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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. Neil and Ben spend more time together. Things get spooky and dangerous. Prowling Cunninghams. Creepy monsters. Neil gets another surprise. Things go a little haywire…
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      Claudia's absence from the home office left a distinct vacuum as the door sealed and warded itself shut behind her. Her magic, still a blazing echo that seemed to rattle through the office as she disappeared from view.

      Ben's outstretched hand fell back to his side, his expression smoothing over to a strange sort of blankness.

      He looked like a different person, so serious and composed in a way that he never showed as an Elite student. It was almost as if he was blending into the bleakness of the monochromatic office with its boring shades of black, grey and white.

      Neil knew he could never stomach functioning in such a boring box of an office. He couldn't see how Ben's Dad actually managed to get anything done.

      Unless that was just how the Elite executives worked.

      The filtered air tasted sweeter the longer he breathed it in. Counting his breaths didn't really help, though the distraction was useful for all of five seconds. Curiosity warred with common sense and Neil desperately wished to be on the other side of the door, if only to know what was happening.

      He couldn't stem the restlessness curling through him, as if it were something alive desperate to get out of him, no matter the cost. A hand discreetly went to his stomach, pressing against the dull ache of something that hadn't been there before.

      He should be fine.

      Really.

      Healer Landon wouldn't have let him out to roam about, if there was something wrong. Neil bit his lip. Distractions weren't as plentiful as he'd hoped and the most obvious thing was what was happening right now.

      "I'm sure everything's fine," he ventured, when Ben's gaze remained glued to the door after a far too long bout of silence. "Your—Third—is very-" He stopped.

      Trying to think of a single word to describe everything that was Claudia Carlson was something he could save for another day.

      Or year.

      Or never, probably.

      It seemed as if every Gheyo ACE he met was determined to leave him off-kilter in some way or another after determining that he was not a threat.

      He wasn't, honest!

      In fact, if he knew what he was doing that made them think so, he'd gladly change it. There was nothing threatening about him. He had the presence of a wet tracksuit.

      Since stumbling across the Baronsworths, he had a feeling there would be plenty of new dragels in his life, whether he wanted them there or not.

      He only hoped that some of them would be a little nicer or at least, friendlier. It'd be difficult, but not impossible if they were like his schoolmates and professors. Well, actually, he could do without them being like Terius.

      It would probably kill the man to be somewhat nicer than his stern self.

      The seriousness with which Claudia left was the real problem. Because she'd charged out of the office without any hesitation and only the barest flicker of emotion—zero care, really—in Ben's direction. She hadn't even glanced his way, as if he'd been acknowledged and dismissed in short order.

      It reminded him far too much of his foster family and the equally dismissive manner of his foster parents, who had thought of him only as another meal ticket and available pair of hands. He'd been on the receiving end of those looks more times than he cared to count.

      "It's Mama," Ben said, shrugging as if that explained everything away. There was a hint of fondness in his voice. "I don't mind it. That's how she's always been from the first day I knew her. It's easier to just make sure that I'm not in her way, somehow. Or at least, that I'm not making things harder than they need to be."

      "...that's kind of sad when you put it that way," Neil said, wearily. "So, she's a—Gheyo, right? The fighter one?"

      "Something like that," Ben hedged. "Please don't take it personally, but if I could explain it to you, I would. I kind of can't. We have family oaths in place for things like this." He gestured helplessly between them and his father's prone body still stretched out on the floor.

      "Sounds rough."

      Ben twitched, slightly. "It’s usually not that bad. Mama's good at compartmentalizing. Very good at it. I wish I could be half as good as that, but it takes more practice than years I've been alive, I guess."

      Neil hummed in answer to that. If Ben was fine with it, then it wasn't his place to comment. He didn't know Claudia, after all and from the sound of things, Ben adored her.

      "I guess it's my turn to apologize for things that are entirely out of my control though," Ben said, a tad ruefully. "I'm so sorry to drag you into all of this, but I wasn't expecting anything to-"

      The office trembled.

      A loud, roaring screech was enough to make his ears burn. Trinkets rattled in place where they were lined up on the two upper shelves of the bookcases behind the executive desk. A few of them vibrated right off the edge, clattering to the floor.

      Neil clapped his hands over his ears to see Ben doing the same thing, his expression now horrified. The wave of powerful energy accompanying the screech set everything else to rattling again, as if it would shake the very decorations off the office walls.

      "Ben?" he shouted. "What was what?"

      The last bit of color drained from Ben's face. He was ashen now, paler than Neil had ever seen him before. As if he'd understood something in that screeching cacophony of noise, more so than Neil ever could.

      Even with his hands clapped over his ears, there was nothing else to keep the awful sound from crowding in and shoving his common sense out between his fingers. Dimly, he knew that a sound charm would help, but his body—and his magic—seemed destined to ignore him when he desperately needed it.

      "Ben?" he tried again.

      Shadows stretched out along the floor, crawling towards the prone body as if they could drag it back to darkened depths.

      Ben burst into motion, shedding his school jacket and tearing at his sleeves. He gnawed savagely on his hand for a moment, then smeared the resulting blood on the floor near his dad's head.

      Eyes glowed bright gold as magic answered and responded to a clear request.

      Neil didn't know whether to be glad that he wasn't the one doing the casting or relieved that it was working, because whatever Ben did, worked. He had no idea what kind of Blood Magic that was and he wasn't sure he wanted to know.

      The shadows reared back, shrieking and screeching as they retreated to the baseboards of the room, simmering in an undulating wave of wispy blackness.

      He could almost taste the bitterness of their raging souls as they swarmed over each other, not quite dissipating and not yet able to multiply. Whatever Ben had done with the spell, it'd worked enough to keep them at bay.

      That kind of darkened energy could cause problems. Too much darkness and negativity could latch onto a soul lingering on the edge of the in-between and from there, Neil knew it'd be out of their hands.

      Stubbornly, he shoved the thought away because there was no way of knowing how well Ben's Dad was doing or how he'd gotten to that state. Maybe he'd been lucky. Maybe it was some kind of odd healing trance of his own.

      Or something.

      Anything, but a magnet for those dark shadowy tendrils reaching out to him.

      "That's not a Grimfellow," Ben said, slowly.

      "Definitely not," Neil said. It wasn't something he'd ever seen before and he didn't want to see it again. "Ben?"

      "There might be a Reaper out there," Ben said, slowly. "Or a hound or something. Possibly just someone associated with Death. I-I don't know how they would’ve got in or why—but those shouldn't come in here—there’s protections and wards for it. Those feel like Death-!"

      "Didn't your—didn't she say to keep the stasis charms up?" Neil asked, switching from the too-confusing sight in front of him to the only piece of information that he'd properly understood. "How do we do that? Can I help? Is there anything I can-"

      "But your magic's not working yet, is it?" Ben asked, a hint of worry leaking into his tone. "I mean, I told Healer Landon to keep on sending you the replenishing potion, until you were back to your usual levels, but if you don't have access to your own magic right now, I don't think that-"

      "There has to be something I can do!" Neil shot back. A flicker of agitation ripples over him. Helplessness was not a state he wanted to entertain. "You can't just—do this on your own!"

      "And you can't use any Blood Magic either," Ben said, frowning. "Please don't," he added, for good measure. "You can, but you shouldn't. Especially since you've just come back from Healer Landon. He'll definitely yell if you do something after he's just healed you up."

      "But you just did-!"

      "What I did is more of a family thing. Asking our blood to protect our own. The Carlsons’ aren't all-powerful, but we aren't weak either." Ben inspected his healing hand, pleased when it was healed and unblemished once more.

      Tiny sparks of white-gold magic floated up from his palm, fizzling out into nothing as the healing was completed.

      Neil didn't say anything. If he had to witness more demonstrations of strength, he was pretty sure he'd wind up confused, struggling and possibly with more of those pesky fluttery feelings that he hadn't quite figured out yet.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Ben glanced at the office door again. "It's fine. Everything's fine. We'll think of—something soon. Mama will be back before we have to-"

      Another shockwave of energy rippled through the office. This time, it sounded as if there were great big battering rams slamming into the office door, the sound echoing endlessly in the small room.

      Neil shuddered. "It's too loud."

      "Do you remember last year's practical magic exams?" Ben asked. He dropped to a crouch and quickly ran his fingers along the floor, checking to see where would be the best starting point for the spellwork he had in mind. "That final spell
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