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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
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