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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag this Episode as:

      Soft Space Academy AU. Found family. Everything’s still spooky. Magical Medicine Mojo. Neil gets a bit of help and maybe a bit of a scolding. A Baronsworth makes an appearance, so does a Cunningham. Lancer does not want to be helping people. The mystery of the pink soup begins to unravel and Scout is really tired of doing everything herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 UNEXPECTED FACES IN FAMILIAR PLACES - NEIL

        

      

    

    
      Bevi Baronsworth, it turned out, had excellent training as a certified Field Medic. Neil wasn't sure he'd ever heard that detail before in the time he’d spent with the Baronsworths, but he was profoundly grateful for it now, as she worked on Darren, doing her best to keep his insides where they ought to be.

      She was quick, efficient and wary of the mystery man, who he now knew to be one Lancer Cunningham.

      Those particular details contained more information than he'd ever wanted to know about either person in his current lifetime up to the present. The reality of the Cunninghams shifted a bit sideways and he tried not to think of the strange, odd man in relation to the strange and odd reputation of the Cunningham Circle.

      Instead, he hovered anxiously around Bevi, trying not to get underfoot, while remaining close enough to be useful.

      "Ever consider being a full Healer?" she asked, charming her hands clean for the dozenth time in under a handful of minutes. "Not just a certification or a Medic. Your magic has the soft touch for it. That's good when there's a lot of trauma involved. Takes a lot of training though. You have to want to stick it out and see it through to the end."

      Neil handed over the sterile container she'd requested, his own hands spell-cleaned and protected with three different charms from her. "I have, actually. I was changing my courses for that particular track this year. It's—a lot of headache. And prerequisites for courses I didn't know I had to take, a conversation with the headmaster and—a lot."

      Bevi gave an approving grunt, before emptying a sealed packet of single-use sharps and the corresponding healing conductors that would keep them properly blunted for minor surgery. Her hands were steady and quick as she began to stretch out the pale green ribbons of magic holding Darren together. The lack of hesitation suggested she’d done that before or at least knew enough to keep moving without pausing to second-guess her course of action.

      "It is, but it's not a bad career. You might find it grating during the training sessions or exhausting, if you're the empathic kind. Stick it out, if you've a mind to and it'll be a useful skill." Bevi rolled her neck to the side and it clicked, loudly, in the quiet of the examination room.

      "It's a longer course than I planned for," he admitted. "And I'll have to work through most of it to afford the cost, but I do think it is something I want to do."

      Bevi hummed, casting a sideways look at him, before coating her hands in shimmering pools of soft-blue magic. "You could ask, Calida," she said, carefully. "She has sponsored a few talented people here and there. Likes knowing that she's doing some good in the realms. You'd probably have to agree to weekly or monthly dinners though, so she could make sure you aren't working yourself to the bone. Other options include applying to Nevarah for a scholarship sponsor, or joining competitions with different levels of available scholarships. Most would at least cover tuition and basic living expenses, provided that you volunteer for the same amount of time in your chosen field in Nevarah. It's a popular option for most off-realm dragels."

      "...that's allowed?" Neil swallowed as he watched her peel the spell ribbons away, sticking her spell-coated hands straight into Darren's stomach.

      It made him recoil, inwardly.

      That was not something he'd expected her to do and clearly, the injury was far worse than what he'd originally gotten off the initial diagnostic. Darren was lucky that Lancer had found them. Any later and Neil knew he wouldn't have been able to keep him alive.

      "Inter-realm scholarship thing? Yeah. Calida doing a bit of smothering? Also, yes. Your Mentor would usually handle that sort of thing for you or your Bonded, if you chose to postpone things until you built a Circle and all that. It's fairly common and any form of furthering education is considered a sign of an individual with tremendous potential. After all, if you're always learning, then you're always growing, right?" She frowned, leaning forward for a closer look.

      Bright red blood coated her hands, dripping off of the medical charms that kept it from actually touching her skin. A slight furrow formed in her brow as she gently shifted and checked things that Neil was trying very hard not to name.

      Shock and hope warred within, one side hoping that she would be able to help where Lancer had not and shock for a situation so real and vivid, he couldn't ignore it. There was nothing in a textbook or a course-approved holo replay that could ever explain the scene in front of him.

      The blood bothered him more than expected, but he couldn’t tell if it was because it was someone he’d knew or if it was on account of Lancer standing in a corner of the room radiating icy displeasure. Even if he hadn’t said anything much since Bevi’s arrival, his shadows and overall presence remained just as intimidating as before.

      Bevi frowned at the sluggish trickles of blood. "Whoever did this to him, knew what they were doing."

      "He didn't say," Neil said, anxiously. "Just said that 'they' wouldn't let him—he answered because he was tranced."

      "That does not mean he lied," Bevi said. "Did he say why?"

      "...no."

      "Well, let's hope they don't come looking for him then. It won't be pretty. You good to cast a ward or a personal shield? Do that. Anytime now is fine."

      Neil summoned his magic to his hands and then allowed the familiar hum and pulse of a simple shielding ward to envelop his entire body. It was almost soothing with the slight pressure that held him together, before the magic settled and it was as if he'd done nothing at all.

      A faint greenish glow shone around him for a brief moment, before it faded away.

      "For the record, do not ever use this unless you are authorized," she said, briskly. “Officially authorized by someone who is certified or you have officially certified and granted the express permission of Bonded within the Circle of the one you are treating. Your friend is not Dragel, so that last bit doesn’t count, but the warning stands.”

      "Use what?" Neil flinched at the cracking and snapping sound that grated on his ears. It made him want to scale the wall and claw into a spot in the ceiling without a single thought forever setting foot on the ground again.

      "Bone-mending spell," Bevi said, unbothered. "It can't repair without certain prerequisites."

      The cracking and snapping sounds continued, Darren’s body held down by the spells anchoring him to the examination table. If it wasn’t for what he was hearing—oh.

      Sound abruptly cut off, when Bevi glanced up at him, her lips pressing into a line. She'd cast a quick sound charm. “You don’t have to watch,” she said, briskly. “I’ve done this before and he’ll be fine. I only meant to tell you what I was doing, so you wouldn't worry. You are definitely a worrier. You were close?”

      Neil hesitated. “He’s—a friend. We worked together. Sort of.”

      “It’s harder when it’s someone you know,” Bevi said, kindly. “He’ll be fine. There was quite a bit of magic used on him and Lancer was quick enough with his trance. He might have some scars, but they’ll be the good kind. One he can talk about and tell stories when he’s old and grey. Grab something for me? There should be some skin-graft sheets in the second cabinet over there by the door. Look for something with a blue rectangle and rounded corner. It’ll be marked, but if you find something blue, hold it up and I’ll tell you if it’s right.”

      Rummaging through the neatly organized cabinet, Neil found two slots with measured packets of pre-mixed potion powders and liquid replenishers. Behind the potion powders were five sealed packets exactly as Bevi described. “These?”

      “Yeah. Sterilization charm on your hands again. Then open one for me.” Her gaze darted to the wall where Neil had gouged a chunk out of it.

      Lancer stood stock still in the corner, his dark eyes fixed on something beyond the wall. His head tilted slightly to the side, as if he were listening to something neither of them could hear. Every so often, his shadows would flare wildly underfoot, before retreating back to him.

      It was easier to pretend that he wasn't there, but Neil had been through enough for the day. Bonded dragels were so—prickly. At least, most of the ones he'd met so far, seemed to be hyper-protective and aggressive, compared to non-dragels.

      Or maybe he was just really bad at making dragel friends.

      Perhaps it got easier with practice or something. He was good at practicing, when he had the time and energy to spare for it.
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