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FOREWORD


OBELISK MAP


Chapter One

 

Blake gleefully watched from behind the grandfather clock as his younger sister, Jacqueline—wearing the stupid tiara he hated—skipped into her vast bedroom, the one that was bigger than his because their mother thought that since she was the only girl she needed the space.  Jacqueline stopped short, jaw dropping in horror when she saw the gift he'd left her.  Broken plastic or cloth limbs lay in a jagged circle around the headless body of her favorite stuffed bear, Bunchy, with white fluff spilled onto the Moroccan rug like snow.  

A shrill scream was followed by a heavy door slam.  He crept over and listened carefully, catching her quiet sobbing and not a call to their parents.  Good.  She knew better this time.   

Blake sat outside on the pristine white couch, legs swinging, hoping she'd come out so he could ask her how Bunchy was doing, but Jacqueline stayed in her room long enough he got bored and went exploring through the west wing.

The sound of laughter drew Blake to the lower level, where he found his older brother, Spencer, in the hunting den with a group of his fellow first years at Coterie of Mages.  Blake hid around the corner, listening to their conversation about progress through the Obelisk.  Half the concepts and many of the words Blake didn't understand, but he understood the language of power.  

"...idiots thought we'd honor a truce?  You don't talk about my brother like that without consequences," said Spencer with a cigar in his fingers, smoke twirling upward.  

His friends laughed and the next part of the conversation told Blake that at least one of the other group had died horribly in a spell trap.  Blake wasn't sure why he was smiling, but it felt good to know he was related to Spencer.  

Talk turned to the women of Coterie, which bored Blake.  He wanted to hear more about how they'd punished the other teams, how they used their spells and wit to crush them, not hear about the stupid girls at Coterie.  Couldn't they understand they were a distraction?  He was so disgusted he didn't hear the scuff of leather shoes across the carpet until they were upon him.

"What do you think you're doing, Flake?"

His older brother grabbed him by the back of his collar, hauling him into the den.  Suddenly, he was surrounded, feeling like bait in water filled with sharks.  

"Do you like spying?  Do you know what I do to spies in Coterie?" asked Spencer.

"I didn't hear anything," said Blake.

"Don't look at me, you little shit," said Spencer.

Blake averted his eyes, staring at the row of expensive Italian leather shoes.  His brother was saying something when a grin formed on Blake's lips.

"Is something funny?"

Blake looked up into his brother's hard eyes.

"Did you get a discount for buying in bulk?"

"What?" asked Spencer.

"He's making fun of us," said one of his friends.  

Blake grinned big right before a fist caught him in the stomach.  The next thing he knew he was being dragged across the carpet by the hair.  He didn't want to scream, but didn't know how not to.  They hauled him into the family's practice room where he wasn't allowed.  The smell of formaldehyde made his nose itch.  

Spencer released his hair and Blake fell to his knees, staring at the scarred walls.  Blasts of sorcery looked like the drawings of his younger sister with a crayon.  For the first time since his brother had grabbed him, Blake felt fear.  It was the realization that this wasn't going to go as he'd expected.  

"Punishment for spying is time in the cage," said Spencer.

Blake didn't see a cage and when he tried to turn to see if there was one on the back wall, someone cracked him across the back of the head.

"Eyes front, Flake," said a voice from behind.

"Who else knows the Eldritch Cage ritual?" asked Spencer.

Before Blake knew it, he was kneeling in the center of the room, his knees aching on the hard concrete.  He was both excited and scared.  His brother never let him see him use magic and especially not the rituals they learned from his private tutors or in Coterie, but this wasn't how he wanted to learn.

No one was holding him, but Blake couldn't move as winds swirled, making him squint from the constant battering.  Collective voices rose in volume as the droning chant left Blake dizzy and cold.  

When the ritual completed, he was surrounded by a cage of quivering dark energy.  Spencer stared at him through the bars, scowling with menace, his lips slashing at an awkward angle.

"Don't try to escape, or you'll regret it.  I'll come back later before Mom and Dad get home and you'd better not think of telling them or this cage will seem like a trip to the Waldorf in comparison."

Spencer and his friends left Blake in the cage, which was barely big enough to remain kneeling.  He tried to shift into a sitting position when his right shoe caught the bottom edge of the eldritch magic—  

Blake woke curled into a ball in the center of the cage.  It felt like his bones had been lit on fire.  

But he didn't sob.  He was too mad for that.  Blake remembered what his father had told him when another kid had pushed him at the playground: Once you let them do anything, you might as well get on your knees.

Blake carefully maneuvered into a sitting position, taking extra care not to bump the cage.  He knew his older brother was bigger, smarter, and more experienced, but that didn't matter.  He needed to get out.  If he didn't, his brother would just do it again the next time he made him mad, and then the next time, and the time after that.

Keeping his flat hand vertical, Blake extended it towards the gap between the bars.  He managed to get it through to the wrist, but as the hairs on his arm stood at attention and he shoved it further, his bones began to ache.  By the time his forearm was halfway out, he could hardly keep his hand from shaking due to the pain and he had to yank it back in.  

Blake held his arm to his chest, finding wetness on his upper lip that proved to be blood from his nose.  He rolled a bead between forefinger and thumb until it was smeared across his fingerprints, which he wiped on his cheeks.

The dark cage hummed, keeping him trapped, which made him angrier the longer he was forced to sit there.  No one does this to me.  He kept thinking about how disappointed his father would be that he was in this position.  Spencer wouldn't get punished, but he would, because he should have been paying attention.  Their father would say he should have been cleverer, or run away before they could get him.  Anything other than letting himself be caught.  

If you're willing to do anything, no one will mess with you.

Blake imagined his brother and his friends laughing about what they'd done to him.  Imagined them telling each other how much better they were than him, how his little brother was a fool—that he might as well be his sister, Jacqueline—a soft, weak soul who would never amount to anything in the family or society.  Blake hated his brother, but he hated himself more, because he'd allowed himself to get in this situation.

But there was a way out if he was brave enough.

No, not brave, he told himself.  Ruthless enough.  Bravery was for starry-eyed losers, a fact his father had repeated on numerous occasions.  The strong took what they wanted and the weak just had to deal with it.  

Blake pushed his arm through the gap again until his bones were on fire.  Whimpers turned to grunts.  Tears were squeezed back until he wanted to throw up.  He knew he was thin enough, but could he muster the will?

The moment his shoulder was shoved through the gap, blood burst from his nose, flooding down his lip until he could taste the warm coppery liquid.  

But there was no more room for him between the bars.  The rest of his escape would require him to touch the bars, which would be pain beyond what he'd ever experienced.  

Don't be a coward.

Blake threw himself through the gap.  He made it halfway out, his chest sizzling against the eldritch magics, before he passed out.  

When he woke, the pain returned like a sledgehammer.  He bashed his head against the concrete trying to escape, but he was wedged and he couldn't wiggle free.  It was like someone had doused him in lighter fluid and lit him on fire.  He wouldn't have been surprised if his eyes had popped from the heat, but there was no heat.  Only pain.  

Blake had a single binary choice.  Pull himself back in the cage and give up, or force himself through no matter the consequences.  

But it wasn't really a choice.

Eldritch fire burned like the sun, but would never leave a mark.  Not physically.

Ten minutes later when he stumbled into the den, the story on his brother's lips fell dead the moment they saw him.  The head wound from slamming his forehead on the concrete hadn't stopped bleeding, making him look like he'd been bathing in pig's blood.  

And he was twitching.  

The overload of his nervous system made it hard to stay still and under any other circumstances would have received derision from his brother—but not today.

"What the—"  

"Dolan, shut the fuck up," said Spencer, not taking his eyes off Blake.  "In fact, all of you, get the hell out of here.  Right now."

"Is he going to be okay?"

"Not your circus, Dolan."  He turned his head.  "Don't any of you speak a word of this or I'll cut your balls off and feed them to you myself."

The rest of Spencer's friends left without another word, but they couldn't keep their eyes off Blake either.  He’d done something no one expected him to do.  Not even his brother.

Spencer knelt down in front of Blake.

"Hey, buddy?  You look like you have some pretty bad wounds.  We need to get medical care right away, but I have to ask you something first."

Blake's answer was a bloody grin, which made Spencer recoil.

"You can't tell Mom and Dad.  Especially dad.  He'll take it out on us both.  You understand?"

Blake nodded.

"Now tell me in your own words.  What did I just say?"

"If you ever lock me in a cage again, Dad is going to kill you."

Spencer opened his mouth, but quickly closed it.  Blake knew exactly what he was thinking—he would either have to kill his younger brother or never mess with him again.  There was no middle ground, and for a moment, he thought his brother had decided the harder path.

"Just forget this ever happened and I'll take you to the hospital."

Defiance rose up in Blake, but he knew he couldn't fight a prolonged war against his older brother so he nodded.  Once.

"Let me put a blocker on that so you don't get blood all over my Porsche."

After he was cleaned up, they got in the sleek car.  Spencer took one long look across before putting the car in gear.  The entire ride, Blake couldn't help but smile because he'd realized something no one else did about himself.  He was willing to do anything to win.  

 


Chapter Two

 

The first thing Zuri noticed, packed in with the other Coterie students on their way into the Obelisk, was the smell of fear.  She'd never thought of herself as having a particularly sensitive nose, but since losing her sight in Vicious during the eclipse, it felt at times like seeing smells as blotches of color rather than just sensing them through her nose.

"Everything okay?" whispered Iona as they filed into the great dining hall.  "You feel tense."

"Overwhelming."

The four of them took a table in the back right, which normally was reserved for first years because of its location, but they had Justine with them and didn't want the professors to notice.  

Looking across the great hall, Zuri saw dozens and dozens of soft lights signaling the locations of everyone's personal protective trinkets.  Maybe she wasn't aware of what everyone wore before, but it seemed like the students were even more layered than normal, which made sense given the state of the Obelisk.  

"Don't be shy.  There's no danger right now," said acting Patron Sinclair.  

A grunt from Orion turned her attention to their table.  

"Something wrong?"

The big man didn't move, but she could hear the beating of his heart.  He was a trap waiting to be sprung.  

"Nothing."

Zuri knew it was a lie.  Iona probably did too since the pair had been inseparable all summer, but she didn't say anything.  When Orion got moody, it was best to let him work it out rather than trying to get him to talk about it.  

As she waited for Patron Sinclair to begin his address, Zuri heard the squeak of shoes on hardwood and smelled the roasted meats and vegetables as the staff brought out the afternoon meal.  

"Everyone's looking at me, aren't they?" Zuri asked Iona.

"This table?  Yeah, but it's hard to tell which one of us.  For all I can guess they're trying to figure out who Justine is."

They'd had a long debate before the start of the year about Justine returning to the Hall and decided with the chaos and danger the Obelisk presented they didn't have the space to keep her hidden.  And with their entrance delayed until the same timing as the first years, the idea was that she wouldn't be noticed, but Zuri wasn't so sure now that they'd arrived.

"Greetings, Coterie," said Patron Sinclair from the front of the room.  His sorcery-aided voice boomed across the hall, making the first years flinch.  "And welcome back.  It's been a long summer making our home safe for a return.  I would like to give a warm round of applause for our professors and a few alumni that stayed through the summer to clear out the infestation that overtook the Obelisk."

The thunderous clapping and enthusiastic whistling was the first time Zuri could remember a sense of Hall comradery in her memory.  There was a real appreciation for the professors who had put their lives on the line.  

"Unfortunately, the job isn't finished, but we know the resilient students of Coterie are ready for a challenge."  Tepid applause followed.  "Due to the extraordinary circumstances, we're suggesting the first years stay in groups while they move around the first level of the Obelisk until Coterie is back to normal.  This recommendation goes for the returning classes too.  We're seeing rather large monster clusters across all levels.  Solo travel is not advised.

"The next order of business is our new Professor of Faezology.  Please give a warm, Coterie welcome to Nicholai Dreadmarsh."

Scattered applause welcomed the professor as he joined Sinclair at the center table.  Zuri remembered meeting the hawk-nosed professor when she was still at St. Jude's.  He was an unusual member of the Dreadmarsh clan, which was saying a lot, because he was known for his thorough scholarship.  Nicholai had published dozens of books about the famous artifacts of the Halls and was regularly interviewed whenever there was interest in them.  She was surprised he'd agreed to become a professor given his busy publishing and television circuit, but possibly Sinclair had offered incentives to lure him away.

"Greetings, Coterie.  I'm not going to bore you with a long speech."

Zuri thought something was wrong when he sat down.  Clearly Sinclair did too because he had barely gotten to his spot when he had to return to the podium.

"Thank you, Nicholai," said Sinclair, checking back to the professors' table.  "Before I get to the next announcements, I would be remiss if I didn't—"

A great crash from the kitchen had everyone's chairs scuffing across the floor.  A few students rose to their feet and Patron Sinclair half turned as if he were annoyed by the interruption.  Then the double doors exploded outward, followed by a tentacle chasing a blurry figure, snatching him off his feet and dragging him back into the kitchen.  Screams followed.

"Coterie, to me!" called Patron Sinclair.

Zuri had no idea how the other students were experiencing the interruption and chaos that followed, but for her, it was less hectic because she couldn't see the dozens of students racing from the great hall, knocking each other over to escape, and while the glowing spots shifted wildly, mostly moving towards the exit in back, that wasn't what she had her gaze fixed upon.  

Though a wall blocked her vision into the kitchen, she could see the commotion clearly.  A squat creature the size of an elephant with four tentacles and a frog-like head was tearing apart the interior.  

"We should get out of here," said Iona from her right.

"No," said Zuri, transfixed by the creature.  "Not yet."

"What's going on?"

"I don't know but I can see it."

The wall cracked with a huge boom as the monster chased kitchen staff into the main hall, snatching them up with tentacles and dropping them into its wide mouth.  Its appearance was followed by volleys of sorcery from the professors' table, which washed over the creature without affecting it.  

"Come on," said Iona, dragging her away.  "The professors are taking care of it."

Zuri put her hand out.  The professors were moving in concert, performing a powerful ritual.

"No.  They're not.  They're going to trap the staff with the creature."

"Why?" asked Justine.

"I don't know.  Maybe they know they can't kill it, or something else.  They've had a whole summer in the Obelisk.  Based on their reaction, this isn't the first time they've seen it," said Zuri.

"Then what makes you think we can handle it?" asked Iona.

"We can't, but we can't leave the staff to it.  We have to find a way to get them out."

Zuri expected arguments, but none came, which made her wish she could see their faces rather than their magical auras.  She knew why she was staying.  Guilt from what they'd done in Caer Corsydd still coursed through her veins.  Innocent people and Fae had died because of their mistakes.

"Come with me."

She intended to head towards the side doors, but she ran right into a chair that had been pushed into her space and tumbled to her knees hard.  A hand helped her up.

"Are you sure this is a good idea?" asked Iona.

"Lead us to the bust room."

The kitchens were not like a normal restaurant with an employee entrance and other points of egress.  Due to the dangerous nature of the Obelisk, there was only one entrance, which was now being blocked off by the faculty.  

The bust room ran parallel to the great hall and the kitchens.  Iona guessed the intent and led them to a spot that should lead into the kitchens.  

"With me," said Zuri, facing the wall with her hands up.  "Earth magic."

Four sets of elemental earth slammed into the wall like an avalanche.  The impact should have ripped a hole through it the size of a boulder, but when they were finished, the only sign that they'd used magic was the way the wall glowed with leftover faez.

"It's protected," said Justine.  "Otherwise the monsters could get to them."

"Then how did that creature get in there?" asked Zuri.

No one answered.

"Orion, Iona, can you bash your way through?"

The moment before the pair struck the wall with their fists, she saw Iona glow from within.  Zuri had witnessed this before, but not as intensely.  Both Iona and Orion struck the barrier with force, but the reinforced structure barely dented.

"That hurt," said Iona, shaking her hand.

"We need something heavier," said Orion.

"Would Patron Malden work?" asked Justine.

The suggestion didn't make sense until she realized where they were standing.  Iona and Orion grabbed the heavy bust of their patron, hauling it to the door.  They swung it like a battering ram.  One.  Two.  Three—and crash.  The first impact cracked the wall.  The second dented it further, releasing stone chips from the interior, and the third put a hole the size of a fist through.  

"It's working!"

Within a minute, there was a person-sized hole.  Iona shouted through the gap.

"This way!  There's a way out!"

No one came.  The others were confused, but not Zuri.  Once the professors blocked the other entrance, the creature had herded the staff into the kitchens and was picking them off one by one.  

"We have to rescue them," said Zuri, stepping through the hole, but Iona pulled her back.

"You can't lead us."

"But I can see it."

"Then tell me as we go," said Iona.

Finding the creature wasn't difficult due to the screams.  In the center of the kitchen, the enormous frog-like tentacle beast was grabbing staff and launching them into its wide mouth as if it were a people-eating contest.  

"Blast it!"

Four sets of sorcerous magic impacted the creature, rolling off its hide like water off a slide and slamming into the nearby equipment.  A mixing machine exploded, sending metal in all directions.

"We didn't do a damn thing," said Iona.

"Yes, we did," said Orion.

The creature turned towards them.  Zuri could see it fully because it was so infused with faez.  This also worried her.  It was a powerful being that shouldn't be in the Obelisk.  

"Keep it distracted," said Zuri, knowing that would put them in danger.  "Justine, you lead the staff out."

The three of them continued pelting the creature with sorcery, which only enraged it further.  This opened a window for the staff to escape—those that remained.  As a line of white-coated kitchen workers hurried away, Zuri continued her assault.  

A tentacle nearly grabbed her but Iona threw her out of the way, getting snatched up in her place, which drew Orion forward.  He wrestled with a tentacle to free Iona, while Zuri tried to distract the monster with sorcery.  

"It won't let go."

Zuri searched for another solution.  She spied a large cannister that glowed faintly near the ovens and worked her way towards it while keeping up her magic.  She had no idea what it was for, possibly for fire suppression, but decided she didn't have time for a detailed inspection.

Feeling around the cold metal, she found a rip tab and a lever.  She pulled the tab out and jammed the lever down, hearing an awful hissing from within the cannister, and before it could hurt her, she launched it at the creature.  The cannister tumbled through the air and she thought it was going to miss, but the monster grabbed it with a tentacle and shoved it in its waiting mouth.  

The reaction was immediate.  The monster started flailing around, letting go of Iona and smashing into the equipment.  Zuri ran toward her friends.  She slammed a hip into a metal table, but kept going out of fear.  

The three of them escaped through the hole in the wall as the creature screeched and thrashed, destroying the kitchen.

"Come on," said Iona as they led the remaining kitchen staff, who were mostly crying and sobbing from the terror, towards the exit of the Obelisk.  They reached the exit cleanly and the staff wasted little time leaving. 

When everyone was gone, Zuri asked her friends, "Does anyone know what that creature was?"

"It's familiar but I don't know why," said Justine.

"We'd better figure it out, because I have a feeling that won't be the last time we run into that monster."


Chapter Three

 

Iona and her friends spent the first two weeks of school clearing out the area around their suites.  Gloomrends.  Slicers.  A nasty pack of crystalline spiders that had infested the archway near the rock garden.  For every dozen monsters they killed it felt like half the number took their place immediately, and within a few days, the original number returned.  It was a treadmill of sorcery and death.  Justine remarked at one point that if they managed to survive they'd be the most practiced mages to ever graduate from Coterie.

"Hallway clear," said Orion.

He demanded to escort her to class.  It was the safest area of the Obelisk due to heavy traffic from both students and faculty, but there was no reason to take chances.  Eloise Carrington had barely survived being eaten by a creature that looked like a cross between a rabbit and a miniature dragon that was waiting outside of Professor Ravenscroft's Advanced Kemetic Runes class two days ago.

"You really should join me, Orion.  It's not safe for you to wander around alone afterwards," she said, craning her neck.

He'd stopped growing so rapidly during the summer, but he was still seven feet tall and weighed over a ton.  They'd had to reinforce the SUV or the shocks would have snapped, and he was sleeping on the floor until they found a steel frame for the bed.

"Hallway safe."

Iona didn't agree but didn't feel like arguing as she was exhausted from the constant battling.  A migraine lingered behind her eyes at all times, day or night.  While the student deaths had been remarkably low the first two weeks considering the circumstances, they'd lost a couple of first years and a third year who decided it wasn't worth the risk and removed themselves from Coterie.  

Before heading into class, Iona beckoned Orion downward.  She knew he hated to be reminded of his height but decided that a kiss was worth it.  She bit his lower lip as a reward before letting him straighten.  

Iona strode into Professor Dreadmarsh's class, surprised at how packed the auditorium was with older students, until she remembered that none of the other groups were on the upper levels either since it was too dangerous.

"Good afternoon, Miss Storm."

Her gut tightened with the surprise that he knew her name.  

"Oh.  Hi, Professor."

He tilted his head.  

"Is Orion going to join us or did he get stuck on a sentient goo-ball?"

"He was just escorting me to class," said Iona.

Professor Dreadmarsh approached the open door, so Iona lingered nearby.

"Not afraid of a little scholarship?"

Orion turned to leave.

"Don't turn your back on a professor, Orion.  It's rude and unwise, especially in Coterie.  I knew your parents."

Orion stopped, which made Iona cringe inside.  She could see the way his shoulders were rippling with anger.  He turned his head slightly before storming away, forgetting the promise that he'd made to wait in the hallway.  Worse was the way the professor smirked as he returned to the classroom, as if he'd intended to incite Orion to leave.

Iona bit back a comment and looked for a seat, but the packed auditorium made it hard.  Stranger still was the way the groups clustered together despite previous animosities.  In good times, there was space between the groups as they worried about tricks, or sneak attacks, but the infestation had brought a fragile sense of cooperation to Coterie.

None of her group mates had wanted to attend class.  Zuri was sleeping off a thirty-hour battle session to retake the golden hallway on the second level and Justine was reading a tome called Portals: The Secret History of Realm Domination, promising to keep an eye on their slumbering friend.  That left Iona by herself.  She claimed a seat at the edge of the room, a decent distance from anyone from her year—which included the Siren Sisters for this class.  

As she settled in, Iona felt the familiar sideways glances of hostility from her fellow Coterie students.  Her rural Missouri background marked her as an outsider.  "Pig Girl."  "The Girl Who Didn’t Belong."  "The Girl Who Didn’t Earn It."  Those were the nicest things that the other students called her.

The way they looked at her that day was not with derision but with fear.  She saw it in the way they leaned away, or pulled their limbs close as if she might rip them off.  Iona checked to make sure her fingernails hadn't extended suddenly, which they hadn't, but then a spike of anger ripped through her gut and she bared her sharp canines, which caused a collective leaning away.  

It'd been five months since the transformation in Vicious and even she wasn't used to it.  While the majority of her features were unchanged, there was a sharpness to her cheeks, gaze, and teeth that was obvious to even the most oblivious observer.  The white hair that she'd been born with had an almost luminous glow as if it were being hit with invisible lights, and it was strong enough she thought she could make a garrote out of twisting a few strands together.

"Greetings, Coterie," said Professor Dreadmarsh, addressing the class from behind the desk at the front of the auditorium.  His fingers were steepled together as he looked over the students, while behind him, the whiteboards were covered in tightly written scrawl denoting a dozen theories about the origins of faez and why some creatures had developed the ability to use it.  

"I'm going to begin with a warning.  If you're here because you're curious."  He made air quotes.  "Or because the rest of your group was attending, or simple interest about the new professor, I want you to get out.  Now."

He extended his arm towards the door.  

"I am not joking.  I will not accept anything but excellence from any student that remains in this classroom and I can be quite vengeful when my requirements are ignored.  I agreed to return to Coterie as a professor to teach students that are serious about their scholarship.  I know things are different in the Obelisk at this time, but that's no reason not to give it your all.  Sleep, after all, is a luxury of the poor and useless."

The entire class looked around.  No one wanted to be first to leave, but Iona could tell that many were questioning their attendance for the very reasons he'd laid out.  When a group of second years rose, it set off a chain reaction, and within a minute, two-thirds had left, leaving a scattering of students across the seats.

Just like he had when he’d made Orion storm off, the professor looked pleased by the impact of his speech.  

"Excellent.  While I expect a few more of you will have regrets about your decision, for the rest of you who are here earnestly, I applaud your resilience.  No one becomes great by shrinking from challenge."

After that Professor Dreadmarsh launched into his presentation.  Iona had attended many classes during her time in Coterie, but none were as fast-paced and informative as the professor's.  He was a fire hose of information about faez and its effect on people and other creatures.  It was one of the reasons she'd chosen to attend, hoping to understand her history and why she was like she was.  

Iona had never felt particularly good at taking notes, and this class challenged her more than any other, forcing her to scribble madly during the entirety, feeling like she was sprinting through a marathon.  The other students kept stretching, or massaging their hands, but Iona relied on her supernatural stamina to keep up.

"Pens down.  I think that's a good start for this first class," said Professor Dreadmarsh.

Bewildered and with a little tension headache behind her eyes, Iona was surprised to learn that the class had lasted four hours, considerably longer than any other she'd attended in Coterie.  Her notebook had at least twenty pages of notes in small handwriting and she had to shake her hand out so it wouldn't cramp up.  As she looked around, she realized a few more students had snuck out during the lecture.

The entire class rose collectively, surging towards the exits, while Iona approached the professor, who was putting away his notes.

"How did you like the class, Miss Storm?"

"Intense but informative."

"I'll admit I wasn't expecting you to stick around.  I have high standards of scholarship.  I worry with your background, you won't be able to meet them."

"I'll work extra hard."

He wagged his dark eyebrows in what she could only interpret as we'll see.

The professor shoved a notebook into his leather satchel.

"Is there something you wished to ask?"

"I'm interested in hearing more on the topic of humans gaining access to faez through supernatural origins.  When will that class be so I don't miss it?"

The professor's gaze flickered to the door where he'd had the conversation with Orion.  

"You're not going to cherry pick my lectures, are you?  That would be extremely rude, especially for a girl of your background."

"No, Professor.  But as you know things can happen in the Obelisk and sometimes we're in the upper levels for days or weeks.  I want to make sure I don't miss that lecture."

He made a noise in the back of his throat.

"Greatness requires sacrifice, Miss Storm.  I know someone like you can't understand, but if you want to make it out of Coterie alive, you're going to have to learn that fact."

Iona intended to ask another question, but he started putting away his notebooks and refused to make eye contact, so she shuffled out of the auditorium.

"Greatness requires sacrifice," she muttered, thinking back to her first year with Fenris.  "Depends on who's getting sacrificed."

 


Chapter Four

 

Stinging sand whipped through the air, pelting Justine across the face.  Her teammates cowered beneath their heavy garments until the gust fell to a light wind, but she was able to keep watch.  A telltale shifting in the nearby sand dune had her crying out.

"Three o'clock!"

A second shimmering line formed from a second direction.

"And six o'clock!"

Tossing off her heavy cloak, Zuri shouted, "Orion and Iona on three, Justine with me on six."

Justine scurried across the sand, which wanted to swallow her wooden feet.  The winds blew, making it painful for her friends, but she could keep watch.

"Fifty feet," she told Zuri as they stood side by side with their hands up, readying a sorcerous blast.

"Forty.  Thirty.  Twenty."

The creature beneath the sand moved like a sidewinder, barely forming a dent in the surface, but then it burst outward, exposing its flower-like mouth as it shot towards them.  

"Now!"

Twin sets of flame roiled over the sand, impacting the snake-like creature.  They called them creepers because of the way they snuck up on them using the sand to hide, but once they were out of covering, the name was less fitting.  The creeper screamed and darted to the left, avoiding the second volley.  Justine thought it was going to disappear beneath the surface like the others, but it veered suddenly, leaping at her.  Justine fired a rock slam a second too late.  The creeper slammed into her chest, throwing her across the dune.  The six-sided mouth tried to clamp onto her chest, but there was no soft flesh for the ring of teeth to tear.  She tried to knock the creature off but it weighed more than she did and the sand gave little backstop.

Justine looked up to see Zuri with a machete over her head, slicing down using both hands.  The blade chopped off the head of the creature and bounced off her chest.

As Zuri helped her up, she asked, "How did you see that?"

"I can see you because of your magical nature.  The creeper was backlit by you."

The other creeper was already dead.  Orion had yanked it out of the sand and torn it in two.  

"This is getting ridiculous," said Iona, slumping onto the sand with her hands resting on her knees.  The wind had died down, which had allowed the others to pull up the goggles they'd fashioned to protect themselves from the sand thrown by the wind.

"We can't avoid tackling the higher levels forever," said Zuri.
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