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FOREWORD

Greetings Gentle Reader,

Let's talk about what happened in the second book, Ruthless, before you get into the third.  At the beginning of Ruthless, the second years find out that they're going to join the Second Year Games, which is a Hall wide contest that's meant to encourage cooperation between the Halls.  The winning team will receive the coveted Elixir of Knowledge.  However, when they head to their starting room to find out their teammates, they find that something's wrong because their team is ALL Coterie: Iona, Zuri, Orion, Blake, and Scarlett.  

 

At first, Iona and Zuri decide not to participate in the games.  They'd rather focus on progressing in the Obelisk which is a requirement for making it to their third year.  But the Obelisk—or something else—seems to be blocking their progress.  

 

During this time period, students are showing up half-eaten and Iona is the first one they blame.  This causes complications for their non-existent progress.  Eventually they realize that something is blocking them, and the only way to bypass it, is to win the Second Year Games and claim the Elixir of Knowledge.  The other members of their SYG team has come to the same conclusion, so they vow to set aside the past and work together.  

 

By the end of the year, they manage to beat the Second Year Games, but Blake double-crosses them, and kills Scarlett for being too nice to them, and escapes with all the Elixirs.  However, they figure out what was killing the other students, the supernatural being, Ammit, that had been bound to Fenris.  Before they can deal with Ammit, the being traps them all, planning to kill Orion and Zuri, and taking Iona and Justine to his home realm, but they managed to turn the tables and survive while Ammit escapes.  Without Ammit blocking them, the group manages to progress far enough in the Obelisk to be invited back for their third year.  


Obelisk MAP
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Chapter One

 

The Leaping Cod wasn't one of the places Jack frequented, making it unlikely he'd be spotted by anyone he knew.  Normally, he kept to the inner wards—mostly the first and fourth—where his home and Hall were located, but tonight was a special occasion.  

Jack handed the hostess a big bill as she let him into the employee entrance of the restaurant, which had an excellent reputation despite its location in the ninth ward.  

"Thanks for doing this.  I want tonight to be a surprise," he told the hostess.

"It's your money," she muttered as she led him through the busy kitchen full of steam and fresh fish.  

The back room wasn't as nice as he'd hoped.  The décor was something out of the previous decade, with the bright colors and smooth curves of when retro was popular, while the latest trends matched the darker and spikier feel in the city after the Invasion.  

"Could I get a few more candles in here?" asked Jack.

The hostess jabbed her thumb towards the front.  

"I've got to get back to my station.  Sorry, we're not Lilith's or anything like that."

After checking to make sure no one could accidentally walk by the room and see him inside, he took his spot facing the entrance and straightened his jacket.  The black-on-black-on-black outfit had looked smashing in the nearby hotel, but now that he was waiting for his date, he wondered if it was too...Coterie.

A rap of knuckles on the wall had him looking up to find a gorgeous, curvy blonde spilling out of her summer dress.  Her tanned skin glowed as she smiled softly.  

"Jack Townsend?"

"Londyn Morrison?"

She let her tongue rest on the bottom of her teeth.

"That's me."

Jack rose and pulled the chair back for Londyn, catching a whiff of her floral perfume—and a glimpse of her cleavage, which he did his best not to stare down.  

"Have you ever dated a mage before?" he asked, cringing internally at how pretentious the question sounded, but she didn't react the way he thought she might, which gave him hope for the date.

"Hard not to in the City of Sorcery," said Londyn, coyly running her finger around the top of her water glass.  "But not a real Hall like Coterie."

"That's what I thought," he said, leaning back in his seat.  

"What's it like being in the best Hall?" she asked, leaning forward in a way that made it hard to keep eye contact.

"The expectations, the challenges, they're tough, don't get me wrong, but I wouldn't have it any other way.  Coterie breeds winners.  That's why our graduates are, like, the best in every industry."  He smiled in that way he knew girls liked.  "Sorry, I'm giving you a stupid commercial for my Hall.  I'm sure that's not why you came here."

"Not at all.  I could date anyone I want, but what I want is to find someone who is going places."

Her crystal blue eyes went right into his soul.  Jessica never looked at him like that.  She always treated him like a business partner, and while that kind of relationship wasn't uncommon in their social circle, it left him feeling empty.  Used. 

The conversation shifted after the drinks arrived.  Jack could have taken her to a place that elevated their meals with sorcery, or supernatural ingredients, but besides avoiding places where he might run into someone he knew, he also wanted to get to know Londyn without the fancy pretense.  

Jack tried to keep the conversation balanced, asking her questions about her life—she was a Virgo, would have picked Daring Maids if she could use magic, the Invasion happened when she was on vacation in Paris, the cops are way too lenient on the gangs that come up from the Undercity, and mages deserve their legal protections because of how important they are for the world.

"I know they're a younger class, but do you know the winner of last year's Second Year Games well?" Londyn asked when they were enjoying a dessert of cinnamon-infused cheesecake.  

Jack almost spat out his drink.  

"Is something wrong?" she asked in alarm.

"No," he said, laughing.  

I tried to kill some of them on multiple occasions.

"Even before we get into Coterie, we all tend to know each other since we come from the same feeder preparatory schools."

"I really wish they would record or televise the Games, or the Trials.  The Halls would make a killing," said Londyn.

"Probably, but then it would be even easier for teams to cheat."

"Didn't they?  I mean, they were all Coterie students on one team."

"The judges said it wasn't their fault," said Jack.  "I for one am glad it happened, because it showed the superiority of our Hall.  I bet we have more applicants put Coterie down in the Tome of Record than ever before.  And the funny thing is, the members of that team all hate each other, and despite that, they managed to win."

Londyn bit her lower lip playfully with a mischievous look in her blue eyes. 

"Wanna have a private games tonight?"

The question sent his heart racing as his breath turned shallow, but he was proud of himself for not reacting and giving away his deep desire.

"Depends.  Are we on the same team?"

She winked.  

"Maybe."

"Good enough for me."

Jack paid the bill and after applying a Look Away Enchantment headed out the front with Londyn on his arm.  He knew there was a small chance that he could get caught, but right now, he didn't care.  Londyn was everything he'd hoped her to be.  

The hotel wasn't the five-star kind of place he was used to, and he apologized to Londyn more than once on the way, but she told him she wasn't there for the lodgings and eventually planted a deep, wet kiss to get him to shut up.  

Inside the room, Jack's heart threatened to leap out of his chest.  He was dizzy with anticipation.  

Londyn swayed over to him, pressing herself against him as she clamped her lips against his neck.  He could barely think as she ran fingernails along his back and his ass.  The night was already a million times better than any he'd ever had with Jessica.

"Londyn..."

"Yeah?"

"I like saying your name."

She made noises of acknowledgement as she continued clawing her way around his chest, until he was staggering against her with his eyes closed.

"Do you—"

The question died on his lips the moment the cold metal clicked around his wrists.  

"Hey."

Jack pulled back to see two rune-covered bracelets on his forearms.  The magical writings glowed.  He tried to pull them off but there was no obvious release mechanism and when he worked his fingers for a spell, the faez wouldn't come, replacing his desire with worry.

"What is this?"

Londyn ran a finger down his chest.

"I was going to give you one last good night before things got bad, but then I remembered I really don't like you."

Jack shoved Londyn, but she deflected his push with a side step.

"I don't understand.  Is this about Jessica?"

"Jessica?  Oh yeah, your girlfriend.  No, but I guess this is a nice reminder that you shouldn't be a naughty cheater."

Anger rising from his belly, Jack lunged, trying to capture Londyn to force her to free his wrists, but she maneuvered him in a circle and launched him onto the bed.  Her ease in defusing his attack worried him, but he rolled off, shoulder charged, and at the last moment, leapt to the right and made a run for the door.

Bright pain in his ankles had him collapsing to the carpet a few feet from escape.  He rolled over to find both his Achilles had been severed.  A scream started to erupt from his lips, but Londyn smashed her hand against his mouth.

"Shhh...Jack.  We can't have anyone intruding on our date."

To his surprise, she stepped back and adroitly cast a privacy spell.  The bubble of golden light expanded until it covered the four walls, ceiling, and floor.  

"There.  Now no one will be able to hear," she said menacingly.

Jack scooted across the floor, but she grabbed his feet and dragged him towards the bed as he screamed from the agony in his ankles.  He struggled as best as he could, but she was significantly stronger.  He felt like a child as she tossed him onto the bed and in a matter of seconds had him tied down in an upside down Y-position.

"Jack Townsend.  Fifth year of Coterie.  After all that bluster about how powerful your Hall is, how you're the elite of the elite, and that no one else can compare, here you are, tied to a bed in a cheap hotel."

The blade that he hadn't seen before appeared in her hands.  She straddled his chest in a way that a little while ago would have been sexy, but now was terrifying.  

"What do you want?"

"Answers, Jack.  Answers."

"Whatever you want.  I'll tell you as long as you promise to let me go."

"Tsk.  Tsk.  That's not how this works, Jackie baby.  I'm going to ask questions and you're going to answer, truthfully and at great length, and if I feel like you're cooperating with me, then I'll make sure your end isn't too terrible."

There it was.  My end.  He'd never thought this day would come.  Jack had always assumed that he would graduate Coterie, become a successful businessman like his father, and live an unnaturally long life.  

"I don't understand.  What do you want?  Why me?"

Londyn placed the tip of the blade against the small of his neck.

"Because you were easy.  Gullible.  A patsy.  You know there's a reason why your parents always told you to date within your social class.  Not that I couldn't have gotten to you."

Jack gritted his teeth, summoning his resolve.  

"I'm not telling you anything.  I don't care how much you make it hurt."

The beautiful, blonde Londyn bared her teeth like a mad dog.

"You pathetic, arrogant fool.  You have no idea the depths of my contempt.  The hatred.  The pure spite I have for you and everyone a part of Coterie of Mages.  I would blow up this entire city just to knock down your stupid Obelisk.  A monument to the blatant kleptocracy of your stupid Hall.  There's nothing in this life I want more than to destroy everyone who's a part of Coterie.  From that thieving Malden Anterist to the wet-behind-the-ears first years.  No one will escape my vengeance.  Especially not you."

"Why?" he asked.

Londyn shook her head, which made the blonde locks dance around her face.  

"You don't deserve the truth.  You don't even deserve a good death."  She looked out across the city from the Spire-side window.  "You don't even deserve to look at me as I take you apart, a piece at a time, unless you give me every answer I need."

Jack feared that meant she was going to take his eyes, especially when the blade passed over his face, but then she climbed off his chest and stood by the bed.

At first he thought she was in pain as her head snapped back and her skin rippled as if there were tiny hands moving beneath the surface.  The next minute he was transfixed as his hot, blonde date transformed into a bipedal humanoid with glassy, almost mirror-like skin.  The floral summer dress hung off the strange body in odd ways.

"What are you?"

The voice that answered wasn't in the sultry tone that had charmed him at dinner, but an angular almost metallic speech pattern.  

"No more questions from you, Jack.  The next words that come out of your mouth, and for the rest of the evening, better be the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  Do you understand?"

"Yes," he said, his voice cracking.

"Good, Jackie baby.  Very good," said the creature that had been Londyn as it sat on the edge of the bed.  "Now tell me everything you know about every professor and every student in Coterie of Mages.  Don't leave anything out and don't worry about going too fast.  I have a perfect memory.  It's the only thing about me that doesn't change."

The first words came haltingly and he had to start over to catch his thoughts, but eventually, speaking was easier than thinking, or looking at the creature beside the bed.  Jack had heard that in moments before death, one might relive the many important scenes of one's life, but in this case, he was experiencing it one sentence at a time.  

Whenever he slowed, or became unsure about what to say, the creature brandished the blade.  A few times they let him have a drink, if only so he could speak longer.  Jack spoke long into the night about everything and everyone that he knew in Coterie, even the parts he didn't expect himself to reveal like how he thought of his teammates and his girlfriend, or even himself.  

It became a confession.  Or therapy.  One last chance to get everything off his chest.  

He didn't even know when the end came until after it was over.  At the moment the sun was starting to come up, reflecting its pinkish light against the Spire, he was telling her that he couldn't think of anything else, and the next breath he felt warmth flooding across his chest and a sharp pain in the front of his neck.  

The last thing Jack Townsend saw before he faded into oblivion was the creature morphing into a new persona, which as the light faded from his eyes, he realized was a version of himself.


Chapter Two

 

Eldritch sparks exploded in a wide arc from the warded barrier in scintillating colors as Iona, wearing a heavy silver full-body coat covered in protective enchantments, smashed the tip of a pole into the center.  She kept the end in the barrier while a goggle-wearing Zuri shouted out answers.

"Eighteen percent fire, twenty-two percent air, five percent water, twenty-five percent earth, and thirty percent spirit."

Sitting on a crate they'd dragged from the lower levels, a nearly three-foot-tall puppet scribbled notes in a doll-sized notebook while the massive form of Orion Dreadmarsh held a warded shield that protected them from the coronal blasts.  

Iona yelled over her shoulder.  

"Where next?"

"Two feet over," said Zuri.

They repeated the testing in a careful pattern until every section of the barrier had been recorded.

"Stand down," said Zuri.  

Relieved to remove the sweaty, hot protective equipment, Iona went straight for the water, chugging an entire bottle.

"Did we get the answer?"

"A moment," said Zuri, holding up a finger as she and Justine worked through the calculations.  

Iona held out a fist to Orion, who stared at it dumbly.  She shrugged and let her hand drop when it was clear he didn't know what she wanted.

"Good job with the shield, Orion.  I'd probably have third-degree burns even with the coat if it wasn't for you."

The big man swallowed as if he were going to say something, but then he looked away, his mouth wrinkling as if he were eating the words he'd intended to say.

Iona ran a hand through her wet hair, spiking it in multiple directions.  She caught Orion grinning, so she stuck her tongue out.  

"I think we have an answer," said Zuri.

"Please tell me it doesn't involve putting on the suit again.  I'm soaked to my undies."

"Sorry, Iona.  But I promise you won't have them on long.  I think Justine and I know exactly where the weak spot of the barrier is.  There's a place where the elements are in the greatest tension about three feet from the middle on the upper left side."

"Great," said Iona, slipping back into her gear.  "Let's get through this damn thing."

Back in the protective suit and with Orion holding up the big barrier, Iona shoved the hex pole into the spot that Zuri directed her to.  At first the interaction did nothing but create colorful sparks.  

"Push harder," yelled Zuri.  "You'll have to put the elements in tension."

Using her thighs, Iona leaned into the pole, but it wasn't going any deeper into the barrier.  She grunted, but the long grueling day had left her exhausted.  Iona was about to tell Zuri she wasn't going to be able to do it when she felt a presence behind her.  A big hand reached around her waist and grabbed the pole.  She checked back to see Orion holding up the protective shield—easily three hundred pounds—with one hand and grabbing the pole with his other.  Working in tandem, the two of them pushed against the barrier with the tip of the hex pole.  The harder they struggled, the more the barrier glowed hot, radiating waves of heat as if they were standing next to a field of lava.  

"Come on!  Go!  Go!  Go!" 

As they gave it a final push, Iona felt Orion lean into her back.  She was enjoying the close contact when the tip pierced the barrier, causing it to wink out and release the pressure.  She fell forward, away from Orion, who managed to stay standing.  

"Oh, thank Merlin," she muttered from her hands and knees, then rolled onto her back as she flipped off the face shield to catch fresh air.  

She would have been content to lie on the stone but Orion offered a hand which she took, easily regaining her feet. 

"Thanks, Big Man.  I'd get sweaty with you anytime."

She gave him a salacious grin, but he'd already turned away to break down the heavy shield, leaving her feeling the fool.  She caught Justine staring, but couldn't determine the emotion due to her still, wooden face.

"What did we win?" Iona asked Zuri, who'd already moved forward to examine their next challenges.  

It'd only been a week since their third year had begun, but they'd already made good progress through the Maze of Discovery due to Zuri's experience with solving complex puzzles.  

The next room was covered in murals, one on each side, minus the direction they'd entered.  At a quick glance, it appeared that they could go any of the three directions though the door was not yet solid.  Only a faint outline in the center of the mural.

"What do you think?" she asked Zuri.

Her friend frowned as she crossed her arms and looked between the three walls.

"I need more time."

"First impressions then.  I'm just gauging whether or not I can clean myself up or if I'm destined to get a rash wherever things rub."

An answer came in the form of a gasp.  Justine was standing before the right wall, staring at the mural with her head tilted back.

"What's..."

The question died on Iona's lips as she saw the double circle high over the hills of the landscape.  The main focus of the mural was a trio of towers, but the group only had eyes for the object high in the sky.

"Is that an eclipse?" asked Iona.

"Looks that way," said Zuri.

The high-pitched voice of Justine spoke solemnly, giving Iona chills as she listened to the prophecy repeated:

 

Beware the shadows of occlusion

When time stands still

And fate hangs in the balance

This cursed light brings death 

For those daring to look upon its face

Bringing an end to the stolen tower

 

"Doesn't have the same ring as the original Infernal," joked Iona, but no one laughed.  

"Should we even be looking at it?" asked Orion with unusual trepidation.

His grandmother had been the one to offer the prophecy after drinking the Elixir of Foresight.  Orion had wanted to fix her painful growth but she'd sought to give him counsel instead.

"It's an eclipse in a mural.  There are no shadows and time definitely isn't standing still.  But despite all that, I'll assume we're not going to go that direction," said Iona.

Zuri had her arms crossed as she reviewed the murals.  

"Not a chance.  Mural or no, prophecies aren't to be messed with."

"I thought they weren't exact?"

"A blunt object can still bash your brains in," said Zuri as she checked her watch.  "A good time for a break.  We have our first meeting of the year with Professor Sinclair."

"Acting Head Patron Professor Sinclair," said Iona with a wry grin.

"If that's acting, then I'm a movie star," said Zuri.  "Really hoping Patron Malden comes back soon."

Iona lifted both shoulders.

"Never met him, so I have no opinion."

"Neither have I, but the rumbles with the alumni aren't good."

"I heard he's going to announce the new professor," said Justine, sitting on one of the crates, swinging her tiny feet.

"I'd ask how you heard that but I already know the answer.  You should be more careful sneaking around the lower levels," said Zuri.

When she turned her back, Justine stuck her tongue out which made Iona laugh.

"Let's pack up for now.  We've made great progress in only a week," said Zuri.

With Orion on their team, putting away the gear and hauling it back to the second level where they kept it in the mummy-mirror room took a third of the time it would have with only the three of them.  

Before they left the mural room, Iona checked back to the eclipse mural with the three towers.  The others were quite frightened by the prophecy, but she found herself amused that the fates had deemed them important enough for a prediction—even as she knew that wasn't how they worked.  It was way more interesting than her life in Missouri.  

 


Chapter Three

 

The Grand Hall was filled with students from all five years including the firsts, who stared wide-eyed at their surroundings, barely touching the exquisite meal before them, or the glasses of expensive Fae wine.  Each table had a roast suckling pig surrounded by garnish and plates of delicacies.

Zuri remembered her first day, filled with optimism and wonder, oblivious to the dangers that lurked ahead.  Naivety wasn't even the worst of it.    

But those lean days were over.  She was proud of her group and their abilities.  They weren't the people she would have ever expected to team up with in a million years, but they'd thus far proved better mates than anyone she could have picked had she had her choice of the class.

She was reminded of that as the other years gave them worried glances when they walked by the table.  Zuri knew most of the concern was sent Orion's way, but she knew that both she and Iona had developed a reputation over the last year between winning the Second Year Games, surviving the attention of the fourth years, and rumors of their involvement with Professor Cornwallis' death.  

Zuri spotted Blake and his crew when they sauntered in from the side door.  She almost didn't recognize him as he was wearing glasses, had his hair slicked back, and was wearing what she assumed was a tome-filled backpack.

He caught her staring, which sent a stab of fear through her heart.  The grin that rose to his lips would have been pleasant on any other face, but on his, sent alarm bells through her head.  He winked and took a spot with the rest of his group, immediately taking a book out, opening to a specific page, and diving into the text.  

"What's with Blake?" asked Iona, staring with concern on her brow.

"It has to be an act.  He's messing with us," said Zuri, narrowing her gaze.

Iona frowned.  "The rest of his team is looking at him strangely, too.  But I think you're right.  He's trying to make us think he knows more than we do.  I guess, technically, he does with all those Elixirs of Foresight, but those were just a one-time thing, right?"

"I guess."

A booming voice startled the entire hall, followed by an apology.

"Excuse me, Coterie," said Professor Sinclair as he straightened the hem of his checkerboard sweater vest.  

He stood at the head of the lines of tables, looking less like a professor of Coterie and more like a high school math teacher about to explain fractions to a remedial class.

"To begin, I'd like to welcome our first years to Coterie.  I promise you that your time in the Obelisk will change you in ways you'll never expect and if you manage to graduate, you'll find no end to the opportunities."

Tepid applause followed, which had the professor clearing his throat and glancing surreptitiously to the side.

"Thank you," he muttered.  "Secondly, I would like to quash any rumors that you might have heard this summer.  We have a very spirited group of alumni who have opinions on anything and everything, including what I had for lunch yesterday, so you'll find your life much easier if you ignore them."

Once again he seemed to expect laughter from his weak joke and when it didn't come, he seemed to shrink another size.

"And the news I'm sure you've all been waiting for—who will be replacing the tragic loss of Professor Cornwallis.  I'd like you all to put your hands together to welcome the very capable and newly anointed Professor Eugene Hickford."

The announcement was met with silence as a heavyset man with tufts of gray hair on his nearly bald head plodded to the spot next to Professor Sinclair.  He wasn't wearing a suit, or professor robes like the others, but overalls.  The gasps and murmuring grew to a crescendo as the students weighed the appearance of the new professor.

"He looks like a dumb-ass hick farmer," said Candi Thalassa from the next table.  

More than a few sets of eyes fell upon Iona, who looked as incredulous as the others.

"Is this some kind of joke?" whispered Iona.

"I haven't the foggiest."

The professor fished into his overalls, pulling out small objects that fit into his palm.  The comments were growing louder the longer he remained silent, but unlike Professor Sinclair, he didn't look intimidated by the room.  

"Sooey!"

The call came from the back and the entire room erupted into laughter.  One of the fourth years was holding up their half-eaten suckling pig by the arms, making it dance on the table.  Next to Professor Hickford, Sinclair looked like he was about to have a heart attack, and probably would once the alumni heard about it.

A clap of thunder knocked everyone back into their seats.  Before anyone could make a noise, Professor Hickford extended his arms outward as if he were throwing rice at a wedding and a stampede of winged pigs came flying over the tables, swooping over heads and causing at least a couple of students to dive onto the ground to avoid getting hit.  

As the illusionary pigs disappeared through the far door, the room turned their attention back to Professor Hickford.  Zuri caught the twinkle in the corner of his eye before he slapped his hands together producing another clap of thunder, and when she opened her eyes again, he was no longer wearing overalls, but black robes like the other professors and every table's pig had been replaced with a tray of buttered sweets.  

"Merlin's tits," muttered Iona as she reached out and grabbed a frosted croissant, ripping the flaky pastry in half and tossing a piece into her mouth.  

She wasn't the only one stunned by the presentation and moments later applause started and rose to a thunderous crescendo.  

"Thank you, Coterie," said Professor Hickford, smoothing back the tuft of gray hair that had come unhinged during the display.  His voice carried the same Missouri country accent as Iona except his had smoothed with time.  

"I am quite pleased to make your acquaintance and look forward to getting to know each and every one of you in my classes.  Like all of you, except during my first year, life was finer than toad hair in Coterie."  He winked.  "Though I'm certain I have repressed some of the worst memories.  I won't bore you with stories of my misbegotten youth, but if you'd like to hear them one-on-one, my door is open."

As Hickford stepped back, Sinclair surged forward, expectation on his face.

"Thank you, Professor Hickford.  We're blessed by your addition to our staff.  Now for a few notes before we let you finish your meals.  First years, you might think that because classes are optional that you can skip them at your leisure, but I assure you the professors are a great source of information for the struggles ahead.  Second years, I don't need to give you any reminders, except to say, welcome back and keep striving.  For the third years, don't forget that this year you must find a mentor for your final two years in Coterie, or you will not be allowed back, but I don't sense that will be an issue given the strength of your class.  And last, fourth and fifth years, there will be less of an emphasis on achieving new levels in the Obelisk and more weight placed on your final project.  Keep that in mind, but don't let your guard down.  You are dismissed."

Hundreds of chairs scraped across the floor as the majority of the students rose to their feet.  

"Mentor?  Should I have known that already?" asked Iona, leaning forward.

"I guess we just assumed you knew, but yeah," said Zuri.  "My sister had Professor Sinclair as her mentor and it's a bigger deal than just a requirement for passing.  Your mentor should be a big help in your post-Coterie career."

"What do you think, Orion?  Who should we get?" asked Iona.

The big man barely fit in his chair and his arms took up two spots' worth of space.  The question caused his brow to wrinkle with thought before he grunted and lifted both shoulders ambivalently.  

"Under normal circumstances," said Zuri, "winning the Second Year Games as an all-Coterie team should give us our pick, but I worry what went down with Cornwallis may impact us."

"That's not what I'm worried about," said Iona, brow knitting with concern. 

She was right, but Zuri didn't want to say it out loud.  As an outsider, Iona had never quite been welcomed by the staff.  

"If we were just talking personality, my choice would be Professor Kingsley, but I worry she has less to teach us with charms and enchantments."

"Professor Gideon would be a pretty sweet get," said Iona.

"If you mean easy on the eyes, yes he is, but everyone from our class is going to want him.  But we can try if you want," said Zuri.  "Either way, it's not up to us.  We can start with our first choices and see how things fall."

"Great," said Iona, rising from her chair and stretching her arms.  "I was going to take a nap and get some reading in.  Orion, you want to escort me to my abode?"

The big man looked confused for a moment before he nodded and went to stand up but the chair stuck to his rear.  When he shoved it off, both arms broke.  He tossed them on the table with a dejected sigh before following Iona out of the room.

Zuri was planning on heading to see if any of the professors were available to begin negotiations for mentorship when a girl with curly auburn hair and a band of freckles across her nose blocked her way.  The impish twinkle in the gorgeous girl's eyes showed she wasn't intimated by reputation.

"Excuse me, Zuri."

"Yes?"

The girl bit her lower lip and glanced askew.  

"I wanted to meet you.  I've been a big fan since St. Jude's.  I was rooting for you the entire Second Year Games last year."

"I'm sorry...and you are?"

The girl extended a hand.

"Margeaux Carrington."

Zuri had been aware of the classes ahead and behind her at St. Jude's but beyond that, her memory was hazy.  

"I'm sorry, I don't—"

"Margeaux the Lardo," said the girl.  

"Oh.  You've grown up."

The girl the others called Margeaux the Lardo she remembered from St. Jude's had a cherubic face and a rounder body, and while she still had the suggestion of those features, a little growth spurt had given her the height to turn those into an advantage.

Margeaux released Zuri's hand and gave a short curtsey.  

"It's nice to meet you, Margeaux.  I'm sure you'll have an excellent time in Coterie."

Before Zuri could smoothly shift away, the girl sidled up.

"I'm going to talk to the professors," said Zuri.

"I won't slow you down.  I wanted to ask you something."

"I can't promise anything."

Margeaux skipped as she turned sideways while keeping up along the hallway filled with alumni busts.  

"I wanted to know if you would be my mentor."

Zuri skidded to a stop.

"Students don't mentor other students."

"I promise I won't take much of your time.  A lunch or coffee occasionally.  Nothing that interferes with your busy schedule.  Please.  I've been looking forward to talking to you all summer."

"Is this about my sister?" asked Zuri.

"No.  Nandi's great, but she's not who I want to talk to."

"Why?"

Margeaux checked both directions before speaking in a low voice.

"Because you stood up for Gemma despite the hit to your reputation."

"Did you know her?" asked Zuri suspiciously.

"No.  But I watched every second of the trial and read everything on the internet I could find."

"Why?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

"No," said Zuri.

"You stood up to them," said Margeaux, gesturing randomly.

"And lost."

"Have you?"

Zuri put her hands on the girl's shoulders.  

"Look.  Let me set you straight.  Gemma is dead, Blake was found not guilty, and I've paid a price every day since then."

"But you're still alive and you won the Second Year Games with Blake on your team."

"The reality was more complicated than the results.  I'm sorry, Margeaux, but I'm not going to have time and you really don't want me for a mentor."

Zuri headed down the hallway.

"That's exactly why I want you.  I want to know how to get through Coterie without it changing me.  I finally figured out who I am, but I'm afraid that I won't be the same person after my five years are over."

Zuri sighed as she slowed to a stop.  

"I'm sorry, Margeaux, but Coterie will change you and there's nothing you can do about it."

"I can make sure it changes me into someone I want to be.  You did it.  So can I."

Zuri was going to tell the girl to go away and not speak to her again, but then she remembered she'd come into her third year determined to expand on the things she'd learned from Professor Cornwallis' blackmail book, and Margeaux was presenting her with a priceless opportunity.  While she didn't know Margeaux except by reputation, the Carrington family was highly connected and one of the wealthier families in the Coterie network.  

"I can't promise much, but I suppose I could probably meet for coffee once or twice."

Margeaux squeaked with excitement, rapidly clapping her hands before surging forward to hug Zuri, who had to resist pushing the first year away out of caution.  

"Thank you.  I promise you I'll be a good student and if you ever need anything, please don't hesitate to ask.  I know you're not going to regret this."

"First bit of advice, Margeaux.  Don't let your guard down while you're in the Obelisk.  Ever.  Not even when you're in your room.  Assume everyone is out to get you and that everything you do or touch is probably trapped."

Margeaux gave a crisp salute that would have made a marine proud.

"Now I have to go.  Good luck.  I'll contact you if I get some time."

Margeaux waved excitedly and then skipped the other way humming under her breath.  

"Oh, sweet summer child, this place is going to break you."

 


Chapter Four

 

Justine hid behind the low wall outside the Obelisk waiting for the group of fourth years to leave, but they were clearly waiting for another to arrive and she had an appointment to make.  She cast a trio of spells, adjusting them to account for her reduced size, and then used a fourth to cause the alarm of a nearby parked car to erupt.

While the fourth years were distracted, she ran across the front, hoping that the overlapping enchantments created enough of a fuzzy person-sized field that it wouldn't give her diminutive size away.  Justine managed to reach the gate where a ghost taxi was waiting and dismissed the enchantments once she climbed in back and gave the apparition her destination as she handed over the gold coin which was the only currency the taxi accepted.

While the vehicle maneuvered through the busy nighttime streets, Justine examined her fit, adjusting the black pencil skirt and the slinky low top, wishing she had more cleavage to justify the item of clothing, but when she'd chosen Ludmilla to inhabit, physical shape hadn't been one of her criteria.  At least the doll had been one of the larger of the collection, so she was able to get away with looking like a short adult human rather than a child.

She'd never been so nervous as she was during the ride to the bar.  Not even when they'd been battling Fenris, or when she'd been stalking Ammit.  So she tried to distract herself by staring at the pretty lights.  The first few weeks of the school year were one of optimism and the city tended to reflect that sentiment as a horde of illusionary butterflies soared over the cars and the street vendors were full of vigor, shouting out their wares.  

The flight of the colorful lighted insects brought a wistful smile and reminded her that the darkness inside the Obelisk wasn't the only option.  While she'd enjoyed the struggle and mystery of the pyramid level, sacrificing one of her fellow classmates for Ammit had woken her to the dangers of continuing down that path.  Eventually, she would have to leave the Obelisk (and really could any time) but she knew it was the best place for her to study until she figured out what she wanted to do once she was ready to move on.  

On the last block, Justine pulled out a tube of ruby red lipstick and applied it to her wooden lips, then puckered in the hand mirror to confirm that she hadn't gotten any on her cheeks.

The Forbidden Fruit was tucked away in the center of the sixth ward.  No signs announced the name of the bar.  The only indication that it was an establishment at all was the thick-necked bouncer standing out front glaring at anyone who passed too near the door.

The moment she had to exit the ghost taxi, Justine was set upon by a flurry of nervous excitement that made her wooden hands tremble.  It took her two tries to get out of the back, and the bouncer had the decency not to laugh or make a face as she crossed the sidewalk.  

To her immense relief, the bouncer opened the door without comment, letting her enter the bar without having to explain herself.  

The interior was hazy with sweet smoke while pink neon lights gave the space an ethereal feel.  The dance floor only had three couples slowly rotating as they clung to each other.  A guy with dark gray skin was holding an indeterminate figure with no hair and spots over their slinky body.  

Justine realized she was staring and averted her eyes as she searched the booths for her date.  She passed the bar, which had a variety of strange folks including a hulking figure with ochre skin wearing a three-piece suit drinking from a lime green glass with a miniature umbrella sticking out.  He winked in her direction as she passed, which made her more nervous rather than less.  

Blue shirt.  White rose.  

That was the only identifying information she had for her date.  She found him at the corner booth away from the bar and dance floor.  He was cradling a beer, rotating it between his hands while bobbing his head to the music.

Justine took a trembling breath, adjusted the neckline of her shirt, and approached the table.  

He was more handsome than she expected and she nearly forgot her name when he turned his head.

"Hi..."

The guy swallowed, a half-smile awkwardly finding itself on his lips.

"Justine?  I'm Lief."

He held out his hand which she shook and then he looked like he was going to get up.

"I don't need help," she said, but it came out too quickly and she saw his wince.  "I mean, I just didn't want you to have to get up."

Justine climbed onto the seat across from him, finding herself barely looking over the table.  He jabbed his thumb towards the bar.

"I saw they have some risers.  Do you want me to get you one?"

She hated that she needed one, but she also didn't want to have her view obstructed, so she nodded.  The simple curved boards were less embarrassing than she thought they'd be and she appreciated the delicate way he helped her into the new position.

"Is that better?  Do you want me to get you a drink?  Do you drink?  Oh, Merlin, I'm sorry, I'm just rambling like an idiot now."

"I don't drink, but if it helps, you can get me one.  Even an empty glass is fine."

"That's okay."

He swallowed and glanced away with his brow knitted.  

"Have you ever been here before?"

"First time."

"Me too."  He half-smiled again.  "You look nice."

Justine put both hands on the table.  

"So do you."

He swallowed again and could barely meet her eyes.  

"Before we, get to know each other, I just wanted to ask—"

"I'm twenty years old."

"Oh, good," he said, visibly relieved.  "This isn't, I'm not, but you look...great.  Am I making any sense?"

A laugh burst out, which she covered up with her hand. 

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean…but I know how you feel.  I've been so nervous all day."

He nodded rapidly.  

"When I was at work, I spilled coffee on my boss and knocked over a plant arrangement."

Justine tapped on the table, wishing she'd let him get her a glass to fidget with.  

"Do you...?"

He made a gesture of eating.

"No.  I don't need to anymore."

"So you were like a real girl before?  I hope that's the right term.  I'm sorry, this is very new to me."

"I'm still real, but yeah, this wooden body is mine now.  I can't tell you how I did it."  You wouldn't understand anyway.  "But I am alive.  I just don't need food or drink."

"That's wild.  Really cool.  I mean that.  I'm not just saying that because..."

Justine checked back to the bar where the ochre-skinned creature in the three-piece suit was chatting up a girl with curly horns on her head.  

"It's great there's a place like this for—"

She was going to say "us" but then she remembered he looked completely normal.

"It's okay.  I know I look normal, but I've never felt normal inside."  He paused.  "So what's it like being in Coterie?"

The next three hours Justine engaged in deep conversation with Lief.  The awkward beginning was quickly forgotten and so too did she forget that she wasn't like the other girls in the bar.  Even the most outrageously modified or supernatural didn't compare to her small wooden body.  But for the majority of that time, she didn't feel like an outsider, or the strange puppet that even her teammates considered her as, but a girl that was interesting to a boy named Lief.  When it seemed like the night was ending, he hazarded a comment.
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