Billy blinked when she put a sticky note in
    front of his nose to read. "You see that number?"

    "Yeah," Billy said, pushing it back from his face a bit.

    "That's her age," Lucky explained. He blinked.

    "Are you shitting me?" Billy said, loud enough he got the entire table's
    attention.

    "Really, Billy, language!" Jennifer exclaimed. Justice, impressed with how much
    attention he had got, decided to repeat it, managing to garner his parents' full
    attention in the process.

    "I think that's a bad word," Quintin informed Billy solemnly.

    "Sorry," Billy blurted out. Dale and Lucky began to snicker.

    Before long, most of the people in the cafe were laughing.

    Even Severus was smiling softly, although it had nothing to do with Billy's
    outburst. Instead, it was focused on Jennifer, and watching her progress. He was
    finally seeing signs of her changing... evolving... perhaps subtle enough that
    everyone else hadn't noticed it... or nearly everyone else, he amended, when he saw
    Lunette's knowing smile across the table. She was taking on new responsibilities and
    learning how to lead, both there and at the school; setting examples and taking her
    skills to the next level by learning how to mentor rather than teach. And although
    right now the changes were so subtle that they offered him only glimpses into the
    potential that had been long-shackled by her lack of confidence, it was enough of an
    affirmation that he saw that the constant ache that came from being apart from each
    other was worth enduring.

    "Oh, Lucky, you're not really going to plug that in, are you?" Jennifer asked so
    suddenly that it pulled it out of his thoughts. "Everyone is still eating!"

    "But I want to watch the Bears-Lions game!" Lucky protested. "Hey, you could stay
    long enough to see who wins and go to the sportsbook."

    "Well, that'd turn a misdemeanor into a felony real quick," Lunette said. "You'd
    better keep it off until we leave, Lucky. I'd rather not see us on the spectator cam
    before we even get there."

    "What's that supposed to mean?" Billy asked in confusion.

    "I was wondering about how they're going to do that myself," Mark said. Jenny
    poked him. "What? It'd be a great way to time the market."

    "It's people like like Mark that made you-know-what illegal here," Lunette
    informed Severus with a chuckle.

    "Yes, I can see the point," Severus decided. "But I trust that the two of you will
    behave on your outing."

    "Well... maybe not completely behave," Lunette said mischievously. "We
    couldn't have any fun if we did that."

    "Then I'll simply trust you both to clean up your own messes," Severus decided,
    getting up to take care of his own plate.
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    Chapter Forty-Two

    Just a Standoff

    Lunette and Jennifer Apparated into what most people thought was a service closet
    and stepped into Ford Field, Jennifer staring at all of the people wandering
    about.

    "It's okay, come on. We're going to a private suite," Lunette explained. "One of
    the wizard lawyer associations I belong to sponsors it. I'm afraid we are going to
    have to put up with a few schmoozers and panderers, but it'll mostly be polite," she
    said with amusement. "And since a lot of the lawyers bring their favorite client...
    which translates into whoever gives them the most money... there's a big danger of
    someone from Whitebridge being here today. So, I arranged for us to sit with a
    friend," she explained. Jennifer glanced at her curiously, but she had turned and
    walked over to a door where an attendant of some kind greeted them and showed them
    in. Inside was a small bar and a food selection geared towards the holiday, while
    beyond it was a large glass viewing area and a door leading out to a row of chairs
    overlooking the field.

    As they came in everyone look over with interest, and one wizard made his way over
    to greet them.

    "Ah, Lunette! Happy Thanksgiving!" the man in fine wizard robes said. He had brown
    hair, a short trimmed beard, and green eyes.

    "Happy Thanksgiving, Jim," Lunette said with a warm smile. "Jennifer, this is one
    of my partners, James Buchard."

    "I recognize the name, actually," Jennifer said with a smile, remembering at once
    that he had some Masons as clients. He had also spoken up for her, she recalled, when
    they had tried to remove her.

    "How nice! I can't tell you what an honor it is to meet you after everything you
    and your husband has done over the years. Lunette has told me a lot of stories," he
    added with amusement.

    "Mostly good ones, I hope," Jennifer chuckled.

    "Perhaps with one or two rants thrown in when you exasperate her, but yes," Jim
    teased. "Also, you should be interested to know that I have taken you on as a
    client... for today at least," he added in a lowered voice. "But also, I've been
    hearing about your desire to help Dean Elk and Assistant Dean Johnson to reform that
    school, and Lunette has come to me for advice on your behalf. After the game, I would
    be more than happy to impart some of that advice, as well as provide you a possible
    solution that will give the three of you a lot more control over school's
    direction."

    "I am definitely open to any advise you can give me as far as that's concerned,"
    Jennifer agreed enthusiastically. "But um... wouldn't that be a conflict of interest
    in a way? I mean, I know who some of your clients are," she admitted.

    "No, not really. What I have in mind has absolutely nothing to do with them in the
    slightest," Jim assured her. "You'll see what I mean when I hand you my full proposal
    later." Jennifer smiled at that.

    "It sounds intriguing," Jennifer said enthusiastically.

    "Good! Then you can be my guest for the day," he winked. "And my old partner can
    come too!" he added for good measure.

    "Thank you," Lunette said with a chuckle. "Anyone for drinks?"

    "Oh, just water or iced tea, I'm still stuffed," Jennifer protested. "And I have
    to do it again at dinner!"

    "Me too, so I sympathize," Jim agreed with a grin. "Pumpkin Rum for me,
    Lunette!"

    "I think I'll have the same," Lunette decided, and the three of them stepped over
    to the glass to look out at the field. Currently there was a cheerleader squad
    performing a routine to music while quite a number of workers were busy checking over
    other parts of the field.

    "Do you know much about the game, Jennifer?" Jim asked curiously.

    "Just the basics. I know a field goal is worth three and a touchdown is worth six
    plus an extra point can make it seven, but I get confused sometimes when they're
    moving up and down the field and also during some of the penalty calls," Jennifer
    admitted. "Especially since the Wizard version of this game have penalties that are
    very different, from what I understand."

    "Oh, yes, they are, because the equipment is different," Jim agreed. "But no
    matter, I'll do my best to demystify you as we go along!" Just then, he heard his
    name and turned around. "Ah, another Pennsylvanian! Come, dear guest," Jim said
    companionably. Jennifer followed him over to a grey-haired wizard in a fine Muggle
    suit and tie, who stood by a somewhat heavyset wizard with styled blonde hair, steely
    eyes, and wearing a gentleman's robes. The blonde man tilted his head speculatively,
    debating if she was who he thought she was. But Jennifer was able to read clearly who
    he was and smiled.

    "Glen Starr, Mr. Alva Powers, this is Jennifer Craw Snape, a new client of mine.
    Perhaps you've met before?" Jim inquired. Mr. Powers frowned at him, wondering how
    she was Jim's client.

    "No, we haven't met, but am I right in thinking that you might be Angela's
    father?" she inquired.

    "Yes, I am indeed," he acknowledged with a thin smile.

    "I thought so, she rather looks like you," Jennifer improvised. "And she does very
    well in my class, too. She really has a knack for making items."

    "Yes, she gets it from me, of course!" Alva said.

    "I'm sorry, but am I right in thinking you're related to Professor Snape of
    Hogwarts in some way?" Glen interrupted, a bit impatient with them exchanging school
    trivialities at a time like this.

    "He's my husband," Jennifer said with a knowing smile.

    "Ah, how wonderful! It is an honor to meet you! Buchard, well done getting a Snape
    as a client. Moving up in the world, I see," Glen teased him.

    "Who cares if she's a Snape or not? She's just a teacher!" Alva said with
    exasperation.

    Lunette had been poised to come to her defense, convinced that Jennifer would
    stand there and silently take the insult as she had so many times in the past.
    Because of that, Lunette was entirely unprepared when Jennifer snapped, stepping over
    and smacking him across the face so hard that it immediately left a red mark. Glen
    and Jim reached for one of Alva's arms, a little afraid that he'd try pulling his
    wand on her.

    "If you have so low of an opinion of my profession as to make such a statement,
    you can take your children out of Whitebridge at once! Educate them yourself!"
    Jennifer told him furiously. "How dare you minimalize my profession, when you're just
    another stuffed shirted idiot who thinks that the only thing that matters is money!
    Who taught you how to count it? Who taught you how to read the charts you use every
    day, and who in the hell taught you to read? How dare you or anyone else stick your
    over-privileged noses in the air as if you were self taught your entire life, when
    every teacher you've had... from parents to school teachers to mentors... have
    sacrificed their time, energy, and yes, even financial status to get you to the point
    you are at right now! You are nothing but an ungrateful bloated pig, and I feel sorry
    for all of the teachers whose backs you stood on to get on that high horse of yours.
    Apparently, one of them forgot to teach your sorry ass how to respect those people
    who got you to where you are today. Well, guess what? I am not going to
    become one of those stepping stones! When I arrive at Whitebridge on Monday, I want
    your children enrolled in some other school, along with any other children in the
    Powers family who also hold the opinion that they're more important than teachers. If
    you have that poor of an opinion of me, then why in the hell would you want me to
    educate your children?"

    "In that, at least, you have a point," Al said crisply. "I'll certainly be
    removing Angela from your class, but you don't have the power to remove me from the
    school."

    "That is a very dangerous assumption," Jennifer said with such a dark expression,
    that Lunette walked over.

    "Jennifer," Lunette said quietly.

    "No, I am not backing down this time," Jennifer said firmly. "Remove your children
    from Whitebridge or face the consequences. And I guarantee you, you will not like the
    consequences."

    "Is that some sort of a threat?" Alva said, squinting.

    "Craws don't threaten, and they only give one warning," Jennifer said evenly.

    "Je - you know," Lunette began, but then gave him an almost apologetic look of
    resignation, "maybe you should just do what she says and save all three of us lawyers
    a bit of paperwork... and whatever cleanup would be necessary for whatever Dark Witch
    nastiness she has in mind," she suggested. At that reminder, Alva growled softly.

    "I hear Northwestern Wizards Academy is really good," Glen suggested
    helpfully.

    "They never should have let one of your sort in the school!" Alva snapped. "I'll
    have you removed!"

    "I'll have you removed from your own company's board first," Jennifer said coolly.
    Alva blinked.

    "Impossible!" he laughed at that. "You don't have the resources!"

    "Oh, I have a lot more resources than you think I do. Shall I prove it to you?"
    Jennifer inquired with an icy smile.

    Lunette thought it over carefully, and then nodded to herself, realizing that she
    did easily have the resources to do just that. In fact, her expressions were so open
    about her internal debate and nod of confirmation, that the three wizards in front of
    them had noticed it.

    "Of course, the regional school close to Cleveland isn't all that bad either,"
    Glen suggested. Alva turned and glared at him before storming out of the room.

    All of the sudden, Jennifer was aware of several other groups of witches and
    wizards had gathered in the room, because they had all begun chatting to each other
    as if they had been listening to the altercation.

    "Well! The game's going to start soon! Time for a new drink and to find our
    seats!" Lunette suggested.

    "Fine," Jennifer said irritably. "You know, that would have been so much
    easier if I could have simply challenged him to a Wizard's Duel! Why does it seem
    like everything I want to do is illegal over in the U.S.?" she asked with
    frustration, going over to the bar to get another glass of iced tea.

    "Well, that was tense," Jim admitted softly. "Remind me to never ever use the term
    'just' in front of teacher in her presence."

    "Or anything else negative about the profession for that matter," Glen added for
    good measure.

    "I really don't think any of us are going to forget," Lunette decided, then went
    over to get herself a tea as well.
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    Chapter Forty-Three

    The Benefit of Bunnies

    By the time the game was over and Jennifer was off to Rosemary Carmody's house,
    she was ready to brave turkey again. Bunnies scattered as she was welcomed with open
    arms, greeting not only Rosemary and Lav, but her two siblings, Damiana Harper and
    Basil Carmody. She most especially gave Basil a hug, for although she had seen
    Damiana once after Bell Choir practice, she hadn't seen Basil since she had been in
    school.

    "It is so good to see all of you again!" Jennifer said warmly, scooping up the
    little black bunny who had raced in front of her as they walked to the backyard.

    "Hey, how come Ebony comes to you? I've been trying to get him to come to me since
    he was born," Lav complained as they got to the back, and Rosemary chuckled at
    them.

    "Let's face it, Lav, bunnies have never been your thing," Basil teased her, then
    looked over at Jennifer. "I have a buck named Sport because he's a fast little guy.
    In fact, we've been using him around the office to carry memos back and forth,
    believe it or not, in a little tube harness I made for him."

    "Oh, I believe it. My eldest son made something similar for his cat familiar, but
    she tends not to be in a hurry to deliver them unless there's treats at the end,"
    Jennifer said.

    "In my experience, bunnies are much more reliable than cats," Basil said.

    "Only if you're single," Damiana retorted. "When I was pregnant last year, Rick
    had to leave his buck here at Mom's for the duration."

    "Yes, which only got me more bunnies," Rosemary laughed. "But lets not get in the
    cats vs. rabbit wars again, I'd like to keep things civil in front of our guest."

    "What sort of familiar do you have now, Jennifer?" Basil asked.

    "A Huang, actually," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Wait... it's better seen than explained," Lav said, and brought out her phone to
    show him a picture of Radiance.

    "What in the world?" Basil said with a laugh. "It looks Anisplinched."

    "She's actually really pretty in person," Lavender informed him.

    "Yes, she is," Jennifer agreed with a smile. "She's in New York right now since
    I'm staying there this week, but usually she's at the school if you want to see her
    sometime."

    "How did you end up with such a bird like that?" Basil said.

    "Well, after my bad Ratfly died, I had a rather large list of qualities that I
    wanted in a new familiar, and it was the only one that fit all of my needs at the
    time," Jennifer explained. "A flyer that was long-lived, quiet but protective, good
    with children, that sort of thing, and we asked one of our former Magical Creatures
    instructors, and he picked her out," she explained with a smile. "There is one rabbit
    in the family, though. My daughter Lucky has a Lop named Houdini. We thought we'd
    never get him trained to a hat," she said with exasperation, Basil grinned.

    "Ever thought of getting another one of your own?" Rosemary asked, her three kids
    rolling their eyes at that, knowing their mother was likely scheming to get rid of a
    few.

    "Oh no, not really all that interested, actually, I really don't want a familiar
    without a long lifespan again, especially considering... well, I suppose everyone
    knows I have several doses of the Elixir of Life in me after some very close calls
    with death when I was younger, and I really don't want to go through the grief of
    losing one familiar after another during my time on this planet."

    "Elixir or no Elixir, we can't exactly predict when it's our time. You might get
    hit by a bus tomorrow," Rosemary pointed out.

    "A cab more than likely, considering she's going back to New York after this," Lav
    teased.

    "True, but I'm also not going to set myself up for a loss that can be prevented,"
    Jennifer said firmly. Suddenly there was the sound of a baby crying and they all
    paused to listen.

    "Sounds like Naomi is hungry, I'd better go feed her," Damiana said.

    "Ask Rick how he's coming with that turkey while you're at it. I'm getting hungry
    myself," Rosemary said. "Maybe you two ought to go set up so we can eat soon."

    "Good idea, I'm hungry too. Lav, come help me finish setting the table up out
    here," Basil said.

    "Sure thing, then I can start making up some drinks," Lav said enthusiastically,
    and they went inside.

    "That seemed a bit convenient," Jennifer observed, Rosemary smiling at that.

    "My kids are really good at getting hints," Rosemary agreed. "Ebony really seems
    to like you, doesn't he?"

    "Still not interested," she said with exasperation, smiling at her old
    teacher.

    "Are you afraid of death, Jennifer?" she asked bluntly.

    "Of my own? No, not really," Jennifer said, but noticed that Rosemary was looking
    at her fixedly. "Of people I care about, yes. But who isn't?" she asked
    challengingly.

    "Fair enough, but there's such a thing as a healthy amount of fear and an
    unhealthy amount," Rosemary replied. "The unhealthy amount meaning to be so afraid of
    it that it keeps you from getting attached to anyone that you might lose."

    "Rosemary, we're talking about a familiar, not people. It's a matter of being
    practical, and it's more practical to have a long-lived familiar," Jennifer
    replied.

    "Yes, but I'm really concerned about that attitude coming from you, Jennifer, and
    about what that decision is hiding," Rosemary said with a serious expression.
    "Because you are using this excuse to prevent yourself from facing the fact that your
    artificial longevity is going to have some serious consequences down the line."
    Jennifer looked uncomfortable, deciding to concentrate on placating the baby rabbit
    on her lap. "Is that a shy violet I see?" she asked knowingly, tsking at her "What
    have I told you countless times about that?"

    "Shy violets only wilt, too afraid to see the sun," Jennifer repeated with a
    sigh.

    "So you do remember," Rosemary said with a nod. "Jennifer, by both circumstance
    and heritage, you have a personality of extremes, and I know that your sensitive side
    is so sensitive that anytime you try to bury things, it eats you from the inside, and
    this issue is no exception. You are at your best when you face your fears head on,
    and we both know it. Use that deep strength within you to challenge what is before
    you, whether it's an enemy or it's simply harsh truths that you want to sweep under
    the rug. You cannot hide from this, Jennifer!" she told her firmly. "To do so would
    render the decisions someone made to safe you with the Elixir in the first place
    meaningless. Because the fact of the matter is, as much as you'd might like to, you
    can't give a dose to everyone in the world you care about. People you love will die
    of old age... generations of people you love will, just as like it happens to Wind
    and Lunette. You need to learn how to face that fact head on... and also face the
    fact that anyone that you or your husband give that Elixir to will share the exact
    same fate. Just because you're out of step with the circle of life doesn't mean that
    it still doesn't go on... and so it should. I've seen how your face lights up every
    time you talk about both your new siblings and grandchildren, Jennifer, and rightly
    so, it is a joy. It is a continuation of your family tree... one which, impressively
    enough, you Craws know better than anybody. But if new generations are to shine,
    older generations must also fade. Life renews and improves itself, while those that
    have finished their work will move on to a higher plane. And those of you who have
    sidestepped that circle for a little bit are duty-bound to use that extra time to
    help guide the process along, and to use your knowledge and wisdom to aid your fellow
    man. Sometimes that will mean stepping boldly into a situation. Sometimes that will
    mean completely stepping aside, so that you don't get in the way of those needing the
    space to grow and experience things without you...well... getting in the way. But the
    fact is that those times will happen more often as time goes on. That doesn't mean
    that you should allow yourself to stagnate, however... you should keep growing and
    improving yourself. Wind and Lunette haven't stopped growing either, their roles have
    simply changed over time."

    "Yes, just like Albus and Minerva," Jennifer acknowledged somberly, and Rosemary
    smiled, taking her hand.

    "That said, I think you still have many years before you need to learn how to step
    aside for more than a moment or two. In some ways, Jennifer, you haven't even reached
    your peak yet, although I think you're getting a little closer to it this year,"
    Rosemary said with a smile. "But you do need to learn how to accept the sorrow and
    the loss in life just as much as you accept the joy in life. You don't have to like
    it," Rosemary she added softly with a gentle smile. "But you do need to learn how to
    accept it, because the fact of the matter is that those losses are going to start
    compiling. Fortunately, you do have some mentors who have the same problem and who
    can give you advice on this topic, and I'm not going anywhere just yet. But when my
    time comes and I am gone, I hope you remember this conversation and take it to heart.
    I will always love you, and you will carry that deep inside your heart for your whole
    life, regardless if I am still here or not."

    Jennifer burst into tears and hugged her old teacher, unable to hold back all of
    the fear and grief she had been holding onto. Rosemary hugged her tightly and smiled,
    letting her cry herself out.

    Lav, who had attempted to open the back door, shut it again, glancing in the
    kitchen where Rick, Basil, and Kenzie were fixing the plates.

    "Looks like we need to give them another moment or two," Lav told them.

    "That's okay with me. I can start telling your date some stories about how much of
    a pain in the butt you were when you were little!" Basil decided.

    "Hey!" Lav protested, and kept peeking out the door anxiously, relieved when
    Jennifer and her mother finally stood up so that she could interrupt the current
    story that her brother was telling. "Oh look, they're ready! Let's take out some
    plates so I can introduce you!" Lav said quickly, shoving a casserole filled with
    succotash at Kenzie while she carried out handful of miniaturized tables and a long
    tablecloth. Lavender stepped out the door only to see the two of them walking
    away.

    "And just where are you two going?" Lavender asked.

    "I'm just taking her over to the rabbit hutch," Rosemary explained. "Oh, hey! New
    girlfriend! Do you like bunnies? Come on over."

    "This is Kenzie Irving," Lavender quickly introduced, using her wand to quickly
    put together the tables and lay the table cloth so that Kenzie could put the
    casserole down.

    Then they followed Rosemary and Jennifer to the corner where a very large, bunny
    hutch that looked rather like a rustic lodge hotel took up most of the back corner, a
    ramp leading up to its doors. Sitting in front of it and watching the bunnies happily
    was a red-eared spotted pointsetter who seemed quite enthusiastic about watching his
    young charges play.

    "What a pretty dog!" Kenzie said with a smile.

    "That's my familiar, Bargain. He's almost always back here, actually," Rosemary
    explained. "I lost a couple of bunnies to a hawk a few years back and I got him to
    keep an eye on things, and he loves his work," she said with amusement. "I have one
    other familiar too... Pearl!" she called out, and a large white bunny scampered out
    of one of the top rooms and made her way out through the ramp. Rosemary scooped her
    up, holding her out for Jennifer to take.

    "Oh, look at her! If she wasn't a doe, I'd say she was the spitting image of
    White, down the to flecks in her ears!" Jennifer said with a laugh.

    "I know, that's why I kept her. I sell the vast majority of the does born to
    familiar shops, but she looked so much like White, I got attached to her," Rosemary
    said. "And she's a direct descendent too... come look!"

    Jennifer followed behind Rosemary curiously, and was soon staring in amazement at
    the back wall of the hutch. It was covered by a giant board that reminded Jennifer a
    bit of the map and schedule boards at train and bus stops. But instead of maps and
    schedules, this one contained a giant family tree, tracing each bunny back to their
    parents. Symbols were next to the name of each bunny; labeling which ones who had
    died, were adopted, or sold; and those she knew had other details, like if they were
    familiars or not. Some had a small book attached where, if Jennifer touched it,
    opened to show the rabbit's current owner. Rosemary pointed to the top left name
    where White was, using her finger to follow it down to Pearl. And from Pearl, she
    noticed, had come several litters, and in the bottom one was Ebony, one of only two
    bucks in the litter.

    "Pearl's my main producer at the moment... I put a potion in their kibble to help
    control how often she litters so I can keep it from overrunning the property," she
    explained. "Every now and again, I'll trade some bucks with other producers to keep
    the lines fresh, that's why some of these rabbits from the middle of the tree on have
    names with no ancestor trees, though I've had a couple of pedigreed ones that I do
    have information on," Rosemary said, touching one of the trees by their name to show
    the hidden family tree behind the symbol. "Could you imagine memorizing the Craw
    family line if it looked like this?" she asked wickedly.

    "Ugh, I don't even want to think about it! I would think that my family would have
    to give up the tradition if it got this chaotic," Jennifer said, but was still
    awestruck by it all.

    "Maybe... but I think there's a hint of your future in this," Rosemary said with a
    smile. Jennifer frowned, gazing at all of the ones marked with a gravestone symbol.
    "True, it'll never be as bad as your Half-Fae friends, who stop aging altogether, but
    at the same time, you need to be prepared for this: that includes you, everyone else
    who has been given a dose, and whoever Severus has to make one for in the future,
    since... alchemist to alchemist... you and I both know that such a formula as this
    Elixir would in no way be that shelf stable," she winked. Jennifer gasped softly at
    that, and then grimaced.

    "It's all right," Rosemary smiled. "I'll take it to my grave, because I have no
    interest in such a thing, thank you. I can plainly see for myself how it's a
    double-edged sword. And I think your husband has always known about this as well. I
    can't see Albus giving him such a thing without having this discussion beforehand so
    that he understood just how serious it was."

    "And I understand better just why my brother-in-law was so upset when Severus
    crossed the line that day and gave it to him against his wishes," Jennifer admitted
    quietly. "But Severus didn't want his sister to be left alone, and she's one of
    people in my life who naturally doesn't age, no more than Half Fae and 'Half Bear
    Spirit' do." Rosemary looked completely amused.

    "Good lord, Jennifer, haven't you figured Wind's heritage out yet? I know he
    doesn't talk about it... in many ways, he doesn't even like to think about it since
    he was born before the Europeans invaded this country. But let me ask you this; what
    Fae race do you know that could have been living for many years as a bear, but might
    have been interested in a beautiful young Cherokee maiden enough to shapeshift into a
    human to mate with her?" Jennifer thought about it only a moment before she chuckled,
    exasperated with herself.

    "Wind is Half-Pooka! Why didn't I ever see it before! That explains everything,
    from his longevity to the shape changing to his gift with manipulating nature!"
    Jennifer grinned. "I can't believe I missed that when it's so obvious now."

    "Yes, well, I'm sure I don't need to tell you that this is something something you
    should keep to yourself, although I'm sure he won't mind that you're in on the
    secret," Rosemary winked.

    "Of course not, Rosemary. I'd never betray Wind's secret," Jennifer said
    resolutely.

    "Nor will I betray yours," Rosemary said.

    "Of course not," Jennifer said with a smile, the two of them stepping back out
    again. Lavender and Kenzie, it seemed, had returned to help set up the table, but
    Basil was walking over to the hutch with someone else next to him; it was Aurelius.
    "Oh, dear. I should have expected that."

    "See? There they are," Basil said. "Jennifer, he says he's one of your kids?"

    "Yes, so he is," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Do you want a bunny?" Rosemary asked.

    "Thanks, but I have a snake. What have you been talking about Mum?" Aurelius asked
    bluntly, and Jennifer smiled.

    "Come over to where we were standing, Aurelius, I have something to show you.
    Rosemary, this affects him too," Jennifer explained.

    "Yes, I can plainly see that," Rosemary admitted. "Basil, go set out another
    plate, it seems we have one more for dinner," she said, the three of them walking
    back over to White's family tree. Basil shrugged at the dismissal, curious bunnies
    scattering left and right as he walked back to the table.
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    Chapter Forty-Four

    A Night of Mares

    By the time Severus, Leu, Viorica, and Quintin arrived back at the castle on
    Thanksgiving, a rather miserable mix of rain and slow had began to fall, and they
    quickly transfigured some umbrellas and cast footprint spells to get inside.

    "Apparently I should have left Andrew this key and taken the other," Severus said,
    ushering them inside. "Straight to your rooms, now... here, take this for those
    sniffles," he added, handing Viorica a small phial. "I'm sure there will be hot
    drinks waiting. Goodnight."

    "Goodnight," the two of them said. Leu headed for the stairs and Viorica went into
    a secret passages. Severus took Quintin through the Doorlift and got him settled
    before finally stepping into the Headmaster's Study where Andrew was sitting,
    munching on an apple as he marked some homework.

    "Good evening. I take it Anna's not back yet," Severus said.

    "No, but from what she told me, they normally don't even start eating until later
    in the afternoon, so we might not see her until morning," Andrew said. "Everything's
    been quiet for the most part, but there is a letter from Essie on your desk that's
    labeled 'Open on Arrival."

    "Oh?" Severus replied and went over, opening it and reading it carefully, then
    glanced up at Andrew who was watching him curiously. "Apparently, this weather is the
    beginning of a storm that is going to get progressively worse over tomorrow and
    followed by a nasty ice storm on Saturday,"

    "She's sending you her weather report? That's unusual, isn't it?" Andrew
    commented.

    "She says she has a very bad feeling about this storm, accompanied by a strange
    sense of foreboding coming from somewhere in the vicinity, and recommends we cancel
    all planned outdoor activities this weekend," Severus explained.

    "Isn't this weekend the last Hogsmeade trip before the holidays?" Andrew pointed
    out. "And there's also a Quidditch game... we typically don't cancel those regardless
    of the weather."

    "Yes, well, now is an exception. Essie doesn't send me warnings unless she's quite
    convinced that she needs to intervene. We'll simply have to move Hogsmeade to next
    weekend. As for Quidditch, football season is always canceled after the first
    snowfall, so we'll postpone it until Wednesday afternoon and have it in place of
    that," Severus replied. "Armando, let Demura know the plan so that Hermione can put
    notices on the boards in the morning. Andrew, while you're doing bed checks, why
    don't you go ahead and inform the prefects of the situation now so they have a head's
    up? Oh, and all outdoor activities are canceled... make sure that Diana
    knows that includes lake activities."

    "I will," Andrew said, putting away his work and leaving to finish his duties for
    the night.

    Andrew didn't have a chance to speak with Laura until he came down that night for
    his sandwich. But when he got there, he regretted not checking in earlier when he
    found Mopps fast asleep on the floor. It wasn't like her to fall asleep down there,
    he thought with a frown, gently shaking her.

    "Mopps?" he said, still trying to wake her. "Laura, are you okay?" Finally, the Cu
    Sith awoke and slowly sat up, soon changing back to her other form. Andrew helped her
    over to a stool. "What's wrong, another nightmare?" he asked with concern.

    "Yeah. Worse than I've had in a long time," Laura admitted somberly.

    "Chamomile tea," he suggested, and a cup appeared in front of her. "Anything that
    might have triggered it? This week's therapy session, maybe?"

    "If it was this week's session, it'd have happened last night," Laura pointed out,
    and watched as Andrew brought his sandwich over at sat beside her.

    "Maybe it was just random then," Andrew suggested, but somehow he instantly knew
    it wasn't. He gazed at Laura thoughtfully, and she slowly shook her head.

    "Is it just me, or does the castle seem darker and colder tonight for some
    reason?" she murmured, sipping the tea reluctantly.

    "It's probably the storm coming in," Andrew replied. "Father believes it's going
    to be bad all weekend. In fact, he's canceled all outdoor events, including Hogsmeade
    and Quidditch."

    "Oh, really? Well, it wasn't as if I was going to either anyway, but the students
    will be disappointed," Laura said.

    "You were going to check on your grandfather this weekend, weren't you?" Andrew
    asked with a frown. "Maybe you should hold off on that?"

    "Andrew, I don't know if the storm will affect where his boats are moored at, but
    if it does, that gives me more reason to go, not less. I really need to check in,"
    Laura said. Andrew sighed at that and nodded.

    "Yes, alright, you have a point. It was only a suggestion," Andrew said. "Finish
    your tea and I'll escort you back to your room. Or do you need ice cream too?"

    "No, I'm not in the mood for ice cream. What all do you have on that thing,
    anyway?" Laura asked. Andrew immediately took the hint, breaking off a portion of his
    sandwich and handing it to her.

    Andrew ended up sleeping on the couch in her sitting room with one of his hands
    dangling over the side to provide a comforting hand on the large dog lying on the
    floor beside him. Darwin flitted down on the windowsill, and for once, he wasn't
    singing as if he thought it was a glorious morning. Instead, Darwin was chirping in a
    loud, complaining tone. Andrew woke up fully and saw the icy rain coming down,
    quickly stepping over the dog and going over to collect his finch out of the
    miserable weather before glancing over at the clock.

    "Mopps, time to wake up. Time to get ready for class," he told her. "Lizzy, come
    out and wake her up." The irate cat hiding under the couch let out a growl of
    protest. She did not like having her favorite sleeping spot stolen all night. "Come
    on, Mopps! I need to head back to my room and get ready, and you should too," he told
    her again. Sluggishly she woke up and changed forms, apparently still reluctant to
    get up.

    "I had another nightmare," Laura grumbled.

    "Another one? Even with me here?" Andrew asked concernedly, helping her up, and
    she nodded. "You didn't seem restless at all last night when you slept. Mopps barely
    moved the entire time from what I remember."

    "Then why don't I feel like I got any sleep at all?" she muttered.

    "I don't know, but I certainly didn't get much sleep either. Fortunately, all my
    classes have quizzes today and I don't have to worry about review lectures until next
    week," Andrew said.

    "Yeah, I planned quizzes today too," Laura yawned. Andrew kissed her gently.

    "Then we'd best get them over with. I'm sorry it didn't help," Andrew added.

    "It's okay. Maybe it's just one of those things," Laura said.

    "Well, make sure you mention it to Conner next week. If you don't, I will," he
    warned, Laura grimaced at him, knowing that he would. Andrew smiled gently at her and
    slipped out the door to head back to his room and Laura went to the table to grab the
    coffee pot.

    

    Mari stretched with a smile, glad to get a good night's sleep for a change. It was
    the first time she had slept so well since she entered Hogwarts castle, in fact. She
    slipped out of bed and over to a window to crack it open so that she could looked out
    over the lake. It took a bit of effort, to the point that she wondered if the lake
    had flooded enough to prevent it. Finally, she thrust it open, garnering the protests
    of her dorm mates at the shockingly cold air, causing them all to bundle up and roll
    over. It was dark outside, to the point that you could barely tell that the sun was
    up, and everything was covered with a thick layer of ice, encapsulating the lake, the
    boathouse, and even the trees and bushes in the distance.

    "Cadha," she whispered, then went over to her sister's bed and pulled off her
    earmuffs. "Wake up, Cadha." The younger girl stirred and then stretched with a smile.
    "Sleep well?"

    "Better than I have in ages!" Cadha agreed, and Mari gestured over to the window.
    Excitedly, Cadha bounced out of bed and ran over to the window and the two of them
    sat as still as they could and listened to the howling wind. Finally they heard it, a
    faint cackling voice masked in the howling wind. They smiled at one another
    knowingly. "One of our friends are here! Do you think Father sent it for your
    birthday?" Cadha asked.

    "He must have. As long as I've been here, I've never known any of them to approach
    this castle before," Mari said.

    "No wonder I slept so well last night," Cadha agreed.

    "Yes. Someone had a pretty nasty night last night, though, didn't they?" Mari
    smirked knowingly.

    "Who cares? As long as it wasn't one of us," Cadha said. "Let's get dressed.
    Culver wants to meet us for breakfast. Can we take the packages down?"

    "That'd be quite a feat," Mari said, but the two of them quickly got dressed and
    made their way downstairs. When they made it down to Conspiracies, they found Eben
    waiting for him, and he had already gone to the trouble of finding a sheet to set all
    of Mari's presents from her siblings and cousins and pulled it together in a
    bundle.

    "Oh, lovely! You anticipated us!" Cadha said with delight.

    "I knew you'd want to include Culver too, yes," Eben agreed, picking up the bundle
    of presents. "But we're going to have to be careful on where we meet at, because I am
    betting that some of these presents are on Mr. Carnegie's banned list. I know mine
    is," he said. Mari smirked at that.

    "Let's go to one of the abandoned classrooms. There's one on the third floor that
    doesn't have any paintings in it," Mari suggested. "We can use the secret passages to
    stop by the kitchen first and Cadha can grab Culver from the Great Hall at the same
    time."

    "I wonder why there are so many abandoned classrooms in the place? There are tons
    of them on the third and fourth floors," Cadha said.

    "I don't know. I suppose they taught more subjects at one point, or perhaps a lot
    of classrooms started out on the third and fourth floors then were moved to where
    they are now for some reason... convenience, perhaps, so that students aren't
    constantly late having to wait for staircases," Mari conjectured.

    "It doesn't save me from being late to my Astronomy course," Cadha said
    critically.

    "Well, obviously some classrooms can't be moved," Mari said.

    "True, although I wonder why they don't move the Divination classroom out of the
    North Tower? It isn't as if there's a good reason for it to be up there," Eben said
    thoughtfully, opening the door so they could step in the cooler.

    It wasn't long before they stepped back out with a basket, and Cadha ran to get
    Culver, the four of them soon walking up the back stairs and into the old classroom
    that Mari indicated, pushing boxes away so that Eben could lay out the sheet for them
    to sit on as Mari went through the presents.

    "So, did anyone else notice the wind today?" Culver asked, and the others
    smiled.

    "Sleep well, did you?" Mari asked.

    "Fantastic," Culver agreed. "Although I can't help but wonder who's paying for
    that birthday present of yours."

    "As long as it isn't us, who cares?" Mari said, opening up the basket so they
    could each grab a roll out of it as she began going through presents.

    

    Quintin sat on his father's lap worriedly staring in the school mirror when his
    mother finally answered.

    "Oh! You're not who I was expecting!" Jennifer said with surprise.

    "Mummy! Are you okay?" Quintin asked.

    "Yes, but have you any idea of the hour over here?" Jennifer asked critically.

    "2:52 a.m.!" Quintin reported readily enough.

    "Yes, alright, finish getting ready to go to the daycare," Severus said, and he
    got down. "Sorry, Jennifer, I know you have to work tomorrow morning, but he was
    having nightmares and was certain you were in danger."

    "I'm in danger of falling asleep on Sally tomorrow morning, if that counts,"
    Jennifer snapped.

    "I know how to make it up to you. I'll make sure you have Kingler's coffee in the
    morning," Severus suggested.

    "That's very funny, Severus. I'll get even with you over Christmas for this,"
    Jennifer assured him, and broke off contact.

    "Am I going to the daycare today? It's Friday," Quintin asked in confusion.

    "Yes, but your school is canceled today because of the storm," Severus explained.
    "Still, I have classes, so I would very much appreciate it if you'd stay in the
    daycare today. Perhaps you can play in the castle tomorrow."

    "Are you going to play with me then?" Quintin asked.

    "I don't know yet but more than likely not. I may have to help your aunt with
    security," Severus warned. "Now finish eating and get ready to go downstairs."

    "Yes, Dad!" Quintin said.

    A few minutes later, Hermione stepped inside with some papers in hand.

    "Good morning, Hermione," Severus said.

    "Good morning. I got all of the cancellation notices up, as well as some notices
    out for Sagittari... he's decided to hold his classes in the castle today so they
    don't have to traipse out in that ice," she explained. "He's going to teach a class
    on familiar care in the old art room."

    "Very well," Severus said. He held his hand out for the papers in her hand.

    "Here are the last budget figures for the school meeting... assuming they're still
    having it tonight?" Hermione asked.

    "So far, I have not been told otherwise. This storm is probably only causing rain
    in London," he pointed out.

    "Do you want me to stay until you get back from the meeting?" Hermione asked.

    "I doubt that will be necessary. I'm sure Anna and Andrew can handle anything that
    might come up tonight," Severus replied. Armando cleared his throat.

    "Speaking of which, Severus, your sister has requested that you drop by her
    classroom after you've taken Quintin downstairs," Armando informed him.

    "Very well, let her know I'll be down straight after," Severus replied as Quintin
    ran into the nursery to finish getting ready.

    Severus wasn't surprised when there were more children than usual in the daycare
    room with the school closings. In fact, even Rich and Gloria were there, sitting at a
    large table in one corner and supposedly working on homework, although it looked to
    Severus if they were doing more gossiping about each other's schools than
    working.

    "I suppose this means that the storm was more far reaching than I originally
    thought," Severus mused with a glance at their direction before looking at Ashley
    again.

    "It would seem so, but that does mean I have a lot of extra help today too,"
    Ashley said with amusement. "I hope everyone gets done in time, Toby made me to
    promise to try and be home before nightfall tonight."

    "Did he?" Severus said with a frown. "I don't remember him ever doing that
    before."

    "Never before that I recall either," Ashley agreed. "But then, I'm sure all of the
    other professors going home will probably want to get back early too, considering how
    quickly the temperature is likely to drop tonight."

    "Fair enough," Severus said. "If anyone is held up this afternoon, let me know,
    and I'll make certain someone covers for you so you can get out on time. I'm certain
    he wouldn't request such a thing unless there was a reason."

    "Thank you, Severus," Ashley said with a smile, and he nodded to her as he stepped
    out.

    He frowned, walking towards the stairs. Was he reading too much into that, he
    wondered? Was Toby simply protecting his wife from the weather knowing the storm was
    predicted to only get worse? Or was there more to it than that?

    It didn't take Severus long to get down to the Muggle Studies room. In fact, Anna
    looked a bit startled when he gently knocked on the open door.

    "Wow, you got here fast," Anna said.

    "Quite a number of primary schools were canceled because of the storm, so I only
    had to take Quintin to the daycare," he explained, stepping in. "What did you need? I
    take it all of the excursions to the farm are canceled for now."

    "Yes, they are, but that isn't what I wanted to talk to you about," Anna admitted,
    and Severus shut the door. "First off, this could be nothing, and I could be just
    imagining things," she prefaced, and Severus squinted at that. "But I had a lot of
    trouble sleeping in the castle last night. I kept hearing strange voices in the wind
    for some reason, and I couldn't seem to stay asleep. I kept having nightmares," she
    explained. Severus frowned at that. "I don't know, maybe it's just from timezone lag
    or something, but normally, that makes me sleep better, not worse," Anna
    admitted.

    "What kind of voices?" Severus asked.

    "I don't know, exactly. It was almost like the wind outside was speaking to me for
    some reason," Anna said, then studied how serious Severus had gotten. "You don't
    think it was nothing, do you?"

    "No, I don't. Quintin was complaining about nightmares last night as well,"
    Severus said.

    "It could have been just a coincidence," Anna admitted.

    "That's true enough, but if there is even a slight possibility that something else
    is going on, we should take some precautions," Severus replied.

    "Yes, that's why I brought it up," Anna replied with a sigh.

    "And you were correct in doing so," Severus agreed. "Let me speak with Icarus and
    find out if anyone among his students also had strange dreams last night. I believe
    once everyone who is leaving for the evening is out of the castle, I'm going to lock
    the place down to be safe."

    "Don't you have a board meeting tonight?" Anna asked.

    "Yes, but I believe I'll send Eric a letter saying not to expect anyone from the
    school, I can very easily blame the weather conditions. In fact, they may be grateful
    to have an excuse to postpone it. I think it'd be better for me to stay close to the
    castle to be on the safe side," he decided. "Thank you for letting me know, I'll
    speak to you about it again later, maybe at dinner, so I can run you through lockout
    procedures."

    "Alright," Anna agreed.

    "See you then, if not before," Severus replied, then strode out of the room again,
    passing students wandering through to get to their first classes. He then went to his
    office to quill a letter to Eric and sent it off, carefully organizing his notes for
    the board meeting so that would be easy for him to find them when he looked for it
    next time. He kept an eye on the clock and then walked over to the North Tower,
    halfway up the stairs when Icks' first class got out. It was an advanced class, he
    realized, when he saw Mari and Eben dart out; both of them in an unusually good mood,
    considering how serious they normally were. Some of the other students, however, did
    look a bit tired, he observed, stepping into the classroom just as the last of the
    students wandered out.

    "Good morning, Severus," Icarus said upon him entering. Severus watched as both
    cards and coins seemed to float through the air and put themselves away as Icarus got
    ready for his next class. "Quite a storm, isn't it? But at least it's not a
    thunderstorm."

    "Yes," Severus said, simply stepping into his office. A moment later, Icarus
    appeared behind his desk. "Icarus, I know you've only had one class so far, but was
    there any strangeness to the amount of nightmares among your students today?"

    "In frequency, no, in intensity, yes," Icarus replied. "The children who are more
    prone to nightmares in general seemed to have had dreadful sleep last night,
    actually. It's probably because of whatever those voices are coming up over the
    mountains," he conjectured.

    "Voices? You've heard them as well?" Severus asked.

    "Yes, traveling along the wind... sentient beings of some kind," Icarus decided.
    "I don't know what, exactly, they are staying well outside of the school boundaries.
    It faded the moment that the sun came up this morning. My guess is that whatever is
    up there, the school's defenses are powerful enough to keep them out."

    "Directly, perhaps, although I'm not sure I like the fact that it seems to be
    intensifying nightmares. Were they only in your more sensitive Divination students?"
    Severus asked.

    "No, just in the ones that tend to have a lot of nightmares naturally... except
    for Mari and Eben, strangely enough," Ick said. "When I checked over their journals,
    it seemed that last night they had no dreams at all and were decidedly well rested.
    It's unusual because they tend to be light sleepers and dream quite often, but to be
    fair, Mari's charts were quite favorable this morning."

    "Favorable?" Severus repeated.

    "Yes, it's her birthday and she was born in the morning. When I have students that
    are taking Astrology and Divination at the same time, I let them bring in their
    birthday charts and make some observations for extra credit. She did unwisely
    accentuate the positive points and not mention some of the negative points in her
    chart, but many students do that. Even so, I know that she's probably going to have a
    very nice day today. Of course, just getting enough sleep for a change could have
    predicted that," Icarus admitted with a chuckle.

    "Yes, well, I'm more interested in the students it affects rather than the ones
    that seemed to have no effect at all on them," Severus said. Icarus blinked.

    "You misinterpreted what I meant, I believe," Ick said. "What I was attempting to
    explain is that while the entities in the mountains may have had something to do with
    some of the students having worse than usual nightmares, it also seemed to help other
    students sleep much better than usual." Severus stared at him in confusion.

    "I see," he said. "Keep an eye on it and see if the pattern continues, and let me
    know how things go at the end of the day."

    "Of course, Severus," Icarus said.

    Severus walked out of the office with a frown and decided to stand at the open
    door on the stairs for a moment, opening it despite the continuing sleet pelting down
    on the castle. He gazed up at the frost-covered mountains thoughtfully, but the wind
    was calm and the clouds were very low, making it difficult to see. Getting an idea,
    he walked to the Headmaster's Study, stopping first at his appointment book. He was
    glad to see that it was relatively clean of entries due to the fact that he had
    planned to spend the day preparing for the board meeting.

    "I'll be spending lunch in the nursery... actually, if Sagittari is free, I'd feel
    better if Quintin had a quick check-up," Severus told Armando as he went up to the
    Observatory Deck. He turned the telescope around and also twisted the dial to put him
    back to how it looked last night, setting it to midnight before peering at the
    mountains. But the dreary storm had made visibility virtually impossible, and even
    putting on the settings to clear up fog and clouds, all Severus could see was a
    black, hazy silhouette. Sighing, he left the scope pointed at the mountains and
    stepped back down again.

    "Sagittari says that you may bring Quintin over for lunch, Severus, and he'll give
    him a check-up then," Armando relayed.

    "Thank you," Severus said, using the time to prepare for his next class.

    At lunch, Sagittari gave Quintin a basic check up and a long chat before bringing
    him back out to his kitchen table where Severus waited, helping Quintin onto one of
    the tall benches when they arrived.

    "There we are, now let's have a nice lunch, shall we?" Sagittari said.

    "How is he?" Severus asked, more than a little annoyed that he even needed to
    prompt him.

    "He's quite all right, Severus, other than suffering from some lack of sleep from
    jumping time zones and his nightmares last night," Sagittari replied.

    "Icarus made a point in saying that the strong nightmares last night only seemed
    to be happening in students who generally tended to have frequent nightmares, but
    he's never complained about them at all until last night."

    "I'm not allowed out of my room before six," Quintin explained. Severus frowned at
    that.

    "He's been having bad dreams, Severus, he simply hasn't been mentioning them. It
    is only that last night's dreams were so strong that it terrified him enough to speak
    up," Sagittari explained. "But you need not be concerned about him having more
    frequent nightmares in general, Severus, it is quite common for children his age to
    have a great deal of them. Typically the nightmares may continue to come at a high
    frequency until he gets a bit older, and then they will lessen naturally. It's really
    all a part of growing up. Between his body growing at a rapid pace, attempting to
    understand his world, and other natural stress factors, he'll have his fair share of
    panic moments. If it weren't for the fact that you were seeing indicators that
    something unnatural was going on, I might blame some of this on the stress of not
    having his mother around as often as he'd like," Sagittari admitted.

    "I do miss my Mum," Quintin said, but Sagittari put a plate in front of him to
    distract him.

    "So other than whatever happened last night, it's natural growth causing it,"
    Severus repeated for confirmation.

    "Yes, very much so. But muting the room against alarming noises and perhaps having
    a candle going until he gets to sleep might help. You might also consider giving him
    an opportunity to talk about dreams if he has them in the morning. Having him talk
    about them and waylaying those fears will go a long way towards his getting some
    control over them," Sagittari suggested.

    "Yes, fine, I do know something about psychology, you know. I simply wanted to
    make sure it wasn't something else," Severus said with annoyance.

    "Always better to be safe about such things," Sagittari agreed solemnly.

    "Speaking of which, once everyone who is going to leave for the night has done so,
    I'm going to be locking down the castle this evening as a precaution, just in case
    that whatever is causing this gets bold enough to get closer," Severus replied.

    "Very well, I'll make certain I have all of the animals attended to by then,"
    Sagittari said, nodding in understanding, and they turned their attention to
    lunch.

    After his Runes class, Severus went straight to the library, and then after
    pulling out a couple of books Sagittari recommended, he went into the research
    library to grab a couple more. Andrew was sitting at the table, gazing a book
    sleepily.

    "Andrew. Perhaps you should have used your conference for a kip," Severus
    observed.

    "I look that bad, do I?" Andrew acknowledged with a chuckle. "I've only one more
    class left today. I'll make it through."

    "A lot of good you'll be tonight if you go to bed straight after classes. Did you
    have a lot of nightmares last night?" Severus asked in concern.

    "Me, no. Laura, yes," Andrew explained, putting a bookmark in the tome in
    resignation. Severus frowned at that. "She was a mess already when she got up at two,
    so I helped her back to her room and took the couch to try to help her get back to
    sleep while she was in Mopps form. I think I got even less sleep than she did,
    really, but I doubt she got much either."

    "Yes, well, she's hardly the only one," Severus said. He sat down, opening up
    different sections in each of the books he had brought. Andrew looked at his father
    blankly.

    "What do you mean by that?" he asked.

    "Apparently, there was something in the mountains last night causing it... a Fae
    or Undead perhaps, something that causes nightmares to be accentuated," Severus
    explained.

    "That can be a lot of things. There are so many Dark Creatures that can do that,"
    Andrew said.

    "Yes, I know, that's why I need to try and narrow it down in case it comes back,"
    Severus said.

    Deciding at once that what his father was working on was much more important than
    his own research, Andrew set it aside and started to help him go through it. Before
    he knew it, the hour was up, and Andrew had to return to his classroom. Severus
    stayed with it a few minutes longer before finally putting the books he had borrowed
    from the Research Library in his cubicle. Then he hurried back to his office so he
    could pick up Quintin and to start getting ready for the lockdown.

    Leu went straight to the library after classes and into the Owl Room, unsurprised
    to see Diana in there since she was the only other Owl who had an empty time slot
    during last period on Friday afternoons.

    "Hi. Do you have any more research papers that you need me to check?" he
    asked.

    Diana had been voted the leader of the project's History team, so was in charge of
    gathering up everyone's research and proposals while Leu, Noah, and Keir were helping
    her check them for errors before their final submission to Boulderdash and Scribe.
    Diana handed him over a large stack.

    "Are you going to have time to get these done before the holiday break in two
    weeks?" she asked him, as if doubting that he was capable of such an undertaking.

    "Sure, I'm far ahead this year, actually... all caught up on my work and ready for
    reviews. I'm even going to turn in my thesis for my last research paper before we
    leave for break so I can get it approved and start on it over the holiday. See, we're
    going to be spending most of the holiday on the boat, so I figured I could try to do
    some research at the same time, since I'm going to do another ocean culture," Leu
    said. Diana squinted.

    "Which one?" she asked suspiciously.

    "Fomorians. We're going to be spending time in the Aegean Sea," he explained,
    while Diana's deadpan expression betrayed just how much she disliked his choice.

    "They're not there anymore," Diana said flatly.

    "Yes, I know that. Most of them live out near the Westernmost Isle now, and I know
    just from family history that they don't care much for visitors," Leu said with
    amusement. "But I bet there are probably a lot of places near Greece where I might be
    able to dive and find some interesting archaeological evidence of their culture from
    back before they left the area. I'll admit I haven't had much luck pinning down any
    books on the subject that offer more than a page of information on them, but if I
    find anything, it may give me enough to do a full report on it."

    "I have a better idea," Diana said. "Your parents employ Merrow sailors, do they
    not?"

    "Oh, yes, they have since they got the boat," Leu agreed.

    "Then why not do your research on Merrow culture instead? There is a lot more
    information about Merrow culture in the library so you will not struggle finding
    references, and you can still gather plenty of information on your journey from the
    Merrows themselves, since Professor Scribe allows for interviews," Diana suggested.
    Leu sighed.

    "I'll admit you have a point, but I was looking for something that was more of a
    challenge for my last project," Leu explained.

    "It is only a research paper. There are many more important challenges in life. If
    you want to challenge yourself, challenge yourself in something that matters," Diana
    said seriously.

    "Like beating you in a race across the lake?" Leu asked her teasingly.

    "Yes," Diana said simply. Leu shook his head, smiling in exasperation. But Diana
    frowned. "It is frustrating that the lake is frozen over now. Much time will be lost
    before we'll be able to use it again."

    "Well, you could always go with us to Greece and challenge me there," Leu taunted
    her. Diana's jaw dropped at that.

    "How could you possibly suggest such an inappropriate thing as that!" she
    exclaimed, growing bright red.

    "Diana, calm down. I was joking," Leu spelled it out for her. "I didn't really
    mean it. I know you probably have other plans."

    "I do not. I am staying here during the holiday. But I would also not go anywhere
    with you, even if I were to answer your challenge just now," Diana said. "I would get
    myself there."

    "I'm sorry you have to stay here over the holiday, Diana," Leu replied. "I don't
    suppose you can spend some time with Noah while you're here?"

    "Noah again," Diana said critically. "That is all you've been concerned with this
    year! Have you no other friends or interests than that ghost?" Leu sighed.

    "Yes, well, there's a reason," Leu said, glancing at the door and checking the
    time to make sure they weren't in danger of the last classes getting out. "Can you
    keep a secret?" he asked. She simply stared at him as if wondering if he had
    temporarily forgotten who he was talking to. "You see, I don't think Noah is going to
    be here much longer. I think... I think this is his last year as a ghost of
    Hogwarts," he explained.

    "It is all of our last year here," Diana pointed out. Leu sighed.

    "That's different. None of the rest of us are going to fade away and disappear
    forever. But I am going to lose my best friend. That's why I've been spending so much
    time with Noah this year, because if my theory is right, he's only got a few months
    left before I lose him for good," Leu explained with open grief on his face. Diana
    frowned at him, studying him quite carefully.

    "I understand why this troubles you," Diana replied. "But I do not think
    neglecting your other friends is wise. You have many friends here that will graduate
    along with us, and we will go our separate ways. He is not the only one of us that
    will be out of your reach once this school year ends," she said firmly. Leu sighed
    with exasperation, getting up.

    "No one else in our class is in danger of disappearing forever, Diana. It's just
    not the same thing," Leu said, standing up. What was he thinking, he wondered to
    himself. He should have known from the start that Diana, of all people, wouldn't
    understand what he was going through. "I'll get these to you as soon as I get them
    done, Diana."

    Diana nodded to him and watched him go, then stared at the papers in front of her.
    Suddenly realizing that tears were welling up in her eyes, she angrily wiped them
    away, reminding herself that she was beneath such signs of weakness. Shakily getting
    herself a quick glass of water, she finished it and took a couple of calming breaths
    before returning to her research.

    With practices canceled, Leu found that the Great Hall was already filling up with
    students ready for dinner. And as the last classes got out, more and more students
    began to trickle in. Noah floated through the wall and took his place by Leu at the
    end of the table.

    "Surprised to see you here. Didn't you have work on the history team to do?" Noah
    asked.

    "Yes, I already picked it up," Leu explained.

    "Hello, you two," Dasher said as he and Edward sat down. "Storm's getting nasty
    again."

    "At this rate, we'll never get back outside again," Colby bemoaned further down
    the table.

    "Well, there was a prefect meeting with Andrew a little bit ago, and we've been
    told that everyone's going to be sent to their rooms after dinner. There's going to
    be a lockdown," Dasher informed them.

    "Really? What for?" Leu asked curiously.

    "I don't know. We were told it was just a precaution," Dasher said.

    "Ugh! That is all they ever tell us!" Colby complained.

    "I completely agree. If they're going to the trouble to lock us down, they should
    at least have the decency of telling us why," Deborah Balmweed said.

    "Perhaps it's the storm," Culver conjectured unconcernedly.

    "I suppose that is possible," Dasher said. "Perhaps they're afraid someone will
    try going out in it. But really, nobody is going to want to go out in this weather. I
    don't think we'll have trouble with anyone not wanting to head straight to the house
    rooms tonight."

    "Cold weather just inspires me all the more to want to find a cozy spot in the
    common rooms to curl up and do my reading assignments," Edward said, several other
    students agreeing with him. They all looked up when Anna tapped a glass at the main
    table. But by then, the word had already spread to the other houses as well, and so
    nobody was surprised at all to hear they were to go straight to their rooms that
    evening.

    Upstairs in the Headmaster's Study, Severus and Hermione were waiting by Armando,
    while managing to get one or two last Owls sent out.

    "Are you sure you don't want me to stay?" Hermione asked concernedly when she let
    the last of the Owls go, noticing that the wind was starting to pick up.

    "No, I'm sure we have everything well in hand here," Severus said. "I'll send you
    a Flame in the morning."

    "Yes, alright," Hermione replied.

    "Is Rich still here?" he inquired.

    "No, Ginny dropped him off when she and Margaret left," Hermione replied. "That
    way Ashley could go ahead and leave."

    "Headmaster, John is asking if you want him to stay over," Armando asked.

    "Oh, yes, this was supposed to be his weekend to go home also, wasn't it? Did he
    truly want to stay, or was it simply out of some silly sense of duty?" Severus
    asked.

    "I have been told it was with obvious reluctance, Severus," Armando said.

    "Then send him along as well. Has Laura and Danyelle left already?" he asked.

    "Yes, Severus. I believe once John has left, Hermione is the only one who was
    planning to go home this evening," Armando reported.

    "Student counts?" Severus asked.

    "Andrew and Anna are doing them now, Severus," Armando reported.

    "It seems that we have this well in hand, Hermione. Why don't you go on down?"
    Severus said.

    "Alright. Have a good night," Hermione said.

    "Yes, stay safe," Severus replied, and Hermione picked her cloak up off the back
    of the chair and went to the Doorlift.

    "Start locking down unessential areas first and then begin full lockdowns once
    Anna and Andrew have confirmed student checks and John and Hermione are safely out of
    the building."

    "Yes, Severus," Armando said, and Severus went into the nursery to keep Quintin
    preoccupied before bed, bringing in a red candlestick with him when he came in the
    room.

    "What's that?" Quintin asked curiously, when his father took one of the sconces
    off the wall and changed the candlestick for a new one.

    "It's a special candle I got from Ashley that has a soft red glow to it when its
    lit. You may leave it on when you go to bed this evening to help you get to sleep,"
    Severus explained.

    "Will it help bad dreams?" Quintin asked curiously.

    "Perhaps in a small way," Severus said, Quintin frowning at that. "The best way to
    keep bad dreams away is to learn how to turn them into good dreams."

    "How do I do that?" Quintin asked, pulling his jim-jams out from under his
    pillow.

    "When you notice you're having a bad dream, wake yourself up, and try to think up
    a way to turn the dream into a good one," Severus suggested. "For example, if you
    have a dream like last night where you thought your Mum was in trouble, you could
    make up an ending where someone comes and rescues her."

    "Oh. I think you should rescue her. You always rescue her when she's in trouble,"
    Quintin decided.

    "Yes, and she always rescues me when I'm in trouble," Severus replied. "What other
    sorts of nightmares do you have?"

    "That bad creatures get in my room," Quintin explained.

    "That one is easy, then. Rasputin can always come out from under the bed and stone
    them for you," Severus suggested. Quintin checked under his bed. Sure enough,
    Rasputin was curled up under it, licking his nose with his tongue as if something had
    tickled it.

    "You're right, he would," Quintin decided, then got dressed so that his father
    could then help him with his reading.

    The moment he was safely asleep, Severus stepped out of his office and into the
    corridors to get a feel of the castle now that everyone had retreated to their rooms.
    There was still an uneasiness, he decided, as he worked his way towards the Astronomy
    Tower. As he walked through the quiet, dim corridors, he noticed a glint of light out
    of the corner of his eye and then turned curiously to see someone coming towards
    him.

    "Anna?" he inquired thoughtfully.

    "Lockdown is completed, and everyone is where they should be," Anna reported, but
    her expression looked as if she was a bit uncomfortable.

    "Then why are you glowing?" he asked with a frown.

    "I think it has to do with those voices in the wind... they're back again," Anna
    explained. "Only they're not anywhere near as loud as last night."

    "Farther away perhaps?" Severus conjectured.

    "I'm not sure... if they're further away, then why am I still glowing?" Anna
    asked, but it was obvious she was asking herself more than Severus.

    "I was about to go up to the Astronomy Tower to speak to Aurora. I haven't had a
    chance to speak to her since last night, and I was wondering with her heritage if she
    may have picked up something we haven't," Severus suggested. "Not to mention that we
    might have a better view of the mountains from up there, so we may be able to get a
    better idea if there is any sort of threat."

    "Both are good points. I'll go with you," Anna agreed, and the two of them walked
    over to the stairs, passing Lady Charlotte on their way up.

    The two of them glanced in Aurora's classroom to find it empty, and was she in not
    her office. They kept on going up the stairs and found that the door leading outside
    was open despite the weather and they reluctantly went over to look outside.

    Aurora Sinistra stood in a hooded cloak under one of the eaves, staring out at the
    ice storm. Away from the walls, the surface of the tower was covered with a sheet of
    ice, and although Aurora had taken the precaution of covering the telescopes, icicles
    hung from the covers themselves. The eaves also had plenty of ever-growing icicles,
    and there were several piles of broken icicles from where an irate gargoyle had
    decided to shake them off.

    "Aurora," Severus said, cautiously slipping next to her while Anna opted to stay
    in the doorway. "A bit nippy to be out here."

    "Listen," Aurora said, and the three of them became quite still, listening to both
    the pelting ice rain and the sound of the wind, which had definitely picked up as the
    darkness had set in.

    Severus gazed out into the darkness at the silhouettes of the mountains in the
    distance, listening to the hollow moan of the winds. He closed his eyes, then finally
    was able to discern a very faint, melodic voice drifting on the wind too soft for him
    to even guess the language, but he was quite sure that the two witches on either side
    of him heard it much more clearly.

    "There aren't as many as there were last night," Anna commented softly.

    "Yes, I noticed that as well," Aurora said. "Last night it sounded as if there
    were about a dozen of them. Tonight there are only three that I can discern."

    "Do you recognize the language or the species, Aurora?" Severus asked.

    "They're definitely Old Hags of some kind, Severus," Aurora reported.

    "Snow Hags or Shadow Hags perhaps?" Severus asked.

    "No, I don't think so, from the accent it's something more localized. Lowland or
    Marsh Hags, maybe," Aurora conjectured. Severus frowned.

    "What are they doing up here, then?" Severus asked. Aurora shrugged.

    "Yeah, they're a bit out of their element. It explains why we've never had a
    problem with them before."

    "Sorry, back up. Are you saying these Hags are some sort of creature? I thought a
    Hag was just a derogatory term for old spinster witches," Anna asked.

    "Yes, it is that as well, Anna, but what we're talking about is a Dark Fae
    species... partially incorporeal," Severus explained. "They can manifest like a ghost
    can, but they are very much alive. They typically stay in an incorporeal form except
    when they're ready to attack and kill their prey; their material Fae form looks a
    great deal like a crooked backed, heavily wrinkled old woman, which is how that got
    turned into a witch reference. They invoke nightmares in those who are prone to them
    and feed off of their fear."

    "Like Dementors do?" Anna asked with a frown.

    "Similar in some ways, although not quite as powerful one on one. And they cannot
    destroy a soul, although they will kill their victims when they feel that they've
    consumed what fear they can off of them... they will even kill Muggles on occasion.
    Their method of attack is by compressing the lungs and heart, so that it looks like
    they simply died in their sleep of natural causes," Severus explained. "One on one,
    if a wizard or witch are aware of their presence, they're an easy match, especially
    if they have a strong Patronus. However, a large group of them can be a challenge to
    defeat. They have a great deal of Wild and Dark magic, and although they prefer to
    hunt alone, they are social enough with one another that they will gang up and take
    on a threat together if they feel they need to. That said, we have little to worry
    about while we're in the castle. The defenses here are more than adequate to repel
    that sort of creature... that was evident last night, especially if, as you say,
    there are less of them now. But we should have someone explain what's going on to the
    student body so that they understand what's causing the elevation in their
    nightmares. That way, they can take basic steps to minimize the effects. Perhaps
    Laura can speak to them about it at breakfast tomorrow."

    "No, she's out of the castle tonight. She went to check on her grandfather," Anna
    explained.

    "Oh, yes, that's right. I'll have Andrew do it then," Severus decided. "I'll also
    speak to Sally, Ick, and Janus in case something comes up with the students
    tonight."

    "Do you want me to handle night patrols? It's not like I have anything better to
    do, because even with a demystifying telescope, I can't do anything in this," Aurora
    said, gesturing at the weather.

    "Yes, that would be quite helpful, thank you," Anna agreed, and they all went back
    inside.

    At the bottom of the stairs, the three of them went their separate ways. Severus
    began wandering in the direction of Andrew's room even before getting out his watch
    to check and make sure he was currently in it. But when he pulled out his watch, he
    stared at it in confusion, because Andrew's arrow kept floating strangely between his
    room to "Mortal Peril" and back again. More than a little alarmed and wondering if
    one of the Hags had managed to get in after all, Severus skipped quickly to Andrew's
    room and knocked on the door, much harder than what he normally did.

    Andrew opened the door in surprise, blinking at his father.

    "Is something wrong?" Andrew asked.

    "Yes, apparently," Severus said, taking out his wand as he began running checks on
    Andrew's sitting room and bedroom. Andrew got out his wand to assist him, but after
    going over the entire room, they found nothing. Severus frowned again, glancing at
    his watch. "It stopped."

    "What stopped?" Andrew asked.

    "Whatever was throwing my watch into a tizzy," Severus said with a frown, staring
    at it. "I suppose I need to have it looked at. Anyway, I wanted to give you an update
    as to what is going on. Apparently the school has attracted some Scottish Hags for
    some reason, which is what's been causing the nightmares. They can't get in the
    defenses, so the worst they can do is cause some unpleasant dreams, but tomorrow
    morning, I want you to go downstairs when the majority of students are at breakfast
    and explain this to them and offer advice to those who are adversely affected."

    "That does explain a lot," Andrew said with a sigh. "Okay, I'll handle it."

    "You may want to check into Gryffindor just in case, but I doubt there will be too
    much of an issue tonight, since apparently the majority of them seem to have gone
    somewhere else, there are only three left," Severus explained. "Once the weather
    clears, we can take a group up into the mountains and chase them off." Andrew
    frowned.

    "Most of them left? Aren't those types of Hag attracted by strong nightmares?"
    Andrew asked sharply.

    "Yes," Severus agreed.

    "Laura," Andrew said, then went running for his boots and his cloak.

    "Wait, you shouldn't go rushing out there willy-nilly, Andrew. Besides, the castle
    is in lockdown..."

    "Then let me go before it does!" Andrew snapped. Severus' expression changed as
    what happened with his watch suddenly made sense, glancing at it with a frown as he
    checked the time, taking out the Time-turner and setting it back himself.

    "Fine, go, but you're going to be in grave danger this trip, Andrew, my watch
    wasn't swinging towards "Mortal Peril" for no reason," Severus warned.

    "If I was in danger, it's because Laura already was," Andrew snapped.

    "Yes, you have a point. When you're finished, put the Time-turner in your cloak
    and I'll retrieve it out of your Cloak Chest. You can go to your sister's house if
    you need a way in during the lockdown. Report to me the moment you get back to the
    castle, regardless of how late it is."

    "Got it," Andrew said, grabbing his broom before tossing the Time-turner around
    his neck and disappeared. Severus quickly got out his Chronojournal and filled out
    the different times he knew so far, then hurried back to his study.

    But when he got back to the study, he couldn't help but stare at what was written
    in his appointment book, realizing he was going to be in for a long night, especially
    when he opened his desk drawer to find the Time-turner was already in there.

    There could be only one explanation as to why.

    

    It was nice to return home.

    After spending a season in the Orkneys, Laura's grandfather was quite glad to get
    back to the familiar waters of Galway on the western shores of Ireland, and was only
    too happy to dock on the mainland close enough that he could still check in on Carol
    and Remus' house on one of the small islands.

    Her grandfather had chosen to drydock the rentals in town until spring, only using
    the Silver Merrow for fishing. He had bought for himself a small private
    dock and stone cottage that was not on any maps and not easily seen by anyone not
    coming up the long gravel road through a densely forested shoreline, choosing the
    location in hopes of not having to be move again like he had to last year when his
    family had been targeted.

    The storm, it seemed, was more rain than sleet, So although it was drizzly and
    dreary, it didn't seem to be as much of a problem for the old fisherman as Laura had
    feared.

    "The boat's well winterized, and I've a deicer installed. It's a Muggle one...
    mostly," Finn told Laura with a wink. "But the seas are rough, and there's nae need
    tae go out in it til things improve some. I expect there will be prime fishin' the
    mornin' after the worst of it has passed. By Sunda', fer sure, if yer a plannin' to
    stay as long."

    "As it happens, yes I can, because all activities were canceled for the school
    this weekend," Laura explained with a smile.

    "Savage! It'll be good ta have ya about for a few days, since I've not seen you
    once since the start of school, I dun' believe," Finn said. "Didn'ya promise oul dear
    to come and look after yer weak an' feeble old grandfather?" he asked with a
    wink.

    "I am sorry, Granda, but the school really does take up most of my time. Besides,
    we both know you are perfectly capable of taking care of yourself. And if you can't,
    the Merrows can," Laura teased. "Besides, I'll spend all the winter holiday here if
    you like... although I would like to invite you to come to Conner Donovan's house for
    Christmas day, we've been invited over to spend the holidays at his house."

    "Donovan?" Finn repeated, thinking about it a moment. "Ah, that's the lad who
    married Lindsay Black, aye?"

    "Yes, that's right. Aunt Anna is going as well and... actually, I have a friend
    planning to go with me," Laura explained sheepishly.

    "Ah! I see! Then I expect I'd better go and inspect the lad," Finn decided with
    interest.

    "Well, actually you've met him," Laura admitted, refilling their cups with hot
    water to have an excuse to get up for a moment, before finally sitting back down, his
    eyes still on her. "I'm seeing Andrew Snape... exclusively," she added quickly when
    she saw the change in his expression.

    "Have you lost your senses? He's a bold one that is, surely you've heard enough
    stories to know that."

    "I understand why you'd be concerned, but you'll simply have to trust me when I
    tell you that he's changed since then," Laura said.

    "And what does Carol think of that, then?" Finn asked, completely unconvinced.

    "Well... she doesn't really know about it, but I don't think she'll mind as much
    as all of that. My father will take a lot more convincing," Laura admitted, making a
    face. "Perhaps you can help me persuade him when he gets home?" she suggested
    hopefully.

    "How can you expect me to do tha' when I'm not persuaded myself? Wasn't he a
    teacher of yours, no less, he must be 10 years older if not a day, and a laundry list
    of sins as ever anyone did e'er have when it comes to sleepin' around. Granted, he's
    a personable sort, but nae the kind I want courtin' my granddaughter, it'll only lead
    ta you getting' hurt," Finn scolded her.

    "Well, if you can't trust me, then why don't we go to the Donovan's on Christmas
    day and you can make your own judgments on whether he's changed or not?" Laura
    suggested. "I'm sure as long as you keep an open mind, he'll impress you enough."

    "It would take a lot to impress me, considerin' his reputation," Finn warned
    her.

    "Yes, I expected as much, but I want you to get to know him better anyway," Laura
    said. Finn eyed her skeptically, but let out a sigh.

    "Aye, alright, anythin' for my only granddaughter, but I reserve the right to
    throw him out if his intentions aren't honorable," Finn said.

    "Great! I'll let Uncle John and Mitch know we're going. They didn't want to say
    for sure until they knew whether or not I could talk you into it," Laura
    explained.

    "You're as silver tongued as your mother when it comes to talking folks into
    things," Finn declared. Laura chuckled and finished making her tea.

    It was not long after the sun had gone down that they could feel the roof rattle
    and the sound of the wind as it began to pick up. Laura felt a hill, listening to the
    wind blowing against the cabin.

    "That came up sudden," Finn said thoughtfully, listening to the wind. "I'd better
    double check the moorings on the boat."

    "Oh, that's alright, Grandda, I'll go do it," Laura immediately volunteered,
    putting down her tea.

    "Mind ya tighten' it well, and come straight in after," Finn said.

    "I will," Laura promised, then glanced at the stove. "But I think I'll grab some
    firewood for the rack on the way in too. It might get colder if there's another storm
    coming in," she said, then went outside.

    As she went over and took care of the boat, the icy wind picked up even more,
    chilling her hands and making it more difficult to fasten it. She used her wand in
    the end to shore it up, and even invited the crew in, who quickly opted to wait the
    storm out by swimming out of the bay and into the ocean. She hurried over to the rick
    of wood and was about to gather some up, when she heard voices on the wind. At first,
    she didn't understand them at all; but suddenly they switched tongues to an old form
    of Gaelic. The voices were coming from the dark cover of the woods behind the
    cottage.

    "It's the girl, sisters!"

    "It's the girl!" several other voices repeated.

    "Monstre hostis!" Laura cast, taking a defensive stance.

    Slowly she could make out nine silhouettes as a flash of light appeared around
    their hazy forms... three in the center, the others almost crouched to either side,
    still partially hidden in the shadows. Finally they began to materialize, the
    grotesque, gnarled faces partially covered by long dark hoods, while strands of white
    hair flowed out over their robes.

    "Moor Hags," Laura said in recognition. "Aren't you a bit far from home?" she
    repeated in Gaelic.

    "We were following you," the one in the center said, sniffing the air pointedly.
    "Such delightful, entertaining, satisfying nightmares you have, my dear."

    "I see now. You were what was causing the nightmares at Hogwarts last night,"
    Laura said, taking a stance close to the building when the hags to either side seemed
    to be spreading out. She couldn't afford to be surrounded when there were so many.
    "You're wasting your time with me. I know perfectly well how to deal with one of your
    sort. You'd be better off going back to Scotland where you belong... and not back to
    the school either," she warned. The Hag in the center cackled.

    "You could fight one of us, perhaps. But nine of us?" she asked, then said
    something in her native tongue that made the others begin to move in.

    "Expecto Patronum!" Laura intoned loudly. A giant Cu Sith came bounding
    out of her wand straight towards the one in the center. But as the Hags in the center
    scattered to try and get out of the Patronus' way, the ones on the outside began to
    move in to get closer. Her head was beginning to cloud as her nightmares attempted to
    fill her head despite being awake, and her Patronus was forced to break off its
    attack so that it could guard her.

    Suddenly, a Patronus appeared behind the creatures. A Unicorn mare charged the
    Hags attempting to get around Laura, actually managing to hit one. The Hag screamed
    and dematerialized, the glowing residue drifting on the wind. Andrew took the
    opportunity to dash through the opening it left and over to Laura's side.

    "Andrew!" Laura said in complete surprise. "What are you doing here?"

    "I told you I wouldn't let you fight these nightmares alone again," Andrew
    snapped. "That includes when creatures try to take advantage of it."

    But Laura had become distracted by his presence and hadn't noticed that one had
    come up behind her, and Andrew pulled her back enough to send his Unicorn charging
    after it.

    "Andrew, look out!" Laura warned as the one he had hit earlier managed to regain
    its form.

    It came after him, pointing at his chest. Andrew gasped when he felt intense
    pressure, and was barely able to call his Unicorn back around to get the Hag to back
    off. Just as they realized they couldn't take on so many, a sharp-toothed Narwhal
    charged into the semi-circle of Hags closing in around them. "Grandda! Get back
    inside!" Laura scolded him as he came running over.

    "'Tis foolish to run from creatures that thrive from fear, tha'd only get us
    killed faster," Finn snapped at her, and Laura sent her Cu Sith after one of the Hags
    so that her Grandfather could join them by the wood pile.

    "There, now! Three agin' one is a might better odds," Finn offered.

    "Not much," Andrew said rasped.

    "Are you alright?" Laura asked Andrew.

    "No. We need to figure out which one has her grip on me," Andrew said, a bit out
    of breath.

    "If we can find out which one is trying to pull my nightmares to the surface,
    that'd be lovely as well," Laura agreed, then sent her Cu Sith after one that was
    getting too close.

    But the chatter on the wind had increased along with the excitement of the Hags as
    they all raised their arms as one. Even if the pressure had temporarily been released
    on his chest, Andrew quickly realized they were in trouble, for the three of them had
    little chance of stopping an attack of all nine of Hags working in unison.

    Suddenly there was a bright light and daylight momentarily flooded the area,
    lasting long enough that the Hags to recoiled, disrupting their attack. A giant raven
    Patronus descended out of nowhere and attacked one of the Hags, followed by a
    lightning fast bunny Patronus that was dodging in and out of the Hags and jumping on
    their shoulders as it weaved in and out, further disrupting them. Realizing that this
    was just what they needed to turn the situation around, Andrew grabbed Laura's hand
    long enough to cast the Synchronous Spell, and the two of them renewed their
    Patronuses. Both the Cu Sith and the Unicorn came out of their wands much brighter
    than they had been before, biting and spearing their opponents, the Narwhal soon
    joining them. This time when they connected, the Hags that dematerialized did not
    return. Faced by so any enemies coming at them from different directions, the few
    that remained shifted back to their incorporeal forms.

    As the last one disappeared out of view, the wind quickly died down. In fact, it
    became so quiet that all that could be heard was each other's panting breath and the
    cold gentle rain beating down on them.

    Finn put away his wand and stared up at the sky as if he had just realized it had
    been raining, then realized that the other two wizards who had aided them had already
    left from wherever they came.

    "I expect another cup of tea and some dryin' off be in order after all of tha',"
    Finn decided. "Laura, have yer man bring in the wood for the stove, an' you head
    inside and change." Glancing out in the darkness a moment longer, Laura slowly put
    away her wand.

    "Yes, Grandda," Laura said, doing as she was told despite the fact she could see
    her grandfather was holding back for some reason. She went inside, wondering whose
    Patronuses had saved them.

    "How much should I get?" Andrew asked awkwardly, finally putting away his wand. He
    picked up a few logs when he noticed that Finn was eyeing him suspiciously. In fact,
    he wore an expression that reminded Andrew very much of the one that John Carnegie
    had that day he had stopped him on the stairs.

    "Now, how might it be tha' someone with such a reputation of messin' about could
    have a Unicorn for a Patronus?" Finn asked bluntly.

    "She was my mother's," Andrew said with a shrug, grabbing a few split logs off the
    the stack.

    "Hm," Finn said and turned back inside. Andrew followed behind, realizing that his
    work was going to be cut out for him when it came to impressing this family.

    

    Severus wasn't surprised in the slightest when Andrew didn't return to the castle
    until the lockdown ended at dawn. He dutifully came straight to the Headmaster's
    Study with his clothes rumpled and looking quite tired, but all in one piece.

    "Sorry... I was a little afraid those Hags might come back so I decided to stay
    until dawn," Andrew explained.

    "Really? I'm a bit surprised Dorset let you," Severus admitted.

    "Actually, he made me stay on the boat," Andrew replied sheepishly. "I don't think
    he's keen on the fact that we're dating any more than John is. Anyway, thanks for
    coming after us last night. We would have been in real trouble if you hadn't."

    "Why do you think we did it?" Severus replied evenly.

    "Yes, about that, actually. I was wondering... who does that other Patronus belong
    to?" Andrew asked curiously.

    "Someone you can thank by not asking that question," Severus replied, then changed
    the subject.
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    Chapter Forty-Five

    Without Powers

    Like most of the staff living on property, Wind had arrived the Sunday afternoon
    after Thanksgiving, very glad to be home after spending most of his holiday in
    Greece. But something felt strange when he stepped out into the garden.

    Wondering about the strange tension that had developed, he decided to take a walk
    through it. But in the gardens the tensions eased; squirrels and birds were busy
    getting ready for the winter, and Mr. Green was busy raking the leaves in the path to
    get ready for school to start again.

    "Good afternoon, Phil," Wind said with a smile. "Did you have a good fall
    break?"

    "Yes, thank you. How was Greece?" he replied.

    "Productive. It will take some more negotiations, I think, but I believe we've
    succeeded in convincing them not to move Arcadia's Constellation. We've moved on to
    the specifics now, and that will take time," Wind explained.

    "Still, it's progress. A bit like these leaves, in a way. I rake 'em up; they come
    down again, and for a while it seems like I'm not getting anywhere. But little by
    little, the trees have gone to sleep, and I have a nice pile of leaf compost to
    blanket them in," Mr. Green said.

    "Ah, yes," Wind said with a smile. "So it has been quiet since you've been
    back?"

    "No, I wouldn't say that," Mr. Green replied. "Yesterday morning when I returned
    to winterize the irrigation system, there was a lot of activity around the dorm
    rooms, like there were several students moving out."

    "Really? That's strange," Wind said thoughtfully. "Thank you for your work,
    Phil."

    "Best job in the world, if you ask me," Mr. Green said, and Wind smiled as he went
    back to raking leaves.

    As Wind walked past the Commissary, he glanced in the mirror and noticed Brenda
    inside with a cup of coffee and a lot of paperwork at her table. Curious, he walked
    over to the Swan Pond and stepped onto a lily pad, gently walking over them until a
    glass door appeared in the middle of one of the Commissary windows. He stepped
    inside, the door immediately disappearing again as if it had never been there as he
    stepped over to Brenda's table.

    Brenda heard a growling bear and looked up thoughtfully, pausing her work until
    Wind finally appeared standing next to her table.

    "I am so glad you're back," Brenda said fervently.

    "Are we in some sort of crisis? Phil said something about students moving out,"
    Wind asked, sitting down.

    "It's the Powers family, actually. I don't know what happened," Brenda said
    quietly. "But I can tell you that it started with Alva Powers on Thursday, texting me
    on the phone that if we didn't fire Jennifer at once, he would remove his
    children."

    "Thursday? That's very strange timing," Wind said, baffled.

    "Yes, well, when I explained to him that we can't just let someone go without just
    cause, he had me send their transcripts to Northwestern and Salem," Brenda explained.
    "By Friday morning, he was moving them out."

    "I see," Wind said.

    "Oh, but that was just the start of it. By noon, all of the other Powers were
    doing the exact same thing. I had texts, Net-Owls, and even quite a number of real
    Owl Mails show up with letters demanding that she be fired or else, asking for
    transcripts, and moving their children out upon receiving them."

    "What about the Masons and other related families?" Wind asked.

    "So far, only members of the Powers family itself have moved out," Brenda
    replied.

    "That's very strangely specific. They don't normally split like that. They usually
    act as one group," Wind said, Brenda nodding at that in agreement. "Have Jennifer
    come into my office first thing tomorrow morning. I am certain that she knows
    something about this situation that we probably don't."

    Jennifer sent Radiance and all of her things to the school, leaving only her cloak
    and a fresh change of clothes for when she got up on Monday morning. She was quite
    relieved when Lucky was already at a booth with her laptop and a small thin
    briefcase.

    "It's okay, Jackie, I can do most of my work here as easily as I can anywhere
    else," Lucky said. "Besides, it's the first of the month, so I need to start with the
    paperwork for the cafe anyway. Don't worry about it, you're not obligating me. I want
    to help. It's my paying it back in a way, you know? You did the right thing." Lucky
    reassured her. Jennifer smiled at that, then nodded.

    "Well, text me, Owl me, or call me if there's an emergency, Lucky," Jennifer
    said.

    "I already promised Lunette I'd call her first," Lucky said. "You've got other
    stuff to take care of."

    "Yes, alright, Owl me second then," Jennifer said, and Lucky nodded at that. Then
    Jennifer went up to the counter. "Goodbye, Sally! Jenny! Billy! Carlos! And everyone
    else!" Jennifer called out, getting a reply. "See you in a couple of weeks."

    "See you then, Jennifer!" Sally said warmly, and Jennifer stepped to the back so
    she could take her Portkey out.

    It was so nice to get back to the school again, and she was more than ready to get
    back to work for that last final push before the holidays, because there were
    projects to finish and bells to practice for the Christmas concert. She longed to see
    how Truman's Thanksgiving went, not to mention Kay's Thanksgiving Dinner at Raymond's
    house. Eagerly she went straight to her classroom, letting Radiance out of her
    cage.

    "Good morning, Severus! It's so good to be back," she greeted the Rogue Painting,
    and he gestured a greeting. But as she turned and looked at the shelves, she noticed
    that a handful of her student's projects were missing... one of them was Angela
    Power's project, Jennifer realized, and the two others belonged to her older cousins.
    "I suppose they took my advice," Jennifer murmured out loud. She had been so glad to
    get back on campus, she had nearly forgotten the altercation, but it came flooding
    back when she saw the missing projects. She heard a couple of notes played on a
    violin, and she glanced up to see the portrait looking at her questioningly. "It's a
    long story, really," she replied, feeling a bit guilty that her standing up to Alva
    had caused her to lose several of her students... no. Despite her regrets, if he
    didn't think that she was a capable teacher, those students had no business being in
    her classroom. When Quintin had a teacher that wasn't right for him, Severus had gone
    so far to speak to their school board and would have even moved him to a different
    school to make sure that his education was taken care of. As a parent, Alva should
    have wanted the same thing for his children, and if he had felt she was inadequate,
    then it was his job as a parent to move them somewhere that better suited their
    needs.

    There was a swift knock on the open door, and Jennifer looked up to see Brenda
    standing there.

    "I see you're finally back," Brenda said with a thin smile that made Jennifer
    immediately wonder what sort of trouble she was in. "Wind would like to see you in
    his office as soon as possible. I assume you know what this is about?"

    "I can probably guess," Jennifer admitted, giving Radiance a quick treat before
    accompanying Brenda out the door.

    Jennifer could tell from Brenda's expression that she was dying to ask her about
    what exactly prompted the exodus, but since Jennifer didn't have even the faintest
    idea how Wind was going to react, Jennifer decided that it was probably better to
    keep it to herself until she knew the answer to that question. She found her mind
    transported back to how many other times she had been escorted to that office when
    she was a child; at least now, it was a more friendly audience. Still...

    Before she knew it or was even really ready for it, they had arrived to find the
    doors open. Jennifer peered in to see Wind sitting at his desk with his head propped
    up, staring at what appeared to be one of several letters in front of him.

    "Ah, Jennifer! Good morning. Please come in," Wind said with a smile. Jennifer
    wore an expression as if she were going to her own funeral. He had seen that
    expression on her face before; it was on the day she had turned Steve Mason into a
    cactus. "Please close the door for me, Brenda, thank you," he added. Brenda, looking
    quite disappointed, closed the doors on her way back to her office. "So! Jennifer! It
    would appear that the Powers are having a bit of a boycott." Jennifer frowned in
    apparent confusion.

    "Boycott?" she asked.

    "Yes, a protest. All of the sudden, they've decided that your presence is so
    disruptive and detrimental to the school that they are demanding that I either fire
    you, or you hand in your resignation," Wind explained, slightly encouraged by her
    apparent surprise. "They have lodged a complaint with the school board stating that
    they believe you are an incompetent teacher, and they have no intention of having any
    of their children attend or making any financial donations to the school until you
    have left it."

    Suddenly Jennifer couldn't contain herself and broke out laughing in disbelief.
    Once she got going, she really had trouble stopping. Wind could do nothing but wait
    it out, intently curious as to what it was that was so funny.

    "Did they really put that in writing? Seriously? Can I get copies of all of it? I
    really want to send it to Jim and Lunette, because they are both probably going to
    find it extremely hilarious," Jennifer said, catching her breath. "I can't believe
    Alva's ego is so big that he would do something that incredibly stupid! Those poor
    kids! Then again, those poor schools, having to put up with their parents! We should
    probably warn them all... I promise I'll cover any losses to funding caused by them
    leaving, Wind, honest," she added, then grinned when he gave her copies of both the
    complaint and all of the letters they had sent.

    "When you say, Jim, who do you mean?" Wind asked, trying to make sense of what
    Jennifer was going on about.

    "James Buchard... I think he went to school here," Jennifer explained.

    "Yes, indeed, but I didn't know that you knew him," Wind said with surprise.

    "Yes, he's one of my lawyers, actually. I have him looking into some of the
    legalities of this school, and on how to break this school away from that testing
    trap once and for all. You don't mind, do you?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, of course not, considering I already asked you to help me do just yet that.
    But I have yet to understand what about this situation is particularly funny," Wind
    replied.

    "Well, it's because the story he just fed you and the school board is the exact
    opposite of what happened on Thanksgiving," Jennifer confessed with an apologetic
    smile. "When we ran into each other at the Lions football game, I'm the one who told
    him that if he didn't respect either me or my profession then he had no business
    putting his children in my classroom, and if he thought so little about me being at
    Whitebridge, he should pull his kids out, and so should any other Powers that felt
    the same way."

    "Did you threaten him, Jennifer?" Wind asked searchingly.

    "Not exactly," Jennifer said. Wind gazed at her fixedly. "Although there is a
    slight possibility that he might have interpreted the conversation in that way... but
    I didn't... not precisely. I did lose my temper and tell him to get his family out of
    the school, though, I'll admit that," she added. Wind shook his head at that. "But
    although I can say that I very much regret that Angela and her cousins will not be in
    my class, I do not regret what I said to him. If he doesn't have any respect for who
    is teaching his children, then his children are better off at a school where he does
    respect who's teaching them. My husband and I wouldn't let my child stay in a
    classroom that wasn't right for him; he was moved. And I really don't want children
    in my class when their parents don't want them to be there, because that's not fair
    to either the teacher or the student."

    Wind leaned back in the chair, gazing at her thoughtfully as he considered her
    last point.

    "All right, Jennifer. Thank you for letting me know what happened. Make sure you
    get those copies to your lawyers just to be safe... also, it might be a good idea to
    make sure Jim attends the next school board meeting too, if he has the time," Wind
    advised.

    "I've just caused you a lot of headaches, haven't I?" Jennifer acknowledged
    apologetically.

    "Let me worry about my job, and you concentrate on your own. Just do you what
    think is best for you, your students, and this school, and I'm sure it'll come out
    all right," Wind reassured her gently. "You had best finish getting ready for
    class."

    "Yes, alright. Have a good morning," Jennifer said, despite the fact that he very
    seriously doubt it would be.

    "Yes, good morning, welcome back," he replied with a thin smile.

    Jennifer stepped out the door, letting herself exhale in relief. But as she
    stepped around the corner, she nearly ran into Brenda, carrying some trivial
    paperwork for Wind to sign. She was extremely curious about what she had missed, and
    was very much wondering why Jennifer looked so relieved.

    "He's probably ready to see you now, Brenda... excuse me, I need to run these to
    the Owl Mailbox real quick before class," Jennifer explained, hurrying out the front
    doors before Brenda could ask her directly. Brenda hurried into the office only to be
    sent straight back out again to fetch Wind a headache potion.
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    Chapter Forty-Six

    First Fall

    Andrew had dropped by that evening to make final arrangements for guest speaking
    in Jennifer's class, and after they got settled at Quickbrooms, he was soon
    recounting to his mother what had happened with the Moorland Hags over the
    weekend.

    "Well, I'm not surprised that the Hags were so attracted by Laura's nightmares that
    they followed her, Andrew, but I agree with your father that it's rather bizarre that
    they were near Hogwarts in the first place. Granted, I know they're not altogether
    uncommon in the country, but not once have I ever seen them near the castle before,
    or even the Dark Forest, although that may simply be because the centaurs are driving
    them off," Jennifer said. "Not to mention so many at once! I know that their choosing
    to work together isn't completely unheard of either, but generally they're solitary
    hunters."

    "Maybe we should be grateful that they don't team up often. We were in real
    trouble until Father came and rescued us," Andrew admitted. Jennifer brightened.

    "You've seen your father's new Patronus? What was it?" she asked eagerly.

    "Not telling," Andrew said flatly. "I promised."

    "Oooh, no fair, he won't tell me either. All he would tell me was that it changed
    right after I left for Whitebridge," Jennifer complained. "I wonder why he won't tell
    me? I even promised that I'd tell him mine if he told me his, but he wasn't even the
    slightest bit tempted."

    "It's not Keki anymore?" Andrew asked with a frown. Jennifer smiled sadly and
    shook her head.

    "It changed just after I came here, just like his did," Jennifer replied.

    "Mine is still Keki," Andrew admitted. Jennifer brightened again, grasping his
    hand.

    "And I'm sure you honor her when you call it, just as I did," Jennifer said
    proudly. "Although to be perfectly honest, I doubt yours will stay a Unicorn forever
    any more than mine did."

    "Or Alex's. Or Alicia's," Andrew added for good measure. "Rel's will be a Unicorn
    forever," he decided.

    "Yes, I have no doubt that it will be," Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    "So Thursday's all right, then? We have a game on Wednesday, and next weekend we
    have Hogsmeade and a game, so I'd rather not have a time lag on Friday if I can help
    it," Andrew said.

    "Yes, alright. But since you'll be here on Thursday, I don't suppose you'd mind
    staying and helping me with Competitive Defense Club?" Jennifer asked hopefully.

    "Competitive Defense Club?" Andrew repeated. "It's a Dueling Club, isn't it? It's
    just like when you changed 'dueling club' to 'sparring club' at Hogwarts so that the
    board would make it a permanent club."

    "Actually, that was your father's idea," Jennifer said in a low voice. "But yes,
    just the same! We could use the extra help, even for a day... some of them are
    really, really bad." Andrew laughed.

    "Seriously, how bad could it be?" he asked.

    "Even Quintin does forms better than most of the beginner's class... and half of
    them are faculty," Jennifer admitted, and Andrew laughed again.

    "Well, how about I run home after classes get out and grab Quintin long enough to
    get them to take it more seriously?" Andrew suggested wickedly.

    "That is a brilliant idea!" Jennifer admitted with a mischievous grin of her own.
    "Oh, but then I'll owe Severus another favor? Hm," she added thoughtfully. Andrew
    chuckled.

    "I take it you owe him a few," he said knowingly.

    "A fair few, yes," Jennifer replied.

    "It sounds like we'll be lucky to be seeing much of you during the holiday then,"
    Andrew teased.

    "Well, I expect everyone to be at the house for the first of Yule this year,
    especially since I know some of you have other plans for Christmas," Jennifer said
    firmly. "But from Boxing Day on, we'll be on the boat near Greece. We're going to be
    researching seabirds for Leu, visiting Arcadia's Constellation, and doing some
    touring and the like."

    "I see. So you need a babysitter on the 21st through the 24th this year?" Andrew
    conjectured.

    "No, Father has that part covered. I need a babysitter on the 18th and 19th,"
    Jennifer said with a beatific smile.

    "Really?" Andrew said with interest. "It sounds like I have more time this year,
    then."

    "Not at all," Jennifer replied. "Because Laura is going to be missing her family
    this year and I'm certain that she will be relying on you to help keep her
    entertained this year. You are inviting her to Yule, of course?"

    "Yes, Mother," Andrew said with a resigned smile. "You sound very glad that the
    holidays are only a couple of weeks away."

    "Two and a half weeks... I am indeed," Jennifer said with a smile. "And still so
    much work to be done before then."

    The next morning was grey, cold, and dreary, which caused a great deal of
    excitement at breakfast. In fact, the entire room was a much louder than normal, even
    with the early crowd, who were generally more subdued.

    "It's today. It's got to be today," Kay said excitedly. "I am so glad it didn't
    happen over the break!"

    "Oh come on, you know when it happens over the break, we take Monday off,"
    Lavender said. "Besides, you swore up and down it was going to be yesterday, but
    nothing came of it."

    "The weatherman said it'd happen yesterday afternoon," Kay complained. "But it
    didn't, which means it'll probably be today."

    "With our luck, we'll get rain, or even worse, sleet," Lavender said.

    "I swear, the more things change, the more things stay the same around here!"
    Jennifer declared, sitting down with her coffee and a strawberry muffin. "When I was
    a student, the moment it got cold enough, every student and every staff member was
    predicting every single day that it was going to snow... and half the time, at least,
    it happened over Christmas break."

    "Yes, but I bet it was always much more exciting when it happened before
    Christmas," Lavender said.

    "One year it even snowed on Halloween... my fifth year, I think," Jennifer said.
    Kay was gazing outside intently, barely touching her plate.

    "You're going to jinx it, you know," Lavender warned her. "If you watch the
    toaster to wait for it to pop, all you're going to get is burnt toast."

    "Lav, I never knew you were superstitious," Jennifer teased, then looked up as
    Gretchen came over to the table, pulling out her customary cheese and dried sausages
    out of her pockets.

    "What do you think of that weather! Do you think it's going to snow today?" she
    asked with interest. Kay nodded sagely, while Lav and Jennifer both chuckled at them
    with exasperation.

    

    It was not long after her sixth grade class had gotten settled that it finally
    happened.

    Jennifer had left the door to her classroom wide open, and for once, the students
    weren't complaining of the cold. Some of them, especially the ones who had older
    siblings, kept peering outside expectantly and didn't seem to be in much of a hurry
    to get their Question Intent assignment done.

    "Come come, now. I know what you're waiting for, but it'll happen when it
    happens," Jennifer said as she scattered items on each table for them to practice
    with. "You can't rush these things, you know, and until then, we have a lot of work
    to do before the break."

    "I thought I just saw some students running by," Drake said from the back row.

    "Now, you know how unlikely that would be," Jennifer tsked at him.

    "I think he's right. I think I hear voices outside even," Becky added from her
    seat at the end.

    "If I go check, will you promise to concentrate on your assignments afterwards?"
    Jennifer asked them with a sigh, shaking her head as she walked to the door. She even
    took a step out of it to get a better look, glancing up at the sky. Just then, her
    spectacles became blurry, and she took them off to see a fluffy white crystal on one
    of the lenses, slowly melting on its surface. Jennifer smiled at that, peering back
    inside the classroom at all of the expectant faces.

    "Class dismissed," she said simply, and the students jumped up excitedly, grabbing
    their coats off the back of their chairs and running outside as Jennifer hurriedly
    gathered up all of the items and went to get her own cloak. A violin let out two
    questioning notes. "It's a Whitebridge school tradition, Severus. It's called First
    Fall," Jennifer explained to the painting. "During the first snowfall, or just after
    if it didn't happen on a school day, all of the students get the day off and we have
    a bit of a celebration."

    The Rogue Painting stared at her, having come to the opinion that Whitebridge
    students took off way too much time from school already. Jennifer chuckled at
    that.

    "Well, they don't have snow days like the rest of local schools do here, so this
    is sort of like compensation for that. Not to mention that they have to go a couple
    of weeks earlier than we do, as you'll recall. Besides, don't be so stuffy! Students
    are much productive after a good holiday!" Jennifer reasoned, while the Rogue
    gestured dramatically that he most emphatically didn't agree.

    But his opinion was lost as she grabbed her Whitebridge crested scarf and hurried
    out to join the fun. Just outside the door, Truman was waiting for her.

    "Not sure where to go, Truman?" Jennifer asked.

    "I'm not even sure what all of the fuss is about," Truman admitted. Jennifer
    grinned.

    "It's like a mini festival, really. There will be games and hot drink stands all
    around the gardens. The best place to go is the stadium, because most of the booths
    are set up there. Do you want to come? I'm going to go there to see who needs more
    help at the booths."

    "Sure," Truman said. "So this is like the booths that were set up at
    Halloween?"

    "Actually, those booths were borrowed from First Fall and were just redecorated
    for Halloween," Jennifer said with a grin. "There will be many more booths than that.
    Even the college kids get involved and run booths, because they get out of classes
    for this too," Jennifer explained.

    The two of them hurried over to the stadium to see it was already bustling with
    teachers, while most of the students were still busy running around attempting to
    catch the snowflakes that had gotten progressively larger and more visible over the
    last few minutes.

    "This is the perfect type of snow for sticking... look, it's already on the
    bushes," Jennifer pointed out as they began working their way down the amphitheatre's
    steps.

    "Hey Bludger!" Jennifer looked up to see Kevin hovering on a broom. "Want to help
    with the batting practice booth?" he teased, showing a bat in the other hand.

    "I'd sooner jump on the Color Wheel," Jennifer swore, and Kevin laughed at
    that.

    "Better not say that too loud, Bludger, I hear that Wind has a lot of reasons to
    get even with you," he teased, and flew over to his booth.

    "What does that mean?" Truman asked.

    "It means that I need to find a way to get busy, and fast," Jennifer concluded.
    The two of them hurried over to where Elena Ortiz was running the hot drinks bar,
    featuring spiced cider, hot chocolate, and cacao drinks.

    "Hi, Jennifer! Ever tried a hot cacao before?" she asked.

    "Yes, in Los Angeles, actually, although we were wondering if you needed help,"
    Jennifer offered.

    "Well, not yet, but later on I will. I think Brenda was looking for someone to run
    the mittens booth," Elena suggested.

    "Great! I'll be back the moment it dies down to help you for lunch," Jennifer
    decided.

    "Pull the booth on over next to this one, and we can help each other," she
    suggested.

    "Great idea!" Jennifer said.

    "Can I help too?" Truman asked.

    "Sure, if you'd like, as long as you leave yourself time for some fun as well,"
    Jennifer replied. They rushed over to claim the mittens booth and pulled it back over
    to the hot drinks booth (and, conveniently enough, well away from the game booths,
    including the Color Wheel.) "There! This will do quite nicely!" Jennifer decided once
    she settled her booth next to Elena's. "Come, Truman, let's start by finding you a
    pair," she said, getting into the boxes underneath.

    Once their hands were covered, the two of them got to work. Quite a number of
    students were now lining up for free gold or white mittens by the time Wind wandered
    in that direction, smiling knowingly when he saw Jennifer.

    "Hard at work, I see. And with a helper too," Wind commented as he stepped over to
    them.

    "Yes, but don't worry! I'll make sure he takes a break for lunch and to have some
    fun," Jennifer assured him.

    "And what of you?" Wind inquired.

    "Oh, I'll be much too busy. I'm helping Elena during lunch," she explained
    quickly, Elena nodding in confirmation as she held out a hot cacao for Wind.

    "I see," he said with a thin smile, getting his drink. "Well, don't forget that
    parents who live nearby tend to show up at this festival once they realize it's
    happening. Be polite, now," he reminded her.

    "I'll be on my best behavior," Jennifer promised.

    "If that's the best you can do," Wind teased her before moving on to the next set
    of booths.

    "What was that about? Did you volunteer to avoid something else?" Elena asked
    curiously.

    "I got warned that Wind wants me in the Color Wheel," Jennifer said under her
    breath. Elena laughed at that, and the three of them got back to work. Within an
    hour, it had gotten very busy indeed, and just as Jennifer was really starting to get
    hungry, Kay showed up with a ledger in hand.

    "Hey, guys! I'm taking lunch orders!" she said, getting a cheer.

    "I don't suppose you have a list of all the food booths up? Any snowflake funnel
    cakes?" Jennifer asked.

    "That doesn't count as lunch!" Kay protested with a chuckle, handing her the
    ledger long enough to read the booth list on the front page.

    "And I know perfectly well they always run out of them by the end of the day,"
    Jennifer said, handing her the list back. "I'll have a corn dog, fried mushrooms, and
    a snowflake funnel cake with cinnamon."

    "Yeah, that's healthy. Truman?" Kay asked.

    "Corn dog and deep fried macaroni and cheese sounds good," Truman agreed.

    "Elena?" Kay said.

    "Two brats with everything, and nachos with extra jalapenos," Elena said without
    hesitation. "Oh, and a deep fried candy bar."

    "You guys are going to have to go on a diet after the holidays, I can tell," Kay
    said, shaking her head as she wrote it down. "I'll be back for the drink order when I
    drop off your bags, Elena, but I know I got over a dozen orders for your booth so
    far."

    "No problem, I'm going to help," Jennifer explained.

    "Kayray!" shouted a loud, bellowing voice. In fact, it was so loud that it was
    probably heard by every person in the stadium and in the entire amphitheatre. Kay
    blushed bright red as Buck Eldridge strode over to them, Jennifer looking extremely
    amused about that. "There you are, Kayray... oh hi, Jen-girl," Buck said, getting a
    wave. "Have you seen your Ray, Kay? I haven't tracked him down yet in the place! He
    got a booth somewhere?"

    "Targetting range," Kay said evenly.

    "Great! I'll go see if I can win you a beanie or something, you look cold
    already," Buck decided. "Get some mittens," he added for good measure as he began
    walking towards the game booths.

    "Kayray?" Jennifer inquired with a grin, handing her a pair of mittens.

    "He's been calling me that since Thanksgiving. Ray's family really likes me. Even
    if Ray isn't showing any interest, they've kinda adopted me," Kay explained
    sheepishly, looking between Jennifer and Elena. "Could you please not let anyone else
    know he calls me that?"

    "Too late for that, I think," Elena pointed out, turning her attention back to her
    hot drink dispenser.

    "At least half the school knows about it now," Jennifer agreed apologetically, and
    Kay grimaced, going to the next set of booths to get their orders. By the time she
    got back with their food, she had a knit hat on her head. Jennifer and Elena both had
    a private chuckle, which Kay paid back by giving them an insanely large order that
    Jennifer most certainly had to jump in to help with, leaving Truman to watch the
    mittens booth.

    Finally they were caught up, and Jennifer was just about to take over for Truman
    so he could go have some fun when Steve Mason stepped up for a drink. Jennifer gladly
    let Elena take over, finishing a hot chocolate for the student who was waiting for it
    instead.

    "What is the difference between that cacoa drink and the hot chocolate?" Steve
    asked Elena, pointedly ignoring Jennifer.

    "It's a traditional version of the drink, actually. It's very bitter, a bit like
    unsweetened dark chocolate and not for the faint of heart, but it's a lot more
    nutritious than the other two options. Definitely an acquired taste, though," Elena
    said.

    "Interesting, but I'm not sure why you'd bother to make such a thing outside of
    your classroom," Steve replied.

    "Perhaps to give people a chance to try something new?" Jennifer said, trying to
    sound polite.

    "I'll give you a small paper cup to try some to see if you like it," Elena
    offered. Steve frowned at her, then gazed at Jennifer with distaste.

    "I don't do dark," Steve said crisply. "I'll have a hot chocolate with
    whipped cream, please. That is what is traditional at this school."

    "No problem," Elena said cheerfully, ignoring the other comment as she made his
    drink to order.

    Jennifer had pointedly stepped back over to the mittens booth while Elena was
    making it; the last thing she needed was for Steve to accuse her to put something in
    his drink. Jennifer smiled thinly to herself as she thought of all of the delightful
    potions that would be quite entertaining to put in his drink, so when he looked up
    again after he got his drink, she seemed to be smiling pleasantly at him as well.

    "Happy First Fall!" Jennifer said cordially.

    "Thank you," he said crisply without looking at her again, turning to join some of
    the other Masons heading towards the food stands.

    "The last thing he needs is any more calories," Truman said under his breath.

    "Truman! That's not like you. You of all people know it's not right to say unkind
    things to people," Jennifer scolded him.

    "It's mild compared some of the things he was thinking about you," Truman
    complained, Elena glancing over at him thoughtfully. "I swear he was doing it on
    purpose."

    "Yes, he was, actually. He's been doing that to me since he was your age and found
    out I could read minds," Jennifer replied. "He realized back then that he could never
    get in trouble for what he was thinking at me. It even made me lose my temper a time
    or two. Or three," she admitted. "But now that I'm older and see how far I've come
    compared to him, I know that what he thinks about me really doesn't matter very much.
    Even if he does think that Severus only married me for my looks, the ruddy
    overstuffed beast," she muttered with such annoyance that Elena had to stifle a
    chuckle. "Now, run along, Truman, find someone with good thoughts to hang around
    instead."

    "Alright," Truman agreed, helping himself to a hot cocoa before walking off again.
    Jennifer spent most of her time helping Elena now that the mittens booth had emptied
    out and students hurried to get some last minute drinks, knowing that the festivities
    would end when the bells rang for dinner. It was just as the sky began to turn golden
    that Wind wandered back over.

    "Ah, Jennifer! Still hard at work, I see! But you haven't gotten to enjoy the
    festival hardly at all, have you?" he said.

    "Me either!" Elena protested.

    "Fair enough, but you are here every year," Wind pointed out. "Let me see if I can
    find a couple of kind souls to take your place."

    It was in that moment that Jennifer realized that Wind had no intention of letting
    her hide back there until the bell rang, and he walked back over with Gretchen and
    Lavender... and Lavender, it seemed, was sporting every color imaginable.. except for
    lavender. Jennifer went out of her way not to heckle, knowing that would only ensure
    that she'd get stuck in the tank. But she was going to get even for the two of them
    for volunteering to take over.

    "Here we are! Two volunteers," Wind said.

    "Yes, isn't that lovely," Jennifer said with no enthusiasm whatsoever.

    "In that case, I think I'm going to go sample some of the other food options. That
    deep fried mac and cheese Truman had looked interesting," Elena said.

    "And you can't get any more American if you tried," Lavender chuckled, as Elena
    hurried for the food carts.

    "Come, Jennifer," Wind said.

    "I'm not going over to the games," Jennifer said firmly as she stepped out from
    behind the booths.

    "As I recall, you always liked festival games," Wind pointed out as the two of
    them began walking.

    "Not when I'm the one stuck in it," Jennifer said. "And I know for a fact that
    Steve Mason is here, because he came by for a hot chocolate an hour ago. I'm not
    about to get in that thing when he's on property."

    "Now, Jennifer, did I say anything about you getting in the Color Wheel at all?"
    Wind tsked.

    "Not until just now," Jennifer pointed out, squinting at him. "And I'm not going
    to, either."

    "We'll just walk by to see who's in there," Wind suggested, and Jennifer sighed in
    resignation. But she smiled as she came closer, because inside the cage was Brenda,
    and she was heckling up a storm, and most of it was targeting the staff. Jennifer
    couldn't help but grin, seeing how much fun she was having. Frank and Asher were both
    there having no luck at getting her down, although Jennifer couldn't help but notice
    that they were both very brightly colored after having taken their own turns up on
    the bench.

    "Look, Asher! It's your Chocolate Frog Card Waifu!" Brenda said, pointing at
    Jennifer standing next to Asher. Jumping in surprise, Asher quickly excused himself
    to find something else to do.

    "I take it that was a dig on me somehow?" Jennifer asked with a grin.

    "Look, she has absolutely no idea whatsoever what I'm talking about. Jennifer, if
    you were a student in pop culture, you would be at the bottom of the class. The only
    class you'd get a lower score in is the Wizardnet," she added wickedly.

    "Hey!" Jennifer laughed. "What did I ever do to you?"

    "You're joking, right? You've completely taken over the school!" Brenda said in a
    gruff voice in a vain attempt to mimic Steve Mason. Still, it was close enough that
    some of the other teachers were grinning knowingly at each other. "The witches and
    married wizards alike have been won over by your intellect, the single wizards eat
    out of the palm of your hand any time you flash them that smile, and you even turned
    Wind Elk into a doting old fool, thanks to your mischievous nature and guile."

    "In other words, she thinks she's not getting enough screen time," Frank
    conjectured, causing a few of the other teachers to chuckle at that.

    "Is that so?" Jennifer replied. "Let's see... gold, white, and red for Rose
    Quarter," she decided, putting a three quarters down. "I warn you, Brenda, I have
    always been a really good shot at this game."

    "Ah yes. She took me down every year," Wind agreed with amusement.

    "You're a big talker anyway... but we already knew that," Brenda taunted. "But
    will you follow through? That's what I want to know."

    "If there's one thing that you should never doubt, Mrs. Johnson, it's that I
    always finish what I start... one way or another," Jennifer promised, hitting each
    target with such precision and determination that she easily went down, even without
    any extra balls. Everyone around the stand clapped in appreciation, including Wind,
    standing right next to her as the colors sprayed out and Brenda's long white coat was
    no longer completely white any longer, splotched with large polka dots of gold and
    red.

    "All right, Jennifer. Your turn," Wind said. Jennifer put her hands up, making a
    ward of defense gesture.

    "Oh, no, you don't. I'm not getting in there!" Jennifer protested immediately.

    "But it is such a stress reliever, isn't it, Brenda?" he asked when she came up
    beside them.

    "It most certainly is! After all, while you're on the bench, you're almost duty
    bound to heckle anyone who passes by to try to goad them into playing. It's
    completely expected, and quite acceptable for you to do so. That's the fun about
    being in there, really, because it gives you a chance to heckle... oh, anyone,"
    Brenda explained with a smile. "Isn't that right, Wind?"

    "Oh yes... anyone who happens by, no matter if they're on staff or not," Wind
    agreed. Jennifer's expression changed, realizing what they were hinting at even
    before she glanced at them over her spectacles.

    "Fine, but take pink off the table," Jennifer said firmly.

    "Agreed. And watch your language, there are students present," Wind replied.

    "Thank you, I didn't need the reminder of that," Jennifer assured him and climbed
    up the stairs to get on the bench and earning another round of applause from those
    gathered around. Finally getting comfortable, she looked around. "Frank, do you want
    to go first? It might be the only chance you ever get to hit on me," she said. There
    was a round of moans and even a few chuckles. Frank grimaced sheepishly at her. Even
    Brenda chuckled before wandering away for a drink. "If you want, you can go get your
    friend Asher to help you. I'm pretty sure he knows how to score." She got plenty of
    reaction from the staff that time, and Wind shook a finger at her warningly.

    Jennifer watched as a couple of her students gave it a go, giving them much
    friendlier jibes and even an encouragement or two. But a few minutes later, she saw
    Buck and Ray walk by.

    "Hey Raykay!" Jennifer shouted. Raymond cringed and gestured for her to keep it
    down, while his father laughed and nudged him in the arm. "Why don't you come throw
    some balls? It might help you see past the end of your nose for a change!"

    "Good luck with that!" Buck replied. Jennifer laughed at that.

    "Hey, no ganging up on me!" Raymond scowled at him.

    "Aw, come on, Ray! I thought you liked taking down 'evil Dark Witches'," Jennifer
    said coyly.

    "Fine," he said, storming up. "Black," he said, putting down a quarter.

    "Oh, good! My husband's favorite color," Jennifer informed him.

    "Black is not a color," Ray said, putting down two more quarters. "Two extra
    balls."

    "Like to hedge your bets, do you?" Jennifer teased. "It won't help, you know." Ray
    threw the first ball, nicking the side of the first target, but not enough to trigger
    it. "There, you see?"

    "Come on, Ray, I know she's a wily one, but you can do better'n that," Buck
    scolded his son.

    "You're not helping, Dad," Ray said.

    "I know! Let's let him stand up where the students stand. That might give him a
    chance," Jennifer suggested. Raymond glared at her and defiantly took an extra step
    back. Buck rolled his eyes at that. "Oh I see, so you like a challenge, do you?" she
    said with a smile.

    "Always!" Ray said, triumphant when he hit the first one. But Buck shook his head,
    knowing that would only encourage his son to stay at that distance, so he was not
    surprised when he ran out of balls after hitting the third one.

    "That's alright, Raykay, three out of five isn't bad!" Jennifer grinned. "Although
    the point is to hit all five, you know."

    "Want me to show you how it's done?" Buck suggested to Ray, getting a glare in
    response. But Jennifer actually missed their interaction. She was busy watching
    Steve, Gail, and two of Gail's cousins attempting to get past the booth.

    "Hey cactus-face!" Jennifer shouted. The group stopped in their tracks, while
    everyone at the booth looked around, having no doubts at all who she was talking
    about. "Care to have a game?" she asked with an innocent expression.

    "I have no intention of it," Steve snapped crisply.

    "You're right, that's much too forward of an attack for you. Sorry, I
    should have known better. Everyone knows that Steve Mason only attacks people behind
    their back," Jennifer said. Steve whirled around, seething.

    "How dare you!" Steve said, his face growing red.

    "Oh, sorry, was that too honest? Truth Seeker habit, I'm afraid. I tend to be
    honest even when I'm taunting. Are you ready to try and come at me, now?" Jennifer
    inquired innocently.

    "I am a master of Light Magic. I do not attack anyone!" Steve snapped at her.

    "Not with magic, no. And it's probably just as well, considering you're no match
    for me," Jennifer informed him. "But surely you know how to throw a ball, considering
    I know perfectly well you can swing a Bludger bat around. Then again, you always had
    pretty bad aim, considering how many times the Bludgers 'accidentally' went in the
    stands and towards where I was sitting when you were playing."

    "Is that some sort of accusation?" Steve snapped.

    "Don't be silly, Steve! I'd never accuse you of anything that happened when we
    were kids, especially when I can't prove it. After all, we've grown up since then!
    We're well beyond such grudges, and I would never hold anything that happened when we
    were children against you, whether you've chosen to hold them against me or not. By
    the way, Steve, as for what you were thinking about me earlier, my husband most
    certainly didn't marry me just for my looks. He married me because he considers me
    his equal. And considering how many believe he's one of the most powerful wizards on
    the planet right now, I'd worry about just who you are dealing with. You're nothing
    more than the big fish in a little pond, while I left the water a long time ago. All
    the posturing in the world isn't going to change the fact that I have more influence
    at my fingertips than you'll ever have your entire life. So do yourself a favor...
    stop making waves in the pond before I'm forced to drain it."

    Steve began to walk over, fully intent to knock her off her perch. But he had
    missed the fact that Wind Elk was already standing there and had paid for a game.
    Wind had waited until the very moment he saw Steve move before he turned towards the
    game and quickly hit each and every target, spraying Jennifer in white and gold.
    Jennifer made some exclamations of surprise followed by laughter, while Steve stood
    there with his fists clenched, glaring furiously as Wind helped her out.

    "I did not see that coming," Jennifer admitted with a laugh.

    "Good! You're so hard to surprise!" Wind said with a smile, putting a friendly arm
    around her and walking her away from the booth. Ray scrambled inside to take her
    place, more than a little impressed by what Jennifer had just gotten away with.

    Steve stood there and seethed, realizing now that Wild Elk had orchestrated that
    from the start, unhappy as he had been about the pressure that both the Masons and
    the school board had been putting on him lately to get rid of her. As Wind and
    Jennifer walked towards the steps leading out of the amphitheatre, it became starkly
    evident to Steve he had not hope of getting rid of her if Wind was still there.
    Somehow, he needed to find a way to force Wind out of Whitebridge as well.
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    Chapter Forty-Seven

    Tech and Support

    Jennifer crunched hurriedly over the snow, shaking off her boots at the door as
    she went to the Commissary before the doors opened the next morning and went over to
    her friends.

    "Don't you dare put any of those milk-carton eggs on your plates today, because I
    have a full plate of pumpkin scones in my pocket with a tray of jams and cream to go
    with it," Jennifer whispered excitedly.

    "Really? What's the occasion?" Gretchen asked curiously.

    "He's congratulating me for giving Steve a piece of my mind, actually. I told him
    about it last night," Jennifer answered in a low voice. Lav, Gretchen, and Kay all
    had a good laugh at that, so much so that the Commissary doors opened and they nearly
    missed it, going in to get their coffees before heading to Jennifer's table.

    "I have to say, it's a weird thing to congratulate you on, Jennifer, but I will
    gladly share in your good fortune," Lav said when they got to the table. Jennifer
    opened her cloak pocket more so she could ease out the silver handled serving tray
    first, gently pulling it out before grabbing the bigger plate filled with plain and
    pumpkin scones. That's when Lav spotted a folded note on her side of the tray under
    one of the scones. "Oh look! A note!"

    "Hey, give me that! That's private," Jennifer protested with a laugh, but Lav
    leaned back in her chair out of Jennifer's reach and quickly read it.

    "Darn, it's not racy or anything," Lav complained. "'Remember as you put you
    ghosts to rest to tuck them in tight so that they don't haunt you later down the
    road.' That's it, that's all it says." She handed the note to Jennifer. She smiled
    warmly and read it for herself. "Care to explain it?"

    Jennifer sat down and got herself a pumpkin scone and some cream.

    "He sends me a small note every day, actually, they help keep me going. They're
    always short, positive, and supportive. Honestly, he's been a lot more regular in
    sending me messages than I have been sending them back. I tend to use the mirror when
    I have something to say," Jennifer explained. "No matter what I do, he seems to come
    up with something positive to say about it. Even when I chewed out Alva Powers."

    "Why, what did he say about that?" Kay asked curiously.

    "Mostly that he'd have loved to have been there to see it as many times as he'd
    been tempted to say the exact same thing to one of the parents. Then he named off
    some of the parent names he would have liked to have said it to just to make me
    laugh," Jennifer admitted with a grin. "In fact, in some ways, I think it's why he
    send us this treat this morning, too," she added, folding the note back up before
    putting it in her overalls pocket. "You see, Severus was just as badly bullied in
    school as I had been."

    "Oh yes, I heard about that," Gretchen said, and Jennifer nodded.

    "In many ways, I felt he was bullied much worse than I was, but the funny thing
    is, he's always felt that I was the one who had it worse," Jennifer said with a
    smile.

    "Of course, you care about each other," Kay said with a shrug, picking out some
    jam.

    "We also dealt with it in different ways. Severus tried to get even with them, and
    it ended up turning into hatred. I shrunk away from it and tried to bury it and
    ignore it. I kept reminding myself... as Rosemary and Wind always reminded me when I
    got really low... that I wouldn't be in school forever, and that we'd all be going
    our separate ways and I'd probably never have to deal with them again," Jennifer
    explained.

    "Until now," Lavender said. Jennifer nodded at her. "So what he's really
    congratulating you for is the fact that you stuck up for yourself instead of
    shrinking away from it, is that it?"

    "Yes, that is exactly it," Jennifer agreed with a smile. "Although to be fair, I
    couldn't have done it without Wind's coaxing me onto that bench to begin with," she
    admitted. She glanced around and noticed Wind and Brenda sitting with each other.
    "I'll be right back," she said, grabbing a couple of small plates off the line and
    putting a couple of pumpkin scones and a dab of cream on each, taking them over to
    Wind and Brenda and setting them down in front of them with a smile.

    "Oh, good morning, Jennifer. For us?" Wind said curiously when she saw her
    enigmatic smile.

    "For you. For always helping me to be my best self," Jennifer explained to Wind,
    then looked at Brenda, "and one for you, for sticking up for me, even when he doesn't
    tell you everything."

    "I'm just doing my job really," Brenda protested.

    "There's no 'just' about it. It's important, and deserving of a thank you,"
    Jennifer said, then went back to her table again.

    "She always knows when to remind me that it's worth all the trouble, doesn't she?"
    Wind commented to Brenda with a smile.

    "That's how it's suppose to work. You support your teachers, and they support
    you," Brenda said.

    "Now, if we could only get the same cooperation out of the school board," Wind
    said. Brenda chuckled.

    "Never going to happen," she said, taking a bite out of the scone.

    

    The next day, the four of them were just finishing up breakfast when Jennifer
    heard Radiance in the hallway next to the Commissary.

    "What is she doing? She knows she's not allowed in here," Jennifer said, looking
    over at the entrance.

    That was when she saw a familiar face peeking in rather nervously. She jumped up
    from her seat, hurrying over and then dragging Ben to her table excitedly.

    "Don't tell me. Another one of your kids," Kay guessed with a grin.

    "Everyone, this is Ben Clemmons. He's my son-in-law, married to my eldest
    daughter, Alex," Jennifer said enthusiastically. "He works with hybrid
    computers."

    "Oh, so the security guy Jennifer volunteered to look at the school computers,
    then," Lavender said.

    "Yes, exactly. Ben, this is Lavender Carmody, Kay Sinclair, and Gretchen Becker,"
    Jennifer introduced. "Gretchen was an exchange student at Hogwarts for a year."

    "Yes, Alex helped me get settled at the school when I didn't know much English. I
    always went to her whenever I got stuck," Gretchen said.

    "I'm surprised she isn't with you. I thought she would have had to escort you
    here, Ben," Jennifer said, a bit disappointed.

    "Oh, she did, she came in long enough to take me to Brenda's office and make sure
    they gave me keys that would work for me, actually. But once that was settled, she
    had Radiance lead me here so she could get to the Ministry," Ben explained.

    "So Brenda had keys you could use?" Jennifer asked with interest.

    "Yep, all taken care of. I can come and go as I need to now," Ben agreed.

    "What do you mean by keys he can use?" Kay asked in confusion.

    "I'm a bit magically challenged," Ben chuckled.

    "He's non-magic," Jennifer explained. The other three blinked at that. "Do you
    want some coffee or anything?"

    "No, I'm ready for work, just show me where the Wizardnet Lab is and the
    instructor so I can get started," Ben replied.

    "Yes, alright. Let me toss my cup in the wash bin, and I'll take you over to the
    Wolves Den," Jennifer said.

    "The what?" Ben laughed, following her.

    "The single wizards' corner. Just don't tell them we call it that," Jennifer said
    mischievously. He chuckled at that, following her to the other side of Commissary. In
    fact, it was pretty obvious where they were going, considering that there were three
    professors sitting there all staring at a pumpkin Tome which quickly got closed the
    moment they came over.

    "Good morning, Jennifer," said Ray.

    "Hello, Ray, hello Asher. Frank Byrd, this is Ben Clemmons," Jennifer said with a
    smile.

    "Oh, you're the net security guy," Frank said, shaking his hand.

    "Yep, that's me," Ben said, shaking his hand.

    "Are you about done, Frank? If not, I'm going to show him to the Wizardnet Lab,"
    Jennifer said.

    "I'll get it, Frank," Ray said, getting up. "I have a key, so I can open it
    up."

    "Lovely," Jennifer smiled.

    "I'll be over there in five minutes," Frank promised. The three of them stepped
    out of the Commissary, pausing for a moment so that Radiance could perch on
    Jennifer's shoulder.

    "Ray Eldridge is the Defense Against the Dark Arts instructor, Ben. He helps me
    with Competitive Defense Club, but he also fills in for Frank in the computer lab
    sometimes... so does Asher Smith, although he has mostly college classes. I'm sure
    you'll run into all three of them while you're working here," Jennifer explained.

    "Oh I see. So you three are the computer nerds at the school," Ben said.

    "Oh, god no. Frank is the only one who fits into that category. I'm just a casual
    user," Ray protested. "As for Asher, it's just a hobby."

    "I've met a lot of people who have computers as a hobby that know nearly as much
    as I do about them," Ben said. "Speaking of which, are they all Wizardnet devices on
    campus or is there a hybrid I can use?"

    "Yes, there are a couple hybrids, one in the lab, and one in Brenda's office. The
    students here only have access to Wizardnet devices, though. There's no working wifi
    in the area, and the two computers are on fiber cables," Ray said.

    "One less thing to worry about then," Ben said, and Ray opened the door and let
    him inside.

    "I'm afraid the computer may be a little out of date," Ray said as he switched the
    power bar on.

    "It's a school. Worse, it's a wizard school. Of course it's out of date," Ben said
    with amusement as Ray logged him in. "That's all right. I'll see what I can do to
    upgrade it."

    "So how long is it going to take, anyway?" Ray asked. Ben glanced at Jennifer.

    "School gets out in two and a half weeks," Jennifer said.

    "You know, that's about how long it's going to take me," Ben replied. "What a
    coincidence."

    "Yes, isn't it?" Ray said dryly.

    "Until then, I suggest students save their work on personal devices, external
    drives, or the Wizardnet Nebula, since I'll have to reset the system a few times
    during the process," Ben explained.

    "So POW testing is out of the question," Ray said.

    "That's the general idea, yes," Ben agreed, and began exploring the computer.

    "Don't worry, Ray. He's not doing it to milk the clock or anything; he's donating
    all of his time for this," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Really? For the entire two and a half weeks?" Ray asked in surprise.

    "It's no big deal. Being in apart of a large family has its advantages. Aurelius
    or Alicia will make sure the kids get picked up from school, and my wife tends to
    work late anyway. Even with the time difference, we'll more than likely get home
    around the same time every day," Ben explained. He stared at the screen with a thin
    thoughtful smile. "You know what, Jennifer? Excuses or no excuses, this network
    really is a complete mess. It is seriously overdue for a security upgrade." Jennifer
    beamed at him.

    "Good, then I won't have to wear my spectacles all the way up if Brenda or Wind
    asks me about it," she said happily. Ben chuckled at that.

    "No, you definitely won't," Ben agreed and got to work, while Jennifer reluctantly
    went to open up her classroom for her waiting students.

    

    When Benjamin met Jennifer in the Commissary for lunch, he made the mistake of
    grabbing a ham sandwich. He had been expecting that the square meat on it wouldn't
    really look like ham. He had even been expecting the brightly colored square of oily
    cheese food product. But then he picked up the piece of square white bread and
    inspected it critically, flipping it over once before showing it to Jennifer. She
    couldn't help but laugh outright at his expression.

    "I understand the necessity of schools to economize, of course, but couldn't they
    have at least put margarine on it or something?" Ben asked.

    "Most Americans don't butter their bread when they make sandwiches," Jennifer
    informed him.

    "But this bread looks like it'll taste like a sponge! I'm not even sure it
    qualifies as bread! What do they use instead of butter?"

    "Mayonnaise, generally, sometimes ketchup and mustard. If you go to a restaurant,
    they might toast the bread with butter on the grill, but that's about the closest
    you'll get. They think it's strange to put butter on a sandwich, actually," she
    admitted. Ben stared at her. "Fortunately for you, I nipped some wrapped butter pats
    from breakfast because I knew you were coming," Jennifer said, and put her hand in
    her cloak pocket. Then she frowned, pulling out a butter crock with a note on it.
    "Apparently, we got a free upgrade."

    "Great! It's nice to know that something is real on this sandwich. I think I'll be
    bringing my own lunches from now on," Ben decided.

    "That's probably a good plan," Jennifer chuckled, then opened up her note.

    Instead of hording butter pats at the risk of soiling your books, blankets,
    and such, simply ask me when you need a taste of home. I know I often taunt you to
    try to incur favors, but I hope that even without viewing my expression that you know
    your husband's banter when you hear it. No matter how insignificant you think the
    request, you have but to ask. Never doubt that you are my first priority, and short
    of a crisis in the castle or another possible destruction of the universe scenario,
    I'll be sure to get it straight away. If there is a crisis of such level, then you
    will need to be patient, but rest assured, I will get back to you. And if for some
    reason the crisis ends in failure, then you can expect me to deliver the requested
    item in person, for I have every intention of spending my last moments on this earth
    with you, even if it is at the request of something as simple as a crock of butter.
    ~S

    Ben pulled the crock over to his end of the table, but then became distracted as
    Jennifer's face got redder and redder.

    "Jennifer? You okay?" Ben asked.

    "Oh! Um, yes, sorry," Jennifer said, folding up the note and putting it in her bib
    pocket, holding it next to her for a moment. "He told me to ask next time instead of
    trying to horde condiments."

    "Then why do you have same expression you get when he whispers to you at a
    wedding?" Ben asked. For some reason, that made Jennifer blush all the more, but she
    was saved from further comment when a student walked up with a tray.

    "Ms. Craw? I was just checking to see if our lunch was off for today," Truman
    asked.

    "Oh! No, not at all, please sit down! Actually, you're the entire reason that I
    forced Ben to eat in Commissary," Jennifer said, pulling out a chair for Truman.

    "It won't happen again, right?" Ben teased with a chuckle.

    "Truman Ford, this is my son-in-law, Ben Clemmons," Jennifer introduced.

    "Hi. I think I saw you in the Wizardnet Lab earlier," Truman said.

    "More than likely," Ben agreed with a smile. "I'm upgrading the school's computer
    and Wizardnet programs."

    "He also has two sons and one of them is in training just like you are," Jennifer
    explained.

    "Really?" Truman said. "Is that why you're so easy to read?"

    "No, it's because I'm not a wizard," Ben explained.

    "Oh! But you work on Wizardnet devices?" Truman said, intrigued.

    "Both types of computers, actually, I'm a programmer," Ben explained. "After
    college, I started out working for a Muggle cybersecurity firm, but after the boys
    came down with Tangerine Spots, I realized that trying to stay at a Muggle firm when
    the better half of my life kept invading wasn't maintainable, so I adapted with the
    times. Now I'm self-employed, and I help hybrid and wizard businesses troubleshoot
    problems with their systems. It lets me work from home for the most part, except for
    big jobs like these. Since my wife has a very demanding job, it helps the family that
    I can work on my own schedule, too."

    "And she works for the government somehow?" Truman picked up.

    "Minister of Mysteries. I suppose it'd be like head of the Wizard version of the
    CIA here," Ben said.

    "Wizard Investigations Agency," Jennifer offered.

    "So like Wizard MI5 or something?" Truman asked.

    "Yes, something like that," Ben agreed with a smile.

    "That does sound like a demanding job," Truman decided.

    "It certainly was last year," Ben agreed, Jennifer nodding to him emphatically.
    "Anyway, I don't suppose you'd want to meet my sons sometime? Rus is a couple of
    years younger than you, and the oldest, Jay, is a lot closer to your age. Rus is the
    Truth Seeker, and I'm sure Rus would like to meet someone near his age with the same
    talent."

    "Yes, I'd like that," Truman agreed.

    "Maybe we can invite him to Yule this year?" Ben suggested, looking over at
    Jennifer.

    "You mean Christmas?" Truman asked.

    "No, he means the First of Yule... Winter Solstice. It's not really celebrated
    here, even among Wizardkind, Ben, but perhaps that means his parents wouldn't mind?
    I'll ask them for you, Truman, if you're interested," Jennifer offered. Truman
    grinned.

    "I'd like that," Truman agreed.

    "Ask if they wouldn't mind if he stayed over a couple of nights too, Jennifer, to
    give him more time to adjust to the time change," Ben said.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer agreed. "Truman, you should eat your lunch. Ben's going
    to be working here for a bit; he'll be here every weekday until school gets out, so
    you'll have plenty of time to ask him more questions."

    "Especially if your parents agree to let you come visit," Ben added with a
    nod.

    "Fine, but I do have one more question," Truman said, staring at Ben. "Why are you
    putting butter on your sandwich bread? That looks positively disgusting."

    "There, you see?" Jennifer said with a chuckle, turning her attention to her lunch
    as well.

    

    It wasn't until Thursday that Steve showed up again.

    As it happened, it was on the same day that Andrew had come to teach her classes
    for the day. Jennifer was eagerly practicing the microtransfiguration techniques that
    Andrew was instructing the class on, even while Steve Mason and Superintendent Brian
    Charleston was inquiring in Brenda's office, before being led to Wind's office. Wind
    seemed didn't seem to be expecting them, but at the same time, he really didn't seem
    surprised either. He stood up with a smile, greeting them.

    "Terribly sorry, did I miss an appointment?" Wind asked.

    "No, I'm afraid we didn't make one this time," Brian said apologetically. "I hope
    it's not too inconvenient."

    "I really don't care if it is or it isn't," Steve said.

    "That would explain why you never make an appointment," Wind agreed.

    "Gentlewizards, please," Brian said firmly. "Wind, we simply have a few questions
    about the report you sent me on the Wizardnet system upgrades."

    "Yes, like why this man was hired without our approval. He is an outside
    contractor, and I have a hard time believing he's qualified to service Wizardnet
    computers when he's not even a wizard," Steve said. "No wonder he estimated that it'd
    take so long. He's probably milking the clock."

    "Steve, Wind did send me his credentials. He is more than qualified," Brian
    intervened.

    "Yes, and as to why I didn't ask for approval, I really didn't need to," Wind
    replied. "Mr. Clemmons generously donated his services for free when he heard about
    our breach earlier in the year."

    "If he donated his services, then he's definitely not milking the clock," Brian
    decided.

    "Then he's intentionally taking his time to prevent the students from taking their
    POW test, knowing they're likely to have poor scores! I have heard some of my nieces
    and nephews say that most of their teachers have a different agenda this year than
    what is normally taught, not the least of which being Ms. Craw, who I am told hasn't
    even bothered with standardized tests at all!" Steve snapped.

    "Jennifer teaches a hands-on course, Steve. You can't learn to create items from a
    book, it requires mastering how to manipulate the materials with your hands. I know,
    I used to teach that course," Wind reminded him.

    "Wind, I don't have any trouble with Jennifer's decision to teach them basic work
    skills, but I must admit that I am concerned that these security upgrades will
    prevent a second round of POW tests not to go out. Can't these upgrades wait until we
    get back in January so that we have some idea on how they're doing? Then, if need be,
    you can skip the next test and give us two spaced out properly... one this semester
    and one next," Brian suggested.

    "Perhaps Mr. Clemmons himself could better explain why this must be done now,"
    Wind suggested, glancing at the clock. "Classes are just about to let out. Let's walk
    to the Wizardnet Lab before lunch so that you can speak with him yourself."

    "That sounds like a good idea," Brian agreed before Steve could comment again.
    Wind smiled, showing them both back out.

    By the time they got there, the students had wandered out for lunch. Frank had
    come over to the main computer and was watching Ben work, asking questions every now
    and again to get a better idea of what Ben was working on. Neither of them were
    surprised when the three wizards came in; Brenda had sent them an Insta-Owl not long
    after they had arrived.

    "Here we are," Wind said. "Frank, Mr. Clemmons. Might I trouble you for a
    moment?"

    "Sure," Ben said, and the two of them came over.

    "Mr. Charleston, Mr. Mason, this is Benjamin Clemmons. Mr. Clemmons, Mr.
    Charleston is the Wizard School Superintendent for schools in the area, and Mr. Mason
    is on the school board," Wind introduced.

    "Nice to meet you," Ben said.

    "The superintendent was wondering if there were anyway that the students would be
    able to take their POW tests before the end of the year," Wind said.

    "Is there a paper or parchment version of some kind?" Ben asked.

    "Of course not. POW tests are a highly sophisticated testing system that requires
    Wizardnet devices to run it," Steve said with irritation.

    "In that case, I'd say no," Ben replied. "I'm going to need to take the system
    offline to work on it, and I'll also have to reset it a few times, which means that
    any information placed on the system while I'm testing it would be lost in the
    process. Perhaps you should rely on traditional methods for the time being."

    "Perhaps if you explained to them why it was so important that you upgrade our
    systems just now?" Wind suggested.

    "Of course, I'd be happy to," Ben said, then walked up to Steve. "Mr. Mason, do
    you have a log in name and password entered in the school's website?"

    "Yes, of course I do. All of the school board members do," Steve said.

    "Then, with your permission, I would like to show you through your account what
    the problem is," Ben said cordially. "What is your name on the site?"

    "SAMason," Steve said. Ben walked over to one of the student computers and sat
    down, while the other Wizards gathered around curiously.

    A line of ones and zeroes flashed up along with a small window that read regular
    number sequences, and he began inputting so quickly that Frank was the only one of
    them with the faintest of ideas what he was doing or when exactly he broke out of the
    system itself, tracing back Steve's WP number. Steve and Brian tried to follow the
    processes as best they could, but it had been so fast that before Steve could even be
    alarmed by the fact that Benjamin had broken into his personal Net-Owl address, He
    had managed to bring up the dashboard on Steve's Wizardnet device at home and pulled
    up his bank account, his Wizcoin wallet, and even his Charmbasket account.

    "Any questions?" Ben asked calmly. Steve's jaw dropped at seeing his personal
    financial records on display in front of the rest of the wizards there. "Or should we
    order something from Charmbasket while we're at it?"

    "Turn that off and fix this security leak at once!" Steve demanded, his face red
    with surprise and anger.

    "Of course, Mr. Mason, that's what I'm here for," Ben said calmly, closing down
    the different windows and logging out.

    "Fixing this is definitely much more important than the POW tests," Brian agreed.
    "You will do what you can to have this working properly before we get back from the
    holidays?"

    "Of course I will. Barring any hidden surprises, it should be finished in a couple
    of weeks or so."

    "Thank you," Brian said. "Shall we get lunch across the way, Steve?"

    "Fine," Steve.

    "And you, Wind?" Brian said.

    "No, I have other plans, but I thank you both for your support," Wind said with a
    polite smile, showing them both out.

    Ben and Frank watched them go before Frank shook his head with a chuckle.

    "Some support! If you hadn't shown them that back door, they probably would have
    tried to get you to hold off the upgrade," Frank said.

    "That's why I did it," Ben grinned, getting up. "I'd better go meet my brother and
    mother-in-law for lunch."

    "I don't suppose you'd be interested in having dinner with me and the guys
    tomorrow night?" Frank asked as they walked out the door.

    "I'll need to text my wife to be sure, but I should be able to since it's Friday,"
    Ben agreed.

    "Great," Frank said, and he locked up for lunch.
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    Chapter Forty-Eight

    Net Wolves

    Frank was glad when they got to the last period and he finally had time to slip
    into Jennifer's classroom with a pad of paper and a pencil, eagerly taking notes as
    he listened to Andrew's lecture on microtransfiguration. Jennifer smiled at him
    warmly. It was obvious to her that Frank was generally interested in the topic and
    eager to learn more, and just as clear from his expression that he wished he could
    make friends with Andrew somehow. In fact, with his personality, Jennifer was fairly
    sure they could be good friends... nearly as good as Andrew and Halbert, even. It was
    unfair of Andrew to judge him just based on the fact that Frank reminded him a little
    too much of himself. What would he think of Asher, she wondered. No, that wouldn't
    work at all, Jennifer mused. At least not until Asher grew up a little and Andrew was
    truly ready to face his own shortcomings. It would be like looking into a mirror, and
    not a very nice one. Jennifer heard clapping, bringing her out of her thoughts as
    Andrew finished his lecture and took a few questions, and Frank just as eager as her
    Design students to ask about some of the finer aspects of Andrew's work. Soon she let
    her class go, and Frank got up and went over to them.

    "I don't suppose you'd be interested in going to dinner with me and some of the
    guys tomorrow night, Andrew? You'd be more than welcome, and I'd like to introduce
    you to my friends," Frank suggested.

    "Sorry, I don't have time for that sort of thing now. I have something you guys
    don't. Namely, a steady girlfriend," Andrew said crisply.

    "Oh, Andrew!" Jennifer scowled at him disapprovingly. But Frank shrugged it
    off.

    "That doesn't matter. Ben Clemmons is going with us, and he's married. He just
    texted her real quick and checked to make sure it was okay with her. Can't you do the
    same?" Frank asked.

    "My sister is one of the few people I know that even uses one of those phone
    contraptions due to her job and her Muggle husband. We have other means of
    communication... traditional means, such as Flames, Shells, and owls... real owls
    with real feathers and that you have to feed. Most of us don't even use the
    Wizardnet, so don't assume that we can," Andrew said critically. "Because of an ice
    storm last week, we have an incredibly busy weekend at the school, and since I'm
    helping with school security, I need to chaperone a school trip and help with a
    Quidditch game on Sunday. In other words, I have much better things to do than to
    participate in some sort of attempt to get on my good side."

    "Well, at least that's a better excuse, but 'Sorry, I'm busy tomorrow' would have
    worked just as well," Frank pointed out.

    "Oh, Andrew! I am so sorry, Frank, he's just so much like his father was at this
    age!" Jennifer exclaimed with exasperation. "Andrew, please be polite. Frank's
    invitation was quite sincere!"

    "I didn't even know the word was in his dictionary," Andrew said curtly, making
    Jennifer cringe.

    "It's okay, Jennifer, it's not your fault," Frank said, seeing her obvious
    embarrassment.

    "Considering I raised him, I think that's up for debate," Jennifer admitted.

    "Gotta go," Frank decided quickly, sensing the argument that was about to erupt.
    There could be no doubt that Andrew was in for an earful once Frank had exited the
    room.

    

    Frank and Ben got in his car and drove a half hour out of the city, landing in a
    small town which, oddly enough, was called Houston. And just on the outskirts of that
    town, they pulled up to what looked like a dilapidated old building. But as Ben
    concentrated it and convinced himself that something else was there, a
    strange-looking large-windowed tavern appeared, with a concrete bull statue out front
    and a pair of bullhorns over the door. Just above them was a large neon sign that
    named it "Jilly's."

    "See it?" Frank asked as he parked the car.

    "Yeah, but exactly what is it am I'm seeing?" Ben asked. Frank grinned.

    "Wizard country-western bar," Frank explained. "Biggest one in the whole region,
    and since it's Friday, it's going to be packed. But don't worry, we reserved a table
    on the net a week ago."

    "Okay," Ben said, feeling a bit skeptical of the place when they entered. "Are you
    sure this place is sanitary?" he asked, reading the sign advertising a "bikini
    bull-riding contest" on Saturdays and "Mud-wrestling" on Mondays.

    "Sure, look," Frank said, pointing at the large blue "A" taped on the wall behind
    the bar before talking to one of the waitresses with very short jean shorts and a
    very low gingham top that had been tied high enough to show off some of her waist.
    "Over there," Frank said, and nodded over to where Asher and Ray were already
    sitting, waving at them. Ben slid into the other side of the booth and Frank sat
    beside him.

    "You're not going to order him a Bud, are you?" Ray squinted.

    "What? He'd never accept another invitation if I did that," Frank said.

    "Something darker than that, I hope," Ben said, pointing across the table at the
    other two wizards' beers, which were both very light gold in color.

    "Stout, maybe?" Frank suggested.

    "Sure," Ben agreed, so Frank was ready when the cowgirl came back over.

    "Werehound Stout and a Sorcerer-Up for the designated," Frank said, pointing at
    himself.

    "You got it, honey," the girl said with a fake southern accent, leaving some menus
    before walking away again.

    "Got a dossier for her yet?" Ben asked.

    "Yeah, they got her a long time ag- ow!" Ray got his side jabbed hard by Asher,
    but Ben's thin smile was pretty telling.

    "It's no use, Goldenwiz69, I already know who you are on that date rating site,"
    Ben told Asher, who grimaced. Ben thumbed over towards Frank. "JeansD3vil," then he
    pointed at Ray. "Ruff1nreddy."

    "Shall we slip under the table now, or have a couple of beers to make it look more
    convincing?" Ray suggested with a pained expression on his face.

    "You going to tell anyone?" Asher asked anxiously.

    "You mean at the school? No, it's none of their business what you guys do in your
    free time," Ben said.

    "What about your mother-in-law?" Frank asked in a low voice.

    "Do you seriously believe she doesn't know already?" Ben asked with a laugh. "I
    bet she's already picked it up from one of you, glasses or not. She just doesn't care
    because you had enough sense to mark her entry as 'Off Limits'."

    "Aren't you glad I had you add that now?" Ray said to Asher, who grimaced at him.
    They paused as the drinks arrived. Ben was more than happy to let them order for him,
    and they passed over their menus.

    "Well," Frank began as the waitress walked away. "I'm a bit embarrassed if she did
    find out, but I'm glad she's not mad about it."

    "As far as she's concerned, the three of you aren't anything but a bunch of kids
    playing with your toys," Ben said. Ray folded his arms and looked between the other
    two.

    "You know what, I think she's got a point," Ray decided.

    "Don't start that self-righteous Auror stuff again, Ray. You may not contribute to
    that sight, but you do your fair share of looking at it," Frank accused him.

    "I don't go as far as either of you do," Ray said.

    "Nobody goes as far as Asher does," Frank said with a snort.

    "As bad as he is, I know someone who was even worse than Asher once," Ben
    admitted.

    "Is that even possible?" Ray chuckled.

    "A teacher at Hogwarts who had one or two dates lined up even on school nights,
    and three or four on weekends," Ben said.

    "Wow, that's some serious mileage," Frank said. "What's his screen name?"

    "Oh, he's never been online, he kept his dating records in journals," Ben
    explained. "But he's the reason that Jennifer doesn't think twice about what the
    three of you have been doing, because she's seen someone do it before. And you've met
    him." Frank squinted.

    "Wait... you mean that blonde-haired long-nosed self-righteous son of hers that
    turned down an invite to sit with us tonight because he was too good to be seen with
    us?" Frank asked. Ben nodded at that. "Why, that hypocritical bastard!"

    "Yeah, I think you reminded him too much of how he used to be, Frank," Ben
    admitted. "And he also happens to be very protective of his mother, which is why he's
    acting like that."

    "I'd never bother Jennifer! None of us would!" Frank protested.

    "Not even Asher is that stupid," Ray said, thumbing his finger at the man sitting
    next to him.

    "No, we can only dream about it," Asher said wistfully.

    "Even that doesn't sound safe anymore," Frank said dourly.

    Asher pondered that for a moment, then glanced over at Ben.

    "So what does your wife look like?" Asher asked with interest. The other three
    stared at him in open disbelief.

    

    Lavender and Gretchen turned around as the four witches watched Ben Clemmons walk
    over and sit in the Wolf Den on Monday.

    "Looks like he got voted in," Kay said.

    "Are you okay with that?" Lav asked Jennifer seriously, but Jennifer was smiling
    enigmatically.

    "I am. I think it'll be good for all of them, actually," Jennifer said
    reassuringly. "Ben hasn't had any real mates outside of the family sphere for years
    now, and those three will benefit from having someone more mature around that they
    can still relate to."

    "Well, I guess you have a point, as long as you're sure they won't corrupt him,"
    Lav said warily, turning back around.

    "I sincerely doubt it," Jennifer chuckled, sipping her coffee.

    Over in the Wolf Den corner, Ben took the offered seat by Frank, who was currently
    the one with the device open. He was pulling up social media sites on his
    Silverbook.

    "Do you want to see the Twizzer stuff first or Mugscroll?" Frank asked.

    "Mugscroll, it tends to be worse," Ben suggested.

    "Show him the picture of her blasting Snape," Ray said, glancing up to make sure
    the girls were settled in and they were in no danger of being invaded.

    "That should be easy. They've been turning it into a mage-meme all weekend," Frank
    said, then pulled up the image. It was the photo of Jennifer, standing in Hogsmeade
    and blasting Severus with a spell. "Recognize it?"

    "No," Ben admitted, getting out his phone. "But my wife probably would. Give me a
    moment," he said, glancing at the address and finding it before sending it to
    her.

    "Maybe it's edited," Asher suggested.

    "Maybe, but it looks like an old newspaper photo that's been scanned in, that's
    why it's not moving much," Frank said.

    "Well, I can tell you it's not recent. My father-in-law's hair is longer than
    that, his sister Anna hasn't worn her hair like that in over a decade, and two of the
    people in this photo aren't anywhere near Hogsmeade and haven't been for six months,"
    Ben said, pointing at Sirius and Remus. Finally, his phone chimed and he read the
    text. "Alex says it's a polyformed Peter Pettigrew. Considering Jennifer killed him
    before she was even married, this photo is extremely old... taken before any of us
    were born, even."

    "Did you say killed?" Ray said with a frown.

    "Self defense, he's the werewolf she killed when she went with Harry to take on
    Voldemort," Ben explained. "She killed him with the Craw family dagger, as I
    understand it. They are digging deep for this smear campaign, aren't they? And other
    than this article, most of the articles they're putting up are from the
    Oracle, which is not known for telling a straight story even on a good day.
    It's a political rag, and it's run by Amadeus Longbottom."

    "Longbottom... wait, Jennifer told us about him. Isn't he the guy who wiped her
    memories?" Ray said.

    "Yep, same guy," Ben said, glancing at Frank's computer again. "It's a long story,
    but he only spent a couple of years in prison."

    "She told us that part too," Frank admitted, then sighed. "You know, a lot of the
    reason this stuff works is because the two of them haven't aged all that much,
    especially Jennifer. They're actually using her young looks against her, because they
    can pull up thirty plus years of old material and spin it so that it looks like it's
    recent. A lot of Wizardnet users who don't know her personally are likely to buy into
    these stories."

    "Should we talk to her about it?" Ray asked Ben.

    "Who, Jennifer? No, she'd simply wave it off and wouldn't care," Ben admitted.

    "Well, I know she doesn't spend anymore time on the Wizardnet than it takes for
    her to record grades, but surely she'd be worried about the damage this smear
    campaign might do if it starts to pick up speed. Once something like this really gets
    going on the Wizardnet, it's really hard to stop it," Frank said.

    "She's had smear campaigns against her before, and her attitude has been the same
    regardless of what type of media it's in," Ben told them. "But we should probably
    warn Dean Elk. If there's any fallout from all of this, it'll probably end up in that
    office first."

    "You're right. Let's finish breakfast and then go make an appointment," Frank
    agreed.

    On the other side of the room, Jennifer had other goals in mind.

    "So, the other day, a radio station had a popup booth and was giving away some
    tickets to the Kennywood Christmas Lights thing," Kay said, showing them four tickets
    in her hand. "You guys wanna go? I know we have a Coven Night next weekend and a
    school concert on Sunday, but maybe we can go on Wednesday, since we have a half day
    of classes before the break," Kay said.

    "No, sorry, I promised Severus that I'd be straight home without fail that last
    day of school," Jennifer replied. "But I have a better idea, anyway. Why don't you
    ask Ray to go?"

    "Are you kidding? Do you think he'd ever go out with me considering how badly his
    Dad is teasing him about me? He'd never agree to that," Kay said.

    "I know how to get him to go," Jennifer said with a sly smile. "And it'd involve
    killing two birds with the same stone."

    The four wizards had closed the computer and were trying to finish their breakfast
    when Gretchen drank her coffee down as if it were a shot of something stronger and
    strode over to the Wolf's Den.

    "Frank, might I talk to you in private for a moment?" Gretchen asked with a smile.
    Quite surprised, Frank excused himself and got up, and the two of them stepped out
    into the hallway.

    Five minutes later, Frank dove back in, dodging students on his way back to the
    corner.

    "I need your help," Frank panted, the three of them looking up curiously.
    "Gretchen says she'll go out with me and has four tickets to Kennywood Christmas and
    wants to double date. She wants me to find a date for Kay Sinclair so we can go on
    the last day of school before the break."

    "Sure, I don't mind trying her out once. She could be a diamond in the rou -"
    Asher was suddenly cut off when Ray put his donut in Asher's mouth.

    "Oh, no you don't! I'm not going to have you trying to do something disrespectful
    with a fellow teacher!" Ray snapped at him. Asher took the donut out of his
    mouth.

    "I'd make sure that she enjoyed it," Asher promised.

    "Frank, don't listen to him. I'll take her myself," Ray said, glaring at Asher in
    annoyance.

    "Right," Frank said, and went back out into the hallway to let Gretchen know.

    Ben watched him thoughtfully, wondering about how that seemed rather orchestrated.
    He was still gazing at the door as the two of them came back in. Gretchen hurried
    over to Jennifer's table with a triumphant smile and Ben saw the witches huddle
    around Jennifer. It only took one look at Jennifer's expression for his suspicions to
    be confirmed and he chuckled softly to himself as they began to clean up.
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    Chapter Forty-Nine

    The Holiday Concert

    Severus arrived at Whitebridge in his best robes with Quintin and Leu to either
    side of him, stepping out of the Gatehouse.

    "Look at all the snow!" Quintin said, impressed with the piles on either side of
    the shoveled paths.

    "Don't even think about it, I want you to stay turned out. We're going to have
    more than our fair share of curious eyes on us this evening," Severus warned. "Leu, I
    may need your help keeping track of him tonight."

    "I will," Leu replied, glancing thoughtfully at the garden paths wrapping around
    the main building. "I wouldn't mind seeing what this place looks like in the spring
    sometime."

    "You'll likely get the opportunity, but right now, I think it would be best if we
    went straight in," Severus said, leading them up the steps. A pair of seniors in
    formal Whitebridge robes held the doors open for them, directing them over to a large
    reception room that was between the entryway and the Assembly Hall. Wind, who had
    been waiting expectantly for him, was standing next to a witch who despite her age
    looked enough like Lavender that Severus knew straight away that who she was.

    "Ah, Severus!" Wind greeted warmly. As they walked over to him, Leu couldn't help
    but notice that the chatter among the guests waiting in the area had died down
    significantly as nearly everyone in the room paused and turned to gaze with at
    Severus with open interest and awe. "How good of you to come to our holiday
    program."

    "Thank you for scheduling it a bit earlier this evening so that it would be easier
    for us to attend," Severus replied in turn.

    "This is Jennifer's and my dear friend, Rosemary Carmody," Wind introduced.

    "I thought as much. Jennifer has spoken of you a great deal over the years, and my
    school has benefited greatly from the foundations you gave her, as our Potions
    Master," Severus said sincerely.

    "It is such an honor to meet you at last! She's told me a great deal about you,"
    Rosemary said with a smile. "And this must be Leu and Quintin! I've heard quite a bit
    about the two of you as well!"

    "Nice to meet you," Leu said, but Quintin was distracted by someone who came in
    the door after them.

    "Look! It's Jeremy and Timmy!" Quintin said, and ran over before Severus could
    stop him.

    "I'll keep an eye on him," Leu promised, and went over to where Quintin was
    greeting the two boys.

    "So, um... Severus," Rosemary said, glancing at Wind apologetically. "I did
    promise Wind to try to steer conversations away from politics and back to the
    upcoming holiday, but I have to ask. You do know what you're walking into tonight,
    right?" she asked seriously, while Wind frowned at her disapprovingly.

    "I am being kept well informed of the situation here by various sources," Severus
    assured her calmly. "I will gladly keep things to pleasantries unless pressed... or
    if certain individuals are foolish enough to speak with me."

    "In that case, they probably deserve what they get," Rosemary reasoned. "Looking
    forward to the holidays?"

    "Quite definitely," Severus said. "In fact, these last few days will probably seem
    interminable." Rosemary smiled at that, and they all looked up as Quintin returned,
    dragging a boy over who was about the same age. The boy was gawking openly and seemed
    almost terrified to be there.

    "Jeremy, this is my Dad," Quintin told him.

    "Mr. Miller," Severus said.

    Jeremy stared at him even more before Quintin finally held his friend's arm up to
    show the Chocolate Frog card in his hand. Rolling his eyes at that, Severus took a
    quill out and signed it for the boy, handing it back. Jeremy took it and ran for his
    life, trying to get back to his father and brother as quickly as possible. Quintin
    sighed with exasperation.

    "He's scared of you," Quintin explained.

    "Really, I wouldn't have guessed," Severus said evenly, and Rosemary couldn't help
    but laugh at that. Leu, who had been talking to their father, walked back over to
    them. "Perhaps we should go ahead and find some seats. It'll be less disruptive that
    way," Severus suggested.

    "In that case, I will see you later on," Wind said with a smile.

    Severus nodded to them both before leading Quintin and Leu into the Assembly Room,
    which proved to be a very nice theatre large enough to accommodate middle, high
    school, and college students all at the same time. It was therefore quite easy to
    find seats in a good position to see the stage properly, but as they settled in,
    Quintin stood up and stared at a large group of witches and wizards lingering in
    front of the stage. He even attempted to get up on the chair itself until Severus
    stopped him.

    "Quintin, sit down on the chair properly, please," Severus said sternly.

    "That's the man who doesn't like my Mum," Quintin told him with a strangely dark
    expression. Severus glanced briefly at the group that he quickly deduced were Masons,
    then coaxed Quintin to sit down correctly.

    "Which one is he?" Severus asked quietly.

    "The tall big guy," Quintin said.

    "That could easily describe a lot of them," Severus pointed out. But as more
    people went to find seats and the group began to break up, Quintin's eyes never left
    the man, so it wasn't long for Severus to figure out which one Steve Mason was.

    It also didn't take him long to figure out who Stacey Newman Cole was, either.
    From the moment she walked in, she was complaining about one thing or another, from
    not having assigned seats to not finding the program she had been given up to her
    standards. The wizard next to her, who could only have been her husband, had the look
    of someone who had learned to tune her out years ago and didn't seem to be paying
    much attention to it, finding seats just behind their son and his wife. Severus
    didn't miss the fact that neither her son or his wife (especially his wife) seemed
    very happy that his parents had decided to sit so close. Luke Miller, who had
    originally been planning to sit next to Harry Cole, decided to play it safe and came
    down to Quintin's row so that the boys could sit together.

    "Hi, I hope you don't mind, Professor Snape," Luke said as he got them
    settled.

    "Not at all," Severus replied.

    "I'm Luke Miller, by the way," Luke said.

    "Yes, I guessed that from how Quintin responded to your children. This is one of
    my son's, Llewellyn Murphy," Severus replied.

    "Oh, yes, Jennifer has mentioned you. Graduating this year, right?" Luke asked
    with a smile, sitting down.

    "Right," Leu agreed.

    "Exciting times!" Luke said warmly. Leu smiled painfully in an attempt to be
    polite. Then Luke turned his attention to Jeremy, who was sitting on his knees and
    dangling an arm over the chair. Apparently he was as unsuccessful at keeping his six
    year old to sit still as Severus was.

    "Do you really have a basilisk who can stone people?" Jeremy asked him
    nervously.

    "Yes," Severus said simply, while Luke told him to sit down again.

    "Does he ever turn the students into stone?" Jeremy asked, sitting down but
    leaning very far forward so he could look at Severus with a serious expression.

    "Very rarely. Typically, he prefers to turn the school board members into stone,"
    Severus said, earning a chuckle from Luke.

    "Boy, we could use him around here then," Luke joked.

    "Yes, so I've heard," Severus replied.

    "Quintin stayed at my house on Halloween," Jeremy informed Severus.

    "Yes, I know," Severus said, already guessing what was coming next.

    "Can we stay at Quintin's house sometime?" Jeremy asked.

    "Jeremy," Luke warned.

    "If I said no, would you ask Quintin's Mum?" Severus asked in return.

    "Mum would say yes!" Quintin declared.

    "Then why ask me when there's a chance I might say no?" Severus inquired.

    "Because you're Severus Snape! My Dad says people can learn a lot from you,
    because you know stuff. And what I want to know is if my family can come visit your
    family sometime," Jeremy said. Severus didn't miss the fact that Luke was hiding
    behind his hand at the moment.

    "I suppose, but you'll have to wait for summertime when everyone is out of
    school," Severus replied.

    "Can we stay in the castle?" Jeremy asked.

    "No, we'll be in London, but perhaps if you all sit properly in your chairs and be
    good listeners to the concert, I might consider showing you the castle during your
    visit," Severus suggested. Jeremy slid down into his chair. "Mr. Miller, it's no use,
    you know. You may as well get used to your children embarrassing you. In my
    experience, they will find ways to do it no matter how old they are."

    Luke chuckled awkwardly at that, rather glad when he noticed Wind working his way
    up front and onto the stage, the rest of the lingering guests finding their seats as
    he introduced the music teacher, Mr. Harper.

    Each choir or performing group featured a different grade, and they all
    highlighted different winter holidays; from Hanukkah to Christmas, Yule to Kwanzaa,
    with some New Year's traditions as well as more universal winter songs thrown in for
    good measure. The three boys tried their best to be good, but when the tables with
    the bells were rolled out and the bell choir started walking on the stage in their
    gold embroidered Whitebridge robes, the three of them called out excitedly to their
    mothers and had to be reminded to get back to their seats. Ray Eldridge was in the
    back row, handling one of the larger bell sets. Jennifer stood near the middle of the
    front row next to Sharon Miller and Frank Bird, while Gretchen Becker stood on the
    other side of him, attempting to smile despite the lights in her eyes.

    Jennifer didn't even try to look at the audience. Her eyes were intently focused
    on the instructor. Severus knew that look well; and considering how centered Jennifer
    was in the choir, Rick Harper must have realized at some point how much she depended
    on having a good view of the instructor when she was learning something new. He
    smiled thinly at that, realizing that she would be too focused on her teacher to
    worry about the crowd or get nervous at all.

    In fact, between timing her movements and damping the bell, she had no time to
    think about it, glad they had started with the easier piece of White Christmas to get
    warmed up, deftly switching before the four bells in front of her with out too much
    hesitation, getting a warm applause.

    The second piece she was still a bit unsure about, her expression steeled with
    determination as they turned their music over to the Carol of the Bells, putting her
    first two bells against her chest just like those on her left. But Sharon, Frank, and
    those to the right of her had four bells for each hand to manage, while those in the
    second row had larger bells to juggle. Behind them, the Whitebridge Healer's Choir
    stepped up onto a third row. Once the choir was in place, Rick nodded to them with a
    smile and then looked down at the Bell Choir, waiting until Jennifer's eyes were on
    him instead of the music before signaling them into the rapid movement that started
    the beginning of the song. Her eyes didn't leave his until the very end, and then she
    smiled and looks around at the other teachers around her, more aware of the applause
    as she followed the line of them off the stage to make way for the Healer's Choir to
    finish the concert with two pieces on their own.

    "Did I do alright?" she finally asked Sharon when they got backstage.

    "Of course you did alright. You've been doing a splendid job keeping up ever since
    the day Damiana suggested that you stop looking at the music," Sharon said with
    amusement.

    "As silly as that is, I suppose," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle.

    "Nonsense. You march to your own tune... quite literally in some respects," Sharon
    said. "And considering the benefit that's brought to the school this year, I think
    it's just as well that you do. Anyway, I know you don't have the benefit of glancing
    away like some of us do, so I thought I'd tell you that our boys and husbands seem to
    be sitting together out there."

    "Are they?" Jennifer said brightly, wishing she had the nerve to risk a peek
    through the curtain. But dutifully, she helped the others put the bells in their
    cases and impatiently waited until Rick stepped up to give a few final words and get
    a last round of applause. That's when the two of them snuck out the side entrance so
    they could try to get to their families before everyone had a chance to move. As it
    turned out, they still got plastered to the wall a moment or two, but they were still
    close enough to grab Quintin and Timmy when they went running over after seeing them.
    Leu and Jeremy caught up next, followed by Luke and Severus.

    "How about moving out into the garden so we can get some air?" Severus suggested.
    They made a line against the wall with Sharon and Jennifer leading the way out.

    It appeared that everyone else had the exact same idea, but it was much easier to
    get away from the crowd out in the open garden. Night had fallen, but dim garden
    lights illuminated small patches of the garden path and entryway, providing plenty of
    places for groups to gather and talk.

    "Did you like the concert, Severus?" Jennifer asked.

    "Most of it, except for all of those annoying bells," Severus replied, Luke
    chuckling at that.

    "That's very funny," Jennifer said chidingly.

    "I liked it," Quintin said firmly.

    "Your father did too, he's just teasing," Jennifer explained.

    "Do you want to get some warm drinks at Quickbrooms before you head out, or is it
    too late for Quintin?" Luke suggested.

    "It is, but he doesn't have school tomorrow. However, we probably shouldn't stay
    long," Severus said.

    "Then we'd probably better hoof our way across the street before everyone else
    gets the same idea," Luke suggested, walking over to the gate and letting them all
    out.

    "If only we were done with school too. I really don't see much of a point going
    two and a half more days," Jennifer complained.

    "It happens at Hogwarts often enough, although of course the last day is simply
    posting marks and getting the students to the train," Severus said.

    "I would like going to school on a train," Jeremy decided, giving his mother his
    hand so they could cross the street.

    "It seems to me that you would like a lot of things," Severus pointed out.

    "It would be cool to go to school in a castle," Jeremy said.

    "It is also very cool to go to school in a magic garden," Luke said, opening the
    door of the restaurant so that the rest could step in and worked to find a spot that
    accommodated them all.

    Then there was a discussion about who would buy the drinks that immediately had
    Jennifer and Sharon rolling their eyes, deciding it'd be safer to concentrate on
    getting the boys settled rather than get in the middle of it. Finally, Jennifer gave
    up and went over to the counter, pointing out the drinks in her hand and effectively
    disrupting their battle of wits over who it was that was going to win the right to
    pay for them.

    "Wizards," Sharon said derisively.

    "Oh, yes, I know. How can they get so hung up over something so trivial?" Jennifer
    said so flippantly that she managed to get Severus' attention again.

    "Is that so?" Severus asked squinting. "Shall I name off some of the trivialities
    that you have gotten hung up on?"

    "That sounds really dangerous," Luke commented, sitting down next to Leu.

    "You're right, it is. Typically, once my parents get started on a conversation
    like that, it's very difficult for anyone to get them to stop," Leu explained.

    "Thank you, Mr. Expert. Why don't you help those boys with their straws?" Severus
    suggested to Leu.

    "Professor Snape said that next summer we can visit Quintin in London and see the
    castle and everything," Jeremy informed Jennifer.

    "Did he really?" Jennifer asked, mildly surprised.

    "As I recall, I said I wouldn't show you the castle unless you were good during
    the concert. I haven't confirmed that yet," Severus reminded him. Jennifer smiled at
    Severus, while Severus glanced at their father for confirmation.

    "Considering how they normally act, I thought they were being pretty good," Luke
    confirmed. "Although I'm hardly biased, considering I wouldn't mind seeing the castle
    myself."

    "Are you certain you have room for us all?" Sharon asked.

    "Yes, of course we do! More than enough, actually, it's quite a big house, and
    you're more than welcome," Jennifer said sincerely. "Besides, it will be fun to be
    able to show you some of how we live after spending so much time here this year."

    "And I get to show Jeremy everything and prove that everything I've said is true!"
    Quintin explained.

    "I see," Severus said, while Jennifer had trouble stifling a chuckle. But whatever
    he intended to say in response was lost when a wizard he didn't recognize ran over to
    the table, a bit out of breath.

    "Hey, Harry," Luke said to Harry Cole. "Escaped your mother, did you?"

    "For the moment. I snuck off when she started threatening to speak to Dean Elk
    about some of the stories she's been reading on the Wizardnet lately," Harry
    warned.

    "And you left her wife with them? You really are brave," Luke said.

    "Some context, perhaps?" Severus inquired.

    "Severus, this is Harry Cole, Stacey Cole's son," Jennifer explained.

    "Yes alright, I understand now," Severus replied.

    "Nice to meet you Professor, thanks for saving the universe," Harry said. "But I
    should tell you both that there are a bunch of negative articles being dumped on the
    Wizardnet right now about Jennifer. I think I've seen everything from Jennifer
    blasting you senseless to reports that Quintin having a demon father."

    "Oh, no! Not that again!" Jennifer exclaimed in annoyance. "Severus, Ben told me
    that someone's been going out of their way to put up a lot of old stories about me on
    the Wizardnet lately, mostly Oracle articles with a few really old Daily
    Prophet articles scanned in from before Ron took over," Jennifer explained.

    "I didn't even know either of those papers had anything to do with the Wizardnet,"
    Severus admitted.

    "The Oracle does, actually, apparently it's been on the Wizardnet for a
    few years now," Jennifer replied.

    "Sure, it's where most of us get our news from about your country," Harry
    shrugged.

    "That is horrifying," Severus admitted. "Mr. Cole, the Oracle is nothing
    but a political mouthpiece that is well known for manipulating facts even on the rare
    occasion that it bothers to report facts at all."

    "Yes, some of us have already switched to Wiz3 after hearing from Jennifer about
    it," Luke said.

    "Well, anyway, I just thought you ought to know that was going on, and although it
    started right after Jennifer began teaching, it really ramped up last week," Harry
    said.

    "Oh, let me guess. It happened to coincide with the First Fall Festival," Severus
    conjectured. Jennifer sighed with exasperation at that.

    "Thank you for the warning, Harry, but I've already been told about it. And to be
    perfectly blunt, I have had people questioning my reputation since the day I started
    teaching at Hogwarts. This sort of publicity tactic is nothing new, regardless of how
    it's being spread. I really don't care what nonsense is being said, because honestly,
    I've learned not to pay attention to it. And I am also quite sure that Wind isn't
    likely to listen to your mother's complaints about it either. It's her own fault to
    be gullible enough to believe those stories in the first place," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, well, unfortunately, my mother will believe any story that confirms her
    personal opinions are right, regardless if it's factual or not," Harry admitted. "And
    considering there are more Wizardnet articles backing up the lies than there are
    articles backing up facts, it's pretty easy to do."

    "How I hate those blasted devices," Jennifer scowled irritably.

    "You'd better get back before Sienna loses her patience and goes off on your
    mother again," Luke advised Harry.

    "Yeah okay. But if she does, you'll babysit the boys over the holiday break,
    right?" Harry asked Luke.

    "Yes, but don't use it as an excuse to go off on her yourself," Luke warned. Harry
    grinned at that.

    "Nice meeting you again," Harry said, and hurried back out.

    "He seemed quite stable, considering," Severus ventured.

    "His father's influence, actually, he's an extremely nice person. Sort of like an
    opposites attract thing," Luke said. "His mother's always been a bit on the uptight
    side."

    "She certainly has been," Jennifer agreed. But the moment things had quieted down
    and they returned to their drinks, Quintin finally had an opportunity to speak what
    was on his mind.

    "What's a demon?" Quintin asked. Jennifer and Severus grimaced at each other,
    since they had both hoped he had missed that part of the conversation.

    "A bad creature, Quintin, which has nothing to do with you," Severus replied.

    "So you're my father, right?" Quintin said.

    "Most definitely," Severus reassured him.

    "How come?" Quintin asked. Severus paused, not really liking where this was going
    and knowing better than to look at him directly.

    "Because I married your mother," Severus said simply.

    "Then how could the bad creature be my father if it didn't marry Mum?" Quintin
    asked.

    "I know! I know!" Jeremy jumped up excitedly.

    "JEREMY!" his parents exclaimed loud enough that everyone in the cafe stared at
    them.

    "Well, it's been fun, but I think we'll be going now," Luke said quickly, grabbing
    Jeremy's hand.

    "Yes, see you tomorrow, Jennifer," Sharon said, grabbing Timmy. "Come, let's get
    to the car, everyone, it's getting cold."

    "Thanks for the drinks," Luke said, and then herded the boys towards the door.

    "You know, Severus, I know he has no school tomorrow, but you really ought to be
    putting him to bed, and I should get ready for my last few days of classes..."
    Jennifer explained quickly, making a half-hearted attempt to put all of the cups onto
    the tray.

    "Perhaps I should wait until you come home and let you handle this
    discussion for a change?" Severus threatened. "And just why is it that I always seem
    to be the parent who gets stuck with it every single time?"

    "Oh, you're much better at explaining this sort of this at the appropriate age
    level than I am, Severus, after all, you're the child psychologist and all of
    that..." Jennifer said.

    "I just got that license this summer. What was your excuse all of the other
    times?" he complained.

    "Um... sorry, I just remembered I still have some projects to grade... or
    something," Jennifer said. "See you Wednesday!"

    "Yes, so you will," Severus said dangerously, already making plans to get even as
    they went their separate ways. Then he glanced down at Quintin, who was still looking
    at him steadily, then over at Leu, who had an amused expression on his face.
    "Alright, Llewellyn, finish cleaning up the table and let's get back to the castle.
    Here, Quintin, put on your coat. We'll discuss it after we get home," he said with
    exasperation, wondering if he could manage to stall long enough that Quintin forgot
    the question.
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    Chapter Fifty

    Baking for Yule

    Jennifer had read enough off of Severus after the concert on Sunday that she was
    unsurprised when he kidnapped his wife when she returned from Whitebridge. Andrew was
    more than happy to get the Baker Street house ready for the upcoming holiday, and
    with Leu's help, he had the garland and tree set up and much of the grocery shopping
    done before his parents arrived after their short trip to Villahexen.

    "Home at last!" Jennifer said with such open relief that Severus squinted at
    her.

    "Are you saying that you regret the detour?" Severus challenged her in a low
    voice.

    "Of course not, but it's good to be back all the same," Jennifer protested, taking
    off her wet cloak. "Except for coming back after so many lovely days of snow only to
    have it raining here, that is," she added, hanging up her cloak.

    "A sure sign that we're home then," Severus replied, but Jennifer was distracted
    by the sound of feet as Quintin hurried down the stairs to get a hug from his
    mother.

    "You're back!" Quintin declared happily.

    "Yes, of course! Where are your brothers?" Jennifer asked Quintin.

    "Leu is at Keir's house, Andrew's in the library, Corey's in Hogsmeade, and I
    don't know where Aurelius is," Quintin informed her.

    "Perhaps next time you should be more specific," Severus suggested.

    "Then go to the library and have Andrew come down, please," Jennifer said, and
    Quintin ran off again.

    "Jennifer, before I get settled for the day, I want to get those watches modified.
    You are not going anywhere for a couple of days, correct?" Severus said.

    "Absolutely positively correct!" Jennifer said emphatically. "Except for maybe
    going to Dagda's for the Yule Log, of course, and maybe to Hogsmeade for a bit of
    shopping..."

    "Let me rephrase that, then. You are not going anywhere for the next couple of
    days without me, are you?" Severus asked.

    "Absolutely positively correct!" Jennifer beamed happily.

    "Fine. Then let me get those watches done. Hand yours over as well," Severus
    said.

    "And what if something were to happen to you on your way back from getting those
    watches fixed?" Jennifer challenged him.

    "Hm. A fair point, I suppose, but it does have to be done. You'll simply have to
    take the risk," Severus decided.

    "I think not. You'll take Andrew with you," Jennifer replied.

    "Yes, alright. I don't suppose you need anything else while I'm there?"

    "I've not the foggiest idea!" Jennifer said and went into the living room, smiling
    at the tree and garland before stepping into the kitchen to check the larder. Andrew
    out of the side passage and into the kitchen.

    "Welcome back! Did you have a nice trip?" Andrew asked his mother.

    "Yes, it was lovely! Do we have enough wrapping paper, ribbons, and cards?"
    Jennifer asked.

    "Yes, Mum, I've already done the shopping... as you can see. Did I miss anything?"
    he asked, seeing how she was digging through the pantry.

    "I don't know yet, but right now I need you to go to Diagon Alley with your
    father," Jennifer said.

    "Oh? Why do I need to go?" Andrew asked.

    "To make sure he gets home, of course," Jennifer said.

    Andrew stood there a moment, but when it was obvious that he wasn't going to get
    any more explanation than that, he went over to the door and got his cloak. His
    father still seemed to be lingering in the entryway even after checking over their
    luggage, waiting for him.

    "I have been told that I am to escort you to the Alley and make sure you get
    home," Andrew said with amusement, getting his cloak.

    "Yes, so you shall," Severus agreed. "And we should probably collect Leu on the
    way back as well. If we don't, she'll simply send us both back out again. I'm sure
    she'll want us all to stay close to home until I can pick up our watches."

    "Oh, you're having the watches modified? Now this makes sense," Andrew said with a
    chuckle as the two of them stepped out the door.

    

    Jennifer, Leu, and Quintin were busy in the kitchen the next day when Severus came
    up the basement stairs, frowning at all of the baskets set out, nearly covering the
    dining room floor.

    "Is it just me, or did you add some more baskets this year?" Severus asked as he
    stepped into the kitchen to get some coffee.

    "Yes, I added the Miller's, the Cole's, the Johnson's, the Eldridge's, the
    Harper's, and the Carmody's," Jennifer explained.

    "I notice you left out the Mason's," Severus replied.

    "I also have some small individual baskets for Wind, Gretchen, Kay, and the rest,"
    Jennifer added. "I was thinking about putting something small in the Kingler's basket
    for Billy too, but I've no idea what to get him."

    "A crowbar perhaps? Or a new ski mask," Severus ventured.

    "That's not funny, Severus," Jennifer said, chuckling in spite of herself.

    "Very well! Other than offering suggestions, what sort of help do you need?"
    Severus asked. Jennifer put the mixing bowls on the counter in confusion.

    "Aren't you going to put the lab in order like you always do?" Jennifer asked.

    "I've just finished that, actually. We are low on certain things, and I made a
    list, but there's no point in ordering it before the mistletoe is harvested. I will
    take care of it when we go to Hogsmeade," Severus said.

    "Then aren't you going to go shopping or something?" Jennifer asked.

    "I finished Christmas shopping before you arrived. It's one of the reasons you
    can't read me entirely," Severus pointed out.

    "Yes, you did tell me that on holiday, come to think of it," Jennifer said.

    "Besides, I'm not going anywhere until those watches are finished, remember?"
    Severus said.

    "When were they supposed to be done?" Jennifer asked.

    "Sometime before they close today. Shall I go up and see if there's any Owl Post?"
    Severus inquired.

    "Um... yes, alright," Jennifer said.

    Leu stopped what he was doing and watched as Severus went up the stairs, stepping
    around the partially prepared baskets and going over to the counter to where Quintin
    was busy lining up the biscuit cutters.

    "Is it just me, or is Father acting really strange all of the sudden?" Leu
    said.

    "I was wondering the same thing myself," Jennifer said. "I swear, from what I read
    off of him, it was almost as if he was asking to help with the baskets or
    something."

    "I don't remember him ever helping with that before," Leu said.

    "He hasn't, not ever. I must have just imagined it," Jennifer decided. "Did you
    get all of the tea and marmalade jars packed up nicely? Are all of the baskets
    labeled?"

    "Yes, all done," Leu said.

    "Then you'd best line them up in the living room for now so we can use the table,"
    Jennifer said, pulling out some chilled dough out of the icebox. "Quintin, why don't
    you take those cutters over to the table too, so I can pull the cooling racks out for
    the springerle? They should be coming out soon."

    "Dad's biscuits are smelly!" Quintin declared, getting down and taking the cutters
    with him.

    "You'll have plenty of other choices tonight," Jennifer promised, putting the
    covered bowls on the table. Jennifer turned around to get the decorating sugar and
    nearly ran into Severus, who had come in the door behind her and was watching her
    bustle around curiously. "Oh, Severus, really! If I had anything in my hands just
    then, I'm certain I would have dropped it!" she exclaimed.

    "I asked Andrew to go fetch the watches," Severus explained. "Apparently he was
    planning to go out anyway to finish his own shopping."

    "He went by himself?" Jennifer asked, and Severus pointedly held up her charm
    bracelet, hanging it up on a hook so she could see it from both the kitchen and the
    dining room.

    "So what is it exactly that you have Quintin doing? Making springerle?" he
    inquired.

    "No, of course not, Severus, and if that's what you're after, they'll be out
    presently. You are going to leave me enough to put in the baskets this year, aren't
    you?" Jennifer asked.

    "What is the dough on the table for, then?" Severus asked.

    "Christmas biscuits, obviously. Aren't you going to go up to the library to read
    or something?" Jennifer asked with exasperation when he began rummaging around in the
    kitchen cabinets.

    "Why, are you?" Severus replied calmly and kept rummaging.

    "No, of course not! You know perfectly well that I have too much to do today for
    that!" Jennifer exclaimed.

    "Do you know, I realized something just now," Severus said, having to use some
    effort to force a wooden rolling pin out of the drawer.

    "And what is that, Severus?" Jennifer prompted with a sigh.

    "That this kitchen is about as organized as your office... meaning, not at all,"
    Severus replied, leaving Jennifer standing there with her hands on her hips as he
    grabbed the colored sugar off the counter. "You're not burning the springerle, are
    you?" he asked.

    Exasperated, Jennifer went to the oven to check on them. By the time she stood
    back up again, Severus had managed to make his way over to the dining room table and
    was inspecting the dough, putting it on a wooden board that was there and attempting
    to roll it out while Jennifer and Leu both stared at him in stunned surprise. Quintin
    was too eager to have something to use his cutters on to care who was doing it,
    waiting impatiently.

    "Those are a bit too thin, you know," Leu finally said after watching him roll out
    the dough for a minute.

    "Oh?" Severus replied, frowning at the dough. "Show me." Leu put down the basket
    and went over to give him some tips.

    Jennifer would have loved to have watched them longer, but she was forced to turn
    her attention to the oven, pulling out the springerle just as someone knocked on the
    front door. "Darcy, could you get the door, please?" Jennifer asked, finally able to
    stack up the last of the trays she was working on so she could put the next round in.
    Closing the oven, she looked around to see Anna and Laura standing in the doorway,
    and both of them were staring dumbstruck at Severus too.

    "Oh, hello, Anna! Hello, Laura!" Jennifer said.

    "Hello, Anna," Severus replied, rolling up the scraps from the first two trays and
    setting it aside so that he could help Quintin decorate.

    "We came early to see if we could help," Anna said, giving her brother an odd
    look.

    "Yes, thank you!" Jennifer said. "Laura, if you could get these trays out of the
    way and help me make more room for the next batch, that'd be lovely. And Anna,
    perhaps you can take your brother's temperature."

    "Aren't we the comedian today?" Severus chided his wife.

    "Actually, I think she has a point," Anna said dryly. "Have you been drinking the
    vanilla?"

    "Tell me, Anna. Is it truly all that strange for me to helping Jennifer with the
    baking?" Severus inquired.

    "Yes, yes, it is," Anna confirmed emphatically.

    "Then I have all the more reason to do it now, since it would seem that my
    participation is long overdue," Severus concluded.

    "I guess you have a point," Anna said, glancing over to see Jennifer gazing at him
    with a strange smile on her face. "You're going to be like this all day, aren't you?"
    Anna noted flatly as she walked behind the kitchen counter.

    "Like what?" Jennifer said dreamily. Anna rolled her eyes and started on the
    gingerbread without further comment.

    By the time Andrew got back from the Alley, a great many of the baskets were
    already delivered and the few that were left were stacked neatly on a corner table in
    the living room. In the dining room, Severus, Jennifer, and Anna were at the table
    taking a short break with cups of coffee and broken biscuits left from that
    morning.

    "Wow! I can't believe how much you've gotten done already!" Andrew admitted with
    open surprise.

    "I've had lots of help today," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Do you have our watches?" Severus asked.

    "Yes, of course," Andrew said, taking out Severus' watch first. "Here you are,
    with a new case and a second ring of locations that includes Whitebridge,
    Quickbrooms-Pitt, Pittsburgh, Kingler's, and New York," Andrew said, handing it over
    before taking out two other watches. "And here are your two watches, Mum, completely
    brought up to date with Father's, including the compass, light, and magnifying
    features... and boy was the upgrade on that original watch costly," he added. "Which
    one do you want, Mum, or should I hand you both of them?"

    "Oh, if they're both up to date, I'd really love the original one," Jennifer said
    happily. "You can hold onto the backup for now." Andrew handed her the watch, and she
    smiled contentedly at the inscription before she looked at the new locations with
    interest.

    "And here's the bad news," Andrew said, handing his father the bill. Anna peered
    at the bottom line curiously.

    "You know, that's quite a big expense when several of those new places won't even
    matter in six months," Anna commented.

    "On the contrary, I'm not blind to the fact that Jennifer has made a great many
    friends this year as well as reconnected with some old friends, and she is quite
    likely going to want to keep in touch with them once this year is over," Severus
    replied. "As far as adding Kingler's and New York to the watches that didn't have
    them, it was long overdue."

    "I definitely agree with that. Look, Aurelius is at Kingler's now, and Lucky's in
    New York somewhere," Jennifer noted.

    "There's a surprise," Anna said.

    "Maybe not, but it's still nice to have that piece of mind anyway," Jennifer said.
    "I'm quite sure it was probably driving Severus nuts having his watch stuck on
    "Elsewhere" for the last four months."

    "It most certainly did, which is why I definitely think this was worth the price,"
    Severus said, putting away the bill.

    "So, is Laura here somewhere?" Andrew asked.

    "Yes, she's out in the back playing fetch with Quintin," Jennifer explained.

    "This again?" Andrew said, then stared out the back door, seeing Quintin run by.
    "It is so strange having a girlfriend who likes to play fetch!"

    "Not really. Sirius used to play fetch with all of our kids," Anna said with a
    shrug.

    "Did he ever play fetch with you?" Andrew asked curiously.

    "Sure... typically when I'm angry at him and refuse to talk to him," Anna said.
    "He'll get tired of the Snape stubborn streak after a while and he does it to try and
    get me to talk to him again."

    "Does that work?" Jennifer asked with a laugh.

    "Most of the time," Anna admitted.

    "When we first met, you told me you didn't like animals," Jennifer teased.

    "I still don't for the most part, that's why I've never had a familiar," Anna
    replied.

    "Why bother, when your husband is your familiar?" Severus said.

    "Exactly," Anna agreed. "So Andrew, you might as well get used to it. From what
    I've seen, this is pretty normal behavior for someone with a dog Animagus."

    "Carol never did it that I recall, but she did watch the children in wolf form
    when they were little and playing in the field," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, and then she rounded them up like a sheep dog whenever one of them
    threatened to wander off," Severus reminded her. Anna grinned at that.

    "It sounds like she had her own version of fetch then," Anna replied. Jennifer
    chuckled and nodded at that, while Andrew decided to go outside and check on them.
    "So what's next, Jennifer?"

    "Well, the bread should be out in ten more minutes, and then we need to get
    started on finger foods for the guests tonight," Jennifer said.

    "Is it too soon to start on the sausage rolls?" Severus asked.

    "Yes, but you can help me with the custard tarts. Anna, do you want to get the
    charcuterie ready? I suspect we have room enough in the ice box for that if we shift
    the puff pastry out of the way,"

    "Okay," Anna said. The three of them got up, Mercy sweeping in and getting their
    cups for them as they got back to work.

    When Andrew, Laura, and Quintin came in ten minutes later, Andrew stopped and
    stared in the dining room as Severus was busy rolling out pastry dough. Jennifer
    supervised at the bar, where she was busy separating eggs.

    "Thin enough?" he inquired.

    "Nope. Keep going," Jennifer told him.

    "It's already half the width of my first attempt at biscuits as it is," Severus
    pointed out.

    "Do you want me to step in again?" Jennifer asked in a taunting tone, and
    apparently he took it as a challenge, touching the surface of the dough
    speculatively.

    "Um... Father... what are you doing?" Andrew asked.

    "I am attempting to discern whether or not the temperature and moisture level of
    this dough is still optimal for further manipulation into its intended shape,"
    Severus replied, then looked up. "It is not," he decided, putting a bit of parchment
    paper on top of it so he could put it back in the ice box.

    "Severus, why don't you let me take over on the tarts and you can start on the
    sandwiches or something?" Jennifer suggested.

    "No, I am finishing what I started," Severus said firmly.

    "Are you sure he hasn't been replaced with a doppleganger of some sort, Mother?"
    Andrew asked.

    "One might wonder," Jennifer chuckled, counting yolks carefully. "Did you need
    something, Andrew?"

    "We're late for lunch!" Quintin complained.

    "I'll have some sandwiches sent up to the library for you," Mercy's voice
    said.

    "Oh, thank you, Mercy!" Jennifer said distractedly as she got ready to make the
    custard.

    "Is Leu here?" Andrew asked.

    "He's visiting Hadrian. Uncle Augustus will bring them along tonight," Severus
    replied. "Andrew, feel free to come back down and help once you three have eaten.
    Perhaps you can learn how to make something besides sandwiches and pancakes."

    "Ouch, Dad!" Andrew exclaimed. Laura cringed in sympathy, following him down the
    corridor towards the library. "You know what? I think this separation away from Mum
    this year is really starting to get to him," he told her, allowing Quintin to go up
    the stairs first.

    "Maybe he should start seeing Conner too," Laura chuckled, following Quintin into
    the library.

    As it so happened, Conner was the brave soul who was the first to sample one of
    the custard tarts when he and Lindsay arrived later that afternoon, taking a fairly
    large bite of it while looking thoughtful.

    "Well, it's definitely not one of Mitch's," Conner decided.

    "Are you honestly attempting to compare my first attempt at pastry to that of a
    three star pastry chef?" Severus said critically.

    "Four stars now," Conner corrected, and Jennifer chuckled softly.

    "Well, I like them. And his sausage rolls are even better," Jennifer said.

    "Yes, because they used frozen puff pastry," Anna offered.

    "No one asked for your input," Severus said curtly, and there was a ruckus in the
    front room as more guests arrived. Seeing that Uncle Augustus was in the mix, Anna
    stepped out to greet him.

    In no time, the large house didn't seem quite so large as the family began to
    invade; and for once, there weren't any excused absences. Extra hands in the form of
    Lindsay, Ginger, and Alex hurried the trays to the front room, while some opted to
    sit around the dining room table which had become less noisy than the living room,
    especially with so many babies present. That was when Severus gave in and set up a
    small pavilion in the back for a makeshift nursery area, and Hadrian, Viorica, soon
    found themselves 'volunteered' to act as babysitters. Ben set up a few tables so that
    Jay, Rus, Truman, and some of the older kids had a place to hang out and get to know
    one another, while Leu made sure the younger kids were set up with food, drinks, and
    other distractions for their young charges.

    But when Jennifer seemed to be lingering too long in the kitchen, Severus was
    quick to go after her, catching her making a fresh pot of coffee.

    "You are going to stay in the living room and talk to your family after you've lit
    the Yule Log, I hope?" Severus asked Jennifer. "After all, we've had such a turnout
    this year because they want to see how you're doing, you know. Mercy and the House
    Elves can take care of the rest in here. Isn't that right, Mercy?"

    "Yes, Professor. Francie, Darcy, and Ellie are both here as well to help," Mercy
    called out.

    "There, you see?" Severus said.

    "Half a moment, back up. What do mean, after I've lit the Yule Log? That's your
    job," Jennifer said.

    "No, the Yule Log is always lit by the Head of the Family. You are the Head of the
    Family, as determined both by decree and by everyone signing that permission slip of
    yours. Therefore, you're the one in charge of lighting the log from now on. You have
    prepared a speech, I hope, considering that sundown is in about ten minutes from
    now," Severus said, glancing at his watch. Jennifer's jaw dropped.

    "Oh... Severus, you'll really not going to hold me to that, are you? That was just
    a joke, after all..."

    "Was it?" Severus said, going over to the cloak rack near the front door and
    pulling the permission slip out of her Chest Cloak and walking back into the kitchen
    again, showing her all of the names on it.

    "Well... yes, but..."

    "No, no buts," Severus said firmly, taking her hand and leading her through the
    dining room towards the living room.

    "About that time, is it?" Thomas asked from where he and Augustus were chatting at
    the table.

    "Yes, and I'm not letting her get out of it this year, either," Severus said.

    "Oh, this should be good," Thomas said so dryly that it didn't inspire Jennifer
    much confidence as she was led into the next room.

    "Very well. Everyone collect your children for the ceremony, we have about five
    minutes," Severus told them.

    "Like it'd be a major crime if we were a couple minutes off," Lucky said, snorting
    softly.

    "You could always go help by carrying one of the twins in," Severus suggested.
    Lucky sighed with exasperation at getting volunteered, coming back in with Autumn as
    Fleur got settled with Anthos. Beth, Ginger, and Aurelius soon came in behind her
    with Edgar, Branwen, and Brigid. Most of the older kids found places to sit on the
    floor, including Truman, who was sitting next to Jay and Rus and a little overwhelmed
    by the amount of family that his favorite teacher had. Corey came in last carrying
    Abigail and stood next to Thomas and Augustus, who stayed in the arches leading into
    the dining room.

    "Now that everyone's here, we first need to settle a small matter between Jennifer
    and myself," Severus said, holding up the permission slip. "Who in this room signed
    this slip that names Jennifer the Head of the Snape family?" he asked, and Augustus,
    Hadrian, and all of their children raised their hands, along with some of the older
    grandkids. Even Maurice raised his hand.

    "Hey! You shouldn't have gotten a vote," Thomas told Maurice. But Maurice shrugged
    with a smile, earning a chuckle from the room.

    "I was just supporting my sister as always," Maurice replied.

    "And did anyone at the time of signing this think of it as a joke?" Severus
    replied.

    "Think it was a joke, no. Think it was funny, yes," Lucky said, and there were
    chuckles and agreements thrown at that as well.

    "Good, then considering the majority, I believe we can consider the matter
    settled," Severus said, pointedly sitting down and leaving Jennifer standing by the
    fireplace looking quite awkward and looking as if she would rather be doing anything
    else.

    Feeling even more overwhelmed now than she had been the day she first held her two
    youngest siblings, Jennifer took a deep breath.

    "May my family have a good year next year," Jennifer quickly blurted out and lit
    the Yule Log, leaving everyone staring at her in stunned silence.

    "That," Thomas said at last, "was by far the best Yule Log speech I have ever
    heard in my entire life," he said sincerely. In fact, it was so sincere that everyone
    burst out laughing. Those with drinks toasted it warmly, while Jennifer sheepishly
    made her way over to Severus, who shifted enough so that she could have a seat on the
    sofa.
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    Chapter Fifty-One

    Holiday Surprises

    Quintin stared at the shaking hatbox suspiciously, looking back over at his mother
    who was very much encouraging him to open it. Finally he managed to get the lid off
    and saw a black top hat with something black inside. He stood up and pulled it out
    skeptically, then stared into it, nearly putting his whole face in it before he
    suddenly got kicked in the mouth by something furry.

    "It's a bunny!" Quintin finally realized, and pulled the squirming black mass out
    of the hat and hugging it while his father warned him to be careful.

    "His name is Ebony. Do you like him?" Jennifer asked.

    "I love him! Is he mine?" Quintin asked.

    "Yes, but that means you need to take care of him, clean his cage and hat, feed
    and water him and so on," Jennifer said. "We will help you until you get it down pat,
    but after that, he'll be your responsibility, do you understand?"

    "Yes I do! What time do I feed him and water him and clean up after him?" Quintin
    asked.

    "When he needs it," Severus replied. "Having a schedule for a pet is a good idea,
    Quintin, but don't expect him to cooperate with it. There will be times when he needs
    your attention whether it's 'cleaning time' or not."

    "Are you sure he's old enough to handle that?"Andrew asked. "You made the rest of
    us wait until we were teenagers."

    "Yes, I know, but Ebony is rather special, and he'd already started to grow on me.
    I just couldn't resist," Jennifer admitted with a smile. "He's a descendant of my
    very first familiar, a rabbit named White, and he has a very similar personality as
    well. He's very friendly and tolerant of big hugs," she said with an amused smile.
    She heard a hiss and looked around to see that Rasputin had lumbered up from the
    basement to inspect the new smell in the house.

    "What is that? Is it for me?" Rasputin asked curiously.

    "It most certainly isn't," Severus hissed back.

    "Look, Rasputin! I got a bunny!" Quintin declared, showing Rasputin the
    rabbit.

    "It looks like it's for me," Rasputin decided. Severus suddenly jumped up, making
    Jennifer and Andrew look up curiously.

    "Be right back, I need to convince Rasputin that Ebony isn't food," Severus said.
    Quintin gasped, holding his bunny protectively again.

    "Surely that won't be that hard. He learned to accept Houdini," Andrew
    chuckled.

    "Yes, but Houdini was a lot bigger, a lot faster, and he wasn't sleeping in the
    same room with him," Severus pointed out, carrying his familiar off. It was just then
    that Leu came down the stairs, watching curiously as Severus tried to put Rasputin in
    the basement before stepping into the front room to show off his new wetsuit.

    "Well? How does it fit?" Jennifer asked with a smile. "Not too snug?"

    "No, it's just right. It seems to have a few charms on it, too. It's silvery
    rather like Diana's, and there's a bit of a shimmer to it," Leu noted.

    "Yes, it has charms to make it puncture proof, to protect you from chemical
    stings, and some charms to help repel sharks, but don't you dare take that one for
    granted, Leu, it's by no means foolproof," Jennifer said.

    "I understand," Leu replied. "I don't suppose there are any speed charms on it?"
    he asked hopefully.

    "Absolutely not! That'd be quite dishonest," Jennifer said so fervently that Leu
    blinked at her. "If you want to beat Diana, you'll have to do it on your own."

    "I don't want to beat Diana! Diana wants me to beat Diana," Leu protested. "I wish
    she'd just go out with me without that whole competition nonsense."

    "Watch your language," Severus said, coming up behind him. He paused to inspect
    the suit before stepping back into the living room.

    "Fine, then I'd prefer it. Very, very strongly," Leu said firmly.

    "You can always give up, you know," Severus said calmly, sitting down.

    "I'm not going to give up on the only girl who's actually shown any interest in
    me," Leu replied. "Besides, we've been competing for so long now, it'd be nice to
    stick with it long enough to beat her at swimming just once, you know? I'm going to
    go change." Andrew watched him go and shook his head critically at that.

    "That doesn't bode well, does it?" Andrew asked, and his father gazed at him
    questioningly. "If all he's doing it for is trying to appease her because she likes
    him. It doesn't sound like it's really going anywhere. They really haven't been
    communicating at all."

    "That may be so, but you've no room to talk, Andrew," Severus said bluntly. "You
    have also been doing nothing but appeasing Laura since the two of you have been going
    out, and you have also not been doing a very good job communicating. The number of
    times you have come into my office this year in shock because Laura was behaving in a
    manner that what was different than what your imagination believed she would is proof
    enough of that. Right now, I'd say it's a toss up on whether or not either you
    succeed, and I very much wouldn't be surprised if neither of your relationships went
    anywhere considering the way things are going." Andrew stood up, glaring at his
    father icily.

    "You're wrong, Father," Andrew said firmly. "I'm going to get dressed and go to
    Conner's house." He strode out of the room, storming up the stairs.

    "Nobody wants to see my new bunny," Quintin complained when it grew quiet.

    "I've a thought. Let's find out what package has his cage and we'll take him over
    to Alicia's house. I'm sure they'll want to see what you've got, and they weren't
    planning on visiting other relatives today. Alicia is home, is she not?" Severus
    asked for good measure, looking up at the painting of Corey in the tree. The painting
    nodded to him with a smile.

    "That sounds fun!" Quintin agreed, and they wasted no time putting Ebony back in
    his hat as Quintin unwrapped the cage and they helped him get Ebony settled in
    it.

    "Very well, march upstairs and let Leu know that we're all going to Alicia's. Be
    dressed and back downstairs in twelve minutes," Severus said.

    "Okay!" Quintin said, marching up the stairs.

    "Twelve minutes? Not ten?" Jennifer inquired.

    "Yes, well, the last time I said ten minutes, he ended up tumbling down the stairs
    because he was hurrying too much," Severus explained. "He hasn't done it since I went
    to twelve."

    "I see," Jennifer chuckled, and then watched as Andrew passed Quintin on the
    stairs and went straight out the door without a word. "I also see that you seem to
    have had your hands full when it comes to Andrew."

    "Yes, so does Conner," Severus mused. "I saw a glimmer of potential in them during
    that strange Hag incident I told you about, but for the most part, it's at an
    impasse. To be perfectly honest, I think they were actually doing better when the two
    of them were fighting all the time."

    "That doesn't sound good," Jennifer sighed.

    "Yes, I suppose that is one of the downsides of not having you here this year. I
    have no doubt you would have been scheming up all sorts of ways to get them moving in
    the right direction by now," Severus ventured, Jennifer smiling at that. "In fact, I
    wouldn't be surprised if I found out you were doing a fair share of meddling in your
    friends' personal affairs at Whitebridge."

    "Who, me? What an absurd idea, whatever makes you think that?" Jennifer asked, and
    began picking up under the tree.

    "And your behavior does nothing but confirm my suspicions," Severus said, tsking
    at her.

    "Speaking of those Hags, you were going to tell me what your new Patronus was?"
    Jennifer asked.

    "I was going to do nothing of the sort, and your attempts at changing the subject
    are nothing short of obvious. I hope you didn't pair any of those poor girls with any
    of the three Billy Goats Gruff, have you?" Severus asked.

    "Oh! Um," Jennifer began, and Severus rolled his eyes. "Oh come now, Severus. Ray
    isn't that bad, even Father had to admit that."

    "And Frank?" Severus inquired.

    "I think he might be redeemable under the right circumstances," Jennifer decided.
    Severus squinted.

    "Surely not Asher," he said flatly.

    "Uh, no. Definitely not," Jennifer admitted with a chuckle. "I might help things
    along when I see a spark, Severus, but I'm certainly no miracle worker."

    "Really? I rather think that's up for debate," Severus said quietly. Jennifer
    turned to meet his gaze and then blushed at what she read from him, rather glad when
    she heard the boys coming down the stairs. It wasn't until they got to the Pyther's
    house that she realized he still hadn't told her what his Patronus was.

    

    The Wizard's Temptation bobbed gently east of Sicily on a decidedly calm
    sea, and as the sun began to peek over the horizon, Jennifer could see that it was
    going to be a nice day indeed. A hot cup of tea warmed her hands as she watched the
    skyline, but she nearly dropped it when Severus crept up behind her and kissed her
    neck.

    "Oh, Severus, really!" she whispered in a scolding time, but it seemed to do
    little to deter him.

    "You're up quite early, all things considered," he murmured in a low tone in her
    ear.

    "So are you," Jennifer pointed out softly.

    "I woke up to an empty bed, and I was cold," Severus lamented. "And what are you
    doing out of it?"

    "I got up to check the weather reports and plot a course for today, actually. I
    suppose I was just a bit too excited to sleep," Jennifer replied.

    "All the more reason to come back to bed," Severus decided.

    "Honestly, Severus, what a mood you're in," Jennifer scolded, but he noticed that
    she didn't protest when he put his arms around her.

    "We have still quite a bit of catch up to do," Severus pointed out.

    "I thought that's the whole point we went to Villahexen first, Severus?" Jennifer
    reminded him.

    "Two and a half days does not make up for four months. Besides, you still owe me a
    great deal more favors, you know. Do you want to see the current tally?" he
    inquired.

    "I'm sure you have kept an accurate count. I am just as sure as you made a point
    to include every little request in that total," Jennifer teased him.

    "Quite possibly," he murmured. "Aren't you ready to come in yet? We have perhaps
    an hour before the boys are up. I'm sure the Merrows will keep us on course until
    then," he coaxed.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer finally relented and went inside, but then stopped just
    inside the saloon.

    As Severus stepped in behind her, he let out an exasperated sigh to see that Leu
    had gotten up and had his wet suit on, looking as if he was planning to take a dive.
    From on top of the galley counter, Copper croaked out a warning. Leu's head whipped
    around towards the cabins as he had expected to see the captain's room door open.
    When it didn't, he turned back around again and nearly banged his head on the ceiling
    when he realized both of his parents were standing in the doorway instead.

    "Going somewhere?" Severus asked critically.

    "What are you doing up?" Leu asked in sheer surprise.

    "Preventing you from attempting to go off on your own, apparently," Severus said
    sternly. Jennifer went over to make a pot of coffee.

    "I wouldn't have gone on my own. I'd have taken one of the Merrows, of course,"
    Leu replied. But Severus merely folded his arms and didn't say anything. "After all,
    it may be risky to take them with me if we go closer to shore, and I can't use as
    much magic if there are more tourists around. Besides, when summer gets here, I'll be
    doing this own my own anyway..."

    "You haven't graduated yet, Llewellyn, and until then, you'll follow our rules,
    especially as long as you're living in our house or using our boat-"

    "My boat."

    "Your mother's boat, then," Severus corrected, still looking at Llewellyn.
    "Besides, I thought you were in no hurry to get out of school."

    "I'm not. Actually, it's more than that," Leu said, dropping a flipper on the
    ground. "I really don't care if I get out or not. I just don't want Noah to complete
    his seventh year!" he snapped.

    Severus glanced over at Jennifer, who met his gaze knowingly. Severus used his
    wand to bring the temperature up slightly and pulled out a chair to sit on.

    "You know, a few years ago, I had another student who was in a similar position
    than what you're in right now," Severus said. "I suppose you can already guess who
    I'm referring to."

    "Noah, who else?" Leu said with a sigh.

    "Yes," Severus agreed. "He realized that if Myrtle got over the bullying that had
    initially chased her into the bathroom and saw herself in a more positive light, that
    she would be brave enough to ascend. Her past attempts to find someone to go out with
    her and appreciate her was actually an attempt at finding a way to do just that. And
    since they had been dating for some time at that point, he knew that he alone could
    convince her to let go that despair of being bullied, to show her that she was loved
    and appreciated, thus allowing her to appreciate herself."

    "Yes, I know. I was there, remember?" Leu said irritably, refusing to look at
    him.

    "But after he discovered he had this power, he didn't use it right away," Severus
    continued. "He struggled with it for quite some time, well over a year at least if
    not more, because he didn't want to lose her. He didn't want to lose her, and he
    couldn't bear the thought of going on after she had left, even though he knew from
    the start that it was what was best for her. But in the end, love won out. He set his
    selfishness aside and did the right thing, despite the pain that it would bring him,"
    he continued.

    "But I wonder if you realize yet that there is only one person who can help Noah
    to ascend, and I am the one with that power," Severus said. Leu looked over at him,
    startled. "I could very easily ban ghosts from participating in classroom
    activities... other than teaching, that is. I could also tell my staff not to humor
    him by marking his papers or logging his marks. After all, he hasn't been enrolled
    for hundreds of years, so I certainly don't have to honor it. In fact, if you would
    like, I could immediately sign an order upon our return to the school that ghosts are
    not alive and therefore have no rights as students. Therefore, since he'd never
    finish school, he'd remain at Hogwarts forever... well, unless another Headmaster
    rescinded that decision in the future, of course. However, since I have no vested
    interest in his staying or going other than the fact that he's your friend, perhaps I
    should give you the chance to decide, since you're the one closest to him," he
    suggested, almost as an afterthought. "So, Llewellyn, what would you have me do? Do
    you want me to stop it now before it's too late? I'll gladly take the fallout from
    Ravenclaw and Zack if that is what you truly want me to do, and I promise it will be
    the first thing I do upon getting back to the castle. So the choice is your hands
    now. Do you want me to stop this process so that he'll stay?" he asked seriously.

    Leu stared at his father for a long time. He found himself thinking back on all of
    his memories of Noah, from the first time they had run laps in Bellamy's class, and
    the first time that Noah was allowed to eat at the Ravenclaw table. From the first
    time they had chosen to take separate classes, to when Noah, after spending so much
    time waiting at a library table, was finally invited into the Order of the Owls.

    "No," Leu said at last. "No, of course I wouldn't keep him from finishing school,
    not as hard as he's worked at it, not as much as he's put his soul into it. It'd be
    too cruel," he said at last, Severus smiling thinly at that. "I'd never do that to
    him. It'd be like moving the finish line and stowing it away after someone had run a
    marathon, and disqualifying him on account of... nothing, really, other than my own
    pain at the thought of losing him." Leu began sobbing in pure grief. Severus nodded
    and stood up, while Jennifer came over with a hot cup of tea and a gentle hug.

    "It is the right thing to do, no matter how hard it is, and we're both quite proud
    of you for realizing it," Jennifer told him quietly, handing him a handkerchief and
    then putting the cup in his hands once his face was dry again. "I have a thought,
    Leu. Why don't you take my camera to Hogwarts when you go back and take as many
    pictures of Noah and his friends as you can?" Jennifer suggested. "You can always
    tell the Owls that it's for the Museum project if you like... and you can pick out
    some of them to donate to that project. Although I also think you should pick one out
    to frame and send to the school to put up as well."

    "You know, that's a very good idea, Jennifer," Severus said, a spark in his dark
    eyes. "Half of a good idea, anyway. What do you think of commissioning Alicia to come
    to the school and to do a painting of Leu and Noah to hang up at Hogwarts?" he
    suggested.

    "Well, it is a good idea, Severus, but it'd be an even better idea if we could get
    Diana in the picture as well," Jennifer suggested brightly.

    "Why do you want her in it? It isn't as if she's going anywhere," Leu said.

    "Because they're your two closest friends at Hogwarts, of course. And I simply
    won't give permission for you to sit for a portrait unless it's all three of you,"
    Jennifer said firmly.

    "Well, I can't argue. She's head of the family, after all," Severus decided
    immediately, Jennifer giving him a knowing smile.

    "She'd never agree to sit for a portrait, you know that as well as I do, Mum," Leu
    said.

    "Then don't ask her about it," Jennifer replied simply. "Pick somewhere in the
    school that is public where it's likely that she'll wander by and converse with
    Alicia. I'm sure if she thinks it's her own idea to be in the portrait, she'll be
    much more likely to do it."

    "You deserve to take that test for a psychology license too, you know," Severus
    commented to his wife.

    "Thank you," Jennifer said with a smile, and went back to check on the coffee.

    "Feeling any better?" Severus asked Leu.

    "Feeling like I need a swim even more now than when I first snuck out here,
    actually," Leu admitted.

    "What are the plans for today, Jennifer?" Severus asked, and she brought him a cup
    of coffee over.

    "Arcadia gave me coordinates to a small island where a lot of seabirds hang out,
    and she thought that if there are any gannets this far east, they'd probably be
    there," Jennifer said. "But after Leu's done with his research, I'd like to head
    either to the constellation or the mainland so that Quintin isn't stuck on the boat
    all day. Besides, you did say something about going to the Stymphalian Reserve
    today."

    "Yes, but that's not until later in the afternoon. One of the Wizard specialists
    working there agreed to meet with us," Severus said.

    "Oh, so that's why you brought Descartes this trip," Leu said.

    "Yes, and to make it easier to fill him up with fish for a change," Severus
    replied. "Jennifer, I don't suppose you finished modifying that teleport band for
    Descartes?"

    "As you might recall, I got a bit interrupted in my attempt to finish it last
    night," Jennifer reminded him. "I'll have time to finish it before we get to the
    island."

    "How far away is it?" Leu asked.

    "An hour or two, depending on the wind," Jennifer replied. Leu sighed in
    frustration. "Long enough to get your brother up, get some breakfast and let it
    settle out a bit before you go in the water. And no sneaking off on your own.
    Severus, could you ask Kelpie and the others not to humor him without our
    permission?"

    "I'll go ahead and do it now," Severus agreed. "And then I will see to breakfast
    so that you can work on that emergency teleport device."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, seeing the sense in that. "Leu, why don't you make
    sure Copper and Ebony are fed and help your brother find something to wear?"

    "Yes, Mum," Leu said resignedly, picking up Copper and carrying him to the back
    while Jennifer fetched the device from the captain's cabin and got to work.

    Just over an hour later as they began to approach the island, Quintin stared at
    his mother anxiously as she put the finishing touches on the harness she made for
    Ebony, carefully fastening it.

    "There we are! All set, Quintin! Ebony should be safe from falling in now,"
    Jennifer said, handing him his rabbit.

    "We should test them when we get close to shore, just to be safe," Severus
    suggested, double-checking to make sure that Descartes' own teleporter was fastened
    properly.

    "Yes, it never hurts to be safe," Jennifer agreed, then went up to the wheelhouse
    to see Capper at the guiding them closer. "How are we doing, Capper?"

    "We have almost reached the correct coordinates and the tides are favorable to
    anchor close to shore," Capper reported.

    "Then let's start looking for the bird colonies and coax her in. Is Kipper already
    on watch?"

    "Yes, Captain," Capper said. "And Kelpie is working on the sails."

    "I'll go help Kelpie with the change over and then I'll help you find a place to
    anchor," Jennifer decided and went outside. By the time they were anchored, everyone
    was on deck, and Leu was waiting impatiently to go in as they bobbed in a protective
    cove next to a rocky shore with a steep cliff face at one end, giving several
    different bird species some protection.

    "I can see why they like it here," Jennifer said, tying her hair back further to
    protect it from the wind.

    "Is it very deep here?" Severus asked.

    "Deep enough to keep afloat even at low tide, but not as deep as all of that,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Kipper, are we visible to Muggles here?" Severus asked.

    "Yes, sir, but it's unlikely any boats will come near here this time of year,
    except perhaps other birdwatchers," Kipper said. "Large fishing boats don't come near
    since this is a protected area for several species and nets are not allowed."

    "Please give us a heads up on possible encroachment," Severus said.

    "Aye, sir," Kipper said.

    "Leu, you can go ahead in, but lets check these familiar emergency bands first,"
    Severus suggested.

    "Let's go, Kelpie!" Leu said, heading down the ladder as Kelpie dove in. He tread
    water for a moment to get used to the temperature before coming away from the boat.
    "Okay, Dad!"

    Severus went inside and got Ebony, lowering him as far over the boat as he could
    before dropping him in the water. Quintin screamed in terror, but before the rabbit
    got more than its back paws wet, it was back on the deck again, attempting to shake
    the cold water off. Quintin ran over and picked up the rabbit, glaring fiercely at
    his father before stomping inside.

    "Alright, we'll have to assume it works, then. Attempting to get Descartes to even
    try to go in the water would be a feat and I don't want you to get hurt," Severus
    told Leu.

    "So I can go, then?" Leu asked. "I'm interested in seeing what those gannets look
    like underwater."

    "Yes, but stay close to the cove in case I signal; it may be because there are
    Muggles in the area and we need to cover our tracks," Severus replied.

    "Understood," Leu said and disappeared under the water.

    "Some fresh coffee, I think," Jennifer decided, and went inside long enough to get
    them both a cup. Quintin was sitting on the cushioned bench, petting his rabbit on
    the head and glaring at her when she came in. "Goodness, Quintin! We did have to make
    sure those devices worked, no harm done. Actually, I'd be thinking the way you're
    petting him right now is probably more annoying to him than that experiment was.
    You're lucky that rabbit is so good natured." Quintin glared at her, making it
    perfectly clear that he was angry at her for her lack of sympathy. Sighing with
    exasperation, Jennifer took the cups back outside to let her son have some time to
    brood in peace.

    "Here you are, Severus!" Jennifer said, handing him a cup.

    "How is Quintin?" Severus inquired.

    "Not speaking to either of us and is having a Snape moment," Jennifer said with a
    chuckle.

    "What is this 'Snape moment' thing you're speaking of?" Severus inquired.

    "He is brooding darkly," Jennifer explained. "You really oughtn't to have dropped
    that rabbit in front of him like that, no matter how safe it was. He's gotten quite
    attached to Ebony already."

    "Yes, Rasputin was already complaining about it before we left. I think I'm going
    to have my hands full when we return to the castle, those two aren't likely to get on
    for a while. Do you remember how long it took Rasputin before he accepted Descartes?"
    Severus reminded her.

    "It did take a while, but to be fair, Descartes' mother did almost kill him and he
    can also clear out Rasputin's entire stock of mice in one gulp," Jennifer said. "I'm
    sure Quintin will find a way to reach a peace agreement, maybe while out
    playing."

    "Oh, so now we have a Sir Hop to go along with Sir Hiss, is that it?" Severus
    asked, causing Jennifer to laugh softly.

    "I would say that's a given," Jennifer agreed, taking a drink of her coffee. Then
    she paused, staring down in the water. "What is that?"

    "Just a dead bird," Severus said unconcernedly, but Jennifer frowned.

    "It looks like a gannet," Jennifer replied.

    "That would make sense, considering how many of them are in the area at the
    moment, doesn't it?" Severus ventured, then saw how concerned she was getting.
    "Jennifer, there's always going to be dead birds and dead fish near the shore, you
    know that..."

    "Kipper?" Jennifer called out. Severus sighed, realizing now that she wasn't
    listening. "Kipper, there's a dead gannet down there next to the boat. I don't
    suppose you can tell what killed it?" Kipper climbed down from where he had been
    perched.

    "It probably just broke its neck, Captain, but I will check if you'd like," Kipper
    replied.

    "Just broke its neck?" Jennifer repeated. "By 'just', does that mean it happens a
    lot?" Jennifer asked.

    "Sometimes," Kipper replied. "They dive from so high up that if they don't hit the
    water just right, it's like hitting their head against a hard surface," the Merrow
    explained, then jumped in the water.

    "I don't like the sound of that, Severus," Jennifer said, leaning over the
    boat.

    "Yes, well, I suppose you do have a point," Severus admitted reluctantly, peering
    over the edge as well. "Perhaps it's not so common as all of that. Or perhaps we
    should just trust Leu. After all, it should be his decision."

    "A well informed decision," Jennifer corrected, and Severus nodded at that. "So
    once we're done here, did you want to head to one of the main islands for lunch?"

    "Well, I was thinking that perhaps we should take advantage of being in the area
    and paying a visit to Arcadia's constellation for lunch," Severus suggested, and
    Jennifer brightened at the idea. "I don't know how good their cooks are, but from
    what Arcadia has said on countless occasions, they are experts when it comes to
    cheese making, and I also know from what Sagittari told me that they would be
    spending this half of their holiday there, so they may already have gone over."

    "That sounds brilliant, Severus! I'd love to go ahead and see it," Jennifer said.
    "If they don't mind us being there without the escort."

    "I'm sure they won't mind us visiting even if Arcadia and Sagittari haven't
    arrived yet. I've been helping Wind by putting pressure on the Asia Minor Council to
    make sure they're not moved out of their territory," Severus replied. "In the
    meantime, I believe I'll let Descartes out and put some chairs on the dock now that
    it's starting to warm up so that we can watch Leu more comfortably."

    "Fine, but first you need to go inside and apologize to your other son for trying
    to kill his bunny," Jennifer said.

    "Very well, Jennifer. I'll be right back out," Severus said.

    Jennifer leaned against the rail and sipped her coffee, knowing without a doubt
    that it was going to take much, much, longer than Severus thought it would.

    

    It wasn't long after Leu came out of the water that he found his mother pointing
    out all of the seabirds they'd seen that morning... every one, in fact, except the
    Northern Gannet. She even named one or two that they hadn't seen, until he finally
    asked his father, and he reluctantly told him what had put her off the idea, while
    reiterating once again that the final decision was his.

    "I just don't like the idea of you taking such a risk when there are so many other
    safer options," Jennifer argued for the ninth or tenth time as they trekked up the
    hidden mountain path. They were walking towards a remote grassy area high above many
    of the beautiful mountain towns surrounding it. "And we've seen many kinds of birds
    that can fly for long distances and handle all sorts of weather and the sea without
    you getting into too much trouble... like an albatross?"

    "Have you seen how long it takes them to get into the air? I'd prefer a faster
    takeoff and a bird that isn't quite so awkward," Leu argued.

    "Herring gull perhaps?" Jennifer suggested.

    "I also don't want to be a common trash bird, either," Leu said. "And don't even
    suggest spoonbills or goony birds. I don't want a bird that people are just going to
    laugh at me for."

    "Since when do you care about what others think of you?" Severus asked him,
    pausing when he saw they were approaching some herds of goats and was passing around
    a translation potion.

    "I don't normally, but I have heard people tease Pyther and Andrew about their
    forms, and Essie's on occasion as well. And that's not even getting into just how
    often everyone teases Uncle Sirius about his. I want a form that people aren't likely
    to tease me about," Leu said. Jennifer gave Severus an accusing look.

    "As if I am the only one who does that!" Severus immediately protested.

    "Leu, those are just affectionate teases, you know. Nobody really means it when
    they say those things. Isn't that right, Severus?" Jennifer asked dangerously.
    Severus simply nodded without saying anything. "Look, I know you have your heart set
    on it, but I just know I'd be terrified every day for the rest of my life if you
    picked that form."

    "Mum, all of us are in danger all of the time, regardless of what Animagus form I
    try to learn. Isn't that right, Father?" Leu said.

    "True, however, that doesn't mean we should go out of our way to invite disaster,"
    Severus replied. "Personally, as long as you do diligent research as to the strengths
    and weaknesses of each considered species, I think the decision is ultimately up to
    you, whether it ends up being a Northern Gannet or not," he said, ignoring the look
    that Jennifer was giving him. "However, I will advise you not to get your heart set
    on one particular type of bird when you haven't weighed all of the options yet. It
    would be much wiser to have a broad list of possible contenders before narrowing it
    down, with safety being one of the considered factors in the final decision."

    Jennifer frowned at his neutral stance, but then sighed. After all, Leu was
    eighteen now and nearly out of school, and this was an adult decision. Severus was in
    the right, but she certainly didn't have to like it. Perhaps there was something else
    that what tempt him that he wouldn't feel was silly.

    "I know, how about a Stymphalian?" Jennifer suggested. Severus rolled his eyes at
    that.

    "Jennifer, that is even more unreasonable than the Northern Gannet idea. Not only
    would he rust if he spent too much time in the water, he would sink like a stone,"
    Severus said critically.

    "Yes, of course you're right, that was silly," Jennifer said sheepishly. But Leu
    frowned, realizing from how his father had worded it that he didn't really like the
    idea of the Northern Gannet either. "There's a centaur, Severus," she said and walked
    over to a young goatherd with flowers in her hair. She was watching them
    curiously.

    "Greetings, friend! I'm Jennifer Craw Snape, and this is Professor Snape and our
    family. I believe we're known to your people," Jennifer said.

    "Ah, yes of course!" she said. "I am Atalanta. Arcadia is my big sister," she
    explained.

    "Oh, how wonderful! I see the resemblance now, it's very good to meet you,"
    Jennifer said brightly. "I don't suppose she is still visiting the
    constellation?"

    "Yes, indeed," she said, taking a circle off of her arm and holding it out to her.
    "If you take this, it will help you find the way."

    "Oh, a Kýklos," Jennifer recalled. "Thank you! But how do I return it?"

    "If I am not back before you leave today, hand it to my sister," Atalanta
    said.

    "Alright, I will," Jennifer promised, and then looked at it carefully for a
    moment, and then noticed that it seemed to reflect the sun when it was held in one
    direction, and yet didn't in any other. Realizing it was a part of the enchantment
    itself, Jennifer stepped back over to them, and with a little bit of testing, figured
    out how to read it like a compass. "It looks like we go this way, Severus."

    "I wonder how far it is," Severus said, pondering if he was going to end up
    picking Quintin up before the end.

    "She didn't say, really. But considering how high we are and the lack of trees on
    this mountain, I'm sure it's probably cloaked in some way to prevent planes and
    helicopters from seeing it, so it may be a lot closer than we think," Jennifer
    reasoned, stepping back on the path.

    They kept walking along the path a while longer before she found herself veering
    off of it. And yet as she did so, another path appeared under her feet that was a mix
    of dirt and cobbled stones to keep the path from getting too muddy. But it wasn't
    long after she had begun studying the path under her feet that her eyes began to
    follow it up the path, and she smiled as a group of tall but very rustic stone
    dwellings, milking sheds, and animal shelters wrapped around a large circular dirt
    meeting area. A wide round pit with a raised stone wall to protect it from the
    mountain winds was in the very center, and Jennifer could easily imagine them all
    gathering around it for a ceremonial Constellation. Next to the path on their side of
    the plateia was a lovely carved fountain made to be both decorative as well as
    functional, with ornate stonework and clean running water that was obviously meant as
    a communal water source. It was even more obvious when a young filly pranced at with
    a water bucket, so intent on filling it that she didn't see them until she stepped up
    to fountain.

    "Oh! Why, who are you?" she asked curiously, then saw the Kýklos. "Are you
    centaurs too?"

    "No, we're humans... a witch and some wizards, actually..." Jennifer began.

    "Humans! Wizards!" she said excitedly, galloping off. "Mother! Father! Come see
    the funny humans in our village!" she said, loud enough to cause several centaurs to
    peek curiously out their doors. It didn't take long after that before Sagittari
    peered out of one of the houses, and then stepped out fully so that he could be
    plainly seen. Jennifer grinned and hurried over to him, even offering him a hug.

    "Sagittari! It's so good to see you!" Jennifer laughed.

    "Yes, I see you have arrived. I wondered if you would find your way here on your
    own," he said.

    "Atalanta gave this to us to help lead us here," Jennifer explained, showing the
    Kýklos in her hand.

    "Severus, Leu, Quintin, you are all welcome," Sagittari added as they stepped over
    as well. "Come, you must be tired from your walk," he said.

    "And maybe just a little hungry," Jennifer hinted.

    "Why am I not surprised?" Sagittari said with amusement.

    Leu had been looking around quite curiously at the buildings and at all of the
    centaurs that had stepped out curiously to check out their new visitors. And because
    of that, he was the first one to notice a familiar figure standing under the pergola
    next to the same building that Sagittari had just come out of. She was standing there
    with her arms folded and gazing at Leu with that same determined expression that she
    always wore.

    "Diana?" Leu said, quite stunned to see her. Even Jennifer and Severus looked over
    with open surprise, but neither of them said anything when Leu went over to talk to
    her. "What are you doing here?"

    "You challenged me to a race while you were here, did you not?" Diana pointed out.
    Leu's jaw dropped.

    "Yes, but I thought you weren't... you told me that you were spending your
    holidays at the school this year," Leu reminded her. "Besides, I thought you turned
    me down!"

    "I did not turn down the challenge, only your inappropriate request of my coming
    with you. I made my own arrangements on getting here," Diana said evenly. "And since
    we are both here, I expect you to honor the fact that you challenged me to this race.
    Well shall race somewhere in open water that the centaurs choose so that it is fair,
    and we will both do our best to win." Leu stared at her, having no idea on how to
    respond to that. He knew from experience that she wasn't about to back down,
    especially after somehow managing to talk Sagittari and Arcadia into taking her with
    them.

    "I... had better go try to explain this to my parents," Leu finally said. Diana
    nodded curtly to him before stepping inside. He shuffled back over to them with his
    hands in his pockets, looking a bit embarrassed. Jennifer gazed at Leu intently,
    apparently very curious as to what they were talking about. In fact, it was also
    quite obvious that both parents had been too busy watching the two of them to do
    anything else. "Mum... I know Dad has that trip to the Stymphalian Reserve this
    afternoon and all, but are we going to be staying in the area for a bit? You see,
    when I told Diana where we were going on holiday, I might have casually mentioned to
    her that I'd race her if she were going to Greece too, and she seems to have taken it
    a lot more seriously than I thought she would."

    "That does help explain what she's doing here," Jennifer decided with a slightly
    amused expression.

    "So she talked you and Arcadia into taking her, did she?" Severus asked Sagittari
    questioningly.

    "Yes, she was asking quite insistently before we left for the Solstice. We
    informed her, of course, that it would be inappropriate for us to take her so far
    without her foster mother's permission," Sagittari said. "Apparently, she drove her
    foster mother mad with her insistent letters about it until she finally relented and
    gave her permission to go."

    "Oh. Well, if it was privately arranged between you and her foster mother, it's
    none of my business anymore," Severus decided. "As for our plans after today, I
    believe they were kept rather open, were they not, Jennifer?"

    "Yes, I planned only to do some touring and perhaps fishing like we always do, and
    there's no reason we can't stay in the area to do that. Not to mention find some more
    sea birds for Leu to research while we're at it," Jennifer added, glancing at
    Leu.

    "I'll consider other options when it comes to birds, Mum," Leu said, and was
    rewarded with a smile. "Just how much of a pain is such a race going to be,
    anyway?"

    "I'm sure we can arrange something," Sagittari decided. "But first, let us have
    some lunch and a more comfortable setting."

    "That sounds lovely!" Jennifer said enthusiastically, and they all followed them
    back in the stone house.
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    Not long after breakfast the next day, Jennifer and the Merrows brought the boat
    around to a place the centaurs had access to that was between the peninsula and the
    mainland. What sort of magic protections were on the area, Jennifer wasn't quite
    certain, but she knew there were plenty of them considering the fact that the Muggle
    boats in the distance never came any closer.

    Meeting up with the centaurs on the island side of the shoreline, Severus scanned
    the area thoughtfully, then took out a map printed by a wizard company to check
    surrounding protected sites.

    "It would appear that this particular area's proximity to both the Stymphalian
    reserve and a native Magical Creatures reserve on the mainland has given it some
    decent protection. We shouldn't have any problems with Muggles blundering in,"
    Severus decided.

    "Yes, some of the centaurs like to come down here to fish," Arcadia agreed. "It's
    one of the areas that the constellation is negotiating to maintain, actually, since
    obviously the fishing is much better here than anywhere in non-magic fishing
    lanes."

    "It's also nice to come down to the water without having to change to our other
    forms," Atalanta added for good measure, closing her eyes and taking deep breath. "I
    do love the sea."

    Thereus sighed with exasperation at his second daughter, then glanced over at
    Severus, who was standing next to him.

    "My daughter is fated to marry a fisherman, although there are none among us not
    married. She is hoping that her sister takes her with them to the constellation on
    Crete," Thereus explained. "Atalanta is of the opinion that acquiring a mate will
    cure all of her ills and cannot see beyond it, nor does she listen to any council on
    the subject."

    "Then she is a fool," Diana said crisply, coming up beside him and adjusting the
    cuffs on her wet suit. "She is taken in by stories that it will bring her happiness
    and does not understand such naivety will lead her towards nothing but a shackle."
    Diana then walked towards the docks without looking back at the four of them.

    "Oh, what does she know?" Atalanta scowled in annoyance at the girl.

    "A great deal more than you, apparently," her father replied.

    "Well, if she thinks such things, then why is she racing at all?" Atalanta
    challenged him.

    "Because she must, why else?" Thereus said. "But she does it fully understanding
    the consequences; the consequences of failing, and the consequences of succeeding.
    She is prepared for either outcome, even if it turns out that her fate is
    unfavorable. Are you prepared for that, daughter? I think we both know the answer to
    that." Stamping her front hoof in irritation, Atalanta walked towards the dock,
    pulling up her chin indignantly.

    "She is so young at heart," Arcadia said with exasperation. "I will go talk to
    her," she offered and went to join her.

    "Tell me, Thereus," Severus said, the moment they were out of range. "How is the
    balance between stallions and mares in your particular constellation?" he asked.
    "While there are some basic similarities in all three constellations that I have
    visited, I have seen very different cultural differences in that respect. In the Dark
    Forest constellation, stallions and mares are separate from each other. Mares aren't
    typically allowed in council, and for the most part live apart from each other. In
    the White Mountains, the two sides live together and seem more equal, an generally it
    is the head matriarch who is in charge of making decisions as to the direction of the
    constellation."

    "I do not know their inner workings, Severus. I'm sure that regardless of which
    constellation you refer to, the relations between the two sexes are undoubtedly as
    complex as they are everywhere," Thereus said, Severus nodding at that. "But I would
    speculate that in this constellation, we are closer to the humans in our cultural
    views than the others. After all, our little mountain is very much like an island,
    but everywhere I look, I see human settlement," he explained. "Here next to the water
    it is plain for all of us to see, but even in the village, I see the ridges of houses
    beneath our haven in every direction... even a power line or two... you have no idea
    how many times the Asia Minor Wizards council has had to step in for us because
    someone wanted to put a tower of one kind or another up on this ridge," he said with
    a joking yet saddened smile. "We have our own shop in the nearest village to trade
    with them, and we've developed forms to intermingle with humans when we need to. And
    while we keep to many old traditions, it has had an impact on our culture... but not
    always a negative one. Often times, in some of our elder's eyes, perhaps... but not
    always," he explained, then gazed over at the two sides of the inlet where his people
    were helping to set up the race. "The Speaker of Fates... my title... is rather like
    the village chief; and it was decided a long time ago that the position could be
    either a mare or stallion. I can declare either as the next speaker, as long as they
    have the blood of Chiron within them, which is a law that exists to maintain the
    constellation's main bloodline. As speaker, my job is to organize everyday
    activities, manage the constellation's funds to make sure we can survive from one
    year to the next, and to decide on what centaurs may leave the constellation and what
    centaurs may join it, since such exchanges are necessary with all of the other
    constellations in the country to maintain certain numbers and add in new blood to
    keep a balanced community. But while I perform managerial functions, most of the
    major decisions of the constellation are made democratically; everyone that has come
    of age both mare and stallion participates in the meeting and votes on laws, goals,
    and direction. And we see the coming of age as being any filly or foal who has proven
    to the constellation that they can take care of themselves; coming of age is not tied
    to whether or not they find a mate, but whether or not they are responsible enough to
    herd goats and sheep on their own, can make their own cheese or goods for the
    village, or have finished apprenticeships for other needed professions, like masons
    and so on." Severus nodded at that.

    "That is true of White Mountains as well, actually. If only the Dark Forest was
    the same way," Severus murmured.

    "Yes, I heard what happened to Sagittari's daughter," Thereus admitted. "It pains
    me to hear what he went through, since I have five daughters of my own."

    "But getting back to the subject, you said that your leadership role can be held
    by a mare," Severus said. "Do you mind if I ask how many of them there have been thus
    far?"

    "None so far," Thereus admitted. Severus nodded, unsurprised by the answer. "But I
    believe that is about to change. It has been Fated by the stars that our next leader
    will be among one of my own children. I have five daughters, and even if there are
    more on the way, it will more than likely be a daughter as not. Apparently neither of
    the first two will be leader," he added dryly. "Which pains me since I had such hopes
    for Arcadia."

    "You say you have more on the way... twins, I take it?" Severus asked.

    "Yes, very likely, considering the stars. I believe Arcadia will have twins as
    well," Thereus said.

    "Oh? That explains a lot," Severus said, but then shelved the thought that
    followed to keep it from getting in the way. "Thereus, do you have anything like a
    gentleman's pact in your culture?"

    "Pacts, yes, but what do you mean by the other?" Thereus asked.

    "It's a pact that's not bound by spell or contract, but simply upon the given word
    of the one who agrees to it," Severus explained.

    "As far as I am concerned, I see that just as binding," Thereus said.

    "Just as there are many cultural differences between constellations, there are
    very stark differences between human cultures as well. There are some human cultures
    just as extreme as the Dark Forest constellation in nature, both in separation and in
    withholding rights," Severus explained. "In my specific culture, humans of all
    beliefs, cultures, and genders are treated as equal in concept, but that often that
    does not hold true in practice. Would you be offended if I suggested that your
    constellation was similar in this respect?"

    "Given my own previous admission, I would not be," Thereus confessed.

    "Last spring, Wind Elk put me on the path of making a similar admission," Severus
    admitted. "He made me realize that before I could correct the inequalities that exist
    in my school, I must first correct it in my own family. I have dedicated this year to
    being in a supportive role, so that my wife can have a chance to grow and explore her
    potential on her own, which is the true reason behind her teaching at Whitebridge
    this year."

    "Ah, just as I did when I sent my eldest daughter away," Thereus said with
    understanding and amusement, nodding his head. "Although it went in an unexpected
    direction, since it led her to another Fate as well. I believe that if she was
    reassured that our constellation was safe from further encroachment, she would wish
    to join White Mountain Constellation instead. Of course that is a problem you do not
    have to face. I am certain you are in no danger of that since it is obvious your wife
    is nothing but dedicated to you. But Severus, while I commend what you are doing, it
    is nothing more than a gesture if you stop at the end of the year. The effort must
    continue if it is to mean anything."

    "Yes, I am well aware of that," Severus replied solemnly. "But I realized that we
    needed a very clear reset point, and this separation has been going a long way to
    correct the underlying codependency that was developing and has put us both back on
    better footing. And as much as I abhor being apart from her, I am encouraged by how
    things are going. I fully intend this to be a course correction for a new path going
    forward, and part of that path is also to foster these changes in others when I can.
    And that brings me back to my original point. Regardless if your twins are foals or
    fillies, I would ask you to make a pact with me that your choice for speaker will be
    a mare."

    "I see," Thereus said with a smile, and then nodded. "Since your wishes align with
    my own, and to help repay your kindness in aiding Wind with the negotiations for my
    constellation to retain our lands, it is an easy pact to make. You have my word,
    Severus. I will continue to teach all of my children how to be great leaders, as any
    centaur should, and it will come clear in time which mare that will be."

    "And if the stars point to a different one than who you choose?" Severus
    asked.

    "They will not," Thereus said with a shrug. "They have spoken to me often enough
    on this matter already. It is fated to be my choice, and last night the sky showed a
    time of great allies and great agreements. It bodes well for the future, although I
    will not take it for granted, especially when it comes to Atalanta," he admitted,
    gazing back down at the docks. "I wonder about her path often, as reckless as her
    nature is."

    "We can only guide them so far, after all. Like it or not, our children need to
    make their own mistakes. And since I have eight and most of them are grown now, I
    have seen them make disastrous ones on occasion," Severus admitted. Thereus looked
    amused at that and nodded in agreement, then noticed a change in some of the
    centaurs' positions around the docks closest to them.

    "Look, Severus. I believe they are just about prepared now," Thereus pointed
    out.

    "Would you mind terribly if I went to the other side of the course? I would like
    to see the outcome when it happens, considering what's at stake," Severus said.

    "Of course," Thereus said with a nod, walking down to the docks as Severus
    Apparated to the other side.

    Standing next to Arcadia's mother, Demeter, Jennifer let out an exclamation in
    surprise.

    "Severus, I thought you were going to stay on that end so you could encourage
    Leu?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, I'm not all that good at that sort of encouragement, really, that's more your
    thing," Severus decided stoically.

    "Oh, honestly!" Jennifer said with exasperation and Apparated onto the other dock,
    barely in time to stop Leu, who was about to jump in to get used to the water. "Come
    here a moment, Leu," she said, pulling him away. Then she attempted to put her hands
    on his shoulders only to realize just how much taller he was than her now. "Goodness,
    I swear you've shot up over an inch since I've left, haven't you?"

    "That's why I needed the new wetsuit, remember?" he reminded her with
    exasperation.

    "Well yes, but... never mind, it's not important right now," she said, making sure
    they were out of earshot range. She glanced behind him and saw Diana squinting
    suspiciously at her. Jennifer turned her back to her, gazing at Leu. "Listen to me,
    Leu. Diana went to an awful lot of trouble to do this, you know," Jennifer said
    quietly.

    "Yes, I'm aware of that," Leu said.

    "Then it's up to you to take this just as seriously. I want you to swim as if your
    life depended on it... no... I want you to swim like her life depended on
    it. That's how serious I want you to take this," Jennifer told him firmly.

    "Why is this so important to her?" Leu asked.

    "She's the only one who can tell you that," Jennifer said, Leu sighing with
    frustration. "Yes, I know, and I'm sorry, but that's just the way it is. This is
    something between the two of you alone, Llewellyn. But if you truly care about her,
    you will take it seriously, won't you?"

    "Yes, of course," Leu said, wishing he knew how to get Diana to open up. Jennifer
    smiled at him sympathetically.

    "Good luck. I know you have it in you to do this," Jennifer said, then stepped
    aside and walked him back to the dock. Diana looked at them both quite intensely, but
    felt a bit more reassured when she noticed that Leu looked as baffled as he always
    did as he got in the water, submerging himself long enough to get used to it before
    climbing back on the dock. Jennifer watched as the centaurs used the flat part of
    their Kýklos to signal one another.

    "We are ready to begin when you are," Thereus informed them as they both got ready
    to dive. He raised up his circle as a visual signal, carefully watching as the two of
    them set. "Begin!" he called out, dropping the arm with the Kýklos.

    There was no shouting or calling as there was when they did this at Hogwarts; the
    centaurs, it seemed, took it just as serious as Diana did as they hit the water and
    took off at top speed across the inlet. The water was choppy, but Llewellyn was used
    to that. He had always preferred swimming in the ocean over freshwater; it was his
    home, and he could tell just from the way his arms and legs felt as he sped through
    the water that he was going at record pace. Never had he felt more in tune with
    himself, and he was encouraged by how easily he was keeping up with Diana, even as
    they closed into the other side and the waves began to toss them around. At last,
    they reached the other side and their hands came up against two Kýklos that had been
    fastened to the docks. As their fingers touched them, Centaurs, positioned both on
    the docks and on either side of them, watched as both of the circles glowed brightly,
    flashing their light across them simultaneously.

    "It is a tie," Demeter declared on the dock.

    "We are in agreement. It is a tie," said one of the centaurs on the boat. Diana
    splashed in frustration.

    "Yes! A tie!" Leu said excitedly. He smiled at Diana, who stared at him in
    surprise. "I finally caught up, Diana!"

    "Do you really think that's some sort of accomplishment?" Diana snapped at him
    angrily.

    "Yes, I do," Leu said firmly. "It means we're equals, Diana, and I don't see
    anything wrong with that. If fact, I prefer it."

    "You idiot! A tie is not a win! A tie means that you still lose!" Diana snapped at
    him angrily. "You dishonor both of us by being content with your mediocrity!" she
    shouted.

    Diana splashed him so hard that he had to stop and wipe his face and spit out some
    salt water for good measure. By the time he cleared his vision, she had disappeared
    under the water and he could see from her wake that she had decided to swim across
    the inlet to get away from him.

    Leu sighed and saw his father's hand come down, helping him get back up on the
    dock. Then he handed him a towel out of his cloak.

    "That was a good deal faster than the last time I watched the two of you," Severus
    commented. "Perhaps we can come up with some strength-training exercises at the
    school to help push you over the edge."

    "Maybe," Leu said with a sigh, watching as a couple of the centaurs in human forms
    retrieved their weapons from the water and began to make their way to the boats to
    get back to the other side. "She sure was angry at me, wasn't she?"

    "Yes," Severus said evenly, glancing out at the water a moment before gazing at
    Leu again. "I am glad that you see the merit in equality. Perhaps there's still hope
    that the two of you will reach it."

    "What, do you mean we aren't now?" Leu asked with a frown.

    "Well, not until after you defeat her no," Severus replied. Leu flailed in
    exasperation.

    "How does that make one lick of sense?" he exclaimed.

    "Because Diana knows that inequalities exist in the world whether we want them to
    or not. It doesn't matter how much we want it to change or what we profess, the
    problem has existed since the dawn of time and there is no quick fix that will repair
    it," Severus explained quietly. "Like all unobtainable goals, we must do what we can
    to improve things a little at a time and in our own way... with consideration to our
    own situations and talents as to how to go about it."

    "So you're saying that somehow... God only knows how... that my beating her in a
    race has something to do with her gaining equality?" he asked.

    "Yes," Severus said.

    "How in the hell does that help?" Leu asked.

    "Because she trusts you." Severus replied.

    "No, she doesn't," Leu said. "If she trusted me, she'd tell me what this is all
    about. Open communication has a lot to do with equality too, you know."

    "Yes, that is quite true," Severus agreed.

    "Then that's the way I'm going to go about it. Somehow I've got to convince her to
    open up to me," Leu said. Severus nodded thoughtfully at that, and Leu Apparated over
    to the other side. Severus followed behind only to find Leu looking even more
    frazzled than he was a moment ago.

    "What do you mean she left?" Leu exclaimed.

    "Well, she seemed quite angry when she Apparated over here, actually, and decided
    to head to White Mountain so she could clear her head," Arcadia explained, glancing
    at Sagittari. "Perhaps one of us should join her."

    "I will go, Arcadia, that way you can say your farewells to your family properly,"
    Sagittari offered, then glanced over at Severus. "I will see you back at the
    school."

    "Yes, thank you. Enjoy the rest of your holiday," Severus replied. Sagittari
    nodded, Disapparating.

    "Perhaps we ought to be thinking of getting back to our holiday as well, Severus,"
    Jennifer suggested.

    "I am glad you came to visit us," Thereus told them. "And you are always welcome
    to return and stay with us when you are able." Jennifer smiled.

    "I'm so glad we had a chance to get to know you!" Jennifer agreed. "And thank you
    very much for setting up that race as well."

    "Yes, thank you," Leu replied.

    "Good luck to you, young Llewellyn," Thereus added with a solemn smile. "Trust
    yourself and your instincts, and I am certain you will find your intended path."
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    Chapter Fifty-Three

    January

    It took Jennifer a lot less time to set up for class than it had during the first
    of the year... attempting to adjust the temperature took much longer. In fact, she
    finally gave up and asked Mr. Campbell to adjust the thermometer for her, waiting
    until it warmed up before she was willing to pull Radiance's cage out of her cloak
    and get her set up.

    "It's so terribly cold here," Jennifer complained to the Rogue. "Even a warming
    spell doesn't seem enough to cut it. I hope I get used to it before the students
    arrive tomorrow, but for some reason I doubt it. Maybe I'll tell them to a set aside
    their projects during the first week so we can make personal heating devices," she
    suggested with a grin. Reluctantly, he signed to her. "Oh yes, I know. That dratted
    Industry and Items Fair is coming, and I am definitely not looking forward to
    it."

    She sat down and began sorting through a small stack of mail that had been left on
    her desk, but as she went through it, she saw that one of them looked like a personal
    letter. But why would anyone send it here, she wondered? Running some cautious checks
    to make sure it was safe, she opened it cautiously and read it thoughtfully.

    "Severus, I don't suppose if you know if Brenda is in her office?" Jennifer asked
    the Rogue. He nodded. "I had better take this to her then," she decided. She grabbed
    her coat, hat, gloves and cloak before braving the terrible cold and racing to get
    inside as quickly as possible. In fact, she nearly knocked Frank over as she ran in;
    he was apparently walking towards the Wizardnet Lab.

    "Hey! Careful, Jennifer!" Frank warned.

    "I'm sorry! It's just so cold!" Jennifer protested.

    "It's only -2," Frank grinned at her.

    "-20 more like!" Jennifer exclaimed.

    "Fahrenheit," he reminded her teasingly as he stepped out the door. Hurrumphing at
    that, Jennifer walked down the main hallway to the other end of the building,
    knocking only briefly against the open door before stepping into Brenda's office.

    "Welcome back, Jennifer! Did you have a nice holiday? How was it?" Brenda asked
    all in one breath.

    "Warmer," Jennifer said curtly, getting a chuckle from Brenda. "I have a problem
    and I want to know how I should handle it," she said. Brenda looked up with interest.
    "You see, I got a letter from Angela Powers."

    "Really?" Brenda said, a bit confused. "Why?"

    "Actually, she's asking me advice on a project she's working on for her new
    school," Jennifer explained, handing it to her. "I would like to answer it, but not
    without parents' permission, and under the circumstances..."

    "Yes, I see the problem," Brenda agreed. "Let me hang onto this and talk to Wind
    about it."

    "Thanks, Brenda," Jennifer said and stepped back out. Then she decided to go to
    the Commissary for lunch to see who was around.

    It was obvious straight away that her friends were hoping she was going to come,
    because they were all sitting at her table when she walked in. The wolf den was empty
    at the moment; apparently they had decided to eat at Quickbrooms. Jennifer grabbed a
    coffee and a peanut butter sandwich and went over to her table.

    "You're back! Did Quintin like the rabbit?" Lav asked before anyone else could get
    anything out.

    "They are inseparable," Jennifer replied with a chuckle, sitting down. "Rasputin
    is quite jealous, in fact. I'm certain that Severus had his hands full when he got
    them back to the castle. And Gretchen, those tree ornaments were lovely, thank
    you!"

    "Oh, yeah, those were great!" Kay agreed.

    "I got them in Dresdner Striezelmarkt," Gretchen told them. "You should
    come visit Germany sometime in the Christmas season. I can't think of anywhere better
    to spend Christmas."

    "I did spend some of it in the Alps," Jennifer replied. "The first three days of
    vacation, Severus took me to Villahexen."

    "Oh no, that ski resort? It's nothing but a Wizard tourist trap," Gretchen told
    her.

    "Well, yes, I know, but it's one of the few places Severus likes to go for some
    quality time because they have a policy for being discreet," Jennifer explained, then
    lowered her voice. "This time he booked the entire east wing so that we'd have
    exclusive access to the hotspring on that side of the hotel, but if you want to hear
    more about it, you'll have to wait for Coven Night."

    "Your husband is so romantic!" Kay lamented. "I don't think Ray has an entire
    romantic bone in his body!"

    "You could always try going out with Asher," Lavender teased her.

    "His brand of romance is a bit too smutty for me," Kay said.

    "I think it's a bit too smutty for everyone," Gretchen said.

    "Hey, that's a conversation best left for Coven Night too," Jennifer scolded, the
    other three women snickering at that. "But I do want to know how that date to
    Kennywood went."

    "It did not go as badly as I thought it would," Gretchen admitted. "Frank was
    actually pretty nice, and not much different than he acts here at the school. I have
    seen him with other dates when he was all over them."

    "And I bet each one he met on the Wizardnet," Lav said knowingly, putting cream in
    her coffee. "He acted that way because that's how they expect him to act."

    "What do you mean?" Jennifer asked.

    "Well, since you don't have to use your real name on a lot of Wizardnet cites, you
    make up a handle... a screen name. And some people act completely different when they
    don't have to say who they really are," Lav explained. "It's like having a secret
    identity. So when he meets with a girl that he met online, he knows they expect him
    to act the same way he acts on line, so he behaves like that so they're not
    disappointed in him."

    "Then I understand perfectly," Jennifer replied. "One of my son's did something
    similar to that, but through regular letters. After a while, he realized that trying
    to behave like someone else to impress a girl wasn't something that was
    sustainable."

    "Why do you think they never date the same girl twice?" Lav said with a knowing
    smile.

    "Or after a getaway weekend, anyway." Gretchen said.

    "Well, I'm going to make sure that Ray doesn't fall into that pattern," Kay said
    resolutely.

    "I doubt he's in any danger of it, Kay. He seems to be the most sensible of the
    three," Jennifer commented. "He does spend an enormous amount of time on the
    Wizardnet, but he doesn't use it as a dating site like the other two do."

    "True, but I had a peek at his phone when we were at Kennywood and found out his
    handle on that site and I made up one of my own," Kay said mischievously. "I've been
    sending him Net-owls." Jennifer sighed with exasperation.

    "Kay, that is no more sustainable than any other form of secret identity,"
    Jennifer warned her.

    "Well, maybe not, but it'll keep him out of trouble for a while," Kay said.

    "Remind me to bring up Corey at our next Coven Night," Jennifer told her. "And
    I'll tell you what happened to him."

    "Our fifth Coven member will be so impressed by how much we have to talk about
    next time," Gretchen commented, and the others agreed with a chuckle.

    

    Later that afternoon, as Jennifer finished her class prep and was about to lock
    the classroom so she could do her student checks in Rose Section, there was a knock
    on the door. Jennifer looked up with a smile as she saw it was Truman, and he had a
    brand new pair of lightly tinted spectacles on his nose.

    "Hey, look at you!" Jennifer grinned at him. "Those look almost identical to mine,
    don't they?"

    "Not only that, but they work in the same way too!" Truman said.

    "They do?" Jennifer asked in confusion.

    "Yes! You see, the day after the Yule Party, Alex and Ben took me to a wizard town
    up north to do some shopping. There was this really strange shop there with an old
    man who was busy carving a wooden rabbit when we went in," Truman explained. Jennifer
    smiled enigmatically at that. Apparently, she knew the shop well. "Anyway, while we
    were in there, he gave me a Christmas present, and Ben and Alex said it was alright
    to take it," he explained.

    "Yes," Jennifer agreed.

    "Well, these spectacles were inside, with a note saying they worked just like
    yours. Do you suppose it's too soon in my training to use them? I know you said
    something about getting me a pair like these when I got far enough along," Truman
    asked.

    "The fact that you got them from the shop tells me that you are ready for them,
    Truman, regardless of if it was a gift or if you found them yourself. It's quite
    alright. We can talk about it more during our next training session," Jennifer
    said.

    "Thanks, Ms. Craw!" Truman said and ran back out again, nearly bumping into
    Brenda. She paused long enough to compliment his glasses before stepping inside.

    "Hello, Brenda! Did I not turn my stuff in right on the school Wizardnet again?"
    Jennifer asked anxiously.

    "No, it's not about that, it's about this," Brenda said, holding up the letter and
    then holding it out for her to take. "Wind had some words with Angela's mother, and
    she's given permission for you to write her if you'd like."

    "Oh, lovely! But what about her father?" Jennifer asked. "Because I'm quite sure
    he wouldn't approve."

    "Well, that's between them, ultimately, isn't it? As far as Wind's concerned, you
    have permission," Brenda said with amusement. "Besides, you're going to keep sending
    it through regular Owl Mail, right?"

    "Of course," Jennifer agreed.

    "Well, being a paranoid and dutiful father when it comes to his teenager's
    activities, Alva Powers spends a great deal of both time and money on all sorts of
    spy programs to keep an eye on his daughter's Wizardnet activities," Brenda informed
    her. "But he doesn't pay attention to what physical letters she gets whatsoever."
    Jennifer grinned and shook her head at that. "If you write on a stationary note card
    so that the envelopes looks like a greeting card, he's even less likely to pay
    attention to it. He'll just assume it's an advertisement."

    "I'm confused. Why would an advertisement look like a greeting card?" Jennifer
    asked.

    "To give you a reason to open it, why else?" Brenda explained. Jennifer chuckled
    and shook her head.

    "Thanks Brenda," Jennifer said.

    "Oh, and don't forget... five weeks until the Industry and Items Fair," she
    reminded Jennifer.

    "I'm not likely to forget about that, am I? Frank and the Millers certainly won't
    let me forget," Jennifer said with exasperation. Smiling at her sympathetically,
    Brenda left the room. Sitting down long enough to pen Angela Powers a reply, Jennifer
    put Radiance on her shoulder and closed up the classroom for the evening.

    The next morning was quite hectic. Jennifer had to sort through new students who
    had come in for the Design II and Advanced Items courses as well as sort out students
    who had moved to a different time slot or had chosen to take something else. In the
    end, she ended up reintroducing herself in every class as if it had been the
    beginning of the year, and had each one of them write a small paper about their
    current projects so that she could reorient herself.

    It had also become evident, especially after talking to Frank, Luke, and Sharon,
    that it would be a lot easier for all of the students in her advanced classes to meet
    in the Industry Shop classroom until after the Items fair. Fortunately, the semester
    changes had also put all three of her beginner classes in the morning, so after using
    the first day back to establish roll call for attendance, she began meeting her
    afternoon classes downstairs in the basement after lunch.

    The Industrial Shop was so large that Jennifer was quite sure it took up a fifth
    of the entire basement, which ran the whole length of the building. It had large
    machines of many types that Jennifer had never seen before, as well as plenty she
    recognized as saws, forges, and safety areas for painting, welding, and
    spell-casting. She had used the room on occasion as a student, but never without
    supervision or without Wind standing over her to explain how to use them all, so
    watching students using the majority of the equipment without anyone standing over
    them to make sure they didn't injure themselves was more than a little unnerving.
    Jennifer didn't miss the fact that there was a Freeze Frame on the wall, and there
    were also probably plenty of other safety devices around that she wasn't even aware
    of yet.

    Still, all of her advanced students seemed quite comfortable with their
    surroundings, since they had to take basic Industry before being allowed to take the
    Advanced Items course. Jennifer took attendance carefully as they got out their
    projects, and then she walked over to Luke.

    "Do you mind if I ask a couple of questions?" Jennifer asked.

    "Not at all," Luke said with a smile. "I guess you probably haven't seen some of
    these automated device machines before."

    "Well yes, there is that," Jennifer agreed. "I was going to ask you if you could
    spare time to go over those with me as my second question, actually."

    "Happy to," Luke agreed. "So what was the first question you wanted to ask?"

    "Can I open one of the windows?" Jennifer asked with a smile. Luke stared at her.
    Then he glanced at the row of half-windows along two of the walls, the view partially
    obscured by piles of snow and evergreen bushes.

    "It can't be more than ten degrees outside today," Luke said flatly.

    "Yes, I know, sorry. But I would really prefer to work with a little bit of a
    breeze, if you don't mind," Jennifer said.

    "How about I turn on the fans?" Luke suggested.

    "No, a window would be much better," Jennifer said. He watched helplessly as she
    grabbed a ladder off a wall hook and pulled it over to the line of windows, climbing
    up to inspect them.

    "I don't think those even open, Ms. Craw," he explained. But Jennifer simply took
    a charmed glass cutter out of her pocket and easily cut out the top row of square
    glass panes with expert precision.

    "There, that's much better," Jennifer decided. Some of the students who had been
    working under the window scrambled to find different tables to work at.

    "Okay," Luke said, too confused to comment as she climbed off the ladder and put
    the glass panels on a shelf. "Do you always carry a glass cutter around with
    you?"

    "Oh, yes. Always," Jennifer confirmed, putting the ladder back and walking over to
    see what her students were working on.

    

    Jennifer was so busy and dreading the cold so much that she decided to meet
    Severus and Quintin at Quickbrooms that weekend instead of Kingler's.

    "I'm told that it typically starts to warm up in February. Sometimes they even
    have a false spring," Jennifer said after Quintin commented about how cold it was.
    "Unfortunately, I'm going to be much too busy helping students finish their projects
    to enjoy it if it happens. On the other hand, it's nice to have so much extra help in
    the afternoons, even if the Industry Shop classroom gets quite chaotic. Sharon helps
    them with posters that help explain their devices, utility, and potential uses in
    business. Luke helps them if they need to use the large industrial tools. Frank is in
    charge of helping them with any programming needs if they involve the Wizardnet. And
    my responsibility is to check all of the items to make sure they work as intended and
    to help them add their final charms and troubleshoot as required. The entire process
    is quite hectic," Jennifer explained to Severus. "Still, the vast majority of
    students are on their final stages, and when those are done in the next week or so, I
    promised Sharon to help her make final recommendations on each of the student's
    presentations."

    "It definitely sounds like you have your hands full at the moment," Severus
    agreed. "Is the fair eating into your research time?"

    "A bit, Severus, but I do most of the research for that on the weekend. I have
    also been learning quite a bit from Luke on larger devices that I've never really had
    access to before. You never know, it may help," Jennifer decided. "And he said that
    if I need any large equipment for my research that I'm free to use the shop on the
    weekends too," Jennifer said. Severus nodded thoughtfully at that. "How are things
    between Rasputin and Ebony?"

    "Rasputin doesn't like Ebony," Quintin said seriously.

    "Rasputin is simply jealous of sharing your attention, Quintin, it will pass,"
    Severus replied, glancing at Jennifer. "Really, that is all it is now. Rasputin has
    reluctantly accepted that Ebony is part of the family and that he isn't going
    anywhere, but it's going to take time. Quintin was able to get them both out at
    playtime by hiding Prince Hop in the Sorting Hat. I hope none of the students find
    anything unpleasant in there next year when they're Sorted." Jennifer chuckled at
    that.

    "You know perfectly well he was paper trained before I even got him home,
    Severus," Jennifer told him. "Besides, I have a feeling that Prince Hat would be
    quick to complain if anything like that happened."

    "Fair enough," Severus replied, sipping his coffee.

    After they were done with their visit, it was reluctantly decided between them to
    wait until after the Items and Industry Fair before getting together for another
    family day. Instead, they planned a full day in New York the weekend after it was
    over to celebrate the fair's successful completion. Jennifer wasn't as convinced as
    Severus was that there would be a 'successful' completion, but she was sure that she
    would be glad to be done with it no matter what the outcome was. And because the
    Items Fair would last all week, February would probably be gone in a flash, and
    Jennifer was looking forward to March.

    At least, she was looking forward to March, she thought with annoyance,
    when she had made the mistake of going to the Items room after her lunch with Severus
    and Quintin. For there on her desk along with other announcements were the testing
    schedules, including WAT's and PAT's for the high school students, and worse, POW
    tests for everyone. Well, there was no getting out of it this time, she admitted to
    herself with a sigh, stuffing it in her work folder before taking it up to her
    room.
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    Chapter Fifty-Four

    Compromised

    Despite all of the hard work that came with it, Jennifer was so proud of her
    student's projects and what they had done to get them ready that even she began
    looking forward to the Items and Industry Fair. It would run every day from four to
    six to give all of the students a chance to present their projects. Some of the
    presentations would be held in the Industry Lab, and others would be given in a
    couple of adjacent rooms that had been commandeered so that there was enough room to
    display them all. Once they had all made their presentations, there would be an open
    house on Saturday, where they would give out various awards for different categories
    of projects.

    The Sunday before the fair began, Jennifer went downstairs to help Frank and Luke
    set up the tables.

    "I don't suppose you heard who the judges are going to be," Luke asked Jennifer so
    seriously that Jennifer gazed at him over her glasses.

    "Oh, no," Jennifer groaned.

    "I take it from her reaction that Steve Mason is judging again," Frank
    observed.

    "Yes he is, as well as Wind, Rosemary Carmody, Dean Martinez, and Dean Schmidt,"
    Luke said.

    "I remember Dean Martinez, we met him during trick-or-treating, right?" Jennifer
    said.

    "Yes, that's right. Martinez runs the school out of one of the local colleges for
    students that take Wizard Studies as supplemental education, and Willa Schmidt runs a
    similar school on the north side of the city that serves a lot of local rural
    communities. Both of those schools are under the same school board jurisdiction as
    Whitebridge," Luke said. "I like Willa, she's pretty down to earth," he said with a
    smirk.

    "I take it she's an Herbologist," Jennifer chuckled.

    "Yes, her specialty is enhancing food production," Luke replied. "You'll probably
    see her again, actually, because Gretchen always invites her as a guest speaker in
    the spring."

    "Then I look forward to meeting her," Jennifer said. "And if both Wind and
    Rosemary are going to be there, I'm sure I'll be able to handle Steve, no matter how
    obnoxious he gets. I'll just keep my glasses full on, and it'll be fine. It's only
    two hours a day, right?"

    "Which means ten hours of Steve Mason. Plus Saturday," Frank said flatly. "I'm
    sorry, but even I'm going to be ready to deck him after spending that much time with
    him." Luke and Jennifer grinned at that.

    "Well, I plan to do anything in my power to keep my temper. But if I duck into the
    garden to have a bit of a scream, please don't blame me for showing a little
    weakness," Jennifer replied.

    "Go to the music room instead. It's got a sound dampening charm on the door," Luke
    suggested, and they all got back to work.

    When Steve stepped into the Industry Lab with the rest of the judges, his eyes
    didn't fall on the projects or students, or even the teachers waiting there. Instead,
    his eyes went up to the damaged window. A mix of snow and rain was falling outside,
    but apparently someone had taken the time to charm the damaged window so that none of
    the precipitation came in.

    "What in Merlin's name happened to your window?" Steve asked critically.

    Wind, who hadn't noticed before, looked over at where Luke and Jennifer were
    standing. Luke seemed to be looking at anywhere but at the judges, while Jennifer met
    his gaze with her chin up as if daring anyone to confront her about it.

    "Ah, well, it does get quite warm in this room, Steve, especially with as much
    hard and diligent work our students have been doing. It is simply a temporary fix
    until I can have them renovated so that they can be opened when required," Wind
    replied. Jennifer smiled warmly at him and turned her attention back to the
    students.

    Jennifer became quite absorbed in each presentation as her students gave them.
    Despite a nervous moment and a stutter now and again, she smiled at them
    encouragingly and clapped enthusiastically at the end of each one, watching as the
    judges asked them questions about each project with interest. The two Deans from the
    other schools always had the most to ask about each project, while Wind and Rosemary
    took turns asking questions about points they thought the students needed to explain
    in more detail. Steve said very little at all, making diligent notes on his Wizard
    Tablet about each one and only commenting on the students that were either Masons or
    offshoots of them. By the time they finished the presentations in the second room,
    Jennifer was growing a bit irritated about his lack of enthusiasm. In the third room,
    she did her best to show extra enthusiasm over the last few projects when it seemed
    as if he had lost complete interest. Finally the judges stepped out of the rooms and
    walked down the hallway, chatting to each other. Jennifer released the last of her
    students to go to dinner and then finally turned to Luke.

    "Does Steve judge this fair often?" Jennifer asked.

    "Most of the time, really, since he's been on the school board," Luke replied.
    "Sometimes he has other commitments, but he does judge it a lot."

    "Does he show family bias when it comes to judging?" Jennifer asked.

    "I guess, maybe a little. To be fair, during a typical year, the Masons do have
    the best projects because the parents are allowed to help," Luke reminded her with
    amusement. "This is the first year we kept it to a budget and didn't let them take
    projects home, and personally, I think it's a huge improvement. I want to see what my
    students can do, not what their parents can do."

    "Yes, I quite agree," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "I bet that's why he wasn't too impressed with any of their projects today,
    though," Luke added. "They're typically way over the top... not to mention a lot less
    practical than these. I like how many of the students this year chose projects to
    help the medical field, or they picked something that improved on an existing device
    or tried to solve a problem somehow. In fact, I didn't see one poster this year that
    said they made the item 'because they thought it would sell' in the 'why did I create
    this product' column."

    "Of course not," Jennifer said. "Every time someone came up with a design and that
    was their main reason for making it, I had them start over and try again. As an Items
    Instructor, it's my responsibility to guide them towards making items that are bit
    more meaningful. It shouldn't be something meant as an impulse buy that the owner
    will regret buying right after they get it home." Luke chuckled at that. "I want my
    students to understand the intrinsic value of using their talents to contribute to
    society in a positive way, whether anyone thinks they can make a dollar on it or
    not."

    "Well, considering I'm teaching Industry and Manufacturing, I probably shouldn't
    agree with you," Luke said with a grin.

    "So that's why he was so put off, was it? I wondered why he was acting like that.
    I kept waiting for him to say their items were not up to his standards because I was
    teaching that class, to be perfectly honest," Jennifer admitted.

    "Oh, don't worry, it's coming," Luke warned with a chuckle. "He's probably just
    waiting until Friday for that."

    "So he can see all of the projects first?" Jennifer asked, attempting to give him
    the benefit of the doubt.

    "Yes, that, and because he's a blatant coward in some respects," Luke admitted.
    They walked back over to the main Industrial Room to help Frank set up for the next
    day.

    Since participating was optional for Jennifer's sixth-graders, there were only a
    small handful that presented their wood projects along with her Items I class on
    Friday. Jennifer didn't miss how quickly Truman pushed his glasses up when the judges
    came close. Becky Mason gave him an encouraging smile, and Jennifer gave him a nod
    and a thumbs up before he gave his presentation, showing off his charmed wooden
    bookcase. As he got to the part where he demonstrated how it worked, the judges
    watched with interest as Truman was able to collapse and flatten the wooden bookcase
    despite being filled with books, reducing the bookcase to the size of a
    schoolbook.

    Wind, Rosemary, Willa, and David all made sounds of delight, while Steve Mason
    rolled his eyes.

    "How splendid! But how much does it weigh?" Rosemary asked.

    "About the same as a normal wooden box this size weighs," Truman explained,
    handing it to her. "And if you open it up, you'll be able to see why." Rosemary
    opened it up, and Wind, Willa, and David looked in and ahhed when they saw the tiny
    books inside. "Basically, it works with a Microtransfiguration charm that is cast on
    the books when you break down the bookcase. And if you restore the bookshelf to its
    normal size," Truman demonstrated, unclasping a book hinge that allowed him to unfold
    it again, "the books will naturally return to their normal size and in the same
    position it was in the bookcase before you folded it," he finished, and they watched
    as the books did just that.

    "Will it work on any books?" David asked.

    "Perhaps scrolls as well?" Willa added.

    "Well, mostly, except for books that already have a size or dimensional charm on
    it. Those books will keep it from working right," Truman admitted.

    "If you decide to take Advanced Items classes, you will learn how to compensate
    for that," Wind said.

    "I think I will," Truman decided. Jennifer beamed at him proudly.

    "Yes, yes, I will admit that this project is quite impressively done for a sixth
    year," Steve said. "It is commendable, to be sure, but what is the point of it? It
    isn't as if anyone would buy something like that."

    "I would," Rosemary said.

    "So would I," David said.

    "I have so many books, it'd definitely be handy to have," Willa agreed.

    "But why bother when our entire libraries can now be read from our p-Writers? We
    don't need books anymore, they're nothing but dust magnets that take up wall space. I
    got rid of all of my books ages ago. This is all I need," he said, showing them his
    Wizardnet tablet. "I have access to more books in the palm of my hand than could ever
    fit into any library, and while all of the projects I've seen this week have been
    quaint, they have been highly antiquated and hold very little value in the modern
    world." Jennifer clenched her fists and put them in her pockets to hold back her
    temper.

    "Steve, you are embarrassing yourself in front of my students," Wind said sternly.
    "They have worked very hard on their projects and each one has done a magnificent job
    with them. Personally, I found them not only innovative, but quite refreshing. Such
    as Becky's project, creating those lovely garden stakes that grow with the plant
    until it no longer needs them and then self-composting into the soil... I'm sure Mr.
    Green will be using those in the spring," he said. Becky smiled proudly at that.

    "And Ajay Cole, with his wonderful emergency blankets that change temperature
    based on the needs of the patient, offering relief regardless of their
    condition."

    "Clever enough, but hardly cutting edge," Steve replied. "You don't think it's
    lost on me that the number of Wizardnet products this year was vastly reduced from
    years past? And many of those projects seemed to be related to security."

    "To be fair, Steve, there is a booming market right now for products in Wizardnet
    security," Frank put in from where he was standing by one of his own students, who
    had presented an external data device.

    "That may be, but personally, I think the main reason that's the case is that the
    current Items Instructor is a technophobe who hasn't come out of the Dark Ages yet,"
    Steve said crisply.

    "And I personally think that a member of the school board would know how
    inappropriate it is to voice such opinions about school staff in front of students,"
    Jennifer replied icily. "In fact, don't be surprised when you hear that my lawyer has
    filed a complaint with Mr. Charleston on the issue."

    "Yes, as will I," Wind Elk added immediately. "I think it's time you left, Steve.
    I believe we can finish judging this contest without your input on the matter."

    "I'll show him out for you, Wind. Don't do the next room without me!" Rosemary
    offered.

    "Thank you, Rosemary. We won't," Wind said with a smile. Jennifer glanced over at
    Frank and Luke, and the three of teachers used the extra time to reassure the
    students about their projects.

    Steve and Rosemary stepped out, and Rosemary put on her warm gloves and readjusted
    her scarf as they began walking towards the front stairs.

    "You know they have a good reason to complain about you speaking like that in
    front of students, right?" Rosemary said. "It could have waited until we were
    done."

    "I've been holding back for days. The products being presented this year pale in
    comparison to what's been presented in years past," Steve snapped.

    "Well, of course they're not the same," Rosemary replied. "The students had a
    budget cap on how much they could spend on supplies and they had to work on it here
    at the school without parental involvement. Because of that, it was a lot more fair
    this year. Not all of the students have access to disposable income or had parents
    who could set aside a lot of extra time to help. This time, they all had the same
    money going in and had to do the work themselves. To be blunt, I think that rule
    change was long overdue."

    "That doesn't account for how archaic those projects were! Very few of them were
    state of the art, competitive, or were anything that could be sold for more than a
    few dollars," Steve argued.

    "Maybe, but they were a lot more practical this year too. I like how each one of
    them solved a real problem instead of trying to create a problem to solve," Rosemary
    said.

    "But that is the best way to make money! How are these children going to learn how
    to make a living in the real world attempting to sell bookshelves and blankets?"
    Steve asked.

    "I would definitely buy both of those. And the plant stakes. And those earrings we
    saw on Wednesday that improved a person's hearing in a crowded room..."

    "Enough! I should have known that you would take her side, regardless of how right
    I am! You've always been biased towards her, even back when you were teaching. And
    Wind is even worse than you are! Considering how she's taken over this school, I
    wouldn't be surprised if she doesn't have a spell on him or something. Or maybe she's
    even seduced him. It's only a matter of time before she does something that is going
    to turn this school into a nightmare..."

    "Are you actually reading those social media tabloids on Jennifer?" Rosemary
    laughed at him. "Surely you don't believe all that claptrap, especially since you
    know as well as I do that Wind is celibate. And Jennifer is so dedicated to Severus,
    she doesn't see how many of the staff trip when she walks down the hallway. The only
    sort of spell she has on the Dean is the one that came from how many times Wind had
    to pick her up off the garden path or pull her out of the pond when she was eleven.
    In other words, part of it is your doing," Rosemary informed him.

    "I was just a boy. I didn't know any better," Steve snapped at her as the two
    stepped outside.

    "Yeah, I understand that," Rosemary assured him as they walked to the Gatehouse.
    "Of course, that doesn't explain why you're still acting like this now," she added
    just as he was about to step inside. Steve glared fiercely at her, but she met it
    with an even, serious gaze of her own. Steve left in an indignant huff.

    The last day of the fair was much more pleasant when not only Steve but several
    other Masons decided not to show up for the presentations and the awards. Jennifer
    enjoyed meeting so many of the parents, and was especially happy to see John and Niki
    Ford, along with Truman's big sister and young brother, Kristy and Marvin, who he
    showed off his 'Sixth Grade Best in Show' ribbon to.

    "It's so nice to see Truman so animated now, especially after worrying so much
    about him last year. He was quite closed off and wouldn't talk to anyone outside of
    the family circle," Niki said. "He's enthusiastic about school now when he's always
    hated it before, and I hear from his letters that he's made a friend or two."

    "Oh, yes, he's doing much better," Jennifer agreed. "But I can say from personal
    experience that it will be a bumpy road for him until he gets through school.
    Teenagers often think in extremes, and I know it did a number on me when I was his
    age. Still, he's off to a good start, and it always helps to get off on the right
    foot."

    "Well, we've definitely seen a lot of positive progress, both in school and since
    you've been training him, so thank you," John added.

    "Oh, no problem," Jennifer said with a smile, quite glad to be ending on such a
    positive note.

    She also felt sheer relief when it was finally over, tiredly getting to her room
    to find that a bouquet of flowers had been Owled in with a note attached. Reading it
    happily, Jennifer wrote one of her own. She put it in her cloak before settling in
    for the night, glad that she had already planned to take it easy the next day.

    

    Late the next morning, Asher ran into the Commissary hurried over to where Ray was
    watching as Frank was going chatting in the Disrupt forums.

    "See? There's the new guy I've been talking to. TheWizofAus," Ray pointed out. "I
    swear he's from Pittsburgh, or at least he knows the area pretty well, despite the
    name implication. He seemed interested in getting some insight on some of the
    dossiers I commented on. But the only ones I've ever commented on are yours to try to
    help get you more views."

    "Yes, I know... thanks for that... although technically, Asher wrote Jennifer's,
    you know," Frank said.

    "I just wanted to reiterate how off limits she is... especially now that it's
    finally hit the top fifty," Ray shrugged.

    Suddenly Asher appeared next to the table as the garden's effects wore off, and
    the two of them looked up with surprise.

    "Stars, man! Don't you have enough sense to get a cup of coffee first so that we
    see you coming?" Ray exclaimed in surprise.

    "Where have you been, Asher? You totally missed the Industrial Fair yesterday,"
    Frank added critically. "I thought you were going to stick around this weekend
    instead of going out?"

    "I did stay here. I've been in my room since Friday night, and I need you to come
    up to my room. There's something you should see," Asher said seriously.

    "Your room is clean and aired out, right?" Ray said skeptically.

    "Yeah, I'm with Ray on this one. Can't we go to my room instead?" Frank
    protested.

    "Fine, but you may change your mind after you find out what I want to show you,"
    Asher said. Ray squinted.

    "Care to explain that?" Ray asked.

    "No, not here. Upstairs," Asher insisted again. Glancing at each other
    unknowingly, the two of them got up, stopping only long enough to put their cups in
    the dishes bin before following him out.

    When they got upstairs, Asher was quick to lock the door.

    "I need to show you something on the Dark Wizard Web. Do you have a machine in
    here I can use for that, Frank, or do you want me to go get my Tome?" Asher
    asked.

    "You're on the Dark Wizard Web?" Ray asked critically.

    "No, normally I'm not, but I got a Net-Owl on the Master Date site with some
    information. Don't worry, Ray, it's someone I've known from the site for a long time.
    It wasn't out of the blue," Asher explained seriously. "But he saw our dossier on
    Jennifer and he sent me to a questionable Dark Wizard stream site... very
    questionable... and one of the stream girls, well... looks like Jennifer."

    "What? That makes no sense whatsoever!" Ray said in alarm. "Wait here and I'll go
    get my old Auror computer. I've got all the keys we need to get on the Dark Wizard
    Web without us compromising any addresses. I hope you didn't use your regular name on
    that thing, Asher."

    "No, I went through a random generator and key-ring plug in before I went in
    there," Asher replied.

    "Be right back," Ray said.

    "This is got to be some sort of elaborate setup, you know," Frank said. "Maybe
    someone used a spell or a filter to make the girl's face look like Jennifer's."

    "No, it's not a filter. I've been going through the saved streams over and over
    again. Frame by frame, it looks quite real," Asher said. "I haven't been asleep in
    thirty-six hours."

    "I doubt it would have taken you thirty-six hours to decide whether or not it was
    manipulated footage," Frank said dubiously.

    "It's a sacrifice I was very willing to make," Asher said solemnly.

    "Yes, I bet you were," Frank said with a snort. Ray came back in with a banged-up
    Wizardnet device and set it on the table, the three of them gathering around as Ray
    put in the keys and pulled up the site that Asher gave him. The three of them stared
    at enticing thumbnails that looked decidedly like Jennifer.

    "This looks really bad," Ray said grimly.

    "You haven't seen enough of it to judge," Asher said. "Here, this one is a good
    one," he said. Asher was too busy looking at the screen to notice that both Ray and
    Frank had given him a dirty look. Then he started playing a recorded stream of the
    already nude witch enticing her live audience into conversation and offering to do
    different things in exchange for tips.

    "This does not look like a filter," Frank said when he was finally able to force
    his voice to work.

    "If it is a filter, it's quite convincing. I'd swear it was her if I didn't know
    better," Asher added.

    "Impossible! You both know perfectly well it isn't her," Ray snapped. "In fact, I
    am quite sure that she's been Poly-Exploited. Somehow, someone got a hold of some
    Polyjuice potions of her and are taking advantage of them by making these horrendous
    videos of her and profiting on them."

    "A Poly-Exploit... so that's what she really looks like, then," Asher said
    thoughtfully, propping his head in his hand. "What a shame! That means there's no
    mystery left; it's ruined for me now. I guess I'll have to move on to someone else."
    Ray hit the back of Asher's head.

    "This is a lot worse than you losing interest on someone you had no chance with in
    the first place! This is a major wizard crime in progress!" Ray snapped at him
    angrily. "We need to go tell her."

    "Tell her?" Asher repeated in disbelief.

    "Of course we tell her!" Ray snapped. "This is really serious! It needs to be
    stopped, and she needs to know that this is going on so we can report it and try to
    track down who's doing it."

    "Ray is right, Asher," Frank said firmly. "There's no way we can let this
    continue. It's way too harmful, although I'm a bit afraid of what is going to happen
    when Professor Snape hears about it."

    "Good point. We don't want him after us if we don't report it right away," Asher
    agreed, but kept watching the clip until Ray finally turned it off.

    "Come on. With any luck, she'll be in her classroom. I doubt she went to New York
    considering it's the end of fair week, and she won't be working in the garden in this
    weather," Ray said. He closed the device and the three of them hurried
    downstairs.

    Sure enough, Jennifer was at her desk with a very large picnic basket at her
    disposal, munching on a plate of stuffed grape leaves while reading out of a book
    about cursed memory items. She looked up in surprise when the three of them came in,
    wondering if she was going to be forced to share. But as they closed the door and
    walked over, their expressions were serious.

    "What's wrong? Did Steve do something I don't know about yet?" she asked
    curiously.

    "No, I doubt this has anything to do with him. At least, I sure as hell hope not,"
    Ray said, opening the device.

    "Ray, the painting," Frank warned, and they noticed that the Severus painting was
    watching the three of them suspiciously.

    "Does that thing report to him?" Ray asked bluntly.

    "Sometimes, yes, when I ask him to. Why?" Jennifer asked.

    "I think you had better see this by yourself first," Ray decided. He handed Frank
    the basket, who moved it on the other side of the desk. Ray set up his Martian
    Wizardnet device so that it was facing in the opposite direction and opened it,
    taking only a moment to sign in again. "It appears that you've been Poly-Exploited,
    Jennifer."

    "What?" Jennifer exclaimed in surprise. Wondering if they might have been using
    her image to go on a killing spree like Lucius and Baylor had when they posed as the
    Ivory Skull, she jumped out of her chair and went over to where they were setting up
    the device, taking off her spectacles.

    "Someone on the Wizardnet tipped Asher off after they noticed you on a witch
    rating site," Frank said. Asher tugged his sleeve hard, but Frank ignored him. "They
    informed him that this existed on the Dark Wizard Web, so Asher confirmed it and then
    showed it to us."

    "The Dark Wizard Web is a collection of secret net portals where illegal
    activities take place," Ray explained.

    "I think I could have guessed that one myself. Someone got a hold of Polyjuice
    Potions of me?" Jennifer prompted. "What have they been doing with them?" she asked.
    She blinked at what she was reading from their guilty faces. "Show me!" she demanded.
    Reluctantly, Ray picked out the first thumbnail he found and opened it for her to
    view.

    As Jennifer stood there and stared at the girl, her expression grew darker and
    darker as her anger began to build. In fact, she was enraged enough that Frank and
    Asher both took a healthy step backward, and even Ray managed to scoot his chair
    further away.

    "So what do you want us to do about this, Jennifer?" Ray asked, maintaining a calm
    voice. "Do you want me to help you file charges against this WP address and see if
    the government will take the site down?"

    "No, I want it off of there now," Jennifer snapped fiercely.

    "I understand, Jennifer, and I don't blame you, but this will take some time..."
    Ray explained calmly.

    "And how do you know this is the only place on the Wizardnet these videos are at?"
    Jennifer asked furiously.

    "I'm sure plenty of people have downloaded it," Frank admitted.

    "Once something like this gets on the Wizardnet, there really is no way to get it
    off completely," Asher reluctantly informed her.

    "That's what you think," Jennifer said, taking out her wand. Not knowing what she
    was planning, Ray scrambled out of her way as she pointed her wand squarely at the
    Wizardnet device.

    Concentrating on the images she was seeing, she drew on both her internal power
    and the power of her anger as she cast.

    "ERADICUS DATAM!" Jennifer shouted, making a complex wand movement that
    none of them could follow as she blasted the device.

    It was hit by such a blast of magic that it went sailing across the room, nearly
    hitting the painting as it bounced off the wall, the ceiling, and then the floor,
    bursting into flames. Frank and Ray were quick to jump in and put it out with their
    wands, then quickly cleared the smoke so that the sprinklers wouldn't go off. It
    became so quiet afterwards that all they could hear was Jennifer panting from anger,
    still attempting to bring it under control.

    Asher pulled up his cloak hood and put a hand on his heart to signal the death of
    Ray's poor computer.

    "Jennifer? What did you just do, other than frying Ray's computer?" Frank asked.
    Ray was still staring at the ash pile at his feet.

    "I Erased them," Jennifer said evenly, putting away her wand. "All of them."

    Just then, the school's fire alarm went off. While Ray, Frank, and Asher ran out
    to see what was causing the alarm to go off, Jennifer closed her food basket and
    grabbed her cloak, looking up at the Rogue, who signed at her, asking her what was
    going on.

    "Severus, if the real you asks where I went, just tell him I'm going to go talk to
    my lawyer," Jennifer said, prompting the Rogue to ask her what happened a second
    time.

    But Jennifer simply ignored him, walking outside and locking up the classroom as
    several professors ran by. There was a heavy smoke in the air, and Jennifer surmised
    that she must have taken out the school's computer system in the process of the
    Erasure. She brushed it off unconcernedly, short-cutting through the gardens to get
    to the Gatehouse quicker. She had yet to realize the magnitude of what the spell had
    actually done.

  


  
    55. Unintended Consequences
  

  
    Chapter Fifty-Five

    Unintended Consequences

    Jennifer had used the Portkey Pad next to Lunette Vallid's office, so she wasn't
    aware that none of the regular elevators were working in the building. She went
    straight in, so she didn't even notice that the lights were out in the hallway. But
    what she did notice was that the front secretary seemed quite frantic. All of the
    doors were open between the different secretary offices, and one of the paralegals
    was going between them with a box of charmed seashells, handing them out to each
    secretary.

    "Oh, thank you! I feel so helpless without a phone!" said the front secretary told
    him gratefully.

    "Belle, is Lunette in? I need to speak to her," Jennifer said.

    "Oh! Um... well, we're in a bit of a crisis at the moment..."

    "Yes, and so am I," Jennifer snapped testily. Getting the hint immediately, Belle
    put her ear to the shell.

    "Miss Graham, can you hear me? Oh, great! Yeah, I hear the ocean too, isn't it
    weird? Oh... uh... Jennifer's here and she said she needs to see Judge Vallid," Belle
    explained.

    "At once," Jennifer said firmly.

    "At once," Belle repeated. "Okay, go on in."

    "Thank you," Jennifer said.

    She passed by a few more panicked secretaries, who seemed to be in a scramble to
    get everything from paper to reference books. The last one was frantically putting
    stamps on letters to be sent out in the Owl Mail. Finally, Jennifer made it to
    Lunette's office. She was standing by her desk while a man in an orange polo shirt
    with the silhouette of a pumpkin on it was sitting in her desk chair and trying
    desperately to repair her device.

    "What to do you need, Jennifer?" Lunette asked distractedly, watching him work on
    it.

    "Privacy for a start," Jennifer snapped. Lunette blinked at her tone, but when she
    saw how dark Jennifer's expression was behind her spectacles, Lunette couldn't help
    but wonder.

    "Could you leave us alone for a moment, please? Feel free to take that with you,"
    she told the man. He nodded and picked up the singed computer, taking it out of the
    room. Lunette shut the doors and fastened them, gazing at her friend
    thoughtfully.

    "Jennifer? What have you done?" Lunette asked, a little wary of the answer.

    "Never mind what I've done!" Jennifer shouted so furiously that Lunette was very
    glad that the room was soundproofed. "Someone got a hold of some Polyjuice Potions of
    me and have been using my image on the Dark Wizard Web to do unspeakable things! I
    want you to find out who did this, preferably before Severus finds out about it!"
    Jennifer snapped.

    "Take your glasses off, Jennifer," Lunette ordered, and Jennifer put them away.
    "Now show me what happened." Jennifer gazed at her friend, her fiery expression
    unabating the entire time they began reading each other. Lunette grew more and more
    concerned until the point that she saw Jennifer's response to the situation. Lunette
    groaned and put her hand on her head. "Jennifer! Do you have any idea what you've
    just done?"

    "I already showed you what I did! I Erased all images and articles about me on
    those damned devices," Jennifer snapped.

    "Oh, you did a lot more than that," Lunette said with exasperation. "Jennifer,
    it's called a "net" and a "web" for a reason. All devices interconnect with each
    other and communicate with each other. That Erase spell is designed not only to get
    rid of the copy of something you cast the spell on, but every other copy that exists,
    regardless of where it is. That Erasure was so big and so sudden that you managed to
    cause a meltdown of the entire Wizardnet system," she explained. "And since many of
    our computers are actually hybrids with access to both magic and non-magic
    information, it caused a catastrophic failure of the non-magical portion of the
    internet as well!"

    Jennifer stared at her.

    "What?" Jennifer said, bewildered.

    "You really don't have any idea just how many Muggle computers are hooked up to
    the internet, do you?" Lunette asked.

    "A lot?" Jennifer guessed meekly.

    Lunette sighed and took her arm, leading her to the Doorlift. A moment later, she
    was walking Jennifer out of the building so that Jennifer could have a look at all of
    the cars stuck on the street. All of the advertisement boards were strangely blank,
    and taxi drivers and ride share drivers were standing next to their vehicles, not
    knowing where to go. The sidewalks were filled with excited people complaining about
    the electricity outage, talking about how they couldn't get their phones to work, and
    even asking each other if anyone had any cash, since credit card and ATM machines
    were down. Lunette gave Jennifer a moment to take it all in.

    "Oops," Jennifer said at last.

    "This is some 'oops'!" Lunette said curtly, then turned Jennifer around and nudged
    her back inside. "In all my years, I have never met anyone who makes a bigger mess to
    clean up after than you! Now, go back up to my office! I need to contact
    Aurelius."

    

    As far as Anna and Alex was concerned, it couldn't have come at a worse time. They
    had spent most of the weekend plugging in data from the Ministry into one of BELA's
    hybrid computers and had rolled it in to Draco's office to give him a demonstration
    of its capabilities.

    "So," Alex began, turning it on. "We've spent some time putting some public
    records and some basic laws and bylaws into the device -"

    "How much time?" Draco interrupted critically.

    "Oh... um... well, everyone was off duty," Alex explained quickly.

    "Alex, as Minister of Mysteries, you are always on duty. And Anna Black
    has no time. She barely keeps up on the weekends considering her extensive
    duties at the castle this year," Draco pointed out.

    "Well, we had other volunteers helping too... but the whole point is that if we
    put all our information in a database, we'll all have a lot more time in the long
    run," Alex explained. "We can look anything up we need with a few clicks... even when
    it's in a big old law volume. You don't need a staff of paralegals or counselors
    looking things up, you just have to put what you want in a search bar. It'll save the
    Justice and LE departments a lot of time and money."

    "I notice that Thomas isn't in here," Draco said evenly. When they didn't answer
    right away, Draco looked over at Percy Weasley, who was watching with his arms
    folded.

    "He told them that it was too much of a security risk and slammed the door in
    their face," Percy offered.

    "Yes, but that's only because he doesn't understand how it works!" Alex protested.
    "We can safeguard all of that. Sure, we'll have to hire someone to keep on it to
    prevent occasional breaches, but it can be done. And you'll save so much space since
    you won't need books or scrolls or parchment or paper or anything..."

    "I hope you don't expect our Owls to carry those bulky devices around," Percy
    said.

    "Alex, why don't you just give them a demonstration?" Anna suggested, seeing that
    Alex was only succeeding at digging herself into a hole.

    "Right, good idea!" Alex said, sitting down at the pumpkin Tome and began hitting
    some keys. "Okay, we're logged in! Now let's look something up!"

    "Fine. Look yourself up," Draco suggested.

    "No, we can't look me up, I'm not in public records. Mysteries protocol, you
    know?" Alex reminded him.

    "How convenient," Draco said dryly.

    "Go ahead and look me up," Anna suggested.

    "Right!" Alex said enthusiastically, and began plugging in the information.

    But just as Anna's file came up, the computer the screen began to twist around and
    the Tome began to smoke. Alex jumped up in surprise, getting out of the way as the
    Tome's screen went dark. A moment later, even more smoke poured out of the bottom,
    and they heard a few loud popping sounds as different internal parts failed, leaving
    nothing but a blackened frame and enough smoke that Percy had to cast an breeze charm
    to clear it. Suddenly Alex yelped and Anna panicked as their pockets began to smoke.
    The two of them tossed their phones onto the floor as they also began to heat up and
    blacken as well, leaving a pair of nasty burn marks on the carpet.

    "Well, that was nothing short of a waste of time," Draco said, glancing at Alex
    and Anna, who were still helplessly staring at their phones. "Now, let me make this
    perfectly clear. Effective immediately, no Wizardnet devices of any kind are allowed
    in the Ministry of Magic, except for the Muggle computer needed for BELA. And that
    includes Tomes, mobiles, and whatever the hell else those damned things are called.
    They won't be allowed in this building as long as I am Minister, and considering the
    early vote projections, I am not going anywhere anytime soon. Percy, write me up a
    declaration to that fact, with a note that if anyone wants to overrule it, they'll
    need to use the standard three-fourths majority of the Wizards Council... which will
    assuredly be enough to keep those damned things out of our society's cogs for a long,
    long time. This silly mock Muggle contraption experiment is over... and Percy, make
    sure to write that declaration on proper parchment with a proper quill like
    normal wizards do!"

    "Yes, Minister," Percy replied and went to his desk to pull out a sheet.

    Draco shoveled an enormous bundle of scrolls and ledgers into his Unremarkable
    Briefcase so he could get ready to go home for the day, while Anna and Alex to tried
    to cool down the remains of their devices so that they could collect them.

    Just then, Hope Willowby burst through the doors, panting after her mad dash
    across the corridors of the Ministry.

    "Auror Hope, don't you ever knock?" Draco snapped at her.

    "It's an emergency!" Hope explained quickly. "A whole bunch of wizard houses are
    on fire, including the Oracle's main office in Cardiff and the Longbottom
    Mansion! The shells are all going nuts with reports of Wizardnet devices smoking and
    melting and hybrids sparking, and if that wasn't enough, all the electric power has
    gone out in Britain along with everything else!"

    "Wait, that sounds like too much of a coincidence having our computers explode and
    outages in London at the same time. Does that mean someone on our side is responsible
    for this?" Anna asked with alarm. Draco and Percy were already running out the
    door.

    "Keep calm, Anna, it's February," Alex reassured her as they followed the out.
    "Six Nations Rugby is going on and England was playing Scotland this afternoon," she
    said, checking her watch. "So if anyone asks what happened to the Muggle's electric,
    just blame it on a TV pickup, caused by everyone making tea at the same time."

    "Oh, they won't buy that!" Anna exclaimed.

    "Why not? They've always bought it before," Alex replied as they hurried back to
    their offices.

    

    Jennifer sat comfortably in a plush chair in Lunette's office with a cup of
    chamomile tea, her expression somber as she watched Lunette pace the room worriedly.
    A few minutes later, Aurelius stepped in the room.

    "Sorry it took me so long," Aurelius said, giving his mother only a cursory glance
    before focusing on Lunette. "The entire planet has gone nuts all of the sudden, and I
    had to check in at Kingler's. The wizard security is holding, but all of their
    machines and power is offline at the moment, just the emergency battery lights are
    on. I hooked them up with a warming stove so they can hold up there until those
    Muggles get their power online."

    "I don't suppose they've heard anything about what's going on?" Lunette asked.

    "Yes, Sally had an emergency radio in the office, so they've been using that,"
    Aurelius said. "They're reporting that the power is down because of a computer
    failure and they'll need to take them offline or something but they're working on it.
    From the sounds of it on the radio, every device that communicated with the internet
    in some fashion is down worldwide."

    "Did you say worldwide?" Jennifer gawked.

    "Fortunately, it sounded like there are some emergency and military systems which
    are completely internal and aren't hooked up to the internet in case of a national
    disaster like this. The city is working on restoring basic services, but it might
    take a bit. It's a chaotic mess out there right now. Any idea what caused all of
    this?" Aurelius asked.

    Lunette simply glanced at Jennifer, who would have hid if she thought it would
    have done any good. Aurelius groaned loudly.

    "I plead the fifth," Jennifer said glumly.

    "Yes, seal that secret, Aurelius, since obviously we can't let this get out. But
    there's another matter I need you to know about concerning another case of ours
    that's affected by all of this," Lunette said, leading him into a side office. "Have
    another cup of tea, Jennifer."

    "Wait until Severus hears about this. I am never, ever, ever going to
    live this one down," Jennifer said, kneading her head.

    "No, you most certainly won't," Lunette agreed before closing the door. But it
    wasn't very long before the door opened again and Aurelius came out with a dark,
    determined expression on his face, storming towards the door.

    "Aurelius?" Jennifer called out with concern after seeing his expression.

    "It'll be all right, Mum, don't worry," Aurelius said simply, and strode towards
    the Portkey Station.

    "Come on, Jennifer. Let's head to the Book Club to wait this out," Lunette
    suggested. Jennifer somberly got up and allowed herself to be led out.

    

    It didn't take long for Aurelius to track Harry down at the
    Oracle... or at least, what little was left of it. It also didn't take long
    after Aurelius whispered in Harry's ear that the two of them Apparated in front of
    the old Malfoy mansion.

    Amadeus Longbottom was sitting on a bench on the front lawn with soot on his face
    and clothes, a blanket over his shoulders, and sipping an aeration potion. Closer to
    the mansion, St. Mungo's Fire and Emergency team were carefully searching the
    property to make certain there weren't any hot spots left. A pair of dragon growls
    let Amadeus know that he was not alone, but before he could even hope to make an
    escape, the captain of the emergency team had walked up to him.

    "You're in luck, Mr. Longbottom," the Fire-Emergency Wizard informed him. "We got
    here soon enough that the majority of damage was kept only to one room, with minor
    damage to surrounding rooms. The room where that explosion happened is a total loss,
    I'm afraid."

    "Let me guess. It was in a room filled with Wizardnet devices," Aurelius said
    darkly as he and Harry walked up. Amadeus' expression changed, wondering what they
    were doing there.

    "If you think I had anything to do with what's happening out there, you've come to
    the wrong place. I didn't have anything to do with anything this time," Amadeus said
    firmly.

    "Was there any sort of camera or streaming devices found in the wreckage, Mr.
    Ire?" Harry asked.

    "No, Auror Potter, but there were a few Wizardnet computers because we found
    melted frames in the burn area. Is this a criminal investigation of some sort?" the
    fire captain asked.

    "It had better not be! If it is, I want my counselor present... and for him to go
    away," Amadeus added for good measure, pointing at Aurelius.

    "No, it's all right, Mr. Ire, we already know that Amadeus isn't responsible for
    the fires or the explosions," Harry assured him.

    "I'll go let my team know we can head out, then. But you, Mr. Longbottom, should
    go get checked over at St. Mungo's," the captain told him.

    "We'll make sure he gets there," Aurelius said. The captain nodded, walking away.
    "But first we want to know something, Amadeus... like how those Polyjuice Potions of
    my mother ended up getting distributed and how they ended up going to an illegal
    streaming site on the Dark Wizard Web." Amadeus stared at him in surprise, blushing
    bright red.

    "I don't know how they got hold of them! I had nothing to do with that!" Amadeus
    snapped.

    "No, but I have no doubt you downloaded those videos, especially if that explosion
    is any indication," Aurelius growled.

    "And so did thousands of other wizards on that streaming site, whether they did
    and didn't recognize who that witch was pretending to be. Why aren't you
    investigating all of them too? I don't deny that I knew about it, but I don't see
    that I had any obligation to report it any more than anyone else. I never even tipped
    that account or contributed to it in anyway other than watching the free streams,
    which I'm sure can be easily proven if you can get access to whoever is behind this
    and dig into their streaming accounts. But go ahead and start chasing every wizard
    who's gotten off thanks to those videos! It'll keep you so busy that you won't have
    time to go after any real criminals," Amadeus taunted him.

    Harry knew he wasn't going to be able to stop Aurelius from stepping up and
    hitting Amadeus in the jaw, the punch landing hard enough to flip the bench. Perhaps
    he could say he just wasn't fast enough to stop it, Harry mused, reluctantly stepping
    in and gently pulling Aurelius back.

    "Stop. Wait. You really shouldn't do that," Harry said with no energy in his words
    whatsoever, ignoring the fact that Amadeus had pulled out his wand and scrambled to
    his feet to defend himself. "I need you to back off of him, Aurelius, it's against
    regulations or some such rot. Just pretend I said what I'm supposed to say," Harry
    added for good measure.

    "I could press charges for that!" Amadeus howled.

    "Go ahead, I dare you! I can't wait to tell the court why I did it, and you count
    on me insisting that my father is in the room to hear it!" Aurelius snapped fiercely.
    Amadeus stared at him with open fear in his eyes. "Now, get the hell out of my sight
    before I finish the job myself!"

    "Fine, but this is far from over," Amadeus snapped.

    "You can count on that," Aurelius said venomously back. Amadeus walked back over
    towards his house to inspect the damage.

    "I take it that he didn't have anything to do with it, other than not telling us
    about it," Harry said evenly.

    "No," Aurelius said, still seething at what he had read off of him. "Amadeus has
    been speculating that perhaps Nelson made a really large batch of suspended Polyjuice
    potions of her and sold a portion to the black market, but he never found any potions
    himself by searching with her name. They'd probably have been easier for Nelson to
    sell if nobody knew the source, since some might be scared to purchase anything with
    the name Snape or Craw on it, There's no telling whether or not the slime who bought
    them even knew who it was they were exploiting," Aurelius said, still fuming.

    "No, but there is definitely a pattern here," Harry said, getting Aurelius'
    attention. "The Oracle's main office was completely totaled by the time you
    caught up to me, and there have only been a handful of reports of entire rooms
    catching on fire or exploding like this one. Most people simply experienced their
    Wizardnet devices and mobile phones smoking and then becoming unusable. I bet the
    severity of the damage is directly dependent on whether or not they had downloaded
    anything about your mother onto their devices. The Oracle blew up because of
    how much old photos and news articles they were circulating on their Wizardnet media
    site, and I bet all of those who had rooms catch on fire either have either
    downloaded files from the Oracle or the Dark Wizard Web," Harry said. "Let's
    question other wizards whose houses caught on fire to see if my hunch is right. If
    so, we may be able to pinpoint where that streaming studio was by finding another
    building that went up like the Oracle did at about the same time."

    "Fine, but while we're gathering evidence, let's fill Lunette in about your hunch
    so she can go ahead and start looking. The sooner we shut those people down and
    confiscate the rest of those potions, the better."

    "Agreed," Harry said, and the two of them walked out to the front gate and
    Disapperated.

    

    Back at Whitebridge, Asher Smith's room was a total loss. After the sprinklers
    kicked in, Frank's rooms weren't much better. Asher, Frank, and Ray then hurried over
    to the Wizardnet Lab, and while it hadn't caught on fire like their rooms had, the
    amount of smoke coming out of the Wizardnet devices and the hybrid computer had
    caused the sprinklers to go off. Even so, it was quite evident that the devices had
    already been completely destroyed before the treated water added insult to
    injury.

    "It would appear that I might be out of a job," Frank said, breaking the silence
    that had fallen when the three wizards surveyed the damage.

    "Remind me never to get on her bad side," Asher said somberly.

    "I don't think she really meant to do this, you know. I think she was just trying
    to get those videos off the Wizardnet. There's no way she could have known this would
    happen," Ray said.

    "Of course she couldn't have," Frank agreed, but then sighed. "You know, a lot of
    these devices were working when it happened, and if they were broadcasting... I'm not
    sure this was contained to just the school."

    "If she managed to Erase all of the images on the net like she said she did, you
    can be certain it wasn't contained to here," Ray agreed. "And if the state of that
    hybrid computer is any indication, it may have affected some Muggle systems too." The
    three of them grew quiet again for a moment, wandering around the room and looking at
    the damage.

    "Well," Frank said at last, looking up seriously at them. "I don't know what the
    two of you want to do, but I'm certainly not going to tell anyone what happened."

    "Nope, they're not going to get a statement from me either," Ray agreed.

    "I wouldn't do that to her either," Asher said solemnly. "I really don't blame her
    for being upset about it."

    "Well, if there aren't any rooms left available in the dorms, you guys can bunk up
    with me for now," Ray offered. They both thanked him softly, trying not to think of
    all the items they were going to have to replace.

    "I suppose I'll have to get all of my classes to build more Wizardnet devices from
    those kits," Frank said, using his wand to increase the size of the trash bin so that
    he could start cleaning up. "Of course, if I'm right, there won't be anything to
    connect to, except with each other, I suppose."

    "Do you really think it's that widespread?" Ray asked with a frown.

    "I do. But we can put a kit together real quick to check," Frank suggested. He
    pulled a box off the shelf and put it on his desk, and he and Ray got to work on
    it.

    "To think of all the time we've spent on the Wizardnet and it's all gone, just
    like that," Asher said with a sigh. "And considering Jennifer had a dossier, I bet
    that site is gone too. All of the work I put in over the last two years is gone. At
    least I put all of my Wizcoins in cold storage."

    "Like that even matters now," Ray said, rolling his eyes in exasperation.

    "Don't worry, Asher. I know that it's probably all gone," Frank began. He turned
    on the device, completely unsurprised when it wasn't getting a response from the
    Wiggle search engine. "But these kits are easy to make, and I'm sure there are tons
    of factory set pumpkins and Silverbooks that weren't affected, even if all of the
    mainframes were fried. We can build it again... starting from scratch, just as we did
    when these devices were first invented. We can make it better than it was before. We
    can learn from past mistakes and avoid the pitfalls. Think of it like... getting a
    fresh start. Maybe I'll invent my own operating system this time, instead of relying
    on everyone else's," Frank suggested.

    "What, so you can try to make it Erase-proof?" Ray conjectured dryly.

    "I have no intention of even trying, really." Frank admitted. "Maybe if our
    society was a little bit more wary that something like this can happen, perhaps
    they'll be more cautious about how much of their life they store in these damned
    devices. Technology should be used to free up time for more important things, not to
    rob us of it. Perhaps people will remember to go out into the gardens to smell the
    flowers instead of holing themselves up in a dusty room with a device in front of
    them all day."

    "I didn't know you were that much of an optimist, Frank," Ray said critically.
    "It's a pipe dream, you know. Society may start out agreeing with what you're saying,
    but only until the Wizardnet is working properly again. The moment everything is up
    and running, they'll all fall into the same old habits and we'll be surround by pale,
    red-eyed computer nerds that are either too stout from sitting or too thin from
    muscle loss, and everything will return just the way it was."

    "I'm afraid that Ray is probably right, although I rather wish you were right
    instead, Frank," Asher admitted, propping his head up. "I'd like to think that
    everyone could learn something from this."

    "Says the wizard who'll probably be wasting no time trying to get all those
    dossiers back up on the Wizardnet as quickly as possible," Ray retorted.

    "No, I don't think I shall," Asher admitted. "Just the thought of trying to
    duplicate all of that tires me out. And to be perfectly honest, I don't even remember
    them all. In fact, the only dossier out of the hundreds that I've done that I can
    recall at all is Jennifer's. I don't think I even remember what most of their names
    are without looking at my personal database, which went up with the rest of my room,"
    Asher admitted. He lifted up his head and gazed at Frank. "You know, though, I'm very
    concerned about the local hospital now that the potions database is gone. A lot of
    our doctors have gotten really dependent on it over the years when writing out
    prescriptions, and I don't think they've printed a physical Potion Pharmacology
    magazine or volume in this country in ten years."

    "They still print them in Europe," Ray pointed out.

    "True, but it'll all need to be converted to our units of measure and
    terminology," Asher said, getting up. "Perhaps I had better get on it. I'm going to
    need to send Owl Mail out to some of my colleagues and see how many of them are
    thinking the same thing." The other two wished him good luck as he grabbed his coat
    and went outside.

    "You know, Ray, with those devices down, there are a lot of students that won't be
    able to turn in assignments this week who had them stored on the Wizardnet," Frank
    said. "I wonder how many classes were letting students turn homework in that
    way?"

    "Most of them, more than likely, or they had half of them on paper and half on the
    Wizardnet," Ray replied. "I guess we're all back to pen and paper now."

    Frank sat up suddenly.

    "Wait, that's not good. That means most of the schools out there are going to need
    writing supplies. Without access to Charmbasket, and with S&S being the only
    wizard office supplies store in the city..."

    "There's going to be a run on supplies," Ray concluded. "Well, don't just sit
    there! Let's get moving before anyone else realizes the same thing!"

    "The only question is, how in the hell are we going to pay for it? Do you have
    cash?" Frank asked.

    "I got a hundred for emergencies," Ray replied. "You?"

    "I used a phone wallet," Frank said reluctantly. They both cringed.

    "Come on. It won't go far, but at least it's something," Ray said, turning just as
    there was a soft growl and Wind Elk appeared in the doorway, gazing at them with
    concern.

    "Frank? Raymond? Are the two of you alright?" Wind asked. "I heard Asher's room
    and your room were destroyed, Frank... and so is this lab, apparently," he added,
    frowning at the damage.

    "Yes, but that's not important right now. We need to get to S&S for writing
    supplies for the students before there's a run on them," Frank said.

    "Good idea. You can put them on the school's account," Wind told them.

    "How? All of the computers are down," Ray informed Wind.

    "That's alright, Raymond. They still keep their accounts on paper ledgers there,
    if you'll recall," Wind assured him.

    "I... hadn't been in there in years," Ray admitted sheepishly.

    "Never mind that, let's go before they get swarmed," Frank insisted.

    "Can you tell me where Jennifer and Asher are first?" Wind asked.

    "Jennifer went to see her lawyer, and Asher went to see if he could put together
    an emergency Potion Pharmocology guide for the hospital to make up for the net being
    down," Frank explained quickly.

    "I see. Good luck, I'll go let Brenda know that you're both all right and let her
    know about your mission."

    "Tell her not to worry. One way or another, we're going to do what we can to make
    sure the school can get through this," Frank said, and the two of them hurried
    out.

    Feeling a lot more confident about the situation than he had a moment ago, Wind
    stepped back out with a thin smile, realizing for the first time just how much those
    three had matured that year. There could be little doubt as to why. But why had
    Jennifer left to see her lawyer? It was not like her to leave the school in a time of
    distress. Perhaps she had left the school before the disaster started? At least, he
    mused, he hoped that was the answer.
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    Fifty-Six

    Jennifer Craw, Problem Solver

    After spending the night at Lunette's, Jennifer got up at dawn so that she could
    get back to her classroom to feed Radiance. Most of the school was still asleep, but
    lights were on in the Commissary as the cafeteria cooks got to work on breakfast, and
    there were an enormous number of S&S boxes lined up on the porch of the Assembly
    Building as if delivered overnight. Jennifer opened up the classroom and immediately
    heard Radiance's complaints.

    "I am so sorry, Radiance, I really didn't expect to be gone that long," she
    apologized to her familiar, giving her treats even before her breakfast and changing
    her water. "You may go out when you're done. It's a bit brisk outside, but it's a
    great deal warmer than it was a week ago, so I think you'll find it a lot more
    pleasant." There were a few harsh sounds from the Rogue's violin. "Yes, I know. You
    did tell him where I was, I hope?" she asked, and the Rogue signed a reply. "Of
    course he can mirror me, just give me a moment," Jennifer said, taking off her cloak
    and pushing her spectacles up on her nose before sitting down at her desk. She picked
    up the large silver mirror on the table just as it began to chime.

    "Good morning, Severus!" she said when he came into view. "Sorry I didn't write a
    note last night. I stayed with Lunette and we went to the order for a bit."

    "I've been hearing from different sources that both the Muggle internet and the
    Wizardnet went down yesterday and it brought things to a standstill, including in New
    York," Severus replied, immediately noting that her spectacles were all the way
    up.

    "Yes, it was very bizarre, actually. I had no idea just how much of that city was
    tied to their silly internet in some way! It completely shocked me," Jennifer said
    sincerely. "But I stayed in wizard areas the whole time, Severus, no need to worry. I
    am a little afraid of what impact it's going to have on the school, but I haven't had
    a chance to talk to anyone yet. I just got back a few minutes ago and came in the
    classroom to feed Radiance since she was left on her own. Did it affect anything
    there?" she asked anxiously.

    "In the castle, no, but apparently the computers on the Popcorn Farm aren't
    repairable, and I heard from Danyelle that the Hogsmeade Bank had to remain closed
    today since their computer systems weren't working either. Other than that, it really
    hasn't affected us much here or in Hogsmeade at all, although I hear that the
    situation in other parts of the country have been quite dramatic," Severus informed
    her. "In fact, you'll be interested to know that the Oracle must have had a
    great deal of those dratted devices and the building actually burned to the ground.
    Everyone employed there seems to have gotten out alright, minus a few burns, but
    they're stuck at their London distribution office now. I'm certain Ron in particular
    is thrilled about that, since that means they're going to be setting up just an alley
    away from the Daily Prophet. But the Oracle is far from the only
    building that was affected by this; there have been random fires all over the
    country, situated around those devices."

    "Wait, what about our house and Alex's house and Dad's and Anna's?" Jennifer
    asked, suddenly alarmed.

    "No one in the family was affected by any of the fires, Jennifer, if they had
    been, I would told you straight away," Severus said. Jennifer's shoulders went down
    in relief. "I heard Longbottom's mansion might have gotten a bit singed, though. Is
    it entirely wrong that I am rather amused by the whole situation?" Jennifer sighed
    with exasperation at that. "I hear that there's going to be an emergency council
    meeting and they're going to propose a law that will permanently separate any new
    Wizardnet devices from the Muggle internet for good; I suspect it'll go through
    without too much resistance. There has been some speculation that whatever happened
    started with one of our computers and spread into theirs, and since the Muggles seem
    to be so overdependent on them, everyone has decided that it'd be safer for both of
    our societies to keep them separate."

    "Personally, I think it'd be safer if neither society became quite so dependent on
    them again," Jennifer said irritably.

    "Yes, well, you'll hear no arguments from me, will you? Anyway, if you run into
    any problems or need anything at all because of the interruptions, let me know,"
    Severus said.

    "Alright, Severus. I'll write you a letter as soon as I have a better idea of what
    the situation is here," Jennifer promised.

    "Keep me apprised of how things are in New York as well, in case we have to make
    other plans for family day this weekend," Severus added.

    "I will," Jennifer said with a smile. "Have a good day."

    "Have a good breakfast," Severus replied, breaking contact.

    Deciding that last comment probably meant he had left something in her cloak,
    Jennifer was a little less intimidated about going to the Commissary that morning.
    But when she arrived, she was completely taken aback, because her table had doubled
    in size. Not only that, but as she got her coffee, she was quite astounded to see
    that Frank, Ray, and Asher were sitting there as well as Gretchen, Kay, and Lavender,
    leaving a seat open for Jennifer between Asher and Lavender. Jennifer walked over,
    still staring at them in disbelief.

    "What in the world are you three doing over here?" Jennifer exclaimed.

    "I was bored," Asher replied.

    "I think she meant the real reason," Frank ventured from beside Gretchen.

    "That was the real reason," Kay said on the other side of him.

    "Jennifer, Asher is trying to help the local Wizard hospital update their Wizard
    Pharmocology books to current standards, since they've been using the Wizardnet in
    recent years," Lav explained. "Some of the other professors at the Healer's school
    are helping, but we need all of the alchemist input that we can get."

    "Absolutely! Count me in," Jennifer said immediately, spreading her cloak out on
    the table next to them.

    "Jennifer, I was wondering if I could borrow some Wizardnet kits from your supply
    cabinet, so that my class can make temporary replacements," Frank requested. But it
    was immediately obvious from her disgusted expression that Jennifer didn't
    particularly care for that request.

    "You know, Frank, I have a better idea," she said at last. She paused long enough
    to bring out a tray of scones, plucking the note off the top before putting the tray
    on their table. "Why don't I give you some radio kits instead? Right now, the wizard
    branch of the government is using the Wizard Wireless to communicate by providing
    news and updates. We can make enough to supply the school and send the students home
    with one for their families so that everyone is in the loop. After that, we can show
    them how to make contact mirrors and enchant shells and Dictation Quills, and
    anything else you miss about those silly contraptions."

    "I may as well be teaching Items myself at that point," Frank grumbled.

    "What a splendid idea!" Jennifer said brightly, grabbing a scone. "Let's combine
    our classes!"

    "But they'd all be at different levels as far as their Items courses are
    concerned," Frank pointed out.

    "That isn't going to matter," Jennifer assured him. "When I was at Hogwarts, I
    taught all of my Items students in the very same classroom, from those beginning
    woods all the way up though metals and crystal. I even had Severus sit in my class
    one year," she added with amusement. "If we section them off into smaller groups
    based on skill level or project, it won't be as bad as you think. And considering
    that Wind let the three of us teach classes together for the Industry Fair, I very
    seriously doubt he'll have any objections, especially considering the fact that we're
    under very unusual circumstances."

    "Personally, I'm glad the Wizardnet is down. Maybe everyone will focus on real
    things for a change," Kay said with a sideways glance at Ray.

    "I definitely don't mind," Lav said with a mischievous smile. "It means there's no
    way in hell those students can take those POW tests this year." Everyone at the table
    laughed at that.

    In fact, the laughter was so loud that Wind Elk paused from where he had been
    walking through the nearby hallway and peered in, more than a little surprised to see
    the seven of them sitting together with a plate of crumbs between them. He walked
    over curiously and they greeted him warmly.

    "Why, what is this? An informal staff meeting?" Wind asked.

    "In a way, yes. We've been discussing how to tackle the challenges at hand,"
    Jennifer replied, the others nodding in agreement. "Wind, is it alright if Frank and
    I teach our classes together? With the Wizardnet down, I thought it might be best to
    team up and teach the students how to make items that will help the school and the
    community in our current situation."

    "Yes, of course. You may start immediately, but the moment you two have a chance,
    run a class proposal by Brenda's and my offices," Wind replied.

    "I'm also going to help Asher and Lav with that potion update for the hospital
    after classes get out today," Jennifer added.

    "I'm sure they'd be appreciative of your help, Jennifer, but make certain you're
    not leaving yourself too thin," Wind warned.

    "Don't worry about that, Wind. I know what I can handle, and I plan to do
    everything in my power to make things right," Jennifer assured him.

    "What she means is that everyone wants to do everything we can to pitch in," Ray
    corrected quickly.

    "Yeah, so if there's anything you need help with or you're worried about, just let
    us know, because we're here to problem solve!" Kay said enthusiastically.

    "That is right. We're prepared to adapt to the circumstances," Gretchen
    agreed.

    "And teach the students how to adapt in the process!" Lav added
    enthusiastically.

    "That's what the faculty's for, after all, to support the school, the students,
    and the Dean and Assistant Dean," Jennifer concluded. "So if you have a problem to
    solve, we'll be happy to put our heads together for you."

    "Ah. Well, there is one thing that has been worrying me," Wind admitted. "The loss
    of the internet as well as the Wizardnet is causing a supply problem because of a
    breakdown in communication at every level, from producers to distributors to
    shipping. I am more than a bit concerned about what is going to happen when the
    Commissary begins to run low. We've already been warned via Owl Mail by our
    distributor that this is going to cause major setbacks until communication is
    restored and contracts can be reissued in paper form. So if you can come up with any
    ideas on how to solve keeping the students fed until that's fixed, I'd love to hear
    them."

    "Why, there's a very obvious solution to that problem, Wind!" Jennifer said with a
    smile. "Willa Schmidt, of course!"

    "Yes, that is a good idea. Their school runs that agricultural problem. They may
    have a lot of things in cold storage and I bet they are having trouble selling right
    now," Gretchen agreed.

    "Not only that, but I think it's highly likely they may run out of something we
    stocked up on, so maybe we have something to trade," Frank suggested. "After all, we
    did clear out S&S of their paper supply. I'm not sure how much access Dean
    Schmidt or Dean Martinez had to supplies when the Wizardnet went down."

    "Yes, you have a point. I should contact them so we can discuss our particular
    situations," Wind agreed, nodding in approval. "Frank, Asher, I have hired some
    contractors to fix the damage to your rooms and to Carnation and Ivy levels. I will
    let you know when the repairs are finished and it is safe for you to return to your
    rooms."

    "Thank you, Wind. Ray is putting us up in his room for now," Frank said. Ray
    nodded at that.

    "I am proud to see how many of you have come to support each other in times of
    need," Wind said with a smile. "Have a good morning."

    "Good morning, Wind!" Jennifer said warmly back, the others following suit as they
    began to clean up the table.

    Wind walked out into the hallway, stepping around boxes of pencils and paper that
    a pair of student aids were going through, making stacks of both for every morning
    class.

    "Thank you for your hard work this morning," Wind told them on the way to Brenda's
    office.

    "It's nice to have something to do for a change, actually," Neil said.

    Wind chuckled softly at that before stepping into Brenda's office. He had been
    about to knock softly on the door, but when he saw her staring at the charred frame
    of her hybrid computer, he shook his head with a smile.

    "Is it really as bad as all of that, Brenda?" Wind asked.

    "All of my work was on there. Schedules. Grades. Everything," Brenda said with a
    sigh. "How am I going to get anything done? I don't even know where to start! What am
    I even supposed to do today? I can't even check Wiggle Calendar to find out!"

    "I can help you, Brenda," Wind reassured her.

    "Oh, you can?" Brenda said skeptically. "How, exactly do you plan to do that?"

    "Well, first let's do some spring cleaning," Wind suggested and walked to her
    desk, picking up what was left of her computer. Completely ignoring her protests,
    Wind carried it outside and tossed it in the non-burnable recycling bin, then came
    back into her office. "There! Look at all of the extra space you have now! There will
    be even more when we get rid of the printer and the fax machine, I imagine. Shall I
    help you carry those out as well? Oh, but save the paper," Wind reminded her.

    "What do you mean get rid of them? I'll need both of those when we get a new
    computer for in here," Brenda said. But Wind simply smiled and shook his head. Brenda
    stared at him unsurely. "You don't want to put a new computer in here? But I don't
    know how do to this job without a computer!"

    "Yes, I can clearly see that now," Wind replied sincerely. "And that is the very
    reason why it's so important that we get rid of it. Students should be more than a
    name, a number, a file, and a grade. And I have decided that it is high time that we
    joined Jennifer's little insurrection," he explained, picking up the fax machine and
    carrying it out next. Cussing silently to herself, Brenda pulled the paper out of the
    printer, setting it aside before minimizing the printer with her wand and carrying it
    out.

    "This is absolutely crazy, you know that right?" Brenda told him when she came up
    beside him with the printer. Wind helped her heave it inside.

    "Perhaps," Wind replied. "But how did it feel just now to toss that bulky
    monstrosity in there?"

    "Pretty damn good, actually," Brenda admitted. "Like going to a bra burning, only
    better."

    "I wouldn't know about that," Wind replied as the two of them walked back towards
    the building.

    "Flag burning?" Brenda suggested.

    "Ah, yes, that I understand," Wind agreed, and they stepped back into her office
    to see what else they could toss out.

    

    Wind and Brenda spent a great deal of their morning checking on each teacher and
    classroom in turn, and it wasn't long before they began to see a pattern. All of the
    teachers that had abandoned the testing schedule had managed to adapt their classes
    without too much trouble. But those who had been following the test schedule seemed
    to be more than a little flummoxed, giving their students study time instead of
    teaching class as if holding out hope that their devices would magically become
    restored as fast as they had been destroyed.

    The first crisis that morning was Cindy Mason, the middle school math teacher, who
    was sitting at her desk and sobbing next to her p-Jack computer. Wind and Brenda
    glanced at each other and Brenda rolled up her sleeves, minimizing the skeletal
    remains of the device to make it easier to carry and taking it out of the room with
    Cindy Mason following behind, pleading. He then checked on the other math class, but
    Mrs. Starr, Mason cousin or not, had long converted to Jennifer's camp. While the
    classroom was empty, he saw instructions on the whiteboard for her classes to make a
    3D map of the property in a scale of their choosing, including recording the height
    of each tree as well as each building.

    Smiling at that, Wind went back into the middle school room and put the same
    assignment on their board, but had them make a 2D map instead. After answering a
    question or two about the assignment, he sent the class on their way to work on
    it.

    The most surprising trauma of the day came from the art instructor. Tina Mason had
    specialized in 3d design, and all of her students were very deep into their projects
    when the devices were fried. She went straight up to Wind and demanded to have
    Wizardnet kits for each of her students to continue the class, despite the fact that
    the students seemed quite content to sit and doodle in the notebooks with the pens
    they'd been handed earlier in the day. Tina had been so upset that Wind quickly
    released all of the students to the garden, asking them to pick a spot and to create
    a landscape using the art pencil sets and sketchbooks that were in the cardboard
    boxes next to the classroom door. Then, after Wind informed her candidly that she
    needed to teach them other art mediums for the rest of the semester, Tina left in a
    huff, turning it a short and curt resignation with Brenda on her way out to the
    Gatehouse.

    Wind didn't have to ponder the problem of her resignation for very long. He only
    had to remember the painting in Jennifer's classroom to know where to go.

    Just before her class let out, Wind peeked into the Items classroom with a smile.
    The class was loud and noisy and had way too many students in it; Taffy tables made
    up part of the working surfaces as Jennifer and Frank helped their class put together
    multiple Wizard Wireless kits. It was quite obvious that both the students and
    instructors were having a good time no matter how chaotic it was, and as they began
    to clean up, they each had a radio to either take home or send home to their families
    while the rest were piled up on a table of a room.

    "Here, Daniel, take this one to Brenda. I'm sure she could probably use one,"
    Jennifer said, handing one of her students the wireless as they began filing out the
    door. "Oh, good morning, Wind! Is everything all right? Do you need an emergency
    radio as well?" she asked.

    "Yes, thank you. I see you have things well in hand here. Or is the classroom too
    small?" Wind asked.

    "It is, but we can manage," Jennifer replied. "Is there anything you need us to
    make up for the school other than Wireless kits? We're also planning to make Shells,
    Dictation Quills, and maybe even Contact Mirrors for some of the staff, but anything
    else you want to add to that, we'll do," Jennifer replied.

    "Well, we are still trying to assess it all, so I'll ask Brenda to make you a
    list," Wind replied. "I came to ask you about something else. I believe you once
    mentioned that one of your daughters is an artist, correct?"

    "Oh, yes, why? Would you like a painting done?" Jennifer asked brightly.

    "Actually, I was wondering if she might be able to recommend a temporary art
    teacher, since ours just resigned rather abruptly this morning," Wind explained. "I
    thought she might have connections to some artists over here and may have some ideas
    on who to ask."

    "I should have guessed that would happen," Frank said with a sigh, turning to
    Jennifer. "Tina Mason is a renowned digital artist... computer art," he explained to
    Jennifer. "She was probably pretty broken up about losing the devices."

    "Say no more! Expect a teacher in that classroom in ten minutes," Jennifer said.
    "Severus? Go take care of that," she told the Rogue Painting, and he walked out of
    the frame. "Anything else, Wind?"

    "I don't suppose you could join me for lunch today? I am meeting Willa and David,
    and I think it would be beneficial for all concerned if you attended as well," Wind
    suggested.

    "Of course!" Jennifer said with a smile.

    "Then please meet me at my office after your last class before lunch. We'll be
    going to a small wizard restaurant that Willa knows about," Wind explained. The three
    of them heard a violin. The Rogue Painting had come back, and was signing about
    whether or not art supplies would be needed. "We acquired art pencils and sketchbooks
    for them, Rogue, but they have been mostly working on the Wizardnet this year." The
    Rogue rolled his eyes at that and then nodded, asking another question.

    "Room 107, and no, there aren't any paintings in there," Wind replied. "Most of
    the paintings in the school consist of landscapes along the hallways."

    "Just tell Alicia to come this way, Severus... and ask her to bring some secretary
    paintings if she has any hanging around," Jennifer said. Giving Jennifer a
    disapproving look for the pun, the Rogue walked out of the painting again.

    "Thank you, Jennifer," Wind said, stepping out into the gardens.

    But he didn't get far before he sensed something strange and he went over to the
    Healer's School. He walked through the halls, more than a little surprised when the
    classrooms were empty. Finally he saw one of the professors carrying a box out.

    "Gabe?" Wind called out.

    "Oh, good morning, Wind!" Gabriel said with a smile. "You just caught me on the
    way out."

    "Yes, where is your class today?" Wind asked curiously.

    "St. Joan's. I just came back for a few things," Gabriel explained. "As I'm sure
    you're aware, most of the students here use digital copies of their text books to
    save money, so most of them came in today with no homework and no way to get it done.
    Doctor Smith said he was going to take his students to the hospital to help out since
    they were having problems with the computers being down, and the rest of us decided
    to do the same thing. They've even set up a second lobby down there for students,
    actually, so other Healer clinics and Wizard hospitals can request some intern help.
    I promise I'll give you the full update this evening when we're more organized and
    have a better plan in place. Dinner in the Commissary?"

    "Yes, I can do that," Wind agreed.

    "See you when we get back," Gabe said, carrying the supplies outside and
    disappearing into the garden.

    "So it's spread even here," Wind murmured to himself.

    Smiling softly, he walked back towards the Assembly, peeking in the door of the
    busy Alchemist Lab to see that they were working on charmed ink, with a long line of
    inkwells lined up to be filled after they were done. When he strode through the
    Assembly Building on his way to his office, he saw that the next period's art class
    was busy learning how to stretch canvas from a fair-haired witch who reminded Wind of
    Jennifer's mother. Seeing at once that the class was in good hands, Wind continued to
    his office to pull together some notes and a supply list.

    Jennifer threw her cloak on over her overalls and hurried to meet Wind, letting
    Frank finish getting the rest of her class out the doors. Stopping long enough to say
    hello to Alicia and introduce her Brenda, Jennifer then went to meet Wind in front of
    his office. In no time they were off, finding themselves in front of a very
    out-of-the-way diner just off the turnpike. It had a lovely country feel to it,
    especially since it was surrounded by a garden patch currently covered over with
    plastic, possibly with planted seedlings for the coming spring.

    "I bet it's lovely here in the summer," Jennifer said with a smile. "And look at
    all of the tree covered hills around here!"

    "It is the first time I have been here myself," Wind said, glancing at the name.
    "But I am quite sure we have the right place."

    "'Pleasant Valley Pumpkin Patch Cafe,'" Jennifer read out loud. Wind opened the
    door and the two went in, immediately spotting Willa, who waved at them from a booth
    near the window. David stood as they came over, and they took their seats.

    "We are so glad to see you, Wind! Jennifer, it is good to see you as well. It has
    been a long twenty-four hours," David said. "How bad are things at Whitebridge?"

    "We are in good shape at the moment, but I am concerned about long term supply
    challenges," Wind explained. "What is your situation?"

    "My school was closed today," David replied. "We have electric heat and lighting
    in our school, and the power came on just minutes before I came here to meet
    you."

    "Our power is not on yet, and the administration office and Wizardnet rooms were
    damaged from sprinklers," Willa reported. "But we had trouble getting in touch with
    all the staff to let them know we were closed, so some of them still showed up today
    and helped us clean."

    "What do you need to get your schools up and running again?" Jennifer asked,
    getting out a notepad and her Never-dry Quill.

    "Do you have any spare Wizardnet computer kits?" David asked.

    "No, not those. I mean like wizard lighting, heating stoves, paper, quills, books,
    and such," Jennifer explained.

    "Yes, all of that as well," David said. "But what are you doing about the testing
    schedule?"

    "We haven't been following the testing schedule at all this year," Wind
    explained.

    "Yes, don't you remember that from the school board meeting?" Willa said. "First
    they had that breach, and then they had the computers down for security upgrades. And
    now this!" Willa suddenly looked thoughtful. "You know, if I was the board, I would
    be very suspicious of the timing."

    "Let's set aside what the board thinks, Willa, we are in a crisis situation, after
    all," Wind reminded her. "Our priority right now is to see to the needs of our
    students and to make sure they are being properly trained in magic regardless if they
    meet testing standards or not. We are in a good position at Whitebridge to help, and
    our current concern is making certain that food our supply isn't too harshly
    disrupted. Our regular distributor is expecting long-term setbacks due to the
    outage."

    "I can help with that, of course. As you know, we have a very robust agricultural
    program at Allegeny W.V.S.," Willa said. "Of course, being February, it is reduced to
    cold storage vegetables and dried goods, so it's hardly any substitute for a full
    supplier."

    "Any help at all would be appreciated," Wind said. "We should try to establish
    what each other's greatest needs are to see how we can help one another through
    this."

    "Do you know what we really need at this table?" Jennifer said out of the blue.
    "We need someone who hasn't had a supply disruption because of this
    Wizardnet-Internet outage."

    "Good luck with that. The entire country is having a supply disruption," David
    said with a sigh. But Jennifer ignored him, taking out her mirror.

    "Get me Severus," Jennifer said, earning all three of the Deans immediate
    attention. "Severus, I could use your help with something on an administrative
    professional level." She paused. "Well, right now would be preferable, actually. I'm
    getting ready to have lunch with Wind and two other school Deans about supply issues
    because of the Wizardnet thing." She got out her watch. "Yes, it's 12:07 local time
    and we're at a place called the Pleasant Valley Pumpkin Patch Cafe. It's a wizard
    cafe off the Pennsylvania Turnpike next to Pleasant Valley Park along Pleasant Valley
    Road. Okay, see you," Jennifer said, closing the mirror before getting the waitress'
    attention. "Can we get another cup of coffee, please? I suppose I should go drag a
    chair over."

    "It's no trouble, I already have one," Severus said as he came up beside them,
    having already grabbed a chair from a nearby table. He sat it and the end of the
    booth. "Good afternoon."

    "Severus, this is Dean David Martinez and Dean Willa Schmidt. David, Willa, this
    is Professor Severus Snape, of course," Jennifer introduced.

    "Thanks for saving the universe," David stammered.

    "How did you get here so fast?" Willa asked at the exact same time.

    "Simply enough, if Jennifer tells me that she needs me now, I take it quite
    literally," Severus replied. Jennifer smiled enigmatically at that. "And David, let's
    just concentrate on figuring out how to save your schools right now, shall we?" he
    suggested, gratefully accepting the cup of coffee before settling in to listen.
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    Fifty-Seven

    Out of the Bear Trap

    Steve Mason had originally planned to go to Whitebridge that very Monday. But then
    reality set in, and it had taken him some time to arrange for someone to repair the
    damages on his house after his home office had been destroyed. Then there was the
    nuisance of having to deal with banks and businesses and lawyers. He couldn't help
    but feel frustrated about the inconvenience of having to do so much of his business
    in person or through Owl Mail when he was used to spending all day inside his house
    without lifting a finger. After having to send his own wife to grocery shop in
    person, he finally got fed up and went to a temporary agency to hire someone only to
    be told that they had lost all of their employment lists. To make matters worse, when
    he got his hands on a financial newspaper, he found out that his investments in
    Silverbook, pumpkin, and Charmbasket had plummeted to the floor.

    It was Steve's desire to find someone to blame that drove him to toss all of his
    other business aside and make his way over to the school a few days later. He had
    been hoping that the school had been sharing in his misery, since they were probably
    realizing by now just how much they had taken their devices for granted and how
    horrible it was to do without them.

    Perhaps if he had gone on Monday, he might have seen some of that misery. But this
    was now Thursday, and Whitebridge had several days to get comfortable with their new
    routines. He had missed the impressive stack of Wizardnet devices that had been
    chucked in the non-burnables bin, because it had already been taken away. He had even
    missed the chaotic exchange of shipping boxes that had been sent and received as the
    four schools made sure that the Whitebridge, Pitt WVS, and Allegheny WVS had
    everything they need to resume classes in a dependable manner.

    In fact, the last that Steve had even heard about the situation at Whitebridge was
    when his cousin had told him that his wife had quit, ranting about the working
    conditions since she no longer had a Wizardnet device. Steve was very much expecting
    to walk into a disaster, but what he witnessed was what looked like a typical
    morning. Students were in the hallways on their way to next morning class, having
    normal conversations of who was dating who and discussing whether to meet in the
    Commissary or have lunch in the garden.

    When he stepped into Brenda's office, he couldn't help but stare, amazed at the
    transformation and feeling as if he stepped back in time. In the right corner next to
    the door sat an old Royale typewriter on a small, metal two-level filing cabinet,
    while on the left there was much taller filing cabinet, attached to a combination
    coat locker and utility cabinet. Brenda's desk looked bigger than it had been before,
    despite the fact that it was the same desk. The reason was because there was no
    computer on it now. Instead, it had a couple of paper trays, an appointment journal,
    a mug with pen and pencils inside, and a quill and ink set. Attached to the left wall
    next to the desk was a very large paper calendar with all of the school's events
    listed. To the right was a beautiful oil painting of a older witch with greying hair
    and a prim, old-fashioned but high quality robe. Behind Brenda's desk, her
    bookshelves appeared to be a good deal higher than Steve remembered, but there was
    still a gap between them for the window that looked out into the garden.

    "Good morning, Steve. You're here for your appointment with Wind, I expect?"
    Brenda inquired.

    "I didn't make an appointment, but yes, I'm hear to see the Dean."

    "Madame Priscilla, could you see if Dean Elk is ready for his first appointment?"
    Brenda asked.

    "I believe he is, Mrs. Johnson," Priscilla confirmed with a polite nod and a
    smile.

    "You may go on over, Steve," Brenda informed him.

    "Where did you get that painting?" Steve asked.

    "It's a Francis Pyther, but it's just a loan," Brenda said wistfully. "I almost
    wish it wasn't. I'm getting a bit attached to her already."

    "Thank you, Mrs. Johnson," Priscilla said with a smile.

    Shrugging it off, Steve walked over to the Dean's office. He wasn't surprised that
    Wind Elk's office hadn't changed as much, considering that Wind had never owned a
    computer, phone, or tablet and had never had much interest in them. Even so, his
    office had some changes as well. Just like Brenda's office, he also had an
    appointment book and a quill and ink set on his desk. Along with that, he had a
    copper-framed mirror, and there was a painting on his wall of a right jolly old Elf
    in pine green robes and a velvet burgundy cap.

    "What is that thing?" Steve asked flatly.

    "What am I? What are you?" the painting challenged him with open dislike.

    "All right, Jangle, please be polite," Wind told the painting.

    "Of course, Dean Elk. I am more than capable of it," Jangle replied as if in
    doubts that he could say the same about their visitor. "Mr. Mason is here to see you,
    sir."

    "Thank you," Wind said. "Mr. Jangle is a Hyperborean Elf, one of the elves that
    live around Polaris Town," he explained. "I have the painting on loan from a friend.
    So, what can I help you with today?"

    "I came to see how you were doing in this crisis," Steve said. Wind smiled.

    "We're doing quite well, thank you," Wind replied.

    "Did you figure out how to do POW tests then?" Steve challenged him.

    "Come now, Steve. You know perfectly well that the Wizardnet has been obliterated.
    It doesn't even do any good to put those kits together, because there's nothing to
    connect to. Even the non-magical internet was crippled," Wind replied.

    "Yes, but they've already managed to get vital services back up, where our network
    seems to be completely destroyed. Surely that suggests that what happened to their
    internet started on our end and spread to theirs through hybrid computers," Steve
    said.

    "Steve, they were able to get their systems running because they have entire
    bunkers and warehouses full of redundant computer backups that are self contained and
    not on their internet. We have no way of achieving that feat with magic, since magic
    is always interconnected with itself," Wind replied. "In fact, I know of at least one
    Professor here who had digital currency stored on a device that wasn't connected to
    the Wizardnet, who later discovered that it also had been destroyed in the
    accident."

    "Accident? This was no accident," Steve said. "This was a malicious attack on our
    society! It was completely intentional! In fact, I hear that the WIAB is
    investigating the cause, and on the Wireless, they said they are narrowing down the
    epicenter of this as being in the United States, and somewhere in the Midwest. This
    very city is within their radius circle, in point of fact. And if we find that it
    originated from this school, which would not surprise me in the slightest, there can
    be no doubt whatsoever who is responsible. I warned you not to hire a Dark Witch to
    this staff!"

    "Jennifer? You're accusing Jennifer of this?" Wind said with obvious surprise.
    "Steve, I know you've always been biased towards her, but what reason would Jennifer
    have for destroying the Wizardnet?"

    "To keep the school board from seeing the POW test results, why else?" Steve
    said.

    Wind couldn't help but stare at him for a moment.

    "That is by far the most ludicrous motive speculation that I have ever heard. You
    cannot possibly believe that anyone would destroy the Wizardnet just to prevent a
    standardized test," Wind replied. "Really, Steve, I know you've always had a very
    centralized world view, and indeed I know without a doubt it isn't all your fault,
    considering I know it was how you were brought up. Still, most people typically grow
    up and become better aware of their surroundings and the world at large, but for
    whatever reason, you have chosen not to step out of that bubble of yours... afraid, I
    think, of what lies beyond, since having an open mind can seem dangerous and
    frightening for someone like you. You listen only to those who agree with you and
    discard all other viewpoints. It doesn't matter what I say, I'm sure whatever beliefs
    you have will be the same upon leaving this room as they were upon entering it. But
    despite that, I would like to make two points that I hope you will take at my
    word.

    "Jennifer's status in wizard society is so far above and beyond the confines of
    this school that any condemnation you may attempt while she is here has absolutely no
    effect on her overall career, influence, or place in society whatsoever. In fact,
    were you to somehow manifest some way to get rid of her by the end of the school
    year, it would not be seen as a poor reflection on her. On the contrary, it would be
    seen as a poor reflection of this school instead. Furthermore, if you keep attempting
    to condemn her, it will lead to your own condemnation. If I were you, I'd quit
    troubling her while you have a chance to walk away from it. As for those silly tests,
    I would like to officially inform you that regardless whether the Wizardnet is
    repaired or not, Whitebridge is no longer giving out any sort of standardized tests,
    not now nor ever."

    "What! But what about college testing?" Steve exclaimed.

    "Any students who wish to take the WAT test or the PAT test will be invited to
    take them when PITT WVS does theirs, and we'll provide sign-up lists and
    transportation so that they may do so," Wind said calmly. "But I have been doing a
    great deal of research this week, and I have discovered that more and more colleges
    have abandoned those tests in favor of Transcripts plus their own specialized exams.
    As I understand it, many colleges have found that standardized tests tend to be quite
    discriminatory. They favor students who are born in wizard families, who that can
    afford extra tutoring, and even favor those who are born with specific magic talents
    over those who aren't. In a way, it was rather like how our Items and Industrial Fair
    used to be in years past as opposed to this year; where the students who had the most
    money or whose parents were privileged with enough time to help them were the ones
    that ended up winning every year. Thanks to the Wizardnet failure, we now have a
    clean slate, and it has opened my eyes to other possibilities. Now is the perfect
    time to set a course correction for this school, and lead it to a better future for
    both its students and my faculty."

    "She's bewitched you. You must be under the influence of the Imperius Curse,"
    Steve said, stunned. "That's the only explanation."

    "You really believe that, don't you? I knew you wouldn't listen to me," Wind said
    with a sigh, shaking his head. "You may leave at any time, Steve."

    "Fine, I shall. And I am going straight to Superintendent Charleston with this!"
    Steve warned.

    "Feel free. I really don't give a shit," Wind replied bluntly. "Have a nice day,
    Steve. But stay out of my school, you're really not welcome." Steve's jaw dropped in
    disbelief, storming out of the office.

    "Jangle, could you please have Madame Priscilla tell Brenda that I don't want
    Steve coming back to this campus? I really don't know how to keep him out, exactly,
    but taking him off the permissions list and letting Mr. Green know he's not allowed
    in the gardens would be a start," Wind said.

    "I believe the Rogue Painting might have some ideas on how to keep him out until
    the security is modified, Dean Elk," Jangle suggested.

    "Thank you, would you please see if he would be willing to do so?" Wind
    replied.

    "Oh, I'm sure he'll do so with extreme pleasure, Dean Elk," Jangle assured him
    with a smile.
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    Chapter Fifty-Eight

    Portraits

    Once classes were done for the day, Wind walked over to the Commissary. Jennifer
    was at the Wolves Den table, sitting with Asher and Lav and working on a list rather
    than eating. Then he noticed Frank and Ray walking over carrying several cups of
    coffee, delivering them to the three at the table as well as themselves. A plate of
    sandwiches appeared on the table out of seemingly nowhere, and Wind shook his head
    knowingly at that, walking up to them.

    "Well! This is a dramatic change in seating for you, Jennifer. Why, you can't even
    see the pond from here," Wind teased.

    "I'm helping them put the finishing touches on this updated Pharmacology list,"
    Jennifer explained. "And guess what? Asher talked to a couple of the alchemists at
    the hospital with connections with the WDA and they've petitioned to expedite the
    Lycanthropy preventative dose. After all, they can only look at the research they
    have been given a physical copy for right now, and I'm one of the few who have done
    that. And if they do start debating it, it might be approved before I leave the
    school in the summer."

    "It shouldn't take them long. It's been in use in both Europe and in Canada for
    some time now," Asher said. "It is simply that the whales have been making sure their
    Potions get approved first, so it kept getting pushed back."

    "Whales?" Jennifer asked.

    "Bulk Alchemist Companies, Jennifer, places that make a decent amount of profit
    from their research that often offer WDA officials jobs after they retire from public
    service," Frank explained.

    "Why am I not surprised?" Jennifer said with a sigh. "Honestly, getting that
    formula approved for general use helps everyone out, not to mention it will no doubt
    save the government and the public a great deal of money preventing a disease that
    has life-long expenditures."

    "Well, not to sound too mercenary about our government, Jennifer, but that's
    exactly why they weren't enthusiastic about it," Ray replied. "But I for one will be
    very glad when it's approved."

    "I don't suppose we can set up a vaccination clinic at the Healer's school after
    it's approved, Wind?" Asher asked.

    "Yes, of course you can," Wind agreed. "Jennifer, are we still meeting in the art
    room in an hour?"

    "Oh, definitely! I'll be there," Jennifer said enthusiastically.

    "Alright," Wind said with a smile, and went to get something to eat.

    "Are you meeting up with Alicia?" Lav asked.

    "Yes, she's working on some security portraits for the school," Jennifer
    explained.

    "And she's putting you in one? That's pretty brave," Ray said, and the others
    laughed at that.

    "It's one with Wind and I together, actually, he insisted," Jennifer chuckled.
    "Trust me, you'll be glad of those paintings in the school once they're properly set
    up. It'll be much more secure."

    "Unless the sprinklers go off again," Frank said.

    "No, they're charmed to withstand things like water, and one of the new
    portraits... I can't tell you which... will be charmed to move them all to a safe
    location if necessary. Severus gave Wind and Alicia a list of what to include, and I
    assure you, when it comes to security, he has a knack of thinking up worst case
    scenarios to try and prepare for it," Jennifer said.

    "Too bad someone hadn't consulted him on Wizardnet security. Maybe he would have
    been able to prevent what happened, eh?" Lav said.

    "He most certainly wouldn't have," Jennifer said testily. Asher and Frank glanced
    at one another. "Severus hated those blasted things almost as much as I do, and I
    know for a fact that he was not sorry to see them go."

    "I see," Lav said, drinking her coffee. "Still, I guess he was too far away to
    have been the one behind it."

    "What makes you think anyone was behind it?" Ray asked at her defensively, while
    Jennifer pushed up her glasses.

    "The Wireless reports," Lav explained. "I've been listening to them while working
    in the lab. The WIAB has got it in their head now that the cause was magic related,
    and probably emanated from one source."

    "Well, you know, I have a theory on that," Frank said before the silence could get
    awkward. "I think it was caused by a CME." Ray, Asher, and Jennifer looked at him
    curiously.

    "Isn't that what the non-magics are saying caused it?" Lav said skeptically.

    "When they're right, they're right," Frank shrugged.

    "Right," Lav said skeptically, then caught sight of Kay waving at her. "Look,
    Kay's here. Maybe we should move over to our table, Jennifer."

    "I'll be right over, Lav. You three had better grab sandwiches if you want any,"
    Jennifer said as an excuse to linger. But the moment Lavender cleared out, Jennifer
    lowered her glasses and looked at Frank skeptically.

    "Really, Frank? Lying to Lav is only going to make her more suspicious that
    something is going on," Jennifer warned him.

    "I didn't lie to her," Frank said calmly, grabbing a pumpkin butter sandwich. "I
    said it was caused by a CME. I didn't say what those letters stood for. If she thinks
    it stands for a Coronal Mass Ejection, she simply misinterpreted my diagnosis."

    "Dare I ask what your interpretation of CME is?" Ray asked warily.

    "Catastrophic Magical Erasure," Frank replied.

    "It definitely was that, wasn't it?" Asher said, putting his head in his hand.

    "Quite catastrophic," Ray agreed. Jennifer grimaced, giving them one last grab at
    the sandwiches before taking them over to the other table.

    

    Jennifer walked into the art room with a smile on her face as Alicia attempted to
    get to a place to pause on Brenda's portrait.

    "Oh, that's really coming along!" Jennifer said appreciatively, stepping over next
    to her daughter.

    "What do you think? Is it me?" Brenda asked with a chuckle.

    "Getting there," Alicia assured her with a smile. "It scared her a bit when she
    saw it the first time today. She didn't know that paintings have ugly stages."

    "The darks go on first in oil painting," Jennifer explained.

    "There, you see? Even Mum knows," Alicia said.

    "Although my paintings hardly ever come out of the ugly stage," Jennifer admitted
    with a chuckle. "But I've had occasion to take lessons with Francis Pyther when he
    taught at Hogwarts... back when he was still a vampire."

    "What do you mean, 'still a vampire'?" Brenda asked.

    "Good job, Mum, I didn't have a look of shock in here yet," Alicia said with
    appreciation.

    "You didn't know Francis was human, now?" Jennifer asked.

    "No, I just assumed he was still a vampire," Brenda admitted.

    "If he was, we wouldn't have three kids," Alicia told her, putting one last touch
    in before reluctantly moving to cover her palette and clean up her brushes. "It's my
    father's fault, really. He has the reputation for doing the impossible."

    "Then it seems the two of them are well matched, from what I've seen of your
    mother," Brenda teased.

    "Mother is the reason that my father is typically forced to do the impossible,"
    Alicia replied.

    "Oh, you behave," Jennifer scolded her, but Brenda laughed at that.

    "You can get up and take a look now," Alicia said. Brenda eagerly went over,
    brightening at how much better it looked.

    "So it does look like me after all!" Brenda said, pleased. "I'll have to bring my
    husband in once it's done to see it. Do you suppose it'll be done before the Spring
    Garden Party in two weeks?" she asked.

    "Yes, more than likely," Alicia agreed. "Especially if you come in for an hour
    every day after school."

    "Sure! I don't mind!" Brenda agreed, then noticed Wind stepping over. "Wind, what
    do you think of my portrait?"

    "It's quite lovely! I am looking forward to it being done so I can hang it up in
    my office. As I'm sure Mr. Pyther will be glad to have his paintings back," Wind said
    with a chuckle.

    "No, you should keep them until all of the paintings are finished here and we know
    this place is safe," Alicia insisted. "Those two secretary paintings may be very
    sentimental for him, but security is more important. Besides, if you try to give them
    up early, there's no doubt in my mind that you'd find them back on the wall by
    morning."

    "Well, personally, I'm glad of that, because I am really warming up to having a
    painting secretary," Brenda said.

    "And I am warming up to the new appointment books that warns me when Steve Mason
    is coming whether he makes an appointment or not," Wind replied. Brenda laughed at
    that.

    "I'd better get home, since it's my turn to cook dinner. See you in the morning,"
    Brenda said.

    "See you!" Jennifer replied with a smile, but then immediately turned to Wind.
    "What did you mean about that Steve Mason comment? Considering you just got those
    books on Tuesday, that means he must have been here since then."

    "Wait! Hold that thought! Mum, you know this isn't how it works. Let me get you
    both in position before the two of you start talking school politics," Alicia
    protested.

    "Is that really what you want us to talk about in the painting?" Wind asked
    thoughtfully.

    "Since this is going to be one of the security paintings, I'd say yes. Just talk
    normally about anything, including school politics, or whatever you normally talk
    about," Alicia said. "Now, let's see, where should we sit you at?"

    "Can't we go outside? I'd much rather do this in the garden," Wind suggested.

    "Oh, yes! So would I!" Jennifer agreed enthusiastically.

    "Well, if we had unlimited time, I'd agree," Alicia explained apologetically. "But
    I'm not only teaching and doing these portraits, but I have to run back and forth to
    help out at home, and I'm spending my weekends doing a portrait at Hogwarts. So let's
    do this. Let's pull in one of the garden benches along the wall, and I'll arrange my
    lights to imitate mid-morning light. Then once I have Leu and his friends done, we'll
    set aside some time to go outside and get the background done," she proposed.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said. "Did you manage to get Diana in the picture?"

    "Yes, but ask me about it after I start painting, or you're going to run out of
    things to talk about!" Alicia protested.

    "Is that even possible for her?" Wind pondered.

    "Hey! No picking on me!" Jennifer scolded him.

    "Oh, my gosh, you two are going to be difficult as all hell, I can tell!" Alicia
    protested, insisting that they stop until a bench could be brought in and set against
    the wall, and Jennifer watched impatiently and Alicia fussed with her lights.

    "At this rate, time will be up before you even get started," Jennifer complained
    when Alicia came over with the needles.

    "Are you going to be this much trouble when I paint you and Father?" Alicia asked
    dangerously, asking her to hold out her finger.

    "No, I'm quite certain he'll be much worse that me... ow!" she complained, sucking
    her finger after the blood drops went in the ghost paint.

    "Should I add mute oil to these?" Alicia asked.

    "Wouldn't that make it hard to perform security functions?" Wind asked.

    "Some people aren't comfortable having versions of oneself running around in
    paintings and who can talk to you out of the blue," Jennifer explained.

    "Yes, like you, Mum," Alicia replied, and Jennifer made a face. "It's up to you,
    Wind. Both of you know sign language, so your paintings will too. They would have a
    form of communication even you didn't mute them."

    "I believe I would prefer them the keep their voices," Wind said, rubbing his
    finger as she mixed the other ghost paint bottle. "After all, Jennifer will only be
    here at the school for a few more months. I'm likely to miss her when she returns
    home."

    "Oh, Wind!" Jennifer said with surprise.

    "Would you too stop having these great conversation moments when I haven't even
    gotten to the canvas yet?" Alicia snapped with frustration.

    "Sorry, she takes after her father," Jennifer explained.

    "I'm going to tell him you said that," Alicia said, as she stepped behind the
    canvas and got out some vine charcoal, quickly sketching in the proportions. But
    after a few minutes, she frowned, because they were both staring blankly at her.

    "Seriously?" she asked with exasperation, grabbing her paints. "Well don't just
    sit there, start talking to each other! And Mum, take off your glasses for now."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, but after she took them off, there was another
    silence as they both attempted to think of something to say. Alicia sighed.

    "So what was that bit about Steve Mason when the two of you came in?" Alicia
    asked. Both of them simultaneously made a look of disgust so telling and Alicia
    smiled and got to work.

    "I had almost forgotten about that," Jennifer admitted.

    "I was rather hoping that you would," Wind confessed. "He came in this morning,
    throwing around accusations and complaining about POW tests."

    "As if anyone could have predicted that would happen!" Jennifer exclaimed with
    exasperation.

    "Yes, I know, I know. But I don't need to tell you that he has a very limited view
    of the world, and he is convinced we're out to get him personally, you know," Wind
    explained. "I had more than my fill of it and ended telling him to leave. I even had
    the security adjusted so he can't come back on property without an invitation, and I
    assure you that he will not be asked back this year."

    "Good riddance," Jennifer said.

    "So were you able to help Asher get those updated lists done for the local
    hospital?" Wind inquired.

    "Yes, all done. Actually, we made copies for some of the surrounding hospitals as
    well," Jennifer replied.

    "Good, I'm glad it's one less thing on your plate then," Wind said. Jennifer
    looked at him quizzically. "It's just that I've noticed how much you have been
    committing to the school lately, Jennifer. It had already been picking up over time,
    but after the Wizardnet failure, you seem to have been taking more upon yourself than
    ever before around here."

    "Everyone is doing their part to pitch in, Wind, it's not just me, surely you see
    that," Jennifer chided him.

    "I suppose that's true to some extent, Jennifer. But I can't help but be a little
    bit concerned about how much these commitments are eating into both your time when
    you came to work on your research," Wind said sincerely. But Jennifer smiled at
    that.

    "You needn't worry about that, Wind. Severus certainly isn't," Jennifer reassured
    him. "You see, he's quite convinced that the solution I'm looking for won't come to
    me by pouring over books for hours of research. I've already spent twenty years doing
    that, and I've learned everything I can already," she explained. "Instead, what I
    needed most was some time. A time for new experiences in a place where I could freely
    be myself. A time that I could contribute in my own way without the outside pressures
    that I had at home. In other words, the best way for me to find new solutions for my
    research was to learn how to open new doors. To find a way forward with my research,
    I need to find a way forward for myself. I'm not taking on any commitments right now
    unless I choose to take them. And as Severus just reminded me the other day after
    that meeting at the Pumpkin Patch, as long as I keep trusting myself, I will find a
    path forward."

    Alicia took a step away from the canvas, staring at her mother as if seeing her
    for the first time. The two of them smiled questioningly at her.

    "Sorry, I'm just a bit taken aback. Short of a crisis situation where you're
    digging your heels in, I've never heard you speak with such confidence before, Mum,"
    Alicia admitted, getting back to work.

    "To be honest, neither have I," Wind said in turn, putting a fatherly arm around
    her. "Her confidence was quite shaken after her years here at Whitebridge, and as
    much as Rosemary and I tried, her self esteem was all but lost. Family pride was the
    only thing that propped it up."

    "I suppose it only makes sense for me to find it where I lost it," Jennifer said
    with a smile. "Although really, my experiences here make up only part of the
    equation. Severus has been sending me a note every day, and as simple as it sounds,
    it's gone a long way to help build my confidence as well."

    "Oh yeah?" Alicia said, smiling wickedly. "How many of them aren't family
    friendly?" Jennifer blinked and put on her glasses, blushing and scolding her
    daughter softly while Wind simply shook his head with a smile.
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    Chapter Fifty-Nine

    Investigations and Epiphanies

    Jennifer and Frank closed up the boxes as the students filed out of her classroom.
    They labeled which box went to which school, and then put them into the delivery van
    that the school bought at Cyanbook prices from someone who used to deliver for
    Charmbasket.

    "Hey look, this long narrow box here is for us, from the Allegheny school," Frank
    said.

    "Oh, that's probably the parchment order. Sue's going to teach her class how to
    use a quill and how to make scrolls," Jennifer explained. "We should take it in."

    "We really are going to the Dark Ages, aren't we?" Frank teased, pulling the box
    out.

    "I'll have you know that Hogwarts has been using both parchment and paper for
    years, and it's a good skill to know how to do. There are a lot of very old and
    fiddly spells that are so sensitive to technology that they don't record correctly on
    manufactured paper, but they are still practical to learn even in this day and age,"
    Jennifer reminded him.

    "Which is exactly why we have our students memorize them. Most of the problem
    spells only effect Charms and Defense classes anyway," Frank said, Jennifer shaking
    his head at him. "Never mind, you know if we start philosophizing about balancing
    technology with tradition again, we'll never get to lunch. Don't forget that we're
    meeting Ben in the Media Room today."

    "I've not forgotten! Hopefully he was able to get that press set up correctly,"
    Jennifer said. The two of them went inside, dropping off the parchment before walking
    to the room formerly known as the Wizardnet Lab.

    In the far back right corner, the old computer desks had been cleared away to make
    room for an old fashioned printing press, all set up and ready to go with rolls of
    Wizard newspaper print and ink beside it, hooked up to a charmed typesetter. Next to
    it was a tall cabinet of typeset drawers of different fonts, carefully labeled. In
    the opposite corner was a small booth with a lantern hooked beside a small door,
    serving as a small dark room. A wireless hung on the wall, and there were desks put
    together for students to work at. And just to the right of the door was a pair of
    desks with two and only two Wizardnet devices. Ben was sitting at one, while Asher
    was watching him work. Ray was sitting at the student table next to the food.
    Jennifer took the scene in, but was immediately distracted by a painting that was
    placed between the dark room and the printer.

    "Ron! Hermione!" Jennifer exclaimed, walking over to the painting with a smile.
    They were sitting side by side just outside of their current house, right in front of
    the bushes. Every now and then, the bushes would rustle, and Jennifer could almost
    make out someone hiding behind it.

    "Hullo," Ron replied.

    "Hi, Jennifer," Hermione said with a smile.

    "Hermione! I didn't know you ever had your painting done! And this is one of
    Alicia's too, isn't it?" Jennifer smiled.

    "I commissioned it for our wedding anniversary," Ron explained. "Normally we hang
    in the entryway of our house."

    "Yes, but my living self told me that Whitebridge was going to start a newspaper
    and asked if we wouldn't mind hanging out here for a while to help out with some
    advice until they're well established," Hermione explained.

    "Which means that we'll probably be stuck here for at least a year and a half,"
    Ron said, then saw Frank watching them curiously. "Nice school, though," Ron amended.
    "No offense meant."

    "None taken," Frank replied. "Friends of yours, I take it?"

    "Oh, my yes, they were students during my first year of Hogwarts, even," Jennifer
    replied with a smile. "Frank Byrd, this is the painting of Ronald Weasley, editor of
    the Daily Prophet, our respectable newspaper at home."

    "Thanks to me," Ron said unabashedly, getting a slight elbow from his wife for
    saying it.

    "And this is Hermione Weasley, Professor of Charms and Deputy Headmaster of
    Hogwarts," Jennifer added. "She also helped me run the school paper for a number of
    years."

    "Pleased to meet you," Hermione said.

    "Oh, so they're newspaper experts! That will come in handy," Frank agreed, but
    then pointed. "And what about him?" he asked, pointing at the red-haired boy behind
    the bushes.

    "Rich!" Ron said with exasperation, turning around to peer at the boy. "Would you
    go inside? You know you're not supposed to be in this painting."

    "But I want my painting done too!" Rich complained, Jennifer chuckling softly at
    that. "Joanie and Jacob have their painting done."

    "It was a wedding present," Hermione told him. "And this is an anniversary
    present, not a family portrait."

    "Tell you what. I'll get a painting of you done once you're sorted into
    Gryffindor," Ron promised. The boy gasped.

    "But what if I get Sorted into another house?" Rich asked. "Does that mean I won't
    be able to get my painting done if I'm not?"

    "Yes," agreed Ron.

    "No, it doesn't," Hermione said at the same time. The two of them stared at each
    other in an apparent face off, until Ron rolled his eyes.

    "We'll talk about it later, but would you please get out of the painting now? Or
    you won't be getting it done either way," Ron threatened. Rich sank behind the bushes
    again. Jennifer chuckled and walked over to the Wizardnet corner.

    "You know, it could be me, but I think Rich won, considering he did manage to get
    in the painting," Frank commented to Jennifer. Jennifer grinned.

    "Alicia probably did it on her own accord, thinking it was rather funny. She has
    her father's sense of humor, I'm afraid," Jennifer said.

    "Boy, isn't that the truth," Ben said.

    "Hello, Ben! How is it going?" Jennifer asked.

    "Finished, just testing it now," Ben replied. "This device is set up so that
    students can insert their articles in different newspaper layouts. On top of
    traditional typesetting, you'll be able to teach them some basic Wizardnet publishing
    skills."

    "That sounds highly specialized," Frank said.

    "It is. Its only function is publishing and it's charmed to link with devices in
    this room and nothing else. These two are completely internal," Ben confirmed. "I
    based the operating system on XML, though, so if you need to tinker with it for some
    reason, you shouldn't have any trouble figuring it out."

    "Thanks," Frank said. "So what happened to the other Wizardnet kits we made
    yesterday?"

    "Two went to the Business department with a basic spreadsheet and graphic program,
    four went to the Industry Shop with basic design and automatic programming features,
    and four went to the Healer's School with medical and alchemist journals," Ben
    replied.

    "The rest of them were sent to the other two schools, Frank," Jennifer replied.
    "Wind Elk isn't going to approve any more Wizard computers until next year. He wants
    his staff to get used to doing without them before they make a case that they need
    them in the classroom. He's calling it a 'drying out' period."

    Frank folded his arms.

    "You know, Jennifer, I want you to know that I support everything you're doing for
    the school and all of that, and these two can tell you that I'm all in favor of
    reforming the Wizardnet system now that we have a clean slate," Frank prefaced. "But
    since the computers are now in specialized positions and this room has been turned
    into a Media Room, it isn't lost on me that I seem to be out of a job."

    "Nonsense, Frank," Jennifer said with a smile. "Wind is still going to need a
    computer expert here regardless to help maintain the ones on campus, and I know from
    talking to him he has no intention of letting you go, especially when he's planning
    on expanding the curriculum now that we have a printing press. He's going to file a
    proposal to turn the room next door into a Wireless Radio station for the College and
    High school students, not to mention that he's going to need an Items Instructor for
    next year. And now that there's more time slots open since computer skills will be
    learned in their main classes, he can also propose a four year Defense requirement
    instead of a two year, which you know I am firmly in favor of."

    "So am I," Ray agreed.

    "More than likely, he'll probably talk to you once the agenda is sorted out and
    let you have the pick of the lot. So I wouldn't be packing your room anytime soon,"
    Jennifer advised him with a smile.

    "Too late. It blew up, if you'll recall," Frank reported.

    "Yes, that's right. Sorry," Jennifer said with a pained expression. "I suppose I
    have done quite a number on your life lately, haven't I?'

    "It's quite all right," Frank said with a chuckle. "I forgive you... as long as
    I'm staying, that is."

    "Goodness, I don't know what that Commissary corner would be like without you
    sitting in it. That truly would be a loss," Jennifer agreed sincerely.

    "You're leading them on again, Jennifer," Ben said without looking away from the
    screen.

    "I most certainly am not!" Jennifer said, scowling at him.

    "I don't think she can help it," Ray decided.

    "Yes. She's a natural at being provocative," Asher agreed.

    "Hey, don't forget she's my mother-in-law, okay?" Ben protested with a chuckle,
    while Jennifer turned bright red and made a play at checking the typesetting drawers
    to see what fonts they had.

    They were still teasing her when Aurelius burst in the door, quickly closing it
    behind him.

    "Look sharp, all. The WIAB is on their way over here," Aurelius said seriously,
    everyone looking up in surprise. "I'm hiding all of your thoughts in case they bring
    a Truth Seeker, but you still need to keep your wits about you."

    "Understood," Ray said seriously, and Jennifer pushed up her glasses.

    "Do something casual," Aurelius suggested. He went over to grab a slider out of
    one of the fast food bags on the table and sat down next to Ray, Frank doing the
    same. Jennifer went back to checking the typesetting, while Ben and Asher looked
    interested in the newspaper layouts he was setting up.

    Wind Elk then came in with two wizards in black WIAB robes and sunglasses.

    "Ah, here we are! And everyone is together, too," Wind said with a smile.

    "Hello, Wind! Yes, we're having lunch together and I'm showing them the press now
    that everything is set up," Jennifer replied.

    "This was the Wizardnet room?" asked the taller agent skeptically.

    "Until last week, yes," Wind agreed. "We have been spending the week adapting it
    into a Media Room instead, thus the printing press."

    "And where did you get that from? It looks old... I doubt you had money in the
    budget for it," asked the suspicious second wizard.

    "My husband donated it, actually. It was our old one at Hogwarts. We've since
    upgraded to a larger one," Jennifer explained.

    "Hogwarts?" the tall one asked in confusion.

    "Perhaps we should start with introductions," Wind suggested. "This is my Items
    Instructor, Jennifer Craw Snape."

    "Oh?" the tall one said curiously. "Then your husband is..."

    "Severus Snape, yes," Jennifer confirmed with a smile.

    "Ah, yes. We thank him for his service, then," he replied. Behind their backs,
    Aurelius rolled his eyes.

    "Over here, we have Doctor Asher Smith, Professor of Wizard Pharmacology," Wind
    introduced, Asher giving them a simple hand wave. "and Benjamin Clemmons, one of our
    technical contractors," he said, and Ben immediately held up a Diplomatic
    Passport.

    "Alexandria Clemmons' husband. You can't legally question me without a Ministry of
    Magic representative and the Head of the WIAB here. Sorry," Ben said with an
    apologetic smile. He let them check his passport before he put it away and went back
    to his work unconcernedly.

    "This is Auror Aurelius Snape," Wind said, and Aurelius immediately held up his
    paperwork as well.

    "You're a bit far from New York," the suspicious one said after glancing at his
    credentials.

    "I'm having lunch with my mother," Aurelius explained.

    "Our Defense teacher, Raymond Eldridge," Wind went on.

    "Buck's son," Ray said for good measure.

    "I know him," the suspicious one admitted.

    "And this is Frank Byrd, our Wizard Technology Specialist," Wind introduced,
    stepping back a bit.

    "So you're the Wizardnet teacher," the tall one said.

    "I was," Frank said dryly.

    "This is Officer Gamma," Wind said, gesturing to the tall one, "And Officer Iota,"
    he said, gesturing the the suspicious one.

    "At least you're past beta," Frank said, Ben and Asher smirking at that.

    "I see you've maintained your sense of humor during the crisis," Gamma said as the
    two of them turned their attention to him. "We're from the Investigations Department
    of the WIAB."

    "So I gathered," Frank said with a nod.

    "We've been trying to trace what caused the Wizardnet failure by working backwards
    based on the events as they happened," Gamma explained. "Fortunately, Wizard fire
    departments use charmed fire alarms that automatically leave a written record of
    every occurrence where they're triggered, so we've been able to use that to get a
    timeline of the events. And as far as we know, the earliest event that we can trace
    back to what happened is the fire alarms going off in this school. In fact, it seems
    to have gone off two and a half seconds before any of the other fire alarms went off
    in the area, including the next closest one at the Mason residence across the
    river."

    "Alright," Frank replied.

    "Do you know anything about it?" Gamma asked.

    "I know it destroyed my room," Frank admitted.

    "And where were you when that happened?" Gamma asked.

    "I was in the Items classroom, talking to Jennifer," Frank explained.

    Wind glanced in Jennifer's direction but then did a double-take to study her more
    carefully. She had that look again; that fierce determined look that she always got
    when she had done something and was daring anyone to ask her about it. Wind blinked
    at that, then instantly felt a weight on his head. He immediately smacked it away,
    watching as the energy went back to its owner; Aurelius, it seemed.

    Thank you, but I can protect my own thoughts, Wind projected.

    "Sorry," Aurelius blurted out. Gamma and Iota looked at him curiously.

    "What are you sorry about?" Gamma asked.

    "Oh, it was nothing. Sorry," Aurelius said apologetically.

    "If it was nothing, then why are you sorry?" Iota asked suspiciously.

    "I'm British," Aurelius explained evenly.

    Ben covered his nose, pretending to hold back a sneeze. Gamma shrugged it off,
    wondering if it was an intentional distraction.

    "So while you were talking, did any Wizardnet computers explode in the room?"
    Gamma asked.

    "Yes, Ray's computer did," Frank admitted.

    "Oh?" Gamma said, glancing at Ray curiously. "So you were in there as well?"

    "I was," Ray confirmed.

    "Who else was in the room? Anyone?" Gamma asked.

    "Just Asher over there," Ray said, and Asher gave a non-committal wave again.

    "Then perhaps you should come over here to the table as well," Gamma
    suggested.

    "I was really starting to get hungry anyway. I have a class in fifteen minutes,
    you know," Asher explained.

    "You'll be released when we say you're released. So what happened when it
    exploded?" Gamma asked.

    "It sparked, smoked, and disintegrated," Ray said.

    "But the room didn't catch on fire," Gamma said.

    "Do we look injured?" Ray pointed out.

    "It didn't even set off the sprinklers in the room," Frank added for good
    measure.

    "We were still in the Items Room when the fire alarms went off," Asher added. "I
    lost my personal room as well."

    "Oh? Is there anything both of those rooms have in common?" Gamma asked
    curiously.

    "I can answer that," Ray replied. "They both had a lot of Wizardnet devices. And I
    do mean a lot. More than anywhere else in the school other than this computer
    lab."

    "Yes, the sprinklers went off in here as well. We had quite a mess to clean up,"
    Wind agreed.

    "Were those the only three rooms on the property that were affected?" Gamma
    asked.

    "Yes, that is correct," Wind confirmed. Gamma pondered that.

    "Perhaps it was the proximity of so many devices at once that caused the fires in
    those locations then," Gamma suggested.

    "That does sound logical, but that doesn't explain why everyone's thoughts are
    blocked from me," Iota snapped. "Somehow... and I don't know how, I can't read anyone
    in this entire room, Gamma." Gamma stared at him in stunned surprise. That had never
    happened before. That was when Ben cleared his throat.

    "Gentlemen, if I may," Ben said, causing both of them to look over. "I would like
    to testify, for the record, that my thoughts are being hidden because I have been
    imparted with sensitive and classified information concerning a British citizen. I
    also wouldn't be surprised, especially knowing my brother-in-law Auror Snape, if that
    wasn't the reason behind everyone else's thoughts being protected as well."

    "You are correct," Aurelius agreed.

    "For the record, how many have their thoughts hidden to protect a British
    citizen?" Gamma asked with a sigh, and everyone's hands went up except Jennifer's.
    "And what about you, Mrs. Snape?"

    "I protect my thoughts for the sake of my family," Jennifer said defiantly.

    "I think that counts, Mum," Aurelius pointed out dryly.

    "You're the Item's Instructor, correct?" Gamma asked.

    "I am," Jennifer agreed.

    "And what happened to your personal computer?" Gamma asked.

    "It was blackened in my room when I got up there. I didn't use it except for
    grades, because I really don't care for the things. We don't use them at Hogwarts,"
    Jennifer said.

    "Still, you know how they work, correct?" Gamma pressed.

    "Of course, we made a basic version of one during class," Jennifer replied.

    "Then, in your expert opinion, what do you think happened to Ray's computer?"
    Gamma asked.

    She glanced over at Ray, Frank, and Asher's worried expressions before looking at
    Gamma again.

    "Well, after consulting other teachers at this school on the matter, we have come
    to the conclusion that the Wizardnet failure was caused by a CME," she stated
    resolutely. The three wizards smiled knowingly at that.

    "Really," Gamma said skeptically.

    "That's what the non-magics have been calling it," Iota said with
    exasperation.

    "Officers, I would like to say I was one of the people she consulted, and I
    thought it might be a CME as well," Frank said.

    "Yes, me too," Asher agreed.

    "Same here," Ray added.

    "Officers, I know I am out of my jurisdiction, but might I say something?"
    Aurelius said, and the two looked over at him. "In the northeastern jurisdiction,
    we've been investigating a wizard house explosion that happened on a ranch in rural
    Maine that led to a total destruction of the house. They had been running a Dark
    Wizard Web trafficking site from there, but since they had no automated fire alarms
    or anything else of the kind and the Wizardnet was destroyed, it is impossible to
    tell whether or not for certain it's the primary cause, despite our department's
    conjecture that it might be. In fact, I can say that is probably true in many of the
    incidents that happened both here and elsewhere. Very few buildings have fire and
    police alarms that are connected directly to local emergency stations; only schools
    and other government buildings have that sort of system. So even though this was the
    earliest event that you can trace, that doesn't mean it's the earliest event. All it
    means that it's the earliest event tied to a public building that had an alarm go off
    that you found a record for. Most of the records of what might have happened, as you
    know, went up in smoke, no pun intended. If you'd like, I could fill you in on that
    case in Maine that we've been investigating, because I'm certain it's the root cause
    of this whole thing."

    "Fine," Gamma said, then turned back around to Jennifer. "Very well, we are done
    for now. If we have further questions, we'll be back... with proper clearance," he
    added for good measure.

    "Well, if you do decide to come back, be sure to inform my lawyer first, because I
    don't think she'd be very happy with me if I didn't include her in anything more than
    an informal inquiry," Jennifer informed them. "Her name is Lunette Vallid. And that
    is two L's in Vallid, by the way," she said for good measure.

    "Yes," Gamma said flatly. "I know." Iota glanced at Gamma, frowning at what he
    read from him before the two of them stepped out of the lab, followed by
    Aurelius.

    Wind Elk watched as shoulders relaxed around the room and Jennifer exhaled loudly.
    She went over to table and gave the three wizards a warm smile, reaching for the bag
    of hamburgers.

    "Oh, Jennifer," Wind said in a sing-song voice that made her freeze like a
    frightened animal, realizing immediately she was in trouble. "Why don't you come have
    lunch with me so that you and I can have a chat, little squirrel? Frank, you can
    handle things in Items class if our lunch runs over, can't you?"

    "Of course," Frank said, wondering if they were going to be in any trouble for
    backing her up.

    "Come along then, Jennifer," Wind said calmly. Jennifer grimaced sheepishly,
    putting her hands in her pockets. She even shrank back a little when she past him,
    making him momentarily look even taller as she slipped out the door. Wind stepped out
    behind her, closing the door gently as they walked through the garden on the way to
    his office.

    "I'm not going to get fired, am I?" Jennifer murmured in a low voice.

    "After springing me from that bear trap? Hardly," Wind reassured her. "But that
    doesn't mean that you don't have a lot of explaining to do, young lady." Chuckling
    nervously, Jennifer reluctantly followed him into his office.

    

    It was so wonderful getting back to Kingler's and Company again. Jennifer sat down
    with such an exhausted sigh that Leu, Quintin, and Severus all looked at her
    curiously.

    "That was the longest two weeks that I've ever had in my entire life," Jennifer
    exclaimed.

    "For some strange reason, I get the feeling that those last two weeks were the
    same length of time as any other two weeks," Severus said drolly.

    "It was," Quintin confirmed.

    "First that dreadful Items Fair, where Steve Mason spent the entire week getting
    on my nerves, and then that whole dreadful business with the Wizardnet! I am so glad
    I can finally take a day just to relax with my family," Jennifer said emphatically.
    "Thanks, Sally!" she said gratefully when Sally left them some coffee, tea, and
    juice.

    "I take it you've been under a lot of stress," Sally said.

    "Most definitely," Jennifer said.

    "French toast breakfast it is," Sally said with amusement.

    "French toast?" Quintin repeated.

    "Eggy bread," Leu explained to him.

    "I want eggy bread too!" Quintin decided enthusiastically.

    "Sure, second breakfast sounds good," Leu decided.

    "Fine, I suppose I'll go with the consensus," Severus said.

    "Give me a heads up when you're coming in stressed out again, Jackie, so I can add
    a second baker's order for the week," Sally teased, walking away again.

    "So, Leu. Alicia was telling me that she managed to talk Diana into sitting for
    that portrait yesterday," Jennifer prompted.

    "Yes, but I'm not sure that talked into is the right word," Leu said. "Diana kept
    coming over to watch Noah and me getting painted, and after a while she asked what it
    was for. Alicia said it was to hang up in the castle, but she also added that only
    top students had that sort of privilege. Then Diana pointed out that she was at the
    head of most of her classes and was also the best Chaser Hogwarts had in twenty
    years. So Alicia told her that Diana won and that Diana talked her into it, and she
    started sitting with us ever since," he explained. Jennifer laughed softly at
    that.

    "Well, I'm glad. I think that painting is going to be spectacular," Jennifer said
    with a smile.

    "And how is your new portrait with Wind Elk going?" Severus inquired.

    "It's coming along, although Alicia keeps complaining that the two of us say the
    best stuff when she's not actively painting and that we're a bit stiff when she is
    painting," Jennifer said.

    "That's hardly surprising, you're both fairly private in general, although I'm
    certain there is little to worry about, if our own paintings are any indication.
    It'll all come out once it's finished even is she isn't painting it first hand,"
    Severus replied. "And how are things at the three schools since we spoke?"

    "A great deal more stable," Jennifer assured him. "Whitebridge is now in very good
    shape, and the two Wizard Vocationals are pretty close. They were a little more
    dependent on the hybrid computers than Whitebridge so it is taking them longer to
    adjust, but we've been providing them some tomes and books and enough paper to get
    them through until S&S bookstore is able to fill their orders. Oh, and Wind says
    we should have our food supplies back to normal just in time for the Spring Garden
    Party next week."

    "Well, if you find they're in need of backup catering, I'm sure Beth and your
    brother will pitch in considering they already asked me on occasion how you were
    holding up and if you needed any help," Severus said, Jennifer smiling at that. "You
    know, they had been debating converting more of their hotels in the United States to
    a Wizardnet based system. This little calamity of yours has caught them at the right
    time to rethink their plans. At the very least, if they do go to that system in the
    future, it won't be without making sure they have a regular register, phone, and
    other backup measures in place."

    "Well, that's lovely, but what do you mean by 'this little calamity' of mine? It's
    everyone's calamity, not my calamity, after all," Jennifer said
    defensively.

    "Only that you are the family member that was the most put out by it, although I
    understand Lucky lost some of her thesis. Still, she didn't have to help put together
    a school administration, did she?" Severus pointed out smoothly, but Jennifer didn't
    seem to be buying it. "Besides, what my suspicions are doesn't really matter. I trust
    you to do what's best for everyone, whether you decide to tell me everything or not,"
    he assured her sincerely. But Jennifer kept squinting at him, unaware that her
    behavior only confirmed his suspicions. "And hopefully, this little step backwards
    will serve as a cautionary tale not to take technology for granted."

    "True," Jennifer agreed. "And although I don't know how many will learn that
    lesson outside the school, I know for certain that Wind and most of the teachers of
    Whitebridge have taken that to heart, at least."

    "And the other two schools as well, from what I learned about them," Severus
    agreed.

    "It's made a difference in the lives of individual teachers as well, Severus,"
    Jennifer said. "Frank is feeling a little unsure of himself, considering how much of
    his life was based on the Wizardnet, but Asher has begun to turn that hyper focus of
    his onto his career and has really been putting it to use to help out the local
    hospitals to recover."

    "That is a surprise turnaround," Severus admitted. "I suppose the abrupt loss of
    his addiction fueled a need to turn all that energy elsewhere."

    "Partly, at least," Jennifer said carefully. She had been debating if what had
    happened to her had something to do with it as well, but that was nothing she was
    prepared to bring up, nor did she really need to. She sighed at that, shaking her
    head. "So many people were abusing them, Severus, when it just as easily could have
    been used for beneficial ways. They could have helped make students' lives a little
    easier, and instead gave schools a way to turn students into learning robots. They
    could have made news faster and more accurate, but instead it seemed to do the
    opposite, justifying a person's opinions so that they'll stick around long enough to
    spend some money on their advertisements. It could have been a way to share ideas and
    let everyone have an equal say at the table. Instead, it seems to have driven people
    apart by encouraging their unrealistic images of one another... playing up the
    fantasy and downplaying the humanity."

    "Like Asher and his silly girl collecting game?" Severus inquired.

    "Surely that's but one example, there are thousands more," Jennifer agreed. "I
    just don't think our society is ready for the silly things yet, to be perfectly
    honest. It's not just Asher that needs to grow up more; it's everyone, really," she
    explained. "It's still hard to imagine that so many people were spending that much
    time and energy on something that is nothing more than some charmed mirrors, a
    sorting device, and a bit of memory."

    Just then, Jennifer sat up in her seat so quickly that Quintin, who was sitting
    next to her, jumped in surprise.

    "Charmed mirrors, a sorting device, and a bit of memory! Severus, that's it!"
    Jennifer exclaimed so loud that most of the customers glanced around as she grabbed a
    napkin, pulled out a Never-dry Quill, and began sketching. When the food arrived, she
    pushed away her plate in annoyance, making Sally "hmph" and had Billy wondering if
    his first attempt at french toast was a failure. Curious, Severus switched seats,
    making Quintin protest until he realized that the plate in front of him had more eggy
    bread than his first plate did and decided the change wasn't so bad after all.

    "Here, you're being silly, Jennifer, stop drawing on napkins," Severus protested
    after a moment and handed her a notebook out of his cloak. But as she began drawing
    again, Severus swiftly gathered up her napkin drawings, smiling at them thinly before
    stashing them safely away in his pocket.

    Leu and Quintin stared at them for a bit before they slowly started eating. It was
    hard not to be curious about the intensity in their mother's gaze as she scribbled,
    their father too focused on her drawing to eat either. But finally she finished her
    rough blueprints, sitting up and glancing over at Severus, who was still gazing at it
    intently.

    "What do you think?" Jennifer asked.

    "It is going to need a great deal of dedicated space," he mused.

    "Yes, it is," Jennifer agreed.

    "And a lot of memory strands," Severus added.

    "That's yet to be determined, really. Perhaps half a dozen," Jennifer estimated.
    "But the question is, will it work?"

    "Only one way to find out, I suppose," Severus replied, Jennifer nodding at that.
    "You do have time to work on it, I hope?"

    "Well, I am busy at the school right now, but spring break starts after the Garden
    Party. I'll spend the entire week at the Book Club and get as much of it done as I
    can," Jennifer said.

    "What was that, Jennifer?" Sally said, filling coffee cups and leaving Leu some
    more hot water for his tea. "Is that your way of telling me you're not working the
    week of Easter?"

    "Sorry, Sally, but this is really important!" Jennifer said, hugging the notebook
    and gazing at her pleadingly. "We'll still be here for Easter brunch, I promise!"

    "Okay, okay. You can make it up by eating your breakfast all gone, especially that
    french toast. Billy made it just for you, you know," Sally informed her.

    "Deal," Jennifer said, picking one up with her hands and eating it, smiling at
    Billy when she saw him peeking around the corner.

    "I suppose you're going to need my help gathering supplies for this, all things
    considered," Severus offered.

    "Thank you, Severus. I hope it proves to be worth it," Jennifer said.

    "You are worth it. Never doubt that," Severus murmured quietly to her, and
    Jennifer beamed happily at that, leaning into him for just a moment before turning
    back to her breakfast.
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    Chapter Sixty

    The Spring Garden Party

    Even in Items class, Jennifer and Frank had a difficult time keeping the students
    on task that Friday before spring break, despite the fact that Willa was really
    depending on them finishing the charmed posthole diggers, wirecutters, and random
    farm equipment that her school needed to replace.

    "Come on, everyone! Hands and wands on your projects!" Jennifer scolded them. "The
    entire reason that Willa asked us to do it instead of Plow Supply Co. was because she
    needed it done now and not October of next year," she told them with amusement, then
    turned to her painting. "Severus, can you see if any of there are any student aids
    free who can help get some of this larger equipment out of the way? Most of these
    sixth graders won't be able to get it to the van," Jennifer explained, and the Rogue
    Painting nodded, leaving to track one down.

    "Also, if you haven't signed up for the Spring Garden Party, you should do it
    before the end of class today with who you're bringing. If you're bringing a
    familiar, you need to list it, and if it's something exotic, you should have already
    had that approved by now," Jennifer informed them. "In that case, you'll need to
    either leave it at home, or beg Brenda to add it at lunch today. Does anyone need to
    sign up?" Truman raised his hand. "Really, Truman? You haven't signed up yet?"
    Jennifer asked curiously.

    "I was just wondering if it's okay to go even if you don't have a familiar,"
    Truman asked.

    "Yes, of course it's okay! You simply can't participate in the Familiar Games, is
    all, there will still be plenty of things to do at the Garden Party other than that,"
    Jennifer assured him.

    "That's good. We're not allowed to have any pets at all where we live, except for
    indoor pets. It's against our HOA," Truman said.

    "What's an HOA?" Jennifer asked curiously.

    "Well, from the way my Dad tells it, it's about paying hundreds of dollars in fees
    to a committee who tells you what you can and can't do with your house," Truman
    explained.

    "Why in the world would anyone pay that much for someone else to tell them what to
    do with their house?" Jennifer asked blankly.

    "Masochists?" Frank suggested. Jennifer gave him a dirty look, so Frank found a
    student to help.

    "Well, Truman, there are a lot of Wizards that have indoor familiars, so you might
    consider that when you're ready for a familiar," Jennifer suggested. "In my family
    alone, there are toads, snakes, rabbits, chinchillas, finches, and even a
    Chameleander. You'll find there's quite a selection even if you do keep it
    indoors."

    "Who has a Chameleander?" Frank asked with interest.

    "Mrs. Pyther does," Jennifer replied. "But I'm afraid she won't be here tomorrow,
    she has an important commission to finish at Hogwarts. Now, does anyone else need
    help with their charmed equipment?" she asked, and focused in on getting as much as
    they could done before the end of class.

    As the bell rang and the students took their finished projects to the van, Wind
    stepped in, smiling at them and greeting them as they went by.

    "Hello, Wind! We're making progress, and I think we'll have Willa's order done
    just in time before the break," Jennifer reported.

    "Good! Same plans after the break, I assume?" Wind asked.

    "Yes," Jennifer confirmed. "One of us will remain here while we take smaller
    groups of students to the media room, each group spending a week in there learning
    how to use the press, the newspaper layout program on the WC, and some basic
    photography, which should take us close to the end of the year to get them all
    through. But you'll have plenty of trained students to help you start a full time
    school newspaper next year."

    "Wonderful," Wind said, but his smile faded somewhat. "Well, I suppose I had
    better tell you the real reason I had for checking in, and that is to warn you who's
    going to be here tomorrow."

    "Don't tell me. Stacey's coming," Jennifer said in annoyance.

    "Yes, I'm sure that she is, but that wasn't who I was going to warn you about,"
    Wind admitted. "Superintendent Brian Charleston has requested that I allow Steve
    Mason on the property, since all of the school board plans to attend this year," Wind
    said apologetically. "He's made a case that he can't be singled out when the rest of
    them are going."

    "Oh, no. Wind, if he's coming tomorrow, he's only doing it to start trouble
    because he doesn't like the current direction of the school," Jennifer
    complained.

    "Yes, I'm well aware of that, but please do me a favor and let Brenda and I handle
    anything he might try to pull. I really don't want you in the middle of it again,"
    Wind said.

    "Severus and Quintin are coming to spend the day with me, Wind, and I have
    absolutely no intention of leaving their side for a moment," Jennifer assured him.
    "And Steve would be the most foolish man alive to try and tangle with me when Severus
    is standing next to me."

    "He would be a foolish man to tangle with you whether Severus is standing next to
    you or not," Wind informed her. Jennifer smiled at that, watching as he stepped out
    of the room before helping Frank clean up.

    

    When Severus and Quintin came out of the Gatehouse, Jennifer was already waiting
    on them. She was wearing a white sunhat with a gold ribbon and a lovely floral green
    sundress that Severus particularly liked until she bent over to admire Quintin's cute
    overalls set and he got a look at the back of the dress.

    "Three buttons? Do you really dare to invite me to an event and wear a dress with
    only three buttons?" Severus asked in shock.

    "Severus," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "Most sundresses don't have any buttons
    at all, and I had to go through several shops to find this one. I bought it in New
    York," she explained. "And you, Quintin, look absolutely adorable in those
    overalls!"

    "I look just like you when you're teaching!" Quintin declared, beaming.

    "You certainly do! Is that the inspiration for it, is it? Well, you look as cute
    as a button in that!" Jennifer said.

    "All three of them."

    "Behave, Severus," Jennifer chuckled, standing up again and shaking a warning
    finger at him.

    "I thought perhaps a practical solution for today would be a good idea for Quintin
    in case you wanted to teach him how to climb trees as well, but you obviously aren't
    dressed for it," he mused.

    "I can't climb trees?" Quintin asked, disappointed.

    "As it so happens, there's an oak tree here with very low branches that visiting
    children love to climb in a small corner of the garden near the stadium," Jennifer
    informed him, then looked at Severus. "It's charmed so that they can't get higher
    than they can handle, and I believe they cultivated that little area to give parents
    to take children if they needed quiet time during a sports game or stadium event. And
    the best thing is that you can't get into that area without a small child with you,
    so it might be a good place to go if we need some quiet time too," she added under
    her breath.

    "I have a thought," Severus said calmly. "Instead of concerning yourself about
    where you might want to hide later, why don't we give other people a reason to hide
    from us instead?" Severus suggested. "Because regardless of what some of the parents
    and board members may try to make you believe, you are not beneath them. If anything,
    they are beneath you. Now come, let's see who dares to mingle was us." Jennifer
    stared at him.

    "I'm not exactly sure who I trust you around now..."

    "Does that mean you don't trust me?" Severus asked softly.

    "Around me, yes. Around others, not especially, considering what you just said,"
    Jennifer admitted.

    "Then you're not the one who has any reason to be worried," Severus reasoned,
    taking out a chain glove. Jennifer's mouth opened in complete surprise as Descartes
    dropped out of a tree and landed in his arm.

    "How did you get Descartes here?" Jennifer exclaimed.

    "Alicia helped a bit," Severus explained. "Don't worry, I have his legal paperwork
    and I had Wind's permission first. I even sewed in a spatial portal in my robes that
    links to Descartes' fish barrel in case he needs a diversion."

    "Can I have my bunny?" Quintin asked.

    "No, not yet, I don't want him getting lost in the garden just now," Severus
    replied. "So which way should we go first?"

    "Well, customarily, we take a wander around the main path of the garden and see
    who we can see, and who sees us," Jennifer explained with a smile. "Let's go,
    Quintin! Try and keep up, but if you do get separated, all you have to do is start
    looking for us while you're walking in the garden, and it'll eventually lead you
    straight to us."

    "Yes, but don't get lost on purpose," Severus said for good measure.

    "I won't! I want to spend time with my Mum!" Quintin explained.

    "As do I," Severus agreed, and the three of them stepped onto the main garden
    path.

    "Can we go find the tree?" Quintin asked.

    "Yes, but not until after we go around the garden once," Jennifer promised.

    "It's a tradition, Quintin, like going up the main stairs the first time one
    enters the castle, or how first years ride the boats," Severus explained.

    "Am I going to ride the boats my first year too?" Quintin asked.

    "Assuming you get your letter," Severus said sternly.

    "I will. My name is in the book. I looked," Quintin explained. Severus frowned at
    him disapprovingly, while Jennifer tried unsuccessfully to hide a smile.

    "We'll discuss it later," Severus decided, and they stepped on the garden
    path.

    "Look at that!" Quintin said, and ran ahead to check out a Griffonlily patch.

    "Quintin," Severus said with exasperation.

    "It's alright, Severus. The Rogue Painting is the security control for the school
    at the moment," Jennifer whispered.

    "Yes, alright," Severus replied. "But he's only here for a couple months more, so
    what do you have in mind for when you leave?"

    "I'll show you later," Jennifer said with a bright smile. "I think you'll like
    it."

    "Very well," Severus said, and they let Quintin set the pace as he began to
    explore the gardens, stopping near the brook to watch some minnows and tadpoles that
    were swimming around the edges of the path's bridge.

    "Wow!" someone said, and a moment later, Severus was aware of a tall girl with a
    brown ponytail standing in front of him, staring at Descartes with open
    fascination.

    "Oh, good morning, Kay," Jennifer chuckled.

    "I remember you. You're the teacher who was wearing war paint," Severus
    recalled.

    "Yeah, it was right before a game," Kay explained. "Is that really a Stymphalian?
    I've never seen one before, I thought they were ultra-regulated! He's amazing!"

    "It's a long story," Jennifer protested with a chuckle. "Remind me sometime and
    I'll tell you about it."

    "Well, maybe you'd be willing to come and talk to my Magical Creatures class
    sometime?" Kay asked hopefully.

    "Perhaps I would, if Jennifer asked me," Severus mused. Jennifer chuckled at
    that.

    "The only reason he wants me to ask him about it is so that I'll owe him a favor
    for coming," Jennifer said knowingly. "That means he'll do it."

    "Great, send me some free dates then," Kay suggested. She didn't notice that
    anyone was sneaking up behind her until a grey-haired man in Auror robes came up and
    mussed up her hair.

    "I'll get you some free dates, Kayray!" the Auror said cheerfully, and Jennifer
    laughed at that while Kay let out a sound of protest, blushing as the man put a
    friendly arm around her.

    "Severus, this is Buck Eldridge, Raymond's father. He was a friend of Audi's,"
    Jennifer added for good measure, and Severus nodded to him.

    "Yep! Sure was! Good to finally meet you! Already met Jen-girl here and her
    father, of course. Great family you got!" Buck said enthusiastically, shaking his
    hand. "Nice bird, too."

    "Which one?" Severus inquired. Buck burst out laughing again.

    "A devilish sense of humor! I like that! Good choice, Jen-girl!" Buck told her
    approvingly.

    "Thank you, I certainly think so," Jennifer said with a smile.

    "It's hard not to be jealous. She's got everything goin' for her," Kay
    complained.

    "Here, now, that's all right! Raymond may be no Severus, but he's the perfect
    match for you," Buck told her. "We've just gotta wait until he's figured it out for
    himself, is all."

    "I see you've had a bit of help in the match-making department, Jennifer," Severus
    said knowingly.

    "She started it, though, by getting Ray to invite me over for Thanksgiving," Kay
    explained.

    "I don't doubt it," Severus replied.

    "Well, I may have started it, but Buck has taken it to the next level," Jennifer
    teased.

    "What can I say? I like her and I want her in my family. She's bold. She's not
    afraid to speak her mind. She cusses and drinks like a sailor. She fits right in,
    trust me," Buck told them. Kay looked at Jennifer pleadingly, looking for a rescue
    she wasn't going to get. Buck patted Kay's shoulder. "Come on, let's go find
    Raykay!"

    "Yeah, okay," Kay said sheepishly, and the two of them wandered off and faded
    away.

    "It seems she's already been taken in, doesn't it?" Severus observed, and Jennifer
    nodded and chuckled. "But where do you suppose Quintin has wondered off to?" Jennifer
    glanced around and heard a the snuffling sound of a bear.

    "I think he's been found already," Jennifer said with a smile, and led Severus
    across the bridge and closer to the Swan Pond. Nearby, several lace-covered tables
    were filled with tiered servers that held sandwiches, pastries and sweets. There was
    also a tea service and dispensers filled with punch and Southern Sweet Tea as
    well.

    Jennifer got a cup of tea and went towards one of the circular nooks next to the
    Pond, Severus following behind. As they walked to the table, they soon saw Wind
    sitting across from Quintin. Wind had a teacup in front of him while Quintin,
    unsurprisingly, had acquired some punch and a cupcake. Severus coaxed Descartes to
    take a perch in a nearby tree and then went over to join them.

    "I hope he ate something healthy first," Jennifer said to Wind, nodding to Quintin
    who was unabashedly licking off all the icing.

    "He tried the peanut butter, but he really didn't care for it," Wind said. "So he
    ate my cucumber sandwich instead and I had to eat the peanut butter. He really is a
    lot like you, Jennifer."

    "Yes he is, in many ways," Severus confirmed, while Quintin beamed happily at
    that. "He even has her talent for trouble."

    "Oh, dear. Well, hopefully your calm and careful nature tempered that somewhat,
    Severus," Wind says. "I'm not sure the world could survive another person with
    Jennifer's level of trouble-making." Jennifer blushed bright red.

    "Yes, you have a point, although Jennifer's particular brand of trouble-making is
    typically a rather positive form of chaos. It is disruptive and sometimes even
    destructive, and yet somehow when the dust settles, we all seem the better for it,"
    Severus mused. Jennifer looked like she wanted to crawl under the picnic table.

    "Oh yes, like the good face of the coyote in many ways, which is why I'm so fond
    of her," Wind agreed. "And this little one, will probably prove to be dear in the
    same way."

    "I have little doubt of it," Severus agreed.

    "Jennifer, I think I would like a photo of you and Quintin, on the same bench I
    took a picture of you and your mother at the Garden Party all those years ago," Wind
    suggested. "And perhaps one more of you, Rosemary, and I to go into the yearbook,
    like we did during your first year here."

    "Yes, alright Wind," Jennifer agreed with a smile.

    "In the meantime, I do not think we'll have this spot to ourselves for long, so we
    should relax while we can. I believe there are a few different individuals looking
    for me at the moment," Wind told them.

    "Perhaps we should finish our walk, then," Jennifer suggested.

    "Jennifer, as I told you before, I have very little intention of letting you run
    away from anyone today. You have no reason to," Severus said firmly. "Let's finish
    our tea and let Quintin finish his cake, and we will move along when we are ready,
    regardless of who decides to visit."

    "That has always been her way of dealing with things, even when she was a
    student," Wind commented. "She would never turn and fight unless she was cornered,
    and then she had a tendency of getting a bit too zealous."

    "If that is so, then why did they still go after her, knowing what she was capable
    of?" Severus asked, ignoring the fact that Jennifer was giving them both dirty looks
    for talking as if she wasn't there.

    "Steve's uncle was the Dean of Whitebridge at the time, so my guess is that he
    kept doing it to try to get her expelled, knowing how close she came to it after that
    cactus incident," Wind explained.

    "I see. So his intent hasn't changed at all, has it? He still is trying to get her
    expelled," Severus concluded, and Wind chuckled.

    "Evidently so," Wind agreed.

    "And Mrs. Cole?" Severus inquired. Jennifer sighed with irritation, sipping her
    tea and helping Quintin with his cupcake paper.

    "Well, when Stacey was a student, many of her classmates thought she was the
    prettiest girl in school," Wind explained. "The boys fawned over her and the girls
    fought to join her little clique of friends, and she was voted the president or the
    captain of anything she ever tried out for. And the more her popularity grew, the
    bigger her head got," he said in a low voice.

    "Oh yes, I know the type well," Severus said. "Then there comes a time when their
    influence goes no further, and the only way to make themselves keep improving their
    standing is to find prey to take down a few pegs."

    "You do know the type," Wind chuckled.

    "Let's just say I had my own Mrs. Cole problem in my day," Severus said dryly.
    "However, in my case, James was not jealous of me; rather, it was the other way
    around. But in Jennifer's case, I suspect it was quite the opposite. As our little
    cygnet grew and became more and more the beautiful swan," he began, taking Jennifer's
    hand despite her annoyed expression, "the nastier they probably treated her."

    "Until Stacey graduated, yes, and left all those 'silly boys', as Jennifer called
    them, looking for someone else to turn their attentions to," Wind said with
    amusement.

    "They didn't 'turn their attentions on me,' they just turned me into a target,"
    Jennifer protested in irritation. "They bullied and harassed me worse during my last
    year than they even had in previous years, just when I thought I was going to get
    some relief from it all when Stacey was out of the way."

    "Ah yes. That makes that quality in your personality all the more clear to me
    now," Severus said with a thin smile. "Even in your younger years, I'm quite sure you
    read a great deal of mixed emotions off those boys, Jennifer, attracted to your looks
    but unable to resist taking shots at an already wounded animal. So by the time they
    began to wise up and realize you were worth pursuing, you were jaded against them.
    You had learned to compartmentalize how they saw you with how they treated you... and
    on top of that... how you thought they were treating you, which was actually
    a whole different thing entirely; brought on by your defenses to protect yourself
    from further harassment. I've always loved that about you, you know," he added for
    good measure. Jennifer blinked in confusion.

    "I'm sorry, what?" Jennifer asked flatly.

    "Because this is one of the reasons that you have so much trouble spotting a man's
    intentions towards you," Severus explained. "You subconsciously shut it down before
    it even starts as a defense mechanism... except for me."

    "Probably because yours was the only attention I ever wanted," Jennifer pointed
    out.

    "Which is precisely why I choose to nurture it," Severus said. "I abhor even the
    thought of the misery you went through during your school years, and it pains me just
    how far down it drove your self esteem by the time you came to Hogwarts to teach. But
    it also helped shape who you became since that point, from those defenses of yours to
    your impressive self-restraint, your indomitable respect for life and your
    willingness to try every solution before harming someone, despite how often that's
    made you suffer and nearly gotten you killed. I blame Wind Elk for that part."

    "Come now, Severus. Jennifer is hardly a pacifist," Wind pointed out. "But it is
    true that the closer one gets to pacifism the more one tends to suffer, and it will
    be so until the entire world learns to follow the path. I've learned to take on that
    suffering willingly in my case."

    "So has she," Severus replied. "But the problem is when she suffers, the entire
    family suffers, as well as the school." Wind smiled softly.

    "I understand, Severus," Wind replied. "But the truth is much more nuanced and of
    a lot larger scale than you believe. Many humans, magic and non-magic alike, have
    become detached from this world we live in, but I have not forgotten the teachings of
    my ancestors, nor have I forgotten to listen. Everything living on this planet is
    connected to one another in interconnecting bonds even stronger and more interwoven
    than the artificial one that was destroyed. And considering what you went through, I
    need not tell you that it is hardly invulnerable," he said, Severus nodding at that.
    "But what you should also realize is that the little things that happen in this web
    of life matter just as much as the big things do. Regardless its location on the
    earth, when a living thing suffers needlessly, we all suffer," Wind explained.
    "Pacifists doesn't suffer because we want to suffer, Severus. A pacifist suffers to
    prevent others from suffering."

    "Wind, putting a finger in a dike doesn't stop the dike from bursting, nor can you
    attempt to stop a snowball from rolling down a hill when it's already picked up
    momentum. It'll simply roll over you can keep going."

    "I may not be able to stop it, Severus, but at least I am not adding to it,
    either," Wind replied.

    "What are they saying?" Quintin whispered loudly to his mother, not being able to
    make sense of either their words or their thoughts.

    "It's called philosophy," Jennifer explained, getting up. "And if we don't get
    them away from each other, they're likely to be at it all day and we'll never
    complete our walk around this garden."

    "Fair enough. Jennifer, go ahead and finish your tea first since you haven't. I
    can clean Quintin up," Severus said. Quintin got up and went over to his father with
    his arms out, waiting for his father to take out his wand to get the crumbs off his
    outfit.

    "Honestly, I am completely amazed by how much Severus has changed this year,"
    Jennifer admitted to Wind Elk. "I swear that he does or says something surprising
    every single time we get together now."

    "I feel the same way about you, Jennifer, I assure you," Severus replied, turning
    to Wind. "As rough as this year has been and as much as I've missed her, I am still
    grateful for it. I believe we've both benefited from it."

    "I think the whole world has benefited from it," Wind said with amusement.
    Jennifer winced slightly and then hid it, wondering if that statement gave away too
    much. "But most especially Whitebridge, above all else," he added for good measure.
    Jennifer smiled at that.

    "Can we go see the tree now? I want to see if Jeremy and Timmy are there," Quintin
    said.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said. But as they got up to leave, she saw a couple
    coming over and groaned involuntarily. Severus looked up with interest, unsurprised
    to see Mr. and Mrs. Cole walking over.

    "So this is where you've been hiding, Wind," Stacey said critically.

    "No, I have not been hiding at all. I'm sure you know how this garden works by
    now," Wind replied calmly. "I simply stopped to have tea with Jennifer and her family
    in a place where we could enjoy the view of the swans. And how are you today,
    Clive?"

    "Very well, thank you. I'm so glad the weather cleared up in time for the party,"
    Clive Cole said with a warm smile. "But might I be introduced to your other guests,
    Dean Elk?"

    "This is my Items instructor, Jennifer Craw, her husband, Professor Snape, and
    their youngest, Quintin Snape," Wind said with a smile. "This is Clive Cole, who is
    in wizard engineering. He helps design wizard neighborhood subdivisions."

    "It is a pleasure to meet you all, especially you, Professor Snape! Thank you ever
    so much for saving us from Ciardoth!" Clive replied.

    "I can hardly take the credit. I would have never been able to defeat Ciardoth
    without Jennifer's constant support. You can thank her if you like," Severus
    suggested. Neither Severus nor Jennifer missed the dark look that crossed Stacey's
    expression when the kindhearted man turned to do just that.

    "And thank you very much, Ms. Craw, for helping the universe see us through such a
    trying time," Clive said warmly. "Stacey has told me, of course, that you went to
    school together."

    "We did, although I'm afraid we were far from friends, Mr. Cole," Jennifer
    admitted.

    "Yes, I know, I've heard many stories about that," Clive replied. "But children
    will be children, and it's obvious that you've grown up to be such a lovely, kind
    person, so do not trouble yourself over it. We've forgiven you many times over and
    what's past is past." Jennifer, Wind, and Severus stared at him in disbelief.

    "I see. How kind of you to forgive me for letting Stacey and her friends push me
    into the pond," Jennifer said, looking over at Stacey to try and figure out just what
    she told him.

    "What I meant was all the terrible rumors that you spread about her, and how much
    trouble she got into after you lied to the teachers about what you saw with your mind
    reading," Clive explained. Jennifer was too stunned to respond at first, so she was
    quite surprised when Quintin stood up on the bench.

    "My mum doesn't lie! And you don't like my mum!" Quintin declared, glaring at
    Stacey furiously. "I don't like you either!"

    There was a sudden pulse of Wish Magic, and Stacey Cole was hit with a powerful
    gust. It tossed her sideways into the air, sending her flying into the Swan Pond with
    such force that she landed in it with a giant splash. Swans panicked and flew out of
    the way as the water went spraying out in all directions, making enough of a scene
    that everyone standing on all three sides of the pond became aware that someone just
    fell in it.

    "Oh no! Quintin!" Jennifer exclaimed, putting his arms around him to try and calm
    him down. "Severus, do something!" she added desperately.

    Severus decided to slowly clap his hands. It seemed to inspire a much louder, more
    enthusiastic applause that came up from other sides of the pond, including from Harry
    Cole and his wife, who were standing by the sandwich trays.

    "That's not what I meant!" Jennifer told him, getting flustered.

    "You don't really expect me to punish him for that, do you?" Severus asked
    expressionlessly. Jennifer could tell that he was quite entertained by Clive's
    attempts to help his wife out of the water, who only succeeded in getting himself
    drenched as well as Stacey splashed about furiously. "Still, I suppose we're finished
    here," Severus admitted reluctantly. "Shall we move on?"

    Jennifer was quick to take up his suggestion, helping Quintin off the bench and
    grabbing his hand as they hurried back onto the garden path.

    Pondering his own situation, Wind decided that Stacey was going to need a quiet
    moment to reflect her position after what had happened. The wind picked up and
    quickly swept him away to a different part of the garden entirely.

    

    It was much later in the day when Jennifer, Severus, and Quintin finally saw Steve
    Mason. At first, they had made their way around to the oak tree so that Quintin could
    burn off some energy, playing with Jeremy and Timmy. Severus was happy to recount
    what had happened to Luke, who was more than delighted to hear about it, while
    Jennifer appeared to be a lot more unimpressed about the situation.

    "Isn't it wonderful when our children take matters into their own hands and do
    what we've always wanted to do and couldn't?" Luke said with a chuckle once he heard
    the whole thing.

    "Until she finds some way to turn it around and make everyone believe that I put
    him up to it," Jennifer said irritably. "If she tells stories like that to her own
    husband, who knows what she'll say about what happened out there?"

    "You know, Jennifer, since Harry Cole and I went to school together, I've spent a
    lot of time over at that house," Luke said. "And I wouldn't be surprised if she
    didn't believe those stories she told her husband. She's told them over and over
    again for so long that I'm sure she's convinced herself that her version of the facts
    is what actually happened."

    "She's just as capable of coming to a similar conclusion that I had something to
    do with what Quintin just did," Jennifer pointed out.

    "Jennifer, I know that as a Truth Seeker it's a bit more difficult to understand,
    but you really need to stop worrying about what everyone else thinks, especially when
    it comes to a person who is so beneath you that it really doesn't matter what they
    think," Severus informed her.

    "No one is beneath anyone, Severus," Jennifer said.

    "Shall we attend the Queen's Garden Party next? I'd like to see how you get on
    with that philosophy there as well."

    "That's hardly funny, Severus," Jennifer replied, frowning at him.

    "Perhaps not, but it sounded as if you needed a bit of a reality check," Severus
    replied. "While I agree with you in principle that everyone should be afforded an
    equal chance to make something of themselves, to work hard with due diligence and
    receive the respect and treatment they deserve for their accomplishments and
    contributions, it doesn't really work like that and this is far from being a Utopian
    universe. If it were, we wouldn't be having to perform all of this silly hoop jumping
    so that you could be acknowledged for the respect you already deserve. Even so,
    Jennifer, in this particular case, I wasn't referring to that sort of equality,"
    Severus explained. "Instead, I am speaking about stature. Stature reflects your level
    of earned respect, integrity, your contributions to society both academic and through
    personal sacrifice, the influence you've accumulated, how often you have aided others
    of similar or even greater stature than your own, as well as how many you've helped
    find stature of their own. That includes me, by the way," he added for good measure,
    and was rewarded with an exasperated smile. "When it comes to stature, she is so far
    beneath you that she really doesn't deserve even a passing thought... nor does Steve
    Mason, for that matter," he added. "Let her think what she likes. Let her fool
    herself with her fantasies as it suits her. You have much more important things to do
    than waste your time on her."

    Jennifer smiled warmly at that and looked around at the boys playing on the tree.
    Then she noticed that Luke had been watching them carefully, and she blushed lightly.
    Severus followed her gaze over to where Luke was standing.

    "I can see why she married you now," Luke said with a chuckle.

    "Then perhaps you could explain it to me, since I still don't think I've figured
    that one out myself," Severus mused.

    "Oh, Severus," Jennifer chuckled, leaning into his arm lovingly.

    Pretty soon the three boys declared they were hungry, and Luke led them out to the
    tables out in front of the Assembly Building where hamburgers and hot dogs were being
    grilled courtesy of Frank Byrd.

    "I see you're being useful for a change," Severus commented.

    "That's right! I got skills!" Frank said, flipping his spatula. "If I lose my job,
    I can get one just across the street."

    "We are partial owners of a cafe in New York," Severus offered. "Do you mind
    working with semi-reformed criminals?"

    "Nah, I'm a teacher. I'm used to that," Frank joked.

    "A fair point," Severus agreed, helping Quintin to take his burger over to the
    table.

    It wasn't long after they started eating that Rosemary caught up with them, and
    Jennifer agreed to get the photos with Rosemary and Wind next, along with a few shots
    of the three of them on the bench and one of Jennifer with Radiance on her shoulder
    and Quintin holding Ebony. Even Descartes was enough of a novelty that Rosemary
    wanted a photo, but after the first, Descartes nearly took out her camera and she
    quickly realized that one was all she was going to get.

    "You'd better head to the familiar games if you haven't been over there yet,
    Jennifer, the day's not getting any younger, and neither are we," Rosemary suggested
    with a grin. "And these three ought to be shown along with the rest of them, because
    I bet the judges will be more than impressed! Jennifer, are you going to enter the
    Patronus Ring this year?"

    "Not me, no. My current Patronus wouldn't make for a good candidate for that, but
    I wouldn't mind watching some of the matches all the same," Jennifer admitted.

    "Patronus Ring?" Severus inquired.

    "Back when the school started, there used to be a competition between familiars of
    the same type," Rosemary explained.

    "Oh, do you mean like familiar competitions like the ones held at familiar shows?
    We've had one of those at Hogwarts before," Severus replied.

    "We still host those sorts of events too, although as far as that sort of familiar
    show is concerned, the main familiar event of the day is typically a couple of
    teachers running around giving out random ribbons with very specific awards on them,"
    Rosemary said with amusement. "But what I was referring to was specifically a
    one-on-one competition, where one familiar attempted to get the other to yield...
    sort of like sparring matches. Of course, as you might expect, some of the familiars
    got overzealous in their attempts to chase back their opponent and familiars started
    getting hurt. So, it was soon replaced with a similar competition but with Patronuses
    instead. The way it goes is that a couple of students, typically seniors, start it
    off first thing in the morning, and whoever wins is the champion. They then proceed
    to have matches until they lose, and then their opponent becomes the champion; then
    she competes until she loses and so on. Volunteer judges tally the amount of
    victories each person gets, then at the end of the day, the person who had the most
    consecutive matches wins the gold ribbon," she finished. "What about you, Professor?
    Care to try?"

    "Thank you, no. My Patronus changed recently, and I'm still getting used to it,"
    Severus said.

    "Getting used to it? What do you mean getting used to it?" Rosemary laughed. "A
    Patronus is automatically an extension of yourself, you know that."

    "What he really means is that he has been keeping his new Patronus a secret from
    his wife all year, and for some reason he's not ready to tell me about it yet,"
    Jennifer translated, Rosemary laughing again when he pointedly reached over and
    pushed up her spectacles.

    "That is precisely what I meant," Severus agreed evenly.

    "Well then, what about you, Jennifer? What makes you so sure it's not a good
    candidate? It's not still a squirrel, is it?" Rosemary coaxed, hoping for a hint.

    "It hasn't been a squirrel since I was a student, Rosemary. I just don't think
    it'd be fair for me to enter the contest, that's all. Let's just leave it at that,"
    Jennifer said.

    "I take it her squirrel Patronus didn't do well in the ring," Severus surmised.
    Jennifer sighed with exasperation when he didn't just drop it.

    "No, I'm afraid not. Kevin Mayer dominated the event when I was in school, so my
    weak Patronus certainly had no chance," Jennifer admitted.

    "Yeah, he still wins most years, unless Wind is in the mood to play," Rosemary
    admitted. "But that's just another reason for you to enter and get some payback!"

    "Very tempting, I'll admit, but no," Jennifer said with a chuckle, and the four of
    them stepped down the steps and found a spot to sit closer to the stadium level so
    that they could relax and enjoy the students, teachers, and guests as they went about
    different competitions around a circular platform at the very center of the field,
    which Severus could easily guess was the Patronus Ring.

    Severus brought out a miniaturized stand for his pocket and set it beside them,
    enlarging for Descartes so that his shoulder could have a break. Soon Radiance
    alighted on the opposite side, and the two of them began softly making bird noises at
    one another as if they were gossiping, while Ebony sat sprawled out on Quintin's
    head, making up for the fact that his mother made him take his hat off.

    It was immediately apparent that the adults had yet to have time to participate in
    the ring, because right now it seemed that it was made up of a pair of seniors. But
    the girl student was more than a little intimidated by the fact that she knew what
    the other student's was; Dante's patronus was a honeybadger.

    "She's never going to win if she steps in the ring that nervous, no matter what
    her Patronus is," Jennifer commented.

    "Why?" Quintin asked. "Maybe she has something really big!"

    "She might, but even if she has a very strong Patronus animal, it still needs to
    be backed up with a strong personal spirit inside," Jennifer explained. "Confidence,
    determination, heart, and experience all play a part in it as well."

    "Not to mention the strength of your magic level," Severus added.

    "Well, yes, obviously, but I think it's the lack of confidence that's going to
    determine this match. It certainly did my squirrel in when I tried to go up against
    Steve's bulldog in school," Jennifer admitted.

    "A bulldog, how appropriate," Severus said. "You know, Jennifer, it's a miracle
    that you were able to get any Patronus at all out of the Mallus Craw wand. After all,
    a Patronus is a concentration of positive emotions, and most undoubtedly one of the
    strongest symbols of Light Magic there can be, where that wand was all about death,
    despair, and destruction. I marvel that you were able to conjure one at all,
    especially after all you had gone through personally up until that point."

    "And how did you cast your first Patronus, Severus? Surely it must have been just
    as difficult," Jennifer inquired.

    "By digging deep, and constantly reminding myself that any spell could be
    mastered. Positive emotion was something that slipped through my fingers like sand
    through a sieve, but Albus was certain I could learn it and kept me on it until I
    did," Severus recalled.

    "Wind and Rosemary did the same for me," Jennifer said with a smile, watching as
    the girl student walked away with annoyance when her woodpecker's attack came up
    short against the Honeybadger and yielded. "You know, Severus... I don't know how
    many times I've been accused of favoritism over the years. In fact, I've been
    expecting someone to accuse me of it this year as much time as I have had to spend
    with Truman, despite dotting all of my i's beforehand. And yet both of us had many of
    an occasion where a teacher has to step aside for us to help us learn something that
    was a stumbling block," she pointed out, and Severus nodded at that. "And as heads of
    houses, we both have certainly needed to do that. Some students simply need a lot
    more tutoring than others, or help to cross social and emotional hurdles."

    "Yes," Severus agreed.

    "You know, I don't think I'm going to worry about whether people think I have
    favorite students or not anymore," Jennifer decided.

    "High time."

    "Thank you very much, there's no need for you to say it like that!" Jennifer said
    with a protesting laugh.

    "Jennifer, how long have you been tripping over particular students in the way in
    and out of my office, be it when I was teaching full time and head of Slytherin House
    or even in the Headmaster's Study?" Severus challenged her.

    "Since the first year I taught there, actually," Jennifer said sheepishly.

    "And how often have you heard anyone of consequence complain about it?" Severus
    inquired.

    "I have heard the students complain about it often enough," Jennifer pointed
    out.

    "Students who are not privy to why any of those students needed extra help in the
    first place and are jealous for all the wrong reasons. Especially considering that
    majority of the children who stepped in my office had more of a reason to be jealous
    of the ones outside of it for not having to be in there," Severus pointed out.
    Jennifer chuckled quietly at that, knowing he was right. "Remind me, is that Raykay
    or Kayray?" he inquired, and Jennifer looked over to the Patronus Ring to see one of
    the teacher's standing in line, waiting for their chance to get in.

    "His father is calling him Raykay," Jennifer answered. "But don't tease him about
    it, Severus. He doesn't like it at all, and I would like to see their way through to
    each other, despite the fact that his father's enthusiasm has been putting him off.
    Deep down he is more than a bit afraid that the teasing will put her off," Jennifer
    said with a lowered voice. "Part of him is quite convinced that no girl would be
    interested in a scar-faced Auror has-been who turned to teaching as a refuge. It's
    made him quite wary... afraid he's misinterpreting her attentions, I think."

    "He's intimidated by it," Severus concluded. "I recall the feeling well."

    "Let's just say that despite our vastly different personalities, Kay and I have
    similar tastes in men in some ways," Jennifer said with amusement, the two of them
    watching with interest as Ray's wolverine Patronus made short work out of the
    student's badger. But Quintin was much more interested in the two witches in
    Whitebridge robes walking up the aisle with a box of ribbons.

    "Hello! Happy Spring!" Sue Williams said cheerfully as they stepped over to
    them.

    "Happy Spring," Jennifer grinned. "Severus, this is Sue Williams, English and
    Literature, and this is Lynn Weaver, the Transfiguration instructor," she said,
    nodding to the witch holding the box. "This is Severus and my son Quintin, of
    course."

    "Yes, she's told us about both of you on occasion," Sue agreed. "I have a ribbon
    for Radiance first of all. In fact, I've been holding onto this one especially for
    her," she added mischievously, taking it out a ribbon on a breakaway collar. "Most
    unique!"

    "Thank you very much," Jennifer said with a chuckle, taking it.

    "And as for you," Sue said, musing over Ebony. "Lynn, did we give away cutest
    already?"

    "Unfortunately, yes," Lynn replied.

    "Okay, well how about most adorable black bunny?" Sue suggested.

    "Oh look, I have that one right here," Lynn said, with a quick gesture that only
    Quintin missed before she pulled out a ribbon. Quintin beamed proudly. Descartes
    cawed out curiously.

    "Don't worry, we haven't forgotten about you," Sue promised him. "That's a
    Stymphalian isn't it? I'd hate to see how much paperwork you had to sign for
    that!"

    "Magnetized and bonded to him after hatching, they had little choice but to allow
    him to keep it," Jennifer explained.

    "You'll have to tell me the story sometime," Sue chuckled. "What's his name,
    Professor?"

    "Descartes," Severus replied.

    "I know! Most coordinated!" Lynn suggested, and Severus gave her dirty look for
    the pun. She chuckled nervously. "Or not."

    "How about the most dangerous familiar?" Sue asked. "Or the most terrifying?"
    Descartes had been looking at her with interest, cawing at all of the attention.
    "Very well! Most terrifying it is, since he seemed to like that better."

    "What does he normally eat, anyway?" Lynn asked.

    "Fish, generally," Severus replied, Descartes growing excited at the word, and
    Lynn handed the ribbon to Severus. "Thank you."

    "Have a good day," Lynn chuckled.

    "Have a good spring break, Jennifer," Sue added for good measure as they walked
    over to the next group they saw with familiars. Jennifer helped Quintin put Ebony's
    collar on and then fixed Radiance's.

    "You may want to go ahead and give Descartes his, Severus," Jennifer grinned.
    "These are all made out of transfigured familiar treats. I'm betting that one is made
    out of fish treats for cat familiars, though."

    "Did you want to wear it, Descartes, or eat it?" Severus queried, unsurprised at
    the excited answer. Severus dangled it in front of him and Descartes scarfed it down.
    After seeing Descartes doing it, Radiance wanted to do the same, while Ebony was
    content to wear his snack for now.

    "Oh look, Severus, Kay is going to try it," Jennifer said with amusement, and
    Severus turned his attention to the Patronus Ring. "I wonder what her Patronus
    is?"

    "You won't have to wonder for long," Severus pointed out, giving Quintin a dollar
    to stop pestering him.

    As Kay stepped up to take her turn, Quintin returned with a multi-color stick of
    cotton candy, planting himself back in front of them. Fortunately, his parents were
    much too distracted to comment on it, watching as the two contestants drew their
    wands up and then cast their Patronuses. Jennifer was both delighted and impressed
    when Kay's Patronus ended up being a cat-o-nine-tails, her love for magical creatures
    shining through as it boldly went to take on Ray's wolverine. But the wolverine was a
    master of getting down low and began attacking the cat's legs, while the cat quickly
    retaliated, its tails going every which way to catch the beast off guard. For a few
    minutes they dodged each other at a stalemate, so it was almost a surprise when one
    of them finally broke from the pattern and Ray's wolverine attacked, managing to
    bring the beast down. Clapping could be heard closer to the ring.

    "Well drat, I thought for sure she had the upper edge there! That was quite a
    match, wasn't it?" Jennifer said.

    "I believe if she had been taken that match more seriously, Kay would have won,"
    Severus commented. "In fact, it almost looked as if she had let him in the end. The
    cat didn't seem to try and defend itself when the wolverine changed its tactics."

    "Hm, maybe you do have a point," Jennifer decided as she watched Kay leave the
    ring with a smile. "Maybe she didn't want him to lose face if she had won."

    "You should help her get over that," Severus suggested. Jennifer looked at him
    with a searching smile.

    "Severus, are you actually encouraging me to meddle?" Jennifer taunted him.

    "Well, it isn't as if I've ever been able to stop you, have I? What other choice
    do I have?" Severus inquired.

    But before Jennifer could make any sense of that, a shadow loomed over them from
    the aisle, and she had the displeasure of looking up to see Steve Mason standing on
    the steps leading down in tailored white dress robes and golden gloves, tie, and gold
    handkerchief for good measure.

    "Professor Snape, an honor," Steve said, adjusting his gloves.

    "Mr. Mason," Severus said stiffly.

    "Are you competing in the Patronus Ring today, Ms. Craw?" Steve asked her
    evenly.

    "No, I'm not planning on it. I really don't think my Patronus would be very fair
    in such a competition," Jennifer admitted. "We are just relaxing and enjoying the
    show today."

    "I see. I suppose some things never change, then," Steve said, evidently believing
    that Jennifer was likely avoiding the competition so that her Patronus wasn't swiftly
    pummeled in front of an audience.

    "I don't like you," Quintin said in such a dangerous tone that Jennifer quickly
    pulled him back, putting her arms around him and vainly attempting to do so without
    getting sticky.

    "What a charming child," Steve said, politely but unsuccessfully attempting to
    hide is contempt for the boy's fierce gaze and demeanor.

    "Thank you, we think so. He is very much like his mother in many ways," Severus
    replied. "Such a good judge of character."

    Somehow Steve managed to look even stiffer than he had before that point, nodding
    coolly before indignantly pulling up his chin before making his way down to the
    ring.

    "Speaking of characters, his personality is a bit like Abraxas and Lucius mixed
    into one person, is it not? Except, of course, for the fact that he really has no
    power whatsoever," Severus concluded with open dislike. Jennifer smiled thinly at his
    comments, knowing that Severus was making them so that Jennifer wouldn't feel put out
    about him being there. "Still, considering his self-absorbed confidence level, it'll
    be interesting to see how he does in the ring. For some reason, I don't think he'd be
    going down there at all unless he already had a known track record at this game, and
    unless he's confident going in that he'll be able to make a good showing. Let's stay
    long enough to see if my prediction is right," he added, sensing that his wife was
    already looking for an excuse for them to move on to something else.

    Letting out a long sigh, Jennifer stood up long enough to get them some ice teas
    and a lemonade, sitting back down and passing out drinks just as Steve was about to
    enter the ring.

    "I see Ray is still in there at least," Jennifer said.

    "For now," Severus said, and Jennifer frowned. So Severus was convinced that Steve
    would be able to handle Ray, she mused, sipping her tea thoughtfully as she watched
    the two of them took their places.

    Finally, they cast their Patronuses, and facing Ray's wolverine was a large,
    long-horned bull.

    "I see his Patronus still suits him," Severus sneered with amusement.

    "It looks tough," Jennifer admitted, and then cringed when the bull charged,
    nearly trampling the wolverine before quickly turning around and lowering its horns,
    dissipating the wolverine before it had a chance to get more than a couple of snaps
    at it.

    "Yes, it would appear that our bullheaded friend is going to be there a while,"
    Severus said.

    "Oh, no, you are really going to lay it thick when it comes to bull jokes now,
    aren't you?" Jennifer scowled at him.

    "There are also quite a few enticing puns involved in that word, isn't there?"

    "Behave, Severus," Jennifer said knowingly, then watched as Lavender decided to
    step up.

    "So does Lavender have anything against our young bull friend?" Severus
    inquired.

    "I don't know, and he's hardly young, is he?" Jennifer retorted.

    "Yes, but how else am I going to get that particular pun to work?" Severus wanted
    to know.

    "You're impossible, Severus."

    "Thank you," Severus said, completely unoffended and entirely entertained by her
    disapproving tone, gesturing to turn her attention back to the ring.

    As Lavender cast, a sleek and beautiful dog came out of it. Lavender took a step
    back as if very surprised at what had come out. It was perhaps a greyhound or a
    whippet or some other fast breed; it was too hard to tell from its white ghostly
    appearance. But while it managed to run circles around the bull for a while, the bull
    finally charged and chased it off, and a rather bewildered Lavender trudged off the
    stage.

    "It looks as if her Patronus changed on her unexpectedly, doesn't it?" Jennifer
    said.

    "Yes," Severus agreed. "She must have not thought to check it before entering the
    competition."

    "No, probably not," Jennifer agreed as one of Steve's nephews went up to try and
    take his uncle on. Ajay seemed to be lined up too, and right behind him was his
    father. "Looks like there are a few brave students down there, plus Harry Cole."

    "I doubt any of them will be able to take on Steve Mason, though," Severus
    admitted.

    "Why don't you go down there?" Jennifer suggested brightly. "I'd love to see
    that."

    "You're simply trying to get me to show you my Patronus, which I definitely will
    not do," Severus said firmly. Jennifer pouted. "And that tactic won't work either.
    You will simply have to wait. Whitebridge finishes the school year three days before
    we do, correct?"

    "Yes," Jennifer confirmed.

    "Well, when you return to the school, I promise that I will tell you then, but not
    before. And no snooping," he added.

    "You really are being mysterious, aren't you?" Jennifer said.

    "You prefer it when I'm being mysterious," Severus pointed out, Jennifer sighing
    with exasperation. She heard a soft bear growl and looked up as Wind stepped down to
    their level.

    "Ah, hello again Jennifer, Severus, Quintin. Fancy running into you again," Wind
    said as if it was a coincidental meeting. But Jennifer squinted warily, wondering if
    it was as coincidental as he pretended it was. "Hoping to see someone take down Steve
    Mason, I take it?" Wind asked.

    "Yes, where is Kevin this year? I thought he was the top champion at this game,"
    Jennifer asked.

    "It is hard to see from this angle, but he's the referee this year," Wind
    explained. "Which means that someone else will have to step up and take him out this
    year."

    "I've been trying to talk Severus into going down there, but he's not budging,"
    Jennifer explained.

    "I see," Wind said calmly.

    "So perhaps you ought to go down there and put him in his place?" Jennifer
    suggested hopefully.

    "Jennifer, you know as well as I do that there is only one person in this stadium
    who could possibly 'put Steve Mason in his place'."

    "Yes, I quite agree," Severus said supportively.

    "Oh, no," Jennifer said, putting up her hands in protest. "Don't even go there."
    Wind nodded at her with an approving smile. "I don't need to give him another reason
    to come after me."

    "Don't think of it as another reason to come after you, Jennifer," Severus
    replied. "Think of it as giving him another reason to leave you alone."

    "Yes, that's right," Wind said, nodding approvingly.

    "Hey! No fair ganging up on me," Jennifer protested.

    "Jennifer, do you or do you not owe me one, for my looking the other way about a
    certain incident that happened on school property?" Wind reminded her. She grew
    wide-eyed with alarm, shaking her head slightly in an attempt to keep him quiet
    around Severus.

    "Oh? What incident?" Severus inquired with interest.

    "I'm sure it's nothing particularly worth mentioning, Severus. I simply was
    reminding her that she owes me one. Or do I need you to refresh your memory,
    Jennifer?" Wind inquired.

    "Fine, fine! I'll go down there! I really don't have a chance when you're both
    egging me on anyway," Jennifer said, setting her tea down and checking her wand as
    she followed Wind down the stairs.

    "Come, Quintin, you can sit in the big chair for this one," Severus suggested.
    Quintin happily climbed on his mother's chair so he could see better.

    By the time Wind and Jennifer got down there, Harry Cole was already in the ring,
    figuring that if anything had a chance at that bull, his reindeer would. But despite
    the fact that his reindeer's antlers helped extend his reach as it went for a forward
    attack, the bull's strength won out, finally able to toss the reindeer aside. As
    Harry hopped down off the stage instead of taking the ramp, he glanced between Wind
    and Jennifer.

    "You going to take Steve out, Wind? Nothing defeats a bull like a bear does,"
    Harry said with a grin.

    "While that is true, I believe Jennifer should have the honor of going next," Wind
    said.

    "I'd better get to my seat quickly, then," Harry decided, and hurried towards the
    amphitheatre while Jennifer took her time coming up the ramp.

    "Oh, hey, Bludger," Kevin said with surprise when she appeared at the top of the
    ramp. "I thought you said your Patronus wasn't appropriate for this."

    "It isn't, but Wind Elk wouldn't take no for an answer again," Jennifer
    explained.

    "Good luck then. I have to be impartial but uh..."

    "Thank you," Jennifer chuckled, walking to the opposite side of the ring.
    "Alright, Steve. It looks like you're going to have your chance to see my Patronus
    after all. You can thank Wind for that."

    "I'll thank him after I trample yours," Steve said evenly.

    "You might want to see it first before you make any claims on trampling it,"
    Jennifer warned.

    "I don't care what it is. No Dark Witch is going to defeat me in a contest
    involving a Light Spell of the highest order," Steve told her indignantly, taking his
    place.

    "Yes, alright. Don't say I didn't warn you," Jennifer said, calmly taking her spot
    as well.

    "Wand salute," Kevin said, and they both held their wands to their faces, gazing
    at each other as they brought them down again. "On my mark, cast your Patronuses," he
    instructed, making sure they were in position. "Cast!"

    Steve was quick to cast, his proud, stalwart bull large enough that the top of its
    head was actually taller than Jennifer, easily double the size of a normal ox, and it
    stamped the ground threateningly. But Jennifer ignored it, calmly casting her own
    Patronus. She was completely unsurprised when both Steve and Kevin became as white as
    sheets, because towering high above them was a full sized male dragon, and he looked
    far from happy about being disturbed.

    The dragon let out a deafening roar that echoed through the amphitheatre and
    reached all corners of the school, leaving everyone's ears ringing. In the silence
    that fell afterwards, Severus allowed himself a moment of triumph, immediately
    recognizing the dragon as his own door guard.

    Jennifer's dragon wrapped his jaws around the bull's back and probably would have
    had lunch had either of them been actual creatures. But as it was, Steve's Patronus
    retreated, and a loud applause erupted as Jennifer walked towards the edge of the
    ring.

    "Hey, wait! You're supposed to stay and defend!" Kevin reminded her.

    "Oh, no thank you! I think I've made my point already," Jennifer decided. "Please
    continue, I don't want to ruin anyone's fun. Are we caught up in favors now, Wind?"
    she asked, seeing that Wind had come up the ramp.

    "Well done, Jennifer," Wind agreed with a smile. "It's alright, Kevin. I will take
    over for Jennifer," he offered.

    "Either way, I think it'll have the same result. No one else is likely to win
    today," Kevin said with a chuckle. "The two of you are unbeatable."

    "Yes, that's the general idea," Wind agreed, ignoring the fact that Steve had yet
    to move, both stunned and furious at the result.

    Not long after making her way back up to the stands, Jennifer led Severus and the
    very tired Quintin inside, and they were all grateful for the sudden quiet.

    "I want to go to bed," Quintin declared.

    "Yes, alright, but I promised your father I would show him something," Jennifer
    explained, finding the right key and leading them into the art room. "Here it is,
    Severus. This one is going to be the control when it's finished," she said, showing
    them the portrait with both Wind and her together in it. The two of them were smiling
    warmly, rough but mostly finished, while the background was just getting penciled in
    around them.

    "I see. So both of your images will be the security control," Severus said,
    finding himself rather fascinated with how their mentor and student relationship
    somehow came out in their still subtle movements.

    "It was Wind's idea to have us both sit for it, actually. Part of the reason was
    to help anchor the wilder side of his nature, and part of it was to offer two
    different perspectives and advice if it's required down the road," Jennifer replied.
    "Alicia is doing a fantastic job with it, don't you think?"

    "Oh yes, she really has come a long way. I must find time to see it when it's
    finished as well," Severus agreed.

    "Does Mum love Wind?" Quintin wondered as he looked at the portrait.

    "Yes, Quintin. Wind is like a second father to me," Jennifer explained with a
    smile, taking his hand as they made their way back out of the room.

    "One father is enough for me," Quintin decided.

    "Thank you," Severus replied.

    "And one Mum!" he added.

    "And one Quintin," Jennifer said mischievously.

    "Yes, wouldn't that be nice," Severus said dryly, and Jennifer chuckled at him as
    she walked them to the Gatehouse.
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    Chapter Sixty-One

    Taking the Moral High Ground

    Lunette opened the door to Experimental Lab One and heard the sound of shattered
    glass on the way to the coffee pot.

    "Just how many years of bad luck are you up to?" Lunette asked as she poured
    herself a cup.

    "84, I think," Jennifer replied, swiftly cleaning it up and getting a new
    full-length mirror out of the pile she had lined up against the wall.

    "Don't worry, Jackie. I got you covered," Lucky said, and Lunette turned around
    fully to see Lucky standing at the counter, using her wand to fiddle with an enlarged
    Sorting device.

    "Good morning, Lucky. I wasn't expecting you here," Lunette said.

    "Yeah, I got drafted," Lucky explained, Lunette smirking at that.

    "Those Sorters run entirely on number logic, and I had trouble getting it to do
    what I wanted it to do. I decided to call in an expert," Jennifer explained.

    "Always a good idea," Lunette agreed. "Did you work out those spell conflicts on
    the platform and swinging arms?"

    "I did. In fact, I stayed up all night working on it," Jennifer admitted. Lunette
    put her hands on her hips.

    "You haven't been to bed yet?" she asked critically.

    "I have just the week off, and I'd like to get the prototype to the point we can
    start testing by Saturday," Jennifer explained unconcernedly.

    "Are you expecting any of the other girls in today?" Lunette asked.

    "Rosemary will be here in half an hour and Lav will be in once Kenzie starts her
    shift, but the other two went on a double date to the Magical Creatures Animal Park.
    They'll be in tomorrow," Jennifer replied.

    "Then I suppose I'll pitch in with those mirrors. Lucky, would you mind stepping
    out to ask the butler to have Liberty report back here when she arrives?" Lunette
    said.

    "On it," Lucky said, going out the door.

    "And Jennifer, I want you to explain to me how to charm and install one of these
    mirror sections so you can get some sleep in the Tolstoy room. I'm not sure you can
    afford any more bad luck, even with Lucky here to negate it," Lunette teased.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said, checking her watch to see how much time she had
    left on her Wakeful Dose before instructing Lunette, and afterwards Rosemary, on how
    to charm and attach a mirror section before finally making her way up to claim one of
    the empty nap cubicles.

    By Easter Sunday, Jennifer was more than ready to take a day off, relaxing at the
    Kingler's Cafe neighborhood party with quite a number of strangely colored deviled
    eggs and a lovely country ham slice with Red Eye gravy. Severus and Quintin sat
    across from her, and Quintin was sporting a pair of bunny ears on his head after
    raiding the very large Easter basket that Sally had given him filled with small toys,
    candy, and a black bunny Beanie Baby.

    "We did get the prototype finished, although I think the sorting mechanism needs
    some fine tuning, and I need to do a bit more work to the memory device to stabilize
    it," Jennifer explained to Severus. "I did have to break out those cursed memory
    items in the end to reverse engineer how they were stabilized. Oh, and guess what...
    I understand how Wandmaker Clemmons made the Mallus Craw Ring and how he was able to
    crystallize the memory strands now," she said brightly. "I could duplicate it at will
    now if I wanted to."

    "How about you don't go there," Severus said so dryly that Jennifer chuckled.

    "No, of course I won't, but it is nice to understand it all the same, in case I
    find a more productive use for those charms," Jennifer assured him. "Anyway, as far
    as the prototype is concerned, it's a matter of setting up a testing protocol, and
    now that school's going to be back in session, we're setting up a schedule so that we
    can go over in small groups and break up the workload but still making it so that it
    gets worked on five nights a week. At first it's all going to be safety testing
    anyway, which can be handled in groups of three, then we'll progress to proof of
    concept tests."

    "It sounds like your team has the matter well in hand then," Severus replied.

    "Yes, with fingers crossed that I'm not chasing shadows here. I'd hate for all of
    this work to be for nothing," Jennifer admitted. "I'll admit to being a bit anxious
    about how disappointed my team will be if this doesn't work."

    "Jennifer, you of all people know that even a negative result in research is still
    progress," Severus pointed out. "And even if you forget that, I'm sure that Lunette
    and Rosemary will also remind you when you get downhearted."

    "As will you," Jennifer said knowingly.

    "And Quintin too, isn't that right, Quintin?" Severus asked, and Quintin gazed at
    him curiously for a moment before beaming at his mother.

    "My mum is smart and clever and pretty and she likes bunnies!" Quintin
    declared.

    "Hm. He modified my suggestion for a complement somewhat," Severus admitted.
    Jennifer couldn't help but chuckle at that.

    Beautiful pink and white blossoms were blooming on all of the fruit trees and the
    dogwood trees. In the garden, tulips, daffodils and daylilies were vigorously taking
    over their sections by the time Monday rolled around. It was warm despite being
    breezy, and the heavy dew and lifting fog left the air fresh and untainted. Jennifer
    walked to the Commissary with a large picnic basket in hand, quite cheerful and ready
    to get back to work. Seeing that Wind and Brenda were having coffee together,
    Jennifer stepped over to their table first.

    "Good morning! Did you have a nice break?" Jennifer asked.

    "Great, thanks! My husband and I went on a Wizard Cruise to get away for awhile,"
    Brenda said.

    "Lovely! You, Wind?" Jennifer asked.

    "Back to Greece," Wind replied. "And Thereus asked me to pass on a message. We
    were able to renegotiate fishing rights for the constellation within the Magical
    Reserve area."

    "That is good news! He did express concern about that while we were there,"
    Jennifer replied.

    "How went the research?" Wind inquired.

    "We have a finished prototype... whether it's working correctly or not is yet to
    be seen, since we just started testing it," Jennifer admitted.

    "Still, that is impressive progress," Wind commended her.

    "Thanks, Wind! I have a very good feeling about it!" Jennifer said
    enthusiastically. "By the way, we're going to start some students on the newspaper
    today. With any luck, we'll have something to pass around to the students by Friday
    after next."

    "Keep up the good work, Jennifer," Wind said with an encouraging smile. Jennifer
    went over to her table and put the basket in front of her curious friends and then
    went to get herself a cup of coffee. Wind watched her with a sigh. "She seems to be
    so upbeat and positive. I wish I had a good feeling about things. Instead, I feel a
    cloud hanging over us."

    "What has you so put off today?" Brenda asked with a frown.

    "I had very little Owl Mail on my desk when I returned yesterday," Wind explained.
    "Four days worth of mail, and yet no letters of outrage from either Stacey Cole or
    Steve Mason. I expected Stacey to send me a long letter explaining to me why Jennifer
    put Quintin up to throwing her in the pond, despite my standing there. I expected
    Steve to complain about some made up reason why Jennifer's Patronus was hidden Dark
    Magic, or some other bull," he added, and Brenda smirked softly at the pun. "I didn't
    have a letter from either of them, and that worries me. I think Steve must be
    plotting something, and if he included Stacey, he probably included quite a number of
    other people as well. I suspect he has some sort of protest planned for the next
    school board meeting," Wind concluded.

    "That's not good. Weren't you planning to propose adding a wireless station to the
    school next meeting?" Brenda asked, wondering if he shouldn't put it off.

    "I still plan to," Wind replied. "But that doesn't mean I'm not bracing myself for
    whatever they have in store for us when I walk into that room Thursday night."

    "Then I think I'll go along for the ride this time, in case you need backup,"
    Brenda decided.

    "Thank you Brenda," Wind said with a smile. "I hope I won't need it, but at the
    same time, I'll be quite surprised if I don't."

    

    The school board meeting room was packed; but fortunately, Wind saw that it wasn't
    all filled with angry parents this time. Instead, there were quite a few parents that
    were there simply to find out what the current plan was with the Wizardnet down. Many
    had originally assumed that they would simply redevelop a hybrid network first...
    until, that is, the Federal Wizard Department decided to make them illegal, joining
    the majority of other countries who decided that combining the two networks was far
    too risky. Nobody wanted to go through that again.

    Brenda was already sitting up front, smiling at Wind as he stepped up with both
    the proposal for the new media program and a notebook in hand. He greeted David and
    Willa, both with notebooks of their own.

    "Good evening," Wind said with a thin smile. "And how are things going at your
    schools? Smoothly, I hope."

    "Oh yes, we're much better adjusted now," Willa replied.

    "As are we, thank you," David agreed. "And ready to start making plans for next
    year."

    "Yes, so are we, although I am also a bit sad that there are only six weeks left.
    I will very much miss my current Items teacher when she goes home," Wind
    admitted.

    "So will we," Willa chuckled. "She always seems to have an answer for everything,
    no matter what problem we had getting our schools running again. She always has a
    rabbit to pull out of her hat."

    "Even though sometimes it is her husband," David said with a grin. "But I am
    wondering what trouble is brewing today. I heard coming in that the Parents of
    Educating Wizards had a proposal of some kind that is supposed to have some board
    support."

    "Let me guess. Stacey Cole is presenting it," Wind said evenly.

    "Yes, but how did you know?" David asked.

    "Call it an educated guess," Wind replied, then glanced up as the board members
    took their places. "At least we won't have long to wait to find out," he added.

    They settled in as the board went through their regular routines of reading
    minutes and budget reports, and a lot of other trivialities that none of the deans
    were all that interested in. But finally, they called for outside proposals, and Wind
    was only mildly surprised when Steve requested that the PEW proposal be read first;
    typically, the Deans spoke before any public organizations, but it was obvious that
    the Masons and Powers on the board were chomping at the bit. Wind didn't protest,
    ready to see what it was they had been plotting.

    Stacey walked up in her best dress, a youth-invigorating facial, and perfectly
    colored and highlighted blonde hair, styled as if she had spent all day in the beauty
    parlor. She was wearing expensive earrings and a pair of platinum framed reading
    glasses with amethysts along one side that matched her slimline purple dress.

    "Esteemed board members, Gentlewizards, and Gentlewitches," Stacey began. "I come
    to you on behalf of the Parents of Educated Wizards about a matter of grave
    importance to the sanctity of our school district. As most of you know, this year
    Whitebridge has been hosting a teacher from Hogwarts who has a very questionable
    past," she began. Rosemary raised her eyebrows at that, while Wind rolled his eyes
    unabashedly at the comment. "In fact, she has quite the criminal record, and despite
    having been pardoned for some of her misdeeds, she was never pardoned for all of
    them, including such offenses as casting experimental spells in front of non-magic
    citizens of her country," she said, getting a reaction from the crowd. "teaching
    magic to an underaged child from a non-magic family," she continued, getting an even
    larger response, "and even casting the Comet Strike spell and destroying a city
    street in the process!" she said, the crowd even more surprised at that.

    "A bit late to bring it up, isn't it?" Brenda murmured. Wind nodded, thinking it
    odd as well.

    "My complaints on this matter, when brought to Dean Elk, was met on deaf ears. I
    brought it to the attention of one of the local attorneys, who also seemed
    disinclined to do anything about it. I later learned that attorney had agreed to take
    Ms. Craw as a client for some undetermined reason," she reported. "I have been going
    over the school board's written rules, regulations, and policies when it comes to the
    matter of the Morality Clause as it pertains to the licenses and hiring contracts of
    teachers and administration," she went on, and Wind squinted. "But apparently, the
    clause is quite vague. There are no definitions as to what a 'high moral standard'
    actually means, and has been left up to the interpretation of the administration of
    schools and the school board as to what that actually entails. Which means, of
    course, that it can mean anything at all, and therefore is never called into
    question, regardless of criminal behavior. Mr. Chairman, our children deserve better
    than this! A teacher should be of a high moral standard, and I am disturbed and
    horrified to learn just how many of those we entrust our children and grandchildren
    to have a very questionable past. I therefore have sponsored a petition, signed by
    members of my organization, parents of children that live in this district, several
    board members, and other community leaders," she said, showing the lists, "to modify
    the morality clause so that it bans the hiring of any teacher or administrator who
    has any sort of an arrest record, regardless of level of offense and penalty, and
    regardless of nationality."

    Brenda, Wind, and David leapt to their feet, Willa soon following in suit while
    Rosemary was banging on her light indicator, making it flash rather than glow.

    "The board recognizes Mrs. Carmody for two minutes," Mr. Charleston said.

    "I don't need two minutes. I just want to point out that such a revision goes too
    far," Rosemary snapped. "If you include minor offenses, that's going to include a lot
    of teachers and administrators who have a record after being involved in social
    justice actions."

    "Mrs. Carmody, banning people with a public record does not take away anyone's
    freedom of speech or right to protest, as long as they do so legally," Stacey pointed
    out smoothly. "Furthermore, it is not the school board's place to pick and choose
    between arrest records and make exceptions to some and not for others. However, it
    does have an obligation to keep the criminal element out of our schools to keep our
    children safe."

    "Mrs. Cole, may I point out just how much those protest laws have changed over
    time, including which groups of people the government believes has the right to
    protest and where, slighting minorities and women disproportionately?" Wind pointed
    out. "It was not so long ago that the only ones allowed to protest were single white
    men... and when the rest of us were finally given permission in name, we were only
    allowed to demonstrate in places where our protests couldn't be heard."

    "Dean Elk, it is not your turn yet. Please wait to be recognized," Mr. Charleston
    replied.

    "Damn the wait! You're simply illustrating the point!" Wind snapped furiously.

    "I agree with Wind! We're not going quietly, Charleston, you'll be hearing from
    the ACLU about this!" Brenda shouted angrily.

    "This is completely ridiculous! You are going to unheard lengths just to get rid
    of one teacher who is only going to be here another six weeks!" David added
    fiercely.

    "This isn't about Jennifer anymore, it's about getting rid of us," Wind murmured
    to David. "That nationality comment was aimed at me." David stared at him, realizing
    he had a point before looking back at the board and noticing that they had been
    ordering them to sit down for some time now.

    The four of them did not sit, but they did quiet down to the point that the
    superintendent could finally call Steve Mason, who had been waiting calmly to be
    recognized.

    "Mr. Charleston, I myself am one of the five board members who signed Mrs. Cole's
    petition, and I am glad to sponsor the proposal on her behalf," Steve Mason replied
    cordially, picking up a paper. "I would also like to say something about our
    out-of-order Deans and assistant Dean. I'm afraid their opinions are biased on their
    issue due to the fact that their jobs are on the line. Dean Martinez has a record for
    unlawful assembly, trespassing, and failure to comply in California, Texas, and
    Florida," Steve explained, David's knuckles going white. "Assistant Dean Johnson has
    a record in Alabama, Florida, Missouri, Michigan, and Minnesota," he added. Brenda
    glared at him, seething. "And I am not even getting into Dean Elk's record, which
    stretches back as far as records are even kept."

    "You can't hold him responsible for some of that!" Brenda snapped. "Especially
    since he was given a FWA pardon and a Humanitarian Award for his advocacy for his
    tribe."

    "I wasn't planning on including that," Steve said calmly. "It doesn't excuse his
    arrests in New York State, Illinois, Washington D.C., and a dozen or so other states
    in connection to anti-war movements and other unpatriotic activities!"

    "I'm so distressed that I did anything that the United States thinks would be
    unpatriotic," Wind said, his words dripping with so much sarcasm that no one could
    miss it.

    "Steve, while I understand and partially agree with the addition of this bill, I
    must admit to both you and the petitioner that I hadn't realized just how many
    teachers this bill would affect," Mr. Charleston admitted.

    "Oh, these three are the tip of the iceberg, Brian," Rosemary warned. "My daughter
    has a record in Berkeley, Portland, and Chicago, and I have no doubts that quite a
    number of other teachers also have minor offenses for one reason or another."

    "That just shows the level of corruption that's in our schools!" Steve retorted.
    "It's time we cleaned up all of this reckless hooliganism and get respectable
    teachers in here that will be more appropriate role models for young inspirational
    minds! Children should not be taught by thugs!"

    "Mr. Mason, I certainly understand where you and Mrs. Cole are coming from, but we
    cannot possibly refill so many positions by next year," Mr. Charleston pointed
    out.

    "Then we will modify the proposal so that those who are not compliant with the new
    standard can finish out their current contract first before finding new employment.
    That will stagger how many teachers will need to be replaced each year until the
    matter is resolved," Steve suggested.

    "Very well. I will allow you until next meeting to resolve those details. We will
    then read the proposition and allow public comment before the vote," Mr. Charleston
    decided. "Miss Gail, add it to the records please."

    The four of them slowly sat back down, Wind gesturing to Gail to let her know he
    had no intention of presenting his proposal tonight.

    "I don't know what we can do. It sounded to me like the superintendent is in favor
    of his," David murmured quietly.

    "I have at least four teachers that this is going to affect," Willa said.

    "I have more than that," David admitted. "Not excluding myself. What are we going
    to do?"

    "Fight it in the courts. They can't hold this over us," Brenda whispered
    angrily.

    "Technically they can, if they can prove that the rules apply to everyone," Wind
    replied softly. "Just stay calm, perhaps the public will be sympathetic to our
    situation."

    "And if they're not?" David asked worriedly.

    "Then I'll go find out if Jennifer has another rabbit to pull out of her hat,"
    Wind murmured. The four of them faced forwards, but didn't really pay attention to
    the rest of the meeting.
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    Chapter Sixty-Two

    Magna Carta Libertatum

    After Jangle informed the Rogue Painting what had happened at the board meeting,
    Jennifer wasted little time hurrying to Wind's office the next morning. Then she sent
    Jangle to Jim Buchard's office, and ended up having to skip breakfast and was even
    late getting to class.

    Fortunately, although Frank didn't know much sign language, he did know the
    alphabet, so the Rogue Painting was able to get a message across. Jennifer hurried in
    the door to find all of the students either had their projects out or were in the
    back row brainstorming some possible articles to add to the newspaper.

    "I'm so sorry that took so long, Frank, but I'll talk to you about it between
    classes. This may not be the only class I'll be missing over the next few weeks,"
    Jennifer warned softly.

    "I'm sure you wouldn't have been late if it wasn't important. Rogue said you were
    in Wind's office," Frank whispered back. "Are you doing some special project for the
    Dean?"

    "Yes, I'm trying to save this school," Jennifer replied. Frank stared at her with
    alarm. "I promise I'll tell you about it later."

    "Sure, do whatever you have to do," Frank replied, then watched as she gathered up
    the students going to the Media Room and walking them over. "Just what I needed.
    Another reason to question my job security," Frank muttered to himself, then walked
    over to check on the students.

    That evening, Frank went back to the room he was still sharing with Ray and Asher
    and discussed what he had learned over a pizza and a six pack of Bludger Beer, the
    other two growing unusually somber.

    "Well, if they get that rule passed, I won't have a chance at coming back next
    year. I have an assault charge on my record," Raymond admitted with a sigh.

    "Maybe it won't count because you were an Auror at the time?" Asher suggested.

    "From the way it sounded, they were planning on making it a blanket 'no
    exceptions' policy," Frank said.

    "But just criminal cases, not civil cases right?" Asher asked seriously.

    "As far as I know," Frank sighed.

    "I hope so. If they counted all of my restraining orders, I am really going to be
    in trouble," Asher said. Ray gave him a dirty look.

    "If you ask me, we may be in trouble anyway. If they succeed, we'll be losing
    Brenda, Wind, Lavender, and anyone else on staff who's been arrested for minor
    offenses because a protest overheated. And who knows what other small infractions
    will come out because of all of this?" Frank said. "In principle, I can see the point
    of wanting to make certain a school's staff aren't a bunch of crooks, who wouldn't
    want that? But if this rule passes, I would be terrified to even attempt to go to a
    protest for fear that I may be at the wrong place at the wrong time and get picked up
    by the police for something, regardless of what I believe in."

    "It makes me want to go out and protest the fact that I don't have the right to
    get arrested in a protest," Ray said dryly.

    "That sounds like something your father would do," Frank said with a chuckle.

    "You're right. I guess he has rubbed off on me some," Ray agreed. "So what's the
    plan, Frank?"

    "I don't know. Jennifer wouldn't give me any details, only that she was really
    busy going back and forth between Wind and her lawyers and that we would learn more
    about what they're working on later," Frank said. "So I guess the plan right now is
    to keep things going smoothly here at the school, cover for Jennifer as needed, and
    hope whatever they're working on is going to fix things."

    "Alright Frank. Just let us know if you need any extra help with anything," Ray
    replied, and Asher nodded in agreement.

    As it happened, Ray soon learned that he did have a part to play. Jennifer had,
    rather abruptly and apologetically, stopped coming to sparring club. So Ray quickly
    had to take over the advanced students, and recruited Kay, who he had been helping do
    forms on the weekends, to take over the beginner class.

    Once the students had all been trained in the Media Room, Frank had found a note
    waiting for him in the Items Room the next day, asking if he could please teach Items
    by himself. He later learned from Lavender that Jennifer had stayed up the night
    before running tests on a research project in New York, and between keeping up with
    her responsibilities there as well as helping Wind had managed to run herself to near
    exhaustion. Rather than risk falling asleep on her class, she had wisely taken the
    day off, getting caught up on some much needed sleep before hurrying off campus to
    make a late afternoon appointment with one of her lawyers.

    The next day, envelopes went out to all of the teachers about a mandatory staff
    meeting in the Assembly Hall.

    

    Wind Elk was delighted when the day of the next school board meeting came. The
    most delightful part of it was the fact that he had no reason to go, and decided to
    spend the evening in a school library with one of his favorite books.

    Instead, Lunette Vallid took his spot so that she could watch all of the fun,
    while David and Willa looked over at her both awed and curious as to what she was
    doing there and why she had chosen to sit in Wind's seat.

    Even as the school board was assembling, James Buchard stood at the podium,
    unconcerned that they had not yet been called to order or that he had yet to be
    recognized in any way. He stood there even as the school board went through their
    normal motions and procedures. Many of the board members passed him curious glances,
    and one or two gave him annoyed looks that he stood there without being called; only
    Rosemary Carmody gave him a thin knowing smile as Mr. Charleston finally turned in
    his direction.

    "Mr. Buchard, we are getting ready to hear public comment about the possible
    changes to the morality clause," Mr. Charleston said. "If this is about the civil
    rights complaints that were sent to my office, we have received them. Or do you have
    further comment on the issue?"

    "Mr. Charleston. I am here on a separate issue. I am here to represent the
    Whitebridge Academy on a matter that should be addressed before any other of
    tonight's matters... namely, I am here to explain why they do not have a secondary
    school representative tonight," Jim said.

    "I see. Is Dean Elk in good health?" Mr. Charleston asked.

    "Oh, it's nothing like that, not to worry," Jim quickly assured him. "But I am
    here to serve notice to this board that at the end of this school year on May 28th,
    Whitebridge Academy will no longer be considered under your board's jurisdiction. I
    have a copy of the notice and all legal paperwork here, and I have also sent a
    registered package to your office and your secretary's office as per requirements,
    and have informed the wireless to broadcast the notice during their community
    billboard segment since we do not currently have a circulating newspaper for their
    area."

    "Impossible! Redistricting schools happen after a census, and school boards are
    directly involved in the process," Mr. Charleston said.

    "True, for public Wizarding schools," Jim replied. "But this notice is to inform
    you that after this year, Whitebridge is no longer a public school. They have
    petitioned both the state and federal wizard agencies to become a charter school, to
    be governed by an internal school board chosen by the teachers and staff of the
    school, as per their charter."

    The initial surprise and exclamations of the board were drowned out by all of
    those watching in the seats, everyone talking excitedly and loudly and making it hard
    for them to bring the room back to order. David and Willa glanced at each other
    worriedly.

    "Mr. Buchard, I was always under the impression that the school board had some say
    in whether or not a school can convert to a charter or not," Mr. Charleston said.

    "Now don't you think that'd be a conflict of interest, Mr. Charleston?" Jim
    pointed out. "Wizard schools don't have large school districts like the non-magic
    schools do, as you well know, and therefore school boards are a lot less likely to
    let a school go, knowing it's a loss of both funds and community power. In this
    particular case, it was quite easy to prove a conflict of interest existed, because
    of how hostile this board has been to Whitebridge and its staff of late. In fact,
    I've been gathering information and affidavits on the matter since late last year.
    There have even been complaints about a certain board member making threats and
    harassing one of the current teachers over past childhood grievances."

    "That's a lie!" Steve shouted, standing up furiously. "I've never harassed anyone!
    Jennifer's the one that's always going after me!"

    "Mr. Charleston, I would like it to be written in the minutes, for the record,
    that I never said who the board member or teacher was that I was referring to," Jim
    said calmly. Steve turned red with anger. "Furthermore, I had gathered most of the
    evidence about the ill intent of this board even before that proposal last meeting
    which was quite intentionally crafted in an attempt to get rid of key members of the
    school. And since I only need to prove there is a probable conflict of interest, the
    state and federal boards agreed to bypass some procedure in lieu of a notice, which I
    am serving right now. In short, it's completely out of your hands, whether you like
    it or not. And since this is the last meeting of the year, and anything you might do
    that might deemed hostile to Whitebridge tonight would garner a critical eye from
    state and federal Wizard Education boards now that they fully understand the
    situation, I suggest you think carefully about what sorts of nastiness you want to
    accomplish tonight. Anyway, that is all I have to say. Have a good meeting," Jim
    said, stepping off the podium while the entire room erupted in excited chatter.

    "But what about us? What is going to happen to us?" Willa asked in a panic.

    "Judge Vallid, I do not know why you are here," David said, turning to the witch
    next to him out of desperation. "But this is going to leave Pittsburgh and Allegheny
    Wizard Vocationals in a very compromised position without Wind here to back us
    up."

    "Yes, I know, and that's exactly why I'm here," Lunette said with amusement.
    "Jennifer Craw and Wind Elk sent me because they were worried about your schools too.
    How would you like to go to dinner with Jim and me to discuss a possible Whitebridge
    extension program? You would be under the charter school's governing board, of
    course, but you would be offered a seat at the table."

    "Oh, yes, please," Willa said quickly.

    "It has to be better than this," David agreed. Nodding with a chuckle, Lunette
    nodded and got up, gesturing to the other two before the three of them joined Jim and
    left the chaos.

    By the time Mr. Charleston got the room in order, there were no Deans at all
    sitting in the front row, and it slowly began sink in that the school board would
    soon have no schools to govern over.
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    Chapter Sixty-Three

    Backup and Restore

    Jennifer entered Kingler's Cafe with a smile, taking the time to greet Tony,
    Sally, Billy, Carlos, and the rest before finally pouring two cups of coffee and
    bringing them over to the table where Severus sat waiting for her, meeting her alone
    for a change.

    "Can you believe it? Our last rendezvous before I have to return home in two
    weeks. This year went much, much faster than I thought it would," Jennifer
    admitted.

    "I found it interminable," Severus replied. "So was waiting for you this
    morning."

    "I am sorry that I'm late, Severus," Jennifer apologized, sitting down across from
    him. "But we had to fill in our blind ballots this morning for who the first officers
    for the new school board are going to be and it ran over."

    "You can make it up to me by agreeing to stay over. We can use that standing offer
    you have at Coven Suites this evening," Severus suggested in a low voice.

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said with a chuckle. "I could really use a break between
    all of the school politics and device testing I've been drowning in lately. And now
    that the hardest part is over with the school... at least as far as I'm concerned, at
    any rate... I could do with a bit of relaxation."

    "You won't hear any arguments from me. Perhaps we should go there directly to try
    and secure the best room we can for such short notice," he suggested.

    "If you like," Jennifer said, hearing someone clear her throat. They looked up to
    see Sally standing there. "I'll have whatever Carlos thinks Billy needs more practice
    with, Sally."

    "Okay, but I should warn you, it's Eggs Benedict," Sally said.

    "It can't be any worse than Jennifer's first attempts. Her hollandaise sauce
    always came out green," Severus said seriously.

    "Oh no, Severus, don't tell her about that!" Jennifer protested with a laugh.

    "The usual for me," Severus said.

    "You got it," Sally chuckled at them, walking back over to the counter.

    "So tell me more detail about this new school board of yours," Severus
    suggested.

    "Well, this first school board will be made up of members that are entirely voted
    on by the faculty," Jennifer said with enthusiasm. "There will be a chairman to run
    the meetings, of course, a vice chair, secretary, treasurer, as well as a President
    of the Academy and a President of the Healer's school. Dean Elk and the Deans of the
    two extension schools... once that's official... will also sit on the board, along
    with heads of different internal departments, who'll represent different groups of
    teachers. For example, all of the teachers in the Physical Arts will elect a
    department head, who will be a member of the board and vote on the department's
    behalf. There will also be one for Basic Academics, Magical Arts, and so forth. All
    of the department representatives and the Deans will have to be employed at the time,
    of course, but the other offices can be held by alumni... oh, but only one member of
    any family can hold a board position at one time, which includes everything up to
    second cousins. So if one of the Masons, for example, gets elected to treasurer, no
    spouse, child, uncle, niece or so forth can serve at the same time. We put that in
    there to prevent further usurping the board down the road."

    "An understandable precaution. But what of teachers?" Severus asked.

    "In that case, it's whoever is best suited for the job regardless of who they're
    related to, of course. Jim did suggest a clause for that, but when I about strangled
    him for mentioning it, Lunette stepped in and explained why I didn't think that was a
    good idea," Jennifer said.

    "I see," Severus said with a knowing smirk, sipping his coffee. "You know,
    Jennifer, I can't help but be a bit envious of this new board at Whitebridge, and
    having both the Deans and the teachers sitting at the table with the rest of the
    board."

    "Not only that, the teachers themselves will have some voting rights even after
    the board is officially formed," Jennifer added. "Representatives will always be
    elected by their departments, and if one of the other spots is vacated, the
    representatives not only help vote for or against whoever is coming in, but they can
    request a full faculty vote if there are any disputes." Severus nodded.

    "And the Dean positions?" Severus inquired.

    "Well, they're to be recommended and decided by the outgoing Dean. As long as the
    recommendation is qualified, it can't really be overruled. But if there is an
    emergency or if a Dean ends up being detrimental to the school, the board can request
    that the Dean be replaced. At that point, the entire faculty will vote on whether or
    not they are going to be replaced. And if they vote someone out, then the teachers
    will vote for a new Dean, chosen from of the senior members of the faculty," Jennifer
    explained.

    "I can't help but admit that I'm more than a little impressed. You've thought of
    just about everything," Severus decided.

    "Well, James Buchard had a lot to do with it too. To his credit, he wanted to
    close all of the legal loopholes. Oh, and I might have asked Wind nonchalantly what
    he thought an ideal school board might look like when we were looking for subjects to
    talk about while that security painting was being done," Jennifer added with a
    mischievous smile.

    "There is one thing you may not have considered, however," Severus decided. "What
    are you going to do if you get elected onto the board? I would be quite surprised
    after everything you've done if you weren't at least nominated for something."

    "Well, yes, I am. But alumnus or not, I highly doubt anyone would be silly enough
    to elect me for the board, Severus. Everyone at that school knows that I'm going home
    in two weeks and that my main focus is Hogwarts and always has been," Jennifer
    replied.

    "I see. So is there some sort of clause in the charter saying that you must be
    local as well as an alumnus to serve on the board?" Severus inquired.

    "Well, no, not that I recall, but..."

    "Must be a U.S. Citizen?" he asked.

    "I'm sure that one isn't in there. After all..."

    "And if you did get elected to the board, do you believe even for an instant that
    Wind Elk would ever let you get out of it?" Severus interrupted. Jennifer made a
    face.

    "Well, no. No, he wouldn't. But it won't happen, Severus, so stop trying to make
    me worry about it. I'd rather talk about my research anyway, because we've had some
    limited success with the prototype recently," Jennifer said. Severus was curious
    enough that he decided to let her drop the subject.

    "Limited success?" Severus prompted.

    "We've been using it only on short term memory cases so far... people who have
    missed only a short amount of time up until a week," Jennifer explained. "Lunette set
    it up with the local Wizard Auror department, where we've been testing it on
    individuals with gaps and a strong network of family and friends who have vivid
    memories before and after the event so that we can connect them. Honestly, a lot of
    the people we've been testing probably could have been cured with the potion version
    as well, but we're slowly working our way up, you see."

    "And how many have you cured by using your new device thus far?" Severus
    inquired.

    "Oh, all of them," Jennifer said. Severus stared at her.

    "Then why are you coming off as being so uncertain?" Severus asked.

    "Because this machine is for long term cases, not short term, and I'm still not
    convinced it's going to work, despite my team's enthusiasm," Jennifer said bluntly.
    "A friend of mine from the Order of Libris, Genie, knows of a student who backfired
    the Obliviation Curse trying to keep her sister from tattling on her for something
    over the Christmas break, and she ended up losing several months of memory putting
    her behind in school this year. We're going to test it on her this week," Jennifer
    said.

    "And once that works you'll be more confident?" Severus asked.

    "Well, no," Jennifer said, Severus frowning at that. "But I will know I'm on the
    right track. To be perfectly honest, there's only one test that'll convince me for
    certain that this thing works, really. The worst case scenario."

    "Then perhaps it's time to set caution aside and simply go for it to see what
    happens, so that you know going forward just where you stand on it," Severus
    suggested. Jennifer stared at him.

    "Since when do you advocate for taking a chance?" Jennifer challenged him.

    "There is a difference between being cautious and being timid, and right now it's
    perfectly evident that you are doing the latter and not the former. So do yourself a
    favor and stop waffling on this. Get the necessary permissions, take the necessary
    precautions, and just do it," Severus said firmly.

    Jennifer and Rosemary carefully checked over Jennifer's device one last time to
    make certain it was put together properly. Not long after the final checks were done,
    Severus stepped into the New York Auror Station and was led back to the large room
    the device was in, and glanced around to see who was there.

    "This was the best you could come up with?" Severus wanted to know.

    Hagrid, Harry, Hermione, Ron, Ginny, and Molly Weasley gazed back at him, Molly
    clucking softly at the way he had said that.

    "Yes, I'm afraid so. I did ask Deacon Aldus, but he wanted no part in it. He said
    he likes him much better the way he is now," Jennifer explained. She went over to the
    platform of the device and pulled out a small octagon vessel with a shutter-like
    opening at the top, then she used a lever to slide it open.

    "Personally, I like him better the way he is now too," Harry admitted. "But that
    doesn't give us the right to leave him like this if there's a way to help him."

    "Right now, I have no idea if we can help him or not," Jennifer replied, holding
    the container out to Harry, who then used his wand to take out a memory strand and
    placed it inside. All of the others standing there did the same, putting their
    strands inside.

    "He's likely to be a mess afta'll this, you realize tha' righ'? I mean if it
    works," Hagrid said, putting his own strand in worriedly.

    "Yes, I do," Jennifer said solemnly. "That's why I have Conner bringing him
    today."

    "A wise precaution," Severus agreed, putting his own strand in.

    "I hope it works," Molly said anxiously, adding her strand last. "I know it'll be
    hard for him, especially since he's been so happy. But it's the right thing to
    do."

    "How about I just be happy if it works for Jennifer's sake?" Ron said dryly. "I
    can't stand the old git."

    "All the same, I've always felt partially responsible for what happened," Ginny
    admitted.

    "You didn't have anything to do with his part in what happened that year, Ginny,
    trust me," Hermione said. "But I'm with Ron on this one. I want to see it work for
    Jennifer's sake more than his."

    "Thank you," Jennifer said with a smile, closing the device up and then waving her
    wand to seal it properly under the platform. "No one can be in the room with him when
    we do this, but there's an observation area just behind that wall you can watch
    from."

    "I'll show them were to go," offered Harry, but was interrupted when Conner and
    Roy Lockhart entered the room, shown in by Aurelius.

    "I've never been to New York that I recall! I don't suppose we could have a wander
    about while we're visiting?" Roy chatted excitedly as they stepped in.

    "We'll see," Conner said with a smile, but Roy was immediately distracted by the
    others in the room.

    "Why, look at that! It's Harry Potter!" Roy said excitedly. "And Professor Snape!
    Are you here to see if my memory can be restored too?"

    "This device needs the memories of other people who encountered you before you
    lost your memories for it to work," Jennifer explained. "They've all contributed
    strands to try and help you. Of course, there's no guarantee that it will," she
    warned.

    "Oh yes, Doctor Donovan has explained all that, and the risks. As well as the fact
    that no matter what happens, I'll be helping others by getting one step closer to a
    solution! I am happy to contribute," Roy assured Jennifer. Jennifer nodded at that
    with a smile.

    "Alright, everyone, head to the observation room! Conner, you probably ought to
    stay with me and watch at the door," Jennifer suggested.

    "Good idea," Conner agreed with a smile.

    "Jen-girl, I'm going to run along to the observation room and stand with the rest
    of the team," Rosemary said.

    "Alright," Jennifer said. "Come over here, please Roy," Jennifer said, walking
    over to a circular platform in front of a full-length mirror that was suspended on a
    metal arm. "I need you to stand in the very center of the platform and look in the
    mirror."

    "Very well," Roy said, doing what he was told, pushing back his long white hair,
    his tail a bit messy after the trip there. "I look... normal."

    "Yes, just stand there for now. I will need to turn off the lights and exit the
    room while this is going on," Jennifer explained. Once I do, the mirrors will
    separate into different memories that others have provided. Concentrate the one just
    in front of you, and the device will do the rest. Do you understand?"

    "Yes," Roy said.

    "Good luck," Jennifer added, then stood in the doorway long enough to turn off the
    lights and flip the switch on the device before closing the door, joining Conner in
    peering out the small open window.

    Down the hall in the observation room, the rest of the team and memory donors had
    a better view; as if they were standing on the edge of the room with nothing in the
    way. But then, the room went dark and quiet.

    "Was that supposed to happen?" Molly whispered, despite the fact that the other
    room was soundproofed.

    "Yes," Rosemary confirmed in a normal voice. "Isolation is the beginning
    step."

    But finally after a long pause the mirror's golden frame began to glow, and they
    could see both the mirror and Roy's face once more, staring into it in almost a daze,
    trying to refocus on it. But then the mirrors and the metal arm that it was attached
    to the platform below his feet suddenly seemed to split and other mirrors appeared,
    eight altogether, seven for each memory and the one mirror that he started with. They
    swung around them to form a circle, and after settling for a moment or two, one of
    them slid in front of the mirror he had been looking into, and he was confronted by a
    memory of the first time he met Molly Weasley... soon followed by the one where he
    met Harry Potter.

    At first, the mirrors slid in and out of his stationary view; sometimes spinning,
    sometimes stopping abruptly and going in the opposite direction in a complex
    pattern.

    "I see now. This is very much like the maze Jennifer had to traverse," Severus
    realized.

    "Yes, exactly," Lunette agreed.

    "The sorting device next to the memory box is using his reactions in the mirror to
    help figure out what memories to show him next," Lucky explained. "From his
    perspective, it'll seem like he's moving the mirrors himself, as he tries to make
    sense out of them."

    "Look, there are only six mirrors all of the sudden," Ron pointed out.

    "That means he's done with two of them," Rosemary replied.

    "They're spinning faster now. Is that a good sign?" Hermione asked.

    "I don't know. We haven't done this with someone whose memory is this far back,"
    Rosemary admitted. "It's actually taking longer than it has before."

    "Maybe if they're going faster, it means that he's processing it quicker. If
    that's true, then it's a very good sign," Liberty offered.

    In fact, even as she said that, the spinning arms stopped and there was only five
    mirrors now, then after a quick jerk in the opposite direction, four, and then three.
    At last, the two remaining mirrors slid into place, and as the movement stopped
    completely, everyone in the observation room saw that Gilderoy was staring in the
    single mirror with tears streaming down his face.

    Jennifer opened the door and slowly increased the lighting from dim to bright to
    give him some time to adjust. He then crumpled to his knees, sobbing profusely, his
    whole body shaking when Jennifer and Conner reached his side.

    "Roy? Are you all right?" Jennifer asked softly.

    "What have I done?" Gilderoy sobbed, still shaking as he sat up slowly. "Those
    poor wizards I condemned to this spell! What did I do?" he said. Jennifer glanced at
    Conner worriedly, but he gestured for her to give Gilderoy a minute to recover. "I
    um... surrender. To the Ministry, or by whatever authority can take me. Let me... let
    me supply a list of names... in case some of the wizards I wronged are still living.
    Perhaps you can save them as well," he said, feeling for a quill or pen and
    discovering that he didn't have one.

    "I don't think anyone is interested in arresting you, Mr. Lockhart," Conner
    assured him, then glanced at Jennifer. "Perhaps we should get you checked over at a
    hospital just to be on the safe side, and then you and I can have a long talk and
    I'll help you sort out what comes next."

    "Yes. Yes, alright," Gilderoy said, letting Conner help him to his feet. "Thank
    you, Doctor."

    "That's what I'm here for," Conner said with a smile. "And on that note, thank
    you, Jennifer, for making sure I was here today."

    "Of course. Thank you for helping him," Jennifer replied sincerely, then smiled at
    Gilderoy, who gazed at her with a serious expression.

    "Professor Craw," Gilderoy said, attempting to regain some composure. "I am
    certain there will come a day in the future that I will probably want to think you
    for this, but... not today," he said somberly. Jennifer couldn't miss the pain in his
    gaze, regretting the loss of his second life.

    "I understand," Jennifer said solemnly.

    Gilderoy nodded at that and turned to Conner, letting him lead him out of the
    room. Jennifer gazed after them and realized that Lunette and Severus were standing
    just inside the door, keeping the others back so that Conner could see his patient
    out.

    Lunette handed Conner a key to the nearby Wizard hospital when they reached her.
    Having a soft word with Lunette, Conner then led him out towards the reception area
    so that they could safely key out. Once they were gone, the rest began to file
    in.

    "So Jennifer," Severus asked expressionlessly. "Is it safe to conjecture that the
    device works now?"

    Jennifer gave him a warm smile as the rest filed in, stopped only by Ron who ran
    over to her and put his arms up in protest.

    "Hold it! Hold it! Before you all swarm over here, I want a picture of her with
    that device first. I get an exclusive, right?" Ron said.

    "Exclusive pictures yes, exclusive story, no," Severus replied.

    "Wait! The whole team should be over here," Jennifer protested.

    "Oh, no, you don't!" Lunette snapped. "I want no mistakes this time on whose
    project this is. Ron, take a picture with Jennifer and the machine by themselves. I
    don't want any photos of the whole team posted for 48 hours, or you will face my
    wrath. I am not prepared to go through all of that mistaken team leader crap
    again!"

    "I agree entirely," Severus said emphatically.

    "Okay, okay, I get it already," Ron grumbled,taking out his camera. "I'll just
    take down their names and put it a few paragraphs in about them or something. Is that
    an acceptable compromise?"

    "Fine," Lunette decided as she and Severus made sure everyone stayed away from
    Jennifer and her device as they came in and began chatting excitedly about what
    happened and how ingenious it was.

    "So what are you calling this thing, anyway?" Ron asked when he finally put the
    camera down to take some notes.

    "We've just been calling it the memory restorer, really," Jennifer admitted.

    "Nah, you can do better than that, Jackie," Lucky said, stepping over to them.
    "Call it the Restoration of Memory device instead."

    "How is that any better than what we've been already calling it?" Kay wanted to
    know.

    "Because then you can shorten it to ROM," Lucky snickered. Lunette laughed.

    "It's a computer joke, Jennifer," Lunette informed her.

    "Oh. Well, since their destruction rather inspired it, I suppose it's only fair,"
    Jennifer decided, getting another laugh, and then Ron coaxed them into taking some
    full team photos after swearing he wouldn't release them early on pain of curse.
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    Chapter Sixty-Four

    Upgrades

    The next morning, Jennifer arrived for breakfast just to have Lavender shove a
    newspaper in her face.

    "Look who made the front page of the Wizardview," Lavender said, waving
    the New York paper in front of her.

    "And the Daily Prophet," Gretchen added for good measure, showing the
    other paper with the photo of her standing in front of the ROM machine.

    "Where did you get those?" Jennifer laughed at them.

    "Oh, I got the Wizardview from S&S, but Alicia Pyther brought in a
    giant stack of the Daily Prophet and left them right inside the doors of the
    Assembly building this morning," Lavender said, showing Jennifer that she had a copy
    as well.

    Suddenly Frank peered over Gretchen's shoulder and scoffed.

    "Are you still looking at that? Jennifer's ROM device? That's old news!
    It happened yesterday!" Frank said so flippantly that even Jennifer put her hands on
    her hips. "Fortunately for you, I happen to have here the very latest Jennifer Craw
    news! The newest that you can find anywhere," he bragged, holding up a stack of
    school newspapers. "In fact, it is so new, that I don't think that Jennifer
    Craw herself is aware of it... keep your specs up..." he added when the slid down,
    smacking the issue of the Whitebridge Gazette so close to her face that she
    couldn't read him if she wanted to. She took it from him just to get it out of her
    face.

    "Hey, hey, hey! It's the election results! And what's this I see? Look, I got
    voted in as Physical Arts Rep!" Lavender said excitedly.

    "Congratulations. I now get to come to you with all of my problems," Frank
    said.

    "Oh, yeah. What did I just get myself into?" Lav joked. "Looks like Sue got
    Academics and Kevin got Athletics."

    "Sure, that one is a shock," Kay said dryly.

    "Well, it definitely looks like someone is shocked," Frank teased Jennifer, who
    was staring at the newspaper.

    In fact, she looked as if she was in desperate need of a chair. The moment that
    the cafeteria doors opened, she walked over to her table still staring at the paper,
    and sat down without even bothering to get a cup of coffee. Lav smiled at her stunned
    expression and poured them both a cup of coffee, bringing it over and setting it in
    front of her.

    "This one's on me, President Craw," Lav said.

    "Now, don't you start," Jennifer said, but her friend only grinned at her and sat
    down, the other two teachers soon joining them. "I am happy you were selected as one
    the representatives, Lav... and I am thrilled to no end that your mother is now the
    school board chairman," Jennifer said. "But how did I get voted Academy President?
    I'm not even going to teaching here next year."

    "That's easy," Kay said. "You got President because everyone who filled out one of
    those voting slips voted for you. Including me."

    "And me," Gretchen added.

    "And me, and the wolf den trio and... hell, you'd be hard pressed to find someone
    who didn't vote for you," Lav admitted. "You saved the school, Jennifer."

    "I was just... excuse me," Jennifer said, flustered. She walked over to where Wind
    and Brenda had just sat down. Beside Brenda was a stack of folders and a copy of the
    school paper set on top of them.

    "Good morning, President Craw," Wind said warmly when she approached.

    "Good morning, boss!" Brenda teased for good measure. "Congratulations on that
    successful ROM device test!"

    "Oh, yes, congratulations indeed. We are so proud of you, Jennifer," Wind
    added.

    "Yes, fine, thanks and all, but... I can't be Academy President! I'm going home,"
    Jennifer pointed out.

    "Don't worry, Jennifer. Brenda will send all of your paperwork to Hogwarts," Wind
    replied unconcernedly.

    "Sure, we'll make sure you're never out of the loop," Brenda said. "It'll be easy
    once we get the last of those paintings done, and Wind Elk has one of those mirrors
    for emergencies."

    "Besides, you'll only have to drop by for meetings once a month, and I'm certain
    we can work out a schedule that's suitable despite the time difference," Wind
    replied.

    "This is your way of telling me that you're not going to let me out of this, are
    you?" Jennifer said flatly, Wind smiling at that. "But surely there has to be someone
    else more appropriate to take that spot! There are lots of other teachers that have
    been here for years who I'm sure would be better. I am nothing but a one year
    exchange Professor on a forced sabbatical-"

    "Oh, Jennifer. Just when I think you're over this, you backslide, don't you?" Wind
    said with exasperated smile, standing up. "Come along, let's take a walk
    together."

    "No, really. I'm not letting you talk me into one of your schemes this time,"
    Jennifer told him. "I'm not caving in not matter what you say."

    "I see," Wind said cordially. Jennifer squinted at him.

    "Every time you say 'I see' like that, I know you're not going to budge," Jennifer
    said flatly.

    "The garden is quite pretty today, isn't it? Summer will be here before we know
    it," Wind commented.

    "I'm a Craw, you know. We can't be outstubborned, no matter how hard you try,"
    Jennifer warned.

    "Which is why I don't try," Wind replied.

    "And yet somehow you always manage to get me to do what you want me to anyway!"
    Jennifer said with frustration.

    "Yes, because in the end, you realize that what I want is exactly what it was that
    you wanted to do all along, and you simply didn't know it yet," Wind replied. "But
    that isn't really what I wanted to talk to you about. After all, I can't really force
    you to become the Academy President if you don't want to be. Even so, there are a few
    projects I would like to get your advice on. This whole idea of becoming a charter
    school is as new to me as to everyone else, and before you leave this year, I would
    like to get your opinion on a project or two," he explained, walking next to the
    Media Room and opening up an empty classroom next to it. "Do you suppose this room
    will be big enough to house the Wizard Wireless station? After all, I don't think I'm
    going to have much trouble getting it past the board now, do you?"

    "Unlikely," Jennifer admitted, a bit exasperated by the change of subject. She
    peered in. "Well, it may need a bit of work, but I think there's room enough. You'll
    want to add an aerial to the dorms, of course."

    "Do you suppose I should assign Frank to be in charge of the new media program?"
    Wind inquired.

    "Oh, I think it'd be better if he were the new Items Instructor, don't you?"
    Jennifer recommended. "Still, if it were me, I'd probably give him the choice. Maybe
    he's ready to branch out a bit. I do know that he's been worried about not having a
    job since the Wizardnet went out."

    "Nonsense. I'd never let a good teacher go if he wanted to stay, Jennifer," Wind
    replied.

    "Yes, that's what I told him too," Jennifer admitted.

    "And I think, if the Wizardnet does ever recover, I may have the programming
    course as an elective that is taught in the Industry room, since they do have room
    for it," Wind suggested.

    "Yes, that does make sense. But it will be just an elective, right?" Jennifer
    asked suspiciously.

    "You did say something to me about being in favor of increasing the Defense
    requirement instead," Wind reminded her.

    "Without a doubt. You should add year at the minimum, but two years would be
    better. We require five at Hogwarts, you know, but at least with four, I know all of
    the basics covered. I don't want to see any more students coming out of this school
    without the faintest idea on how to take a defensive stance if the find themselves in
    a wand battle," Jennifer said.

    "True, true. We should probably continue the Competitive Defense Club next year
    regardless," Wind suggested.

    "Most definitely," Jennifer agreed. Wind gestured to the Potion Lab as they walked
    by.

    "You know, Lav mentioned to me once that you thought out Potion Lab needed an
    upgrade as well," Wind prompted.

    "Well, you must admit it's a bit old fashioned as far as potion labs go, Wind, and
    it is quite jarring to go from the high school lab to the one in the Healing School
    which is completely up to date with the best equipment one can buy," Jennifer said.
    "I'm not saying it needs to be as up to date or as expensive as the college's lab, of
    course, and it doesn't have to be as elaborate as the one at Hogwarts either, but it
    could do with some updating."

    "What would you suggest?" Wind inquired.

    "Honestly?" Jennifer asked reluctantly.

    "Yes, of course, your honest opinion," Wind agreed.

    "I'd probably level the building and build a new one," Jennifer admitted, pausing
    in front of it. "Look, there's a lot of room back here, and you have redundant paths
    around the building on top of it. It'd be easy to extend it a few feet on both sides
    and greatly increase the inside area even without a spatial spell, and it'll give you
    a chance to upgrade the security along with everything else."

    "True, but it'd be an expensive fix," Wind said.

    "Well, fortunately for you, I have connections... namely, my brother-in-law,"
    Jennifer said. "He's on a bit of a sabbatical himself at the moment, but once he gets
    back, I may be able to get the school a good deal, either through him specifically or
    someone he knows."

    "It would probably have to wait anyway, if we're going to put the Wizard Wireless
    station in this summer," Wind commented.

    "True," Jennifer agreed.

    "Although we should probably mention both of the projects at our first board
    meeting next week, just so we can plan ahead for it," Wind suggested. Jennifer
    stopped in her tracks, putting her hands on her hips and staring at him critically.
    "And while you're at it, you should also probably mention your thoughts on changing
    the Defense requirements as well. After all, if we're going to do that, we need to
    get word out to the parents as quickly as possible, as soon as we decide which will
    be the first graduating class that is going to apply to. You did want that changed,
    didn't you, President Craw?"

    "You tricked me," Jennifer said flatly.

    "I have no idea what you're talking about," Wind said evenly.

    "Don't you give me that! I know better!" Jennifer laughed in disbelief. "You have
    done nothing but spent the entire time on this walk getting opinions on things that
    you know I want to see improved here, enticing me to share my views on where I'd take
    this school next in an attempt to persuade me to take that board position."

    "In that you are incorrect, Jennifer. I cannot persuade you to take a position
    when it is quite evident that you already have it," Wind said. "Look at the gardens,
    Jennifer. Look at them and see them for what they are," he said, and she sighed and
    looked up. That was when she noticed that, for the first time since she had been at
    Whitebridge, she could see every path, both above and below. Every nook, every
    roundabout, and every hidden fountain was as obvious to her as if the gardens weren't
    enchanted at all.

    "I'm not sure I like that," Jennifer said flatly. Wind chuckled.

    "It is only revealing itself in this way because of our discussion about
    renovations. Close your eyes and look again," Wind coaxed, and she did so. Now it was
    back to normal, except now she was seeing more of the students than usual, heading
    for their first classes, but still at a casual pace that let her know there was a
    good ten minutes left. "There, now. I will show you other ways to look at the garden
    before we leave, so we can make more plans." Jennifer sighed with exasperation. "This
    is your school as much as it is mine now, there's really no denying it. It is futile
    to even try, you know."

    "Wind, I'm going back to Hogwarts," Jennifer reminded him again.

    "Jennifer, you have eight children and love each one, do you not?" Wind asked.
    Jennifer blinked. "Surely a witch who has enough heart for eight children also has
    heart enough for two schools."

    Jennifer let out a long exhale and shook her head with a smile.

    "I can't win. I can't win, and I am certainly not doing anything but digging
    myself in deeper for trying. I suppose there's really no way around it. Apparently
    I'm part of two schools now," Jennifer said in resignation.

    "In many ways, you always have been," Wind informed her with a smile.

    

    It seemed like no time at all before she was saying goodbye to her students,
    hugging Truman and sending them all on their way with finished projects to take home
    that they were all proud of. Alicia had pitched in and helped get Radiance and some
    of the bulkier items home, so that Jennifer wouldn't have to take anything other than
    her cloak through the Portkey stations.

    On that very last day, the room looked pretty bare as she set all of the chairs on
    the desks and pushed them to the side. Frank was busy organizing the Items closet to
    give himself a jump start on next year, now that he was named the new Items
    Instructor.

    "I had a crush on you, you know," Frank said without looking over, organizing the
    crystal trays. "We all did. Despite knowing how futile it was."

    "Yes, quite futile, but thank you just the same," Jennifer said with a smile. "If
    you want my advice, you'll look a bit closer to home. The best girls don't typically
    come in a catalog, you know. Especially the settling down kind," she observed.

    "Ouch," Frank said with a chuckle. "No, that's okay. I'm glad I told you anyway.
    We've all learned a lot from having you here, and I'm so glad you came to teach."

    "I am too," Jennifer agreed with a smile. "But don't worry. You'll see me often
    enough, now that I've permanent obligations here... both for board meetings and
    general check-ins, and maybe even a function or two if I can spare the time."

    "Looking forward to it," Frank said sincerely.

    "See you later, Frank," Jennifer replied, and then wandered out of the room,
    heading inside to turn in her keys.

    But before she went towards Brenda's office, she decided to peek into the
    Commissary and saw Raymond, Kay, Gretchen, Lav, and Asher sitting at her table. Kay
    was excitedly waving her over for some reason, and when Jennifer approached she
    finally saw why, grinning when she saw that the table now had a shiny golden plate on
    the edge with the word's, "Jennifer Craw's Table" hammered into it.

    "Who's idea was this?" Jennifer asked.

    "Oh, I made it," Asher said sheepishly. Jennifer came up behind him and kissed the
    top of his head. He let out a contented sigh.

    "I'll never wash my hair again," Asher declared.

    "Try it, and the rest of us will push you in the Swan Pond," Ray warned him, the
    girls quickly backing him up. Jennifer chuckled.

    "Well, I'm heading home. I guess I'll see you guys the next time I come around,"
    Jennifer said.

    "We're really going to miss having you here on a daily basis," Asher said,
    propping his head up.

    "Thank you. Try to stay out of trouble, or at least try to narrow the field,"
    Jennifer suggested to Asher.

    "I can narrow it down just by comparing them to you, Jennifer. I'm sure there
    aren't all that many girls that can live up to your standards," Asher said.

    "He's hopeless," Ray declared flatly.

    "I'm sure you will find someone someday," Jennifer told Asher optimistically.

    "And until then, I think Jennifer still needs an escort," Lavender said, getting
    up. "I'll walk you to the Gatehouse."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer said with a smile. The two of them walked out, stopping
    by Brenda's office with her keys in hand.

    "Oh, you could have just given your set to Frank, Jennifer, but I'm glad you
    stopped by anyway," Brenda said with a smile. "Thanks for everything this year."

    "Yes, thank you as well, it was fun," Jennifer agreed. "I'll see you next
    month."

    "So you will! I'll send you the minutes from our first meeting and any notes you
    need to your house a week before every meeting," she promised.

    "Alright, see you," Jennifer said, and as they were coming out, she spied Wind
    around the corner.

    "Didn't think you'd get out of here without a bear hug, did you?" Wind asked.
    Jennifer laughed and hugged him warmly. "You are coming back next month, aren't you?
    I'll send the three wolves after you if you don't," he warned, and she chuckled.

    "I'll be back, don't worry. Severus already knows I have permanent obligations
    here now," Jennifer reminded him.

    "Very well. Take care, little squirrel," Wind said with a wave, watching as
    Jennifer and Lavender walked to the Gatehouse.

    "So! Homeward bound at last!" Jennifer said happily.

    "Yeah... but before you go, there's something I want to say," Lavender said,
    looking around carefully before finally turning back to Jennifer. "It's about my
    first girlfriend, Hannah. I wanted to explain to you what happened."

    "Oh. You mean why you broke up abruptly?" Jennifer asked with a frown. "I thought
    you told me she was jealous of looking at other girls or something."

    "Yeah," Lav said, slightly embarrassed. "She broke up with me because I was in
    love with you," she confessed. Jennifer's jaw dropped. "I know, I could tell you
    didn't pick up on it," she admitted. "And I know you've always been madly in love
    with your husband, it was obvious even outside of Coven Night. But um, still," she
    said with a shrug and a smile. "Kenzie knew about it too, but for some reason, it
    didn't bother her so much. She just laughed and said, 'everyone falls for Jennifer at
    one point or another.' Then she brushed it off and told me she loves me anyways.
    Thanks for hooking us up, by the way. I know you sat at the bar that day for my
    benefit," she added. "Still friends?"

    "Of course we're still friends," Jennifer assured her. "See you at the next
    meeting, okay?"

    "See you then," Lavender said with a smile as Jennifer stepped in and took her
    first Portkey jump.

    Stopping at the Portkey waystation long enough to put her hand on her head and
    wonder why the Rogue Painting never warned her about that one, Jennifer took the next
    Portkey over to Ireland. From there she could finally jump the rest of the way back,
    arriving at the gates of Hogwarts Castle and gazing up at them with a smile.

    "Home at last!" she said out loud. She was so busy taking in the castle that she
    had almost forgotten that Severus had said something in his last note about meeting
    her at the gates.

    Still, he didn't seem to be there. Perhaps he was out of the study and the
    paintings hadn't told him she was there yet. Then she began to wonder how long she
    should wait before going in on her own. Perhaps she could surprise him, she thought
    with a grin.

    But before she could step inside the gate, she heard a loud, Caw! Caw!
    Caw! and looked up.

    Squealing in wide-eyed surprise as a Raven dove down from the castle and over to
    the gates, she let out several more exclamations as the large black bird finally made
    it to her and landed on her shoulder.

    "I don't believe it! I just can't believe what I'm seeing at all!" Jennifer said
    excitedly, petting the bird lovingly. His head rubbed against her hand in return.
    "Beautiful! Stupendous! Tremendous! I'm completely bowled over!" she went on as she
    walked towards the castle. "I swear, when I think you couldn't surprise me any more,
    you always find ways to do it. That must have taken you all year," she went on,
    climbing the steps. She walked into the castle, startling Andrew and Laura, who had
    stopped in the corridor to talk about final exams.

    "Welcome back, Mum," Andrew said with a smile.

    "Welcome back, Jennifer!" Laura greeted as well. "Nice raven. Did you get a new
    familiar?"

    "Even better," Jennifer grinned happily. "Thank you, Andrew."

    "No problem, it was fun," Andrew chuckled, watching as the two of them stepped
    into the Doorlift.

    Laura watched them go thoughtfully, then turned to look at Andrew.

    "What was she thanking you for?" Laura asked.

    "I'm willing to answer that, but promise not to tell anyone else," Andrew
    said.

    "Fine," Laura said with a shrug.

    "That was my father," Andrew explained, turning down the hall. "I've been working
    with him all year, actually." Laura blinked.

    "What? And you never told me? Oh, you are a fine one for secrets!" Laura
    complained, hurrying to catch up.

    "Thanks, it's not easy in this castle," Andrew replied.

    "I did not mean that as a complement!" Laura informed them as the two went back
    towards their classrooms.
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    Chapter Sixty-Five

    Strength of the Heart

    Jennifer stretched happily after sleeping very late, very glad to be in her own
    bed, and just as glad not to have to worry about classes. She was about to slip out
    of bed but was very glad she didn't straight away, because when her hand dropped
    down, she felt something scaly under her hand.

    "Oh, hello, Rasputin! What are you doing in here? You know you're not allowed,"
    Jennifer told him, but she couldn't really make the scold sound very convincing,
    reaching down and scratching the basilisk's eye ridges.

    "That was silly. Now you're going to have to get up and wash your hands before you
    eat," Severus said from the doorway, and Jennifer looked up to see him standing there
    with a tray.

    "Yes, I suppose I shall. Good morning," Jennifer smiled.

    "Good afternoon," Severus replied.

    "Oh! Is it really?" Jennifer exclaimed. "This is going to take me a while to get
    used to the time difference, isn't it? Where is my dressing gown... oh, Rasputin, I
    think he's lying on it! Can't you get him to move?"

    Severus hissed at him. Rasputin hissed back.

    "He says that he missed Lady Witch and refuses to leave your side," Severus
    translated. "You'll simply have to go in there as you are, I suppose."

    "You would enjoy that. I should have spent the year learning an Animagus form too
    so I could use it to get in there without my gown on," Jennifer teased.

    "That'd be cheating," Severus decided. "Come now, let's not be at it all day. I'm
    sure you'll want to be put together before Quintin gets home from school," he pointed
    out. Jennifer somehow managed to wrestle her gown out from under the lizard, but not
    without providing Severus some free entertainment in the process. "God, how I missed
    having you home," he said emphatically. Sighing with exasperation at the way he said
    that and the thoughts behind it, Jennifer threw on her gown and went into the
    bathroom to wash her hands. Then she finally managed to grab her late breakfast tray,
    taking it into Severus' sitting room.

    "Finally! Real food!" Jennifer said with enthusiasm.

    "As if I hadn't been smuggling things in for you every other day, and I even lent
    you Mercy for a week," Severus reminded her.

    "It still wasn't the same, trust me," Jennifer said. Severus smiled thinly at
    that, going back to the Headmaster's Study. He shifted the curtain closed but left
    the door open in case she needed anything, glancing at his appointment book.

    "Armando, did Hermione still need to see me about something? I have some time
    now," Severus replied, checking over the test key for the Runes II final, the last
    one he needed to give that year.

    "Yes, she'll be up as soon as her conference period starts in five minutes,"
    Armando replied, giving Severus ample time to finish what he was doing and set it
    aside.

    Hermione then came up the spiral stairs with the registry in hand, carefully
    bookmarked.

    "Hullo. How's Jennifer doing?" Hermione asked.

    "Still waking up. The lag has completely thrown her off schedule, but she is quite
    happy to be home," Severus replied. "But I doubt that's what you really wanted to
    talk about, especially if you have that book with you."

    "Well, I was wondering if it was safe to start talking about next year yet,"
    Hermione replied.

    "I am if it pertains to setting up the budget and so on for the next board
    meeting," Severus agreed.

    "Actually, it does in a way," Hermione agreed. "It's about the student list for
    next year."

    "That would explain why you're carrying that," Severus said, gesturing, and
    Hermione put it on his desk. "But if you're wanting to remind me that I have
    everything from Weasleys to Potters to Blacks and everything in between, I have not
    forgotten about it."

    "No, but it is about the fact that it's the Minute Alchemist botch year," Hermione
    said opening the book. She showed him two filled pages, with the normal amount of any
    given year. Then she showed him a second page, also filled with names.

    "Hermione we have had large attendance years before..." he pointed out, but
    Hermione held up a finger and turned the page again, showing one more page. "Perhaps
    not quite this many," he amended reluctantly. "Still, if we use the spare quarters
    that we typically use when we get one of these surges, we should have enough room,
    even if it is pushing it a bit."

    "But that's only assuming that this class is divided evenly among all four
    houses," Hermione pointed out. "But what if it isn't? You know as well as I do that
    certain houses tend to favor first generation students and some favor
    multi-generational. But in this case, the Minute Alchemist botch only would have
    effected Wizard or half Wizard families. We probably have about the same amount of
    first gen students as we always do. And that means that we may be lopsided, and if
    that happens, we're going to have a tough time fitting them into the dorms, let alone
    in some of those classrooms." Severus frowned at that. "On top of that," she added,
    flipping over the next few pages. "Not only is next year a heavy year, but the next
    few years afterwards, although not as heavy, are also not lighter than normal either.
    In fact, it stays average or higher, all the way up to..." she flipped through the
    book, settling on another year that took up several pages.

    "The natural baby boom," Severus realized.

    "Yes. Exactly. This problem is not going away," Hermione told him seriously.
    Severus kneaded his forehead.

    "Hermione, why haven't you brought this up before?" Severus asked.

    "Because every time I've tried to bring up next year, you've cut me off and told
    me to worry about getting through this year first, because you didn't want to deal
    with it until Jennifer was safely back here at the castle," Hermione told him
    bluntly.

    "Oh," Severus said, realizing he had done just that. "Yes, alright, I've been
    warned now."

    "Do you want me to send you the budget for next year to see how bad it's going to
    be?" Hermione asked seriously.

    "No," Severus said flatly. "But send it to me anyway." Hermione gave him an
    expression that was something between a smile and a grimace and picked the book back
    up, walking back down to her office.

    

    "Do we really have to do this again?" Leu asked with a sigh as they walked up to
    the lake. "This is the last weekend of school. We only have two days left after
    this."

    "This is the last time," Diana acknowledged solemnly. "Do your best."

    "I always do my best," Leu said with exasperation. "But I would much rather be
    spending it hanging out with the two of you on the benches or in the Owl Room or
    something, where we can just spend time together enjoying each other's company."

    "If you beat me, we can do that as much as you like," Diana said evenly.

    "I swear, Diana, you are the most stubborn girl I've ever met in my entire life,"
    Leu declared. "Why is it that I can never seem to say no to you?"

    "Perhaps you care for me a little," Diana conjectured. "But not enough."

    "Who are you to say whether or not I care for you 'enough'?" Leu challenged her.
    "You won't even let me discuss my feelings at all, so who are you to say what those
    feelings are?"

    "You don't need to say it. It shows up every time you race me. And the race proves
    that it's not enough," Diana said solemnly and stepped onto the dock where Sagittari
    stood, then jumped in without another word. Slumping in resignation, Leu jumped
    in.

    Barely anyone came to the races anymore; they had raced so many times and the
    outcome was always the same. Apollo came. Viorica came. And Charles always came, even
    that time they raced in the rain and no one else was there, Charles waited at the
    finish... hoping they'd see a way through. But today was bright and sunny, and the
    lake was perfect both in temperature and conditions. In fact, it was rather rare to
    see it quite so calm, and Leu decided to try and enjoy this last race. Maybe he'd
    beat her after all, he mused, as they both took their positions.

    "Steady," he heard Sagittari say, bringing him back out of his own thoughts.
    "Begin!"

    As they took off at speed, Leu knew he was going much, much faster that he had the
    very first race that year. He had grown stronger and faster with every race; with
    every competition they had from football to Quidditch, he had gotten better. He was
    far from the child he was when they first started racing during the Wizard Olympics.
    He was tall, muscular and yet lean, a bit freckled under his tan but still handsome,
    and in so many ways ready for the world that lay before him. He had even stashed
    enough away since becoming a Snape that he had enough for his own boat, perhaps even
    a house to dock to if he was frugal. He was trained to explore the seas, had the
    defenses needed to survive no matter what he ran into, and yet at the same time, the
    family support to turn to in times of need. The future looked quite bright indeed.
    And yet... he knew that part of him would never leave that school, or leave the ghost
    that had no future at all.

    His focus came back to the present and he suddenly realized just how much ground
    he had lost. He struggled to regain it, but races with Diana often came down to parts
    of seconds rather than seconds, and his loss of concentration had cost him dearly. In
    fact, it wasn't even close.

    "Race goes to Diana, by two seconds," Arcadia reported reluctantly. Diana stared
    at Arcadia, horrified, then turned to glare at Leu with open anger. Unable to contain
    her emotion, she swam back under water, and everyone standing there noticed her
    swimming like a bullet to the far side of the castle.

    "Well, that sucked," Charles said with a sigh.

    "I lost my concentration," Leu admitted. "For some reason, the fact this was the
    last race really ate at me."

    "I'm going to go talk to Diana," Noah said, then flew out over the lake.

    "Wait, don't go yet!" Leu called out, but Noah was already out of range. "Don't
    leave me here alone," he added, but in a much more resigned voice. Copper croaked at
    him concernedly from the dock, and Charles offered him a hand up.

    "You're not alone, Leu," Charles reminded him solemnly as he came up, sitting on
    the edge of the dock. But despite the firmness of the voice and the truth behind his
    nephew's words, Leu felt overwhelming grief rise up inside him and began to sob.

    "Diana!" Noah called out. She had stopped at an rocky outcrop of rubble at the
    lower end of the castle, far away from the Potion Lab windows so that her sobs
    couldn't be heard. She simply couldn't contain it any more, and even when Noah
    floated over, she couldn't seem to pull herself into the same strong figure that she
    tried to portray. "Oh, Diana," Noah said again, and he materialized as close to solid
    as he could to wrap an arm around her, making her shiver. Or was she shivering
    already? "I'm sorry you're so upset."

    "He doesn't love me," Diana sobbed, but Noah smiled.

    "Don't be silly, Diana. Of course he loves you," Noah assured her. "It's just that
    he has as much trouble showing it as you do, is all."

    "All he cares about is you," Diana snapped. She shrugged her shoulders away and
    then stood up to get farther from him.

    "Yeah," Noah said softly, hovering against the wall. "I think I understand why
    now," he admitted. "I think... I want to finish school more than anything, you see.
    But I've never had plans for what to do after that," he explained, Diana growing
    quiet. "At first, I thought that was because I can't really go anywhere, since I'm
    stuck here at the castle. So unless I want to teach or something, there really wasn't
    much for me to do. But as time went on, I realized that wasn't it either. I just need
    to complete my last year here. It's my unfinished business, I know that now. And I
    think Leu's known it for a while too, which explains all the photos he's been doing
    this last half, and the painting with the three of us."

    "Leu couldn't have made that painting happen," Diana pointed out.

    "True," Leu agreed. "I figure that the Headmaster knows what my unfinished
    business is too," he explained, then gazed at Diana seriously. "Diana, you will look
    after him, won't you? When I'm gone? Promise me you'll look after Leu?"

    "I cannot make that promise," Diana informed him, gazing at the lake. "I have
    other obligations."

    "But no one loves Leu as much as I do... except for you. I know you do, and I know
    I can trust you at your word," Noah said solemnly. But Diana shook her head, staring
    down at her reflection in the water for a moment before fixing her hair, staring at
    the comb before putting it back in place.

    "His family loves him," Diana pointed out, finally looking over at Noah. "Ask
    Charles to look after him. He has grown much and is good for his word now, and I
    believe he probably knows more than what he has been saying."

    "True. But he's stuck here at Hogwarts another year. Who knows what sort of
    trouble Leu will get up to in the year in between?" Noah said.

    "Perhaps, but he is your best option nonetheless," Diana said evenly. "I would
    promise you if I could, but I cannot."

    "I understand," Noah said at last, knowing she wouldn't budge. "I had better go
    find Leu and tell him that you're alright now."

    "Noah. I will miss you as well," Diana said solemnly. She was back to her normal
    composure now, but Noah could see her sincerity, and he smiled.

    "Thanks, Diana. I'll miss you too," Noah said and floated inside the castle,
    leaving Diana to sit there alone to ponder her bleak future.

    

    Diana pulled up her chin proudly as Leu pinned the Owl pin on her, the rest of the
    order clapping as he did so.

    "Great work leading the historical team for the museum project, Diana," Viorica
    said enthusiastically when she took her seat.

    "Congratulations," Hadrian added with a smile.

    "I expect that everyone here will go to the Hogwarts Exhibit opening next Friday,"
    Leu said to the order. "If you wear your armbands or your Hogwarts robes with the
    rainbow band, that'd be great, since it'll let those coming to see the exhibit know
    that you participated in the temporary exhibit. I can't wait to see all of you
    there," Leu said with a smile. "And now, before we all leave to check the doors for
    those last minute test scores, I have a couple of announcements, and that is
    concerning the fact that with my graduating, we need a new chairman. Well, I have a
    confession to make at this point, because I have been talking to the House Reps about
    my plan on this issue, and all of them agreed with my choices and reasons for them.
    So, a bit behind their back, we've been getting opinions from the rest of the order
    and our advisor and I am finally ready to announce my decision.

    "So for the benefit of those of you staying on, I would like to announce that the
    next chairman of the Order of the Owls is none other than TJ Selwyn," Leu said. As
    everyone clapped, TJ, sitting right next to him, looked quite startled.

    "But I am already the assistant chairman," TJ pointed out.

    "Yes, we'll get to that," Leu promised, helping her stand up. "I know I can trust
    you to lead the Order in a new direction with your own ideas, ones that I know those
    of us leaving will all be proud of." The rest of the order agreed wholeheartedly, and
    she smiled, a bit glassy-eyed.

    "Thank you. I shall do my best," she promised.

    "With that decided, the position of assistant chairman is open, and the order has
    all agreed that should be filled by the only first year we picked up this year;
    Elliot Selwyn," Leu announced, and everyone clapped and cheered, and as Leu stepped
    aside and the brother and sister hugged each other and everyone took their places
    again, a flash went off, and they turned to see Boulderdash setting aside a camera of
    his own with a smile.

    "Sorry, I should have done this years ago," Boulderdash decided, indicating the
    camera. "I think from now on, I'll have an Order of the Owl scrapbook, that we can
    keep in here and reference through the generations, for those that follow after."

    "I think that's a splendid idea," TJ agreed with a smile.

    "Then I guess all that's left to do is to adjourn this meeting," Leu said, his
    voice sounding a bit shaky as he glanced over to where Noah sat beside Diana. "Good
    luck to all of you, and have a nice summer if I don't see you at the Feast or on the
    train."

    "Have a nice summer," Noah added with a smile, the others chiming in as they broke
    up to go check their final scores and to get ready.

    

    When Leu got to the End of the Year Feast, Noah's spot at the end of the table was
    vacant; but he already knew that he wouldn't be there.

    "Where's Noah?" Dasher inquired thoughtfully.

    "He's getting an award tonight, actually," Leu explained.

    "Thank goodness it's him and not someone from another house!" Colby said with
    relief. "I would have hated for the rug getting pulled out from under us this year of
    all years, and you know how close Hufflepuff was."

    "I have it on good authority that Noah's reward is the only reward tonight, so
    there's nothing to worry about there," Leu assured him.

    "I'm really going to miss you guys next year, you know," Dasher told Leu
    solemnly.

    "I'll miss you guys too," Leu admitted. "Dasher, you keep up on your studies,
    okay? I really think you have the potential to be a great teacher one day, especially
    if your father is any indication."

    "Thanks, Leu," Dasher said with a smile. "And make sure you write! I can't wait to
    hear about all of your undersea adventures."

    "I'll write your father, how's that? And I'll address them so they can be read to
    everyone in the order," Leu promised.

    "We'll definitely be looking forward to that," Edward said from the other side of
    Dasher and Leu nodded with a smile.

    Then he looked up to see that the staff was beginning to wander out, and he
    realized it wasn't going to be long. Feeling his eyes beginning to water up, Leu
    inhaled deeply and let his breath out slowly to get some control over it.

    Then he noticed a flash of white cloth and looked over with surprise to see that
    Quintin and his mother had chosen to come through the main doors instead of the back.
    His mother had chosen to wear her formal Whitebridge robes, while Quintin was wearing
    his Hogsmeade school uniform. The reason they had chosen to come through the front,
    however, was made clear when Jennifer walked over to the Ravenclaw table instead of
    going up the center aisle, pausing at the end of the table.

    "Good evening, everyone! I see our colors are still flying this year. Well done!"
    she told them, getting some 'thanks' and some chatter for the acknowledgment. Then
    she turned to Leu, smiling gently. "If you need to speak with us tonight, just come
    in through the door to Quintin's room. You know the password, correct?"

    "Yes, Father told me already," Leu replied.

    "Alright," Jennifer replied with a nod before the two of them walked to the end of
    the auxiliary table. Jennifer sat down on the end, chatting merrily with Ashley and
    John and the rest of the staff on that side.

    "You're going to the graduation party in the House Rooms tonight, aren't you Leu?"
    Dasher asked, wondering about Jennifer's strange suggestion.

    "Yeah, there's a bit of paperwork we need to pick up," Jimmy Minster reminded
    him.

    "Don't worry, I'll be there," Leu promised. "At least for some of it."

    Shrugging at that, his classmates turned their attention back to the professors'
    table as Severus and Anna stepped through the back door, speaking with Hermione for a
    few minutes as the rest of the staff assembled. Some of them, like Boulderdash,
    Ravenclaw, Sagittari, and Arcadia, were looking unusually solemn. As the last few
    professors got to their places, the Headmaster worked his way around the table.
    Professor Ravenclaw floated through his to stand at the Headmaster's side as Hermione
    called the students to order.

    "Good evening, students, graduates, faculty, and guests," Severus added, glancing
    at his wife, who looked amused by that. "I have some quick announcements, and then a
    special award to give this year before the feast... and no, the award will not affect
    Ravenclaw's standing as far as the House Cup is concerned," he added, glancing at
    Gryffindor and Slytherin, who despite their low points had been hoping for a
    miracle.

    "First, I want to thank Professor Arcadia for joining us this year as our Potions
    Master," Severus continued. "I am told that after this, she is taking a year off of
    teaching to attend to some family matters." Sagittari gave Severus a dirty look at
    the way he worded that as everyone clapped enthusiastically, but none of the students
    had missed how rotund her middle section had gotten in recent months, let alone the
    fact that she hadn't taken a human form since before Christmas. "We have learned a
    great deal from her expertise in Healing Potions and Medicine, and have even been
    able to encourage a couple of our students to sign up for the exchange program so
    that they can study a year at Whitebridge.

    "And speaking of Whitebridge, I would also like to welcome the return of Professor
    Jennifer Craw, after her year teaching Items there," Severus continued, getting
    another smattering of applause. "She will be, of course, returning to Hogwarts next
    year, as the Head of Ravenclaw House as well as Head of the Physical Arts
    Department," he explained. Jennifer smiled, but couldn't hide her confusion as to how
    he worded that. "I would also like to acknowledge her accomplishments since she has
    been gone. First, for her development of the ROM device, and effective cure for the
    Obliviation Curse, as well as a cure for several other memory-related curses," he
    said, then waited for the hearty applause to die down. "And second, we should
    congratulate her on her new appointment as a member of the Whitebridge school board,
    as President of the Academy. And since their school board has a different format than
    ours, I should explain that means that she is in charge of the secondary teachers'
    board of representatives, and can make recommendations for improvements and long-term
    goals for the Academy. If we had the equivalent job title on our school board, it
    would translate to her being my boss," he explained. "Which means, of course, that
    nothing has really changed in the slightest," he concluded, and everyone laughed at
    that. Even Jennifer couldn't help but chuckle and shake her head at him
    knowingly.

    "And now I suppose the time has finally come," Severus said. His expression became
    solemn, and even... to those close enough to see it... sad, somehow.

    "I have an award to give out this year to a particular student who managed to ace
    his NEWT exams," he explained, an impressed murmur going up at all of the tables.
    "These Academic Excellence awards are pretty rare as it is, although I've given out
    awards for students who have aced their OWLS on occasion. As you can imagine, acing
    the NEWT is much, much rarer. When these events happen, their name is added to a
    particular plaque in the Trophy Room to stand forevermore as a reminder of that
    achievement. And for reasons that will soon become clear to you, I have chosen to
    also present this student not only with his Academic certificate, but also his Scroll
    of Completion, because I want to give everyone in this room the opportunity to
    congratulate him for it. And now, without further delay, I would like to present the
    winner of the Academic Excellence award for this year, Mr. Noah Dolan," Severus
    said.

    Leu was, of course, the first one to his feet, along with the rest of the Owls,
    followed by many of the other seventh years who knew him well. Noah floated through
    the door, and even the faculty was standing as he was floated down the aisle, smiling
    at his friends and making eye contact with a few in particular before he finally made
    his way over to Professor Snape and Professor Ravenclaw. As everyone clapped loudly,
    Severus first gave him the Ace certificate, which Noah then passed on to Ravenclaw to
    hold. Then Noah turned back to the Headmaster with a smile. Severus paused before
    handing him the Scroll.

    "It has been an honor to know you, both as a student and before it," Severus said
    quietly and sincerely. "Your presence here will never be forgotten."

    "Thank you, Professor Snape, Professor Ravenclaw," Noah added, looking between
    them. "And thank you for allowing me the opportunity to finish my schooling. It means
    a lot, you know."

    "Yes, I know," Severus replied. He handed Noah the Scroll and took a step
    back.

    Neither of them were surprised when Noah began to glow right away. Neither was the
    staff, Leu, Charles, or Diana. Noah smiled softly, turning to walk up the center
    aisle. Even as most of the students kept clapping and was wondering what was going
    on, Noah floated towards the far end where he sat with Leu. But the moment he began
    to glow, Leu began to move, making his way to the center aisle and meeting him
    halfway, his face already streaming with tears. Noah became solid enough to give his
    friend a cold but heartfelt hug.

    "I want you to have this, Leu," Noah said, handing him his diploma. "I couldn't
    have ever finished it, you know, if it hadn't been for you."

    "Say hi to Myrtle for me," Leu said shakily. "And your sister, too."

    "I can't wait to tell them about what fun I've had! And all about you, and Diana.
    Leu, please talk to Diana. Really, I think you two are meant for each other, you
    know," Noah said, almost too bright to see now.

    "I'll miss you! Craters, I miss you already!" Leu said as his ears began to
    ring.

    "Don't worry, I'll see you again one day... but not too soon, I trust. Live your
    best life, Leu, live long and make me proud, okay?" Noah said, and then suddenly
    looked up when there was an echo of a voice. For some reason, Leu could hear it
    too... a girl's voice, perhaps two... and one of them definitely sounded like Myrtle.
    "I'm coming!" Noah shouted at the voices as he began to lift up. "Goodbye, Leu!
    Chuck, don't forget your promise!" Charles had slipped out of his spot and had come
    up behind Leu, knowing he was going to need the support.

    "I won't," Charles told Noah solemnly.

    "Goodbye, everyone! Hogwarts Forever!" Noah shouted, as he lost shape altogether,
    turning into a light that jetted straight upwards and faded out of view.

    As the light level changed, it took everyone a few moments to adjust, and the
    sound of sobs came from every direction as Charles put an arm around Leu to support
    him. Several other members of the Order of the Owl went over too, as well as Amber
    and Destiny, taking turns hugging Leu while shedding tears themselves. Colby and
    Jimmy Minster decided to step up and help Leu back to his seat.

    Severus and Icarus made their way back to their own seats, intentionally slow to
    give everyone some much needed time to recover, including the staff, most of which
    still had their handkerchiefs out and were trying to compose themselves. Despite the
    slow pace, Anna was still in quite a state even after everyone else had started to
    pull themselves together. Severus nudged her gently.

    "Forget it, I don't care what anyone else thinks," Anna snapped at him. "I'll be
    done crying when I'm damn well ready to be done crying," she said defiantly, taking
    her seat.

    "Fine, I know it'd be pointless to argue," Severus said quietly, but smiled thinly
    at her in understanding. "In your own good time, then," he said, gesturing for
    everyone else to take their seats so they could start the feast. No one was surprised
    at the amount of people in the room that picked at their plates without eating that
    evening.

    

    Diana looked over her trunk critically, making certain that it was clearly marked
    in her foster mother's name before walking away from the baggage car as the bell
    clanged out a warning that it was time to get on board. But Leu had been lingering,
    talking with some of the other students who were saying goodbye on the platform.
    Smiling thinly in relief that she had been able to find him in time, Diana approached
    Leu, pointedly walking a few steps away from everyone else so that he had to step
    over to talk to her.

    "So! Do you want to race to the train? If I win, you have to sit with me," Leu
    said with a grin.

    "No, I'm afraid it's too late for that," Diana said. "I am not going on the train,
    just my things are being sent to my foster mother. I am going home directly," she
    explained.

    "Oh, that's a shame. Joking aside, I was hoping to sit with you on the train,
    especially since I feel closer to you than anyone else now," Leu admitted, but Diana
    frowned at that.

    "Perhaps it would be better if you didn't think of me in that way," Diana said
    seriously. "I am certain others will come along that you will feel closer to." Leu
    thought about then, then put his hands in his pockets, shaking his head.

    "No, there won't," Leu decided. "It doesn't matter how much time passes. I'm
    pretty sure I won't feel as close to anyone else as I did the two of you this year."
    Diana nodded somberly at that. "Hey, what's wrong? There's no reason for you to get
    like this. I'll see you at the WHAT Museum for the opening, right?"

    "No, I have obligations at home," Diana explained with a somber expression.
    "That's why I need to say goodbye, because once I'm there..." she hesitated and then
    sighed. "I have things I have to take care of. Important things."

    "Alright," Leu said, wondering why she was being so vague again. "So I guess I'll
    see you when you get back? Maybe we could work on a joint ocean expedition or
    something?"

    "That will be unlikely," Diana admitted evenly. "Take care, Llewellyn MacLir
    Murphy."

    "You too, Diana," Leu said, feeling a bit uneasy as she walked away.

    Why did that goodbye feel so final? Worriedly, he turned around to find her and to
    confront her as a last ditch attempt to get her to tell him what she was hiding.

    "Diana?" he called out. But although all of the other students on the platform
    looked over at him when he called her name, she was nowhere to be seen.

    

    Leu was sitting at the kitchen bar with a cup of tea, watching his mother go
    through all of the cabinets as they waited for Severus to arrive from Hogwarts so
    that they could all go to the exhibit opening together.

    "It's going to be a busy summer, Leu," Jennifer said. "I can tell you're in a bit
    of a daze from graduating, so don't feel as if you need to start working straight
    away. You're hardly getting thrown out, after all, and it's natural to need some time
    after finishing school to get on better footing," she assured him. "Besides, I could
    use the help, really. We'll probably take the boat out while your father is on
    holiday, but once we get back, I need to sort out how much time I'm going to need to
    go back and forth to Whitebridge for school board meetings and to help Wind. Also,
    Severus invited the Millers to come stay with us for a week after everyone is back
    from Tir Na Nog. The Millers are teachers I worked with there, and they have two sons
    about Quintin's age so he'll have someone to play with," she said. Then she wrote a
    few things down on her grocery list before looking up again, sighing when she saw his
    expression. "It's Diana, isn't it?" she asked.

    "She told me she's not going to the exhibit opening today," Leu explained.
    Jennifer looked down at her list without really reading it. "She said she had
    obligations at home, as if it wasn't important to her. But Diana worked on this
    project harder than anyone else. It seems wrong for her not to be going. No, it's
    more than that," he murmured, looking serious as he rubbed his forehead. "Something
    seems wrong overall, and I don't know what. Something in the way she said goodbye on
    the platform. It sounded so final somehow." Jennifer put her quill down.

    "You're right, of course. There is something wrong," Jennifer admitted. Leu
    dropped his hand in surprise, gazing at her serious expression.

    "You know something about this?" Leu asked.

    "I do, but I also don't want to break any promises I may have made in the past,"
    Jennifer admitted, Leu gazing at her all the more intently. "But maybe I can show
    you," she realized. "I can show you at the Wizard Museum. During the presentation, do
    you think you can slip away without your father noticing?"

    "Probably, since it'll be packed," Leu said.

    "Well, the first chance you get, meet me in the basement... the Cultural level, I
    mean, and I'll show you what's going on. Just do me a favor and promise me that you
    won't tell your father. I don't want him to accuse me of interfering," Jennifer said,
    lowering her voice when she heard the door.

    "Deal," Leu replied. They heard Quintin greeting his father in the front room
    before Severus finally stepped in. He found the two of them leaning over the kitchen
    bar and talking with serious expressions.

    "Sorry that took a bit. We were making a few last minute adjustments to next
    year's budget, since I'm going to need to hire more help," Severus explained,
    glancing between them. "And what are the two of you up to?"

    "Just checking kitchen supplies since I'm going to need to shop for my boat before
    we can go on holiday," Jennifer explained easily, showing him the list she was
    working on.

    "I was just sitting here waiting for you so we could go to the museum," Leu
    said.

    "You look rather sullen about it. I'm hardly that late," Severus said
    suspiciously.

    "I'm just bored," Leu said.

    "He has the graduation blues, Severus. He's just looking for a direction. I told
    him he could take it easy for a few months if need be," Jennifer explained smoothly,
    but Severus noted that she had her spectacles up again.

    "Yes, alright. After all, no one can deny that Leu had a rough year." Severus
    replied. "Just give me twelve minutes to get situated and we'll go. Quintin, twelve
    minutes to get cleaned up."

    "Yes, Dad!" Quintin said from the living room and then marched up the stairs.

    Leu finished his tea and Jennifer added a few more lines before they walked over
    to the door with Severus and then Quintin arriving at exactly twelve minutes so they
    could leave, using Jennifer's Portkey to Coven Suites and then walking over. The
    place was already bustling with members of the Order of the Owls and their parents,
    along with board members and others who had seen the signs about the temporary
    exhibit opening.

    But as they arrived, Jennifer was very surprised to discover that slipping away
    was going to be much harder than she thought, for quite a number of people wanted to
    speak to her about her new device and her new status at Whitebridge. Eric and Norman
    were among them, very interested to hear more about Whitebridge's new charter school
    status and the details of what it meant, as well as some of the projects that Wind
    and she had been planning to implement.

    Severus, on the other hand, didn't seem to mind being left out of the
    conversation, smiling thinly as he took Quintin's hand. After all, she was at their
    administration level now; the exchange between the two boards would likely be
    beneficial on both ends. On top of that, her higher academic level as well as being a
    Platinum member of the Order of Libris afforded her even greater acclaim. Severus was
    now certain that Jennifer's earned influence and stature would not fade as it had
    during her accomplishments when she had first come to Hogwarts. Contentedly he turned
    his attention to the Order of the Owl members and their parents, going over to talk
    with them as they walked through the exhibit.

    It had been very easy for Leu to get away. It wasn't until Pierce Selwyn arrived
    with TJ and Elliot that Jennifer finally had an opportunity to slip down the stairs.
    But she sighed with exasperation when she saw him standing by the centaur exhibit,
    which was right beside the one he actually needed.

    "Come over here, Leu," Jennifer said with a smile, grateful that nobody else
    seemed to be on that floor at the moment.

    "Alright, Mum. What was it that you wanted to show me?" Leu asked.

    "Tell me, Leu. Have you ever studied anything about the Fomorians at school?"
    Jennifer asked, standing by the exhibit.

    "Well, I meant to," Leu admitted sheepishly. "Ever since we touched on them
    briefly in one of my history courses, I had wanted to do a research paper on them.
    But Diana always wanted me to work on something else."

    "Gee, I wonder why," Jennifer said dryly. "Here, why don't you start by reading
    this section out loud," Jennifer suggested, pointing Leu in the right direction. Leu
    stepped over to it.

    "'Fomorians are isolationists and have limited contact with Wizard society.
    Because of this, members of our society believed they were extinct until their
    rediscovery by Norman Balmweed and his team during the search for the Cauldron,'" Leu
    read.

    "Oh, they rediscovered them, all right," Jennifer said with a smirk.

    "'Despite their isolation, the Formorians have knowledge of the outside world,
    information they gather through a network of Fomorian Scouts. When a Fomorian girl
    comes of age, they are sent out into the human world on challenging missions to prove
    themselves, typically by either questing for a sacred item or to help keep tabs on
    humans, easily blending in with the help of a minimizing potion'... Diana! That's why
    she didn't shrink with the rest of us when we were looking for the Distaff! She was
    already minimized!" Leu realized.

    "Read on, Leu," Jennifer said firmly.

    "'This serves two purposes; protecting the Fomorian colony by reporting possible
    altercations with humans, as well as training the girls to develop physical strength,
    magical ability, and intellectual prowess so that they are well prepared to raise
    children upon their return home...' Mum, she really was saying goodbye," Leu
    realized, feeling a lump in his throat. But Jennifer pointed to a section on a
    different panel.

    "Now read here," Jennifer told him, but Leu needed very little prompting.

    "'Like many cultures, Fomorians revere the Summer Solstice as a time of great
    prosperity. Celebrations begin starting with the full moon just before the Solstice,
    and ends after the next full moon. The celebration includes feasting, music, and
    various competitions. While most competitions are ceremonial in nature and considered
    to be offerings to the gods through toil and completion, the most important event is
    when the young Fomorian Warriors compete for brides, only earning the right to a mate
    after besting the well-trained scouts...' Damn it! Why didn't she tell me?" Leu
    shouted in frustration. "Why didn't you or Dad tell me?" he lashed out furiously.

    "We couldn't! If everyone had found out she was a Fomorian, she would have been
    duty-bound to leave the school and she wouldn't have graduated," Jennifer explained.
    "And to be honest, after she finished school, we were hoping she'd tell you the truth
    on her own."

    "Well, she didn't!" Leu snapped.

    "Yes, I figured that out after what you said earlier," Jennifer sighed.

    "Isn't there any way she can get out of it at all? Does she have any choice with
    who she competes with, or is she forced to accept any challenge?" Leu demanded.

    "I don't know," Jennifer admitted. "I know they do have a form of divorce, but as
    I have come to understand it, women can't ask for a divorce until she has a child of
    age. Men can ask for one after a year, just in case his wife ends up barren. In
    short, it's far from an equal society."

    "If that's true, then it's also possible she'll be forced to accept a challenge,"
    Leu said and ran up the stairs. Jennifer scrambled to catch up, having to dodge the
    crowd in the front of her as Leu hurried to the doors. But when he got to the
    entryway, he saw his father standing between the glass doors with his arms folded as
    if he had been expecting him.

    "Get the hell out of my way, Dad," Leu snapped. Andrew, who was standing by
    Quintin and helping him get some punch, was about to put up a Sonorous Shield when
    his mother managed to run up and do it herself.

    "And where do you think you're going?" Severus asked evenly.

    "I'm going to try to rescue Diana. And I'm furious that you never told me about
    this! You must have known the entire time! Why else would you have allowed those
    races to go on? That's why you were so tolerant to her behavior!" Leu shouted.

    "I didn't tell you because I wanted her to graduate just as much as I wanted Noah
    to," Severus said evenly. "Afterwards, it was her decision as to whether or not to
    tell you, not ours, and apparently, she chose to walk away. You realize that if you
    go after her, you're going against her wishes."

    "I don't believe it!" Leu snapped. "She may have been too afraid to tell me at the
    end, but you can't tell me those races meant nothing to her. They meant everything to
    her! I just didn't understand the urgency! Well, I understand now, and I'm going
    after her whether you want me to or not. Maybe it's not too late to save her. Please,
    Dad! I'll accept the risks come what may, but please, let me go. I don't want to lose
    her too!" Severus gazed at him calmly for a moment and then held up a Portkey.

    "Here, take the boat. It's already moored at the Lupin's island dock. The Merrows
    will know where to take you from there," Severus told him quietly, and Leu took the
    key.

    "Thank you," Leu said.

    "Be careful," Severus replied simply, stepping out of the way so that Leu could
    push his way out. Then he glanced up at Jennifer, who exhaled after realizing she had
    been holding her breath without meaning to, dispelling the shield. Quite a number of
    people were looking in their direction curiously, but when Severus simply turned and
    got them both a glass of wine, the crowd decided that perhaps there wasn't an
    emergency after all and went back to what they were doing.

    "Told him, did you?" Severus inquired, handing Jennifer a glass.

    "Hm? I'm not sure what you're referring to," Jennifer said, refusing to look at
    him, Instead, she nodded and waved to someone she knew. "And what was my boat doing
    docked in the western islands of Ireland, anyway?"

    "Hm? I'm not sure what you're referring to," Severus replied, dropping the
    subject.

    

    Governor Mikolas tapped his fingers with growing agitation at the way that his
    granddaughter had been behaving on her return from the Wizardlands. She had returned
    and dutifully reported her success, recounting her deeds eloquently. She entertained
    the entire court, impressing them greatly with her tale at how she had helped free an
    entire race of enslaved Fae from the Wizards. Ironic that the Wizards had held such a
    race captive after they had freed his own people, Mikolas mused. But the Wizards held
    great contradictions; their trickery seemed to match their heroic deeds, thus making
    them difficult to predict and difficult to keep treaties with. It seemed as if they
    were forever attempting to renegotiate with them. Diana told them of their games and
    how she had gained skills at them, besting them all. She told the court of her skill
    with Wizard Magic, and even showed them some to prove it. Not, of course, that she
    had to prove it. No Scout would stoop to lie about their deeds. Even a failure would
    be met with more understanding than such a disgrace. And when her tales were done,
    there was no doubt that his granddaughter was a good match for even the best of his
    warriors. She had performed her duties well, which meant that any of the best
    warriors that were old enough to challenge for her could, thus insuring her a good
    match.

    But so far, the challenges she had accepted had been nothing short of surprising
    and disappointing. What could she be thinking, accepting the challenges of warriors
    so low that they failed even at the simplest of the Solstice games? Not one of them
    could have hoped to beat her; none of them came close. But when a warrior worthy of
    the challenge came before her, she pretended not to hear them, often professing an
    errand, or a need, or some other vague excuse before she would wander among the apple
    trees and look far out to sea as if expecting something else.

    After three days of trials, Diana went to the ceremonial games, watching each
    competitor critically and counting how many warriors of poor skills were left. She
    was duty-bound to accept one challenge a day, she frowned, but upon watching them at
    javelin, discus, and foot races, she was coming to the conclusion that it would not
    be long before she ran out of less-skilled warriors. There certainly weren't enough
    of those to get through the twenty-eight days she needed to get through to honorably
    walk away from the games without a husband. Furthermore, despite the fact that her
    mother had not questioned her choices, it was obvious that her grandfather was none
    too pleased with them and watched her often.

    Let him wonder, Diana brooded, watching worriedly as the current Captain of the
    Guard raced around the track, easily besting his lieutenant, who, Diana had to admit
    to herself, she probably couldn't have won against either. Noticing the position of
    the sun in the sky, she realized that she needed to get away from there before
    someone decided to approach her. She came off the earthwork embankment and made her
    way to the beach to look over the warriors who had lost early in the day to judge
    which would be the easiest to beat. But as she rounded the curve and looked them over
    from a distance, her grandfather stepped in front of her, gazing at her
    critically.

    "Diana," Mikolas said evenly. "I saw you upon the hill, watching the games again.
    Did you see any warriors you feel that are worthy of you?"

    "No, Grandfather, I did not," Diana said, turning to walk towards the beach,
    despite his attempt to cut her off.

    "You are the best of the Scouts that returned this year, the warriors know this
    well. Captain Delos would suit you," Mikolas suggested.

    "Delos has more muscle than brain power. I care not to marry a fool," Diana
    replied.

    "Solon then," Mikolas said, and Diana debated it thoughtfully. She could probably
    beat the scholar, she mused, but it would be risky. His brother was very good at
    games. Then she glanced at those along standing on the platform waiting for the
    swimming challenges. Then she smiled.

    "Terpander might ask me if he likes," Diana said, pointing out the skinny
    acolyte.

    "Nonsense, Diana! No more unworthies!" Mikolas snapped at her. "Three days you
    have bested the worst of them. You do no honor to them or to yourself. And yet you
    refuse the best of them as if they are beneath you! To do so brings dishonor on your
    entire family."

    "It does no such thing! I honor our custom accepting a challenge each day!" Diana
    snapped.

    "You choose no one but those you feel that you can beat! That is a dishonor!"
    Mikolas snapped back. In fact, the two of them had gotten so loud that they were
    garnering attention from all around them. "I am done with you accepting challenges
    from those unworthy of you! As your grandfather and as sovereign leader of our city,
    you will name a worthy challenger this instant, or I will name one for you whether
    you approve of him or not!"

    "I will challenge her!" came a booming voice. Mikolas looked around in confusion,
    expecting someone to be standing there, but there wasn't. All of the other Fomorians
    nearby looked around as well. Only Diana looked down.

    "Leu! What are you doing here?" Diana asked in complete surprise and alarm.

    "I already said what I'm doing here! I'm here to challenge you! And you've got a
    lot of explaining to do keeping all of this from me!" Leu snapped, using his wand to
    resonate his voice

    "Diana, who is this Wizard?" Mikolas demanded, outraged. "Did you lead him
    here?"

    "No, she didn't, but I'm here for her anyway," Leu shouted back. "I don't give a
    toss about whether you think I'm worthy or not. I'm not going to let you force her
    into a marriage she doesn't want!"

    "He is a Mac Lir," Diana said, loud enough for those around them to hear, causing
    a murmur to go up. "And I accept his challenge whether you like it or not,
    Grandfather!"

    "I want proof he is a Mac Lir!" Mikolas snapped.

    Diana shrugged and picked Leu up like a doll, carrying him to the platform.

    "Diana, what are you doing?" Leu asked, flustered.

    "Go down to the floor of the ocean and fetch me something off the bottom," Diana
    demanded, dropping him in.

    "You could have at least waited until I was stripped down to my wetsuit first!"
    Leu complained, wrestling out of his wet clothes and putting them on the platform
    before diving down.

    "He has a tongue about him for such a little fellow," Thera ventured from where
    she stood near the platform.

    "He is using a translation potion, Mother," Diana replied.

    "That was not what I meant," Thera said. "He does not seem to be happy about this
    challenge."

    "That is because I kept it from him that I was a Fomorian, as I was sworn to do,"
    Diana explained.

    "I see," Thera said evenly. "But he is here now, despite the lie."

    "Yes," Diana agreed.

    "And it is his favor that you wear," Thera concluded, nodding to the comb in her
    hair.

    "Yes," Diana agreed.

    "What! Diana, what madness is this?" Mikolas asked sternly.

    Diana didn't reply. Instead, she watched the water as Leu finally came out with a
    barnacle-covered golden pin. From the size, it was obvious it had been a Fomorian pin
    before the latch broke.

    "There. From the bottom," Leu reported.

    "Did any guards follow him?" Mikolas asked.

    "Yes, Governor," one of the men swimming in the water replied. "He used no spell
    nor potion, but swam down readily without ill effect."

    "He does not smell like an enemy, but a man of the sea," Thera ventured. Mikolas
    glared at her in annoyance.

    "You truly wish to allow this?" Mikolas asked. "Mixed blood or not, he is still a
    Wizard."

    "We sent my daughter to live among the Wizards for seven years, Father. Why should
    we be so surprised by the choice? It is our own doing, is it not?" Thera pointed out,
    then turned to Leu. "It would be unfair to expect you to swim at our height when you
    are not used to it. If I am not mistaken, my daughter is well-trained even at human
    height."

    "I am," Diana said proudly. "He has yet to beat me."

    "Just how many times have you raced this Wizard?" Mikolas snapped.

    "It does not matter," Diana pointed out. "This is the only one that counts."

    "Set up a more appropriate course, Father," Thera said.

    "Thera..."

    "Consider, Father. If he loses, my daughter will be more willing to listen to your
    counsel as to who she should let challenge her next," Thera pointed out. Mikolas
    frowned at that, but then finally relented.

    "So be it! But you will swim your best, Diana!" Mikolas warned.

    "You dishonor my daughter by implying that she would not, and insult my training
    of her," Thera snapped at him.

    "I have no intention of being dishonorable," Diana said firmly.

    "That's right! She never has," Leu agreed.

    "You have no voice here, Wizard," Mikolas snapped.

    "Grandfather is right. Beat me first, then you can tell him off at your leisure,"
    Diana said. Mikolas blinked at that, while Thera looked slightly amused.

    "Oh, what I have to say to him is nothing compared to the long talk I plan to have
    with you after all of this is over," Leu snapped. Diana pulled out a phial from a
    small pouch at her side.

    "You'll have to beat me first. If you do not, you'll never have the chance," Diana
    replied, drinking down the potion and discarding the bag as she slowly shrunk down to
    human size again. "Let us set the platform at the base of Longfish Rock."

    "So be it," Mikolas said, and instructed the guards watching the course on how to
    modify it for the race.

    Leu decided to do a simple form to clear his mind, knowing he couldn't afford to
    make a single mistake. The worlds that his mother told him during the challenge in
    Greece came back in his mind full force: Swim like your life depended on it. Swim
    like her life depended on it. Leu closed his eyes, trying to meditate for a
    moment. But then he heard strange voices and frowned, looking around. Sighing, he got
    up to get to his bag when Diana called out to him in alarm.

    "The translation potion wore off, Diana," Leu explained. Diana sighed with
    exasperation.

    "Then you will have to do without. If you drink anything now, they will suspect
    that you're cheating," she warned.

    "Diana!" Thera snapped. "The two of you should not be talking to each other!"

    "My translation potion wore off," Leu explained, glad that at least her mother
    seemed to understand English.

    "I will speak to my father," Thera said. Diana listened as Thera and Mikolas
    spoke, then finally turned her attention back to warming up. "He will blow a horn for
    the start of the race. I will go to the other side so that I can report the outcome
    fairly. We will start once I am in place," Thera reported, diving in. Realizing that
    at Thera's size it would not take her very long to get over there, Leu got up.

    "Where do I stand?" Leu asked. Diana frowned at him and pointed.

    Leu stood where he was told, watching her to see the proper way to set, which was
    fortunately no different to how she was positioned for the Hogwarts races. All of the
    sudden, things seemed to be happening too soon; with so many emotions racing, time no
    longer seemed to be a constant.

    The horn blew and Leu found himself in the water, at first on autopilot. He forced
    himself to focus, but did not try to push away his feelings when they came. Instead,
    he harnessed them; first the anger, then the determination, fueling his desperate
    desire to get across the course. He pulled the fear in and then the pain; accepting
    it as a necessary part of the race and giving him more reason to push on rather than
    less of a reason. He harnessed the countless failed attempts when he didn't know what
    was at stake; using what he had learned from those past mistakes to keep from making
    the same ones now. And last but not least, he harnessed his love; his love for Diana,
    which had been nothing but a gradual climb from the first time he saw her in the
    water to what it was now... building over time, always under the surface like a
    strong current in the sea, swelling up like a rolling wave as the strong, underlying
    current was finally ready to emerge and crash powerfully against the shore...

    When his hand touched the rock, he immediately pushed himself out into open air, a
    bit surprised when it was nearly a second later when Diana emerged. Had he imagined
    that? Or had she just stayed down in the water longer than he had? A shadow fell over
    him that scared him at first, wondering if it was a bad sign. But then he realized it
    was Thera, crouching down to gaze at him with a thin smile on her lips.

    "Well done, Mac Lir," Thera said, nodding to him.

    Diana burst into tears, swimming over and nearly pulling him under as she
    attempted to hug him with open relief. He put an arm around her with a smile,
    allowing himself a moment of relief as well before the enormity of everything hit him
    full force.

    "Hey, I'm still very angry with you. You know that, don't you?" Leu told Diana as
    firmly as he could.

    "Be angry with me later," Diana advised, kissing him and pulling him under the
    water.

  


  
    66. Meeting Halfway
  

  
    Chapter Sixty-Six

    Meeting Halfway

    Severus woke up from where he had fallen asleep on the sofa, noticing he was alone
    as he blearily looked around the living room. Then he smelled coffee and sat up,
    rubbing his stiff muscles as he trudged towards the kitchen and over to where
    Jennifer was. Her hair was sticking up every which way as she had paid more attention
    to coffee and warming up yesterday's scones than what she was looking like at that
    moment. Instead, her eyes kept flitting over to the charm bracelet on her hand, which
    hadn't lit up since Leu had taken off. Severus smiled thinly at that, taking out his
    watch, which still had Leu listed as 'Elsewhere.'

    "Nothing, I take it?" Severus asked.

    "Not a flash," Jennifer admitted.

    "That is a good sign, not a bad one, you know," Severus pointed out.

    "Maybe, but I hate not knowing," Jennifer said, pulling the scones out of the oven
    and sliding them in the basket. Severus went back to the front room, glancing up at
    the painting of Corey in the tree.

    "Can I get an update from Sir Drake, please, to find out if Leu ever returned to
    the boat?" Severus asked him.

    "He did return, Dad. He returned long enough to write a letter and to send Capper
    back to the mainland to post it," Corey said.

    "Jennifer, did you hear that?" Severus asked, but it was obvious that she had when
    she ran to check near the kitchen window and then hurried up the front stairs to get
    to the Owl Roost. "Don't you dare read that by yourself if it's up there! Bring it
    down here!" Severus barked at her.

    Andrew peeked out from around the corner sleepily.

    "Any word?" Andrew asked.

    "Perhaps. He seems to be safe," Severus informed him.

    "Good," Andrew said, deciding to go back to his room to doze again.

    Jennifer came back down the stairs with a letter in her hand.

    "It's addressed to you, but it's definitely Leu's handwriting," Jennifer replied,
    handing it to him.

    "Let's read it in the kitchen. I could use a bit of coffee after last night."

    "Yes, alright," Jennifer agreed. He opened the note as she got them both a cup,
    and then gazed at his face intently.

    "'Dear Father, Mum, and whoever else may be listening while you read this,' he
    knows us so well, doesn't he?" Severus replied.

    "Never mind the commentary, keep going," Jennifer insisted.

    "'I'm sorry that I couldn't write sooner, but I wrote as soon as I could. I hope
    you weren't up all night worrying about me.' Perish the thought," Severus said with
    exasperation. "'I am safe, so is the boat and the crew, and I had no trouble getting
    to the Westernmost Isle. As it turns out, I am the descendant of someone they
    consider an ally, so I had no trouble getting in.' Isn't that a refreshing
    change?"

    "Honestly, Severus. Keep reading," Jennifer coaxed.

    "'I was able to reach Diana before her grandfather was able to make good on his
    ultimatums. In fact, I suppose I ought to inform you that in the process of saving
    her, I might have kind of sort of gotten married.' Kind of sort of?" Severus repeated
    in disbelief. "How do you 'kind of sort of' get married?"

    "Leu beat Diana in the race!" Jennifer translated brightly.

    "Well, yes, obviously. But 'kind of sort of'?" Severus repeated critically.

    "I think he was attempting to lessen the shock," Jennifer conjectured.

    "I'm not all that shocked myself. Are you?" Severus asked.

    "Not at all," Jennifer replied, smiling warmly. Severus turned back to the
    letter.

    "'Because of that, I am going to need to stay here for a week or two and sort
    things out with Diana and her family. Do you want me to send the boat back in the
    meantime? Either way, neither of us are planning on staying in Atlantis any longer
    than is necessary, so you can expect us back relatively soon. Please don't worry,
    I'll tell you all about it later. Love, Leu.'" Severus finished. "That's all."

    "I gathered that," Jennifer chuckled. "You know, Severus, I know he has other ways
    of getting back to shore, but I myself would feel a lot safer if they kept the boat,
    especially knowing there's a painting on board in case they need another emergency
    exit for some reason."

    "Yes, we're in agreement on that issue, although it does rather spoil our holiday
    plans," Severus mused. "Any thoughts to what else you might like to do while I'm off
    work?"

    "I was thinking that it might be rather nice to take advantage of the fact that we
    are stuck at home with absolutely nothing better to do," Jennifer said flirtatiously.
    "Unless you think that would be too boring?"

    "Oh, I am fairly certain we can come up with something to keep from being bored,"
    Severus replied in a low voice. "Of course, we may need to get creative, considering
    we still have two children in the house."

    "They say that creativity is the best defense against boredom," Jennifer
    offered.

    "Who are 'they,' exactly?" Severus inquired.

    "Actually, I think you are the one who said that," Jennifer decided, but then
    looked up as Quintin marched in the room.

    "Good morning!" Quintin said.

    "Quintin, could you go march up to Andrew's room and ask him to take you to
    Blackpool for the day?" Severus immediately suggested. Quintin decided not to march.
    Instead, he ran. "Now where were we?"

    "You were telling me how you were going to be creative," Jennifer reminded
    him.

    "I have a better idea. Since it is your suggestion to stay home, perhaps you're
    the one who should have a chance to be creative," Severus proposed.

    "Aren't we the brave soul?" Jennifer teased.

    "Do I need to be brave? If so, I'm even more intrigued," Severus murmured.

    "Since when do you like to be intimidated?" Jennifer challenged him.

    "I suppose it would depend on who is trying to intimidate me," Severus
    decided.

    "Trying to?" Jennifer repeated accusingly.

    "After all, it remains to be seen whether you can or not," Severus pointed
    out.

    Just then, they heard marching and looked up, waiting until Quintin appeared in
    the corridor.

    "Andrew says he can't take me to Blackpool because he is taking Laura to Paris
    today," Quintin said, sounding disappointed.

    "Then tell him to take you to Disneyland instead," Severus suggested, and Quintin
    ran off again.

    "That was quite naughty, Severus. What if Andrew tells him no?" Jennifer scolded
    him.

    "If you had a brother who had just turned seven and was just given permission by
    his father to go to Disneyland with you, would you have the heart to turn him down?
    In this family?" Severus added for good measure.

    "Fair enough," Jennifer replied.

    "You needn't agree with me so easily. You can go back to scolding me if you like,"
    Severus suggested.

    "Oh, you are in a mood," Jennifer scolded him.

    "It's your own fault. You're the one who started this by talking of taking
    advantage," Severus reminded her.

    "Of being at home in a mostly empty house," Jennifer reminded him at the obvious
    omission.

    "Yes, and I'm simply aiding the suggestion," Severus said.

    "Does that mean you're my enabler now?" Jennifer asked coyly.

    "Always," Severus agreed.

    "That's a new position for you isn't it?" Jennifer replied mischievously. Severus
    sighed with exasperation.

    "Jennifer, that comment is much too easy. There are too many ways that I can twist
    that one..." he complained. She laughed, totally missing the sound of feet on the
    stairs until Andrew appeared in the doorway, looking annoyed.

    "Why is Quintin convinced that he's going with me on my date?" Andrew asked,
    folding his arms.

    "He isn't. He's convinced that you and Laura are taking him to Disneyland Paris,"
    Severus corrected. "Did you want to disappoint him?"

    "We'll pay for the trip, of course," Jennifer said, not even looking over at
    Andrew. Instead, she was watching Severus with an enigmatic smile.

    "Easily," Severus agreed. "Considering how much money we've already saved today, a
    trip like that is pittance in comparison. Feel free to take the emergency Muggle
    money out of the pot in the front room... you can get more out of my cloak if you
    need it. Have fun," Severus added, waving Andrew away.

    "I know I'm going to regret asking this, but what did you mean by that first
    comment? About the money you saved today?" Andrew asked.

    "By not having to pay for your brother Leu's wedding, of course. For once, we
    didn't even have to spend one knut," Severus explained.

    "Leu was always frugal," Jennifer pointed out.

    "Wait, what? Leu is married?" Andrew flailed.

    "And on honeymoon. I suppose that's another brother that's beaten you to the
    punch. You're not going to wait for the next one to beat you to marriage as well, are
    you?" Severus inquired. Jennifer chuckled at that, quite entertained.

    "That depends on if you keep making me take Quintin on trips that weren't my idea.
    How in blazes do you expect me to make progress on my relationship if you keep doing
    that?" Andrew pointed out.

    "I'll make a deal with you, Andrew," Severus replied. "Give me two weeks, then you
    may have until the Millers arrive in July. Until then, you can try to make as much
    progress on your relationship as you like. In the meantime, I would like to make some
    progress on my relationship with your mother, if you don't mind."

    "Making a deal implies that I have a choice in the matter, which I don't," Andrew
    said flatly.

    "That's what you get for moving back in," Severus immediately parried.

    "And more to the point, your relationship doesn't need to make any
    progress. It hasn't made any progress in years!" Andrew retorted. Jennifer laughed
    softly at that.

    "I see. Well, this conversation certainly isn't making any sort of progress,
    that's for certain. Don't forget to grab a Sun Potion for your brother," Severus
    added. Throwing his hands up in exasperation, Andrew stomped to the front room,
    raided the money pot, and then stomped back up the stairs. Severus shook his head and
    Jennifer grinned knowingly, warming up their coffee. "I don't suppose lightning would
    strike twice and something could happen to Andrew to make him grow up real quick?"
    Severus ventured.

    "Well, considering I can only think of one thing that would do that, I don't think
    that'd go very well," Jennifer said with a knowing smile.

    "Oh. Yes, good point, that would be a headache for me especially, wouldn't it?"
    Severus agreed. "It rather reminds me of Gloria. Do you remember that?"

    "Yes, it was about eleven years ago. She's coming to Hogwarts in the fall,"
    Jennifer pointed out.

    "Fancy that, in some ways it almost seems like yesterday," Severus mused.

    "I bet it all comes crashing in for Andrew for certain," Jennifer predicted.

    "Yes, well, I should warn you, Jennifer, that this next year at Hogwarts is going
    to be quite the challenge considering just how many students are coming and that's
    not even getting into whose parents they all are," Severus warned, but Jennifer
    reached out and grabbed his hand.

    "How about we just not go there yet?" Jennifer suggested.

    "Where would you like to go instead?" he inquired in a low voice.

    "Another educational sabbatical?" she teased.

    "Good lord, let's not go through all of that again," Severus protested.

    "It's your own fault, Severus. It was your idea," Jennifer reminded him, shaking a
    finger at him.

    "And how many adventures you had because of it," Severus said knowingly, propping
    up his head in his other hand. "From making new friends to making memories... in more
    ways than one. From saving a school to breaking modern society. You really did have a
    busy year."

    "I have no idea what you mean by that last one," Jennifer said, sipping her coffee
    as a defense. But Severus smiled thinly.

    "And despite what Andrew might believe, I for one believe that somehow during the
    absence, our relationship has progressed, and we'll both be the better for it. And
    because of that, despite all of the headaches in store for us in the fall, I am very
    much looking forward to what new revelations that will bring when you return next
    term," Severus said.

    Before she could reply, there was the sound of two pairs of footsteps on the
    stairs, one hurried and one perfectly timed as they opened the front door, shouting
    goodbyes as they left. The door shut, and the two of them listened to the silence for
    a moment.

    "So where were we?" Severus inquired.

    "Perhaps you mean, 'where are we'?" Jennifer suggested, coming around the bar.

    "Very well then, I'll bite. Where are we?" Severus humored her, meeting her
    halfway.

    "Together," Jennifer replied with a smile. "How about we stay that way for a
    while?"

    "That's the best idea I've heard yet," Severus agreed. Jennifer wrapped her arms
    around him as he leaned over to kiss her.

    End of Heritage Book 11

    

    A/N And that's it! I hope you enjoyed this book and my little social
    satire/comedy. It was a challenge, but not as much the satire as building out an
    enormous amount on a society that's only been seen in glimpses through the series
    before this point. It was also nice to do a lighter book, and I think it'll prove to
    be a good breather in the series considering what is planned next. More on that in
    the teaser section...

    

    Teaser Commentary on book 27 and tone:

    

    We're heading back to dark drama/ dark psychological thriller next book,
    'reminiscent of' later original series in some ways. There will be heavy inference in
    this book as there are a lot of adult themes; most of the inference you might miss if
    you read it quickly, but if you think about it too long might give a shiver or two...
    that's the goal, anyway. In fact, I haven't done a book this dark in some time. But
    there is a lot of cool new stuff too, tons of new characters, and the Minute kids are
    finally Sorted into Hogwarts. Oh, and everyone gets back from the Otherworld! I'm
    sure you'll want to hear about that... and maybe... hopefully... this will be the
    year that Laura beats some sense into Andrew... I mean... learns to communicate with
    him. The Quintins are busy, as will Merlin, Viviane, and especially Severus, as he
    deals with this unexpected threat out of the past.

    See you next time as you read: Jennifer Craw and the Clockwork
    Menagerie!

    ~ Doublequill

    (on twitter, doublequillmlp if you don't mind the occasional spoiler and
    teaser.)

  

