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FOREWORD

Greetings Gentle Reader,  

 

As I get into the meat of the forward, let me say that this could also be called "What Came Before".  If you are new to the Hundred Halls, which this series is apart of, and you plan on going back to the books from Season One, then you might want to skip this part as it might spoil some critical things for you.  I would also like to point out that you do not need to have read Season One to enjoy this series.  Each and every series is meant to stand alone.  You don't need to have read the other books to understand what's going on.  There will, of course, be characters and events that overlap between them, but those little goodies only add to the overall experience.  

 

If you are okay with a little spoilage, or if you've read Season One, and want a recap before you dive into the first series of Season Two, then read on, Gentle Reader.  Otherwise, skip to Chapter One…

 

Okay, for those of you still around, let's recap.  In the Hundred Halls, the world's only magical university, we learn of a few critical elements about the school.  One, that the use of faez—which is the raw stuff of magic—is breaking down the barriers between our realm and the infernal realm.  The wells of power, which exist in the Undercity, are monitored by the Patrons of the Halls.  Even in the worst of the infighting between the Halls, the Patrons recognize that the wells must be protected at all times, but this grows infinitely harder as the school grows bigger and faez is more widely used.  

 

Cue the Silverthorne sisters, Aurie and Pi.  After surviving their five years of the university during which they rescued Head Patron Invictus from his failed exploratory adventure into the infernal realm and saved the Halls from internal strife, they're thrown back into conflict.  Seeing he has a couple of powerful mages in the works (and probably also wanting to keep them from causing trouble he's not aware of), Invictus invites them into the Order of Merlin, which is an organization set up to protect the school from threats like the infernal realm.

 

In the Order of Merlin trilogy, the sisters recruit other members that we got to know in the other Hundred Halls series: Zayn Carter, Pax Nygard, Alex Duke, and Moriganne Charmer.   Together, and with a little help from some of their friends, the Order eventually realizes that the Demon Lord Elosian wants to break down the barrier between realms—essentially invading the Hundred Halls and destroying everything our beloved characters know and love.  After a lot of investigations and battles, including a dangerous trip into the infernal realm, the Order manages to protect the city after the invasion happens, destroying Elosian once and for all.  

 

This momentous occasion has a couple of repercussions.  The first is that the infernal realm is no longer bumping up against our realm.  Due to the destruction of the bridge, which was holding them together, the two realms shifted apart.  This means that other realms might be moving closer.

 

Which brings us to the second series of Season Two: Aura Healers.  Once again, I want to remind you that you don't have to read these series in order.  This series is entirely stand alone compare to the others, including the chronologically released "first" of Season Two: The Crystal Halls.  I won't get too far into what to expect from this next series except to say that life is full of consequences and sometimes the choices we make have huge implications…


Half-Pint Hex

Chapter One              

 

A line of vehicles sped past the Utica Magical Juvenile Penitentiary.  Remi counted them as they turned the corner.  Two hundred and fifty-four cars had passed her since she'd been released.  Three and a half hours of waiting for her parents.  

She picked up a rock and threw it at the last one, narrowly missing its bright red brake lights.  She would have hexed its back tires to go flat, but she had a searing headache from the faez dampeners she'd had to wear for the year she'd been inside.

The gears on the chain-link gate startled Remi to turn around and watch a forest green minivan slip out from the interior of the penitentiary, tires slowly crunching across the gravel.  After parking, a woman with curly brown hair wearing a simple A-line dress with a purse hanging on her shoulder climbed out.  Her eyes always had dark circles and crease lines at the corners despite the smile on her lips.  The rough terrain made her stumble, but she managed to reach Remi without falling.

"I thought you were going to see me for a last session before you left," said Sophia, her face wracked with concern as she glanced down the road at a car speeding past the entrance.  

Remi didn't know how Sophia did it, caring for other people all the time.  It had to be exhausting to be a therapist.

"I had to get out.  Being in solitary for the last week was a shit show," Remi said, staring at her gnawed fingernails and the white lines where the cuts on her knuckles had healed.  The blank walls and lack of human contact had left her feeling like an animal in a cage. 

Sophia clutched a card between her hands.  "I'm sorry, Remi.  I should have done a better job of arguing with the warden.  Solitary is cruel and should only be used in the most dire situations.  You were only protecting your friends.  Speaking of.  They wanted to hold a party for you."  The older woman sighed as she handed over the card.  "Happy birthday."

Remi shoved the card in her back pocket.  "Thanks?  Damn.  It's my birthday?"

She should have known what day it was, because she'd been released having reached the ripe old age of eighteen, but her mind was still in a fog from solitary.  Or she'd purposely suppressed that knowledge, which if true, brought a new set of concerns.

Sophia inhaled sharply as she frowned at the empty gravel parking lot.  "Do you need a ride?  Or want me to call you a taxi?" 

"No.  I'm sure my parents will be here soon.  They knew when I was getting out.  I'm sure they're caught in traffic or something," said Remi, scraping her foot along the gravel.

Sophia took a step forward.  "Remi..."

"They're coming, I swear."

"When was the last time you talked to them?" 

Remi ran her hand through her short black hair.  "Wasn't long ago.  A few weeks?"

The rounding of Sophia's eyes brought heat to Remi's chest.  She hated pity.

"I checked your phone records.  It was in May."

"May?  Damn, three months.  Time kinda passes weird in there."

"That's not the first time I've heard that.  The magic dampeners don't help either."

Mention of those cursed bracelets brought a surge of tension in her temples, but Remi resisted the urge to massage them in front of Sophia, otherwise she'd get even more clingy and demand to take her to where she wanted to go.  

The last thing she needed was for her parents to see her riding in a minivan of all vehicles.  

"Remi.  I think you have to accept that they might not be coming.  Based on everything you've told me, it might be for the best.  You're in here because they put you into a terrible situation."

Remi regretted telling her therapist the details of the last job, but after months of sitting in her office, she'd let her guard down.  She wouldn't do that again.

"Juvie's better than real jail, and I got my record wiped clean," said Remi with a shrug.  

"That's a shit deal, I don't care what your parents said.  They shouldn't have used you like that."

"The world is full of users.  Better the ones you know."

Sophia checked the watch on her wrist.  "I have to go.  My daughter needs to be picked up at piano practice."

"Arabesque, right?"

"Yeah," said Sophia, her face brightening.  "Recital is next week.  Thank you for remembering."

"Hard not to when that's all you talk about," said Remi with her mouth cocked to the side.

Sophia chuckled softly.  "I'm going to miss you, Remi.  I know this wasn't how you wanted your last year to unfold, but I hope it's been a good experience for you.  Given you some time to decide what you want to do with your life."  She glanced down the road at an approaching car.  "I truly hope you can find a better path."

A better path.  It wasn't hard to read between the lines.

Sophia never said it directly, but she'd been hinting about getting away from her parents for months.  Another reason Remi regretted letting her guard down with the therapist.  The only good thing about those hours in her office was the bowl of hard candy and that the entire conversation was confidential.

"Thanks, Miss Brown," said Remi, holding out her hand.

The therapist smiled wistfully and accepted the handshake.  "Are you sure you don't want me to call you a taxi?"

"I'm sure.  They'll be here."

Sophia released their hands.  "Good luck and happy birthday.  I'm rooting for you."

The therapist headed back towards her minivan, but stopped halfway.  She held up her wrist and shook it lightly, showing off the watch.

"What gives?  I bought this crappy watch expecting you to steal it.  You never left my office without draining the candy bowl despite my best efforts to watch you."

A laugh slipped out unexpectantly.  Remi held out her other hand, revealing a wad of bills.

"I was wondering why you kept checking back to it.  All you did was provide the distraction that I needed to slip my hand into your purse."  Remi handed over the money.  "Never trust anybody."

Sophia waved off the bills.  "Keep 'em.  Call it my price of education.  And someday, Remi, you're going to have to learn to trust somebody.  The world isn't as bad as you think it is."

Remi almost didn't want to take the money, but it was hard to turn down, even if she was sure Sophia had planned the watch bit as a way to give her cash.  She waved as her former therapist left the parking lot, her tires slipping as she pulled onto the asphalt road.  

She pulled out the card from her friends and stared at the outside.  The pencil drawing of the three of them was nearly perfect, even down to the pain reflected in her eyes.  She opened the card, then quickly closed it before tearing it up and throwing it into the grass.  The last thing she needed was to be seen bawling on the side of the road.  

Two more hours of waiting left Remi with the certainty that her parents weren't coming.  Maybe they were in the middle of a job, or lying low and couldn't come get her.  It was more than possible.  When her mom had gotten out of prison in Cleveland, they hadn't been able to pick her up because they were hiding out in a shuttered McDonalds from the local crime boss.

Remi approached the road and stuck out her thumb.  To her surprise, it didn’t take long for someone to slow down, which made her instantly suspicious until the window rolled down, revealing three older women with gray hair.

"Need a ride, young lady?  We're headed into town."

Remi climbed into the backseat and for the next twenty minutes did her best to deflect all questions about why she was in Utica.  

They let her out near the park as shadows lengthened.  In the middle of the green expanse, a massive oak tree dominated the area.  Remi approached the wide roots, checking that no one was near, before reaching into the wide knothole that led deeper into the internal cavity.  

"If anything tries to bite me, I'm going to burn this fucking tree down," she said with her arm in the hole up to her shoulder.  

A moment of panic set in when she couldn't find the package, but after climbing onto the roots to get more reach, she found it'd slipped lower during the year that it'd remained in the oak tree.  

The brick of bills was thinner than she remembered.  She opened up part of the package to make sure they hadn't been damaged and to retrieve the pendant which was worth more than the money to Remi.  She rubbed her thumb over the raised circular pattern before slipping the chain around her neck and tucking the oblong pendant beneath her shirt.

Using the money Sophia gave her, she bought a burner phone and dialed her parents' place from memory.  A rough, pack-a-day voice answered, "Yo?"

"Are the Wildes around?"

"The who?"

"The Wildes," repeated Remi.  "Greta and Archer."

"Never heard of 'em.  You must have the wrong number."

A click left her staring at the phone.  She called again in case she'd misdialed, but when the same voice came on, she quickly hung up. 

Remi found a café and ordered a greasy cheeseburger and fries with a massive chocolate milk shake while she considered her options.  If her parents weren't at the old place, then she had no idea where they might be.  They'd burned multiple hideouts in the months leading up to her getting arrested, but they'd hoped it would be the last job and after that, they'd be set up for life.  Every petty thief's dream.  

Remi finished with the burger and quietly sang "Happy Birthday," eating the cherry at the bottom of the glass as her cake.  

After paying the bill, Remi spotted a bus station across the street.  A chart of destinations provided a wealth of ideas.  While she didn't know where her parents were, she had other connections, some she'd acquired during her year in juvie.  She could find work in Tampa or Chicago, maybe even Memphis if that girl had been honest about her past.  But all those places would be one step away from getting thrown back in jail, and this time, it'd be the big house, with real inmates and guards, and fewer idealistic therapists.  

It wasn't that she didn't want to pull a job, but every one was another chance to get caught.  The only way to win was to hit it big and never cross that line again.  

She'd always wanted to visit Paris and eat croissants in the cafés.  Maybe even find out what all the fuss was about when it came to museums and art.  It was better than the shitholes she'd been living in.  

But a life like that required money.  

She could get to Paris with the stash she had in her pocket, but she'd quickly run out and be back on the streets.  What she needed was that one last job.  The one that made everything right.  Remi pulled out the pendant, rubbed the oblong metal, and dreamed of flaky, buttery breads.  

The only way she was going to hit the big time was pull that last job, and the only way she was going to do that was if she had more than her lame list of tricks up her sleeve.  What she needed was real magic, not the side street hexes and sketchy elixirs she knew how to mix.  

Remi approached the bus counter.

"One ticket."

"Where would you like to go, young lady?"

Remi checked over her shoulder one last time, hoping to see her parents striding across the street towards the bus station, but when no one appeared she turned back.

"The city of sorcery."

 


Chapter Two

 

Damon shut the minivan door with the duffle bag on his shoulder and stepped to the sidewalk as cars sped past the busy street.  He craned his neck at the towering building at the center of the city.  The Spire was the largest skyscraper in the world by a considerable margin, which wasn't surprising, given that it was in Invictus—the city of sorcery.

"Are you really sure about this?" asked his mother as she came around the vehicle, wetness in her darting eyes.  "There are so many people here.  Shouldn't we take you closer to the gondola station?  I'm afraid you'll get attacked and lose your temper."

"Mom," he said, collecting her in his arms.  She barely came up to his armpit.  He kissed her on the top of the head.  "I'll be fine.  I wanted to walk a bit and stretch my legs after the long drive, and the second ward is near here.  I was hoping to get a view of the illusionary shows."

She let out a quivering sigh.  "I don't know why you want to do this.  So many kids die at the Hundred Halls every year.  Not to mention the Event."  

She lowered her voice.  

"They say there are leftover creatures from when it happened."

"I'm sure there are," said Damon, giving her a reassuring grin.  

"Son."

His father stood behind him.  Stocky and built like an ironworker despite the lifetime behind a desk, hair sprouting from his ears and other unfortunate locations.  He held a large manila envelope in his hands.

"You only get one shot at this.  I can't get a third mortgage on the house."

Damon offered a conciliatory grimace.  "I won't let you down."

His father glanced sideways at the bum wandering down the sidewalk that everyone was avoiding.  He was mumbling and moving his fingers with surprising alacrity while sparks leapt from the tips.  The smell of unspent faez—the raw stuff of magic—was a sharpness in the air, making Damon's nose itch.

"It'll be fine, Dad.  We have bums in Kansas City too."

"Not like these," said his father.  "You know you could study pre-med at UMKC.  It's a good program."

"I don't want to be just a doctor.  There's only so much science can accomplish on its own."  He checked his watch.  "I should go.  The trials start this afternoon.  I don't want to cut it too close."

"You don't have to feel guilty anymore.  You made things right," said his father.  "More than right."

"But I want to make sure it never happens again.  Or if it does, I can fix it," said Damon.

"We'll miss you, and don't forget to be proud of who you are, despite what other people think.  I'm proud of you, Damon."  

His father handed over the manila envelope.  

"Don't lose this.  It has your letters of recommendation, school history, everything..."

"Don't worry.  I worked hard to earn all that.  No way I'm going to lose it now," he said, taking the thick envelope and tucking it under his arm.  

Damon put his arm around his father's shoulders, squeezing him to his side as he kissed his forehead.  "I'll miss you too.  Tell the girls I love them and that I expect to be kept up on their lacrosse season."

His father sighed heavily as he shook his head.  "It's going to be a long year.  Those two don't know how to take it easy."

Damon chuckled, thinking about his sisters.  They were the terrors of the league, racking up more penalties and goals than any other player.  He was going to miss watching them play.  His parents climbed into the minivan and pulled into traffic, waving and telling him they'd miss him, much to the amusement of the people on the sidewalk.  

When the vehicle was gone, he was left with a strange sense of relief.  He still had to pass the trials of magic to get into the Hundred Halls, but the journey to reach this point had been long and arduous.  

It was the same way he felt about test days.  The hard work was over.  Now he just had to perform.

Hefting the duffle bag on his shoulder, Damon strode down the sidewalk.  He was taller than most others, which gave him a good view considering the place was packed.  Between the incoming potential students and the tourists visiting the city before the start of the school year, he had to dodge around people every other step.

"Excuse me.  Sorry."

He apologized for the first hundred meters until he realized it was unnecessary.  No one else had said a word, and many people gave him strange looks.

"Get your wards!  Demon wards!  Spectral wards!  Wards for The King of Vines!  Wards to keep the Veil at bay!  Protect yourself from the things that go bump in the night!  Wards for cheap!"

Damon grinned at the trinket vendor.  Like most big cities, there were a few in Kansas City, but the streets of Invictus were packed with people hawking sketchy magical wares.  He passed countless shops dedicated to magic: elixirs, trinkets, spell tomes, personal charms, and so on.  He wished they'd arrived earlier so he could peruse them, but traffic near the city had been brutal.  

A flash of light had him craning his neck at the glass gondola floating overhead, soaring towards the Spire on invisible wires.  The interior was packed with people.  He couldn't see them due to the reflections on the glass, but he assumed they'd be around his age.  As soon as he reached the station, he'd get to ride in one himself, heading to the Spire, where the trials of magic would occur.  The anticipation brought a face-splitting grin.

The station was in the third ward, right on the edge of the second.  As he turned the corner, he spotted an enormous illusionary dragon flying over the Glitterdome, breathing shadowy mist across the flags.  The stadium had been rebuilt after the Event, bigger and better, with arcane installations that made concerts into mind melting happenings.  Damon planned on catching a show once he was settled at his Hall of choice.  

The line at the gondola station was long, but he had plenty of time to reach the Spire and enter his name for the trials.  Damon hugged the folder to his chest.  While the letters of recommendation wouldn't help him get into the Hundred Halls, they would help with the selection committee.  He'd been volunteering at KC General, learning the ins and outs of the hospital in preparation for getting into the Holistic Institute, which was commonly called Aura Healers.  

Damon listened to the chatter around him.  The other potential students were a mix of nervous and excited, much like him.  

The line went down the sidewalk and into the parking lot.  A delivery truck turned around near them, forcing the line to readjust.  People were bumping into him, but he held his ground since he was bigger and taller than nearly everyone else.  

A new gondola had arrived, and the hectic line was reorienting towards the entrance.  

Ahead of him, a girl with short dark hair pushed through the chaos towards the open gondola.  No one else but him seemed to notice that she was skipping ahead, and he didn't remember seeing her until the delivery truck had showed up.  

Her lack of respect for everyone else waiting annoyed him.  It wasn't until he checked the time that he realized his manila envelope was missing.  It wasn't on the ground, or anywhere else nearby.  

He quickly reviewed the last minute of his memories, sensing someone had bumped into him aggressively.  The girl with the short dark hair.  

"Hey!  You've got my stuff!"

The others in line looked around, confused, but she kept barging forward towards the open doors.  If she got in, he was screwed.  He needed those documents to ensure he would get into Aura Healers.  It was the only reason he'd come to the Hundred Halls.  

"Hey!  You!"

Damon surged forward, dodging around the others in line.  "Excuse me.  Sorry."

The girl had been able to make it to the gondola due to her small stature, but he was six foot four and two hundred and twenty pounds.  There was no hiding his forward movement.

"She's got my stuff!  Please stop her!"

She slipped into the gondola, which was packed full, but he was still twenty feet away.  The attendant hit the button and the doors began to close.  Damon knocked a girl with rainbow hair, who was holding a small cage close to her chest, onto the sidewalk.  He hesitated, wanting to help her back up, but the doors were closing.  Damon threw himself forward, launching his duffle bag through the gap while holding onto the straps.  He hoped they would open automatically, but then the glass gondola shifted away from the platform, sliding upward at a severe angle.

Damon had a split second to make his decision.  Let go or get dragged over the edge.  

Everything he'd spent the last four years working towards was in that envelope.  He held onto the straps as the gondola lifted upward, dragging him off the platform as the crowd erupted in cries of alarm.

Hanging from a pair of straps wasn't how he wanted to enjoy the experience of the glass gondola ride.  Within seconds, the car was a hundred feet in the air, then two hundred, rising as it soared towards the Spire.  

He looked up to see the people in the car holding onto his duffle bag.  The muffled yells as they tried to get the attendant to stop were lost to him amid the whistling winds.  Cars became toys beneath him on the streets as he dangled by the straps.  He knew he couldn't hold on forever, so he pulled himself up and shoved his arms through the holes, taking the weight off his shoulders and praying his parents hadn't stayed around to watch him get into the gondola.  They were hearty folk, but seeing him dangling from the bottom would give them twin heart attacks.

"I'm gonna kill that girl."

The thought sent a surge of adrenaline through his body.  He felt urges building inside, a maelstrom of anger, threatening to trigger a change.  

"Not now, not now, not now."

Damon concentrated on his breathing.  Inhale for an eight count, then exhale for the same.  

Repeat.  Repeat.  Repeat.  

Until the violence receded from his mind.  

He opened his eyes in time to see the landing platform approaching.  The only problem was he was lower than the concrete pad and would get slammed into the side if he held on.  Damon checked below where a road circled around a drainage pond.  The drop would be thirty feet to hard asphalt.  Maybe if he swung up at the last second he could make it onto the platform and not get cut in half.  

As he prepared himself for the final approach, slipping his arms out of the straps and holding on like a gymnast on the rings, he glanced up to see the girl with black hair styled in a messy mullet standing at the door.  He didn't see the envelope until it had pushed through the gap.  The open end spilled documents into the air.  His acrobatic preparation evaporated as he saw his life's work drifting towards the retention pond.

Damon released himself from the straps.

The fall was brief and the impact rattled his bones, straight up through his heels and hips.  He tried to gracefully roll forward, but hit his shoulder hard and lay dazed on the concrete as papers floated around him.  He staggered to his hands and knees, checking over the edge to see most of the contents of the envelope in the drainage pond.  

Damon was about to launch himself into the water to retrieve the papers when he saw the sign: Danger! Stay Out! Grindylows!  

Pale, greenish webbed hands snatched the documents from the surface, dragging them into the depths.  The surface boiled momentarily and then returned to its eerie calmness.  Even if he could retrieve them, the information would be ruined.

"Hey!  Are you okay?"

Damon looked up to see the attendant peering over the edge.  Too stunned to speak, Damon gave him a thumbs-up, but really he wanted to curl into a ball and forget the day had ever happened.

"There's a ladder on the side if you need to get up here," said the attendant.

Damon nodded as he returned to his feet in a daze.  He collected the remaining documents, finding a fraction of what he'd assembled.  The only bright spot was the cashiers check for entry to the trials was in his wallet.  He collected what he could, folding them in half, and climbed to the platform, where the girl was nowhere to be found.

His pocket buzzed and for a moment he didn't know what was happening until he found a message on his phone from his parents.

[Good luck today!]

Damon didn't have the heart to respond, so he trudged inside, following the line of people heading into the Spire.  

For the next hour, he waited in line and signed documents that absolved the Hundred Halls for any injuries, up to and including death, that might occur during the trials.  Towards the end, an older woman asked if he had any documents to submit to the selection committee.  He handed over the remnants and tried to explain what happened, but she told him that what he had wasn't admissible unless it was complete.  Damon dumped what was left in the trash and continued to the last station.  

An impressive tome with a feather quill sat on a wooden table.  

"Sign your name and list the Halls you're willing to join should you pass the trials," said a woman with a streak of gray in her brown hair.  

His hand hovered over the paper.  

Most of the students ahead of him listed five or ten Halls, or just wrote "All" next to their name.  He'd intended to only put Aura Healers, confident that his preparation would carry him over the line, but without those documents, he felt untethered.  

Damon closed his eyes for a second before leaning over and scribbling briefly into the tome.  When he was finished, he checked his work.

Damon Arthur Wolfhard

Aura Healers.

He went into the trials.

 


Chapter Three

 

The welcome hall was large enough to hold several thousand people.  Bigger than the gym in the high school Remi briefly attended a few years ago when she'd been mad at her parents and decided to give a normie life a try.  The experiment lasted two months before she realized it was pointless.  She knew she was smart, but she'd missed years of schooling, which made it impossible to catch up, and even if she had, she had no interest in the lives they intended to lead after school.

Enormous blank tapestries hung on the outer walls.  Remi examined them from the bottom, spotting the runes along the edges that would be used for projecting information.  In the rest of the country, magic was usually unobtrusive, constructed in a way that made it look like pure science, but the city of Invictus had been overflowing with it.  At first her nose had itched with the excess faez in the air, but she was already getting used to it.  

The other potential students appeared frightened by the prospect of the trials.  She saw nervous bouncing knees as they sat on the edge of the circular platform in the center, and biting fingernails as they clustered in groups for support.  

As if that would help them pass.  

For once, Remi didn't feel outclassed by her contemporaries.  In high school, she'd felt like an idiot because she didn’t understand even the basic unspoken rules, let alone the material presented in the books.  

But this.  

Even though she had little formal magical training, years of working the system for advantage had left her feeling confident she could manage her way through anything.

Remi was halfway around when she spotted the tall, handsome guy entering the auditorium.  She ducked lower and hid behind a knot of people as he craned his neck, probably looking for her.

She regretted the impulse to snatch his documents.  It was instinct, drilled by years of hunger when the only way they were going to eat that night was to pilfer a wallet from some rando on the street.  She would have never taken it had she known it was full of unimportant documents.  

Given his size, he looked like the type that had starred in football at his high school.  Even his name, Damon Wolfhard, sounded like a popular kid's name, but the information had portrayed him as a super-volunteer, working at every hospital, clinic, and halfway house in his hometown.  

What a waste of talent.  She never understood why those born with advantages didn't bother to use them.  Hopefully, she only had to avoid him for a few days until the trials were over and then she'd never see him again.

"Have you been practicing?"

She didn't realize the person was talking to her until he repeated his question.  Remi turned around to find a pimple-faced guy wearing a red sport coat over a Hundred Halls T-shirt.  

"Practicing?" she asked, while checking over her shoulder to make sure Damon hadn't spotted her.

Pimple Face waggled his fingers.  "You know, magic, five elements, whatever.  Without faez, of course.  Don't want to, you know..."

He made wild eyes and stuck out his tongue at a weird angle.

"Die?"

"No," he said, recoiling.  "Go mad.  Using magic unprotected, like getting an STD without wrapping your rascal, going into battle without a shield, slapping cheeks in the raw.  There's a whole rash of it in the city lately.  Some think it's because of the Event, but I was reading on the internet..."

Remi blanked her mind and nodded as he went on to explaining his theories about faez madness and the current state of Invictus crime.  She wasn't really listening, but hadn't wanted to walk away and get spotted by Damon, who was slowly circulating through the crowd.  

"Hey...?"

"Yeah?" he asked.  "Oh, right, Bobby."

"Bobby, yeah.  Could you do me a super special favor?  There's a guy here I used to date in high school.  He's extra creepy and I don't want him to know I'm here.  Would you strike up a conversation and distract him so he doesn't notice me?  I would be hella appreciative."

Bobby's expression brightened as he tugged on his jacket as if he were James Bond readying to take down a cat-stroking villain.  

"I would be honored."

Once she explained what Damon looked like, Bobby headed straight at him.  As soon as her jacketed distraction reached Damon, he was stopped in his tracks, forced to listen to a never-ending soliloquy about theories of crime and faez madness.  Remi smirked at the idea Damon was too polite to just tell Bobby to sod off.  The straightjacket of society held him fast.  

The need to avoid Damon didn't last long, as the striking of a staff on hard wood brought everyone's attention to the center platform.  

The woman on the stage elicited gasps from the audience.  Remi glanced around, trying to understand the reason for the excitement.  The woman had short dark hair that was spiked artfully, and she wore patterned silk robes with runes glowing faintly along the hems.  Her skin had the smoothness of youth, but her eyes expressed the exhaustion of experience.  She was vaguely familiar, but Remi couldn't figure why.

"Good afternoon.  I am Head Patron Pythia Silverthorne.  Our intended guide couldn't make it today, so you'll have to suffer through my tortured explanation."

Remi recalled that she'd seen the Head Patron on the internet, but hadn't realized she was so young.  Or looked young.  Remi wasn't sure, but it was a reminder that magic offered the promise of rewards far beyond normal life, making it well worth the risks.  

"Eleven years ago, I stood where you stand, heart full of anticipation and fear, hoping I had what it took to make it into the Halls.  I won't lie to you.  The trials are dangerous.  Deadly, even.  Potential students die every year, which seems cruel and capricious—that means fickle, for you C students."  

She chuckled to herself as if it were a private joke.  

"But there's a reason.  Should you pass the trials and survive your five years at the Hundred Halls, the dangers will only increase.  Being a mage isn't for the faint of heart, so we keep the trials dangerous to dissuade those that would only succumb later on when their powers were greater and the dangers more acute.

"The trials ahead will test not the height of your magical ability, but the quality of your cunning and the strength of your resolve.  Every year we create new games to test our students, not that it would matter if we didn't because you'll be enchanted to keep what happens today a secret."

Remi didn't think that was true, because there were always ways to discover a secret.  The richer students probably had information about past trials at the very least.  

"There will be three trials," continued Head Patron Pythia.  "One per day.  The first will test your creativity with magic.  The second day will pit you against a current student with a partner, while the third day will be a group test.  Score high enough above the cutoff line and you will be invited to join the Hundred Halls, assuming what you wrote in the Tome of Record matches what the selection committee decides."

The Head Patron clasped her hands in front as she slowly rotated until she faced the front doors.  

"If the trials are not for you, at any time outside of the trials, you may put your hands on the runed doors and repeat, 'I am defeated,' three times."  

She paused, checking to make sure no one was moving towards the doors.  

"Mark my words, there will be some of you who will leave after the first trial.  But since you've stayed, for now, I will offer you my protection so you can freely use magic without injuring yourselves.

"Open your minds to your magic, close your eyes if it helps, and let it collect into your fist.  Then raise your hand and keep it there.  When you feel the tingling in your arm, suck the faez back into your mind, completing the connection.  It'll feel uncomfortable, like your brain wants to sneeze.  Once finished, you can lower your hand.  If I have to repeat the connection, you will lose points."

Hundreds of fists thrust into the air.  After a moment, Remi joined them.  She kept her eyes open, pulling the faez from her mind, which felt both cool and warm as it slipped from the base of her skull.  When Head Patron Pythia faced her, she felt a tingle surge down her arm and into her chest.  Remi sucked the magic back into her mind, and when it hit the base of her skull, she felt like she'd stepped outside of herself and the world was distant with a pulsing noise in her ears.  A spike of pleasure followed when she let her arm down.  She checked around her to see the other students had the same slack-jawed elation.

A few potential students botched their connection, which required a second more private ceremony near the platform.  Remi was annoyed that they'd been given a second chance.  They should have done it right the first time.  

"Make sure you report to the red door on the opposite side of the auditorium when your name flashes on the tapestries," said Head Patron Pythia.  "And good luck.  You're gonna need it."

The anticipation silenced the crowd as the Head Patron walked through a hidden door.  Everyone craned their head towards the tapestries.  Everyone but Remi, who was watching to make sure Damon hadn't spotted her in the aftermath.  She was looking across the auditorium when she heard someone nearby mumble, "What kind of name is Remington Wilde?"

Startled by the implications, she glanced up to see her name listed in the first twenty students to enter the trials.  

"Oh, shit."

The nervousness she'd kept at bay came back like a tidal wave, filling her with sudden dread.

 


Chapter Four

 

A girl around her age with pink hair and sleeve tattoos that wriggled as if they were alive stood in the room beyond the red door.  She wore a cutoff T-shirt and a golden bracelet with intricate runic designs on her left wrist.  Remi had seen the same bracelet on a few other members of the staff.

"Remington Wilde?"

"Just Remi.  How did you know?"

The girl pointed to the pin on her chest.  "We use those for tracking and scoring."

"Oh. What would happen if I switched with someone else?" asked Remi.

The girl shifted her mouth to the side.  "I wouldn't recommend it." 

"What's next?"

The attendant pointed to a small round table.  Three items sat in a triangle. 

"Before you is a proving ground with many dangers.  You must reach the other side to pass the first trial.  Speed counts towards your score, but not making it to the end will guarantee your exit.  You can use each item once and only once.  The wand will put up a force shield for thirty seconds, the scroll is a spell that will give you slick shoes to glide across surfaces, and the elixir can give you fire breath.  You will be judged not only by the speed of your passage but the methods of your success."  She pulled out a round disc.  "I'm going to have to scan you for magics.  Nothing but what we give you can go in."

The girl stopped with the disc over Remi's heart and held out her hand.

"Sorry."

"This pendant is important to me."

The girl screwed up her mouth.  "I can't let you go in with it.  Don't worry.  It goes in a private lockbox until you get out."

With a heavy sigh, Remi removed the pendant from around her neck and handed it over.  For the amount of trouble she'd gone through to acquire it, including a year in juvie, she hated giving it up, even temporarily.  The girl finished the scan.

"You're all set."

An archway swirling with mist lay on the opposite side.  After collecting her items, Remi approached the girl with pink hair and offered her hand.  

"Thanks for the information.  Can I use magic as well?"

The girl accepted the handshake hesitantly.  "Of course.  Anything you do inside will count towards your score."

"Great, well, I hope to see you on the other side," said Remi, pulling away and slipping through the archway.

The sudden dislocation left her dizzy.  Remi went through and fell to her knees at the top of a hill.  It was the first time she'd traveled by portal and it was as unpleasant as she'd heard.  

The sky had a slightly pinkish cast.  In the near distance she saw a building with a faint crimson glow indicating where she needed to go.  The entire set up was a neat trick.  She didn't know where she was at, but it felt real.  

Remi took stock of her materials, including the bracelet she'd lifted from the girl.  Rather than slip it on, she stuck it in her back pocket.  Then she memorized the spell and kept the other two items at the ready.  

As she jogged down the grassy hillside, keeping her head on a swivel for danger, she considered using the spell to make her shoes slick so she could descend rapidly, but decided it was better to keep it for obstacles rather than outright speed.  

The bottom of the hill was a sharp cliff heading into a canyon, which made her glad she hadn't tried to slide down, as she would have gone right over the edge to her death.  

"They're not messing around."

There was no obvious way to cross the gap, which was over a hundred feet wide.  She checked to her left to see what looked like points of darkness hanging between the two sides of the canyon.  To her right was a flat bridge that would help her cross.  She imagined there would be obstacles at each location, but the bridge would be more straightforward.  That was her hope.

As she cut across the grass she began to see the problem.  A group of short creatures with deep ochre skin and flayed noses held long knives in their taloned hands.  They wore grubby clothes that matched their greasy black hair.  

Remi knew exactly what they were.

Redcaps.  

When she was a kid, she'd been enamored by the Fae.  Their realm was a wild place of occult danger and hedonism.  The oddities and strange rules had intrigued her because it felt like a more fun version of the real world, which had similarly obtuse laws that she'd never been able to understand.

But reading about redcaps in a book and having to bypass a group of them were two different things.  Remi crept to a spot about two hundred feet above the bridge.  The redcaps were busy with each other, so they didn't notice her creeping across the hillside.  They looked like bored henchmen who'd been left to guard something valuable but had never been told how important it was.  

At first glance, the fire breath seemed like the best way to get past the redcaps, but it was a one-time use, which would leave her vulnerable to their counterattacks.  Remi had never been much of a fighter, so she didn't entertain that option for long.  The slick shoes seemed equally useless as the redcaps could cut her into ribbons as she slid past, but it gave her an idea on how to use her final item.  

Remi climbed up the slope until she had a good runway leading to the bridge.  The wand was made of a flexible material.  They were rarely used in the real world as wood wasn't a great matrix to hold enchantments, but the history of magic made them appealing to non-mages.

"I hope this works, or it's gonna be a really short ride."

With the wand extended forward, she muttered the command word.  The thin rod kicked back slightly as a disc of shimmering force appeared three feet beyond the tip.  The magical shield was a rounded disc with an eight-foot diameter.  Despite the thirty-second-countdown timer in her head, she needed to make sure that it was going to work like she expected.  Holding the wand like a gear shifter, Remi pointed it downward until the force shield flattened the grass.  

"Let's hope this isn't a short ride," she said as she pushed off and leapt into the cup, letting her momentum carry her forward.  

The force disc quickly picked up speed, accelerating down the slope and making her realize the flaw in her plan.  She had no way to control the disc and had to hope nothing deflected her off the bridge.  

The redcaps alerted to her approach, chattering in a sharp language as they held out their knives in anticipation.  She flew down the hill, bouncing at the small imperfections, which threatened to tip her over precariously.  

She hit the smooth concrete bridge like a skipping stone bouncing across a calm pond.  The redcaps recognized the danger too late, and the front of the force disc smashed into their legs, sending them scattering like bowling pins.  Two of them were knocked off the bridge, their screams quickly swallowed by the depths.  

Remi feared she would follow them over as impacting the redcaps had changed her trajectory.  As she flew towards the edge, which only had a short brick wall, she knew she had to do something or follow the redcaps over.  

Remi threw herself out of the disc, letting her makeshift vehicle soar over the edge and out of sight, while she tumbled across the concrete, rolling to a stop.  

Afraid that the redcaps would be upon her, she popped to her feet, then stumbled from the dizziness, finding that all but one of the redcaps had been thrown over or incapacitated by the impact.  The final creature ambled forward with its blade held high, mumbling in its sharp tongue.  

Rolling out of the disc had slammed her knee hard.  She wasn't sure she could run, so she faced the redcap and began to mumble nonsense while making random arcane gestures.  As the volume of her voice rose, the crimson eyes of the redcap grew larger until she reached a crescendo and the creature squeaked with fright and scurried back to his fallen friends.  

With a heavy sigh, Remi limped off the bridge, content that she'd made it past the first obstacle.  Her knee loosened up after a few minutes as she crossed a wide field on the way to the building.  

Remi stopped outside the opening, peering into the darkness for danger.  She wasn't skilled at the five elements, but after three tries managed to send a force bolt through the doorway in case something was lurking on the other side.  

Once inside, she crept down an angled hallway that eventually opened up into a much longer space than the building suggested was possible, which meant she'd likely been diverted underground.  The room ahead didn't have a flat floor.  Instead, it was shaped in a V with a narrow plank headed straight down the middle.  

Remi stepped onto the plank, which was sturdier than the thinness of the material suggested.  She strode forward, checking for danger.  

About two hundred feet across she spotted large bulbous shapes with long spindly legs crawling around the bottom of the V.  

Spiders.  

Big ones.  

She could see the hair on their backs, which gave her the creeps more than the long fangs.  There were three of them.  Each big as a Great Dane.  A few strands of webbing intersected the triangular space, but it was mostly clear.  They were hunters rather than web builders.  

Remi knew far too much about spiders from living in a run-down house in Kentucky for a few months when they were hiding from a gang they'd double-crossed.  The house was infested with brown recluse, which made going to sleep each night a nervous affair.  

Once again, she considered the flame breath as a way to get past the obstacle, but there were three of them and she doubted she could hit all of them at once.  If she were a better mage, she could defend herself with the five elements, but she didn't want to rely on a barely used skill.  

The slick shoes were a consideration again, but after nearly flying off the bridge, she knew it was the wrong choice.  There was no way she'd be able to stay on the narrow plank to slip past the spiders.  

"Think, Remi.  Think."

The best solutions weren't the obvious ones.  Her parents never broke into a house like common thieves.  The best way to relieve people of their belongings was to get them to invite you in and hand over their precious valuables for reasons that they thought were sound.  As a bonus, most people were so embarrassed about being hoodwinked they never went to the police.  

Her favorite con was when they set up a security firm in a small Texas town, then flooded the internet with news about burglars and thieves, which invited numerous requests for safes, security boxes, and guards.  The only reason the con didn't set them up for longer was the local prosecutor figured out their game before they could escape with all the money.  

The lesson remained.  

A frontal assault would only end up in failure—a very permanent one.  Remi examined the bottom of her shoes and then the spiders.  The flame spell didn't have a wide range, but the slick spell did.  After practicing the spell without faez until she was certain she could cast it first try, she approached the spiders, taking two steps forward and then pausing in case they surged towards her to attack.  

When the spiders were in the spell's range, Remi began the gestures and arcane phrases that would bring the effect into being.  In addition to the physical components, she had to rotate a shape in her mind while making it expand.  

Halfway through the spell, the giant spiders decided to investigate and came skittering forward along the angled walls.  Remi did her best to ignore their advance and focus on completing the spell.  The tapping of their approaching feet brought anxious fear.  They were much faster than expected, closing the distance within seconds.  

The largest spider leapt onto the narrow plank and raced towards her.  

Remi rushed through the final components, yelling out the trigger words when the effect was ready.

"Slippery slide!"

A wave of energy spread out from her hands, impacting the spiders and passing through them.  

The effect was immediate.  

One moment they were bounding forward confidently.  The next, their legs were scrambling to find purchase as the ends had been turned as slick as a puck on ice.  

The spider on the plank came rushing towards her, spinning on its smooth belly.  Remi leapt off at the last second before it impacted her.  She hit the angled wall and slid towards the bottom, getting caught halfway down on a sticky cross thread of webbing.  

Remi grabbed the thread with her right hand, but immediately realized it was a mistake when her palm stuck.  She checked over her shoulder to see the spiders had slid a few dozen feet away, but their momentum was coming to a stop and they were already rotating towards her.  

"Not good, Remi.  Not good."

The five elements only required one hand, but she had only ever practiced with her right.  She had no way to burn away the webbing, and the spiders would return far too soon for her liking.  She checked back to see the first one had changed direction with the other two right behind

Remi decided to give the five elements spell for flame a try.  The finger movements were sluggish and incorrect.  Three unsuccessful attempts gave her a headache.  

Remi reached for the vial so she could breathe fire when the lead spider suddenly surged forward faster than expected as the one behind had run into it, transferring its momentum.  

With only one hand, she tried to open the vial, but fumbled with the stopper right as the big spider slammed into her, snapping the webbing and knocking the vial out of her hand, which spilled the potion.  

The empty glass bounced down the incline and landed at the bottom of the V-shaped room.  Remi's momentum sent her sliding down to the bottom.  

As she checked back to the spiders, she saw them regaining their footing, as the sliding spell was wearing off.  They no longer looked like they were wearing roller skates.

 

 


Chapter Five

 

The spider looked as big as a horse from her back as she lay in the V at the bottom of the room.  It made an awful clacking sound with its mandibles like the victory cry of a Viking raider before he sunk an axe into his foe.  

Remi didn't know how she was going to get away.  

For the first time, she truly understood the warning the Head Patron had given in the auditorium about the time she spotted the wand near her foot.  Remi grabbed it and tried to activate it again, but nothing came out.  She tossed it at the spider, which was ambling forward.

The liquid from the vial had run down the slope and collected at the bottom.  Remi threw herself forward, chest slamming into the hard surface, then stuck her face into the crack and slurped like she was trying to suck a pool ball through a garden hose.  She barely ingested a quarter of the liquid before the giant spider was upon her.  Remi rolled on her side and exhaled a lame bubble of flame that barely washed over the many eyes of the spider.

It must have been enough.  

The spider recoiled, skittering backwards and screeching in an inhuman voice that grated on Remi's ears.

She stumbled to her feet and fled the opposite way, bouncing from one side to the other to keep from falling over.  The spiders chased her, their eight legs more adept at the unusual angles.  They were gaining fast, clacking their mandibles in anticipation of her sweet flesh.  

The lead spider was only a few feet behind her when it stopped suddenly.  She ran a dozen feet more before turning around.  The critters had halted at an invisible line.  They held up their forelegs and quivered their mandibles before returning the opposite way.  

Remi slumped to one knee, putting her face in her hands.  Never in all the times she'd been in danger on a job had her life been so close to ending.  It took her a moment to collect herself before she was able to continue.  The dangers of the trial seemed overblown before she'd entered, but now she understood why some competitors tapped out rather than continue.  

The strangely shaped room ended a dozen feet later.  She hopped down into a normal hallway that split not long after.  A brief foray each direction suggested that she was heading into a maze.  Having used up all three of her items, she wondered how much of a chance she had to make it through the next obstacles.  

Remi pulled out the bracelet from her back pocket.  She'd stolen it on a whim, muscle memory from years of sidewalk pilfers.  

"Let's see what this does."

Remi slipped it on, expecting an anticlimactic silence to follow, but when the clasp connected on her wrist she heard a click from somewhere nearby.  She headed down the left passage to find the outline of a hidden door.  Pushing on the surface revealed a secondary hallway with markers on the wall denoting direction and obstacles within the maze.  Further in, she heard the low rumble of a creature stalking through the labyrinth.

"Not this time."

The hidden passage eventually led to a door with a portal outline painted at the center.  She stepped into a cavern with an archway waiting.  Remi unhooked the bracelet and shoved it into her back pocket before stepping through the portal.  

A triumphant gong signaled the end when she stepped through.  The rush of adrenaline faded, leaving her with quivering limbs.  Concerned that the missing bracelet could be traced to her, Remi tossed it away, letting it slide into the corner before heading out of the exit room, finding herself in a secondary space where others that had completed the first trial were waiting.  

Duplicate tapestries hung on these walls, though much smaller in size.  Remi had stepped out the same time as another competitor.  They both craned their necks at the tapestries as their names popped onto the ledger.  The guy next to her pumped his fist when a number in the thousands appeared next to his name, while hers remained empty for a long time.  Twice, she thought she saw digits start to appear, but then they faded quickly.  Remi feared that stealing the bracelet had been discovered, but then after a long wait, a number appeared.  It wasn't as big as the guy who'd come out at the same time, but it was midway through the people that had survived the first trial.  

With her heartbeat slowing, Remi noticed that at least half of the potential students that had entered the first trial were listed as DNF.  Did Not Finish.  The reality of the challenge had been made abundantly clear.  

Now she just had to survive two more trials.

 


Chapter Six

 

On the morning of the second day, Damon surveyed the room.  Half the competitors had been eliminated, or had left after the first trial.  He'd managed to score near the top, which made him feel good about his preparation.  The only part that had been tricky had been figuring out how to cast the divination spell to make it through the maze without having the reagents he needed, but years of working in hospitals mixing elixirs had given him excellent knowledge about materials that could make workable substitutes.  He'd survived his first day with only using the force shield, which he'd wedged in a hallway to block the minotaur from reaching him while he sauntered to the exit.  

Damon assumed the girl who had stolen his documents had gotten knocked out.  He'd checked the entire dormitory after the first trial and never saw a familiar face.  He kept an eye out, but assumed he wouldn’t have to worry about her anymore.  Fitting that a girl who wasn't above stealing from her fellow competitors wouldn't be able to make it through the first trial.

"Nice score," said Bobby, coming up from behind.  

"How's the arm?" he replied, matching a fist bump.

Bobby rotated his shoulder.  "Sore, but that's understandable.  Looked like a balloon after that spider bit me.  Worst pain I've ever experienced.  Feel lucky to have made it through the first day, but now I have to keep my score up, or I won't make it past the cutoff."

"It only gets harder from what I hear," said Damon.

"What Hall did you put down?" asked Bobby.

"Aura Healers."

"Just Aura Healers?"

Damon grimaced.  "It's the only Hall for me.  What about you?"

"Cybermagics, Mathmagics, and Dramatics.  After that, I just put all.  I'd be happy to be in any Hall, really.  As they say, I'm just happy to be nominated."

Damon didn't understand his last comment, but Head Patron Pythia had entered the room and ascended the platform to thunderous applause.  He still couldn't believe someone so young had taken over for Invictus, the previous Head Patron, but given her role in the Event, it also wasn't surprising.

"In our complex world," began Pythia, grinning, "it's not enough to have a high Merlin score, or have memorized every spell known to man and mage.  Surviving, or thriving, takes a team.  Whether you're facing down an infernal manticore, or leading your corporation in this challenging business environment.  Our founder, Invictus, created the Hundred Halls because there are one hundred ways to solve a problem, and some problems need the talents of more than one hall.  

"In this next challenge you will be paired with another initiate.  You and your partner will battle a third-year Hall member in a head-to-head match.  You'll each receive items that mimic the skills you will learn in the Hall you placed at the top of your list.  The object of the match is to reach the exit before your opponent disables you.  You will not only be judged on the way you use your chosen magics, but more importantly, the quality of your teamwork.

"You will find your partner by your pin.  Great friendships and even marriages, like my parents, who were both members of the Halls, began because of these pairings.  Once I give the signal, a beam of light extending from the pin will point to your partner."

Head Patron Pythia raised her staff, and hundreds of light beams crisscrossed the auditorium.  Damon looked down to find his had only gone a short distance.

"Hey!  We're partners," said Bobby, relieved.  "Lucky me.  I was afraid I'd get matched with someone terrible."

Damon put his hand on Bobby's shoulder.  "I promise you I'll get us through the second trial."

They didn't have to wait long.  Shortly after, their pins flashed red, signaling it was time.  When they reached the ready room, there was a potion and a metallic cube on the table.  The first item was tagged with Aura Healers, while the second was Dramatics.

"Oh, I know this," said Bobby, picking up the ornate cube.  "It's an illusion generator.  This is way cool.  The tag might say Dramatics, but there's some Cybermagics in this too.  You can create realistic illusions with it."

"Mine is a standard enhancer.  Strength, speed, that sort of thing," said Damon, tucking the vial in his pocket.  "Come on, let's see what's in store."

Beyond the red door no portal was required to reach the competition area.  They stepped onto a platform overlooking a large room.  From the ceiling hung hundreds of vines that looked capable of holding a person's weight, spaced wide enough to require moderate swinging.  The floor, which was thirty feet below their location, was covered in spikes and other obstacles.  

A sign near the edge read: Once you step over the edge, the timer starts and your opponent will be free to move as well.

On the opposite side, standing on a similar platform, was a girl in yoga tights with her blonde hair in a businesslike ponytail.  She gave them a friendly wave, so Damon responded with the gesture.

"Think she'll take it easy on us?"

"Doubt it."  He peered over the edge without going over and triggering the timer.  "Looks like we have one of two ways to get past this challenge.  Try to evade her on the floor, or try our hand at being king of the jungle."

"We could split up," said Bobby with a sigh.  "That way we ensure one of us makes it over."

"No way.  I said we're both getting through this trial."  Damon pulled the vial out of his pocket and handed it over.  "Our best bet is to stay high.  This should help you with the physicality."

Bobby frowned at the offer.  "What?  What about you?  Don't you need this?"

"You need it more than I do," said Damon, smirking.  "Trust me."

"Yeah, I get it, you look like you work out, but there's no way you're swinging across the entire course without magic.  Have something up your sleeve?"

"Something like that."  He patted Bobby on the shoulder.  "Trust me.  The key will be working together to keep her from knocking us off and preventing us from making it to the other side."

Bobby took the vial, staring at his cube.  "Potions always taste terrible."  He threw back the contents, grimacing, then tucked the cube in his front pocket.  He belched and clapped his hands together.  "I hope I don't get impaled, but whatever, let's do this."

Damon peered across the competition area, sensing a pattern in the way the vines and obstacles on the floor were placed.

"It looks like the spikes and other stuff on the ground are only in the places between the vines.  As long as we stay to the obvious routes, we shouldn’t be at risk of getting injured if we fall."

Bobby saluted him.  "Whatever you say, boss."

"On three.  Stay together," said Damon, approaching the edge.  When his toes stuck over the red band, the timer beeped and started counting up.  He reached out and grabbed the nearest vine, swinging outward to grab the next with ease.  He waited for Bobby, who approached it tentatively.  It took him two swings to make it to the next one.

"You got this," said Damon, moving to the next vine.  The climbing wall at the gym was a favorite activity.  While Bobby worked to catch up, Damon checked ahead to see their opponent headed their way with the skill of a chimpanzee.  The blonde girl was fit and had a determined expression.  He wondered what Hall she was from.  Probably one of the physical ones like Assassins or Protectors.  

Bobby's physical inexperience slowed their crossing, but Damon stayed with him.  He'd meant it when he'd said he would help him make it across.

The blonde girl moved confidently in their direction.  Damon saw she was aiming for Bobby, who was the weaker link of their team.  

"Keep going, I'll distract her."

Despite the elixir, Bobby looked drained by the effort staying aloft with only his arms.  Damon swung forward on an intercept pattern, catching a furrowed forehead from the blonde girl, who seemed surprised by his direct route.  When they neared, she shifted to the left to avoid him, which required him to circle around due to his momentum.  He bypassed the closer vines, taking long swings to catch up.  The blonde girl spun around suddenly, kicking out with her heel, catching him in the gut.

The impact knocked him loose, but he managed to grab the vine before plummeting to the floor.  The pain brought his inner spirits to the surface as his muscles surged with adrenaline and his fingernails grew into sharp claws.  

"Not now," he growled.

The blonde girl was closing on Bobby, who looked like a deer about to be creamed by a semi as he tried to swing away.  Damon skipped the safer vines, launching himself through the air to catch up, but he feared he'd be too late.  

He made two long leaps, soaring through the air on a route the designers probably hadn't intended.  He was one vine behind as the girl leapt onto Bobby's back, grabbing him around the shoulders and ripping his hands free.  

"Gotcha."

The two started to slide down the vine.  

Damon kicked his feet out, sending them like a missile at the girl's back.  He hit her squarely, sending them tumbling through the air.  

The next moments happened in slow motion.  

Damon managed to grab the vine they'd just been knocked from, but he was forced to watch Bobby and the girl fly towards a bed of spikes.  She slammed against the side of an obstacle, bouncing off the side and rolling onto her back.  

Bobby was not so lucky.

He was in front, so he'd been knocked further.  He flew over the tip of the spike, the sharp edge slicing him from his shoulder down to the middle of his left thigh.  

Time froze in Damon's mind.  The injury would be fatal unless he could fix it right away.  

He slid down the vine and ran over to Bobby, who was bleeding profusely in spurts.  The tip had nicked the femoral artery and blood pooled rapidly.  Damon put his hands on the wound and shouted to no one in particular.

"Help!  Stop the game!  We need a medic!"

He only heard her approach by the rapid patter of her feet.  She hit him from behind, sending him tumbling over Bobby.  The rage that he'd been holding back was unleashed, like a dam breaking after the floodwaters had built up.  

Damon rolled back onto his feet, and when the girl tried to tackle him, he raked her across the chest with his claws, tearing flesh.  The first hit brought bloodlust, and he kept his arms windmilling—clothes and flesh tearing.  The girl collapsed, covered in her own blood, as Damon stood over her with a hand raised to finish her.  

The realization of what he'd done fell over him like a shroud.  The rage turned to emptiness.  He stood between two people covered in blood.  It wasn't the first time, and he feared it wouldn't be the last.

 


Chapter Seven

 

Blood bubbled from Bobby's thigh.  The girl was moaning from his right.  Damon couldn’t believe that no one had stopped the competition, that no medics were rushing towards them, spells at the ready.  

What kind of university would let two people die?

Then his role in their injuries hit him like a meteor.  If he hadn't attacked their opponent, kicking her from the vine, Bobby wouldn't have hit the spikes.  And she wouldn't be bleeding from many wounds if he hadn't let his rage consume him.

"I won't let you die, Bobby."

He scooped up his partner, throwing him on his shoulder, and after a moment's hesitation, grabbed the girl too.  She wasn't as bad as Bobby, but he couldn't be sure.  

Damon ran through the obstacles, leaping over small gaps and jumping up ramps carrying their weight.  Every bounce and impact splattered more blood across his chest from Bobby's wounds.

After bursting through the exit to a shocked attendant, he shouted, "Medic!  Help!"  The guy looked stunned by the amount of blood and the two people hanging on his shoulders, so Damon ran up to him.  

"Where's the medic area?"

Around that time, a team of medical professionals came rushing in with bags and stretchers.  Weight was taken from his shoulders.  The two unconscious competitors were laid on the stretchers, and spells were cast on their wounds to stop the bleeding.  They had to repeat them for Bobby.  Damon had been an observer in the ER countless times, the patients having even worse injuries, but it was the first time he was the cause.  He couldn't feel his face as they were carried out of the exit room. 

Looking down, he noticed his claws were sticking out, bits of flesh and clothing caught on the tips.  The attendant was staring at him in horror.  When he approached, the guy stepped back.

"What's her name?"

The attendant's face twisted into a grimace as if he hadn't heard him.  "What?"

"The girl.  The blonde girl.  The one I… the one that was hurt."

"Sara Holmes.  Protectors Hall."  He checked down the hallway where she'd been taken.  "I'm sure she'll be okay.  We have the best healers on staff for the trials."

It wasn’t Sara he was worried about, but Damon couldn't admit that out loud.  

"Are you alright?" asked the attendant.

Damon put his hand over his mouth before he realized the guy was staring at his wrecked clothing.  

"I'm fine.  I don't think any of the blood is mine."

An attractive woman with lustrous dark skin, her hair pulled back into a tight braid,  appeared from the hallway.  She wore a healer's white coat and bore the mien of responsibility.

"Damon Wolfhard?"

He swallowed.  "Yeah."

She studied him from afar.  It was a look he hated, the sizing up of threat and potential for violence.  Everything he'd worked to control had come tumbling down, exposing him for a fraud.

"Do you have any immediate life-threatening injuries?"

"I don't think so.  I mean, no.  I'm fine.  None of this blood is mine.  I think."

"Come with me.  We'll check you out, make sure you're not just in shock.  Can you walk?"

He caught up to her, relieved she didn't flinch away when he approached.  In fact, as he neared he realized that it wasn't fear in her expression, but cold calculation.  Pure analysis.  Clearly this wasn't her first time in this kind of situation.

"I'm Dr. Janelle Morrison."

"Nice to meet..."

He let the words trail off, feeling stupid for even muttering them under the circumstances.  The doctor led him to the medical area.  Cloth screens blocked dozens of the beds.  The number of injuries surprised him, even as he knew it shouldn't have.  Damon spotted the trail of blood that led through the room.

"They stabilized him as best as they could, but he needs real medical attention, so they took him by portal to Golden Willow Hospital."

"Isn't portal travel with a wound like that dangerous?"

Her forehead furrowed.  "How would you know that?  But yes, it is.  The risk of regular transport was too high."

"I volunteer at my local hospital.  I want to be an Aura Healer."

The reaction wasn’t what he expected.  Normally people either thanked him for choosing that path or commiserated about the amount of study required.

"I see."  She studied him.  "I'm going to need you to take off your shirt.  Actually, strip down to your underwear, or if you prefer I can grab a fresh pair you can change into.  I'm not sure there's a place on you not covered in blood."

Damon knew from experience the hospital supplied undergarments were scratchy.  He stripped down to his underwear, not sure what to do with his hands.  It was one thing to work in a hospital, but it was entirely different to be a patient.  

"Merlin's tits, you're covered."

He looked like a horror movie slasher, which only brought more heat to his face.  Dr. Janelle handed him a cannister of medical wipes.  While he washed himself off, she asked him questions about his health.  When he got to his fingernails, which were halfway between his normal ones and the claws, her lips squeezed flat.

"Therianthrope?"

Damon nodded, keeping his chin tucked in. 

"There's nothing to be ashamed of.  Therianthropes are more common in Invictus.  One of my good friends is a therianthrope."

The last part made him lift his head.  Of course, they'd be more accommodating in the city of sorcery.  His high school had wanted him kicked out when they discovered the truth, but laws protecting the supernatural had kept them from sending him away.

"What kind?" 

"Wolf."

"Clan?"

"Clanless.  My parents were a part of the Zev Clan before..."

Dr. Janelle's face smoothed with sympathy.  "I'm sorry."

"I'm surprised you know about that," said Damon.

"Like I said, I have a good friend who is a therianthrope.  Not a wolf, but after I learned about it, I wanted him to know I supported him, so I read everything I could about therianthropy."  She glanced down to his naked chest.  "You look like you're healthy physically.  Do you need someone to talk to about what happened?"

"Could you find out how the girl is doing?  Sara.  Sara Holmes.  I'm afraid I hurt her pretty bad."

Dr. Janelle disappeared for a few minutes before returning.  The flat look was not comforting.

"She'll recover."  The doctor threw a bag on the table.  "I had someone grab your duffle bag.  You should get back to the aspirant area so we can free up this bed."

"How can the Halls let this happen?"

The words came out before he could stop them.  Dr. Janelle raised an eyebrow.  

"Let?  You knew what you signed up for."  She sighed.  "Look, I can tell you from experience that what happens in the trials is nothing compared to what happens in and after the Halls.  The world is a dangerous place.  Wishing it wasn't won't make it go away."

After the doctor left, he stripped naked and finished cleaning himself.  He'd take a shower back at the dormitory, but didn't want to get his clothes covered in blood.  As he was leaving, the medical team was rushing in a guy, or girl—he couldn't tell—covered in a luminous greenish slime.  He was screaming and the medics looked afraid to touch him.  The stretcher disappeared behind a row of screens, followed by the bright auras of complex magics being performed.

Back in the dormitory, he expected people to look at him strangely.  When they didn't, he remembered they wouldn't know about what had happened during his second trial.  

Yet, anyway.

He checked the scoreboard to find his name much lower than expected.  His score was barely above the cutoff line.  Not only had going slow to stay with Bobby nearly gotten him knocked out, but he'd nearly gotten his new friend killed.  Damon found Bobby's name in the lower section with a score and a note that said "Medical Elimination."

It wasn't the first time he'd ruined someone's life, and he feared it wouldn't be the last.  

"Blood and bone."  

He pounded a fist into his open palm, remembering that he'd only put a single Hall in the Tome of Record.  Without the documents that cursed girl had stolen, it meant even if he managed to survive the third and final trial, he might not make it into Aura Healers because all the slots would be full.

 


Chapter Eight

 

The morning of the final trial Remi stayed in her bunk until Damon had left for the auditorium.  It'd gotten harder to avoid him after the second trial when the number of competitors had been whittled down to hundreds, rather than the thousands that had started on the first day.  

Remi slipped away towards the tables of food in the central area, stuffing a croissant in her mouth as she shoved fruits and packaged snacks into her pockets.  With a score as low as hers, she needed to find allies.  The group round was notorious for knocking out even the most well-prepared competitors.  

With the flaky bread half devoured, Remi spotted her partner from the second trial.  He was standing with a group of other potentials, talking about what they could expect from the final competition.

"Hey, Michael.  I'm so glad we made it to the last round."

The flat look he gave her twisted her stomach into knots.

"We?  You fucking abandoned me at the first chance.  I thought we were supposed to be a team.  I barely made it out."

"I didn't know how to help.  He was over two hundred pounds, and I can't go outside when it gets too gusty."

The rest of the group turned towards her.  A tall girl with auburn hair pulled into a ponytail said, "This is her?"

Michael nodded.  "Yeah."

Remi swallowed.  "So I guess being a part of your group is out of the question?"

He crossed his arms.  "I'd rather ally with an infernal demon."

"Cool, cool."  

She gave him an awkward wave and walked away from the group.  She could hear them talking about her.  It reminded her of the experiment with high school.  The only thing it'd accomplished was proving that she didn't belong anywhere.  Remi tried finding other groups to join, but either word had gotten out about the second trial or they were already full.  

There were more people in the auditorium, but she decided it wasn't worth the risk of running into Damon for the opportunity to be rejected.  She stayed near the food tables, eating her fill.  

"Most expensive buffet ever," she said with a sigh, thinking about how much she'd spent to join the trials, as a chime announced they needed to enter the auditorium or be disqualified.

Remi stayed in back.  The number of potential students was dramatically smaller than the first day, inciting comments from nearly everyone as they looked around at those who had survived.  Head Patron Pythia entered to applause and ascended the platform in the center of the room.  

"Greetings and congratulations on making it to the third and final day.  You have one more task ahead of you, and some consider it the hardest one, because it requires finding a team," she said as she slowly circled.  

When the Head Patron's gaze fell upon Remi, she flinched away as if the eye contact burned.

"The third trial will be equally as dangerous as the first two, so be prepared to use everything you know.  When you leave this auditorium, you'll be sent to another location where you will compete with your fellow aspirants.  The goal of the third trial is to find and acquire colored prize balls.  Each one is worth a different amount of points depending on its color.  Yellow are ten points, green are fifty, blue are one hundred, and so on.  The higher the number, the harder to obtain.  And once you've gotten it, you'll have the additional challenge of escaping through the exit portals without getting attacked by your future classmates.  There are other surprises, but I don't want to ruin it for you.  Keep your eyes out and remember there's more than one way to exit the third trial.  Additionally, a word of warning, this third trial is as much, or more, about teamwork as it is about showcasing your creativity and the arcane skill that you'll be demonstrating.

"To keep this less murdery, we're forbidding you from physically or magically attacking your fellow competitors.  Directly injuring another competitor will lose you significant points.  However, to keep things exciting, we'll be giving you each a stun wand.  This will temporarily incapacitate your opponents for ten seconds, giving you ample time to take their prize balls.  The wand only fires every twenty seconds, so keep that in mind.  If you hang around, they'll just be able to knock you out and take their prizes back."

The entire auditorium chuckled with the excitement of the competition.  On the surface, it seemed more enjoyable than the previous two, but Remi didn't put it past the designers to have hidden unusual surprises.

"When you've collected enough prize balls, you can exit the competition area, but know that once you've left, you cannot return.  So make sure you're happy with your score when you decide to leave.  All decisions are final."

The laughter turned nervous as everyone saw this was the last obstacle to gaining entry into the Hundred Halls.  Remi wiped her sweaty palms on her pants as she exhaled deeply, experiencing a surge of adrenaline.  

An attendant ushered them through a wide red door where they collected their stun wands.  Remi stayed at the back, slowing when she accepted her weapon and the attendant gave her the trigger word.

Remi extended her arm towards the girl and said the command word, which brought a hushed inbreath from the other nearby competitors, but nothing happened.  

"Not activated yet?"

"No," said the girl, tapping on her chest, the same location Remi's applicant pin was.  "And even if it was, the wand is tied to the pin, so you can't hurt me.  I also wouldn't take it off, otherwise your points won't count."

"Thanks," mumbled Remi as she followed the last of the competitors to a large room with a dozen portal archways on the far wall.  

She checked for Damon before she made a choice, following the group she thought least likely to be a problem.  Remi was the last to step through the portal, and when she arrived the heat and stifling humidity immediately made her gasp.  The other competitors at her entry point gave her nasty glances.  

She ignored them and examined her surroundings.  It felt like the swamps of Louisiana, and as she checked around, she saw willows and swampy ponds between narrow land bridges.  Decrepit buildings dotted the nearby landscape, but further in, a taller solid structure rose above the mossy trees.  

Behind her, an archway that matched the one back at the auditorium had the word "Exit" etched into the stone and the interior swirled with magical energy.  Insects buzzed around her, but she ignored them and tried to figure out which direction was the best way to take, when she was interrupted.

A giant red number ten appeared in the sky at what she assumed was the center of the competition area.  A booming voice called out "ten" and then it started counting down.  

Seeing that being around others wasn't going to be helpful for surviving the final trial, Remi jogged away, heading perpendicular to the others, which triggered their leaving as well.  She headed towards a building as she heard splashing behind her.  A burst of cursing suggested they'd tried to fire their wand, but it wasn't activated yet.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Remi ducked into a broken-down building, peering out the opening as she saw other competitors spreading out, looking for colored balls, or watching each other.  

Two.

One.


Chapter Nine

 

"Anyone want to partner with me?" Damon asked the group as they craned their necks at the swampy landscape.  The side eye and turning away felt like an answer, but he didn't want to give up, not with so much on the line.  "I make a good teammate."

"You put your second-round partner and your opponent in the hospital last round," said a girl with short dyed-red hair and a bodybuilder's physique.  "I think I'll pass."  

The severe glances told him a version of what happened had been passed around the competitors.  He'd been getting the cold shoulder all morning, but she was the first one to voice what had been unsaid.

"I didn't mean to," he said under his breath.  

His parents always told him his therianthropy was a gift, but it'd always felt like a curse.  If he was able to make it into Aura Healers, he would find a way to suppress his urges.  He wished he was like his sisters, who managed to channel their rages constructively.  

Ten.

Nine.

Damon checked the sky.  Then his opponents.

Eight.

Time to get moving.  

He jogged off at an angle, keeping his wand down.  The long recharge time meant it was only good in limited situations, especially without a group.  The teams of students would have an advantage.  

Three.

Two.

One.

The sound of voices quickly followed him.  

"Let's take him out right away.  We can throw him through the portal and be done with him."

Damon hated giving in to his urges, but for once he needed the anger to fuel his survival.  He let rage pump into his legs as he bounded across the soggy soil, looking for a place to hide.  He spotted a huge grandfather oak on an island surrounded by murky water, leaped across the gap to land near the roots, then scrambled up the wide trunk and disappeared into the canopy.  

Peeking through the leaves, he saw a group of six circle around the water, ignoring the island because they probably thought he couldn't have reached it in the short time.  He grinned despite himself.  If his whole life wasn't on the line, the event could be fun.  As he waited for them to leave, he spotted a green ball resting in the crook of a branch further out.  

"Bingo.  Fifty points."

Damon edged out onto the branch, which sagged under his weight.  The wood creaked as he reached the halfway point, well out of reach of the green ball.  

Sensing that he'd break the branch before reaching the prize, he pulled himself into a sitting position and carefully aimed a force bolt at the green ball.  The five elements weren't useful in a hospital setting, but he knew they'd be important for getting through the trials, so he'd forced himself to practice each night.  He knocked it from its cradle on the second try, and it bounced through the canopy until it settled in the roots.

He worked his way back down and collected his prize, keeping an eye out for others.  The ball was fist sized, which made carrying multiples a challenge.  He thought about digging a hole and burying it for later, but everyone would be looking out for anything unusual.  

The nearby reeds and cattails gave him an idea.  He yanked up a few dozen of the thick green fronds and weaved them into a makeshift closed-neck basket, applying a binding charm to keep them together.  It wouldn't last for more than a few hours, but it would be enough for the contest.  He used another reed to tie the basket to his hip and set off into the swamp in search of more points.  

The watery landscape grew more solid the further he went inward.  Based on the location of the countdown letters, which he assumed had been placed at the center of the area, he thought the competition zone was across a few square miles.  A large area, but not so large when he thought about hundreds of people searching it for the prize balls.  

Shortly after, he found a yellow ball, which was worth ten points, floating in lily-covered water.  He knelt by the edge, getting his knees wet, and pulled the ball back with a stick.  As he fit it into his basket, he heard shouts and growling from his left.  Damon padded towards the ruckus, finding a group of three facing off with a lizard-like creature the size of a terrier with gray, mottled scales and a wide toothy mouth.  Behind the creature on a mound of dirt sat a red ball.  

Five hundred points.  

The two balls in his pouch felt meager in comparison.  The three approached the creature with their wands in their back pockets.  Damon thought about attacking them, but as a solo competitor, his single wand was mostly useless.  They fired a mix of force and flame at their lizard-like foe.  The magics washed over the creature's back, leaving it mostly unharmed, until it roared and faced the guy on the far left.  He cried out and held up his arms, freezing in place.

A basilisk.  

Damon knew them from his studies.  The paralysis would last hours, sometimes days, depending on the age of the creature.  This one looked rather young.  The guy would probably be left with lingering dead spots, or stone-like scabs, where he'd never feel anything again, unless he could get treated right away.  The other two saw what happened and averted their eyes as they backed away from the basilisk, which didn't stray from the mound.  

Seeing an opportunity while the creature was distracted, Damon burst from his spot, running at an inhuman speed.  The two guys spotted his movement, but he was on the opposite side of the basilisk before they could react.  

The bulky lizard rotated like a semi on ice.  

Damon leapt onto the mound and snatched the red ball before disappearing in the opposite direction.  The earlier concerns about not having a group faded away as he outran them.  Feeling good about his progress in the contest, Damon shoved the red ball into his makeshift pouch.  If he could get a few more high-value balls, he'd have a good chance of surviving the third round. 

 


Chapter Ten

 

Remi quickly determined there was no point in gathering the yellow balls.  Their point value was too low and they would only hinder her progress.  Based on the score she'd received for the second trial, she figured she needed to find a few reds and higher to have a shot of making it past the third round.  A group of four had come out of a tower with a gold ball, the value of which was probably enough to put one of them comfortably over the passing line.  As they headed the opposite direction, she wondered how long it would take before one of them would betray the group and steal the gold ball for themselves.  

It was relatively easy to avoid others, assuming she didn't try to compete for the higher-value balls.  As time went on, she worried that she might need to harvest lots of the low-value balls to survive, but that strategy seemed much too tedious and fragile to work.  As her parents had always taught, one big life-changing job was better than lots of smaller ones.  She just needed to find the right opportunity.

Creeping across a muddy land bridge, she spotted movement ahead through a line of mossy willows.  Remi ignored the insects buzzing around her face and crept towards the trees, using the overlapping leaves to hide her approach. 

In a clearing on the opposite side, a guy with a purple Mohawk, built like a football player, was standing near a strange tree with too many thick vines hanging from its branches.  The wide trunk had a crack down the center, and at the bottom the glow of a purple ball lay in the crook of the roots.  A thousand points would get her close to the number she had in mind before she could exit the competition.  She watched as the guy approached, sending out gouts of flame towards the vines, which collectively rustled like snakes shifting in anticipation of a predator.  

As Remi observed his attempt to acquire the purple ball, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye.  She wasn't the only one watching.  The moss hanging from the willows hid her fellow observer, but Remi had the impression that it was a girl around her age with rainbow-colored hair.  

Competition.  

The action at the tree distracted Remi as the guy, after sending a wave of flame, tried to make a grab for the purple ball.  He almost had his hands on it when the vines grabbed his limbs and lifted him into the air.  Remi barely had time to wonder what would happen when the crack in the trunk stretched wide, revealing the swirling of a portal.  The tree launched the guy through the portal and he disappeared in the blink of an eye.  

"Hells children," she exclaimed.

The opportunity of the purple ball seemed less appealing after seeing the guy get sent out of the competition.  She checked back to see that the rainbow-haired observer must have thought it too much as well, because she was no longer peering out of the willow.  

But Remi wasn't one to give up easily.  

She formulated a plan, headed back to the lily pond she'd passed earlier, and collected a half-dozen yellow balls that had been floating in the water, which she carried back towards the portal tree in her arms.  Starting at a point right out of the reach of the vines, Remi placed the balls on a path leading back to one of the major trails that led around the competition area.  

Once her trap was set, Remi cupped her hands around her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs for as long as she could hold it before slipping back into the mossy willows.  A trio of two girls and a guy appeared, collecting the yellows until they found the purple ball at the base of the vine-covered tree.  

"A good one finally," said the short girl.  "I don't have any more room for yellows."

"What's the catch?  It's got to be guarded like the others," said the guy.

The final member of their team sent an air dart at the tree, which sent its vines into a tizzy.  Now that they knew the danger, they continued their debate for a minute before deciding to assault the tree together, figuring three of them could overwhelm the vines.

They started with a series of five elements, and the vines curled back into the canopy, leaving a window of opportunity.  As they ran forward, continuing their magical assault, Remi stepped from the willow, moving closer in case an opportunity might present itself. 

When the trio reached the roots, the vines shot out like tentacles, grabbing limbs and knocking away five element gestures.  The battle had tied up the vines.  

Remi darted in and snatched the purple ball as the trio was hoisted up and tossed—one, two, three—through the portal.  The crack in the trunk closed with creaks and squeals before returning to its dormant state.  

Away from the dangerous vines, Remi examined her prize.  A thousand points would put her comfortably ahead of the cutoff line.  

She'd done it.  

She could leave the competition and pass the third trial, and then the skills she'd learn in a Hall would help her claim the real reward.  

The crunch of a stick breaking was her first warning.  Remi tried to run but the stun hit her right in the back.  Her entire body went stiff as a board and she landed in the mud, face-first, the purple ball rolling out of her frozen hand.

"Nice candy trail, sweet-tooth," said a voice in lilting Irish-accented English.

A pair of pristine black combat boots stepped into view.  A hand wrapped around the purple ball with a giggle.  The girl with the rainbow-colored hair fled, leaving Remi in the mud with zero points.  

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Damon buried the yellow balls in a hole once he acquired the second blue ball.  He had eight hundred points, but it didn't feel like it was enough as he'd spied others with the higher-value colors like purple, silver, and gold.  The highest balls unfortunately required teams to acquire as the enemies or traps were not easy enough to tackle solo.

He'd made his way to a drier part of the region, so no longer needed to traverse the lily-covered ponds or boot-sucking mud pits.  

But it was no less difficult.  

The trees grew at strange angles with twisted branches that created bridges between the trunks.  He wasn't a botanist, so he didn't know if they were real trees, or had been modified with magic for the contest.  

Shouting, followed by the bright lights of magic, rippled in the gaps between the leaves.  A pitched battle between two groups was happening in the center of the twisted forest.  Damon crept forward.  He didn’t want to get caught in their crossfire.   

He found a spot to spy the action.  The two groups were equally matched with six members each, and the recharge time of the wands made it hard to gain an advantage.  Damon wondered if it'd been an ambush or if the fight was an accident born from a misunderstanding.  They were hiding behind trunks or atop the higher branch bridges.  A girl in the back had exploded a bright light over the other team, temporarily blinding them.  Not a direct attack, but a clever way to gain an advantage without breaking the rules of the contest.

One of the combatants tried to flank the other side by using a twisted branch when he was caught by a stunning strike.  The pouch of colored balls on his hip squeezed out a single silver as he fell onto the bridge.  The ball rolled down the incline, staying to the narrow channel until it bounced out and landed beneath a log not far from Damon's location.  

He checked his surroundings before he made his way from his hiding location.  The participants of the battle hadn't noticed the single lost ball.  

A silver.  

If he could grab it, he'd be set to pass the final trial and hopefully be invited to Aura Healers.

Using his supernatural speed, Damon sprinted to the log, keeping his head low and hoping no one had noticed.  He was so busy watching the canopy that when he came around the log to grab the silver ball, he was surprised to find a mud-caked girl with her hands around the prize.  

"You."

A squeak slipped out her lips.  

Even if the mud was hiding the details of her face, he could see it in the mutual recognition that she was the one who'd stolen his documents.  He'd thought she'd already gotten knocked out, but now that he saw her, he remembered the other competitors talking about a girl who'd abandoned her partner in the second trial.  

Everything made sense.  No wonder she was alone.  

Forgetting where he was, he made a lunge for her, but she drew her wand and blasted him point-blank in the chest, sending him tipping over like a wooden plank to land in the leaves.  

As he lay prone, the sound of her retreating had him raging.  He fought against the paralysis until the moment it freed him and then he burst to his feet and sprinted after her.  

Rage consumed him.  

First she'd tarnished his chances at getting into Aura Healers, and now she was taking the final piece he needed for passing the trials.  

Damon tracked her by scent, but it wasn't easy because she'd been covered in mud and leaves.  He got lost for a moment, but then spotted her fleeing on the other side of a clearing.  

A booming voice echoed over the competition area, startling him to nearly lose his feet.  

"The third trial will end in exactly five minutes.  If you have not exited the area with your prize balls, you cannot pass the third trial."

He caught the appearance of a huge set of red countdown numbers in the sky.  Five minutes.  If he couldn't catch her and grab the silver ball, then he was toast.  He couldn't imagine that eight hundred points would be enough to survive the cutoff.  

Damon turned his fear into speed.  He threw himself over obstacles, leaping enormous logs and bushes, sometimes running on all fours despite keeping himself from changing.  Losing sight of her again brought panic, especially when he realized they were nearing the outer circle where the exits were located.  He slowed to a stop, checking all directions in case he'd lost her in his haste.  

The countdown was already below three minutes.  

He tried to keep himself from hyperventilating, but the walls of panic closed around him.  This was his one and only shot to get into the Hundred Halls.  His parents would be devastated when they learned they'd put a second mortgage on the house for nothing.  Becoming a famous healer had been his life's dream and now it was crumbling down around him.

"Two minutes!"

Damon craned his neck.  He jogged forward, hoping to get a new view when he saw her burst away from behind a tree.  The swirling archway of a portal could be seen ahead.  Damon burned speed to catch up.  He tackled her about a hundred feet from the exit, forgetting the wand in his haste to catch her.  

She fumbled for her wand, but he knocked it away before she could stun him.  Damon knelt on her arms and pried the silver ball from her fist.

"You nearly ruined my life."

Damon couldn't tell what she looked like under all that mud, but he wasn't so angry that he couldn't tell her face had broken with contrition.  He wanted to do or say more, but the countdown in the sky was heading towards the final minute.  Damon grabbed her by the arms and dragged her to a small tree.  He pulled out his belt and used it to bind her wrists to a branch above her head.  

"I'm sorry.  Someone like you shouldn't be in the Hundred Halls.  You're only out for yourself."

With the silver ball safely in his fist, Damon jogged through the portal, relishing the vertigo as he completed the third trial.

 


Chapter Twelve

 

You're only out for yourself.  

The words rang in her head as the voice in the sky counted down the final minute.  Without any prize balls, she was unlikely to make it past the third round, which made her almost want to sit and wait for the contest to end.

But she hated being bested, especially by a big bully who'd probably been given every advantage in his life.  Remi never gave up.  Even if only to prove to herself that she was a survivor.  Otherwise she would have said the hell with it a long time ago.  

"Relax, Remi.  Let's be smart about this."

She tried to pull her arms from the belt, but Damon had constricted her wrists too well.  

"Thirty seconds!"

Remi calmed her beating heart and pushed her arms upward rather than pulling them down to give her fingers room to work.  She didn't know much magic, but there were a few spells she'd learned in Utica that came in handy when things got tough.  

She practiced the gestures once, knowing she wouldn't get a second try.  The spell would coat her skin with a slick slime.  It was what had saved her when the Scythe sisters had attacked her in the yard.  The older one had tried to grab Remi, but she'd knocked her back.  The Scythe sister had tripped over a clump of grass and cracked her head on the concrete curb around the basketball court.  The younger Scythe sister had managed to bloody Remi's face with a trio of haymakers before the guards reached them.  They'd both been sent to solitary while the older sister had left for the hospital, and as far as Remi knew, never left it.

Casting the spell sent a pleasurable shiver down her spine, followed by the feeling of cloying wetness over her entire body.  Remi yanked her wrists free as the countdown hit ten seconds. 

Nine.

Eight. 

She stumbled to her feet as liquid dripped off her skin.  The portal was still a ways from her location.  

Seven.

Six.

Remi ran as fast as she could, throwing herself through the portal as the countdown hit one.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

The luxurious hotel suite bed was big enough to hold six people comfortably.  But it was just Remi, lying in the center with her feet propped on the pillows, throwing a rubber ball against the wall.  

She'd burned an old stolen credit card number to book the hotel room.  They'd probably figure it out in a day or two and kick her out, but she wanted to enjoy her last days in the city of sorcery before she found new shores to haunt.  The Grand Mage was in the center of the first ward.  Her room had a twenty-story view of the Spire, which the top of couldn't be seen unless she pressed her face to the window.  

The events of the final trial were burned into her memory.  She'd been so close.  That damn Damon had tackled her before she'd reached the exit portal.  Never mind that physical violence wasn't allowed, but she guessed they made an exception for such a fine, upstanding citizen.  

"The Halls are a fucking joke."

She threw the ball, catching it on the rebound as the phone rattled awake.  

"I'm not interested," she told the phone without moving from her location.

The hotel menu lay open next to her.  She'd picked the three most expensive meals to order, but hadn't gotten around to making the call.  She hadn't been that hungry after narrowly missing the cutoff line for the third trial.  The silver ball would have put her comfortably into the Halls.  

"I guess I can look for ol' Greta and Archer," she said with a sigh, thinking about her parents.  She could never seem to get away from them.  

The phone started ringing again.  It went on for a minute before the message light turned red.

"Still not interested."

Maybe she'd head west.  She hadn't been anywhere past the Rockies yet.  There had to be lots of scams she could run in those big, rich towns.  Ambition made people stupid.  Lots of people wanted to be famous actors.  She had half a dozen ideas how to exploit their desires without even thinking too hard about it.

A knock on the door made her miss the catch.  She rolled over and collected the ball before it rolled off the bed.  A second, then third knock made her realize they weren't going to give up, which probably meant they'd figured out that she wasn't supposed to be there.  Remi knocked the menu off the bed.  She'd really wanted to try lobster thermidor.  

Throwing on a Garbage Kings T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, she approached the door and peeked through the privacy hole.  A hotel attendant stood outside, rather than a manager and the police, which she was expecting.

"Where's the fire?" she asked as she opened the door.

The hotel attendant wrinkled his nose.  "Fire?"

"The urgency.  Three calls and now you're banging on my door while I'm trying to sleep."

"My deepest apologies, Miss Wilde.  You have a very important visitor who would like to meet you in the Grand Mage's private dining area."

He handed over a fancy card.  At first she thought it was a joke until she saw how serious and awestruck he was.  

"Who?"

The attendant swallowed.  "I'm not at liberty to say, but I can assure you, she's important."

"She?"

"I've said too much already, Miss Wilde."

He inclined his head and left her at the open door with the card in her hand.  

"Miss Wilde.  I could get used to that."  

She opened the card, which had the hotel monogram on the front.  

 

Remi,

Would you please accept my invitation to lunch to discuss your recent adventures.

Sincerely,

Head Patron Pythia Silverthorne

 

Remi wasn't sure what she was more surprised about.  That the Head Patron of the Hundred Halls was calling on her, or that she was referencing her recent adventures.  Or was it a trick to get her out of her room?  She checked her attire and decided she didn't care enough to change, not that she had clothes that would match the level of the Head Patron.  

The hostess in charge of the private dining area wore a simple black dress and greeted Remi with a warm smile, which sent alarm bells ringing.  

"Good afternoon, Miss Wilde.  Would you be so kind as to follow me?"

Remi hesitated.  She'd expected a comment about her clothes, or the bed head.  Would there be police officers on the other side of the door, waiting to throw her in handcuffs?  

The hostess tilted her head curiously.  "Is there something I can help with?  I could send down to the hotel clothing store for something more appropriate if that's your desire."

"My desire?" Remi asked, not even knowing how to take the formality or generosity.  "No, I'm fine.  Let's get on with it."

When they stepped through the door, she was shocked again by the lack of a police presence.  On the far side of the sparsely populated dining area sat the Head Patron, wearing stylish black pants and a matching sleeveless silk blouse exposing a sleeve of tattoos. 

"Thank you for meeting me on such short notice.  I'd hoped to catch you before you left the city," said the Head Patron.

Remi stayed standing, checking over her shoulder.  "Am I in trouble?"

The Head Patron raised an eyebrow.  "Not with me.  Please sit."

The table was filled with extra plates and silverware.  Remi was afraid to touch anything.  A waiter in a black suit coat left them waters.  The Head Patron made an offhand gesture, and a shimmering sphere appeared around them.

"A little privacy."

The ease and power of the Head Patron's spell had Remi gasping.  She'd never seen magic like that up close.  It sent pangs of regret that she hadn't made it into the Halls.

"Why am I here?" she asked.

"Straight to the point.  I shouldn't be surprised, based on your background."

Remi frowned.  "Is this about the bracelet in the first round?  I didn't keep it.  It should be in the first exit room."

Head Patron Pythia chuckled.  "We recovered the bracelet that afternoon.  But that's not why I'm here."

For the first time since Remi had entered the dining area, she dared to look at the Head Patron.  While she wasn't that much older, ten years or so, and her face had the smoothness of youth, there was a profound weight in the eyes that left Remi feeling like she was in the presence of minor deity.  

"Why did you come to the Hundred Halls?" 

Remi blinked and looked away.  "I didn't have anywhere else to go."

"I read your background.  You left Utica Juvenile Penitentiary and came straight to the trials.  I didn't see anything about your parents' death.  I assume they're still alive."

Remi lifted a single shoulder as an answer.

"I see."

The pressure that had been building up in Remi's mind burst out of her mouth.

"Why am I here, Head Patron?  If this is an elaborate sting, just get it over with and send me back to jail."

The Head Patron recoiled with amusement, a smirk on her lips.  

"Oh, how I miss not being treated like an antique crystalline glass.  But no, we're not sending you back to jail, unless that's what you'd prefer.  I'm sure we could find a number of reasons if we dug just a little bit," said the Head Patron, nodding towards the exquisite hotel dining area.

"Then why?"

Remi felt like she was going to break in two.  Rich and powerful people disturbed her.  She couldn't understand how they existed.  

"I want to offer an invitation to the Hundred Halls.  That is, if you're still interested."

"What?  Why?"

The Head Patron sighed heavily.  "We had an unfortunate accident after the trials.  A couple of our new students celebrated a little too hard, thinking that their acceptance protected them from their hubris.  They were sadly wrong.  Now, we have two spots to fill."

"But I wasn't close to the cutoff line.  There were dozens ahead of me."

"I know," said the Head Patron, taking a sip from her glass.  "But in these situations, we review from a larger pool to pick the best candidate."

"Why me?"

The Head Patron glanced away.  "Your history for one.  The job that got you thrown in Utica.  You stole from some powerful people.  The Dreadmarshes are one of the oldest and most secretive families.  While that wasn't a main residence, a cottage for visits to the New York countryside, it had significant protections that you easily circumvented.  They're still unhappy about the loss.  My understanding was it was an old Fae trinket."

"It wasn't hard," said Remi, keeping her face neutral.  "I joined their maid service, which got me past the worst of the enchantments.  The rest required patience and a few minor spell tricks that any idiot with faez can cast."

She didn't mind talking about the job since most of it had come up in the criminal case.

"Why did you get caught?" asked the Head Patron, clearly curious.

A snort slipped out.  "My parents got impatient.  They kept pushing me to make my move early.  I wasn't ready, but I figured they knew better.  I missed one little thing and got nabbed on my way out of the county."

"From what I read, you would have been charged as an adult had they actually caught you with the stolen goods on you.  Instead, you were given trespassing and identity theft charges."

Remi shrugged.  

The story she'd told the police was that she'd thrown the goods into the river, but the reality was she'd already stashed them in the oak in the park.  The way the Head Patron was looking at her made her feel like she knew the pendant was on her person.  Remi resisted the urge to touch it.

"Then there are the trials."

"Which I stole from."

"We docked you for those points after the first round."

Remi nodded, remembering the strangeness with her score when she finished.  

"But the fact remains that you, despite having a limited magical education, managed to get through the trials using cleverness and wit.  The panel judges were particularly impressed with how you used the yellow balls to lure the other students to the tree so you could grab the purple ball yourself."

"Yeah, well, it didn't work out so great."

The Head Patron's forehead hunched.  "That seems to be your weakness.  The inability to make friends."

"People let you down eventually."

"Do you know your Merlin score?" asked the Head Patron.

Remi shook her head.  "Tested once when I thought high school might be the place for me, but didn't stay around long enough to find out what it was."

"I've seen it.  Let me say, it's an impressive score.  Were your parents mages?"

"My father entered the trials but got knocked out on the third round.  Never had enough money to try again.  My mom didn't really know she could use magic until she was too old."

The Head Patron sighed.  "We lose far too many potential mages for reasons like that.  So now you know why I'm here.  Are you still interested?"

Remi's hand twitched towards the pendant.  It was the key to wealth and never having to worry about anyone else again, but she wouldn't be able to do a damn thing about it without magical training and a patron to protect her from faez madness.  

"I am.  Would I get to pick my Hall?"

"I'm afraid not.  I need to fill the two spots that were opened."  The Head Patron narrowed her gaze.  "At first I considered assigning you to Arcane Phytology.  They're a new Hall this year and need clever students to succeed."

"Phytology?"

The Head Patron nodded.  "The study of magical plants.  They deal with supernatural foliage like the nekyia tree, discovering new alchemy reagents, and studying the plants of other realms—like the Fae realms or Harmony—amongst other topics.  It's an exciting and underdeveloped field.  With their new facility in the eighth ward, including a botanical garden, they're posed to make a big impression on the city."

"But that's not where I'm going."

"No," said the Head Patron.  "I worried that it wouldn't be a good fit for you, for the same reasons you got knocked out of the trials.  You don't know how to trust people."

"I do when they earn it."

The Head Patron smirked.  "Sometimes you have to make a leap of faith.  The path of a mage is a hard one.  Especially in these challenging times.  The Event, as everyone likes to call it, put a lot of doubt in regular folk.  The Halls are at a crossroads.  There's political pressure to change our systems, threats from other realms, not to mention the bad press of being responsible for the deaths of thousands."

"What do I have to do with that?"

"Nothing," she said with a curt laugh.  "These are the problems that weigh on me day and night.  Which is why I need to make sure we're finding the best possible mages for the Halls.  And that means casting our nets wide."  The Head Patron's shoulders slumped.  "There was a lot of discussion about you for the final spot.  Some thought I was being too lenient in overlooking your history because I came from an unusual background myself.  That's why we settled on a Hall which is not only a great place of learning, but also one in which you might learn to trust others.  To care for them even.  Because I can tell you without a shadow of a doubt that I would not be here, or maybe any of us, had we not learned to trust each other.  The Halls are filled with a lot of powerful people with big egos and complicated pasts.  And I haven't even mentioned the patrons yet."  She leaned forward earnestly.  "I might be totally wrong about you.  Your history, your parents, these might have left you too jaded to ever open yourself up to others.  But I have to try.  I see that potential in you.  In who you might become if you allow yourself the possibility of change."

Remi said nothing because she didn't know what to say.  It was overwhelming.  She didn’t even dare to take a drink of water.

Head Patron Pythia sat back in her chair.  She flicked her fingers at the shimmering privacy field, which disappeared, then rose to her feet.  

"I have another meeting across town in a few minutes, so I'll have to excuse myself.  You can order what you'd like, it's on me."

Remi turned in her chair.  

"But you never said the Hall.  Which one will I be joining?"

The Head Patron's grin was filled with sharp teeth.

"Aura Healers."


Chapter Fourteen

 

Damon rode the elevated train across the city to the sixth ward.  He kept catching himself grinning like a maniac.  The other passengers kept glancing over to him until an older lady scooted away as if she thought he was contagious.  

When he'd gotten out of the final trial and saw that he'd made it over the cutoff line, he'd made a call to his parents.  He wasn't sure he'd stopped talking for twenty minutes in a rambling explanation of everything that had happened, but he couldn't help it.  They'd barely gotten back home after a leisurely drive across the country, so they were probably too tired to respond.  He knew they were happy for him, but they were also concerned.  Being a mage in the city of sorcery was a path to greater things, but it came with extra heapings of danger.  

The Holistic Institute building known more commonly as Aura Healers was attached to Golden Willow, which was the premiere hospital in the world for treating supernatural and magical diseases.  No other facility rivalled it.  The place also had the highest incidence of staff fatalities.  Working in the hospital was like working in a war zone.

These expectations didn't prepare him for how ordinary the brick building attached to Golden Willow was.  It was nothing like the Obelisk, an enormous obsidian spire that was the home of Coterie of Mages, or the ancient castle for Arcanium.  Even some of the smaller Halls had buildings fitting their style of teaching.  Animalians Hall had its very own zoo in addition to a huge campus.  

Maybe it was appropriate that it was a simple brick building.  He hadn't wanted to be an aura healer for fame and fortune.  He wanted to help people.  With his black duffle bag over his shoulder, Damon went inside.  

A girl a few years older wearing scrubs and reading from a thick tome sat at a folding table.  A hastily scrawled "Welcome New Mages" was written on a piece of paper taped to the front.  She looked up from her reading.  The circles around her eyes made them cavernous.

"Oh, I didn't see you there."

"I just walked in," he said, jamming his thumb towards the door.  He saw her name tag and added, "Veronica."

Veronica looked down with surprise.  "Yeah.  Forgot about that.  You must be..."

She checked a piece of paper with a series of pictures.  "Damon Wolfhard."

"That's me," he said, looking around.  "This is the new student welcome area?"

Veronica burst into deranged laughter.  "You're lucky I'm here.  I just pulled an all-nighter, twice.  Everyone kinda forgot that the new school year had started.  I hope you weren't expecting hand-holding, especially with your teaching professor."  She held out a pen and a packet of papers.  "Go over there and sign this stuff.  Read it if you want, but I can summarize the basics.  Joining this Hall is going to be everything, every waking moment of your life, and when you're not studying, you'll be in the hospital treating unresponsive, annoying, and thoroughly disrespectful patients."

Damon recoiled.  "That's an awful bedside manner."

Veronica snorted.  "Wait until a woman infected with sewer necrorot decides to throw her decaying finger at you and it crawls up your shirt and tries to poke your eye out.  Attitudes change real quick."

He gestured towards her arm.  "You have something on your elbow.  Jelly maybe."

The widened eyes were followed by a slow rise to her feet.  "Oh no.  Definitely not jelly.  Nothic viscera.  Someone had a pet that got out of its cage.  Made a mess of his shoulder before he managed to beat its brains out with a blender.  I should clean this up, it's toxic.  In fact, I probably should go take an antidote."  

She started heading down a hallway, her pace increasing with each step, so he yelled after her.  

"Where do I go?"

Veronica backed up as she said, "Through the blue door, long hallway, third door on your left.  There's a fruit loop with rainbow-colored hair ahead of you, and Dr. Decker will be along hopefully.  Maybe."

As she ran down the hallway, throwing herself through swinging doors, Damon followed her directions.  Until the viscera bit, he'd half-wondered if it'd been an act, hazing for the new recruits.  But he'd been around enough hospitals to know when exhaustion wasn't being faked.

Damon had thought the paperwork when he'd signed up for the trials of magic were bad, but entry into Aura Healers came with new categories of legalese that he could only vaguely make sense of.  After a time of worried analysis, Damon said out loud, "It's not like you're not going to sign."

He examined his messy scrawl after he was finished and threw the papers on the table, wondering if Veronica was going to come back, or if he should check on her.  Damon moved the stack of forms to the corner and wrote a note with an arrow pointing to them explaining they needed to be signed.  He made a second one so his fellow first years knew which way to go, then took one of the name tags, and after writing Damon in block letters, slapped it to his chest.

The bitter antiseptics of the hallway, combined with undertones of floral, was a comforting smell as his formal shoes rang against the tiles.  He'd almost worn the scrubs he had from back home, but decided a more professional presentation was required.  The dark slacks and blue button-down was the casual attire that the doctors wore at KC General.

When he came to the location he thought he was supposed to be, Damon hesitated.  It looked like a rainbow cotton candy machine had exploded, then achieved sentience and grown legs.  He couldn't see the girl's face, only the top of her hair as she leaned over.  Wooden charms, colored string, and other detritus were tied into the rat's nest.  

"Hello?" he asked as he knocked on the door frame, before cautiously entering, not wanting to startle her.  

The deranged smile, as her head came up, was only matched in its intensity by the fierce intelligence in her eyes.  She had mellow brown skin with a constellation of freckles across her nose and cheeks. 

"I assume this is the right spot?" he asked, edging towards the wide couch opposite the girl.  She wasn't wearing a name tag that he could see.  "I'm Damon."

"Don't sit there," she said with a heavy Irish accent, pumping her eyebrows with glee as she sat with her legs curled beneath her on the chair.  "There's a ghost of a little dead girl at the end of the couch.  Bet she saw her unfortunate end when one of the healers made a wrong cut.  I can see the scar across her throat."

She made a gesture with the tip of her finger.  Damon hesitated near the spot she was referring to, choosing a wooden chair on the opposite side instead.  

"She's fucking with you," said a voice from the hallway.  

Damon turned to find the girl who'd stolen his documents standing in the doorway, leaning on the frame.  She was wearing a cutoff black T-shirt, looking like a skater kid or a wannabe punk rather than a future member of Aura Healers.

"You."

She raised an eyebrow.  "For someone who spent their high school jerking off to medical records for extra credit, you sure do have a limited vocabulary."

"You stole my information.  I worked hard for it."

She strolled into the room and plopped into the spot where the supposed apparition was located.  

"Didn't stop you from getting into the Halls.  Besides, I think you got your revenge when you tied me to a tree at the end of the third round."

A burst of laughter came from the girl with the rainbow-colored hair.  She covered her mouth with her hand, bright green eyes peering over.  

"Didn't stop you from getting in either," said Damon.

"My fairy godmother granted a wish."  She turned to the other girl.  "I'm Remi."

"Lily."

"He's Damon Arthur Wolfhard," said Remi.  "Arthur is your father's name I bet."

Damon hated that she was right.  

Lily leaned forward, pointing a long, bright orange fingernail at him.  It was the color of a lit cigarette.  "You knocked me over at the gondola."

Recognition hit him between the eyes.  "I'm sorry.  I was trying to get my stuff back from her."

"Ain't right to knock other folks down," said Lily, squinting.  "You scared Neko."

The tension was interrupted when a guy wearing a Hundred Halls hoodie leaned into the door.  He had a neat afro and wore silver earrings.  

"You're in the wrong room.  The rest of the class is one floor up."

"That's not where the girl at the table told us to go," said Damon, rising to his feet.  

"She was suffering from toxic shock.  Sent us all over the hospital.  One of the nurses figured out we were in the wrong place.  I'm Boon," he said, offering his hand, which Damon shook.

"Damon.  I remember you from the auditorium."

Damon found it easy to chat with Boon as they wound through the hallways to the correct room.  Remi and Lily followed, talking conspiratorially, which made him want to check his pockets for his valuables.  

The room on the second floor was larger, with multiple couches, a wipe board with the words "Delicate Dimpled Demon Balls" written in the corner, a small kitchenette, and three large wooden tables covered in piles of books and tomes.  

Boon introduced them upon entry.  The first years were a class of fifteen students from all over the country and the world.  Damon was relieved he no longer had to interact with the thief, whom he assumed wouldn't last long in the challenging hospital environment.  He just had to put up with her until she got kicked out, or left on her own.  

"Anyone know who's supposed to talk to us?" asked Ethan, checking his watch.  He wore designer glasses and had an artificial foot on his left leg.  "We're nearly an hour late.  Are we in the right room?"

"Those piles of medical tomes suggest we are," said Sasha in a posh English accent.  Damon was no fashion expert, but he imagined her outfit was worth more than the entire room's combined.

A stern voice in the doorway startled the class.  An older man, wearing a worn backpack and clothes that looked like he'd been sleeping in them for weeks, stepped in front of the wipe board.

"I'm not late, you're early.  Remember that now.  Whatever you think you know, forget it.  The only thing that matters is that I'm right and you're wrong.  Since I have the unfortunate responsibility of being your teaching professor, it means I'm going to spend more time keeping you from killing the patients than actually helping them."  

He surveyed the room as if he were picking out victims for a robbery.  

"My name is Dr. Oren Decker."

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

The scruffy looking doctor who had introduced himself as Dr. Oren Decker looked one step above homeless.  The only reason Remi didn't think it was a scam was because this was the last place on Earth she'd imagine trying to run one.  While there might be opportunities to line her pockets at a later date, tricking first year Hall students wasn't a profitable venture.  

"I'm Damon Wolfhard."

The tall, handsome student offered his hand, which Dr. Decker stared at like it was a live cobra.

"I'll learn your names when I think you'll last more than a week."  

Damon hung his head and dipped back to his chair while the new doctor slipped out of his backpack and stretched his arms as if he were readying to take a nap.  

"Now, who can fetch me a shot?"

"Of what?" asked Sasha.

"Whiskey, of course.  Do you do shots of milk or tea?"

The entire class glanced to each other while Remi was amused.  She revised her opinion about it being a trick.  The doctor wasn't trying to scam them out of money, but he was doing something.  What, she hadn't quite determined, but it sure was entertaining.

"You," said Dr. Decker, snapping his fingers at Boon.  "What's in that fridge?"

Boon checked inside, speaking over his shoulder.  "Nothing but pop, and a bottle of mustard."

Dr. Decker put a hand to his forehead.  "Pop?  Okay, fine.  Throw me one and the bottle of mustard.  Might erase the banger of a headache I've got."

He caught the plastic soda bottle, twisted the cap, and squirted the mustard inside while chanting an incantation under his breath.  The mixture boiled and bubbled, a brownish-yellow foam forming in the neck, but before it could escape, Dr. Decker chugged the entire thing in one go.  A wall-rattling belch followed, which only brought more collective concern.

"I like him," she whispered to Lily, who was another delightful surprise at the Hall.  She'd expected nothing but stiff underwear like Damon, not the loosely wrapped ball of crazy next to her on the couch that may or may not have an animal in her hair.

The doctor looked ready to address them when a middle-aged woman in a white doctor coat, with dirty blonde hair in a ponytail and bags beneath her eyes big enough to count as luggage, appeared in the doorway.  

Were any of these doctors not about to fall over from exhaustion?

"No," said the doctor, shaking her head.  "No way.  No how.  I don't know where Patron Jennings is, but we need to have a talk.  There's no way I'm letting you back in my hospital, Oren."

"Lovely to see you too, Linda."

"That'll be Dr. Fairlight to you."

He spread his arms.  "Sorry, love.  I'm all you got.  Bill said that Dr. Simmons got hit with a laughing curse that he can't shake and Joanne had a mental breakdown and is somewhere on the Mediterranean coast having sex with hairy men who drink olive oil for breakfast while having doubts about her life choices."

"I don't care, Oren."  She hesitated, realizing she was speaking in front of the entire first-year class.  "There has to be someone else.  Anyone."

"I heard you have a hot shot doctor in charge of the ER.  If you don't want me, give her the first years."

"Dr. Morrison is the only thing keeping the ER from descending into chaos.  It's been bad these last few years since the Event.  Merlin knows we could have used you then, back when you gave a damn."

Dr. Decker raised an eyebrow as he flipped his empty soda bottle into the trash, raising his hands in a mock victory when it went straight into the middle.  

"Patient admissions are up?"

"Way up.  The city's gone mad.  Started last year and has only gotten worse."

He spread his arms.  "Then I guess I'm all yours."

Dr. Fairlight reached for the phone on her hip, checking the screen, and then sighed exasperatingly.  

"I have to go, Oren.  Try not to, you know, try not to be you."

He gave her a magnanimous smile and waved as she left.  "Good to see you, Linda.  And congrats on making Chief."  When she was gone, he jabbed his thumb in her direction.  "Dr. Fairlight.  Chief of Staff.  One of the best doctors I know that has never had a breakdown.  Now, where were we?"

No one said anything.  He clapped his hands in front of him.  

"Right.  First year students of the Hundred Halls.  Holistic Institute.  What will you be doing under my watch?"

Damon raised his hand.  "Helping patients?"

"Wrong.  Do not pass go.  Do not collect fifty bucks, or whatever that stupid game says.  Your job is to not kill them."  He walked over to the whiteboard and quickly wrote out a phrase, which he repeated after he capped the marker.  

"Rule number one.  You don't know shit."  He underlined the phrase twice.  "You are not doctors.  Even when you graduate from Aura Healers, you will not be doctors.  If you're a sadist, you can stay on and get your degree, but until then, you are glorified spell slingers.  The only thing you're qualified to do at this point is to keep your mouth shut and your eyes open and maybe, just maybe, after five years of torture, you'll have the distinct pleasure of improving someone's life just a little bit."

He stared at them aggressively.  

"Let's see if you were listening.  What's the first rule?"

Their collective mumbled answers trampled over each other.  

"Let's do it again!"

"We don't know shit!"

At that moment, a man in a white coat paused outside the doorway with his eyes wide as dinner plates.  His jaw threatened to bump into his chest.  

"Hi, Bob," said Dr. Decker, waving cheerfully.  

The man looked like he'd seen a ghost.  He continued walking, shaking his head while mumbling to himself.  

"That was Bob Morehead.  Yeah, I know, bummer of a last name.  Head of the Testing Department.  You'll get to know him in time."  

Dr. Decker rubbed the stubble on his chin as he surveyed the first years as if he was trying to figure out what was next. 

"Aren't we supposed to link to Patron Jennings?" asked Ethan with his hand half raised.

"That is true.  In a roundabout way.  The way things work in Aura Healers is that I'll be your instructor for the entirety of your five years.  Patron Jennings prefers to have you link directly to the teaching instructor, which gives us better insight into your work.  Everyone raise your fists and, well, you know the drill.  Don’t fuck it up.  I will judge you."

When Remi pulled the faez back into her mind, it wasn't the cool, euphoric feeling she'd felt in the auditorium before the first trial.  The sensation was like putting on a wooly sweater that was both scratchy and too warm. 

Next to her on the couch, Lily whimpered, her face pinched with pain.  She leaned over holding her stomach, which made Remi wonder if the link was making her sick somehow.  The inspection was interrupted when Dr. Decker snapped his fingers in Lily's direction.  He squinted at Lily, who was playing with the tattered ends of her multihued hair.  

"What is that?  Is that a rat?" he asked, snapping his fingers and indicating the Irish girl with his outstretched finger.

The entire room turned towards Lily.  Remi leaned forward to peer at her new friend to see a pointed furry face sticking out from the mess of hair.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
#

THOMAS K. CARPENTER

* ’

KYOU FOR
DRTING OUR

BOOKS 1 -3





