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FOREWORD

Greetings Gentle Reader,

 

Let's jump right into "What Came Before" for the Coterie of Mages series.  In the first book, Monstrous, Iona Storm escapes the warlock Fenris from his farmhouse in rural Missouri and makes her way to the City of Sorcery to join the Hundred Halls.  After passing the Trials of Magic, she joins the Coterie of Mages where she does not receive a warm welcome from her fellow students or the professors.

 

At the same time, Zuri Musa joins the Coterie of Mages, the Hall she was looking forward to entering from a very young age, but due to her testifying against her former boyfriend, Blake Lockwood, she is treated as an outsider.  

 

Life in Coterie is hard because students are expected to progress upward in the Obelisk, solving advanced magical puzzles and avoiding dangerous supernatural creatures that lurk in the shadows.  Eventually, despite their differences, Iona and Zuri team up before they are culled from the ranks and then later add Justine Thornlock, another outcast with a pension for dolls and arcane scholarship.

 

While the team struggles through the challenges of the Obelisk, the warlock Fenris descends on the City of Sorcery, armed with knowledge about their Hall and the Obelisk that even some professors are unaware of.  Using Blake's anomosity towards Zuri, Fenris tricks his way into the Obelisk and sets a trap.  During the pivotal ending, Justine is stabbed by Fenris, but manages to shunt her soul into a doll, while her friends turn the tables on the warlock, killing him.  The only problem is his death releases a powerful supernatural being into the Obelisk...


Obelisk MAP 

 

[image: ]


Chapter One

 

Screaming children in the nearby park put Ilyana's teeth on edge.  They were chasing each other through the jungle equipment while their parents watched from benches, flipping through their phones, barely paying attention.  Easy prey.  But she didn't have time for such games.

Ilyana strode down the sidewalk in her thigh-high black leather boots.  She flicked her finger and the lead child tripped over nothing, smashing their face into the metal slide.  The screams changed from joy to horror, and parents came running.  Ilyana let her tongue rest on the bottom of her teeth as she enjoyed the metallic scent of blood spilled on a fine Sunday morning.

She stopped at the corner, peering down one of the spoke roads that led to the center of the City of Sorcery.  The Spire was like a bright candle, glowing before the world.  Fenris had always told her to avoid the city.  That there was too much power.  Too many people.  And too many mages.  

It wasn't the place for their family.

But now that she'd seen it, Ilyana disagreed.  The powerful never had enough of it, and the more they desired, the more opportunities there were to subvert their interests.  She would tell him as much when she found him.  

The question was: where was he?

Her father liked to disappear at times.  There was a nearly two-decade period when he'd headed into the frozen Siberian wastes and only emerged when he was gaunt and skeletal, but he'd found what he'd been looking for.  A lost tome filled with ancient Egyptian secrets.  No one had any idea how it'd gotten all the way up there, but it didn't matter, and he never explained what had happened.  

Nor had Ilyana ever gotten to learn what was in that book.  Maybe when she tracked him down to his new hiding place, she'd ask about it.  He'd told her previously that it wasn't the time.  

On the other hand, the condition of that backwater farmhouse did not portend good tidings.  It wasn't unusual for her father to have destroyed his hiding place once he was done with it, to keep old enemies from tracking him, but it felt so sloppy, so careless and hurried, that she worried what that meant.  She would ask him that too when she found him.  

Or her half-sister Iona.  She'd never laid eyes on the girl, only heard about her through correspondence with her father.  The prodigy.  That girl would never love him like she did.

The address brought her to an antique store on the corner of a residential district.  A handsome young man wearing a tailored three-piece suit was sitting on a wooden chair eating out of a bag of popcorn.  The quality of his clothing didn't match the dusty old antiques displayed on the shelves.  

She handed over a card when she reached him.  The handsome gentleman sniffed the card before letting the corners of his lips curl up.  

"New to the city.  Could I interest—"

"Spare me the sales pitch.  I need information, and not the boring-ass tourist crap you're peddling."

His amusement turned to incredulity as he rested his fingers against his chest.  

"What is that delicious accent?  It almost sounds Hungarian with more than a touch of French.  Hogy szereted a véred?"

"Eclaboussé sur ton cou."

"Touchy."

"I'm looking for Fenris."

The handsome gentleman's eyebrows wagged upward.  

"He's in the city?"

"He is.  Has he not inquired about your services?"

"No," said the gentleman with more than a hint of disgust.  "And it pains me.  Have we lost our way so much that the Great Fenris Storm does not visit upon us?  When did he come to the city?"

"Last year sometime."

"We have no record of his attendance at any of our establishments."

Ilyana tried not to let her anger betray her mood, but there were only so many complications she could endure.  What had started as a short family visit was turning into an annoying slog.

"What about Iona Storm?"

"Who, pray tell, is that?"

"His daughter.  My half-sister."

"Charming."

"I have no idea.  I've never met her.  But she was living with Fenris until recently."

The gentleman rolled his eyes.

"Let me check our network.  Maybe she dined at a different place."  He thumbed through his phone for a few minutes before exhaling deeply.  "My apologies, there's no sign of an Iona Storm in our records.  The only thing I can find is that there was an Iona Storm that joined the Halls."

"What?"

"I couldn't find her name, so I did a simple search.  Amazing what technology can do."

"Where is she at?  Which Hall?"

"It appears she joined Coterie of Mages.  What a surprise, really.  Is that why we haven't seen Fenris?  Did he pull some strings to get her in?  It would be like him.  Which means he has some plan in mind.  Am I right?"

Ilyana scoured her memories for anything he might have said about Coterie of Mages.  Of all the Halls, why that one?  She could recall that he'd mentioned it in the past, but it'd been decades.  The details were lost to time.  Had something changed?  Did he send Iona into the Hall to retrieve something for him?  It would make sense.  They were the most powerful Hall.  She'd heard rumors of the artifacts and secrets the Obelisk contained.  What she wouldn't give to get a peek inside.  

If he'd gotten Iona into Coterie, it meant he'd be lurking nearby.  He'd probably sniffed out how insufferable the Cadre had become and decided to avoid them.  He had that power and right, after all.

"This isn't your problem.  Keep it to yourself."

"I have a duty to my superiors," he said.

Ilyana leaned into his perfect face.  

"Would you like me to tell my father about your insolence?"

His jaw dropped.

"I'm only doing my job."

"Your job is to keep your mouth shut."

She placed a long fingernail on his upper lip, pulling it down until they were sealed.

"See.  Wasn't that easy?"

He gave a subtle nod and she removed her fingernail.

"Is there anything else you desire?"

Ilyana was preparing to tell him that he had nothing she wanted, but then her stomach rumbled imperceptibly.

"The address of your finest dining establishment."

He pulled out a felt-tip pen and, using the back of her card, wrote in neat penmanship, then held it out between his first two fingers.

"I'll notify them that you're coming."

Ilyana turned on her heel and strode out of the antique store.  The hunger was making her a little irritated, but she had one more thing she wanted to do before she sated her needs.  A taxi provided transportation.  She could have used the Cadre's services, but didn't want them to know where she was going, not that they couldn't figure it out.  

The taxi wound through the busy streets.  The Trials of Magic were currently in swing, so more families and tourists were clogging up the sidewalks than normal.  Ilyana wondered what it'd have been like to enter the Trials.  Not that she needed them.  Fenris had been all the teacher she'd ever needed, but she was curious how well she might have done.  

And it was another thing that annoyed her about this half-sister, Iona.  

The taxi pulled to a stop outside a wrought iron gate in the fourth ward.  The vehicle could pull no closer.  

Ilyana joined the other tourists gawking at the smooth black structure in the middle of a wide square.  The Spire, which was only a dozen blocks away, was more grandiose, more impressive in its size and majesty, but the Obelisk was something entirely different: a pillar as tall as a skyscraper, made of glossy black obsidian that reflected nothing.  Not a single surrounding building could be seen in its surface.  An enigma.  Much like the Coterie of Mages with all their power and secrets.  

Ilyana had a good idea that Fenris had sent Iona into the Obelisk to plunder those secrets.  Why else would she have joined the Halls?  

But it begged the question.  Where was Fenris?  

She tapped a long fingernail on her bottom lip, ignoring the insipid tourists and their inane conversations as she considered her next steps.  

First food, then I must speak to this Iona Storm.


Chapter Two

 

The sizzle of cooking filled the spacious apartment as Iona studied the spell tome.  The finger gestures were causing her hands to cramp, but she was determined to learn the protective ward.  The only problem was the smell of meat cooking was distracting and her stomach growled in solidarity.  

"Not too cooked, please!  Just a little searing on the outside and extra-runny eggs too!"

Zuri acknowledged her request and let her know that it would be served soon, so Iona closed the tome and stretched her hands, working out the knot in one palm.  

What a difference a year made.  This time last year, she'd just passed the Trials and was preparing to head to Coterie of Mages in the same outfit she'd been wearing for the previous week.  The taxi ride to the Obelisk had been full of fear and concern.

Now look at her.  

She scanned the furnished apartment with expensive paintings on the walls.  Nandi Defends the City had a prominent place above the faux fireplace.  The coloring caught the time of day perfectly as Zuri's older sister defended a group of city dwellers from a horde of murderous demons.  The work was commissioned by their parents; a famous artist Iona had never heard of, but who supposedly had paintings in the Louvre, had taken the job.  

There were others as well, but that painting was Iona's favorite, because it told her that no matter the brutal schooling techniques of Coterie, the students could still go on to positively affect the world.  That no matter the stories she'd heard about Nandi's time in the Obelisk, she hadn't lost her soul.

"Breakfast is ready."

The plate was covered in pink juices mixed with the runny eggs.  A sugar-dusted croissant from the nearby bakery sat on its own small dish, but Iona only had eyes for the steak.  A sharp knife revealed a purple-red interior.

"You could have taken it off earlier," said Iona as she shoved the first piece past her waiting lips.

Zuri removed her apron and carried her own plate over.  

"My apologies, next time I'll toss the raw meat directly onto your plate," she said in that way that sounded like she was British royalty.

After the savory meat slipped down her throat, Iona sighed with relief.

"I don't mean to complain about a well-cooked meal, just, you know.  For next time."

As Zuri was cutting her steak, she raised an eyebrow.

"This obsession with uncooked meat is going to make you sick.  We cook food for a reason."

Iona put her knife to the steak, sawing away another piece.

"I know, but the burning takes away the flavor, and makes me a little ill."

Further conversation was cut short by a heavy bang from Justine's room.  They both stared at the door for a long moment.

"Do we want to know?" asked Zuri.

"I'm sure it's innocent."

Zuri pursed her lips and gave her a look.

"Yeah, I know, living with a two-foot puppet that holds the soul of our friend has been strange, but not the strangest thing that's happened to us."

"I beg to differ," said Zuri as she popped a piece of meat into her mouth.

"She's still the same Justine, but, you know, smaller."

Zuri dutifully finished chewing her meat.  Iona could imagine that her parents would yell at her if she ate too quickly, which was the opposite of her own problem.  The food was gone before she really realized she was eating, especially if there was meat involved.

Her friend and classmate leaned over conspiratorially, speaking in a low whisper.

"You and I both know that she's not the same.  Justine was a strange bird before, but now, I worry that the transformation has broken something in her.  Or that that's not Justine at all—"

Another loud bang, followed by tinny laughter, had them both sitting up straight.  

Iona finished her meal in silence, contemplating their diminutive roommate while enjoying the steak and eggs.  

While she was cleaning up her plate and the rest of the cooking mess, Justine came ambling out of her room with white powder splashed across her face, wearing the same black smock she'd been in the day her soul had entered the puppet.  

"Did you make some for me?" came the gravelly voice as the puppet grinned.

The sour smile made Iona grimace inside, but she didn't want to let her friend know how unnerving she could be in both voice and appearance.  The poor girl had survived so much already.

"We got you a nice bowl of wood chips," said Iona as she shoved the plates into the dishwasher.  "How's the… whatever you're working on in there?"

Justine ambled through the apartment and climbed onto the couch.  She sat back and stilled, which made her look like an inanimate object again, until she turned her head suddenly.

"Is today the day?"

Iona hid her internal flinch.

"Tomorrow.  We're headed to the Obelisk tomorrow."

"Which means we need to test the cubes again," said Zuri, rising from the table.  

"We did that a week ago."

Zuri gave her a look.

"We both know that the moment the Obelisk opens, there's going to be a race to the level-four portal.  I'm sure they figured it out over the summer just like we did.  Blake and his minions are going to try to cut us off, keep us from passing.  Or just kill us outright.  If we don't get to the fourth before them and either get through or make sure we're ready for them, then why even bother going back this year?"

The cube testing was one of the more boring things Iona had done since she'd come to the City of Sorcery.  It felt like real work, not the awesome surprises that came with the proliferation of magic.  With the warding cubes, she felt like she was an electrician trying to find a faulty wire.

"Iona!"

"What?"

"You're not paying attention," said Zuri, stomping her boot.

Iona tried to ignore the way heat was rising in her chest, but it was hard.  

"Sorry."  She performed the little spell that made the cube light up.  "There.  It's working."

"You're distracted.  We can't be distracted in the Obelisk."

Zuri had turned her back, so Iona made a face at Justine, who was weaving spell wire on the couch.  The puppet giggled.  

"Have you given my question any more thought?" asked Iona when it grew silent again.

"What question?" asked Zuri with a turn of the head.

"The Second Year Games."

"That's for the other Halls.  We have more important things to accomplish in the Obelisk."

"It's for all the Halls," said Iona.  "Or is supposed to be, anyway."

"It's optional, and frankly, we don't have the time."

"It sounds fun."

"Don't you get enough challenges in the Obelisk?"

"The challenge of not dying?  It's great."

Iona rapped her knuckles on the cube.

"You know you get grouped with a bunch of normies from the other Halls."

"I was a normie last year."

Zuri sighed and hung her head.  

"You know what I mean."

"No, I don't actually.  I didn't grow up with an inflated sense of self or the wealth and privilege to fool myself into thinking I was."

"That's a low blow," said Zuri.

"Not as low as yours."

Zuri opened her mouth, then tilted her head as her jaw worked at the empty air.

"You're right.  That was a low blow.  I was just thinking about how those other Halls might not be up to the standard that we expect in the Obelisk.  None of them have to live with life-and-death situations on the regular."

"Which tells you how fucked up our lives are," said Iona.

"You're not wrong, but it's the life we chose.  Now let's get these cubes finished so we can start packing.  I want to be through the door first thing when the Obelisk is open to students tomorrow morning."

"Aye, aye, Captain."

Iona gave her a salute, and when Zuri turned around, she stuck her tongue out.  Childish, she knew, but it wasn't like she'd had a chance to be one.  Iona checked back to Justine on the couch, but the puppet was unmoving, staring into space with her hands in mid-gesture.  The stillness lasted for about twenty seconds and then Justine continued her weaving work.  It wasn't the first time that Justine had locked up.  Iona had asked her about it once, but she claimed that nothing had happened.  Despite what she'd said to Zuri earlier, Iona was concerned that having her soul shoved into an inanimate object, no matter how many spells and enchantments had facilitated the transition, wasn't the best thing in the world for Justine in the long term.  

Something to keep an eye on, she supposed.  Iona just hoped that Justine didn't cause any complications in their already complex lives in the Obelisk.  

 


Chapter Three

 

Zuri woke at three in the morning and couldn't go back to sleep.  They had to be at the Obelisk, seven a.m. sharp, ready to go with all their gear.  It'd all been packed already, but she spent the time before her roommates woke double-checking.

Roommate, she reminded herself when she heard Justine shuffling around in her room.  The odd puppet was awake at all hours of the day and night.  Zuri wasn't completely sure she slept except for those strange moments of stillness that were completely unnerving.

When Iona awoke at five, bleary-eyed and with pale blonde hair sticking in all directions, breakfast was waiting: a plate full of pastries from the bakery, since Zuri didn't want to have to clean up before their big day.

"Everyone have everything?" she asked when they were in the back of the SUV.  

"The early worm avoids the bird," said Iona with a lazy smile.

Justine was in the backpack in Iona's lap.  They were the only ones that knew she was alive.  Well, if a soul existing in a puppet could be called that.  The funeral this summer had been a somber affair with her mother sobbing the entire time and her famous father, Justice Thornlock, staring solemnly into the distance, his jaw pulsing with anger or grief, it was hard to tell, the entire time.

Iona had argued with Justine about telling them, that it was only right that they knew she was still with them, even if it wasn't in the form they expected.  But Justine had been adamant that they wouldn't like her new form and she was content enough that they'd even bothered to grieve her.  

Their SUV was the first through the gate.  No one else had arrived.  Technically, they weren't supposed to be in the upper levels of the Obelisk until they'd met with their Patron, but no one really considered Professor Sinclair as the real Patron, even if he was acting as it on a daily basis.

Zuri almost expected to find Blake and his crew at the portal to level four.  It would have been just like him to find a way around the summer restrictions and have already set up an ambush, but she was relieved to find it empty.  

The tunnel beneath the unfolded pyramid led to a wide chamber filled with ancient Kemetic runes.  Zuri pulled out the schematics and got to work directing her friends as they set up the warding cubes.  Iona set the small glowing boxes while Justine ran the wires.  It took three minutes longer than she'd timed in the apartment, but thankfully no one interrupted them.  

"Are we good?"

"I think so," said Iona with her hands on her hips and her hair a little sweaty.  

"Justine, you're on watch."

The puppet ambled up the ramp to the upper portion while Zuri pulled out the book of runes they'd been working on the entire summer.  Zuri was fairly certain that they had the correct solution, but she didn't want to rush to failure.  They would confirm their answers as they worked.

The two of them took position at the far end of the room where they assumed the portal would form on the blank wall once they entered the proper solution to the puzzle.

"Jackal with feather and bones."

"Check," said Iona, pressing the sandstone.  

It glowed faintly.

"Three stones and a bird."

"Done."

They worked like this for over an hour, pressing stones and confirming they were properly lit up before moving onto the next.  They could have gone quicker, but Zuri insisted they stop and check the Kemetic circuit in the room after each rune.  

When it came down to the last one, Zuri called out the pattern, "Vulture warrior with spear."

"Let's get ready to rumble!"

Iona touched the appropriate rune, which lit up as expected.  There were no reverberations of a door opening or anything like that.  Instead, the portal to the fourth level swirled into existence on the blank sandstone wall.

"Oh, thank Merlin."

"You want me to pop over and come back?  Get the lay of the land?  Then we can start moving our gear through."

"Together," said Zuri.

Iona checked back to the ramp and shrugged.

"Let's do this."

They approached the portal.  Zuri had traveled through them countless times, but this one was making her stomach ache.  Maybe it was the idea that they'd be back to knowing nothing and having to work out the dangers of the new level.

"On the count of three.  One, two, three—"

Zuri extended her arms in unison, and the moment her hands brushed through the swirling portal, she was thrown backwards.  Landing on her back knocked the air out of her.  

"What in the actual—"

Iona was next to her, rubbing her head as she climbed to a sitting position.  

"I don't get it," said Zuri.  "We summoned the portal.  Did we do something wrong?"

"No offense, Zuri, but you're way too annoying for us to have done something wrong."

Further conversation was interrupted by the rapid tapping of little wooden feet coming down the ramp.  

"They're here!  They're here!" came the rough puppet voice.  Justine hurried down and hid behind the pile of bags.  Her little feet made clacking noises on the stone as she ran.

No one needed any explanation of who "they" were.  Zuri dusted herself off quickly and took position near one of the cubes as Blake, Scarlett, and the rest of the group came sauntering down the ramp.

He looked taller in her estimation.  Tanned with the tips of his brown hair frosted.  He wore the same arrogant countenance that he always did, the one that she'd seen him practice in the mirror when he thought no one was looking.  The rest of the group had taken on his same demeanor.  Arrogant, self-important, and completely oblivious.

"I figured you'd try to rush up here and get through before we arrived.  Shame you're too slow, or maybe you didn't figure out the answer this summer."

Zuri checked behind her to see the wall had returned to its normal, flat sandstone version.  

"Do you know what I don't understand?" she asked, reaching down and grabbing the trigger rod.  

"What's that?" responded Blake.

"How you can be so stupid that you'd just walk right into my trap."

"What?"

The rest of his group took a few steps back.  He tried to act like he didn't care, but she could see the fear in his eyes, especially when he noticed the pulsing cubes littered around the entrance.

"You're so damn predictable.  Too lazy to get through the door when it opened, but absolutely sure that you'll have the advantage of numbers when you arrive.  You didn't think we would be prepared?  How stupid do you think we are?  But I guess it's hard for someone with your intellectual deficiencies to understand someone who is actually smart."

"Blake, I told you," said Scarlett, glaring.

"Shut up, Scarlett.  Now's not the time."

Zuri held up the trigger rod.  

"I could blast the lot of you right now.  Might not kill your entire group, but I figure I'd get at least half of you.  But I'm feeling generous, and how would that look to start off our second year like this?"

She stomped her foot, making them flinch.  The two in the back scurried up the ramp.

"It's just the two of you," said Blake, holding out his forefinger and pinky like a pair of horns.  "You won't be able to avoid us forever."

"Why don't you do us both a favor and focus on your group.  As we learned last year, your obsession with me proved disastrous."

"I'm not obsessed—"

Scarlett grabbed his arm, yanking him backwards.

"Let's get back to the lower level.  I'd like to unpack."

He didn't move, so she shrugged and followed the rest of the group out of the chamber.  Then when he was alone, Zuri held up the trigger rod, and he jogged away.

When they could no longer hear voices, Justine ran up to check, confirming Blake and his group had left the level.  It was only upon knowing he was gone that Zuri allowed herself to relax.

"Maybe he finally got the message," said Iona.

"No.  Not a chance.  Not Blake.  If there's one thing he is, it's persistent.  It's one of the reasons he's actually made it this far.  When we first started dating, I was surprised at how much he struggled to learn new things.  But he doesn't give up.  He'll work all night to learn a spell if he has to.  Combined with his numbers, we're at a massive disadvantage."

"We could try recruiting others again."

"No one's going to join us.  Not after last year and not while he still draws breath."

Iona gestured towards the trigger rod.

"You could have taken care of that."

"No, I can't.  I can't be like him.  The world doesn't need two of him."

"Shall we try again, then?"

Zuri checked to the pulsing cubes and equipment, then back to the blank sandstone wall.

"No, we need to get to the meeting with the Patron in a few hours.  It'll take us that long to tear all this down, and then I want to recheck our calculations and try again at another time."

"Yeah," said Iona, scratching the back of her head.  "I really thought it was going to work."

"I would have bet anything that it would, which worries me.  We're missing something.  Something big.  And I don't like it."

"You're just not used to being wrong is all.  It's okay, it happens."

"I'm not wrong.  I know I'm not.  We went over this all summer."

A strange little laugh had them both turning towards the puppet.  

"Maybe we're not meant to get through," said Iona.

A pit formed in her stomach.  It was what Zuri had been thinking.  

"What do you mean?"

"We haven't had the meeting yet.  Professor Sinclair has the portal blocked until we speak to him."

Zuri didn't believe that.  Not based on what her sister had told her about coming back from summer break in the Obelisk.  But she didn't want to worry her friends.  They'd figure out the reason soon enough and then they'd be through and on to the next challenge.  

"You're right, Iona."

"About what?"

"Let's pack up and get down to the meeting early.  We should try to find more allies."

 


Chapter Four

 

Justine had the entire level to herself.  No one to bother her.  No one to remind her that she wasn't like them anymore.  It wasn't like she couldn't see the glances or hear their hushed whispers as they talked about her, but if only they could understand this was the real her. 

She turned sideways and slipped through the gap between the stones on the mausoleum.  The building had been of great interest when they first came to the third level, but after disarming the traps, they'd learned it had nothing they needed.  

But Justine knew better.  

Zuri and Iona had given up too early.  The building held more secrets than anyone knew, and she'd been waiting all summer to return.  An interior space was filled with ancient writings, spells and runes dedicated to the realm between the living and the dead.  The Veil.  

The stuffed animals she'd left in the cubby remained.  Justine threw herself on them, enjoying the way they cushioned her small body.  She didn't feel the soft fur like she had when she was made of flesh, but the wooden body gave her a different sensitivity that made it pleasurable in a new way.  

Justine pulled out her little book that was filled with drawings, secrets, and spells.  Iona had found puppet-sized writing materials at a doll shop in the second ward.  Holding the pen had required roughing up her fingers because they'd been too smooth before and the writing utensil kept slipping out.  

She hadn't had much time in the necropolis before the semester had ended, so she got right to copying the spells.  Magic was both harder and easier since she'd gained her new body.  The finger gestures using her wooden digits left her frustrated and having to perform the same spell multiple times—even the easy ones—to get it right, but her connection to her conduit of faez was stronger than it'd ever been.

It no longer came through the base of her skull and it didn't have that chilled air feeling.  Using magic in her puppet body, the raw stuff of magic, was like tapping directly into the feed.  And it was warm as if it'd been traveling through sunlight before reaching her. 

There was something else too.  A hungry knot in her chest that she hadn't quite figured out.  It was like there was still more to unlock, that the transformation into her puppet body was only part of what was to come.  Whenever she thought about it, she became giddy with excitement.  It was like staring at a box under the Christmas tree, hoping that it was exactly what you wanted, even if you had no idea what it was.

Justine was finishing up recording a section of runes when she heard the thump of something heavy being dropped.  She climbed out from her throne of stuffed animals and slipped through the gap.

The strange dusk light that permeated the level made seeing beyond a hundred meters difficult.  She saw two things moving at once.  The first was further out to her right, near the back of the level at a cluster of buildings.  The movement was slight and she lost sight of it right away.

The other thing moving was more obvious and made her forget the first.  Justine hid behind the wall as soon as she saw him.  Orion Dreadmarsh.  He'd been a towering figure when she had a human form.  Around six foot six, if she recalled, but either he'd grown a few more inches during the summer, or her diminutive form made him seem giant sized.  The fact that he was as wide as two normal people made him seem impossibly big.  

He'd dropped a big crate outside the unfolded pyramid.  It looked like it would have taken two or three normal-sized people to carry it, but he'd done it himself with a huge pack on his back, which he let slough off his shoulders before heading down the ramp.

It'd be like him to not bother with protections or wards.  Justine knew she should get back to her own work, but she was curious if he'd solved the final puzzle like they had.

She crept down the ramp, reminding herself that she should find rubber-soled shoes to keep her wooden feet from being so loud.  He was talking to himself.  He had a notebook open and was already touching the runes in the same order they'd uncovered.  It wasn't sloppy or haphazard like she might have expected, nor was it filled with the constant double-checking that Zuri had required; it had a straight, direct to the point kind of feel.  Like a martial artist using no more energy than was required.  

Justine was mesmerized.  

She stayed at the bottom of the ramp, clutching the scrolled pillar, listening to Orion work.  She'd never heard him talk so much, but he had a constant banter going as he worked the runes.  But then again, it wasn't like she'd spent any time with him either.  

When Orion touched the final rune and the portal swirled into existence, Justine remembered that he'd left his gear outside and worried that he was going to turn around and spot her.  With his long strides, he'd easily be able to capture her and then she'd be screwed.  

To her utter relief, Orion strode towards the portal like an arrow shot straight to the target.  He didn't slow when he reached it.  Not a hint of self-doubt in that massive frame.  

When he was thrown onto his back, she let out a snort of laughter.  The portal had rejected him too and Justine found it hilarious.  She held a hand over her mouth to contain the mirth, but when it grew too much, she had to run up the ramp.

Orion must have heard her because he came flying after her.  She slipped into a gap between the stones of the pyramid before he could catch sight of her.  The big second year scanned the area for intruders and after a long, tense minute, he returned below. 

Justine made her way back to the interior of the necropolis, where she burst out laughing once she was safely inside.  She couldn't figure out why it was so funny, but she didn't stop laughing for at least two minutes.  

When it was over, she climbed back onto her throne of stuffies, pulled out her notebook, and got back to work transcribing the spells.  The Obelisk held more mysteries than anyone knew, and she wanted to be the one to discover them all.

 


Chapter Five

 

"I can't believe we're being forced to go to the Second Year Games," Zuri said for the fifth time since they'd climbed into the back of the SUV.  "This is such a waste of time."

She knew what she sounded like, but she didn't care.  Besides, Iona was curled into the corner of her seat, smirking behind a cupped hand.  

"I know.  But don't get too excited.  We're showing up, getting put into a team, and then coming back to the Obelisk.  We need to figure out why we couldn't get through the portal."

"I'm not laughing at you," said Iona, tongue resting on the bottom of her teeth.

Zuri extended her middle finger and made a raspberry with her lips.

A playful smile was returned.  Iona stuck her face against the window.

"I'll never get used to these buildings.  The tallest thing in Licking was the water tower and that was probably only eight stories high."

"So the magic and weird shit that's happened to us in the Obelisk is normal, but these regular skyscrapers are what blow your mind?"

"I grew up with a fanatical warlock and helped him with rituals on the regular.  Magic seemed normal, even if I knew no one else in town could do it."

"I guess."

Iona turned her head.  "What do you make of Orion not being able to get through the portal either?"

She tapped her fingernails on her pleated black slacks.  

"I'd been afraid that whatever had happened last year with Fenris was interfering, like when he'd blocked the portal so we couldn't leave.  But that couldn't be the case if Orion didn't get through either."

"Maybe we just both got the riddle wrong."

Zuri shook her head.

"I know we got it right.  I know it in my soul, but we're missing something and I don't like what it suggests."

"What's that?"

The SUV lurched to a stop.  

"We've arrived, Miss Musa."

"Thanks, Gentry."

Unlike the day of their Trials, they couldn't ride the gondola as it was reserved for faculty and fourth and fifth years, so they had to park nearby and walk the final stretch.  The wide sidewalks were packed with other second years.  A few recognized Iona, though she was surprised, since she looked nothing like the backwater yokel that had stumbled into the auditorium to laughter.  But her pale blonde hair stuck out.  It was white like pure snow, a contrast to her own lustrous black skin.  There was a feralness about Iona too, which made her even more striking.

They were led to a theater with angled seats that went all the way around.  Zuri led them to a spot near the first exit.  She wanted to leave as soon as possible.  There were at least three books she needed to track down that might help with the portal problem.  

After a bit of pageantry with representatives from every hall carrying a flag with their badge through the chamber, a slight figure entered wearing a flowy dress in deep purple.  Head Patron Pythia Silverthorne.  The sleeveless outfit showed off the tattoos on her arms and the spiky black hair made it seem like she was about to break out in song, rather than address them about a magical competition.

Every time Zuri saw the Head Patron, she thought about how her sister had worked with Pythia to thwart the Infernal Invasion.  It didn’t seem real.  The Head Patron was a mythical figure while Nandi was just her older, wiser sister.  

"Greetings, Second Years!"

The magically aided voice boomed throughout the chamber, which erupted in applause and cheering.  Zuri had been so determined to avoid the Second Year Games, she'd forgotten how much the other students looked forward to it.  

Iona was leaning forward and applauding enthusiastically, occasionally putting her fingers in her lips to make a high-pitched whistle.  If they'd had a normal-sized group, Zuri probably would have wanted to do the games too, but with only two and a half of them, they needed to stay focused on the portal problem.

"Before we get into the details of the Second Year Games, I have a few announcements.  It's not often I get to speak to an entire class of students across all the Halls.

"I know it's exciting being a member of the Hundred Halls, learning magic, practicing your spells.  But I want to remind you that what we do here is dangerous and that we should treat magic with respect.  Attempting big, splashy spells before you're ready is a recipe for disaster.  I say this because accidental deaths due to magical mishaps have risen sharply these last few years, and your class is no different.  We won't be able to defend ourselves from the next Invasion if there are no more mages left."

Nervous laughter followed as she turned, facing each part of the auditorium in turn.

"I would also remind you that while the Undercity is not off-limits, it has become extremely dangerous these last few years due to the consolidation of the criminal gangs and the proliferation of faez crystals, which has made them more potent.  Mages, even experienced ones, should not expect to have the advantage in the Undercity, and for you wet-behind-the-ears second years, you'll find yourselves woefully outclassed."

Iona spread her hands questioningly, so Zuri shrugged.  She had no idea either.

"Finally, I would like to recommend that you stay out of the way of the Invictus PD.  Not every strange thing that happens in the city is the result of some nefarious supernatural being or a loose magical creature."

"What's that all about?" asked Iona.

"No idea."

"If you ask me, more kids are going to be going to the Undercity and interfering with the police now," said Iona.

"Now for the big event.  The Second Year Games.  I won't be telling you anything about the actual event, that will be yours to discover, but I can assure you that our Gamemakers went to great lengths to create a memorable challenge for you.  

"Remember that these games aren't just about creating a problem for you to solve.  They're a way to get to know your fellow Hall students, and more importantly, yourselves.  The further you get in this challenge, the more you'll find the contest is about discovering the best, or worst, version of yourself."

Head Patron Pythia offered a pinched smile to the auditorium, but Zuri didn't get the impression that it was a lighthearted statement.  To the contrary, it sounded like a warning, one that most of the students wouldn't get.

"But the challenge isn't why you're here, but the prize.  This year, we have a special reward courtesy of a collaboration between Patron Celesse D'Agastine, who personally brewed these potions, and the Oculus Hall."

An older student pushed a cart filled with small vials onto the platform.  He left it near Patron Pythia before leaving.  She picked up a glass of light green liquid and held it up so it caught the light.  Even from a great distance, Zuri could see the swirling golden hue within the green.

"Whichever team wins the Second Year Contest, they will each be given one of these vials.  The liquid within is called the Elixir of Foresight.  After drinking it, you'll find yourself capable of understanding even the most complex subjects and finding answers to challenging and thorny problems.  The divination side of the potions will even allow you to anticipate things that may or may not happen in the near future.  One of these potions might just be the reason you become world-famous, or a titan in the industry of your choice.  And before you think you can do this on your own, know that the reagents required for these potions are nearly impossible to find, so don't think you'll acquire them any other way than winning the contest."

A hushed silence was followed by scattered applause.  

"Now that you know the stakes, it's time to get started.  Follow the floating mage lights into the corridor, where you'll take your Second Year Games test.  Based on your scores, and your Halls, you'll be placed in a team.  Remember these games are a chance to work together across Halls and learn the value of our diverse magics.  We couldn't have stopped the Infernal Invasion without all the Halls working together."

Zuri got a little shock when the Head Patron's gaze was sent directly at her.  It was brief, and Pythia turned away before anyone else noticed, but she sensed the intentionality of that look.

As the auditorium full of second years rose to their feet, Iona tugged on her arm.

"You heard that, right?"

"Which part?" asked Zuri.

"The Elixir of Foresight.  We could use that to figure out the portal problem."

"Even if one of us managed to win, beating out two hundred something other teams, we wouldn't get our prize until the end of the year.  If we're not through before then, we're screwed."

"Then it would help us with the next level, or whichever one gets us stuck," said Iona.

"Or we could put our noses down and work hard and never have to need the stupid elixir in the first place.  My parents always taught me there were no shortcuts.  The Second Year Games would be a major distraction."

They filed in behind the lines of students.  The wait wasn't as long as she thought it would be.  The test, whatever it was, seemed to take a few minutes max for each student, and there were dozens of doors.  

"Good luck," said Iona as she went through a door, bright-eyed and cheery.

It reminded Zuri how different their backgrounds were.  Iona looked forward to the drudgeries of school because she'd never experienced anything different, while Zuri was overly cynical due to her history.  

"Have a little fun for once," Zuri told herself as she entered the testing room.

A rainbow ball was resting on the floor in the middle of a slight depression while there were five colored discs on the four walls and the ceiling.  

A disembodied voice came over a speaker: "This is a test of your mastery of the five elements and your faez endurance.  The goal is to keep the rainbow ball in the air by hitting the discs with the appropriate element when they light up.  The stronger your hit and the shorter the delay, the longer your ball will stay in the air.  The test will grow more difficult as time goes on.  The current record is one minute and thirty-eight seconds.  You may start when ready."

Loosening up her fingers and shaking out her arms helped Zuri get in the right mindset for the contest.  While she had no plans on continuing in the Second Year Games, she couldn't back down from a challenge.  She memorized the locations of the elements: air to the left, earth to the right, fire on the far left, with water on the far right, and spirit on the ceiling.  

Fire was her slowest element, so she started with that.  The ball leapt into the air, hovering at the center of the room, as the counter started ticking upward.  The spirit disc lit up with light purple, so she blasted it with a quick force bolt.  A few seconds after that the fire disc glowed and she hit that.  Zuri got into a rhythm as the lights sped up, occasionally glancing at the timer to see her progress.

When thirty seconds passed, the pace increased until there was no resting between elements.  By the time it hit a minute, she was firing the next one by the time the light on the previous had gone out.  Up, left, right, right, far right, far left, up, up, up—

Sweat dripped from her nose as her arms and fingers worked the magic like a drummer on their solo.  As the time neared the record, she didn't think she could hold on anymore.  Her head felt like it was being squeezed by a vice and the faint sparkles of unused faez in the air were making her dizzy.  

The test ended when she missed the earth disc and the ball dropped to the floor.  One minute, thirty-nine point eight seconds.  A new record.  

Zuri sunk to the floor, breathing as if she'd just finished a marathon.  She clucked her tongue since she was too tired to speak.  She hadn't intended to try so hard, but once it got going she didn't know how to stop.  A door on the opposite side appeared and she trudged through it, wishing she hadn't eaten so much that morning.  

The hallway led to a dead end with an obsidian pillar sitting in the center.  A portal.  Zuri checked around, looking for hidden doors, but there were none.  The lack of an exit was a bit disconcerting, but then again, she'd been near the end of the test, so it was possible she was getting sent to her group.

Zuri was about to test the obsidian portal when the same voice from the testing room spoke: "You may enter the portal and discover your Second Year Games team.  Good luck."

She hesitated before she placed her hands on the obsidian, thinking about what she was going to tell her group about not being able to compete with them.  

"They'll just have to get over it."

The stone pillar was cool to the touch.  She closed her eyes and sent faez into the stone.

The sudden catapult vertigo left her dizzy upon arrival, right as four other students appeared in the space.  At first she thought her mind was playing tricks on her, or that she'd been sent to the wrong place.

"Zuri?"

Iona was standing across from her, hands spread questioningly as she glared at the other three members of the team.  Everything was wrong.  Very, very wrong.

Orion Dreadmarsh.

Scarlett Calloway.  

Blake Lockwood.  

 

 


Chapter Six 

 

The shouting was rising to a crescendo while Scarlett stood back with her arms crossed.  It was mostly coming from Zuri and Blake, with the occasional odd comment from Pig Girl.  Not that she looked like the same backwater yokel that had wandered into the Obelisk last year.  Iona had found a sense of fashion, or Zuri had dressed her.  

Orion, on the other hand, looked completely bored, standing to the side sipping from an energy drink he'd pulled out of the refrigerator.  The bottle looked like a tiny teacup in his massive hands.  Scarlett was sure that he'd grown since last year, a worrying prospect as he was already an enormous, menacing figure.  Though as she stared at him quietly enjoying his drink, she wasn't as frightened of him as she normally was.

"Will you two shut up," said Scarlett when she couldn't take it anymore.  

The screaming petered out with both combatants slowly turning towards her.  

"None of us want to be here, and especially not in this group, so I don't know why you're both trying to give yourselves heart attacks."

Blake glared back with his arms crossed while Zuri had self-awareness enough to take a deep breath as if she was trying to calm herself.

"Great.  Now that we're going to act like adults—"

The words died on her tongue the moment a sixth person entered the room.  

Zuri was the first to blurt something out: "Head Patron Silverthorne..."

Scarlett was struck by how small the head of the magical university was, and how young she looked, but that lack of size or age didn't change the intensity of her presence.  It was like standing next to high voltage power lines without any protective gear.

"Zuri Musa," said Pythia.  "How is your sister doing?"

"I...thank you for asking, Head Patron.  She's bored of foundation work and wishing she'd taken a different specialty in Coterie."

"I for one am glad she was a demonologist.  Her expertise came in handy when things got bad."

Scarlett had always been aware that Zuri's sister had known the Head Patron and even fought beside her during the Invasion, but knowing that and seeing evidence before her eyes were two different things.  

"Hello, Patron Silverthorne," said Scarlett, extending her hand.

"Scarlett Calloway.  I knew your cousin Simone.  Is she still with Derek Kensington?"

"They got divorced a year after they married."

"That's a shame, they seemed like a good couple."  The Patron turned towards the big man in the corner.  "Orion Dreadmarsh.  I see you're carrying on the Dreadmarsh name quite well.  You're one of Leo's brood?"

He shook his head tightly.

"My mother was Etienne."

The Head Patron gave a slow nod as if she were considering this news.  Scarlett was confused as well.  She'd always thought that Orion was part of the main trunk of the Dreadmarsh family, not one of the offshoots.  Not that it mattered.  Any Dreadmarsh was inherently dangerous and even the Head Patron seemed wary.

"Oh yes, I believe I might have met her at a charity event last year?"

Orion stared back without answering until the Head Patron turned towards Iona.

"Miss Storm.  It's lovely to meet you.  I'm pleased that our new scholarship system worked out for you.  I was a little worried about an outsider joining Coterie, but you seem to have fit in quite nicely."
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