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     Praise for 
     The Magicians
    
 
   
    
     “
     The Magicians is to Harry Potter as a shot of Irish whiskey is to a glass of weak tea.
     
    
     Solidly rooted in the traditions of both fantasy and mainstream literary fiction, the novel tips its hat to Oz and Narnia as well as to Harry, but don’t mistake this for a children’s book.
     
    
     Grossman’s sensibilities are thoroughly adult, his narrative dark and dangerous and full of twists.
     
    
     Hogwarts was never like this.”
    
 
   
    
     —George R. R. Martin, bestselling author of 
     A Game of Thrones
    
 
   
    
     “
     The Magicians ought to be required reading for anyone who has ever fallen in love with a fantasy series, or wished that they went to a school for wizards.
     
    
     Lev Grossman has written a terrific, at times almost painfully perceptive novel of the fantastic that brings to mind both Jay McInerney and J. K. Rowling.”
    
 
   
    
     —Kelly Link, author of 
     Magic for Beginners and 
     Stranger Things Happen
    
 
   
    
     “Anyone who grew up reading about magical wardrobes and unicorns and talking trees before graduating to 
     Less Than Zero and 
     The Secret History and 
     Bright Lights, Big City will immediately feel right at home with this smart, beautifully written book by Lev Grossman.
     
     
      The Magicians
      is fantastic, in all senses of the word. 
    
     It’s strange, fanciful, extravagant, eccentric, and truly remarkable—a great story, masterfully told.”
    
 
   
    
     —Scott Smith, bestselling author of 
     The Ruins and 
     A Simple Plan
    
 
   
    
     “
     The Magicians is a spellbinding, fast-moving, dark fantasy book for grown-ups that feels like an instant classic.
     
    
     I read it in a niffin-blue blaze of page turning, enthralled by Grossman’s verbal and imaginative wizardry, his complex characters, and, most of all, his superb, brilliant inquiry into the wondrous, dangerous world of magic.”
    
 
   
    
     —Kate Christensen, PEN/Faulkner Award–winning author of 
     The Great Man and 
     The Epicure’s Lament
    
 
   
    
     “Remember the last time you ran home to finish a book?
     
    
     This is it, folks.
     
     
      The Magicians
      is the most dazzling, erudite, and thoughtful fantasy novel to date. 
    
     You’ll be bedazzled by the magic but also brought short by what it has to say about the world we live in.”
    
 
   
    
     —Gary Shteyngart, author of 
     Absurdistan and 
     The Russian Debutante’s Handbook
    
 
   
    
     “
     The Magicians brilliantly explores the hidden underbelly of fantasy and easy magic, taking what’s simple on the surface and turning it over to show us the complicated writhing mess beneath.
     
    
     It’s like seeing the worlds of Narnia and Harry Potter through a 3-D magnifying glass.”
    
 
   
    
     —Naomi Novik, author of 
     His Majesty’s Dragon
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     BROOKLYN
     
  
 
   
   
    Quentin did a magic trick.
    
   
    Nobody noticed.
    
  
 
   
   
    They picked their way along the cold, uneven sidewalk together: James, Julia, and Quentin.
    
   
    James and Julia held hands.
    
   
    That’s how things were now.
    
   
    The sidewalk wasn’t quite wide enough, so Quentin trailed after them, like a sulky child.
    
   
    He would rather have been alone with Julia, or just alone period, but you couldn’t have everything.
    
   
    Or at least the available evidence pointed overwhelmingly to that conclusion.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Okay!”
    
   
    James said over his shoulder.
    
   
    “Q. Let’s talk strategy.”
    
  
 
   
   
    James seemed to have a sixth sense for when Quentin was starting to feel sorry for himself.
    
   
    Quentin’s interview was in seven minutes.
    
   
    James was right after him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Nice firm handshake.
    
   
    Lots of eye contact.
    
   
    Then when he’s feeling comfortable, you hit him with a chair and I’ll break his password and e-mail Princeton.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Just be yourself, Q,” Julia said.
    
  
 
   
   
    Her dark hair was pulled back in a wavy bunch.
    
   
    Somehow it made it worse that she was always so nice to him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “How is that different from what I said?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin did the magic trick again.
    
   
    It was a very small trick, a basic one-handed sleight with a nickel.
    
   
    He did it in his coat pocket where nobody could see.
    
   
    He did it again, then he did it backward.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I have one guess for his password,” James said.
    
   
    
     “Password.”
     
  
 
   
   
    It was kind of incredible how long this had been going on, Quentin thought.
    
   
    They were only seventeen, but he felt like he’d known James and Julia forever.
    
   
    The school systems in Brooklyn sorted out the gifted ones and shoved them together, then separated the ridiculously brilliant ones from the merely gifted ones and shoved
    
   
    
     them
     together, and as a result they’d been bumping into each other in the same speaking contests and regional Latin exams and tiny, specially convened ultra-advanced math classes since elementary school. 
   
    The nerdiest of the nerds.
    
   
    By now, their senior year, Quentin knew James and Julia better than he knew anybody else in the world, not excluding his parents, and they knew him.
    
   
    Everybody knew what everybody else was going to say before they said it.
    
   
    Everybody who was going to sleep with anybody else had already done it.
    
   
    Julia—pale, freckled, dreamy Julia, who played the oboe and knew even more physics than he did—was never going to sleep with Quentin.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was thin and tall, though he habitually hunched his shoulders in a vain attempt to brace himself against whatever blow was coming from the heavens, and which would logically hit the tall people first.
    
   
    His shoulder-length hair was freezing in clumps.
    
   
    He should have stuck around to dry it after gym, especially with his interview today, but for some reason—maybe he was in a self-sabotaging mood—he hadn’t.
    
   
    The low gray sky threatened snow.
    
   
    It seemed to Quentin like the world was offering up special little tableaux of misery just for him: crows perched on power lines, stepped-in dog shit, windblown trash, the corpses of innumerable wet oak leaves being desecrated in innumerable ways by innumerable vehicles and pedestrians.
    
  
 
   
   
    “God, I’m full,” James said.
    
   
    “I ate too much.
    
   
    Why do I always eat too much?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Because you’re a greedy pig?”
    
   
    Julia said brightly.
    
   
    “Because you’re tired of being able to see your feet?
    
   
    Because you’re trying to make your stomach touch your penis?”
    
  
 
   
   
    James put his hands behind his head, his fingers in his wavy chestnut hair, his camel cashmere coat wide open to the November cold, and belched mightily.
    
   
    Cold never bothered him.
    
   
    Quentin felt cold all the time, like he was trapped in his own private individual winter.
    
  
 
   
   
    James sang, to a tune somewhere between “Good King Wenceslas” and “Bingo”:
    
    
     
      
      
       In olden times there was a boy
       
     
 
     
      
       Young and strong and brave-o
       
     
 
     
      
       He wore a sword and rode a horse
       
     
 
     
      
       And his name was Dave-o . . .
       
     
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
   
   
    “God!”
    
   
    Julia shrieked.
    
   
    “Stop!”
    
  
 
   
   
    James had written this song five years ago for a middle-school talent show skit.
    
   
    He still liked to sing it; by now they all knew it by heart.
    
   
    Julia shoved him, still singing, into a garbage can, and when that didn’t work she snatched off his watch cap and started beating him over the head with it.
    
  
 
   
   
    “My hair!
    
   
    My beautiful interview hair!”
    
  
 
   
   
    King James, Quentin thought.
    
   
    
     Le roi s’amuse.
     
  
 
   
   
    “I hate to break up the party,” he said, “but we’ve got like two minutes.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh dear, oh dear!”
    
   
    Julia twittered.
    
   
    “The duchess!
    
   
    We shall be quite late!”
    
  
 
   
   
    I should be happy, Quentin thought.
    
   
    I’m young and alive and healthy.
    
   
    I have good friends.
    
   
    I have two reasonably intact parents—viz., Dad, an editor of medical textbooks, and Mom, a commercial illustrator with ambitions, thwarted, of being a painter.
    
   
    I am a solid member of the middle-middle class.
    
   
    My GPA is a number higher than most people even realize it is possible for a GPA to be.
    
  
 
   
   
    But walking along Fifth Avenue in Brooklyn, in his black overcoat and his gray interview suit, Quentin knew he wasn’t happy.
    
   
    Why not?
    
   
    He had painstakingly assembled all the ingredients of happiness.
    
   
    He had performed all the necessary rituals, spoken the words, lit the candles, made the sacrifices.
    
   
    But happiness, like a disobedient spirit, refused to come.
    
   
    He couldn’t think what else to do.
    
  
 
   
   
    He followed James and Julia past bodegas, laundromats, hipster boutiques, cell-phone stores limned with neon piping, past a bar where old people were already drinking at three forty-five in the afternoon, past a brown-brick Veterans of Foreign Wars hall with plastic patio furniture on the sidewalk in front of it.
    
   
    All of it just confirmed his belief that his real life, the life he should be living, had been mislaid through some clerical error by the cosmic bureaucracy.
    
   
    This couldn’t be it.
    
   
    It had been diverted somewhere else, to somebody else, and he’d been issued this shitty substitute
    
   
    
     faux
     life instead. 
  
 
   
   
    Maybe his real life would turn up in Princeton.
    
   
    He did the trick with the nickel in his pocket again.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Are you playing with your wang, Quentin?”
    
   
    James asked.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin blushed.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I am not playing with my wang.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Nothing to be ashamed of.”
    
   
    James clapped him on the shoulder.
    
   
    “Clears the mind.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The wind bit through the thin material of Quentin’s interview suit, but he refused to button his overcoat.
    
   
    He let the cold blow through it.
    
   
    It didn’t matter, he wasn’t really there anyway.
    
  
 
   
   
    He was in Fillory.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Christopher Plover’s
    
   
    
     Fillory and Further
     is a series of five novels published in England in the 1930s. 
   
    They describe the adventures of the five Chatwin children in a magical land that they discover while on holiday in the countryside with their eccentric aunt and uncle.
    
   
    They aren’t really on holiday, of course—their father is up to his hips in mud and blood at Passchendaele, and their mother has been hospitalized with a mysterious illness that is probably psychological in nature, which is why they’ve been hastily packed off to the country for safekeeping.
    
  
 
   
   
    But all that unhappiness takes place far in the background.
    
   
    In the foreground, every summer for three years, the children leave their various boarding schools and return to Cornwall, and each time they do they find their way into the secret world of Fillory, where they have adventures and explore magical lands and defend the gentle creatures who live there against the various forces that menace them.
    
   
    The strangest and most persistent of those enemies is a veiled figure known only as the Watcherwoman, whose horological enchantments threaten to stall time itself, trapping all of Fillory at five o’clock on a particularly dreary, drizzly afternoon in late September.
    
  
 
   
   
    Like most people Quentin read the Fillory books in grade school.
    
   
    Unlike most people—unlike James and Julia—he never got over them.
    
   
    They were where he went when he couldn’t deal with the real world, which was a lot.
    
   
    (The Fillory books were both a consolation for Julia not loving him and also probably a major reason why she didn’t.)
    
   
    And it was true, there was a strong whiff of the English nursery about them, and he felt secretly embarrassed when he got to the parts about the Cozy Horse, an enormous, affectionate equine creature who trots around Fillory by night on velvet hooves, and whose back is so broad you can sleep on it.
    
  
 
   
   
    But there was a more seductive, more dangerous truth to Fillory that Quentin couldn’t let go of.
    
   
    It was almost like the Fillory books—especially the first one,
    
   
    
     The World in the Walls
    —were about reading itself. 
   
    When the oldest Chatwin, melancholy Martin, opens the cabinet of the grandfather clock that stands in a dark, narrow back hallway in his aunt’s house and slips through into Fillory (Quentin always pictured him awkwardly pushing aside the pendulum, like the uvula of a monstrous throat), it’s like he’s opening the covers of a book, but a book that did what books always promised to do and never actually quite did: get you out, really out, of where you were and into somewhere better.
    
  
 
   
   
    The world Martin discovers in the walls of his aunt’s house is a world of magical twilight, a landscape as black and white and stark as a printed page, with prickly stubblefields and rolling hills crisscrossed by old stone walls.
    
   
    In Fillory there’s an eclipse every day at noon, and seasons can last for a hundred years.
    
   
    Bare trees scratch at the sky.
    
   
    Pale green seas lap at narrow white beaches made of broken shells.
    
   
    In Fillory things mattered in a way they didn’t in this world.
    
   
    In Fillory you felt the appropriate emotions when things happened.
    
   
    Happiness was a real, actual, achievable possibility.
    
   
    It came when you called.
    
   
    Or no, it never left you in the first place.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    They stood on the sidewalk in front of the house.
    
   
    The neighborhood was fancier here, with wide sidewalks and overhanging trees.
    
   
    The house was brick, the only unattached residential structure in a neighborhood of row houses and brownstones.
    
   
    It was locally famous for having played a role in the bloody, costly Battle of Brooklyn.
    
   
    It seemed to gently reproach the cars and streetlights around it with memories of its gracious Old Dutch past.
    
  
 
   
   
    If this were a Fillory novel—Quentin thought, just for the record—the house would contain a secret gateway to another world.
    
   
    The old man who lived there would be kindly and eccentric and drop cryptic remarks, and then when his back was turned Quentin would stumble on a mysterious cabinet or an enchanted dumbwaiter or whatever, through which he would gaze with wild surmise on the clean breast of another world.
    
  
 
   
   
    But this wasn’t a Fillory novel.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So,” Julia said.
    
   
    “Give ’em Hades.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She wore a blue serge coat with a round collar that made her look like a French schoolgirl.
    
  
 
   
   
    “See you at the library maybe.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Cheers.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They bumped fists.
    
   
    She dropped her gaze, embarrassed.
    
   
    She knew how he felt, and he knew she knew, and there was nothing more to say about it.
    
   
    He waited, pretending to be fascinated by a parked car, while she kissed James good-bye—she put a hand on his chest and kicked up her heel like an old-timey starlet—then he and James walked slowly up the cement path to the front door.
    
  
 
   
   
    James put his arm around Quentin’s shoulders.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I know what you think, Quentin,” he said gruffly.
    
   
    Quentin was taller, but James was broader, more solidly built, and he pulled Quentin off balance.
    
   
    “You think nobody understands you.
    
   
    But I do.”
    
   
    He squeezed Quentin’s shoulder in an almost fatherly way.
    
   
    “I’m the only one who does.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin said nothing.
    
   
    You could envy James, but you couldn’t hate him, because along with being handsome and smart he was also, at heart, kind and good.
    
   
    More than anybody else Quentin had ever met, James reminded him of Martin Chatwin.
    
   
    But if James was a Chatwin, what did that make Quentin?
    
   
    The real problem with being around James was that he was always the hero.
    
   
    And what did that make you?
    
   
    Either the sidekick or the villain.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin rang the doorbell.
    
   
    A soft, tinny clatter erupted somewhere in the depths of the darkened house.
    
   
    An old-fashioned, analog ring.
    
   
    He rehearsed a mental list of his extracurriculars, personal goals, etc.
    
   
    He was absolutely prepared for this interview in every possible way, except maybe his incompletely dried hair, but now that the ripened fruit of all that preparation was right in front of him he suddenly lost any desire for it.
    
   
    He wasn’t surprised.
    
   
    He was used to this anticlimactic feeling, where by the time you’ve done all the work to get something you don’t even want it anymore.
    
   
    He had it all the time.
    
   
    It was one of the few things he could depend on.
    
  
 
   
   
    The doorway was guarded by a depressingly ordinary suburban screen door.
    
   
    Orange and purple zinnias were still blooming, against all horticultural logic, in a random scatter pattern in black earth beds on either side of the doorstep.
    
   
    How weird, Quentin thought, with no curiosity at all, that they would still be alive in November.
    
   
    He withdrew his ungloved hands into the sleeves of his coat and placed the ends of the sleeves under his arms.
    
   
    Even though it felt cold enough to snow, somehow it began to rain.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was still raining five minutes later.
    
   
    Quentin knocked on the door again, then pushed lightly.
    
   
    It opened a crack, and a wave of warm air tumbled out.
    
   
    The warm, fruity smell of a stranger’s house.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Hello?”
    
   
    Quentin called.
    
   
    He and James exchanged glances.
    
   
    He pushed the door all the way open.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Better give him another minute.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Who even does this in their spare time?”
    
   
    Quentin said.
    
   
    “I bet he’s a pedophile.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The foyer was dark and silent and muffled with Oriental rugs.
    
   
    Still outside, James leaned on the doorbell.
    
   
    No one answered.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t think anybody’s here,” Quentin said.
    
   
    That James wasn’t coming inside suddenly made him want to go inside more.
    
   
    If the interviewer actually turned out to be a gatekeeper to the magical land of Fillory, he thought, it was too bad he wasn’t wearing more practical shoes.
    
  
 
   
   
    A staircase went up.
    
   
    On the left was a stiff, unused-looking dining room, on the right a cozy den with leather armchairs and a carved, man-size wooden cabinet standing by itself in a corner.
    
   
    Interesting.
    
   
    An old nautical map taller than he was took up half of one wall, with an ornately barbed compass rose.
    
   
    He massaged the walls in search of a light switch.
    
   
    There was a cane chair in one corner, but he didn’t sit.
    
  
 
   
   
    All the blinds were drawn.
    
   
    The quality of the darkness was less like a house with the curtains drawn than it was like actual night, as if the sun had set or been eclipsed the moment he crossed the threshold.
    
   
    Quentin slow-motion-walked into the den.
    
   
    He’d go back outside and call.
    
   
    In another minute.
    
   
    He had to at least look.
    
   
    The darkness was like a prickling electric cloud around him.
    
  
 
   
   
    The cabinet was enormous, so big you could climb into it.
    
   
    He placed his hand on its small, dinged brass knob.
    
   
    It was unlocked.
    
   
    His fingers trembled.
    
   
    
     Le roi s’amuse
    . 
   
    He couldn’t help himself.
    
   
    It felt like the world was revolving around him, like his whole life had been leading up to this moment.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was a liquor cabinet.
    
   
    A big one, there was practically a whole bar in there.
    
   
    Quentin reached back past the ranks of softly jingling bottles and felt the dry, scratchy plywood at the back just to make sure.
    
   
    Solid.
    
   
    Nothing magical about it.
    
   
    He closed the door, breathing hard, his face burning in the darkness.
    
   
    It was when he looked around to make absolutely sure that nobody was watching that he saw the dead body on the floor.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Fifteen minutes later the foyer was full of people and activity.
    
   
    Quentin sat in a corner, in the cane chair, like a pallbearer at the funeral of somebody he’d never met.
    
   
    He kept the back of his skull pressed firmly against the cool solid wall like it was his last point of connection to a same reality.
    
   
    James stood next to him.
    
   
    He didn’t seem to know where to put his hands.
    
   
    They didn’t look at each other.
    
  
 
   
   
    The old man lay flat on his back on the floor.
    
   
    His stomach was a sizable round hump, his hair a crazy gray Einstein half-noggin.
    
   
    Three paramedics crouched around him, two men and a woman.
    
   
    The woman was disarmingly, almost inappropriately pretty—she looked out of place in that grim scene, miscast.
    
   
    The paramedics were at work, but it wasn’t the high-speed clinical blitz of an emergency life-saving treatment.
    
   
    This was the other kind, the obligatory failed resuscitation.
    
   
    They were murmuring in low voices, packing up, ripping off adhesive patches, discarding contaminated sharps in a special container.
    
  
 
   
   
    With a practiced, muscular movement one of the men de-intubated the corpse.
    
   
    The old man’s mouth was open, and Quentin could see his dead gray tongue.
    
   
    He smelled something that he didn’t want to admit was the faint, bitter odor of shit.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is bad,” James said, not for the first time.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes,” Quentin said thickly.
    
   
    “Extremely bad.”
    
   
    His lips and teeth felt numb.
    
  
 
   
   
    If he didn’t move, nobody could involve him in this any further.
    
   
    He tried to breathe slowly and keep still.
    
   
    He stared straight ahead, refusing to focus his eyes on what was happening in the den.
    
   
    He knew if he looked at James he would only see his own mental state reflected back at him in an infinite corridor of panic that led nowhere.
    
   
    He wondered when it would be all right for them to leave.
    
   
    He couldn’t get rid of a feeling of shame that he was the one who went into the house uninvited, as if that had somehow caused the man’s death.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I shouldn’t have called him a pedophile,” Quentin said out loud.
    
   
    “That was wrong.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Extremely wrong,” James agreed.
    
   
    They spoke slowly, like they were both trying out language for the very first time.
    
  
 
   
   
    One of the paramedics, the woman, stood up from where she was squatting by the body.
    
   
    Quentin watched her stretch, heels of her hands pressed to her lumbar region, tipping her head one way, then the other.
    
   
    Then she walked over in their direction, stripping off rubber gloves.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well,” she announced cheerfully, “he’s dead!”
    
   
    By her accent she was English.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin cleared his clotted throat.
    
   
    The woman chucked the gloves neatly into the trash from across the room.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What happened to him?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Cerebral hemorrhage.
    
   
    Nice quick way to go, if you have to go.
    
   
    Which he did.
    
   
    He must have been a drinker.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She made the drinky-drinky gesture.
    
  
 
   
   
    Her cheeks were flushed from crouching down over the body.
    
   
    She might have been twenty-five at most, and she wore a dark blue short-sleeved button-down shirt, neatly pressed, with one button that didn’t match: a stewardess on the connecting flight to hell.
    
   
    Quentin wished she weren’t so attractive.
    
   
    Unpretty women were so much easier to deal with in some ways—you didn’t have to face the pain of their probable unattainability.
    
   
    But she was not unpretty.
    
   
    She was pale and thin and unreasonably lovely, with a broad, ridiculously sexy mouth.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well.”
    
   
    Quentin didn’t know what to say.
    
   
    “I’m sorry.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Why are you sorry?”
    
   
    she said.
    
   
    “Did you kill him?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m just here for an interview.
    
   
    He did alumni interviews for Princeton.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “So why do you care?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin hesitated.
    
   
    He wondered if he’d misunderstood the premise of this conversation.
    
   
    He stood up, which he should have done when she first came over anyway.
    
   
    He was much taller than her.
    
   
    Even under the circumstances, he thought, this person is carrying around a lot of attitude for a paramedic.
    
   
    It’s not like she’s a real doctor or anything.
    
   
    He wanted to scan her chest for a name tag but didn’t want to get caught looking at her breasts.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t actually care about him, personally,” Quentin said carefully, “but I do place a certain value on human life in the abstract.
    
   
    So even though I didn’t know him, I think I can say that I’m sorry that he’s dead.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What if he was a monster?
    
   
    Maybe he really was a pedophile.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She’d overheard him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Maybe.
    
   
    Maybe he was a nice guy.
    
   
    Maybe he was a saint.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Maybe.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You must spend a lot of time around dead people.”
    
   
    Out of the corner of his eye he was vaguely aware that James was watching this exchange, baffled.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, you’re supposed to keep them alive.
    
   
    Or that’s what they tell us.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It must be hard.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “The dead ones are a lot less trouble.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Quieter.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Exactly.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The look in her eyes didn’t quite match what she was saying.
    
   
    She was studying him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Listen,” James cut in.
    
   
    “We should probably go.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What’s your hurry?”
    
   
    she said.
    
   
    Her eyes hadn’t left Quentin’s.
    
   
    Unlike practically everybody, she seemed more interested in him than in James.
    
   
    “Listen, I think this guy might have left something for you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She picked up two manila envelopes, document-size, off a marble-topped side table.
    
   
    Quentin frowned.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t think so.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “We should probably go,” James said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You said that already,” the paramedic said.
    
  
 
   
   
    James opened the door.
    
   
    The cold air was a pleasant shock.
    
   
    It felt real.
    
   
    That was what Quentin needed: more reality.
    
   
    Less of this, whatever this was.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Seriously,” the woman said.
    
   
    “I think you should take these.
    
   
    It might be important.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Her eyes wouldn’t leave Quentin’s face.
    
   
    The day had gone still around them.
    
   
    It was chilly on the stoop, and getting a little damp, and he was roughly ten yards away from a corpse.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Listen, we’re gonna go,” James was saying.
    
   
    “Thanks.
    
   
    I’m sure you did everything you could.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The pretty paramedic’s dark hair was in two heavy ropes of braid.
    
   
    She wore a shiny yellow enamel ring and some kind of fancy silver antique wristwatch.
    
   
    Her nose and chin were tiny and pointy.
    
   
    She was a pale, skinny, pretty angel of death, and she held two manila envelopes with their names on them in block Magic Marker letters.
    
   
    Probably transcripts, confidential recommendations.
    
   
    For some reason, maybe just because he knew James wouldn’t, Quentin took the one with his name on it.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right!
    
   
    Good-bye!”
    
   
    the paramedic sang.
    
   
    She twirled back into the house and closed the door.
    
   
    They were alone on the stoop.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well,” James said.
    
   
    He inhaled through his nose and breathed out firmly.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin nodded, as if he were agreeing with something James had said.
    
   
    Slowly they walked back up the path to the sidewalk.
    
   
    He still felt dazed.
    
   
    He didn’t especially want to talk to James.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Listen,” James said.
    
   
    “You probably shouldn’t have that.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I know,” Quentin said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You could still put it back, you know.
    
   
    I mean, what if they found out?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “How would they find out?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Who knows what’s in here?
    
   
    Could come in useful.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yeah, well, lucky thing that guy died then!”
    
   
    James said irritably.
    
  
 
   
   
    They walked to the end of the block without speaking, annoyed at each other and not wanting to admit it.
    
   
    The slate sidewalk was wet, and the sky was white with rain.
    
   
    Quentin knew he probably shouldn’t have taken the envelope.
    
   
    He was pissed at himself for taking it and pissed at James for not taking his.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Look, I’ll see you later,” James said.
    
   
    “I gotta go meet Jules at the library.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Right.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They shook hands formally.
    
   
    It felt strangely final.
    
   
    Quentin walked away slowly down First Street.
    
   
    A man had died in the house he just left.
    
   
    He was still in a dream.
    
   
    He realized—more shame—that underneath it all he was relieved that he didn’t have to do his Princeton interview today after all.
    
  
 
   
   
    The day was darkening.
    
   
    The sun was setting already behind the gray shell of cloud that covered Brooklyn.
    
   
    For the first time in an hour he thought about all the things he had left to do today: physics problem set, history paper, e-mail, dishes, laundry.
    
   
    The weight of them was dragging him back down the gravity well of the ordinary world.
    
   
    He would have to explain to his parents what happened, and they would, in some way he could never grasp, and therefore could never properly rebut, make him feel like it was his fault.
    
   
    It would all go back to normal.
    
   
    He thought of Julia and James meeting at the library.
    
   
    She would be working on her Western Civ paper for Mr. Karras, a six-week project she would complete in two sleepless days and nights.
    
   
    As ardently as he wished that she were his, and not James’s, he could never quite imagine how he would win her.
    
   
    In the most plausible of his many fantasies James died, unexpectedly and painlessly, leaving Julia behind to sink softly weeping into his arms.
    
  
 
   
   
    As he walked Quentin unwound the little red-threaded clasp that held shut the manila envelope.
    
   
    He saw immediately that it wasn’t his transcript, or an official document of any kind.
    
   
    The envelope held a notebook.
    
   
    It was old-looking, its corners squashed and rubbed till they were smooth and round, its cover foxed.
    
  
 
   
   
    The first page, handwritten in ink, read:
    
    
     
      
      
       The Magicians
       
     
 
     
      Book Six of
      
     
      
       Fillory and Further
       
    
 
   
 
  
 
   
   
    The ink had gone brown with age.
    
   
    
     The Magicians
     was not the name of any book by Christopher Plover that Quentin knew of. 
   
    And any good nerd knew that there were only five books in the Fillory series.
    
  
 
   
   
    When he turned the page a piece of white notepaper, folded over once, flew out and slipped away on the wind.
    
   
    It clung to a wrought-iron area fence for a second before the wind whipped it away again.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a community garden on the block, a triangular snippet of land too narrow and weirdly shaped to be snapped up by developers.
    
   
    With its ownership a black hole of legal ambiguity, it had been taken over years ago by a collective of enterprising neighbors who had trucked out the acid sand native to Brooklyn and replaced it with rich, fertile loam from upstate.
    
   
    For a while they’d raised pumpkins and tomatoes and spring bulbs and raked out little Japanese serenity gardens, but lately they’d neglected it, and hardy urban weeds had taken root instead.
    
   
    They were running riot and strangling their frailer, more exotic competitors.
    
   
    It was into this tangled thicket that the note flew and disappeared.
    
  
 
   
   
    This late in the year all the plants were dead or dying, even the weeds, and Quentin waded into them hip-deep, dry stems catching on his pants, his leather shoes crunching brown broken glass.
    
   
    It crossed his mind that the note might just possibly contain the hot paramedic’s phone number.
    
   
    The garden was narrow, but it went surprisingly far back.
    
   
    There were three or four sizable trees in it, and the farther in he pushed the darker and more overgrown it got.
    
  
 
   
   
    He caught a glimpse of the note, up high, plastered against a trellis encrusted with dead vines.
    
   
    It could clear the back fence before he caught up with it.
    
   
    His phone rang: his dad.
    
   
    Quentin ignored it.
    
   
    Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw something flit past behind the bracken, large and pale, but when he turned his head it was gone.
    
   
    He pushed past the corpses of gladiolas, petunias, shoulder-high sunflowers, rosebushes—brittle, stiff stems and flowers frozen in death into ornate toile patterns.
    
  
 
   
   
    He would have thought he’d gone all the way through to Seventh Avenue by now.
    
   
    He shoved his way even deeper in, brushing up against who knew what toxic flora.
    
   
    A case of poison fucking ivy, that’s all he needed now.
    
   
    It was odd to see that here and there among the dead plants a few vital green stalks still poked up, drawing sustenance from who knew where.
    
   
    He caught a whiff of something sweet in the air.
    
  
 
   
   
    He stopped.
    
   
    All of a sudden it was quiet.
    
   
    No car horns, no stereos, no sirens.
    
   
    His phone had stopped ringing.
    
   
    It was bitter cold, and his fingers were numb.
    
   
    Turn back or go on?
    
   
    He squeezed farther in through a hedge, closing his eyes and squinching up his face against the scratchy twigs.
    
   
    He stumbled over something, an old stone.
    
   
    He felt suddenly nauseous.
    
   
    He was sweating.
    
  
 
   
   
    When he opened his eyes again he was standing on the edge of a huge, wide, perfectly level green lawn surrounded by trees.
    
   
    The smell of ripe grass was overpowering.
    
   
    There was hot sun on his face.
    
  
 
   
   
    The sun was at the wrong angle.
    
   
    And where the hell were the clouds?
    
   
    The sky was a blinding blue.
    
   
    His inner ear spun sickeningly.
    
   
    He held his breath for a few seconds, then expelled freezing winter air from his lungs and breathed in warm summer air in its place.
    
   
    It was thick with floating pollen.
    
   
    He sneezed.
    
  
 
   
   
    In the middle distance beyond the wide lawn a large house stood, all honey-colored stone and gray slate, adorned with chimneys and gables and towers and roofs and sub-roofs.
    
   
    In the center, over the main house, was a tall, stately clock tower that struck even Quentin as an odd addition to what otherwise looked like a private residence.
    
   
    The clock was in the Venetian style: a single barbed hand circling a face with twenty-four hours marked on it in Roman numerals.
    
   
    Over one wing rose what looked like the green oxidized-copper dome of an observatory.
    
   
    Between house and lawn was a series of inviting landscaped terraces and spinneys and hedges and fountains.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was pretty sure that if he stood very still for a few seconds everything would snap back to normal.
    
   
    He wondered if he was undergoing some dire neurological event.
    
   
    He looked cautiously back over his shoulder.
    
   
    There was no sign of the garden behind him, just some big leafy oak trees, the advance guard of what looked like a pretty serious forest.
    
   
    A rill of sweat ran down his rib cage from his left armpit.
    
   
    It was hot.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin dropped his bag on the turf and shrugged out of his overcoat.
    
   
    A bird chirped languidly in the silence.
    
   
    Fifty feet away a tall skinny teenager was leaning against a tree, smoking a cigarette and watching him.
    
  
 
   
   
    He looked about Quentin’s age.
    
   
    He wore a button-down shirt with a sharp collar and very thin, very pale pink stripes.
    
   
    He didn’t look at Quentin, just dragged on his cigarette and exhaled into the summer air.
    
   
    The heat didn’t seem to bother him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Hey,” Quentin called.
    
  
 
   
   
    Now he looked over.
    
   
    He raised his chin at Quentin, once, but didn’t answer.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin walked over, as nonchalantly as he could.
    
   
    He really didn’t want to look like somebody who had no idea what was going on.
    
   
    Even without his coat on he was sweating like a bastard.
    
   
    He felt like an overdressed English explorer trying to impress a skeptical tropical native.
    
   
    But there was something he had to ask.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Is this—?”
    
   
    Quentin cleared his throat.
    
   
    “So is this Fillory?”
    
   
    He squinted against the bright sun.
    
  
 
   
   
    The young man looked at Quentin very seriously.
    
   
    He took another long drag on his cigarette, then he shook his head slowly, blowing out the smoke.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Nope,” he said.
    
   
    “Upstate New York.”
    
  
  
 

  
  BRAKEBILLS, The Magicians Trilogy 
  
 
  

 
  
  
  
 
   
   
    
     BRAKEBILLS
     
  
 
   
   
    He didn’t laugh.
    
   
    Quentin would appreciate that later.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Upstate?”
    
   
    Quentin said.
    
   
    “What, like Vassar?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I saw you come through,” the young man said.
    
   
    “Come on, you need to go up to the House.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He snapped the cigarette away and set off across the wide lawn.
    
   
    He didn’t look back to see if Quentin was following, which at first Quentin didn’t, but then a sudden fear of being left alone in this place got him moving and he trotted to catch up.
    
  
 
   
   
    The green was enormous, the size of half a dozen football fields.
    
   
    It seemed to take them forever to get across it.
    
   
    The sun beat on the back of Quentin’s neck.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So what’s your name?”
    
   
    the young man asked, in a tone that made sure Quentin knew that he had no interest in the answer.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Quentin.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Charming.
    
   
    From?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Brooklyn.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “How old?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Seventeen.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m Eliot.
    
   
    Don’t tell me anything else, I don’t want to know.
    
   
    Don’t want to get attached.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin had to take a couple of double-time steps to keep up with Eliot.
    
   
    There was something off about Eliot’s face.
    
   
    His posture was very straight, but his mouth was twisted to one side, in a permanent half grimace that revealed a nest of teeth sticking both in and out at improbable angles.
    
   
    He looked like a child who had been slightly misdelivered, with some subpar forceps handling by the attending.
    
  
 
   
   
    But despite his odd appearance Eliot had an air of effortless self-possession that made Quentin urgently want to be his friend, or maybe just be him period.
    
   
    He was obviously one of those people who felt at home in the world—he was naturally buoyant, where Quentin felt like he had to dog-paddle constantly, exhaustingly, humiliatingly, just to get one sip of air.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So what is this place?”
    
   
    Quentin asked.
    
   
    “Do you live here?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You mean here at Brakebills?”
    
   
    he said airily.
    
   
    “Yes, I guess I do.”
    
   
    They had reached the far side of the grass.
    
   
    “If you can call it living.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot led Quentin through a gap in a tall hedge and into a leafy, shadowy labyrinth.
    
   
    The bushes had been trimmed precisely into narrow, branching, fractally ramifying corridors that periodically opened out onto small shady alcoves and courtyards.
    
   
    The shrubbery was so dense that no light penetrated through it, but here and there a heavy yellow stripe of sun fell across the path from above.
    
   
    They passed a plashing fountain here, a somber, rain-ravaged white stone statue there.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was a good five minutes before they stepped out of the maze, through an opening flanked by two towering topiary bears reared up on their hind legs, onto a stone terrace in the shadow of the large house Quentin had seen from a distance.
    
   
    A breeze made one of the tall, leafy bears seem to turn its head slightly in his direction.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The Dean will probably be down to get you in another minute,” Eliot said.
    
   
    “Here’s my advice.
    
   
    Sit there”—he pointed to a weathered stone bench, like he was telling an overly affectionate dog to stay—“and try to look like you belong here.
    
   
    And if you tell him you saw me smoking, I will banish you to the lowest circle of hell.
    
   
    Which I’ve never been there, but if even half of what I hear is true it’s almost as bad as Brooklyn.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot disappeared back into the hedge maze, and Quentin sat down obediently on the bench.
    
   
    He stared down between his shiny black interview shoes at the gray stone tiles, his backpack and his overcoat in his lap.
    
   
    This is impossible, he thought lucidly; he thought the words in his mind, but they got no purchase on the world around him.
    
   
    He felt like he was having a not-unpleasant drug experience.
    
   
    The tiles were intricately carved with a pattern of twiny vines, or possibly elaborately calligraphic words that had been worn away into illegibility.
    
   
    Little motes and seeds drifted around in the sunlight.
    
   
    If this is a hallucination, he thought, it’s pretty damn hi-res.
    
  
 
   
   
    The silence was the strangest part of it.
    
   
    As hard as he listened he couldn’t hear a single car.
    
   
    It felt like he was in a movie where the sound track had abruptly cut out.
    
  
 
   
   
    A pair of French doors rattled a few times and then opened.
    
   
    A tall, fat man wearing a seersucker suit strode out onto the terrace.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Good afternoon,” he said.
    
   
    “You would be Quentin Coldwater.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He spoke very correctly, as if he wished he had an English accent but wasn’t quite pretentious enough to affect one.
    
   
    He had a mild, open face and thin blond hair.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes, sir.”
    
   
    Quentin had never called an adult—or anybody else—sir in his life, but it suddenly felt appropriate.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Welcome to Brakebills College,” the man said.
    
   
    “I suppose you’ve heard of us?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Actually no,” Quentin said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, you’ve been offered a Preliminary Examination here.
    
   
    Do you accept?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin didn’t know what to say.
    
   
    This wasn’t one of the questions he’d prepped for when he got up this morning.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know,” he said, blinking.
    
   
    “I mean, I guess I’m not sure.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Perfectly understandable response, but not an acceptable one, I’m afraid.
    
   
    I need a yes or a no.
    
   
    It’s just for the Exam,” he added helpfully.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin had a powerful intuition that if he said no, all of this would be over before the syllable was even fully out of his mouth, and he would be left standing in the cold rain and dog shit of First Street wondering why he’d seemed to feel the warmth of the sun on the back of his neck for a second just then.
    
   
    He wasn’t ready for that.
    
   
    Not yet.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Sure, okay,” he said, not wanting to sound too eager.
    
   
    “Yeah.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Splendid.”
    
   
    He was one of those superficially jolly people whose jolliness didn’t quite reach all the way up to his eyes.
    
   
    “Let’s get you Examined.
    
   
    My name is Henry Fogg—no jokes please, I’ve heard them all—and you may address me as Dean.
    
   
    Follow me.
    
   
    You’re the last one to arrive, I think,” he added.
    
  
 
   
   
    No jokes actually came to Quentin’s mind.
    
   
    Inside the house it was hushed and cool, and there was a rich, spicy smell in the air of books and Oriental carpets and old wood and tobacco.
    
   
    The Dean walked ahead of him impatiently.
    
   
    It took Quentin a minute for his eyes to adjust.
    
   
    They hurried through a sitting room hung with murky oil paintings, down a narrow wood-paneled hallway, then up several flights of stairs to a heavy-timbered wooden door.
    
  
 
   
   
    The instant it opened hundreds of eyes flicked up and fixed themselves on Quentin.
    
   
    The room was long and airy and full of individual wooden desks arranged in rows.
    
   
    At each desk sat a serious-looking teenager.
    
   
    It was a classroom, but not the kind Quentin was used to, where the walls were cinder block and covered with bulletin boards and posters with kittens hanging from branches with HANG IN THERE, BABY under them in balloon letters.
    
   
    The walls of this room were old stone.
    
   
    It was full of sunlight, and it stretched back and back and back.
    
   
    It looked like a trick with mirrors.
    
  
 
   
   
    Most of the kids were Quentin’s age and appeared to occupy his same general stratum of coolness or lack thereof.
    
   
    But not all.
    
   
    There were a few punks with mohawks or shaved heads, and there was a substantial goth contingent and one of those super Jews, a Hasid.
    
   
    A too-tall girl with too-big red-framed glasses beamed goofily at everybody.
    
   
    A few of the younger girls looked like they’d been crying.
    
   
    One kid had no shirt on and green and red tattoos all over his back.
    
   
    Jesus, Quentin thought, whose parents would let them do that?
    
   
    Another was in a motorized wheelchair.
    
   
    Another was missing his left arm.
    
   
    He wore a dark button-down shirt with one sleeve folded up and held closed with a silver clasp.
    
  
 
   
   
    All the desks were identical, and on each one an ordinary blank blue test booklet was laid out with a very thin, very sharp No. 3 pencil next to it.
    
   
    It was the first thing Quentin had seen here that was familiar.
    
   
    There was one empty seat, toward the back of the room, and he sat down and scooched his chair forward with a deafening screech.
    
   
    He almost thought he saw Julia’s face in among the crowd, but she turned away almost immediately, and anyway there was no time.
    
   
    At the front of the room Dean Fogg cleared his throat primly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right,” he said.
    
   
    “A few preliminaries.
    
   
    There will be silence during the Examination.
    
   
    You are free to look at other students’ papers, but you will find that they appear to you to be blank.
    
   
    Your pencils will not require additional sharpening.
    
   
    If you would like a glass of water, just hold up three fingers above your head, like this.”
    
   
    He demonstrated.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do not worry about feeling unprepared for the Examination.
    
   
    There is no way to study for it, though it would be equally true to say that you have been preparing for it your whole lives.
    
   
    There are only two possible grades, Pass and Fail.
    
   
    If you pass, you will proceed to the second stage of the Examination.
    
   
    If you fail, and most of you will, you will be returned to your homes with a plausible alibi and very little memory of this entire experience.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The duration of the test is two and one half hours.
    
   
    Begin.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The Dean turned to the blackboard and drew a clock face on it.
    
   
    Quentin looked down at the blank booklet on his desk.
    
   
    It was no longer blank.
    
   
    It was filling with questions; the letters literally swam into being on the paper as he watched.
    
  
 
   
   
    The room filled with a collective rustling of paper, like a flock of birds taking off.
    
   
    Heads bowed in unison.
    
   
    Quentin recognized this motion.
    
   
    It was the motion of a bunch of high-powered type-A test killers getting down to their bloody work.
    
  
 
   
   
    That was all right.
    
   
    He was one of them.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Quentin hadn’t planned on spending the rest of his afternoon—or morning, or whatever this was—taking a standardized test on an unknown subject, at an unknown educational institution, in some unknown alternate climatic zone where it was still summer.
    
   
    He was supposed to be in Brooklyn freezing his ass off and being interviewed by some random senior citizen, currently deceased.
    
   
    But the logic of his immediate circumstances was overwhelming his other concerns, however well founded they might be.
    
   
    He had never been one to argue with logic.
    
  
 
   
   
    A lot of the test was calculus, pretty basic stuff for Quentin, who was so mysteriously good at math that his high school had been forced to outsource that part of his education to Brooklyn College.
    
   
    Nothing more hazardous than some fancy differential geometry and a few linear algebra proofs.
    
   
    But there were more exotic questions, too.
    
   
    Some of them seemed totally pointless.
    
   
    One of them showed him the back of a playing card—not an actual card but a
    
   
    
     drawing
     of the back of a playing card, mind you, featuring your standard twin angels riding bicycles—and asked him to guess what card it was. 
   
    How did that make sense?
    
  
 
   
   
    Or later on the test gave him a passage from
    
   
    
     The Tempest,
     then asked him to make up a fake language, and then translate the Shakespeare into the made-up language. 
   
    He was then asked questions about the grammar and orthography of his made-up language, and then—honestly, what was the point?
   
   
    —questions about the made-up geography and culture and society of the made-up country where his made-up language was so fluently spoken.
    
   
    Then he had to translate the original passage from the fake language back into English, paying particular attention to any resulting distortions in grammar, word choice, and meaning.
    
   
    Seriously.
    
   
    He always gave everything he had on tests, but in this case he wasn’t totally sure what he was supposed to give.
    
  
 
   
   
    The test also changed as he took it.
    
   
    The reading-comprehension section showed him a paragraph that vanished as he read it, then quizzed him on its contents.
    
   
    Some new kind of computerized paper—hadn’t he read somewhere that somebody was working on that?
    
   
    Digital ink?
    
   
    Amazing resolution, though.
    
   
    He was asked to draw a rabbit that wouldn’t keep still as he drew it—as soon as it had paws it scratched itself luxuriously and then went hopping off around the page, nibbling at the other questions, so that he had to chase it with the pencil to finish filling in the fur.
    
   
    He wound up pacifying it with some hastily sketched radishes and then drawing a fence around it to keep it in line.
    
  
 
   
   
    Soon he forgot about everything else except putting a satisfactory chunk of his neat handwriting next to one question after another, appeasing whatever perverse demands the test made on him.
    
   
    It was an hour before he even looked up from his desk.
    
   
    His ass hurt.
    
   
    He shifted in his chair.
    
   
    The patches of sunlight from the windows had moved.
    
  
 
   
   
    Something else had changed, too.
    
   
    When he’d started every single desk had been filled, but now there was a sprinkling of empty ones.
    
   
    He hadn’t noticed anybody leaving.
    
   
    A cold crystal seed of doubt formed in Quentin’s stomach.
    
   
    Jesus, they must have finished already.
    
   
    He wasn’t used to being outclassed in the classroom.
    
   
    The palms of his hands prickled with sweat, and he smeared them along his thighs.
    
   
    Who were these people?
    
  
 
   
   
    When Quentin flipped to the next page of the test booklet it was blank except for a single word in the center of the page:
    
   
    
     FIN,
     in swirly italic type, like at the end of an old movie. 
  
 
   
   
    He sat back in the chair and pressed the heels of his aching hands against his aching eyes.
    
   
    Well, that was two hours of his life he’d never get back.
    
   
    Quentin still hadn’t noticed anybody getting up and walking out, but the room was getting seriously depopulated.
    
   
    There were maybe fifty kids left, and more empty desks than full ones.
    
   
    It was like they were softly and silently slipping out of the room every time he turned his head.
    
   
    The punk with the tattoos and no shirt was still there.
    
   
    He must have finished, or given up, because he was dicking around by ordering more and more glasses of water.
    
   
    His desktop was crowded with glasses.
    
   
    Quentin spent the last twenty minutes staring out the window and practicing a spinning trick with his pencil.
    
  
 
   
   
    The Dean came in again and addressed the room.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m delighted to inform you all that you will be moving on to the next stage of testing,” he said.
    
   
    “This stage will be conducted on an individual basis by members of the Brakebills faculty.
    
   
    In the meantime, you may enjoy some refreshment and converse among yourselves.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin counted only twenty-two desks still occupied, maybe a tenth of the original group.
    
   
    Bizarrely, a silent, comically correct butler in white gloves entered and began circulating through the room.
    
   
    He gave each of them a wooden tray with a sandwich—roasted red peppers and very fresh mozzarella on sourdough bread—a lumpy pear, and a thick square of dark, bitter chocolate.
    
   
    He poured each student a glass of something cloudy and fizzy from an individual bottle without a label.
    
   
    It turned out to be grapefruit soda.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin took his lunch and drifted up to the front row, where most of the rest of the test takers were gathering.
    
   
    He felt pathetically relieved to have gotten this far, even though he had no idea why he’d passed and the others had failed, or what he’d get for passing.
    
   
    The butler was patiently loading the clinking, sloshing collection of water glasses from the punk’s desk onto a tray.
    
   
    Quentin looked for Julia, but either she hadn’t made the cut or she’d never been there in the first place.
    
  
 
   
   
    “They should have capped it,” explained the punk, who said his name was Penny.
    
   
    He had a gentle moony face that was at odds with his otherwise terrifying appearance.
    
   
    “How much water you can ask for.
    
   
    Like maybe five glasses at most.
    
   
    I love finding shit like that, where the system screws itself with its own rules.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He shrugged.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Any way, I was bored.
    
   
    The test told me I was done after twenty minutes.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Twenty minutes?”
    
   
    Quentin was torn between admiration and envy.
    
   
    “Jesus Christ, it took me two hours.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The punk shrugged again and made a face: What the hell do you want me to say?
    
  
 
   
   
    Among the test takers, camaraderie warred with mistrust.
    
   
    Some of the kids exchanged names and home towns and cautious observations about the test, though the more they compared notes, the more they realized that none of them had taken the same one.
    
   
    They were from all over the country, except for two who turned out to be from the same Inuit reservation in Saskatchewan.
    
   
    They went around the room telling stories about how they’d gotten here.
    
   
    No two were exactly the same, but there was always a certain family resemblance.
    
   
    Somebody went looking for a lost ball in an alley, or a stray goat in a drainage ditch, or followed an inexplicable extra cable in the high school computer room which led to a server closet that had never been there before.
    
   
    And then green grass and summer heat and somebody to take them up to the exam room.
    
  
 
   
   
    As soon as lunch was over teachers began poking their heads in and calling out the names of candidates.
    
   
    They went alphabetically, so it was only a couple of minutes before a stern woman in her forties with dark shoulder-length hair summoned Quentin Coldwater.
    
   
    He followed her into a narrow wood-paneled room with tall windows that looked out from a surprisingly great height onto the lawn he’d crossed earlier.
    
   
    Chatter from the adjacent exam room cut off abruptly when the door closed.
    
   
    Two chairs faced each other across a worn, hugely thick wooden table.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin felt giddy, like he was watching the whole thing on TV.
    
   
    It was ridiculous.
    
   
    But he forced himself to pay attention.
    
   
    This was a competition, and he dominated competitions.
    
   
    That was what he did, and he sensed that the stakes of this one were rising.
    
   
    The table was bare except for a deck of cards and a stack of about a dozen coins.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I understand you like magic tricks, Quentin,” the woman said.
    
   
    She had a very slight accent, European but otherwise unplaceable.
    
   
    Icelandic?
    
   
    “Why don’t you show me some?”
    
  
 
   
   
    As a matter of fact, Quentin did like magic tricks.
    
   
    His interest in magic had started three years ago, partly inspired by his reading habits but mostly as a way of fattening up his extracurriculars with an activity that wouldn’t force him to actually interact with other people.
    
   
    Quentin had spent hundreds of emotionally arid hours with his iPod on palming coins and shuffling cards and producing fake flowers from skinny plastic canes in a trance of boredom.
    
   
    He watched and rewatched grainy, porn-like instructional videotapes in which middle-aged men demonstrated close-up magic passes in front of backdrops made of bedsheets.
    
   
    Magic, Quentin discovered, wasn’t romantic at all.
    
   
    It was grim and repetitive and deceptive.
    
   
    And he worked his ass off and became very good at it.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a store near Quentin’s house that sold magic supplies, along with junk electronics, dusty board games, pet rocks, and fake vomit.
    
   
    Ricky, the man behind the counter, who had a beard and sideburns but no mustache, like an Amish farmer, grudgingly agreed to give Quentin some tips.
    
   
    It wasn’t long before the student surpassed the master.
    
   
    At seventeen Quentin knew the Scotch and Soda and the tricky one-handed Charlier cut, and he could juggle the elusive Mills Mess pattern with three balls and sometimes, for short ecstatic flights, with four.
    
   
    He earned a small dividend of popularity at school every time he demonstrated his ability to throw, with a fierce, robotic accuracy, an ordinary playing card sidearm so that from a distance of ten feet it stuck edge-on in one of the flavorless Styrofoamy apples they served in the cafeteria.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin reached for the cards first.
    
   
    He was vain about his shuffling, so he broke out a faro shuffle rather than the standard riffle just in case—fat chance—the woman sitting across from him knew the difference, and how ridiculously hard it was to do a good faro.
    
  
 
   
   
    He ran through his usual routine, which was already calculated to show off as many different skills as possible: false cuts, false shuffles, lifts, sleights, passes, forces.
    
   
    In between tricks he tossed and waterfalled and avalanched the cards from hand to hand.
    
   
    He had regular patter to go with it, but it sounded clumsy and empty in this quiet, airy, beautiful room, in front of this dignified, handsome older woman.
    
   
    The words trailed off.
    
   
    He performed in silence.
    
  
 
   
   
    The cards made shushing, snapping noises in the stillness.
    
   
    The woman watched him steadily, obediently choosing a card whenever he asked her to, showing no surprise when he recovered it—against all odds!
   
   
    —from the middle of a thoroughly shuffled deck, or from his shirt pocket, or out of thin air.
    
  
 
   
   
    He switched to the coins.
    
   
    They were fresh new nickels, nicely milled, good crisp edges.
    
   
    He had no props, no cups or folded handkerchiefs, so he stuck to palms and passes, flourishes and catches.
    
   
    The woman watched him in silence for a minute, then reached across the table and touched his arm.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do that one again,” she said.
    
  
 
   
   
    He obediently did that one again.
    
   
    The trick was an old one, the Wandering Nickel, wherein a nickel (actually three nickels) moved mysteriously from hand to hand.
    
   
    He kept showing it to the audience and then cheekily vanishing it again; then he pretended to lose track of it entirely; then he triumphantly produced it again, whereupon it appeared to vanish again straight out of his open palm, in plain sight.
    
   
    It was actually a fairly ordinary, if well-scripted, sequence of steals and drops, with one particularly nervy retention-of-vision vanish.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do it again.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He did it again.
    
   
    She stopped him in the middle.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This part—there is a mistake.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Where?”
    
   
    He frowned.
    
   
    “That’s how you do it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She pursed her lips and shook her head.
    
  
 
   
   
    The woman plucked three nickels from the stack and without an instant of hesitation, or anything in her manner that acknowledged that she was doing something special, performed the Wandering Nickel perfectly.
    
   
    Quentin couldn’t stop staring at her small, limber brown hands.
    
   
    Her movements were smoother and more precise than any professional’s he’d ever seen.
    
  
 
   
   
    She stopped in the middle.
    
  
 
   
   
    “See here, where the second coin must go from hand to hand?
    
   
    You need a reverse pass, holding it like so.
    
   
    Here, come around so you can see.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He obediently trotted around to her side of the table and stood behind her, trying not to look down her blouse.
    
   
    Her hands were smaller than his, but the nickel vanished between her fingers like a bird into a thicket.
    
   
    She did the move for him slowly, backward and forward, breaking it down.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That’s what I’m doing,” he said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Show me.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Now she was openly smiling.
    
   
    She grasped his wrist to stop him mid-pass.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Now.
    
   
    Where is the second coin?”
    
  
 
   
   
    He held out his hands, palm up.
    
   
    The coin was . . . but there was no coin.
    
   
    It was gone.
    
   
    He turned his hands over, waggled his fingers, looked on the table, in his lap, on the floor.
    
   
    Nothing.
    
   
    It had disappeared.
    
   
    Did she nick it while he wasn’t looking?
    
   
    With those fast hands and that Mona Lisa smile, he couldn’t quite put it past her.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It is what I thought,” she said, standing up.
    
   
    “Thank you, Quentin, I will send in the next examiner.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin watched her go, still patting his pockets for the missing coin.
    
   
    For the first time in his life he couldn’t tell if he’d passed or failed.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    The whole afternoon went like that: professors parading in through one door and out the other.
    
   
    It was like a dream, a long, rambling dream with no obvious meaning.
    
   
    There was an old man with a shaky head who fumbled in his pants pockets and threw a bunch of frayed, yellowed knotted cords on the table, then stood there with a stopwatch as Quentin untied them.
    
   
    A shy, pretty young woman, who looked like she was barely older than Quentin, asked him to draw a map of the House and the grounds based on what he’d seen since he’d been here.
    
   
    A slick fellow with a huge head and who wouldn’t or couldn’t stop talking challenged him to a weird variant of blitz chess.
    
   
    After a while you couldn’t even take it seriously—it felt like it was his credulity that was being tested.
    
   
    A fat man with red hair and a self-important air released a tiny lizard with iridescent humming-bird wings and huge, alert eyes into the room.
    
   
    The man said nothing, just folded his arms and sat on the edge of the table, which creaked unhappily under his weight.
    
  
 
   
   
    For lack of a better idea Quentin tried to coax the lizard to land on his finger.
    
   
    It flew down and nipped a tiny chunk out of his forearm, drawing a dot of blood, then zipped away and buzzed against the window like a bumblebee.
    
   
    The fat man silently handed Quentin a Band-Aid, collected his lizard, and left.
    
  
 
   
   
    Finally the door closed and didn’t open again.
    
   
    Quentin took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders.
    
   
    Apparently the procession had ended, though nobody bothered to say anything to Quentin.
    
   
    At least he had a few minutes to himself.
    
   
    By now the sun was setting.
    
   
    He couldn’t see it from the exam room, but he could see a fountain, and the light reflected in the pool of the fountain was a cool burnt orange.
    
   
    A mist was rising up through the trees.
    
   
    The grounds were deserted.
    
  
 
   
   
    He rubbed his face with his hands.
    
   
    His head was clearing.
    
   
    It occurred to him, long after it probably should have, to wonder what the hell his parents were thinking.
    
   
    Normally they were pretty indifferent to his comings and goings, but even they had their limits.
    
   
    School had been out for hours now.
    
   
    Maybe they thought his interview had run long, though the chances that they even remembered Quentin was supposed to have had an interview were pretty small.
    
   
    Or if it was summer here, maybe school hadn’t even started yet?
    
   
    The giddy haze he’d been lost in all afternoon was starting to dissipate.
    
   
    He wondered exactly how safe he was here.
    
   
    If this was a dream, he was going to have to wake up pretty soon.
    
  
 
   
   
    Through the closed door he distinctly heard the sound of somebody crying: a boy, and way too old to be crying in front of other people.
    
   
    A teacher was speaking to him quietly and firmly, but the boy either wouldn’t or couldn’t stop.
    
   
    He ignored it, but it was a dangerous, unmanning sound, a sound that clawed away at the outer layers of Quentin’s hard-won teenage sangfroid.
    
   
    Underneath it there was something like fear.
    
   
    The voices faded as the boy was led away.
    
   
    Quentin heard the Dean speaking in icy, clipped tones, trying not to sound angry.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m really not sure I care one way or the other anymore.”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was an answer, something inaudible.
    
  
 
   
   
    “If we don’t have a Quorum we’ll simply send them all home and skip a year.”
    
   
    Fogg’s genteel reserve was decaying.
    
   
    “Nothing would make me happier.
    
   
    We can rebuild the observatory.
    
   
    We can turn the school into a nursing home for senile old professors.
    
   
    God knows we have enough of those.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Inaudible.
    
  
 
   
   
    “There is a Twentieth, Melanie.
    
   
    We go through this every year, and we will empty every high school and middle school and juvenile detention center till we find him or her or it.
    
   
    And if there isn’t I will happily resign, and it will be your problem, and you’re welcome to it.
    
   
    Right now I can’t think of anything that would make me happier.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The door opened a crack, and for an instant a worried face peered in at him—it was Quentin’s first examiner, the dark-haired European lady with the clever fingers.
    
   
    He opened his mouth to ask about a phone—his cell was down to one useless flickering bar—but the door shut again.
    
   
    How annoying.
    
   
    Was it over?
    
   
    Should he just leave?
    
   
    He made a face to himself.
    
   
    He was all for adventures, God knows, but enough was enough.
    
   
    This one was getting old.
    
  
 
   
   
    The room was almost dark.
    
   
    He looked around for a light switch, but there wasn’t one; in fact all the time he’d been here he hadn’t seen a single electrical device.
    
   
    No phones, no lights, no clocks.
    
   
    It was a long time since Quentin had had his sandwich and his square of dark chocolate, and he was hungry again.
    
   
    He stood up and went to the window where it was lighter.
    
  
 
   
   
    The panes of glass were wiggly with age.
    
   
    Was he the last one left?
    
   
    What was taking so long?
    
   
    The sky was a luminous royal blue dome swarming with huge lazy whorls of stars, van Gogh stars that would have been invisible in Brooklyn, drowned in light pollution.
    
   
    He wondered how far upstate they were, and what had happened to the note he’d been chasing and never found.
    
   
    The book he’d left behind with his backpack in the first exam room; now he wished he’d kept it with him.
    
   
    He imagined his parents making dinner together in the kitchen, something steaming on the stove, his dad singing along to something nightmarishly unhip, two glasses of red wine on the counter.
    
   
    He almost missed them.
    
  
 
   
   
    With no warning the door banged open and the Dean walked in, talking over his shoulder at somebody behind him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “—a Candidate?
    
   
    Fine,” he said sarcastically.
    
   
    “Let’s see a Candidate.
    
   
    And bring some Goddamned candles!”
    
   
    He sat down at the table.
    
   
    His shirt was translucent with sweat.
    
   
    It was not impossible that he’d had a drink between now and the last time Quentin had seen him.
    
   
    “Hello, Quentin.
    
   
    Please sit.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He indicated the other chair.
    
   
    Quentin sat, and Fogg rebuttoned his top button and hastily, irritably whipped a tie out of his pocket.
    
  
 
   
   
    The dark-haired woman followed Fogg into the room, and after her came the old man with the knots, the fat man with the lizard, then the rest of the dozen or so men and women who had paraded through the room this afternoon.
    
   
    They formed lines along the walls, packed themselves into the corners, craning to look at him, whispering to one another.
    
   
    The punk kid with the tattoos was there, too—he slipped in just as the door was closing, unobserved by the faculty.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Come on, come on.”
    
   
    The Dean waved them into the room.
    
   
    “We should really do this in the conservatory next year.
    
   
    Pearl, you come around here.”
    
   
    This to the young blond woman who’d made Quentin draw a map.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Now,” he said when they were all inside.
    
   
    “Quentin.
    
   
    Sit, please.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was already sitting.
    
   
    He scooched in his chair a little farther.
    
  
 
   
   
    Dean Fogg took out of one pocket a fresh pack of cards, the plastic wrap still on them, and from the other he took a stack of nickels, maybe a dollar’s worth, which he put down too emphatically so that they promptly slumped over.
    
   
    They both reached to restack them.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right, let’s get to it.”
    
   
    Fogg clapped his hands and rubbed them together.
    
   
    “Let’s see some magic!”
    
  
 
   
   
    He sat back in his chair and folded his arms.
    
  
 
   
   
    Hadn’t they already done this part?
    
   
    Quentin kept his face studiously calm and unworried, but his mind was in free fall.
    
   
    Slowly he unwrapped the stiff new cards, the plastic crackling deafeningly in the excruciating stillness, and watched from a mental mile away as his hands dutifully riffled and bridged them, riffled and bridged.
    
   
    He searched his brain for a trick he hadn’t already done the first time around.
    
   
    Somebody coughed.
    
  
 
   
   
    He’d barely started his routine when Fogg stopped him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “No, no-no-no-no.”
    
   
    Fogg chuckled, not especially kindly.
    
   
    “Not like that.
    
   
    I want to see some
    
   
    
     real magic
    .” 
  
 
   
   
    He knocked twice on the hard tabletop with his knuckles and sat back again.
    
   
    Quentin took a deep breath and searched Fogg’s face for the good humor he’d seen there earlier, but Fogg just watched expectantly.
    
   
    His eyes were a pale milky blue, paler than eyes usually were.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t really get what you mean,” Quentin said slowly, in the silence, like he’d forgotten his line in the school play and had to ask for it.
    
   
    “What do you mean, real magic?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, I don’t know.”
    
   
    Fogg shot a hilarious sideways glance at the other teachers.
    
   
    “I don’t know what I mean.
    
   
    You tell me what I mean.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin shuffled a couple more times, stalling.
    
   
    He didn’t know what to do.
    
   
    He would do anything if they would just tell him what he was supposed to do.
    
   
    This was it, he thought, he was coming to the end.
    
   
    This is what failure feels like.
    
   
    He looked around the room, but every face was either blank or avoiding his gaze.
    
   
    No one was going to help him.
    
   
    He was going back to Brooklyn.
    
   
    Maddeningly, he could feel tears pooling in his eyes.
    
   
    He blinked them away.
    
   
    He so badly wanted not to care, but he was falling backward, sinking down inside himself, and there was nothing there to catch him.
    
   
    This is it, he thought.
    
   
    This was the test he couldn’t pass.
    
   
    It wasn’t really all that surprising.
    
   
    He just wondered how long they were going to let it go on.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Stop fucking with us, Quentin!”
    
   
    Fogg barked.
    
   
    He snapped his fingers.
    
   
    “Come on.
    
   
    Wake up!”
    
  
 
   
   
    He reached across the table and grabbed Quentin’s hands roughly.
    
   
    The contact was a shock.
    
   
    His fingers were strong and strangely dry and hot.
    
   
    He was moving Quentin’s fingers, physically forcing them into positions they didn’t want to be in.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Like this,” he was saying.
    
   
    “Like
    
   
    
     this.
     
   
    Like
    
   
    
     this.
    ” 
  
 
   
   
    “Okay, stop,” Quentin said.
    
   
    He tried to pull away.
    
   
    “Stop.”
    
  
 
   
   
    But Fogg didn’t stop.
    
   
    The audience shifted uncomfortably, and somebody said something.
    
   
    Fogg kept on working Quentin’s hands with both of his, kneading them.
    
   
    He bent Quentin’s fingers back, stretching them apart so that the webs between his fingers burned.
    
   
    Light seemed to flash between their hands.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I said, stop it!”
    
   
    Quentin jerked his hands away.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was surprising how good the anger felt.
    
   
    It was something to grab on to.
    
   
    In the shocked silence that followed he took a deep breath and forced it out through his nose.
    
   
    When it was out he felt like he’d expelled some of his despair with it.
    
   
    He’d had enough of being judged.
    
   
    He’d been sucking it up his whole life, but even he had his limit.
    
  
 
   
   
    Fogg was talking again, but now Quentin wasn’t even listening.
    
   
    He had begun to recite something under his breath, something familiar.
    
   
    It took him a second to realize that the words he was mouthing weren’t English; they were from the foreign language he had invented earlier that afternoon.
    
   
    It was an obscure language—he’d decided—indigenous to a single tropical archipelago, a languorous hot-weather paradise, a Gauguin painting, blessed with black sand beaches and breadfruit trees and freshwater springs and endowed with an angry, glowing red volcano god and an oral culture rich in obscene expletives.
    
   
    He spoke this language fluently, with no accent, like a native.
    
   
    The words he spoke were not a prayer, exactly.
    
   
    More of an incantation.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin stopped shuffling the cards.
    
   
    There was no going back.
    
   
    Everything snapped into very slow, slow motion, as if the room had filled up with a viscous but perfectly clear liquid in which everyone and everything floated easily and calmly.
    
   
    Everyone and everything except for Quentin, who moved quickly.
    
   
    With two hands together, as if he were releasing a dove, he tossed the deck of cards lightly up to the ceiling.
    
   
    The deck broke apart and scattered in flight, like a meteorite losing cohesion in the atmosphere, and as the cards fluttered back down to earth they stacked themselves on the tabletop.
    
   
    They formed a house of cards.
    
   
    It was a recognizable, if impressionistic, model of the building they were sitting in.
    
   
    The cards fell as if by chance, but each one perfectly, snapping into place magnetically, edge to edge, one after other.
    
   
    The last two, the aces of spades and hearts, leaned up against each other to make the roof over the clock tower.
    
  
 
   
   
    Now the room was absolutely still.
    
   
    Dean Fogg sat as if he were frozen in place.
    
   
    All the hairs were standing up on Quentin’s arms, but he knew what he was doing.
    
   
    His fingers left almost imperceptible phosphorescent trails behind them in the air.
    
   
    He definitely felt high.
    
   
    He leaned forward and blew lightly on the card house, and it collapsed back down into a neatly stacked deck.
    
   
    He turned the deck over and fanned it out on the table like a blackjack dealer.
    
   
    Every card was a Queen—all the standard suits, plus other suits that didn’t exist, in different colors, green and yellow and blue.
    
   
    The Queen of Horns, the Queen of Clocks, the Queen of Bees, the Queen of Books.
    
   
    Some were clothed, some were shamelessly naked.
    
   
    Some of them had Julia’s face.
    
   
    Some of them had the lovely paramedic’s.
    
  
 
   
   
    Dean Fogg watched Quentin intently.
    
   
    Everybody watched him.
    
   
    Watch this: Quentin squared the deck again and with no particular effort ripped it in half and then ripped the halves in half and tossed the resulting confetti at the assembled company, who all flinched except for Fogg.
    
  
 
   
   
    He stood up.
    
   
    His chair fell over backward.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tell me where I am,” Quentin said softly.
    
   
    “Tell me what I’m doing here.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He picked up the stack of nickels in his fist, only it was no longer a stack of coins, it was the hilt of a bright, burning sword that he drew easily out of the tabletop, as if it had been left there buried up to the hilt.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tell me what’s going on here,” Quentin said, louder, to the room.
    
   
    “And if this place isn’t Fillory, then for fuck’s sake will somebody please tell me where the hell I am?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin let the tip of the sword hover under Fogg’s nose for a slow ten-count, then he reversed his grip and stabbed it down into the wood of the table.
    
   
    The point bit deep into the buttery wood and stuck there.
    
  
 
   
   
    Fogg didn’t move.
    
   
    The sword waggled in place.
    
   
    Quentin sniffed involuntarily.
    
   
    The last of the light from the window died.
    
   
    It was night.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well now,” the Dean said finally.
    
   
    He removed a neatly folded handkerchief from his pocket and patted his forehead.
    
   
    “I think we can all agree that that was a Pass.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Somebody—it was the old guy with the knots—put a reassuring hand on Quentin’s back and gently, with surprising strength, drew the sword out of the table and laid it safely on its side.
    
   
    A slow patter of applause arose from the assembled examiners.
    
   
    It quickly turned into an ovation.
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    Afterward Quentin couldn’t remember much of the rest of that night, except that he spent it there at the school.
    
   
    He was exhausted, and weak, like he’d been drugged.
    
   
    His chest felt hollowed out and empty.
    
   
    He wasn’t even hungry anymore, just desperate to sleep.
    
   
    It was embarrassing, but nobody seemed to mind.
    
   
    Professor Van der Weghe—it turned out that was the dark-haired woman’s name—told him it was perfectly natural to be tired because he had just cast his first Minor Incantation, whatever that was, and that would wear anybody out.
    
   
    She further promised him that matters had been squared with his parents.
    
   
    They wouldn’t be worried.
    
   
    By that point Quentin barely cared, he just wanted to pass out.
    
  
 
   
   
    He let her half lead, half carry him up approximately ten thousand flights of stairs to a small, neat room containing a very, very soft featherbed with cool white sheets.
    
   
    He lay down on it with his shoes still on.
    
   
    Ms. Van der Weghe took them off for him—it made him feel like a little kid to have somebody untie his shoes for him.
    
   
    She covered him up, and he was asleep before she closed the door.
    
  
 
   
   
    The next morning it took him a long, confused minute to figure out where he was.
    
   
    He lay in bed, slowly piecing together his memories of the day before.
    
   
    It was a Friday, and by rights he should be in school now.
    
   
    Instead he was waking up in an unfamiliar bedroom wearing yesterday’s clothes.
    
   
    He felt vaguely confused and regretful, like he’d drunk too much at a party with people he didn’t know very well and fallen asleep in the host’s spare bedroom.
    
   
    He even had a trace of what felt like a hangover.
    
  
 
   
   
    What exactly had happened last night?
    
   
    What had he done?
    
   
    His memories were all wrong.
    
   
    The events were like a dream—they had to be—but they didn’t feel like a dream.
    
   
    And this room wasn’t a dream.
    
   
    A crow cawed loudly outside and immediately stopped, as if it were embarrassed.
    
   
    There was no other sound.
    
  
 
   
   
    From where he lay he took stock of the room he was in.
    
   
    The walls were curved—the room was in the shape of a section of a circle.
    
   
    The outer wall was stone; the inner was taken up with dark wooden cabinets and cubbies.
    
   
    There was a Victorian-looking writing desk and a dresser and a mirror.
    
   
    His bed was tucked into a wooden alcove.
    
   
    There were small vertical windows all along the outer wall.
    
   
    He had to admit it was a highly satisfactory room.
    
   
    No danger signs yet.
    
   
    Maybe this wasn’t a complete disaster.
    
   
    At any rate it was time to get up.
    
   
    Time to get it over with and find out what was going on.
    
  
 
   
   
    He got up and padded over to a window.
    
   
    The stone floor was cool on his bare feet.
    
   
    It was early, a misty dawn, and he was very high up, higher than the tops of the highest trees.
    
   
    He had slept for ten hours.
    
   
    He looked down on the green lawn.
    
   
    It was silent and empty.
    
   
    He saw the crow: it drifted by below him on glossy blue-black wings.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    A note on the desk informed him that he would be having breakfast with Dean Fogg at his earliest convenience.
    
   
    Quentin discovered a dormitory-style bathroom on the floor below, with shower stalls and rows of capacious white porcelain sinks and stacks of neatly folded scratchy white institutional towels.
    
   
    He washed up—the water was hot and strong, and he let it blast him till he felt clean and calm.
    
   
    He took a long pent-up acid-yellow piss in the shower and watched it spiral down the drain.
    
   
    It felt deeply weird not to be in school, to be on an adventure somewhere new, however dubious.
    
   
    It felt good.
    
   
    A mental meter in his brain was totting up the damage that his absence would be wreaking at home in Brooklyn; so far it was still within acceptable limits.
    
   
    He made himself as presentable as possible in his day-old, slept-in interview suit and walked downstairs.
    
  
 
   
   
    The place was completely deserted.
    
   
    He hadn’t expected a formal reception, exactly, but he had to wander around for twenty minutes, through empty hallways and drawing rooms and classrooms and out onto terraces, before the white-gloved butler who’d served him his sandwich yesterday finally found him and deposited him in the Dean’s office, which was surprisingly small and mostly taken up by a presidential desk the size of a panzer tank.
    
   
    The walls were lined with an assortment of books and old-looking brass instruments.
    
  
 
   
   
    The Dean arrived a minute later wearing a light green linen suit and a yellow tie.
    
   
    He was brusque and peppy and showed no sign of embarrassment, or any other emotion, relating to the scene the night before.
    
   
    He had already had breakfast, Fogg explained, but Quentin would eat while they talked.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Now.”
    
   
    He clapped his hands on his knees and quirked his eyebrows.
    
   
    “First things first: magic is real.
    
   
    But you’ve probably already gotten that far.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin said nothing.
    
   
    He kept his face, his whole body, carefully still in his chair.
    
   
    He looked at a spot over Fogg’s shoulder.
    
   
    He was giving nothing away.
    
   
    Certainly it was the simplest possible explanation for what had happened last night.
    
   
    Part of him, the part he trusted least, wanted to leap on this idea like a puppy on a ball.
    
   
    But in light of everything else that had ever happened to him, in his entire life, he checked himself.
    
   
    He’d spent too long being disappointed by the world—he’d spent so many years pining for something like this, some proof that the real world wasn’t the only world, and coping with the overwhelming evidence that it in fact was.
    
   
    He wasn’t going to be suckered in just like that.
    
   
    It was like finding a clue that somebody you’d buried and mourned wasn’t really dead after all.
    
  
 
   
   
    He let Fogg talk.
    
  
 
   
   
    “To answer your questions of last night, you are at the Brakebills College for Magical Pedagogy.”
    
   
    The butler arrived with a tray crowded with covered dishes, which he busily uncovered, like a room-service waiter.
    
   
    “Based on your performance in the Examination yesterday, we’ve decided to offer you a place here.
    
   
    Try the bacon, it’s very good.
    
   
    Local farm, they raise the pigs on cream and walnuts.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You want me to go to school here.
    
   
    College.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes.
    
   
    You’d come here instead of matriculating at a conventional university.
    
   
    If you like it, you can even keep the room you stayed in last night.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “But I can’t just—” Quentin didn’t know exactly how to put everything that was ridiculous about that idea in a single sentence.
    
   
    “I’m sorry, this is a little confusing.
    
   
    So I would put off college?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “No, Quentin.
    
   
    You wouldn’t put off college.
    
   
    You would abandon college.
    
   
    Brakebills would be your college.”
    
   
    The Dean had obviously had a lot of practice at this.
    
   
    “There would be no Ivy League for you.
    
   
    You wouldn’t go off to school with the rest of your class.
    
   
    You would never make Phi Beta Kappa or be recruited by a hedge fund or a management consultancy.
    
   
    This isn’t summer school, Quentin.
    
   
    This is”—he pronounced the phrase precisely, eyes wide—“ ‘the whole shebang.’ ”
    
  
 
   
   
    “So it’s four years—”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Five, actually.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “—at the end of which I get what?
    
   
    A bachelor’s of magic?”
    
   
    It was actually funny.
    
   
    “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,” he said to nobody.
    
  
 
   
   
    “At the end of which you will be a magician, Quentin.
    
   
    It is not the obvious career path, I know.
    
   
    Your guidance counselor would not approve.
    
   
    No one will know what you’re doing here.
    
   
    You would be leaving all that behind.
    
   
    Your friends, whatever career plans you had, everything.
    
   
    You would be losing one world but gaining another.
    
   
    Brakebills would become your world.
    
   
    It’s not a decision to be taken lightly.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Well, no, it wasn’t.
    
   
    Quentin pushed his plate away and crossed his arms.
    
   
    He stalled.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So, how did you find me?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, we have a device for that, a globe.”
    
   
    Fogg indicated a shelf holding a whole menagerie of them: modern globes; blackwater globes; pale lunar globes; glittering midnight-blue celestial globes; dark, smoky, unreadable globes awash with ludicrously inaccurate continents.
    
   
    “It finds young people like yourself who have an aptitude for magic—essentially it senses magic being performed, often inadvertently, by unregistered sorcerers, of which you are one.
    
   
    I suppose it must have picked up that Wandering Nickel trick of yours.
    
  
 
   
   
    “We have scouts, too,” he added.
    
   
    “Your odd friend Ricky with the whiskers is one.”
    
   
    He touched his jawline where Ricky’s Amish beard was.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What about that woman I met, with the braids.
    
   
    The paramedic.
    
   
    Was she a scout, too?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Fogg frowned.
    
   
    “With braids?
    
   
    You saw her?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, yes.
    
   
    Right before I came here.
    
   
    Didn’t you send her?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Fogg’s face became studiously empty.
    
  
 
   
   
    “In a manner of speaking.
    
   
    She’s a special case.
    
   
    Works on an independent basis.
    
   
    Freelance, you might say.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin’s mind spun.
    
   
    Maybe he should ask to see a brochure.
    
   
    And no one had said anything about tuition yet.
    
   
    And gift horses and all that notwithstanding, how much did he know about this place?
    
   
    Suppose it really was a school for magic.
    
   
    Was it any good?
    
   
    What if he’d stumbled into some third-tier magic college by accident?
    
   
    He had to think practically.
    
   
    He didn’t want to be committing himself to some community college of sorcery when he could have Magic Harvard or whatever.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Don’t you want to see my SATs?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I have,” Fogg said patiently.
    
   
    “And a lot more than that.
    
   
    But yesterday’s Exam was all we really needed.
    
   
    It’s very comprehensive.
    
   
    Admission here is quite competitive, you know.
    
   
    I doubt there’s a more exclusive school of any kind on the continent.
    
   
    We held six Exams this summer, for twenty places.
    
   
    Only two Passed yesterday, you and another boy, the boy with the tattoos and the hair.
    
   
    Penny, he says his name is.
    
   
    Can’t be his real name.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is the only magical school in North America,” Fogg went on, leaning back behind his desk.
    
   
    He almost seemed to be enjoying Quentin’s discomfort.
    
   
    “There’s one in the UK, two on the Continent, four in Asia, and so on.
    
   
    One in New Zealand for some reason.
    
   
    People talk a lot of guff about American magic, but I assure you we are quite up to the international standard.
    
   
    In Zurich they still teach phrenology, if you can believe that.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Something small but heavy fell off Fogg’s desk with a clunk.
    
   
    He bent to retrieve it: a silver statue of a bird that seemed to be twitching.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Poor little thing,” he said, petting it with his large hands.
    
   
    “Someone tried to change it into a real bird, but it got stuck in between.
    
   
    It thinks it’s alive, but it’s much too heavy to fly.”
    
   
    The metal bird cheeped feebly, a dry clicking noise like an empty pistol.
    
   
    Fogg sighed and put it away in a drawer.
    
   
    “It’s always launching itself out of windows and landing in the hedges.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Now.”
    
   
    The Dean leaned forward and steepled his fingers.
    
   
    “Should you choose to matriculate here, we’ll do some minor illusion work with your parents.
    
   
    They can’t know about Brakebills, of course, but they’ll think you’ve been accepted to a very prestigious private institute—which isn’t at all far from the truth—and they’ll be very proud.
    
   
    It’s painless and quite effective, as long as you don’t say anything too obvious.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, and you’ll start right away.
    
   
    The semester begins in two weeks, so you’ll have to skip the rest of your senior year.
    
   
    But I really shouldn’t be telling you all this before we’ve done your paperwork.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Fogg took out a pen and a fat sheaf of closely handwritten paper that looked like a treaty between two eighteenth-century nation-states.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Penny signed yesterday,” he said.
    
   
    “Very quick Examination, that boy.
    
   
    What do you say?”
    
  
 
   
   
    So that was it, that was the sales pitch.
    
   
    Fogg put the papers in front of him and held out the pen.
    
   
    Quentin took it, a fancy-looking metal fountain pen as thick as a cigar.
    
   
    His hand hovered over the page.
    
   
    This was ridiculous.
    
   
    Was he really going to throw everything away?
    
   
    Everything: everybody he knew, James and Julia, whatever college he would have gone to, whatever career he would have had, everything he thought he’d been getting ready for.
    
   
    For this?
    
   
    This bizarre charade, this fever dream, this fancy-dress role-playing game?
    
  
 
   
   
    He stared out the window.
    
   
    Fogg watched him impassively, just waiting for him to fall for it.
    
   
    If he cared one way or the other, he wasn’t letting on.
    
   
    The little floundering metal bird, having escaped its drawer, butted its head industriously against the wainscoting.
    
  
 
   
   
    And then a vast stony weight suddenly lifted off Quentin’s chest.
    
   
    It felt like it had been there his entire life, an invisible albatross, a granite millstone holding him down, and all at once it just dropped away and disappeared without a splash.
    
   
    His chest expanded.
    
   
    He was going to bob up to the ceiling like a balloon.
    
   
    They were going to make him a magician, and all he had to do was sign.
    
   
    Jesus, what the hell was he thinking?
    
   
    Of course he was going to sign.
    
   
    This was everything he’d always wanted, the break he’d given up on years ago.
    
   
    It was right in front of him.
    
   
    He was finally on the other side, down the rabbit hole, through the looking glass.
    
   
    He was going to sign the papers and he was going to be a motherfucking magician.
    
   
    Or what the hell else was he going to do with his life?
    
  
 
   
   
    “Okay,” Quentin said evenly.
    
   
    “All right.
    
   
    On one condition: I want to start now.
    
   
    I want to stay in that room.
    
   
    I don’t want to go home.”
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    They didn’t make him go home.
    
   
    Instead, his things arrived from home in a collection of duffel bags and rolly suitcases, packed by his parents, who had, as Fogg promised, somehow been squared with the idea that their only child was suddenly matriculating in the middle of the semester at a mysterious educational institution they had never visited or even heard of.
    
   
    Quentin slowly unpacked his clothes and his books and put them away in the cabinets and cubbies in the little curved tower room.
    
   
    He didn’t even want to touch them now.
    
   
    They were part of his old self, his old life, the one he was molting away.
    
   
    The only thing missing was the book, the notebook the paramedic gave him.
    
   
    That was nowhere to be found.
    
   
    He’d left it in the exam room on the assumption that he’d be going back there, but when he finally did it was gone.
    
   
    Dean Fogg and the butler pled ignorance.
    
  
 
   
   
    Sitting there alone in his room, his folded clothes around him on the bed, he thought about James and Julia.
    
   
    God only knew what they were thinking.
    
   
    Did she miss him?
    
   
    Now that he was gone, would she realize she’d had the wrong man all along?
    
   
    He should probably get in touch with them somehow.
    
   
    Though really, what the hell could he say?
    
   
    He wondered what would have happened if James had taken the envelope from the paramedic too.
    
   
    Maybe he would have gotten to take the exam, too.
    
   
    Maybe that was part of the test.
    
  
 
   
   
    He let himself unclench a little.
    
   
    Just slightly, he stopped bracing for the blow from above, and for the first time he seriously considered the idea that it might not come at all.
    
  
 
   
   
    With nothing else to do Quentin roamed through the huge house, unsupervised and rudderless.
    
   
    The Dean and the teachers were nice enough when he ran into them, but they had their own work to do and their own problems to deal with.
    
   
    It was like being at a fancy beach resort during the off-season, rattling around in a grand hotel with no guests, just empty rooms and empty gardens and empty, echoing hallways.
    
   
    He ate his meals alone in his room and loitered in the library—naturally they had the complete works of Christopher Plover—and luxuriously contemplated, one by one, in order, each of the problem sets and projects and papers he would never have to finish.
    
   
    Once he found his way up to the clock tower and spent an afternoon watching the huge rusty iron pendulum sway back and forth, following the massive gears and levers and catchments as they turned and meshed, carrying out their mechanical syllogism, until the glow of the setting sun shone through the tremendous backward clock face.
    
  
 
   
   
    Sometimes he burst out laughing out of nowhere, for no reason.
    
   
    He was experimenting cautiously with the idea of being happy, dipping an uncertain toe into those intoxicatingly carbonated waters.
    
   
    It wasn’t something he’d had much practice at.
    
   
    It was just too fucking funny.
    
   
    He was going to learn magic!
    
   
    He was either the greatest genius of all time or the biggest idiot.
    
   
    But at least he was actually curious about what was going to happen to him next.
    
   
    For the first time in he didn’t know how long he was actually following the action with interest.
    
   
    In Brooklyn reality had been empty and meaningless—whatever inferior stuff it was made of, meaning had refused to adhere to it.
    
   
    Brakebills was different.
    
   
    It mattered.
    
   
    Meaning—is that what magic was?
   
   
    —was everywhere here.
    
   
    The place was crawling with it.
    
   
    Out there he had been on the edge of serious depression, and worse, he had been in danger of learning to really dislike himself.
    
   
    He was on the verge of incurring the kind of inward damage you didn’t heal from, ever.
    
   
    But now he felt like Pinocchio, a wooden boy who was made real.
    
   
    Or maybe it was the other way around, he’d been turned from a real boy into something else?
    
   
    Either way the change was for the better.
    
   
    It wasn’t Fillory, but it would do.
    
  
 
   
   
    He didn’t spend all his time alone.
    
   
    Once in a while he spotted Eliot from a distance, loping across the empty green or lolling with his long legs folded up in a window seat, staring out the window or leafing distractedly through a book.
    
   
    He had an air of magnificent melancholy sophistication, as if his proper place were elsewhere, somewhere infinitely more compelling even than Brakebills, and he’d been confined to his present setting by a grotesque divine oversight, which he tolerated with as much good humor as could be expected.
    
  
 
   
   
    One day Quentin was walking the edge of the great lawn when he came across Eliot leaning against an oak tree, smoking a cigarette and reading a paperback book.
    
   
    It was more or less the same spot where they first met.
    
   
    Because of the odd way Eliot’s jaw was built, the cigarette stuck out at an angle.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Want one?”
    
   
    Eliot asked politely.
    
   
    He stopped reading and held out a blue-and-white pack of Merit Ultra Lights.
    
   
    They hadn’t spoken since Quentin’s first day at Brakebills.
    
  
 
   
   
    “They’re contraband,” he went on, not visibly disappointed that Quentin didn’t take one.
    
   
    “Chambers buys them for me.
    
   
    I once caught him in the wine cellar drinking a
    
   
    
     very
     good petite syrah from the Dean’s private collection. 
   
    Stags’ Leap, the ninety-six.
    
   
    We came to an understanding.
    
   
    He’s really a nice fellow, I shouldn’t hold it over his head.
    
   
    Quite a good amateur painter, albeit in a sadly outdated realist mode.
    
   
    I let him paint me once—draped, thank you very much.
    
   
    I was holding a Frisbee.
    
   
    I think I was supposed to be Hyacinthus.
    
   
    Chambers is a
    
   
    
     pompiste
     at heart. 
   
    Deep down I don’t think he believes Impressionism ever happened.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin had never met anybody so staggeringly and unapologetically affected.
    
   
    It was hard to know how to respond.
    
   
    He summoned up all the wisdom he’d accumulated during his entire life in Brooklyn.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Merits are for pussies,” he said.
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot looked at him appraisingly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Very true.
    
   
    But they’re the only cigarette I can stand.
    
   
    Disgusting habit.
    
   
    Come on, smoke one with me.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin accepted the cigarette.
    
   
    He was in unfamiliar territory here.
    
   
    He’d handled cigarettes before—they were common props in close-up magic—but he’d never actually put one in his mouth.
    
   
    He made the cigarette vanish—a basic thumb palm—then snapped his fingers to bring it back.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I said smoke it, not fondle it,” Eliot said curtly.
    
  
 
   
   
    He muttered something under his breath, then snapped his own fingers.
    
   
    A lighter-size flame sprang into being over the tip of his index finger.
    
   
    Quentin leaned in and inhaled.
    
  
 
   
   
    It felt like his lungs had been crumpled up and then incinerated.
    
   
    He coughed for five solid minutes without stopping.
    
   
    Eliot laughed so hard he had to sit down.
    
   
    Quentin’s face was slick with tears.
    
   
    He forced himself to take another drag and threw up into a hedge.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    They spent the rest of that afternoon together.
    
   
    Maybe he felt guilty for giving Quentin the cigarette, or maybe Eliot had decided that the tedium of solitude was ever so slightly greater than the tedium of Quentin’s company.
    
   
    Maybe he just needed a straight man.
    
   
    He led Quentin around the campus and lectured him on the underground lore of life at Brakebills.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The keen-eyed incoming freshman will have noticed the weather, which is uncommonly clement for November.
    
   
    That’s because it’s still summer here.
    
   
    There are some very old spells on the Brakebills grounds to keep people from spotting it from the river or walking in by accident, that kind of thing.
    
   
    Fine old enchantments.
    
   
    Classic work of their kind.
    
   
    But they’re getting eccentric in their old age, and somewhere in the 1950s time started spinning off its axis here.
    
   
    Gets worse every year.
    
   
    Nothing to worry about, in the larger picture, but we’re a little behind the mainstream.
    
   
    Two months twenty-eight days, give or take a few hours.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin didn’t know whether to act as awestruck as he felt or try to produce an imitation of cool worldly ennui.
    
   
    He changed the subject and asked about the curriculum.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You won’t have any choice about your schedule your first year.
    
   
    Henry”—Eliot only ever referred to Dean Fogg by his first name—“makes everybody do the same thing.
    
   
    Are you smart?”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was no non-embarrassing answer to this.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I guess.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Don’t worry about it, everybody here is.
    
   
    If they even brought you in for the Exam you were the smartest person in your school, teachers included.
    
   
    Everyone here was the cleverest little monkey in his or her particular tree.
    
   
    Except now we’re all in one tree together.
    
   
    It can be a shock.
    
   
    Not enough coconuts to go round.
    
   
    You’ll be dealing with your equals for the first time in your life, and your betters.
    
   
    You won’t like it.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The work is different, too.
    
   
    It’s not what you think.
    
   
    You don’t just wave a wand and yell some made-up Latin.
    
   
    There’s reasons why most people can’t do it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Which are what?”
    
   
    Quentin asked.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The reasons why most people can’t do magic?
    
   
    Well.”
    
   
    Eliot held up a long, thin finger.
    
   
    “One, it’s very hard, and they’re not smart enough.
    
   
    Two, it’s very hard, and they’re not obsessive and miserable enough to do all the work you have to do to do it right.
    
   
    Three, they lack the guidance and mentorship provided by the dedicated and startlingly charismatic faculty of the Brakebills College for Magical Pedagogy.
    
   
    And four, they lack the tough, starchy moral fiber necessary to wield awesome magical energies calmly and responsibly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “And five”—he stuck up his thumb—“some people have all that stuff and they still can’t do it.
    
   
    Nobody knows why.
    
   
    They say the words, wave their arms, and nothing happens.
    
   
    Poor bastards.
    
   
    But that’s not us.
    
   
    We’re the lucky ones.
    
   
    We have it, whatever
    
   
    
     it
     is.” 
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know if I have the moral fiber one.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t either.
    
   
    I think that one’s optional, actually.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Silent for a while, they walked along a lush, ruler-straight all
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    “The study of magic is not a science, it is not an art, and it is not a religion.
    
   
    Magic is a craft.
    
   
    When we do magic, we do not wish and we do not pray.
    
   
    We rely upon our will and our knowledge and our skill to make a specific change to the world.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is not to say that we understand magic, in the sense that physicists understand why subatomic particles do whatever it is that they do.
    
   
    Or perhaps they don’t understand that yet, I can never remember.
    
   
    In any case, we do not and cannot understand what magic is, or where it comes from, any more than a carpenter understands why a tree grows.
    
   
    He doesn’t have to.
    
   
    He works with what he has.
    
  
 
   
   
    “With the caveat that it is much more difficult and much more dangerous and much more interesting to be a magician than it is to be a carpenter.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Delivering this edifying lecture was Professor March, whom Quentin had last seen during his Examination—he was the round, red-haired man with the hungry lizard.
    
   
    Because he was plump and red-faced he looked like he should be jolly and easygoing, but in actuality he was turning out to be kind of a hard-ass.
    
  
 
   
   
    When Quentin woke up that morning the huge empty House was full of people—yelling, running, noisy people who dragged trunks thunderously up stairs and occasionally banged open his door, looked him over, and then slammed it shut again.
    
   
    It was a rude awakening; he’d gotten used to wandering around the House by himself as its undisputed lord and master, or at least, after Eliot, its senior undersecretary.
    
   
    But as it turned out there were ninety-nine other students enrolled at Brakebills, divided into five classes that corresponded roughly to freshman through first-year graduate student.
    
   
    They had arrived this morning en masse for the first day of the semester, and they were asserting their rights.
    
  
 
   
   
    They came in clumps, materializing ten at a time on the back terrace, each group with a hillock of trunks and duffle bags and suitcases beside it.
    
   
    Everybody except Quentin was in uniform: striped blazers and ties for the guys, white blouses and dark tartan skirts for the girls.
    
   
    For a college, it all looked a whole lot like a prep school.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s jacket and tie at all times except in your room,” Fogg explained.
    
   
    “There are more rules; you’ll pick them up from the others.
    
   
    Most boys like to choose their own ties.
    
   
    I am inclined to be lenient on that score, but don’t test me.
    
   
    Anything too exciting will be confiscated, and you’ll be forced to wear the school tie, which I know very little about these things, but I am told is cruelly unfashionable.”
    
  
 
   
   
    When Quentin got back to his room he found a closetful of identical jackets hanging there, dark blue and chocolate brown in inch-wide stripes, paired with white dress shirts.
    
   
    Most of them looked brand new; a few showed signs of incipient sheen at the elbows or fraying around the cuffs and smelled faintly but not unpleasantly of mothballs and tobacco and former occupants.
    
   
    He changed gingerly and looked at himself in the mirror.
    
   
    He knew that he was probably supposed to resent the uniform, but he relished it.
    
   
    If he didn’t feel like a magician yet, at least he could look like one.
    
  
 
   
   
    Each jacket had an embroidered coat of arms on it, a golden bee and a golden key on a black background dotted with tiny silver stars.
    
   
    He would later hear other students call this device the key-and-bee, and once he started looking for it he saw it everywhere, worked into carpets and curtains, carved into stone lintels, pieced into the corners of parquet floors.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Now Quentin sat in a large square lecture hall, a corner room with high, lofty windows on two sides.
    
   
    It contained four rows of elegant wooden desks set on raked steps like an amphitheater, looking down on a large blackboard and a massive stone demonstration table that had been scorched, scratched, scarred, and scathed within an inch of its life.
    
   
    Particles of chalk dust hung in the air.
    
   
    The class had twenty students, all in uniform, all looking like very ordinary teenagers trying very hard to look cooler and smarter than each other.
    
   
    Quentin knew that probably half the Intel Science Talent Search winners and Scripps Spelling Bee champions in the country were in this room.
    
   
    Based on what he had overheard, one of his classmates had placed second in the Putnam Competition, as a high school junior.
    
   
    He knew for a fact that one of the girls had managed to take over the plenary session of the national model UN and push through a motion sanctioning the use of nuclear weapons to protect a critically endangered species of sea turtle.
    
   
    This while representing Lesotho.
    
  
 
   
   
    Not that any of that stuff mattered anymore, but the air was still thick with nerves.
    
   
    Sitting there in his new-smelling shirt and jacket, Quentin already wished he were back on the river with Eliot.
    
  
 
   
   
    Professor March paused, refocusing.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Quentin Coldwater, would you please come up to the front of the class?
    
   
    Why don’t you do some of your magic for us?”
    
  
 
   
   
    March was looking straight at him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That’s right.”
    
   
    His manner was warm and cheery, like he was giving Quentin a prize.
    
   
    “Right here.”
    
   
    He indicated a spot next to him.
    
   
    “Here.
    
   
    I’ll give you a prop.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Professor March rummaged in his pockets and took out a clear glass marble, somewhat linty, and put it on the table, where it rolled a few inches before it found a hollow to settle in.
    
  
 
   
   
    The classroom was absolutely still.
    
   
    Quentin knew this wasn’t a real test.
    
   
    It was some kind of object-lesson-slash-hazing ritual.
    
   
    An annual thing, probably nothing to worry about, just one more wonderful old Brakebills tradition.
    
   
    But his legs felt like wooden stilts as he made his way down the broad steps to the front of the class.
    
   
    The other students stared at him with the cold indifference of the gratefully spared.
    
  
 
   
   
    He took his place next to March.
    
   
    The marble looked ordinary, just glass with a few air bubbles in it.
    
   
    About the same circumference as a nickel.
    
   
    Probably about as easy to palm, too, Quentin supposed.
    
   
    With his brand-new school jacket on he could cuff and sleeve it without too much trouble.
    
   
    All right, he thought, if it’s magic they want, magic they shall get.
    
   
    Blood thundering in his ears, he produced it from either hand, from his mouth, from his nose.
    
   
    He was rewarded with scattered giggles from the audience.
    
  
 
   
   
    The tension broke.
    
   
    He hammed it up.
    
   
    He tossed the marble up in the air, letting it almost brush the high cathedral ceiling, then leaned forward and caught it neatly balanced in the hollow of the back of his neck.
    
   
    Somebody did a rim shot on his desk.
    
   
    The room broke up.
    
  
 
   
   
    For his grand finale Quentin pretended to crush the marble with a heavy iron paperweight, at the last second substituting a mint Lifesaver he happened to have in his pocket, which made a nice solid crunch and left behind a forensically convincing spray of white powder.
    
   
    He apologized profusely to Professor March, winking broadly at the audience, then asked him if he could borrow his handkerchief.
    
   
    When he reached for the handkerchief, Professor March discovered the marble in his own jacket pocket.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin executed a Johnny Carson golf swing.
    
   
    The First Years applauded wildly.
    
   
    He bowed.
    
   
    Not bad, he thought.
    
   
    Half an hour into his first semester and he was already a folk hero.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Thank you, Quentin,” Professor March said unctuously, clapping with the tips of his fingers.
    
   
    “Thank you, that was very enlightening.
    
   
    You may return to your seat.
    
   
    Alice, what about you?
    
   
    Why don’t you show us some magic.”
    
  
 
   
   
    This remark was addressed to a small, sullen girl with straight blonde hair who’d been huddling in the back row.
    
   
    She showed no surprise at being picked; she looked like the kind of person who expected the worst at all times, and why should today be any different?
    
   
    She walked down the wide steps of the lecture hall to the front of the room—eyes straight ahead, coldbloodedly ascending the gallows, looking hideously uncomfortable in her freshly creased uniform—and mutely accepted her marble from Professor March.
    
   
    Taking her place behind the demonstration table, which came up to her chest, she steadied it on the stone tabletop.
    
  
 
   
   
    Immediately she made a series of rapid, businesslike gestures over the marble.
    
   
    It looked like she was doing sign language, or assembling a cat’s cradle with invisible string.
    
   
    Her unfussy manner was the opposite of Quentin’s slick, show-offy style.
    
   
    Alice stared at the marble intently, expectantly.
    
   
    Her eyes went a little crossed.
    
   
    Her lips moved, though from where he was sitting Quentin couldn’t hear what she was saying.
    
  
 
   
   
    The marble began to glow red, then white, becoming opaque, an eye clouding over with a milky cataract.
    
   
    A slender undulating curl of gray smoke rose up from the point where it touched the table.
    
   
    Quentin’s smug, triumphant feeling went cold and congealed.
    
   
    She already knew real magic, he thought.
    
   
    My God, I am so far behind.
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice rubbed her hands together.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It takes a minute for my fingers to become impervious.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Cautiously, as if she were retrieving a hot dish from an oven, Alice plucked at the glass marble with her fingertips.
    
   
    It was now molten from the heat, and it pulled like taffy.
    
   
    In four quick, sure motions she gave the marble four legs, then added a head.
    
   
    When she took her hands away and blew on it the marble rolled over, shook itself once, and stood up.
    
   
    It had become a tiny, plump glass animal.
    
   
    It began to walk across the table.
    
  
 
   
   
    This time no one applauded.
    
   
    The chill in the room was palpable.
    
   
    The hair stood up on Quentin’s arms.
    
   
    The only sound was the soft
    
   
    
     tik-tik-katikkatik
     of its pointy glass feet on the stone tabletop. 
  
 
   
   
    “Thank you, Alice!”
    
   
    Professor March said, regaining the stage.
    
   
    “For those of you who are wondering, Alice just performed three basic spells.”
    
   
    He held up a finger for each one.
    
   
    “Dempsey’s Silent Thermogenesis; a lesser Cavalieri animation; and some kind of ward-and-shield that appears to be home-brewed, so maybe we should name it after you, Alice.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice looked back at March impassively, waiting for a cue that she could go back to her seat.
    
   
    She wasn’t even smug, just impatient to be released.
    
   
    Forgotten, the little glass creature reached the end of the table.
    
   
    Alice made a grab for it, but it fell and smashed on the hard stone floor.
    
   
    She crouched down over it, stricken, but Professor March was already moving on, wrapping up his lecture.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin watched the little drama with a mixture of compassion and rivalrous envy.
    
   
    Such a tender soul, he thought.
    
   
    But she’s the one I’ll have to beat.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tonight please read the first chapter of Le Goff’s
    
   
    
     Magickal Historie,
     in the Lloyd translation,” March said, “and the first two chapters of Amelia Popper’s 
   
    
     Practical Exercises for Young Magicians,
     a book that you will soon come to despise with every fiber of your innocent young beings. 
   
    I invite you to attempt the first four exercises.
    
   
    Each of you will be performing one of them for the class tomorrow.
    
  
 
   
   
    “And if you find Lady Popper’s rather quaint eighteenth-century English difficult, keep in mind that next month we will be starting Middle English, Latin, and Old High Dutch, at which time you will look back on Lady Popper’s eighteenth-century English with fond nostalgia.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Students began stirring and gathering up their books.
    
   
    Quentin looked down at the notebook in front of him, which was empty except for one anxious zigzaggy line.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Final thought before you go.”
    
   
    March raised his voice over the shuffling clatter.
    
   
    “I urge you again to think of this as a purely practical course, with a minimum of theory.
    
   
    If you find yourself becoming curious about the nature and origins of the magical powers you are slowly and very, very painfully cultivating, remember this famous anecdote about the English philosopher Bertrand Russell.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Russell once gave a public lecture on the structure of the universe.
    
   
    Afterward he was approached by a woman who told him that he was a very clever young man but much mistaken in his thinking, because everyone knew that the world was flat and sat on the back of a turtle.
    
  
 
   
   
    “When Russell asked her what the turtle was standing on, she replied, ‘You’re very clever, young man, very clever.
    
   
    But it’s turtles all the way down!’
    
  
 
   
   
    “The woman was wrong about the world, of course, but she would have been quite right if she’d been talking about magic.
    
   
    Great mages have wasted their lives trying to get at the root of magic.
    
   
    It is a futile pursuit, not much fun and occasionally quite hazardous.
    
   
    Because the farther down you go, the bigger and scalier the turtles get, with sharper and sharper beaks.
    
   
    Until eventually they start looking less like turtles and more like dragons.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Everyone take a marble, please, as you go.”
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    The very next afternoon March taught them a simple chant to say over their marbles in a crooked gypsy-sounding language that Quentin didn’t recognize (later Alice told him it was Estonian), accompanied by a tricky gesture that involved moving the middle and pinky fingers on both hands independently, which is a lot harder than it sounds.
    
   
    Those who completed it successfully could leave early, the rest had to stay until they got it right.
    
   
    How would they know when they got it right?
    
   
    They would know.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin stayed until his voice was hoarse and his fingers were on fire, until the light in the windows had softened and changed color and then sunk away completely, until his empty stomach ached, and dinner had been served and cleared away in the distant dining room.
    
   
    He stayed until his face was warm with shame, and all but four other people had stood up—some of them pumped their fists in the air and said
    
   
    
     yesssss!!!
    
   
    —and left the classroom.
    
   
    Alice had been the first, after about twenty minutes, though she left silently.
    
   
    Finally Quentin said the chant and made the motions—he didn’t even know what he did differently this time—and was rewarded by the sight of his marble wobbling, very slightly but unmistakably, of its own volition.
    
  
 
   
   
    He didn’t say anything, just put his head down on his desk, hiding his face in the crook of his elbow, and let the blood in his head throb in the darkness.
    
   
    The wooden desk was cool on his cheek.
    
   
    It hadn’t been a fluke, or a hoax, or a joke.
    
   
    He had done it.
    
   
    Magic was real, and he could do it.
    
  
 
   
   
    And now that he could, my God, there was so much of it to do.
    
   
    That glass marble would be Quentin’s constant companion for the rest of the semester.
    
   
    It was the cold, pitiless glass heart of Professor March’s approach to magical pedagogy.
    
   
    Every lecture, every exercise, every demonstration was concerned with how to manipulate and transform it using magic.
    
   
    For the next four months Quentin was required to carry his marble everywhere.
    
   
    He fingered his marble under the table at dinner.
    
   
    It nestled in the inside pockets of his Brakebills jacket.
    
   
    When he showered, he tucked it in the soap dish.
    
   
    He took it to bed with him, and on those rare occasions when he slept he dreamed about it.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin learned to cool his marble until it frosted over.
    
   
    He caused it to roll around a table by invisible means.
    
   
    He learned to float his marble in midair.
    
   
    He made it glow from within.
    
   
    Because it was already transparent it was easy to render invisible, upon which he promptly lost it and Professor March had to rematerialize it for him.
    
   
    Quentin made his marble float in water, pass through a wooden barrier, fly through an obstacle course and attract iron filings like a magnet.
    
   
    This was nuts-and-bolts work, ground-level fundamentals.
    
   
    The dramatic spellcasting display Quentin had performed during his exam, however showy and satisfying, he was told, was a well-understood anomaly, a flare-up of accumulated power that often manifested during a sorcerer’s first casting.
    
   
    It would be years before he could do anything comparable again.
    
  
 
   
   
    In the meantime Quentin also studied the history of magic, about which even magicians knew less than he would have thought.
    
   
    It turned out that magic-users had always lived within mainstream society, but apart from it and largely unknown to it.
    
   
    The towering figures of magical history weren’t famous at all in the mundane world, and the obvious guesses were way off base.
    
   
    Leonardo, Roger Bacon, Nostradamus, John Dee, Newton—sure, all of them were mages of various stripes, but of relatively modest ability.
    
   
    The fact that they were famous in mainstream circles was just a strike against them.
    
   
    By the standards of magical society they’d fallen at the first hurdle: they hadn’t had the basic good sense to keep their shit to themselves.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin’s other homework, Popper’s
    
   
    
     Practical Exercises for Young Magicians,
     turned out to be a thin, large-format volume containing a series of hideously complex finger and voice exercises arranged in order of increasing difficulty and painfulness. 
   
    Much of spellcasting, Quentin gathered, consisted of very precise hand gestures accompanied by incantations to be spoken or chanted or whispered or yelled or sung.
    
   
    Any slight error in the movement or in the incantation would weaken, or negate, or pervert the spell.
    
  
 
   
   
    This wasn’t Fillory.
    
   
    In each of the Fillory novels one or two of the Chatwin children were always taken under the wing of a kindly Fillorian mentor who taught them a skill or a craft.
    
   
    In
    
   
    
     The World in the Walls
     Martin becomes a master horseman and Helen trains as a kind of forest scout; in 
   
    
     The Flying Forest
     Rupert becomes a deadeye archer; in 
   
    
     A Secret Sea
     Fiona trains with a master fencer; and so on. 
   
    The process of learning is a nonstop orgy of wonderment.
    
  
 
   
   
    Learning magic was nothing like that.
    
   
    It turned out to be about as tedious as it was possible for the study of powerful and mysterious supernatural forces to be.
    
   
    The same way a verb has to agree with its subject, it turned out, even the simplest spell had to be modified and tweaked and inflected to agree with the time of day, the phase of the moon, the intention and purpose and precise circumstances of its casting, and a hundred other factors, all of which were tabulated in volumes of tables and charts and diagrams printed in microscopic jewel type on huge yellowing elephant-folio pages.
    
   
    And half of each page was taken up with footnotes listing the exceptions and irregularities and special cases, all of which had to be committed to memory, too.
    
   
    Magic was a lot wonkier than Quentin thought it would be.
    
  
 
   
   
    But there was something else to it, too, something beyond all the practicing and memorizing, beyond the dotted
    
   
    
     i
    ’s and crossed 
   
    
     t
    ’s, something that never came up in March’s lectures. 
   
    Quentin only sensed it, without really being able to talk about it, but there was something else you needed if a spell was going to get any purchase on the world around you.
    
   
    Whenever he tried to think about it he got lost in abstractions.
    
   
    It was something like force of will, a certain intensity of concentration, a clear vision, maybe a dash of artistic brio.
    
   
    If a spell was going to work, then on some gut level you had to mean it.
    
  
 
   
   
    He couldn’t explain it, but Quentin could tell when it was working.
    
   
    He could sense his words and gestures getting traction on the mysterious magical substrate of the universe.
    
   
    He could feel it physically.
    
   
    His fingertips got warm, and they seemed to leave trails in the air.
    
   
    There was a slight resistance, as if the air were getting viscous around him and pushing back against his hands and even against his lips and tongue.
    
   
    His mind buzzed with a caffeine-cocaine fizz.
    
   
    He was at the heart of a large and powerful system, he
    
   
    
     was
     its heart. 
   
    When it was working, he knew it.
    
   
    And he liked it.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Now that his friends had come back from vacation Eliot sat with them at meals instead.
    
   
    They were a highly visible clique, always earnestly conferring with each other and having fits of obstreperous public laughter, conspicuously fond of themselves and uninterested in the greater Brakebills populace.
    
   
    There was something different about them, though it was hard to say what.
    
   
    They weren’t better-looking or smarter than anybody else.
    
   
    They just seemed to know who they were, and they weren’t constantly looking around at everybody else as if they could tell them.
    
  
 
   
   
    It rankled the way Eliot had dropped Quentin the minute he ceased to be convenient, but then there were the nineteen other First Years to think of.
    
   
    Though they weren’t a wildly social bunch.
    
   
    They were quiet and intense, always eyeing each other assessingly, as if they were trying to figure out who—if it came right down to it—would take out who in an intellectual death match.
    
   
    They didn’t congregate overmuch—they were always civil but rarely warm.
    
   
    They were used to competing and used to winning.
    
   
    In other words, they were like Quentin, and Quentin wasn’t used to being around people like himself.
    
  
 
   
   
    The one student he and every other First Year at Brakebills was immediately obsessed with was little Alice, of the tiny glass creature, but it quickly became apparent that in spite of being way ahead of the rest of her year academically she was cripplingly shy, to the point where there wasn’t much point in trying to talk to her.
    
   
    When approached at meals she answered questions in whispered monosyllables, her gaze dropping to the tablecloth in front of her as if weighed down by some infinite inner shame.
    
   
    She was almost pathologically unable to make eye contact, and she had a way of hiding her face behind her hair that made it clear how agonizing it was for her to be the object of human attention.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin wondered who or what could possibly have convinced somebody with such obvious gifts that she should be frightened of other people.
    
   
    He wanted to keep up a proper head of competitive steam, but instead he felt almost protective of her.
    
   
    The one and only time he saw Alice look genuinely happy was when he watched her, alone and momentarily unself-conscious, successfully skip a pebble across the pool in a fountain and between the legs of a stone nymph.
    
  
 
   
   
    Life at Brakebills had a hushed, formal, almost theatrical tone to it, and at mealtimes formality was elevated to the level of a fetish.
    
   
    Dinners were served promptly at six thirty; latecomers were denied the privilege of a chair and ate standing.
    
   
    Faculty and students sat together at one interminable table that was swathed in a tablecloth of mystical whiteness and laid with heavy-handled silverware that didn’t match.
    
   
    Illumination was provided by battalions of hideous candelabras.
    
   
    The food, contrary to private school tradition, was excellent in an old-fashioned, Frenchified way.
    
   
    Menus tended toward mid-century warhorses like boeuf en daube and lobster thermidor.
    
   
    First Years had the privilege of serving all the other students as waiters, under the stern direction of Chambers, and then eating by themselves when everybody else was done.
    
   
    Third and Fourth Years were allowed one glass of wine with dinner; Fifth Years (or “Finns,” as they were called, for no obvious reason) got two.
    
   
    Oddly enough there were only ten Fourth Years, half the usual number, and nobody would explain why.
    
   
    Asking about it just ended the conversation.
    
  
 
   
   
    All this Quentin picked up with the speed of a sailor cast away on a savage foreign continent, who has no choice but to learn the local language as rapidly as possible or be devoured by those who speak it.
    
   
    His first two months at Brakebills spun by, and soon red and gold leaves were scattering across the Sea, as if they were being pushed by invisible brooms—which possibly they were?
   
   
    —and the flanks of the slow-moving topiary beasts in the Maze showed streaks of color.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin devoted a half hour every day after class to exploring the campus on foot.
    
   
    One blustery afternoon he stumbled onto a pocket vineyard, a postage stamp of earth ruled into straight lines and planted with rows of grapevines strung up on rusty wires and trained into weird vinicultural candelabra shapes.
    
   
    By now the grapes had already been harvested, and those that hadn’t had shriveled on the vine into tiny fragrant raisins.
    
  
 
   
   
    Beyond it, a quarter mile off into the woods, at the end of a narrow path, Quentin discovered a small field neatly divided into a patchwork of squares.
    
   
    Some of the squares were grass, some were stone, some were sand, some were water, and two were made of blackened, silvery metal, elaborately inscribed.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was no fence or wall to mark the edge of the grounds, or if there was he never found it.
    
   
    There was just the river along one side and woods all around the rest.
    
   
    Even so the faculty seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time maintaining the spells that kept the school invisible and impregnable to outsiders.
    
   
    They were constantly strolling the perimeter, studying things Quentin couldn’t see, and pulling one another out of classes to consult about it.
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    One afternoon in late October Professor March asked Quentin to stay behind after Practical Applications.
    
   
    P.A.—as everybody called it—was the part of the day when the students worked on actual spellcasting.
    
   
    They were allowed to attempt only the most basic magic at this stage, under smotheringly close supervision, but still.
    
   
    It was a small practical reward for all those oceans of theory they were navigating.
    
  
 
   
   
    That particular class had not been a successful one for Quentin.
    
   
    P.A. was held in a room that resembled a college chemistry lab: indestructible gray stone tables; counters mottled with ancient unspeakable stains; deep, capacious sinks.
    
   
    The air was thickly charged with permanent charms and wards installed by generations of Brakebills professors to prevent students from injuring themselves or each other.
    
   
    It carried a whiff of ozone.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin watched his lab partner Surendra dust his hands with a white powder (equal parts flour and beech-wood ash), draw certain invisible sigils in the air with a freshly trimmed willow wand, and then bring the wand softly down on his marble (nickname: Rakshasa!)
   
   
    , slicing it neatly in half with one stroke, first try.
    
   
    But when Quentin brought the willow wand down on his marble (nickname: Martin) it burst with a quiet
    
   
    
     pop,
     like a dying lightbulb, throwing off a spray of glass chunks and powder. 
   
    Quentin dropped the wand and spun away to shield his eyes; everybody else in the room craned their heads to look.
    
   
    The atmosphere in the P.A. room wasn’t particularly collegial.
    
  
 
   
   
    So Quentin was already in a foul mood when Professor March asked him to stay behind after class.
    
   
    March chatted with stragglers in the hall while Quentin sat on one of the indestructible tables, swinging his legs and thinking black thoughts.
    
   
    He was somewhat reassured that Alice had been asked to stay behind, too.
    
   
    She sat by the window staring dreamily out at the sluggish Hudson.
    
   
    Her marble floated in slow circles around her head, a lazy miniature satellite, sometimes clicking against the glass when she leaned too close.
    
   
    Why did magic come to her so effortlessly?
    
   
    he wondered.
    
   
    Or was it as effortless as it looked?
    
   
    He couldn’t believe it was as hard for her as it was for him.
    
   
    Penny was there, too, looking pale and intense and moon-faced as always.
    
   
    He wore the Brakebills uniform, but they’d let him keep his mohawk.
    
  
 
   
   
    Professor March came back in, followed by Professor Van der Weghe.
    
   
    She didn’t mince words.
    
  
 
   
   
    “We asked you three to stay behind because we are considering advancing you to Second Year for the spring term,” she said.
    
   
    “You would have to do some extra work on your own in order to pass your First Year exams in December and then catch up to the Second Years, but I think you’re up to it.
    
   
    Am I right?”
    
  
 
   
   
    She looked around encouragingly.
    
   
    She wasn’t really asking them so much as telling them.
    
   
    Quentin and Penny and Alice glanced at one another uneasily and looked away again.
    
   
    From long experience Quentin had learned not to be surprised when his intellectual abilities were rated over other people’s, and this mark of favor certainly wiped out the nightmare of his pulverized marble, with interest.
    
   
    But everybody was acting very solemn and serious about it.
    
   
    It sounded like a lot of work for the privilege of skipping a year at Brakebills, which he wasn’t even sure he wanted to do anyway.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Why?”
    
   
    Penny spoke up.
    
   
    “Why move us up?
    
   
    Are you going to move other students down to make room for us?”
    
  
 
   
   
    He had a point.
    
   
    It was an immutable fact of life at Brakebills that there were always twenty students per class, no more and no fewer.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Different students learn at different speeds, Penny,” was all she said.
    
   
    “We want to keep everybody where they’re most comfortable.”
    
  
 
   
   
    There were no further questions.
    
   
    After a suitable interval Professor Van der Weghe accepted their silence as consent.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right then,” she said.
    
   
    “Good luck to all of you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Those words plunged Quentin into a new and darker phase of his life at Brakebills, just when he’d gotten comfortable with the old one.
    
   
    Until then he’d worked hard, but he got in his share of malingering like everybody else.
    
   
    He wandered around campus and killed time with the other First Years in the First Years’ lounge, which was a shabby but cozy room with a fireplace and an assortment of critically injured couches and armchairs and embarrassingly lame “educational” board games, basically magical versions of Trivial Pursuit, all warped and stained and missing crucial pieces and cards and spinners.
    
   
    They even had a contraband video-game console set up in a closet, a three-year-old box hooked up to an even older TV.
    
   
    It fuzzed out and rebooted whenever anybody fired up a spell within two hundred yards of it, which was pretty much constantly.
    
  
 
   
   
    That was before.
    
   
    Now there was no time when Quentin wasn’t studying.
    
   
    As often as Eliot had warned him about what he was in for, and as hard as he’d worked up till now, he still somehow imagined that learning magic would turn out to be a delightful journey through a secret garden where he would gaily pluck the heavy fruit of knowledge from conveniently low-hanging branches.
    
   
    Instead every afternoon after P.A. Quentin went straight to the library to rush through his regular homework so he could betake himself after dinner to the library, where his appointed tutor waited for him.
    
  
 
   
   
    His tutor was Professor Sunderland, the pretty young woman who had asked him to draw maps during his Examination.
    
   
    She looked nothing like a magician was supposed to: she was blond and dimply and distractingly curvy.
    
   
    Professor Sunderland taught mostly upper-level courses, Fourth and Fifth Years, and didn’t have much patience for amateurs.
    
   
    She drilled him relentlessly on gestures and incantations and charts and tables, and when he was perfect, that was a start, but she’d like to see Popper etudes No. 7 and No. 13 again, please, slowly, forward and then backward, just to make sure.
    
   
    Her hands did things Quentin couldn’t imagine his hands ever doing.
    
   
    It would have been intolerable if Quentin didn’t have a ferocious crush on Professor Sunderland.
    
  
 
   
   
    He almost felt like he was betraying Julia.
    
   
    But what did he owe her?
    
   
    It’s not like she even would have cared.
    
   
    And Professor Sunderland was here.
    
   
    He wanted somebody who was part of his new world.
    
   
    Julia had her chance.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin spent a lot more of his time with Alice and Penny now.
    
   
    Brakebills had an eleven-o’clock lights-out policy for First Years, but with their extra workload the three of them had to find a way around it.
    
   
    Fortunately there was a small study off one of the student wings that, according to Brakebills lore, was exempt from whatever monitoring spells the faculty used to enforce curfew.
    
   
    Probably they left it like that deliberately as a loophole for situations like this.
    
   
    It was a leftover space—musty, windowless, and trapezoidal—but it had a couch and a table and chairs, and the faculty never checked it after hours, so that was where Quentin, Alice, and Penny went when the rest of the First Years went to bed.
    
  
 
   
   
    They made an odd little tribe: Alice sitting hunched over the table; Quentin sprawled on the couch; Penny pacing in circles, or sitting cross-legged on the floor.
    
   
    The odious Popper books were hexed in such a way that you could practice in front of them and they would tell you if you’d screwed up or not by turning green (good) or red (bad), although annoyingly they wouldn’t tell you
    
   
    
     how
     you’d screwed up. 
  
 
   
   
    But Alice always knew how you screwed up.
    
   
    Of the three of them she was the prodigy, with preternaturally flexible hands and wrists and a freakish memory.
    
   
    When it came to languages she was omnivorous and insatiable.
    
   
    While her classmates were still wallowing in the shallows of Middle English, she was already plunging into Arabic and Aramaic and Old High Dutch and Old Church Slavonic.
    
   
    She was still painfully shy, but the late nights she spent with Quentin and Penny in the after-hours room wore away some of her reserve, to the point where she would sometimes exchange notes and pointers with the other two.
    
   
    Once in a while she even revealed a sense of humor, though more often than not she made her jokes in Old Church Slavonic.
    
  
 
   
   
    They probably would have been lost on Penny anyway.
    
   
    He had no sense of humor at all.
    
   
    He practiced by himself, murmuring and watching his pale hands sign and flutter in a massive baroque gilt-framed mirror leaned up against the wall.
    
   
    The mirror had an old, fading, forgotten enchantment on it, so Penny’s reflection was sometimes replaced with an image of a treeless green hillside, a smooth grassy curve under an overcast sky.
    
   
    It was like a TV with a poorly installed cable box, picking up a stray image from far away, some other world.
    
  
 
   
   
    Rather than take a break, Penny would just wait silently and impassively for the image to change back.
    
   
    Secretly the mirror made Quentin nervous, as if something horrible were about to come strolling over the top of that hill, or was buried restlessly underneath it.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I wonder where it is,” Alice said.
    
   
    “In real life.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “Maybe it’s in Fillory.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You could climb through.
    
   
    That’s always how it works in the books.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “How great would that be?
    
   
    Think about it: we could go through and study for a month and come back and ace this thing.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Please don’t tell me you’re going to go to Fillory so you can get more homework done,” Alice said.
    
   
    “Because that would be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “A little quiet, people,” Penny said.
    
  
 
   
   
    For a punk Penny could be an unbelievable drag.
    
  
 
   
   
    Winter descended, a deep, bitter-cold Hudson Valley winter.
    
   
    The fountains froze over, and the Maze was traced in white snow, except where the topiary animals shivered and humped up and shook it off.
    
   
    Quentin and Alice and Penny found themselves drawing apart from their classmates, who regarded them with envy and resentment that Quentin didn’t have the time or energy to deal with.
    
   
    For the time being they were their own exclusive club within the already closed club of Brakebills.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was rediscovering his love of work.
    
   
    It wasn’t really a thirst for knowledge that kept him going, or any desire to live up to Professor Van der Weghe’s belief that he belonged in Second Year.
    
   
    It was mostly just the familiar, perverse satisfaction of repetitive, backbreaking labor, the same masochistic pleasure that had enabled him to master the Mills Mess pattern and the faro shuffle and the Charlier cut and to lay waste to Calculus 2 when he was still in eighth grade.
    
  
 
   
   
    A few of the older students took pity on the three marathon crammers.
    
   
    They adopted them as mascots the way a class of kindergartners would adopt a family of gerbils.
    
   
    They egged them on and brought them snacks and sodas after hours.
    
   
    Even Eliot condescended to visit, bringing with him a set of illegal charms and talismans for staying awake and reading faster, though it was hard to tell whether they worked or not.
    
   
    They were procured, he said, from a seedy itinerant salesman who turned up at Brakebills once or twice a year in an old wood-paneled station wagon crammed with junk.
    
  
 
   
   
    December slid by on silent runners, in a sleepless dream of constant toil.
    
   
    The work had lost all connection to whatever goal it was supposed to be accomplishing.
    
   
    Even Quentin’s sessions with Professor Sunderland lost their spark.
    
   
    He caught himself staring bleakly at the radiant upper slopes of her achingly full and gropable breasts when he knew he should be devoting himself to far more pressing technical issues like correct thumb position.
    
   
    His crush went from exciting to depressing, as if he’d gone from the first blush of infatuation to the terminal nostalgia of a former lover without even the temporary relief of an actual relationship in between.
    
  
 
   
   
    Now he floated through Professor March’s lectures from the back row, feeling lofty contempt for his classmates, who were only on Popper etude No. 27, when he had already scaled the glorious heights of No. 51 and watched it grow tiny beneath his still-climbing feet.
    
   
    He began to hate the grungy misshapen room where he and Penny and Alice did their late-night cramming.
    
   
    He hated the bitter, burned smell of the coffee they drank, to the point where he almost felt tempted to try the low-grade speed Penny took as an alternative.
    
   
    He recognized the irritable, unpleasant, unhappy person he was becoming: he looked strangely like the Quentin he thought he’d left behind in Brooklyn.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Quentin didn’t do all his studying in the trapezoidal spare room.
    
   
    On weekends he could work wherever he wanted, at least during the daytime.
    
   
    Mostly he stayed in his own room, but sometimes he climbed the long spiral staircase up to the Brakebills observatory, a respectable if antiquated facility at the top of one of the towers.
    
   
    It contained a massive late-nineteenth-century telescope the size of a telephone pole, poking up at an angle through a tarnished copper dome.
    
   
    Somebody on the staff must have been deeply in love with this obsolete instrument, because it floated on an exquisitely complicated array of brass gears and joints that was kept freshly oiled and in a state of high polish.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin liked to read in the observatory because it was high up and well heated and relatively unfrequented: not only was it hard to get to, the telescope was useless during the day.
    
   
    This was usually enough to secure him an afternoon of lofty, wintry solitude.
    
   
    But on one Saturday in late November he discovered that he wasn’t the only one who’d figured this out.
    
   
    When Quentin reached the top of the spiral staircase, the trapdoor was already open.
    
   
    He poked his head up into the circular, amber-lit room.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was like he’d poked his head into another world, an alien planet that looked eerily like his own, but rearranged.
    
   
    The interloper was Eliot.
    
   
    He was kneeling like a supplicant in front of an old orange armchair with ripped upholstery that stood in the middle of the room, in the center of the circular track that the telescope ran on.
    
   
    Quentin always wondered who had gotten the chair up there in the first place and why they’d bothered—magic was obviously involved, since it wouldn’t have fit through the trapdoor, or even any of the tiny windows.
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot wasn’t alone.
    
   
    There was somebody sitting in the chair.
    
   
    The angle was bad, but he thought it was one of the Second Years, an unexceptional, smooth-cheeked kid with straight rust-colored hair.
    
   
    Quentin barely knew him.
    
   
    His name might have been Eric.
    
  
 
   
   
    “No,” Eric said, and then again sharply: “No!
    
   
    Absolutely not.”
    
   
    He was smiling.
    
   
    Eliot started to stand up, but the boy held him down playfully by his shoulders.
    
   
    He wasn’t especially large.
    
   
    The authority he exercised over Eliot wasn’t physical.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You know the rules,” he said, like he was speaking to a child.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Please?
    
   
    Just this once?”
    
   
    Quentin had never heard Eliot speak in that pleading, wheedling infantile tone before.
    
   
    “Please?”
    
   
    It was not a tone he had ever expected to hear Eliot speak in.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Absolutely not!”
    
   
    Eric touched the tip of Eliot’s long, pale nose with his finger.
    
   
    “Not until you finish all your chores.
    
   
    Every single one.
    
   
    And take off that stupid shirt, it’s pathetic.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin got that it was a game they’d played before.
    
   
    He was watching a very private ritual.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All
    
   
    
     right,
    ” Eliot said petulantly. 
   
    “And there is nothing wrong with this shirt,” he muttered.
    
  
 
   
   
    Eric cut him off with a look.
    
   
    Then he spat, once, a white fleck on Eliot’s pristine shirtfront.
    
   
    Quentin saw the fear behind Eric’s eyes as he wondered if he’d gone too far.
    
   
    From this angle the armchair might have blocked Quentin’s view, but it didn’t quite as Eliot fumbled jinglingly with Eric’s belt buckle, then his fly, then jerked down his pants, exposing his thin, pale thighs.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Careful,” Eric warned.
    
   
    There wasn’t much affection in his playacting, if that’s what it was.
    
   
    “Little bitch.
    
   
    You know the rules.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin couldn’t have said why he waited an extra minute before he ducked back down the ladder, back into his staid, predictable home universe, but he couldn’t stop watching.
    
   
    He was looking directly at the exposed wiring of Eliot’s emotional machinery.
    
   
    How could he not have known about this?
    
   
    He wondered if it was an annual thing, maybe Eliot went through a boy or two a year, anointing them and then discarding them when they no longer did the trick.
    
   
    Did he really have to hide like this?
    
   
    Even at Brakebills?
    
   
    On some level Quentin was hurt: If this was what Eliot wanted, why hadn’t he come after Quentin?
    
   
    Though as much as he longed for Eliot’s attention, he didn’t know if he could have gone through with it.
    
   
    It was better this way.
    
   
    Eliot wouldn’t have forgiven him for refusing.
    
  
 
   
   
    The desperate hunger with which Eliot regarded the object on which he would perform his chores was unlike anything Quentin had ever seen.
    
   
    He was right in Eliot’s line of sight, but he never once glanced over at him.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin decided he would do his reading elsewhere.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    He finished Lady Amelia Popper’s
    
   
    
     Practical Exercises for Young Magicians,
     Vol. 
   
    1, at midnight the night before the exam, a Sunday.
    
   
    He carefully closed the book and sat for a minute staring at the cover.
    
   
    His hands shook.
    
   
    His head felt spinny and weightless.
    
   
    His body was unnaturally heavy.
    
   
    He couldn’t stay where he was, but he was too wired to go to bed either.
    
   
    He heaved himself up from the broken-backed couch and announced that he was going for a walk.
    
  
 
   
   
    To his surprise Alice offered to come with him.
    
   
    Penny just stared at the green, overcast landscape in the mirror, waiting for his pale, stoic face to reappear so he could keep practicing.
    
   
    He didn’t look up as they left.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin’s idea had been to walk out through the Maze and across the snowbound Sea to its outer edge, where he had first arrived, and look back at the hushed hulk of the House and think about why this was turning out to be so much less fun than it should have been and try to calm down enough to go to sleep.
    
   
    He supposed he could do that equally well with Alice as he could alone.
    
   
    He headed for the tall French doors that opened onto the back terrace.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Not that way,” Alice said.
    
  
 
   
   
    After hours the French doors were set to trigger a magical alert in the bedroom of whatever faculty member was on call, Infallible Alice explained, to discourage students from breaking curfew.
    
   
    She led him around to a side door he’d never seen before, unalarmed and concealed behind a tapestry, that opened out into a snow-covered hedge.
    
   
    They squeezed themselves through it and into the freezing darkness.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was easily eight inches taller than Alice, most of it in his legs, but she kept pace with him doggedly.
    
   
    They navigated the Maze together in the moonlight and set out across the frozen Sea.
    
   
    The snow was half a foot deep, and they kicked little spills of it ahead of them as they walked.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I come out here every night,” Alice said, breaking the silence.
    
  
 
   
   
    In his sleep-deprived state Quentin had almost forgotten she was there.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Every night?”
    
   
    he said stupidly.
    
   
    “You do?
    
   
    Why?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Just . . . you know.”
    
   
    She sighed.
    
   
    Her breath puffed out white in the moonlight.
    
   
    “To clear my head.
    
   
    It gets noisy in the girls’ tower.
    
   
    You can’t think.
    
   
    It’s quiet out here.”
    
  
 
   
   
    It was strange how normal it felt to be alone with the usually antisocial Alice.
    
   
    “It’s cold out here.
    
   
    You think they know you break curfew?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Of course.
    
   
    Fogg does, anyway.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “So if he knows, why bother—”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Why bother taking the side door?”
    
   
    The Sea was like a smooth clean sheet laid out around them, tucked in at the corners.
    
   
    Except for a few deer and wild turkeys, nobody else had been across it since the last snowfall.
    
   
    “I don’t think he really cares that much if we sneak out.
    
   
    But he appreciates it if you make an effort.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They reached the edge of the great lawn and turned and looked back toward the House.
    
   
    One light was on, a teacher’s bedroom on a lower floor.
    
   
    An owl called.
    
   
    A hazy moon bleached the clouds white above the blocky outline of the roof.
    
   
    The scene was like an unshaken snow globe.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin flashed on a memory from the Fillory books: the part in
    
   
    
     The World in the Walls
     when Martin and Fiona go wandering through the frozen woods looking for the trees the Watcherwoman has enchanted, each of which has a round ticking clock embedded in its trunk. 
   
    As villains went the Watcherwoman was an odd specimen, since she rarely did anything particularly evil, or at any rate not where anybody could see her do it.
    
   
    She was usually glimpsed from a distance, rushing around with a book in one hand and an elaborate timepiece in the other; sometimes she drove a terrifyingly elaborate ormolu clock-carriage that ticked loudly as it raced along.
    
   
    She always wore a veil that covered her face.
    
   
    Wherever she passed she planted her signature clock-trees.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin caught himself listening for ticking, but there was no sound except for an occasional frozen crack from deep in the forest, its origin unguessable.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is where I came through the first time,” he said.
    
   
    “In the summer.
    
   
    I didn’t even know what Brakebills was.
    
   
    I thought I was in Fillory.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice laughed: a surprising, hilarious shout.
    
   
    Quentin hadn’t actually meant it to be quite that funny.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Sorry,” she said.
    
   
    “God, I used to love those books when I was little.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “So where did you come through?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Over there.”
    
   
    She pointed at an another, identical stretch of trees.
    
   
    “But I didn’t come through like you.
    
   
    I mean, through a portal.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They must have had some special, extra-magical form of conveyance for Infallible Alice, he thought.
    
   
    It was hard not to envy her.
    
   
    A phantom toll-booth, or a chariot of fire, probably.
    
   
    Drawn by thestrals.
    
  
 
   
   
    “When I came, I walked here?
    
   
    I wasn’t Invited?”
    
   
    She was talking in questions, with exaggerated casualness, but her voice was suddenly wobbly.
    
   
    “I had a brother who went here.
    
   
    I always wanted to come, too, but they never Invited me.
    
   
    After a while I was getting too old, so I ran away.
    
   
    I’d been waiting and waiting for an Invitation and it never came.
    
   
    I knew I’d already missed the first year.
    
   
    I’m a year older than you, you know.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He hadn’t known.
    
   
    She looked younger.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So I took a bus from Urbana to Poughkeepsie, then taxis from there, as far as I could.
    
   
    Did you ever notice there’s no driveway here?
    
   
    No roads either.
    
   
    The nearest one is the state highway.”
    
   
    This was the longest speech Quentin had ever heard Alice make.
    
   
    “I had them let me off on the shoulder, in the middle of nowhere.
    
   
    I had to walk the last five miles.
    
   
    I got lost.
    
   
    Slept in the woods.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You slept in the woods?
    
   
    Like on the ground?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I know, I should have brought a tent.
    
   
    Or something.
    
   
    I don’t know what I was thinking, I was just hysterical.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What about your brother?
    
   
    He couldn’t let you in?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “He died.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She offered this neutrally, purely informationally, but it brought Quentin up short.
    
   
    He had never imagined that Alice could have a sibling, let alone a dead one.
    
   
    Or that she led anything other than a charmed life.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Alice,” he said, “this doesn’t make any sense.
    
   
    You do realize you’re the smartest person in our class?”
    
  
 
   
   
    She shrugged off the compliment with one shoulder, staring fiercely up at the House.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So you just walked in?
    
   
    What did they do?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “They couldn’t believe it.
    
   
    Nobody’s supposed to be able to find the House by themselves.
    
   
    They thought it was just an accident, but it’s so obvious there’s old magic here, tons of it.
    
   
    This whole place is wild with it—if you look at it through the right spells, it lights up like a forest fire.
    
  
 
   
   
    “They must have thought I was a homeless person.
    
   
    I had twigs in my hair.
    
   
    I’d been crying all night.
    
   
    Professor Van der Weghe felt sorry for me.
    
   
    She gave me coffee and let me take the entrance Exam all by myself.
    
   
    Fogg didn’t want to let me, but she made him.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “And you passed.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She shrugged again.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I still don’t get it,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “Why didn’t you get Invited like the rest of us?”
    
  
 
   
   
    She didn’t answer, just stared up angrily at the hazy moon.
    
   
    There were tears on her cheeks.
    
   
    He realized that he had just casually put into words what was probably the overwhelming question of Alice’s entire existence at Brakebills.
    
   
    It occurred to him, long after it should have, that he wasn’t the only person here who had problems and felt like an outsider.
    
   
    Alice wasn’t just the competition, someone whose only purpose in life was to succeed and by doing so subtract from his happiness.
    
   
    She was a person with her own hopes and feelings and history and nightmares.
    
   
    In her own way she was as lost as he was.
    
  
 
   
   
    They were standing in the shadow of an enormous fir tree, a shaggy blue-gray monster groaning with snow.
    
   
    It made Quentin think of Christmas, and he suddenly realized that they’d missed it.
    
   
    He’d forgotten they were on Brakebills time.
    
   
    Real Christmas, in the rest of the world, had been two months ago, and he hadn’t even noticed.
    
   
    His parents had said something about it on the phone, but the dime hadn’t dropped.
    
   
    Funny how things like that stopped mattering.
    
   
    He wondered what James and Julia had done for vacation.
    
   
    They’d talked about all of them going up to Lake Placid together.
    
   
    Her parents had a cabin there.
    
  
 
   
   
    And what did matter?
    
   
    It was starting to snow again, fine particles settling on his eyelashes.
    
   
    What the hell was out there that was worth all this work?
    
   
    What were they doing it for?
    
   
    Power, he supposed, or knowledge.
    
   
    But it was all so ridiculously abstract.
    
   
    The answer should have been obvious.
    
   
    He just couldn’t quite name it.
    
  
 
   
   
    Next to him Alice shuddered from the cold.
    
   
    She hugged herself.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, I’m glad you’re here now, however you got here,” Quentin said awkwardly.
    
   
    “We all are.”
    
   
    He put an arm around her hunched shoulders.
    
   
    If she didn’t lean into him, or in any way admit to being comforted, she didn’t have a seizure either, which he was half afraid she would.
    
   
    “Come on, let’s get back before Fogg really does get pissed.
    
   
    And we’ve got an exam tomorrow.
    
   
    You don’t want to be too tired to enjoy it.”
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    They took the test the next morning, on the Monday of the third week in December.
    
   
    It was two hours of essays and two hours of practical exercises.
    
   
    There wasn’t much actual spellcasting.
    
   
    Mostly Quentin sat in a bare classroom while three examiners, two from Brakebills and one external (she had a German accent, or maybe Swiss), listened to him recite Middle English incantations and identify spell forms and watched him try to make perfect circles of different sizes in the empty air, in different directions, with different fingers, while still more powdery snow sifted soundlessly down from the white sky outside.
    
   
    It was almost anticlimactic.
    
  
 
   
   
    The results were slipped under each of their doors early the following morning, on a piece of thick cream paper that looked like a wedding invitation, folded over once.
    
   
    Quentin had passed, Alice had passed, and Penny had failed.
    
  
  
 

  
  THE MISSING BOY, The Magicians Trilogy 
  
 
  

 
  
  
  
 
   
   
    
     THE MISSING BOY
     
  
 
   
   
    Brakebills let out for the last two weeks of December.
    
   
    At first Quentin wasn’t sure why he was so terrified of going home until he realized that it wasn’t home he was worried about per se.
    
   
    He was worried that if he left Brakebills they’d never let him back in.
    
   
    He would never find his way back again—they would close the secret door to the garden behind him, and lock it, and its outline would be lost forever among the vines and the stonework, and he would be trapped out in the real world forever.
    
  
 
   
   
    In the end he went home for five days.
    
   
    And for a moment, as he was climbing the front stairs, and the good old familiar home smell descended on him, a lethal enchantment compounded of cooking and paint and Oriental rugs and dust, when he saw his mother’s toothy, exasperated smile and his dad’s hale, stubbly good humor, he became the person that he used to be around them again, and he felt the gravitational pull of the little kid he once was and in some unswept back corner of his soul always would be.
    
   
    He gave in to the old illusion that he’d been wrong to leave, that this was the life he should be living.
    
  
 
   
   
    But the spell didn’t hold.
    
   
    He couldn’t stay.
    
   
    Something about his parents’ house was unbearable to him now.
    
   
    After his little curved tower-top room, how could he go back to his dingy old bedroom in Brooklyn with its crumbly white paint and its iron bars on the window and its view of a tiny walled-in dirt patch?
    
   
    He had nothing to say to his well-meaning, politely curious parents.
    
   
    Both their attention and their neglect were equally intolerable.
    
   
    His world had become complicated and interesting and magical.
    
   
    Theirs was mundane and domestic.
    
   
    They didn’t understand that the world they could see wasn’t the one that mattered, and they never would.
    
  
 
   
   
    He came home on a Thursday.
    
   
    On Friday he texted James, and on Saturday morning he met up with James and Julia at an abandoned boat launch on the Gowanus.
    
   
    It was hard to say why they liked this place, except that it was roughly equidistant from their homes and fairly secluded—it was at the end of a dead-end street that butted up against the canal, and you had to climb over a corrugated-metal barrier to get to it.
    
   
    It had the quiet stillness of any place that was close to open water, however stagnant and poisonous that water might be.
    
   
    There was a kind of concrete barricade you could sit on while you troubled the viscous surface of the Gowanus with handfuls of stray gravel.
    
   
    A burnt-out brick warehouse with arched windows loomed over the scene from the opposite bank.
    
   
    Somebody’s future luxury condo.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was good to see James and Julia again, but it was even better to see himself seeing them, and to see how much he had changed.
    
   
    Brakebills had rescued him.
    
   
    He was no longer the shoe-gazing fuck-up he’d been the day he left, James’s sidekick and Julia’s inconvenient suitor.
    
   
    When he and James exchanged their gruff hellos and cursory handshake-hugs, he didn’t feel that instinctive deference he used to feel around James, as if he were the hero of the piece and not Quentin.
    
   
    When he saw Julia, he searched himself for the old love he used to feel for her.
    
   
    It wasn’t gone, but it was a dull, distant ache, still there but healed over—just the shrapnel they couldn’t remove.
    
  
 
   
   
    It hadn’t occurred to Quentin that they might not be completely glad to see him.
    
   
    He knew he’d left abruptly, without explanation, but he had no idea how hurt and betrayed they would feel.
    
   
    They all sat together, three in a row, looking out at the water, as Quentin extemporized a breezy account of the obscure but still highly selective educational institution that he was for some reason attending.
    
   
    He kept the curriculum as vague as possible.
    
   
    He focused on architectural details.
    
   
    James and Julia huddled together stiffly against the March chill (it was March now in Brooklyn) like an elderly married couple on a park bench.
    
   
    When it was his turn, James rattled on about senior projects, the prom, teachers Quentin hadn’t thought about once in six months—it was incredible that all this stuff was still going on, and that James still cared about it, and that he couldn’t see how everything had changed.
    
   
    Once magic was real everything else just seemed so unreal.
    
  
 
   
   
    And Julia—something had happened to his delicate, freckly Julia while he was away.
    
   
    Was it just that he didn’t love her anymore?
    
   
    Was he seeing her clearly for the first time?
    
   
    But no, her hair was longer now, and it was flat and lank—she had done something to tamp down the waviness—and there were dark circles under her eyes that hadn’t been there before.
    
   
    Before she only ever smoked at parties, but now she lit cigarette after cigarette, one off the other, feeding each one down the end of a hollow steel fencepost when she was done.
    
   
    Even James seemed unnerved by her, tense and protective.
    
   
    She observed them both coolly, her black skirt blowing around her bare knees.
    
   
    Afterward he couldn’t have said for sure whether she’d even spoken at all.
    
  
 
   
   
    That night, already jonesing for a taste of the magical world he’d just left, Quentin rifled through his old paperbacks for a Fillory novel and stayed up till three in the morning rereading
    
   
    
     The Flying Forest,
     one of the more incidental, less satisfying installments in the series, which featured Rupert, the goofy, feckless Chatwin brother. 
   
    He and pretty, princessy Fiona find their way into Fillory via the upper branches of Rupert’s favorite climbing tree and spend the novel searching for the source of a ticking sound that’s keeping their friend Sir Hotspots (he’s a leopard, with exceptionally sharp ears) from sleeping.
    
  
 
   
   
    The culprits turn out to be a tribe of dwarves who have hollowed out an entire mountain of copper-bearing rock and fashioned it into an immense timekeeping device (Quentin had never noticed before how obsessed Plover was with clockwork).
    
   
    In the end Rupert and Fiona enlist a friendly giant to simply bury the clock deeper with his enormous mattock, muffling its monstrous ticking noise, thereby mollifying both Sir Hotspots and the dwarves, who, as cave dwellers, liked being buried.
    
   
    Then they retire to the royal residence, Castle Whitespire, an elegant keep cunningly constructed as a giant clockwork mechanism.
    
   
    Wound by windmills, a great brass main-spring beneath the castle moved and rotated its towers in a slow, stately dance.
    
  
 
   
   
    Now that he had been to Brakebills and knew something about real magic he could read Plover with a more critical eye.
    
   
    He wanted to know the technical details behind the spells.
    
   
    And why were the dwarves building that giant clock in the first place?
    
   
    And the denouement didn’t strike him as especially final—it reminded him too much of “The Tell-Tale Heart.”
    
   
    Nothing stays buried forever.
    
   
    And where was the flying forest in
    
   
    
     The Flying Forest
    ? 
   
    Where were Ember and Umber, the stately twin rams who patrolled Fillory and kept order there?
    
   
    Though they rarely showed up till after the Chatwins had already taken care of things for them.
    
   
    Their real function seemed to be to make sure the Chatwins didn’t overstay their welcome—it was Ember and Umber who regularly evicted them and sent them back to England at the end of each book.
    
   
    It was Quentin’s least favorite thing about the series.
    
   
    Why couldn’t they just let them stay?
    
   
    Would that have been so bad?
    
  
 
   
   
    It was obvious that Christopher Plover didn’t know anything about real magic.
    
   
    He wasn’t even really English: according to the flap copy he was an American who’d made a quick fortune in dry goods in the 1920s and moved to Cornwall just ahead of the stock market crash.
    
   
    A confirmed bachelor, as the saying goes, he embraced Anglophilia, began pronouncing his name the English way (“Pluvver”), and set himself up as a country squire in a vast home crammed with staff.
    
   
    (Only an American Anglophile could have created a world as definitively English, more English than England, as Fillory.)
    
   
    Legend had it that there actually was a family of Chatwin children, who lived next door to him.
    
   
    Plover always claimed that the Chatwin children would come over and tell him stories about Fillory, and that he just wrote them down.
    
  
 
   
   
    But the real mystery of
    
   
    
     The Flying Forest,
     endlessly analyzed by zealous fans and slumming academics, lay in the final few pages. 
   
    With the ticking problem taken care of, Rupert and Fiona are settling down to a celebratory feast with Sir Hotspots and his family—including an appealingly slinky leopard bride and any number of adorable fuzzy leopard kittens—when who should turn up but Martin, the eldest Chatwin child, who first discovered Fillory two books ago in
    
   
    
     The World in the Walls
    . 
  
 
   
   
    Martin is thirteen years old by now, a pubescent teenager, almost too old to be adventuring in Fillory.
    
   
    In earlier books he was a changeful character, whose moods swung from cheerful to black without warning.
    
   
    In
    
   
    
     The Flying Forest
     he’s in his depressive phase. 
   
    It’s not long before he picks a fight with the younger, more dependably sunny Rupert.
    
   
    Some very English yelling and wrestling ensues.
    
   
    The Hotspots clan observes the proceedings with amused leopardly coolth.
    
   
    Breaking away, his shirt untucked and missing a button, Martin shouts at his siblings that it was he who had discovered Fillory, and it was
    
   
    
     he
     and not 
   
    
     they
     who should have gotten to go on the adventure. 
   
    And it wasn’t fair: Why did they always have to go home afterward?
    
   
    He was a hero in Fillory and nothing at home.
    
   
    Fiona icily tells him not to behave like a child.
    
   
    Martin stalks away into the dense Darkling Woods, weeping wimpy English schoolboy tears.
    
  
 
   
   
    And then . . . he never returns.
    
   
    Fillory swallows him whole.
    
   
    Martin is absent from the next two books—
    
   
    
     A Secret Sea
     and the last book in the series, 
   
    
     The Wandering Dune
    —and although his siblings hunt for him diligently, they never find him again. 
   
    (Now it made Quentin think of poor Alice’s brother.)
    
   
    Like most fans Quentin assumed that Plover meant to bring Martin back in the last book of the series, restored and repentant, but Plover died unexpectedly in his fifties while
    
   
    
     The Wandering Dune
     was still in manuscript, and nothing in his papers ever suggested an answer to the riddle. 
   
    It was an insoluble literary mystery, like Dickens’s unfinished
    
   
    
     Mystery of Edwin Drood
    . 
   
    Martin would always remain the boy who vanished into Fillory and never came back.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin thought the answer might have been in the book he’d possessed so briefly,
    
   
    
     The Magicians,
     but it was long gone. 
   
    He’d turned the House inside out and interrogated everybody in it, and by this point he’d given up.
    
   
    Someone at Brakebills must have taken it or tidied it up or lost it.
    
   
    But who, and why?
    
   
    Maybe it hadn’t even been real.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin woke up early that Sunday morning already in fully fledged flight mode.
    
   
    He was spinning his wheels here.
    
   
    He had his new life to get on with.
    
   
    Feeling only the barest required minimum of guilt, he improvised an elaborate fictional confection for his parents—rich roommate, ski chalet in New Hampshire, I know it’s last minute but could he please?
    
   
    More lies, but what could you do, that was how you rolled when you were a secret teenage magician.
    
   
    He packed hurriedly—he’d left most of his clothes at school anyway—and half an hour later he was out on the streets of Brooklyn.
    
   
    He went straight to the old community garden.
    
   
    He walked into the thickest part of it.
    
  
 
   
   
    He ended up at the back fence, looking through it at the rusting play set in a neighbor’s yard.
    
   
    Could it really be this small?
    
   
    He remembered the garden as practically a forest, but now it looked thin and scraggly.
    
   
    For several minutes he tramped around through the rubble and broken weeds and pumpkin corpses frozen in the act of rotting, back and forth, feeling more and more nervous and embarrassed.
    
   
    What did he do last time?
    
   
    Did he need the book?
    
   
    He must be missing something, but he couldn’t think what.
    
   
    The magic wasn’t happening.
    
   
    He tried to retrace his steps exactly.
    
   
    Maybe it was the wrong time of day.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin went to get a slice of pizza and take stock, praying that nobody he knew would walk by and see him there when he was supposed to be on his way to Mount Alibi in New Hampshire.
    
   
    He didn’t know what to do.
    
   
    The trick wasn’t working.
    
   
    It was all falling away from him.
    
   
    He sat there in a booth with his bags next to him staring at his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors—why do all pizzerias have mirrored walls?
   
   
    —and reading the police blotter in the Park Slope free weekly.
    
   
    The walls reflected each other, mirrors on mirrors, an infinite curving gallery.
    
   
    And as he sat there, the long, narrow, busy room became still around him, almost without his knowing it.
    
   
    The mirrors became dark, the light changed, the bare tile became a polished parquet floor, and when he looked up from the paper again he was eating his slice alone in the junior common room at Brakebills.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Abruptly, with no fuss or ceremony, Alice and Quentin were Second Years.
    
   
    Classes met in a semicircular room in a back corner of the House.
    
   
    It was sunny but terrifyingly cold, and the insides of the tall, paneled windows were permanently iced over.
    
   
    In the mornings they were taught by Professor Petitpoids, an ancient and slightly dotty Haitian woman who wore a pointy black hat and made them address her as “Witch” instead of “Professor.”
    
   
    Half the time when someone asked her a question, she would just say, “An it harm none, do what you will.”
    
   
    But when it came to the practical requirements of working magic, her knobby walnut fingers were even more technically proficient than Professor Sunderland’s.
    
   
    In the afternoons, for P.A., they had Professor Heckler, a long-haired, blue-jawed German who was almost seven feet tall.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was no particular rush to embrace the two newcomers.
    
   
    The promotion had effectively turned Quentin and Alice into a class of two: the First Years resented them and the Second Years ignored them.
    
   
    Alice wasn’t the star of the show anymore, the Second Years had stars of their own, principally a loud, bluff, broad-shouldered girl with straight dishwater hair named Amanda Orloff who was regularly called on to demonstrate techniques for the class.
    
   
    The daughter of a five-star Army general, she did magic in a gruff, unshowy, devastatingly competent way with her big, blocky hands, as if she were solving an invisible Rubik’s cube.
    
   
    Her thick fingers wrung the magic out of the air by main force.
    
  
 
   
   
    The other students all assumed Quentin and Alice were friends already, and probably a couple, which in a funny way had the effect of calling into being a bond between them that hadn’t really had time to form yet.
    
   
    They were more comfortable with each other since she’d told him the painful secret of her arrival at Brakebills.
    
   
    She seemed to have been liberated by her late-night confession: she didn’t seem so fragile all the time—she didn’t always speak in that tiny, whispery voice, and he could make fun of her, and with some prompting he could get her to make fun of him, too.
    
   
    He wasn’t sure they were friends, exactly, but she was unfolding a little.
    
   
    He felt like a safecracker who—partly by luck—had sussed out the first digit in a lengthy, arduous combination.
    
  
 
   
   
    One Sunday afternoon, tired of being shunned, Quentin went and found his old lab partner Surendra and dragged him out of the House for a walk.
    
   
    They wound their way out through the Maze in their overcoats, headed nowhere in particular, neither of them very enthusiastically.
    
   
    The sun was out, but it was still painfully cold.
    
   
    The hedges were heavy with melting ice, and snow was still piled up in the shadowy corners.
    
   
    Surendra was the son of an immensely wealthy Bengali-American computer executive from San Diego.
    
   
    His round, beatific face belied the fact that he was the most brutally sarcastic person Quentin had ever met.
    
  
 
   
   
    Somehow on their way out to the Sea a Second Year girl named Gretchen attached herself to them.
    
   
    Blond and long-legged and slender, she was built like a prima ballerina except for the fact that she had a severe, clunking limp—something congenital having to do with a knee ligament—and walked with a cane.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tally ho, boys.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s the gimp,” Quentin said.
    
  
 
   
   
    She wasn’t embarrassed about her leg.
    
   
    She told anybody who would listen that that’s where her power came from, and if she had it surgically corrected she wouldn’t be able to do magic anymore.
    
   
    Nobody knew if it was true or not.
    
  
 
   
   
    They walked together as far as the edge of the grass, the three of them, then stopped.
    
   
    Maybe this had been a mistake, Quentin thought.
    
   
    None of them seemed to know which way to go, or what they were doing there.
    
   
    Gretchen and Surendra barely knew each other anyway.
    
   
    For a few minutes they talked about nothing—gossip, exams, teachers—but Surendra didn’t get any of the Second Year references, and every time he missed one his sulk deepened.
    
   
    The afternoon wobbled on its axis.
    
   
    Quentin picked up a wet stone and threw it as far as he could.
    
   
    It bounced silently on the grass.
    
   
    The wet made his ungloved hand even colder.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Walk this way!”
    
   
    Gretchen said finally, and struck off across the Sea at an angle with her weird, rolling gait, which despite its awkwardness covered a lot of ground.
    
   
    Quentin wasn’t sure if he was supposed to laugh or not.
    
   
    They walked down a narrow gravel path, through a thin scrim of leafless poplar trees, and into a small clearing on the very outer fringe of the grounds.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin had been here before.
    
   
    He was looking at a curious Alice-in-Wonderland playing field laid out in squares, with a broad margin of lawn around it.
    
   
    The squares were about a yard on a side, like a giant chessboard, though the grid was longer than it was wide, and the squares were different materials: water, stone, sand, grass, and two squares made of silvery metal.
    
  
 
   
   
    The grass squares were neatly trimmed, like a putting green.
    
   
    The water squares were dark, glistening pools reflecting the windblown blue sky overhead.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What is this place?”
    
   
    he asked.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What do you mean, what is it,” Surendra said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do you want to play?”
    
   
    Gretchen walked around to the other side of the checkerboard, skirting the field.
    
   
    A tall white-painted wooden chair stood at midfield, like a lifeguard’s chair, or a judge’s chair at a tennis match.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So this is a game?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Surendra slit his eyes at him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Sometimes I really don’t get you,” he said.
    
   
    It was dawning on him that he knew something Quentin didn’t.
    
   
    Gretchen gave Surendra a conspiratorial look of shared pity.
    
   
    She was one of those people who assumed an attitude of instant intimacy with people she barely knew.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This,” she said grandly, “is welters!”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was pretty much resigned to death by scorn.
    
   
    “So it’s a game.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, it’s so much more than a game,” Gretchen said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s a passion,” Surendra said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s a lifestyle.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s a state of mind.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I can explain it to you, if you have about ten years.”
    
   
    Gretchen blew into her hands.
    
   
    “Basically one team stands at one end and one team stands at the other end and you try to capture squares.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “How do you capture a square?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Gretchen waggled her fingers in the air mysteriously.
    
   
    “With
    
   
    
     maaaaagic!
    ” 
  
 
   
   
    “Where’s the broomsticks?”
    
   
    Quentin was only half joking.
    
  
 
   
   
    “No broomsticks.
    
   
    Welters is more like chess.
    
   
    They invented it about fifty million years ago.
    
   
    I think it was originally supposed to be a teaching aid.
    
   
    And some people say it was an alternative to dueling.
    
   
    Students kept killing each other, so they got them playing welters instead.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Those were the days.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Surendra tried a standing long jump over a water square, but he slipped as he took off, shorted it, and caught one heel in the water.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Shit!”
    
   
    He looked up at the freezing blue sky.
    
   
    “I hate welters!”
    
  
 
   
   
    A crow took flight from the top of a winter elm.
    
   
    The sun was subsiding behind the trees in a frozen swirl of pink cirrus.
    
  
 
   
   
    Surendra walked off the board, swinging his arms.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I can’t feel my fingers.
    
   
    Let’s go in.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They walked back down the path in the direction of the Sea, not talking, just blowing on their hands and rubbing them together.
    
   
    It was getting even colder as the sun went down.
    
   
    The trees were already black against the sky.
    
   
    They would have to hurry to change for dinner.
    
   
    A powerful feeling of late-afternoon futility was descending on Quentin.
    
   
    A gang of wild turkeys patrolled the edge of the forest, upright and alert, looking oddly saurian and menacing, like a lost squadron of velociraptors.
    
  
 
   
   
    As they crossed the lawn Quentin found himself being quizzed about Eliot.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So are you really friends with that guy?”
    
   
    Surendra said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yeah, how do you even know him?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t really.
    
   
    He mostly hangs out with his own crowd.”
    
   
    Quentin was secretly proud to be connected with Eliot, even if in reality they hardly spoke to each other anymore.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yeah, I know,” Surendra said.
    
   
    “The Physical Kids.
    
   
    What a bunch of losers.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What do you mean, Physical Kids?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You know, that whole clique.
    
   
    Janet Way and the fat one, Josh Hoberman—those guys.
    
   
    They all do physical magic for their Disciplines.”
    
  
 
   
   
    In the Maze their white breath streamed up against the darkness of the box hedges.
    
   
    Surendra explained that starting with the Third Year students chose a specific magical topic to specialize in, or, more exactly, had it chosen for them by the faculty.
    
   
    Then students were divided into groups based on their specialties.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It doesn’t matter that much, except that Disciplines map loosely to social groups—people tend to hang out mostly with their own kind.
    
   
    Physical’s supposed to be the rarest.
    
   
    They’re a little snobby about it, I guess.
    
   
    And anyway Eliot, you know about him.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Gretchen raised her eyebrows and leered.
    
   
    His nose was red from having been out in the cold.
    
   
    By now they had reached the terrace, and the pink sunset was smeared anamorphically all over the wavy glass in the French doors.
    
  
 
   
   
    “No, I don’t think I do know,” Quentin said stiffly.
    
   
    “Why don’t you tell me?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You don’t know?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh my God!”
    
   
    In ecstasy Gretchen put her hand on Surendra’s arm.
    
   
    “I bet he’s one of Eliot’s—!”
    
  
 
   
   
    At that moment the French doors opened and Penny came striding quickly toward them, stiff-legged, his shirt untucked, no jacket on.
    
   
    His pale round face came looming up out of the dusk.
    
   
    His expression was blank and fixed, his walk hyperanimated by a crazy energy.
    
   
    As he got closer he took an extra little skip step, cocked his arm back, and punched Quentin in the face.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Fighting was almost unheard of at Brakebills.
    
   
    Students gossiped and politicked and sabotaged one another’s P.A. experiments, but actual physical violence was vanishingly rare.
    
   
    Back in Brooklyn Quentin had seen fights, but he wasn’t the kind of guy who got mixed up in them.
    
   
    He wasn’t a bully, and his height made it inconvenient for bullies to pick on him.
    
   
    He didn’t have any siblings.
    
   
    He hadn’t been seriously punched since elementary school.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a freeze-frame moment of Penny’s fist, close-up and huge, like a comet passing dangerously close to the Earth, and then a flashbulb went off in Quentin’s right eye.
    
   
    It was a straight shot, and he half spun away and brought up his hand to touch the spot in the universal gesture of I’ve-just-been-punched-in-the-face.
    
   
    He was still trying to get his mind around what had just happened when Penny hit him again.
    
   
    This time Quentin ducked enough that he caught it on his ear.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Ow!”
    
   
    Quentin yelled, scrambling backward.
    
   
    “What the hell?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Dozens of windows looked out on the terrace from the House, and Quentin had a blurred impression of rows of fascinated faces pressed up against them.
    
  
 
   
   
    Surendra and Gretchen stared at Quentin in white-faced horror, their mouths open, as if what was happening were his fault.
    
   
    Penny obviously had some theatrical notions about how a fight should go, because he was bouncing on his feet and doing little fake jabs and weaving his head around like boxers in movies.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What the fuck are you doing?”
    
   
    Quentin shouted at him, more shocked than hurt.
    
  
 
   
   
    Penny’s jaw was clenched, and his breath hissed in and out between his teeth.
    
   
    There was saliva on his chin, and his eyes looked weird—the phrase “fixed and dilated” flashed through Quentin’s mind.
    
   
    Penny aimed a big roundhouse punch at Quentin’s head, and Quentin flinched away violently, ducking and covering his head with his arms.
    
   
    He recovered enough to grab Penny around the waist while he was still off balance.
    
  
 
   
   
    They staggered back and forth like a pair of drunken waltzers, leaning on each other for support, then crashed into a shrubbery at the edge of the terrace.
    
   
    It dropped its payload of snow on them.
    
   
    Quentin was a couple of inches taller than Penny, and his arms were longer, but Penny was made of more solid stuff and could throw him around.
    
   
    A low stone bench cut them off at the knees, and they both fell over, Penny on top.
    
  
 
   
   
    The back of Quentin’s head hit the stone terrace hard.
    
   
    Lightning flashed.
    
   
    It hurt, but at the same time it had the effect of sweeping away all of Quentin’s fear, and most of his conscious thoughts, like somebody sweeping the dishes off a table with both arms.
    
   
    In their place it substituted blind rage.
    
  
 
   
   
    They rolled over each other, both trying to get in a punch and grabbing at the other one’s arms so he couldn’t.
    
   
    There was blood: Penny had cut his forehead open somehow.
    
   
    Quentin wanted to get up so they could box.
    
   
    He wanted to deck Penny, lay him out flat.
    
   
    He was vaguely aware of an enraged Gretchen trying to hit Penny with her stick and hitting him instead.
    
  
 
   
   
    He was on top and just about had his fist free for a good hard shot when he felt strong arms encircle his chest, almost tenderly, and lift him back and up.
    
   
    With Quentin’s weight off him Penny popped up on his toes like an electric toy, breathing hard, red running down his face, but there were people between them now, the crowd had enveloped them, Quentin was being pulled backward.
    
   
    The spell was broken.
    
   
    The fight was over.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    The next hour was a jumble of unfamiliar rooms and people leaning down to talk to him earnestly and dab at his face with rough cloths.
    
   
    An older woman with an enormous bosom whom he’d never seen before worked a spell with cedar and thyme that made his face feel better.
    
   
    She put something cold that he couldn’t see on the back of his head where it hit the terrace, whispering in an unfamiliar Asian language.
    
   
    The throbbing faded some.
    
  
 
   
   
    He still felt a little off—he wasn’t in pain, but it was like he was wearing deep-sea diving gear, clumping in slow motion through the hallways, heavy and weightless at the same time, brushing past the curious fish that peered at him and then quickly skittered away.
    
   
    The kids his age and younger regarded his battered face with awe—his ear was swollen, and he had a monster black eye.
    
   
    The older kids found the whole thing funny.
    
   
    Quentin decided to roll with the amusement.
    
   
    He did his best to project calm good humor.
    
   
    For a moment Eliot’s face swam in front of him with a look of sympathy that made Quentin’s eyes flood with hot tears that he viciously suppressed.
    
   
    It turned out it had been Eliot and those very same Physical Kids, speak of the devil, who had broken up the fight.
    
   
    Those powerful, gentle arms that pulled him off Penny belonged to Eliot’s friend Josh Hoberman—the fat one.
    
  
 
   
   
    He’d missed most of dinner, so he sat down as they were serving dessert, which seemed consistent with the backward quality of the whole day.
    
   
    They waived the rule about late arrivals.
    
   
    He couldn’t shake the thickheaded feeling—he watched the world through a long-range lens, heard it through a tumbler pressed against a wall.
    
   
    He still hadn’t figured out what the fight had been about.
    
   
    Why would Penny hit him?
    
   
    Why would anybody do that?
    
   
    Why come to somewhere like Brakebills just to screw it up by being an asshole?
    
  
 
   
   
    He figured he should probably eat something, but the first bite of flour-less chocolate cake turned to sticky glue in his mouth, and he had to sprint to make it to the bathroom before he threw up.
    
   
    At which point a massive gravitational field gripped him and pressed him roughly and irrevocably down against the grimy bathroom floor, as if a giant had slapped him down with his mighty hand and then, when he was down far enough, leaned on him with all his weight, smooshing him down into the cool, dirty tiles.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Quentin woke up in darkness.
    
   
    He was in bed, but not his own bed.
    
   
    His head hurt.
    
  
 
   
   
    Woke up might have been putting it too strongly.
    
   
    The focus wasn’t sharp, and his brain wasn’t completely sure that its integrity was uncompromised.
    
   
    Quentin knew Brakebills had an infirmary, but he’d never been there before.
    
   
    He didn’t even know where it was.
    
   
    He’d passed through another secret portal, this time into the world of the sick and injured.
    
  
 
   
   
    A woman was fussing over him, a pretty woman.
    
   
    He couldn’t see what she was doing, but he felt her cool, soft fingertips moving over his skull.
    
  
 
   
   
    He cleared his throat, tasted something bitter.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You’re the paramedic.
    
   
    You were the paramedic.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Uh-huh,” she said.
    
   
    “Past tense is better, that was a one-time performance.
    
   
    Though I won’t say I didn’t enjoy myself.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You were there.
    
   
    The day I came here.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I was there,” she agreed.
    
   
    “I wanted to make sure you made it to the Examination.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What are you doing here?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I come here sometimes.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’ve never seen you here.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I make a point of not being seen.”
    
  
 
   
   
    A long pause followed, during which he might have slept.
    
   
    But she was still there when he opened his eyes again.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I like the hair,” he said.
    
  
 
   
   
    She was no longer wearing her paramedic’s uniform, and her dark hair was up, held in place with chopsticks, revealing more of her small, jewel-like face.
    
   
    She had seemed so young before, and she didn’t look any different now, but he wondered.
    
   
    She had the gravity of a much older woman.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Those braids were a bit much,” she said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That man who died—what really happened to him?
    
   
    Why did he die?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “No special reason.”
    
   
    A vertical line appeared between her eyebrows.
    
   
    “He wasn’t supposed to, he just did.
    
   
    People do.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I thought it might have something to do with my being there.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, there’s nothing wrong with your sense of self-importance.
    
   
    Turn over on your stomach.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin did, and she dabbed the back of his head with a liquid that smelled sharply and stung.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So it didn’t mean anything?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Death always means something.
    
   
    But no, nothing apart from the usual.
    
   
    There, all done.
    
   
    You have to take care of yourself, Quentin.
    
   
    We need you in fighting trim.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He rolled onto his back again.
    
   
    His pillow had grown cool while she worked.
    
   
    He closed his eyes.
    
   
    He knew that a more alert Quentin would be working harder to zero in precisely on who she was, and what part she was playing in his story, or he in hers.
    
   
    But he couldn’t.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That book you gave me,” he said.
    
   
    “I think I lost it.
    
   
    I didn’t have a chance to read it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    In his depleted, borderline demented state the loss of the Fillory book suddenly seemed very sad, a tragedy beyond all possibility of redemption.
    
   
    A warm tear rolled down his cheek and into his ear.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Hush,” she said.
    
   
    “It wasn’t time yet.
    
   
    You’ll find it again, if you look hard enough.
    
   
    That much I can promise you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    It was the kind of thing people always said about Fillory.
    
   
    She placed something cool on his burning forehead, and he lost consciousness.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    When he woke up again she was gone.
    
   
    But he wasn’t alone.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You had a concussion,” somebody said.
    
  
 
   
   
    It might have been the voice that finally woke him up.
    
   
    It had been calling his name.
    
   
    He recognized it, but he couldn’t place it.
    
   
    It was calm and familiar in a way he found comforting.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Hey, Q. Q?
    
   
    Are you awake?
    
   
    Professor Moretti said you had a concussion.”
    
  
 
   
   
    It was Penny’s voice.
    
   
    He could even see the pale oval of Penny’s face, propped up on pillows, across the aisle from him and one bed down.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That’s why you threw up.
    
   
    It must have been when we fell over that bench.
    
   
    You hit your head on the ground.”
    
   
    All the crazy anger had drained out of Penny.
    
   
    He was positively chatty now.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yeah.
    
   
    I know I hit my head,” Quentin said slowly, thickly.
    
   
    “It was my head.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It won’t affect your mental functioning, if you’re wondering about that.
    
   
    That’s what Moretti said.
    
   
    I asked.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well that’s a relief.”
    
  
 
   
   
    A long silence passed.
    
   
    A clock ticked somewhere.
    
   
    There was a lovely sequence in the last Fillory book,
    
   
    
     The Wandering Dune,
     when little Jane, the youngest Chatwin, catches a bad cold and spends a week in bed talking to the Drawing Master on board the good ship 
   
    
     Windswept,
     attended to by soft, sympathetic bunnies. 
   
    Quentin had always liked Jane.
    
   
    She was different from the other Chatwins: more thoughtful, with an unpredictable sense of humor and a sharper edge than her slightly saccharine, Dick-and-Jane siblings.
    
  
 
   
   
    He wondered what time it was.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What about you?”
    
   
    he said numbly.
    
   
    He wasn’t so sure he was willing to make nice just yet.
    
   
    “Did you get hurt?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I cut open my forehead on your tooth.
    
   
    And you broke my nose when you head-butted me.
    
   
    They fixed it with a Pulaski’s Mending.
    
   
    I’ve never seen it done like that before, at least not on a human being.
    
   
    She used goat’s milk.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I didn’t even know I head-butted you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Penny was quiet again.
    
   
    Quentin counted thirty ticks of the clock.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do you have a black eye?”
    
   
    Penny said.
    
   
    “I can’t see.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Huge one.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Thought so.”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a glass of water on the bedside table.
    
   
    Quentin gulped it gratefully and fell back on the pillow.
    
   
    Hot veins of pain flashed through his head.
    
   
    Whatever the paramedic had done, or whoever she was, he still had some healing to do.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Penny.
    
   
    Why the hell did you hit me like that?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, I think I had to,” Penny said.
    
   
    He sounded a little shocked that Quentin would even ask.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You had to.”
    
   
    Maybe he wasn’t too tired after all.
    
   
    “But I didn’t do anything.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You didn’t do anything.
    
   
    Oh, that’s right.
    
   
    You didn’t do anything.”
    
   
    Penny chuckled woodenly.
    
   
    His voice was oddly cool, as if he’d rehearsed this speech, his closing argument, many times.
    
   
    Behind it Quentin could hear that weird manic anger ramping back up.
    
   
    “You could have talked to me, Quentin.
    
   
    You could have shown me a little respect.
    
   
    You and your little girlfriend.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Oh, God.
    
   
    Was this really how it was going to be?
    
  
 
   
   
    “Penny, who are you even talking about?
    
   
    Are you talking about Alice?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, come on, Quentin.
    
   
    You sit there, you give each other little looks, you laugh at me.
    
   
    Openly.
    
   
    Would you believe I actually thought it was going to be fun?
    
   
    That we were all going to work together?
    
   
    Would you believe I actually thought that?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin recognized Penny’s aggrieved tone.
    
   
    Once his parents had rented out the parlor floor of their brownstone to an apparently sane little man, an actuary, who had left them increasingly high-handed notes requesting that they stop videotaping him every time he took out the trash.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Don’t be an ass,” Quentin said.
    
   
    He didn’t see this as a rise-above-it situation.
    
   
    What, was Penny going to come over and give him another concussion?
    
   
    “Do you even know what you look like to the rest of the world?
    
   
    You sit there with your big-ass punk attitude, and you expect people to come around begging to hang out with you?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Penny was sitting up now.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That night,” he said, “when you and Alice went off together.
    
   
    You didn’t apologize, you didn’t ask me, didn’t say goodbye, you just walked right out.
    
   
    And then, and
    
   
    
     then,
    ” he finished triumphantly, “you passed? 
   
    And I failed?
    
   
    How is that fair?
    
   
    How is that fair?
    
   
    What did you expect me to do?”
    
  
 
   
   
    So that was it.
    
   
    “That’s right, Penny,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “You definitely should have hit me in the face because you didn’t pass a test.
    
   
    Why don’t you go hit Professor Van der Weghe, too?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t take things lying down, Quentin.”
    
   
    Penny’s voice was very loud in the empty infirmary.
    
   
    “I don’t want trouble.
    
   
    But if you come after me, I swear to you that I will get right back in your face.
    
   
    That’s just how it works.
    
   
    You think this is your own private fantasy world?
    
   
    You think you can do whatever you want?
    
   
    You try to walk all over me, Quentin.
    
   
    I’m going to come right back at you!”
    
  
 
   
   
    They were both talking so loudly that Quentin didn’t even notice when the infirmary door opened and Dean Fogg came in, dressed in an exquisitely embroidered silk kimono and a Dickensian nightcap.
    
   
    For a second Quentin thought he was holding a candle before he realized it was Fogg’s upraised index finger that was softly glowing.
    
  
 
   
   
    “That’s enough,” he said quietly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Dean Fogg—” Penny began as if here, finally, was a voice of reason he could appeal to.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I said that’s enough.”
    
   
    Quentin had never heard the Dean raise his voice, and he didn’t now.
    
   
    Fogg was always a faintly ridiculous figure in the daytime, but now, at night, wreathed in his kimono, in the alien confines of the infirmary, he looked powerful and otherworldly.
    
   
    Wizardly.
    
   
    “You’re not going to speak again except to answer my questions.
    
   
    Is that clear?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Did that count as a question?
    
   
    To be safe Quentin just nodded.
    
   
    His head hurt worse now.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes sir,” Penny said promptly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I have heard absolutely enough about this.
    
   
    Who instigated this appalling incident?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I did,” Penny said instantly.
    
   
    “Sir.
    
   
    Quentin didn’t do anything, he had nothing to do with it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin said nothing.
    
   
    That was the funny thing about Penny.
    
   
    He was insane, but he did have his insane principles, and he stuck to them.
    
  
 
   
   
    “And yet,” Fogg said, “somehow your nose found its way into the path of Quentin’s forehead.
    
   
    Will it happen again?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “No, sir.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “No.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right.”
    
   
    Quentin heard springs chirp as the Dean sat down on an empty bed.
    
   
    He didn’t turn his head.
    
   
    “There is only one thing that pleases me about this afternoon’s altercation, which is that neither of you resorted to magic to hurt each other.
    
   
    Neither of you is advanced enough in your studies to understand this properly, but in time you will learn that wielding magic means working with enormously powerful energies.
    
   
    And controlling those energies requires a calm and dispassionate mind.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Use magic in anger, and you will harm yourself much more quickly than you will harm your adversary.
    
   
    There are certain spells . . . if you lose control of them, they will change you.
    
   
    Consume you.
    
   
    Transform you into something not human, a
    
   
    
     niffin,
     a spirit of raw, uncontrolled magical energy.” 
  
 
   
   
    Fogg regarded them both with stern composure.
    
   
    Very dramatic.
    
   
    Quentin looked up at the infirmary’s pressed-tin ceiling stubbornly.
    
   
    His consciousness was guttering and fading.
    
   
    Where was the part where he told Penny to stop being a dick?
    
  
 
   
   
    “Listen to me carefully,” Fogg was saying.
    
   
    “Most people are blind to magic.
    
   
    They move through a blank and empty world.
    
   
    They’re bored with their lives, and there’s nothing they can do about it.
    
   
    They’re eaten alive by longing, and they’re dead before they die.
    
  
 
   
   
    “But you live in the magical world, and it’s a great gift.
    
   
    And if you want to get killed here, you’ll find plenty of opportunities without killing each other.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He stood up to go.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Will we be punished, sir?”
    
   
    Penny asked.
    
  
 
   
   
    Punished?
    
   
    He must honestly believe they were still in high school.
    
   
    The Dean paused at the door.
    
   
    The light from his finger was almost extinguished.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes, Penny, as a matter of fact you will be.
    
   
    Six weeks of washing dishes, lunch and dinner.
    
   
    If this or anything like it happens again, you’re expelled.
    
   
    Quentin—” he stopped to consider.
    
   
    “Just learn to handle yourself better.
    
   
    I don’t want any more problems.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The door closed behind him.
    
   
    Quentin exhaled.
    
   
    He closed his eyes, and the room drifted silently off its moorings and out to sea.
    
   
    He wondered, with no special interest either way, whether Penny was in love with Alice.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Wow,” Penny said, apparently unfazed by the prospect of spending the next month and a half with pruny fingertips.
    
   
    He sounded like a little kid.
    
   
    “I mean,
    
   
    
     wow
    . 
   
    Did you hear what he said?
    
   
    About magic consuming you?
    
   
    I didn’t know any of that.
    
   
    Did you know any of that stuff?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Penny,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “One, your hair is stupid.
    
   
    And two, I don’t know what it’s like where you come from, but if you ever do anything that could get me sent back to Brooklyn again, I won’t just break your nose.
    
   
    I will motherfucking kill you.”
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     THE PHYSICAL KIDS
     
  
 
   
   
    Six months later, in September, Quentin and Alice spent the first day of their Third Year at Brakebills sitting outside a small square Victorian outbuilding about a half mile from the House.
    
   
    It was a piece of pure folly architecture, a miniature house, white with a gray roof, complete with windows and gables, that might at one time have been servants’ quarters, or a guest cottage, or a largish garden shed.
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a weathervane on top, wrought iron and shaped like a pig, that always pointed somewhere other than where the wind was blowing.
    
   
    Quentin couldn’t make out anything through the windows, but he thought he heard snatches of conversation coming from inside.
    
   
    The cottage stood on the edge of a wide hayfield.
    
  
 
   
   
    It was midafternoon.
    
   
    The sky was blue and the early autumn sun was high.
    
   
    The air was silent and still.
    
   
    A rusted-out old piece of farm machinery stood half drowned in the same long grass it used to mow.
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is bullshit.
    
   
    Knock again.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You knock,” Alice said.
    
   
    She released a convulsive sneeze.
    
   
    “I’ve been knocking for twenty . . . for twenty . . .”
    
  
 
   
   
    She sneezed again.
    
   
    She was allergic to pollen.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Bless you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Twenty minutes.
    
   
    Thank you.”
    
   
    She blew her nose.
    
   
    “They’re in there, they just won’t open the door.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What do you think we should do?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin thought for a minute.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know,” he said.
    
   
    “Maybe it’s a test.”
    
  
 
   
   [image: 002] 
  
 
   
   
    Back in June, after finals, all twenty members of the Second Year had been marched through the Practical Applications room one at a time to be assigned their Disciplines.
    
   
    The sessions were scheduled at two-hour intervals, though sometimes it took longer; the entire process lasted three days.
    
   
    It was a circus atmosphere.
    
   
    Most of the students, and probably the faculty, were ambivalent about the whole idea of Disciplines.
    
   
    They were socially divisive, the theory behind them was weak, and everybody ended up studying pretty much the same curriculum anyway, so what was the point?
    
   
    But it was traditional for every student to have one, so a Discipline every student would have.
    
   
    Alice called it her magic bat mitzvah.
    
  
 
   
   
    The P.A. lab was transformed for the occasion.
    
   
    All the cabinets were open, and every inch of the counters and tabletops was crammed with old instruments made of wood and silver and etched brass and worked glass.
    
   
    There were calipers and bulbs and beakers and clockwork and scales and magnifying glasses and dusty glass bulbs full of wobbling mercury and other less easily identifiable substances.
    
   
    Brakebills was largely dependent on Victorian-era technology.
    
   
    It wasn’t an affectation, or not entirely; electronics, Quentin was told, behaved unpredictably in the presence of sorcery.
    
  
 
   
   
    Professor Sunderland presided over the circus.
    
   
    Quentin had avoided her as much as possible since that horrible, dreamlike period when she tutored him during his first semester.
    
   
    His crush on her had faded to a faint but still pathetic echo of its former self, to the point where he could almost look at her and not want to fill his hands with her hair.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’ll be with you in just one minute!”
    
   
    she said brightly, busily repacking a set of very fine, sharp-looking silver instruments in a velvet carrying case.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So.”
    
   
    She snapped the case shut and latched it.
    
   
    “Everybody at Brakebills has an aptitude for magic, but there are individual variations—people tend to have an affinity for some specific strain.”
    
   
    She delivered this speech by rote, like a stewardess demonstrating in-flight safety procedures.
    
   
    “It’s a very personal thing.
    
   
    It has to do with where you were born, and where the moon was, and what the weather was like, and what kind of person you are, plus all kinds of technical stuff that’s not worth getting into.
    
   
    There are two hundred or so other factors which Professor March would be happy to list for you.
    
   
    It’s one of his specialties.
    
   
    In fact I think Disciplines are his Discipline.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What’s your Discipline?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s related to metallurgy.
    
   
    Any other personal questions?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Yes.
    
   
    Why do we have to go through all this testing?
    
   
    Can’t you just figure my Discipline out from my birthday and all that stuff you just mentioned?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You could.
    
   
    In theory.
    
   
    In practice it would just be a pain in the ass.”
    
   
    She smiled and put her blond hair up and secured it with a clip, and a sharp shard of his old yen for her pierced Quentin’s heart.
    
   
    “It’s much easier to go at it inductively, from the outside in, till we get a hit.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She placed a bronze scarab in each of his hands and asked him to recite the alphabet, first in Greek, then in Hebrew, which he had to be prompted on, while she studied him through what looked like a many-crooked collapsible telescope.
    
   
    He could feel the metal beetles crackling and buzzing with old spells.
    
   
    He had a horrible fear that their little legs would suddenly start wriggling.
    
   
    Occasionally she would stop and have him repeat a letter while she adjusted the instrument by means of protruding screws.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Mm,” she said.
    
   
    “Uh-huh.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She produced a tiny bonsai fir tree and made him stare at it from different angles while it ruffled its tiny needles in response to a wind that wasn’t there.
    
   
    Afterward she took the tree aside and conferred with it privately.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, you’re not an herbalist!”
    
   
    she said.
    
  
 
   
   
    Over the next hour she tested him in two dozen different ways, only a few of which he understood the point of.
    
   
    He ran through basic First Year spells while she watched and measured their effectiveness with a battery of instruments.
    
   
    She had him read an incantation while standing next to a large brass clock with seven hands, one of which circled its face backward and with disconcerting speed.
    
   
    She sighed heavily.
    
   
    Several times she took down sagging, overweight volumes from high shelves and consulted them for long, uncomfortable intervals.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You’re an interesting case,” she said.
    
  
 
   
   
    There is really no end to life’s little humiliations, Quentin reflected.
    
  
 
   
   
    He sorted pearl buttons of various sizes and colors into different piles while she studied his reflection in a silver mirror.
    
   
    She tried to get him to take a nap so she could pry into his dreams, but he couldn’t fall asleep, so she put him under with one sip of a minty, effervescent potion.
    
  
 
   
   
    Apparently his dreams didn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know.
    
   
    She stared at him for a long minute with her hands on her hips.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Let’s try an experiment,” she said finally, with forced liveliness.
    
   
    She smiled thinly and tucked a stray strand of hair back behind her ear.
    
  
 
   
   
    Professor Sunderland walked down the length of the room closing the dusty wooden shutters with a clatter until it was dark.
    
   
    Then she cleared the clutter off a gray slate tabletop and boosted herself up onto it.
    
   
    She yanked her skirt down over her knees and motioned for him to sit facing her on the table opposite.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Go like this,” she said, holding up her hands as if she were about to conduct an invisible orchestra.
    
   
    Unladylike half-moons of sweat bloomed under the arms of her blouse.
    
   
    He went like this.
    
  
 
   
   
    She led him through a series of gestures familiar to him from Popper, though he’d never seen them put together in quite that combination.
    
   
    She whispered some words he didn’t catch.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Now go like this.”
    
   
    She flung her hands up over her head.
    
  
 
   
   
    When she did it, nothing happened.
    
   
    But when Quentin mirrored her, streams of fat white sparks streamed out of his fingertips.
    
   
    It was amazing—it was like they’d been inside him all his life, just waiting for him to wave his hands the right way.
    
   
    They splashed happily out across the ceiling in the dimness and came floating festively down around him, bouncing a few times when they hit the floor and then finally winking out.
    
   
    His hands felt warm and tingly.
    
  
 
   
   
    The relief was almost unbearable.
    
   
    He did it again and a few more sparks flew out, weaker this time.
    
   
    He watched them trail down around him.
    
   
    The third time he got only one.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What does it mean?”
    
   
    he asked.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I have no idea,” Professor Sunderland said.
    
   
    “I’ll put you down as Undetermined.
    
   
    We’ll try again next year.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Next year?”
    
   
    Quentin watched with a rising sense of disappointment as she jumped down off the table and started reopening shutters, window by window.
    
   
    He winced at the sunlight flooding in.
    
   
    “What do you mean?
    
   
    What am I going to do till then?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Wait,” she said.
    
   
    “It happens.
    
   
    People put too much importance on these things.
    
   
    Be a darling and send in the next student, would you?
    
   
    We’re already running late, and it’s only noon.”
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    The summer dragged by in slow motion.
    
   
    It was really the fall, of course, in the world outside Brakebills, and the Brooklyn Quentin came home to for summer vacation was chilly and gray, the streets plastered with wet brown leaves and mashed ginkgo balls that smelled like vomit.
    
  
 
   
   
    He haunted his old house like a ghost—it took a special effort to make himself visible to his parents, who always looked vaguely surprised when their phantom son requested their attention.
    
   
    James and Julia were away at college, so Quentin took long walks.
    
   
    He visited the branching, angular Gowanus Canal, its water the green of pooled radiator fluid.
    
   
    He shot baskets on deserted courts with missing nets and rainwater puddles in the corners.
    
   
    The autumn cold gave the ball a dead, inert feel.
    
   
    His world wasn’t here, it was elsewhere.
    
   
    He traded desultory e-mails with friends from Brakebills—Alice, Eliot, Surendra, Gretchen—and flipped indifferently through his summer reading, an eighteenth-century
    
   
    
     History of Magic
     that appeared quite slim from the outside but turned out to contain, by some subtle bibliographical magic, no fewer than 1,832 pages. 
  
 
   
   
    In November he received a cream-colored envelope, which turned up tucked by invisible hands into
    
   
    
     History of Magic.
     
   
    It contained a stiff letter-pressed card with an elegant engraving of the Brakebills crest, inviting him to return to school at six in the evening by way of a narrow, never-used alleyway next to the First Lutheran Church ten blocks from his house.
    
  
 
   
   
    He dutifully presented himself at the correct address at the appointed time.
    
   
    This late in the fall the sun set at four thirty in the afternoon, but it was unseasonably mild out, almost warm.
    
   
    Standing there at the entrance to the passageway, looking around for stray vergers who might charge him with trespassing—or worse, offer him spiritual guidance—cars whooshing by in the street behind him, he had never felt so absolutely sure that he was delusional, that Brooklyn was the only reality there was, and that everything which had happened to him last year was just a fanboy hallucination, proof that the boredom of the real world had finally driven him totally and irreversibly out of his mind.
    
   
    The alley was so skinny he practically had to turn sideways to walk down it, his two overstuffed Brakebills duffel bags—they were midnight blue with dark brown trim, school colors—scraping against the sweating stone walls on either side.
    
   
    He was overwhelmingly certain that in thirty seconds he would be standing at the blank wall at the end of the alley.
    
  
 
   
   
    But then an impossible breath of warm, sweet, late-summer air came wafting toward him from the far end of the alleyway, accompanied by the chirping of crickets, and he could see the green expanse of the Sea.
    
   
    As heavy as his bags were he ran toward it.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Now it was the first day of the semester, and Quentin and Alice were stranded in a baking hot meadow outside a precious white Victorian bungalow.
    
   
    The bungalow was where the students who did Physical Magic met on Tuesday afternoons for their weekly seminar.
    
  
 
   
   
    When she was tested, Alice displayed a highly technical Discipline involving light manipulation—phosphoromancy, she said it was called—that placed her in Physical Magic.
    
   
    Quentin was there because Physical was the group that had both the fewest total members and the fewest incoming members, so that seemed like the best place to stash him until he had a Discipline of his own.
    
   
    The first seminar had been scheduled for 12:30, and Quentin and Alice had even gotten there early, but now it was almost five, and they’d been out there all afternoon.
    
   
    They were hot and tired and thirsty and annoyed, but neither of them wanted to give up and go back up to the House.
    
   
    If they were going to be Physical Kids, apparently they would have to prove it by getting in the front door.
    
  
 
   
   
    They sat under a massive spreading beech tree that stood nearby, coolly indifferent to their plight.
    
   
    They leaned back against the trunk with a fat hard gray root between them.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So what do you want to do,” Quentin said dully.
    
   
    Tiny motes drifted by in the late-afternoon sunlight.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know.”
    
   
    Alice sneezed again.
    
   
    “What do you want to do?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin plucked at the grass.
    
   
    A burst of faint laughter came from inside the house.
    
   
    If there was a password they hadn’t found it.
    
   
    He and Alice had spent an hour looking for hidden writing—they scanned the door in every spectrum they could think of, visible and invisible, infrared to gamma, and tried to strip the paint off to look underneath, but it wouldn’t come.
    
   
    Alice even tried some advanced graphological enchantments on the squiggly grain of the wood itself, but it just stared back at them blankly.
    
   
    They’d sent currents of force twisting into the lock, jiggling the tumblers, but they couldn’t pick it.
    
   
    They looked for a fourth-dimensional path around the door.
    
   
    They’d jointly plucked up their nerve and summoned a kind of phantasmal axe—it wasn’t
    
   
    
     explicitly
     against any rule they could think of—but they couldn’t even scratch it. 
   
    For a while Alice was convinced the door was an illusion, that it didn’t even exist, but it certainly looked and felt real, and neither of them could find any charms or enchantments to dispel.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Look at it,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “It’s like some lame Hansel and Gretel hut.
    
   
    I thought the Physical Kids were supposed to be cool.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Dinner’s in an hour,” Alice said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’ll skip it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s lamb tonight, with a rosemary crust.
    
   
    Potatoes
    
   
    
     au dauphin
    .” 
   
    Alice’s eidetic memory retained odd details.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Maybe we should have our own seminar.
    
   
    Out here.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She snorted.
    
   
    “Yeah, that’d show ’em.”
    
  
 
   
   
    The beech tree was on the edge of a field that had just been mown.
    
   
    The giant cinnamon rolls of hay dotting the field cast long shadows.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You’re a what again?
    
   
    A photomancer?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Phosphoromancer.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What can you do?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m not sure yet.
    
   
    I practiced some things over the summer.
    
   
    Focusing light, refracting it, bending it.
    
   
    If you bend light around something, it turns invisible.
    
   
    But I want to understand the theory of it first.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Show me something.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice turned shy.
    
   
    It didn’t take much.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I can hardly do anything.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Look, I don’t even have a Discipline.
    
   
    I’m a nothingmancer.
    
   
    I’m a squatmancer.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “They just don’t know what it is yet.
    
   
    You have your little sparky thing.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Same difference.
    
   
    And don’t make fun of my sparky thing.
    
   
    Now bend me some damn light.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She grimaced, but she got up on her knees on the grass and held up her hand, fingers spread.
    
   
    They were kneeling face-to-face, and he was suddenly aware of her full breasts inside her thin, high-necked blouse.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Watch the shadow,” she snapped.
    
  
 
   
   
    She did something with her fingers, and the shadow of her hand disappeared.
    
   
    It was simply gone, leaving behind only a few ghostly rainbow highlights.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Nice.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s pathetic, I know.”
    
   
    She waved her hand, scrubbing out the magic.
    
   
    “My whole hand is supposed to go invisible, but I can only do the shadow.”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was something here.
    
   
    Quentin felt his sulk starting to dispel.
    
   
    This was a test.
    
   
    Physical magic.
    
   
    They weren’t Morris dancing with tree spirits here.
    
   
    This was a brute-force problem.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What about the other way?”
    
   
    he said slowly.
    
   
    “Could you focus light instead, like a magnifying glass?”
    
  
 
   
   
    She didn’t answer right away, but he could see her nimble mind take hold of the problem and start turning it over.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Maybe if I . . . hm.
    
   
    I think there’s something in Culhwch and Owen.
    
   
    You’d need to stabilize the effect, though.
    
   
    And localize it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She made a circle with her thumb and forefinger and spoke five long words over it.
    
   
    Quentin could see light bending inside the circle, warping and distorting the leaves and grass visible through it.
    
   
    Then it sharpened and focused to a white dot that burned an afterimage into his retina, and he looked away.
    
   
    She tilted it, and the ground under her hand smoked.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    “I will kill you if you get me kicked out of Brakebills.
    
   
    Do you understand me?
    
   
    I’m not joking.
    
   
    I know how to do it.
    
   
    I will literally make you die.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “That’s funny, that’s exactly what I told Penny after he hit me,” Quentin said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Except I’ll really do it.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They had decided to burn their way through the door.
    
   
    If it was a test, Quentin reasoned, it didn’t matter much how they solved it as long as they solved it.
    
   
    They hadn’t been given any rules, so they couldn’t be breaking any.
    
   
    And if they did burn down the damn house, with Eliot and his smug little friends inside it, serve them right.
    
  
 
   
   
    They had to work fast, because the sunlight was fading.
    
   
    The sun had already gone dull and coppery, and in another few minutes its lower rim would touch the tops of the trees on the far side of the hayfield.
    
   
    The barest early-fall chill was in the air.
    
   
    Yellow lights were already on inside the house.
    
   
    Quentin heard—did he imagine it?
   
   
    —the pop of a cork being withdrawn from a bottle.
    
  
 
   
   
    Holding both arms above her head and curved slightly upward, like she was balancing a large invisible basket on her head, Alice had created the magical equivalent of a magnifying glass a dozen yards across—her bent arms defined a small section of the total circumference of a soaring circular lens, the upper edge of which was even with the top of the beech tree, taller than the chimney of the little Victorian bungalow.
    
   
    Quentin could just make out the edge of the lens as a curved distortion in the air.
    
   
    The focal point was too bright to look at.
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice stood about fifty feet back from the door.
    
   
    Quentin stood closer, to one side, holding out a hand to shield his eyes and shouting out directions:
    
  
 
   
   
    “Up!
    
   
    Okay, slow!
    
   
    A little more!
    
   
    Keep moving!
    
   
    Okay, now right!”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin could feel the heat from the focused sunlight against his face and smell the savory-sweet smell of wood smoke, along with an acrid tang of seared house paint.
    
   
    The door was definitely vulnerable to heat.
    
   
    They’d been worried that there wouldn’t be enough sunlight left, but Alice’s spell was cutting a nice deep charred trench in the wood.
    
   
    They’d decided to cut the door in half laterally, and if the trench wasn’t penetrating all the way through, it must be pretty close.
    
   
    A bigger problem was Alice’s aim, which wasn’t good, and in one place she had wandered off the door and burned a groove in the wall.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I feel stupid!”
    
   
    Alice shouted.
    
   
    “How are we doing?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Looking good!”
    
  
 
   
   
    “My back hurts!
    
   
    Are we almost done?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Almost!”
    
   
    he lied.
    
  
 
   
   
    With a foot to go Alice expanded the spell’s radius to compensate for the fading sun.
    
   
    She was whispering, but he wasn’t sure if it was an incantation or just obscenities.
    
   
    Quentin realized they were being observed: one of the older professors, a very erect, white-haired man named Brzezinski, who specialized in potions and whose pants were always covered with appalling stains, had interrupted his evening stroll to watch them.
    
   
    In another lifetime he had given Quentin the test involving knots during his Examination.
    
   
    He wore sweater-vests and smoked a pipe and looked like an IBM engineer, circa 1950.
    
  
 
   
   
    Shit, Quentin thought.
    
   
    They were about to get busted.
    
  
 
   
   
    But Professor Brzezinski just took his pipe out of his mouth.
    
   
    “Carry on,” he said gruffly.
    
   
    He turned and walked back in the direction of the House.
    
  
 
   
   
    It took only about ten minutes for Alice to make a full lateral cut, then go back across it a second time.
    
   
    The trench glowed red.
    
  
 
   
   
    When she was finished, Quentin walked back to where she was standing.
    
  
 
   
   
    “You have ash on your face,” she said.
    
   
    She brushed at his forehead with her fingers.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Maybe we should go across again.
    
   
    You know, just to be sure.”
    
   
    If this didn’t work, he was out of ideas, and he didn’t think he could spend the night out here.
    
   
    He also didn’t think he could face going back to the House in defeat.
    
  
 
   
   
    “There’s not enough light.”
    
   
    She looked drained.
    
   
    “By the end the lens was probably out to a quarter mile.
    
   
    After that it just loses coherence.
    
   
    Falls apart at the edges.”
    
  
 
   
   
    A quarter mile?
    
   
    Quentin thought.
    
   
    How powerful is she?
    
  
 
   
   
    His stomach rumbled.
    
   
    It was fully dusk now, and the sky was a luminous blue.
    
   
    They stared at the scarred, blackened door.
    
   
    It looked worse than he thought—Alice’s aim had strayed on the second pass, so in places there were two separate trenches.
    
   
    If this was wrong, Eliot was going to kill him.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Should I try to kick it in?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice pulled her mouth to one side.
    
   
    “What if there’s somebody behind it?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “So what do you suggest?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t know.”
    
   
    She picked at one of the burnt parts that had cooled.
    
   
    “I think we’re almost through . . .”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was an old iron knocker on the door in the shape of a disembodied hand holding an iron ball.
    
   
    It was bolted on.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Okay,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “Stand back.”
    
  
 
   
   
    God, please let this work.
    
   
    He got a good grip on the iron hand, put one foot on the door, uttered a long falsetto martial arts yell, and threw his weight backward.
    
   
    The top half of the door swung open with no resistance whatsoever—it must have been hanging on by a few flakes of ash.
    
   
    He fell down backward on the path.
    
  
 
   
   
    A girl Quentin recognized as one of the Fourth Years stood in the doorway with warm light streaming out into the twilight around her, holding a glass of dark red wine in one hand.
    
   
    She looked down at him coolly.
    
   
    Alice was leaning against the side of the house laughing so hard that no sound was coming out.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Dinner’s almost ready,” the girl said.
    
   
    “Eliot made an amatriciana sauce.
    
   
    We couldn’t get any guanciale, but I think bacon works fine.
    
   
    Don’t you?”
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    In spite of the heat a fire popped and flickered in the fireplace.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Six hours, twelve minutes,” said a fat young man with wavy hair sitting in a leather club chair.
    
   
    “That’s actually about par.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tell them how long it took you, Josh,” said the girl who’d met them at the door.
    
   
    Quentin thought her name was Janet.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Twenty hours, thirty-one minutes.
    
   
    Longest night of my life.
    
   
    Not a record, but pretty close.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “We thought he was trying to starve us out.”
    
   
    Janet poured out the rest of a bottle of red wine into two glasses standing on a sideboard and handed them to Quentin and Alice.
    
   
    Two more empty bottles stood on the floor, though the others didn’t seem especially drunk.
    
  
 
   
   
    They were in a shabby but comfortable library lined with threadbare rugs and lit by candles and firelight.
    
   
    Quentin realized that the little house must be larger on the inside than it was on the outside; it was also a lot cooler—the atmosphere was that of a nice, chilly fall evening.
    
   
    Books overflowed the bookcases and stood in wobbly stacks in the corners and even on the mantelpiece.
    
   
    The furniture was distinguished but mismatched, and in places it was severely battered.
    
   
    In between the bookcases the walls were hung with the usual inexplicable artifacts that accumulate in private clubs: African masks, dreary landscape paintings, retired ceremonial daggers, glass cases full of maps and medals and the deteriorating corpses of exotic moths that had presumably been captured at great effort and expense.
    
   
    Quentin felt overheated and underdressed but mostly just relieved to finally be inside.
    
  
 
   
   
    There were only five of them, counting himself and Alice.
    
   
    Eliot was there, scanning one of the bookshelves and acting like he hadn’t noticed them yet.
    
   
    He seemed to be trying to make a serious argument about magical theory to somebody, but nobody was listening
    
  
 
   
   
    “Tinkerbell, we have guests,” Janet said.
    
   
    “Please turn around and face the room.”
    
   
    She was lean and animated, with a serious, somewhat anachronistic pageboy haircut.
    
   
    She was the loud one: Quentin had seen her holding forth to the others on walks through the Maze and making speeches over dinner in the dining room.
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot broke off his monologue and turned around.
    
   
    He was wearing an apron.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Hello,” he said, not missing a beat.
    
   
    “Glad you could make it.
    
   
    Alice, I understand you burned our door in half.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Quentin helped.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “We watched you out the window,” Josh said.
    
   
    “You’re hella lucky Brzezinski didn’t catch you with that axe.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What’s the correct solution?”
    
   
    Alice asked.
    
   
    “I mean, I know it worked, but there must be a better way.”
    
  
 
   
   
    She took a timid sip of her wine, immediately followed by a less timid one.
    
  
 
   
   
    “There isn’t one,” Janet said.
    
   
    “Or not a good one, anyway.
    
   
    That’s part of the point.
    
   
    This is Physical Magic.
    
   
    It’s messy.
    
   
    It’s crude.
    
   
    As long as you don’t knock the building down, it counts.
    
   
    And if you did it would probably still count.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “How did you do it?”
    
   
    Alice asked shyly.
    
   
    “I mean, when it was your turn?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Froze and shattered it.
    
   
    I do a special kind of cold magic, that’s my Discipline.
    
   
    Sixty-three minutes.
    
   
    And that
    
   
    
     is
     a record.” 
  
 
   
   
    “It used to be you could say ‘friend’ in Elvish and it would let you in,” Josh said.
    
   
    “Now too many people have read Tolkien.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Eliot, darling, I think our dinner must be ready,” Janet said.
    
   
    Her attitude toward Eliot was hard to read, a weird combination of tenderness and contempt.
    
   
    She clapped her hands.
    
   
    “Josh, maybe you could do something about . . . ?”
    
   
    She gestured in the direction of the half-demolished door.
    
   
    “The mosquitoes are getting in.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Still dazed, Quentin trailed Eliot into the kitchen, which was, again, larger and nicer than really seemed plausible from the outside, with white cabinets up to the high ceiling and soapstone counters and an aerodynamic-looking 1950s refrigerator.
    
   
    Eliot sloshed some wine from his glass into a pan of red sauce on the stove.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Never cook with a wine you wouldn’t drink,” he said.
    
   
    “Though I guess that presupposes that there
    
   
    
     is
     a wine I wouldn’t drink.” 
  
 
   
   
    He didn’t seem at all embarrassed by the fact that he’d ignored Quentin for the past year.
    
   
    It was like it never happened.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So you have this whole place to yourself?”
    
   
    Quentin didn’t want to let on how much he wanted to belong here, even now that he did, officially, belong here.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Pretty much.
    
   
    So do you, now.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Do all the Disciplines have their own clubhouses?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s not a clubhouse,” Eliot said sharply.
    
   
    He dumped a huge clump of fresh pasta into a tall pot of boiling water and stirred it to break it up.
    
   
    “This’ll cook in about a minute flat.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Then what is it?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, all right, it is a clubhouse.
    
   
    But don’t call it that.
    
   
    We call it the Cottage.
    
   
    We have the seminars here, and the library isn’t bad.
    
   
    Sometimes Janet paints in the bedroom upstairs.
    
   
    Only we can get in here, you know.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What about Fogg?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, and Fogg, though he never bothers.
    
   
    And Bigby.
    
   
    You know Bigby, right?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin shook his head.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I can’t believe you don’t know Bigby!”
    
   
    Eliot said, chuckling.
    
   
    “God, you’re going to love Bigby.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He tasted the sauce, then glugged in a slug of heavy cream and stirred it in in widening circles.
    
   
    The sauce paled and thickened.
    
   
    Eliot had a jaunty, off handed confidence at the stove.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All the groups have a place like this.
    
   
    The Naturals have this deeply lame treehouse off in the forest.
    
   
    The Illusionists have a house just like this one, though only they know where it is.
    
   
    You have to find it to get in.
    
   
    Knowledge just has the library, the poor suckers.
    
   
    And Healing has the clinic—”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Eliot!”
    
   
    Janet’s voice came from the other room.
    
   
    “We’re starving.”
    
   
    Quentin wondered how Alice was faring out there.
    
  
 
   
   
    “All right, all right!
    
   
    I hope you don’t mind pasta,” he added, to Quentin.
    
   
    “It’s all I made.
    
   
    There’s bruschetta out there, or there was.
    
   
    At least there’s lots of wine.”
    
   
    He drained the pasta in the sink, sending up a huge gout of steam, and dumped it into the pan to finish in the sauce.
    
   
    “God, I love cooking.
    
   
    I think if I weren’t a magician, I’d be a chef.
    
   
    It’s just such a relief after all that invisible, intangible bullshit, don’t you think?
    
  
 
   
   
    “Richard was the real cook around here.
    
   
    I don’t know if you knew him, he graduated last year.
    
   
    Tall.
    
   
    Total grind, made us all look bad in front of Bigby, but at least he could cook.
    
   
    Grab those two bottles there, would you?
    
   
    And the corkscrew?”
    
  
 
   
   
    With a white tablecloth and two heavy silver candelabras and a wildly eclectic assortment of silverware, some of which bordered on light hand-to-hand weaponry, the table in the library almost looked like somewhere you could eat.
    
   
    The food was simple but not at all bad.
    
   
    He’d forgotten he was starving.
    
   
    Janet performed a trick—Quentin wasn’t sure whether it was magical or just mechanical—to shorten the long seminar table into a dinner table.
    
  
 
   
   
    Janet, Josh, and Eliot gossiped about classes and teachers and who was sleeping with whom and who wanted to sleep with whom.
    
   
    They speculated endlessly about other students’ relative strengths as spellcasters.
    
   
    They maneuvered around one another with the absolute confidence of people who had spent huge amounts of time together, who trusted and loved one another and who knew how to show one another off to best advantage and how to curb each other’s boring and annoying habits.
    
   
    Quentin let the chatter wash over him.
    
   
    Eating a sophisticated meal, alone in their own private dining room, felt very adult.
    
   
    This was it, he thought.
    
   
    He had been an outsider before, but now he had really entered into the inner life of the school.
    
   
    This was the real Brakebills.
    
   
    He was in the warm secret heart of the secret world.
    
  
 
   
   
    They were arguing about what they would do after they graduated.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I imagine I’ll retreat to some lonely mountaintop,” Eliot said airily.
    
   
    “Become a hermit for a while.
    
   
    I’ll grow a long beard and people will come to me for advice, like in cartoons.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Advice about what?”
    
   
    Josh snorted.
    
   
    “About whether a dark suit counts as black tie?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “And I’d like to see you
    
   
    
     try
     to grow a beard,” Janet added. 
   
    “God, you’re self-centered.
    
   
    Don’t you want to help people?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Eliot looked puzzled.
    
   
    “People?
    
   
    What people?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Poor people!
    
   
    Hungry people!
    
   
    Sick people!
    
   
    People who can’t do magic!”
    
  
 
   
   
    “What have people ever done for me?
    
   
    People don’t want my help.
    
   
    People called me a faggot and threw me in a Dumpster at recess when I was in fifth grade because my pants were pressed.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, I hope for your sake there’s a wine cellar on your mountaintop,” Janet said, annoyed.
    
   
    “Or a full bar.
    
   
    You won’t last eight hours without a drink.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I will brew a crude but potent beverage from local herbs and berries.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Or dry cleaning.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Well, that is a problem.
    
   
    You can use magic, but it’s never the same.
    
   
    Maybe I’ll just live at the Plaza, like Eloise.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m bored!”
    
   
    Josh bellowed.
    
   
    “Let’s do Harper’s Fire-Shaping.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He went over to a large cabinet full of dozens of tiny drawers, narrow but deep, that turned out to be a kind of miniature twig library.
    
   
    Each drawer bore a tiny handwritten label, starting with Ailanthus in the upper left-hand corner and ending with Zelkova, Japanese, in the lower right.
    
   
    Harper’s Fire-Shaping was a useless but extremely entertaining spell for stretching and leading a flame into elaborate calligraphic shapes that flared for a moment in midair and then disappeared.
    
   
    You did it with an aspen twig.
    
   
    The evening devolved into attempts to shape the candle flames into increasingly elaborate or obscene words and shapes, which in turn led, inevitably, to the curtains catching on fire (apparently not for the first time) and having to be extinguished.
    
  
 
   
   
    A halt was called.
    
   
    Eliot produced a slender, dangerous-looking bottle of grappa.
    
   
    Only two of the candles had survived the fire-shaping, but nobody bothered to replace the others.
    
   
    It was late, after one in the morning.
    
   
    They sat there in the half darkness in contented silence.
    
   
    Janet lay on her back on the carpet staring up at the ceiling, her feet propped up on Eliot’s lap.
    
   
    There was a funny physical intimacy between the two of them, especially considering what Quentin knew about Eliot’s sexual appetites.
    
  
 
   
   
    “So this is it?
    
   
    We’re full-fledged Physical Kids now?”
    
   
    The grappa was like a fiery seed that had drifted into Quentin’s chest and taken root there.
    
   
    The seed gave birth to a hot, glowing sapling, which grew and spread and unfolded into a big warm leafy tree of good feeling.
    
   
    “Don’t we have to be hazed or branded or, I don’t know, shaved or something?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Not unless you want to be,” Josh said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Somehow I thought there would be more of you,” Quentin said.
    
   
    “Of us.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “This is it,” Eliot said.
    
   
    “Since Richard and Isabel graduated.
    
   
    There aren’t any Fifth Years.
    
   
    Nobody placed in.
    
   
    If we didn’t get anybody this year, Fogg was talking about merging us with Natural.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Josh shuddered theatrically.
    
  
 
   
   
    “What were they like?”
    
   
    Alice asked.
    
   
    “Richard and Isabel?”
    
  
 
   
   
    “Like fire and ice,” Josh said.
    
   
    “Like chocolate and marzipan.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “It’s different without them,” Eliot said.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Good riddance,” said Janet.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Oh, they weren’t so bad,” Josh said.
    
   
    “You remember when Richard thought he could bring the weathervane to life?
    
   
    He was going to make it move around by itself.
    
   
    He must have been up there for three days rubbing it with fish oil and I don’t even want to think about what else.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “That was unintentionally funny,” Janet said.
    
   
    “Doesn’t count.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “You just never got the point of Richard.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Janet snorted.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I got plenty of Richard,” she said, with surprising bitterness.
    
  
 
   
   
    A tiny hush fell.
    
   
    It was the first false note of the evening.
    
  
 
   
   
    “But now we have a quorum again,” Eliot said quickly, “an eminently respectable quorum.
    
   
    Physical Magic always gets the best ones.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “To the best ones,” Josh said.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin raised his glass.
    
   
    He was up in the lofty branches of his fiery tree, swaying in the warm alcoholic breeze.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The best ones.”
    
  
 
   
   
    They all drank.
    
  
  
 

  
  THE BEAST, The Magicians Trilogy 
  
 
  

 
  
  
  
 
   
   
    
     THE BEAST
     
  
 
   
   
    The entire time he’d been at Brakebills, through First Year, the exams, the whole disaster with Penny, right up until the night he joined the Physical Kids, Quentin had been holding his breath without knowing it.
    
   
    He realized only now that he’d been waiting for Brakebills to vanish around him like a daydream.
    
   
    Even aside from the many and varied laws of thermodynamics that were violated there on a regular basis, it was just too good to be true.
    
   
    It was like Fillory that way.
    
   
    Fillory never lasted forever.
    
   
    Ember and Umber promptly kicked the Chatwins out at the end of every book.
    
   
    Deep down Quentin felt like a tourist who at the end of the day would be herded back onto some dirty, lumbering, snorting tour bus—with ripped vinyl seats and overhead TVs and a stinking toilet—and shipped home, clutching a tacky souvenir postcard and watching as the towers and hedges and peaks and gables of Brakebills dwindled in the rearview mirror.
    
  
 
   
   
    But it hadn’t happened.
    
   
    And now he understood, he really got, that it wasn’t going to happen.
    
   
    He’d wasted so much time thinking, It’s all a dream, and It should have been somebody else, and Nothing lasts forever.
    
   
    It was time he started acting like who he was: a nineteen-year-old student at a secret college for real, actual magic.
    
  
 
   
   
    Now that he was in among them he had some leisure to observe the Physical Kids up close.
    
   
    When he first met Eliot, Quentin assumed that everyone at Brakebills would be like him, but in fact that wasn’t the case at all.
    
   
    For one thing, even in this rarefied setting Eliot’s bizarre personal manner set him apart.
    
   
    For another, he was conspicuously brilliant in class—maybe not quite as quick as Alice, but Alice worked her ass off and Eliot didn’t even try, or if he did he hid it very, very well.
    
   
    As far as Quentin could tell he never studied at all.
    
   
    The only thing in the world that he would actually cop to caring about was his appearance, especially his expensive shirts, which he wore with cuff links, even though it cost him regular menial punishments for violating the dress code.
    
  
 
   
   
    Josh always wore the standard school uniform but managed to make it look like he didn’t—his jacket never quite fit his wide, round build, it was always twisted or rumpled or too narrow in the shoulders.
    
   
    His whole personality was like an elaborate joke that he never stopped telling.
    
   
    It took Quentin a while to figure out that Josh expected people not to take him seriously, and he enjoyed—not always kindly—the moment when they realized, too late, that they’d underestimated him.
    
   
    Because he wasn’t as self-absorbed as Eliot or Janet he was the group’s sharpest observer, and he missed very little of what went on around him.
    
   
    He told Quentin that he’d been waiting for Penny to snap for weeks:
    
  
 
   
   
    “Are you kidding?
    
   
    That guy was a mystery wrapped in an enigma and crudely stapled to a ticking fucking time bomb.
    
   
    He was either going to hit somebody or start a blog.
    
   
    To tell you the truth I’m kind of glad he hit you.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Unlike the other Physical Kids Josh was an undistinguished student, but once he’d mastered a skill he was an exceptionally forceful spellcaster.
    
   
    It was a full six weeks into his first year at Brakebills before he was able to move his marble by magic, but when he finally did—as Eliot told the story—it shot through a classroom window and buried itself six inches in the trunk of a maple tree outside, where it probably still was.
    
  
 
   
   
    Janet’s parents were lawyers, of the high-flying Hollywood-consorting variety, and colossally wealthy.
    
   
    She grew up in L.A. being babysat by various celebrities, whom under duress—but not very much duress—she would name.
    
   
    Quentin supposed that accounted for the vivid, actressy edge to her manner.
    
   
    She was the most visible of the Physical Kids, loud and brusque and always proposing toasts at dinner.
    
   
    She had terrible taste in men—the best that could be said of her endless series of boyfriends is that none of them lasted long.
    
   
    Pretty rather than beautiful, she had a flat, flapperish figure, but she used what she had to maximum advantage—she sent her uniforms back home to be tailored—and there was something vibrantly sexy about her ravenous, too-wide gaze.
    
   
    You wanted to meet it and be devoured by it.
    
  
 
   
   
    Janet was about as annoying as a person could be and still be your friend, but Quentin was never bored around her.
    
   
    She was passionately loyal, and if she was obnoxious it was only because she was so deeply tender-hearted.
    
   
    It made her easily wounded, and when she was wounded she lashed out.
    
   
    She tortured everybody around her, but only because she was more tortured than anyone.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    Even though he was part of the Physical Kids now, Quentin still spent most of his time with the other Third Years: he took his classes with them, and worked with them in P.A., and studied for exams with them, and sat with them at dinner.
    
   
    The Maze had been scrambled and redrawn over the summer—as it was every summer, it turned out—and they spent a week’s worth of afternoons relearning it, yelling at one another over the tall hedges when they got lost or found an especially sweet shortcut.
    
  
 
   
   
    They threw a party in honor of the fall equinox—there was a strong undercurrent of Wiccan sentiment at Brakebills, though hardly anybody took it seriously except the Naturals.
    
   
    They had a bonfire and music and a Wicker Man, and a light show by the Illusionists, and everybody stayed out way too late, their noses running in the cold fall air, their faces hot and red from the fire.
    
   
    Alice and Quentin taught the others the fire-shaping spell, which was a big hit, and Amanda Orloff revealed that she’d been brewing a batch of mead on the sly for the past couple of months.
    
   
    It was sweet and fizzy and disgusting, and they all drank way too much of it and felt like death the next day.
    
  
 
   
   
    That fall Quentin’s studies changed again.
    
   
    There was less rote learning of gestures and arcane languages, though God knows there was plenty of that, and more actual spellcasting.
    
   
    They spent an entire month on low-level architectural magic: spells to strengthen foundations and rain-proof roofs and keep gutters free of rotting leaves, all of which they practiced on a pathetic little shed barely larger than a doghouse.
    
   
    Just one spell, to make a roof resistant to lightning, took Quentin three days to memorize, grinding the gestures in a mirror to get them exactly right, at the proper speed and with the proper angles and emphasis.
    
   
    And then there was the incantation, which was in a corrupt old Bedouin Arabic and very tricky.
    
   
    And then Professor March conjured a little rainstorm which emitted a single lightning bolt that sheared through it in one eye-searing, ego-demolishing instant, while Quentin stood there getting soaked to the skin.
    
  
 
   
   
    On alternate Tuesdays Quentin worked with Bigby, the Physical Kids’ unofficial faculty advisor, who turned out to be a small man with large liquid eyes and close-cropped gray hair who dressed neatly, if extremely affectedly, in a long Victorian-looking duster.
    
   
    His posture was slightly hunched, but he didn’t seem otherwise frail or crippled.
    
   
    Quentin had the impression that Bigby was a political refugee from somewhere.
    
   
    He was always making vague noises about the conspiracy that had ousted him, and what he would do following his inevitable return to power.
    
   
    He had the stiff, wounded dignity of the deposed intelligentsia.
    
  
 
   
   
    One afternoon during a seminar—Bigby specialized in ridiculously difficult enchantments that transmuted elements by manipulating their structure on a quantum level—he paused and performed an odd gesture: he reached back behind first one shoulder, then the other, unbuttoning something back there.
    
   
    The movement reminded Quentin of nothing more than a woman unhooking her bra.
    
   
    When Bigby was finished four magnificent insect wings like a dragonfly’s, two on each side, sprang out from behind him.
    
   
    He flexed them with a deep, satisfied sigh.
    
  
 
   
   
    The wings were gauzy and iridescent.
    
   
    They disappeared for a second in a buzz of activity, then reappeared as they became still.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Sorry,” he said.
    
   
    “Couldn’t stand it a minute more.”
    
  
 
   
   
    It never stopped, the weirdness of this place.
    
   
    It just went on and on.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Professor Bigby, are you a—” Quentin stopped.
    
   
    A what?
    
   
    An elf?
    
   
    An angel?
    
   
    He was being rude, but he couldn’t help it.
    
   
    “Are you a fairy?”
    
  
 
   
   
    Bigby smiled a pained smile.
    
   
    His wings made a dry chitinous rattle.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Pixie, technically,” he said.
    
  
 
   
   
    He seemed a little sensitive about it.
    
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
 
  
 
   
   
    One morning, very early, Professor March was giving a lecture on weather magic and summoning cyclonic wind patterns.
    
   
    For a portly man he was surprisingly spry.
    
   
    Just looking at him bouncing on his toes, with his red ponytail and his red face, made Quentin want to go back to bed.
    
   
    In the mornings Chambers served tarry black espresso which he smelted in a delicate, gilded-glass exotic Turkish device.
    
   
    But it was all gone by the time Quentin came down for class.
    
  
 
   
   
    He closed his eyes.
    
   
    When he opened them again Professor March was addressing him directly.
    
  
 
   
   
    “. . . between a subtropical cyclone and an extratropical?
    
   
    Quentin?
    
   
    In the French, please, if you can.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin blinked.
    
   
    He must have drifted off.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The difference?”
    
   
    he hazarded.
    
   
    “There is no difference?”
    
  
 
   
   
    There was a long, awkward pause, into which Quentin inserted more words in an attempt to find out what exactly the question had been, and to say “baroclinic zones” as many times as possible just in case they were relevant.
    
   
    People shifted in their chairs.
    
   
    March, having caught the delicious scent of humiliation, was prepared to wait.
    
   
    Quentin waited, too.
    
   
    There was something in the reading about this.
    
   
    He’d actually done it, that was the injustice of it.
    
  
 
   
   
    The moment stretched on and on.
    
   
    His face was on fire.
    
   
    This wasn’t even magic, it was meteorology.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I don’t understand—” came a voice from the back of the classroom.
    
  
 
   
   
    “I’m asking Quentin, Amanda.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “But maybe you could clarify something?”
    
   
    It was Amanda Orloff.
    
   
    She persisted, with the shit-eating blitheness of somebody who had academic cred to burn.
    
   
    “For the rest of us?
    
   
    Whether these are barotropic cyclones or not?
    
   
    I find it a little confusing.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “They are all barotropic, Amanda,” March said, exasperated.
    
   
    “It’s irrelevant.
    
   
    All tropical cyclones are barotropic.”
    
  
 
   
   
    “But I thought one was barotropic and one was baroclinic,” Alice put in.
    
  
 
   
   
    The resulting mass wrangle ended up being so inane and time-consuming that March was forced to abandon Quentin and move on or lose the entire thread of the lecture.
    
   
    If he could have done so unobtrusively, Quentin would have run back to where Amanda Orloff was sitting and kissed her on her broad, unmoisturized forehead.
    
   
    Instead he settled for blowing her a kiss when March wasn’t looking.
    
  
 
   
   
    March had segued into a lengthy spell that involved sketching an elaborate mandala-like symbol on the chalkboard.
    
   
    He stopped every thirty seconds and stepped back to the edge of the stage, hands on hips, whispering to himself, then dove back into the design.
    
   
    The point of the spell was fairly trivial—it either guaranteed hail or prevented it, one or the other, Quentin wasn’t really following, and anyway the principle was the same.
    
  
 
   
   
    Either way, Professor March was struggling with it.
    
   
    The spell was in a very proper and precise Medieval Dutch that evidently wasn’t his forte.
    
   
    It occurred to Quentin that it might be nice if he screwed it up.
    
   
    He hadn’t particularly enjoyed being called out on technical minutiae this early in the morning.
    
   
    He would play a tiny prank.
    
  
 
   
   
    Brakebills classrooms were proofed against most forms of mischief, but it was well known that the podium was any teacher’s Achilles’ heel.
    
   
    You couldn’t do much to it, but the wards on it weren’t quite ironclad, and with a lot of effort and some body English you could get it to rock back and forth a little.
    
   
    Maybe that would be enough to throw Professor March (the students called him “Death” March) off his game.
    
   
    Quentin made a few small gestures under his desk, between his knees.
    
   
    The podium stirred, as if it were stretching a kink in its back, then became inert again.
    
   
    Success.
    
  
 
   
   
    March was reeling off some extra Old High Dutch.
    
   
    His attention flicked down at the podium as he felt it move, and he hesitated but recovered his concentration and forged ahead.
    
   
    It was either that or start the whole spell over.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin was disappointed.
    
   
    But Infallible Alice leaned over.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Idiot,” she whispered.
    
   
    “He dropped the second syllable.
    
   
    He should have said—”
    
  
 
   
   
    Just then, for an instant, the film of reality slipped off the spokes of its projector.
    
   
    Everything went completely askew and then righted itself again as if nothing had happened.
    
   
    Except that, like a continuity error in a movie, there was now a man standing behind Professor March.
    
  
 
   
   
    He was a small man, conservatively dressed in a neat gray English suit and a maroon club tie that was fixed in place with a silver crescent-moon pin.
    
   
    Professor March, who was still talking, didn’t seem to realize he was there—the man looked out at the Third Years archly, conspiratorially, as if they were sharing a joke at the teacher’s expense.
    
   
    There was something odd about the man’s appearance—Quentin couldn’t seem to make out his face.
    
   
    For a second he couldn’t figure out why, and then he realized it was because there was a small leafy branch in front of it that partially obscured his features.
    
   
    The branch came from nowhere.
    
   
    It was attached to nothing.
    
   
    It just hung there in front of the man’s face.
    
  
 
   
   
    Then Professor March stopped speaking and froze in place.
    
  
 
   
   
    Alice had stopped, too.
    
   
    The room was silent.
    
   
    A chair creaked.
    
   
    Quentin couldn’t move either.
    
   
    There was nothing restraining him, but the line between his brain and his body had been cut.
    
   
    Was the man doing this?
    
   
    Who was he?
    
   
    Alice was still leaned over slightly in his direction, and a fly-away wisp of her hair hung in his field of vision.
    
   
    He couldn’t see her eyes; the angle was wrong.
    
   
    Everything and everybody was still.
    
   
    The man on the stage was the only thing in the world still in motion.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin’s heart started to pound.
    
   
    The man cocked his head and frowned, as if he could hear it.
    
   
    Quentin didn’t understand what had happened, but something had gone wrong.
    
   
    Adrenaline poured into his bloodstream, but it had nowhere to go.
    
   
    His brain was boiling in its own juices.
    
   
    The man began strolling around the stage, exploring his new environment.
    
   
    His demeanor was that of a gentleman balloonist who had accidentally touched down in exotic surroundings: inquisitive, amused.
    
   
    With the branch in front of his face his intentions were impossible to read.
    
  
 
   
   
    He circled Professor March.
    
   
    There was something strange about the way he moved, something too fluid about his gait.
    
   
    When he walked into the light, Quentin saw that he wasn’t quite human, or if he had been once he wasn’t anymore.
    
   
    Below the cuffs of his white shirt his hands had three or four too many fingers.
    
  
 
   
   
    Fifteen minutes crawled by, then half an hour.
    
   
    Quentin couldn’t turn his head, and the man moved in and out of his field of view.
    
   
    He puttered with Professor March’s equipment.
    
   
    He toured the auditorium.
    
   
    He took out a knife and pared his fingernails.
    
   
    Objects stirred and shifted restlessly in place whenever he walked too near them.
    
   
    He picked up an iron rod from March’s demonstration table and bent it like a piece of licorice.
    
   
    Once he cast a spell—he spoke too fast for Quentin to catch the details—that made all the dust in the room fly up and whirl crazily in the air before settling down again.
    
   
    It had no other obvious effect.
    
   
    When he cast the spell, the extra fingers on his hands bent sideways and backward.
    
  
 
   
   
    An hour passed, then another.
    
   
    Quentin’s fear came and went and came back in huge sweating rushes, crashing waves.
    
   
    He was sure something very bad was happening, it just wasn’t clear yet exactly what.
    
   
    He knew it had something to do with his joke on March.
    
   
    How could he have been so stupid?
    
   
    In a cowardly way he was glad he couldn’t move.
    
   
    It spared him from having to attempt something brave.
    
  
 
   
   
    The man seemed barely aware that he was in a room full of people.
    
   
    There was something grotesquely comic about him—his silence was like that of a mime.
    
   
    He approached a ship’s clock that hung at the back of the stage and slowly put his fist through it—he didn’t punch it, he forced his hand into its face, breaking the glass and snapping the hands and crushing the mechanism inside until he was satisfied that it was destroyed.
    
   
    It was as if he thought he would hurt it more that way.
    
  
 
   
   
    Class should have been over ages ago.
    
   
    Somebody on the outside must have noticed by now.
    
   
    Where were they?
    
   
    Where was Fogg?
    
   
    Where the hell was that paramedic-nurse-woman when you really needed her?
    
   
    He wished he knew what Alice was thinking.
    
   
    He wished he could have turned his head just a few degrees more before he’d been frozen, so he could see her face.
    
  
 
   
   
    Amanda Orloff’s voice broke the silence.
    
   
    She must have gotten loose somehow and was chanting a spell, rhythmically and rapidly but calmly.
    
   
    The spell was like nothing Quentin had ever heard, an angry, powerful piece of magic, full of vicious fricatives—it was offensive magic, battle magic, designed to literally rip an opponent to pieces.
    
   
    Quentin wondered how she’d even learned it.
    
   
    Just knowing a spell like that was way off-limits at Brakebills, let alone casting it.
    
   
    But before she could finish her voice became muffled.
    
   
    It went higher and higher, faster and faster, like a tape speeding up, then faded out before she could finish.
    
   
    The silence returned.
    
  
 
   
   
    Morning turned into afternoon in a fever dream of panic and boredom.
    
   
    Quentin went numb.
    
   
    He heard signs of activity from outside.
    
   
    He could see only one window, and that was out of the very corner of his eye, but something was going on out there, blocking the light.
    
   
    There were sounds of hammering and, very faintly, six or seven voices chanting in unison.
    
   
    A tremendous, silent flash of light burst behind the door to the corridor with such force that the thick wood glowed translucent for an instant.
    
   
    There were rumblings as if somebody were trying to break through the floor from underneath.
    
   
    None of this visibly bothered the man in the gray suit.
    
  
 
   
   
    In the window a single red leaf flapped crazily in the wind on the end of a bare branch, having hung on longer into the fall than any of its fellows.
    
   
    Quentin watched it.
    
   
    The wind flailed the leaf back and forth on the end of its stem.
    
   
    It seemed like the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
    
   
    All he wanted was to go on looking at it for one minute longer.
    
   
    He would give anything for that, just one more minute with his little red leaf.
    
  
 
   
   
    He must have slipped into a trance, or fallen asleep—he didn’t remember.
    
   
    He woke up to the sound of the man on stage singing softly and high under his breath.
    
   
    His voice was surprisingly tender:
    
    
     
      
      
       “Bye, baby Bunting
       
     
 
     
      
       Daddy’s gone a-hunting
       
     
 
     
      
       Gone to get a rabbit skin
       
     
 
     
      
       To wrap his baby Bunting in”
       
     
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
   
   
    He lapsed into humming.
    
   
    Then, with no warning, he vanished.
    
  
 
   
   
    It happened so silently and so suddenly that at first Quentin didn’t notice he was gone.
    
   
    In any case his departure was upstaged by Professor March, who’d been standing onstage the entire time with his mouth open.
    
   
    The instant the man was gone March crumpled forward bonelessly off the stage and knocked himself cold on the hardwood floor.
    
  
 
   
   
    Quentin tried to stand up.
    
   
    Instead he slid off his chair, down onto the floor between the rows of seats.
    
   
    His arms, legs, and back were hideously cramped.
    
   
    There was no strength in them.
    
   
    Slowly, lying on the floor in a mixture of agony and relief, he stretched out his legs.
    
   
    Delicious bubbles of pain released in his knees, as if he were finally unbending them after a trans-hemispherical flight in coach.
    
   
    Tears of relief started in his eyes.
    
   
    It was over.
    
   
    The man was finally gone and nothing terrible had happened.
    
   
    Alice was groaning, too.
    
   
    A pair of shoes, probably hers, was in his face.
    
   
    The whole room rocked with moans and sobs.
    
  
 
   
   
    Afterward Quentin would learn that Fogg had mustered the entire staff almost immediately, as soon as the man had made his appearance.
    
   
    The school’s defensive spells detected him instantly, even if they didn’t keep him out.
    
   
    By all accounts Fogg made a surprisingly competent battlefield commander: calm, organized, rapid and accurate in his assessment of the situation, skillful in his deployment of the resources at his disposal.
    
  
 
   
   
    Over the course of the morning an entire temporary scaffold had been constructed around the outside of the tower.
    
   
    Professor Heckler, wearing a welder’s helmet to shield his eyes, had nearly set the tower on fire with pyrotechnical attacks.
    
   
    Professor Sunderland had heroically attempted to phase herself through the wall, but to no avail, and anyway it wasn’t clear what she would have done if she succeeded.
    
   
    Even Bigby made an appearance, deploying some exotic nonhuman witchcraft that—Quentin got the impression—had made the rest of the faculty a little uncomfortable.
    
  
 
   
   
    That evening after dinner, after the usual announcements about clubs and events and activities had been sullenly and desultorily attended to, Dean Fogg addressed the student body to try to explain what had happened.
    
  
 
   
   
    He stood at the head of the long dining room table, looking older than usual, as the candles guttered down and the First Years gloomily cleared the last of the silverware.
    
   
    He fussed with his cuffs and touched his temples where he was losing his thin blond hair.
    
  
 
   
   
    “It will not come as a surprise to many of you that there are other worlds besides our own,” he began.
    
   
    “This is not conjecture, it is fact.
    
   
    I have never been to these worlds, and you will never go there.
    
   
    The art of passing between worlds is an area of magic about which very little is known.
    
   
    But we do know that some of these worlds are inhabited.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Probably the beast we met today was physically quite vast.”
    
   
    (“The Beast” was what Fogg called the thing in the gray suit, and afterward nobody ever referred to it any other way.)
    
   
    “What we saw would have been a small part of it, an extremity it chose to push into our sphere of being, like a toddler groping around in a tide pool.
    
   
    Such phenomena have been observed before.
    
   
    They are known in the literature as Excrescences.
    
  
 
   
   
    “Its motivations are difficult to guess.”
    
   
    He sighed heavily.
    
   
    “To such beings we look like swimmers paddling timidly across the surface of their world, silhouetted against the light from above, sometimes diving a little below the surface but never going very deep.
    
   
    Ordinarily they pay no attention to us.
    
   
    Unfortunately something about Professor March’s incantation today caught the Beast’s attention.
    
   
    I understand it may have been corrupted or interrupted in some way.
    
   
    That error offered the Beast an opportunity to enter our world.”
    
  
 
   
   
    At this Quentin convulsed inwardly but kept his face composed.
    
   
    It had been him.
    
   
    He had done it.
    
   
    Fogg went on.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The Beast spiraled up out of the depths, like a deep-water shark intent on seizing a swimmer from below.
    
   
    Its motivations are impossible to imagine, but it did appear as if it was looking for something, or someone.
    
   
    I do not know whether it found what it was looking for.
    
   
    We may never know.”
    
  
 
   
   
    Ordinarily Fogg projected an air of certainty and confidence, tempered by his natural slight ridiculousness, but that night he looked disoriented.
    
   
    He lost his train of thought.
    
   
    He fingered his tie.
    
  
 
   
   
    “The incident is finished now.
    
   
    The students who witnessed the incident will all be examined, medically and magically, and then cleansed in case the Beast has marked or tagged or tainted them.
    
   
    Tomorrow’s classes are canceled.”
    
  
 
   
   
    He stopped there and left the room abruptly.
    
   
    Everybody had thought he would say more.
    
  
 
   
   
    But all that came much later.
    
   
    Lying on the floor after the attack, the agony fading from his arms and legs and back, Quentin felt only good things.
    
   
    He felt relieved to be alive.
    
   
    Disaster had been averted.
    
   
    He had made a terrible mistake, but everything was all right now.
    
   
    He felt a profound gratitude for the old, splintery wooden underside of the chair he was looking up at.
    
   
    It was fascinating and beautiful.
    
   
    He could have looked at it forever.
    
   
    It was even a little thrilling to have been through something like that and lived to tell about it.
    
   
    In a way he was a hero.
    
   
    He breathed deeply and felt the good solid floor under his back.
    
   
    The first thing he wanted to do, he realized, was to put his hand reassuringly on Alice’s warm soft ankle, which was next to his head.
    
   
    He was so grateful to be able to finally look at her again.
    
  
 
   
   
    He didn’t know yet that Amanda Orloff was dead.
    
   
    The Beast had eaten her alive.
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