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Chapter One

Tenth Ward, September 2013

He wasn't a commando

 

After spending three days surviving the Merlin Trials—the grueling entrance exams to the Hundred Halls—Zayn Carter was ready for anything the Academy of the Subtle Arts could throw at him: disarming magical traps, sneaking through minefields, or escaping from murderous manticores—even a mage duel using only the Five Elements.  Zayn was ready for anything...anything except what actually happened.

Zayn and twenty-nine of his fellow first years—including his cousin Keelan—stood in two uneven rows in an empty Wizard's Coffee while Carron Allgood paced before them in his heavy brown duster, slamming his claw-ended staff on the tile floor every other step for emphasis. 

The mage was not an unfamiliar figure to Zayn, as he'd been coming to his hometown of Varna, Alabama, for as long as he could remember to recruit mages for the Hundred Halls, the only magical university in the world.  What was unfamiliar was the level of anger directed at them.

"Let me ask again," said Allgood in a growling tone, "who the idiot was that used faez when I explicitly told you that there will be no magic today.  Period."

Everyone glanced around, hoping that someone might admit it, and release the tension from the room.  Faez was the raw stuff of magic that mages molded into spells.  Any mage with the ability to get into the Halls could sense its nearby use.  A slight metallic scent tickled the back of Zayn's tongue.  It hadn't been a lot, but it'd been enough to get Allgood's notice.

"If no one's going to fess up, then I'll have to pick whoever I think it might be," said Allgood, glowering at them.  His face had more nicks and scars than a blind man's cane.  

As he walked by, hot breath steaming from his nose, Zayn sucked in his gut, hoping to avoid his attention.  The instructor walked past, and a sense of relief flooded into Zayn.  He wasn't sure who'd used magic, but he knew it hadn't been him.  

Allgood stopped at a spot on the end of the line to Zayn's right and shoved his finger into someone's chest.  "You're the maggot that can't listen, aren't you?"

Zayn leaned forward, only to see that it was his cousin, Keelan, whom Allgood had picked.  Zayn and his cousin looked a lot alike, same tight Afro, same wide smile, except Keelan's skin was a little lighter, more cocoa than black coffee.  

Before Zayn could control his mouth, he blurted out, "It wasn't him."

Allgood was in Zayn's face so fast, it felt like he'd teleported.  

"Did I ask anyone to tell me who they thought it was?  No.  Because I don't care.  I wanted to hear one thing and one thing only, for someone to admit that they listen like a log," said Allgood.  

Zayn's gut twisted and his heartbeat pounded in his ears as Allgood focused his attention on him.  He could sense him making a decision, and he didn't think it would be good.

"So tell me...Zayn." 

Zayn nodded.  

"Why do you think you're so smart that you know it wasn't him?" asked Allgood.

"Because that's my cousin, and I know what his faez smells like," said Zayn.

Allgood snorted.  "Knows what his faez smells like.  Doesn't that sound like a load of bull.  I think it was you that did it, and you just felt bad when it was your own flesh and blood that got blamed."

He put his calloused hand on Zayn's shoulder.  It felt like a truck backing onto him.  "Everyone, this is Zayn.  Zayn doesn't know how to listen.  Don't be like Zayn."  He patted his shoulder twice.  "Is that right?"

Zayn responded, "Yes, Professor."

This set Allgood off again.  "Professor?  I'm not a damn professor.  I do not profess.  And I do not teach.  I mold and shape.  So you'd better learn to be malleable.  But since I'm not a total monster, and so you assholes don't start calling me Mr. Allgood, or some crap like that, you can call me Instructor, or Instructor Allgood.  Got it?  Good."

He surveyed the room before pointing at Zayn again.  "Since you think you know better than everyone else, I'm going to make this a little harder on you."  He snapped his fingers.  "Remove your clothes, everything but your underwear, assuming you're wearing any."

"Wha...?" Zayn started to say before he remembered what talking out of turn got him.  

"It appears Mr. Carter is learning," said Instructor Allgood.

The other first years glanced at him, while keeping their eyes generally faced forward.  

"Did I not enunciate enough for you?" asked Instructor Allgood, pointing his claw-ended staff at him.  

Zayn pulled his shirt off and tossed it onto the nearest table.  He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window as he unbuttoned his jeans and shimmied out of them.  His chest had never filled in like it had for Keelan, who could have played football in high school, so he felt ridiculous standing in the middle of a Wizard's Coffee in his boxers surrounded by his fellow first years.  

He heard a few snorts of laughter, which judging by the instructor's expression was encouraged.  It took all Zayn's self-control not to cross his arms.  He tried to tell himself that this was no different than going swimming with the other kids behind the Castlewood trailer park, but his face betrayed him, growing so warm with embarrassment that it was hard to pay attention.

"Today we're going to learn a little something about each of you," said Instructor Allgood, taking up position at the front of the room.  "Passing the Merlin Trials was quite an achievement, one that earned you a place in this hall.  But magic is a tool.  Even the student with the highest capacity for faez will not last long unless he learns to use this."  He tapped on the side of his head while giving Zayn a side-eye.  "So today, you're going to scurry out these doors on a mission.  This is the tenth ward in Invictus, a moderately prosperous section of the city.  A proper member of the Academy of the Subtle Arts can turn any difficult situation into a boon.  So that's what I'm asking today.  I want you to go out into the city and bring back something of value. 

"Remember your challenge is that you cannot use magic.  Not one iota.  If I find out you even used a simple back scratching spell, you're going to wish you were back home with mommy and daddy."

Instructor Allgood glared at them for a long moment before pointing to a stack of papers on the table.  

"These are the locations in the ward that you will stick to.  So you're not teaming up, or falling all over each other, everyone gets their own area.  So on your way out the door, grab one.  Be back here at five p.m., and don't be late!"

There was a general push towards the stack of papers, while trying to stay as far away from Instructor Allgood as possible.  Zayn lingered near the back, delaying the journey outside in his boxers for as long as possible.  

The last few first years glanced back at him with smirks on their lips, except for a shorter Latino girl who looked on him with pity.

He hesitated at the door, with the sheet of paper in his fist.  When he looked back at the instructor, he was studying him as if he were trying to read his mind.

"Go on," said the instructor, motioning towards the door.  

He glanced back at his clothes draped over a chair.

"Don't worry.  No one wants your clothes.  We've got the shop all day.  They'll be here when you get back, unless you'd like to give up now," said Instructor Allgood.

Zayn took a deep breath, opened the door, and wearing nothing but his boxers—and under explicit instructions not to use magic—walked into the city of sorcery.

 

 


Chapter Two

Tenth Ward, September 2013

The subtle arts of streaking

 

Zayn's sudden appearance brought the gaze of every passerby.  He quickly checked his paper to find his destination only a few blocks away.  He moved in that direction, swinging his arms in exaggeration, hoping it made him look like a speed-walker rather than a streaker, but it didn't help.  He could feel every eye upon him, and it was almost like he wasn't wearing gray cotton boxers at all.  He'd never really had that "accidentally went to school naked dream," but now he understood the terror of it.  

When he stubbed his barefoot toe on the curb as he hurried across the street, it was almost a relief to feel pain.  He'd practically run for two blocks.  Zayn stopped on the corner, running his hand across his Afro as he took in his surroundings.  There were a lot of places he'd expected to be on his first morning of training, but standing on the corner of Fifth and Morgana in his boxers was not one of them.  Even his time working for the Goon back in Varna—an experience that came with big perks and bigger dangers—hadn't prepared him.  

A woman in a blue tracksuit ran past giving him a questioning stare and nearly collided with a businessman checking his messages.  Zayn took a deep breath and rubbed his hands together.  

"Let's take stock of our inventory," said Zayn as he patted his bare stomach.  "We've got, let's see, one set of boxers, and...yeah, that's about it."

A kid on a bicycle gave him a funny look, but Zayn ignored him and focused on what he could control.  And things could have been worse: it wasn't winter, or raining.  

The buildings on the street made him feel small.  The tallest building in Varna besides the water tower was the Lady's mansion, and no one went there unless they had to.  Having spent the entirety of his seventeen years in a small town in Alabama without expectations that he would ever get to leave left him a little bewildered about what was available in the middle of a major city.

He didn't even know the proper etiquette for crossing the street, though it became clear pretty quickly that the only rule was "don't get run over," and even that was sketchy, as he watched an old woman with a cane smack a Ford Festival that got too close when she was on the crosswalk.

Across from him was a local park, the only thing remotely resembling a location from his home.  He saw runners and people walking their pets, including an older lady with a long-haired cat on a leash.  

Further out, he had a good sight line on the Spire at the center of the city.  Zayn wasn't sure if he was twenty or fifty miles away, since the Spire could be seen from everywhere as it was twice as tall as the highest skyscraper.  It was the central hub of the city, and in a way, of the Hundred Halls.  While the Spire was the most important landmark in the city, Invictus was the most important city in the world, because it was the only one that taught people how to use magic.  

Gondolas slid through the sky on invisible wires.  Seeing one reminded him of his first day in Invictus, when he rode one with Keelan on their way to the Merlin trials.  He'd stood in the exact center of the gondola so he wasn't forced to look out the window at the cavernous expanse beneath them.  

But nothing about coming to the Hundred Halls had been normal.  He was still a little surprised that he'd made it this far, given that so many aspiring mages failed, even ones that came from Varna.

Zayn knew that he was more prepared than most, since he'd been able to use magic without the danger of faez madness for his entire life.  While faez was the raw stuff of magic, it was also inherently dangerous to humans unless they'd built up a tolerance or psychically connected themselves to a more experienced mage.  This was how the Hundred Halls was set up, with each student pledging themselves to the patron of their hall, to teach and protect them from faez madness until they were older and experienced enough to operate on their own.  Zayn's patron was Priyanka Sai, who ran the Academy of the Subtle Arts, the hall commonly called the Assassin's Guild.  

Ever since he realized the only way to save his town—and his family—was to join the Hundred Halls, he'd dedicated himself to learning anything that might help him, including any spells that he could find, a difficult task in the middle of Alabama.  

All that preparation wouldn't help him now, since he wasn't allowed to use magic to solve the problem.  But he did have one thing that would help: growing up poor.  If there was one thing his family knew how to do, it was how to repurpose junk into something useful.

Feeling less naked than he had a few minutes ago, Zayn went into the nearest alleyway and dumpster dived, producing a smorgasbord of potential answers.  Standing in the middle of an oily puddle, Zayn reviewed his newly acquired belongings.  

"Let's see, we have a couple of unread newspapers, the Herald of the Halls, whatever that is, a table leg, a traffic cone that looks like it's been chewed on by a bear, half a can of gold paint, a pair of sunglasses with no lenses, a roll of leftover green tape, and a plastic mop bucket with a crack running through the side.  Great," he said, scratching the back of his head, "this should be easier than eating corn on the cob with chopsticks."

Zayn placed the items in a row.  He moved them around like letters on a Scrabble bench, trying to conjure ideas from them.  He had a lot of practice repurposing back in Varna, since their home was a couple of shipping containers stacked on top of each other.  His family lovingly called it the Stack.  

When an idea came to him, Zayn got right to work.  He made an origami crown from the newspaper, something he'd learned from his younger siblings, the twins: Izzy and Max.  Then he painted his dark skin, his boxers, the newspaper crown, and the table leg with the gold paint.  Covering his face without damaging his eyes was the hard part, but he put tape over the lensless glasses to make them an eye guard as he sprayed.

He found a good spot in the park near a mermaid fountain.  He set the bucket on the ground and made himself into the Statue of Liberty, holding the gold table leg like the torch.

Within a few minutes, a handful of change had been thrown into the bucket.  

"Thank you," he said after the man, then remembered that he was supposed to be silent, and gave him a wink for good measure.  A little later, an old woman wearing too much perfume with a gray cat on a leash threw a few coins at his feet.  The hefty feline had long gray fur and marched like a bulldog.  

The first few hours were relatively easy.  Zayn was able to keep his muscles absolutely still and the change came quickly, but as the day wore on, so did his muscles.  By the afternoon, he could barely keep his arm up and had to switch hands frequently before the shaking hit.  

Zayn was so lost in trying to tame his muscles, he didn't notice the ratty brown terrier until the hot stream of urine hit his leg.  

"No!  Bad dog!"

The terrier hurried away, but it was too late.  Zayn moved to the fountain, splashing water on his leg to clean off the dog urine.  

"I didn't realize those living statue assholes were allowed to move," said a rough voice from behind him.  

"That must mean he's not one of them, which means this pretty little blue bucket is fair game," said a second voice.

Zayn glanced over his shoulder to find four young men around his age standing near his bucket.  The second speaker, the one who'd put a claim on his money, had a patchy beard and was scrawny pale, as if he'd spent the last three years in his parents' basement.  The other three were variations on the same, but they clearly thought of the fourth as their leader as they watched him squat down and rattle his hand around in the bucket as if he were fishing for minnows in a pond.  

But Patchy was watching Zayn, waiting for a reaction.  There was something about the guy that bothered Zayn, and not because he was about to rob him.  He had the look of someone who was holding back a dangerous secret, one that he would gladly reveal if Zayn was willing to push back.  Given that it was the city of sorcery, and that it had the highest concentration of supernatural creatures and mages in the world, Zayn felt it would be unwise to assume he was a normal human.

Not that four guys couldn't knock the crap out of him with ease anyway, as he wasn't supposed to use magic for the challenge.  But he couldn't stand giving up the money he'd earned and would need for whatever test this was, and he wouldn't put it past the Academy to be the ones behind this gang.

Letting his southern accent thicken his words, as there was no use hiding where he was from, Zayn said, "Maybe it's the paint I've been sniffing all day, but you boys look dumb enough to drown in a desert."

Within half a breath, they'd surrounded him.  He heard the telltale click of a switchblade opening.  

The guy with the patchy beard put his finger against Zayn's chest.  "You might want to rethink your words, country boy."

The blade pressed against his side, leaving no doubt about the danger.  There were a lot of things he could do in the situation, but running wasn't one of them because he'd come to the Hundred Halls to save his family from the Lady of Varna.  But he had to do a lot of things before he could confront the Lady: the first thing on his task list was to convince a couple of fuzz-faced gang members not to put a switchblade deep into his guts.  

Despite the precariousness of his situation, he wasn't "knocked a hornet's nest off a branch" kind of worried, maybe just the "big fat horsefly perched on his arm" kind.  He'd been in worse situations.  His Uncle Jesse's funeral came to mind, and in a way, the best part of that day were the bruises and the cracked ribs.  

 


Chapter Three

Varna, October 2007

Even a bad day can always get worse

 

Zayn had never wanted to have his ribs kicked in by the Clovis brothers, but sometimes these things had a way of happening, especially when his cousin Keelan was involved.  It didn't help that Keelan had just lost his dad, and while Uncle Jesse was a garbage person, you only got one father, and you had to make do with what you had.

His parents had sent him after Keelan when he disappeared from the trailer.  Zayn was relieved it wasn't the middle of summer, since he was tromping through the Alabama forest.

The sound of a rock hitting metal echoed through the vine-choked trees, which meant that Keelan was nearby, but Zayn wasn't about to call out and chance him running again.  It was bad enough that they were supposed to be at Uncle Jesse's funeral in an hour.   

The woods, which stretched from the trailer park to the old plantation road, was the place people dumped their old junk to rot in the Alabama heat.  Which meant that Keelan could be throwing rocks against just about anything.  A couple of years ago they'd found an old wood-paneled station wagon with the windows still intact.  They'd planned to come back the next day with slingshots and knock the windows out, but they could never find it again.

Luck was on his side today, and Zayn found Keelan in a patch of sunlight, side-arming rocks against a cluster of old metal barrels.  The way the barrels absorbed some of the impact suggested they were half full of oil or some other waste material.  Probably from the Varnation Garage.

Zayn watched his cousin for a moment before speaking.  Keelan was a year younger, but already taller and wider in the shoulders.  The high school football coach was already trying to recruit Keelan as a running back.  People often confused them for brothers, though Keelan's skin was lighter like his father's.  Jesse liked to say they were like two bullets in a chamber, firing off one after another, causing trouble.

But as close as they were, both socially and physically, Zayn knew they were different inside.  And he knew that one day that might come between them.  

"You pitch like a drunk falling over," said Zayn, leaning against a tree at the edge of the clearing.

Keelan turned around in his brown suit that Aunt Lydia had bought him with the donation from the Lady.  It wasn't a Goodwill suit like Zayn's.  They'd gone into Selma and picked it up from a store in the mall.

His eyes were puffy and red.  Keelan could barely stand, making little correction steps and shaking his head as if he were having an argument.

"And you look like an ice zombie banged your mother," said Keelan, and though it was a joke he'd told a hundred times about Zayn's ice-blue eye color, this time it came out with a streak of meanness.

"Everyone's at the trailer," said Zayn.  "And Doc said he can't wait forever to take us to the funeral home and back.  He's got a junk pickup at three."

"Tell them to leave without me," said Keelan, launching another rock. It went straight over the barrels, crashing into the trees.

"That would break your momma's heart, you know that," said Zayn.  "And things are tough enough after her surgery."

With fists at his sides, Keelan said, "I don't know why we gotta go to his funeral.  He got himself killed and now we gotta pay the price."

Keelan wiped his nose with the back of his coat jacket, which hung disheveled on his broad frame.  His cousin looked like a person ripped apart and then put back together with safety pins and glue.

"I can go back and tell them I couldn't find you if that's what you want," said Zayn.  "But you really want that on you?  You know Aunt Lydia holds a grudge like a banker does gold.  You know when she's making you pancakes, she'll pour you syrup and be all like, here's some syrup, son, you know I love you even though you didn't come to your daddy's funeral."

"But his body ain't in the damn casket," said Keelan, a thread of desperation in his voice.  "We're gonna say our respects over an empty hole."

Zayn gave him the side eye.  "You think that's gonna stop her?"

Keelan shook his head exhaustedly.  "No.  You're right.  If I don't go, it'll be a lifetime of hearing about it.  I don't think I could take that."

They walked back towards the trailer park.  Keelan was quiet, and Zayn let him be that way.  They passed a giant tangled web stretched between two trees with a purple-veined spider crouched at the top.  They gave the web and spider a wide berth.

"I hate this damn place," said Keelan, glaring at the spider.  "Someday I'll leave it."

Zayn hushed his cousin.  "Don't be stupid, you never know if she's listening."

Keelan raised his voice towards the spider.  "What does it matter?  She knows we all hate this place."

He raised his arm to throw the rock in his fist, but Zayn grabbed him around the wrist.  "We got trouble enough for one day."

When they were far enough away from the web, Keelan muttered, "I do wanna leave."

"So do I," said Zayn, taking a speculative glance behind him.  "But that ain't the way it works.  Not unless you want to work for her, and then, you're even less free than you were before."

There was a strangled realization in Keelan's brown eyes, a little loose and off, as if he were a rat drowning at the bottom of a well, claws scraping at the smooth stone walls.

They came out of the woods near Route N, a quarter mile down from the trailer park, behind the Varnation Garage.  Across the lonely road was the Clovis Diner.  There were three trucks and five motorcycles in the gravel parking lot.

Keelan threw the stone in his hand against the brick wall of the garage.  The impact made hardly any noise, but suddenly three of the Clovis boys were there.

The town of Varna was like any other town in Alabama.  It had the Haves, the Have-Nots, and the ones trying to move from the second group to the first.  The Clovis family were members of the last group, as the father was a deputy in the local police force.  The Clovis boys had names, but nobody called them by those.  He was thankful that Big Clovis wasn't there, but Mean, Rock, and Wheezer would be trouble enough.  Mean was only a freshman running back at Varna High, but playing on the varsity squad.

"You two fairy lovers holding a dinner party in the woods?" asked Mean.

Zayn put his hand on Keelan's arm.  "We're heading to his dad's funeral."

He hoped that was enough to defuse the situation, but Wheezer spat out a mouthful of brown tobacco juice and said, "Shit, son.  You mean the Lady letting him have one after all that ruckus?"

"Shut up, Wheezer," said Mean.  "If it's your daddy's funeral, why you out in the woods?  What you hiding, fairy boys?"

"We ain't lying," said Zayn.  "Just letting off a little steam, and we got lost on the way back."

Mean's forehead knotted.  He glanced at his brothers.  "I think you two are bullshitting me.  And you know what they say about bullshitters."

Under his breath so only Keelan could hear, Zayn said, "You like to eat what we speak."

Normally this would have gotten a reaction out of Keelan—a smirk or a light snort—but he kept staring straight ahead at Mean as if he were waiting for the firing squad to get it over with.  

"You got something to say?" Mean asked Zayn, to which he shook his head.  "Anyway, as I was saying, you can't bullshit a bullshitter.  Now, I don't know why you all dressed up in the middle of the forest, but I know you lying to me.  The Lady don't give funerals to traitors.  But since I don't know what you been up to, I think we should tell the Goon about that dumb bastard Keelan throwing a rock against his garage.  The Goon probably not like that.  And since the Goon is one of the Lady's favorites, maybe we gotta teach you a lesson for him."

Zayn checked with his cousin, who was dangerously quiet.  

"Mean, please.  I'm not lying.  You can come with us.  Everyone's waiting at my Aunt Lydia's trailer."

As soon as he mentioned his Aunt Lydia, Mean's eyes lit up like a searchlight.  He had a leering grin.

"That one-armed bitch?  She was hot before the Lady took her arm, but I'd love to get a piece of that action now," said Mean.

For a brief moment, Zayn thought that Keelan wasn't going to react.  He went calm, his body completely relaxing as if he were lying on a bed of soft grass.  This confused the Clovis brothers too, as if they'd expected Keelan to act right away.  But then Keelan shot out like an arrow at Mean.  He caught him with a right hook under the chin, and the bigger kid went down.  

Zayn didn't hesitate, throwing himself at Rock before he could get to his cousin.  His fist connected with Rock's elbow, and then he lost track of the comings and goings of the fight, as he was outweighed and outnumbered.  

When Zayn looked over next, Mean was on top of Keelan, pounding away at his face with two hammer-like fists.  This sight was brief, as Wheezer kicked Zayn right in the gut, exploding the air from his lungs like a bellows.  

Completely defenseless on the ground, Zayn thought things were going to get worse until he heard another voice.  The Clovis brothers climbed off them and disappeared.  Keelan ran off too, back into the woods, as Zayn wiped blood and gravel dust from his eyes.  

He found himself looking into the face of the Goon, who was leaning against his garage in a straw cowboy hat.  He was one of those people that either looked fifteen or fifty, never in between, and had stayed that way for as long as anyone had known him.  

"That cousin of yours is gonna get you killed," said the Goon.

"His dad's dead," said Zayn, trying to rub the life back into his lower jaw.

"And his momma had her arm taken, all because they were stupid.  The Lady is not cruel, but she does not brook with traitors," said the Goon.  "And what the hell is picking a fight with boys that can whoop you gonna do about a dead father?"

"I don't know, I didn't start the fight," said Zayn.

"But you got yourself in the middle of it, just the same.  Like I said, he's gonna get you killed.  I've seen boys like that, and deep down inside they know there's only one end for them, and they be rushing headlong to get there," said the Goon.

"What should I have done then?" asked Zayn, realizing that his good pants were ripped at the seams on his right leg, and his good shirt had blood all over it.

"That's for you to figure out, but everybody wants something.  Your cousin, he got what he wanted.  So did the Clovis boys.  What did you get out of it?  A dumbassed beating?" asked the Goon.

"Why do you care?" asked Zayn.

"Because you're a smart boy, Zayn Carter," said the Goon.

"Keelan's smart too.  He gets straight A's," said Zayn, a little bewildered that the Goon knew his name.  It was like opening up a history book and finding your picture inside.  

"I always liked your parents.  Maceo and Sela.  Smart in ways most people don't get."  The Goon glanced over his shoulder as if he had somewhere to be.  "If you ever want to work some odd jobs, make some extra money for your family—I know you could use it—come see me."

"I appreciate the offer, but no thank you," said Zayn.

"If you change your mind, the offer stands," said the Goon, who tipped his straw hat, and headed across the street towards the diner.

With Keelan fled back into the woods, Zayn dusted himself off and started the lonely walk back to the trailer park where his Aunt Lydia lived.  He prepared a story about falling down the culvert when he was out looking for his cousin.  He knew the adults wouldn't believe it, but they wouldn't say anything either.  Zayn was busy thinking about what the Goon had said about the fight, and how everyone had gotten something out of it but him.  

He hated when someone pointed something out to him that he hadn't already figured out himself.  But he wasn't too proud not to take his advice to heart, especially in Varna, where to be too stubborn was to court death herself.


Chapter Four

Tenth Ward, September 2013

How not to make friends and still influence people

 

The key to a good con was to make sure the mark was focused on anything but what you really wanted.  This wasn't the best of circumstances for Zayn—painted gold and wearing nothing but his boxers—and he hadn't a lick of planning, but the Goon had told him more than once that he'd taken to improvisation like Coltrane did to jazz.

The tip of the switchblade pierced Zayn's side, letting a bead of blood form against his gold skin.  Having survived a few beatings in his younger years, Zayn was acquainted with the looks one received before they started, and this gang of young men, only slightly older than him, would not hesitate to leave him bleeding against the mermaid fountain.

When Zayn opened his mouth again, he spoke to them as if they were acquaintances working out a business deal.  

"I take it you fine gentlemen have never been noodling," he said.  

Patchy frowned, eyes creasing with the decision: do we stab this guy or let him talk?  His friends seemed more curious than angry, but they weren't the ones he had to convince.

"What the hell you talking about, country boy?" asked Patchy.

"Noodling is when you dive down into cool river waters, searching for a nice hole to shove your hand in," said Zayn, holding his hand up as a fist.  This display brought tension but no action, yet.

When no one stabbed or punched him, he continued, "The goal to this seemingly inexplicable action is that sometimes, big river fish like to hide in these holes, waiting with their wide mouths for little fish to come rest, and when that moment comes, they snap down"—Zayn squeezed his fist for effect—"and that little fish joins the bones in the big fish's belly."

"Where you going with this, country boy?  You think you're the big fish and we're the little fish?" asked Patchy.

"No," said Zayn, imbuing that word with warmth and support.  "No, you are neither the big fish or the little fish.  Like I said at the beginning, when you dive down to the bottom of the river, holding your breath like the world gonna end, and shove your fist into a hole, you're hoping there's a big fish in that hole and that you shove your fist right down its gullet."

Zayn wiggled his arm upward, and they all looked a little mortified by this idea.

"Once the fish is safely ensconced on your arm, you drag it out and swim up to your boat, throwing the fish inside.  It's the fastest way to catch a big fish," said Zayn.

"What the hell does this have to do with anything?  If you think this is going to keep us from taking your money, you got another thing coming," said Patchy.

Despite his insides tumbling over themselves, Zayn kept a calm face.  His fist still hung in the air, and Patchy gave it a tentative glance, expecting something to happen.

"But sometimes," said Zayn, letting the amusement in his voice dry out as if it'd been baked for a hundred days in the summer sun, "when the noodler shoves his fist into one of them hidey-holes, he finds a big ol' Hoss.  The kind of fish that a noodler likes to tell stories about.  And this Hoss, he's got himself burrowed into the bottom of that river like a tick on a terrier, and he clamps down on that fist as if his life depends on it, 'cause it does.  That's when the real battle starts, because once the noodler knows he got a Hoss, he tries to pull his arm out, but the fish don't care.  He holds on."  Zayn shook his arm as if the battle were happening before their eyes, transfixing them.  "If the fisherman gets his arm out, he lives.  If he don't, and the air runs out, well, shouldn't have been sticking his fist in random holes."

It took all of a three count for Patchy to make the connection.  Zayn was sure he could have counted it out from the moment he finished to when Patchy's eyes widened with anger.

"You think you can scare me with your stupid story," said Patchy as he marched back to the blue bucket and dumped the money on the ground.  While keeping his eyes on Zayn, Patchy told his guys, "Pick this up.  At first, I was just planning on taking a toll for you working in the Glaucos Sixers territory without permission, but now I'm taking the whole thing.  And if you ever come back...don't."

As Patchy marched away, one of the other gang members collected the dollar bills and change on the ground.  Then the last one smashed the blue plastic bucket with his boot until it was in pieces.  

The cut on Zayn's side was still bleeding, so he washed it off in the fountain before picking up the broken bucket and throwing it and the gold table leg in a trash can.  A scrolling ticker feed on a building across from the park showed it was nearly five o'clock, which meant he had to head back to the Wizard's Coffee with the rest of the first years.  

Zayn started walking back, stripped down to his boxers and painted gold, but no one gave him more than an idle glance this time as if this were less unusual than his earlier streaking.  

Without everyone focused on him, he thought back to something the Goon had said to him many years ago about how everyone wants something.  Patchy and his gang had wanted his money, and if they'd taken it right away, they'd have left him without a thin dime to bring back to the Academy.

But Zayn had wanted something too.  He'd wanted them to come closer and not pay attention to what his left hand had been doing.  

Content that no one was watching, Zayn covertly opened his left hand, revealing a small plastic baggie containing a sparkly powder.  The baggie looked like it'd once had a sticker on the side, but it'd been peeled off.  

Bring back something of value, Zayn quietly mused to himself.  Everyone got what they wanted, and maybe even some got what they deserved.  

 


Chapter Five

Tenth Ward, September 2013

After a relaxing day in the park 

 

Zayn was nearly the first to return to the closed Wizard's Coffee.  His father the former high school teacher liked to say on time was late, as it showed a careless attitude with deadlines.  But Zayn had learned that early was the best when there was information to be gleaned.  

Despite what Instructor Allgood had said, his clothes were nowhere to be found, which didn't seem so bad considering he was covered in gold paint anyway.  Zayn might have asked the instructor, but he wasn't around, and neither was Keelan, so he stayed in the corner and watched his fellow first years.

He studied them carefully, examining the items they'd collected, or how they were dressed and moved.  A massive guy with broad shoulders and a guffaw of a laugh held a couple of dog-eared romance novels it looked like he'd swiped from a used bookstore.  Despite his size, he moved with an efficient grace, and he spoke to the other first years with a cheerful expression that would have made a politician proud.   

The Latino girl who'd looked at him with pity stayed mostly to herself and spoke Spanish back to anyone that tried to engage with her.  

Around the time Keelan showed up, so did the instructor, who quickly organized them in a line.  

"Now that everyone is here we can head to the Hold.  Keep whatever you found in the ward—we'll take a look at it later, and find out what you're made of."  He slapped his staff against the ground again.  "No talking.  Pay attention.  Keep up."

Before anyone could move a muscle, he went into the back of the coffee shop.  They followed behind him like a trail of lost ducklings until they reached a basement door that went below the store.  

Rather than lead into the basement, the stairs kept going into the darkness.  At first the walls were concrete, stained with leaking water, and then they turned to bedrock.

They marched downward for an hour until they came out into a cavern lit only by a floating ball of light above Instructor Allgood's head.  

"The trail gets rougher as we go from here," he said, throwing a pair of sneakers to Zayn and another to a girl with silky black hair wearing crimson stiletto heels.  She made no move towards the more functional shoes, staring back at him with a pleasant smile on her face.

The instructor shrugged.  "Skylar Chu, right?"  She nodded.  "Not my problem if you break an ankle."

Zayn was intrigued by her silent defiance as he slipped the shoes on.  They were uncomfortable to wear without socks, but better than walking across the rough cavern stone barefoot.

Vin, the big guy with the booming laugh, raised his hand until Carron noticed.

"What in Hades' hole?  Did I give the impression that it was question time?" asked the instructor.  "This is looking to be the worst incoming class of all time.  Fine.  What's your question?  You look like the kind of asshole who won't be able to handle not having your hand held at every moment."

"Instructor, is this the Undercity?"

The instructor tilted his head as if he couldn't believe that was his question.  

"What is your name?" 

"Vincent Moretti, but I go by Vin."

Instructor Allgood ambled towards him, cracking the ball of his staff on the stone as he walked.  Despite his size, Vin seemed to shrink until he was smaller than their instructor.  He rested the claw end of the staff on Vin's chest.

"Well, Vincent.  It takes a real genius to figure out that after walking down stairs for the last hour that we're in the Undercity."  Allgood turned to the rest of them.  "I swear to god, if the rest of you are this dumb, I'll slit all your throats in your sleep."  

The journey continued in absolute silence, which at first didn't seem odd until Zayn remembered Skylar's four-inch heels.  Her shoes were a minor miracle for two reasons: the first was that the stone floor was jaggedly uneven and filled with ankle-breaking scree, and the second was that the heels made no noise on the stone.  

She strode across the stone as if it were a ballroom floor, unless someone was near her; then she would artfully stumble, requiring a steadying hand from a fellow student.  She picked at least three pockets during that time.

They stopped before a stone wall with a runed archway cut into it.  Instructor Allgood addressed them as they stood in a semicircle, his earlier anger tucked beneath a gruff mask.

"This is the only time you'll take this path into the Academy.  We use this route to ensure the secrecy of our hall.  Now that you are sworn to our patron, the other pathways will be available to you in the future," he said.

He tapped on the runes with his clawed staff, awakening the archway until a swirling darkness appeared.  

"In you go," he said.

One after another, the students in front of Zayn stepped into the archway, disappearing in a flash as if they'd been sucked into a black hole.

When it was his turn, Zayn hesitated.

"Hurry up," said Instructor Allgood.

When his foot touched the blackness, the world spun around him.  Zayn had never ridden a rollercoaster, but he imagined it was like being strapped to one and forced to ride it for hours, even though the journey lasted a blink of an eye.

He landed on his knees.  A pair of hands helped him up and pushed him towards a long trough that the other first years were bent over.  He didn't have to wonder long what the trough was for, as the meager contents of his stomach hurled up, splattering into the stainless steel.

Older students wearing black robes loosely around their shoulders with street clothes beneath directed them into a large hall with vaulted ceilings.  Tables had been pushed against the walls, clearing a spot in the center, where Zayn and his fellow first years were herded.  

"Alright, maggots," said Instructor Allgood.  "Make three equal lines.  Now!"

In the ensuing chaos, Zayn ran into at least three people before he found a spot.  Then it appeared they'd made four jagged lines, so everyone started talking over each other trying to condense it back to three.  When they were finished, their instructor looked ready to break his staff in half and leave.

"I don't know how any of you idiots can expect to follow a spell book if you can't figure out simple instructions like make three equal lines," said Instructor Allgood.  

He glowered at them and was revving himself into another volley of insults when a slight woman with smoky brown skin strolled into the room and put her hand on Carron's shoulder.  He bottled his anger and respectfully moved to the side.

Zayn was intrigued.  She moved like an elegant dancer approaching the stage, even though she was only wearing jeans and a skintight black shirt.  She radiated danger, and when she spoke, he understood why.

"I am Priyanka Sai, your patron.  It is within my hall that you shall train for the next five years."  She glanced back towards Carron with a mischievous grin.  "Assuming you can survive the first year of instruction.  The Academy of the Subtle Arts.  Some call us spies and diplomats.  Others name us assassins.  These are not unjust names, and inside these halls, wear them proudly.  But from this day forward, you must become inscrutable to the world, a mystery without a key.  Answer nothing about your time here, or I will hear about it, and that is the last thing you'll ever say.

"I have little more to speak with you about, because at this point in your training you are nothing.  You don't have a clue of how the world works, or what we're trying to accomplish here.  That will be the purview of Carron Allgood, your keeper and blacksmith, who, with the proper dedication on your part, will forge you into a proper tool, or discard you if he cannot.

"Before I swear you to my patronage, I have but one question, a question that you will need to answer before this year is out.  If at this time, you do not think you can, then you will be given the opportunity to leave right now and never come back.  But if you stay, know that this question will come, and you'd better be ready to answer it."

She paused, looking to each of them, studying them as if she could see inside their souls.  When her gaze passed across Zayn, he felt naked, but something in him kept him from looking away, and before she moved on to the next student, he swore he detected the minutest twitch of her lip.

When she was finished surveying the group, she asked, "What will you do when you have to kill?  

"If you cannot answer this question," she said, "leave the line, and one of the fifth years will take you back to the surface."

After a long minute, in which no one moved, Priyanka smiled.  "Good.  At least you've got that much spine.  You're going to need it."

 

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
J HE RELUCT?NT ASSASSIN
~ BOOK ONE






