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FOREWORD

Greetings Gentle Reader,  

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

Which brings us to the third series of Season Two: Coterie of Mages.  Once again, I want to remind you that you don't have to read these series in order.  This series is entirely stand alone compare to the others, including the chronologically released "first" of Season Two: The Crystal Halls.  I won't get too far into what to expect from this next series except to say that sometimes the person we have to worry about most is ourselves…


Obelisk MAP
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Chapter One

 

Iona braced for thunder as she ran recklessly towards the silver Greyhound bus, praying that it wouldn't leave before she arrived.  The sky crackled as the onslaught of unforgiving winds shook the nearby elms, throwing wet leaves in her face.    

She shoved the large envelope under her shirt while rain pelted her like a thousand tiny arrows from the sky.  The roar of the diesel engine and crunch of gravel provided fuel for the final sprint.  Iona screamed into the storm, willing the driver to hear her.  The bus accelerated away, widening the gulf between the life she had and the one she wanted. 

Iona skidded to a stop, out of breath and coated with rain and disappointment. 

The spell would have to be quick.  The gestures felt stiff after clutching the documents for over three miles.  Never mind the blisters on her feet from the ill-fitting work boots, or the burning in her thighs.  Or the fear.  Unrepentant fear drove her forward: thoughtless and never looking back.  Never.  That would be the death of her. 

She made the gestures as she'd observed but rarely practiced except in darkness.  She felt the icy chill at the base of her skull where faez—the raw stuff of magic—originated.  Crimson sparks flew from her fingertips like cheap fireworks.  The display was feeble in the face of the symphony above as bruise-black clouds were briefly illuminated by pounding flashes. 

The bus continued to accelerate. 

Iona felt that doorway closing before she could reach it.  Her chance lost to fate and the cruelty of others' addictions and ambitions.  Then.  Miraculously.  The wet glare of red lights exploded on the back end of the silver bus.  Brake lights.  Iona made the last sprint, slipping past the soaked Missouri elms that grabbed at her shirt, trying to keep her from escaping, as she reached the open accordion doors. 

"Iona?" 

The bus driver looked like a wizened raisin behind the massive wheel. 

She nodded.  

Too tired to speak, Iona fished the crumpled ticket out of her pocket.  The waterlogged paper looked barely passable.  The driver stared at it suspiciously. 

"No bags?" 

Iona shook her head, which slapped dripping blonde hair against her neck.  The driver shrugged and nodded into the back, where tired riders had briefly stirred to see the reason for their delay.  Nothing more than a soaking wet girl left them returning to their gopher holes.

She took a spot halfway to the back and out of direct line of the AC unit, shivering already.  An old woman with a knitting bag sat directly across.  Iona rubbed her ankles as if that would end the ache of blisters that had formed during her long run.

"Do you need a towel?" asked the old woman, reaching into a carpetbag.

"I'm fine."

The small towel was tossed into her lap.  It looked like it'd been cut from a larger version and smelled like cheap perfume.  Iona smiled at the woman's frugality.

"You'll catch the death of cold if you don't dry off."

"Thanks," said Iona.

She quickly wiped the rain from her arms and face, then tried to dry her hair, but the small piece of terry cloth was already soaked, so she draped it over the back of the seat next to her.  

Iona settled into the spot, rubbing her arms for warmth.  Once she had stopped shivering she checked the envelope, thanking her paper-thin luck that the university administrators had chosen a sturdy envelope in which to send her scholarship documents.  Wrinkly fingers touched her arm, making Iona jump. 

"Is that blood?" 

Iona recoiled. 

"Paint.  I was painting." 

She wiped away the fresh scab near her wrist and hid her hands so the woman wouldn't see the recent scars from when she'd failed to prepare the ritual correctly, though it hadn't been her fault that Fenris had purchased cheap silvered salt. 

The old woman frowned. 

"Are you sure you're okay?" asked the old woman.

The repeated question brought roiling thoughts as if the seas were preparing to boil.  She resisted the urge to look backwards.  The faster they got to Invictus, the City of Sorcery, the better. 

Iona sensed the old woman wouldn't take a simple answer, so she wiped the wet hair from her face and offered a reassuring smile.

"I had to run the last three miles to get here.  I thought I was late and going to miss the bus.  It's my only chance."

"Only chance?"

Iona glanced to the front, suddenly worried that she'd gotten on the wrong bus.

"We're going to Invictus, right?"

"Why yes."

"Oh, good.  I was worried."

The old woman pulled her arms close to her stomach.  She looked like she was having a moment of indigestion.  

"Are you a Hall student?"

Iona searched the woman's face for clues to her state of mind.  Outside of the major cities, distrust of magic ran fierce.  Or at least that's what she'd been told.  She had no experience of her own to confirm.  Maybe those had been lies, expressly given to make it harder for her to escape.  

"I'm going to the Trials of Magic.  I won a scholarship.  I want to be a mage."

Iona had never spoken her desires out loud.  Until today, she'd kept her thoughts as hidden as possible, not even daring to think about escaping for fear that she'd be found out.  The relief of hearing her own voice speaking what she'd so long desired made the knot in her chest uncoil.  

The woman's overly plucked eyebrows rose, making her look like she'd let a grandchild draw lines on her forehead. 

"That place is a death trap for children."

"I know," said Iona, nodding tightly.

"Aren't you afraid of what magic will do to you?"  The old woman leaned forward conspiratorially.  "Some mages go mad with power, or just plain mad."

"I won't go mad."

"Of course you won't, sweetie.  You look like a fine young woman," she said, patting her leg.

Iona wasn't sure how the old woman could come to that conclusion.  She was wearing cutoff jeans with frayed edges, mud-stained work boots, and a long-sleeve shirt with a bucking bronco on the front that was the logo for the big, fancy truck stop off Hwy-72 that Fenris had taken her to twice for good behavior.   

A gentleman behind them with a hat over his face shushed them and pointed to his watch.  The old woman lifted both shoulders and leaned back into her seat, freeing Iona from further interaction.

Sliding to the window seat, Iona stared out the rain-streaked window as blurry lights occasionally passed.  The big oaks and elms looked the same as home, yet she could feel the difference in her chest.  Or maybe she just wanted it to be that way.  Was she crazy for doing this?  She imagined that Fenris had figured out she was missing and had rampaged through the old house with malice on the mind. 

The memories of his anger brought a quiver to her lip, but she fought to control it, punching her leg until she was no longer shaking.  

She rubbed her wrists.  It was strange not to have the bracelets anymore.  

"I'm fine.  I'll be fine."  

Iona dug into her front pocket, producing the only other things of value she'd dared to take.  The stolen seed was as big as a walnut and bound with charms.  She rolled the nut around in her palm, feeling the way the contained magic trembled to get out.  

Then she checked the hard oblong object the size of her thumb.  A petrified butterfly chrysalis.  Unlike the seed, it contained no magic.  It was exactly what it looked like: a rock formed from the body of a long dead pupa who'd never made the transition to butterfly.  Iona rubbed her thumb along the bumpy edges before she shoved both items back in her front pocket.  

Last, she checked the tattoos on the inside of her forearms to make sure they weren't awake.  The words were written in a long-dead language.  There were other tattoos as well, but she only needed to check these to confirm that he hadn't figured out where she'd gone yet.  Iona wondered if he'd ever learned that she could tell when he was in the house by the tattoos.  

Probably not, or he might not have taken such a long trip.

Iona leaned her forehead against the cool window and let the relief flood in.  She'd gotten away.  He didn't know where she was yet.  But he would soon.

 

Don't attract attention.

Stick to the lesser tome. 

Never use the tattoos.

 

These were rules she'd devised for herself.  To keep her safe.  Hidden.  If she stuck to them in the City of Sorcery, maybe she'd be able to learn enough to defend herself.  With the panic of the last few hours starting to recede, Iona settled against the wall. 

The old woman turned suddenly and made a show of focusing on her knitting, but Iona knew when someone had been watching.  Not that it mattered.  She was safe and on a bus heading east, away from Fenris and towards the City of Sorcery.  A little old woman with her knitting couldn't hurt her.  

 

#

 

Iona couldn't figure out why she was awake. The bus was no longer moving and it was still dark.  A different kind of dark.  The kind that lived in cities.  A nimbus of light was on the wrong side of the bus.  Premorning.  A time of renewal and rebirth.  That's what she hoped for anyway. 

She made her way off the empty bus to find the rest of the passengers huddled in a knot while the driver and two others had their heads in the engine compartment.  The old woman unexpectedly gave her a nasty look as Iona stretched her neck and turned around.  The sight made her stumble because she hadn't been expecting it. 

The Spire. 

The enormous skyscraper touched the clouds.  The impossibly lofty tower, twice as tall and nearly three times wider than the next largest, had caught the morning sun and was lit up like a candle at the very tip.  Biggest damn candle in all the realms.  The seat of the Hundred Halls, the only magical university in the entire world. 

Iona inhaled, expecting woody oaks and petrichor, but it looked like the rain had been left far behind in the night.    Instead, she caught the scent of discarded oil and old trash.

The surrounding area was dilapidated buildings and crumbling factories covered in graffiti and orangish-red rust.  Iona guessed by the position of the sun and their location in relation to the Spire that they were either slightly west of the city, or right on the edge of the twelfth ward.  

Iona smacked her lips, wishing she had something to drink.  She had to use the bathroom too, but it didn't look like there was anything nearby.  

She approached the old woman.  The other bus riders scowled at her approach, which confused Iona since she'd been asleep for nearly the entire ride.  

"What time is it?" she asked. 

The old woman clutched the ugly carpet bag with knitting needles sticking out the top to her chest.  

"Why does it matter?"

"I have to get to the Spire by 9 am."

The old woman leaned forward, her grandmotherly expression twisted with anger until she looked like one of Fenris's drawings.

"You did this.  You ruined our trip with your sorcery."

"What?  Why would I do that?  I need to get to the city the same as you all."

"I saw those hex focusers in your pocket, and the tattoos.  You're not on the way to the Trials, you're a beast who tricked their way onto the bus to ruin us."

She made warding signs and spat on the ground.

"I didn't do anything," said Iona, anger rising in her gut until she imagined wrapping her hands around the woman's neck.

She unconsciously took a step forward but a taller man in a trucker hat stepped in her way.

"You're not welcome here.  Even if they get the bus fixed, we ain't letting you on.  You get that?"

A knot formed in her throat.  She couldn't believe this was happening.  

"I don't understand."

The first rock came from the back of the group.  It hit her right in the shoulder bone, which sent a sharp pain through her chest.  

"Ow, that hurt!"

Before she could think to defend herself, more rocks came.  Blinding rage filled her vision until she wanted to burn them to ashes, but she couldn't allow that to happen, so she did the only thing she could think to do.  

She ran.

Iona raced down the roadside in her muddy work boots.  The blisters she'd gotten from her late-night run exploded, the tortured flesh ripping free and exposing the wounds beneath, turning into little hot spots of pain. But stopping wasn’t an option.  The rocks would hurt if they struck her, but that wasn’t her real fear.  If she didn’t reach the Spire by nine, the Trials of Magic would begin without her.

 


Chapter Two

 

The second floor at Amber & Smoke had been cleared out and replaced with round tables for the traditional pre-Trials breakfast for St. Jude's alumni.  A host of waiters moved through space, bringing the finest champagnes, caviar, and gold-dusted hellbender eggs.  A string quartet played enchanting tunes for the small, but elite crowd.

Zuri hadn't wanted to attend, but she knew not showing up would make her look weak.  She couldn't afford that.  

"Sorry, Mum and Dad couldn't make it," said Nandi as she sipped at the golden liquid while silvery bangles collected around her wrist.  "You know how it is.  There's only a few months to enjoy the alpine sports in Ice Hold."

Her sister's rich black skin glowed against her crimson top as she covertly reviewed the rest of the assembled.  Probably to check if there was anyone more famous than her in attendance.  The only one Zuri thought was remotely close was Justice Thornlock, but his shine had worn off decades ago.

Zuri sipped her water and ignored the caviar on her plate.  Her stomach wasn't quite up to eating, given she'd be entering the Trials in a few hours.

"I wasn't expecting them, but I am glad you showed up.  I know you're busy and all."

Nandi gave an exaggerated eye roll.  

"Busy?  Hardly.  The Foundation pays me an exorbitant amount of money despite my expertise being practically null and void at this point.  I thought a specialization in demonology would have set me up for life.  Pity I didn't let them overrun the city for my career's sake."

"You're not serious, are you?"

"Don't be daft, sister.  Of course not.  There'd be no careers period if they'd won."

A waiter opened one of the sliding doors for the private booths.  Zuri spotted Blake sitting next to a gorgeous redhead as he laughed at some joke.  She tried to look away, but he caught her staring and lifted his drink in her direction.

"What's wrong?" asked Nandi.

"Don't look.  Dammit."

Nandi turned back with a shrug as the sliding door closed.

"Is that…?"

"Yes.  That was Blake."

"I see why you two were a thing at St. Jude's.  He's quite the looker."

"He's a sociopath."

"I know, sister," said Nandi, reaching out and cupping her hand.  "If there was justice in the world, he'd be in prison right now."

"I hope he fails the Trials," Zuri growled under her breath.

"You know that's not happening.  The pass rate for St. Jude's students is, what, eighty or ninety percent?  And the ones that failed shouldn't have been there in the first place, trading on Mummy and Daddy's name and money.  Though I still don't know why you specialized as you did.  You know the saying, a good offense..."

"That works great if you have a preset team already, but I had to go heavy ward.  No one will even talk to me anymore.  They think I sold them out when I testified against Blake."

Nandi neatly shoved a caviar-covered cracker in her mouth and squealed with excitement.  

"You know, I almost wish I could do it again."

"What?  The Trials?"

"The Trials, the Obelisk, everything.  Despite, oh, nearly getting killed dozens of times, it was quite invigorating.  Now I just speak at conferences and sign my name on papers I barely know anything about.  It's rather boring, if you ask me."

The knot in Zuri's chest that had been there for a week leading up to the Trials had a lot to say about her sister's comment.  It felt like someone had shoved a boulder in her stomach and was expecting her to carry it around.

"Oh, Zuri, don't make that face."  She leaned forward in a whisper.  "And if you have to, you know, clear some room in the stomach, just make sure no one sees you do it, for Merlin's sake."

"I wouldn't dare," said Zuri, then forced herself to take a drink of water.  

She couldn't wait for the Trials to start.  She'd spent her entire life preparing for this moment and now it was almost upon her.  

"I have to get in first time."

Nandi raised an eyebrow.  

"Maybe it would be good to fail.  Then you wouldn't be in the same class as Blake."

"It wouldn't matter.  He'd still come after me, even if I was in the next class."

"True."

"Any advice for when I'm in the Obelisk?"

"You know I'm forbidden to say anything.  Those charms are pretty powerful."

"Then about the professors," said Zuri as she pushed her food around the plate, watching the little black eggs falling off the pristine cracker.

Nandi raised an eyebrow.

"I don't see why...oh, that's what it is.  You need some distraction, sister."

"Nandi, please—"

Nandi sighed and took a long drink from her champagne flute.  

"Let's see.  There's Ilsa Kingsley, enchantments and wards, you'll love her.  Everyone does, really.  She's a doll.  Then there's Professor Phillip Sinclair, who was my mentor.  My understanding is that he's acting patron since Malden is taking a long, well-earned vacation.  I personally would have never put him in that position, he's rather milquetoast, but since his specialty is rather underwhelming now, he had to have some job.

"I don't know anything about Horace Green, he joined after I left.  Must have been a friend of Malden's from the early days because I'm not aware that he was ever actually in Coterie.  Then there's Annette Cornwallis.  I hate to bitch shame, but when a girl has it, you don't get in her way.  Faezology is her specialty.  Don't get on her bad side.  They say when she was a student, she personally killed nearly a fifth of her class.  A record as far as I'm aware.  Professor Tatiana Petrov can be a little rough around the edges, and takes no bullshit, but her charms and hexes are superb.  Last, but definitely not least, is Professor Gideon Ravenscroft.  Gideon is everyone's favorite, not least because he teaches Kemetic magics, which had I known what was going to happen after I graduated, I would have gone that route instead of demonology."

Zuri was going to ask a follow-up question, when she felt a presence to her right.  She looked up into the smiling faces of Blake Lockwood and Scarlett Calloway.  They both looked like they were on their way to a photo shoot for The Elitist.

"Talking professors?  Shouldn't you be giving her advice on where to hide in the Obelisk so her nasty classmates don't kill her the first week?" asked a smug Blake.

Scarlett was clinging to his arm.  Zuri remembered what it was like to be in a relationship with him.  He'd made her feel like a queen, until everything went sideways.

"How's life in the fast lane, Blake?" asked Zuri.

He screwed up his face.

"What?"

She pounded her fist on the table hard enough to rattle silverware and spill champagne on the linen.  The other tables looked worriedly at their little conversation.  

"Oh, too slow.  You just got run over.  Roadkill again.  Shame that didn't happen during your court-appointed community service," she said loud enough for the entire room.

"I paid someone to do it for me."

"Probably a good thing.  I wouldn't want to be picked up by you either if I was trash.  Got to have standards."

Blake leaned into her face.

"I've already got a killer team ready for the Obelisk.  You won't last a week."

"And you never lasted more than two shakes," said Zuri, holding her cupped hand in the air and shuffling it back and forth.  "And I never got that biker fetish.  Does he ask you to wear a smelly leather jacket and spank him with the latest issue of Truck Stop Hobo, Scarlett?"

"Grow up, Zuri."

Heat rose to her face.  She wanted to scream.  She wanted to flip the table over and start a fistfight with the both of them.  She wanted them to go away.

"Grow up?  Gemma never got to, so I don't see why I should either."

"It was an accident," said Scarlett as her soft curls bounced around her cheeks.  "Blake shouldn't have that following him around for the rest of his life.  He's going to do great things."

"Accident?  Keep believing that, Red.  You're gonna be the next one when he gets bored of your vapid comments about the latest nail polish."

"Come on, we shouldn't have bothered talking to the trash," said Blake as he pulled Scarlett after him.

Zuri grabbed the champagne and downed the glass in one draw.  She squeezed her hand into a fist to hide the shaking.  

"Why didn't you defend me?"

Nandi frowned.  

"I'm not going to be there to protect you.  You have to figure this out on your own, but I'm not sure taunting your biggest enemy was a good idea."

"Probably not, but it felt good."

"Did it?"

Nandi glanced past her to where Blake and Scarlett had disappeared down the ornate wooden stairs.

"You know, I really thought you two would get into the Halls together, get married, and be a powerful mage couple."

"I did too until he killed my friend."

Zuri waved down the waiter with the champagne.

"They said it was an accident."

"It wasn't.  I know it wasn't, even if I never had the proof.  Gemma saw him for what he was, when I couldn't.  She paid the price for my blindness.  Never again."

"You can't fight the system, Zuri."

"Better than being complicit."

"Zuri."

The stern tone made her look into her sister's eyes.  It was the one she used when they were both at home and she was about to get into trouble.  Real trouble.  Zuri wished that Nandi had been around when she'd been at St. Jude's.  Then maybe the world wouldn't have crashed onto her shoulders.

"I need you to stop with this self-destructive behavior.  Stop trying to get back at Blake and focus on surviving at Coterie.  You need allies and you need them fast.  See if you can't find them at the Trials.  And kick ass.  Everyone loves a winner.  If you're top of the lists, then some of those other assholes will see past Blake's threats and team up with you."

Zuri checked the time as she noticed other aspirants getting ready to leave.  

"I should go."

Nandi walked her to the street where a black SUV was waiting to take her to the Spire.  Before she could say anything, Nandi pulled her into her arms and held her tight, which made the tension in her chest relax a hair.  

"Focus on the Trials.  It's your best shot to get ahead of whatever Blake has planned for you."

"I will."

Nandi kissed her on the cheek.  

"And if that doesn't work, then you have to take someone down.  Show the rest of your class you mean business."

"Nandi..."

"I'm serious.  I can't tell you much about the Obelisk, but I can tell you that it's a cutthroat business once you get in there.  People turn into monsters in the Obelisk."

"Did you?"

Nandi looked her straight in the eyes.

"I did what I had to do.  I'm not proud of it, but I survived.  That's all that matters.  And because of it, I was ready to face the real demons of this world."

"I don't want to be a monster."

"We're all monsters in the dark."

Zuri climbed into the back of the black SUV.  The driver pressed a button, closing the door behind her, and surged into traffic, heading towards the towering Spire at the center of the City of Sorcery.

 


Chapter Three

 

The city was so big.  Iona felt like she'd been running for hours and she was no closer to anything resembling civilization.  She was still in the twelfth ward, passing run-down buildings and graffiti-covered factories that looked like they hadn't been in service for a hundred years.  

The Spire was everything in her vision, but it grew no closer.  She slowed to a stop and leaned on her knees, heaving with breath.  She'd probably run more in the past two days than she had in her entire life.  Thighs and lungs burned, but that wasn't the worst part.  Her feet were on fire.  But if she couldn't reach the Spire in time, she'd be a sitting duck whenever Fenris found her.  

"I'll walk a few minutes and then run again," she told herself when the agony grew to be too much.

But she knew that was a lie.  Every step felt like walking over hot coals.  Iona couldn't imagine how many blisters she had on her feet.  

A rumble in her belly reminded her that she hadn't eaten since yesterday.  She smacked her lips.  Water would be good.  Just a sip, even.  

Iona was so focused on her thirst, she didn't see the men on the corner until she was almost upon them.  A pea-green Chevy Faez Rocket was parked on the sidewalk, still running with the radio on, while four guys covered in tattoos were smoking and watching her approach.

"Hey, sugar tits, did you get lost on your way to the hillbilly halfway house?"

The smile was filled with gold-plated teeth.  Iona felt like Little Red Riding Hood staring into the Big Bad Wolf's toothy grin.  

Heart in her throat, she kept walking, hoping against hope that they would let her pass, but then they surged towards her like a pack of hyenas, cutting her off.  

"What are you supposed to be?" asked Gold Teeth as he blocked her path.

A part of her wanted to throw herself on their mercy, but she knew that would only encourage them.  She reminded herself they were predators like Fenris.  

"On my way to the Trials," she said with lifted chin.

The immediate laughter nearly broke her.  Gold Teeth took a long drag from his cigarette as he turned towards the Spire, which showed off the tattoo of a black widow on his neck. 

"The Trials?  You're going all the way there?  I think that sounds like a load of bullshit."

Someone grabbed her, so she spun around with a fist, but by the time she'd turned, another one of Gold Teeth's gang squeezed her ass.  Heat rose to her cheeks.  She wanted to scream.  She hadn't worked this hard to escape Fenris only to get unlucky with her bus breaking down and then getting caught by a bunch of street thugs.  Iona wished she knew better spells and had been able to practice them.  She'd be more likely to injure herself than hurt them.  

"Don't make me—"

"Don't make you, what?" replied Gold Teeth menacingly as he flicked his cigarette into the street.  

He looked at her the way Fenris did when he was giving her instructions for a ritual.  That long, hard stare that said if you mess with me, or screw anything up, I will make you pay, now and forever.  But she didn't have time to be meek and wait for a chance to escape.  That time was now.  She had to get to the Spire.

"What's under her shirt?" 

A hand grabbed for the bottom hem.  At first she thought they were just trying to take her clothes off until she remembered the manila envelope.  Iona slapped the hand away.

"Don't you dare."

"Oh, baby, I dare, I dare," said Gold Teeth.  "Now if you don't mind, I think you're either going to hand over everything you have that has any value, or you're going to come with us and we'll take it anyway."

"Why are you even giving her the option?" asked another thug.

"Shut up," said Gold Teeth with his teeth bared.

Four of them.  One of her.  She wasn't going to get away without losing something.  Iona eyed the rumbling car.  Then she reached into her front pocket, digging out the seed.  

"This is all I have worth anything to you."

"A walnut?  You are batshit?" asked one of the thugs.

"It's got weird writing on it," said another.

Gold Teeth leaned in close, examining the seed.

"I don't get it."

Iona held her palm flat, letting him get a closer look.  

"You will soon."

She slammed the seed onto the ground as she shouted the command word.  The explosion of smoke and light had the thugs throwing their arms up.  Iona tried to break free of their circle, but someone grabbed her arm.  She clawed at his face.

"What in the—" asked Gold Teeth.

Emerging from the smoke was a lanky creature with deep, inset eyes and too-long arms that ended in talons.  Iona was a little stunned herself.  She hadn't known what was in the seed, only that it potentially could help her against Fenris should it come to that.

A sharp hook went right into the guy holding her arm.  He screamed and she ran straight to the car.  Gold Teeth was pulling out a handgun as she threw herself into the front seat, sliding across until she was behind the wheel.  

Bang.  Bang.  Bang.  

Iona ignored the screams as she frantically searched for the gear shifter.  She'd never driven a car before.  Everything she knew about them came from a handful of videos she'd watched out of curiosity.  

A glance over was horrifying—and a little exciting—as she saw Gold Teeth being lifted up by a talon in his chest.  He'd dropped the gun and the other thugs were fleeing.  The lanky, nightmare creature looked directly at Iona.  It felt like it could see into her soul, but she stared right back at it.  After all, it'd become her unexpected ally.  She should thank it for saving her.

She found the shifter and threw it forward, pounding her foot on the gas.  The acceleration was startling.  The car fishtailed into a streetlamp, before she managed to get control of the wheel and slide into the road.  

Iona checked the rearview mirror to see Gold Teeth getting thrown onto the sidewalk and the creature from the seed loping after the others.  The thrill at seeing their demise lasted until she realized what had happened and she pushed those thoughts down.  Deep.  That wasn't her.  Couldn't be her.  

Then she saw the time.  

It was well after eight o'clock.  She had less than an hour to reach the Spire and get into the Trials.  

Despite her fear, Iona punched the gas pedal, accelerating down the street at frightening speeds.  The buildings and other cars flew past, but she held onto the wheel, over-steering at times, but managing to correct before catastrophe.  

"If I die, at least he wouldn't be able to get me," she told herself as she gunned it through a red light, narrowly avoiding a car crossing the intersection.  But she didn't want to die.  She wanted more out of life than the shit deal she'd gotten so far.  No family.  Trapped in the middle of nowhere with a murderous warlock.  Nothing about her life had been normal, or easy.  

She wanted more.

Adrenaline fueled her race to the Spire.  The enormous tower grew closer at an excruciating pace.  

"You can do this.  You can do this."

The refrain felt like a spell.  She kept repeating it even as she passed other cars at high speeds, feeling both out of control and alive for the first time in a long time.  

The traffic light flashed red long before she'd reached the intersection.  Iona gunned it as she saw the crossing vehicles.  A squeal slipped out of her lips as she narrowly avoided getting T-boned, followed by laughter and tears in her eyes.  She'd never felt so alive. 

Iona turned onto a cross street, thankful she'd bothered to memorize the directions before she'd left Missouri.  She spotted the glass gondola long before she saw the station.  A glass box filled with people floated through the air on invisible wires.  It didn't seem real.  Nothing about the city did.  

She was so busy watching the glass gondola float through the sky, she didn't see the turn until it was too late.  Iona spun the wheel hard as she hit the brakes.  The pea-green Chevy Faez Rocket spun out, careening down the road until it slammed into the side of an apartment building, clipping at least two other cars on the way.  

The impact rattled her teeth, but she was relatively fine.  A few pedestrians were approaching the car.  She couldn't get bogged down with the police.  Iona darted out, stumbling as her legs were jolted with adrenaline, but quickly found her form and sprinted through the parking lot towards the gondola station.  

The line was long, so she barged through the people, apologizing along the way that she was going to be late.  She received a lot of angry comments and glares, but it appeared there were no more applicants in line, which meant she was cutting it close.  

The gondola attendant held the door open, fitting her into the last spot.  When it shifted away from the station, her heart leapt into her throat.  

With nothing to do but wait until they arrived, Iona stared out the glass at the city below.  She'd never seen so many big buildings.  The scale of everything seemed like a dream.  It was hard to imagine that people could live here.  The pictures on the Internet didn't do the City of Sorcery justice.  As they rose above the streets, she watched a vendor use a novelty wand to create a miniature illusionary dragon that curled around him and spit harmless flames over a family of four.  

As the gondola approached the Spire, the lack of food and overreliance on adrenaline to keep going caught up.  A wave of dizziness had her leaning against the glass until it passed.  

They approached the landing area and Iona pressed her face against the glass trying to see the top of the Spire, but they were too close and the clouds were covering the tip.  Once the door opened, she sprinted into the building, encouraged by Hall attendants that yelled directions.  

Iona found a maze of velvet ropes completely empty while the staff was packing up.  An older lady with a reticulated snake on her shoulders waved Iona down.  The snake flared its wings upon reaching her.  

"Application documents?"

Iona handed over the manila envelope.  The woman pulled out the papers, squinted briefly, and nodded towards the hallway.  

"We'll take care of this for you.  Make sure you stop by the Tome of Record before you enter."

Despite the pain of each step, she felt like she was floating over the carpet.  

The woman at the Tome of Record frowned.

"Quickly, write your preferred Halls in the Tome, or just write all or any if you don't have a preference."

Iona grabbed the fancy quill pen and quickly scrawled Coterie of Mages, which brought raised eyebrows.  The woman seemed incredulous at her choice, but if there was one place that Iona knew would help her against Fenris, it would be Coterie.  

"Hurry!"

The final sprint felt like a lifetime.  She reached the open doors, wishing she had a moment to examine their exquisite carved exteriors.  She entered the auditorium to thousands of curious gazes as the doors silently closed behind her.  She'd made it into the Trials of Magic.

 


Chapter Four

 

Zuri found a spot in the auditorium on the opposite side from where Blake was holding court with the other St. Jude alumni.  Now that she was inside the Trials, her heart wouldn't stop thumping against her chest.  

She knew logically there was little chance of her failing, or not getting into Coterie, especially with her famous sister, but logic no longer applied when matters of the heart were in question.  

Assessing the other applicants for their chances of making it through the Trials became a game for Zuri.  The nervous kid in the Hundred Halls T-shirt who looked like he was going to either throw up, pass out, or both was almost certain to fail on the first Trial, while the three girls in formfitting tracksuits that were practicing their five element spells looked like they had a solid shot.  

The room was filled with thousands of potentials.  At least five thousand, maybe more.  Despite the horrific events of the last decade, enrollment had increased.  Some equated it to the charismatic and very young Head Patron, while others said it was fear of the unknown.  Zuri thought that no matter what the reason, there were far too many of them.  The ability to wield magic shouldn't be given out to anyone with the aptitude.  Far too many magical accidents could be attributed to inexperience or a lack of respect for magic.

As Zuri strolled through the crowd, she spotted the thick, muscular form of Orion Dreadmarsh.  He looked like the kind of guy that spent his days at the gym, but she knew for a fact he'd never stepped foot in one, which gave oxygen to the rumors that he had infernal lineage.  She didn't remember him at the St. Jude's alumni breakfast, but it didn't surprise her that he'd skipped it.  If there was one person that could survive Coterie as a lone wolf, it was Orion.  The Dreadmarsh name alone inspired fear, and Orion's reputation only added to the mystique.  

"Zuri!"

She turned to find the mousy Justine Thornlock waiting with her hands clasped in front.  After an awkward hug, Zuri nodded nonchalantly at the crowd.

"I was nervous until I saw the competition.  A lot of people here aren't going to make it past the first Trial."

"You?  Nervous?  And really, do you think?" asked Justine with her eyes darting.

At that moment, they heard a group of people making noises of disgust and backing away from a girl who had just vomited on the hardwood floor.  

"They're being far too lenient with who they let in anymore."

Justine swallowed hard.  Her smile wasn't very convincing.

"Yeah, I guess."

"You'll do great, Justine."

"I hope so," said Justine as she twirled her thin black hair around a finger.  

Zuri found it hard to believe that Justice Thornlock was her father.  He'd been one of the more brutal students to ever graduate from Coterie, a famous thunderball player in his day, and had been an early explorer of the Montanhas realm. 

"I never saw you with the St. Jude tutors.  I assume you were working with a private mage.  If you don't mind me prying a little bit, what were you working on?" asked Zuri.

The lack of eye contact and ever-moving hands made Justine look like she was working the strings of an invisible puppet.  

"I probably shouldn't say..."

"Justine.  I'm not your enemy.  In fact, I'd love to work with you once we get into the Obelisk," said Zuri in her sweetest tone and offering the most welcoming smile she could muster.

Justine wasn't Zuri's first choice.  She wouldn't be her tenth choice either, but Blake had poisoned the waters and she needed to find allies where she could.  It sucked that it'd come down to this, but survival in Coterie was paramount.

"I'm sorry..."

The rejection felt like a dagger to the chest, but Zuri kept her face neutral as if she'd only heard that they didn't have the lobster and prime rib that she had her heart set on.

"Right.  Of course.  You already have a group.  Very smart to lock one down as soon as possible."

Justine shook her hands out as if they were going numb.  

"I would have loved to have grouped with you, but the things that are being said..."

"I know.  Blake Lockwood has been saying a lot of things about me."

"It's not just that.  He says that he'll personally kill anyone that teams up with you.  I don't think I can handle that kind of stress.  I'm nervous enough about Coterie."

"You shouldn't be, Justine.  You're the daughter of Justice Thornlock."

"I don't feel like it most days."

"You'll find your courage in the Obelisk.  My sister said that she slept in her closet covered in a blanket of protective runes the first month until she realized everyone was as nervous as her.  And I bet with all the training your father gave you that you're more than ready."

Justine looked like she was going to be sick.

"He trained you, right?" asked Zuri.

"Not exactly.  It's not that he didn't want to, but our sessions were always a disaster.  One time we were working in the backyard and I flubbed a hex, which blew the back wall off the servant's cottage.  It didn't matter how much he worked with me.  I just couldn't do what he wanted me to do."

"Then what did you train?  I'm not trying to get an advantage over you.  I specialized in wards.  If that makes you feel better."

Justine shoved her fidgeting hands into the pockets of her stylish blazer with a St. Jude's crest on the front. 

"I probably shouldn't say."

"Justine.  I know we haven't been close friends, but we've been friends.  I'm going into Coterie to survive.  I'm not like those other assholes, and you know it."

A flash of pain crossed Justine's soft blue eyes.  

"I know, Zuri.  You stood up for Gemma when no one else did.  I wanted—"

The girl's head snapped around as if she'd been spotted by a predator.  

"I should go.  I shouldn't have stopped to talk to you."

Zuri had forgotten that Gemma and Justine had been best friends when they were in grade school, but had a falling out over something her father had said.  Gemma had never been one to keep her mouth shut when it came to things she disagreed with.  The night she died, she and Blake had been screaming at each other.  

Across the auditorium, she spied Blake with a circle of adoring sycophants laughing at his every word.  They didn't love him.  They were afraid of him.  She didn't know why she never saw that before.  Gemma had tried to warn her that he was a sociopath, but she didn't see it until it was too late.  Until Gemma was dead. 

Snatches of that night flickered through her mind, making her turn away as not to relive it again.  Zuri squeezed her hands into fists.  

"I'm sorry, Gemma.  I should have listened."

A trickle of laughter started at the entrance side of the auditorium and quickly gained speed until the entire auditorium of applicants was chuckling or, at the very least, smiling with disdain.  Zuri turned to find a curious sight standing right inside the doors as they closed.  

At first, Zuri couldn't believe what she was seeing.  The pale-blonde girl was wearing cutoff jeans, a truck stop T-shirt, and muddy oversized work boots.  She looked like she'd stepped out of a stereotype.  

"I think we know who'll be the first to get knocked out," said a guy from somewhere behind, eliciting more laughter.  

Zuri studied the blonde newcomer.  There was something odd and contradictory about her, and it wasn't just the tattoos peeking from her sleeves.

"That poor girl isn't going to last a minute."

 She had no more time to consider the newcomer when the crowd started whooping and hollering at the appearance of the professor who would be leading their Trials.  The gentleman in rune-lined robes wasn't visible until he stepped onto the dais and then Zuri immediately recognized him.  Gideon Ravenscroft.  He was as handsome as Nandi had described, with thick, dark hair and a mischievous twinkle to his brown eyes.  

The cheering trickled to silence when he raised his hand from the center of the dais.  

"Congratulations!  You made it!  I'm Professor Gideon Ravenscroft from Coterie of Mages, and it is my great honor to be here with you on this auspicious day, the first day of the Trials of Magic!"

The crowd applauded his enthusiasm.  Zuri added her own as she let a smile rest on her lips.  She knew he was charismatic, but seeing him in action was a revelation.  

"I know many of you are nervous.  It's natural.  I won't lie to you, the Trials are difficult.  Deadly even.  But being a mage is much worse.  That's why we put you through such challenging events.  To test your resolve and cunning when it comes to the world of magic.  But I don't want to stand up here and scare you.  I want to applaud you.  Celebrate you, even!"

Professor Ravenscroft clapped his hands at the crowd as he spun in a slow circle.  The crowd joined him until it was thunderous.

"To even be here this day is a triumph.  Know that there are tens of thousands of other potentials who never dare to join the Trials.  You are an elite few.  Be proud of that.  And for those of you that are here for the first time, know that most do not pass, but the experience will give you the knowledge you need to come back next year and be successful in your Trials.

"As for the Trials themselves, I'm sure you all know what to expect.  And if you don't, then I think I'll be seeing you again next year," he said, adding a playful wink.

The crowd laughed at his easygoing banter.

"Three Trials."  He held three fingers aloft.  "The first is a solo Trial, pitting your fledgling magic and creativity against a challenging environment.  The second is the partner round against an upperclassman.  The third, well, this is where it all comes down.  The group round.  Anything can and will happen.  If you manage to pass all three, and your score is high enough, you will be invited to an individual Hall depending on what you put in the Tome of Record and the opinion of the selection committee.  

"But let's not get ahead of ourselves.  First I must offer you my protection so you can safely use magic during the Trials.  Open your minds to your magic, close your eyes if it helps, and let it collect in your fist.  Afterwards, raise your hand.  When you feel a tingling climb up your arm, pull the faez back into your mind, completing the connection.  It'll feel uncomfortable, but when it's over, you can lower your hand."

Thousands of fists thrust into the air.  Zuri added hers to the throng.  When she was younger, Nandi had performed this trick with her, releasing the connection soon after, so the experience wasn't as unfamiliar as it was for the other aspirants.  Yet, the sensation at the base of her skull was colder than she remembered and she could taste hot sand on her tongue at the moment of connection with Professor Gideon.  

"Last, I must tell you that if you feel the Trials are not for you at any time when you are in this auditorium, you may put your hands on the runed doors and repeat, 'I am defeated,' three times.  But I don't think that will be necessary.  I can see this is a strong group.

"Finally, when your name flashes on the tapestries, report to the red door on the opposite side of the auditorium for your first Trial.  May Merlin's luck be with you all today!"

Gideon's leaving had less excitement than when he'd arrived because everyone had turned towards the tapestries as they flickered with thousands of names until twenty of them remained at the top of the list.  

Zuri pumped her fist at her side when she saw her name.  Better to get it over with than stand around and let her imagination get the best of her.  She pushed through the crowd towards the red door, nerves melting away as she prepared to enter the first Trial.

 


Chapter Five 

 

The longer the day went on and her name wasn't called, the more Iona's imagination got the best of her.  Especially as she watched the other applicants practicing their five elements spells with grace and alacrity.  

Iona felt like an imposter.  One that would be exposed in the first Trial.  

As the auditorium emptied of students, she studied the tapestry for clues to the difficulty of the challenge.  At least a third of the students received a DNF, or "Did Not Finish," which meant their time at the Trials was over.  Another third received ridiculously low scores that would be difficult to overcome.  

Iona worried that would be her.  She wasn't going to give up, but she feared she lacked the knowledge to complete the Trials.  Listening to the other applicants discussing the intricacies of magic made her feel like she'd been studying the wrong language for a test.  Fenris had inadvertently taught her a lot, but none of it seemed to be useful in this situation.  

The way the others looked at her didn't help her confidence either.  It'd been bad enough having the entire auditorium laugh when she stumbled in through the door at the last minute.  She'd never been in a crowd that big, let alone one that clearly didn't think she should be there.  

It'd been a relief when the professor arrived and took the spotlight off her.  Not that the knowing glances and smirks went away.  Once the Trials had begun, she frequently saw other applicants covertly pointing and laughing in her direction.  They thought she was a joke.  Iona wasn't sure they were wrong.  

A tap on her shoulder had her spinning around.  A handsome guy wearing eyeliner and his hair in a ponytail was grinning at her.

"My friends and I were curious how many cows you know?"

"What?"

"You look like you were born in a barn, so we figured you had a lot of cows for friends."

He laughed in her face and returned to his friends, who high-fived him.

"That didn't even make any sense," muttered Iona to herself.  

When it was down to the last couple of hundred applicants, Iona's name finally appeared on the tapestry.  She felt relief and a surge of adrenaline as she approached the red door.  Her feet ached from the blisters, but she'd learn to shunt away the pain from years of assisting Fenris with his rituals.  Better to endure brutal cold or searing heat than spend time in the punishment cage.  

The girl beyond the door tried not to smirk when Iona came through.  

"Iona Storm?"

"That's me."

As soon as she said it, Iona could hear the Missouri accent in her own voice.  The girl did too.  The mirth in her eyes was barely contained.

"You know the deal?  Three items to help you through the first Trial."

The girl gestured towards a table where a fancy scroll, a gnarled staff, and a small vial of light blue liquid waited, but Iona could hardly pay attention because she was staring at the swirling mist beneath the archway on the opposite side.

"The scroll is a spell of Winter's Respite, the staff has three charges of Ice Shard, and the vial is a healing balm, but be careful, it's sticky as all get-out.  Might as well be paste."

"I just go through the archway?"

"Once you do, the timer starts.  If you can't reach the end, or you want out at any time, just repeat 'I am defeated' three times and you'll be brought out of the Trial."

"I won't do that."

"I'm sure you won't, but I have to tell everyone."

After collecting the three items, Iona closed her eyes and centered herself.  Once she stepped through the archway, her life would be on the line.  She opened her eyes and moved towards the entrance to the Trial.

"Hey..."

Iona paused.

"Is that all real?"

"Is what real?"

"You know, everything.  The cutoffs, the boots.  Are you messing with everyone?"

"I don't understand," said Iona.

The girl's face broke with sympathy.  

"Right.  Sorry I bothered you."

As Iona approached the archway, she realized it wasn't just magic that she knew nothing about.  Fashion, social expectations, common lingo, everything.  She might as well have been born yesterday, because that's what it felt like.  And if she managed against all odds to pass the Trials, she would enter Coterie of Mages, which would leave her in even less familiar territory.

"You don't have to do it if you don't want to," said the girl.  "There's no shame in giving up."

Iona gripped the staff in her fist and stared back at the attendant with the intensity of a firestorm.

"I don't have a choice.  I have nowhere else to go."

Before the girl could say anything, Iona stepped through the swirling mist.  

The sudden vertigo felt like she'd been thrown off a mountain.  Her stomach hit her throat and the meager contents of her stomach threatened to come up.

The cold hit her before she realized where she was.  

Iona was kneeling in thick snow at least a foot deep while heavy winds whipped around her.  She was at the base of a mountain covered in thick pines.  Already she was shivering from the chill and wrapped her arms around her midsection for warmth.  

"Maybe this was a mistake..."

Iona unrolled the parchment only to find a spell with instructions she didn't understand.  

"Figures."

The tomes Fenris had were ancient, with languages and instructions that made little sense compared to modern conventions.  But it was all she knew.  The spell was clearly meant to protect her from the weather, but she'd never be able to cast it.

A path headed out of the snowy clearing.  Iona followed it until she came to a wide area with paths leading in three different directions.  An icy blue humanoid in a black formal jacket and a top hat was waiting for her.

"Jokul Bore at your service," said the figure as he tipped his hat.  
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