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Chapter One

“Hold it steady,” Sabrina asked, gesturing at the glass bowl. “It’s very important that the mixture be poured slowly and evenly into the cauldron. Otherwise, the next few minutes are going to be very unpleasant…”

Courtney’s dining room table was large enough to host an entire football team, with enough space left over for their waterboy. Outside of the big bay window along one side, I could hear the familiar rumble of DC traffic. A crystal chandelier provided the illumination, and the hall smelled like sandalwood and old books. I was still having trouble getting used to the luxury.

“I’ve got it,” Courtney said. “Why do you keep calling it a cauldron, by the way?”

“Any vessel you use to mix a potion is called a cauldron,” Sabrina continued in a didactic tone. “I know the stereotype is of some big cast-iron pot, with an ancient crone using the handle of a broom to stir it up. But modern cauldrons are actually… shit!”

Courtney’s hand had just slipped the slightest bit. White powder, the consistency of sugar, fell from the rim of the bowl, raining down on the heavy oak of the table top like delicate flakes of snow. Sabrina’s eyes bulged out of her head, as if she expected some sort of catastrophe, but the grains just sat there. Some settled into grooves in the wood.

Sabrina relaxed. “Okay. We’re cool. No use crying over spilled quicklime.”

“I thought this was quicksilver,” Courtney said. “Are you kidding me?”

“No, they’re two totally different things,” the blonde witch corrected with a smile. “Slowly and evenly now. Emphasis on evenly. I saw someone spray chalk dust across half the lecture hall when they got a little excited after Professor Quigley’s lecture…”

I shook my head as I watched the two practice their work. Neither of them looked much like the classical image of a coven of ancient crones, practicing their dread trade by moonlight. More like housewives getting a recipe just right before a big New Year’s party. If you didn’t know them like I did, you probably wouldn’t even have called them witches.

But they were.

As Sabrina gently poured the mixture into the glass bowl the pair were using as a cauldron, Courtney looked over and caught my eye. “You going to hit the deck if we make a hash of this, Edwin?”

I grinned and shook my head. “What? And miss the look on both of your faces?”

“Quiet.” The word was harsh; Sabrina’s tone was not. “Both of you. I’m concentrating.”

Courtney turned back to the blonde witch, her brow furrowed in concentration. I crossed one leg over the other, took another sip of my coffee, and asked myself when and how I’d been so lucky as to have these two beautiful women by my side.

A few months ago, I’d have thought one woman was too many. I had too much on my mind, and I was spinning too many plates to entertain the notion of fitting dating and relationships into my life. I’d moved from rural Virginia to the suburbs of Washington DC right out of high school, looking for a job that would give me both the salary and the flexibility to attend college in the area like my other, more well-heeled friends. A fool’s errand perhaps, but I’d thrown myself completely into it, hustling like a madman during those first hectic weeks in Fairfax and Tysons Corner.

Then came the accident. And everything about my life changed in an instant.

The moment of the crash remained insubstantial. Try as I might to recall it, it never felt like anything other than a bad dream that had happened to someone else. What I did remember was the icy water of the Potomac river as it rose over the windows of my Subaru, trapping me and the three friends I’d been playing designated driver for after a party in the city in our seats as we sank beneath the waves.

There’d barely been time to scream. I vaguely remembered Patrick bashing his fists against the windows of the SUV, trying in vain to open a door that had hundreds if not thousands of pounds of water pushing it closed. Jen had frozen like a deer in headlights, pulling her legs beneath her in the passenger seat as the dark water rose up through the floor like a mirage. Will had been completely silent, and that scared me worst of all.

I’d done something impossible that night. Conjured a wave of force from deep within my body that shattered the windows and let my friends and me escape certain death. As I found out later, it was the first spell I’d ever consciously cast—and it meant that my destiny was to attend a very different sort of college than the one I’d always had in mind.

Sabrina finished the pour. The white powder sizzled as it melted into the small pile of potion components already at the bottom of the cauldron. A plume of white smoke rose, thin at first but getting thicker.

Courtney pushed her chair back and gave her bestie a concerned look. “Should I be getting a fire extinguisher right now?”

A smile spread across the witch’s face. “Not at all. Watch.”

As we did just that, the plume of smoke rose almost all the way to the ceiling. As it grazed the top of Courtney’s dining room, it suddenly began to turn, moving in a counter-clockwise direction that made me think of that movie from the 90’s about tornados. Within moments it had exploded with color, turning every shade of the rainbow as bursts of bright light lit up the dining room.

The smoke twisted, transforming into shapes. Birds flew through the maelstrom: gorgeous long-winged cranes, so real that a part of my brain began to go fight-or-flight in response. Courtney oohed as they spun in formation, performing a delicate dance as if by pure, primal instinct.

As quickly as it came the light show faded, leaving nothing but smoke and the faint smell of mint.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

Sabrina was beaming from ear to ear. “If I manage to pull that off in class, Professor Quigley will fall over in her chair! It’ll be an impressive enough Grand Conjuration that I doubt I’ll even have to mess with the end-of-semester potion exams.” A hint of nervousness cut through her good cheer. “I hope so, anyway. I want to devote as much time as I can to helping you, Court.”

Courtney looked like you could have knocked her over with a feather. “I… I really appreciate that, Sabrina. That’s absolutely amazing! You could do that for your Grand Conjuration right freaking now!”

Both Sabrina and Courtney had the Grand Conjuration on their minds. At Blackwater University, the college for magical students where the three of us had met, the GC was the equivalent of the SATs or the ACTs—except instead of happening at the end of one’s academic career, they took place during your first semester. Passing them functioned as both a requirement to remain at Blackwater and a rite of passage. Traditionally, though not always, the subject in which you performed your GC was what became your major, and you were expected to focus on it for the rest of your time in college.

A Grand Conjuration needed to be some dazzling example of a spell—something to show the faculty and the student body at large that you understood what they expected of a wizard or a witch. Being a new student, Courtney was more worried about performing hers than most, which was why the two of them had these impromptu practice sessions after dinner at Courtney’s place. But Sabrina worried too. Unlike Courtney and me, both her parents were magical. Failing out of Blackwater would be absolutely mortifying for her.

“It’s pretty good,” Sabrina agreed with a sniff. “But it could always be better.”

Courtney’s brows furrowed in confusion. “I thought you were majoring in Beast Taming, though?”

The blonde shook her head. “After giving it some thought, I decided that potions was the way to go, after all. My mom and dad think so, too. It’s a better major than Beast Taming.”

Courtney leaned back in her chair. “I still don’t quite understand that,” she admitted, brushing a speck of dust off of the shoulder of her cheerleading uniform. “I thought all majors were supposed to be equal at Blackwater. Witches and wizards need potions just as much as they need people who can tame magical beasts, right?”

“In theory, you’re right,” Sabrina said, her gaze traveling to me. “But do you think someone at Exeter-Cross majoring in Communications is taken as seriously as someone majoring in Molecular Biology?”

“Maybe?” Courtney shrugged. “I can’t figure out why, but maybe it’s because I was a mundane not too long ago, and I know half the student body holds being a mundane against me. As long as you and Edwin don’t, I’m perfectly fine with that.”

We didn’t. Hell, even though neither of us had dared to say the dreaded L-word where Courtney was concerned, even a blind man could see the way my girlfriend looked at the red headed cheerleader. She cared about Courtney almost as much as she cared about me. The three of us were so solid, so tight, that it honestly scared me a little bit sometimes how well both women took to being my girlfriends.

Until recently, Courtney Haddonfield had been one of the most popular girls at Exeter-Cross, the college that existed on the same grounds as Blackwater. She’d gone through the first year of her academic career with no idea that a secret second campus for witches and wizards existed right alongside the mundane dorms and lecture halls, hidden by a magical shroud colloquially referred to by the student body as the Unseen World. She was a bit of a ditz, perfectly average academically but incredibly good at her real passion: the campus’s cheerleading squad. As she’d told me not long after she, Sabrina, and I made this thing of ours official, she was not only the first freshman to make the squad in nearly a decade but a virtual shoe-in to be named captain when Kendra, the current squad leader, graduated.

Then she met me.

I hadn’t meant to do what I did to her, but that didn’t matter. As soon as Courtney and I started spending time together, she began to change—to see the Unseen World for what it was, rather than being blinded by its shroud. Going out on a date with her made it stronger; the night the two of us made love for the first time, it became permanent. Lavrans Ravensson called it awakening, the ability of a very rare witch or wizard to turn a mundane human magical by sheer force of will. The wizarding world saw an Awakener perhaps once every hundred years, which made the discovery of a new one at Blackwater an event of no small distinction.

It also meant that my future at Blackwater was going to be different from what I’d imagined.

“You’re so lucky,” Courtney said, her words drawing me out of my thoughts. “You’ve already got your Grand Conjuration all figured out. You’re, like, the only student at Blackwater who doesn’t have to worry about this stuff!”

“Yeah, he’s just got a whole other set of problems to worry about,” Sabrina said with a smirk. “Most of us are going to have normal tutors and mentors once we declare our major. Edwin’s going to have to spend his next three years working under the headmaster himself.”

Courtney blinked. “Lavrans seems like a nice guy,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “Not like that Professor Locke guy, at least. That dude gives me the creeps…”

“It’s not about whether he’s nice or not,” Sabrina countered. I couldn’t help but notice she made no attempt to defend the school’s resident Head of the Illusion School. “Before all this stuff with his power happened, Edwin was going to be with me in Beast Taming. He was going to have Professor Fym herself as his mentor—the leader of the whole department.” She frowned. “I’m not mad, of course. Being an Awakener is a huge honor—the whole school ought to be thrilled to have you on campus. It’s just going to be tougher than we thought, is all.”

I bit my tongue. I didn’t hold Sabrina’s trepidation against her. If anything, I shared it. But there was something I’d never felt quite right about telling her.

Before I became an Awakener, I hadn’t been sure about my major. I’d told everyone that I was going to be a Beast Tamer, of course, because I was good at it and because Professor Fym liked me. Also it was Sabrina’s major, which meant I’d get to spend a great deal of my academic career hanging out with my girlfriend.

But there’d been another path calling to me. The one discipline a first-year student could major in that we hadn’t mentioned yet: Curses & Hexes, taught by the half-insane Slavic witch Irina Dragovich.

Students who specialized in curses always got looked at sideways by the more moral half of the student body. Though a necessary field, and one in which practitioners often spent more time trying to break curses and hexes than to cast them on people, the witches and wizards who made it their life’s work were often viewed with suspicion. It didn’t help that so many of them dressed up like goths and liberally quoted the Marquis De Sade.

Irina believed I had something special. A real talent for curses: for casting them, for breaking them, for using the spite I’d carried deep in my heart since the night of the accident like a tactical nuke to do things most witches and wizards couldn’t. Although she scared me more than a little, I also liked Irina a great deal: she’d saved my life, after all. She’d been in my corner when almost no one else at Blackwater stood beside me, even if that corner was dark, filled with spiders, and listening to Siouxsie and the Banshees.

Also, I mean… Irina was hot. Really, really hot, in that ‘goth girl who wears a vial of my blood in her cleavage and promises to melt my enemies’ bones’ way.

So when Lavrans informed me about my new power and what it meant for my academic career, I’d been on the verge of telling him I wanted to change my major. I hadn’t told anybody about that, least of all Sabrina or Courtney. Both of them knew about Irina’s crush on me—hell, half the school knew I was ‘Sexy Hexy’s new favorite student—but hooking up with a member of Blackwater’s faculty was one thing.

Following her into the darkness was quite another.

“Well, I’m probably going to get expelled after this first semester,” Courtney was saying. “So at least you won’t have to worry about that.”

Both Sabrina and I started. “Excuse me?” The blonde witch asked.

“Oh, come on,” Courtney said. “I’m an absolute mess. Even Professor Thurman thinks so. I swear he only suggested I major in Battle Magic because he pities me.”

“That’s not fair,” Sabrina said. “He also thinks you look good in that cheerleading uniform.”

Courtney rolled her eyes. “As if I’d wear it for anyone but Edwin. Look, my grades are garbage, and you both know it. I’m failing Potions outright, ditto Illusion Magic, and I’m only hanging on by my fingernails in Beast Taming and Curses because I don’t think Professor Fym or Professor Dragovich want to upset Edwin by flunking his girlfriend. I’m doing okay in Battle Magic, but probably only because the dueling square reminds me so much of the Exeter-Cross football field.”

Sabrina’s lips had formed a tight little line. “You’ve only been here for a month,” she protested. “You didn’t even know magic existed before you met Edwin and me. For someone who’s only been attending Blackwater for as long as you have, Court, you’re doing amazing. Really.”

Slowly, the redhead blinked. “You really think so?”

I scooted closer and put my hand on top of hers. “We know so.”

“Besides,” Sabrina added with a smile. “Everyone knows that the grades at Blackwater are kinda bullshit. Once you declare your major, that subject is the only one that matters.”

Courtney did a double-take. So did I. “Seriously?”

Sabrina nodded. “Half the advanced students in Professor Locke’s Illusion courses don’t even show up to their other classes, and no one says anything about getting them expelled.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, constrained tightly in the white button-down of her university uniform. “As long as you can summon a passing Grand Conjuration in Battle Magic, you’ll be right as rain. And I know you can do that.”

“As do I,” I added. “I believe in you, Courtney. I’ve believed in you since the first day I met you.”

Courtney’s smile made my heart skip a beat. How could a girl so utterly filthy in bed be so stinking cute outside of it? “Oh please,” she said. “The first time you met me, you watched me fall on my ass in the middle of an intersection! You didn’t believe in anything about me except maybe that I was fast on my feet.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “Well, I think that’s a very admirable quality in a girl.”

“You were pretty fucking fast when we got attacked,” Sabrina said in a quiet voice. “If you hadn’t come for us when you did, Court, things would have gotten pretty gnarly for Edwin and me…”

The room seemed to have grown just a little bit darker. I didn’t like to think about that night at the football field—it was nearly as traumatic as my plunge into the Potomac River, even if it eventually had an even happier ending. Sabrina and I had come to watch Exeter-Cross’s homecoming game, our attention more on the vivacious cheerleader warming up the crowd than the players on the field. We’d been hoping that the afterparty might lead to either my apartment or Sabrina’s dorm, but in the end we hadn’t made it much further than the parking lot.

We’d been attacked by a monster—a creature that hid inside of a human being and used cursed daggers to incapacitate its prey. The faculty at Blackwater called them inviolates, and the creation of them was forbidden by about a dozen different magical laws. Even blood magic wasn’t treated as harshly as the black spells that gave them motion.

The inviolate that nearly killed Sabrina and me had been possessing one of the campus’s security guards, a wizard named Archibald Frantz. Frantz was now under lock and key, despite the fact that he had no conscious memory of anything he’d done while possessed. Lavrans and the rest of the faculty pledged to find the perpetrators, and were sparing no expense to do so.

Courtney shuddered. “I’m really, really glad I listened to that little angel on my shoulder,” the redhead said. “I thought Kendra was going to freak out and throw me off the team for leaving in the middle of the big game, but when she saw the ‘sinkhole’, she realized I’d saved your lives.”

The sinkhole? Oh right. Mundanes couldn’t see the workings of the magical world—Blackwater used a sudden sinkhole in the parking lot of the sports stadium as a cover story to hide the attack.

Courtney looked between Sabrina and I, her brows furrowed with concern. “The headmaster said those things can’t come back to campus,” she said, frowning. “That they cast some kind of telescope spell…?”

“Teleological,” Sabrina corrected gently. “Yes, technically it’s supposed to stop creatures like inviolates from entering campus. It’s a pretty serious enchantment. Apparently it interferes with all sorts of advanced magical exercises, too, so a few of the senior students have to take their exams outside of school grounds because of it.”

I didn’t know about any of that. As long as it kept the campus safe, I supposed I didn’t really care. “That’s good. But the threat won’t really stop until we track down the people causing it.”

Courtney gave me an uneasy look. “People?”

I glanced over at Sabrina.

“The Black Moon Society,” the blonde witch said after a pause. “That’s who we think might be behind this. Professor Dragovich certainly thinks so, in any case.”

Not much about Blackwater scared me any longer. The Black Moon Society was one of the few exceptions. Despite the number of times I’d heard about them on campus, they remained a mystery to me. Imagine a cross between a forbidden fraternity and a secret society, and you wouldn’t be too far off.

The Black Moon believed in power for power’s sake. They put no guardrails on magic—they considered everything fair game, from hemalurgy to the dark spells that allowed the creation of creatures like the inviolates.

Courtney suppressed a shudder. “But we’re safe, right? I mean, the headmaster wouldn’t start classes up again if the campus wasn’t secure.”

Sabrina nodded gravely. “When we’re at Blackwater, we should be alright,” she said, her gaze slowly traveling to the window. “Outside of it, though…”

She trailed off. All of us watched as cars drove by in the peaceful evening.

Suddenly Courtney shook herself, like a woman coming out of a trance. “Well, Professor Thurman’s not going to give me a passing score in Battle Magic just because I ask nicely,” she said with a grin. “Let’s run through the exercises again, Sabrina.” Her gaze traveled over to me. “Maybe we should order a pizza first? And some wings?”

It never failed to amaze me how much a slender girl like Courtney could eat. She had to have one hell of a metabolism—either that, or she burned so many calories during her endless cheer routines that it didn’t matter how many slices of pizza she wolfed down at the end of the day. It made me think of the way Olympic athletes spent their cheat days eating as much food as they wanted while keeping their statuesque figures.

Sabrina frowned gently as she watched the sun disappear over the horizon. “I don’t know,” she said in a low voice. “We should probably be getting back. It’ll be dark soon.”

A disbelieving laugh escaped Courtney. “Why are you in such a hurry to go? You know you don’t have to leave, right?”

She knew. So did I. Over the last two weeks, Sabrina and I had spent nearly every night crashing at Courtney’s place. Not only was her house spacious enough that we could have thrown a frat party in it, it was way closer to campus than the apartment I rented out near Fairfax. Nobody had mentioned moving in yet, the same way we kept our deeper feelings for each other close to our chests. But all three of us were thinking about it.

“I just feel like I’m imposing on you,” Sabrina blurted. “This is your house, Court. Your parents are letting you stay here while you’re in college, and they’d probably have a freakout if they knew the two of us were staying over here and sleeping in your bed—”

Courtney’s laughter was even merrier than before. “My parents are in Europe,” she said, batting away the blonde witch’s objections with a wave of the hand. “They’re not coming home any time soon. Even if they did? They, like, never stay here. You really don’t need to worry about them walking in on Edwin and us. I promise.”

Sabrina looked only partially convinced. “Still…”

The blonde trailed off as Courtney leaned over, putting her hand on top of Sabrina’s. The corner of her pouty mouth curled in a smile.

“Please let me do this, okay?” I got the impression that Courtney wasn’t the sort of woman who was used to begging. She didn’t take to it easily, though her words rang with sincerity all the same. “You’re awesome, Sabrina. You’re like, so powerful, and if I don’t have you around there’s no way I’m going to manage to put together a Grand Conjuration that impresses Professor Thurman enough for me to stay at Blackwater. And Edwin…”

Both women turned to me, all smiles. Warmth spread in my chest at the way they looked at me, like they’d just seen the first ray of sunshine on a cold, cloudy day. I hadn’t gotten used to having that effect on girls, and I wasn’t sure if I ever would.

“I mean, Edwin fucking rocks,” Courtney whispered, nibbling her bottom lip like she was remembering how many times I’d bent her over that massive dining room table. “As far as I’m concerned, babe, mi casa es su casa.”

I acknowledged the compliment with a slight nod.

“You’re both so fucking awesome and special,” the redhead continued. “And I’m just… rich. And it’s not even me that’s rich, just my parents.” She gave me a rueful smile. “The least I can do for the two of you is to give you a place to stay.”

“You don’t owe us anything!” Sabrina looked aghast.

Courtney laughed. “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even know magic exists,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “And I wouldn’t have this awesome fucking relationship. So please—just let me spoil the two of you? Let me have this, at least?”

A surge of warmth filled my chest. “Come here,” I growled, gesturing at my knee.

In the blink of an eye, Courtney was out of her seat. She let out a little whimper as she climbed into my lap and threw her arms around me, burying her face against my chest. I took her chin and tilted it upward, then kissed her deeply.

She melted in my arms. I could feel Sabrina behind us both, beaming from ear to ear.

“You,” I grunted, breaking the kiss with a hand on her lower back, “are an incredible woman, Courtney. Don’t you ever bring yourself down like that. Alright?”

The redhead blinked. Her eyes looked glazed when she kissed me; she surfaced from the pleasure with an effort. “Uh huh.”

I glanced over her shoulder at Sabrina. “I’d be happy to move in, Court. What do you think, Sabrina?”

The blonde witch bit down on her bottom lip. “I… I mean, this place is incredible. Yes, of course I’d love to move my stuff over here!”

Courtney’s fingers dug into my sides. “Fuck yes!”

It was settled. My heart pounded against my ribcage hard, excitement thrumming through me at the thought. We already practically lived at Courtney’s, but almost living somewhere and officially living there were two very different things.

“I’ll have to go and get Voynamir,” Sabrina said, thinking of the black cat who was her familiar. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to have all this new space to run around in—”

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Courtney stiffened in my lap. The low-pitched sound echoed through the dining room, coming from the direction of the street. It was soft but rhythmic, so quiet that my brain wanted to write it off as some random noise from out on the highway.

But it wasn’t. Tap. Tap.

Sabrina turned. “What is that?”

I had an idea. Putting my hands on Courtney’s hips, I gently guided the redhead out of my lap and into the chair next to mine at the dining room table. She gave me a confused look, still not recognizing the sound from the next room as something to worry about. It wasn’t until I rose from my seat and started making my way into the kitchen that both women called after me.

Courtney’s kitchen looked downright palatial, filled with marble countertops and restaurant-quality equipment. Strange, I thought, considering how often her family eats out. The tapping noise was louder in here, sharp and insistent. It came from the rear of the room, right next to the back door.

Here was possibly the only middle-class touch in the whole home: a screen door. It was closed, with a sliding glass window that showed the sloping green lawn behind the house.

Or would have shown the lawn.

If not for the black shadow against the glass.


Chapter Two

“Edwin! Good friend!”

A wave of relief washed over me. The tapping against the glass continued, a gentle tattoo against the doorframe, but there was no fear in it now. I knew who’d come to visit.

I opened the back door. “Squawk?” I asked, laughing as the dark shadow swept into the kitchen. “What are you doing here…?”

A massive black crow landed on my shoulder. No matter how many times I felt Squawk’s weight settle onto me, it never failed to produce a moment of shock at just how heavy my familiar felt. I didn’t know how much birds usually weighed, but Squawk certainly topped the scales. Having him at my side was like shouldering a bag of flour.

Sabrina stepped into the kitchen. Her look of confusion gave way to a grateful smile when she saw Squawk. “Oh hey! Looks like your familiar’s already moving in, Edwin!”

The crow cocked its head to the side, one beady eye peering at Sabrina. “Good bird!”

The blonde witch laughed. “You are good, Squawk.” Her eyes narrowed slightly, the ghost of a frown playing about her lips. “What’s that you’ve got in your claws, little buddy?”

Huh? I craned my neck, peering around one of Squawk’s massive, feathery wings. Sabrina was right—my familiar hadn’t come to me empty handed. Someone had rolled up a piece of parchment, tied it closed with a rubber band, and placed it in the bird’s talons.

Huh. That was weird.

Who could have done that? In general, no one could mess with a wizard or a witch’s familiar without the consent of their owner. Just getting close enough to Squawk to tie the piece of paper to his foot would be a trial for an enemy, who would probably get their eyes pecked out for their trouble. Which meant one of two things.

Either the person who’d sent Squawk to me with this message was a friend—or they were someone very, very powerful.

Of course, both could be true.

Taking Squawk in hand, I walked over to the kitchen island. The marble gleamed, and the burners on the stove looked as clean as if they’d never been used before. Squawk gratefully hopped off of my shoulder and onto the countertop, his talons making little clicking sounds as he shifted back and forth across the stone.

I stared my familiar down. “Squawk,” I said, gesturing at his claw. “Who gave you that?”

Squawk let out a little trilling call. “School!” The bird cawed. “School!”

School? Blackwater?

What did the university want me to know badly enough that they tied a message to Squawk’s foot and sent him to deliver it to me in the middle of the night? Surely if they wanted to get in touch with me, it would be as easy as sending an email to my deck…

As if summoned by my thought, Courtney came into the kitchen with what looked like a tiny computer held in her hands. “Um, Edwin?” she asked, turning the screen towards me. “Your laptop thingy is blinking!”

I chuckled internally. What Courtney held wasn’t a laptop—not really. It was a deck, a special piece of magical hardware that allowed me to interface with Blackwater’s intranet. It ran as fast as greased lightning, even though the operating system looked like it should have been competing with Windows XP and Vista. It didn’t have any modern time-wasting features like social media and porn—just email, messaging, a bulletin board system and the ability to play a bunch of old games from the 1990s.

I’d been bemused with the deck when I first picked mine up, but now I couldn’t imagine life without it. Toby Heck told me before I got it that modern computers sucked, and I hadn’t realized just how bad technology had become over the last decade or so until I’d started relying on EnchantmentOS rather than Windows or Mac.

“You’ve got a message,” Sabrina whispered, doing a double take in the direction of the screen. “An important one, if it's taking up the whole screen.”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. I think Blackwater sent me a hard copy, too.”

While Courtney set the deck on the counter, I reached for the little slip of paper tied to Squawk’s leg. The crow (maybe it was a raven, I could never quite tell) did a little hop as I reached for its foot, as if it weren’t sure whether it wanted to stand still or not. Eventually, I got the slip of vellum free.

To my surprise, it wasn’t tied shut with a rubber band after all. A narrow black ribbon held the white parchment closed, tied in an elegant knot. At the center lay a small seal, stuck to the rolled-up paper with wax. The emblem of Blackwater University peered up at me from the roll, as familiar to me as the logo of a fast food restaurant.

I felt a presence at my shoulder. Sabrina was leaning over me, craning her neck to see the tiny slip of paper. “Whatever that is,” she whispered, sounding serious, “it’s very important.”

“I can tell,” I drawled. “Let’s see what they’ve got to say…”

I unrolled the parchment. Inside were printed tiny letters in a block font, as if someone had inked the vellum using a tiny typewriter:

Dear Edwin Sawyer,

We are pleased to inform you that your declaration of major has been officially accepted by Blackwater University. We welcome you to the Awakener program, and trust that you will perform in your role to our satisfaction. This is a significant step on your magical education, and we congratulate you on your well-deserved achievement.

My eyes widened as I read the first paragraph. I could feel Sabrina and Courtney crowding in on either side, eager to hear what the letter had to say. I held it up a bit so that they couldn’t peek, shaking my head in amazement as I scanned the words.

“My major’s been accepted,” I told the pair of coeds. “I guess I’m officially an Awakener now…”

Courtney snorted. “I mean, duh. You have been since the night you helped me into the Unseen World. This is just them recognizing what’s already happened.”

“Do you still need to perform a Grand Conjuration?” Sabrina asked. I thought I could detect just a hint of jealousy in her tone. With how worried she was about her own, I couldn’t exactly blame her.

“Not sure,” I muttered.

In fact, the very next paragraph touched on that:

In recognition of your unique abilities, as well as the transformation incurred during your first semester by one Courtney Haddonfield (now a student at Blackwater), it has also been decided by faculty that the ordinary requirements for a first-semester student (i.e. a Grand Conjuration) have already been fulfilled.

“Holy shit,” I said, my fingers going nerveless against the paper. “You were right, Sabrina. They waived my Grand Conjuration.”

“I’d argue that they’re just recognizing that you’ve already performed your Grand Conjuration,” the blonde witch countered, giving her bestie a significant look. “Otherwise you could just walk into class with Courtney and go, “Look! I made a mundane into a witch! Go ahead and give me a passing grade now!”

I couldn’t help but snicker at that.

“Is that all?” Courtney asked, scooting a little closer. “Seems weird that they’d go to all this trouble just to let you know that you can skip your Grand Conjuration. Not that I wouldn’t love to be in your shoes right now, Edwin…”

“No,” I said. “There’s more.”

As no current program exists at Blackwater to support your given major, a specialized course of study has been prepared to allow you to progress in your studies. While Blackwater University encourages its students to take advantage of all of the academic opportunities offered on campus, your status as an Awakener provides challenges above and beyond the normal trials and tribulations expected of a first-year student. Hence, we have made the following changes to your academic schedule, effective immediately:

You are hereby unenrolled in all first-year classes, with one exception: 21st Century Curses, taught by Irina Dragovich. Professor Dragovich insisted that your academic performance in this discipline not be impeded by any means, and after due consideration, we have agreed that remaining in her course will not cause an undue amount of academic strain.

I could have cackled at that if Sabrina weren’t standing right next to me. Oh, to have been a fly on the wall when Sexy Hexy demanded I not be exempted from her class! I wondered what dark and evil curses she’d threatened the faculty board with to keep me from slipping out of her clutches.

Your grades in the other courses are now considered ‘passing’ and require no further attendance.

Beginning this week, you will meet on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays with Headmaster Lavrans Ravensson at his office in the High Tower. Specific times and courses of study are up to his discretion, as is your ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ grade at the end of the semester.

If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out to the Enrollment Center during office hours. You may also respond to the email you received via your deck, should you require any clarifications.

Thank you, and please enjoy the remainder of your semester.

The paper didn’t slide out of my fingers, but only because I was clutching it so tightly. Holy shit. Holy shit. I wasn’t sure which part of the letter shocked me the most.

No more Beast Taming. No more Battle Magic. No more Illusions.

Just two lectures a week with Sexy Hexy—and whatever Lavrans cooked up for me.

My shock must have shown on my face. Suddenly Sabrina had her body pressed up against mine, her face tilted backward to peer into my eyes. “Edwin, are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“Yeah, I’m alright,” I said, shaking my head. “I just got a, uh… well, I guess you’d call it an adjustment to my academic calendar…”

I handed the sheet of paper over to Sabrina. She and Courtney shared it, each competing to see who could read the words off of the page the fastest.

Sabrina won. “Oh my gosh, Edwin! This is incredible!”

“I can’t believe you get to just automatically pass your classes,” Courtney snickered, sounding jealous as all hell. “Except for Curses and Hexes, I guess. But all of us know you’re the teacher’s pet where Irina is concerned.”

“Yeah, he brings her a poisoned apple for every lecture,” Sabrina added with a giggle. “Honestly, sweetheart, even if they gave you a pass in curses I would have tried to argue for you to stay. That woman is… well. You know how I feel about her.”

I did. Half the reason I’d had the courage to ask Courtney out in the first place was because of how outrageously gung ho my girlfriend was about adding other women into our relationship. Not only did Sabrina condone me fooling around with other girls, she seemed to relish it. She loved sharing me in a way I’d never expected a partner to be comfortable with, and to my surprise, crawling into bed with her and Courtney each night made me feel even closer to her than if we’d been an exclusively monogamous couple.

I loved what we had. Just having two devoted girlfriends made me feel like I was walking on air most of the time. But Sabrina wanted more. She thought I deserved more. And if she’d been asked to compose a list of which women at Blackwater she most wanted to see naked and taking backshots in my bedroom, well—Irina Dragovich would have been right at the top of that list.

I couldn’t blame her. She was gorgeous, after all. The goth girl of my dark dreams.

“Sexy Hexy and Edwin?” Courtney asked, her eyes shining. Evidently, Sabrina wasn’t the only woman in my life who got a naughty thrill from the idea. “I know that’s something we joke about all the time, Sabrina, but would she really go for that? I mean, she’s a member of the faculty, for God’s sake!”

“Court,” Sabrina said, turning very serious, “she has a vial of Edwin’s blood hanging in between her titties. I don’t think it can be underestimated how utterly down bad Sexy Hexy is for our boyfriend.”

Courtney’s brows furrowed. “I thought that was just to make sure he stays safe?”

That had been the stated reason for Irina Dragovich to draw my blood. She’d used a pin, not the vampire fangs that half the students at Blackwater probably assumed she had hidden somewhere in her mouth, but the end result was the same. Irina carried a vial of my blood, which alerted her to any curses or hexes a third party attempted to cast on me. It also served as a macabre piece of jewelry, which she wore proudly on a silver chain around her pale neck.

And as Sabrina said, the little vial did in fact droop into her cleavage. It was a wonder Irina could even find the thing, considering how well-endowed she was. She must have needed a spell at times to locate it.

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Right. And I just gave Edwin one of my scrying books so that we could pass notes in the back of class.”

Courtney blushed at that. Sabrina hadn’t shied away from any of the raunchy details around the uses we’d put her special scrying books to—if anything, she seemed proud of how imaginative the two of us had been in using the tomes to tease each other. We’d even gotten Courtney in on the action during one of the few nights Sabrina returned to her dorm and I to my apartment. I could confirm that sketches of the redheaded cheerleader looked just as good naked as she did in real life.

“So you’re going to be out of your other classes,” Courtney said, pouting. “I’m going to miss seeing you in Battle Magic, babe.”

“And Professor Fym’s lectures will be at least twenty or thirty percent more boring without you to whisper at me in the back of class,” Sabrina added with a smile. “Let’s be real, though—none of us were going to have many classes together after our Grand Conjurations. We’re all on different tracks.”

Courtney’s frown deepened. “I guess I’ll just have to settle for you two living in this big, awesome house with me,” she chuckled. “Oh no, whatever will I do?”

Sabrina leaned over and punched her playfully on the shoulder. “Please. We’re probably both driving you insane. You’re just too nice to say anything.”

For a moment, none of us spoke. None of us dared to say the word all three of us thought of, but I could tell each of us thought it. Courtney looked at Sabrina, then at me, and suddenly her lips were quivering like they itched.

“You know what?” she asked, her voice thick with emotion. “You’re not. You’re really, really not.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Fuck, you two are the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You know that, right?”

I did. But it still felt good to hear Courtney say it.

“Come here, you,” I grunted, pulling the redhead to me. For the second time that evening, I embraced Courtney like I meant it, kissing her so hard I felt fireworks going off behind my eyelids. A man could get used to this, I thought, brimming with pride.

When I opened my eyes, Sabrina was sitting on my other knee, her lips twisted in an impish smile. “Edwin’s the best thing that’s ever happened to you,” she corrected in a small voice, looking at the two of us like she wanted me to bend Courtney over the counter and take her right then and there. “But I appreciate you thinking of me, Court. Shit, you two look so hot together—”

Just then, my deck’s screen flashed. Evidently reading the letter tied to Squawk’s foot did nothing to clear the digital notification I’d received via the campus intranet.

“Can you grab that for me?” I asked, sliding Courtney down my other knee.

She passed my deck over. The notification from Blackwater took up the whole screen, and wouldn’t disappear until I checked a little box letting the faculty office know I’d seen the important announcement regarding my class schedule. I wondered if they’d done this in the past a time or two only for the person involved to miss the memo and show up in one of their old classes unannounced.

The email read nearly verbatim to what had been tied to Squawk’s foot, with one exception. It listed an actual start time for my first meeting with Lavrans. One PM, Monday.

I’d have two hours after my curses class to prepare for whatever lesson plan Headmaster Ravensson had in store for me. Honestly, I’d rather it be directly after. My mind flashed back to the lesson I’d given Sabrina about the difference between courage and bravery, and how only the former involved having enough time to scare yourself shitless.

I wasn’t scared, exactly. After surviving the car crash in the Potomac and the attack from the inviolate, there wasn’t much Blackwater could throw at me that would scare me. But intimidated? Definitely.

I felt rather than saw Sabrina reading over my shoulder. She must have reached the end of the email just a moment after I did; she gave a satisfied nod and let out a little hmm like she’d seen exactly what she was expecting to see.

“Interesting.” She didn’t move away; instead, she encircled my waist with an arm and hugged me from the side. “How are you feeling about all this, Edwin?”

Feeling? I hadn’t really thought about it. Certainly not enough to have feelings.

“I don’t really have a choice,” I mused, thinking about how different my next week of classes at Blackwater were going to look. “I mean, I’m going to miss hanging out in class with you and Courtney, too. But this is my future now. Honestly, I should probably be pretty happy about it, right?”

Both women smiled at me.

“Definitely,” Sabrina agreed. “This is… this doesn’t happen every day at Blackwater, Edwin. I know your expectations have been blown pretty far out of the water where the college is concerned, but letting a first-year student blow off nearly all of their classes and embark on a specialized course of study isn’t normal.”

“Hey, at least you’ll still have curses class,” Courtney chuckled. “You might not get to hang out with us, but at least you’ll be spending plenty of time with Toby Heck.”

I groaned internally. Toby had been positively insufferable ever since the attack in the stadium parking lot. Even at the best of times he was a little high strung, but finding out I’d saved the entire school from a monster that would have drained our life force with cursed daggers pushed him into levels of self-aggrandizement I’d never seen before. He’d been going around campus bragging about our friendship like he’d been right there with me fighting the inviolate, trading blows with the monster alongside me. It was a bit much.

It must have shown on my face. “I mean, he’s not that bad,” Sabrina said. “He helped you get your deck, right? Showed you around campus a little?”

He had. And more importantly, he’d explained a few things to me about the romantic lives of witches and wizards—things Sabrina hadn’t wanted to tell me, because she didn’t want to shatter the ‘good girl’ image I still had of her and the other students at Blackwater.

In the end, her reticence had probably done more harm than good. So I had Toby Heck to thank for something, at least. Even if he was more interested in bees and conspiracy theories than any college student ought to be.

“Hey!” Courtney perked up, glancing around the kitchen. “This is great news! We should celebrate! Who’s hungry?”

As if summoned on cue, my stomach chose that moment to give an undignified rumble. The noise was loud enough that both Courtney and Sabrina heard it. Both of them were quiet for a moment, shocked into silence, then they started to giggle madly.

“I guess that’s a yes,” the redhead said, already reaching into her jeans for her cell phone. “There’s this awesome place not too far away that delivers. The pizza is pretty good, but the wings are out of this world…”

That sounded good to me.

Sabrina gave both of us a strange look. Slowly, her lips twisted in that wicked little grin I knew so well. I recognized it almost as much as I recognized the spots of color that rose to her cheeks whenever something happened to make her blush. The two expressions were alternating sides of the same coin—generally dependent on whether the two of us were in public or not.

“How about I take care of the order?” she asked, reaching out her hand for Courtney’s cell phone. “I don’t mind handling it.”

Somehow, despite having practically lived with the blonde witch for the last two weeks, Courtney didn’t immediately pick up what Sabrina was putting down. “Huh? Then what do you want me to do instead?”

Sabrina grinned.

“Celebrate, of course,” she purred, thumbing open Courtney’s phone with a gesture. Neither of them locked their devices any longer—they kept no secrets between them. They shared everything, including me. “This is a huge coup for Edwin, and one of the most important days in his academic career. As his girlfriends, we should be thrilled. We should be celebrating right along with him!”

Courtney’s cheeks burned as she turned to look at me. Her athletic thighs squeezed together as she no doubt thought about what a celebration involving the three of us really meant.

With the skill and subtlety of someone twisting the knife, Sabrina leaned in close with a naughty smile. “Take him up to that guest room on the third floor,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “You know, the one where the headboard’s been bolted to the wall. And there are mirrors on the ceiling…”

If I’d thought Courtney could blush before, I was wrong. She was scarlet now.

“That was supposed to be a surprise,” the redhead managed to murmur.

“Surprise!” Sabrina said with a snicker. “Go fuck my boyfriend, Court. Edwin, go upstairs and pound my bestie’s brains out. I’ll be up with the pizza and the wings when they show up, and then Courtney and I can switch out if you haven’t burnt up all your stamina.”

I stared at the blonde witch, my jaw on the floor.

God damn, I thought, amazed. When did I get this lucky?

“I know,” Sabrina purred. “You hit the jackpot. But really, Edwin? It’s Courtney and I who ought to be thanking you.”

And right in front of my other girl, Sabrina leaned over and gave me a smack on the ass.

“Now get upstairs, both of you!” she cackled, punching digits into the phone. “The two of you had better be loud enough that the pizza guy thinks this house is haunted when he shows up!”

Courtney and I shared a look. Oh yeah. She wanted it.

Still grinning, I took her upstairs to get the celebration started.


Chapter Three

The next morning, Sabrina, Courtney and I drove into school together.

I still had my Range Rover, despite it being more than a month since the accident that sent my old SUV plunging over a bridge and into the frigid waters of the Potomac. Every few days I checked in with the rental agency to hear if there’d been any movement on my claim, and every few days their eager-voiced secretary informed me that it was still in ‘processing’. Honestly, I was starting to wonder if there wasn’t a little magic involved. No one I knew had ever gotten to keep a rental car as long as I had—just like no one I’d ever met had ever been granted a rental car this nice.

I don’t even think Courtney knew it was a rental. Her parents were rich enough that she probably considered a ride like this ordinary for a student at Blackwater.

Either way, I wasn’t complaining. Staying at her place meant avoiding Beltway traffic. People who couldn’t avoid entering the city either paid thousands of dollars in rent for that privilege or accepted a lengthy commute. My relationship with Courtney meant I needed to do neither.

My relationship, I thought, guiding the Range Rover through the stately cluster of parks and gardens that made up the outermost ring of Exeter-Cross. More like relationships. Plural.

In a way, it was ironic. Anyone who looked at the arrangement I had with both Sabrina and Courtney would have called me one lucky son of a bitch, but it was I who’d had the most difficulty adjusting. Having not one but two girlfriends was an experience so far out of my frame of reference that I’d been walking around for a significant portion of the last two weeks pinching myself, as if I expected to wake up at any moment.

Sabrina took to the whole thing like a fish to water, of course. She had magical parents; she’d grown up knowing what was expected of her in the societal milieu of Blackwater. I’d found out from Toby Heck that her parents were oddities—married for over two decades in a culture where the marriage rate for witches and wizards hovered somewhere just around zero. Hence why she sometimes got called rude names, like teen witch, and she was generally treated like a homeschooled kid who came from some kind of fundamentalist religion.

It took me far too long to understand what Sabrina had been trying to tell me from almost our first meeting. The power held by witches and wizards didn’t just make us stronger or more charismatic: it actually extended our lifespans, giving us decades or even centuries more time than the average mortal got to spend on Earth. Combine that with powers that allowed people to practically mold reality to their whim, and well: you had a recipe for lots of casual hookups and not much else.

Sabrina was different. She loved me; loved me in a way that normally only the people the magical world decried and insulted with the epithet ‘mundane’ understood love. But she also came from a culture where it was expected that a guy like me would hook up with half the female student body before I graduated from Blackwater.

She’d never expected to find a guy who treated commitment like something other than a dirty word. Who actually believed in love.

Of course, I would have gladly been a one-woman man if that’s what she’d wanted. Sabrina was cute, caring and a total freak in the bedroom. We clicked in a way I’d never experienced with a woman before. Though we’d only been in a relationship for a few weeks, I felt as if I’d known her all my life. If we’d been normal students at a normal college, I could easily have seen us getting married.

Maybe every guy wanted more than that, just a little bit. But it wasn’t until Sabrina let me know how badly she wanted to share me that I realized the freaking smorgasbord of erotic options Blackwater had for me.

My status as the campus’s newest hero meant every eligible girl was interested in getting to know me better. Which, honestly, was kind of a pain, as I was still feeling my way around the two women I’d chosen to share my bed and my life.

I took the next turn, pulling the Range Rover into a parking deck marked with the logo of Exeter-Cross College. A quick swipe of my student stipend card got us in; the flat wafer of plastic was connected to an account set up by the school, which handled any expenses deemed ‘necessary’ for my education at Blackwater. Few expenses were clearer examples of this than parking fees.

Courtney sat in the passenger seat while Sabrina lounged in the back, scrolling through a digital bulletin board on her deck. Her pocket computer was covered in stickers of black cats, jack o’lanterns, and skulls, which did nothing to dispel the rumor that she was a little obsessed with being a witch.

As my gaze left the rear view mirror Courtney caught it, smiling with her backpack in her lap. “Remember, I’m going to be a little later than usual,” she reminded me, brushing a lock of long red hair out of her face. “Kendra’s been on my ass about my attendance at practice.”

“Remember?” I laughed. “Hell, Court, I plan to be right there with you.”

She smiled at the thought. “The Warlocks’ next home game is in two weeks,” she said, watching out the Range Rover’s window as we passed rows of expensive cars. “She’s got, like, a ton of new routines she wants us all to learn before then.” A little smirk twitched at the corner of her mouth. “You know she thinks you’re a bad influence on me?”

“Who, me?” I asked, as innocently as I could. Kendra was the captain of the cheerleading squad for the Exeter-Cross Warlocks, the campus football team. She didn’t know anything about Blackwater, and the only thing she knew about me was that I was the new boyfriend taking up all of her most promising lieutenant’s time. “I would never!”

“Yeah, I’m the bad influence,” Sabrina chuckled from the backseat.

“She doesn’t get it,” Courtney said. She was still smiling, but I could see how serious she was behind her eyes. “None of them do, do they? All the mundanes. They don’t understand that the world is so much bigger than we all thought it was…”

“How can they understand it?” I said. “Hell, we barely understand it.”

That brought a laugh out of her. We finally emerged at the roof of the parking deck—it was a busy morning, with capacity nearly full—and found a spot to park in a less crowded corner. A sign in front of the space adorned with the campus’s logo announced it as FOR EXETER-CROSS STUDENTS ONLY.

Courtney’s eyes lit up when she saw it, taking on an ironic tinge. “They think this is Exeter-Cross. A rich school for rich kids, adorning the heart of DC like a jewel on a princess’ tiara. But it’s all fake, isn’t it, Edwin? The real world’s been happening just outside of our view for years, and none of us ever knew about it!”

I understood Courtney’s emotion. It had taken me a while as well to understand exactly what the Unseen World was, and how Blackwater was entwined with Exeter-Cross.

The two colleges had the same address. They shared the same space, in most parts of the campus at least. But they couldn’t have been more different.

Ordinary people couldn’t see Blackwater. The lecture halls, the students dressed like extras from a Harry Potter movie, the familiars flying and crawling and slithering all over the place—none of them registered. A regular person—a mundane—could look at a crowd of magicians and see only the group of students they expected to see. They walked past hallways they’d have sworn were walls, took elevators past floors they didn’t believe existed in buildings they saw as shorter than they ought to be. All of it was collectively called the Unseen World, and most members of the magical community peered into it for the first time somewhere around the time they learned to walk and talk.

Seeing it for the first time when you were older could be… distressing.

In my case, I’d been primed to accept the existence of magic by all the weird shit that had been happening in my life after my accident. Seeing Blackwater for the first time had thrown me for a loop, sure, but it hadn’t rocked the foundations of my life the way it had for Courtney. In some ways, she was still trying to adjust.

Part of it was probably that we came from such different worlds. Sabrina and I were classic nerds, bookish and sarcastic, while Courtney was a vivacious, bubbly jock who excelled at cheerleading while never getting above middling grades at Exeter-Cross. She was gorgeous and popular and had half the athletic department trying to get her out of her cheerleading uniform and into the backseats of their fancy cars. The day she’d written her phone number in Sharpie on the back of my hand had felt even stranger than the day I’d learned to see magic for the first time.

She might not have been the sort of girl I’d dared to chase after in my old life, but I couldn’t have been happier to have her as my girlfriend. No matter how dark things got, I could count on Courtney to be a near-endless font of positivity with a can do attitude. She’d pushed Sabrina and me out of our comfort zones in more ways than one, taking us on dates to go hiking or rock climbing or throwing axes at a bar near one of the stations on the Metro.

Plus, she could do all sorts of cheerleading tricks in the bedroom. I couldn’t deny how incredibly hot that was.

This morning, though, I had more than just her attractiveness on my mind.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

The engine rumbled to a halt as I killed the motor. Courtney gave a little start, almost like a woman starting out of a trance, and looked right into my eyes. I heard nothing from the backseat—Sabrina was keeping her mouth shut, letting me handle my other girlfriend.

Good girl, I thought.

Courtney’s lips compressed. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, not sounding it in the least. “It’s just been really stressful lately, you know?”

I knew. Unlike Sabrina and I, Courtney wasn’t a full-time student at Blackwater. She existed in a strange between state, carrying dual enrollment at both Blackwater and Exeter-Cross. Her workload at her mundane school had been lightened to give her time to attend classes, while her witchy education mostly involved beginner exercises and Battle Magic—her best subject.

She straddled two worlds—the magical and the mundane. Her friends at Exeter-Cross, I knew, had begun to question why she’d begun missing so many parties and social events in the sorority scene—while many of the students at Blackwater considered her little more than an exotic variant of a ‘partial’, meaning someone who can see magic but not cast spells. It had to be frustrating for her, and I shared in that frustration. So did Sabrina.

“It’s a lot to juggle,” Courtney muttered, her gaze fixed on the windshield. Out over the edge of the parking deck, the DC skyline looked like something you’d put on a postcard. “I got to drop a bunch of my communications classes, but I never really had to work at those to begin with. All I had to do was show up half the time and I’d get a B-minus.”

“Because you’re a cheerleader?” Sabrina asked from the backseat.

Courtney laughed. “Because I’m the cheerleader,” she said, giving me a rueful look. “I’m Kendra’s handpicked successor to run the cheer squad after she graduates, and everybody knows it. Everybody expects me to do that, just as soon as she’s ready to hand the whole program over to me. I’ve been preparing for it since I got to Exeter-Cross.”

In the rearview mirror, Sabrina and I shared a look.

Courtney wasn’t the only one of us who understood the weight of expectations. Sabrina’s parents had plenty of them for her. She’d told me all about them, and how much pressure she felt to live up to the example of her older, more successful siblings.

Talking to Courtney about this felt as familiar as riding a bike.

I cleared my throat. “Hey,” I told her, leaning back a bit in my seat. “We’ve all been there, okay? I know how tough it is trying to live up to other people’s expectations of you. Sabrina does, too.”

“You’re awesome, boo,” Sabrina said. She reached from the backseat and put a hand on Courtney’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “You have nothing to feel ashamed about, you hear me? Absolutely fucking nothing.”

I expected Courtney to brighten at that. Instead, she looked even more distressed than before.

“Are you sure about that?” she asked, meeting my gaze.

Huh? Where was she going with this? I felt like I’d just taken a step along a well-known, familiar path, only to find it overgrown with weeds. Maybe the storm inside of Courtney’s heart wasn’t as simple to understand as it appeared.

“Of course,” I said. “Court, we care about you.”

The redhead nodded. “So I shouldn’t worry about anyone’s expectations?” she asked, sounding almost defiant.

Sabrina and I shared a look. “Of course not,” the blonde witch said.

“Even yours?”

This brought me up short. It was just about the last thing I’d expected to hear.

Under the circumstances, the list of pithy and flirtatious things I’d usually say to something like that failed to materialize.  I was left with just my own curiosity, which was not always a good thing.

“Why?” I couldn’t help but ask. “What are you thinking of doing that you believe we’re going to be angry about?”

For a moment, silence reigned in the car.

Courtney’s bottom lip quivered. “I think I wanna quit,” she whispered.

Sabrina’s shocked expression filled the rear view mirror. I felt certain my own face looked the same.

“Quit what?” the blonde witch asked, aghast. “Blackwater?”

Courtney sniffed hugely, her expression verging on tears.

Sabrina was up and out of her seat in the blink of an eye. She threw her arms around Courtney from the back seat, holding her tightly as the dam inside of the redheaded cheerleader’s chest burst. Sabrina looked so sympathetic, so utterly ready to do whatever was necessary to work through this, that it made me fall in love with her all over again.

“Hey. Hey.” Sabrina wiped a tear that had begun to fall down Courtney’s cheek. “Don’t you dare cry. Listen, Blackwater’s hard as fuck, okay? Just because Edwin makes it look easy doesn’t mean that most students are able to float through their courses. I have to study for, like, a billion hours just to keep my slot at the top of the class—”

“I’m not thinking of quitting Blackwater,” Courtney said with a sigh. “I’m thinking of quitting Exeter-Cross.”

My eyes nearly fell out of my head.

“Excuse me?” I blurted. Any attempts at being smooth had gone out the window—I was too shocked to do anything but let out my actual feelings. “Are you crazy?”

A hurt look filled Courtney’s face. It was only there for a second, but just that second was enough to make me realize what an ass I’d just been.

“I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it. “That was uncalled for.”

“No,” Courtney said, another huge sniff rattling her sinuses. “You’re right. I am crazy. Why would anyone give up what I’ve got? Half the girls at Exeter-Cross would kill to be where I am on the cheer squad—like, literally kill somebody. I’d have to be out of my mind to think of ever hanging up my cheerleading uniform.”

“Then why?” Sabrina asked, holding her bestie tighter.

I reached out a hand. Both of Courtney’s disappeared into the one of mine, while Sabrina buried her cheek against the redhead’s shoulder and held onto her waist. We would have made quite the impression on anyone who happened to glance into the Range Rover’s windows at that moment, which made me glad we’d parked so far away from the other cars.

Courtney took her time in responding. “Because I can’t do it all,” she said, unable to meet our eyes. “The schoolwork is one thing—the squad is another. Competing at the level I’m expected to means that cheerleading is number one on the top of my to-do list. And lately, it just hasn’t been that.”

“Number two,” Sabrina guessed. “After Blackwater.”

Courtney shook her head, a little surprised. “More like fourth,” she said, a faint smile cutting through her tears. “It’s Edwin, then you, then Blackwater.”

That couldn’t help but warm my heart. “I appreciate that,” I told her, meaning it. “You really don’t think you can stay on the cheerleading squad while taking classes at Blackwater, though?”

She looked from me to Sabrina, her lips working soundlessly. Finally something bent inside of her and she let out a little sigh. “It’s probably easier if I show you.”

I nodded. “So show me.”

Courtney reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out her iPhone. Contrary to some people’s beliefs, she didn’t actually wear her cheerleading uniform out of the house one hundred percent of the time—it lay inside of her backpack, ready for practice. She turned on the screen with a press of her thumb, flipped to her messaging app, then handed the phone to me.

“Here,” she said with a frown. “See for yourself.”

I scanned the messages, looking for anything that might explain her sudden shift in behavior. I didn’t understand what she was talking about.

And then, all at once, I did.

Not to be self-aggrandizing, but I considered myself a pretty popular guy. Maybe I hadn’t been before I came to Blackwater, but after the incident with the stone dragon in Professor Fym’s class and the dagger-wielding maniac in the parking lot, I’d become a pretty hot commodity around campus. A hot topic of gossip, too. So I figured I was near the top of the pecking order as far as attention was concerned.

One glance at Courtney’s phone was all it took to disabuse me of that notion.

She had dozens of different text chains. Dozens. All from the last twenty-four hours. Even more filled the screen as I scrolled downward, revealing all of the messages that had been sent to Courtney’s phone over the last week or so.

I expected most of them to be men, but Courtney’s phone contained surprisingly few messages from men trying to hit her up (or slide into her DMs) for dates. The overwhelming majority of the messages were from fellow members of the cheer squad: clarifying this or that part of next week’s routine, asking her privately for guidance, or just joking around and sharing memes.

To my shock, most of the texts had been answered. Many times.

“I had no idea,” I murmured, glancing from the phone to Courtney’s face. “Jesus, this is like a full-time job!”

“I feel like a spider sometimes,” Courtney drawled. “One who’s at the center of a really, really big web.”

Sabrina glanced over my shoulder, scanning the sheer number of texts in Courtney’s phone. She reacted with a bit less shock than I did, but she was still clearly taken aback by just how much of the cheerleader’s time was being taken up by her phone.

“This is a lot,” she said in a small voice. “Wow.”

Courtney nodded, silently acknowledging Sabrina’s words.

“What would happen if you just… I dunno, took a day off?” I asked. “A few days off, even. A week.”

The laugh that spilled from Courtney had no mirth in it. “The cheer squad would, like, totally fall apart,” she said, wiping away another tear. She’d already mastered herself, but the remnants of her emotion remained on her face. “I haven’t told you two this, but I basically run the Warlocks cheer squad already. I know Kendra’s the one in charge, and she gets to make all the big decisions. But she’s got me running around like a chicken with its head cut off behind the scenes, making sure everyone in the squad’s doing what they’re supposed to do. It’s… it’s exhausting!”

I’ll say. Just hearing about it made me feel tired.

“Courtney, I had no idea,” Sabrina whispered.

“I didn’t realize being a cheerleader was so… taxing,” I said, shaking my head.

Courtney nodded. “I don’t think I can do it. I’m like one of those guys in the circus, you know? With the plates on top of poles that they spin to keep from falling over?”

I knew that comedy routine. It generally ended with a lot of fallen plates and a stage covered in ceramic shards. “I’ve seen it.”

Courtney hung her head. “If it was just Blackwater and the cheer squad, I think I could just barely handle it. Only just. But there’s no way I’m going to be able to keep my head above water at Exeter-Cross, too. Not without letting one of those plates fall over and shatter.”

“That’s the problem,” Sabrina realized. “Isn’t it? You can’t be in the cheer squad unless you’re a student in good standing at Exeter-Cross.”

“And there’s no cheer squad at Blackwater,” Courtney agreed sadly. “So it’s not like I could jump from the Warlocks to whatever sports team you’ve got on your campus.”

“Our games aren’t really the cheering kind,” Sabrina admitted. “Unless you count quadcross, and that’s generally too dangerous to have anyone dancing on the sidelines.”

Courtney’s frown made my heart hurt a little bit. “So I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place,” she said, the corners of her mouth drooping. “I know that I don’t want to give up Blackwater. And I sure as hell don’t want to give up either of you.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, leaning into Sabrina’s embrace. “But something’s going to have to give.”

Sabrina swallowed hard. “We’ll find a way,” she promised, giving Courtney a hug. “Don’t you worry about that, Court.”

As she spoke, the blonde gave me a look Courtney wasn’t meant to see. Her eyes nearly bugged out, her face a mask of shock. Courtney quitting the cheer squad?

I knew what she meant. She didn’t have to say anything. It almost beggared belief.

Cheer wasn’t just Courtney’s hobby—it was a huge part of her identity. Before she’d met Sabrina and me, and before my special powers awakened her to the Unseen World, she’d seen it as the cornerstone of her entire life. The thing that made all the other stuff like tests and homework and part-time jobs worthwhile.

Giving that up, well… it almost felt like a betrayal.

Not of me, obviously. But of Courtney betraying herself.

“I’m so sorry,” Courtney said, wiping away the last of her tears. She pulled down the visor in the Range Rover’s passenger seat and checked herself out in the mirror, working the last of the moisture into her cheeks to hide any smears in her makeup. “This is the last thing you need on a day like today, Edwin. You’re supposed to be focused on your new class schedule!”

I was already shaking my head. “You can always come to me with anything that’s bothering you,” I insisted. “I want you to feel safe with me, Courtney. You and Sabrina both.”

They smiled at me for that. I hadn’t meant it in a life-or-death way, but there was little doubt that both of them were thinking about the attack by the inviolate once I said it.

“I know,” Courtney agreed.  “I know,” Courtney agreed.  “And I appreciate that, Edwin. There’s not a lot of guys out there who can make a girl feel safe like that.” Her lips formed such a tight line that they almost disappeared. “That’s a big reason why I like you so much.”

“One of many,” Sabrina added with a smile. “You okay, Court?”

Courtney still looked a little out of sorts, but appeared to be in much better spirits than she’d been a few minutes ago. “Yeah,” she said, slowly sounding like she believed it. “I think I’m okay.”

“Listen, we don’t have to make any decisions right now,” I added. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now. I know this is probably something you’ve been thinking about for a while now, but there’s no reason to do something you might regret.”

“We’ll help you out,” Sabrina said, smiling. “With your classes… with whatever you need! You don’t have to do this alone.”

Before I knew it, all three of us were hugging right in the front seat of the Range Rover. I couldn’t deny that it felt good, but a glance at my chunky old watch confirmed that we didn’t have much time before classes started.

Courtney must have been able to feel that, too. “Thanks, both of you,” she said, gently pulling away from the collective embrace. “I was afraid to talk about this, but it feels good now that I’ve said it out loud. I’m glad I have both of you to help talk me through this.”

“Absolutely,” Sabrina agreed. “And whatever else happens, you’re not quitting anything today. So you’d better show up to practice on time!”

Laughing, Courtney agreed.

It was only once the redhead kissed me goodbye and made her way down the stairs that Sabrina caught my arm and held me back for a bit. “You don’t think she’s really going to quit cheer squad, do you?” she asked. “I mean, the Warlocks are, like, her life.”

I think we’re her life now, I thought. I didn’t say it, though. Better to let Sabrina work through that on her own.

Instead, I decided to be more diplomatic. “I think you might be underestimating the effect the Unseen World can have on a person,” I said mildly. “Our Courtney’s just had her whole world blown open in a way that most ordinary people wouldn’t be able to handle. She’s doing alright with it, because she’s a special girl, but that doesn’t mean it’s not affecting her.”

Sabrina frowned. “It never seemed to affect you,” she protested.

I grinned. “That’s because I’m a special guy,” I told her. And because nearly dying right before discovering magic was real primed the pump for me to believe all kinds of crazy shit.

She kissed me on the cheek. “You’re damned right you are. See you after class?”

Blackwater waited for all three of us.

Today, my academic life was going to change forever.


Chapter Four

I’d been in Professor Dragovich’s classroom for all of five minutes before someone offered to recruit me into a criminal conspiracy.

I had my mind on Courtney’s problem the entire walk to Irina’s tower. The tension between my girlfriend’s ordinary life at Exeter-Cross and her new adventures at Blackwater kept my mind off of my own worries; namely, that I’d be having the first session of my new lesson plan with Lavrans an hour or two after my curses class. As a result, I managed not to worry about it all the way up the tower, to the dark and Gothic classroom Irina Dragovich called home.

I made it to class in the nick of time. Most of the students had already taken their seats, though a few still stood around waiting until Sexy Hexy actually showed up to crack their grimoires.

Of course one of those students was Toby Heck.

“Yo, Edwin!” Toby waved at me as soon as I entered the room, one arm in the air like he’d been waiting for Irina to call on him to answer a question. “Got a seat saved for you, man! Come over here!”

Oh boy, I thought. Toby looked even twitchier than normal, which was never a good sign. The look in his eyes told me he had something up his sleeve this morning, and I wasn’t looking forward to finding out what it was.

Eyes followed me as I made my way across the room. I was almost used to them now—the way the other students at Blackwater stared at me, whispered about me, swapped stories and rumors. After everything that had happened during the first half of the semester, I figured it was mostly unavoidable. Still, I kept myself from staring back as I made my way over to the table where Toby had his materials for class set up.

I set down my bag and took a seat next to him. “Hey. What’s the news?”

Even for Toby, he looked more jittery than usual. "Listen, man," he said, rubbing the side of his nose in a conspiratorial fashion. "I've got a plan. I'm going to save Blackwater. You in?"

Hmm? I glanced around the room, looking for hidden cameras. "I wasn't aware we needed saving," I told him.

He laughed without mirth. "Man, haven't you been paying attention? They're everywhere. They're probably watching us right now as we have this conversation."

I blinked. "They? Toby, have you been listening to Henry's conspiracy theories again?"

He shook his head vigorously. "This isn't about that, man. I'm not talking about hollow earth or lizard people. I'm talking about things that are real." He paused for dramatic effect, then leaned in close and dropped his voice to a whisper. "I'm talking about the Black Moon."

My heart skipped a beat. Hadn't I just mentioned them in conversation with Sabrina and Courtney this morning? Indeed I had. That felt too timely for it to be a coincidence.

Suddenly I was taking Toby a whole lot more seriously. I leaned in close, dropping my voice to match his own.

"What about them?" I asked.

The corner of Toby’s mouth curled in a smirk. “I know that they’re here. On campus. Lurking in the shadows, where no one would ever expect to find them.”

My heart hammered against my ribcage. The thought of catching the Black Moon—of finally stopping the bastards who’d threatened the lives of me and my women—appealed to me like nothing else at Blackwater. If Toby had a lead on them, I wanted to know what it was. Yesterday.

I glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone had decided to eavesdrop. A few students stared at us, but they looked amused rather than concerned. Toby’s antics were a matter of record, especially in Professor Dragovich’s class.

He might have joked about me being the teacher’s pet, but his crush on Irina might actually have been the worst kept secret in all of Blackwater.

“Tell me everything,” I whispered, putting a hand on his shoulder. “What have you found?”

Toby licked his lips. I braced myself for the dark secrets of my college’s shadow world.

Then he coughed.

“Well, I mean, I don’t know where they are exactly,” he said, laughing nervously. “I just know that they’re here. Ya know? Lurking. They’re lurkers, those Black Moon bastards.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. That was what Sabrina would have done, but I was made of sterner stuff.

“That’s it?” The excitement drained out of me as quickly as it came. “That’s what you were in such a hurry to tell me?”

“Well, that’s not all of it,” Toby said defensively. “I had an idea. A genius idea, if I say so myself. A plan for how you and I are gonna take down the Black Moon, Eddie boy.”

“Right.” Something told me this plan was going to be ninety percent me and ten percent Toby. “You’ve got a lead or something?”

“Well yeah,” Toby said, almost certainly meaning ‘no’. “Here’s the deal. You and me—we’re like the top dogs on this campus. I mean, sure, you’re a little bit higher on the ol’ totem pole than I am, but when people think about the most successful guys at the school this semester, they’re totally thinking about Toby Heck and Edwin Sawyer. Like the Stones and the Beatles!”

“Uh huh.” I didn’t have the heart to tell Toby that we were more like Van Halen vs Van Hagar. “So what did you have in mind?”

A manic gleam shone in Toby’s eyes. “We send out feelers,” he explained, wiggling his fingers as if invisible hands would be guiding his plot to its fruition. “We make it clear, you and me, that we’re interested in finding out what’s out there. In being head hunted, as it were.”

“Head…?” I trailed off. “Toby, what the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t already figured it out,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “We seed the rumor, then we let it spread around campus. Let it be known that Toby Heck and Edwin Sawyer want to join the Black Moon.”

I did a double take. I wasn’t sure which part of Toby’s plan struck me as more absurd: that we would want to join the evil organization threatening Blackwater, or that we would somehow be allowed to do so without being killed.

Toby misread the expression on my face. “I know, right? It’s brilliant.” He slapped me on the shoulder, his face showing the manic grin of a fox who’d just been promoted to henhouse inspector. “Obviously you’ll have to play it cool once we get invited to the big game. But if we play our cards right, you and I are gonna learn the Black Moon’s secrets. And then take them down from the inside!”

“That…” I had to stop, lest I start laughing. “That is a really, really imaginative plan, Toby.”

“Matt and Henry told me I was crazy,” Toby said, gesticulating wildly. “But you get it, Edwin. You’ve got the balls to walk right into the lion’s den. I knew that the first time I saw you.”

“You’ve really got me pegged,” I murmured.

Toby wasn’t listening. “I’ll put up some anonymous postings on the campus intranet later today,” he said, treating the whole plot like a done deal. “Don’t worry about us getting traced—the Lord of Heck is a fucking superhacker. You just wait for that little black envelope to show up under your door. Once we get the call, we’ll put our heads together and plan out our attack…”

I was just about to sarcastically ask Toby whether it was Courtney or Sabrina’s door I ought to be looking for my invitation underneath of when a hush fell over the classroom. I turned, already certain of what I was going to see.

Irina had arrived.

Even among the supernaturally attractive faculty of Blackwater University, Professor Irina Dragovich stood out. She made no effort to hide her dark, voluptuous beauty—the tight black dresses and fishnets she wore to class every day made her look like some sort of alt-model, while her commanding gaze and blood-red lips caused half the student body to speculate about whether or not she was a vampire. Today she wore a low-cut black gown with a fur stole around her shoulders, her cleavage completely on display. Her boots made little clicking noises against the floor as she made her way to the front of the room.

Every student in the classroom, male or female, stared at Irina’s rack. They couldn’t help it. Only I was different. Oh, sure, I looked—but my gaze was aimed less at her tits than at the tiny glistening vial of blood tucked into her bomb-ass cleavage.

Why?

Because the blood in that vial happened to be mine.

Irina reached the podium and leaned on it, the motion thrusting her pale breasts even further out of her top. One of the girls in the front row coughed in alarm, though she didn’t seem to hear it. In fact, she looked like she’d barely noticed us at all.

What’s up with her? I wondered. She looks distracted.

Irina cast her gaze over the classroom with a frown. For a moment she seemed to be looking through her students, rather than at them. Then all at once her vision snapped back into focus. Candles flickered to life along the walls as the curtains closed, bathing the classroom in medieval darkness.

“Please put your grimoires away,” Irina said, looking from face to face. When she reached me, the corner of her mouth curled in the ghost of a smile. “You won’t need them this morning.”

Hmm? Now that was interesting.

All around the room, students tucked their curse books back into their backpacks. Most of them were happy enough to see them go—the tomes were black and scaly, and they had an uncomfortable tendency to occasionally eat any pens or pencils you left out on the table. I slid mine into my bag and closed the canvas flap, then tied the little button closed to keep it in there.

Next to me, Toby Heck did the same. “Sexy Hexy looks frazzled, man,” he whispered, elbowing me in the ribs. “You think something happened to her?”

“Not sure,” I muttered.

He grinned. “Maybe she’ll want to talk to you about it after class?”

My eyes narrowed.

Toby winked in response. “Come on, man. She totally digs you. That’s the worst-kept secret at Blackwater.”

I didn’t know about that. I thought about Toby’s crush on Irina but didn’t say anything about it. Most of the secrets at Blackwater were pretty poorly kept. This place leaked like a sieve. But I understood what Toby was talking about.

“We’ll see,” I muttered, keeping my attention on the front of the class. I couldn’t help but wonder what Irina had in store for us.

Once she’d judged the rest of the class ready, Professor Dragovich cleared her throat. “The lecture I am about to give you all is not something I would ordinarily say to first-year students. It is a lecture that I would give those who had chosen to make curses and hexes their focus of study at Blackwater following their Grand Conjuration, shortly after their official confirmation of major. But out of an abundance of caution—and because of several incidents on our campus this semester—it has been decided that I should speak on this. It’s important that you be warned.”

I leaned forward in my seat before catching myself. All around me, other students did the same. I couldn’t help but wonder: what events? Did she mean the attempted assassination of me, Sabrina, and Courtney, or were there even worse things happening on campus that I had no idea about?

And what warning?

Toby Heck glanced over at me. Both of us searched the other’s face for any sign that we knew what Irina was going to talk about. I could tell he had about as much of an idea as I did—which was to say, none.

Irina’s Slavic accent slowly grew thicker as she spoke. “I have told you all many times that the most important ingredient in a curse is hate,” she said, placing an elbow on the podium. “That if you detest someone enough—if you truly loathe a person, if you burn with the heat of a thousand spiteful suns—you can overcome any lack of craftsmanship or number of technical errors in your curses.” Her gaze grew faraway, and a faint smile spread across her darkly beautiful face. “Hate is a beautiful thing.”

My deck lay untouched before me, the cursor blinking on an empty page. No notes just yet—we’d all heard this plenty of times before. It was one of Irina’s favorite topics to pontificate on. Irina talked about hate the way Casanova talked about seduction: sometimes it was almost uncomfortable to listen to, like we were snooping on her private diary.

A muscle clenched in Irina’s jaw. “Sadly, not every practitioner of the dark arts feels the same way. And as much as I wish it were not so, there are times when even the most skilled weaver of curses will struggle to achieve the necessary level of spite to summon the most heinous hexes and ruinous enchantments.”

Students shared confused glances. What was Irina building up to? This whole speech was beginning to feel orthogonal to her entire ethos. Hearing Irina talk about abandoning hate felt a little like listening to Martha Stewart telling bored housewives to go on and allow their living rooms to gather dust.

“Yes, the rumors are true,” Irina said flatly. “There are… shortcuts in our line of work. Some of those shortcuts may seem extremely tempting—particularly to young, hot-headed students lacking in patience. They may seem exciting, risky, dangerous—but in a good way. A fun way.”

“She sounds like a sex ed teacher,” Toby muttered. I snickered at that, quietly enough that Irina didn’t hear. She did sound a little bit like she was about to warn us about the necessity of condoms.

Irina’s gaze swept across the classroom. She seemed to lock eyes with each of her students for a brief moment before moving on, as if searching for some sign of recognition within them. Or possibly guilt.

Finally she sighed. “None of you have the slightest idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

I shook my head. On either side of me, other students did the same.

Irina’s bottom lip protruded slightly. A look of relief showed on her face. “I thought not. Very well. I’m going to tell you something, and I’m not going to go into specifics. I wouldn’t even go into the mechanics of it for second-year students—this is the sort of thing that only gets told to advanced pupils, ones who have proven their trustworthiness and loyalty to the dark arts. I was against mentioning any of this, in fact, but I have been overruled.” Irina sighed.

And we waited.

Her dark eyes traveled to the floor, then back up once more. This time, she was looking straight at me.

“It is possible to outsource your hatred,” Irina said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “To supplement your curses with spite from realms beyond. By calling upon… other entities.”

A wave of murmuring filled the room. I still didn’t quite understand what Irina was getting at, though I could tell that most of the other students did. In fact, they were shocked. Another disadvantage of not having magical parents, I thought, glancing over at Toby Heck for some clue of what Irina was on about.

Toby’s hand was already in the air.

Irina saw it and bit back a sigh. “Yes, Mr. Heck?” she asked, irritated.

“Are you talking about demons?” Toby asked. “‘Cause we’re not allowed to talk to those. It’s forbidden.”

My brows shot skyward. Demons?

A conversation I’d had with Toby in the lunchroom weeks ago echoed in the back of my skull. Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law…

Irina looked almost embarrassed to have the D-word mentioned allowed. “Among other things,” she said, her accent thickening. “There are any number of supernatural founts for a truly gifted slinger of spite to pull from. Demons, deities, pattern screamers, certain creatures slumbering beneath the waves. And no, I am not going to go into the specifics. In fact, I am going to warn you against these things in the strongest possible terms.”

A half-dozen side conversations had broken out across the classroom. I heard someone whisper the word ‘succubus’, then another group of students started quietly laughing. Others looked pale, as if all the color had drained out of their faces. Maybe for them, Irina’s words had hit a little close to home.

Irina must have heard some of what the other students were saying. “Demonic summoning is strictly forbidden at all institutions of magical learning,” she said, her expression going stony. “Every semester or two, some wag gets it in his head that he’ll summon up a personal succubus to get his rocks off. Or some female student comes to believe they can shape an incubus to be their ultimate lover. In all cases, they come to regret it.” She paused. “In many, I or the Headmaster have had to step in and renegotiate those demonic contracts personally.”

A hush fell over the classroom. Cheeks burned with sympathetic embarrassment at the thought of having to have the faculty step into your personal sex life and save you from Hell. If anyone had been thinking of dismissing Irina’s warnings, they were no longer doing so.

“The same goes for curses,” she added. “Only tenfold. As mortifying and shameful as bringing an unlicensed succubus onto campus would be, I would sooner deal with ten succubi then discover one of my students was reaching into the void to summon counterfeit hatred for their curses. The consequences of bringing powers like that to bear at Blackwater go far beyond your own person—they threaten the lives of every student and teacher on campus. Nay, by doing so you threaten their very souls.”

Next to me, Toby Heck let out a startled gasp. The rest of the class sounded about as shocked.

“You find this distressing,” Irina said. She sounded almost wistful. “I understand why. I have no illusions—I’m aware that almost none of you will elect at the end of the semester to perform your Grand Conjuration in my discipline.” This time, her gaze traveled straight to me. “As much as I would wish you to.”

I cleared my throat as quietly as I could. Almost no one at the college knew this, but I’d been on the verge of changing my major from Beast Taming to Curses before I’d learned that my special powers meant I’d be in a major of my own at Blackwater. Curses had a bit of a bad reputation at the college—which you might expect, given how much the woman in charge of the school liked to rant and rave about hatred—but I’d felt strangely drawn to the dark powers Irina promised her pupils.

I felt even more drawn to the woman who taught these things.

“This semester has already proven to be an unusual one,” Irina continued, still looking at me out of the corner of her eye. “We’re used to an incident or two at Blackwater during the course of a year, but I assure you that these events are not part of our normal operation. Given how strange things have become, some of you may be tempted to perform rituals that give you a greater amount of power. Some of you may have already begun the preparatory work to replace your familiar with a creature beyond ordinary understanding.” She paused, her disapproving look slowly fading to neutrality. “If you have, I want you to know that you can abandon those plans now with no ill effects to yourself. Headmaster Ravensson has declared a general amnesty for this behavior. But his patience will not abide for long.”

Students cast wary glances up and down the aisles. All of us looked to see if anyone was sweating more than usual, but no one looked particularly put out by Irina’s decree. If someone here had already begun consorting with a succubus or reaching out to creatures from regions beyond in order to perform advanced curses on their enemies, then they were a good enough actor to hide it.

“I mean this,” Irina said, shaking her head. “This is good news for those of you who wish to clear your consciences, and bad news for those of you who plan to continue consorting with forces you do not understand. Know that even if you think you have these forces under control, you most certainly do not. The events that have transpired over the last few weeks should be proof enough of that, at the very least.”

I sat up straighter. A wave of cold washed over me, sending a chill down my spine. Was Irina implying that a student was responsible for the attack at the football game?

Had that cursed shard been driven into the stone dragon’s paw by another member of Professor Fym’s class?

Such a possibility had never occurred to me. But that seemed to be exactly what Irina was trying to say.

I watched the realization travel through the classroom. Someone let out a yelp; a few desks down from me, a blonde girl who looked like she could have been Sabrina’s cousin went pale and nearly fainted. Worried expressions filled the faces of my classmates—and in a few cases, an emotion even stronger than worry. It was more akin to terror.

Before, they’d only been thinking about monsters like the inviolates in the abstract. Now they seemed distressingly real—and an attack from them felt disturbingly plausible.

Another hand shot up. This time it came not from Toby Heck but from the same girl who’d nearly fainted earlier. She looked like she’d recovered somewhat but was still nervous.

“What about the protection ritual?” she asked once Irina pointed a pale finger in her direction. “It keeps us safe from all that stuff, right?”

This time it was Irina who looked out of sorts. “Of course it does,” she insisted, the words coming out just a touch too quickly. “As long as you remain within the bounds of the campus, you will be perfectly fine. The lecture halls, the cafeteria, the dorms—all are warded against danger.”

So Irina said. Maybe the rest of the students believed it, but I didn’t. There was something hollow about the way Professor Dragovich said it: as if she’d been instructed by someone higher up on the food chain to use those exact words in response to any questions from her students. It reeked of falsehood to me, and I didn’t trust it.

I looked around the room to see who else might be having doubts. Most of the rest of the class seemed to have bought it hook, line and sinker—including, to my surprise, Toby Heck. He nodded along eagerly to Irina’s words, agreeing completely with her admonition against consorting with demons and other spirits.

Part of me wondered if Toby wasn’t one of the people the school worried about. If I’d been asked to guess which of my classmates might summon up a succubus to act as their personal booty call, Toby would have been right up at the top of the list.

Irina kept on talking, answering a few more questions from the rest of the class before repeating most of her spiel about outsourced hate and relying on demons. Most of it just rolled off of me, but there was one thing near the end that stuck out.

“Your familiars,” Irina said, her pearly white teeth nibbling on her painted black bottom lip. “Should any of them begin acting strangely, I want you to inform a member of the faculty at once. Either myself or the leader of whichever school you intend to make the subject of your Grand Conjuration.”

Strange, I thought. Could our familiars detect the forces Irina warned us about? It made me wonder about Squawk, and the way the oversized crow (or maybe he was a raven after all) always seemed to be right there beside me when there was trouble. I could go for days without a sign of him, only for him to show up spouting those cryptic two-word phrases whenever something bad was about to happen.

After a few more minutes of questions and answers, Irina rapped on her podium with the knuckle of her middle finger. “That is all for today,” she announced, startling the students who’d been expecting her to start her real lecture at any moment. “You may be excused. Regular lectures will resume on Wednesday.”

That, it seemed, was that. The rest of the class waited for Irina to relent, but she merely made a gesture from the podium like all of us ought to get out of her sight. One by one, we prepared to do just that.

I waited for the other shoe to drop. Any minute now, I thought, slowly packing up my bag.

It wasn’t until the first wave of students were out the door that Irina raised her voice once more. “Mr. Sawyer,” she said, glancing over at me as if she’d just thought of something. “Please remain behind after the rest of class has left. You will have plenty of time to make it to your next lecture.”

I smiled internally at that. Irina knew perfectly well that my class schedule had been changed. I had nothing on the docket for the next two hours; I was free and clear until my first afternoon session with Lavrans. I’d been planning to eat a little lunch and then send a few messages to Sabrina and Courtney via my scribing book.

Toby leaned in close as he tucked his deck into his bag. “You lucky son of a bitch,” he snickered, glancing from me to Irina and back again. “Have fun with Sexy Hexy. Don’t forget what I told you about the Black Moon—”

“Tobias Hughes,” Irina said.

Toby did a double take. His eyes widened like saucers; they looked as if they might fall right out of their sockets.

“Remain behind as well,” Irina said with a yawn. “I must speak with you as well.”

The two of us shared a look.

What the hell was Irina playing at?


Chapter Five

“Your last name is Hughes? Really?”

Toby stared at the door of Professor Dragovich’s classroom as the last of our fellow students filed out of the dungeon-like lecture hall. He looked like he would have gladly swapped places with any of them, no matter how much ‘Sexy Hexy’ struck his fancy.

“That’s my name,” he said gravely. “Don’t wear it out.”

Within the span of a few moments, Toby and I were alone in the classroom with Irina Dragovich. This was far from the first time that I’d had the lecture hall all to myself where she was concerned, but it was the first time the two of us had a third wheel to eavesdrop on our proceedings. For his part, Toby looked more and more nervous with each passing second, sweat beading on his brow as he watched Irina stretch and sigh as she stepped down from the podium.

The beautiful goth waved a hand. The door to the lecture hall slammed shut behind us. A little clicking noise let me know the room was now locked.

I swallowed hard. If it had just been me and Irina in here, I wouldn’t have been so worried. Having Toby here at the same time complicated things in a big way.

Toby rubbed the back of his neck. “I really wish you hadn’t done that,” he muttered, staring right at Irina. “What the hell, man?”

Irina stared at him. “Done what?”

“Used my real name.” Toby’s lips pressed in so close together that they almost disappeared. “I’ve got a reputation to uphold around here, you know? I’m the Lord of Heck, not the Lord of Hughes. People are going to be snickering behind my back and shit like that.” He chuckled as if he’d made some sort of clever joke. “Tobias Hughes. No one calls me that, Professor Dragovich. Not even you.”

Through all of this, Irina had been regarding Toby flatly. Now she held up a hand, stopping him before he could really get up a head of steam. “Do you have any idea why I asked you to remain behind after class?”

Toby blinked. I could see the wheels spinning behind his eyes, but no answer was forthcoming. He looked over at me as if I could provide the answer, which caused me to shrug.

Slowly, a smile spread across the young man’s face. “You heard Edwin and me,” he guessed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Talking about the Black Moon. And you want in on our genius plan!”

Irina stared at Toby as if he’d grown a second head. “The Black Moon?” she blurted, making it clear immediately just how far Toby was off the mark. “What plans do you have regarding the Black Moon Society, young man? Which, I must remind you, is strictly forbidden by edict of the headmaster!”

Now it was Toby’s turn to act as if he had something stuck in his throat. “Um, nothing,” he blurted, looking at me for support. “We were just talking about them and how they’re probably not done with trying to take Edwin and me down. We figured it would be best for us to strike them before they strike us, you know?”

No one had tried to take Toby down—just me. Other than that, he was mostly on base. Mostly.

Irina was already shaking her head. “If I were you, Mr. Heck, I would be far more concerned about internal threats than external ones,” she chided, frowning deeply.

Her tone was so worrying that Toby didn’t even respond to the fact that she’d switched back to using his moniker over his Christian name. “Internal threats? What are you talking about?”

Irina bit back a sigh. She turned away from Toby, then looked me up and down, a faint smile spreading across her face. But the news she had to deliver was anything other than sunny.

“There’s been another incident,” she said, her tone funereal. “A student was attacked.”

My heart skipped a beat. Immediately my thoughts went right to the students who I cared the most about. “Sabrina and Courtney, they’re…?”

Irina looked a little taken aback. “Your girlfriends? They’re fine as far as I know. They weren’t involved.”

The relief that spread through my chest at the news left me ashamed. I shouldn’t feel this good about someone else nearly getting killed, I thought. But I did. The idea of Courtney or Sabrina being hurt was intolerable.

In fact, the relief was already darkening to anger. How dare someone assault a student on campus!

“They didn’t go for a witch or a wizard this time,” Irina said, shaking her head. “Whoever is behind these attacks chose a softer target this time—a student from Exeter-Cross.”

“Exeter-Cross?” Toby blurted. “But why?”

Irina’s voice grew hard. “To frighten us, of course,” she growled. “To cause terror. To make our students feel unsafe. Honestly, Mr. Heck, the list goes on and on. It would be easier to list the negative effects more attacks on campus would not have.”

“But why a mundane?” I could see the old prejudices in Toby’s face. “I mean, they don’t really matter. No offense, Edwin—I know you used to think you were a mundane, after all. But really…”

I was already a step ahead of him. “Because it’s less risky,” I said, getting myself onto Irina’s wavelength. Whatever she wanted to tell me, I sensed she wanted me to be part of this investigation. Probably Toby, too, otherwise she wouldn’t have held him back along with me. “The schools occupy the exact same space, after all. Hell, an assassin would probably have an easier time attacking someone outside of the Unseen World than inside of it. When ordinary students look at us, they just see what they want to see.”

I’d taken advantage of the Unseen World’s shroud plenty of times. And when Sabrina and I were attacked in the parking lot of Exeter-Cross’s football stadium by that dagger-wielding monster, the power of the campus to shield magic from mundane view had almost killed me.

The more I thought about it, the angrier I became. Attacking a mundane wasn’t just cowardly—it was lazy. At least a budding young witch or wizard from Blackwater had a chance at fighting back against a magical assailant. Ordinary college kids were doubly screwed: first by the element of surprise, and second by the fact that none of them even knew magic existed in the first place.

“Is the girl okay?” Toby Heck asked.

Irina gave the young man an approving look. “She’ll be alright,” Professor Dragovich said, nodding sagely. “She was very lucky that healers working for Blackwater were so close at hand. The girl was mauled very badly. Had she been left to the mercies of the mundane emergency staff, she likely would not have made it.”

The news gladdened me. Still, it never should have happened in the first place.

In fact…

It really shouldn’t have happened, I realized.

A chill went down my spine as I locked eyes with Irina. The protection ritual. The shroud covering Blackwater ought to have extended to Exeter-Cross, as both colleges technically occupied the same space. It should have kept the mundane students safe, the same as it did for us.

So how the hell had it failed?

“What about the ritual?” The words came out harsher than I’d intended, but I was angry now. I could tell Irina was holding something back; something important. “Shouldn’t that have protected this girl? Or did the faculty not bother extending our protection to mundanes?”

Irina looked stricken. “What I’m about to say cannot leave this room,” she hissed. “Both of you understand me?”

Toby Heck and I shared a look.  I knew I wouldn’t repeat anything Irina wanted to tell us in confidence, but I couldn’t be certain about him. Toby made blabbermouths look tight-lipped.

“Yeah, totally,” Toby said, turning back to Irina. “You can trust us, Professor Dragovich.”

Irina looked doubtful. “The faculty is… concerned,” she admitted. She placed an elbow on the podium and made a steeple of her fingers, frowning at the forced admission. “While this is far from the first time in its history that Blackwater has had to deal with external magical threats, it is the first time in living memory that a protection spell has been insufficient to secure the college’s borders.”

Acid filled my gut. If the spells cast by people like Irina and Headmaster Ravensson weren’t enough to keep the student body safe, then what would be? And how could the faculty keep classes open and running under these circumstances?

“Whatever’s out there, it’s more powerful than your protection spells?” I asked.

Irina looked like she’d just bitten into something bitter. “I did not say that,” she huffed. “The fault does not lie in the power of Blackwater’s faculty. Our spells are good. Better than good, honestly. Even the adepts of Miskatonic University could not have sprung into action as quickly and thoroughly as the heads of each school of magic within Blackwater did.”

Mentioning Miskatonic was a distraction. Irina knew that I recognized the name; that I’d read no end of horror stories that featured the place. I’d never expected it to be real, of course. Sabrina said the look on my face when I’d realized that was truly something to see.

“Then what’s the issue?” Toby was asking.

Irina glanced reflexively at the door. “It is just as I warned you this morning,” she said, sounding defensive. “The aura of protection cast and maintained by the faculty of Blackwater protects the campus from external threats. The internal ones, however, are trickier.”

The realization washed over both of us with the force of an ocean wave.

“Internal?” I blurted.

“You mean a student is behind this?” Toby added.

Irina made a face. “We’re not entirely certain,” she said, shaking her head. “But that’s the working theory.”

To say I was aghast would have been a major understatement. “I don’t even understand how that works,” I said, staring directly into Irina’s eyes. “What does the perpetrator being a student have to do with anything?”

It was hard to detect a blanch in a woman already as pale as Irina, but I was pretty sure some of what little color there was in her face had just drained away.

“Only someone enrolled at Blackwater could be behind what happened to that mundane student,” Irina growled. “Even an inviolate could not be at fault. This is the only loophole in the protection spells cast by myself, the headmaster, and the other department heads. It protects students from outside threats—but not from each other.”

I thought back to the lecture Irina had delivered no less than an hour ago in this very room. To her warnings about demons and succubae, about forming pacts with creatures from beyond the veil. Suddenly it clicked. And I felt very, very silly for not getting it faster.

“Students can bring these things onto the campus,” I said ruefully. “As long as they’ve formed a pact with them.”

Irina gave me a little nod. I knew immediately I’d hit the mark. “Precisely. Which is why I asked both you and Mr. Heck to remain behind today and speak to me privately.”

Instantly, Toby was on guard. He had decent antennae for this sort of thing, a kind of Spidey-sense for danger I’d seen him activate on numerous occasions. Now it told him that Irina was targeting him for some specific reason. I saw him glance at the door the professor had locked with a magic spell, the wheels in his head turning anew as he contemplated his escape.

A little smirk spread across Irina’s face. “I actually did hear you earlier, Mr. Heck,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “You fancy yourself a Sherlock Holmes of Blackwater, do you not? With you and your friends as your own little version of the Baker Street Irregulars?”

From the abashed look on his face, I knew that Irina had (perhaps inadvertently) hit the mark. Toby’s expression was that of someone having a boyhood fantasy trampled on, and for a few seconds I actually felt sympathy for him. The fact that he’d tried to recruit me as one of his ‘irregulars’ hardly registered.

“You misunderstand,” Irina said, leaning forward. “I am not making fun of you, Tobias. I wish to recruit you myself.”

I watched the young man blink in shock. I’d almost never seen Toby Heck thrown so off of his game—but if anyone could do it, it was Irina Dragovich.

“Me?” Toby managed.

Irina nodded. “You will join the curses school, will you not?” she asked, her tone too casual by half. “Most of my pupils are merely killing time until they can stop showing for my lessons. Either that, or they merely stare at me from their seats, making mental pictures of me they can degrade later.”

I coughed. Good lord! Irina couldn’t be ignorant of her beauty or the power it had over the male half of Blackwater. More than a few female students were ensnared by that power as well. But to put it out there so plainly, without a hint of shame…

Well. There were advantages to still having the body of a thirty-year old after decades of teaching tenure.

“I… yeah.” Toby looked away, clearing his throat. “This is my best subject. And all that stuff you say about hate and spite… it really resonates with me, you know?”

Now Irina was smiling. “I know. How would you like to have me as your mentor, young man?”

You could have knocked poor Toby over with a feather. “You mean it?”

Irina laughed. “You have potential, Tobias. You hide your hate well—you keep it buried deeper than most who choose this path for their studies—but it is most certainly there. And it is powerful.”

I wondered about that. Toby could be a happy go lucky sort of guy, even if he spent most of the time acting like he’d had one too many cups of coffee. He’d never really shown much of a talent for hate and spite—at least not the kind that his friends or I could detect.

But there had been a few incidents that now caused me to have second thoughts. Such as the easy dismissal with which Toby and his friends talked about ‘mundanes’, even if they were careful to never do it when Courtney was around. Or the way he casually dropped quotes from Aleister Crowley into lunchtime conversation.

Maybe he fit Irina’s model of a good student better than I thought.

Either way, Toby looked almost comically eager to get on Irina’s good side. “I would be honored,” he said, studiously keeping his eyes on Irina’s face and not on any other part of her body. “I know I’ve got a long way to go, but with your help, I think I could be something really special.”

Huh. That almost sounded humble, coming from Toby.

Of course, it was a very ‘Lord of Heck’ flavor of humility.

Irina didn’t seem to mind. “Good. I have a very important task for you, Tobias. Succeed, and your position within my school will be assured. Fame, riches, power: all of them will be yours to command.”

I would have been wary at hearing a promise like that, but Toby fell for it hook, line and sinker. “I’m at your disposal,” he said, standing up straighter. “Whatever you want, Professor Dragovich!”

He even gave her a jaunty little salute. Dude is down bad, I thought, shaking my head. What happened to the grand player who breaks hearts all over Blackwater?

Irina leaned in closer to us both, dropping her voice despite the fact that we had her lecture hall all to ourselves. “I want you and your friends to put your heads together,” she whispered, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Put out some feelers, just as you suggested to Mr. Sawyer. Only you’re not looking for signs of the Black Moon. You’re looking for people like you.”

I only caught Toby’s look of shock because I happened to be staring at him when Irina said that. For a brief instant he looked utterly panicked, then his cool demeanor rolled back down like a chain gate on a closed store.

“People who are awesome, you mean?” he asked, chuckling.

Irina shook her head, her smirk deepening. “No. People who break the rules. People who make contact with things they shouldn’t.”

Toby’s face was made of stone. Sweat beaded on his brow, despite the chill of the lecture hall. For a moment, he looked shocked into speechlessness.

But of course, that never lasted long. “I dunno what you’re talking about,” he said, the words tripping over each other. “I mean, I’ve got a pretty loose relationship with the Code of Conduct, Professor Dragovich. Especially where sneaking girls into the dorms is concerned—”

“Naamah,” Irina said, pronouncing the two syllables like someone announcing a winning poker hand. “You know what I’m talking about, Mr. Hughes.”

There could be only one explanation. “Toby,” I said, second-hand embarrassment spreading through my chest like a shot of liquor. “Please tell me you did not summon a succubus.”

Toby’s eyes had gone as wide as saucers. “You know about that?” he muttered in disbelief.

Irina snickered. “Why do you think I looked at you when I mentioned those types of demons specifically?” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “Her stench is all over you, Tobias. You think you’re the first young man to think of using his nascent powers to summon the sluttiest demoness in the Nine Hells?” She laughed mirthlessly. “We’ve been dealing with her for decades.”

Toby flushed as red as a stop sign. “You have?”

“Of course we have. She’s a tenacious bitch, that one.” Irina shook her head, giving Toby a look that was almost comradely. “Once I am your mentor, I will handle her. She would have stolen your soul eventually, but otherwise she is harmless. Naamah is not one of the creatures I worry about our students making contact with.”

I didn’t think it was possible for Toby to blush any deeper, but somehow he did. The knowledge that he’d been damning himself to get a little demon nookie was embarrassing in the extreme—as was the thought of his new mentor having to bail him out of whatever devil’s bargain he’d entered into. I almost felt sympathy for him.

Almost.

“I am not angry at you,” Irina insisted. “A little rebellion against authority is good in a disciple of spite. You would not be a good fox if you followed your leaders all of the time, Tobias.”

Toby frowned. “A good fox…?”

I laughed, remembering Irina’s obsession with Epictetus. She’d classified the students at Blackwater into three groups: lions, who ruled the roost while stepping on all the little people beneath them; wolves who rewarded their fellow pack members and sought to dominate those outside of their ‘tribe’; and foxes. Cunning, spiteful creatures capable of great plots and fantastic revenge.

Irina thought I was this third type of student. Evidently, she believed Toby Heck had a bit of fox in him as well.

“Never mind that,” Irina said kindly. “I know that there is a hidden group within Blackwater who speak of these things, Tobias. Men and women like you, who have bent the rules to their own benefit. I want you to investigate those people; each of them.” She leaned in close, her teeth resembling fangs. “You will tell me which of them have performed harmless dalliances, and which of them may have allowed something dark and evil to flourish on my campus.”

Even if she hadn’t promised him anything, Toby would likely have agreed just to keep her from getting angry. Irina’s temper was a thing of dreadful beauty—it reminded me of Ivan the Terrible, and how his moniker came not from failures but from the furious rages he would fly into when slighted.

Hell, Irina was supposedly hundreds of years old. Maybe that’s where old Ivan had gotten his attitude problem from.

Irina put a hand on Toby’s shoulder. “Do this, and you will be rewarded,” she said. “Fail, young man, and Naamah will be the least of your worries.”

Toby swallowed hard. “O-okay,” he said, nodding like a bobblehead. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Good.” The hand left his shoulder. Toby nearly slumped to the ground in relief. “Now go.”

Go?

He looked at me, as if waiting to follow my lead. But Irina hadn’t said a thing about me. Just him. If she’d wanted me to walk off with him, she would have told me.

“Yeah, alright,” Toby muttered. His disappointment was palpable—but after his near-miss with the college’s queen of curses, he wasn’t about to risk triggering her ire a second time. “I’ll catch you around, alright, Eddie? Hit me up on your deck later?”

I nodded. No doubt Toby would want to know what Irina and I talked about. If he was expecting me to blab, though, he was going to be disappointed.

Toby grabbed his bag and exited the classroom. The door slid open when he was six feet away from it, the knob turning as if gripped by a spectral hand, then it closed again once he was gone.

It locked.

Leaving me alone with Irina Dragovich.


Chapter Six

“That young man vexes me,” Irina said once Toby was gone. “Does he act this way around you all the time, Edwin?”

I stared at the door Toby Heck had just gone through. His escape could not be mine—Irina’s magic had already latched it closed, sealing the two of us in her otherwise empty lecture hall. If she’d wanted to do anything to me, she had ample opportunity. Murder, seduction, forbidden blood rituals—all of them seemed possible, and in that dark and gothic classroom they all seemed equally likely.

Yet I wasn’t afraid.

“He’s alright,” I said with a shrug. “You’re really going to be his mentor?”

Irina relaxed. Now that it was just the two of us, she stretched and sighed, making no attempt to hide the way lifting her arms over her head made her breasts look even more luscious than usual. She wanted me to stare, and I wanted to stare, but I also knew our conversation wasn’t even close to being finished yet. If Irina wanted to distract me, that meant I needed to be on my guard even more.

“I need a pupil,” she said with a shrug. “The crop of curses majors this year is a thin one. I did have high hopes for forming a very close, personal relationship with one particular student, but alas. The headmaster stole him from me…”

I winced. “That wasn’t my decision. And I…”

I trailed off. Irina stared at me knowingly.

“You what?” she asked.

Well, there was no sense in denying it now. “When Lavrans told me about the new plan, I’d just asked him if I could switch my major,” I said, replaying the events of that night in my head. “I wanted to know if it was too late to change my Grand Conjuration from Beast Taming to Hexes.”

Irina had one hell of a poker face—I’d have hated to sit at a card table across from her. Yet even a blind man could see the triumph in her eyes when I said that.

“So you did wish to join me,” she purred. “You found your true self after all, did you not?”

I swallowed hard. “I still don’t know,” I admitted. I tried to turn my thoughts to Sabrina or Courtney, who were right now taking classes of their own somewhere on the other side of campus. A simple text could get me back to them, plunge me out of Irina’s darkness and back into the sunlight. Yet I didn’t do it. My hands didn’t even twitch.

Irina leaned in close—much closer than she’d dared get to Toby Heck. “Yes you do,” she whispered. “Oh Edwin. My spite-hearted darling. My true hatemonger. How angry you must be after everything that’s happened to you…!”

She put both hands on my chest. I could feel the heat of her body next to mine, warm as an oven despite the paleness of her skin. It took everything I had not to tremble beside her raw, dark sensuality.

“I told you I would welcome you with open arms,” Irina whispered. “That when you realized your true calling I would shelter you. Guide you. Give you dark, fertile soil in which to grow…”

God damn! I started to swell despite myself. No straight man could keep control of himself with a woman as gorgeous as Irina talking like that while standing close enough to him to touch. My gaze lowered as if tugged by an invisible string, drawn to the mouth-watering expanse of the dark-haired beauty’s cleavage. Irina’s mouth was so dark, and her tits so pale, and the urge to bury my face in one and then the other grew stronger with each passing moment…

Our lips were almost touching when she twisted at the waist, turning away. Pearly white teeth bit down on her dark lip, and I knew whatever tension there was between us wouldn’t be resolved today. Irina wanted me—it was obvious—but not yet.

“If only our headmaster hadn’t claimed you for himself,” she said, a teasing lilt to her tone. “The two of us could have done great things together, Mr. Sawyer.”

I wanted to protest that we could still be great, but now wasn’t the time. I clamped down on my arousal, willing my heart to stop beating so fast and so thunderously against my ribcage. I needed to think, not allow myself to be carried away.

My train of thought had already begun to travel in a different direction. “This protection ritual the faculty have cast on Blackwater. Are all the department heads involved in maintaining it?”

Irina pursed her lips. This clearly wasn’t the question she’d expected to hear.

“Of the five main branches, yes,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. Some of her seductive nature faded as she turned her attention to the matter at hand, though Irina was never totally without sensuality. Even in a raincoat she’d have been as aggressively sexual as an underwear model. “Each of us are connected to the power of it—it drains us, though when split five ways the sensation is barely noticeable unless we are casting powerful spells. The headmaster himself administers the ritual.”

That was interesting. I made a mental note to ask Lavrans about that later.

Shit, I still had my first lesson with Lavrans.

“You feel it all the time?” I asked. “All five of you?”

“Well, I cannot speak for the other four department heads,” Irina snickered. “But yes. Professor Fym should feel it, as should Professor Thurman, Professor Locke and Professor Quigley. And myself, of course.”

Irina had just listed the names of the department heads for Beast Taming, Battle Magic, Illusions and Potions respectively. Fym and I were friends, and she would have gladly been my mentor if the first half of my semester had gone a little differently. Sabrina was a shoe-in to be Tina Quigley’s top pupil, while Courtney was trying her best to impress Professor Thurman with her limited skills in Battle Magic. I thought of each of the teachers carrying this burden, sharing it between them like pallbearers carrying a coffin.

Okay, maybe that was the wrong metaphor to reach for. Blame the fact that Irina looked even more like a sexy Elvira cosplay than usual today.

“Would they notice if anything changed about the spell?” I asked. “Would you?”

Irina looked taken aback. “I should think so,” she said, her brow furrowing. “What are you trying to say, Edwin?”

I glanced back at the door of the lecture hall. “You told Toby Heck that only a student at Blackwater could have hurt that girl,” I said, gritting my teeth. “But that wasn’t entirely accurate, was it, Irina? In fact, any internal threat could still slip past the aura of protection. It could be a student… or it could be a teacher.”

Irina’s dark eyes widened. “You can’t really believe that!”

I shrugged. “Why not? From what Toby’s told me, all the department heads at Blackwater are hundreds of years old. You’ve had to put up with each other’s company for a long, long time. I had a roommate once for four months and I wanted to kill the guy after the first week.”

Irina snickered at that. “We have our disagreements, true. But to hurt a student?”

“A mundane student,” I corrected. “How many people at Blackwater even see the ordinary college kids here as full humans?”

That got Irina thinking. “Professor Fym would never do something like that,” she said, sounding as certain of herself as of anything. “Neither would Professor Quigley—honestly, it’s difficult for me to imagine her attacking anyone.”

I agreed with Irina. Fym was a good egg, and Sabrina never had anything but good things to say about Tina Quigley. “That leaves Locke, Thurman… and you,” I said.

Irina let out a disbelieving little laugh. “Surely you don’t believe that I harmed that girl?”

I was already shaking my head. “No, I don’t,” I said, thinking it through. “For one thing, I believe that whoever did this attack is almost certainly the same person who tried to kill Sabrina and me during the homecoming game. And you and Fym wouldn’t have gone through the whole rigamarole of collecting my blood if you were just planning to stab me in the back with one of those cursed daggers.”

Irina’s gaze flickered downward. The little vial of my blood was still there, buried deep in her cleavage. Part of me wanted to ask for it back, because it was creepy as shit for her to have it next to her skin at all hours of the day. But part of me—a dark little part of me—liked it.

Maybe that was the part Irina kept insisting made me perfect for curses.

“Besides,” I added. “We don’t even know it’s one of the department heads. It could be an adjunct professor, or a librarian. Hell, it could be one of the partials in the registration offices for all I know…”

Irina shook her head. “No, it would not be. The thing that mauled poor Kendra immobilized her with a spell before it attacked. No partial would have been able to do such a thing—”

I was no longer listening.

“Kendra?” I said.

Irina did a double-take at my reaction. “Kendra Turner,” she said, cocking her head slightly to the side. “A junior at Exeter-Cross—a third year student. Quite a beauty, from what I’ve been told.” Suspicion filled her features. “Did you know her, my little fox?”

No—but someone I cared a whole hell of a lot about did.

“Kendra Turner is the captain of the Exeter-Cross cheerleading team,” I said. My throat had suddenly gone dry, and my fingers dug into the palms of my hands. “My girlfriend, Courtney, is her second-in-command. Everyone expects her to run the team after Kendra graduates…”

Holy shit. I wandered over to one of the desks and parked my rear on the edge of it, shifting my weight. My legs felt weak all of a sudden, and there was a ball of ice in the pit of my gut.

This meant something. I couldn’t believe that Kendra had been chosen at random.

I could see it on Irina’s face, too. “The mundane girl?” she asked. “The one who has dual-enrollment now, thanks to you?”

I nodded. She’d been thinking about quitting the team, I told myself, remembering the conversation we’d had that very morning. She said she couldn’t juggle Exeter-Cross, the cheerleading squad AND learning the ways of magic. Something had to give…

Courtney’s life had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated.

Irina sucked her teeth. “I cannot believe that is a coincidence.”

“Neither do I.”

Both of us were quiet for a long moment. The implication stared me right in the face, though I didn’t want to look at it—whoever did this did it to hurt me. They couldn’t get at me, and they couldn’t get at one of my women. That filled me with relief, but it was a shameful relief.

Because mundane students were still fair game. And anyone connected to me, Sabrina, or Courtney was now a potential target.

“Do you know why I specifically requested the headmaster keep you in my class?” Irina asked.

I could think of one or two reasons. “Because you’re madly in love with me,” I said.

Irina laughed at that—loud and long. “Oh, how I wish you hadn’t been snatched out of my clutches!” the goth teacher cackled, tossing her head back so that I could see the little vial of my blood winking in between her huge tits. “You truly are the slyest of my foxes, Edwin. You tempt me to do things I may very well regret.”

If one of those things was to get naked in this lecture hall, then I was tempted to show her just how sly I could be. But even as I thought it, a dozen other worries clustered together in my mind. Did Courtney know about Kendra’s attack? Had the school put two and two together yet? And what did our enigmatic headmaster think about all this?

Irina bit down on her bottom lip as she peered at me, little spots of color glowing across her cheeks. “Ah, to be young again,” she muttered, turning her face away from me. “You and I will undoubtedly be growing very close during the latter half of this semester, Edwin. Perhaps I will break your heart?”

I blinked. “Why on Earth would you do that?”

She grinned—very much like a fox. “Because nothing fills a man with spite like lost love,” the curses professor purred. “Frustration is the first cousin to hate, and frequently the guest of honor at the family reunion.” Irina turned away. “And now I really must get to the reason I kept you here, lest I make you late for your first meeting with our esteemed headmaster…”

With that, Irina stepped away from the podium and made her way over to one of the cabinets on the back wall. I tensed up—I remembered the jars of cockroaches she kept inside for her introductory exercises—but there was nothing inside when she opened it except a small leather sack.

She took it out of the cabinet and brought it over to one of the tables reserved for in-class experiments. “These were entrusted to me by the headmaster himself,” Irina explained, sounding distracted as her long black nails worked the knot. “He has given me a task—much like I gave your friend Mr. Heck a task. Completing it is as important for the headmaster as locating the student bringing monsters onto the campus is for me.”

With that, Irina shook the bag out upside down. A number of glittering shards fell from the darkness within, clattering across the table. In the dim candlelight of Irina’s classroom, they looked like nothing so much as the anode rods you would put in a portable water system.

But anode rods weren’t sharp as razors.

And they certainly didn’t have veins of radioactive green magic running through them.

As soon as I realized what they were, I took a step backwards. The memory of the pain associated with them was too fresh, too real. Even in a clinical setting like this, they made my stomach turn.

“Are those what I think they are?” I asked, already certain of the answer.

“Indeed,” Irina said. Her eyes shone with an almost loving light. “The cursed shards. All of them that we could find on the person of Archibald Frantz—the vessel of the inviolate who attempted to murder you, Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield.”

I recoiled from them like they were live snakes. Irina watched me, her eyes eager with the desire to see what I would do. Slowly, I mastered my fear—then forced myself to reach out and touch the top of one of the shards.

I could have imagined it, but it looked as if the glow within it brightened for a moment.

Irina nodded, pleased. “They say that many witches and wizards who have felt one of these come into contact with their blood can never stand to be in the same room with one again,” she said, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “I am glad to see that you are of sterner stuff, my little hatemonger.”

Right now, the chief emotion in my heart wasn’t hate.

“Do we know what they do?” I asked.

I did a quick count of the dagger-like shards. Five of them lay on the wooden tabletop.

At first I’d thought that all of them were shot through with veins of the same glittering green magic—but the longer I looked, the more I noticed the differences. Some were darker, some were lighter. Some of the veins almost seemed to form geometric patterns across the surface of the stone, while others looked as random as cracks in the pavement.“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said, giving me a little grin. “They need to be tested. Experimented with. Delved into with all the arts of a gifted witch and mistress of curses. Along with her ever-present assistant, of course.”

Suddenly everything became clear.

“Oh yes,” Irina purred, her grin widening. “You’re going to help me with this, Edwin. Whoever created these shards, you and I are going to discover their secrets together. Headmaster Ravensson gave me special dispensation to keep you in my class for this reason.”

My brows shot skyward. “Really?”

Irina nodded. “You will continue to attend 21st Century Curses along with the rest of the class. Of course you will automatically be given a passing grade—not that I would have failed my favorite fox in any case, of course.”

“Of course.”

“After lectures is when the real work begins.” Irina passed her hand over the shards, her fingers nearly grazing the rough material. “You and I will conduct our research. Not here in the tower, but in my private chambers.”

Private chambers? My ears pricked up at the words.

“By the end of the semester, you and I will discover what makes these things tick.” Irina’s expression turned fierce. “And once we isolate that power, we will track it to its source. Either Toby Heck will find the source of the leak, or you and I will. Either way, the headmaster will be satisfied.” She turned a thin-lipped smile on me, a knowing gleam in her eyes. “And who knows what may happen between us in the meantime? Perhaps you will make that request to change majors after all…”

I doubted that. If nothing else, Lavrans would never allow me to waste my special gifts.

But I couldn’t lie. It felt good to be this close to Irina. Even if she was no less frightening than usual. When our lips nearly touched earlier, I’d felt… felt…

Well. Let’s just say Sabrina would be jumping up and down with excitement if she knew.

Just then, my wristwatch let out a jaunty little beep. “Shit!” I snapped, hitting one of the buttons on the side. “I need to start making my way over to the headmaster’s office. I’m going to be late.”

Irina understood. “Give Headmaster Ravensson my love,” she said, nodding. “I’ll be looking forward to our next meeting, Edwin. I’m intrigued in seeing how our… relationship develops.”

As was I.

But for now, I had something more immediate to worry about.

My first lesson with Lavrans.


Chapter Seven

I made my way through the student commons quickly. As I walked, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and opened up the group text between myself, Sabrina and Courtney. I had a half-dozen unread messages from my other group chat—namely, the people who’d been in the car with me the night of the accident—but I ignored those for the moment. I had bigger fish to fry.

Have you heard about Kendra? I asked my girlfriends.

Talking through my scribing book would have been more intimate, but there was no way to write and walk at the same time. Even the powers of the Unseen World would have been hard-pressed to protect me from the errant steps of mundane students if I had my face buried in a grimoire.

My phone buzzed. It was ringing.

I picked it up, stepping around a couple of Exeter-Cross students playing hacky sack on the green. “Hello?”

“Edwin?” It was Courtney. “I’ve got Sabrina here with me—we’re on speaker.”

“What happened to Kendra?” Sabrina asked. “Is she okay?”

Briefly, I told both girls about my meeting with Irina. When I got to the part about the second attack on campus, Courtney gasped like she’d been punched in the gut.

“I heard about that,” she said, her voice tight with emotion. “But I had no idea it was Kendra! Oh God, Edwin, is she going to be okay?”

“She’ll be good,” I told her. “She’s got some magical healers looking after her. I’m going to visit her as soon as I get out of my meeting with Lavrans. You think you can wait to go see her until then and we can all go together?”

“Sure—I’ve got class anyway.” Courtney sounded worried, despite my assurances. “Are you sure we shouldn’t go there right now? I can’t believe anyone would want to hurt the captain of the cheer team!”

“You and Sabrina can go if you really want to,” I said. I’d kind of been hoping the two of them would wait—I wanted to talk to Kendra about the attack, see if there was anything she remembered about it I might be able to use as a clue. The captain of the cheer team would undoubtedly be more talkative and trusting if I had Courtney with me. “I can meet you after. I’d come too, but there’s really no way I can ghost Lavrans on such short notice—”

“We’ll wait,” Sabrina said firmly. “I don’t want to go without you, babe. It’ll just be an hour or two, right?”

Good girl, I thought. Sabrina must have been able to sense my thoughts from the tightness of my voice.

“I’ll wrap it up as quickly as I can,” I promised them both. “Maybe, given the circumstances, Headmaster Ravensson will cut today’s lesson early.”

I seriously doubted that. But it was always possible.

“Okay, babe,” Sabrina said. “Just text us as soon as you get out, okay?”

“I will,” I promised.

“Good.” I could feel the blonde witch smiling. “I love you, Edwin.”

A warm feeling spread through my chest. “I love you too,” I said, meaning it. “You know I’m never going to get tired of hearing you say that, right?”

Both girls giggled on the other end of the line. “Well, I never get tired of saying it to you,” Sabrina retorted. “And it never gets any less true.”

I knew it didn’t. Just like I knew it never would. That was one hell of a good feeling.

We made our plans to meet up after my lesson, then I hung up the phone. As I placed it back into my pocket, I stepped into the shadow of the faculty administration building.

Blackwater’s faculty offices were tucked away in a little-visited corner of the campus, far from the places where the college’s work or leisure were done. Few students clustered there at any time of the day, but especially not now—not while classes were in session. A handful of the college’s teachers had their office hours here, but most of them met with students in friendlier environs. The building had a phony, corporate sheen, and most witches and wizards avoided that kind of aura like the plague.

A solitary receptionist sat behind a desk in the lobby, filing her nails. She nearly jumped out of her skin when I walked up to the desk; I got the distinct impression no one had bothered her in a good long while. “Hi,” I said. “I’m here to see the headmaster?”

She gave a little jerk of recognition. “That’s right, he did mention a visitor today,” she said, pulling down her glasses. “Something about a special project with a student?”

You could call it that, I thought. “He should be expecting me.”

The receptionist nodded. She leaned forward and pushed a button on the underside of her desk. A hollow click echoed from within the wood; at the rear of the lobby, the panel above the elevator came to life with a dull glow.

She turned back to me with a smile. “You’re clear to go up. The headmaster’s office is on the top floor; you can’t miss it. End of the hall.”

I moved on with a nod. The elevator looked like it belonged in a science fiction movie and lifted me to the top floor in total silence. It moved so swiftly that I barely had time to blink before the door opened.

The top floor was silent. Dark wood paneled the hallways, reminding me of a fancy library or a study. The carpet was so plush that my feet sank into it as I walked.

I’m going to be coming here twice a week? I thought, looking around. At least it’s a comfortable place to study. A guy could get used to this…

A lounge lay to the right of the hall, quiet and peaceful. The walls were lined with cabinets of books kept behind glass, with couches and plush chairs to sit on. The temptation rose within me to take a detour, to spend a few minutes perusing the titles, but in the end I decided not to. I was late enough already.

Just as the receptionist had said, Lavrans’s door waited for me at the end of the hall. A little gold placard hung right at eye level on the wood, with the words HEADMASTER’S OFFICE written across it.

This was it. Steeling myself, I rapped the wood with the backs of my knuckles.

And waited.

Nothing happened.

I knocked a second time, a little harder than before. “Lavrans?” I said, listening for the sounds of movement inside the office. “Uh, I mean, Headmaster Ravensson?”

There was still no answer.

Finally I reached for the little gold knob. And discovered with only mild surprise that the door had been unlocked the whole time.

It slid open easily, revealing an office smaller and simpler than I’d expected to see. The headmaster probably took most of his meetings in that lounge I’d passed earlier; it looked like a far more suitable place to entertain guests than this tiny room. The desk looked like it came straight from an Ikea catalog. Other than a couple of pictures in frames and a faded poster on the wall advertising the 1994 Winter Olympics, the room completely lacked personal touches.

“Lavrans?” Once again I’d forgotten to use his title. But there was no one to correct me; the room was as empty as a tomb. What the hell?

A single window looked out over the campus skyline. A door on the far side of the room probably opened on a private washroom; I waited, but there was no answer from within. No, no one was here.

“He couldn’t possibly have forgotten,” I muttered. “He put so much stock in this special program of his…”

I’d just thought to head back downstairs and ask the receptionist if she’d heard about the headmaster being called away on urgent business when I saw the note. It had been folded on the tabletop, facing me, with a tiny sticker bearing the school’s seal holding it closed.

I tore it open and read the paper:

Edwin,

My apologies that I was not able to greet you directly. I have been making preparations for your course of education and will likely be doing so until you arrive. Please join me as soon as possible. The door at the rear of my office is unlocked; follow the instructions within and take care not to wander off. Some of the hallways are dangerous.

See you soon,

Headmaster Ravensson

Dangerous? I frowned as I scanned the paper a second time. I understood Lavrans wanting to meet at some second location—particularly if there was equipment needed for the training I was about to receive. (I was thinking of the cages in Professor Fym’s classroom and of the cabinets of curse supplies in Irina’s den). But there was nothing behind that door except a bathroom. In fact…

I walked over to the window. It was on the same wall as the door leading to Lavrans’s closet, or washroom, or whatever it was. To my surprise, it had a latch—to my greater surprise, it moved when I turned it and allowed me to lift the glass pane. Most windows this high on a building either didn’t open or only cracked at the top.

I leaned out. The window lay in a slight recess, with about six inches of building jutting out on either side of it. Beyond it lay nothing but open air.

I closed the window, an uneasy feeling spreading through my gut.

“It’s a closet,” I told myself, looking at the door. “There’s no room for it to be anything else.”

The door is unlocked. The words echoed in my mind. I could hear them in Lavrans’ voice. Some of the hallways are dangerous…

Marshalling my courage, I threw the door open.

And found myself looking into a deep, dark hallway.

The effect was disorienting in the extreme. I could still see out of the window, which was maybe six feet away from the entrance to the hall. In one eye, I saw the clear blue sky over Blackwater—and in the other, a dark, carpeted hallway.

A hallway that ought to be stretching out into the open air.

“Wow,” I grunted, shaking my head. Seeing this didn’t shock me as much as it would have a few weeks ago. I hadn’t fully gotten used to all the weird stuff going on at Blackwater, but this world had slowly begun feeling more familiar to me. So a hallway that technically didn’t exist was only around halfway in the ranking of my weird shit-o-meter.

I took a step towards the hallway.

And something black and sharp flung itself against the office window.

A flurry of pecks hammered at the glass. The creature—my brain was already starting to recognize it—flew back and forth, tapping madly at the barrier separating it from Lavrans’ office.

My heart rate spiked, then a wave of relief washed over me. It was just Squawk.

I opened the window. “What are you doing here?” I asked the bird.

Squawk flew into the office the moment the window was open enough to admit his body. The oversized bird (I’d never been able to figure out whether he was a crow or a raven) fluttered across the room before settling on the edge of the headmaster’s desk, one talon tapping the piece of paper Lavrans left for me to read.

“Good friend!” Squawk cawed. “Go school!”

I shook my head, chuckling. All of Squawk’s attempts at communication were like this—my familiar could ‘talk’ after a fashion, but only in clipped two word phrases with a syllable or two for each word. Figuring out what the bird was trying to tell me usually felt like an exercise in frustration, but not at that moment.

“Yeah, go school,” I said, nodding at the hallway. “This is my schedule now, remember? Classes with Headmaster Ravensson twice a week, after my lecture from Professor Dragovich.”

Squawk cocked his head to the side. “Go learn!” The bird repeated, the words even more shrill than before. “Good friend!”

I nodded. “I’m going to meet with Lavrans, and you want to be there with me,” I guessed. It was the only thing that made sense. “Am I right?”

Squawk’s cry of triumph told me I’d hit the mark. “Good friend!”

I tapped my shoulder. “Hop up on,” I told the bird. “Lavrans is waiting.”

A moment later I felt the familiar weight of Squawk on my shoulder. Somehow, no matter how big the bird got, his talons never dug into my skin—and his bulk was never anything more than barely noticeable.

Once the bird settled in, I stepped into the hallway.

Instantly, the door slammed shut behind me.

I spun on a heel, reaching for the knob, but it refused to turn. Panic flared inside of my chest for a few brief moments as I tugged at it, like a rat caught in a trap.

“Go learn!” Squawk informed me curtly.

Right. I ran my fingers through my hair and reached for my cell phone. The little flashlight illuminated the hallway well enough—and I was cheered to learn that I still had a signal. If worse came to worse, I could always text Sabrina asking her for her advice.

I took a step. Then another.

I should be floating in mid-air right now, I thought.

I knew academically that magic was real—that with the power of a spell, Lavrans Ravensson could probably fit his own personal Walt Disney World inside of his office closet. But knowing it and experiencing it were two very different things.

The hallway went on for longer than a hallway should. After I’d walked for what must have been a hundred yards, I reached a turn. The temperature slowly rose, and Squawk shifted on my shoulder in a way that made me vaguely uncomfortable.

“Good friend,” Squawk said, as close to conversational as a bird could get.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m with you, buddy.”

The hallway widened out a short distance ahead. The path split three ways, left and right and forward, each direction an identical hallway of navy blue carpet and dark-paneled wood. The air here felt humid, almost tropical, and when I paused at the place where the three paths met, I swore I heard the sounds of hooting jungle animals in the distance.

“Keep forward!” Squawk insisted. “Squawk!”

I glanced at the bird on my shoulder. “How do you know which way to go?”

Off to my left, something roared. It sounded like distant thunder.

“Go learn!” Squawk shifted again, stretching his beak in the direction of the middle path. “Go now!”

A warm breeze blew in from the left-most hallway. It smelled like coconut and suntan lotion, and something inside of me relaxed just from the warmth and the scent. I took a step in that direction, as if entranced.

Ouch! Squawk’s talons dug into my shoulder, sending a spike of pain down my right side. It snapped me back to full attention—and allowed me to notice that underneath the sweet, tropical scents was another odor just on the edge of my perception.

Blood.

“What’s down there?” I asked, looking back at Squawk.

“Bad man!” Squawk hollered. “Sharp man!”

Sharp man. That was my familiar’s informal term for the monster that had taken over the body of campus security specialist Archibald Frantz, riding him the way a skilled jockey rode a horse. Lavrans and the other teachers called it an inviolate, as if I were supposed to know what that meant.

Probably it was one of the things Headmaster Ravensson would teach me. But one thing was for sure.

I didn’t want to tangle with one. Not anytime soon.

I double-timed it down the middle hallway. The path did not split again, though it twisted and turned like a snake. Gradually I felt the warmth of the split paths fading away, replaced by a chill that grew with each passing moment.

The cold seeped in through the very walls. I started to shiver as I walked, though Squawk didn’t seem bothered by the temperature. His bulk warmed my shoulder, which I appreciated.

At some point, I noticed steam billowing from my lips. Good lord, it was cold! Surely Lavrans didn’t intend for me to freeze out here, did he? That would have been a poor exit from the world indeed.

Where was I? If we’d still been counting steps from the closet door, then I ought to be floating in mid-air somewhere above the student commons. Maybe I’d found my way all the way back to the dorms by now—hell, maybe I was standing right in Sabrina’s old bedroom. Weird.

It was a little after the next turn that I realized I didn’t need my phone’s flashlight any longer. The hallway ahead had grown light enough to see by. Light shone from either side, up where the walls seemed almost to dissolve.

When I reached them, I realized they hadn’t dissolved at all: they weren’t walls. They were windows.

Windows that looked out on a frozen wasteland.

What the fuck? This didn’t look like Blackwater. It didn’t look like Washington DC. Fuck, this didn’t even look like Earth!

“Squawk, what the hell am I looking at?” I asked.

The bird shifted on my shoulder. “Cold place!”

It certainly was. Steam billowed from my lips, blurring the glass as I leaned in closer to peer out upon the fabulous vista before me. A rocky, unbroken plane of snow lay hundreds of feet beneath me, so far down that this window had to be much higher than the one in Lavrans’s office. Beyond it, the ground sloped upwards, transforming into a range of mountains that stretched to the sky like a bottom row of teeth. Clouds filled the sky, and snow fell endlessly.

“Almost there!” Squawk informed me. “Go forward!”

I nodded. If I stayed here too long, the cold would seriously mess with me.

Fortunately it didn’t stay frozen for long. At the end of the hallway stood a door that was open a few inches. The smell of old books and leather wafted from inside it, calling out to me like an oasis in the desert.

As I drew closer, I could hear someone humming inside. Suddenly they stopped.

“Edwin?” It was Lavrans’s voice. “Is that you, young man?”

Oh thank God, I thought. I’d reached safety at last.

“I’m here,” I said, pushing the door open. “Sorry I’m late. I didn’t realize the walk here was going to be so long…”

I trailed off, my head tilting up. And up.

Holy shit.

I’m not sure what I expected from the headmaster’s lair. Another office, maybe, though one far nicer than the bland corporate digs the receptionist had shown me to. Whatever I’d pictured in my mind’s eye, it wasn’t this.

I stood at the bottom of a tall, cylindrical tower. The walls stretched upwards nearly as high as I could see, ending in a round dome the color of jade. A walkway ran along the tower’s diameter, curling like a sinuous snake to form a continual ramp from the bottom to the top.

But that wasn’t what caught my eye.

What caught my eye were the books.

Every library and bookstore I’d ever set foot in wouldn’t have been able to match it, even if they pooled their inventories together for a year. Every square inch of available space was taken up by them—the rows stretched around the circular wall, recessed just enough that the spines of the tomes formed a sort of secondary barrier around the railing of the curved pathway. Ladders stretched between sections, both to allow people to climb the tower faster and to reach sections of books that would have been difficult to grab from the path. Staring up into it was dizzying; like looking into one of those spinning spirals.

“Amazing, isn’t it?”

The voice snapped me out of my reverie. Lavrans Ravensson stood a short distance away, a tome the size of a phone book clutched in his hand. His one good eye danced with mirth, while the eyepatch over the other stared at me impassively.

“I knew you’d find your way here,” he said, gesturing at the expansive tower around him. When he saw Squawk on my shoulder, the corner of his mouth curled in a knowing smirk. “Some sections of the Allways can be dangerous this time of year, but you’re not the sort of young man who courts trouble. And even if you were, you had your familiar by your side.”

Squawk let out a caw at that. “Good friend!”

“Indeed.” Lavrans stepped forward and petted Squawk just beneath his beak. Miraculously, the bird didn’t attack him. “I’m glad you brought your familiar with you, Edwin. God, he’s a beautiful creature, isn’t he?”

I nodded absently. Something else Lavrans had said was at the forefront of my mind. “You said the hallways are dangerous?”

“Allways,” Lavrans corrected with a smile. “No ‘h’. You’ve come a long way, Edwin, though I daresay it didn’t take you very long to cross the distance. No, not long at all.”

I reflexively checked my wristwatch. Something about this place reminded me of the movie Interstellar—it wouldn’t have been all that shocking to discover that while minutes were passing in Lavrans’ tower, hours or even days slipped away in the real world. But if this wasn’t the real world, then what was it?

The question must have shone on my face. “You seem confused,” Lavrans said. “Perhaps I can show you something that will help you understand?”

The headmaster gestured with his chin. It was then that I noticed the door in the tower—ancient and ornate, carved from a single piece of heavy wood. Runes covered its surface.

“Would you like to see outside?” Lavrans asked.

Wordlessly I nodded.

Lavrans led me to the door and opened it. A blast of icy air stung my cheeks as we stepped out into the snow. The landscape looked exactly the way I’d seen it through the window in the hallway leading here.

Except for one thing.

The ghosts.


Chapter Eight

“What the hell are those things?”

Pale, spectral figures walked through the snow. A carpet of flakes fell from the leaden sky, raining down endlessly on the shimmering heads of the creatures. They trudged across the frozen tundra in the distance, slowly but steadily traveling across the waste.

“Dead men!” Squawk cawed.

Next to me, Lavrans smirked. “Indeed, little bird,” he said, watching the line of figures with an unreadable expression. “The dead are closer to us here than almost anywhere else in the universe. The veil between our existence and theirs is thin—so thin that even the untrained can see right through it.”

I certainly could see it. I could see them.

I squinted into the gloom. The figures were tall and short, dressed in a variety of styles and fashions. But all of them had a similar expression on their faces. They looked resigned. Resigned and weary.

“Headmaster, where are we?” I asked. “What is this place?”

Lavrans looked amused. “No need to be so formal,” he chided. “When it’s just the two of us, you may refer to me by my given name. I’m certain that you and Professor Dragovich have the same arrangement, do you not?”

The smile on his face told me he knew more about that than I wanted to admit. “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, refusing to rise to his jibe.

Lavrans nodded, clearly pleased by my show of backbone. “That,” he said, gesturing over the frozen waste, “is what the ancients called Niflheim.”

I was stunned. “Niflheim?”

“Aye. The land of the dead.” Lavrans gestured at the mountains in the distance, the frozen plain stretching out before us. “And a safe place for a man to pursue his magical enquiries, despite its close proximity to a certain other land of death just below us. Rest assured that nothing can harm you here, Edwin, even if you sometimes pass danger while traveling the Allways. The Sanctum is my stronghold, my fortress. Even the medieval kings with their castles never crafted a better one.”

Following Lavrans’ lead, I turned around. The tower—what Lavrans called his sanctum—looked even more impressive from the outside. It stretched to the sky like a massive gray finger, thick around the base and tapering up to that domed roof far above our heads. Just looking at it gave me a feeling of safety, of security. This place wasn’t going anywhere. It was ancient.

As it should be.

If Lavrans wasn’t pulling my leg, then I’d just walked into Norse mythology.

I had about a hundred questions I wanted to ask the man. But when I looked back at the horizon and saw those morose figures trudging their way through the snow, only one seemed so important as to have to be answered that moment.

“Those people,” I said, pointing. “Where are they going?”

Lavrans surveyed the line of figures with a disinterested gaze. “Not everyone who dies comes here, you understand,” he said, as if I’d asked a totally different question. “These people are the recently departed—some of the recently departed. As for where they’re going, well, their destination is mainly up to them.” That brought a smirk out of him. “Some of them are trudging their way below, to the land of endless hunger and thirst. Some are purging themselves along the path to greener pastures. And a few—just a few, mind you—walk this land seeking wisdom.” He paused, craning his neck. “I don’t see any of those today, though,” he added mildly.

It was impossible to tell whether Lavrans was joking or not. “So this is, like, literally Niflheim. One of the Nine Worlds. From the Norse cosmos.”

Lavrans looked a little surprised. “Of course it is,” he said, looking me up and down. “This surprises you, Edwin?”

The snow was falling on my head. When I glanced over at Squawk on my shoulder, I saw snowflakes covering his feathers like a spilled bowl of sugar.

“Uh… yes,” I said. “This is just about the most surprising thing that could have happened to me today, Lavrans.”

The headmaster’s lips twisted in a smile. “You hadn’t suspected before now? Hadn’t guessed the true nature of the little fraternity some of Blackwater’s faculty belong to?”

My heart skipped a beat. Was he talking about the Black Moon?

“Your school’s headmaster is a Scandinavian man named Ravensson,” Lavrans explained patiently. “A man with one eye. A man who gave you a large pet raven for a familiar as a gift…”

Oh. Oh.

I looked over at Squawk with new eyes. Suddenly things were clicking in my head, falling over like dominos in rapid succession.

Our illusions professor—Locke.

Our Beast Tamer, Freja Fym.

Professor Thurman over in Battle Magic, helping Courtney to pass her Grand Conjuration. Thur-man. Thor-man…

“Holy shit,” I gasped. “You’re not ordinary humans. You’re gods.”

Lavrans tossed his head back and laughed. “A god,” he repeated, as if I’d told a wonderful joke. “That would make things simple, wouldn’t it? If I were a god, I could simply look into the hearts of every student on campus and see which of them plotted against me. If I were a god, it would be child’s play to summon lightning to smite them, a disease to wither them, or a flame from the core of the planet to roast them like a brisket in their bed.”

I wrinkled my nose at the mental image.

“No, I am not a god,” Lavrans said. “I am old and very powerful—even more powerful than the enemies of Blackwater suspect, as a matter of fact. But I am not a god, Edwin Sawyer.”

My head spun. I tried to square everything I knew about Norse mythology with what I was seeing. It didn’t help that most of what I’d learned was half-remembered, pulled from fantasy novels and superhero movies.

“But you…” I gestured at the frozen tundra, which looked suspiciously like the backdrop for a black metal music video. “You created all of this, right?”

“This was here,” Lavrans said with a shrug. “It’s been here from the beginning. The Nine Worlds, the Allways—witches and wizards did not create these things, Edwin. We merely exploit them.”

“Fast travel!” Squawk cawed, letting out a whistle like a steam engine.

“Indeed.” Lavrans laughed, then stroked the top of the bird’s head. “Smart creature.”

I felt silly now, knowing that this raven had always belonged to him. Had been one of his creatures before it ever appeared at my kitchen window. I couldn’t help but wonder—was it Huginn? Muninn? I knew those were Odin’s helpers, but he controlled all ravens, not just those two, right?

Odin. The headmaster of my college was Odin.

Only not. He’d… inspired Odin? Was somehow involved in the creation of the Norse pantheon? Jesus, thinking about this made my mind ache.

Perhaps Lavrans noticed that too. “It’s very cold out here,” he said, gesturing at the interior of the Sanctum. “We should return to the tower before we begin to feel its effects.”

Something told me Lavrans could have stood out in this snowstorm for a hundred years without the slightest amount of discomfort. But I wasn’t like him—at least not yet. I followed the headmaster inside.

The warmth rolled over me like a soothing bath. I hadn’t realized just how cold I’d been until I got back inside. The tips of my fingers tingled. Squawk hopped off of my shoulder and flew across the room, settling on a marble bust of a woman with a golden head dress and long, flowing locks.

As soon as we were inside, Lavrans closed the door. “So now you know the truth,” he said. Oddly he looked even more amused than before. “I’m surprised none of your fellow students informed you. Blackwater does love its gossip.”

I was a little surprised as well. If nothing else, wouldn’t Toby Heck have been gleeful to tell me about the faculty’s connection to the Norse pantheon?

With a start, I remembered the conversation we’d had in the lunchroom about how ancient some of Blackwater’s faculty truly were. Maybe he’d tried to tell me already, in his own ‘Lord of Heck’ way.

“Are all of you gods?” I asked. Lavrans flinched, and I added, “Not really gods, I mean. Just, you know, treated like them in popular culture.”

That brought a cool smile to his face. “No,” he agreed. “Professor Quigley is American and much younger than most of the faculty at Blackwater. And there are no cultures I’m aware of that ever worshipped Irina Dragovich—though I suspect that she may have had a hand in the creation of more than a few Slavic folk tales…

I could see where he was going with that. “Alright. You're all important, even if only some of you have been turned into literal objects of worship. Do I have that right?

Lavrans had the temerity to look coy. "I would say that's fairly close to the truth, yes.

I accepted that wordlessly. "And the 'Allways'?

Lavrans looked pleased that I'd remembered to ask. "Means of traversal between the Nine Worlds," he explained, gesturing breezily at the door through which I'd entered the tower. "A convenient way for certain powerful witches and wizards to get where they're going, as it were.

I frowned. "I thought the Norse gods traveled on a rainbow or something?”

"The Byfrost," Lavrans said, nodding. "Not the simplest means of travel, I'm afraid. Safer than the Allways, of course. But the latter gives travelers a certain degree of privacy that traveling out in the open lacks.”

I didn't need to be a rogue to know what Lavrans was trying to say. Witches and wizards as powerful as Blackwater's faculty sometimes needed to travel discreetly, without being noticed by the powers that be. The Allways provided that discretion.

Now I couldn't help but wonder where that turn in the path might have taken me. Was that another realm Squawk and I had passed on our way to Lavrans' sanctum? Another of the Nine Worlds?

If it is, then it's probably even luckier that I didn't go wandering off, I thought with another glance at Squawk. God only knows where I might have ended up!

While I was thinking of all the terrible things that could have happened to me in those endless hallways, Lavrans busied himself putting his tome away. He appeared to be giving me a few moments to process everything I'd heard—to accept what I'd been told about Blackwater's faculty before my lessons officially began. I appreciated it, and much later, I'd appreciate it even more.

When he'd judged I'd had enough time, Lavrans cleared his throat. "Your lessons will be performed here at the Sanctum," he explained, gesturing around the expansive tower. "Truly there is no better place for a budding young mage to explore his powers."

Lavrans was surely right about that. Though the ghosts outside—and the proximity to that other realm—made me nervous despite his reassurances.

“You will not need to come to my office for every lesson,” he said. “Unless you wish to, of course. Once we conclude this session, I will install a new branch of the Allways, stretching from this sanctum to a place closer to you.” A grin spread across Lavrans’ face that was almost impish. “You may lose a bit of closet space, but you will cut down on travel time. I believe you have an apartment off-campus?”

I swallowed hard. Oh shit.

“Actually, I just recently moved,” I said. Lavrans had no idea how recently. “I’m living in a house. It’s near Blackwater, though.”

“I see.” Lavrans rubbed his chin; the very beginnings of some gray stubble had just begun to grow along the ridge of his jaw. “This would be a home shared with Miss Bishop, yes?”

He meant Sabrina. “Yeah,” I said, wondering if I ought to leave it at that. When I’d decided I couldn’t, I added: “And Courtney.”

“Miss Haddonfield?” Lavrans’ eyes widened in surprise. “And here I was afraid you’d have trouble adjusting to the way we do things at Blackwater, Edwin.”

I couldn’t keep from blushing. “Courtney’s parents let her stay at their house in DC while they’re out of the country. They’ve got plenty of room…”

“You misunderstand me.” Lavrans looked almost kindly. “I was not asking you for an explanation, young man. You certainly don’t owe me one.”

Talking about Courtney reminded me that there was something else I wanted to ask Lavrans about. “Did you know that there’s been another attack on campus?” I asked the headmaster. “Courtney’s friend—Kendra, the captain of the cheer squad for the Exeter-Cross Warlocks.”

Lavrans was already nodding. “I’m aware of just about everything that happens on my campus,” he said without a hint of irritation. “Miss Haddonfield’s friend will be fine. She’s rather shaken up, I understand, but there will be no permanent damage.”

No permanent damage was one way to put it, I supposed. “Was it another one of those things? Those inviolates?”

Lavrans stared at me for a long moment. Then he shook his head.

“No,” he grunted. “We’re not yet 100% certain what it was that attacked that student from Exeter-Cross. But I can tell you with absolute certainty what it wasn’t.  It was not the same sort of monster that hid inside of Archibald Frantz.

Interesting. “How can you be sure?”

“Because of the protective aura,” Lavrans explained. “I and the other faculty members expend a great deal of energy keeping it powered and maintained. While it functions, covering the campus in an invisible shroud, the creatures who tried to assassinate you, Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield cannot enter our environs.”

Irina had told me as much. “I heard that it had to be a student who brought the creature onto campus.”

“Really?” Lavrans looked intrigued by that. “I wasn’t aware that such things were public knowledge. Or even rumors.”

That took me off-guard. “Irina told me. Er, I mean Professor Dragovich.”

Lavrans snickered. “So you have no trouble referring to your curses professor in an informal fashion, I see. Well, I won’t pry. Professor Dragovich’s personal life is none of my business.”

My brows shot all the way to my hairline. “It’s not like that,” I protested—despite how badly I did want it to be like that. “She’s just my teacher…”

But Lavrans had already turned away and was examining a row of books by the far wall. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, dismissing my concerns with a gesture. “As far as our lessons go, today is mostly just about getting you acclimated to the Sanctum. Learning and practical exercises will begin the next time you come here. But I do want to set your expectations before we go any further.”

I waited. Normally, the first day of any class was pretty boring—little more than going over the syllabus and the grading scale, the way Professor Fym or any of the other teachers would. But this class was different. This was my major. This is what I’d be doing with Lavrans for months, if not years, right up until I graduated Blackwater.

Fuck. Graduation. What would my life be like with a degree in magic in my back pocket?

Lavrans’ voice snapped me out of my reverie. “You are not an ordinary student, Edwin,” he said, gesturing at a set of couches near the tower’s fireplace. “If you didn’t know that before the attack at the football game, you certainly know it now. Though I believe you must have suspected this long before you were attacked. Perhaps you had some inkling of it during our first meeting, in fact.”

Our first meeting. Our first meeting had been in a hospital room, immediately following my accident. I hadn’t known magic existed then—I hadn’t even known Blackwater existed, much less than Lavrans was its headmaster. Fool that I was, I thought he was a cop.

I took a seat on the couch across from Lavrans. “I didn’t have any idea,” I said, spreading my hands with a chuckle. “Honest.”

Lavrans acknowledged this with a nod. “An extraordinary student requires an extraordinary education,” he said, his manner turning serious. “In general, one’s mentor at Blackwater focuses almost entirely on a single field of study. Once a student’s Grand Conjuration is complete and their major declared, there’s little reason to feature any but the most cursory overview of alternate topics.”

From the way Lavrans spoke, I could tell he did not relish this state of affairs. Most colleges were infamous for making you take a bunch of classes that were only vaguely related to your major—at Blackwater, we had almost the exact opposite problem. Once you signed up for a major, it became nearly the whole of your course load.

“But that,” Lavrans said, “would not serve you, Edwin. At least that is not how I see things.”

I waited. Clearly he had more he wanted to tell me.

“I’m of two minds where your schooling is concerned,” the headmaster admitted. “On the one hand, I naturally want to give you the broadest course of study possible. To expand your horizons in every direction is the true goal of education—and in this, I believe you have the sort of mind most receptive to those teachings.” He fell silent, frowning. “But your gift… ah, it is most unusual.”

Don’t I know it, I thought. Though it had mostly managed to go unremarked upon by the greater student body, there were some who’d begun to realize that Blackwater had an Awakener in their midst. Someone with the power to open the eyes of ordinary people—those who the magical world dismissively referred to as ‘mundanes’—to the power of the Unseen World. And not just the Unseen World. To magic itself.

That’s what I’d done to Courtney Haddonfield, without even realizing it. When we first met, she was just a ‘mundane’, albeit a beautiful and vivacious one. The closeness we shared had changed her, and now she was a witch. Not even a ‘partial’—someone who could see magic and work with magical items, but who had no inborn capacity for magic. A full witch.

Such things were practically unheard of. There hadn’t been an Awakener on the East Coast in at least a hundred years, or so I’d been told. I had a rare gift, indeed.

“I believe I know your thoughts,” Lavrans said. “Yes, your gift must be cultivated. It’s of paramount importance—not just to your academic career, but to Blackwater itself. In the years to come, your power as an Awakener may very well reshape the magical world. So we cannot neglect it.”

I cleared my throat. There was something I’d been meaning to ask for quite some time, but hadn’t yet managed to work up the courage. Something that cut to the very heart of what it meant to be an Awakener in the first place.

Maybe someone who’d been raised by magical parents would have known what they needed to know already. But both of my parents were as ordinary as the suburbs themselves. So I needed my mentor to explain things.

“Listen,” I said, spreading my hands. “About my powers…”

Lavrans leaned forward slightly. “Yes?”

Suddenly I couldn’t meet his eyes. I kept my gaze on the floor as I continued.

“I don’t…” I trailed off, braced myself, and then took the leap. “I don’t have to have sex with someone to make them a witch, do I?”

The headmaster stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. For a moment, it looked like his eyes were about to fall out of his face. Then Lavrans tossed his head back and roared with laughter.

Shit, I thought, gritting my teeth. You don’t need to rub it in.

“I’m sorry,” the headmaster said, wiping tears from his eye. “I apologize—I should not have treated your question so flippantly. But is that truly what you believe, Edwin?”

“That’s what happened with Courtney,” I said. I knew I sounded defensive, but it didn’t matter. “She slowly started to see the Unseen World as the two of us got closer, but she didn’t gain the power to do magic until we… well, you know—“

“Had intercourse of a different sort,” Lavrans finished for me. He held up a hand to keep me from responding. “Again, your personal life is none of my business, Edwin. Let me assure you right here and now that what you believe is not the case. Your powers as an Awakener will require you to become close with those upon whom you work your magic. But you will not have to jump into bed with them.”

A wave of relief washed over me. “Thank goodness,” I said, melting into the back of my chair. “I was a little worried—”

“It may help, of course,” Lavrans added. “If you become attracted to a subject that way. But no, it's not necessary.”

I let that wash over me for a few seconds, then recalibrated myself. “That’s good,” I said, meaning it. “Because I only like girls. I mean, I’m not a bigot or anything like that—”

Lavrans held up a hand once more. “There’s nothing wrong with that,” he said with a faint smile and a shrug. “I only like girls, too. Although at my age, I tend to prefer women with a bit more experience.” He glanced across the tower with a wry smile. “No wonder you were so anxious about your new powers. To think you’d be locked out of awakening half the human race because of that…”

Abruptly, Lavrans rose from his seat. He stalked across the room and went over to a desk on the opposite side of the study, just beneath the sloping ramp that ran from the first floor to the second. As I watched, he rifled around in a drawer, before letting out a triumphant sound and shutting it once more.

“I almost forgot,” Lavrans said, giving me a sheepish grin. “This is for you.”

He tossed something across the room. It landed in my lap.

What the hell? I picked up the item, turning it this way and that. The throw hadn’t done any damage to it, which made sense—I held a thick black wrist watch with a military appearance. It looked almost like the old square G Shock on my wrist, except the band was leather instead of resin and it had a reflective sapphire crystal instead of the flame-hardened mineral stuff Casio used.

The screen was also blank. Which told me something else about my gift.

“A smart watch?” I asked, holding the item up. “No offense, Lavrans, but I’m not really into these. I had an Apple Watch for a while, but it bugged me all the time.” I held up the wrist wearing my watch. “I prefer to go a little bit low-tech these days.”

“As does most of Blackwater,” Lavrans said with a smirk. “No, this is not an Apple Watch, Edwin. It has a very different set of design principles.” He nodded at my wrist watch. “Put it on and tap the screen.”

With reluctance, I took off my G Shock and slipped it into my pocket. The watch Lavrans gave me fit my wrist perfectly, and the leather felt both supple and smooth. Despite my innate dislike of smartwatches, I had to admit the watch felt comfortable as hell. I tapped the screen.

An electric shock shot up my arm.

All the muscles from my wrist to my shoulder went taut as bowstrings. I grimaced, biting back a cry of pain, but the discomfort had already begun to fade. I shook my arm several times as the screen lit up, showing a logo that looked like a witch’s cauldron and a progress bar.

“My apologies,” Lavrans said with a chuckle. “I should have warned you about the calibration process.”

“What did it do, take my blood?” I asked. A tiny spot on my wrist still stung, just beneath the leather band. It felt as if I’d been gently stabbed there.

To my surprise, Lavrans nodded. “Just a drop,” he insisted. “Far less than what you gave to Professor Dragovich…”

Before I could respond, the watch vibrated. The logo vanished, replaced with a menu unlike any I’d ever seen before. The cauldron was still there, in the center of the display, only now it was animated—green smoke poured from the top, running down the sides, and after a few seconds a cartoon black cat appeared and stirred what was inside with a stick. Around it danced a whole suite of icons for different functions and features.

“Woah,” I said, amazed. “What is this?”

“This,” Lavrans said with pride, “is what the magical world calls a digital familiar. Now that it has sampled your blood, it is yours forevermore. No other witch or wizard will be able to use it. If they put it on, it will simply go inert.”

Squawk let out a whistling sound. “Good watch!”

It certainly was. I flipped through some of the icons, my eyes growing wider and wider. Current Mana. Record of Spells. There was even an option to summon a broomstick…

Experimentally, I tapped that one. For a moment, nothing happened—then a little error box popped up. “No transportation currently assigned,” it informed me.

Lavrans noticed. “If you were to purchase a broom or a carpet, you would be able to summon it via your watch,” he explained. “Such things are expensive, but I may be able to aid you in acquiring one. There are shops on High Street where speaking the name Lavrans Ravensson commands a generous discount…”

I probably should have asked what High Street was, but I was too blown away by my digital familiar. It seemed almost as useful as Squawk, though I figured I’d better not mention that to the bird perched on Lavrans’ desk. Near the bottom of the icons, I found a little “About this DF” logo and pushed it. A small message box appeared:

Eldhrimnir brand, by Vindauga corporation. Product of Norway.

Norway. Of course it would be, wouldn’t it?

Just then, Lavrans glanced down at his watch. “We’ll have to go over the features later,” he explained, frowning at the time. “If you search for the brand name of the device on your deck, you should be able to find PDFs of the manual on the manufacturer’s website. It’s made by—”

“Vindauga,” I said, the Nordic syllables rolling off my tongue. “I saw.”

Lavrans smiled. “Good lad. I have a meeting I must get to, but we will continue where we left off soon. Our next session is in two days, yes?”

Indeed it was.

“Good,” Lavrans said. “I’ll walk you back through the Allways. Let me know the address of the place where you are staying and a convenient door, and I’ll see to it that you have a direct connection to the Sanctum by your next lesson. That should make it easier to reach me next time. And safer.”

I followed Lavrans back into the darkened hallway. I couldn’t believe how quickly things had changed. When I first arrived at Lavrans’ office, I’d been terrified of this meeting. Now I found myself looking forward to the next one.

I tapped my digital familiar and watched a section of the hallway wall light up. Sabrina and Courtney are going to think this is cool as hell, I thought.

I couldn’t wait to show them.


Chapter Nine

Sabrina already knew what a digital familiar was. Because of course she did.

“Yours is, like, really nice though,” she said, shifting in her seat. Behind her, the big panel over the nurse’s station beeped quietly, showing the heart rates and blood pressure of every patient on this floor. “Most students can’t afford one. And the few who do have one usually buy the cheaper brands, which don’t have nearly as many features.”

Directly across from me, Courtney beamed. “So you’re saying it’s the Exeter-Cross equivalent of a magical smartwatch?”

Sabrina glanced up from the digital familiar to me. “What I’m saying is, Headmaster Ravensson clearly cares a lot about your education, Edwin.”

All around us, nurses went about their business. This section of the hospital was far away from the emergency room, filled exclusively with patients who’d recently been removed from the intensive care ward. No one who’d seen Kendra Baines enter through the former would have expected her to leave the latter any time soon, but the cheer captain had turned the corner so quickly after her arrival that the medical staff who’d attended to her were still a little stunned.

I knew the real reason for her miraculous recovery, of course. As did Sabrina and Courtney. Blackwater had intervened.

I’d met up with the girls directly after my meeting with Lavrans, then we’d all driven down to the hospital together. Along the way, I told them all about my first lesson with the college’s headmaster. Courtney ‘oohed’ and ‘ahhed’ with every detail about Niflheim and the massive tower Lavrans called his ‘Sanctum’, while Sabrina took it all with quiet amusement. By the time I’d finished, I had the distinct impression that my girlfriend had heard most of this before.

“That’s so cool,” Courtney told me when I was done. “He has a whole tower all to himself? Super swanky!”

“Maybe I could show it to you,” I said, thinking about Lavrans’ promise to connect the Allways to a door somewhere in my current abode. Putting the idea of a romantic trip into Courtney’s head would probably help smooth over the fact that I was going to be stealing a closet or a guest bathroom in order to shrink my afternoon commute. “Once the Allways are connected to the house, I’ll ask the headmaster if I can swing by while he’s not around.”

Sabrina frowned. “I don’t know,” the blonde witch said, giving me an uneasy look. "The Allways can be awfully dangerous, Edwin. They're not just connected to safe places like the Sanctum. They go everywhere..."

Hearing her words made me think of that strange split in the halls I'd discovered while picking my way to Lavrans' sanctum. I still had no idea what realm it was I'd touched—or whether it was even one of the Nine Realms at all. Paradise or Hell itself could have been waiting for me at the end of that dark tunnel. Or something else entirely.

"I'm sure it'll be fine," Courtney said breezily. "The headmaster wouldn't let Edwin travel those hallways or whatever they're called by himself if it wasn't safe. Right?"

"Well..." I trailed off. "I did have Squawk with me."

Courtney laughed. "And I'm sure he was a very good bird."

A nurse came around the corner. "The doctor is finished with Miss Baines for now," she said, giving the three of us a smile. "You can go in and see her. She said she's very excited that you came to visit!"

Courtney beamed at that. "Thanks," she said, rising. "It's just down the hall, right?"

We'd just been waiting for Kendra to finish her checkup. The hospital was stubbornly insistent on double and triple checking Kendra's condition—almost as if they didn't trust the miraculous recovery she'd made after her attack.

In that, I didn't blame them. It took me a damned long time to accept the fact that magic was real, too.

Apparently, Kendra rated a private room. I wondered who'd pulled those strings: the wizards at Blackwater or the obscenely wealthy administrators at Exeter-Cross. Kendra was sitting up in her hospital bed, the back inclined almost at ninety degrees with a pillow behind her neck. I swear that when she saw Courtney coming, the heart monitor started beeping a little faster.

"Took you long enough, bitch," Kendra said. Her smile took all the sting out of the words and made it clear she was joking. "I thought I was going to get out of here before you decided to show up!"

Courtney embraced her team captain, sniffing hugely. "You’re the bitch," she said, nearly losing her composure and beginning to sob. "You almost died and stuck me with the job of running the cheer team!"

While the two cheerleaders reunited, Sabrina gave me a nudge with her elbow. She gestured at a heavy chair with fabric armrests next to the hospital bed, making it clear she thought I ought to sit. I tried to tell her that she ought to be the one who gets to sit down, but she elbowed me a second time when I tried to open my mouth.

Fine, then, I thought. I eased myself into the chair.

And Sabrina climbed into my lap like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Holy hell! I stiffened, my hands instinctively going to the coed's waist. Sabrina shifted her cute behind back and forth before settling down directly onto the bulge in my pants, placing herself where my manhood pointed straight at her panties. If the two of us had been naked just then, I'd already have been inside her.

"You..." I whispered.

Sabrina glanced over her shoulder at me and winked. "Did you think I was going to let you have the chair all to yourself?" she asked.

Courtney took a step back from Kendra. "I'm so glad you're alright," she said, taking one of the cheer captain's hands in both of her own. "These are the people I was telling you about, by the way. Kendra, this is Edwin and Sabrina. You guys know who Kendra is already."

"Charmed," Sabrina said, smirking like a fox who'd been placed in charge of a henhouse. Unlike Courtney or Kendra, she had physical confirmation of what having her lithe little body nestled in my lap was doing to me.

Good lord, nobody could push my buttons like that woman.

Kendra did a double-take, blinking at the sight of Sabrina sitting on my lap in the chair. "These are your... friends?" she asked Courtney.

There were entire paragraphs in that word.

Courtney gave her an awkward smile. "Yeah, they're awesome," she said. "They've been helping me out with my new classes."

Kendra nodded. The cover story Exeter-Cross had been fed about Courtney was that she'd been chosen for a special project by one of the college's provosts. It came with a great deal of prestige, which for the students of Exeter-Cross was almost as important as food or air. No one had questioned it, and since all of Courtney's classes at Blackwater technically still occurred on the grounds of her former college, there wasn't even any need for her to sneak to and from her magic lessons.

Kendra spent a good few seconds looking at Sabrina. Then she met my gaze and smiled. "Nice to meet you," she said, giving me the kind of smile a pharmaceutical rep would have been proud of. "I'm sorry you all have to see me like this. I look like something awful."

I was already shaking my head. "You look great for a woman who was almost mauled to death," I said. "Honest."

I didn't even have to lie. Kendra Baines was a beautiful woman—beautiful in the way only a woman who devoted a significant portion of her life to a physical pursuit could be beautiful. Her body was even more toned and athletic than Courtney's, and her skin was the color of coffee with just the right amount of cream. Sure, her hair looked an untamed mess, but that was to be expected considering what she'd been through. She somehow even managed to make a hospital gown look kinda hot.

"That's flattery," Kendra said, making a face. "But I'll take it." She turned back to Courtney. "They're saying they might let me go home tonight."

Courtney nearly jumped into the air before catching herself. "That's awesome news!" she said, grinning like a fool.

"Honestly, they should have released me hours ago," Kendra mused. "I feel fine—really, I do. The doctors don't believe that, but it's true."

"I believe it," Sabrina said with a knowing smile.

"I don't think they can accept the fact that someone who showed up in the hospital in my condition could be walking around without any pain so quickly," she continued, cocking her head to the side. "I mean, those dogs almost killed me. There was a minute there where I really thought it was all over. That I'd jumped to the top of my last human pyramid—that I'd never get to do the splits and shake my pom-poms again."

She laughed at the ridiculousness of what she was saying, but at the same time, I knew she believed every word.

"You want to know what was really crazy?" Kendra asked, directing her question straight at Courtney.

"I'm all ears," the redhead replied.

Kendra paused for a moment before continuing. "When the lights started to go out, I felt...well, I had a really stupid thought. I didn't think about my family, or about graduation, or even about any of my ex-boyfriends. You know what I was thinking when I staggered away from that attack?"

None of us dared to guess.

A single tear rolled down Kendra's cheek despite her composure. "That I was letting the team down," she admitted. "I know, isn't that the stupidest thing you've ever heard?"

Courtney took the cheer captain's hand and squeezed it. "That is not stupid!" she insisted, sounding almost offended. "That's not stupid at all, Kendra! You love the cheer team! It's, like, your life!"

"I know," she replied, shaking her head. "I'm the second biggest booster of the Exeter-Cross cheer squad in the whole world. Number one being you, of course, Courtney."

Sabrina stiffened in my lap. I knew she was thinking about the conversation we'd had in the Range Rover with Courtney—how she was having second thoughts about the cheerleading team with her new workload.

As if to banish those thoughts, the blonde witch ground her ass against my groin. The half-chub I'd been sporting since she climbed into my lap sprang to life like a cobra, and all the blood in my body rushed between my legs. Suddenly my hands were digging into Sabrina's sides. Not trying to move her—pinning her down harder against me.

Neither Courtney nor Kendra noticed. "I don't know about that," Courtney said. "I'm not in any hurry to take over after you, Kendra. You're the heart and soul of this team—"

"Dogs, huh?" Sabrina asked.

The effect of her question on the room was subtle, but unmistakable. There was a tension in the air that hadn't been there a few moments ago. Kendra shifted nervously beneath her blankets—next to her, Courtney clutched her hand a little bit harder.

"Yeah, dogs," Kendra said. “Crazy, right? Who’d have thought that wild dogs could be roaming around the Exeter-Cross campus?” She shook her head, her smile turning anxious. “Must have been someone’s Rottweilers…”

“Must have been,” Sabrina repeated, leaning forward. I couldn’t help but note the way she did that, with her back slightly arched, made it look even more like the two of us were fucking with our clothes on. “You sure that’s the story you want to go with, Kendra?”

The cheer captain looked alarmed for a moment, then glared at Sabrina. “It’s not a story. It’s what happened.” Sabrina nodded. “Mmh hmm. A group of wild dogs attacked you in the middle of campus. Come on, Kendra. You can lie to the nurses and the doctors here, but you really shouldn’t lie to us. Especially not to Courtney!”

Kendra’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

I decided that now was my moment to step in. Not in the least because if I didn’t do something soon to distract myself from the way Sabrina kept rocking back and forth on my cock I was going to lose control and tear her panties off.

“We already know the truth,” I told the cheer captain. “It wasn’t dogs that attacked you, or a mugger, or something like that. It was something else.”

“A monster,” Sabrina whispered.

Kendra guarded her reaction well. Yet she still looked stricken enough that I knew I’d hit pay dirt. “I can’t talk about it,” she muttered, glancing down at her lap. “That guy with the eyepatch told me not to.”

“That guy with the eyepatch is a friend of mine,” I said. “He’s the one who’s overseeing Courtney’s special project, too. He’s on our side.”

Kendra blinked. “He is?”

I nodded.

A little tremor passed through Kendra’s body. “What’s his deal?” she asked. “Is he with the police or something? He scared me a little bit when he came to visit me in the hospital. Asking all those questions…”

I knew exactly what she meant. “He’s not a cop,” I explained. I’d thought the same thing the first time I met the headmaster. “He just takes his job very seriously.”

“You can tell us what really happened,” Courtney insisted. “Kendra, we might be able to help.”

More than anything, it was her bestie’s words that swayed the cheer captain.

“Shit, okay,” Kendra muttered, running her fingers through her hair. “There weren’t any dogs. That’s just what I told the doctors when the ambulance took me to the emergency room. They wouldn’t have believed what really happened, anyway.”

“I believe you,” I assured Kendra. “What was it?”

I waited for the cheer captain to describe the same monster that had taken hold of Archibald Frantz. A creature somewhere between a human being and a disembodied spirit, like a zombie but with the strength and speed of its host. An inviolate, the same monster Headmaster Ravensson and the other teachers had created a protective ward to guard students against.

But in this, Kendra surprised me.

She clutched the bedsheets with her free hand, her nostrils flaring as she sucked in a shuddering gasp. “It was a demon,” she whispered, her eyes wide with fear.

Sabrina gave a start in my lap. Courtney searched the blonde witch’s eyes, the question written across her face: could it actually have been a demon? Were they real?

At Blackwater, anything felt possible.

“What kind of demon?” I asked.

“How should I know?” Kendra asked with a bitter laugh. “I’m not an expert on demons!”

“Then how do you know it was a demon?” Sabrina asked.

Courtney looked uneasy. I knew I did, too. The way Sabrina said that had erased the last shreds of doubt from my mind: demons were real. I mean, I’d heard Irina’s jokes about students summoning succubi to fulfill their twisted sexual fantasies, but this was different. This was evil.

Even Kendra seemed surprised. “If you’d seen it,” she said with a shudder, “you’d know. There was no doubt in my mind that the thing that attacked me was a demon. It wanted to kill me.”

Courtney and I both looked like we were going to be sick. But Sabrina remained steady.

“Describe it for me,” the blonde witch asked.

Kendra did a double take. “Excuse me?”

“We believe you,” Sabrina said. As she spoke, she lifted her hips just a touch, giving the primal part of my brain some relief from the incredible things her ass kept doing to the bulge in my pants. I don’t know what it said about me that I actually wanted her back on me, even with Courtney and Kendra watching. “That’s why we want to know what kind of demon it is. So we can help you stop it.”

Kendra looked gobsmacked. “Is she for real?” she asked Courtney.

The redhead laughed. “Sabrina is very much for real,” she assured her friend. “She knows what she’s talking about, too.”

“We can’t explain everything right now,” I said. I was thinking about the Unseen World and how traumatic it could be to force a grown adult to see it without preparing them for it first. “There’s some things you’re just going to have to trust us on. But we’re really the people you want to be talking to about this, Kendra. We have a good idea of what’s going on, and we can help.”

I waited. That had to be enough.

“Trust us,” Courtney added in a whisper. “Please?”

That did it. Kendra looked over at her bestie and nodded. “Alright.”

All three of us waited to hear what she had to say.

“It was… like a person,” Kendra said, her mouth working soundlessly as she looked for the right words. “If you saw it walking down the street, you might even have been fooled that it was a person for a second or two. But it didn’t fool me.” She shuddered, as if reliving the memory right in front of us. “When it saw me, it changed.”

“Changed?” Sabrina’s interest was clearly piqued. “Changed how?”

Kendra stared. “You really do know about these things, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Sabrina said. “Go on.”

Slowly, Kendra nodded. “It transformed,” she whispered. “The first time I looked at it, I thought for a second that it was a human—then it came running at me. Its eyes were glowing, and by the time it reached me, it had these horns coming out of the side of its head—”

“What kind of horns?” Sabrina asked.

“Curved,” Kendra said. “Like a ram’s.”

Sabrina nodded. That meant something to her, I could tell, though she probably wouldn’t say so until we were alone. “How did it attack you? Fangs, claws?”

“Um, claws.” Kendra’s face told me she was a little surprised to be having this conversation. “It slashed me, and gored me. It was… it was totally fucked up. By the time I got to the hospital, I could tell things were bad.” She shook her head, as if trying to dispel a bad dream. “It kept growling at me the whole time.”

Sabrina straightened up in my lap. “Growling?”

Kendra nodded. “Like an animal. A dog, or a wolf.” She looked away, blushing. “That’s why I lied and told the hospital I got attacked by dogs. It kinda made sense.”

All of us sat in silence for a while after that. I wished Sabrina would turn around so I could see the look on her face, but the blonde witch remained stubbornly focused on Kendra. Her ass and the valley between her legs were focused on the bulge in my pants, too.

“Thank you,” Sabrina said. “I know this is really hard and scary to talk about.”

Kendra let out the sigh she’d been holding for some time. The gesture was like a release of tension throughout the room. “You have no idea.”

“We’ve got more of an idea than you think,” I said. “I want you to know we’re working on this. The guy with the eyepatch is working on it, too. We’re going to make sure you stay safe.”

All of a sudden Kendra’s eyes widened. I cursed myself inwardly. Stupid! She hadn’t even thought of that until now; she was still just feeling lucky to be alive. Now I’d brought it to her attention.

The cheer captain’s shoulders rose and fell rapidly. Sweat beaded on her forehead; along the hospital sheet, her fingers dug into Courtney’s palm. “Oh my God,” she whispered, her skin taking on a gray sheen. “You mean there’s a chance this thing could come back?”

Courtney and Sabrina shared a look.

“That’s very unlikely,” the blonde witch assured Kendra. “If anything, we’ll probably have all of this wrapped up before you even leave the hospital. I’m certain that our friends are on the case—”

But Kendra wasn’t listening any longer. She sat bolt upright, sending the covers wafting around her knees as her back went ramrod straight.

“You’ve got to do something!” she insisted, her eyes going wide and haunted. “You know about demons, right? There’s got to be some kind of ritual that will keep that thing away from me! Something I can do to stay safe…”

“I’ve got an idea,” Courtney said.

All eyes turned to the redhead. Huh? I wondered. What kind of plan did Court have? We had no idea what it really was that had attacked Kendra, much less how to stop it from coming back.

But Courtney’s face didn’t show that.

“Why don’t you come stay with me?” the cheerleader asked. “My house is, like, totally huge, and my parents aren’t going to be home for months. We can keep an eye on you until things quiet down on campus!”

Oh shit. I’d thought Sabrina tensed up before. I couldn’t see her face, but from her posture the blonde witch must have been utterly shocked. As was I. What Courtney was offering…

Well. It had the potential to change absolutely everything.

I relaxed. There was just no way Kendra would agree to something like that. She’d have to be mad to share a house with her bestie, no matter how close they were. Besides, she had to know by now that Courtney had a boyfriend—

“That sounds like a good idea,” Kendra said. “At least until you and your, um… friends figure out what’s going on at our campus.”

Oh wow. My cheeks lit up with heat as I contemplated having Kendra around us at all hours of the day. How long would it take for her to figure out the arrangement that Courtney, Sabrina, and I had?

She’d have to be blind not to notice it. By the time she’d spent a day or two with us, the nature of my relationship with her best friend would be as plain as the nose on her face. Or the logo on her cheerleading uniform.

“You sure?” Even Courtney looked surprised.

An unexpected smile cut through Kendra’s fear. “I don’t wanna go back to the dorms,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides, Haddonfield, you owe me. You wouldn’t even be on the cheer squad in the first place if it wasn’t for me.”

“I earned my spot, you bitch,” Courtney countered. There was no real rancour in it—the two of them were just joking around. I sensed this was an ‘argument’ the two of them had had plenty of times before.

Though probably never under these circumstances.

They exchanged a few more barbs behind their smiles, then Courtney leaned over and put her other hand around the one holding Kendra’s. “We’ll get everything set up before you leave the hospital,” she promised. “And really, you shouldn’t worry. Edwin and Sabrina are really good at this stuff. Like I said, that demon, or monster, or whatever will probably be in the ground by the time they let you out of here.”

I saw Kendra’s eyes widen a touch at the mention of Sabrina and me. Did she already suspect? Probably she did. The only thing that might have been holding her back was the fact that her lieutenant hadn’t even officially told her she had a boyfriend—much less that she was in some kind of throuple arrangement…

Harem arrangement, I thought with a chuckle. If Sabrina gets her way, she’ll fill Courtney’s mansion with as many babes as she possibly can. The sexier the better…

God damn I was a lucky man.

So why was I worried about upsetting Kendra, of all people?

I decided right then and there that I wasn’t. I wouldn’t shove my arrangement in the cheer captain’s face, but neither would I hide it from her. If she wanted to come and stay beneath Courtney’s roof, that was fine by me—honestly, I thought it was a good idea—but it wouldn’t change my behavior one bit. I sensed it wouldn’t change Sabrina’s behavior, either.

Good. I didn’t want it to.

In fact…

“Here,” I said, cutting into the conversation. My cell phone was out of my pocket before I could have second thoughts about the idea. “Let me get your number.”

Courtney looked gobsmacked. Sabrina’s thighs clenched around me, and even without looking at her I knew I’d just turned her on so much she was probably going to squeak as she walked out of this hospital. Kendra looked at the phone, blinking, then took it.

Her fingers deftly tapped the screen. “Are you going to keep an eye on me?” she asked, sounding like she meant it. “Make sure I don’t get eaten by any demons?”

“Absolutely,” I promised. “If anything weird starts happening, just text us. We’ll come running.” Or flying on our broomsticks. Fuck, I probably needed to ask Lavrans about how to get one of those, didn’t I? Or maybe a flying carpet—at least I think that’s what he mentioned back in the Sanctum…

After a few more choice words and a couple of hugs from Courtney, we said our goodbyes. Kendra sent me a text to make sure our phone numbers were correct, and I tossed one back to her to be on the safe side. By the time we left her hospital room, her mood had brightened, and all of us were feeling a little bit cheerier about our chances of freeing Blackwater from what threatened it.

So I probably only should have been mildly surprised when we entered the hallway and Sabrina jumped straight into my arms.

In the blink of an eye she was against me, grinding her body hard into mine. My hands went right to her waist, pinning her to me as her mouth opened against my own. Somewhere to my left, Courtney let out a moan balanced perfectly between pleasure and jealousy.

I risked a glance over at her and saw the hunger in her eyes. Most guys pray their whole life to have one woman look at them like that, I thought. And I’ve got someone who looks at me that way when I’m with a totally different woman…

Fuck. That was never going to stop being a good feeling.

“I saw what you were doing in there,” Courtney growled. “Holy shit, Sabrina, you are shameless…”

The blonde witch broke the kiss. “I’m shameless?” Sabrina whispered. “You invited your cheer captain into our freaking house!”

Spots of color burned on Courtney’s cheeks. “It seemed like a good idea.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet!” Sabrina grinned from ear to ear at her bestie, then returned her attention to me. “Let’s go home, Edwin. I want you. Fuck, I need you!”

No man could turn down an invitation like that. And we’d just finished all of our lessons for the day…

“Fuck it,” I grunted, glancing back at the closed door. “Let’s go.”

Courtney had some explaining to do.

But first, we were going to have a little fun.


Chapter Ten

We made it back to Courtney’s house in time. But just barely.

The trouble started when Sabrina insisted on riding in the passenger seat next to me, instead of in the backseat with her bestie. Sabrina had more than a little bit of an exhibitionist streak running through her nerdy personality, and something about the semi-privacy of my rented Range Rover and the way it towered over the other cars on the highway made her feel secure in fooling around with me the whole drive down the Beltway. By the time we pulled off of Blackwater’s campus, the Washington Monument wasn’t the only thing erect and hard as fucking granite.

Somehow, I managed to drive us to Courtney’s neighborhood without getting anybody killed. By then, I had a blonde head in my lap and an ass wiggling back and forth in the passenger seat while Sabrina warmed me up. Strangely, she didn’t blow me—she just kept nuzzling my bulge, licking my aching prick through the fabric of my boxers. Something about the way she lapped at me made me ache even worse than if she’d been sucking my dick. At least with a blowjob I could have gotten some relief; instead, the pressure built inside of me to an almost unbearable level.

I knew what Sabrina was doing. She wanted me so keyed up by the time we got inside that I wouldn’t be able to control myself. She wanted me feral. And I have to admit that by the time we pulled into Courtney’s palatial driveway and I cut the engine of the rental car, I was pretty much there.

I literally tossed Sabrina over my shoulder like a caveman and carried her into the house. Courtney squealed behind me, making noises about the neighbors like she gave a single solitary shit whether or not the other houses on the block saw what we were doing. The blonde witch’s legs kicked my back as I walked, and I gave her a quick spank on her ass through her skirt to quiet her down.

Then we were inside.

The moment the door closed behind us, Sabrina slithered off of my shoulder like a snake. I swear her feet didn’t even touch the ground—one second she was hanging across my back, the next she’d wrapped her legs around my waist and was making out with me like the world was about to fucking end.

Her tongue entered my mouth like it was the only safe refuge from a hurricane; her fingers tugged at my clothes like if they couldn’t get them off in the next thirty seconds she’d start ripping through the fabric.

Courtney peeled off her cheerleading uniform as I carried Sabrina into the living room. I watched her disrobe out of the corner of my eye as I deposited the blonde witch on the couch, leaning down and kissing her harder as I let all the feelings that had been bottled up inside me boil over at long last.

When I finally broke the kiss, Sabrina was gasping. “I don’t think we’re going to make it to the bedroom,” she panted, her eyes widening as she realized Courtney was already down to her sports bra and panties.

“Me either,” the redhead giggled. “Fuck, I’m kind of surprised we even made it back to the house. The way you were teasing him, I expected us to crash and burn on the way…”

I ignored that. Thinking about it made me think of the accident, and that was the last thing I wanted on the top of my mind with a squealing, sexy coed beneath me. To banish it, I leaned down and buried my face in Sabrina’s neck, kissing the side of it until I felt her pulse racing like a hummingbird’s wings. She arched her pelvis against me, purring like a cat, and I knew I’d just been rewarded.

“No one does the things to me that you do,” the blonde witch groaned, her eyes heavy-lidded with lust. She stretched languidly across the cushions, her eyes sparkling with devotion and adoration. “Fuck, I don’t think anyone could. I love you so much, Edwin…”

I couldn’t help but smirk as I loomed over her. Sabrina had taunted a beast, now she wanted to calm me down with sweet words?

No. She’d awoken something dark inside of me. And I knew that was just what she’d wanted.

“Prove it,” I grunted, tucking my thumbs in my belt.

Sabrina understood immediately. She got on her hands and knees on the couch cushions, her eyes locked on mine as she reached out and worked the leather free from my belt buckle. As she unbuttoned my pants and freed the bulge she’d spent the whole drive over here teasing, Courtney came up beside me and cupped my chin with her hand.

We kissed. Her lips tasted like strawberries and sex, and when her tongue entered my mouth my cock swelled even harder within my boxers. Sabrina felt it happen and moaned, licking her lips with anticipation.

I didn’t know where to look! In front of me knelt a gorgeous, voluptuous blonde, her hair tied back in a ponytail and her pink lips parted like she could already taste me. And next to me stood the all-american cheerleader, her long red tresses running down her bare back, her ample tits and gravity-defying ass ready for me to grab, slap or squeeze as I desired.

I knew both women liked a little competition where my affection was concerned. But even I couldn’t guess what they had in store for me tonight.

My hand slid down Courtney’s side as the two of us made out hot and heavy. She let out a moan as my fingers grazed the valley between her thighs, cupping her mound and sliding one digit into her wetness. Her inner walls gripped me tight, sucking my middle and ring fingers deep into her channel as she rocked her hips against me.

It was a gorgeous sight.

“Oh fuck,” the redhead whimpered, her eyes rolling back in her head as I fingered her. “Babe, that’s so…”

Her words were broken by a growl. My growl.

Sabrina lips were touching my cock.

A moment later, the blonde witch’s mouth opened, and her wet heat enveloped my prick. Sabrina had never been the kind of girl who needed to psyche herself up to blow me, and she wasn’t now. She just opened wide and took me deep, swallowing me all the way down until my balls rested against her chin. When I looked down at her she winked at me, moaning happily around my length.

Slurping noises filled the room. The bliss I felt as Sabrina wrapped her tongue around my dick was familiar, yet totally indescribable. I closed my eyes and groaned as I felt her deep throat me, her lips working from the tip of my swollen manhood all the way down to the base.

Courtney watched, her eyes flashing with lust. “She’s so good at that,” the cheerleader sighed, sounding both enthralled by the witch’s performance and jealous of it. “Fuck, look at her go, babe. I bet that feels so good...”

It did.

I cupped Courtney’s chin and pulled her mouth to mine, kissing her hard as Sabrina kept on working me with that sweet little mouth. The friction of her warm lips around me felt incredible, and soon I had one hand on the back of her head, helping her along. The other roamed around Courtney’s gorgeous body, squeezing her tits and palming her ass as she gradually boiled over with lust.

“That’s right, be a good girl.” Courtney grinned wickedly as she slid down to the floor, kneeling next to the couch as Sabrina’s head bobbed up and down on my prick like a cork. “Why don’t you let me hold her head, Edwin? I’ll make sure this little slut gives you what you deserve!”

Sabrina gave her bestie the side-eye. After another few slurps, she pulled off me wetly with a gasp. A thick string of saliva hung from the corner of her mouth, stretching to the crown of my dick.

“I’m already giving him what he deserves,” Sabrina said. “You think you can do a better job, Court?”

The redhead understood what she was suggesting immediately. “I think Edwin deserves the best of both of us,” she purred, leaning into the blonde’s embrace. “Here. Take it deep for me…”

Courtney wrapped her slender fingers around my prick and guided it to Sabrina’s lips. The blonde witch swallowed me down eagerly, her eyes rolling back in her head as Courtney forced my prick all the way down her throat with her free hand. My cock swelled even bigger and thicker around Sabrina’s lips, and a jet of pre-cum splashed against the back of her tongue as I groaned.

No matter how many times I got to experience it, the sight of my one girlfriend coaxing the other into greater depths of depravity never got old. Something told me that it never would. That a hundred years from now, with our magic keeping up from aging, I’d still feel every bit as excited to see Courtney and Sabrina share my cock between them as I did at that very instant.

Sabrina pulled off of me and planted a kiss on the tip of my cock. Then my two girlfriends started making out, my rock-hard shaft between their mouths as they giggled and sighed and ran their fingers through each other’s hair. The sight of it was so pornographically perfect that I almost unloaded across both of their faces right then and there.

But they had other plans for me that evening.

Both girls kept licking and sucking until my balls felt as heavy as bowling balls and my cock shone from their saliva. Then Sabrina impetuously planted a kiss on the side of Courtney’s mouth and gently pushed her to the side, beaming up at me all the while like the universe’s most submissive, awesome girl. “You taste fucking amazing,” she panted, giving me a few, hard strokes. “But I need you inside of me, Edwin. Right now.”

I couldn’t help but grin. With the girls I’d been lucky enough to hook up with before Blackwater, now would have been the time to start asking about condoms. But neither of my girlfriends needed them. Sabrina had had an enchantment placed on her during her first week at college that took care of all that, and Courtney had accepted the same spell shortly after beginning her dual-enrollment at Blackwater and Exeter-Cross. Neither girl could get pregnant.

Which meant I could shoot deep and raw inside of both of their pussies without a care in the fucking world.

With a grunt, I pulled Sabrina to the edge of the couch. She spread her legs like it was the most natural thing in the world, hiking up her short skirt and tugging her panties to the side to reveal her tight, wet pussy. Her folds glistened with juice. Her mound was totally bare save for a thin line of golden stubble—a natural blonde, my Sabrina—which rose above her clit like the line on an exclamation point.

“You want to take all that off?” I asked, looking at her student uniform.

Sabrina shook her head. “It’s way dirtier when you fuck me clothed,” she giggled, grabbing hold of the back of the couch with both hands. “Besides, you like it this way. You like watching my titties bounce in my tight little top. You love trying to pound me so hard that my glasses fall off—”

The witch’s words broke off into a cry of passion as I pushed the head of my cock into her opening. Sucking my cock and playing with her bestie had left Sabrina wetter than the grass after a summer shower, and her soft walls wrapped around me like velvet as I thrust deep into her channel.

“Oh fuck yes!” Sabrina’s pussy stretched around me, aching with bliss as the crown of my cock pushed all the way to the base of her cervix. “Oh shit that’s so big…!”

No matter how many times I heard that, it never failed to make me feel about ten feet tall.

I grabbed Sabrina’s hips with both hands as I picked up the pace, rearranging her guts with hard, powerful thrusts that made the couch shake beneath us. The wet squelching sounds of hot sex filled the living room as we fucked. Sabrina arched her back and thrust her pussy against me, clawing the couch like a cat in heat as she fucked herself back onto me as hard as I could give it to her.

Next to me, Courtney watched. When I glanced over at the redhead, I noticed her tits heaving and her hand pumping between her legs. The cheerleader had two fingers buried in her mound, her thumb swirling around her swollen clit as the digits pressed against that special, spongy spot deep inside of her cunt.

Courtney’s eyes glazed over with lust as she watched her best friend getting pounded. “Fuck her,” she whimpered, nibbling her bottom lip as she shamelessly rubbed her wet, needy little kitty. “Fucking use that pussy, Edwin. Use it for what it was made for. Fuck, ohmigawd you’re fucking her so hard…”

“Yeah he is,” Sabrina panted, her voice thick with lust. “God, he’s so unhinged! I love it when you lose control like this, babe—when you spread my legs apart and really fuck me! Holy shit, I think he’s going to break your fucking couch, Court…!”

Sabrina was exaggerating, of course, but the old piece of furniture did sound a little creakier than normal. Suddenly I saw myself pounding the couch to splinters, shattering it beneath both of us as I savaged Sabrina’s sumptuous body and pumped myself deep into her pussy. The thought was so erotic that I wanted to make it happen—if not tonight, then on some night very soon.

But I wasn’t the only one about to lose control.

As she watched me fuck her best friend’s pussy harder and harder, something inside of Courtney snapped. Her fingers left her snatch, going instantly to her wet little mouth as she climbed onto the couch and turned around to face me. She straddled Sabrina’s head, arching her back and sticking her luscious ass into the air as she lowered her soaking wet pussy to the blonde witch’s face.

“I can’t fucking take it any longer,” Courtney whimpered. The folds of her opening glistened with juice, dripping onto Sabrina’s ecstatic face. “The two of you are so fucking hot together! I need you to fucking taste me, Sabrina! I need it so fucking bad…!”

If I hadn’t been so totally focused on fucking Sabrina’s brains out, my jaw would have been on the floor. Courtney was normally the classier, more poised of the two—the vivacious cheerleader with a never-fading smile and a personality as sweet as a bowl of candy—yet here she was, totally undone.

Just like me.

All at once, it hit me: Sabrina did this to both of us. She wanted us feral.

Sabrina let out a moan as Courtney’s hips eclipsed her expression. Then Courtney was sitting on her face, and the room filled with wet slurping noises. I watched with my mouth open, my hips moving of their own accord as the redhead ground her snatch into Sabrina, rubbing her swollen mount against the blonde witch so hard and fast that I was surprised Sabrina didn’t cry out in pain.

She didn’t. What she did was even better.

Sabrina lapped at the redhead with reckless abandon, like her pussy was a bowl of cream and Sabrina the thirstiest cat in the entire world. She ate Courtney out like her life depended on it, making the cheerleader squirm and gasp with pleasure on the blonde’s face while I watched.

Then Courtney leaned forward and kissed me.

I could feel her pleasure. It radiated from her like light, nearly as warm as Sabrina’s walls around me as I thrust deep into the blonde witch’s pussy. Courtney clung to me desperately, kissing me with her mouth before arching her back and thrusting her incredible tits into my face. I licked and sucked them, grunting with primal bliss as my balls slapped against Sabrina’s thighs.

When I pulled back, one of the hottest sights I’d ever seen greeted me. Watching that luscious ass wiggle back and forth while my cheerleader girlfriend fucked herself on my witch girlfriend’s tongue was hotter than any porn movie I’d ever seen. My cock swelled bigger and harder than it ever had before, and a wave of warmth washed over my body as the familiar tingle worked its way up my shaft.

Holy shit, I thought, stunned. I’m right there!

I hadn’t even felt it. It snuck up on me like a thief.

Courtney glanced down, admiring herself as she straddled Sabrina’s face. “Fuck, that looks so good,” she said, grinning from ear to ear as she shivered with pleasure. “This is so fucking naughty, Edwin! Your girl looks so fucking good eating my pussy!”

“Yeah she does,” I agreed. It took everything inside me not to explode across Sabrina’s walls right then and there.

Then Courtney nibbled her bottom lip and delivered the finishing blow. “You want to see Kendra ride her face like this?” the redhead purred.

Oh fuck. Fuck, I was done. No chance of holding back now.

“Or maybe you’d rather watch her and I lick each other,” Courtney gasped. Her cheeks were as red and ruddy as apples, and I knew she was just as close to the edge as I was. “Me, and Sabrina, and Kendra, and that hot goth teacher everyone at Blackwater creams over! All of us eating and fingering each other while you take your time pumping each and every one of us full of your load—”

I roared, tossing my head back as I hit the point of no return.

My cock jerked deep inside of Sabrina’s pussy as I came. Through heavy-lidded eyes I saw Courtney have her own orgasm, her back arched and her tits heaving as she ground her spasming pussy against my witch girlfriend’s face.

Then bliss hit me like a thunderclap, and all I could do was hold onto Sabrina’s hips and unload.

I shot again and again, spurting thick ropes of cream into Sabrina’s soft, silky folds. For a perfect, heavenly moment, the two of us were one, and it was impossible to tell where she ended and I began. I thrust as hard and deep as I could, burying myself inside of her as the relief hit like a dam bursting inside of me.

As the pleasure reached its zenith I pulled out, grabbing my cock by the base. Sabrina let out a little sound of surprise as I erupted all over her stomach and thighs, painting her blonde pubic hair with thick streaks of hot white seed. Courtney cried out like a marathon runner crossing the finish line, while Sabrina grinned against the redhead’s pussy and arched her pelvis, spreading her legs wider to let me shoot all over her.

By the time I was fully tapped out, her taut little tummy looked practically glazed. Thick streaks of cum glistened on her thighs and her pubic mound. I felt like an animal who’d just marked my territory.

I fucking loved it.

“Oh fuck,” Courtney moaned, seeing the mess I’d made. “Let me clean that up for you two…”

Before either of us could talk her out of it, Courtney slid off of Sabrina’s face and went down on all fours next to her on the couch. She kissed her way down the blonde’s breasts, nibbling and licking all the way down to her thighs.

And when she got there, she didn’t hesitate for a moment.

“God damn,” Sabrina panted. I hadn’t realized until I heard her voice that she’d cum too—probably at least two or three times while I’d been treating her like a caveman. “Oh wow, you are eager…”

Courtney certainly was. She kissed and licked everywhere I’d shot my load, eagerly slurping up my seed. By the time she was finished, her lips and chin were covered in glaze, and her eyes shone with an almost feverish glow of lust. Beneath her, Sabrina giggled and writhed, simultaneously aroused and tickled by what the redhead was doing with her mouth.

“Mmmh, that’s so nice,” Sabrina whispered. “Don’t take all of it, Court. Save a little bit for me.”

As she finished up, Courtney crawled back up Sabrina’s body and kissed her. Cum dripped from her mouth into Sabrina’s, shared between the two of them like liquid gold. Even after spending myself inside of my girlfriend’s tight, perfect pussy, seeing that made me hard as a fucking rock.

“God, you taste so good,” Courtney said, savoring my seed. “Oh wow, you must really like this. Look at him, Sabrina, he’s ready to go all over again…”

Feeling bold, I reached down and gave my cock a couple of pumps. “Hell yeah.”

Courtney and Sabrina shared a look. “I’m good,” the redhead said, licking her lips. “That hot little mouth of yours took care of me. Honestly, I’m shocked I can still move.” She lifted her legs, showing the way they shook with the aftershocks of her pleasure. “Edwin’s a lucky guy to have you going to town on him like that.”

Sabrina’s smile told us both she knew it. “He already made me cum,” the blonde purred, cupping her freshly-fucked mound. “My pussy’s a little sore after how hard he fucked me, actually.”

My eyes widened. “Sabrina, I—”

She stopped me with a laugh. “Don’t ever apologize for that,” she purred, grinning from ear to ear. “I like it, Edwin. It’s a good ache. It just means that right now instead of fucking you, I’d rather watch you fuck another girl.”

Holy shit. No matter how many times I heard that, it always felt like an elaborate prank. My girlfriend wanted to watch me fuck another woman? Right in front of her? No way. No woman could possibly be into a thing like that.

And yet Sabrina was. I saw it in her face when Courtney shifted off of the couch, rising to a standing position as she gestured for me to take the cushion. Sabrina didn’t just condone me and Courtney having sex—she loved it. She got almost as much pleasure out of it as we did.

“Well,” I said, chuckling. “If it’s what the lady wants…”

“I’m definitely not complaining,” Courtney agreed. She idly palmed her mound, spreading her folds gently to test that she was still ready for me. The little moan of bliss she let out as her eyes rolled back in her head told me she was more than prepared to take me.

As soon as I sat down, Courtney was all over me. The redhead straddled my cock just as eagerly as she’d spread her legs over Sabrina’s face, lowering her hips onto me with a vengeance. There was no need for her to grab my cock by the base, or even to adjust herself—the combination of her natural arousal and Sabrina’s tongue-fu was more than enough for me to sink hilt-deep into her with a single stroke.

Courtney grinned down at me as she bounced up and down in my lap. Her perfect, perky tits shot skyward every time she rose, only to drop into my face each time she ground herself all the way down to my balls. I licked and sucked her glorious orbs, tangling my fingers in her hair with my free hand as I fucked her hard and fast. My hips rose to meet her on every stroke, filling her deeper and deeper until both of us gasped and groaned with bliss.

A whimper to my left made me turn. While Courtney and I had been fucking like animals, the blonde witch managed to slide over to the other side of the couch. Now she watched eagerly as Courtney’s legs straddled my waist, her gaze fixed on the way my prick pumped in and out of her best friend like a piston. Fuck, I could see her salivating over it.

Sabrina saw me and winked. “You’re doing such a good job,” she panted. Whether she was talking about me, Courtney or both of us, I wasn’t sure. “It looks like you’re getting so much pleasure out of that!”

I decided she had to be talking to me. I groaned, leaning back against the couch. Courtney put her hands on my shoulders for more leverage, grinding her hips down on me like the world would end if she didn’t get every inch of my cock all the way inside of her.

Suddenly Sabrina was right next to me, pressing her body against mine as she fingered herself. “Tell me,” she growled, nibbling on her bottom lip. She looked at Courtney the way I looked at her—like the redhead was the star actress in a porn movie the three of us were making together. “Tell me how that pussy feels, baby. Don’t hold back.”

Was she for real? I had to assume so. Courtney winked at me, as if the two of them had worked this out between themselves long before we’d ever made it back to the house.

“It feels fucking great,” I growled, tugging on Courtney’s long red tresses. “Her pussy feels so fucking tight around my dick. Even after pumping you full, she makes me feel like I haven’t gotten laid in weeks...”

“Oh my gawwwwd,” Sabrina groaned. I could sense she was on the verge of cumming again—that my words were sending her straight to the edge. “Pump her full, baby! I love you so much—I want to watch you shoot your load inside of my bestie! Please, please let me watch you cum inside her?”

I couldn’t take it any longer. It felt like I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning.

I pulled Sabrina to me and kissed her, slow and loving. At the same time, I reached around and gave Courtney a spank so hard that the redhead would be sporting a bruise on her ass tomorrow.

Both girls moaned with pleasure.

“Please,” Courtney panted, her head rocking back on her shoulders as her inner walls clenched around me. “Fuck, please! I’m gonna… I’m gonna… OH!”

Courtney came. Her velvet walls gripped me tighter than a fist, and I knew right then and there it was game over.

One more hard thrust was all it took. The crown of my cock bashed Courtney’s cervix, going deeper than deep, and then everything was washed away in a tidal wave of bliss. Orgasm shot through me in a hot rush, sending fresh spurts of sticky cum deep into the cheerleader’s womb. In the back of my mind, a tiny portion of my brain that was still able to think thanked God for those birth control enchantments.

“So gorgeous,” Sabrina kept muttering. I wasn’t sure if her own fingers had made her cum or if it was the sight of me unloading inside of Courtney that had sealed the deal. “You’re so gorgeous, Edwin. Keep on shooting, baby—pump her full. God, I love you so fucking much…”

As I came down from my peak, I leaned over and kissed her. “Love you too,” I grunted, meaning it.

The fact that I was saying it while my dick was still spurting cum inside of another woman’s pussy didn’t change that in the slightest.

Things grew slow and languid after that. Sabrina’s hair hung around her face in a messy halo as she leaned against me, sighing and stroking my chest. Courtney climbed off of me, a trail of seed dripping onto her inner thigh, and curled up on the opposite couch cushion with a satisfied sigh.

“So,” I said. “What the hell got into you?”

Both women laughed. “I just couldn’t help myself,” Sabrina said. “Fooling around with you in the hospital got me so hot and bothered—”

I was already shaking my head. “I’m not talking to you,” I said, shifting from one thigh to the other. “I’m talking to Courtney.”

The redhead blinked. “Huh?”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” I shot back, softening the words with a smile. “You invited your cheer captain to come live with us. Are you crazy?”

Maybe a little bit, I thought. Her grin certainly seemed a little crazed.

Courtney just shrugged. “Why not? First of all, it’s my house—I can invite whomever I want to come stay over.”

“Never said you couldn’t,” I countered, putting a hand on her thigh. “But Kendra…?”

“She’ll be safer with us,” the redhead said. “Besides, it’ll be fun. And it doesn’t have to turn into anything, you know. This place is big enough that if Kendra really wants to stay away from us and our relationship, she won’t have any trouble keeping to herself.”

Sabrina nodded. After a few moments, I did, too.

But all three of us knew the truth. That Kendra would do nothing of the sort.

“Speaking of people staying under our roof,” Courtney giggled. “When do we get to play with Sexy Hexy?”

“Mmh, Edwin’s taking his time on that,” Sabrina said, stretching languidly. “I’m starting to think that Irina’s going to have to be the one who takes the initiative on that.”

“I’m sure we’ll get her here eventually,” Courtney insisted.

“Totally.”

I lay back against the couch and closed my eyes. These girls were crazy. Totally crazy. And I couldn’t have been happier to be their man.

As I started to drift, something occurred to me. I opened my eyes.

“Hey. Before Kendra shows up, I need you to do me a favor.”

Courtney yawned. “What’s that, babe?”

“I need you to pick a door in this house you’re not particularly fond of.”

Sabrina and Courtney shared a look. Some flicker of what I intended shone in Sabrina’s eyes, but Courtney looked totally confused.

“A door?” Courtney laughed. “What do you need one of my doors for?”

“Ideally it should be the door to a closet,” I explained, pulling both women to me. “Whatever’s in there, you’re going to lose access to it, so we should clean out whatever space you choose before we let Lavrans perform the incantation…”

A new connection to the Sanctum and a new visitor under our roof. The next few weeks at Courtney’s house were going to be interesting indeed.


Chapter Eleven

“Keep your eye on the jewel,” Lavrans said. “Whatever you do, don’t look away.”

I fought the urge to itch the side of my eye as I stared at the object on the table. The jewel was easily the size of my head, covered in tiny facets like a golf ball and the same blue shade as a robin’s egg. Shadows danced across its surface, cast by the flames in the Sanctum’s fireplace.

“Focus.” Lavrans’ voice sounded calm and steady in my ears. “Reach for the power within you, Edwin. It’s there. I promise it is.”

A bead of sweat trickled down the side of my face. I tried my best to ignore it. “I’m trying—”

“Hush.” Was that a trace of mirth I heard in the headmaster’s voice? “Don’t speak. Feel.”

I’m trying, I thought. We’d been at this for fifteen minutes now, and the big jewel hadn’t even twitched. It sat in a circular setting—a band of gold running around its bottom, with six spindly legs of gilded metal holding it up from the Sanctum’s floor. The band might as well have been made of iron for all I could shift it.

I clenched my teeth and pushed. Try as I might, I couldn’t summon up the slightest smidgeon of power. I could feel the muscles of my brow clenching, contorting as I tried to do… something.

Lavrans had been trying to explain it to me for a while now. He’d managed to perform the feat I was attempting without breaking a sweat, and in about fifteen seconds of concentration. I was beginning to feel like I’d never be able to match him.

“See it beginning to move,” Lavrans intoned. “Picture it in your mind’s eye. Then make the picture match the reality around you.”

I almost shook my head before catching myself. The headmaster wouldn’t have wanted me to do that—it would have provoked another lecture from Lavrans. Instead, I tried to picture my actions the way he’d instructed.

Jump, you stupid jewel, I growled internally. My vision narrowed, eyelids squinting as I tried to make my thoughts a reality. Come the fuck on…

Two weeks had passed since the first meeting of my ‘special project’ at Lavrans’s Sanctum. This was far from the first exercise the headmaster had given me in order to test out the scope of my powers, but it was by far the one I’d had the most trouble with. In fact, it kind of worried me.

Because we hadn’t started the most important part of my training yet.

Lavrans hadn’t even mentioned my Awakening.

To say I was surprised by this would have been a major understatement. When I first started lessons with Lavrans, I assumed that my ability to transform ordinary people into witches and wizards would have been the focus of my learning, rather than a peripheral benefit we hadn’t even gotten to yet. At first I’d just assumed my powers were too advanced to start working with yet, but the more afternoons I spent with Lavrans in that tower amidst the frozen wasteland of Niflheim, the more I began to ask myself a troubling question.

Was I truly ready to be an Awakener? Or was Lavrans Ravensson beginning to have second thoughts about my abilities?

“You’re drifting.” This time, Lavrans sounded a bit less jolly. “Focus, Edwin. You are going to perform this feat before we wrap for the day.”

That sounded less a promise than a threat. I tilted my head to the side as much as I dared, as if my difficulties were a liquid inside of my skull I could drain through my ear canal.

Why am I having so much trouble with this? I asked myself. For the love of God, I had no trouble with this when I was floating in the fucking Potomac…

Thinking about that made me think about the accident. Despite the warmth of the fire I felt an icy after-chill, as if I were floating in ink-black water. I remembered the fear, the panic—the absolute certainty that once my Subaru disappeared beneath the waves no one would ever see us again—

A strange pressure built inside of my chest.

The watch on my wrist let out a cheerful little chime.

“Damn it!” I sprang from my chair, my hands balling into fists as I stalked across Lavrans’s rug. “I was so close! I almost had it!”

I glanced down at my wrist. Strapped across it was the device Lavrans and the rest of Blackwater referred to as a ‘digital familiar’—a kind of smartwatch for witches and wizards. Mine had just decided to inform me that my ‘mana’ was beginning to drain. Which had been happening because I’d been on the verge of exercising my ability.

Now the spell might as well have been on the moon for all I could touch its power.

I started to take the watch off, but Lavrans stopped me. “You need it,” the headmaster said gently.

“I need it like I need a hole in my head,” I growled. “It’s distracting me.”

Lavrans chuckled. “You think you’ll always have a perfect environment to cast in the real world? Distractions can be useful, Edwin. They train our ability to focus.”

He had me there. I nodded.

“Speaking of which…” Lavrans gestured at the blue jewel in its setting. “Continue.”

Biting back a sigh, I settled back down into the chair. The cushion was not particularly comfortable, but that wasn’t the point. I needed to get this jewel out of its setting.

It didn’t take long for me to get back into the groove. A few thoughts about the accident did it: a dollop of fear here, a touch of frustration there. For whatever reason, replaying the crash in my head brought me right back to that moment—that bright flash when I’d done something that was supposed to be completely impossible.

The pressure filled my chest. My digital familiar trilled, but its chime sounded like nothing but white noise to me. I focused in deeper, the jewel swelling and the color draining from the edges of my view until that brilliant expanse of blue became my world…

The tunnel vision was so extreme that I didn’t even realize what I’d done until I heard Lavrans’ triumphant cry. I blinked and saw the robin’s egg jewel floating a foot over its setting, turning slowly like a disco ball on a dance floor. Its facets shone with a brilliant blue magic, lighting the whole study up in fluorescent azure shades—

The jewel fell.

I shot out of my seat with a cry, reaching for it. In my mind’s eye I saw the thing tumbling to the carpet, cracking, shattering. My legs propelled me forward, yet I could sense I wasn’t fast enough. It was going to hit!

A lasso of light encircled the jewel.

It froze six inches over the carpet, swaying gently. I followed the line of light from the jewel to Lavrans’ fist, where the headmaster held the spell between his fingers. He was smiling.

“Well done,” the headmaster said. With a flick of his wrist he lifted the glowing ball three feet into the air, then deposited it back into its setting. The gilded legs shuddered as the jewel’s wait settled back into its place. “That was an excellent effort, Edwin.”

I was already shaking my head. “I lost my concentration,” I said. “I only had it up for ten seconds before I dropped it…”

Lavrans chuckled at my reaction. “Don’t sell yourself short, my boy,” he said. “What you’ve just done is exceptional. It’s not for beginners; it’s advanced magic.”

I blinked. “Really?” I’d been under the impression I should have mastered this by now.

The headmaster nodded. “Telekinesis is a discipline many witches and wizards struggle with. A great many of them have no power in it at all. No matter how long they stared at that jewel, wishing for it to rise from its setting, they never would have been able to cause it to move a single inch.”

My jaw dropped open. “I… I had no idea,” I said.

The corner of Lavrans’ mouth curled in a smirk. “It seems you have at least a little skill in every discipline I throw at you.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze traveling to the robin’s egg jewel sitting across the room. His hand opened, and the glowing lasso disappeared. “You’re making excellent progress so far, Edwin. There’s no reason for you to beat yourself up.”

It must have shone on my face. Despite the headmaster’s words of approval, I hadn’t felt like I’d been making much progress lately. In anything.

Lavrans walked across the room and settled into a high-backed chair by the fire. A little sigh escaped him as he relaxed, and I wondered if the effort of summoning that spectral lasso had tired him somehow. He looked a little haggard, despite his fine robes.

In fact, the more I looked at those robes, the more I wondered what else he had going on today. Lavrans’ eyepatch was in its normal place, black with a little bit of gray stitching around the edges, but the rest of his outfit was far more resplendent than usual. It reminded me of the assembly he’d called welcoming Blackwater’s newest crop of students at the beginning of the semester, when he’d worn an outfit that looked like a cross between a medieval Viking and a Japanese samurai.

Lavrans coughed. A snap of his fingers sent a carafe floating across the room, along with a pitcher of water to fill it from. Telekinesis might have been a rare discipline among the learned wizards of Blackwater, but Lavrans Ravensson apparently had it in spades.

He filled a glass, then offered one to me. I accepted with a nod, and another heavy mug came floating across the room to where I sat. I took a sip: it was clear and cold, more pure than any water I’d ever drunk.

“You look troubled,” Lavrans said as I took my first sip. “What’s on your mind, Edwin?”

God, where to begin? I shook my head as I swallowed, organizing my thoughts. “I’ve got a lot on my mind right now,” I told the headmaster.

Lavrans cocked an eyebrow. “Personal or professional worries?” he asked mildly.

I couldn’t help but snicker at that. “Both.”

Kendra had accepted our invitation to come and stay at Courtney’s house. Nothing had happened, however, as the three of us had been far too busy to have a ‘party’ night like the one we’d had on the couch after we came home from the hospital. That was mostly due to Courtney, who’d gone from anxious to full on panic mode over the last two weeks.

The cheerleader was no closer to completing her Grand Conjuration than she’d been when we went to visit Kendra. She’d tried and discarded a half-dozen different spectacles, each of which were either too difficult to pull off consistently or too dangerous to perform in front of Blackwater’s faculty. The closest had involved a complicated fire spell that acted as a kind of dazzling Fourth of July fireworks display, but Courtney had come so close to burning down the house with it that she’d decided it couldn’t be trusted. She’d cried on Sabrina’s shoulder nearly all night after that particular failure.

Sabrina had been helping out as much as she could, but I could see her getting worried, too. She wanted to keep Courtney at Blackwater—especially when the redhead had clearly indicated she wanted to stay with us at the magical college. Her relationship and her magical studies meant even more to her than her position on Exeter-Cross’s cheer squad, and there’d been a time in her life when the cheer team meant more to Courtney than her own health. If there was anything we could do to help her, we’d do it.

Unfortunately, I’d been just as busy. My classes with Lavrans were one thing—my sessions with Irina Dragovich were quite another. The two of us were getting closer, and that meant spending lots of time in her lab—time that involved dozens of experiments on the cursed shards powering the inviolates.

I could feel Irina’s frustration whenever she looked at those shards. It wasn’t her fault; we should have solved their mystery by now. But they remained stubbornly resistant to being understood. Her frustration drove a wedge between the two of us as well—I sensed that to Irina, the progress we made on discovering the secrets of the inviolates and the progress we made at becoming more than a mentor and her apprentice were one and the same. Once we solved the first, Irina would finally take the next steps towards the second.

Lavrans’ voice stirred me from my thoughts. “You are concerned about the other attack,” he said gravely.

Oh, yes. There was that, too.

The headmaster looked irritated with himself. “We have been doing the best that we can possibly do,” he said, his tone making it clear he considered that nowhere near enough. “Although a student saw the demon, the creature did not actually hurt its victim this time. Whether this is because of the aura we’ve placed around Blackwater or not, I am not certain—but I remain hopeful.”

I’d heard the news around the same time as everyone else. Another student—another mundane, a sophomore at Exeter-Cross college—had run afoul of the same creature that attacked Kendra. The same demon.

Lavrans was correct that the student hadn’t been hurt. Apparently, it was a near miss. The demon ran off, either startled or caught in the act by interlopers from Blackwater. The student (a male physics major) hadn’t been injured, just shaken. And a couple of conversations with Blackwater agents had convinced him he hadn’t seen what he thought he’d seen.

I understood that better than most people. The human brain rebelled against magic—if it couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation for inexplicable phenomena, it would attempt to forget it ever happened. That’s what I’d tried to do before I discovered the Unseen World, and it was one of the major things that separated so-called ‘mundanes’ from witches and wizards.

“I know,” I told the headmaster. “I’m just worried. I don’t want what happened to Kendra to happen to any other students. And we’re no closer to solving the mystery of what that thing is than we were two weeks ago.”

Lavrans chuckled at that. “Don’t sound so certain,” he chided, taking another sip of his drink. “There may not have been any public declarations, but Professor Fym and I are closing in on our suspect. We know that the so-called ‘demon’ was invited onto campus by a student—summoned by them for one purpose or another. It’s only a matter of time until we track down the true culprit.”

I had no doubt that Lavrans meant exactly what he said. Doubtless also he’d been working with Fym and some of the other teachers at Blackwater to do just what he’d promised to do.

The problem wasn’t his diligence. It was everything else.

Lavrans must have noticed the way I frowned. “Or is it something else that’s troubling you, Edwin?” he asked, a canny look entering his eye. “Something… closer to home, perhaps?”

I could feel my lips forming a tight little line. Lavrans had more or less hit the nail on the head, but admitting it would have made me look selfish. Both with the privilege I’d been entrusted with and the state of my personal life.

Before I could come up with a lame excuse, Lavrans took away my need to use one. “May I give you some advice?” he asked, deploying a sympathetic smile as he took another sip from the goblet he’d brought floating over to him by magic. “It’s unsolicited, I know. But I sense that you’ve been having some difficulties adjusting to being a wizard. And I, in contrast, have a great deal of experience with the same subject.”

That was a rather flowery way of putting it. But Lavrans did have a point.

I nodded. “Yeah. Go for it.”

He looked pleased. Lavrans leaned back in his chair, assuming an almost chummy expression. After a moment’s thought, he put his legs up on a nearby table. Doing so made him look like some Viking conqueror taking a break after looting and pillaging.

“I’m sure you’ve been told by now that your powers come with certain fringe benefits,” the headmaster said, adjusting his eyepatch as he drank. “Namely, you can expect a greatly increased lifespan. One that is over and above what a mundane human could expect to enjoy.” He let out a little sound of pleasure as he set the mug back on the table and instructed the carafe to float over and fill it with a gesture.

“I’ve been told,” I said. It was another thing I’d had to learn from my fellow students, rather than from the mouth of the man who’d invited me to Blackwater.

Lavrans nodded as if he could read my mind. “In some cases—such as ones that involve a truly exceptional talent—millennia of extra life might not be uncommon. I am one of those. And yet I remember what it was like to be young.”

I sat up a little straighter in my seat. Lavrans sounded almost wistful.

“You want the world, and you want it now,” he chuckled, looking over at me with a smile. “Every moment of delay feels wrong, as if some great injustice has been perpetrated against you. This isn’t the way the world ought to be. It’s not the way your life ought to be, either. Am I wrong in ascribing this feeling to you, Edwin?”

I felt like Lavrans had just summoned that lasso of light, then formed it into the shape of an arrow pointing directly at my heart. Damn, I thought. He knows his stuff.

“I see that I am not,” the headmaster said.

I didn’t correct him.

Lavrans reached out and tapped the carafe, then sent it floating over to me. “Drink,” he instructed.

I guzzled the rest of the water and waited, curious. A golden liquid poured from the carafe and into my mug, smelling of honey and juniper berries. When I sampled a sip, the taste quite literally exploded across my tongue.

“That’s…” I whispered.

Lavrans grinned. “Mead,” he said, sounding proud of himself. “A fine vintage, though the age matters not. Heidrun’s work is as delicious on Wednesday as it is on Friday.”

I took another sip. Holy shit, that’s incredible, I thought.

I understood why Viking warriors were so jazzed to go to Valhalla after they died. Weren’t they supposed to get free refills for all eternity on this stuff?

“Why are you giving me this?” I asked.

“As a reminder,” Lavrans said with a chuckle. “Life is the longest thing that you do, Edwin. I know it seems as if everything is urgent, that everything must be done now now now. But you must have patience. The ability to delay your own gratification is the surest path to power, whether you are a mere mundane or something greater.”

I’d heard similar aphorisms before. I’d never believed them until now.

“My women—”

“Women come and go,” Lavrans said. His good eye took on a faraway gaze, as if he were peering back through the ages to the ancient halls where his mead was first brewed. “Wizards and witches don’t give the same weight to relationships that you mortals do. When you’re as long-lived as we tend to be, there’s no sense in tying yourself down.”

I was already shaking my head. “I’m not like you,” I told the old headmaster. “Those women mean the world to me. All of them.”

Lavrans set his cup down. “Including those you have not bedded yet,” he said, sucking his teeth.

I knew he was thinking of Irina. That was only fair; so was I.

“Absolutely. If they want to join my harem, that is.”

The word knocked Lavrans back. “Harem?” he snorted, sounding more like the Father of Ravens than I’d ever heard from him before. “You really do need to practice your patience, young man. If you surround yourself with women, you’ll find yourself yoked to their problems. Your own journey will become secondary to theirs. You’ll become a servant, rather than a Master.”

“Maybe that’s how you do things,” I said, careful not to cross over into disrespect. “I don’t know—maybe it’s because I was raised as a mundane. But my women don’t tie me down, Lavrans. They lift me up. We’re better together than we would have been apart.” I paused, weighing whether or not I should add the last part. “Irina will make us even better, too, once her head is clear and she can join us without any worries.”

Lavrans practically cackled. “Irina Dragovich, without worries?” He slapped his thigh, nearly spilling the mead. “You don’t know the first thing about that she-devil, boy. She’ll devour you if you let her. She’s known to—”

Lavrans coughed. And coughed.

Huge, heaving spasms wracked the headmaster’s body. For a second I assumed he’d just gotten some mead stuck in the wrong pipe, but when the coughs didn’t stop after a few moments, I felt a spike of panic shoot through me.

“Lavrans?” I was on my feet in an instant, the mead forgotten. “Are you alright?”

He waved a hand before I could approach. After a few more hacking coughs directed at the fire, the headmaster appeared to recover himself. His shoulders rose and fell hard for a few moments, then he slowly settled back into his chair, looking paler than before.

When he was himself again, Lavrans smiled sheepishly. “I’m fine,” he said, covering his discomfort with another sip of mead. “It’s nothing, nothing at all.”

So he said. But I still worried. “It didn’t look like nothing.”

“Maintaining the aura around Blackwater is… tiring,” the headmaster admitted. He took another sip of mead, his color slowly returning. “All of the department heads are currently linked together to maintain the shroud of protection over campus. Alone, one person would not be able to hold the spell through the end of the semester.”

I hadn’t realized that. If that were the case, then it made sense that maintaining the enchantment would sap Lavrans’ strength. But then, why had none of the other department heads been coughing or sputtering in the middle of their classes?

“You really shouldn’t worry,” Lavrans insisted. “We’ll have the culprit in custody long before the end of the semester. The walls are closing in around the poor fellow—”

Lavrans froze.

Someone had just knocked on the door of the Sanctum.




Chapter Twelve

“Headmaster? Who the hell is that—?”

The door swung open.

Lavrans and I bolted out of our seats. If the headmaster was still feeling out of sorts from his coughing fit, he certainly didn’t show it—Lavrans projected an image of power and menace as he loomed over the desk, shadows gathering around his robes. I reached for the power I’d first unleashed that night in the frozen Potomac, readying myself to support the headmaster in any way I could.

This was Niflheim. Anything could be out there in the cold.

Undead. Ghosts. Monsters.

A… blonde woman with frizzy hair and coke-bottle glasses?

The woman took a step into the sanctum, her gaze traveling from Lavrans to me and back again. “Oh!” she said, nearly jumping into the air. “I had no idea you had a student with you, headmaster! How delightfully unexpected!”

I did a double take. Suddenly it hit me that I recognized this woman.

I’d listened to more than a few of her lectures.

“Professor Quigley?” I released the ball of power in my chest, relief washing through me like the warmth of the mead. “What are you doing here?”

As with every time I saw her, the first thing that hit me when I looked at Ramona Quigley was just how short she was. Even in dragon scale boots with four-inch heels, the top of her head barely came up to my shoulder. Her short stature and her slight frame combined to give an overall impression of mousiness. She looked like the female lead in a romantic comedy who lets her hair down, takes off her glasses and becomes the hottest woman in school—except in Professor Quigley’s case, it probably would have made her look cute instead of sexy.

She wore a thick gray peacoat against the cold, fasted with brass buttons. Underneath of it, her blouse was oddly colorful and floral, with a little pin of a hornet just beneath her collar. I vaguely recalled that Professor Quigley was part of some sort of campus-wide garden society, planting the mandrakes and salmon salt her department would gather and bottle for potion ingredients between semesters. The hornet logo had something to do with the club. Sabrina probably knew more about it.

Professor Quigley recognized me and smiled. “Edwin Sawyer!” She took off her thick glasses and rubbed them with the edge of her sleeve as she closed the door behind her. “I was so sad to hear that you wouldn’t be attending my classes any longer. Miss Bishop was heartbroken to lose your company—though I understand the two of you are sharing living quarters this semester. She always has such wonderful things to say about you!”

If I’d thought Professor Quigley being younger and American might make her more prudish about relationships than the rest of Blackwater’s faculty, I was wrong. From the way she smiled at me, I knew she was pleased that getting laid so often had improved the academic performance of her star student, Sabrina.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said, smiling back. “Between you and me, I’ve seen Sabrina’s submission for her Grand Conjuration. It’s going to be pretty spectacular.”

Professor Quigley nodded smartly. “I have no doubt.”

“Ahh!” Lavrans let out a groan. “By the gods! I completely forgot about the meeting!”

“Meeting?” I asked.

Professor Quigley opened her mouth to explain. Before she could, however, a door at the far end of the Sanctum swung open—the same one I’d used to access the Allways. A tall woman as tall as Professor Quigley was short stood in the doorway, her long blonde braid stretching all the way down to her ass.

I’d have known that braid and that stance anywhere. It was Professor Fym.

And she wasn’t alone.

More figures piled into the Sanctum behind her. My jaw hit the floor when I realized they were all teachers at Blackwater—and more than teachers. Department heads.

The same people Lavrans had just told me were responsible for campus safety.

Fym entered first, followed immediately after by Professor Thurman. He was exactly what you’d expect the forerunner of the legends of Thor to be: a big, barrel-chested man with a massive crimson beard tied into ornate braids. Strangely, the amount of hair on his chin didn’t match what was on top of his head—he was nearly as bald as an eggshell.

Behind him came Professor Locke, who I now understood was the inspiration for the Norse god Loki. Looking at him, I could understand where the legends came from. He stepped into the room with a cool air, surveying Lavrans’s Sanctum with something between envy and scorn. His hair was midnight black, and his skin was pale, almost as pale as…

My nostrils flared. My heart skipped a beat.

Behind Professor Locke was the final department chair. Irina Dragovich.

She looked much the same as I’d seen her last, save for the fact that she’d wrapped a black shawl around her milk-white neck. It probably kept her throat and shoulders warm, but did nothing for her cleavage, which was still busting out of her tight corset like she was planning a Mistress of the Dark cosplay. A surge of something dark and needy welled up inside of me at the sight of her, and suddenly I was holding onto the side of the desk in a white-knuckle grip.

Irina took two steps into the room, saw me, and gasped with delight. “Little fox,” she whispered, the words just audible enough for me to read her lips. Then, louder, she added: “Of course you would want to be here for this! Excellent work, adding yourself to our number. Quite sneaky!”

“There was no subterfuge on Mr. Sawyer’s part,” Lavrans admitted. “This meeting slipped my mind. Otherwise, I would have ended Edwin’s lesson early.”

Professor Locke turned to me with a sneer. He’d never liked me—I had little skills beyond the basics in Illusion magic, and he preferred his top students to be more like groupies than pupils. He didn’t look like he’d warmed to me any since I’d been allowed to drop his class, either.

“Then end it now,” he said, gesturing vaguely at the door leading to the Allways. “This is a faculty meeting. Students shouldn’t be here while we discuss Blackwater business.”

Irina looked stricken. She opened her mouth to defend me—to argue for me remaining  at the meeting.

And Professor Quigley cut her off.

“That’s not a good idea, Lavrans,” the mousey potions teacher said, standing her ground. “Mr. Sawyer should stay.”

Heads turned, among them my own. Professor Quigley was about the last person I’d have expected to step in and try to convince Lavrans not to expel me from the Sanctum.

Locke snorted. “Did you not hear me? He’s a student—”

“Who’s more intimately connected to these monsters than any of us,” Quigley said before he could go any further. “Should we fail in our duties, it will be him who suffers most of all. Knowing that, I believe he should be allowed to stay.”

“Agreed,” Irina chimed in. “Shall we put it to a vote?”

Locke’s eyebrows shot skyward. “This isn’t a bloody democracy!” the professor snarled. “We don’t all get an equal vote!”

“It matters not to me,” Professor Thurman rumbled. “Let the lad stay, so long as he remains quiet and doesn’t interrupt.”

An aura of magic shimmered around Professor Locke for a moment. He cleared it with a gesture and a disbelieving laugh. “You too, Thurman? This is ridiculous.”

The big Battle Magic teacher just shrugged. His nostrils flared as he caught the scent of the liquid in the carafe, then a smile spread across his face. “Is that mead, Lavrans?”

“It is,” the headmaster said. “Edwin, make yourself useful and serve the department chairs. You can wait on us during the meeting.”

The words were delivered harshly enough. But when I glanced over at Lavrans, he winked at me with his one good eye. Nice compromise, I thought. By recasting me as a servant, he’d deftly sidestepped Professor Locke’s objections to me being here. No one could complain now.

As I went over to fill some glasses, Lavrans shifted a table and some chairs with a spell. The other department chairs took their seats, which were close enough to the fire for them to feel its warmth on their skin. I noticed that Professor Thurman sat closest to the flames, while Quigley and Dragovich took chairs side-by-side before anyone could split the two of them up. Professor Fym took the chair across from Irina with a wry smile, while Lavrans sat at the head of the configuration.

“There is coffee, as well,” Lavrans said over his shoulder. “Should anyone want some.”

“Oh, yes please!” Professor Quigley raised a hand. “I’d prefer that to the mead. I know there’s no rule against drinking during working hours, but it still makes me nervous.”

I blinked, turning back to Lavrans. “There’s no…”

But suddenly, there was. The scent of freshly-roasted coffee filled my nostrils, and when I turned back to the table, Lavrans had conjured up a huge pot of dark brew to match the honey-gold mead.

As everyone settled in, I served the teachers. Professor Locke took neither coffee nor mead and gave me nothing but a snarling smirk when I offered. Professor Fym and Professor Thurman took both, while Quigley only wanted coffee and Irina only wanted mead. Lavrans served himself.

As I brought Irina over a glass of dark mead, the curses professor placed a pale hand on top of mine. “It’s so good to see you,” she whispered, caressing me with her fingers. “Had I known you were going to be joining this meeting, I would have dressed up, no?”

I cleared my throat. Under normal circumstances, I had no problem with Irina’s flirting. Hell, I welcomed it. But the other department heads were beginning to stare at both of us.

Professor Quigley appeared to be doing a bit more than just staring. “That would have spoiled the surprise,” she chuckled, wrinkling her nose. “I get the impression from Miss Bishop that Edwin is a man who loves surprises.”

I wondered where she would have gotten that impression.

Irina glanced over at the blonde professor, taking in her thick glasses and frizzy blonde hair. All at once, she seemed to realize that the two of us weren’t alone, and that even if we were she was pulling up awfully close to a line. She let go of me reluctantly, which sent a bolt of pride through me at just how badly she wanted to be touched.

“Yes, well.” Irina licked her lips and thrust out her bust even more than usual. How did she manage to arch her back like that? It looked like it ought to have hurt, but she showed no signs of strain. “I’m glad we’re meeting like this. There is something we need to speak about, and soon. It concerns our research project.”

“Research project?” Professor Quigley looked interested. “I wasn’t aware the two of you were working on a research project. Are you still taking Professor Dragovich’s class, Edwin?”

“It’s kind of a part-time thing,” I said, doing my best to smooth the admission over. “Irina—I mean, Professor Dragovich—and I are performing experiments on the cursed shards we found. We’re trying to get to the bottom of what makes the inviolates tick.”

“Hmm.” Quigley didn’t sound particularly pleased to hear Irina had gotten special dispensation to keep working with me. “How interesting. The two of you must be very close.”

“You have never felt a special connection to a student?” Irina teased. “Edwin has an excellent faculty for curses. His is a rare gift. If our headmaster had not snatched him up in his clutches, he would be my finest fox right now!”

Professor Fym shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Edwin’s major prior to the discovery of his Awakening was Beast Taming,” she said flatly.

Irina dismissed Fym with a gesture. “What does it matter now? He’s our headmaster’s special project, and that’s that.” She looked me up and down with a frankness that felt more than friendly. “I’m just glad Lavrans gave me the opportunity to continue to work with him.”

Her words said ‘work with’, but her tone said ‘corrupt.’ The other department heads knew how this kind of thing usually went down, but they were rarely so blatant about it. Everyone looked away, averting their eyes.

All except for Quigley. It was impossible for her to miss Irina’s obvious innuendos, so the only explanation I could come up with was that she played dumb for the fun of it. Or she was trying to throw her off-balance.

“You know, I have a great deal of experience with poisons and toxins,” the frizz-haired professor said. “It’s not exactly the same as your curriculum, but I daresay if you let me take a peek at those cursed shards I might be able to help you make some progress on identifying their powers.”

Irina’s eyes narrowed. “You’re right,” she growled. “It’s not the same thing at all.”

“Well, I have also worked as an artificer,” Quigley chuckled, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Doing so made the little hornet pin next to her collar stand out even more against the floral fabric of her blouse. I noticed with a start that she had matching earrings as well, with each hornet’s stinger forming the pin that fastened the jewelry to her earlobes. I really needed to ask Sabrina about that garden club.

“I didn’t know that,” Professor Thurman rumbled. “An artificer, Ramona, really?”

Quigley had the temerity to blush. “It was a long time ago,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Another lifetime, almost.”

For her, this wasn’t merely a clever turn of phrase. Each member of the Blackwater faculty had lived several lifetimes.

“We’ll call you if we need anything,” I said. I sensed that if Irina continued on in this vein, she’d wind up insulting Quigley, and the meeting would go nowhere. As much as I wanted to stay on Irina’s good side, I really wanted to eavesdrop on what Lavrans and the others would be talking about.

Lavrans must have thought that, too. “Edwin, over there,” the headmaster gestured, indicating a chair near the fireplace. “Be ready with more drinks if one of the teachers signals you.”

I nodded and made my way over to the chair. At first, I told myself it would be unlikely for any of the department heads to request a refill on their coffee, but as I sat down and took a look at the wizards and witches at the table, I really saw them for the first time since the meeting began.

And what I saw shocked me.

They’re exhausted, I realized, acid filling my gut. What the hell is going on?

I’d thought Lavrans looked rough after his coughing fit. But none of the heads of Blackwater’s various magical departments looked their best. Even Irina, who was a walking wet dream nine-tenths of the time, had a bit of a haggard look around her eyes. It made the faculty look more… well, ordinary. Mundane.

Which scared the hell out of me. These people had inspired myths and acted as the forerunners to the Norse gods. They were supposed to be superhuman!

Lavrans cast a final glance at me, then turned his full attention to the table. “Alright, we’re all here now and we’re all refreshed. So. Let’s talk.”

Locke shifted his seat forward and cracked his knuckles. “There’s no point in mincing words,” the Illusions professor said, pointedly ignoring everyone at the table other than the headmaster. “We made a mistake casting that enchantment over the entire campus. We need to have it undone as soon as possible.”

I nearly fell off of my seat. End the enchantment? It was the only thing protecting the students of Blackwater from the inviolates!

The words were on my lips and nearly out of my mouth before I could recall them. Only quick thinking got me to bite my tongue in time. On the other side of the room, Irina saw me and gave me an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“There is certainly a problem with the spell,” Quigley chimed in, adjusting her glasses as she spoke. “It shouldn’t take this much power to keep Blackwater safe. All of you have felt it. The enchantment is drawing more energy than it ought to—from all of us.”

“And it’s failing,” Thurman rumbled. “How many students have been attacked since we cast that incantation, Lavrans? Two? Three?”

The headmaster nodded. “It is a problem, yes. But I don’t believe there’s a need to withdraw the spell. Not just yet.”

Thurman let out a gravelly laugh. “I think some people haven’t been pulling their weight where the enchantment is concerned,” he said, giving Professor Locke a significant look. “We’re all supposed to be carrying this yoke together; that’s what we signed up for when we agreed to keep the campus safe for the remainder of the semester. I know I’ve been doing my part.”

“As have I,” Irina added hotly. “I can barely keep my hands steady these days. I have had to have students assist me with handling the cursed items in our exercises!”

A grumble of assent traveled through the room.

“Haven’t mixed a potion properly in weeks,” Quigley said, adjusting her glasses.

“I too have felt this… malaise,” Thurman said. “Though I resist its effects, and will continue to do so for as long as the headmaster commands.”

“Thank you.” Lavrans inclined his head. “I appreciate all that you are doing to keep this enchantment stable. Know that as heavy the burdens you have placed upon your own shoulders are, the ones I carry are even weightier. It has been… taxing, preventing more inviolate attacks.”

I cleared my throat. “Um.”

Heads turned in my direction. Professor Locke looked like he wanted to throttle me, but the other department heads gave me interested glances. A sly look spread across Lavrans’ face.

“I had a feeling you wouldn’t be able to keep yourself quiet throughout the whole meeting,” the headmaster said. His smile took the sting out of it. “Go ahead, Edwin. Tell us what’s on your mind.”

Locke snarled at me, but kept his mouth shut. Good.

“I talked to Kendra,” I said, searching the faces of the teachers at the table. From their expressions, none of them save for Lavrans knew who I was talking about. “The Exeter-Cross student who got attacked. She wasn’t assaulted by an inviolate. She claims that she was stalked and nearly killed by a demon.”

“Demon?” Professor Thurman snorted. “Preposterous. No demon would risk entering our territory to attack a mundane!”

“Agreed,” Locke said coldly. “Your mundane is lying. And you are wasting our time.”

I was already shaking my head. “I don’t think the demon came by choice,” I said, not even looking over at Professor Locke. “I think it was summoned. By a student.”

That shut the room up right quick. I’d already voiced this thought to Lavrans, so his lack of surprise didn’t bother me. What did was how poleaxed the rest of the faculty appeared to be by the idea. Had the thought never occurred to them? Were Irina’s jokes about students summoning their own personal succubi just that—jokes?

“A summoned demon,” Professor Quigley mused. “That makes sense. Being tied to a student would allow an infiltrator to easily sidestep the enchantment on the school. It’s an obvious security hole.” She paused, thinking. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised we never thought about it before.”

“I have thought about it,” Irina snarked. “Edwin and I have already discussed this. I’m the one he got the damned idea from, for fuck’s sake…”

Suddenly everyone was staring at Irina instead of me. “You?” Quigley asked, amused. “What, have you been giving students instructions on how to summon their own personal sex demons?”

No matter how exciting she might have personally found the idea, Irina had the good sense to act shocked by Quigley’s suggestion. “What me? Never!”

“You would be the one students would go to…” Thurman rumbled doubtfully.

“The men of Blackwater need to practice getting women on their own time,” Irina countered, crossing her arms beneath her prodigious breasts. “Searching for malefic intervention might lead to demon pussy in the short term, but will only result in horrible consequences in the long run!”

The teachers looked at Irina, aghast. “Did you just say ‘demon pussy’ in an official meeting?” Locke yelled, his eyes bulging out of their sockets.

“I know!” Quigley agreed. “Why wouldn’t the female half of the student body be just as interested in getting some demonic dick—?”

Lavrans slammed his fist down on the table. “Enough!”

Everyone went quiet. Quigley shot Irina an amused glance, while Locke seemed to be glaring at nobody but me. Clearly the Department Head of Illusions blamed me for this conversational detour. He doesn’t want me to be here, I thought. He doesn’t like me.

The feeling was mutual.

“The possibility Edwin has brought up is not new to me,” the headmaster said gravely. “It’s something I’ve considered, as well. Only I don’t agree with him, or with Professor Dragovich. An ordinary student is not to blame for this situation.”

I could feel the other department heads leaning forward in their seats. In Irina’s case, the luscious movement of her bosom made it inescapable. They all wanted to know what Lavrans knew. They trusted their headmaster to get to the bottom of this—in their heart of hearts, they probably thought he already had a brilliant plan to deal with all of this.

He was about to surprise them.

“I don’t believe that it could be an ordinary student,” he repeated. He sounded wearier than before, as if the knowledge of what he was about to say weighed heavy across his shoulders. “Not because a student wouldn’t form a contract with a demon—Professor Dragovich has made it perfectly clear she has pupils short sighted enough for such a plot—but because a student would have come to us by now. If not after the first attack, then most certainly after the second.”

The teachers around the table nodded. “They’d be scared out of their wits,” Thurman grunted. “Unable to hide the bond they’d formed.”

Lavrans inclined his head. “There is another piece of bad news I must share with all of you. The only silver lining to it is that it dovetails with the first piece of bad news, completing it.” He paused for emphasis. “I have received credible intelligence that a chapter of the Black Moon Society has reformed on Blackwater’s campus.”

All the air seemed to go out of the room. Sitting where I’d placed myself next to the fire, I could study their reactions like a detective in a mystery novel. Quigley let out a mouselike eek, the color draining from her face. Thurman looked like he wanted to pick up his hammer and go root out the traitors right then and there, going from door to door until all the heathen heads were smashed. Irina—

I froze. Irina was looking at me.

In her eyes, I saw the conversation we’d had with Toby Heck. Both of us knew all about the young man’s plan to flush out the members of the Black Moon Society. While Irina couldn’t have been said to officially condone it, she certainly hadn’t stopped it, either. What if he’d found something?

I needed to talk to Toby as soon as I could. I wondered if the ‘credible intelligence’ Lavrans had received about the Black Moon came from him.

While everyone else at the table sat stunned, one teacher had a very different reaction. Professor Locke stared at Lavrans for a long moment, his face scrunched up with disbelief. Then he tossed back his head and began to laugh, in front of all of us.

It’s him, I thought instantly. If anyone in this room is connected to the Black Moon, it’s Professor Locke.

“This is no laughing matter, Lie-spinner,” Lavrans said, turning his single eye onto Professor Locke. For a moment they truly did look like the god of Asgard and his disagreeable kinsman, trading words before they traded blows. “The Black Moon has been a thorn in our side for decades. If they’ve established a toehold at Blackwater, it means they could have chapters bubbling beneath the surface at any number of colleges…”

Locke cut him off with another harsh laugh. “Forgive me, Lavrans. The rest of you have always overestimated the danger the Black Moon Society presents to the wizarding world.” He spread his arms with a smirk. “Had we allowed them to become a legitimate organization during their first flourishing, we would never have found ourselves in such a predicament. They could be helping us right now, aiding us in tracking down the real enemies among us.”

Irina shook her head in my peripheral vision. I could practically hear the hexes she was holding back.

“You and I will never agree on this, Locke,” the headmaster growled.

Locke chuckled. “I know,” he spat. “That’s why you’re so glad that you’re in charge of this place, and not me.”

Before any of the other teachers could add their thoughts to the discussion, Professor Locke rose from his chair.

“So we’ve made no progress on finding the creature causing the attacks, and you want us to waste valuable time chasing the shadows of the Black Moon,” he said, brushing an imaginary speck of dust from the shoulder of his cape. “Wonderful meeting. Very productive. I’m so glad I missed a whist session with my tutoring group to sit here and listen to this.”

“Whist,” Irina said, rolling her eyes. “We all know what you really do with those pupils, Loke. And why there’s nine women for every man in your entourage.”

From the looks on the faces of the other teachers, I expected Locke to blow his top over that. But he just sneered.

“And you are the last person in the wizarding world to complain about people taking liberties with their students,” Locke shot back, giving me a look that could cut glass. “Tell me, babushka, do you think Lavrans’s star little shit would so much as give you the time of day if he knew who you really were—“

“ENOUGH!”

This time, the other teachers really did look frightened. Lavrans Ravensson stood at the head of the table, the chair he’d been sitting in lying sideways on the carpet. Darkness swirled in his one good eye, and the spectral form of a raven rested on his shoulder, its pose that of a creature about to tear someone’s eye out.

“There will be no more of this,” the headmaster said. “You will speak to each other with respect on my campus, or neither of you will speak at all.” Rather than watching for his subordinates’ reaction, Lavrans turned his good eye on me. “It is shameful for us to allow such emotions to be shown in front of a student.”

Professor Locke harrumphed. Irina stuck out her tongue at the man, the pink peeking out from her black lips, but was otherwise silent.

With one hand, Lavrans gripped the edge of the table. “That’s all,” he said, sounding even more tired than before the meeting began. “We will meet again in one week and discuss our progress. Do not falter in your duties. Keep the enchantment over Blackwater functioning at all costs.”

Apparently this functioned as a ‘next steps’ punctuation mark to the meeting. Teachers began rising from their seats and filing out, traveling back to Blackwater through the passages created by the Allways. Obviously, Locke fled before things could get any worse (and so he couldn’t be questioned about his potential connections to the Black Moon Society), but to my surprise Professor Fym also disappeared as quickly as she was able. Lavrans watched her go with a sigh.

“I’m sorry you had to see all that,” he muttered, nodding in my direction.

I was just about to tell him he didn’t need to apologize to me when a figure stepped directly in front of me. It was Professor Thurman.

“Edwin,” the big man grunted, taking both of my hands in one of his own like a giant. “Don’t let that puffed up prig Locke get under your skin. He’s always been too cowardly to attack from the front—a snake like him prefers to be sneaky, rather than direct.”

I reflexively glanced back at the door, but Professor Locke was long gone. Even if he’d heard Thurman’s remarks, I doubt they would have made much of an impression. “Thanks.”

I figured the big man was done with me, but Thurman just looked me over, nodding with approval. “You’re the boyfriend of that Haddonfield girl, right?” he asked. “The one who used to be a mundane and is in my Battle Magic class now?”

He’d hit the nail on the head. “Yeah, that’s Courtney,” I said, smiling despite being thrown off-balance by the meeting. “Sabrina and I live with her. It’s kind of complicated…”

His grin told me he’d been in some complicated situations himself over the years. “She’s a good student, if more than a little far behind. Can’t be helped, of course—poor thing’s only been a witch for a few weeks. Got raised a mundane her whole life.” He rubbed his chin, his fingers moving through his curly red beard. “Hell of a good pyromancer. Fantastic fire spells. I heard she’s worried about her Grand Conjuration?”

I sensed that Thurman was winding me up for something. Whether it would be something good or bad, I didn’t know. “She is,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “She still doesn’t have an idea for what to present at the end of the semester.”

Professor Thurman nodded thoughtfully. Presently he let out a small noise of surprise, as if something had just occurred to him. “You know what I’m really hoping to see this year?” he asked, sounding as if the two of us were discussing which teams we’d like to see at the Super Bowl. He winked.

Here we go, I thought. My heart pounded in my chest. “What’s that?”

His smile widened. “A little lightning! It would gladden my heart to see someone conjure up a thunderstorm in the middle of the exam hall. Wouldn’t that make a few people piss their pants!”

He let out a full-throated laugh and slapped my chest. Only a very strong effort of will kept me from showing how much it hurt. Even a slight touch from Thurman was like getting hit by a fucking truck; the man had supernatural strength beyond anything I’d seen from a wizard. No wonder he’d inspired such legends.

Somehow I managed to stay upright. “I thought you said Courtney’s best spells were pyromancies,” I said, thinking things through. “Those are fire-based, right?”

“Certainly,” Thurman rumbled. “But a Grand Conjuration doesn’t need to be based on pure will, lad. Students are allowed to bring aids in with them to use in their performance.” He glanced over at Professor Quigley, who was toying with the hornet pin on her collar as she eavesdropped on our conversation. “If potion students weren’t allowed to bring things with them for their Grand Conjuration, no one would ever pass the damned test!”

I still didn’t understand. “She could bring… what? A portable storm generator?”

“I’m not talking about Miss Haddonfield, lad,” Thurman said, chuckling knowingly. “But if someone were really good at pyromancy, say, they could always pick up a Thunder Stone from Finch’s Emporium over on High Street. By channeling a decently-sized pyromancy spell through that, they could transfer it to electrical energy. Then, BOOM!” He clapped his hands together, sending an actual thunderclap echoing through the Sanctum. Books shook on their shelves; Lavrans gave the big man a look of warning he ignored. “You’d have a killer thunderstorm. Why, if someone conjured that up during their GC’s, they’d be a shoo-in to become one of my proteges next year. They certainly wouldn’t need to worry about being thrown out of Blackwater!”

Okay. Thurman was making it about as obvious as possible what he wanted me to do. And honestly? I appreciated the assist. I knew Courtney would, too.

“Finch’s,” I muttered, making a mental note to ask Sabrina about it later. “On High Street.”

I’d heard Lavrans mention that place once before. I didn’t know what it was, but I could guess that it was probably some sort of shopping district for witches and wizards. A little bit like McDowell’s bookstore in DC, except specializing only in magical items. Instead of being an ordinary bookstore with a secret one hidden on the upper floor.

“Exactly,” Thurman said. “I’ve got to run, Lavrans! I’ll see you soon!”

As the big man entered the hallway, Professor Quigley came up to me and leaned in. “Remember what I told you,” the mousey woman said, still fidgeting with that hornet pin. “If you and Professor Dragovich need any assistance, just let me know. I promise I can aid you, despite what Irina might think of me.”

She sounded genuine. And more than that, I found I liked Professor Quigley. Not in the same way I ‘liked’ Fym or Irina, which was the sort of admiration where I’d liked to have seen them naked in bed with Sabrina and Courtney. But the two of us got along well, and had a surprising amount in common.

If I wasn’t already locked into my special project with Irina and my customized program of study with Lavrans, I could have seen myself spending a lot of time with her. It would have given me more opportunities to hang with Sabrina, too.

Oh well. I couldn’t change things now, even if I wanted to.

“I will,” I told her. “Don’t worry. I’ll change Irina’s mind.”

A strange smile flickered across Ramona Quigley’s face. With an almost sweet touch, she put a hand on my cheek.

“Bless your heart, Edwin,” she said, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe how naive I was. “You really think you can change Irina Dragovich’s mind?”

I stared at her, stunned. Realizing for the first time that perhaps I’d underestimated Professor Quigley.

“That woman’s going to eat you alive,” she whispered, clucking her tongue. “But I suspect you’ll enjoy it.”

Holy hell. She actually made me blush.

She withdrew her hand and put it into her pocket. “Bring me one of those shards and I’ll get to the bottom of where they come from. You can present what we find to Irina like you were the one who discovered it.” She glanced over at the side of the room, where Irina stood in a quiet conference with Lavrans. “I would offer to be Sabrina Bishop’s mentor next semester as well, but I think both of us know there’s no need for me to promise that. She’s going to knock all of our socks off at the Grand Conjuration.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “I think she will.”

“Good.” As Irina turned, Quigley backed up a step, already turning for the door. “Miss Bishop has my information in her scribing book. Tell her I give her permission to copy the enchantment onto your own. Or I suppose you could just send an email like a normal person.”

“I guess I could.”

Professor Quigley gave me a final nod and disappeared into the hall.

“Everything alright, my little fox?” Irina asked.

“Couldn’t be better,” I said. “Sorry for interrupting everyone at the meeting.”

Lavrans shook his head. “It’s not an issue. I’m just glad things did not come to blows. But Irina, you must control that tongue of yours around Professor Locke.”

Irina didn’t stick that self-same tongue out, but it was a close thing. “Hmph. I will in the future. But that man needs to work on his respect.” Her voice dropped. “And he seems awfully chummy with the idea of the Black Moon having a chapter recruiting students on campus.”

“I know.” Lavrans nodded. “Don’t worry about Professor Locke. His bark far outstrips his bite. I’ve had eyes on him for some time, and he has no actual ties to the Black Moon.”

“If both of you will excuse me,” I said, hastily grabbing my things. “I really need to head out, sir. Same time Thursday?”

Lavrans did a double take. He looked at me, my obvious eagerness, then relaxed with a knowing smile. “Of course. I’m sure Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield are expecting you to meet them somewhere.”

They were. But that wasn’t why I wanted to talk to them so badly.

“Edwin.” Irina pursed her lips, giving me a look like she wanted me to stay but didn’t want Lavrans to hear. “Listen, darling. Anything Ramona Quigley tries to tell you about being good with curses and hexes is a damned lie. I’ve known that woman for decades—the reason she wears those damned magnifying glasses on her face is because she walks around with her nose in a book, instead of a laboratory…”

I could have laughed. Wasn’t it just what Quigley had predicted? Irina was jealous; she wanted me all to herself. So she could eat me alive?

Well, to be honest, I kind of wanted her to.

“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “I’ll talk to you soon, alright?”

Both teachers watched me go. Both of them were a little surprised that I wanted to leave them so quickly, but I had my reasons.

Inviolates, cursed shards and the Black Moon were all well and good. But I’d just found a way to make sure Courtney passed her Grand Conjuration with flying colors—and didn’t have to make the painful decision between Blackwater and Exeter-Cross.

I needed to see my women. And then we needed to find this High Street…


Chapter Thirteen

Courtney and Sabrina could normally be found at the Wand & Anchor around lunchtime. So it surprised me when, after exiting the Allways and re-entering Lavrans’s office at Blackwater, that I had a text from Sabrina letting me know my girlfriends would be waiting for me at the cafeteria.

“We couldn’t get a reservation!” Sabrina explained to me as I took my seat. My cheek burned with her kiss; across the table, Courtney looked like she’d do more than just kiss me if we had the place to ourselves. “The place is absolutely packed.”

I was a little surprised they’d managed to find a table here. Blackwater’s cafeteria was normally never more than two-thirds full, even on a half-day when students got out of afternoon classes. Yet the place was practically standing room only. More than a few female students cast envious glances at the single empty chair next to mine, though no one dared to approach. The sight of Courtney and Sabrina together intimidated them far too much.

Courtney had already secured me a sandwich and some chips, along with one of the fizzy ginger sodas that only seemed to be for sale on Blackwater’s campus and nowhere else. Both women chattered about their days as I ate, wolfing down the food in a very ungentlemanly-like manner. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I smelled lunch.

As I slowed down, Sabrina produced a second ginger soda as if by magic. “You always finish the first one so quickly,” she said by way of explanation. “And you take your time with the second round.”

“You do that with everything,” Courtney added with a wink.

I chuckled at that. “You two would not believe the day I had,” I said, popping the top of the second soda.

Both women leaned forward. “What happened?” Sabrina asked.

I told them.

Between sips, I narrated the whole story of my impromptu meeting with Blackwater’s department heads. It occurred to me that perhaps I shouldn’t have shared what I’d learned, but Lavrans hadn’t told me to keep any of it under my hat.

Even if he had, I didn’t like to lie to my women.

Sabrina looked intrigued when I mentioned the other teachers showing up—then mortified. “Give me a quick second,” she said, grabbing her backpack from between her calves. One of the dragon-foot claws holding the table up idly plucked at the strap of her pack, and she snatched it free of the enchanted leg with a smirk.

She removed a small ruby from her pack and set it in the middle of the table. Then she tapped it and spoke a word. Something in the center of the gem flared, flickering like a candle’s flame, and the air around our cafeteria table thickened.

“There,” Sabrina said, leaning back with a satisfied smile. “That should keep anyone from listening in.”

“Neat!” Courtney leaned in and peered at the gem, then cocked her head to stare at the wall of faint magic surrounding us. “Won’t everyone else be able to see this, though?”

“Yeah,” Sabrina shrugged. “But they’ll just assume we’re talking about sex. That’s like, two-thirds of what you and Edwin do, anyway.”

Courtney’s cheeks colored almost as red as her hair. “That’s not all we do!” she protested. “Tell her, Edwin!”

“Sure,” I agreed with a smirk. “Sometimes we talk about cheerleading.”

Courtney rolled her eyes. “You ass. Whatever, I don’t even care if they think I’m talking about banging you. They’re probably all jealous. Hell, they should be jealous!”

“Go on,” Sabrina said. “Tell us everything.”

I did. Both girls gasped when I got to the part about the teachers all being magically linked to the aura protecting Blackwater from harm.

“No wonder they’ve been so tired lately,” Courtney mused. “I was wondering about that. They’re really giving their power to keep us safe?”

I nodded. “Lavrans is giving the most, I think. And Professor Locke the least.”

“Well, that tracks.” Sabrina snorted and rolled her eyes. “That guy only thinks about himself.”

Knowing her opinion, it was no surprise that Sabrina cheered when I told her the part about me speaking up during the meeting. But what really shocked both women was the mention of the Black Moon.

“The headmaster really thinks they’re here!?” Sabrina blurted. “But that’s terrible news, Edwin!”

“He thinks one of them brought the demon to campus?” Courtney added.

I nodded. “That’s the working theory.”

I finished by telling them about Quigley’s offer to help Irina and me investigate the cursed shards. I tried to keep my details light on that part, but of course they wanted to hear more. They wanted to hear everything when it concerned Irina Dragovich.

“I bet Irina didn’t like Professor Quigley muscling in on her territory,” Sabrina said with a knowing grin once I was done. “You really had both of them fighting over you in the middle of the meeting like that?”

I blanched. “I wouldn’t exactly call it ‘fighting’,” I said mildly, covering my expression with a sip of the ginger soda. “I mean, it wasn’t like they started clawing at each other on top of Lavrans’ table…”

“God, that would have been hot, though,” Courtney said with a grin. “Irina, at least. Professor Quigley looks like she could be pretty cute if she got a makeover, but she definitely strikes me as more of a librarian than a fashion model.”

Sabrina blinked, doing a double take. “Wait. You don’t think she could be… you know. With us?”

I cleared my throat. “I think she’s more interested in me in a professional capacity,” I said, ignoring the disappointed look on Sabrina’s face. “Speaking of which, I was meaning to ask you: she’s really into her whole hornet motif. I know it means something?”

“Oh, she’s in the Terra Club?” Sabrina asked.

Courtney frowned. “Terra Club?”

“It’s a society on campus,” Sabrina explained, putting her hand on top of the coed’s. “There’s all sorts of them at Blackwater, just like there is at Exeter-Cross: a lot of them are for sports, but there’s ones linked to all kinds of interests. There’s a mystery novel book club, a debate society… I think there’s even an improv group—“

“Which of those is the Terra Club?” I asked.

Sabrina smiled. “Gardening. It makes sense—Professor Quigley needs a ton of potion supplies for her lessons each semester. It helps her save money, and it gives her a way to connect with the student body. Plus it counts as volunteer work, and Blackwater puts a lot of stock in that.”

I nodded. It was pretty much what I’d figured. “And what’s the deal with the hornet?”

“I think it’s a wasp, actually?” Sabrina wrinkled her nose cutely. “Or maybe a yellowjacket—I can never really remember. Maybe you could ask her?”

I doubted it made much of a difference, but I nodded.

“They have a communal garden space on the south side of campus,” Sabrina continued. “I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard it’s very pretty. If we can’t find Professor Quigley in her office, there’s a good chance she’ll be there getting her hands dirty.”

That reminded me of something. “Professor Quigley told me you had permission to add her enchantment in your scribing book to mine. So I can write her any messages if I need to.”

Spots of color rose to Sabrina’s cheeks. “Really? Are you sure she’s not hitting on you, Edwin?”

I opened my mouth to say no—but when I thought about it, how certain of that was I? If Quigley had flirted with me, I might not even have noticed it. I’d been primarily focused on what I was learning from Lavrans and the other teachers, with Irina and our potential relationship as a secondary concern. It could have gone right over my head.

Dressing like a librarian and talking like a schoolmarm didn’t preclude Professor Quigley from having a crush on me. And if she did… maybe I could use it to my advantage?

“I really don’t know,” I told Sabrina. “I expect I’ll find out soon enough.”

“Irina is definitely further along,” the blonde witch grinned. “Professor Locke really accused her of having the hots for you in front of everyone? And she didn’t even deny it?”

“Can we talk about Professor Dragovich later?” Courtney asked. Under other circumstances it might have come off rude, but the redhead was so nervous that Sabrina and I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her. “You said that there’s a way I might be able to pass my Grand Conjuration?”

Right! I’d mentioned that, but I hadn’t elaborated. Sabrina’s teasing about Professor Quigley distracted me.

“Yeah, Professor Thurman gave me a tip,” I said, swallowing the last of the ginger soda. That last swallow always had more ginger in it than the rest; it sent a pleasant burn down my throat and into my stomach as I finished. “I don’t think he was exactly supposed to, but hey—all’s fair, right?”

“Tell me.” Courtney’s eyes shone with need. “How do I make sure I get a passing grade?”

Suddenly I was glad we had the crystal keeping other people from overhearing. I still dropped my voice as I spoke, though, as if I still feared some magic spell. I told Sabrina and Courtney about the Thunder Stone and how Professor Thurman wanted someone to conjure a miniature thunderstorm in the middle of the lecture hall. By the time I’d finished, Sabrina was nodding—and Courtney looked intimidated.

“Is that… possible?” the cheerleader asked, peering down at her hands. “I mean, he’s right—I am pretty good with fire.”

“That’s because you’ve got that burning red hair,” Sabrina teased, nibbling her bottom lip as she looked Courtney up and down. “It’s passionate. Like you.”

Courtney blushed. “And we can get one of these Thunder Stones before the Grand Conjuration?” she asked.

She sounded so hopeful that my chest hurt a little bit. I hadn’t truly realized the depths of Courtney’s desperation until now. Passing her first semester at Blackwater meant everything to her. It sealed her future, of course, and meant she could stay a witch. But it also meant that nothing would come between her relationship with me.

Sabrina was already nodding. “Absolutely. We can go to High Street this afternoon, in fact. Thunder Stones are a bit expensive, but Edwin should be able to charge at least one to his stipend card.”

“Even if I can’t, Lavrans implied he could get me a discount at High Street,” I said, remembering the conversation we’d had before the other department heads interrupted us. “He said something about me having a flying carpet?”

Both girls looked amazed. “A flying carpet?” Courtney blurted.

“Oh wow!” Sabrina’s eyes lit up. “Those things are so cool. And romantic!”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Romantic?”

Sabrina said duh with her eyes. “Um, of course! Every girl who ever watched Aladdin when they were growing up fantasized about a handsome prince flying them over the city on a magic carpet.” She paused, a naughty grin spreading across her face. “And if that romantic flight ended in a little mid-air nookie, well—the grown-up in me certainly wouldn’t mind that…”

“That sounds awesome,” Courtney said quickly. “Look, I’m really stoked about all of this, but can we go to High Street like now? I really, really want to make sure I’m locked in by the time my Grand Conjuration rolls around!”

Sabrina giggled at the cheerleader. “Of course we will. Don’t worry, Court, you’re in good hands.” She tousled the redhead’s hair, looking at me for approval as she did it. I loved the way she did things like that for my pleasure, like she was putting on a show.

“So you’re staying at Blackwater,” I said, clearing my throat.

Courtney blinked. “Of course I am! Edwin, just the thought of having this Grand Conjuration thing solved makes me feel like a hundred times better. I’ve had this exam hanging over my head like a freaking sword every night!”

I nodded. “And do you think you’ll be able to stay on the cheer squad, too?”

Both women fell silent. I could tell I’d hit a sore spot, though one that was nowhere near as sore as it might have been a few weeks ago. I could give thanks for that to Blackwater itself. The more time Courtney spent here, the more it felt like her home—and the weaker the grip of her old life at Exeter-Cross became. Still, I could tell she had her doubts.

“I… I still don’t know,” Courtney admitted, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “I mean, I want to have it all. Isn’t that what they’ve been telling women they can have since I was a little kid? But magic lessons, my mundane classes, cheer squad… It's a lot.”

“Not to mention Edwin and I,” Sabrina said with a sympathetic smile. “We’re a drain on your time, too.”

“Are you kidding me?” Courtney was aghast. "I couldn't do this without the two of you! If not for you and Edwin helping me adjust to Blackwater, I'd be totally lost. Out to sea. Sunk!"

I tried not to think too much about my old Subaru sinking beneath the surface of the Potomac when she said that. "We want you to have it all, too," I agreed. "Sabrina and I both know how important the cheer squad is to you. There's no way you would abandon the team, not unless there was no other way to stay at Blackwater."

"What about Kendra?" Sabrina piped up. "Have you talked to her about it?"

Courtney frowned. While none of us probably wanted to admit it, the captain of Exeter-Cross's cheerleading squad had been taking up important space in our thoughts lately. Kendra indeed had made good on her promise to move in with us, taking up a room on the third floor of Courtney's parents' house shortly after getting out of the hospital. But the coed was so busy that we barely saw her. Every now and then I'd run into her in Courtney's kitchen or see her leaving when Sabrina and I were returning home, but we hadn't had any more substantial contact since then.

"Having that girl under our roof has not been at all how I expected," Sabrina said, her disappointment showing on her face. "We're always like ships passing in the night with Kendra. Does that girl ever chill out? Does she freaking sleep?"

Courtney chuckled at that. "She's a real go-getter," the redhead said with a faint smile. "I don't know where she finds the time. I wish she'd tell me how to do what she does." Her gaze grew faraway, and I saw the knowledge of her troubles clouding her face. "I want to take over the cheer team when Kendra graduates. Even though it's not the most important thing in my life any more, it's still important to me. But... I just don't know."

"It's not something you have to figure out right away," Sabrina insisted. “For now, I think you ought to just focus on passing your Grand Conjuration, babe. Once you get that squared away, you’ll have all of the Christmas break to figure out what it is you want to do next.”

It was clear from the look on her face that Courtney hadn’t even begun to think about winter break. “You’re right,” she blurted, nodding as her nostrils flared. “I just have to pass Professor Thurman’s class. Then everything else will work itself out.”

I certainly hoped so. I cared a lot about this girl.

“You’ll see,” Sabrina added. She put her arm around Courtney’s shoulder, which made her gasp before she relaxed into the blonde witch’s touch. “After you knock everyone’s socks off during the Grand Conjuration, we’ll throw the most awesome celebration party ever. Kendra will be invited, of course.” She looked over at me, her expression turning naughty. “And maybe Professor Quigley and Irina, too?”

Courtney grinned, the look on her face almost exactly matching Sabrina’s. “Oh wow,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip as she stared across the table at me. “That’s a great idea, Sabrina! Edwin, what do you think?”

“You think you’d be up for entertaining that many party guests?” Sabrina’s pouty lips parted in a lusty gasp, her eyes going all cloudy as she no-doubt imagined the utter debauchery we’d get up to under Courtney’s roof. “Or maybe you think that’s too small of a party to be worth it. Say the word, and I’ll invite whatever cute coeds from Blackwater or Exeter-Cross you’ve been thinking about…”

Sabrina had given me a lot to think about, only I wasn’t thinking about her offer right that second. Instead, I was staring at the figure over her shoulder, crossing the lunchroom double-time with no indication that they saw the glowing wall of magic a few feet in front of their face.

“Yo!” I cried, half-rising from my seat. “Look out—”

The figure pushed through the aura of magic like it wasn’t even there. He missed a step once he was past it, stumbling, then turned back at the glittering barrier like he’d just noticed it for the first time. He rubbed his neck as he approached, like a man who’d just mildly embarrassed himself.

Something told me that was a common feeling for Toby Heck.

“Dude!” Toby’s bright eyes shone with a manic intensity as he took the empty seat next to me, dashing the dreams of every coed in the cafeteria in one smooth move. “I have been looking for you!”

Behind him, two more figures stepped through the barrier, each moving with far more caution than their leader. No surprise that I recognized them both, seeing as they followed Toby around no matter where he went. It was Matt and Henry, the two students Irina called his ‘irregulars’.

As far as I was concerned, they were more like his cronies.

“I haven’t been hiding,” I said, looking from Toby to the other two people with him. On his own, Toby talked like a kid on a sugar high, full of conspiratorial ideas and fast-talking antics. With his buddies in tow, he was even worse. “I’ve been busy.”

“Shit, so have I!” Toby’s glance took in Sabrina; he nodded slightly to acknowledge her presence. Courtney he didn’t look at at all, which I could tell irritated her. Magical students were barely used to recognizing ‘mundane’ students as people at all; treating them as friends would require an opening of perspectives across the campus. “I’m glad you put up the privacy curtain, dude. I’ve got a lead!”

My pulse quickened. There was only one puzzle at Blackwater that Toby Heck had been assigned to solve. “The Black Moon?”

Toby leaned forward. “One and the same. My man, we are on the verge of cracking this big old bitch wide open! Talk to me tomorrow, and I’ll be able to tell you whatever you want! Their secrets, who’s in the club—even why they’re called the freaking Black Moon—”

“It’s a movie,” Henry insisted with a snicker. “About breastfeeding a unicorn.”

“I told you, it’s named after the album,” Matt countered, his voice heated. “Just because Emerson, Lake, and Palmer never produced anything as groundbreaking as their 1970’s records after their reformation, it doesn’t mean the output of their later years was garbage…”

“I’m thinking it’s probably just a name,” I said, frowning. “Also, Matt, my dad had that record in his collection when I was growing up. It is garbage.”

Matt harrumphed. “Philistine.”

I shook my head. None of that mattered. “Toby, be serious with us for a second, okay? Can you do that for me?”

“Huh?” Toby blinked, looking from me to Sabrina and back again. “What do you mean, Edwin? I’m always serious.”

“Breastfeeding a unicorn?” Sabrina blurted.

“We do not have time to waste on whatever that means about the unicorn,” I said quickly. If I let Toby and his buddies control this conversation, they’d be making obscure references to movies I hadn’t seen and albums I hadn’t listened to until nightfall. “What I care about is the Black Moon. Have you really found a way in?”

If he had, then this was huge. Just letting Lavrans know I might have an in with the secret society would give me a ton of leverage with Blackwater’s faculty. It might even give Irina the push she needed to admit her feelings for me.

Toby nodded. “Oh you’d better believe it. We’re in like Flynn!”

I could barely contain my shock. On the other side of the table, both Courtney and Sabrina looked like they were about to fall over. Sabrina checked the crystal on the table, double checking to make sure that the wall of magic around us was thick enough to keep anyone from hearing what Toby was about to say.

“Tell me,” I said.

“Did you get an invitation?” Sabrina added.

“Someone admitted to you that they’re in the Black Moon, didn’t they?” Courtney asked.

Toby did a double-take at Courtney, as if seeing her for the first time. “Well, no,” he admitted, his manic energy dimming for only a moment. “But I’ve got a lead, Edwin. A good one. I know where they hold their meetings.”

My brows shot skyward. That really was news.

“Where?” I asked.

Toby’s lips shrunk. “I don’t know the exact location,” he admitted, waving the question away with a gesture. “But I’ve got a lead who knows. Actually, the person who knows is a friend of my lead, who happened to stumble into some Black Moon-related activities after a frat mixer a semester ago…”

Sabrina cut off Toby’s words with a groan. “So you’ve got nothing,” she said, putting the heel of her hand against her forehead.

“It’s not nothing!” Toby insisted. “It’s gonna pan out, Edwin. You can trust me on this, okay. I’m like a freaking bloodhound when I get the scent! Those Black Moon bastards are gonna open the door for us wider than a Delta Chi sister opens her legs after she’s had a few tequila shots—”

“Gross,” Courtney said with a sniff.

Toby waved her off. “Anyway, the point is, you need to be ready. As soon as the word comes for me to make my move, I’m gonna text you—and I need you to be nearby. Otherwise you’re gonna miss all the fun!”

I bit back a sigh. It sounded like Toby and his friends were on a wild goose chase. I wished him the best of luck, but his chances of finding the Black Moon Society were trending towards zero and dropping. Sure, I had little doubt that he’d text me the way he claimed—but it would probably be in the middle of the night, and lead to us chasing shadows around campus while Matt read with a book light and Henry peppered us all with trivia about the Satanic Panic.

No, I wasn’t interested. I had bigger fish to fry.

“I’ll try to keep my calendar open,” I said, keeping my voice as diplomatic as possible. “The girls and I already have a lot on our plates, though.”

Toby made a little face at the mention of ‘the girls.’ I wondered if he wasn’t a little jealous of me, notwithstanding all his talk of wizards being major players in the mundane world. “Sure, sure. Even if you do miss it, I won’t leave you behind, buddy. We owe each other that much. If I wasn’t around when that monster attacked you, you probably wouldn’t even be here right now, you know?”

I wanted to protest that Toby had very little to do with that, but now didn’t seem like the time. Instead, a different question came rising to my lips.

“Toby,” I asked, “why the fuck did you never tell me about the teachers?”

For the first time since our conversation started, Toby Heck took a second to think. He gave me a strange look, his brows furrowing together like a kid who’d just gotten caught with his hand in the cookie jar. His eyes flickered to Sabrina, and when he spoke, his voice was tight and nervous.

“What do you mean? I told you about the kind of stuff they get up to.” He leaned in closer, dropping his voice. “I don’t know if it’s kosher to talk about this in front of your girl, dude…”

I could see Sabrina snickering in the corner of my eye. “I’m not talking about the sex, Toby,” I said, rolling my eyes. No one cared about that. “Why didn’t you tell me that the administrators of the school are the actual gods of Norse mythology?”

“You mean why didn’t I tell you Professor Locke was really Loki?”

He was winding me up again, I could tell. Still, there was nothing for it but to step in the trap. “Yes.”

He grinned. “One, Edwin, I figured a guy as smart as you either already figured it out or would soon enough. And second: if you found out someone wrote fanfiction about you getting impregnated by a horse, would you want it widely publicized?”

I supposed not.

“This has all been intellectually stimulating,” Sabrina said, her tone clearly showing she was over Toby’s ‘lead’. “But we’ve got to get going. We’ve got an important errand to run.”

A more tactful person would have taken the hint. But Toby barrelled on, unheeding. “Errand? What kind of errand? Maybe something we can help with?”

Sabrina shook her head. “We’re going to High Street. Courtney needs something from Finch’s for her Grand Conjuration.”

“Finch’s?” Toby whistled through his teeth. “Pricey stuff! Hey, how about I take you guys there? That way, if I get this call I can let Edwin will be right there with me—”

“We’ll be fine, thanks.” Courtney crossed her arms under her breasts, giving the man the sort of you’re not cool enough for us look that only a cheerleader at the top of the social pyramid could summon. “Edwin and ‘the girls’ can handle it.”

I saw it dawn on Toby that he’d erred. “But the Metro—”

“She said we can handle it,” Sabrina said, amused. “Besides, Edwin’s got your number, right? If your friend’s friend’s hairdresser’s veterinarian turns out to be a secret member of the Black Moon, we’ll come running with bells on. Alright?”

Even Toby didn’t have a good answer for that. “Shit, alright. Let’s scram, guys.”

None of us spoke until Toby and his buddies were on the other side of the crystal’s privacy curtain. Once we had the table to ourselves, Sabrina cracked her knuckles and tapped the ruby, returning it to a dormant state. She tucked it away into her bag.

“What’s up with the Metro?” I asked her.

Sabrina shrugged. “You’ll see. It’s really nothing to worry about.” She glanced over at Courtney. “You ready to head out, babe?”

“Oh hell yes,” the cheerleader giggled. “I am so ready to pass my Grand Conjuration. Let’s go check this place out!”

We were on our way.


Chapter Fourteen

Owing to its reputation as an elite campus, Exeter-Cross was directly adjacent to several of DC’s Metro stations. The closest was a brisk three block walk from the cafeteria, the same distance whether you considered it Blackwater or Exeter-Cross territory. Halfway there, a dark shadow blotted out the sun, and a familiar weight settled onto my shoulder.

“Squawk!”

“Oh, hey there.” I petted the back of my familiar’s head, ruffling a few of his wine-dark feathers. “What are you doing up here, little guy?”

“Squawk!” The oversized bird let out a trilling whistle. “Go shop!”

I blinked. Sabrina and I gave each other a glance. “How does he know what we’ve got planned?” I asked.

The blonde witch shrugged. “Familiars are smart like that. Voynamir knows all sorts of things about me I wouldn’t have expected her to know. I swear, sometimes that cat knows what my moods are going to be before I do…”

Maybe. But if the behavior of Sabrina’s black cat was a reflection of its owner, then my girlfriend spent most of her time either being ravenous with hunger or laying on the floor basking underneath a sunbeam.

Which might not be all that far from the truth, now that I thought about it.

No one gave me any second glances as we made our way down the Metro stairs, which told me at least some of my magical aura from Blackwater held in the rest of the city. This close to campus, a few members of the crowd were witches or wizards, but there were far more mundanes: guys in business casual carrying laptops and briefcases, yuppie joggers returning from their runs at Meridian Hill (no doubt irritating the few locals who’d resisted gentrification), students and shoppers and tourists. Both girls fought over the right to hold my hand; evidently the shroud that kept people seeing what they wanted to see when they looked at us also kept them from noticing the two sexy babes in their midst who were fawning over the same man.

“Why do we need to take the Metro to get to this place?” I asked. I searched the screen over the platform for a mention of High Street; I wasn’t surprised not to see it. “I mean, I’ve got a car. It has to be easier to just drive.”

Sabrina shook her head. “You can’t get to High Street from up there,” she said, pointing at the ceiling of the Metro. “You’d never find it—it’s just not there.”

Huh? “But it’s in DC, right?”

“Kind of.” Sabrina pursed her lips, clearly enjoying the way she was teasing us. “You’ll see. Speaking of which, this should be our train!”

The screech of a subway car entering the station cut through my thoughts. Nothing about the route highlighted over the platform implied this train was heading anywhere we needed to go: this was the Green Line, which mostly avoided the richer parts of town on its way out to the Maryland suburbs. In order to get anywhere Blackwater students might want to shop, we’d need to switch lines at one of the other stations along the way. Yet Sabrina implied we wouldn’t need to do anything but get on this train.

It made no sense.

But I trusted her. Sabrina clearly knew what she was doing.

We climbed into the train and set off. Despite the crowd, the three of us managed to find a pair of seats near the rear car. Sabrina gave them to me and Courtney, then climbed on top, sitting mostly in my lap but a little bit in Court’s.

“Sorry,” the witch said, giving me a wink over her shoulder. “I promise this won’t take a super long time.”

Part of me kind of hoped it would. I was already beginning to stiffen against the blonde’s luscious ass. The rumble of the train and the rattling tremors that made it bounce every time we entered a tunnel didn’t help, either.

At the next stop, I leaned forward and put my lips against Sabrina’s ear. “So is this your new thing now?” I growled, my hands going to her hips and holding her against me possessively. “You grind and squirm around in my lap and drive me absolutely fucking crazy?”

Sabrina tilted her head to the side and planted a kiss on the side of my mouth. “You liked it so much the first time,” she purred, giving her hips a little wiggle that made me grunt. “I like teasing you, Edwin. Especially when I know you’re going to punish me for it later.”

“Bad girl,” I hissed. But I was grinning.

Sabrina leaned in close. “Promise you’ll fuck me hard when we get back home?”

Fuck. How she could manage to say the dirtiest shit in the sweetest fucking tone was something I still had trouble wrapping my head around.

I was about to promise her to do even more than that when something vibrated in my pocket. My phone was going off with a vengeance.

Sabrina felt it. “Is that a call, or are you just really happy to see me?” she giggled. Then she sighed. “It’s probably Toby Hec telling you he’s found the Illuminati or whatever.”

That’s what I expected, too. But to my surprise, it wasn’t Toby who’d texted me.

It was Jen.

Hey, Exeter-Cross boy, I read. You remember us?

A spike of guilt went off in my guts. It shouldn’t have, given everything I’d been through over the last few months, but logically knowing a thing didn’t stop me from feeling it. At the very least this was a text from Jen directly to me, rather than something she’d cavalierly thrown out in our old group chat.

Three dots appeared at the bottom of the message while I stared at it. After a brief pause, another line popped up from Jen.

Will’s worried about you, you know. You haven’t talked to us in weeks!

Of course she’d bring up Will. I’d met her through Will, after all, and both of them were in the car with me that terrible night we plunged into the Potomac and almost died. I’d saved Jen, Will, and the rest of the people I was driving home by using my magical powers—powers I hadn’t even realized I had until my life was on the line. They’d all seen it, but they'd all covered for me, hiding what had really happened from the police.

Of course, no one had been able to hide from Lavrans Ravensson. Not even me.

Courtney shifted in her seat. “Who’s that?” she asked, tilting her head. “A girl?”

My finger hovered over the screen for a moment. Then I thought better of it. Not now. Later, once we’d solved the issue of the danger surrounding Blackwater and the students attending it, I might be able to let my former friends in on what I’d been going through since the accident. But not before.

The last thing I needed was to get Will or Jen hurt because of this place.

“It’s… a friend,” I said, turning off the screen and sliding the phone back into my pocket. “Just someone I knew before all of this.”

Sabrina watched me, then nodded. “She pretty, this Jen?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Of course that would be at the forefront of Sabrina’s mind. “It’s not like that,” I told both girls. “I barely know her. She was… well, she was in the car when I got into that accident.”

Both understood what I meant by that.

“Okay,” Sabrina said, taking my hand. For a moment her hips stilled, and pleasing me emotionally took precedence over teasing me sexually. “I get it, babe. We’ll handle that whenever you’re ready for it.” She paused for a second, hesitating. “Could I give you a little advice, though?”

“Sure. I’d appreciate it.”

Sabrina smiled. “I think that you should take the time that you need,” she said. “But you should let your friends know that you’re taking that time. You might not owe people like Jen anything—especially since they owe you for saving their lives—but I can tell that they’re worried about you. Giving them a bit of reassurance would probably go a long way.”

As much as I hated to admit it, Sabrina had a point. “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Thanks, babe.”

“I do have one every now and then,” she sighed, leaning back and resting her head against my shoulder. “If you knock it out now, you’ll probably feel better about it. I know this has been hanging over your head, too, even if you don’t like thinking about that.”

The more I pondered, the more I realized how right she was. I slid my phone out of my pocket (using the movement to cop a quick feel of Sabrina’s ass, which made her squeal with glee), opened the group chat and fired off a quick message without self-editing too much:

Hey guys. I’m really sorry that I’ve been incommunicado for so long. I want you all to know that I’m okay—I’ve just been going through some stuff lately. A whole lot of changes. But when I’m ready, I will reach out and talk to you about it. I appreciate you all giving me time.

With that done, I hit send and waited. Pure dread filled me at the thought of the responses I might get from Jen, Will and my other friends. Would they be understanding? Or would they immediately take this small amount of info as a sign to start digging—to start pressuring me for more?

Dots appeared at the bottom of the screen.

Then a little emoji appeared on my message. A heart.

Then a second. And a third.

Whatever you need, dude, came a reply. Will’s. We’re here for you.

We haven’t forgotten about the crash, Jen added. Even if we want to! That last part had a laugh emoji attached to the end, which almost made me laugh. Knowing they didn’t hold anything against me filled me with relief, and made me feel so much better about not speaking to them in so long.

I sent my own emoji back to them and glanced back up, preparing to eat a little crow for Sabrina.

Only to realize that the scenery had changed drastically while I’d been occupied.

At some point, we’d gone above ground, because we entered a tunnel the moment my eyes reached the level of the windows. These, however, were not the dark, carved passageways the DC Metro roared through like water through a straw every hour of the day; these were far older, and stranger. Glistening bricks glowed on the other side of the subway car’s windows as we traveled through the darkness, casting shadows that failed to illuminate the world around us.

It was almost too dark to see inside of the train. Sabrina used the sudden spike of near-privacy to grind her pussy against me through her panties, the heat spreading through the bulge in my pants.

“Where are we?” I asked, holding her tight. “I’ve never seen a tunnel like this before.”

She rested her shoulders against me and gave Squawk a pat on the head. “We’re on our way,” she said, a dreamy tone entering her voice. “We’re about to transfer lines. Just relax.”

“What?” An uneasy feeling spread through me. Between the strangeness of our course and the way she kept making me hard, I could barely think straight. Later, I’d figure out that was mostly the point. “How? There’s no station—”

Sabrina laced her fingers through mine. “Don’t try to concentrate through it,” she whispered, her warning for both me and Courtney. “It’s like the water fountain, Edwin. You just have to relax and see.”

See? What was she talking about—

The subway car plunged into darkness.

And the world blurred.

I understood exactly what Sabrina meant about not trying to concentrate. The subway train veered in one direction, then another, sending shocks through the interior that reminded me of a plane fending off turbulence. I couldn’t have told you which directions we’d just traveled. I barely knew which way was up!

Across the cabin, someone in a purple wizard’s robe grunted. “They really need to fix these tracks,” he said to no one in particular. “Transfers are so bumpy these days…”

Suddenly we were through. Pale fire illuminated Sabrina and Courtney’s faces; we’d just pulled into the next station on our stops. Only…

Those are gaslights, I realized. Not electric bulbs.

The train slowed to a stop. When the doors opened, I realized that most of the train's occupants had vanished. Everyone who’d been wearing athletic gear or a business suit had disappeared, leaving only the members of the magical world left to transfer off of the train.

I tucked my little Edwin into my boxers as I followed Sabrina and Courtney off of the train and onto the platform. “Where are we? What the hell is this place?”

Sabrina turned on a heel, taking on the expression of a tour guide. “Welcome to the Umbra Line,” she purred, gesturing at the crowded subway platform. “The only transit system allowing passage through DC’s Magical Underground!”

The place dazzled me. Flames flickered in huge lanterns along the walls, which were all brick and faintly glowing with some magical residue. Witches and wizards in dozens of different outfits made their way through the station, dressed like everything from medieval clerics to Lord of the Rings cosplayers. Some of them—

I froze. Some of them clearly weren’t human.

A girl with cherry-red skin walked past Sabrina going in the opposite direction as we wound our way across the perimeter of the station. She wore a tight leather jacket, matching black pants, and had about a hundred piercings—including ones through her nipples that were clearly visible through her tight white t-shirt.

She smiled at Sabrina, then gave me a very frank up-and-down appraisal as she walked by. Evidently she liked what she saw. She winked at me, a hint of her forked pink tongue appearing from the side of her full, pouty mouth.

“What the hell…?” I trailed off, unsure whether to be scared or aroused.

“What happened to all the other people on our subway train?” Courtney asked.

“They got to their destination,” Sabrina said. “Just like we got to ours. Come on, it’s this way.”

Towards the rear of the station we found the exit. A subway map hanging across the brick showed me a cross-section of DC I found painfully familiar—it was a chart of the various Metro lines criss-crossing the city. But along with the Green Line, the Red Line and the others, a new series of threads had been drawn, forming a thick central stalk with dozens of tiny tendrils reaching to nearly every station in the district. Their color was purple verging on black, just bright enough to be noticed.

Written across the top were the words:

DC METRO—UMBRA LINE

ACCESS TO HIGH STREET AT TOP OF STAIRS

“I’ll be damned,” I said, shaking my head. “This is crazy.”

“It’s not crazy,” Sabrina said. “It’s our life.”

Every time she spoke to me she turned around just a little bit, smiling the way I imagined a siren smiled when she was luring a sailor to their doom. Except instead of killing me, she wanted me to make it so she couldn’t walk straight the next day.

“It’s pretty freaking insane,” Courtney said. “And I love it!”

We climbed the top of the stairs, and Courtney and I got to see High Street in all its glory for the first time.

The first thing (the thing you couldn’t help but notice) the first time you stepped onto High Street was the sky. Night didn’t even begin to describe it. My wristwatch told me it was just after noon, but the sky above the narrow street was black as pitch—and shot through with a thousand thousand lines of green and purple illumination. They looked like the contrails left behind by planes, except they glowed. And the globe of stars they lit up like an infant’s mobile looked like no night sky that had ever been seen on Earth.

Staring at it so long, I nearly missed the rest of it. High Street was a sloping, narrow lane bordered with shops on either side, so towering and eager that in places their shadows seemed almost to do battle in the center of the road. They also seemed in competition with each other to see who could stack the most stories on top of their buildings—and who could festoon them with the most ornate, Gothic decorations. I counted about a dozen gargoyles looming down from the corners of buildings before I stopped myself, realizing how futile the effort was.

As we followed Sabrina down the sidewalk, we passed businesses of every stripe. A magical convenience store sat on the corner, its security grate rolled all the way up and a bored woman with elf-ears reading a dirty magazine by the register. A scrolling LCD banner I’d seen a dozen times before in cheap smoke shops announced the daily specials—before transforming into a miniature diorama of a knight on a horse striking a flying dragon with a bow.

“Wow,” I whispered as we passed. “It’s like Shirley Jackson meets cyberpunk out here.”

“High Street’s pretty high-tech,” Sabrina said, turning around and walking backward for a few steps before resuming her role as our guide. “They sell decks here that are way more powerful than the ones on offer at Blackwater’s student store. And those.” She pointed at the digital familiar on my wrist.

“Edwin said something about being able to buy a flying carpet,” Courtney said. “Can you really get one of those here?”

“Uh huh,” Sabrina replied with a nod. “Brooms, too! We’ll have to check out the showrooms another day.”

Up at the end of the next block, thumping bass music spilled from a club whose doors were open. A giant creature with green skin and tusks stood outside—clearly the bouncer—roaring at each passerby.

“Gobin girls and horny elves!” he shouted, his voice as loud as a megaphone. “Come see the fairest beauties of the Sapphire Isles shaking their stuff for all and sundry! Women get two free drink tickets,” he added in a lower voice as Sabrina and Courtney approached.

“No thanks,” the blonde witch said. “We’re headed to Finch’s.”

I peered to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of what was within. Smoke poured from the interior, and I could have sworn there was glitter floating inside of it. It was thick, and it obscured what was going on within. But from the sounds of shouting and moaning, I could tell the patrons were having a very good time.

“Is this a strip club?” I asked Sabrina. “A magic strip club?”

The tusked man chuckled. “Finest gentleman’s establishment on the East Coast,” he said smoothly, gesturing at the square of darkness. You want a piece of advice? Ask for Chastity the succubus to give you a private dance. She’ll drain more than just your wallet, boy, I can promise you that!”

I shook my head with a laugh. “I’ve got plenty to watch at home,” I said, gesturing with my chin at my harem girls. “Thanks for the tip, though. Chastity, huh? What a name!”

“Sulphurine was better,” the tusked man grumbled as we walked away. “But no one ever got to lay so much as a finger on her. And last I heard, she wound up getting hitched to some human…”

Once we were away from the establishment, Sabrina and Courtney collapsed in a fit of giggles.

“Yes, Edwin,” she said, practically wheezing with glee. “High Street has a number of… adult-oriented destinations, mixed in with all the shops and cafes and restaurants.” She straightened up, recovering. “If you really want to visit one, I’d be happy to take you sometime?”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t lying to the bouncer,” I told them both with a grin. “Seeing some girls I don’t even know dancing around doesn’t interest me. Maybe if I were single it would, but…” I grinned. “I’m not.”

Courtney laced her arm through mine. There wasn’t a test here—if I’d really wanted to go see some naked goblins or elves, my women would have come with me—but I could tell I’d impressed the cheerleader by being sweet on her, and not some magical strippers.

“I’ll put on a show for you whenever you want,” Courtney said, nibbling her bottom lip. “Maybe I can do a private cheer routine?”

“It is kind of unfortunate that you’re the cheerleader and not me,” Sabrina teased. “Seeing as I’m the one who likes to watch. Maybe you could teach me a few steps of your routine and I could encourage you and Edwin the next time you’re in bed together…”

Sabrina trailed off. We’d arrived.

Tucked between a bookstore I ached to enter and a three-story restaurant packed with people was a brick building sporting high, narrow windows. A set of narrow steps led up to the entrance, and the sign out at street level was embossed with gold letters on black iron, like an old London street sign. It announced the establishment as Finch’s Emporium.

“Here we go!” Sabrina said, rubbing her hands together. “This is the place. The key to unlocking your Grand Conjuration lies within, Court!”

The atmosphere inside of Finch’s was dark and homely. The emporium contained a little bit of everything—books and magical equipment had been packed into the narrow shop from the floorboards all the way up to the high, arched ceilings. Just like High Street itself, the place overwhelmed me and kept my eyes in near-constant motion. My gaze jumped from the bookshelf in the corner containing potions of every imaginable color to the display of crystals behind the counter with uses I could only guess at, before devouring the leather-bound tomes on the endcap of each aisle. Sabrina walked past them all, headed for the counter like a guided missile.

A large, gray-haired woman stood behind the counter. A tiny nametag, as golden and ornate as the signage outside, marked her as BEATRICE.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked as Sabrina approached.

Sabrina nodded. “This is Edwin Sawyer,” she said, gesturing at me. “He needs a thunder stone.”

For a moment, I wondered why Sabrina had introduced me, rather than the woman who actually needed the item in question. Then I saw the look on Beatrice’s face, and all doubt was banished.

“Mr. Sawyer!” the clerk said, looking as if a celebrity had just walked into the store. “My goodness, it really is you! We’ve heard so much about you from Headmaster Ravensson!”

“You have?” I blurted. I had no idea that news of Blackwater had traveled as far as High Street. I suppose I’d expected to be a stranger in this place, just as I’d been a stranger in so many places after the accident opened my eyes to the magical world.

Beatrice nodded like a bobblehead. “Of course we have! Headmaster Ravensson even told us to expect you! Said you should be dropping by sometime before students start performing their Grand Conjurations, with a shopping list!”

I didn’t often find myself speechless, but I had no answer to that. Sure, Lavrans had overheard most of my conversation with Professor Thurman in the Sanctum. But how had the man moved so quickly? And how had he anticipated the needs of my harem? I could have easily gone somewhere else to pick up the thunder stone, after all.

“I don’t have a whole list, I’m afraid,” I said, spreading my hands. “All we need today is a thunder stone.”

“Although we’ll definitely take a look around,” Sabrina added, turning on a heel. “You have a lovely store! Edwin, can I take a look at the potion ingredients? I might make a couple of substitutions in what I’m planning to present to Professor Quigley.”

“Oh yeah?” Courtney asked. Now that we were here, she was almost comically eager to get her hands on what she needed to pass Battle Magic. “You going to blow their minds?”

“As long as I don’t blow up the examination hall,” Sabrina said. The blonde witch walked over to one of the aisles and began rifling through the shelves, searching for the right materials. “If I could get my hands on some mugworm or a griblick or two, I might be able to take my exhibition to the next level.”

“I’ll be right back with the thunder stone,” Beatrice informed us. “Just give me a few minutes. They’re in the back.”

“Absolutely!” Courtney said, calling out to the back of Beatrice’s head as she disappeared into a back room. “Oh my God, I hope they actually have one! If they turn out to be sold out of thunder stones, I’m totally screwed!”

“We’ll find another one if that’s the case,” Sabrina said from the potions aisle. “Don’t worry—there are other stores on High Street. Worst case scenario, we might have to go on a little road trip somewhere else—”

Sabrina paused, craning her neck to the side. A shadow had just passed by the big store window at the front of Finch’s. Plenty of people had walked in front of the store while we were inside, of course, but this one seemed… different. I felt it, too.

“Was that…?” Sabrina trailed off, as if unwilling to speak the words allowed.

I thought it was. Before either woman could say anything else, I raced for the front door. Once there, I paused until the shadow had passed far enough beyond the entrance to Finch’s that they wouldn’t immediately notice me stepping out into the street.

I opened the door and leaned out into High Street.

And saw Irina Dragovich standing on the sidewalk.


Chapter Fifteen

Irina?

The black-clad mistress of Blackwater’s curses department stood on the corner, frowning deeply. She had her face in profile to me, which was the only thing that kept her from noticing her favorite student standing not a stone’s throw away. A fur stole hugged her shoulders. Even shown only in silhouette, her cleavage looked freaking outstanding.

What the hell was she doing on High Street?

A hand grabbed my shoulder. When I turned, Sabrina was standing next to me, peering down the street at Irina. Her eyes gleamed with interest.

“My my,” the blonde witch whispered. “She sure got here fast.”

I’d been thinking the same thing. “Professor Thurman mentioned High Street like two hours ago,” I muttered. “We headed to the Metro as soon as we ate lunch. How the hell did she beat us here?”

“The Allways, maybe,” Sabrina said, letting out a little hmm. “Faculty might have a special fast lane here in case they need to make emergency purchases—”

Irina turned.

Sabrina and I both jerked back in the direction of the door. We would have been too late if Irina had turned towards us, but fortunately she pivoted away from Finch’s, casting her gaze back in the direction of the magical strip club. I felt her frown more than I saw it.

Squawk landed on my shoulder. In a move of supreme self-control, my familiar did not announce himself. My relief was palpable; one cry from Squawk could have alerted Irina to our presence.

Wait. Why did I want to hide from Irina?

I couldn’t explain it. Professor Dragovich was on our side, more than any member of the faculty except perhaps Professor Fym. Yet there was something about the furtive way Irina looked down the street that made me think she was up to no good. Maybe she could get up to something with us?

I shook my head, clearing it. I could worry about our relationship later.

Irina raced across the street, glancing left and right as she moved. Her steps were quick but nervous, as if she feared someone pursuing her. I reflexively checked the street for anyone who looked suspicious, but if she had a tail on her I couldn’t find it.

“Where do you think she’s going?” Sabrina asked.

“I don’t know.” My lips peeled back over my teeth. “But I’m going to follow her.”

The blonde witch’s eyes shot to her hairline. “What? But Courtney—”

“You stay with her.” I hadn’t realized until that moment that Sabrina intended to follow her with me. “You’ve got your phone, and you’ve got the scribing book in your bag. I’ll text you as soon as I can; if I can’t reach my phone, I’ll send you Squawk. If something really goes wrong and I go missing, use your book to call Professor Quigley.”

I couldn’t say why I chose Quigley instead of Fym. I hadn’t even meant for her name to come out of my mouth.

Sabrina tried to protest. “Edwin, I’m coming with you—”

Irina reached the other side of the street and disappeared into a narrow alleyway between two buildings. Now or never, I thought.

“Keep Courtney safe!” I hissed, taking off down the street. “I love you both!”

The words froze Sabrina in her tracks. I glanced back once, halfway across the street, and saw a look of shock written across the blonde witch’s face. Slowly, she blushed, grinning at me as she held the side of her face.

“I love you so fucking much,” Sabrina said, holding the door of Finch’s. “You’d better not get yourself hurt, mister!”

With a grin, I disappeared into the alley. I was sure to get into trouble—but not too much trouble. And I’d probably have a great story to tell my girls later.

The alley was darker and danker than I’d expected. The concrete floor glistened; bags of trash gathered in the corners, with oddly colored puddles between the cobblestones. It was tough to see; the words of the elementary light spell I’d learned in Battle Magic half-rose to my lips before I realized that if I lit up the alley Irina would certainly notice me.

Instead, I followed as best as I was able.

Fortunately the alley was a straight shot, otherwise I might have gotten lost. It curved beyond the first set of stores, turning in a gentle downward slope that led to several sets of stairs leading into the basements of buildings. As I walked, careful to keep from making too much noise, I saw Irina far ahead of me. She hadn’t noticed me yet, which was good, but it was probably only a matter of time.

Unless…

I paused, ran a hand over myself, and spoke the words I’d learned in Professor Locke’s class. The man might not have taught me anything but the most basic of illusion magic, but in an alley this dark the basics were likely more than enough.

As my silhouette turned shady, Squawk took off from my shoulder. Irina turned, startled by the sound, but she didn’t notice the raven against the darkened sky above High Street.

Her gaze traveled to the alley, looking straight through me. I winced, but the illusion spell held. Irina saw nothing.

I thanked my lucky stars that Professor Dragovich had little experience with illusion magic and kept on following her.

Irina avoided the first sets of stairs, then made a beeline for one of the next. She took them two at a time, holding onto a rusted railing to keep from falling over. At the bottom was a small metal door.

As she reached the bottom step, a slot opened near the top of that door. Light shone from it, illuminating Irina and the stairs behind her.

“Password?” a gruff voice asked.

Irina leaned forward. “Storm and scald,” she whispered, the words barely audible from the top of the stairs where I waited. “Coin and spice.”

The door opened. Another tusked man with green skin stood just inside the door, smaller than the one who’d been the bouncer at the strip club. He stepped aside and let Irina enter, then slammed the door shut.

Shit! I raced down the stairs, but the metal door was already locked. I could hear footsteps heading deeper inside of the building, while underneath that noise the murmur of conversation and the clinking of bottles told me I’d found some sort of secret bar. There was a name for those, wasn’t there?

A speakeasy, I thought. From back in Prohibition times.

I supposed it made sense that witches and wizards would want one too. A private club, for private meetings. Now I was practically aching to find out what Irina Dragovich was up to.

But first I had to get inside.

How?

I backed up a few steps, craning my neck to peer at the high windows above the speakeasy. None of them looked like they could open more than a crack; even if they could, I had no way of climbing up there. Suddenly I wished I really did have one of Lavrans' flying carpets. Or a witch's broom.

Alright, so sneaking in like a cat burglar was probably out. What was the alternative?

I could wait for someone else to come along. Hide in the corner with my illusion spell, then slip through the door before the security guy could close it. That might work.

Except that there was no telling how long that might take. Meanwhile, Irina was inside the speakeasy, doing God only knew what with God only knew who. I could be missing everything important.

I wracked my brain, trying to think of a spell that might aid me. I even flipped through my digital familiar to see if Lavrans might have pre-programmed it with some sort of feature that could help me.

I was just about to give up when it hit me.

I already had the answer.

Clearing my throat, I dismissed the illusion spell surrounding me. My outline became solid once more, and the digital familiar strapped to my wrist cheerfully informed me my mana reservoirs were back at 100%.

I rapped on the door with the back of my knuckles.

The slot slid to the side, filling the alley with light. "Password?"

Here we go, I thought. "Storm and scald," I said, trying to mimic Irina's intonation as closely as I could. "Coin and spice."

There was a pause where my heart jumped into my throat. Then the tusked man grunted, closed the slot, and opened the door.

"Welcome," he said, using the bare minimum of courtesy. "Will you be needing our coat check services?"

Coat check? Stupidly, I glanced down at what I was wearing. I didn't have a jacket on, which meant the guard was probably talking about something else entirely. To cover the misstep, I shook my head. "Not today."

The guard shrugged. My cover hadn't been blown.

I made my way down the hall. The sounds of conversation grew louder with every step, and now I could hear music being played at a low volume. A violin accompanied an acoustic guitar and some drums, playing what sounded like old jazz standards.

My heart hammered against my breastbone. I couldn't go in there like this. Irina would notice me in a heartbeat, and whatever I'd hoped to learn by following her here would be lost. I tried to picture going back to Sabrina and Courtney empty-handed and winced.

Just before the hallway emptied into whatever came next, I spied a set of bathrooms in a side passageway. I raced to it with trepidation, painfully aware that if Irina had stopped on her way into the bar, she might be coming out of the ladies' room at the same moment I was entering the men's. But no one stopped me.

The men's room was empty. I hastily reapplied my illusion spell and checked myself out in the mirror, making certain that no one would be able to see me. If the bar had some kind of aura around it to suss out spells like this, I'd be screwed, but the fact that no alarms had gone off the moment I'd cast it comforted me.

Now to find out if I'd really managed to pull it off.

I slid the door open and slipped back into the hallway. A few more steps took me to a balcony, looking down on a large, well-appointed bar. Portraits hung on the walls, music played from downstairs, and there were tables on both the second floor and the first. Most of them were empty, their occupants more engaged in drinking than conversation.

One of them looked up as I approached. My heart skipped a beat.

Their gaze fell back to the tablet on the table. I sighed internally, my panic turning to triumph. I was invisible!

Find Irina, I thought. Figure out what she's doing here.

If it turned out that Professor Dragovich had just dropped by for a drink, I was going to feel awfully foolish.

Walking anywhere with the illusion spell on took twice as long as usual. I had to stay keenly aware of the people around me—since none of them could see me, there was nothing stopping them from colliding right into me as they got up to get another drink or to leave. Either would have been fatal.

There was no sign of Irina on the second floor. As I descended the steps to the first, I said a silent prayer of thanks for the jazz band. The music muffled my steps, which otherwise might have been noticed as they made the stairs creak.

The first floor was more crowded than the second. A gorgeous blonde woman with long hair and ears as sharp as knives tended the bar, slinging drinks in a tight little crop-top and jeans so short they looked like cutoffs that had been cut off again. A couple of the tusked, green-skinned guys leaned against the walls on either side, clearly security but trying to give the impression that they weren't. The people down here looked important, but I couldn't match any names to any faces.

Shit, I thought. What if Irina’s not here?

I didn't see any other exits, but that didn't mean they didn't exist. If Irina really had been trying to shake a tail, then what better way to do it than to cut through a secret bar? She could already be out of here and back out on High Street. Shit, shit!

Just as I began to give up hope, I spotted her. Irina occupied a table bathed in shadows in the far corner of the room, far enough away from the crowd that she had to have come there on purpose. Across from her sat a second figure, wrapped in a cloak that made it impossible to see their face.

I snuck around them, sliding into the corner. As I did, the figure with Irina turned their head.

My jaw dropped open.

It was Professor Locke.

“...whole performance," the man was saying, his face a sneer. "Clearly it was more for that student's benefit than ours. We all know what's really going on, Irina. We all know what we need to do to stop it."

I put a hand over my mouth to stifle a noise of surprise. What the absolute hell was Irina doing here with Professor Locke!? The man was our enemy—and a rat bastard to boot. He must have had to hustle even quicker than Irina to get here; he looked exhausted.

"Our Headmaster is doing the best he can," Irina protested. She clucked her tongue with disdain, but her eyes kept traveling to the crowd—looking for anyone who might be listening in. "It's not Lavrans's fault that we've fallen into this trap."

"No, it's ours," Locke said through clenched teeth. Then he relaxed with an effort. "Professor Thurman got closest to it when he accused someone of not pulling their weight. But it's far, far more than that." He laughed ruefully. "You think it's Quigley? That little remark about a 'memory leak' was too cute by half."

What? I had no idea what Locke could have been implying. I leaned forward, straining to catch every word the two teachers spoke.

"I do not," Irina said. "Professor Quigley is... different, of course. Not like us at all—”

"Oh, of course not," Locke cut in with a smile.

Irina narrowed her eyes. "I do not think she would betray us," the curses professor hissed. "Honestly, of all of us, you are the one I suspect most."

A traitor, I realized. The thought filled my chest with ice. One of the teachers at Blackwater was a traitor.

It all snapped into focus for me. The aura around Blackwater weakening, the strongest wizards on the East Coast losing their energy as they tried hopelessly to maintain it—it was a trap. Someone tied to that enchantment was secretly working against it. Poisoning the magic.

Who could do such a thing?

Whoever it was, they were awful enough to force Irina Dragovich and Professor Locke to put their differences aside and work together. Which was a victory, of a sort.

"Why me?" Locke laughed. "What would I have to gain by betraying the campus, Dragovich?"

Irina gave him a disdainful look. "Everyone knows that if something happened to Headmaster Ravensson, it would be you who takes over the running of Blackwater," she said.

"And I've said a thousand bloody times that I don't want it," he shot back. "Lavrans can keep his damned daycare. Why wouldn't be it you? Clearly we've all been hexed somehow, and no one knows more about that than you."

Irina's lips peeled back over her teeth. "I would never work for the Black Moon," she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. The tiny vial of my blood dangled between her tits, suspended by a thin black cord. "You know that."

Locke shrugged. "We don't know it's the Black Moon," the man said. "For all we know, we—"

Suddenly Professor Locke tilted his head to the side, scanning the shadows.

Fuck! I pressed my back against the wall, willing my heart to beat quieter. I clenched my teeth as I prepared to run, ready to bolt if he rose from his chair.

He didn't move.

"What?" Irina asked.

The professor shook himself, then turned his attention back to Irina. "Thought I heard something," he muttered.

"You're jumping at shadows," Irina chided. Then, in a calmer tone: "We all are. We've grown paranoid, Loke. If we don't find a solution to this, how much longer can we hold out? The end of the semester? The end of the year? Spring?"

Her laugh told anyone who heard it what she thought of that.

"We'll be dust by then," Locke murmured, tracing symbols on the tabletop with his fingers. "Mummies."

"At least we'll be attractive mummies," Irina snarked.

Locke's head shot up. "Maybe we're looking at this all wrong," he said with a sniff. "Maybe we can't find the traitor because there isn't one."

Irina leaned forward. "What do you mean?"

"Your little boytoy's theory amuses me," Locke said. "The one you planted in his head about students summoning demons to fuck."

Oh shit.

Irina's cheeks colored. The curses professor wasn't angry, but she'd taken a step in that direction. "He's not my boytoy," she whispered. "Even if he was, you would be the last person on campus to judge anyone for... for dalliances…"

"Dalliances!" Locke sounded amused. "Let's be real now. You smuggled that whole idea about succubus fuck fests into that boy's head so he'd think about having you as his personal sex demon. Didn't you?"

With an effort, Irina spread her hands and swallowed her pride. "This is not helpful," she hissed. "I agreed to meet with you to make a plan for us to flush out the traitor, not to continue our argument from earlier—"

"But he's the reason I think you're the traitor," Locke said smoothly. "I mean, by the Gods, Irina, you've got his blood between your tits! You couldn't want to fuck that kid any worse if you got down on your hands and knees whenever he came into the room! This Edgar, or whoever he is—"

"Edwin," Irina snapped. A moment later she flushed crimson, and both of us realized she'd just stepped into Locke's trap by correcting him so quickly.

"Lavrans makes him the favorite the second he enrolls in the school," the teacher said in a deadly whisper. "His first class with Fym, he saves an entire classroom from a stone dragon. He gets attacked by one of the most deadly creatures to ever walk our campus and not only manages to survive but to bloody kill the thing, because of you! And you expect me to believe there's nothing strange about that, nothing we should all be paying attention to!?"

Irina stared at the man in shock, disbelieving. "What are you trying to say?" she asked, blinking in confusion.

Professor Locke gave her the most disdainful stare I'd ever seen. "Isn't it obvious? We're like puppets, my dear Baba Yaga. Fighting and fucking and plotting against each other while all the while, the true traitor is the man holding our strings." He dropped his voice to a whisper and leaned forward. "Lavrans Ravensson."


Chapter Sixteen

My heart jumped into my throat.

What Professor Locke was saying couldn't possibly be true. Lavrans Ravensson the traitor? The leader of our whole school—the man who'd given me a new lease on life after my accident? The whole reason I was at Blackwater in the first place?

I wouldn't believe it. I couldn't.

I watched the same battle play out on Irina's face. The curses professor stiffened, her fingers gripping the tabletop so hard that her knuckles went white. On the other side of the bar, the jazz band finished their number and took a break, heading to the bar for drinks.

"No," Irina said, shaking her head. "That can't possibly be the case."

Professor Locke snickered. "Oh dear. Come now, Irina, there’s no way that you’re really that naive? Truly?"

I prayed Irina wouldn't listen to him. She couldn't be swayed by this greasy bastard, could she?

A terrifying thought shot through me. What if Locke managed to sway Irina over to her side, right here and now? What if I wasn't spying on a fact-finding mission Professor Dragovich was on, but the meeting where she turned into a double agent?

And what would that mean for our relationship?

I decided right then and there I couldn't let that happen. If this went badly, I'd have to find some way to stop Locke. To get the information we needed back to Lavrans and the others.

"The boy," Locke said, as if he were explaining arithmetic to a particularly dull child. "Edwin. You think it's a coincidence that you're so smitten by him? That all of the female teachers are?"

ALL of the female teachers? My brows shot skyward. I knew Irina had a thing for me, and I'd certainly sensed a bit more than just friendship coming from Professor Fym. But Quigley, too?

"He's been here for what, four months?" Locke clucked his tongue. "And he's already got two girls following him around like lovesick puppies, waiting on his every need. One of them's a bloody mundane for fuck's sake."

"She's not a mundane any longer," Irina said in a low voice. "Edwin, he—"

"I'm perfectly aware of what your boytoy has done," Locke countered. "Have you fucked him yet, by the way, Irina? Or do you just really, really want to?"

The curses professor stiffened. "That is none of your business."

Locke snickered. "It doesn't really matter. Even if you haven't, half the school looks at you and assumes you're spreading your legs for him after every lecture. Especially with that gaudy piece of jewelry between your tits." He gestured at the vial of my blood. "Honestly, Irina, the way you've been debasing yourself is such a turn-off."

Irina was livid. "You're trying to trick me," she growled, half-rising from her seat. "More than that, Loke, you're trying to get a rise out of me. You twist the truth, the way you've done for thousands of years."

"I only speak the truth," the man said, sounding slightly offended.

Irina was already shaking her head. "Edwin is special," she agreed. "Different. But that's not because he's some kind of timebomb an evil fiend has placed in our midst. He's a good fucking person. A kind and decent young man." She paused, giving him the look of disdain for once. "That only seems strange because Blackwater hasn't had one on campus in such a long fucking time."

Hell yes! I couldn't help but silently cheer Irina on. Whatever rhetorical traps Locke was trying to set for her, she'd detonated them with ease. I watched anger flare on his face for a moment, before his cool demeanor returned.

"Look at you," Locke snickered. "How have you fallen this far?" His gaze flickered to the shadows for a moment, then returned to the dark beauty's face. "You used to be the most frightening woman on campus. The man-eater. Sexy Hexy. And all it took was one little mundane boy to make you the tamest little bitch in Lavrans' menagerie..."

This time Irina did rise from her seat. Her lips twisted in rage as dark shadows gathered around her, as if she were calling them to her in some kind of magical ritual. The patrons in the bar stiffened, and the elf woman slinging drinks began gesturing angrily in Irina's direction.

She ignored it.

"Take that back," Irina said, every word dripping with venom. "Before you deeply, deeply regret it."

Locke laughed dismissively. "You know, I may fuck my students, but at least I don't let them get in my head like this," he said, pointing at Irina's cleavage and the vial contained therein. "You can deny your feelings all you want—you can threaten me with whatever vile curses you command—but we both know the truth. We both know he's got you wrapped around his finger—"

Irina slammed a fist down on the table. The room quieted. She leaned forward, baring the teeth that looked so much like a vampire's fangs.

"Yes," she hissed. "I want to fuck him. Is that what you want to hear me say, you bastard?"

I didn't think my jaw could drop any further. Then it did. Because Irina was nowhere close to finished.

"I want him to climb me like a tree," she growled, completely losing her composure. Her words were quiet enough for the rest of the bar to miss them, but I was so close that they came through crystal-clear. "I want to suck that young man's soul out through his balls. I want to leave so many marks on him that every person on campus knows he's mine, that I've claimed him, and that those two witches of his only get to dote on him because I allow them to fuck him once I've had my turn!" The darkness around her swelled until it swirled around her like a serpent preparing to strike. "I want him to make me scream his name from the windows of my tower so loudly that even your groupies get jealous!"

Irina's tits heaved, nearly spilling out of her top. Professor Locke's chair was tilted back so far to avoid her fangs that it was a miracle he didn't topple over and fall to the floor.

"Do you want me to keep going? Or does that satisfy you, you hypocritical fuck?"

For a moment, Professor Locke looked like he might bolt and run away screaming. Then an unexpected smile spread across his face.

"Oh, I know I'm a hypocrite," he said with a chuckle. "I just wanted to embarrass you. You see, your little fox is standing right over there."

Time seemed to stand still.

Irina froze, her face going as white as a sheet. Slowly, her head turned in the same direction that Locke’s had a minute ago, peering through the gloom. The tendrils of darkness surrounding her retracted, revealing her curves.

“Edwin?” She cocked her head to the side. “No, that’s another lie—”

Professor Locke snapped his fingers. The aura of magic around me vanished.

In the silence that followed, my digital familiar let out a friendly little chime to let me know my mana was back to 100%.

Irina’s eyes widened like saucers. “Edwin?”

The elf woman motioned to both of the tall, tusked men standing on either side of the bar. “We’ve got an intruder, boys!”

Oh shit. Oh fuck.

Professor Locke’s grin widened as his chair slid through the room. It moved like a magic trick, shooting across the floor and away from both me and Irina. “Thanks for the fun,” he cackled, slamming the chair down onto all four legs as he bumped the back wall. “Remember what I told you about the true traitor, Irina. See you at the next faculty meeting!”

Before either of us could so much as say a word, the professor disappeared in a puff of smoke. Irina roared, lunging for the spot where he’d been a few moments ago, but he was already gone. Whether he’d teleported or just made himself invisible, I had no idea.

“Get them!” The elf woman pointed at Irina and me. “Hold ‘em until we can call the police!”

The two guards making their way over to us didn’t look like they were thinking much about the cops. They grinned, their tusks protruding from their mouths like stretched grins as they crossed the bar. Though unarmed, their muscles still looked awfully intimidating.

Irina barely noticed. “Edwin, what the fuck are you doing in Valente’s? You’re not allowed in here!”

Even in my shock, I made a mental note of the name of the place for later. “I saw you on the street looking all kinds of suspicious,” I said, not bothering to lie. “I used an illusion spell and followed you in here. I thought you might be in danger!”

That last part was a bit of an exaggeration, but it worked. The words cut through Irina’s icy exterior just a touch. “You were worried? About me?”

“Yeah, of course,” I replied, keeping one eye on her and the other on the guards. “I care about you, you know.”

A brand-new blush spread across Irina’s cheeks. “You heard all of that,” she said flatly. “Gods, trying to use an illusion spell to hide in front of Professor Locke…”

Just then, one of the guards reached Irina. “Excuse me, ma’am,” the one on the left said, cracking his knuckles. “You’re going to need to come with us—”

“Don’t touch me!” Irina growled. “Edwin, run—I’ll hold them off!”

A good idea. But not one I was about to accept.

“Get your fucking hands off of her,” I said instead, stepping forward.

The two guards exchanged looks. Dark grins spread across their faces.

I didn’t like those looks one bit.

“What are you going to do about it, pipsqueak?” the guard on the right asked.

The elf girl behind the bar sighed. “Just drag them into the back,” she protested, already more interested in the ale than the intruders. “Tie them up and call the cops. They’re obviously both in on this together!”

The other guard moved to seize Irina by the shoulders. I was there in a flash.

“Back up, kid,” the tusked man chuckled. “We’ll get you in a second.”

Irina looked almost as surprised. “Little fox, I do not need you to fight my battles for me,” she whispered, doing her best to conceal her revulsion at being touched by the guards. “We will sort all of this out at the station. I’ll do what I can to protect you—”

But all of a sudden, I didn’t want to be protected. I wanted to protect her.

“I said,” I grunted, rising to my full height, “back the fuck off—!”

I felt the punch coming a half-second before I saw it.

It didn’t come from the first guard, who had his free hand on Irina’s shoulder, but from the other guy—the one who’d been moving into my peripheral vision the whole time we’d been arguing. I couldn’t tell you how I knew he was about to punch me; it was just a feeling. A feeling that spread through me like rage, like the anger I felt that night when my car plunged into the Potomac.

I slid to the side, ducking. The big man’s meaty fist struck air, then I had both arms on his bicep, pulling him forward and off-balance.

As he missed a step, I stuck my leg out and tripped him.

It was a scene worthy of a slapstick comedy. The tusked guard’s own weight worked against him, sending him sprawling to the beer-soaked floor in a heap. Several patrons laughed unexpectedly, while a few—sensing what was about to happen—grabbed their drinks and hightailed it upstairs.

The second guard let go of Irina and grabbed for me. “Alright, that’s enough!”

Strong hands grabbed me before I could stop them, hauling me off of my feet. I swung, but the guard just grabbed me by the wrist, two fingers clutching me through the band of my digital familiar. The other guy was just starting to get up.

“Fuck the back,” the guard growled. “Let’s take this pipsqueak out into the alley and teach him a fucking lesson.”

“Little bastard tripped me,” the second guard said in disbelief.

Irina’s face lit up with rage. “Don’t you lay a finger on him—”

My watch exploded with light.

WARNING, it read, beneath a big red exclamation point in a white circle. MAXIMUM MANA LEVEL EXCEEDED!

The guard looked at it in confusion. “What the fuck—?”

And then everything exploded.

A wave of force rippled from me in all directions. The guard’s hands left mine as the man was thrown backwards violently, tossed like the world’s largest ragdoll as he flew across the room.

The table next to me shattered, cracking in two. The second guard had just managed to get back to his feet when the wave rolled over him like a thunderclap, slamming him to the floor with the force of a giant’s fist. Glasses shattered, hair flew everywhere. One of the straps of the elf girl’s crop top tore, forcing her to use a hand to hold it up or flash everyone.

What… what the hell?

My digital familiar pinged. Mana reserve now at 100%.

What the fuck had I just done? That anger, that righteousness, it felt just like what I’d conjured that night my friends and I sank beneath the waves. Only this time it was so much stronger. Purer.

I stood in a small crater caused by my spell. Cracks shot through the floor around me in all directions, forming a bowl of debris in the shape of a nearly perfect circle. The only person within ten feet of me still standing was Irina, who’d managed to shield herself from the worst of the blow with the tendrils of shadow around her body.

She stared at me in awe. “Little fox…!”

There was no time to waste. The guards and the rest of the patrons were already beginning to recover. I grabbed Irina’s hand and tugged, grinning like a fool.

“Run!” I commanded.

We ran.

Irina took the lead, barrelling at the bar like a linebacker. The elf girl saw her coming, froze like a deer in headlights, then bolted to the side at the last possible moment. Irina hopped the bar with a cry that sounded almost girlish, her fingers still laced through my own as I launched myself over the sticky bartop.

We pushed through a pair of saloon doors, the sounds of guards and patrons following us. This area functioned as a kitchen, though I spotted a few ovens and a lot of magically-charged devices that looked like fancy microwaves.

There wasn’t much time to look around. We were booking it.

“Over here!” Irina cried. When she looked back at me to make sure I was alright, I saw a smile like nothing she’d ever shown me before.

Holy shit, I thought, warmth spreading through my chest. She’s having fun!

The guards entered the kitchen just as we exited it. Behind the food preparation area lay a small foyer filled with old grease cans and empty kegs, the floor linoleum tile. A heavy door provided the only way out. Above it, the words FIRE EXIT were written in actual fire; a perennial spell kept the flames burning.

Irina shoulder-checked the door once, twice, then it gave. We found ourselves in an alley not unlike the one I’d followed her into in the first place, filled with the smell of stale food and moss. The sky was a tiny band of glowing darkness high above our heads, and a gaslight attached to the steps behind the speakeasy provided the only light.

“Ha!” Irina waved a hand, and the door slammed shut, then locked with a hollow clank. “Take that, fuckers! See if I ever patronize your establishment again!”

She was greeted by the sounds of angry muttering from the other side of the door. The big piece of metal shook on its hinges, and we took off down the alley without waiting to see if the guards could bust their way through.

The air was chill and crisp. My heart jumped into my throat as we ran, without a care in the world except escaping our pursuers. Irina glanced back at me once or twice, her dark eyes shining with admiration. Even then, I knew things had changed between us. I’d heard her declaration, even if she’d been too reserved to make it to my face. Whether he knew it or not, Professor Locke had just pushed this gorgeous, Gothic beauty straight into my arms.

After another few turns, Irina dragged me into a narrow side passage, panting. I couldn’t tell if we’d found an alleyway proper, a narrow easement behind someone’s apartment, or something else entirely—the space between the two brick walls was barely wide enough for us to stand next to each other without being squished together.

Irina bent over with laughter, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly as she recovered. “Using an illusion… to sneak into Valente’s… to spy on Professor Locke…!”

“I can’t say it was a great plan,” I told Irina. “I saw you in trouble, and it just felt like a good idea at the time. You know?”

Irina partially straightened up, peering at me beneath her dark lashes. “Edwin, it was a perfect idea,” she purred.

She grabbed me and shoved me up against the wall.

In a flash, Irina was on me. What little light could be seen from this narrow alley was blotted out by the sight of her: her pale skin and dark eyes and soft, pouty little mouth. The vial of my blood glistened between her breasts, bubbling slightly behind the glass.

Somewhere deep in my memory I recalled that blood was supposed to alert Irina if I was in serious trouble. Seeing it behave like that when I got all hot and bothered made me realize that every time I’d gotten laid since she drained me, she probably knew all about it.

“You did a very, very foolish thing,” the goth teacher teased, licking her lips. “You risked everything, my darling. Academic consequences, expulsion—even jail.” She clucked her tongue, shaking her head to show how naughty I’d been. “And you did it all because you were worried about me.”

I’d done it at least partially out of suspicion, but it felt like folly to admit that now. “You showed up for me when the chips were down,” I said, keenly aware of the way Irina was pushing her curves against me. “I figured I ought to return the favor.”

Irina tousled my hair. “I was wrong about you,” she said, giving me a strangely knowing smile as she tilted her head to the side.

What? Had I made some kind of mistake?

My worry must have shone on my face. Irina chuckled darkly, like a predator who’d finally cornered their prey. “You are not a fox, my sweet boy. And you are not a wolf, either. Truly, you’re not even a lion. You’re something else entirely…”

Her animal analogies again. I tried to remember them all, but the way her lips kept getting closer to mine robbed the thoughts from my brain.

“What am I, then?” I asked huskily.

Irina pressed herself against my bulge, her massive tits spilling out against my chest. “You,” she purred into my ear, “are a dragon.”

And she kissed me.


Chapter Seventeen

Kissing Irina Dragovich was like making out with lightning.

A pulse of dark power thrummed through my body the moment our lips touched. In the blink of an eye I was at full-mast, every nerve ending on fire with bliss as her mouth opened against mine and her tongue sought out my own. As I reached for her, Irina grabbed my hands and brought them to her breasts, inviting me to squeeze and grope her tits to my heart’s content.

Say this for Irina—she knew exactly what her best assets were. She could tell exactly what I was salivating over when I looked at her.

A tingle spread through my mouth as she pressed me up against the wall. I would have said that Irina was trying to devour me, but it was more like we were trying to devour each other. My tongue grazed her teeth, and I stiffened when I realized that two of her canines had gone razor sharp.

Fuck, what is she? A vampire? Some kind of monster out of a Russian folktale?

I didn’t care. She was here, and she wanted me.

And fuck, I wanted her so bad I could taste it.

I could also taste whatever tingled in the back of my mouth. It spread into my throat, traveling down my esophagus until I felt an unbroken trail of strange warmth from my tongue to my stomach. The effect was strange—but not at all unpleasant. It almost made me feel a little drunk.

My hand strayed between Irina’s thighs as we kissed. The gothic beauty grabbed my wrist and guided me lower, lower—and then my fingers were beneath her gown. I felt soft lace, then something hot and wet and so much softer than I could have imagined.

“Nnnngh, yes!” Irina pressed herself against me, a groan of bliss escaping around her lips. “Gods, my gorgeous darling, you make me feel so good…!”

Irina ground herself on me, savagely rubbing her needy little pussy all over my fingers. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she rode me, coating my fingers in her honey. The tendrils of darkness that followed her like a shroud wrapped around her ass, lifting it so that it looked even hotter as I fingered her.

Just as she began to show signs of experiencing more than mere pleasure at my touch, Irina broke the kiss. “I have waited so long for this,” she said, gazing at me in triumph.

I’d been waiting, too. But something else took precedence.

My hand grazed my lips. They felt numb against my fingertips. “What—?”

“A mild poison,” Irina chuckled. “Very mild—in fact, it will wear off within an hour or two. In the meantime, why not enjoy it? It has some proven… aphrodisiac effects.”

God damn, she wasn’t kidding. As the spinny, drunken feeling coursed through my veins, my cock swelled even bigger and thicker in my pants. I was harder than I could ever remember being, and the actual act of being aroused felt better than it had at almost any time in my life.

Suddenly I didn’t just want relief. I needed it.

“Mmmh,” Irina groaned, her hand straying between my thighs. “I think you understand what I mean now, darling. It feels good, yes?”

She pressed the heel of her hand against my cock through my pants. Just that touch, that pressure, was nearly enough to shatter me right then and there.

My eyes rolled back into my head. “Fuck,” I gasped. “That’s gonna make it hard to…”

“To what?” Irina teased. “To hold back?”

She was merciless. Her fingers took hold of my zipper and tugged it down, then she was holding onto my stiff, throbbing cock. With the tingling working its way up and down my spine, everything just felt so much better than it had a few minutes ago. I throbbed against Irina’s palm, coating it in precum.

“That’s the secret, darling,” the witch purred, her tongue hot in my ear. “Everything will feel so good, and you’ll climax so quickly—but as long as that poison is in your bloodstream, you won’t stop being hard for me. You’ll be able to fuck and cum again and again, like a good boy, until I get everything I want from you!”

Holy shit. I could hardly believe it. In fact…

My hand went to the back of Irina’s head. She looked at me with disbelief, then groaned as my fingers dug into her hair and took hold.

“Show me,” I grunted.

Had I really just said that? I’d fantasized about this moment so many times, but I’d never imagined it would come true. At least not now, and not like this.

Irina looked a little shocked, too. “Do you know what you’re getting yourself into, my darling?” Her eyes told me she hoped I did. “My prince. My Dragon Prince.”

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “I thought you said you wanted to suck my soul out of my body through my balls,” I growled.

Few things in my life gave me more pleasure than throwing those words at Irina. When she heard them, she unconsciously arched her back, presenting her nearly-freed tits to me like a platter of appetizers. Her mouth dropped open, and a look entered her eye that I never would have expected to see on the face of a woman like Irina.

She looked like she wanted to submit to me.

“I did, and I do,” she said boldly. “I imagined laying before you on my big bed in my tower, resting my head on your thigh while I tease your manhood to the edge of climax for hours with my mouth—”

Irina let out a surprised noise as I pushed her to her knees. She sank down before me, her breasts level with my cock, her nostrils flaring as the musk of my manhood mingled with the scents of the alley and overpowered them.

Irina moaned. Oh yeah, she really liked that.

We locked eyes. We didn’t even need words. One glance was all it took to tell her the truth: that her little scenario wasn’t what she really wanted at all. That she, the most powerful and beautiful woman on campus, yearned in her heart of hearts to have her greatest protege shove her to her knees and slide his cock down her throat like a whore.

I saw it all dawn on Irina’s face. She squeezed her thighs together, the channel between her legs boiling over as she pressed her lips against the underside of my cock. I’d never seen a woman so turned on before—and for me, that was truly saying something.

“Gods,” Irina whimpered. She teased my balls with the tip of her tongue, peering up at me through her lashes. “You truly are a miracle, my darling dragon. It’s been centuries since I’ve met a man who could truly stoke the fire inside of me. Who’s man enough to let me off my leash and tame my darkness…”

It was crazy to think she wanted this as badly as I did. But here she was, begging me for it.

And I was going to enjoy every minute of it.

With gentle pressure on the back of her head, I pressed her lips against the crown of my cock, letting a fresh drop of precum leak out to mark the corners of her black lipstick. Irina didn’t protest as I slid into her mouth, letting her suck my tip against her soft, wet tongue. She groaned with pure lust, her cheeks burning, the heat from her mouth warming me up to an almost unbearable level of pleasure.

Then I pushed.

Irina groaned as the head of my cock hit the back of her throat—and as those muscles clenched tight against me, I felt myself go all the way in. The pleasure was immense, so strong that it nearly obliterated me. A warning about my heart rate flashed on my digital familiar and I laughed, dismissing it by tapping the screen against my side. I didn't need any distractions.

I groaned as I pulled back, resting the head of my cock on Irina's tongue. Then I thrust forward, filling her with one smooth stroke.

Irina's eyes were as big as dinner plates, her mouth stuffed full of dick. Then her throat relaxed, and her eyes closed in bliss.

That was my invitation to do it again.

I set a hard rhythm, using the grip I had on the back of Irina's head to thrust myself between her lips over and over. Irina's fingers curled like claws as they grabbed my hips, nearly cutting through the fabric of my pants to draw pinpricks of blood. As she gave into me completely, she began to bob her head in time to my rhythm, sliding up and down my shaft as she looked up at me with that knowing, naughty smile.

Suddenly she pulled off of me with a wet little pop.

"I want to taste it," she whispered, somehow managing to sound like the one in charge with my balls in her face and her knees on the concrete of the alleyway. "Do you not trust me, darling? You will not lose this gorgeous erection." She stroked me a few times, as if testing it for herself. "I want you to let go, my sly fox. I want to drink you down and lick every drop from my fingers when you're finished."

Holy shit. She knew just how to drive a man wild.

At her words, I lost control. I put one hand on the back of her head and stuck the other into her cleavage, my knuckles brushing up against the little vial of my blood tucked between her tits. I grabbed hold of one and tugged it free, exposing it to the chilly air of the alleyway. My thumb found Irina's dark knuckle and swirled around it, making her groan with need as I teased her sensitive nipple. Then I filled my palm with the softness of her tit and squeezed it hard, pushing her mouth back onto my cock.

Irina knew what I wanted. She went along with it, sliding her soft lips along the length of my shaft, using her tongue to make me groan and curse. The pleasure built and built, rapidly rising beyond the point I could bear. This woman truly did know how to suck a man's soul out through his balls, and I felt like I was about to experience it first-hand.

Suddenly my hips bucked forward. Irina didn’t miss a step—she latched her lips around me, her eyes rolling back in her head as I manhandled her huge, pale tits. The other had come free and they were swaying, the little vial of my blood sparkling like a jewel. She moaned around me, begging me for my cum without using words.

One more hard thrust and Irina got exactly what she wanted.

The peak hit, then I was past the point of no return. The world exploded in bliss as the dam inside of my chest burst, and an orgasm hit me with no less force than the thunderclap I’d detonated in the middle of Valente’s. My cock jerked against the back of Irina’s throat, shooting thick ropes of hot, sticky seed. I moaned low and long, relief washing over me as the gorgeous, dark beauty began to drink me down.

As the pleasure ebbed, I realized I could hear voices. They came from far off, and sounded like they were arguing. The guards from the speakeasy, I thought, snickering to myself. Let them hunt the backalleys all they wanted to. They’d never manage to find Irina and I.

By the time they thought to check all the nooks and crannies, we’d be long gone.

Irina kept right on sucking, swirling her long tongue around my prick until every last drop was out of my balls and in her mouth. She made hot, noisy swallowing sounds, groaning with approval at the taste of my seed, and when she finally pulled away from my dick she made good on her promise to lick her fingers clean. The sight of the woman I'd lusted for for so long looking up at me through her eyelashes like a sex-crazed whore was enough to send an aftershock of pleasure straight through my chest.

Irina cocked her head to the side, amused by the sound of shouting in the distance. "You've stirred up the hornet's nest, my prince," she said, licking her lips with glee.

I nodded. "You think we'll get in trouble for that?"

Irina shook her head. "Valente's is an exclusive club, with a reputation to maintain. They will not want it known that a first-year student managed to crack their security measures and spy on conversations happening within the establishment. Our names will be left out of it.”

That gladdened me. I grinned; my cock already hardening back to full mast.

“See?” Irina ran one of her pale fingers down the little bit of skin connecting the underside of my crown to my shaft. “Look how quickly you’ve recovered yourself, my darling!”

Irina was right. I’d just finished emptying myself into her hot, hungry mouth, and I already felt as if I hadn’t gotten laid in days. Weeks. Holy shit, I needed it. Needed it so bad…

My cock throbbed in the open air. Irina rose to her feet, growling low in her throat as she pressed me anew against the brick wall of the alley.

“I want you inside me,” she said. It wasn’t a request so much as a command. “Fuck me, my sweet boy. Fuck me until I’m stupid, fuck me until I can’t think about anything but babbling and screaming and cumming all over your thick cock—”

Something inside of me tore loose at Irina’s words. A surge of power shot through me, filling me with an almost supernatural strength, and suddenly it was Irina up against the wall, instead of me. Her tits bounced as her shoulders struck the stone, but the look on her face told me she loved every minute of it.

She looked like she’d just reached the top of a rollercoaster and couldn’t wait to go down the big hill right along with me.

"Yes," she groaned, her big tits swaying. "Gods, you're even better than I hoped! Take me, my darling! Plant your flag in my dark, fertile pussy and claim me as your own!"

My mouth smothered hers as I tugged her panties to the side. They tore, and I wound up ripping them off completely and slipping them into my pocket rather than letting them fall into a puddle. Heat rolled from between Irina's legs like a forge, her channel soaking wet for me.

My hand went to her slender throat and clutched it. I knew there was no risk of me doing any real damage to Irina—her magic was strong and the sort of creature she was could probably take a great deal more punishment than an ordinary human being—but the visual couldn't be beaten. Irina loved it, too; she relaxed into my touch, letting her tongue slide from her mouth as she parted her pale thighs for me.

I lined myself up with her entrance and shoved forward. Irina cried out in delight as my tip parted her folds, the lips of her sex clinging to me the way the lips of her mouth had as I entered her an inch at a time. With a grunt I pressed forward, unable to believe how tight she felt. Her pussy sucked me in hungrily, squeezing and relaxing in waves that nearly made me cum for a second time before I'd even gotten hilt-deep inside of her.

This woman had a power over me. She knew it, too.

Irina grabbed the back of my head, pulling me close until our foreheads touched. "Fuck me," she growled, baring her fangs. "Bottom out inside of me right now, you beautiful fucking stud, or I'll drink every last drop of blood from your veins!"

Holy shit! Irina was like a wild animal in my arms, her eyes feral with need. Her tits shook as I fucked her hard, driving my hips forward with the same amount of force I'd used to send the guard flying earlier. My cock disappeared to the hilt inside of Irina's perfect pussy, stretching her lips around my girth as she shuddered and bucked and moaned for more.

I slammed into her again and again, barely able to think straight. Irina's fingers dug into my scalp, her nails leaving little pinpricks of blood behind, and I reached up to cup her breasts and squeeze them tight. I could have sworn the brick wall shuddered behind us, as if I were not just trying to fuck Irina against the wall but actually through it. Each thrust felt better than the one before; the friction made me tingle in ways her poison could never touch. Her secret places dripped with honey, and every time I hit the spots that made her moan and quiver around me, I couldn't help but grin with masculine pride.

I was dominating Irina. This gorgeous, ancient creature was submitting to me, worshipping me, crying out for more. I felt like a fucking King—

Pain flared in my shoulder.

"Oh fuck!" I groaned. Irina's hungry mouth had latched onto my shoulder, her canines piercing my skin like tiny knives. As I watched, she sucked the wound every bit as greedily as she'd slurped my cock, drinking a few drops of my blood.

Irina looked at me, her eyes shining with magic and more than magic. "I carry your blood," she groaned, gesturing at the vial between her bare breasts. "And now it's inside of me. You're part of me, my love..."

The sight of it only made me fuck her harder. The sound of her sucking on me, the feeling of her lips wrapped around my skin, was almost as good as the sensation of her tight pussy gripping my cock. And hearing her say the L-word, even in a non-committal fashion, made me want to fuck her until we couldn't walk straight for a week.

"Irina," I grunted, pushing her against the wall so hard I heard something crack. "Cum for me. Cum for me, because I'm going to fucking cum again..."

The gorgeous witch arched her back, presenting herself to me like a bitch in heat. "Yes! Yes, cum inside of me! Merge your darkness with mine, my darling! Tame me!"

She let out a moan that echoed off the brick walls and made me worry about that search party. The walls of her pussy gripped me like a fist as she came, squeezing me with such force that I was done.

She was still shuddering and cumming when I emptied myself into her, shooting what felt like a gallon of my hot, sticky cream deep inside her womb. Irina rode me hard, grinding her hips slow and hard like ocean waves as we rode out our pleasure. Stars danced in my vision that had nothing with the eldritch sky above High Street.

Slowly, we both came back down from our peaks. The movement of Irina’s hips slowed as she rode out the last few throes of her orgasm, her motions loving and languid. A drop of blood beaded from the wound on my shoulder, and Irina leaned down and cleaned it with her tongue as gently as she’d slurped up my load.

“You,” Irina panted once we were done.

I pulled out of Irina and tucked myself back into my pants. “Me?”

A crooked smile spread across the professor’s face. “Yes, you,” she chuckled. “That’s it. That’s everything. After all, you already heard everything I wanted to say.”

Somehow, even after the hot, primal rutting we’d performed against the brick wall, I found the temerity to blush at the memory of Irina’s declaration. “Look, I know you were just trying to give it back to Professor Locke—”

Irina looked surprised. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “My darling, I meant every word that I said. Every. Single. Word.”

I stared at her, unable to believe the words that had just come out of her mouth. Irina said it so simply, so self-evidently, that part of me just accepted it instantly. Of course she wanted to be mine. Of course she wanted to claim me, to have me claim her, to have her become part of the harem.

Why would she not?

Irina finished smoothing down her gown and got her breasts back into her top. She ran her fingers over her bare, dripping mound, but made no move to ask me to return the panties I’d torn off of her pussy. Evidently she considered them a souvenir—one I’d more than earned.

“That was most excellent,” Irina said, tying her hair back. It had unfurled into a messy halo during our sweaty fuck session, and so she decided to tame it before we snuck out into High Street proper. “Better than I expected, even. Are you feeling better, my darling?”

Huh? I opened my mouth to ask Irina what she meant by that, but then I realized I already knew. I could no longer feel the euphoric tingle of the poison running through my veins.

“Antidote spell,” the curses professor chuckled, wiggling her pale fingers. “I cast it earlier, while you were inside me. While I’d certainly like you to keep fucking me all night long, I think those guards might accidentally get lucky and stumble upon us if we spent the next twelve hours here.”

She had that right. And yet… twelve hours of sex? Would I even be able to walk after something like that?

Fuck, I kind of wanted to find out.

I found my eyes roaming over Irina’s body as she adjusted her hair and makeup. Even clothed, she was a vision—with her legs spread and her tits in my face, she was a wet dream come true. She caught me staring and smiled.

“I suppose you’re wondering what we are now, aren’t you?” she asked, giving me a wink. “Or is it always the woman who is supposed to initiate that conversation?”

I shook my head. “I don’t really care what we are as long as I get to do that again,” I told her.

Irina chuckled and patted the side of my face. “Good. I really did mean what I said, Edwin. I do not mind you having your fun with those witches, or with any Exeter-Cross coeds who happen to strike your fancy. But what you and I have…”

She gestured at the vial of my blood hanging between her breasts.

I understood.

“It’s special,” I said.

Irina nodded. “We—”

It was as far as she got. One of her knees buckled, and the curses professor toppled forward. Only some quick thinking on my part—and some well-honed reflexes from all the crap I’d been through lately at Blackwater—kept Irina from falling to the ground.

“I’m here,” I said, sliding an arm around Irina’s waist. I let her rest on my shoulder, keeping her upright with an effort. “Take a second. Brace your arm against the wall if you have to.”

Irina did. “I am sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I… whew. The exhaustion is getting to me more than I realized, I think.” With an effort, Irina straightened. Her dark eyes glowed for a moment, and the shadows surrounding her darkened. “There. I am alright now, my clever fox.”

I let Irina go. No trace of exhaustion showed in her stance, but I could tell she wasn’t completely out of the woods. “You okay?”

“Fine.” Irina grinned. “I suppose I can show an occasional moment of weakness, now that we’ve finally admitted our feelings for each other.” She scanned the alleyway. “You should get back to your girlfriends now, Edwin. I’m certain they’re worried about you.”

I’d felt my phone vibrate plenty of times since I’d followed Irina into the alley, so I had little doubt that she was right. Yet I didn’t want to leave Irina’s side.

“Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

She chuckled a little at the idea that I would be worried about her rather than the other way around. “I am fine. Go. We will talk about this later. You, and I, and perhaps your little girlfriends as well.”

That sounded like a dismissal. Normally I would have accepted it—but with things changing so rapidly between Irina and me, I no longer felt the need to indulge her whims. Not when I was making her scream my name like that during sex, anyway.

“We’ll talk, sure,” I said. “Sabrina and Courtney would love that. But we’re going to have to work on that attitude of yours.”

I’d never seen Irina Dragovich so thrown off-balance before. “Excuse me?”

I smirked. “You might be more powerful than they are, but that doesn’t make you their queen,” I said. “I heard all that shit you said to Professor Locke about ‘allowing’ them to be with me.”

“That might have been an exaggeration,” Irina agreed. “But I—”

I stepped forward.

“I’m not the sort of man whose women allow him to do anything,” I growled, cupping Irina’s chin. “Not since I almost died—and not ever again. You don’t get to boss me around.”

A look of disbelief filled Irina’s face. Slowly, she became delighted. “You really are different…”

I gave her a spank on the ass. Even after the absolutely brutal fucking we’d just given each other, it still made her squeal.

“That’s right,” I said. “And now you get to be along for the ride.” I couldn’t help but grin—how had I managed to become this person this quickly? “I’ll see you in class, Irina.”

That’s how I left Professor Dragovich. She looked shocked as I walked away, but I knew that deep in her heart of hearts, she was glad she’d found the one man she couldn’t tame.

The man who could tame her instead.

By the time I made it out into the network of alleys, the guards had given up the chase. Sabrina and Courtney were waiting for me outside of Finch’s, each trying to look more nervous than the other. As soon as she saw me, Sabrina threw herself into my arms.

“Thank fuck,” the blonde witch cried. “You said you’d message me in fifteen minutes, Edwin! It’s been an hour…!”

I pulled back and kissed her. “Sorry,” I said, grinning like a fool. “Things got a bit dicey. I had to lay low for a bit. Did you get the thunder stone?”

Sabrina gestured at a small shopping bag in Courtney’s hands, which the redhead held up for my inspection. “We did, but…”

“But what?”

She trailed off, her fingers going to her lips. A faint echo of Irina’s poison, too diluted to have an effect but still faintly detectable, must have jumped from me to her. “You taste strange… wait a second!”

Sabrina reacted like she’d been struck by a thunderbolt. Her brows shot skyward, and a look like Christmas morning filled her features. Behind her, Courtney began to realize what her bestie had already figured out.

“You and Irina,” the blonde witch said in a rush. “Did you…?”

My grin said it all. “I’ll tell you both all about it once we get back to the mansion,” I told them both.

Sabrina and Courtney shared a look. Their mouths hung open.

“Oh yeah,” Sabrina said. “You’re going to be telling us allll about that!”

“Every dirty detail,” Courtney agreed.

I couldn’t wait. I locked arms with both girls, looking up and down High Street.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go home.”


Chapter Eighteen

“You seem distracted today,” Lavrans said.

The orb on the other side of the room shuddered as I struggled to hold onto it with my magic. It didn’t help that half the metal was covered with frost, while the opposite side of the sphere had been scorched so badly that I doubted Lavrans would ever be able to get the stains off. We’d been doing drills over the last few days, practicing the all-important to balance different spells and keep multiple enchantments running simultaneously. So far, I’d been lousy at it.

The two of us were in Lavrans’ Sanctum at Niflheim, in the same room where he’d held court among the other faculty department heads a week or two ago. I stood in the center of the library, while Lavrans sat by the fire in a comfortable chair with a mug of heated mead. His one good eye watched as I practiced.

He’d been sitting a lot lately, I noticed. Whatever was going on with the aura around campus, it was certainly beginning to take its toll on the faculty in a visible way. Two of the college’s professors—Professor Fym and Professor Dragovich—had taken a sabbatical until the end of the semester, handing their classwork over to teaching assistants. Not that it mattered: the only test left this semester were the Grand Conjurations, and most students were skipping classes to practice them and make sure they were perfect.

In Irina’s case, there’d been a second reason for her to step back from her workload. Me.

“Go on and set it down,” Lavrans said, his voice gravelly with strain. “Take a break, Edwin. Have a drink. Let’s talk.”

With a sigh, I gently lowered the orb, depositing it on a nearby table. That was an area where I’d made definite progress, at least: a few weeks ago, I would have dropped the thing straight to the floor and probably broken it. A frustrated sound escaped me as I poured myself a drink and took a seat across from the headmaster.

“I’ve just got a lot on my mind right now,” I said. “I’m sure you can sympathize.”

Lavrans chuckled darkly at that. “Yes, things are certainly going from bad to worse. But things have been difficult for our kind before. They will be difficult again. You’ll see.”

I took a sip of mead. The stuff burned going down, and I fought against the urge to cough. “Easy for you to say,” I said. “It’s not your friend who’s disappeared.”

Lavrans cocked an eyebrow. “I think calling Mr. Hughes your friend might be a bit of a stretch,” he said, making a steeple of his fingers. “But I understand.”

I kept my mouth shut at that.

Two days ago, on the eve of our Grand Conjurations, Toby Heck had disappeared. It was the talk of the school, though most people took a fairly sanguine tack where the so-called “Lord of Heck” was concerned. Only his friends were truly concerned. Matt, Henry—and me.

“From what I’ve been told, the young man has a tendency to go off on these wild goose chases,” Lavrans said sympathetically. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he shows up at his Grand Conjuration as if nothing happened, Edwin. Probably with some cockamamie story about demons or aliens to tell everyone—”

“No,” I said. “This is different. Toby was looking for the Black Moon.”

I expected Lavrans to look surprised, but he didn’t. “Ah. I see.”

The realization hit me like a bolt of lightning. “You knew about it, didn’t you? You’re not surprised Toby disappeared, because you’ve known whom he’s looking for.”

The corner of Lavrans’ mouth curled in a smirk. “I know everything that happens on my campus,” he said. Under other circumstances it might have come off as boasting; with his weariness, it just came off as tired. “I know, for example, that you and Professor Dragovich drafted Mr. Hughes into a conspiracy to flush out the Black Moon on our campus.”

My chest tightened, then relaxed. I thought he’d been about to say something else concerning Irina—

“And that you and Professor Dragovich have grown… close,” he said, shaking his head with a good-natured chuckle. “That’s the polite word for it, I suppose.”

I froze. My cheeks burned at having it spoken aloud.

“There’s nothing in the school rules against it,” I said stiffly. “We’re both consenting adults—”

He waved my protestations away with a gesture. “I’m not upset about that,” he said. “Although I admit it does worry me a touch that you’ve yet to complete your first semester at Blackwater, and you already have entanglements with three women. One of whom is, frankly, far more dangerous than you realize.”

“Irina saved my life,” I countered. “She may be vicious, and she might be way more comfortable with blurring the line between good and evil than most witches. But she’s got my best interest at heart.”

And she’s fucking incredible in bed, I thought but didn’t say. Irina Dragovich might be the only teacher on campus whose exhaustion came more from how she spent her nights, rather than the effort of maintaining the enchantment on campus.

“Does she?” Lavrans mused. “I wonder.”

I frowned. “What are you trying to say?”

Lavrans looked at me with his one good eye. “The teachers are turning on each other,” he said without preamble. “In the last week, every single department head has come to me, accusing one of the others of being a traitor. The more this spell drains us, the further we all fall into paranoia.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Surely it can’t be all of them…?”

The man flashed a grim smile. “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying anyone has come to blows. Though considering what transpired between Professor Dragovich and Professor Locke recently, I wouldn’t be surprised. it would probably do the two of them some good to engage in a little fisticuffs.”

I settled back into the chair. What Lavrans was telling me wasn’t just for ‘my ears only’: it was the sort of thing that could cause a major panic among Blackwater’s student body if it got out into the wider world. The level of trust he had in me had to be incredible for him to admit this.

Knowing that, I decided to take it seriously.

“Alright,” I said, taking another sip of the mead. “What makes you think Irina is the traitor?”

His face told me he was pleased to see me entering a discussion. “Irina is like us, but not like us,” he said, his lips tightly pressed together. Were those new wrinkles on his ageless face since the last time we’d had a lesson together? I thought they were. “She is powerful—far more powerful than Professor Quigley, our sole American department head—but she’s not bound the way we are. She’s not part of the pantheon.” He gestured at one of the windows, through which the snow fell endlessly on Niflheim. “This realm is foreign to her, for example.”

I nodded slowly. “Just because she’s an outsider, it doesn’t mean she’s a traitor. I’m an outsider, in case you’ve forgotten.”

He chuckled at that. “I haven’t.”

“Besides, by that logic, Professor Quigley is equally likely to be a suspect,” I said, leaning back. “And I don’t think she could hurt a fly. I mean, have you heard she has a gardening club?”

“I envy your ability to think the best of people,” Lavrans said. “Perhaps if I still had that gift, I would not—”

He broke off with a cough, which turned into several more. Lavrans doubled over, wheezing, his hand clasped around lips gone gray. Just as I started to rise from my chair, panicking, he took a big swig of his drink and cleared his throat.

“I am fine,” he said, holding up a hand. “Truly.”

He’s just like Irina, I realized. That afternoon in the alley, she hadn’t wanted to admit the effect the draining of the enchantment was having on her. None of them did. Why would they—they were the next best things to gods this world had to offer. To admit to being bested by a single spell would have shamed them.

And yet here they were. Unable to stop it.

Unable to protect Toby Heck.

Unable to protect me? My women?

I shook my head to clear it. If Lavrans couldn’t help me, I’d just have to help myself.

“Why are we talking about this?” I asked, changing the subject. “I thought I was here for training. To learn how to use my abilities.”

A faint smile tugged at Lavrans’ mouth. “Everything I’ve taught you this semester is bullshit,” he said, taking a big swig of his drink. Rivulets of it dripped down his chin, and I realized that it was probably far from his first cup of the day.

“It’s not bullshit,” I said. “It’s my destiny.”

Lavrans was already shaking his head. “There’s only one thing about you that truly matters, Edwin. It’s your gift. I should have exploited it the moment you arrived on my campus, but I held back.”

“Held back?”

Darkness entered his eyes. “You understand that there are many who would not have been this nice to you? Nine out of ten wizards would have captured you as soon as they knew what you were, Edwin. Captured you or killed you. They certainly wouldn’t have set you up with a world-class education, fully paid for by the East Coast’s foremost school of magic.”

My eyes widened. “Captured me? Why?”

I didn’t mention the killing part. It made me think of the inviolate, of the stone dragon in Professor Fym’s class with that strange shard embedded in its claw.

Lavrans shrugged. “You can make more wizards and witches,” he said. “You’ve already done it, in fact.”

“That should be a good thing,” I countered.

“You would think,” Lavrans said. “But there are some who resent this gift. They hate the idea of ‘mundanes’ being elevated to our station. And they truly despise the idea of women who were cheerleaders months ago enrolling in our institutions as full-blooded witches.”

He was talking about Courtney. I knew she’d gotten a little friction at Blackwater. I must not have realized how much.

“How does this tie into Irina?” I asked. “She’s never resented Courtney!”

I tried to keep my voice from getting heated, but I failed. This was my woman Lavrans was talking about. Technically not my harem girl, as all the sex we’d been having was on her territory—but I’d been planning to formally introduce her to Courtney and Sabrina after their Grand Conjurations. To have that ‘party’ Sabrina kept hinting about.

Lavrans shook his head, chuckling. “You don’t see it, do you? Ah, to be young and smitten. Your prurient interest in Professor Dragovich keeps you from seeing the truth about her.”

“Everyone keeps telling me that,” I growled. I thought of Professor Locke and his needling little comments. Lavrans wasn’t like that, but he sounded disturbingly similar. “What is so fucking terrible about Irina that I should stay away from her? And if she’s so awful, why would you let me hook up with her in the first place!?”

To my surprise, Lavrans looked a little taken aback.

“Why would I try and stop you from lying with a woman?” he asked, taking another sip of his mead. “I’m not your parent, Edwin. I would never wish to act in that role towards any of my students.”

Fair enough, I supposed. Yet that didn’t address the larger question.

“You’re deflecting,” I said, shaking my head. It was a hell of a thing to accuse Lavrans Ravensson of, but I felt almost certain of it. “There’s something about Irina that makes the other teachers distrust her. That makes you think knowing the truth would throw a wrench into our relationship. I want to know what it is.”

The demand hung in the air between us. Outside, snow fell on the hills of Niflheim, while pale green lights sparkled in the distance. Lavrans watched them for a few moments, pondering, then sighed.

“Very well,” he said, nodding. “Professor Dragovich will be unhappy about it, no doubt, but she should have told you herself. If not during your special lectures, then certainly before she took you to her bed—”

A muscle in my jaw clenched. “Tell me.”

Lavrans took another sip of his drink. He made a sour face that had nothing to do with the mead. “Irina Dragovich was once a member of the Black Moon Society.”

It was just about the last thing I expected to hear.

“Yes, it’s true,” Lavrans continued, holding up a hand to forestall my questions. “It happened many, many years ago, before she emigrated to this country. In her youth, Irina had…convictions regarding the sanctity of magic. Ones she was willing to fight over. Perhaps even kill over.”

My jaw hung open. Irina, a member of the Black Moon? It was…

Well, to be honest, it sort of made sense. She certainly looked more like a sexy, evil witch than anyone else at Blackwater. Anyone asked to look at headshots of the faculty in a lineup would have chosen her for the role without a moment’s hesitation.

“I thought that membership in the Black Moon was forbidden,” I said.

Lavrans chuckled. “As I said, it was a very long time ago. Miss Dragovich repented of her crimes, came over to the side of the light, and has served the magical world ably ever since.” He paused, as if weighing his next words carefully. “I understand that she also suffered a term of imprisonment in her native land; this may have had something to do with her change of heart.”

I tried to picture Irina Dragovich in prison. No way. There wasn’t a cell in the world that could hold her. Not even one designed by wizards.

Evidently, though, I was wrong.

“Not that it matters,” Lavrans said, shaking his head. “Nearly every member of the faculty who came to me this week fingered Irina as the traitor. They all assume she’s up to her old tricks—that she’s back to practicing forbidden blood magic.” He paused, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk. “The fact that she wears a vial of your blood around her neck doesn’t help matters, Edwin.”

The realization struck me like a blow. By carrying that vial in between her breasts, Irina was inviting the rest of Blackwater to think the absolute worst of her. And yet she continued to wear it, even displaying it proudly. Because…

“She wears it for me,” I said, meeting Lavrans’s eye. “To keep me safe.”

“It saved your life, once,” the headmaster agreed. “You didn’t realize the personal cost Professor Dragovich has incurred in doing that, did you?”

Acid filled my gut. “No, I didn’t. I’ll have to thank her for it.”

“Perhaps you can do even more than that.”

I blinked, doing a double take. Was he talking about sex?

“Headmaster,” I said, trying to laugh. “The two of us are already—”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Lavrans said, holding up a hand. “What I meant is, perhaps you can tell Professor Dragovich that you appreciate her sacrifice. That you know of her past, and you know the implications of that jewelry, and you’re ready to help her in any way you can. That perhaps if she did still have some connection to the Black Moon Society, you would be open-minded enough to keep her secrets and withhold your judgment—”

I was out of my seat so quickly it rocked backward. “You son of a bitch,” I blurted, realizing only as the words came out of my mouth how dangerous they were. “You think Irina’s the traitor too, don’t you!?”

For just a moment, anger flashed in Lavrans Ravensson’s eyes. “Sit back down,” he growled.

I did. I didn’t dare do otherwise.

Even weakened by a spell—even exhausted nearly to the breaking point, there had been such a power crackling around the headmaster of Blackwater University that for a moment I’d feared the very stones of the Sanctum might rain down upon my head.

In a blink, it was gone. But it would take me a long, long time to forget it.

“I told you, this college is my top priority. I’m forced to consider every possibility, no matter how distasteful or unlikely it may be. So yes, the idea that Professor Dragovich is the traitor is one I must plan for.” He paused. “If she is, Edwin, then you may very well be saving your school by pressing her.”

I was already shaking my head. “I’m not spying on Irina,” I told the headmaster. “That isn’t happening.”

Lavrans grimaced. “I’m not asking you to spy,” he insisted.

“Then what?”

“Simply keep an eye out,” the headmaster said. The joke wasn’t lost on me, and just to make sure I got it he gestured vaguely at his black eyepatch. “I understand that you won’t be forced into pressuring Professor Dragovich. And I’m not asking you to do that. But should you see something when you are alone with her that indicates she might be a member of the Black Moon, I would hope that you would bring that information to me.”

I nodded, despite my misgivings. Would I sell Irina out to Blackwater, if indeed she turned out to be the traitor? I didn’t believe it was possible—but then again, apparently there were many aspects of Irina’s life that I had yet to discover. What if she really was the one plotting against the school?

Even as I took a sip of my drink, I grit my teeth. Deep down, I already knew the answer. If it turned out Irina—sweet, dark, life-saving Irina—was the one who’d tried to kill me and the women I cared about, then it wouldn’t matter whether or not she’d shared my bed. And I wouldn’t need to get Lavrans or the other faculty at Blackwater involved.

I’d handle it personally.

Lavrans held my gaze for a few moments, making it clear that he didn’t really believe me. But before he could press the point, another spasm of exhaustion shot through him. He frowned, leaning back in his chair, and let out a sigh.

“Asking is all I can do, I suppose,” he said, pursing his lips in thought. “In the meantime, you and I have something far more important to focus our energies on.”

Huh? What could possibly be more important than the safety of the school?

My confusion must have shown on my face. “Your gift,” Lavrans explained with a faint smile. “It’s time for us to begin to cultivate it.”

I frowned. “That’s not what I’ve been doing all this time?” I asked.

Lavrans shook his head with a chuckle. “What we’ve been working on thus far are merely the warm up exercises,” he said. “The preliminary work to get you ready to begin to use your gift. The elemental magic, the illusions, the telekinesis—these are things any teacher at Blackwater could show you. It is your talent as an Awakener that marks you as different from the others, Edwin.”

“My ability to make more witches and wizards,” I said.

“Just so,” Lavrans agreed.

I glanced down at the carpet, looking between my feet. “And I can do that without… without having to do what I did with Courtney?” That came out awkward, and I cringed. “I know you know about my personal life, but it still feels weird to discuss things like this with the headmaster of my college—”

Lavrans waved me off. “Say no more. No, Edwin, as I’ve said, once you master your gift, you will not need to have intimate contact with someone to Awaken them to magic. You will merely need to focus your power. You will walk them through their first glimpse of the Unseen World, until they can see it as you do.”

I thought about how Sabrina had walked me through that transition. How I’d seen the water fountains near the admissions office, sitting right next to each other, but in reality I’d been staring at a hallway into the magic-only section of Blackwater that ordinary students couldn’t perceive. Ripping that veil away had been…well, disorienting, to say the least. But I’d come through it alright.

From what I’d heard, most people suffered a great deal more during the transition. I didn’t want that to happen when I started using my powers.

I had to be better. I had to be ready.

“Alright,” I said, lifting my head from my study of the threads in Lavrans’ carpet. “I’m ready, then, headmaster. Teach me.”

Here we go, I thought, my pulse racing. My first real lessons in being a wizard. Lavrans was right, all that stuff before was nothing but a warm-up. My real purpose, the reason I’d survived that crash into the Potomac in the first place, was to give other people the gift of magic. To walk them into the Unseen World.

“Hmm.” Lavrans peered into the depths of his drink. “Not today, I’m afraid.”

“What!?” After everything we’d talked about, I couldn’t believe he was changing his mind so suddenly. “Why not?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to help you,” the headmaster said. “It’s just that we’re not ready. In order for us to practice your magic, we’ll need someone you can practice it on.” He made a show of glancing around the Sanctum, as if some hidden eavesdropper might hop out from behind the furniture. “Right now, it’s just us.”

A test subject, I thought, ice filling my gut. Someone willing to learn how to use magic. Someone who’s ready to see the Unseen World.

Lavrans leaned forward. “Do you know anyone who might be willing?” He asked. His voice, too casual by half, showed just enough strain that I knew how important this question was to him. “Someone who might accept Awakening?”

Slowly, I nodded. I did have someone in mind. Possibly several someones, in fact. Some people I’d been neglecting ever since I came to Blackwater.

“Good,” Lavrans said. Something in him relaxed, and I realized he’d been worried about that part. “What I’d like you to do, Edwin—and I’m not saying you need to do it immediately—is speak with this person. Do not reveal everything to them yet, but prepare them as best as you can.”

“Prepare them,” I said with a snicker. “I don’t know that this is something that can be prepared for.”

Lavrans shrugged. “You know best. In any case, we will begin your lessons very soon. Once we’re all feeling better, things will begin to develop very quickly. You should be ready with your test subject—perhaps with two, just to be safe.”

I promised Lavrans that I would.

“Good,” he said, setting his cup to the side. He looked at it and smiled. “Class dismissed, then, I suppose. I’ve given you your homework, Edwin. In more ways than one.”

He certainly had.

As I wound my way back through the Allways, I took my phone out of my pocket. I used the device as a flashlight pretty much every time I went through here, but today I had a different reason to be carrying it.

I thumbed open my messages, dismissing the picture Sabrina sent me of her and Courtney over lunch. I’d already given it a little heart. Instead, I opened a much older message chain and began to type.

Hey, I wrote. You busy?

Three dots appeared at the bottom of the screen almost immediately. It didn’t take long for me to get a reply.

Edwin? What’s going on? Is everything alright?

I couldn’t help but smile. I’m alright, I wrote back. Sorry for being incommunicado for so long. I’ve been really busy.

More dots.

Busy enough that you’re writing to me directly instead of using the group chat, came the reply. I could almost feel the smirk through the screen. What’s up, Edwin?

The screen lit up my smile as I composed my message.

Well, Jen, there’s this opportunity that’s come up, I wrote, stepping out of the Allways and back into the real world. How would you feel about coming up to Exeter-Cross in the next couple of weeks for a visit?


Chapter Nineteen

The morning of the Grand Conjuration was unlike any I’d ever seen.

It started off ordinary enough. I woke up in bed with Sabrina and Courtney in the latter’s house just off-campus, awakened by the gentle trilling of the digital familiar strapped to my wrist. A cheeky message on the dial informed me that today was the day of Blackwater’s Grand Conjurations, as if every student on campus hadn’t known that for weeks. I washed and dressed, giving both of my harem girls an extra fifteen minutes of sleep, and got breakfast humming on the stove while they did the same.

Sabrina came in wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt while I cooked. “Morning,” she said, yawning sleepily as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like a baby,” I admitted. Bacon sizzled in the pan, filling the room with a mouth-watering scent. “Honestly, I’m probably the most chill student at Blackwater today. I’m the only one who doesn’t have to worry about this exam.”

Sabrina went up on tiptoe and gave me a kiss. “That’s because you’ve already earned your enrollment,” she said, sounding proud of me instead of jealous. “Mmh, you taste like Courtney’s lipstick.” She glanced down. “You think other parts of you taste like that, too?”

Considering what we’d been doing last night before we went to bed, I didn’t doubt it. “I showered,” I told her with a shrug.

“Figures.” Sabrina took her coffee and a seat at the table. “I can’t believe today’s the day. I mean, I figure Professor Quigley likes me, so I’d have to whiff my Conjuration pretty hard to actually get on her bad side. But Courtney…?”

“What about me?” The redhead appeared in the kitchen door, already dressed. She’d opted for a magic-school version of her cheerleading uniform, augmenting the tight fabrics of her top and short skirt with some threads in Blackwater colors and a jaunty witch’s hat. “Shit. You guys are as worried as I am, huh?”

“Not Edwin,” Sabrina said as she poured her bestie a cup. “He’s making it up to us though with breakfast.”

“Nah, I’m just doing this to be nice.” I plated the eggs and bacon and brought it over to the table. “Eat up. Big day.”

Both women did. They took little, leaving so much on the plate that I had a double portion left over for myself. As they chewed, I thought about the day.

“I wish Toby Heck were here,” I said. “You girls think he’s alright, right?”

Courtney and Sabrina shared a look. “I’m sure he’s going to show,” the cheerleader said.

“Dollars to donuts he comes sauntering into the Great Hall like nothing happened,” Sabrina said, her tone too breezy to be genuine. “Nothing to worry about. You know how many times he’s done things like this?”

Maybe. But I didn’t feel any better about it.

“I had a talk with Lavrans the other day,” I said, staring into the depths of my coffee. “You know he warned me about Irina?”

The clink of porcelain told me Sabrina had just set her mug down on her plate, hard. “What did he say?” she demanded, sounding outraged on Irina’s behalf. She’d yet to meet Professor Dragovich in an… intimate setting, but she’d already fallen head-first into the idea of me having three girlfriends instead of two. “What evidence does he have that we need to worry about her?”

I shrugged. “None, really.” This wasn’t the day to bring it up, but I couldn’t stop myself. “I’m really worried about the teachers. They’re all tiring out—the enchantment on the school is draining their power. It’s almost like someone did it on purpose to try and take them out…”

“You said there’s a traitor in their midst,” Courtney suggested. “One of them is working together with the others; working on behalf of the Black Moon instead of the college. Right?”

“That’s the idea,” I said. I ran my fingers through my hair as I swallowed another mouthful of coffee. “But I’m not really sure. Fuck, this is all so confusing! Irina thinks Locke is the traitor, Lavrans thinks it’s Irina, fucking Locke thinks it’s Lavrans himself…”

Both women were staring at me. “The headmaster?” Sabrina asked.

I shook my head. “I shouldn’t be dumping all of this on you,” I said, cursing myself for a fool. “Especially not today. My shit is the last thing you two need to worry about with your Conjurations in a few hours—”

Sabrina put her hand on top of mine.

“This is stressful for you, too,” she insisted, giving me a squeeze. “Just because you don’t have an exam today, it doesn’t mean you don’t have things to worry about. You’re valid, Edwin.” She smiled. “And you complain so infrequently that honestly, it’s kind of a thrill to actually hear you venting for once.”

Huh? “I do?”

Courtney snickered. “Totally. You’re a rock, babe. Like one of those Greek philosopher guys.”

“Not like that,” Sabrina said, rolling her eyes. “But you always let us vent to you, babe. You’re there for us when we need it. It’s only fair that we be there for you, too.”

God damn. Hearing that was one hell of a good feeling.

“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll, uh, talk about it tonight, alright?”

Sabrina smiled and nodded. “Once we pass our Grand Conjurations, we’ll be done with Blackwater until the beginning of February,” she said. “Winter break is two months long, and we’ll have all the time in the world to figure out this mystery.”

I blinked. “You think we can?”

Sabrina laughed. “Babe, I know it. If we weren’t so busy, we’d have caught the traitor already. With Irina in your bed and the headmaster at your side, there’s no way we don’t root out the Black Moon by Christmas.”

Her words cheered me. Not just her words, either, but the confident way she said them. As if it were obvious that once I put my mind to something, I would succeed.

“And between you and me, I know Sexy Hexy’s not the traitor,” the blonde witch added, wrinkling her nose cutely. “Know how I know?”

Both Courtney and I shook our heads.

“Because no woman crazy enough about you to carry your blood in between her tits is going to be plotting against you,” she said with a giggle. “That’s, like, a psychopathic level of devotion. Honestly, I can’t wait for the four of us to be in the same room together. This winter is going to be so much fun…”

Sabrina went on in that vein for some time, outlining several fun scenarios we could enact with some of the unused space in Courtney’s house. By the time we’d finished eating, all three of us were warm from something other than the coffee, and none of us were thinking overmuch about the slow-motion crisis that had plagued Blackwater this semester.

We couldn’t wait to celebrate.

Our spirits were high as we drove from Courtney’s quiet, residential neighborhood to campus. Since today was a special day, we hadn’t bothered with our backpacks and our books—Sabrina carried a small sack with her potion ingredients, while Courtney clutched an even smaller bag containing the Thunder Stone we’d bought on High Street. On her wrist was her own digital familiar—silver, a ‘good-luck’ gift from Professor Thurman. It looked more feminine than mine—and cost less than the one Lavrans had shelled out for—but had comparable features.

At some point, Squawk landed on the roof of the Range Rover. Courtney rolled down a rear window and let the oversized bird in, whereupon he planted himself on the headrest of my seat.

“Squawk!” the familiar trilled. “Big day!”

“Yeah,” I told the raven. “It is a big day. Especially for Sabrina and Courtney.”

Squawk let out a trilling call. “Heck!”

I nearly veered out of traffic.

“What did you say?” I asked, craning my neck as much as I dared. I needed to keep my eyes on the road, yet whatever Squawk had to say was important. “Did you say something about Toby?”

“Heck!” Squawk repeated. “Heck soon!”

Sabrina looked relieved. “You see what I told you?” she said. “Toby’s going to be arriving soon. Squawk was probably flying over Blackwater and saw him.”

Maybe. But I didn’t fully trust it. Squawk’s words often had more than one meaning.

“Is there anything else you can tell me about Toby?” I asked the bird. “Please?”

Squawk whistled. “Jelly beans!”

I bit back a sigh. “That’s not useful at all.”

Courtney ran her fingers down the bird’s feathers. “That’s okay, Squawk,” she cooed, her other hand caressing the bag containing the Thunder Stone. “You’ve told us plenty, big guy. Hopefully we’ll be seeing Toby soon enough…”

For the first time this semester, the streets of Blackwater were empty. The campus was a virtual ghost town, doubly so because the Grand Conjuration had been scheduled on a day where Exeter-Cross had an away game against another college football team. Kendra was with them, and she’d gotten permission for Courtney to stay behind. Even if the redhead decided to stick with the cheer team next year, this was a date that couldn’t be missed.

Kendra had taken it well, but I could sense some tension between the cheer captain and her second-in-command. Despite sharing our roof for weeks, Kendra had practically been a ghost herself in our lives, constantly on call for her team and for Exeter-Cross as a whole. Sabrina kept promising me she had an invite to this ‘party’ the blonde witch was planning to throw over winter break, but I had my doubts as to whether or not she’d really show up.

I guess I couldn’t blame her. I’d kind of stolen her best friend away. Although, to be fair, the magical world had done most of the work for me.

“REMINDER: ALL STUDENTS REPORT TO THE GREAT HALL FOR GRAND CONJURATION.” The message flashed across my digital familiar as we pulled into a parking space on the deck. A glance into the backseat confirmed Courtney’s was showing the same message.

“Guess we’ve got our marching orders,” the redhead said. “You ready to cheer us on, Edwin?”

I grinned at both women. “You know it. You’ve got this.”

Sabrina leaned over and kissed me, slow and sweet. A moment later, Courtney was right there with her, her hands on the backs of both chairs as she sprang from the backseat and joined her bestie. My mouth went from one to the other, making them giggle and gasp.

“I love you,” Sabrina whispered. “I love this. And I’m going to make you proud, babe.”

“Same here,” Courtney said. “You know I want this. There’s no way I’ve let myself come this far just to let a stupid test keep me from being a witch!”

“You’re both going to do great,” I assured them. “Let’s go.”

We made our way across an almost empty campus. Buildings that were normally full of students streaming in and out of them, like the library and the student commons, were eerily quiet as we passed. Their high, narrow windows peered down at us like eyes as we made our way to the Great Hall—the same building where Lavrans Ravensson had first welcomed my class to Blackwater.

It wasn’t until we were almost there that we saw the crowd.

A carpet of students filled the green in front of the Great Hall. I’d seen nearly every member of the freshman class at Blackwater at least once, but until that moment I’d never seen everybody at the same time. The sheer number of witches and wizards waiting to take their exams stunned me. From the looks on their faces, I could tell it stunned a few of them, as well.

A group of girls turned as we approached. With a start, I realized I recognized them: I was looking at the same trio of witches who’d flirted with me my first day on campus. The ones who’d derisively called Sabrina teen witch and looked at her like something you’d find on the bottom of your shoe.

They weren’t looking at her that way now. Their eyes shone with jealousy.

“Hey, Edwin!” one said, raising a hand. “Good luck today!”

Sabrina saw them and rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t have a Grand Conjuration today,” she curtly informed the trio. “Edwin got to skip his.” She looked the three witches up and down, her lips twisting into a smirk. “Kind of the same way he skipped going out on a date with all of you.”

The three women’s jaws dropped as Sabrina sashayed past them, dragging me and Courtney with her. Once we were past, both women doubled over with a fit of the giggles.

“Holy shit, that was so mean!” Courtney said, glancing back over her shoulder at the chastened trio. “I had no idea you were such a savage, Sabrina!”

“I’m usually not,” she said. “But those girls used to treat me like shit. They made my first few weeks at Blackwater truly hellish.”

I put my arm around the blonde’s waist and pulled her closer. “I’m proud of you for holding your own, babe,” I told her.

Sabrina beamed. “Thanks. Oh shit, they’re letting people inside!”

They were. Professor Quigley had just appeared at the entrance, flanked by a couple of campus security guards in black robes. They reminded me of Archibald Frantz, who’d once performed the same duty before an inviolate took control of him and drove him insane.

It was a morbid thing to think about on the way to the most important test of the year. I didn’t share it with Courtney or Sabrina; despite their words of love and devotion, I knew I’d already dumped enough on their shoulders for a day like this.

“Students!” Quigley’s voice rang out over the lawn, amplified by magic. “Welcome to your Grand Conjuration!”

A wave of polite applause rippled through the crowd. Everyone looked pleased, but also nervous. They wanted to know what happened next.

“I know you’ve all been preparing hard for this day,” the diminutive potions professor continued. “Headmaster Ravensson and the rest of the faculty wants you to know we’re all very proud of you for having made it this far! It’s our sincere hope that every single one of you passes this test and is accepted into your chosen field!”

It looked like the rest of the student body shared in that hope, as well. I watched nervous looks flicker across the faces of witches and wizards around me. The air was electric with anticipation.

“In just a moment, we’ll have you file into the Great Hall,” Quigley explained. “For the ease of our faculty and our various departments, we’ll be doing this by major. When I call out the subject you’ve chosen for your Grand Conjuration, please make a leisurely, single-file line through the doors! There is plenty of time, so there’s no reason to push!”

“We’re being seated by our major?” Courtney sounded panicked. “But I wanted to sit with you two!”

Sabrina looked worried as well. “We’ll all be separated,” she murmured, swallowing hard. “Edwin, since your major is special, you’ll either get to go in first or last…”

I figured I’d choose last. I wanted to keep an eye on the whole proceedings, not stand up front and miss anyone lurking in the shadows.

As both girls fretted, I took each of them by the hand.

“You’ve got this,” I reassured them. “I’ll be in there with you the whole time. Just look around for me before you start your Grand Conjurations, alright?”

Neither of them liked it, I could tell. But neither could they stop it.

“First up, Curses and Hexes!” Quigley’s voice boomed in my ears, the name of each major amplified double to make sure no one missed it. “Anyone hoping to gain admittance to the Curses department, headed by Professor Dragovich, please enter the building now!”

Sabrina elbowed me in the ribs. “You’ve already gained admittance to Professor Dragovich,” she said, grinning like a fox. “Have you mapped out all the entrances yet, Edwin, or are you waiting for the party to try out that last one?”

I snorted. “I’ve done everything with Irina, babe.”

Sabrina nibbled her bottom lip, pressing her body against mine. “That’s so hot.”

A handful of students in black robes answered Quigley’s call. I waited until the last minute, craning my neck in the hopes that he would appear, but Toby Heck wasn’t one of them. His friend Henry was, but not him.

“Shit,” I hissed. “Toby’s not here.”

There was no time to talk about it. As soon as the last curses student was inside the Great Hall, Quigley raised her voice once more. “Battle Magic!”

Courtney started. “That’s me!” she cried, throwing her arms around me. “Wish me luck, babe!”

I kissed her, hard, not caring who saw. My hand strayed down to the swell of her ass, squeezing it through her cheerleader’s skirt. “I know you’re going to blow their minds,” I told her, inhaling the scent of her perfume. “Because you’ve blown mine. Go kick some ass, babe.”

Far more students pledged Battle Magic than Curses. By the time they’d all entered, barely half the crowd outside on the lawn remained. Illusion Magic was next, then Beast Taming. Finally, there was only one subject remaining.”

“And everyone left will be with me,” Quigley finished with a jaunty smile. “Future potions experts, enter now!”

Sabrina clutched my hand. “I’ll see you on the other side,” she whispered, blowing me a kiss.

I blinked. “No make-out session?”

The blonde witch giggled. “Oh, you’re gonna kiss me after I knock this out of the park,” she chuckled, cocking her head to the side. “But it won’t be on my lips.” She took a few steps away, savoring the look on my face. “And I fully expect Irina to be watching!”

With that, my witch girlfriend disappeared into the Great hall with the rest of the potions students. Once they were gone, it was just me standing on the green, with Squawk perched on my shoulder.

Ramona Quigley paused at the door, peering at me over her shoulder. “Oh, Edwin! There you are. Goodness, I guess I should have called on you prior to the end, shouldn’t I?”

I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.” I would have liked to have gone in with my girls, though, I thought but didn’t say.

Quigley’s face told me she knew what I was thinking. “Well, come on,” she said, waving for me to follow her. “I’ll make sure you get an excellent seat.”

“You will?”

A smile curled at the corners of her mouth. “Absolutely. In fact, I’ve just thought of something that will make one particular member of our faculty quite cross. Today, Edwin, you’re going to have the best seat in the house.”


Chapter Twenty

I’d been to the Great Hall before. But never quite like this.

The gentle roar of Blackwater’s freshman class rolled over me as I followed Ramona Quigley into the auditorium. The stage where Lavrans Ravensson made his grand speech at the beginning of the semester was exactly where I remembered it, but everything other than that had been changed. The chairs were gone, rows of narrow bleachers surrounded the walls, and the center of the space had been emptied and replaced with a large dais that looked like a larger version of what Professor Fym used in her Beast Taming class. Above it hung the flag of Blackwater, black and gold and covered in runes.

“We’ll be beginning in just a few minutes,” Quigley said. “Follow me.”

Heads turned to watch us as we made our way around the shadow of the raised platform. Students stared at me, some of them smiling in recognition and some of them grimacing with jealousy. Alone of all Blackwater’s first-year students, I did not have a Grand Conjuration to perform today. My special status with the headmaster meant I’d been automatically promoted into the Awakener program, no final exam needed.

I looked all around for Sabrina and Courtney. Then I saw the redhead sitting on the opposite side of the room, near the bottom of one of the bleachers. She’d been waving at me for some time, and when I blew her a kiss she blew me one back.

I wasn’t sure where Sabrina was sitting. And I didn’t see Toby Heck.

Professor Quigley led me straight to the stage. A set of tables had been set up there, with high-backed chairs behind them like a row of medieval thrones. The department heads sat at these, watching and waiting for the show to begin.

Wow, I thought, looking up at them. They’re looking rough.

The drain from the enchantment over Blackwater hit the teachers in different ways, but none of them could fully escape the exhaustion. Professors Fym and Dragovich had been hit the hardest, leaning to the sides in their chairs like they had a real danger of falling over. In contrast, Professor Thurman and Professor Locke looked tired but functioning.

I hadn’t even noticed Quigley flagging. She looked like she was handling the mental strain of the magic better than anyone.

Anyone else in that hall probably would have said the least-affected member of the faculty was the Headmaster himself. And it was true that Lavrans held himself stiffly in his chair at the center of the configuration, his back ramrod-straight and his one eye seeming to see everywhere at once.

But I knew how bad he was suffering. I’d seen him in the Sanctum, and I could tell what an effort of will it took to hide his symptoms.

Quigley led me up a short flight of stairs and onto the stage. Her throne was on the far right end of the platform, right next to Professor Fym’s with only the exit on the opposite side. As she approached, she waved her hand—and a chair appeared from the back. It was nowhere near as ornate as the thrones, but it looked comfortable enough.

“Take a seat,” Quigley said, suppressing a yawn. “You should be able to see everything from here. I did promise you the best one in the house, didn’t I?”

She had. I settled in and propped my elbows up on the table, scanning the crowd. “Thank you.”

Someone to my left coughed. When I glanced over, I saw Professor Locke staring daggers at me.

“You let him up on this stage? With us?” The Illusions professor looked almost apoplectic with rage. “Quigley, what are you thinking—”

“There’s nowhere else for Mr. Sawyer to go,” she said, her stern schoolmarm routine coming out with a vengeance. “His major isn’t represented in this hall.”

“Then he can wait outside,” Locke hissed through clenched teeth.

Quigley was already shaking her head. “We’re allowed to bring an assistant to these things, Loke, you know that.” She gestured at me with her chin. “Edwin is mine.”

As Locke sputtered, Irina rocked forward in her seat. “Little fox?”

A pang shot through my chest. Irina had deep bags underneath her eyes, nearly as dark as her black lipstick. The last time I’d seen her, she’d looked nowhere near this tired.

“I’m right here,” I said, suppressing the urge to hop out of the chair and go to her. Even with the whole school aware that the two of us were having sex, flaunting our relationship like that in the middle of a Grand Conjuration would have been disastrous. “Are you okay, Irina?”

Locke snorted when I called her by her first name, but Irina nodded.

“I’m glad to see you here,” the witch said, smiling faintly. “I have an awful feeling in my gut, darling. You remember what I told you about Epictetus?”

Her stoicism lessons again. “I remember.”

She forced out a smile. “I feel the wolves are moving, sweetness,” she said, barely loud enough for me to hear. “Remember what I have taught you. Do not forget who you are.”

A prince, I thought, remembering Irina’s designation for me. And a dragon.

“I’ll remember,” I promised. As I recalled, Irina had called Professor Locke the premier wolf on Blackwater’s campus. I wondered if she was warning me he planned to try something.

If he did, I’d be ready.

A few moments later, Lavrans rose stiffly from his seat. “My fellow attendees,” he said, his voice lacking some of his characteristic power. “For the entirety of your first semester, you have been seeds, planted in the fertile soil of Blackwater University. You have been allowed to learn, to change—to grow.”

I coughed, thinking of what Irina had told me about her fertile soil. But Lavrans couldn’t possibly know about that.

“Today is the harvest,” the one-eyed man said. “Those of you who perform your feats well, with creativity and vigor, will impress the heads of your departments and be allowed into their program. Those who do not…” He frowned gently. “Will be asked to leave us.”

A murmur of anxiety passed through the room. Nobody wanted to be on the wrong end of that equation. Nobody.

“Your fate will be determined by them and them alone,” the headmaster continued, gesturing at the five department heads gathered on the stage. “When your name is called you will ascend the dais and perform your Grand Conjuration. The head of your department will indicate with a simple symbol—a thumb’s up or a thumb’s down—whether your performance has been acceptable. If you receive an affirmative, you will return to your seat after and await my final speech. Should you fail, you will be asked to leave immediately. Personnel will be on standby to aid you in this.”

And to make sure nobody made a scene. I saw several black-robed security people in the crowd, doing their best not to look like they were watching everybody.

The air grew thick with anticipation. Finally Lavrans cleared his throat.

“We will begin with curses and hexes,” he said, taking his seat. “Professor Irina Dragovich, you may call your supplicants when ready.”

All eyes turned to the two narrow rows of students who’d chosen to learn curses from Irina. There’d been a time in my life when I thought I’d end up one of them, and she knew it. She gave me a look of longing for the briefest moment before turning back to the crowd.

“Very well,” she said, amplifying her voice with magic. “Suzanne Delage, step forward…”

And so it went.

The first student ascended the dais and summoned a cloud of poison above her head. She twisted and turned it like Irina’s tendrils of darkness, shaping it into the form of various symbols while explaining to the crowd that it was actually a mixture of five different poisons—some of which were supposed to react in a volatile fashion when mixed.

At the end of her presentation, she clapped her hands and the cloud exploded. Students hit the deck, terrified to get the poisonous mist on their faces or clothing, but it disappeared before it could leave the edge of the dais. A final trick from the clever curses student.

Irina gave her a thumb’s up. She bowed and took her seat, and the next student was called.

I lost myself in the rhythm: new student, powerful spell, quick decision. Not all of the curses students were as talented as that first girl—and none of them had her flair for the dramatic—but as the procession continued, Irina gave them thumb’s up after thumb’s up. Of the dozen or so students who presented their Grand Conjuration to her, she only dismissed one: a young woman who completely botched a trick involving a cauldron, knocking it over in the middle of her performance and spilling a puddle of acid that the security people had to remove with spells. She hung her head as she left the Great Hall, and Irina seemed truly remorseful to let her go.

“Very well,” Lavrans said once they were done. “Professor Dragovich has judged you all, and those of you who are still in this hall have not been found wanting. Next, we will witness the skills of the Potions class.” He turned to Quigley. “Professor Ramona Quigley, you may call your supplicants when ready.”

Quigley glanced at me and winked. “Thank you, Headmaster. Would Sabrina Bishop please come to the dais…”

I watched my girlfriend take the stage. She looked nervous, of course, but also ready. She’d brought her potion supplies and her cauldron, and as she took the stage she looked like a performer who’d rehearsed every aspect of her part.

She saw me on stage and blushed. Love you, she said, mouthing it.

I grinned. Love you too.

“Thank you, Professor Quigley,” Sabrina said with a bow. She was already pulling the quicklime out of her pack, as white as granulated sugar. “My Grand Conjuration will show how one potion can be transmuted into another with the proper spell…”

I shouldn’t have been surprised that Sabrina’s Grand Conjuration went off without a hitch. She performed it exactly as she had in Courtney’s dining room a dozen times, mixing the potion ingredients in their proper proportions with the eye of a skilled apothecary. When the massive pillar of smoke rose from her cauldron and exploded into a flock of glittering birds, the front rows cried out in surprise and applauded.

They hadn’t even faded when Quigley gave Sabrina the thumb’s up. She’d passed. Sabrina looked happier than I’d ever seen her—and then, when she looked at me, she looked even more blissful.

Quigley turned out to be an even more lenient judge than Irina. There were perhaps three times as many potions applicants as there were hexers, but Ramona only gave a thumb’s down twice. Both times, the student seemed to know it was coming before they even started their Conjuration, as if they and Quigley had talked it over ahead of time.

Probably they did, I realized with a start. You spend a whole semester with these students, getting to know them. Their strengths, their weaknesses. Whether they’re a good fit for the role or they should have specialized in something else. Why wouldn’t you already know before the Grand Conjuration how things were going to shake out?

More and more, I was starting to think that what I witnessed was a mere formality. These decisions had already been made among the department heads during the course of the semester, and only a truly exceptional circumstance—a dud student pulling off an incredible Conjuration, or a sure thing completely falling flat on their face—could alter the teacher’s decision from what they’d already made before the day began.

After Quigley came Professor Locke. As the man took center stage and started calling his groupies forward, Ramona plopped down on the throne next to me and started cleaning her glasses with the edge of her robe.

“I hate doing that,” she said, giving me a smile that was more like a grimace. “I know Blackwater can’t let every student who walks through these doors pass their first semester. But I really, really wish I could have given those two kids a second chance.”

I nodded. “Something tells me you’d been giving them way more chances than that throughout the semester.”

She started in her seat. “Huh. You are perceptive, aren’t you?”

Up on stage, one of Professor Locke’s chosen girls summoned dopplegangers of various members of the audience, their bodies made of skillfully shaped light. “I just know a rubber-stamping procedure when I see one. You and the other teachers already made these decisions.”

Quigley wrinkled her nose. “I wouldn’t go telling people that if I were you.”

I shrugged. “I don’t care what you do. There’s just one thing I want to know.”

Quigley perked up a bit. “Oh? What’s that?”

I glanced over at Professor Thurman, who was yawning as he watched Locke work his way through his students. “Courtney. Is her fate settled already, or is she going to get a fair shake when the Battle Magic students get their turn?”

She gave me a strange smile. Her hand rose to her collar, unconsciously rubbing the little hornet pin affixed to her gingham blouse.

“It’s a quandary, isn’t it?” she said, sucking her teeth. “Normally I’d say yes, but Miss Haddonfield is such a wild card. There’s discrimination there, of course—the girl was fully mundane a few short months ago. There are those who won’t want her to join us. But at the same time, there’s opportunity.”

Opportunity? “I don’t understand.”

“You should. You awakened her, Edwin. In a very real sense, Miss Haddonfield is your Grand Conjuration. You didn’t get to skip it—you just already performed it.”

I’d… I’d never thought about it that way before.

“So Lavrans will want her to pass,” Quigley whispered. “Because her passing solidifies the fact that you’re special; that you’re his protege. But of course I don’t know if Professor Thurman will see it that way.”

I didn’t care. “Fuck office politics,” I snapped, keeping my voice down. “Courtney’s going to knock it out of the park. That’s all there is to it.”

Quigley grinned. “I hope she will. I can tell you this, Edwin. If Miss Haddonfield had remained in my class, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“What?”

She shook her head sadly. “Courtney was simply awful at potions,” she said sympathetically. “Even my famously… forgiving nature would not have been enough to get her through her Grand Conjuration in her state. She would have been a total flop.” She paused, thinking. “I sincerely hope she’s better at Battle Magic.”

As did I.

We had little time to wait. After Locke was done—passing all of his female students and giving thumbs down to two of the men—Lavrans rose once more. “Battle Magic,” he said, sending a hush through the crowd. “Professor Thurman, you may call your supplicants when ready.”

Thurman didn’t hesitate. “I call Courtney Haddonfield to the dais,” he said, his face unreadable and his voice a deep bass rumble. “Approach!”

Every set of eyes in the Great Hall followed Courtney as she rose from the bleachers. She made her way across the room, her cheerleading skirt swishing across her thighs as she walked to the dais.

You’ve got this. I tried to beam it telepathically into her head. I’d seen some nervous students this morning, but Courtney took the cake. Every inch of her body practically vibrated with anxiety. She was in enemy territory and she knew it.

Courtney climbed the stairs to the raised platform and untied her bag. As the teachers on stage watched, she cleared her throat and removed the Thunder Stone, holding it high.

Professor Locke snickered. “Visual aids?” he stage-whispered, glancing over at me to make sure the insult landed. “Of course.”

Courtney didn’t listen. “Professor Thurman,” she said, her voice as loud and chipper as if she were calling out cheer routines on the football field. “In recognition of your triumphs and glories—the triumphs and glories of all Blackwater—I give you something special. I give you… lightning!”

Students leaned forward in their seats. There were a few sneers, sure, for the mundane trying to fit in among the witches and wizards. But to my surprise, most of the people I saw seemed to be rooting for her. Pulling for the underdog.

I guess it’s a DC thing, I told myself. Or an American thing.

Courtney did a quick backstep, as nimble as a colt. Then she tossed the Thunder Stone into the air, hurling it almost all the way to the ceiling.

The crowd gasped.

And my cheerleader girlfriend began the performance of a lifetime.

It started small. Flames flew from between her fingers as she juggled three different pyromancy spells, mixing and matching them like someone adding mid-century modern touches to their open concept kitchen. Tongues of fire surrounded the Thunder Stone in mid-air, forming a lattice around it that flowed and changed, forming an ancient symbol we’d all seen in our textbooks.

The Thunder Stone slowed, then stopped. It hung in mid-air, held aloft by the flames. Professor Locke yawned theatrically, trying to spoil the moment, but even he couldn’t dampen Courtney’s enthusiasm. Her verve.

Her cheerleader spirit.

Courtney lifted the fist with the fire spells over her head, then clenched her fingers into a fist. “Ha!”

The flames struck the Thunder Stone from nine different angles, piercing the rock and spearing it through.

And in the blink of an eye, the whole configuration began to change.

What entered the stone as flame came out as thunder and lightning. A thick, dark cloud spread across the ceiling of the Great Hall, dimming the lights until the entire audience sat in near-darkness. Tiny flashes of electricity danced among the clouds, and the sound of thunder cracked through the auditorium. Someone screamed in mingled terror and delight.

With the grin of a girl who’d just ascended to the top of the human pyramid, Courtney lifted her other hand. She opened her palm, spoke a word—and the digital familiar on her wrist lit up like a fucking Christmas tree.

I saw Professor Locke’s eyeballs bulge in shock an instant before the bolt of flame erupted from Courtney’s palm.

By itself, it should have won her her damned Grand Conjuration. That bolt—her secret weapon—was a third-level fire spell, the sort of thing Professor Thurman didn’t even let his students attempt until the end of their second year at Blackwater. She shouldn’t have known how to do it. Not a single person auditioning for Battle Magic would have been expected to command magic like that.

But she did.

And she did it while holding a thunderstorm at bay.

The bolt entered the cloud and somehow, someway, struck the Thunder Stone perfectly. A massive explosion rocked the cloud, filling the auditorium with the sound of a giant’s roar.

Then the cloud tore open and rain filled the Great Hall.

Courtney let it fall, drenching her. She grinned up into it as the first bolt of lightning erupted from the stormcloud, striking the edge of the dais. Another followed, and then another. Students screamed, throwing their robes up to block the rain, but just as many cried out in unexpected laughter.

This was what a Grand Conjuration was really about. Startling the shit out of your fellow students.

Courtney stood like a goddess in the middle of the thunderstorm. The rain made her tight cheerleader uniform cling to her like a second skin, and the sight of it was so hot that I wanted to climb onto the platform and take her right then and there. Every man and woman at Blackwater wanted her in that moment—and every single one of them knew she was my girl.

Professor Thurman was out of his seat, amazed. He already had a goddamn thumbs up. Courtney had just blown every expectation out of the water.

Now she just had to unsummon the damned thing.

She lifted both hands over her head, the rain pouring down on her face. She stuck out her tongue and drank some of it, crying out in triumph and relief. For the first time, I realized she was crying.

She clapped her hands together, and the clouds parted. There was no sun, not inside the Great Hall, but the Thunder Stone remained floating above our heads. It glowed a golden hue, mimicking the weather after the end of a storm.

The applause was deafening.

“Holy shit, she did it!” I cried. Next to me, Professor Quigley was practically jumping up and down, she was so excited. “Didn’t I tell you? I told you she was going to blow some fucking minds!”

“That’s going to be a tough act to follow,” Professor Thurman said, smiling down at Courtney. “Well done, Miss Haddonfield. Please retrieve the Thunder Stone, and we’ll send up the next student…”

Thurman trailed off. The Thunder Stone was moving.

And Courtney had nothing to do with it.

Thurman started. Then Lavrans did, too. A look of shock filled his good eye, and I knew something was up. Something bad.

“That’s…” the Headmaster trailed off. “No, it can’t be—”

The Thunder Stone exploded.

And something made of pure darkness dropped to the dais.


Chapter Twenty-One

Courtney stared in horror as the thing touched down on the platform. It landed in a heap, then sprang to its feet, moving faster and more fluid than seemed possible. It turned what must have been its head towards her, then twisted to look at the teachers sitting on the stage.

My heart skipped a beat. I’d seen this thing before. Or something just like it.

It stood nearly seven feet tall, so thin and bony that it seemed to be standing in profile even when directly facing me. Its head was long and cylindrical, almost like the Xenomorph from Alien, except the Xenomorph didn’t have a body like someone sketched one of the battle droids from the Star Wars prequels with a black Sharpie. At first I thought the thing had quills like a porcupine, as some kind of armor, then I realized that what I was seeing were spikes.

Dozens of them, drawn through every part of the creature’s anatomy. Razor-sharp spikes with tiny cores of glowing crimson magic.

Squawk erupted on my shoulder. “Sharp man! Sharp man!”

“It’s an inviolate,” Lavrans roared. “Kill it before it hurts someone!”

The other teachers were already in motion. Irina sprang from her chair, staggering as she struggled to her feet. Beside her, Professor Thurman summoned a hammer out of thin air, pulling it from nothingness with the strength of a demigod. Tiny bolts of lightning surrounded its hilt as he took hold of the weapon, while the fury of a storm filled his eyes.

“Hell,” Professor Quigley snapped. “I guess the sword that’s been hanging over our heads finally fell.” She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Someone get that girl off the stage!”

That too was already happening. Behind Courtney—who stood stock-still in the center of the platform, too stunned and horrified by the beast to move—a trio of  black-robed wizards climbed onto the dais, pulling wands from their robes.

“To us, miss!” One of them shouted. “Now!”

Courtney started from her trance. She took one more look at the thing that had just crawled out of her Grand Conjuration and bolted, racing away from the inviolate like the building was on fire.

The crowd exploded. Students left their seats, screaming and howling as they ran for the exits. The scene beyond the dais was pure chaos as those who’d yet to complete their Grand Conjurations climbed over top of those who had. Someone—a faculty member, probably—shouted in an attempt to restore order, but his voice was quickly lost in the din.

I moved to run to Courtney, only to feel Professor Quigley’s hand on my chest. “Let us handle this,” the woman said, giving me a rueful smirk. “The last one of these things almost killed you.”

My lips peeled back over my teeth. “My women—”

“Have campus security standing between them and the monster,” Quigley shot back. “There’s five department heads up here, Edwin. Trust me—that thing doesn’t stand a chance.”

She had a point. In the blink of an eye, the five educators had the inviolate surrounded. Professor Locke quite literally blinked, disappearing in a flash of light and rematerializing on the far side of the dais, cutting off the creature’s escape. Behind the department heads, Lavrans Ravensson shrugged off his robe and rolled up his shirtsleeves like a man about to perform some hard labor.

Courtney was behind three security men. Sabrina was with her—she’d had no trouble approaching the dais with every other student running away from it. Both of them looked nervous as hell, and both of them had their gazes fixed directly on me.

I wanted to run to them, to protect them the way a good boyfriend should. The way a good man should. But that would take me right past the monster.

“Sharp man!” Squawk howled, sounding angry. “Sharp man!”

“Yeah, it is,” I said, staring at the mess of quills sticking out of the spindly creature. “Do me a favor, Squawk—go keep an eye on my girls. Alright?”

The bird cocked its head to the side. “Edwin help?”

“On my mark,” Lavrans said, his fingers balling into fists. “Get ready to strike it down!”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised my familiar. “They need you more. Go!”

As the leaders of Blackwater advanced, Squawk whizzed over their heads like a rocket. The big bird flew nearly all the way up to the ceiling, rising in a graceful arc before dropping back down and landing on Courtney’s shoulder. The redhead looked startled, but grateful.

“Now!” The headmaster roared. “Attack!”

As one, the witches and wizards sprang forward.

And I had a front-row seat to the battle of the year.

Professor Thurman reached the monster first, swinging his mighty hammer. The spindly beast backed up once, twice, darting out of range of his strikes—only to walk right into the sights of one of Professor Quigley’s potions. It exploded in a frozen cloud, sending tendrils of ice crackling along the thing’s dark skin.

“Lucky toss!” Locke snarled, drawing a dagger. He went in for a backstab with the creature slowed, but it swung an arm covered in spines and shoved him away. One of the shards left a long, shallow cut across his face, and he roared with anger as he pirouetted away.

Quigley was already pulling another potion out of her purse. “I’ll have you know I won accuracy badges every year I was enrolled at university!” She called back. “I was even on the volleyball team!”

The moment Locke stepped away, Irina was there. Her pearly white fangs flashed as she summoned tendrils of darkness from the shadows around her, imbuing them with her finest poisons and curses. They struck out like fists, battering the beast, yet it refused to fall.

As I watched, it grabbed one of the tendrils in mid-strike and tugged. Irina was thrown off-balance, and only quick thinking from Professor Fym kept her from toppling to her knees.

“Watch out!” The blonde beast tamer shouted. “That thing’s faster than an inviolate ought to be!”

Fym was right. Even surrounded by five wizards, the creature seemed to be everywhere at once. It didn’t help that forming an accurate picture of what it looked like was impossible—it moved so quickly, flowing from form to form, that it almost felt like watching the teachers battle a construct made of quicksilver. As I watched, the thing kicked Professor Thurman, dragging the edges of its shards across his chest before shoving him backward.

They’ve got this, I reminded myself, thinking of the fight against Archibald Frantz. Courtney and Sabrina and me just about beat one of these things on our own. These are FIVE of the school’s most powerful wizards! No inviolate can take them down!

Behind them, Lavrans Ravensson watched like a general on a battlefield. As the thing aimed another strike at Professor Thurman, he summoned a spear from the air and stabbed with it, roaring a Scandinavian syllable as he attacked.

The tip of the spear punctured the creature’s shoulder. Bits of darkness fell from it in obsidian shards, raining to the floor of the dais.

“Hell yes!” Courtney cheered, sounding even more enthused than in one of her game day routines. “Take it out!”

“Kill it!” Sabrina roared, her hands around her mouth.

All six teachers shared a look. As one, they pushed inward, surrounding the beast. This wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t sporting—it was the movement of a pack of wolves going in for the kill. Making a quick, clean end to things.

Professor Thurman lifted his hammer over his head. Lavrans swung his spear. Irina formed her tendrils into a wedge and struck low with them, aiming at the creature’s feet. Locke twirled his daggers, Quigley readied a potion, while Fym let out a high-pitched whistle that was sure to bring half of Blackwater’s bestiary running. The thing had nowhere to run. No way to dodge.

It was over.

Then everything fell apart.

The creature let out a roar like the world being split in two. Just before the blows hit, a wave of darkness erupted from it, rippling like a shockwave across the dais. Something whizzed past my cheek, so close that I felt the wind of its passing.

For a moment, the darkness ripped away the world, blinding me.

When it passed, all six teachers were down.

The creature stood at the center of the dais, its head cocked to the side like a curious child. Surrounding it like the spokes on a wheel were the teachers, writhing in agony. Each of them had been pierced a half-dozen times by obsidian needles, stuck through their arms and legs and shoulders like voodoo dolls.

I gasped, horror filling me. The inviolate…

The quills in its body were gone.

I glanced to the side. Barely six inches from my head, a massive spike of black material stuck out of the back of the chair I’d been sitting in. The realization turned my blood to ice water—this was what I’d felt during the explosion. That thing had shed all of its spikes in a single attack, somehow aiming them directly at the witches and wizards attacking him.

With one for me.

Thank God it had missed.

“Irina?” I took a step forward, my gaze fixed on the dark woman lying before me. Irina had three spikes stuck through her shoulder and another deep in her gut, each of which pulsed like a heartbeat. Glowing red energy glistened in the center of  the dark shards, just like with the ones I’d seen Archibald Frantz use to disable Courtney, Sabrina and me.

In this case, the thing hadn’t used just one. It knew it needed several to disable the members of Blackwater’s faculty.

No, I realized. Even that wouldn’t have worked. Not if they weren’t already hurt. Already exhausted. Already drained…

Suddenly, everything made a horrifying kind of sense. The problem with the enchantment over campus wasn’t an accident or a petty squabble between wizards—it was part of a targeted assassination attempt. One that had been planned long before Courtney, Sabrina and I went to High Street and bought that Thunder Stone.

The heads of Blackwater had been weakened for precisely this moment. So that they wouldn’t be able to destroy the inviolate. So that they wouldn’t be able to pull the twisted, cursed shards out of their bodies and resume the attack.

So that they could all be taken out in one fell swoop.

Bile rose in the back of my throat. I felt like I was going to be sick.

The thing stepped over Professor Thurman, casually stomping on one of the shards in the man’s thigh as it passed. The big Battle Magic teacher roared with rage, struggling to rise, but the shards kept him pinned as surely as a butterfly on a specimen slide. All six of the leaders of Blackwater had just been pinned, added to some madman’s collection, and now there was no one to stop this fiend.

No one but me.

“Edwin!” It was Irina. “My darling, run! We’ve been betrayed!”

So Irina had figured it out, too. I wondered if the rest of the department heads understood the depth of this betrayal.

The thing approached slowly. Now that my defenders were gone, there was nothing stopping it from taking its time. In fact, I could have sworn the monster was enjoying this.

“You son of a bitch,” I snarled, reaching for my magic. The digital familiar buzzed on my wrist, informing me that I’d begun drawing from my mana reserves. “I’m not letting you hurt them!”

The inviolate acted as if it hadn’t heard me. It lifted a hand, flexing its fingers—and then, right before my eyes, it tore one of those fingers off and turned it into a shard.

Before I could so much as shout, it tossed the thing at me like a dart.

I ducked behind the chair. It shuddered as I dropped into a crouch, the shard punching right through the wooden back and clattering to the floor before me. Another one followed, then another.

God damn it. How many fingers did this thing have?

I could feel it getting closer. I clenched my fists, reaching for the elemental spells Lavrans taught me. They weren’t quite as powerful as the battle magic my girlfriend could command, but maybe they could make enough of a light show to startle the monster.

“Hey!” Someone shouted. “Leave our man alone!”

I froze, my heart jumping into my throat.

That was Sabrina.

I risked a glance around the chair. Sabrina and Courtney stood at the edge of the dais, staring the monster down. In front of them lay the security forces who’d been keeping them safe, all of whom had been struck by the monster’s shards and disabled. They’d acted as human shields, keeping my women safe.

Sabrina had her cauldron, while a flame danced in Courtney’s palm. Both of them looked mad as hell.

“We know what you are!” Sabrina yelled, tossing a handful of quicklime into her cauldron. “You piece of shit, how dare you ruin the Grand Conjuration!”

“That is so uncool,” Courtney added, gritting her teeth. “And if you want to stick Edwin with one of those shards, you’re going to have to deal with us first!”

“No!” I shouted, racing toward them. “Girls, don’t—!”

When I stepped on something, I recoiled, thinking I’d hurt a teacher. But whatever lay beneath my heel rolled along with me, nearly sending me falling to the floor. I twisted, getting out from over it and finding my footing.

Lavrans’s spear lay beneath me, the silver tip glinting in the auditorium lights.

“Edwin!” Sabrina still sounded righteous, but there was a touch of fear in her voice, too. “Babe, get over here! We need to get away from this monster—!”

No. No we didn’t. In fact, I knew what we needed to do.

The inviolate might have been able to disable all six of Blackwater’s strongest witches and wizards in a single sneak attack.

But he hadn’t done shit about their weapons.

I grabbed Lavrans’ spear, trying not to think too much about Norse mythology as I lifted it high. To my left, the headmaster shook as he tried to rise, his chest pierced with so many of the creature’s shards that he looked like a freaking pincushion. But the look in his one good eye told me he was thinking clearer than he had in a long, long while.

“Yes,” Lavrans whispered. “Use it. Destroy that beast or we’re all dead…”

Professor Thurman’s hammer lay a few feet away, inches away from the teacher’s nerveless fingers. In marked contrast to the legends, it felt nearly as light as a baseball bat as I lifted it from the floor with my free hand.

“Hey, Courtney!” I roared. “Catch!”

I tossed the hammer underhanded, expecting it to travel in a graceful arc. But the moment it left my fingers, it shot across the stage like a bolt of lightning, striking the back of the inviolate’s head with monster truck force. As the thing staggered, the hammer twisted in mid-air and went to Courtney, the hilt hitting her palm like both were magnetized.

Courtney’s face filled with disbelief. “This is the hammer of Thor,” she whispered, her jaw dropping. A single ray of light illuminated her like something out of a movie as she sized up her prize. “Holy shit!”

“Sabrina!” I was already in motion, crouching next to Professor Quigley. She’d tried to use her bag of potions as a shield when the creature let loose that spray of quills, and two of the black shards stuck from the burlap like angry fingers. I tugged them free and tossed them away, shifting the bag to make sure nothing fell out. “These are for you!”

The bag soared over the stage. Sabrina dropped her cauldron and caught the sack, opening the catch with a deft motion. When she glanced inside, she gasped.

“There must be a hundred potions in here!” She cried, her eyes going as wide as saucers. “This bag’s enchanted—it’s as big as a freaking broom closet inside!”

I stood up, twirling the spear. “Good. The best potions student and the queen of battle magic have their proper weapons now.”

The inviolate’s face was still an unreadable mess, but I could have sworn it looked pissed. It turned from my girlfriends back to me, its remaining fingers spread wide like a wolf about to pounce.

“And I,” I said, grinning as I shifted the spear of Odin to a two-handed grip, “have this!”

I charged.

The thing twisted at the waist, slashing out with fingers suddenly as long as knives. I ducked beneath them and stabbed with the spear, aiming for the lower half of the creature’s body. The point struck home, practically ringing with the blow, and the inviolate screamed.

It backed away, suddenly no longer on the offensive. The inviolate danced out of range of my strikes, keeping just far enough away not to be touched by the spear of Odin. The wound I’d left on it sizzled, steam rising from it like a hot stove.

I kept on striking, howling with battle-fury. There was no way to describe the feeling that coursed through my veins as I wielded that spear—it was like being on fire and freezing cold at the same time, like being so full of strength and power that any motion you made could tear the air around you. Though I’d never handled the weapon before, I knew exactly how to move, how to aim, how to strike.

The most unbelievable thing was that the spear told me how to do it. It whispered to me as I fought, speaking in a voice older than mountains and more complicated than runes. It filled my head until I felt it might crack and split open, releasing giants and trolls and elves and every legend of the Nine Realms.

My next strike slashed across the creature’s face. More steam sizzled from its body, and I got the sense that something had just been taken away from it. Its hands formed into fists, and darkness surrounded it as it began to charge some kind of attack. Protrusions formed on its shoulders—new shards, ready to be drawn and stuck into its opponents’ skin.

I wasn’t about to let it get the chance.

“Hey!” A voice roared behind the beast. “Save some for me!”

I turned. So did the inviolate.

And Courtney’s hammer struck it right in the fucking face.

The cheerleader had taken a flying leap across the stage, the hammer of Thor held in both hands like a witch’s broom keeping her aloft. The very air crackled as the heavy iron made contact with the monster and sent bolts of lightning through its body. Its head crumpled like a ripe melon, collapsing.

The air around it smelt burnt.

The inviolate landed in a heap. For a moment I thought it was down completely, then it sprang to its feet. But it was slower now, wounded.

Good, I thought, remembering what it did to Irina. Let’s see how you like it!

Courtney took her place next to me, grinning. “Holy shit, you look so fucking sexy with that spear!” she giggled, shifting her hammer to her free hand. “Are you feeling what I’m feeling right now, Edwin?”

“If you mean feeling like a fucking demigod, then yeah,” I said, grinning back. “Where’s Sabrina?”

Courtney gestured with her chin. “Undoing the work this bastard did,” she said, giving me a fierce look.

I turned. Sabrina was back with the fallen teachers, pulling the shards out of their bodies. As she did, she popped the corks of several potions she’d taken out of Professor Quigley’s stash, spilling them liberally all over the wounds. They sizzled like the strikes Odin’s spear had made on the inviolate, but here the steam didn’t hurt—it healed. As I watched, she closed one of Irina’s wounds, splashing her shoulder with a healing potion as she began taking the remaining shards from the woman’s body.

The inviolate saw it, too. An ear-splitting shriek filled the auditorium, loud enough to deafen any student who’d been foolish enough not to run when they had the chance.

“That’s right,” I said, pointing with my spear. “You failed, fucker. Blackwater’s still standing.”

The thing’s limbs went every which way. It wasn’t until much later that I’d realize this was its way of having a king-sized tantrum—as if it were a child, rather than a monster trying to destroy the ones I loved. I didn’t know who’d sent this thing, but they were going to pay for it.

I glanced over at Courtney. “You ready?”

She tapped my spear with her hammer. “Ready!”

Both of us raced across the stage, weapons held high.

At the last moment, the inviolate seemed almost to give up. As if it knew it had been beaten, and it was giving up the ghost with a bit of grace.

I didn’t trust that one bit.

Courtney struck high, and I struck low. Both weapons hit the inviolate at the same time, unleashing the combined force of two deities of the Norse pantheon. A flash filled the auditorium in a single bright flare, and for a moment the entire world turned white.

When it faded, the inviolate came apart.

The thing unfurled like a flag. Its limbs rolled into ribbons, its legs giving way beneath it as they split into dozens of small strips of darkness. What remained of its head after the blow cracked open like a melon, running along the stage in inky trails that smoked and burned as they touched the floor. The thing dropped to what remained of its knees, then fell flat on its face.

What happened next happened like a fast forward. The remains of the inviolate began twisting, bending at unnatural angles in jerky, halting motions. Its spindly limbs reached skyward throughout the transformation, making me think of a spider dead on its back. My gorge rose once more, bile filling my throat at the thought of such a hideous creature hurting the ones I loved.

It crumpled, then crumpled again. By the time it was done, only the thunder stone remained—the raw material that formed the portal the monster stepped through. A tiny bit of darkness, like an unblinking eye, shone in the center.

With a grunt, Courtney brought her hammer down on the stone as hard as she could.

It exploded.

It shattered with a wave of force that flung both of us backward. Suddenly I was airborne, the ceiling and the floor switching places as the latter shot up like an old friend to meet me. I hit hard, the spear sliding out of my hand, the arcane energy of Odin himself spilling out of me like an overturned glass of wine.

That was alright, though. It was over. I’d won.

And I’d rather be me, anyway.

When I opened my eyes, Sabrina was standing over me. She helped me to my feet and pulled me into a hug, sobbing gently as she held me tight. An instant later, Courtney was there with her, holding onto both of us like we were the most important people in the world.

And to her, we were.

“That was the coolest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” Sabrina said, wiping tears from her eyes as she broke the hug. “Edwin, you looked like a God when you were fighting that monster with the spear! Did you feel how fast you were moving? And Courtney, holy shit, you were like a superhero or something…!”

“You did quite well yourself, young lady,” a voice said. “I would think that you are just as much a hero as your two paramours—if not even more so.”

It was Lavrans. The headmaster of Blackwater had just managed to stagger to his feet. A dozen holes hung in the fabric of his robe, unhealed despite Sabrina’s borrowed potions closing the wounds in his skin. His eyepatch looked a bit askew, and he had a bit more of a limp than he’d had a few minutes ago.

But other than that, he looked okay.

Lavrans opened his fist. The spear on the floor lifted itself into the air and whizzed into his hand, then disappeared into a puff of smoke when he grabbed it. “Ah,” he said, looking like he’d just settled into a warm bath. “That’s better. It’s alright to lend out that kind of power once in a while, but not for too long…”

Behind him, the other teachers were slowly rising. Thurman pulled his hammer to him with a gesture, sending it spinning through the air—that, at least, I remembered from the movie. Quigley hobbled over and took the pouch of potions back from Sabrina, tousling her hair like a proud auntie as she did so. Even Locke looked grateful, if only ruefully.

Only one person hadn’t risen yet.

Irina.

When I realized it, all thoughts of looking proper in front of the other teachers fled from my mind. I ran to her, kneeling in the wreck of the stage as I clutched her tight.

“Irina?” I gasped. “Are you alright?”

Irina’s eyelashes fluttered. “Little fox?” She managed to murmur.

“I’m here,” I said. How had Sabrina’s potions not restored her to health? Had the inviolates shards hit her somewhere vital, leaving a wound that not even magic could heal? “Shit, I’m right here, Irina. It’s okay. It’s over…”

“Gods below,” the witch whispered. “Someone track down the man who ran me over with that truck! I’m going to sue him until he has to walk around this town wearing nothing but a barrel…”

I laughed even though it wasn’t funny. The sheer relief brought tears to my eyes. “Not a truck,” I told her. “But almost as bad. Irina, we almost lost you. We almost lost everybody…”

The witch’s hand touched the back of my head.

And right there, in front of the department heads of Blackwater and the headmaster of the whole damn place, I leaned down and kissed Irina Dragovich. It was hot. It was sweet. It was perfect.

Then she bit me.

Ouch! Her fangs pierced my lip, sucking a few drops of blood greedily. The sudden pick-me-up did more for Irina than Sabrina’s potions did, bringing color back into her cheeks and life into her curves.

“There we go,” she growled sultrily. “Now, let’s kiss for real this time.”

By the time the two of us were done, every teacher left on the stage had a red face. Irina kissed me like she was about to face the firing squad, like there was nothing in the world except me on top of her. I knew that if Lavrans and the others hadn’t been there, it would have turned into sex. Hell, it almost did turn into sex anyway, until I pulled away before she started reaching into my pants.

I helped Irina to her feet. We all stared at the smoking crater where the inviolate had been—where Courtney shattered the thunder stone and destroyed it.

“That was close,” Lavrans said, stretching. “Ah, I can feel my strength returning. Is that happening for all of you, as well?”

To my surprise, they all started nodding. Whatever we’d done to the inviolate had broken the spell over Blackwater—the draining effect on the other teachers was gone. Irina beamed at me, her dark eyes flashing with lust.

And something more.

“I love you,” the curses teacher said, lacing her fingers through mine. “And I don’t care who knows it. You’re mine, Edwin Sawyer, just like I’m yours. My dragon prince. My clever little fox…”

Courtney coughed. “Um, you know he’s kind of already got two girlfriends already, right?” She asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Irina scoffed. “Of course, of course. I would be a fool to complain about your dalliances, my love.” She shot the two girls a glance. “I suppose I’m looking forward to getting to know these other women a little better.”

“I know just how to do it, too,” Sabrina agreed.

Professor Locke rolled his eyes. “Wonderful. Perfect. Let’s extend the debauchery to the entire campus, shall we?”

I didn’t listen. I hugged Irina and pulled Sabrina and Courtney to me instead. All of them held onto me tightly, thrilled that I’d saved them. Grateful that I cared about them. Utterly devoted to me.

I felt the same way about them.

We’d passed our Grand Conjurations—all three of us.

And now it was time to celebrate.


Epilogue

Three Days Later

“Are you almost ready, my darling?”

I looked up from the book in my hand, peering around the dusty workshop. The cauldron on the other side of the room had finally stopped bubbling; the fire beneath it had gone out a few minutes ago. On the table in front of me, a few cursed shards lay on the tabletop, deactivated now. Everything looked peaceful.

Peace wasn’t a term I often associated with Irina Dragovich. But honestly, it was starting to look good on her.

“Just putting a few things away,” I called back. I replaced the book on the shelf and swept the shards into a bin, placing it in the cabinet with Irina’s jars of spiders and other nasty things. The shards couldn’t hurt anybody any longer—they’d lost their power since the day of the Grand Conjuration—but that didn’t mean we shouldn’t keep them under lock and key. Dangerous things were still dangerous, even when they’d been tamed.

Things like Irina, for starters.

I looked up in time to see Irina Dragovich sashay out of her office. Ever since I’d officially become her ‘consort’, she’d really started taking her Queen of the Darkness persona seriously. The corset she wore that afternoon was extra busty, and her skirt fit her hips and ass so tightly that even a blind man knew what she looked like naked. The skintight leather boots didn’t hurt, either.

Of course, she was mine a lot more than I was hers. But considering the age gap between us and the whole authority thing, it made more sense for Blackwater to believe I was her boytoy, rather than her being my harem girl.

As long as the latter was understood in the bedroom, I didn’t really care.

“Ah, I’m going to miss this old rat trap,” Irina said. She looked around her dusty lecture hall like it was the field where she’d won a championship game back in high school, her eyes full of nostalgia. “But I suppose I’ll be back in a couple of months. A break will be good for all of us, no?”

I couldn’t agree more. In fact, I was looking forward to winter break more than I’d been looking forward to anything in my entire life.

“Absolutely,” I said, looking the dark beauty up and down. Of course the fabled vial of my blood rested in her cleavage, like a little sign saying Edwin please stare at me. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, by the way? You really don’t have to agree if you don’t want to—”

Irina’s eyes narrowed. “I wish to see the way you live, my darling. I share your blood now—which means I wish to share every part of you, not just the ones that happen in the elegance of a Blackwater classroom. Besides, it will be fun!”

She had to be messing with me with that ‘elegant classroom’ bit. This place looked like a freaking dungeon.

“You’re going to be okay sharing a house with a couple of coeds?” I asked. “I’m only asking because I don’t want either of those girls to get their faces ripped off. If they’re in danger, warn me now.”

Irina tossed back her head and laughed, the muscles of her throat flexing. God, she looked good like that. “No faces will be eaten while I stay with you,” she purred. “Now ridden, perhaps, yes. But that is for you to decide.”

This still blew my mind. Rather than going back to whatever Slavic country she came from for the holidays, Irina wanted to spend Christmas break with me. With my harem.

The thought of having Irina, Sabrina, and Courtney all under the same roof made me a little weak in the knees. We hadn’t had an opportunity to all share the same bed, and I had a feeling Miss Dragovich had any number of clever tricks up her sleeve. Ones she’d learned during her centuries of dirty deeds.

Not to mention we’ve still got Kendra, I thought, remembering the gorgeous, mocha-skinned head cheerleader. She’s done a pretty good job of pretending the three of us aren’t a harem so far, but throwing Irina into the mix is going to stretch things. She might not be able to delude herself much longer…

But would she want to? Sabrina had already let me know she wanted the cheerleader to join the harem, and Courtney would have been thrilled to share me with her bestie. Irina complicated things, sure, but I told myself I could handle having a voluptuous, centuries-old maybe-vampire under my roof. Irina couldn’t possibly be as dangerous as Lavrans insisted she was.

Could she?

Irina looked at me, her expression turning serious. “My love, you need not worry about me,” she whispered, running her long nails through my hair. “I owe you my life several times over. You have proven yourself strong, capable, and brave. No man in centuries has been able to tame me—and none have ever had me the way you do. I am yours completely, my clever fox. And you are mine.”

“Fuck,” I grunted. “We’d better get moving. Otherwise I’m going to start peeling those clothes off, and we’re going to be late…”

Irina grinned at the idea. “Once more with feeling, no? Ah, but we’d better get a move on. The party is tonight, and I sense you’re going to need to save your energy. It will be a long night!”

Ah, yes. The fabled party. A private affair, just a second housewarming with me, Sabrina, Courtney, Irina, and Kendra. The chance that it didn’t devolve into a pornographic orgy? Hovering around zero.

I didn’t know what dirty stuff Sabrina and Courtney had planned. But I knew that they had been planning for a while now. So I suspected mirrored ceilings and handcuffs. Maybe a few friends would be invited over to play slumber party games while I got worshipped by my harem.

Either way, it was going to be one hell of a time.

I couldn’t wait.

Irina frowned. “Darling, can you go down and get the car? There are a few things I wish to gather before we leave.”

Hmm? I hadn’t been expecting that, but I wasn’t upset about it. “Sure. What do you need?”

The goth girl grinned. “Just a few surprises. A handful of very mild poisons, with some rather… arousing effects in small doses. Only applied if your harem girls wish it, of course. But something tells me they will be willing…”

Something told me they would, too. “Cool,” I said, giving her a kiss. “I’ll be right in the parking lot. Don’t take too long.”

As I left, I gave Irina a little spank on the ass. She giggled like a schoolgirl, rather than a centuries-old vampire, and blew me a dark-lipped kiss on the way out.

Outside, a light snow fell from the sky. It was early, especially for DC, but this winter was going to be unseasonably cold. I’d managed to snag a space in the tiny parking lot directly next to Irina’s building, since the campus was nearly empty. Winter break had officially started today, and anyone who could get out of town did.

I whistled as I walked over to the Range Rover. Dimly, I wondered if I’d ever have to give that car back to the rental agency. It sure wasn’t looking like it.

My phone buzzed. Texts from Sabrina and Courtney—photos. Sabrina wore a cute maid’s outfit, while Courtney had nothing on above the waist but a smile and a strategically placed forearm over her breasts. Sabrina sent the text, along with a message:

Decorating! Can’t wait to see you! XXXOOO

“What a great pair of girls,” I said aloud. I really was a lucky man.

As I reached the car, Squawk landed on the hood of the Range Rover. “Squawk!” he cried.

“Hey there,” I said, brushing the snow off of the driver’s side handle. “What’s gotten into you, Squawk?”

The bird let out a trilling note. “Heck!” he cried. “Heck!”

I froze.

Heck? Toby Heck?

No one had seen him in over a week.

“Are you saying you’ve seen Toby?” I asked, the words coming out louder than I’d intended.

“Heck!” Squawk cried. “Bee!”

Bee?

I was trying to figure out what Squawk could possibly mean by that when I heard a voice. “Yo, Edwin!”

My heart jumped into my throat. I turned around.

Toby Heck stood in the shadows next to the building.

The relief that filled me at the sight of him was so strong my knees almost buckled. “Holy shit, you’re alive,” I said, shaking my head. “Toby, where the fuck have you been—?”

“Come with me, dude,” the Lord of Heck said, flashing his trademark manic grin. “I found something! You’ve got to see!”

Before I could say another word, he bolted around the other side of the building. What the fuck?

“Toby,” I growled, following him. “This had better not be some kind of a prank—”

I stepped around the brick.

And saw two robed figures standing next to a grinning Toby Heck.

Strong hands grabbed me, shoving something against my mouth. I cried out, but no one heard.

“Don’t hurt him,” I heard Toby saying. His voice came from a great distance, as if he stood at the bottom of a well. “You can’t set off his blood, man. If Sexy Hexy finds out about this and tracks him down, she’ll rip our fucking arms off…!”

You idiot, I thought. Toby, what the hell did you do?

The thought followed me down into the darkness.

~*~

When I woke up, I was tied to a chair.

I snapped awake, sitting bolt upright. I was in a small, gray room, with a single lightbulb swaying overhead. A raised bench lay directly in front of me, like something from a courthouse. Behind me lay a door, closed and bolted.

I was in a courtroom?

I…

I wasn’t alone.

Four robed figures sat above me, staring down from the bench. They wore identical black robes, and had black hoods covering their faces. How long they’d been sitting there, I had no idea, but I knew one thing for certain.

They’d been waiting for me to come to.

They had a plan for me.

“Who… who are you?” I muttered. “What did you do to me? What did you do to Toby?”

Two of the robed figures turned to each other, sharing a look beneath their dark hoods. They chuckled.

Then they took them off.

“Shit, that thing is uncomfortable as hell,” the first man said. “Why did you make us wear these, anyway?”

“Duh,” the second guy said, running his fingers through his bright red hair. “It’s for the intimidation effect, man!”

I blinked. I knew what I was seeing, but my mind refused to believe it.

“Matt?” I blurted, anger forming like a hot ball in my chest. “Henry!?”

Both of them smirked down at me. “Hey, Edwin,” the ginger conspiracy theorist drawled. “That was a hell of a performance during the Grand Conjuration, man. And here we were, thinking you didn’t have to impress anybody…”

I started shaking the chair back and forth, trying to rise. Pure rage flared in my veins. “What the fuck are you doing!?” I snarled. “Why have you tied me up?”

“For your own safety,” one of the other robed figures said. “And, you know, so you didn’t beat us up when you figured out the truth.”

I stiffened. I knew that voice.

The figure pulled off his hood, revealing the face of Toby Heck.

“Hey, man,” he said, giving me an awkward laugh. “I told you I was going to get us in the front door, didn’t I?”

I stared up at him, utterly speechless. A million things to say filtered through my mind, mostly unprintable. But one took precedence.

“Wait,” I blurted. “You’re in the Black Moon?”

“I found them, buddy,” he said, going for a high five before he remembered I was tied up. “In like Flynn, right? You ready to join the party?”

I shook my head. I didn’t understand any of this. Toby and his friends had found—and then joined—the Black Moon. But if that were the case, then…

“This is the leader?” I asked, aghast. I tried to see who the figure beneath the black hood was, but I couldn’t make it out. It could have been Professor Locke, it could have been Lavrans himself. In the dim light cast by the bulb, the only thing I could be reasonably certain of was that they were human.

“Totally,” Toby said. He glanced uncertainly at the last figure on the bench. “You ready? Or you want me to do it?”

The figure shrugged. With both hands, they pulled off the black hood.

And I found myself face to face with Professor Ramona Quigley.

“Hello, Edwin,” she said in that same friendly, librarian-esque tone. “I’d like to formally welcome you to the Terra Gardening Club. Or, as our enemies refer to it, the Black Moon Society.” She grinned. “Are you ready to learn the truth about Lavrans Ravensson?”

End of Book 2
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