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FOREWORD

Greetings Gentle Reader,  

 

In the first book, Half-Pint Hex, you meet the three main characters: Remington "Remi" Wilde, Damon Wolfhard, and Lily de Meath.  The first two, Remi and Damon, first met on the way to the Trials of Magic, when she stole his documents, thinking they might be worth something.  He managed to exact his revenge at the end of the third trial when he stole the prize balls back from her, ensuring his entrance into the Halls and her unfortunate exit.  But when an extra spot opened up in the Halls, Head Patron Pythia Silverthorne invited Remi to join as a member of Aura Healers, because she thought she showed unusual promise.

 

At Golden Willow Hospital, the trio is introduced to the eccentric Dr. Oren Decker, who will be head instructor during their time at Aura Healers.  Placed in the ER to learn the many skills they'll need for the later years, they find the pace both demanding and unrelenting.  

 

Over time, Damon constructs a theory about why the hospital is so chaotic and so many patients are seemingly "going mad", but he doesn't have the resources to prove his idea to the hospital staff, so he enlists Lily and Remi on his quest.  The trails of evidence eventually leads to a greenhouse not far from the hospital where they find a White Worm has been brewing mind-control elixirs.  

 

At this critical moment, Remi is faced with a decision: help her friends deal with the White Worm, or go find the treasure at the end of the pendant that she'd spent a year in jail to acquire.  She eventually realizes that if she goes down that path that it won't necessarily lead to the riches she hoped, and that maybe, she's found some peace at Golden Willow, so she goes back to help her friends.

 

The three of them sneak into the coming out party for the newest Hall, Arcane Phytology, and thwart the White Worm from taking control of the hundreds of influential people in attendance, which ends the chaos that had been plaguing the City of Sorcery.


Full Moon Demon

Chapter One

The nurses of Golden Willow loved his father.  He'd only been in the hospital visiting for a day but they kept telling Damon how sweet and handsome his old man was, even the nurses that treated him like a puppy that had peed on the rug whenever he was in their patient space.

"Your kids are adorable, Miss Bailey.  Thank you for showing them to me.  You'll have to keep me updated on the whole Casserole Affair.  You should write a book about your PTA, it's a hoot," said his father, Arthur.

Nurse Bailey blushed and gave his father a little wave before disappearing down the hallway, dodging a gurney on the way to surgery.  

"You have lovely co-workers," said his father.  

Arthur was built like a concrete barrel and looked like he could have been a boxer, but that was far from the truth, since his father worked as an accountant for a branch of D'Agastine Industries in Kansas City.  But that didn't stop him from charming everyone around him with his blue eyes and soft touch, especially when it came to the ladies.  

"The nurses are an integral part of Golden Willow's success," said Damon.

Arthur clapped him on the shoulder.  Despite the differences in height—Damon had four inches on him—it always felt like his father was taller.  

"This isn't so bad, son.  We've been here a day and you haven't been called to an emergency once."

Damon led them towards the student wing for Aura Healers.  He wanted his father to meet his classmates and assumed some of them would be in their common area.  

"It's been a lot calmer since the spring."

His father winked.  "It's okay, son.  You don't have to make it sound worse than it is.  I know you'd work hard no matter the circumstances."

"It's not that—"

The words on his tongue evaporated when his father froze, putting a hand to his temple and squinting.  

"Are you okay?"

Arthur waved him off.  "It's fine.  Headaches.  I've been getting them the last few months."

"That didn't look like just a headache.  I should get you checked out while you're here."

"Not necessary, son.  We're hearty folk.  A little thing like a headache isn't to be worried about.  I've only been having one or two a week."

"That's why it's a concern.  Normal afflictions don't really bother our kind, but when symptoms start showing up, it's a cause for worry.  It's part of the Supernatural Ward's handbook."

"But you haven't started yet," said his father, putting up a forced smile even though Damon could see the twitches in his brow.  

"We start tomorrow, but I've been reading all the tomes this summer in preparation.  There are so many interesting things I've learned already.  I can't wait to get started.  Did you know that there are at least three different credible origins of werewolves?  I was—"

His father was no longer listening because he'd spotted one of the nurses they'd met the previous evening.  

"Miss Jackie!"  

The heavyset nurse broke into a grin as his father approached, forcing Damon to follow.  He'd been trying to show him what he was doing at Golden Willow, but his father kept flirting with the nurses.

"How are the little ones, Jackie?"

Nurse Jackie's face lit up.  "Blythe learned a new word last night."

"What was it?  Dog, Dad, Mom?"

"I wish," said the nurse, rolling her eyes.  "It was moon, which is funny because it's not even a full one yet."

Arthur put a hand on her arm, giving it a squeeze.  "I bet Blythe said Mom, but it just sounded like moon."

"I like the way you think, Mr. Wolfhard," said Nurse Jackie with a wink.

"Please, call me Arthur."

"Dad," said Damon.  "I'm sorry, Jackie.  I can't take him anywhere.  In fact, we were headed to the Aura Healers lounge."

Nurse Jackie bunched up her lips.  "He's fine.  More than fine.  You can head out and leave him with me.  We'll take care of him."  She winked at his father as she licked her lips.  

Seeing that his father wasn't going to move in the direction he wanted, Damon said, "Have you called Mom yet this morning?  Didn't she want you to check in?"

"Em?  No, I did that last night."

Nurse Jackie gave Damon a flat look.  "I know your father is married, Damon.  We're just flirting is all.  No need to get worried."  She put a hand on his father's arm.  "It's nice to get to visit with a handsome, virile man who isn't lying in a bed from some strange ailment we can't figure out.  I get enough of that every day—it's nice to talk with a very healthy werewolf."

The compliments had his father puffing out his chest.  Damon wanted to throw up.  He'd never seen his father outside of the home.  He'd had no idea this was what he was like when his mom wasn't around, which left him wondering what else he didn't know.  

"Dad..."

At that moment, Arthur froze again, screwing up his face as if he'd eaten a bucket of sour lemons.  

"You okay, Arthur?" asked Nurse Jackie, putting her arm around him.

"Dad.  Stop screwing around."  Damon put his hand on his father's shoulder.  "If you want to flirt, fine, but faking sickness isn't the way to do it."

"I'm fine.  I'm fine."  He held up his hand, but he couldn't open his eyes yet.  

When Nurse Jackie shot Damon a look, he knew she was worried too.  The nurses had a sixth sense about the seriousness of symptoms from years of experience in the hospital.  Dr. Decker told them the best hospital instrument was a long-term nurse.

"How long have you been having these episodes, Arthur?"

"A few times a day."

"Few times a day?  You just told me it was only a few times a week," said Damon.  

He wanted to say more, but the nurse shot him a look, which reminded him of Dr. Decker's rule about patients always lying.  He should have guessed that his father didn't want to be seen as weak in front of his son.  

"I wanted him to get tested," said Damon, but the nurse ignored him and focused on his father.  

"Have they been getting worse?" 

"Slowly.  Steadily.  But they're nothing to worry about," said Arthur.  "As you said, I'm a very healthy man."

"When's the last time you changed?" asked the nurse.

He could open his eyes, but his father was affected by the brightness of the hallway.  

"Not recently.  Maybe a few months ago.  I don't find many reasons to, but I needed to move a pallet of dried concrete and it made sense to change.  I did, of course, strip down to my boxers so I didn't ruin my clothes."

"I bet you did, Arthur," said Nurse Jackie with a wry grin.  "But did you have any issues with transformation?  Any headaches associated with the change?"

"Really, you two, I'm fine.  I swear it's nothing."

"Alright Arthur, but if you have many more, I think your son is right.  You should do a scan and some bloodwork.  I know you're a healthy older man, but things start to break down when we get older.  Even for werewolves."

"Come on, Dad.  I want you to meet my classmates.  We've been through a lot together."  He waved to the nurse.  "Thanks, Jackie.  I guess I'll be seeing you more starting tomorrow."

She extended a finger in his direction.  "Don't think just because I think your father's a cutie, I won't be on your ass if you screw up."

Damon saluted.  "I wouldn't have it any other way."

"See ya around, Arthur.  Don’t forget to say bye before you head back to KC," said Nurse Jackie with a wink.

When they were away down the hall, Damon said, "That's embarrassing, you fawning over her like a horny teenager."

"I have to make up for you, since you treated your high school experience like a very large and boring to-do list."

"I wanted to get into Aura Healers," said Damon, defensively.  "I needed to do that, because..."

"I know, son," said Arthur.  "I know you're trying to make up for what happened, but you should forgive yourself.  The loss of the clan wasn't easy on our family, especially not a young man in the middle of puberty, which is always tricky for our kind.  That kind of tragedy leaves deep scars.  You shouldn't feel bad losing control during that difficult time, and that young man eventually recovered."

Damon looked away.  Even after all this time it was hard to think about.  He wanted to look at his hands to make sure they weren't covered in blood.

"Come on, son," said his father, tone softening.  "Let's meet your friends.  I'd like to hear more about your first year in the Halls."

"I'd like that.  Come on."

Damon turned, thinking his father would follow him.  He took three strides before he realized that he wasn't by his side.  A gurgling moan was followed by the slap of a hand hitting the wall.  Damon spun around in time to see his father careening towards the tile like a flank plank, cracking his shoulder and head hard. 

"Help!"

The words came out of Damon's mouth before he remembered he was a healer in training.  He threw himself to his father's side, checking him for a head wound.  Blood leaked from a gash in the back and his eyes were nothing but whites.  A quiver started in the arms and traveled up his limbs until his whole body was shaking.  Damon was going to shout again when he saw Nurse Jackie running down the hallway.

"What happened?" she asked, sliding athletically to her knees and helping Damon cradle Arthur's head.  Foam was building up at the corner of his lips as he shook more violently.  Damon tried to remember what that meant, but his mind was blank.  He kept picturing his father fall over like an inanimate object, over and over.  

"Damon.  What happened?"

The sharp tone broke him from his stupor.  

"I turned around and he passed out."

Nurse Jackie spoke into her phone.  "Code Blue.  I've got a Code Blue in the 2D hallway just past the nurses station.  Bring a gurney and a shot of wolfsbane."

"Wolfsbane?"

"It'll shock his system and hopefully stop the convulsion."

He knew this, but it felt like everything he'd ever read had been wiped from his mind except the meaning of Code Blue.  It meant his father was in serious condition and could die unless he received rapid medical treatment.  

The gurney and a team of nurses appeared.  He knew he should be helping them lift his father, but they shoved him out of the way.  Arthur was loaded onto the gurney as a wolfsbane shot was stuck in his arm.  The convulsing reduced but his limbs still shook.  The look Nurse Jackie gave him when the shot didn't work left his heart in a blender.  

"Let's move!  Go, go, go!"

In the blink of an eye, his father was rushed down the hallway towards the trauma center in the Supernatural Ward.  Damon couldn't decide if he should follow.  Code Blue.  It was a Code Blue.  That's all he could think about.  His father had been standing next to him in the middle of the hallway one second, and then the next he was being rushed off for lifesaving treatment.  Code Blue.  It was just a phrase, a shortcut for information transfer in the busy hospital, but it took on a whole new meaning when it was his father.  

 


Chapter Two

 

The needle slid out of the patient's arm like a silk thread.  Remi pulled the readied band aid off the back of her hand and stuck it over the tiny pinprick.  The patient was a young man a year older than her, admitted to the ER an hour ago after he attempted a levitation spell near the Arcanium moat and fell in, contracting a chest-rattling cough from the water that likely suggested contact with a selkie.

"Now, Miss Wilde, would you put a lung cleansing spell on our aspiring mage, Mr. Nickles," said Dr. Paddock, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses.

The patient was in town for the trials of magic, which would start in a few weeks.  He stared at her with wide eyes and a curl to his lips—the anticipation of witnessing magic.

"Which one?" asked Remi, feeling the warmth of the patient's expectations.

Dr. Paddock didn't look up from the chart, gesturing randomly in her direction.

"Any one will do.  You should have at least three memorized by now."

Remi groaned internally.  She knew two of the three he was referencing, but hadn't practiced them.  Despite the hard work she'd put in over the summer memorizing the tomes, she felt out of her depth when it came to practical application.

"Can I step into the hall and practice a few times?  I know the spell but I want to make sure I get the gestures right."

Dr. Paddock's lips turned towards the tile floor.  He speared her in his sights.

"If this patient was dying would you have to step away to practice?"

A snort from the patient had her cheeks burning.  "No.  But we have time, I just—"

"No just this one time.  You either know the spells or you don't, Miss Wilde.  If you can't do your job, don't come to the ER."

Remi pushed away the hollowness in her chest and approached the patient.  His earlier excitement had turned to curiosity, as if he was wondering how she'd passed the trials.  It wasn't her best spell work, but she managed to fumble through the harder part, feeling both their eyes upon her.  When she was finished, the patient took a deep breath and broke into a scratchy cough, hunched over while Dr. Paddock stared at her as if she'd stabbed him.

"Miss Wilde!"

Before she could answer, the patient sat back up, laughing.  "I'm just fucking around.  That worked great.  I don't feel like I'm breathing through a sieve anymore."

"Somehow I doubt that," said Dr. Paddock, rolling his eyes.  His phone buzzed, which brought a moment's distraction.

"Department meeting?" she asked hopefully.

"A timer," he said with a relieved sigh and continued in a tone that dripped with sarcasm.  "Congratulations, Miss Wilde.  Your shift is officially over.  You have completed your first year in the Golden Willow ER."

"Thank you?"

The withering stare left ashes in her mouth as he tucked his phone back into his pocket.  

"Now I can finally get back to work instead of this insipid babysitting they force us to do.  Run along, Miss Wilde.  You know, you'll make a wonderful phlebotomist at Aura Healers.  Good day."

Dr. Paddock left her with the patient, who was laughing behind a cupped hand.  

"Wow, that was fucking rich.  He roasted you good.  I am definitely not putting Aura Healers on my list."

Remi grunted under her breath.  

"I hope you get eaten by a manticore," she said, before marching out of his room.  "A wonderful phlebotomist.  I'm more than that."  The pronouncement didn't sound too confident to her own ears in the echoing hallway.  She checked her watch.  There were a few hours before the start of her next shift, which would officially be in the Supernatural Ward.  Time enough to swing by Arthur Wolfhard's room.

As she passed through the emergency room, she halfway expected an acknowledgement of surviving the year, but the nurses and doctors were too busy dealing with patients and no one gave her a second glance.  

The Supernatural Ward was the entire third floor of the western wing of the hospital where longer-term residents with conditions or diseases that couldn't be solved in short order stayed.  The difference was immediate.  No one was shouting.  No automatic doors whooshing open and closed every twenty seconds.  No crazies were standing on the admittance chairs shouting end of the world proclamations.

Remi almost missed it.

Almost.

She found the right room after checking in at the nurse's station.  Damon was sitting by his dad's bed.  The steady beeping from the machines suggested that he was stable, but the hunched brow on her friend's face told her otherwise.

"Any change?"

"No convulsions.  They're running every test imaginable.  Blood work.  MRI.  They're even bringing in a specialist warlock from a hospital on the west coast to do a full aura cleanse."  He rolled his eyes.  "They're even checking for parasites."

Remi spotted a pile of ripped-up paper at Damon's feet.  The pile looked like it was at least a dozen sheets torn into tiny pieces.  She raised an eyebrow.

"Nervous habit."

"He's in good hands.  There's no better place that it could have happened, Damon."

"I know that."  He bunched up his lips.  "But I also know that we don't get sick unless it's something really bad.  No one will say it, but the truth is obvious.  For him to be affected this terribly means that it's really bad."

A part of her wanted to put an arm around his shoulder, but she still hadn't figured out what their relationship was.  It felt halfway between friend and something more, but they were too busy to explore the space.  And she didn't want to confuse him when he was focused on his father, so she pulled up a chair and sat with him until it was time for them to return to the Aura Healers building for their second-year orientation.

They were the last to arrive, which meant they were forced to share the crappy, lime-green loveseat in the corner with bad springs in the cushions.  Lily high-fived her on the way to the couch as she was curled on a wooden chair dragged from the table.  Remi imagined in a normal Hall, they'd be sharing stories of their summer vacations, but in Aura Healers, school was year-round.  Everyone was chatting about their final days in the ER when Dr. Decker entered with Dr. Hasan Hunker, the head of the Supernatural Ward.

The room fell silent, which was something of a miracle, but it was unsurprising to Remi.  Dr. Hasan Hunker was hot.  Mind-blowingly stupid hot.  The kind of attractiveness that brought speculations of supernatural blood and made patients and staff alike fall apart around him.  The first time Remi had seen Dr. Hunker in the cafeteria she'd thought she was hallucinating, or that he was a visiting movie star embedded in the hospital for a role.  His wavy black hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail most days and often had a single curl escaping, left her thrumming with warmth.  His black goatee was meticulously groomed, and the arch to his eyebrows gave him a permanent mischievous cast.  

"Dr. Hunk in the house," said Boon, whistling suggestively as he preened for the doctor, bringing laughter from the class.  

"Alright, children," said Dr. Decker, shaking his head while grinning.  

"A lively group, I see," said Dr. Hunker with a silk-over-gravel voice that sent warm tendrils throughout her midsection.  

Remi pinched her own leg to silence the obscene thoughts careening through her head.  

"Congratulations on making it to your second year," said Dr. Decker.  "If you were expecting a party, I'm afraid I'll have to disappoint you.  The reward for surviving is more work.  While the pace won't be as grueling as the ER, it will be no less taxing.  The emergency room was a great place to practice those little things you do over and over."  He nodded to Remi.  "Like taking blood, repairing stab wounds with a knitting spell, or doing a viral repression reverse-hex.  The Supernatural Ward, on the other hand, will never be the same day twice, and the solutions will never be simple.  Supernatural beings are notoriously difficult to diagnose, mostly because we lack the detailed knowledge of each species, and because the ailments of the other realms that make their way to the City of Sorcery can be devilishly complex."

"May I step in?" asked Dr. Hunker, receiving a nod from Dr. Decker.  "Oren is one hundred percent correct.  Solutions in the Supernatural Ward will require research and dedication.  The good news is that there aren't as many tomes to learn this year, but the bad news is that you'll get to know the hospital library, and every other library in the city, quite well.  Last year, we treated an unresponsive woman who we thought had been possessed by a banshee, but after covering her room in origami cranes with Daniric runes, we figured out that she was a Darkling in disguise and she'd been feeding off our attempts to heal her for two months.

"But don't worry.  Not all the patients will be as troublesome as that Darkling.  Most are regular supernaturals like therianthropes, fairies, or other common peoples from the surrounding realms.  Like your first year, you'll be paired with doctors or healers from my staff on their rounds, performing whatever duties necessary.  It's pretty simple on the surface, but much more complex once you get into it.  Any questions?"

Boon's arm went up immediately.  He looked like he was going to come out of his seat.

"Boon, right?"

The fellow second year fake swooned, before sitting back up.  "Is it true that you have supernatural blood?"

Dr. Hunker let out a melodic laugh.  "I'm afraid I can neither confirm nor deny such rumors.  Next?"

For the next twenty minutes, Dr. Hunker answered questions.  What were the doctors like?  Which nurses were really in charge in his department?  Do they have any specific elixirs from Jeb to regularly take?  Was he dating anyone?  What year did he graduate from the Halls?

"Back, you savages," said Dr. Decker, shooing them away.  "I think Hasan has a staff meeting with Dr. Fairlight in a few.  But don't worry, you'll have plenty of time to get to know him during the course of the year."  He pointed at Boon.  "But not that way."

"Welcome, and good luck," said Dr. Hunker as he left the room.

Remi leaned over to Damon.  "Oh, finally.  I can think normal thoughts again."

Damon raised an eyebrow, which suggested he wasn't as affected, either due to his supernatural blood, or because he was too busy thinking about his father.  

"Now that I have your full attention, I'm going to remind you all that the maintenance closet on the third floor is not for having sex.  The head of maintenance is tired of finding his storage area locked when he has to scrub blood from the ceiling."

The entire group broke out in laughter.  

"But it has the best acoustics," said Sasha.  "And why else would he keep a saddle in there except for sex?"

"The request still stands," said Dr. Decker.  "Secondly, just because you're second years now, don't get cocky.  You're in an entirely new area with unique problems.  Treat it like your first year.  Now say it with me."

He held out his hands as if he were conducting a symphony.  Everyone shouted along with Dr. Decker.

"We don't know shit!"

The first time Remi had heard that phrase, she'd been angry.  Insulted.  But after a year, she understood why Dr. Decker drilled it into their heads.

"What new rules do we get this year?" asked Ethan.

"Always the optimist," said Dr. Decker, turning to the wipe board and grabbing a dry erase marker.  "And because you deviants can't control yourselves, I'm going to give you all of this year's rules at the beginning."

A couple of whoops and hollers were followed by Dr. Decker shaking his head.  

"Rule number four!  Listen to your patients."

A bunch of hands went up.  

"Yeah, I get it.  This one contradicts the rule about not trusting your patients.  Which is still true.  But you must listen to them.  They might not always tell the truth, but they'll tell you what's wrong if you keep your eyes and ears open.  This is especially important in a longer-term care ward."

Dr. Decker pulled out a long metal rod from the inside of his coat.  

"Rule number five.  A divining rod can tell you everything."

No hands went up, but there was ample confusion and shared glances.  Remi knew at least two cons involving magical divining rods, so she was nearly certain it was a joke.

"No, it's not a joke," said Dr. Decker with a smirk.  "But clearly you're skeptical, so I'll wait until we're on rounds to demonstrate, so we'll move on to the last rule.  You can't fix a N.O.C.A.T."

Remi heard the abbreviation in his tone.  A few hands tentatively rose.

"NOCAT.  Which stands for No One Can Aid Them.  You learned about triage in the ER?  The Supernatural Ward is no different.  You're going to meet all kinds of patients.  Some of them you will come to love, others you will hate with a red-hot passion, but most of them will fall in between.  But you will really come to love their problems.  If the ER is a sprint, then the Supernatural Ward is a delightfully complex puzzle game.  You could spend the entire year on a single patient if you wanted.  But don't.  We always have more patients than people to care for them.  You have to use your time wisely.  Don’t let someone die while you're scratching the itch of your curiosity."

"What does this have to do with NOCATs?" asked Lily.

"They're the worst of the worst.  Maddeningly interesting problems with absolutely no hope of fixing them.  You can't help them and you can't hurt them.  The only thing that can happen is you'll waste your time and lose a patient that actually needed your help.  The best thing you can do is turf them to another department."

Damon sat up.  "Isn't that defeating the purpose of having them in a hospital?"

"Theoretically yes.  But we don't have infinite resources, so we have to deal accordingly.  Cynical yes, but if you're not a nihilist by the end of your five years at Golden Willow then I'll think you're either a golden retriever in disguise, or you're a really terrible liar."  He checked with the rest of the group.  "Any other questions?"

A dozen hands went up.

"Good.  No questions.  You'll find your assignments and schedules on the board outside my office.  Also, when you stop by, grab your divining rod from the pile.  One per student.  See you on rounds."

Dr. Decker swept out of the room, leaving them staring at each other incredulously.  

"NOCATs?  Divining rods?  And I thought he was fucking with us the first year," said Sasha, heading out of the room after their instructor.  

Remi turned to Damon, but he burst from the love seat before she could ask him what he thought about Dr. Decker's second year rules.  Damon had his fists at his side as he marched out, heading the opposite way, veins in his forehead standing out.  

"What's wrong with him?" asked Boon.

She realized in that moment that except for Lily, no one else knew about his father's illness.  Since he hadn't said anything, she shrugged.  

"Misses the ER, I guess."

Lily gave her a strange look as she left the room, but Remi wanted to see the new schedule so she could see if her second year was going to be as insane as the first.  

 


Chapter Three

 

The curious scent of spring flowers caught Lily before she entered the patient's room with Dr. Decker.  It was afternoon already, a week into her second year in Aura Healers, and she was happy to be in the Supernatural Ward.  She'd come to the conclusion that it was going to be infinitely calmer than her first year, despite the warnings from Dr. Decker.

Lily sensed the problem as soon as she stepped into the room.  The patient had brown skin with autumn undertones, dozens of piercings on her face, and a bright red arcing coif with the sides shaved that looked like it'd been borrowed from a punk parakeet.  She was adorably cute, the type of girl that did very well on social media if she cared enough to bother.  Given the ward Lily was standing in, the patient could be any number of supernatural beings, but she knew the reality even before she saw the chart.  A pixie.  Probably not full-blooded, but enough to be a serious problem.  

"Good morning, Miss...Clover," said Dr. Decker as he checked the chart that was hanging at the end of the bed.  "I'm Dr. Decker and this is Healer Lily.  How are we today?  May I call you Morwen?"

"Certainly," said Morwen with the covers pulled up tight under her chin.  Her voice was light and airy with the lilt of the West Coast.  Wide brown eyes glittered with specks of gold, belying an innocence that Lily knew was certified bullshite.  "And it's, like, my stomach, you know.  Can barely keep food down and I have this sharp pain right here."

Morwen poked at a spot that would indicate an appendix on a full-blooded human.  Dr. Decker made no indication that he didn't believe her and approached the bed, while Lily found it hard to keep silent.  The first rule of pixies was to never trust them.  They were some of the worst when it came to tricksters because people tended to think their tricks benign until things went a step too far.

"May I push on your stomach?  I'll try to be gentle around the sensitive areas, but I might cause pain."

Morwen nodded.  Dr. Decker used two hands to press around her midsection.  At a single point near her side, she grimaced and let out a barely believable groan that would have fit better in a porno, which brought a frustrating rage to Lily's chest as she watched how easily the pixie was bamboozling Dr. Decker.  

"I see."  He stood back and put his hand under his chin.  "Lily, what kind of enchantments would you suggest to determine what might be wrong with Morwen?"

The patient stared back with the doe-eyed softness one might expect from a feline hoping for a bowl of milk.  Under Dr. Decker's watchful gaze, Lily had to swallow what she wanted to say.

"Perhaps a Dyson's Delineating Diaphragm, or a good ol' fashion Aura Burst."

"Good.  Why don't you try both of those."

Lily hesitated, checking back with Dr. Decker.  

"Is there a problem?"

She opened her mouth again, before closing her eyes briefly.  "Nothing."

"Then get on with it.  We have another dozen patients to check in the next two hours."

Lily performed the spells without issue.  They were simple enchantments, nothing like the rituals she helped her sisters cast.  If Morwen were a different patient, an illuminating elixir would be a better choice, as it would coat any suspect areas in a bluish light that could be seen through flesh, but it took longer to work, which made it the wrong tool.  

"Nothing.  There's nothing wrong with her," said Lily when she was finished.  

"Miss de Meath, I don't think we can conclude that from two simple tests.  Is there something you want to tell me?"

"No."

Lily stepped back and clamped her lips shut.  Dr. Decker raised an eyebrow in her direction before returning his focus back to Morwen.  He picked up the chart and started scribbling notes.

"We'll have to run a few more tests to determine what's wrong with your gut.  Do you have a history with stomach issues?"

Morwen sighed and nodded.  "Dr. Decker, it's like the worst.  I think I get them during my moon time.  You know what I mean?"

"Your period."

Lily couldn't help but blurt out, "Pixies don't have menstruation."

A squeak slipped out of Morwen's lips as she pulled the covers up again.  

"I'm only half pixie."

Dr. Decker gave her an apprehensive glance.  "During menstruation, you say."

"It's worse some months more than others.  This is a bad one," said Morwen with her face scrunched up as if she were in pain.  "But you know, Dr. Decker, in the past, I've felt much better with a Black and Blue elixir.  It makes the pain go away, really quickly, and keeps it away as long as I have enough for the two weeks it takes them to pass."

"Bullshite," said Lily, crossing her arms.  

"Healer Lily," said Dr. Decker.  "That's no way to talk to a patient."

"But it's bullshite."  Lily gestured at Morwen, whose mouth hung open.  "She's bullshite.  She's a proper trickster, that one.  She knew exactly which elixir she wanted!  And that ain't no normal one either.  Made with essence of black horn and blue-tongued marble lizard.  That's serious pain medication, nothing for a stomachache.  It's a bloody scam, is what it is."

Lily didn't know how she was expecting Dr. Decker to react, but it wasn't the red-faced anger, followed by a jab of his thumb towards the hallway.

"What in the nine hells has gotten into you?" asked Dr. Decker away from the room.  

"She's a bloody pixie!"

"Half pixie."

"Same thing.  You can't trust 'em.  There were a family of them in Kerry that were always trying to rip regular folk off.  Tourists especially, not that I minded when they got their comeuppance, but the point remains.  You can't trust a pixie.  We had some like her that would come to my sisters, asking for this or that elixir for some common problem.  But they either wanted them for drugs, or to sell.  Or both."

Dr. Decker's jaw pulsed during her speech.  "What's the fourth rule?"

"Listen to the patient.  I am.  I see right through her ploy.  I don't see why you can't."

"Because we err on the side of caution.  If I turned down every tweaker that came into the hospital, we'd barely have any patients."

"So you're saying that you know it's a rip-off but you're still giving 'em drugs?"

"Healer Lily.  Second year Lily.  You're missing the point.  Our job is to care for them.  Unless we have a real and credible reason to believe that they're lying, we must care for the symptoms demonstrated or explained."

"Fuck me, Dr. Decker.  I don't know how you don't see it," she pleaded.

"And I don't know how you aren't seeing how disrespectful and unprofessional you're acting.  Let me refer back to rule number one.  You don't know shit.  Bullshite even.  I'm overruling whatever it is you think you're doing here and I suggest you get back in line before I have to reprimand you officially.  You're a bright, talented healer.  With your background, you could be one of the best, but you also have some glaringly obvious blind spots that could make you one of the worst healers.  Much like Dr. Paddock."

"You coabhack!"  

Lily shook her fists at the doctor.  

Dr. Decker scowled.  "You're lucky I have no idea what that means.  But here's what's going to happen now.  We're going to go back into that room.  You're going to apologize to Miss Morwen and I'm going to write a script for the Black and Blue elixir, which you're going to take down to the alchemy labs and have filled.  Then delivered personally to Miss Morwen.  Is that understood?"

Lily blinked.  She was devastated that he was taking the pixie's side and not hers, but she knew when she was outgunned.  

"Understood."

Dr. Decker examined her for a long minute before sighing and leading her back into the room.  He gestured for Lily to step forward, which felt like willingly leaping into a fiery oven.

"Miss Morwen, I do deeply apologize for my behavior.  You are a patient in this hospital and deserving of my respect."

Morwen offered a sympathetic smile.  "Apology accepted.  It's totally understandable.  I recognize the pixie half of my lineage has quite a reputation."

The admittance and switch in elocution caught Lily off guard, but she didn't have time to ask more questions when Dr. Decker handed her the script.  She hurried out of the room, leaving the two of them to converse.  

The Black and Blue elixir was common enough that a premixed vat waited for her to draw from.  Lily filled twenty vials, placing each one in a plastic container that would keep them from breaking.  After signing out the elixir, Lily returned to the room where it was just the patient.  She set the box on the table next to the bed where Morwen had the covers up to her chin protectively.

"Here's your medicine," said Lily, looking the other way.  "Sorry about earlier."

Morwen's gaze glittered as the corner of her lips quirked.  

"You make a fetching courier," said Morwen without the higher cutesy voice from earlier.  

Lily wasn't sure if Morwen was screwing with her, but she wanted to catch up to Dr. Decker so she could make up for her bad behavior, so she kept her mouth shut.  Lily respected Dr. Decker as much as she did her sisters—having him think ill of her wouldn't be tolerated.

"I hope this helps your stomach.  Good day."

Before Lily could leave the room, Morwen swept away the covers, revealing that she'd changed back into her street clothes.  The black tank top showed off her sleeve tattoos, and the bottom was short enough to expose her pierced belly button above low-riding black cutup jeans with a thick black belt.  

"Thanks for the drugs," said Morwen, shoving the plastic box of vials into an enormous canvas shoulder bag.  "It was a pleasure doing business with you."

The half-pixie brushed past Lily, who was so angry she couldn't move as Morwen Clover sauntered out of the room with the skipping cadence of someone who definitely did not have a stomachache.  

 


Chapter Four

 

The alleyway smelled like old garbage and still water.  A haunted light peeked through the clouds, turning the glistening bricks silver for a moment before returning them to their dull reddish-brown.  Damon stomped through the puddles with his heart hammering in his ears.  

The old wooden door was faded, with gang tags scrawled on the chipped paint.  He kicked it open, relishing the way the barrier shattered, exploding fragments across the messy room.  Chinese take-out containers sat on the galley kitchen counters surrounded by empty beer cans.  A row of dried herbs hung from a coat hanger above the messy sink, half-filled with encrusted dishes.

Damon smelled his prey in the living room.  He found him waking from slumber on a dilapidated couch with duct tape covering the armrests.  The man had short black hair, ochre skin, and pointed ears.  His shouts washed over Damon as if it were a dream, but it was too real to be one.  He checked his left fist to find his claws extended and covered in thick brown hair.  

The humanoid surged up from the couch in an attempt to flee, and Damon pushed him back down, but not before being raked across the arm.  Damon didn't know why he'd barged into his apartment, but before he could finish contemplating the reason, his right arm rose and then the head came tumbling from the body—

Damon woke in his hospital dorm room, sitting up from his position on the floor.  His heart rate was soaring and he could taste blood on his tongue.  He peered out the window to see that it was still night and the storm flashed lightning on the horizon.

"A dream," he said, relieved.  

Then he saw that he was wearing his hiking boots.  A single wet candy wrapper was stuck to the toe along with a light coating of mud.  His scrubs were wet, and a splash of blood covered his sleeve. 

"It has to be a dream."

Damon checked the time.  He'd finished his shift two hours ago and had come back to his room to catch a nap before he started the early morning rotation.  

Running his hands through his hair revealed it was damp as if he'd been out in the rain, but the storm had passed the sixth ward around the time he'd come back to his room.  Knowing he wouldn't be able to sleep, Damon changed into new scrubs, kicked off his boots for sneakers, and headed to the cafeteria for breakfast and much-needed coffee.

In the hallway with his head in the clouds, Damon ran into the Krak woman, Ash.  She was a hair taller than him and was built like a Viking warrior with shoulder-length ashy-gray hair.  The orderly clothes barely fit her bulging arms.  

"Damon," she said in halting English, grabbing his waist as he tried to pass.  "You have time?"

He looked to his watch.  "It's a quarter past four, but..."

Ash cupped his chin, let her tongue rest on the bottom of her teeth.  "No.  Time for firing?"

"Firing?"  Warmth rose to his cheeks.  

They'd hooked up last year and afterwards she'd made gestures to suggest she was interested in more, but since they didn't share a common language it was hard to imagine anything more than physical.  

"Oh, you mean fucking."

"Fucking."  

She said it like fooking, which made him smile.  Her English had come a long way in the last year.  

"I have to."

Damon paused.  He didn't know what to say, but his mind was still wrapped up in the dream.  He squeezed her arm.  

"I have to go."

He left Ash confused in the hallway, and regretted his choice by the time he made the cafeteria.  A few hours with Ash might have washed the awful dream from his mind.  The cafeteria was half full, which was normal for this time of night.  He didn't see any of his classmates.  There were a few Aura Healer students in their fourth year, but the classes didn't mix except in emergencies.  Damon grabbed three hardboiled eggs and two mugs of coffee, finding a table by himself for breakfast.

The flashing red and blue lights of a police car speeding down the main drag reflected off the cafeteria window while he cracked the hard shell and began picking it off.  He didn't hear his classmates until they sat down at his table.  Lily's rainbow hair had faded in color, but it still took up a massive halo around her head.  Boon had a giant basket of fries and a cup of mustard.  He'd shaved his head down to the tight curls last month, but the number of earrings had doubled.  

"One of your patients die?" asked Boon, tossing a handful of fries in his mouth.

"No.  Why?"

"I saw you staring into the void from the food line."

"Weird dream," replied Damon.

Before Boon could ask a follow-up question, Sasha and Ethan joined their table.  The British girl wore Union Jack patterned tights under her scrubs and had an expensive jade brooch in her hair, while Ethan's messy curls looked like he'd just woken up.  He put his plastic foot on a chair to adjust the straps.  

"Chips for breakfast?" asked Sasha, grabbing a handful from Boon's basket and shoving them in her mouth.

Boon closed his eyes and shook his hands.  "They're called fries, Sasha.  Not chips.  Chips are flat and come in a bag."

"Those are crisps."  She glanced to Damon.  "What's wrong, mate?  You look like you could use a good banging.  I heard Ash was asking about you again."

He swallowed.  "Yeah, I saw her in the hallway."

"And?"

He took a bite of his egg and spoke around his food.  "I'll survive."

"Not on boiled eggs and coffee alone," said Sasha.  "If you don't break one loose, you're gonna explode."

"I didn’t realize my sex life was being tracked."

"Kinda hard not to when you're the only one not getting any.  Well, besides Lily, but I feel like she doesn't count."

The Irish girl extended her middle finger.  "Bite my arse."

His first thought was to wonder who Remi was hooking up with.  He hadn't seen her with anyone, but then again, their shifts were often during opposite times during the summer, so he'd only seen her sparingly.  

"All I know," continued Sasha, "is I'd like to have at least half as much sex as Boon."

The dark-skinned second year fluttered his eyelashes.  "It's not all sex.  I had some really good aggressive cuddling with Ethan the other day."

"Big spoon, little spoon," said Ethan.  "I just want to be in the drawer."

The chatter was giving Damon a headache, but he didn't want to leave before he was finished eating, so he started breaking the next shell right when Bryan dragged a chair over and squeezed between him and Sasha.  

"Can I have some of those—"

Boon slapped his hand away.  "Vultures, all of you."

"Speaking of fries, or chips for Sasha," said Ethan, "the old guy in three-oh-three taught me a little spell that's supposed to add some heat to any food.  Like real spice, not the half-assed sauces you get here."

"Taught you a spell?" asked Sasha.

"He claims he's part efreeti, but I think he's just a lonely old guy who misses his dead wife.  Can I try the spell on some of your fries?"

"Only if you're eating them," said Boon with a shrug.  "I'm done anyway."

Ethan cast the spell on the remainder of Boon's basket.  The air sizzled with faez and the fries glistened briefly with an orangish sparkle before returning to light brown.  

"Here goes nothing," said Ethan, throwing a handful in his mouth.  

While everyone was focused on Ethan, Damon collected his tray, hoping to sneak away before anyone noticed.  Nothing seemed to be happening with Ethan, who had a perplexed look on his face.  
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