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          1 THE INHERITANCE TEST - NEIL

        

      

    

    
      “Step in, stand tall, chin up.” The Medic intoned, standing off to the side of the diagnostic capsule. He held a clipboard in hand and flicked through the results as they came on through.

      Neil swallowed hard and stepped inside the ominous tube as the silvery door slid shut behind him. He really didn’t want to do this, but every single student, upon eighteen years of age was required to be tested for their creature inheritance and it was something that Neil wasn’t looking forward to.

      Some people already knew what they would be, and had already bribed and excused themselves with the appropriate permission slips from the necessary offices. Of course, if you already knew what kind of creature you were there was no reason for you to worry about such a stupid thing as a projection test and you were free to continue on as you pleased.

      Neil personally didn’t quite care, but he didn’t have a choice and he certainly couldn’t ask his family as to what he could be, if anything. His adoptive father would laugh him out of the house and his adoptive mother would shriek at him for being even more of a freak than usual. His adoptive siblings? Well, Neil had learned early on that his step-siblings were just mini torturers-in-training who would try and milk him for blood if he’d let them or couldn’t otherwise defend himself.

      The newly adopted kids out from the welfare system were just as hopeless and twisted as him, so they weren’t exactly any more welcoming or appreciative of their newly adopted status. They knew they were being used for the money that the government would send and they expected to be kicked out the moment that money stopped.

      That was yet another reason that Neil was not looking forward to this eighteenth birthday of his. The day meant that he was no longer young enough to require additional financial assistance, as he should have his own job by now and as such, the family hosting him would no longer receive a stipend in compensation.

      He didn’t know if his adoptive father would come for him or not, but he didn’t want to put too much thought into that as yet. The family, who had taken him in, the Synders, had managed to cultivate something of a reputation for all the foster children.

      Neil had heard how the oldest children had been mysteriously left at school, married off too quickly for proper formal ceremonies or apprenticed into careers straightaway so that they could earn their keep. Unfortunately, that was only for the normal ones.

      Neil learned that the moment the Synders discovered that he had magic; it was another reason for them to call him a freak. He was lucky that Noir Academy accepted poor students on goodwill scholarships, even if the guidelines and requirements for receiving and keeping it were quite strict. He knew there was no way he would have ever learned any type of magic, much less how to control the odd, strange gift that coursed through his veins, if it hadn’t been for Noir Academy.

      Scholarship students at Noir were allowed to work in exchange for room, meals and classes. They could even earn a bit extra on the side, if they were smart and hardworking enough to score well in the basic education curriculum.

      Basic education was the bare minimum requirement for lower tier jobs. Anything above an average level required specialized classes or an apprenticeship to a master for anywhere from five to eight years, until the craft was suitably mastered. Neil had wanted to be a Healer, but that required extra training and he couldn’t afford the higher course fees.

      He could, of course, take all the basic courses and work extra to save up until he could afford to take them. Completing a general education certification—the improved version of a basic education curriculum—would allow him to find a stable job with a steady paycheck. Hopefully that would help him to support himself for a little while until he could decide for sure what to do with his life.

      His inattention was roughly jerked back to the present when the attending Medic’s voice droned through the small speaker at his side. “Look into the viewfinder in front of you. It will automatically adjust to be at eyelevel, hold your breath on the count of three, the light will turn red, when it flashes green, breath normally and keep yourself as still as possible. The scans will read your magical level and biological inclinations towards all creature types recorded in the Federation’s database.”

      Neil swallowed, resisting the urge to nod, since that would mean movement. He settled for a stiff squeak of an answer. All week he’d dreamed of this torture chamber of sorts and though it wouldn’t lay a physical finger on him, the sensation of his very existence being examined by machines and checked against a ridiculous set of predetermined species approved by the Federation would decide whether he could live or not. It didn’t matter to them that possessing a gene he had no control over would determine his destiny.

      The viewfinder adjusted to his sitting height and Neil blinked a few times as he waited for it to stop whirring. His eyes had begun to ache something fierce in the past few weeks and he hadn’t been able to figure out why. On top of that, he’d been having weird nightmares and even when he took a sleeping aid—they came anyway.

      Nearly all of his nightmares had ended with him dead or his friends dead alongside him. With his present luck, Neil hoped that he’d just survive. Once he made it out of the tube, he could decide what to do with the information, unless he happened to be one of those odd creatures that weren’t anything to worry about at all, then his original plan would be fine.

      Of course, he didn’t think he could be that lucky, but then again, he’d been hoping that—oh, the light was blinking. Neil squinted, leaning forward, instinctively, to see well. He belatedly remembered to hold his breath and nearly faltered when the light remained red and unchanging.

      When he thought he wouldn’t be able to manage another second, the light flared green and Neil gulped in a huge, gasping breath. He scowled into the visor and tried to make out a shape amidst the shifting rainbow color of light. This was where most individuals could see their predicted creature type and it was the first hint towards knowing what they would be and where their life would go from there.

      Friendly creature types usually went to work in creature-specific fields, while unfriendly creature types either had time to set their affairs in order or somehow mysteriously disappeared in the night. Neil closed one eye, hoping that would help.

      To his confusion, he couldn’t make out anything more than a giant, hulking shadowed form. At one point, he thought he was staring into a void, until the shape moved and he realized that the shreds of light peeking through were from around it, rather than actually being ‘it’.

      As he watched, the shape began to shrink and twist, until it became an almost grotesque half-human hybrid, showcasing a human form with massive, outstretched leathery wings and curved hands and feet, bearing large pointed claws.

      Fear stabbed through Neil’s chest as he fought to keep his composure, knowing that everything within the prediction chamber was recorded for later use. He hoped there would be some sort of warning before something serious happened.

      The creature type registered just as the shadow shrank down to normal human proportions without a hint of wings, claws or fangs in sight. Neil gasped when the species ‘dragel’ flared across the digital screen. He had precisely fifteen seconds to recognize and process the information, before his mind caught up to the implications.

      Dragels were thought to be extinct creatures—and when they’d been alive, they were classified as dark for reasons that remained unknown, even in their present age. A dragel inheritance hadn’t been discovered in over two thousand years—according to the current history text files. 

      In all of his wonderings as to why he was always so different from everyone else, Neil had never thought he’d be an extinct creature. To be even remotely related or considered a carrier of a dark creature’s gene meant nothing but trouble. 

      The earlier stab of fear was replaced by a sudden surge of absolute panic and Neil found himself desperately wishing that there was some way he could keep the results from getting out. There was no time for any escape now, it was too late for bribes or parental notes and the moment he stepped out, the results of the test would appear on the Medic’s information tablet. Once it was in the Medic’s hands that would be that. 

      Neil’s hands curled into fists and when the surge of irritated magic flared through him, he didn’t bother to temper it. This would likely be his last moments unless—a muffled explosion sounded from outside the chamber and the tube went pitch black. 

      A whiff of smoke and dry, hot air filtered through the overhead vent. Neil lurched back from the visor, his hands automatically coming up at his sides as he pounded on the walls, trying to find the latch to let himself out. 

      The door was jerked open a minute later and two panic-stricken Medics in white-suits sprayed him down with flame retardant spray. He was helped out from the charred tube and ushered to sit on a small stool with his head between his knees, while someone took his pulse and another attempted to draw a blood sample. 

      “W-what happened?” He croaked, feebly. 

      “That’s what I would like to know,” the presiding Medic said, annoyed. He’d tucked his stylus behind one ear and his informational tablet was under one arm. “What was your result?” 

      “Didn’t it come through?” Neil countered, shying away from the needle. He made a face when the assisting Medic behind him, simply held him still for the blood sample to be drawn. It hurt, but he wasn’t allowed to complain—not when he was a scholarship student, anyway. 

      The Medic looked at him, sharply. “Actually, right before they were fully downloaded, the entire system crashed from a magical overload.” His gaze narrowed. “When was the last time you had your magic tested and measured?” 

      “First of the year,” Neil said, promptly. “Sir,” he added, when the Medic continued to scowl at him. “It hasn’t changed; it’s been the same since I’ve first attended. None of my teachers have had any complaints about it”

      The Medic’s scowl grew even darker. “Consider yourself volunteered for a thorough reevaluation,” he snapped. Whipping out his stylus from behind his ear, he tapped at the informational tablet, and then printed out a thin, plastic card. “Show this to the Medic on duty at eight tomorrow morning, sharp!” He thrust the card into Neil’s limp hands. “Are you sure you didn’t see what you were?” 

      “Not really,” Neil looked down at the card, turning it over in his hands. “I saw a shadowy kind of form, but when it started to get clearer, it sort of—everything went dark, then there was smoke and I couldn’t breathe.” He scowled, “and then the door opened and I was sprayed down with-”

      The Medic grunted in answer and turned away to the waiting queue. There was no reason to doubt someone like Neil, a scholarship student with no redeeming factors and nothing outstanding on his person. There were dozens of others waiting to be tested and while most of them would register as magical beings, only about ten percent or less would have some sort of creature kind in their veins. There was likely nothing missing, except for the magical spike, but those were common during the final years of magical growth that could last up until the mid-twenties.

      Neil was shuffled out of the testing rooms and into the open hallway, away from all the testing equipment and still clutching the green appointment card. He didn’t dare breathe a sigh of relief, not yet anyway. 

      It was said that a Medic could always tell when you were lying, but Neil had trusted in the fact that he appeared sufficiently shaken for any readings of a lie detector to be somewhat skewed. He didn’t want to think on that yet, not until he had some privacy to himself. 

      On the way out, he’d caught sight of the charred tube and just seeing it, made his stomach roil and churn. He was lucky to have gotten out of it, considering how bad the outside looked. Memorizing the time slot and Medic bay number, Neil pocketed the card and checked his timepiece. 

      His best friends, Elyenka Teruh and Kendall Norton were supposed to meet him after their tests and he was eager to see a few friendly faces. Kendall was a partial scholarship student as his parents had twelve children and paid half of their tuition, once said child had made up their mind on a path of study. 

      Elyenka was a child prodigy in music and math, somehow managing to be the exception of a genius that was well skilled in both the arts and the sciences. Her teachers were often trying to keep her from studying too much, but Elyenka could be sneaky. Even though she practically camped out in the library, her extracurricular activities consisted of being the third in their friendship trio and she was a good friend to both young men. 

      Neil hoped that she would have received a good report—or at least something useful, if there was any creature inheritance to be had—he knew there were many students and professors who were hoping that she had some sort of creature inclination, so they could credit for her academic success, but Neil personally thought that was stupid. Elyenka was smart because she wanted to be and he was fairly certain that she was one-hundred percent human. 

      She studied long, hard and well. He occasionally asked her for help, but only after he’d made some progress in his own efforts, because Elyenka could be a harsh taskmaster when she had a mind to be. Kendall often teased her, saying it was on account of trying to live up to the impossible footsteps of her late older brother. Her older brother had died discovering a cure for a rare strain of lethal bacteria, causing massive viral infections. He’d crafted an antidote that was still precious today—given that chemical warfare hadn’t ended until the past decade or so—and Elyenka had been the first child born with the gene mutation that allowed her body to naturally produce the necessary antibodies to keep her immune system in a properly working and functioning order. 

      Neil was thinking so intently on her that he jumped when she crept up beside him, linking her arm around one of his. “Yenka!” He bit back the yelp in his throat. He really had let his guard down too far and tried to compensate by hurriedly pulling himself together. He could freak out over the discovery later—much later. “How’d it go?” 

      Elyenka made a complicated face and gave a short jerk of her head. “I’ll tell you when Kendall’s here,” she said, looking around for their tall, awkward friend. “Isn’t he out yet? I thought you’d be the late one.” 

      “Hey!” 

      “You’re always late,” Elyenka said, pinching the inside of his arm. “I’m surprised you don’t have half as many demerits as Kendall does. I think he’s planning to paper his bedroom wall with them.” 

      “Ow—stop that. No, I’m not. That was once. Once, Yenka.”

      “And I shall never let you live it down,” Elyenka smirked. It had only been that one time, but there were few things that she felt comfortable teasing him about. Neil could be too self-sacrificing at times, but she’d learned that it was best not to pry into his life—unless invited. “How was yours? I heard that something big happened over there and several someones managed to get out of it at the last minute.”

      “Something big? Which someones?” Neil allowed himself to be pulled along into her enthusiastic stride. He could tell that they were on their way to the other testing section across the floor.

      “Something big like an entire test tube blowing up,” Elyenka said. She turned around to walk backwards, still towing him forward by one arm. “If I walk into something, I’ll kill you.” she said, cheerfully. “Direct me.”

      “I’ll die happy,” Neil said, dryly. He angled his steps a bit to the left to compensate for the turn in the walkway up ahead. “It was probably me. I was in a tube when it caught on fire or something.”

      “On fire?” Elyenka stopped dead in her tracks. “On, fire—Neil!” Her soft green eyes roved over his entire form, searching for any visible injuries and not seeing anything wrong. “Did you see the Medics yet? Did they let you in?”

      “I’m fine, the Medics checked me out right away,” Neil assured her. “In fact, I got a healthy dose of flame retardant. I’m completely fireproof at the moment.”

      “You must be fine.” Elyenka rolled her eyes. “Trust you to think of that,” she said, but her worried look eased a bit and after a moment, she began walking again—this time in the right direction. “What happened? Did you have some sort of magical reaction?”

      “I think so,” Neil said. “That obvious?”

      “There are only three things that would ever make a tube explode,” Elyenka said, matter-of-factly. “Manufacturer malfunction, sabotage or a testing subject’s data was incorrectly entered.”

      “Ah,” Neil allowed. “I guess you’re right then.”

      “What did they say?”

      “I’ll have to be reevaluated,” Neil fished in his pocket for the green appointment card. He held it up as proof. “Tomorrow morning at eight,” he said, mournfully. “I’ll have to miss classes, probably all day.” A slight furrow made itself known in his forehead. “I wish I could take the tests on the weekend.”

      “Skip the appointment,” Elyenka said, sensibly. “Say that you were in class, then show up afterward and ask for it to be rescheduled.”

      “I can do that?” Neil stared at her. “I’ve never had to-”

      “I do it all the time,” Elyenka shrugged. “Always works.”

      “You’re a paid student and in every single honor society we have,” Neil said. “I’m just a scholarship student, not even a partially sponsored one like Kendall.”

      “What about me?” Kendell tumbled out into the hallway, nursing his head from where he’d bumped it on the doorway. His sweaty mop of scruffy brown hair had just enough length to reach his eyes and curl at the nape of his neck. He grinned cheekily upon seeing Elyenka’s look of irritation. “How did your test go, O great and wise one?”

      “I’ll kill you instead,” Elyenka said, lowly. “Congratulations, Neil. You’re spared.”

      “What? Me? I’m wounded!” Kendall said, theatrically. “Guess what I am?”

      “Not human,” Elyenka muttered. “Like that’s a surprise. Don’t be an idiot and announce it to the whole hallway.” She cast a look over her shoulder. There were only a few loitering students present, but she wasn’t about to talk freely. “Come on, both of you, this way. Let’s get an early lunch and then we can talk.”

      “Lunch?” Kendall’s grin turned a bit goofy. “That’s my favorite subject.”

      Neil elbowed him, but they shared a grin over Elyenka’s head, following her obediently out of the testing section of the Noir Academy and back towards the civilized hallways. He was curious to know what her results had been, it seemed like her news was rather important.
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      Elyenka’s news was very important indeed.

      She was slated to become a Silvertongue.

      Apparently all her reading and learning languages both new and dead, had paid off in the rarest of gambles, because the gift of Silvertongue meant that she could speak to various creatures without any communication barriers between them. It would be both a blessing and a curse, because while she was excited for it and what it entailed, her parents would likely try to use her to make some sort of profit off of the skill.

      Kendall sympathized with her, but his prediction was the most fun, as he belonged to a race of individuals known as the Torvak, dedicated Creature Hunters with an innate sense of whether a creature would be dangerous or not and therefore being able to remain calm and collected when in danger, so they could effectively bring the creature down.

      He chattered excitedly about what it meant—enhanced speed, hearing and some strength to a certain degree. His older siblings hadn’t ever mentioned anything about their inheritance, but Kendall figured that was because they hadn’t wanted to worry him. His family wasn’t the richest, but they managed to get by well enough.

      His father was a private investigator and his mother was a retired chef. They’d met each other many years ago and in spite of their apparent opposite natures, had managed to fall in love and maintain a rather successful marriage, if their dozen children were anything to go by.

      “That’s wonderful, Ken,” Elyenka interrupted, at last. She looked annoyed, the slight tic on the left of her forehead being the first warning sign that both young men had learned to watch for early on. A famous Elyenka rant was not something for the faint of heart.

      Kendall blushed a healthy shade of red and clammed up, devoting his attention to his half-empty lunch platter. He stuffed his mouth to keep from speaking and then turned expectant eyes to Neil, silently asking for a rescue.

      Neil didn’t have to help, because he was suddenly the focus of Elyenka’s attention.

      “You,” she said, jabbing a finger at Neil. “Talk. What were you going to say about the tube catching on fire and whatnot? Did you see what you were going to be?”

      “That was you? The tube on fire?” Kendall whistled. “You don’t do anything in halves, do you?” He ducked his head at Elyenka’s glare. “I’m eating, I’m eating,” he mumbled.

      Neil shook his head, quickly. “I have no clue,” he said, carefully. “I don’t know if it’s accurate either. The Medic says it might not have been calibrated properly when I stepped in and so whatever result it could’ve been, wouldn’t be right.”

      “So you did see something?” Elyenka prompted. “What did you see?”

      “Nothing,” Neil protested. “Really! There wasn’t any time for me to see anything. Just a shadow. A great big hulking shadow and nothing.”

      “Big?” Kendall swallowed, staring at him in confusion. “Big like how?”

      Neil shrugged, helplessly. “I-I don’t know, just big.” He gestured with his hands. “It was very hazy; I couldn’t make out anything definite. It was starting to shrink a bit when the explosion started.”

      “How did you know it was an explosion?”

      “The ground shook, the lights went off and I smelled smoke?” Neil retorted. “I know what an explosion is like, Yenka.”

      She sniffed, waving one hand at him. “I’m not saying you don’t, I just wanted to know what made you so sure. Did anything else happen? Something to trigger it?”

      “Trigger what? The explosion? I didn’t do that! I barely have enough magical talent to-”

      “Yes, yes, I know that,” Elyenka snorted. Personally, she thought that he never gave himself enough credit, but there was no way to legally trace his magical lineage without costing a brain and a heart, so she’d left that alone. “What I mean is, did something happen? Did you hit a button or a secret switch or something?”

      “There’s no buttons in there, just the visor and what secret switch? There shouldn’t be any secret switch in a thing like that; I could get killed for trying to cheat the test!” Neil shuddered. He really didn’t want to think about that.

      “Cheat the test, Neil?” Derek Marsten asked. His grey eyes gleamed wickedly. “What a surprise—then again, I saw it coming years ago. You scholarship scum aren’t fit to even sweep the dirt from the floors of this fine institute and yet idiots like yourself take tests and ruin our expensive equipment.”

      Elyenka’s head snapped up, her thick, perfectly straight hair swished over her shoulders and fell past her waist as she stood to her full height, a good two inches over Derek. “If you’d like to make something of it, Marsten,” she began, calmly—too calmly. “Keep talking.”

      Kendall blanched. He looked between Derek, Neil and Elyenka. He swallowed his final mouthful and stumbled to his feet. “Yenka,”

      “If you’re going to stop me, I’ll deck you too,” she snapped, her eyes still fixed on Derek’s rapidly paling form. She watched him back away.

      “Y-you’re crazy, you witch!” He stammered.

      “I’ve heard it all—turn and run you bastard!” Elyenka’s green eyes flashed a few shades lighter, a flicker of silver visible for a mere second, before it vanished. As she turned away, her magic crackled around her clenched fists. “Witch. As if that’s supposed to be an insult. I am a witch, it’s not like I can change that.” She tossed her head. “You two done? How long does it take to eat lunch?”

      “Done,” Kendall said, hastily. “We’re done. Right Neil?”

      Neil lurched to his feet, pushing away the half-eaten tray. He hated to waste food, but trying to eat today’s fare had nearly made him throw up. Something about the meal had stirred his insides into rebellion and he didn’t feel up to bribing them into accepting any more.

      “Not hungry?” Elyenka’s expression softened as she stepped closer to peer into his face. “You look a bit peaky.”

      “I just don’t feel very hungry.” Neil said, swiping the unopened fruit cup that had taken up the dessert section of the assigned lunch tray. “I’ll snack on this later.”

      Elyenka sighed, and then glared when Kendall swiped a few bites off of Neil’s half-empty tray. “Make sure you do, but if you’re not feeling well, maybe you should go lie down and rest a bit.”

      “It’s the middle of the day,” Kendall protested. “He looks fine to me.”

      “Actually, a nap sounds good,” Neil allowed himself to be towed out of the cafeteria and down the Academy halls. His mind was growing fuzzy and he was having trouble keeping directions straight in his head.

      “Do you have to work or anything?” Elyenka asked. “Anything I can help you with? What about your homework? Is it done?”

      “You never help with my homework,” Kendall whined. He dodged behind Neil when his friend sent him a look. “I’m just saying.”

      “That’s because you never make an effort to do your homework,” Elyenka said, tartly. “Neil actually tries, the poor thing.” She reached over and gently felt his forehead. “You don’t feel warm, but maybe you should visit the Medbay today instead of waiting for tomorrow.”

      Neil grimaced. “I have to go tomorrow, I really don’t want to-”

      “You can use my Medcard, if you need to,” Elyenka fished in her pocket for her sparkly wallet and drew out the plastic card that held her allotted medical credits for the month. As an Elite student, she had access to immediate medical care and extra credits for minor things such as a stomachache or headache.

      “It’s fine, please,” Neil said, holding up his hands, the fruit cup held between them. “Really, Elyenka.”

      She paused, staring at him with narrowed eyes at the use of her full name. It was almost something of a safe word between them—used rarely and only when there was a limit they didn’t want her to cross. After a moment, she stuffed the card back in her pocket. “Fine. But off to bed with you, especially if you don’t have any other things to do for today.”

      “Give him a break, Yenka,” Kendall said, scratching his head. “He can look out for himself, I’m sure he’s fine, right?” He looked at Neil, the first tinge of worry showing in his sky-blue eyes.

      Neil managed a weak smile. He didn’t want to be around for the argument that was sure to start up from those words. “I’ll be fine,” he said, quickly. “Really. See you later.”

      Elyenka sighed and watched him leave, before she turned on Kendall. Neil stifled a wince and hurried ‘round the corner. They were good friends—his only friends, if he had to be honest—and he would be lost without them.

      In spite of her overbearing ways at times, Elyenka had saved both of them on numerous occasions with practical applications of her brilliant mind. Kendall was the easy-going one in their group, secure in his middle class life and content with their friendships, uncaring that Neil was a scholarship student and Elyenka was an Elite. His friendship made their trio work and on days like today, Neil was grateful that he kept Elyenka from breathing down his neck.

      He trotted down the walkways, keeping an eye out for any Elite students. General students usually didn’t give him any trouble, but there were some Elites, like Derek, who believed that he belonged out in the streets doing the dirty work that no one else wished to undertake.

      Academy rules dictated that they were to keep out of each other’s way if they could not get along and that was meant literally, at times. There were ways to tell if the rule was ignored or not and Neil had never disobeyed it to date.

      A slight chill rippled over him and he scowled, wiping his nose with his sleeve. He didn’t remember his nose running or the chills, but it seemed that the moment he’d moved out of range from his friends, his body had begun to rebel.

      His stomach rumbled as he made the long trek up the ramp to the sleeping quarters where all the students resided. His stomach clenched and a wave of nausea washed over him again, this time much stronger than before.

      With fumbling fingers, Neil popped the cover off of the fruit cup and tipped it up into his mouth, chewing hastily and swallowing down the lukewarm cubes. The tart, crunchy sweetness made his body perk up in relief and he found his footsteps faltering before he could make it up the last leg of the ramp.

      He had no warning before his stomach roiled and heaved.

      Five seconds later, one lurching heave brought his hated lunch up. Neil managed to turn to the side, right before he vomited up the entire lunch and the few precious mouthfuls of fruit he’d managed to swallow.

      He doubled over, his head pressed against the wall, his arms wrapped around his stomach as he dry heaved a few more times, torn between distress and disgust at the mess he’d just made. The fruit cup had fallen from his hands and rolled away down the sloped ramp.

      A minute or two passed before Neil was able to gather himself together. He reached inside of him for his magical energy, intending to use it to banish the mess away, only to find that the magical flame within, flickered and faded, leaving him feeling hollow inside.

      Frozen in shock, Neil tried again and again, only to discover the result was the same. He pressed his lips together even as a sound of desperation welled up in his throat. Today had just been one bad thing after another. He sucked in a breath, squared his shoulders and crumpled forward again when he heaved once more, his stomach stubbornly refusing to settle down.

      He was gasping and coughing through one fit, when a quiet voice sounded off to his left.

      “Are you alright?”

      Neil jerked upright, feeling his face warm in mortification. He put a hand to his mouth, catching sight of the Elite student badge and uniform, a few seconds too late. “I’m sorry!” He managed to squeak out. “I’m very sorry, please—please excuse me.” He coughed again, shuddering.

      “That’s not what I asked,” the Elite student said, mildly. “And I can see that you’re very sorry. What happened?” A warm, gentle hand took hold of Neil’s elbow and guided him away from the wall and the mess, a few feet away. “Sit and put your head between your knees,” he instructed. “You look terrible.”

      Neil bit back the protest in his mouth and reluctantly slid down to sit on the floor. Sitting sounded like a brilliant idea and somewhere in the back of his head, he remembered Elyenka once coaching Kendall to put his head between his knees until nausea passed. Obediently leaning forward, Neil was careful to keep his head between his knees, relieved to feel himself calming.

      The warm hand that had held his elbow, now pressed lightly on his head, as if to make sure that Neil was following the prescribed instructions.

      “That’s it,” the Elite student soothed. “You’re fine. There we go.” He patted Neil’s head and turned to look down the hallway.

      Neil felt the residual ripple of magic and when the odd, sick stench vanished, he knew that the vomit puddle had been cleaned. A faint chill passed through him and his mouth was flooded with the taste of mint—a freshening charm to rid himself of the horrid taste in his mouth. He nearly choked in surprise. That was a very kind, unexpected gesture.

      He sucked in a few, careful, shaky breaths and then caught sight of a bit of movement out of the corner of his eye.

      His mangled fruit cup had been placed beside him, practically empty and partially squashed. A quiet whimper escaped. He’d actually been looking forward to it, strange as it was. The few mouthfuls he’d managed to swallow had been pure ambrosia right before his stomach had disagreed.

      “Stomach bug?” The Elite student asked, pleasantly.

      Neil’s head jerked up and he found himself staring into rich, dark brown eyes, accented by a lovely, thin-lipped smile. Benjamin Carlson, Elite student, sole heir to the Carlson conglomerate fortune, number one student in the male division and one of the few capable of tying with Elyenka on the coed ranking tests.

      Benjamin traveled in the same circles as Derek, but like Elyenka, he kept to himself and made his own reputation. Most Elite students stuck together because they’d known each other since their diaper years, while others simply saw it as more advantageous to make the most of their potential friendships in hopes that they would become working professional relationships by the time they graduated.

      “N-no, I just—I wasn’t feeling good. Sorry. I uh,”

      “No need to apologize for something that you have no control over,” Benjamin said, still smiling. “Sorry about the fruit cup. I kind of stepped on it when I came around the corner.”

      Neil’s shoulders hunched up and forward. “Sorry,” he started to say, stopping in frustration.

      Benjamin chuckled. “If it makes you feel better,” he said, lightly. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone has off days. I’d probably suggest skipping whatever it was that you ate though, next time it comes around.”

      Neil managed a careful nod, testing his magic again, only to find that there really was no sputter or flicker. That worried him much more than the fact that he’d imposed on an Elite student. “Thank you for your help,” he said, formally, moving to stand on his own with some difficulty. He had to brace against the wall for a moment, before he could stand on his own, but he counted it as a success anyway. “Is there something I can do in return for-?”

      “Benjamin Carlson,” Benjamin said, holding his hand out, a curious light in his eyes. “I don’t believe we’ve ever been introduced.”

      Neil blinked. He looked from Benjamin’s hand to the squashed fruit cup on the floor and then to the strangely empty hallway. Cautiously, he shook the proffered hand, yanking his own back as quickly as he could. “Pleasure.”

      “You’re supposed to introduce yourself as well,” Benjamin prompted. “That is usually how these things work.” His lips twitched as if he wanted to smile, but wasn’t quite sure that he should.

      “Neilson Hewitt,” Neil said, stiffly. “Is that all you require?”

      “No,” Benjamin said, calmly. He slid his schoolbag off of his shoulder and braced it in front of him, rummaging through the contents to produce a slightly battered, but intact fruit cup. “Here you go. Enjoy.”

      Neil backed into the wall—though it wasn’t far to go. He looked from the fruit cup to Benjamin’s friendly face. He could count on one hand the number of interactions he’d had with him before. “I can’t accept that,” he began.

      “Sure you can.” Benjamin said. “Fruit cups usually don’t give you an allergic reaction and half of them contain naturally occurring digestive enzymes, so it’s probably better for your stomach than anything else right now.”

      “But-!”

      “Take it, please.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not poisoned or anything, I am not one of those,” Benjamin said, his lips twitched again, but this time, his eyes seemed to have a sparkle to them. “I am offering it to you because I have no reason not to and I just didn’t want to throw it out at lunch. Seemed like a waste.” He waved a hand at Neil’s crushed fruit cup on the ground. It vanished at once. “Enjoy!”

      Neil found himself holding Benjamin’s replacement fruit cup—with a tiny spoon included—and a napkin. He was still standing there, staring after the Elite student, long after Benjamin nodded at him and continued onward to the private dorms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 A RESTLESS NIGHT - NEIL

        

      

    

    
      That night was pure torture.

      Neil was trapped in a state between wakefulness and the blissful, desired sleep of the dead. He twisted and tangled himself up in the sweaty sheets as his body alternated between blazing temperatures and icy, freezing chills.

      This was not a stomach bug.

      When the pain came, it drove him out of his mind and back, several times in a row. He screamed and cried, but it seemed that no one heard anything at all, because not a single soul came to his aid, regardless of how desperately he cried and pleaded.

      He could not reach his magic and exhausted and confused, Neil convinced himself that it was some terrible nightmare that couldn’t be over fast enough. Shifting around was painful, so he settled into the least painful position he could find and fell into an exhausted sleep.
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      The next morning, the first detail was the most obvious one of them all. Neil woke to feel an enormous weight smothering him, coupled with a biting, raw pain that made the first sound out of his mouth a weak cry of agony.

      The next detail was rather trivial, but Neil discovered that his throat had gone hoarse from overuse and that he barely had strength to lift his hand, much less to manipulate his body. He discovered that his partial lack of mobility was due to being so tightly tangled in the sheets and covers, that it was just too difficult to extract himself.

      At one point, he glanced over at the projected time on the wall, only to see that it was well past the time for his Healer’s appointment, yet no one had come to collect him. He was frustrated and disappointed, having been ready to welcome any outside assistance at the moment, but realizing that as a scholarship student, no one would really care.

      Elyenka and Kendall had their morning classes to attend to and his schedule would’ve been cleared on account of the Healers appointment, unless he showed up to prove otherwise.

      With a sigh, Neil focused on slow, minute movements, until he could heave himself upright enough to take full stock of his predicament.

      Seconds later, he wished he hadn’t.

      His eyes had stubbornly refused to open all the way up until that point. Now he wished they’d stayed shut. His hands were no longer human fingers, but elongated, pointed, curled claws, with sharp nails at the end. They moved and reacted just as his hands would have, but each movement was accompanied by pain.

      The weight on his back turned out to be large, leathery wings that were partially glued to his sheet, resulting in more pain and a significant amount of panic when he realized that the thing gluing said wings to the sheets was dried blood and what looked to be bits of skin.

      His standard issue pajamas were ripped to shreds and some pieces clung to his sensitive skin, while the rest of it was scattered across the room. At some point, he’d fallen off the bed and now with where he was, the refresher was a bit closer in reach.

      Later, Neil would reflect that he had no idea how he managed it, as the pain was nearly overwhelming and he had absolutely no magic at all. The shock from realizing that he’d apparently morphed into something overnight was reason and cause enough for panic, until he remembered the awful prediction from the test he’d taken the day before.

      Fate would never leave him alone, would it?
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      “So this is what a dragel looks like,” Neil said aloud, standing in front of the bathroom mirror. It had taken a lot of patience, warm water and very, very gentle handling to separate the sheet from his hyper-sensitive wings and then to adjust to the fact that he had actual wings growing out of his skinny back and that his hands weren’t quite hands yet.

      His ears had taken on an almost elfin shape with their high pointed caps. Now that he could look in the mirror, there were other more subtle differences that made him worry and wonder. His eyes were now composed of slit-eyed pupils, like a cat and things were much clearer, no longer blurry as his vision sometimes was.

      It explained the headache, if this was what his body had been working up to.

      He’d never had the appropriate number of medical credits to request a custom fitted and measured pair of corrective lenses, much less the excess currency to afford the surgery that would fix it, so he’d skated by on generic prescriptions, making do with Elyenka’s kindness when she offered him notes on the Gen-Ed classes that she’d already taken—so he wouldn’t have to read the display board.

      Now, he wondered how he’d ever managed. Everything was so clear and bright! While he could hear almost everything, his enhanced hearing was the only thing that wasn’t painful and that was startling enough for him to notice it.

      As he studied his reflection, it dawned on him that nearly every single scar had vanished. There wasn’t a single mark or blemish upon his body, except for the odd, x-shaped mark on his left thigh, but Neil had always considered that to be a birthmark of some sort and so he’d never really paid much attention to it.

      To see himself in his naked glory, completely unscarred, was a shock he hadn’t expected. He’d never remembered seeing himself this way. The next shock—because Fate wasn’t quite done yet—were the scales and tattoos made their appearance. At first, he thought he was imagining them, but then the more he squinted the more they came into focus.

      A fine smattering of peach and silver colored scales sprouted along his neck and jawline, a sprinkling over his forehead, down the back of his arms, his sides and over his bared torso. The scales, he discovered, were warm to the touch and significantly stronger than his human skin. His hands began to shift at that point, to his surprise, they stretched and lengthened out until they were more human than claw and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      Twisting and turning around, he found that the tattoos on his body were alive, in the way that they shifted and rippled over his skin, as if they had a mind of their own. Before his very eyes, they vanished, taking the scales with them, until nothing but unmarked skin remained.

      Before he could wonder even more about that, there was a sharp twinge and then an odd, uncomfortable, squeezing feeling before his wings literally folded into him, vanishing from view. Neil bit back a gasped and stared. There wasn’t a single visible hint anywhere that he’d had wings hanging out of his back for the past few hours.

      He stared until his stomach rumbled and then he realized that food was now a priority, considering that he’d managed to make it through half of the day and no one had come to see him yet. He hoped that the Healers wouldn’t mind and wondered if he could get something to eat without being noticed.

      His gaze fell on Benjamin’s gifted fruit cup as he stepped out from the bedroom and spotted it on the battered nightstand. Crossing the room quickly, he grimaced at the mess he’d made, the torn up bed and sheets, the bloody mess, but his stomach took precedence as he snatched up the fruit cup. Tearing off the disposable lid, he didn’t bother looking for the spoon, but simply shook several pieces into his open mouth as he’d done before.

      Bliss coursed through his weary form as he chewed enthusiastically and practically inhaled the remaining bites. A happy, content feeling stole over him and Neil found renewed strength coursing through him from the tiny snack.

      He took advantage of the change to haphazardly clean the room, enough so that no one would notice anything out of place, should they venture in, then he hurriedly disposed of the bloodied sheets and any traces of the past night.

      By the time he’d finished, his hyper-sensitive skin had calmed enough for him to wear a shirt and overtunic, with his loosest pair of trousers and his comfiest, most well-worn pair of combat boots. He gathered up his homework and his bookbag, intending to at least look the part of a busy student, even if he didn’t intend to do any studying at all.

      Stepping out into the hallway, he checked to make sure there was no one around and then cautiously made his way down the hallway and out into the open areas. He was relieved to see that there was no one there and slipped out from the dorm hallways.

      Neil found himself in the school library and wondering how he could go about finding more information on dragels without giving himself away. He was convinced that dragels could not be extinct—not if he’d apparently just turned into one, considering that his entire form had been exactly like the tube test had predicted and he had to know whether it was safe to stay at the academy or not.

      Technically, he graduated with a basic education at the end of the semester, a mere three months ahead, but he didn’t know whether he could manage to hide his identify for that long. Just the short walk to the library, had him taking circuitous routes to avoid any Elite and General students approaching, so that no one would stop or question him. His initial feelings of panic gave way to paranoia.

      Once at the library though, he was free to roam about as he pleased. He made sure to check out a broad selection of material, downloading playable media that he could check through later, before finally settling on some of the physical books. He was forced to use the actual hardbound copies when his searches turned up that there were no digital versions available of the desired titles.

      Heaving the armful to the receptionist front desk, Neil tried to hide his impatience as he waited for the cyborg to check him out. It wasn’t too long, and soon he scooped his books into a reusable bag and hurried out of the library.

      Halfway back to his rooms, Neil realized that it was probably a better idea to stay in one of the free study areas to keep from drawing any attention to himself. It would also save him the trouble of running into either Kendall or Elyenka. They would no doubt seek him out and he wasn’t quite ready to speak about his potential secret—not until he had a better idea of whether it was dangerous or not.

      His friends had been very good to him, the few rays of light he’d had in his hard life, there was no way he would ever put them in danger—not deliberately or indirectly. If death would come simply from the fact that he was dragel, then he’d just have to find a way to leave and see where he could live—and whether there were any others out there. It was a big enough universe; surely there was someone out there in all the realms who could help. He’d just have to be persistent.

      Neil found himself a nice cozy spot on the far corner of the free study area and piled his literary booty on the low round table that was there. Curling up in one of the oversized armchairs, he cracked open the first book and scanned the table of contents.

      Several hours later, Neil let his head rest against the back of the chair, huffing out an exhausted sigh from the sheer exhaustion. He’d been prepared for a lot of things, but not a mysterious inheritance, not all of the abstract and vague information and most definitely not the absence of his magic.

      The most notable thing that he could take notice of was his still, very obvious lack of magic and it bothered him on a level that nothing else had ever touched before. He knew that if Elyenka knew, she would no doubt quiz him to death, and then she would analyze him to death, trying to see if he’d done something to trigger the lack of magic.

      He wondered if the accidental burst inside the tube had been his own doing and therefore the inciting incident that had led to his current state. Neil sighed. He had felt his magic surge up inside of him and he hadn’t bothered to stop it, but he was too old for such accidental bursts, so it wasn’t possible that he’d been the one to cause the explosion.

      His eyes popped open as he heard a few approaching steps. He slid down the chair, shrugging his shoulders up to his hears, hoping to stay well out of sight. The last thing he wanted to be was noticed and if those were Elite students looking for a study spot, they’d probably ask him to move.

      He heard the voices approach, one of them talking in smooth, cultured whispers, while the other was short, frantic phrased. He thought one voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it and the new voices, the one that was all smooth, cultured richness, washed over him like sweet heaven.

      It was almost as if a verbal safety blanket was in reach and for a single, irrational moment, Neil wanted to throw himself out from the impromptu handing place and fling himself into the arms of the speaker.

      Thankfully, the urge passed almost as quickly as it had come and he held in the sigh of relief until he was sure that the footsteps had gone on their way. They’d spoken in a sweet, melodically-pleasing language that he couldn’t place at all. It was a foreign tongue, but he couldn’t make out any discernible accents or notes that would hint at what it was.

      When silence reigned once more, Neil packed up his books and trotted back to the library. There was no way he was keeping the books any longer than he had to, and since he’d already read them, there wasn’t much chance of him rereading them.

      He hadn’t learned anything useful at all, except for a textbook description in an old encyclopedia, which mentioned dragels as strange, half humanoid creatures.

      According to it, dragels were said to be very powerful, physically and magically, with forms between dragons, halflings with half-human features and so on. They were made up of polyamorous mateships, denoted as Circles and each mate had a specified rank. There was an Alpha dominant, a Beta dominant and a Submissive that made up the operating triad. Other ranks fell beneath or around that, but authority was held by the triad and they functioned as a magical coven of sorts. The largest known mateship to the public was twenty seven bonded and seventeen children.

      Beyond that, Neil only learned that they had elemental ties, hence the shortened term of dragel, meaning an elemental dragon and then the notation that they were users of the now forbidden blood magic.

      The Federation was iffy on certain forms of Grey magic, as opposed to dark magic, but like Black magic that was forbidden—there were no specific rules for blood magic. It was simply something that was not to be used.

      Neil wondered about that, as it seemed that Blood Magic was a dragel’s primary magical type and whether the Federation had banned the use of it on account of dragels having or accessing such massive magical powers or if there was something else behind it.

      They had covered the various types of magic in their history lessons along with the reasons why certain spells were outlawed and so on, but he’d never given it too much thought before, simply because he didn’t have a need to do so.

      As part of his free education, he had to supply his service to the Federation through borderline patrols, training games and recruitment fairs, but he’d served his time and while it had certain brought about a host of unusual adventures—he did have the strangest luck at times—it wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it would be.

      Kendall and Elyenka had both gone with him, the adventures they had were almost legendary among the students, but Neil preferred to keep a low profile and was thankful today for that even more as he slunk along the hallways, keeping away from the small gaggles of students who were returning from a full day of classes and part time work.

      He was somewhat relieved not to see his friends anywhere, but he also a bit disappointed that that they hadn’t come looking for him. He wondered if they were finally going out with each other, as they’d been spending an increasingly large amount of time together in close quarters and something would have to happen. While Elite students rarely did date out of their own ranks, Kendall and Elyenka had something going on between them and Neil knew he’d have to have been blind not to notice it.

      For all of his thick-headedness and stubbornness at times, Kendall was truly a very kind young man and his good heart was buried beneath some of the sarcastic layers that occasionally surfaced. Elyenka, for all of her genius, status and independence, was a brilliant, compassionate woman willing to keep an open mind along with her insatiable curiosity.

      He figured if they ever did, then they’d tell him at some point or another. He mentally resolved not to make too big of a deal about it. They would make a good couple, he reasoned, a cute one at the very least and Elyenka was always good at keeping things together for all three of them.

      He had worried that a romance might tangle things up, but he’d been seeing the signs for some time and Elyenka was a big girl, she was likely making an effort to keep her love life separate from her personal life, where all three of them were concerned.

      Neil shook his head, lightly. He wondered how Kendall would take that, but apparently they were still together and functioning, so that would remain to be seen. He smiled to himself and came to a stop outside of his bedroom.

      There was a flashing light on the intercom display that was near the key panel for the door. His smile grew larger. They had come to check up on him after all and apparently they’d left a message. It made his lonely evening a bit brighter.

      Pressing the button and keying in his room code, Neil listened as it played overhead, the doors sliding shut behind him. He deposited the rest of his library materials on the desk and picked up his tablet that held his homework. He’d have to double check it and send off what he had to make sure that his grades keep up their slightly above average levels. He’d worked hard to keep them as they were and he didn’t want to lose them now.

      The message played out and it was Elyenka who had stopped by, with Kendall in tow, both of them mentioning that his absence at two mealtimes meant that if he didn’t show up for dinner, they would request a public announcement of his whereabouts and he would be required to forfeit his dessert tickets for making them worry.

      He smiled to himself and made sure to check that his ID and Meal cards were secured to the inside loop on his trouser pocket. Heading out into the hallway, he started for the atrium, trying to decide on the shortest way possible to the cafeteria. It was sure to be a pain, but he was hungry, now that he thought of it and that hunger was making itself known quite plainly.

      He’d almost made it to the open area when a certain Derek Marsten decided that he hadn’t had enough entertainment for the day. He was flanked by three of his usual followers, the newest students of the season, the ones who hadn’t made any contacts yet or who had been told to befriend the rich and popular to secure their positions in life. They were often nervous, but loyal followers of anyone who held a higher social rank than they did.

      “Evening, Marsten,” Neil said, neutrally. He tipped his head in acknowledgement and made as if to skirt around the group. He really didn’t want to get into any sort of confrontation today and if he wasn’t careful, then things would get complicated.

      “There’s nothing good about it,” Derek said, nastily. “Nothing good at least, up until the moment that I saw your face.”

      Neil glowered at him. “I could say the same,” he countered. “It was almost good, and then you showed up.” He slipped around to the other side of the hallway, edging past, with the goal of the outer open area in mind.

      “Going somewhere?” Derek moved to block his escape. “I hear you’ve been absent all day. Your little posse was going around asking about you. Worried they were. Imagine that.”

      “Something came up,” Neil said, smoothly. He scowled when his way was blocked and made as if to turn to the other side.

      Derek moved at once, his cronies copying him perfectly. “Something? Like what, scholarship scum? You don’t even have enough free time to fill a standard itinerary card. What could have possibly have come up that was so important; you had to take care of it today? Do you know what today was?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure you’ll tell me whether I want to or not.”

      Derek’s eyes flashed, darkly. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” he growled. “You’re not.”

      “I don’t think I’m very smart at all,” Neil took a step back. “If I was smarter, I would’ve already been having my dinner, not standing here talking to an idiot like you.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that you were trying to grow a pair,” Derek smirked. “Nice try, scum.” He gave a slight jerk of his head. “Your absence volunteered you as a test subject tomorrow,” he said, with great relish. “It’s actually quite fantastic.”

      Neil tried to keep his face as blank as possible. The words test subject set him on edge at once.  A new, anxious feeling began to build up inside of him. There was something off about this encounter; he’d had enough of them with Derek to know how it usually went. They exchanged words. He insulted him. He almost got pummeled and them someone would appear out of nowhere before it could turn into a real fight.

      Noir Academy didn’t support fights between students, so to be caught engaged in any kind of antagonistic combat of a physical sense, beyond an intellectual duel of wits, was absolutely forbidden and the punishment could last weeks, if not months, de on which faction happened to stumble across you and which students happened to be involved

      Neil preferred to get out of his scraps as quickly as he could and then to get on his way as easily and efficiently as he could manage. Most of the time, Derek would ignore him if he was with Elyenka—since she had a habit of hitting him every time their paths crossed—and Kendall happened to be a whole foot and a half taller than the blond, so his presence automatically meant that no one would get into a fight that day.

      Whether Kendall actually knew to fight or not was an entirely different story, but Neil didn’t have time to think through all of that. He dodged the first fist that flew at his head and dropped to a defensive crouch.

      A sharp, strong scent caught his attention and he dodged the kick aimed at his side, angling for an opening on Derek’s weak left side. As he dodged closer again, the scent tickled his nose and a sharp, stabbing pain made him stumble.

      Derek’s fist glanced off of his right jaw and he went reeling, stumbling back into the wall, banging his head against the cool metal paneling. The shock was exactly that, a shock, but he barely managed to gather himself together, before his legs gave out and he crumpled to the ground, his stomach dry heaving.

      He saw the kick coming for his side and winced for the impact that made his entire side ache fiercely.

      A look of shock flickered briefly over Derek’s face before he composed himself, offering his trademark sneer and taking a step back as if kicking Neil had somehow managed to dirty his shoe.

      Before he could say anything—either of them—a shout drew their attention.

      Benjamin Carlson stood at the corner, his face a dark cloud. “What is going on here?” he demanded. His gaze flickered to Neil and something in his face said more than his mouth would have.

      Derek blanched and stumbled a step backward, supported by his nervous entourage. “N-nothing,” he stammered. “We’re just—he just started. He ate something bad. There’s something off in the—in the-” Derek licked his lips, throwing a glare back at Neil, before he turned and stalked off, his companions hurrying awkwardly after him.

      Neil blinked at the rapid departure, surprised to find that the heaving, sick feeling had vanished with them as well. He sat on the floor a moment longer, until Benjamin’s hand in front of his face, registered. His face warmed and he gingerly accepted the hand, rising to his feet, before he snatched it back—or tried to.

      Benjamin had a tight grip on his hand and looked him straight in the eye. “Is Marsten bullying you, Neilson?”

      Neil opened and shut his mouth. There wasn’t a safe answer to that and he wasn’t about to tattle on the blond idiot, not matter how stupid he was. He’d always been able to deal with his own problems anyway and he wasn’t about to drag anyone else into them, especially not an Elite student.

      “I fell down,” he said, his aching throat making the rasp sound even worse now. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Benjamin’s grip on his hand, tightened to nearly painful. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Neil said, tugging on his hand.

      Benjamin eyed him for a moment, and then sighed. “You can lie better than that, I hope.” He said, calmly. He released Neil’s hand and looked down the hallway where the blond and his companions had vanished. “If he bothers you again, I’ll know.”

      Neil felt his face beginning to grow warm and knew he was blushing every available shade of pink. “I don’t need your help,” he snapped. “I-”

      His words were cut off when Benjamin suddenly crowded him up against the wall, one hand braced over Neil’s head. He leaned down, keeping a decent few inches between them. His light hazel eyes had gone almost pitch black. “You don’t need my help?” he repeated.

      “N-no,” Neil stammered. “I’m-”

      ‘If you say you’re fine, I might just have to pull the truth out of you,” Benjamin warned.

      Something in the way he said it, made something inside of Neil perk up. He gulped. “I-I have to meet my friends for dinner.” He looked off to the side.

      Benjamin stepped back and gestured to the hallway, “Allow me to accompany you,” he said, mildly. “Just in case you happen to fall again.”

      “That’s fine,” Neil said, quickly. “I’m-“

      “Not fine, I know,” Benjamin said, calmly. “Shall we?”
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