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Chapter One

“Are you alright, Edwin?” Sympathy filled Professor Quigley’s voice, which felt like a sick joke given our current circumstances. “My goodness, you look like you’re going to be ill. You can’t really be that surprised to see me, now can you?”

Unfortunately for us both, I was.

Ramona Quigley—Blackwater University’s only American department head, the woman with the least amount of magical might in Headmaster Lavrans Ravensson’s inner circle—was not the mild mannered schoolmarm she appeared to be. All this time she’d been deceiving our school, working behind the scenes as the leader of an ancient, forbidden group of sinister magicians. A group who’d tried to kill me twice now, and who’d almost turned this semester’s Grand Conjuration into a bloodbath.

The Terra Gardening Club.

Better known as the Black Moon Society.

“It was you the whole time,” I growled, trying and failing to rise. The ropes around my wrists and ankles held me fast to the chair, binding me in place as tightly as a spell. “You monster. You traitor!”

“Woah, Eddie boy, let’s not go throwing the T-word around!” In his seat at Quigley’s right hand, my former friend Toby Heck rubbed the back of his neck, some of his earlier bravado fading. From the look on his face, this was far from how he’d expected me to react to the news that he’d finally found admittance into the Black Moon. “There’s some things you just can’t take back, you know?”

“Oh, I know,” I hissed, staring into Professor Quigley’s eyes. “Like trying to murder me and my women. Like sending an inviolate into the middle of the Grand Conjuration, to assassinate the other department heads in one fell swoop! Sabrina, Courtney, Irina—you nearly killed them all!”

The chair shook beneath me as I grit my teeth, reaching for my magic. The digital familiar strapped to my watch didn’t beep, which told me I wasn’t in touch with my mana reserves. Either Toby and the others had doped me with something before dragging me into this interrogation room, or Professor Quigley was dampening me with some kind of spell.

I wasn’t sure which possibility sounded worse.

“Edwin,” Professor Quigley said. She honestly looked hurt, which felt insane given that I was the one trussed up in fetters like a criminal. “You have my word that I had nothing to do with the attack during the Grand Conjuration. But I do wish you’d seized the moment when you had the opportunity.”

“Bullshit,” I grunted. Then, after a pause: “What do you mean, ‘seize the moment?’”

She leaned forward, her hornet pin catching the light, the tiny stinger embedded in her peacoat sparkling like a tiny star. “You held Odin’s spear, young man! The weapon our Headmaster has carried for hundreds of years—the very seal of his power—he handed it to you like a father giving his teenage son the keys to his car to take a girl out on a date! Weakened as he was, you might have been able to keep him from reclaiming the damned thing. We could have ended all of this right there and then, if you’d only had a little forethought…”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Not only was Ramona Quigley evil, she was downright insane. Steal the spear of Odin himself from Lavrans Ravensson? She’d probably have suggested that my girlfriend Courtney keep Thor’s hammer to herself, too.

The memory of those weapons still crackled within me, even now. I hadn’t taken them up lightly—I’d been forced to wield them under the most dire of circumstances. A monster had appeared from within the Thunder Stone used by Courtney Haddonfield—one of the two witches at Blackwater who called themselves my girlfriend—during her Grand Conjuration, the final exam which determined whether a first-year student could continue with their course of study at our college. For witches and wizards, it was one of the most important moments of their academic careers.

For us, it was almost a massacre.

Before security could intervene, the monster attacked the stage, stunning the weakened department heads on the dais with a flurry of cursed black shards pulled from its own body. All five of Blackwater’s department heads had been disabled in one attack, including the Headmaster, Lavrans Ravensson. Only my women and I managed to avoid the strikes, and we picked up the weapons the demigods of Blackwater had been about to use to destroy the inviolate.

I was pretty sure I was the first mortal in several thousand years to wield the spear of Odin himself. Even among every other crazy thing that had happened to me since I discovered the Unseen World and became a student at Blackwater, that afternoon had definitely been a highlight.

And now Professor Quigley was twisting it into something else.

“I trusted you,” I said, staring in disbelief at the woman I’d once called a friend. “Hell, I liked you, Professor Quigley. Sabrina liked you, too…”

Sabrina. Courtney.

Irina.

How long had it been since I’d been taken from the parking lot outside of Irina Dragovich’s classroom? Suddenly I wished I could see my digital familiar. By now, the girls had to be worried sick about me. Tonight was supposed to be our first night with all four of us under the same roof, in the new bedroom Courtney had been renovating at her parents’ place. They all knew I wouldn’t miss that for the world.

Professor Quigley’s smile wavered just a bit. “Miss Bishop will understand everything once it’s explained to her. Once you explain it to her, Edwin.”

Me?

“The Black Moon Society isn’t what you’ve been told it is. We’re painted as villains by the leaders of the magical world, but that’s only because they’re afraid of what we have to offer.” She spread her hands, her eyes lighting up. “Which isn’t all that different from what you have to offer the magical world, Edwin.”

I glared at her, my heart pounding like a kettle drum. A little part of me prayed I was getting myself worked up enough for it to affect the little vial of my blood Irina Dragovich kept in her utterly mouth watering cleavage. The sooner she could pinpoint my location, the sooner her and the others could teleport in and save me from this madness.

“You’re insane,” I said, shaking my head. I glanced over at Toby Heck, then at Henry and Matt—his cronies and now Professor Quigley’s henchmen—sitting at the far ends of the table. “All of you are fucking insane.”

Toby shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Dude, you should listen to Quig,” he said, a manic grin wriggling across his face. “This is big. Like, I know finding the Black Moon was supposed to be the mega-hit story of the semester for you and me, but this goes so much higher than that—”

“Toby,” I growled. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up.”

His mouth snapped shut. “Dude, that’s rude,” he countered sheepishly.

“You sold me out,” I said scornfully. “You sold all of us out!”

“I told you what I was going to do!” Toby raised a hand, cutting off Professor Quigley before she could speak. “I outlined the whole plan, Eddie! You and me find the Black Moon, we get our foot in the door, we blow the whole place sky high and save the day! Only I didn’t realize that Professor Quigley of all people was the one in charge of our school’s chapter—!”

“Nor did we,” Matt said in a stuffy tone. For the first time since I’d met him, the stout lad didn’t have a book in front of him, though there was some kind of thick file folder sitting on the table between his palms. “Edwin, everything has changed. You should listen to what our leader has to say.”

This was getting crazier by the second. “Your leader stuck a cursed shard between Archibald Frantz’s ribs and used him like a puppet to try and kill my girlfriend,” I roared, shaking the chair beneath me. “Your fucking leader sent a demon after Kendra Baines, and nearly killed the entire faculty during the Grand Conjuration!”

Professor Quigley had the temerity to look offended. “I’ve told you—I didn’t do any of that,” she protested. “Edwin, think about it for a second. You sat right next to me during the Grand Conjuration. Don’t you remember?”

I remembered. I was Professor Quigley’s guest, her assistant for the festivities since the school hadn’t given me a seat with those who’d yet to take their end-of-year exams. Professor Locke had hated it, but she’d stood firm. I’d watched her grade her first-year students, giving all but two of them passing grades and admitting them into her Potions program. I’d talked with her about my powers and the expectations they put on me.

Good God, I’d confided in her!

“I was just as injured as anyone else on that stage,” Quigley said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I took five cursed shards through my torso, along with one in my right eye that would have blinded me if Miss Bishop wasn’t such a fast hand with my potion bag. That inviolate would have killed me as surely as it would have killed Professor Fym or Professor Thurman. Or Irina Dragovich.”

She mentioned Irina to try and get a response out of me, I could tell. If everyone on campus hadn’t known the school’s curses professor and I were an item, they certainly knew after she publicly professed her love (and lust) for me after I saved her life.

And yet…

And yet I did remember Ramona Quigley laying on the ground, groaning, her potion bag lying next to her on the stage. The eagerness with which she’d placed that bag in Sabrina’s hands and begged her to save them all from the inviolate. Her pride when her best student proved to put her stockpile to even better use than she would have.

Had all that been real? Or just very good acting?

I shook my head and grit my teeth. “A trick,” I said, sounding more certain than I felt. “You were never in any real danger. You just wanted me to think you were.”

She was already shaking her head. “I’m not that clever,” she insisted with a smile. “Besides, the monster came out of the Thunder Stone that Miss Haddonfield brought with her to the Grand Conjuration, did it not? I had nothing to do with you procuring that stone.”

She was right about that. The stone had been Professor Thurman’s idea—his way of giving Courtney a leg up on her Grand Conjuration. But unless Professor Quigley was insinuating he was the one behind all of this, nothing she said made any sense.

Henry cocked his head to the side. “It did come out of that rock, didn’t it?” the ginger student said. “Shit, I should have thought of that.”

“I didn’t send the inviolates into Blackwater,” Quigley said, raising her voice. “And I didn’t conjure the demon that attacked that mundane student, either.”

I laughed mirthlessly. “You were just telling me you wished I’d kept Headmaster Ravensson’s spear,” I shot back. “What, so I could have killed him? Murdered the leader of our school in cold blood?”

All at once, Ramona Quigley’s face seemed to be made out of stone. “It’s what he deserves,” she said, her voice chilly enough to make me shiver. “You have no idea what Lavrans Ravensson is capable of,  Edwin. Forget about how angry you are with me for a second and use your brain. Who made certain that Thunder Stone was in Courtney Haddonfield’s hands the morning of the Grand Conjuration? That stone in particular, and none other?”

I thought I knew what she was getting at, and I didn’t like it. Almost unbidden, my thoughts returned to the trip to High Street I made with Courtney and Sabrina, where we traveled to the enchanted shopping district via the hidden Umbra Line of the DC Metro. To Finch’s Emporium, where that helpful clerk named Beatrice had practically fallen all over herself to procure the item I needed for the Grand Conjuration. Because she’d been told I was coming in advance, by…

By Lavrans.

“No,” I said, shaking my head reflexively. “No, that’s not possible. You’re lying to me!”

“Why on Earth would I do that?” Professor Quigley asked. “I’m not your enemy, Edwin. We’re not your enemies. We’re recruiters.”

Recruiters. The single word sent a spike of fear deep into my guts.

Not only had Toby Heck promised us he’d find the Black Moon Society, he’d assured us that he’d come back to me with an invitation into their ranks. At the time, I’d thought about it in only the most theoretical sense—as part of some clever plan to infiltrate the secret society and bring it down from the inside.

Now these things felt sickeningly real.

I braced my feet against the floor as best as I could and pushed, trying to throw myself off-balance. In my mind’s eye, I saw the chair tipping, ropes unraveling around me as I made my escape from Professor Quigley and her minions. But nothing happened.

Worst of all, I couldn’t feel my magic. The strange power that saved me during the Grand Conjuration—that activated when my Subaru weaved off a bridge and sent my friends and I plunging into the black waters of the Potomac—was as far away from me as the freaking moon. How could Quigley be so strong?

Blood magic, I told myself, the hair standing up on the back of my neck. Forbidden blood magic. The stuff that almost got us killed…

The Black Moon Society believed that nothing in the magical world should be off-limits. Blood magic, compulsion spells, the sorts of curses and hexes that even a half-mad witch like Irina Dragovich would touch… they gleefully expanded their powers in any direction they desired. No wonder their membership was banned throughout the magical world.

No wonder they were so feared.

“I have no interest in joining you,” I said, reaching again for my magic. She couldn’t keep me away from it forever—sooner or later her concentration would slip, and I’d be in control of my faculties and out of this place. “For all of your sakes, I hope you have some kind of spell that’ll make me forget I was ever here. Because otherwise, Professor Quigley, the first thing I’m going to do when I get back to Blackwater is shout your secret identity from the rooftops.”

Toby Heck looked sick. “Eddie, these are the big leagues! You can’t turn this down!”

I turned the full force of my scorn on him. “I already have.”

“Look, I know this wasn’t what you expected.” Toby ran his fingers through his hair, which was almost as greasy and sleazy as his smile. “But this is a whole new world, dude! You and me, the Golden Boy and the Lord of Heck, taking down the biggest conspiracy of evil wizards in the world from the freaking inside! Think what kind of heroes we’ll be! Think about the fame, the brand deals—the women!”

“I already have women,” I shot back, my gaze traveling from Toby to Professor Quigley. “And she tried to kill them.”

Ramona Quigley let out a little sigh. “I thought you were a more pragmatic person than this,” she said, her voice betraying a hint of disappointment. “There’s no need to be so dramatic, Edwin. For the last time, I am not the one who has been allowing inviolates and demons to run rampant across our campus. If you want to speak with the person responsible, all you need to do is go and visit our esteemed Headmaster in his sanctum outside of Niflheim.”

“Lavrans is dirty,” Henry insisted. “Super dirty.”

“You don’t know him at all,” Matt chimed in. “Or what he’s capable of.”

“You’ve passed all of his tests so far,” Professor Quigley said sagely. “But this is only your first semester, Edwin. You’ve barely even begun to understand the world you’ve stepped into.”

One word of Professor Quigley’s spiel stuck out to me. “What the hell do you mean, tests? I didn’t have to perform a Grand Conjuration with the other students.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Professor Quigley clucked her tongue. “I’m talking about the inviolates, Edwin. The demons. The monsters. The unprecedented attacks on our student body this semester, which all just so happen to coincide with the arrival of an unprecedented sort of student. One with the ability to Awaken mundanes, and the skill to wield the very staff of Odin himself.” She snickered. “You think all of that is a coincidence, Edwin?”

My stomach twisted. For a moment I was back at the Grand Conjuration—hearing the screams of terrified students, seeing the pain in Irina’s eyes as a half-dozen shards of pure darkness pierced her pale flesh. The sheer terror of the moment that creature burst free from the depths of the Thunder Stone could still make me shiver, even now.

All of that—was what? Some kind of test?

“You’re wrong,” I said, meaning it. “Headmaster Ravensson wouldn’t play with students’ lives like that. That would be insane.”

“Insane?” Professor Quigley pursed her lips. “Or just ruthless?”

A growl forced itself from the back of my throat. If I let Professor Quigley and her minions continue in this vein, we’d just be going back and forth in circles for hours. She wasn’t willing to admit her connection to the inviolates—fine. If she wanted to blame Lavrans for that, it just made everything she said sound even crazier than if she’d tried to go for a more believable story.

But there was no way on Earth I was going to give credence to a woman who practiced blood magic. Not a member of the Black Moon Society.

“Enough,” I said, looking around the room. Neither Toby nor his friends looked like they had the stomach to do what I was really afraid of, which gave me a bit more courage than I might have had otherwise. “I’m not going to be part of your plan, Ramona. If you don’t want me to talk, you’re just going to have to kill me.” I lifted my chin, giving her a look I hoped came off as properly defiant. “At least I got to truly live before you and the others in the Black Moon Society did me in.”

I closed my eyes, thinking of the women who’d changed my life. Sabrina Bishop, the sweet blonde witch who’d opened my eyes to the Unseen World and showed me just how magical a life of wizardry could be. Courtney Haddonfield, the vivacious soon-to-be head cheerleader of the Exeter-Cross Warlocks, now a witch because of my powers and my girl because of her love for me. And Irina Dragovich, the college’s curses teacher—a gorgeous, dark, half-mad goth who carried a vial of my blood in her tits and would gladly rip an army to shreds to secure a place in my bedchamber.

God, I was going to miss those girls. I loved them so much.

As I waited for the bolt of lightning or the toxic potion that would end my life, I slowly became aware of a low, rhythmic noise. When I realized what it was, I sat bolt upright in my chair, my cheeks beginning to burn.

Ramona Quigley was laughing.


Chapter Two

I opened my eyes. The scene before me looked the same as it had when I’d closed them—Professor Quigley in the center of the table, surrounded by Toby Heck and his cronies. None of them looked to be in a particularly joking mood, but the same couldn’t be said for the leader of the Black Moon Society. God help me, Professor Quigley looked like she was enjoying this.

I have to get out of here, I told myself, realizing for the first time just how much trouble we’d all gotten ourselves into. The Headmaster needs to know about this. There’s a conspiracy of blood mages right on Blackwater’s fucking doorstep!

Whatever I needed to do to escape, I decided right then and there to do it. Getting back to my women was my top priority—for when I’d closed my eyes, I’d realized a deep, primal truth.

I cared more about preserving their lives than I did my own.

Professor Quigley wiped a tear of mirth from the corner of her eye. “Kill you? Edwin Sawyer, I am the last person on this campus who would ever want to do you harm. I’m here to help you.”

“She’s offering you something incredible,” Toby Heck said, his voice telling me he was hoping I’d accept. “I’m not fucking with you, Eddie. You really ought to be treating Quig with more respect. She’s the real deal.”

“Oh, is she?” I asked, trying to conceal my anger. “Let me guess, Toby. She told you that you were a hero? That you’ve always been better than everyone else, and now your membership in the Black Moon Society can prove it?”

To my surprise, Toby’s laugh contained a touch of bitterness. “Of course not, dude. She told me that you’re the hero.”

“You’re the Awakener,” Matt added, as if this were so obvious it didn’t need to be spoken aloud. “The one who’s going to change things in the magical world forever. The one everyone’s going to try to…”

On Quigley’s other side, Henry made a gesture with his hand like slashing a knife across his throat. “Murder most foul,” he chuckled, adding an inexplicable y sound to the first syllable in murder. “Targeted political assassination. Right out of the Lavrans Ravensson playbook.”

“There is no playbook!” I shot back. “If there’s anyone on campus who’s been trying to kill us, it’s not the teachers. They nearly got themselves killed trying to protect us this semester!”

“Oh yes,” Professor Quigley replied, her smile growing. “The aura of protection around Blackwater. A spell that just so happened to sap the strength of the entire faculty, setting up their downfall at the hands of an inviolate. I suppose you think I was the one responsible for that, don’t you?”

As a matter of fact, I did. “You weren’t as affected as the other teachers,” I said, remembering the way Quigley had still been able to laugh and joke and sit up straight in her chair during the Grand Conjuration while most of the teachers were too exhausted to do much more than grade their students. “The pact didn’t drain your powers the way it did everyone else’s.”

I thought I’d hit a bulls-eye, but Professor Quigley merely scoffed. “Of course it did,” she said, rolling her eyes. All at once her manner changed, and she cast sideways glances at her new disciples. “Do you really want to know how I kept myself from tiring during the semester, Edwin? I’ll show you, if it will help convince you I’m serious about what I’m offering.”

This was the opening. I sensed it. If I played along here, I just might be able to convince Quigley I could be swayed.

“What are you offering?” I asked.

For a moment, Professor Quigley was once again the mild-mannered gardening addict who I never would have pegged as hurting a fly. “I’m offering you the only thing that matters, Edwin,” she said, making it sound like I’d hurt her feelings by resisting her for so long. “Power. Observe.”

Professor Quigley rose from behind the bench.

Toby and the others started, but none of them moved to stop her as she made her way over to me. Her gaze remained fixed on mine as she walked, a playful smile dancing at the edges of her mouth.

I couldn’t tell if she was about to kiss me or kill me.

As it turned out, she did neither. When she was a step or two away from the chair I’d been trussed up in, she reached up and seized one of the little hornet earrings she always wore. A quick tug removed it from her earlobe. When it left, she slumped over slightly, as if an invisible weight had just settled onto her shoulders.

“I hate doing that,” she said with a shudder. “Here, Edwin. Look.”

I did. For a moment, I saw nothing but a piece of jewelry. Then the hornet’s tiny stinger caught the light and began to glow. A deep, golden aura emanated from its core. My eyes widened.

“It’s a cursed shard,” I whispered, amazed. “Your earrings are cursed shards.”

“Not cursed,” Professor Quigley whispered. “Just infused with blood magic. You’ve been pierced with one yourself, so you already know how it works. The material must be touching flesh or blood in order for the magic to work. The spells are keyed to my blood, as well, so even if the earrings fell into the wrong hands the magic would fail to work.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I’d ever let them out of my sight. They’re my favorites. Bought them at a farmer’s market years ago.”

“You bought cursed shards at a farmer’s market?” I blurted.

She was already shaking her head. “They were just earrings when I bought them,” she explained with a chuckle. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, Edwin. Blood magic is incredibly powerful. My shards kept me from experiencing the same fatigue as the rest of Blackwater’s faculty this semester—they kept me from losing my magic. Think what this kind of power could do for you, young man.”

My mind whirled. I stared down at the little hornet pin in Quigley’s palm, considering my next move. If a shard that tiny could resist the effects of the malfunctioning aura of protection, then blood magic really was the real deal. There was power in what Quigley offered; the kind of power that meant me and my women would never be threatened by anyone, ever again.

At the same time, I wondered if I could grab that pin and jab the tiny stinger directly into Professor Quigley’s eye. Would I be able to escape, or would I just be sealing my own death warrant?

“So blood magic protected you,” I grunted, lifting my gaze. “But blood magic is evil, Professor Quigley.”

“Evil?” Quigley laughed. “No, Edwin. Blood magic is just a tool. And a tool is only as good or evil as the person using it.”

I shook my head. “If you’re really not evil, then prove it,” I said. “Let me go.”

“Do you think I plan to keep you here forever?” Quigley asked. “Edwin, be reasonable. The world of magic is in crisis. Blackwater is unable to protect its own campus, Lavrans Ravensson is putting his own agenda over the rest of the magical world, and there are monsters attacking our school’s most promising students. We can’t afford to play by the old rules any longer. You can’t afford it.” She sucked her teeth. “I really thought you would jump at the opportunity to join us. For God’s sake, you let Irina Dragovich take your blood and carry it in a vial over her heart—that’s so close to forbidden that half the school thinks she’s the leader of the Black Moon Society instead of me. You’ve been dancing so close to the edge that I assumed you were ready to take the plunge. If not for you, then certainly for Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield.”

I said nothing. Unfortunately, the anger in my eyes did all the talking for me. So much for convincing Ramona Quigley I could be converted into one of the bad guys.

Quigley sighed as she stuck the hornet earring back into her ear. “If I free one of your hands, will you promise not to try anything stupid? There’s something you ought to see, and you should have the liberty of holding it in your hand rather than having it held before your face.”

Slowly, I nodded. “Scout’s honor,” I said, mentally crossing my fingers.

Professor Quigley scoffed. “I don’t believe you ever were a Boy Scout,” she said, turning back to the dais. “Toby!”

Toby Heck gave a start. “Yes?”

“Untie Mr. Sawyer’s right hand,” she said, stepping back around the table and sitting down heavily. “If I remember correctly, he’s a lefty. Then give him the folder.”

The folder? My gaze traveled to the thick envelope sitting in front of Matt. I’d been wondering what was inside it since I’d woken up—part of me feared it contained some sort of nasty surprise Professor Quigley would use for my interrogation. Evidently, it held something quite different.

Toby licked his lips as he came forward. “Nice and easy, Eddie boy,” he said, reaching for the rope around my right wrist. “I know you probably hate me right now, my guy, but trust me—there’s gonna come a time when we all sit around the table with a few beers and laugh about this moment…”

“Toby,” I hissed, keeping my voice low. “I don’t believe you’re evil. Just kind of a jackass.”

He looked honestly taken aback. “Gee, thanks,” he said, a rakish smile curling the corner of his mouth. “You’re kind of an asshole sometimes, too, Edwin. But you’re all right. Everything’s gonna be fine.”

As he reached for my wrist, I fixed him with a glare. “Get me out of here and I’ll tell Lavrans this was our plan all along,” I whispered. “That you were in on the whole thing. You’ll be a hero, instead of a heretic.”

For a moment, I dared hope I was getting through. Despite his apparent heel turn to the enemy, I truly didn’t believe Toby Heck wished anyone ill—least of all me or my girlfriends. He might have been an overly-naive, super-caffeinated weirdo, but certainly he wasn’t evil.

Then Toby frowned. “You still don’t get it, Edwin,” he said, sounding sad. “Lavrans isn’t the hero you think he is. None of us are safe with him, whether you like it or not.”

“He’s a liar,” Quigley said, proving she’d heard me all along. “A liar. A manipulator. And we have proof.”

Proof?

My surprise must have shown on my face. “This is what we’ve been trying to tell you, man!” Toby said, nodding like a bobblehead. “You’re being lied to! The truth is out there, dude! You just have to know where to look—”

“Can it,” I snapped. I didn’t believe Toby—and I couldn’t believe Professor Quigley, either. Lavrans fought the inviolate with us, risked his own life to save ours. Hell, he handed me his spear when the damage he took from that monster forced him out of the fight. Could someone who was truly evil do all that?

Of course not.

Toby finished untying the knot around my wrist. I flexed my arm, the needles and pins in my fingers gradually retreating. I wished they’d freed the wrist with the digital familiar on it so I could check the time, see if I had any notifications about my mana. But Professor Quigley was too smart for that.

“Alright, I’ve got a hand free now.” I nodded in the direction of the file. “If you’ve got proof, then let’s see it. Show it to me.”

Quigley’s lips curled into a satisfied smirk. “I knew you’d come around. Toby, give him the file.”

Matt handed the manila envelope to Toby, who brought it over to me. He started to give it to me as-is before remembering I only had one hand free, then he untied the top flap and pulled the sheets of paper within an inch or so out of the slit.

“Everything you need to know about the real Lavrans Ravensson is inside,” Quigley said with relish. “His experiments, his betrayals, his lies. He’s been using Blackwater as his personal playground for decades, Edwin. All of the teachers have.”

I wondered if she was thinking about Irina Dragovich when she said that.

Opening the folder one-handed was a challenge. I shot a look at Professor Quigley, silently entreating her to free my left hand as well, but no dice. My fingers trembled as I removed the first page and spread it out on my knee, taking my time to ensure I didn’t drop the page and send it fluttering to the floor.

It was covered in diagrams. It looked like nothing so much as one of those boards from a TV show or movie, full of photos of people tied together with twine that supposedly illustrated the ‘conspiracy’ knitting them all together. I recognized a few names near the top—the deans and headmasters of other magical colleges on the East Coast—but for the most part, it might as well have been Greek to me.

Professor Quigley clearly didn’t think so. “You see?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat. “When you look at the whole picture, it’s undeniable.”

I stared, not comprehending. “This is just gibberish,” I protested.

Quigley blinked. “Look,” she demanded, gesturing. “Every magical college on the East Coast has a corresponding chapter of the Black Moon Society. Hidden, of course, so that it isn’t stamped out.” Her finger traveled over the page, casting a shadow. “And each of them has a high-ranking member of the faculty who was either once mentored by Lavrans Ravensson or worked beside him.”

That… didn’t sound like evidence of much to me. Sure, you could argue that the academic culture in the magical world was too insular, but that applied just as strongly to the mundane world as well. I felt pretty certain the deans of Harvard and Yale and Princeton all knew each other—why not Blackwater and Miskatonic?

Quigley could tell from the look on my face that she was losing me. “Perhaps this is a bit too complicated to be summed up easily,” she admitted, frowning faintly. “But the slip at the bottom of the stack ought to be crystal clear. It’s a photograph taken three weeks ago, by one of our members tasked with keeping tabs on Lavrans Ravensson.”

I gave a start. The Black Moon Society had spies watching the faculty? It shocked me so deeply that it took several moments for the image on the glossy photo at the bottom of the pile to register. It showed Lavrans standing at the mouth of an alley between two buildings. I recognized the spot—it was a narrow lane about two blocks away from the faculty offices, in the direction of the Wand and Anchor. I passed it every time I visited the Allways for lessons in Lavrans’s Sanctum.

Lavrans was not alone in the picture. A figure stood behind him a step or two inside the shadows of the alley, grinning as the two of them conversed. I could just barely make out the figure’s silhouette.

But what I saw turned my blood to ice in an instant.

“I think you must already know what you’re looking at,” Professor Quigley said. She sounded too smug by half, but considering what she’d just shown me she had something of a right to be smug. “If you need confirmation, I suggest you bring this picture to your friend Kendra Baines. Ask her if she recognizes the man our dear Headmaster is having a secret rendezvous with.”

I would later just to be certain, but I already knew I wouldn’t need to. The description Kendra gave me at the hospital said it all. Her words came back to me as if I were sitting across from her once more, listening as the steady pulse of her heart monitor slowly ticked faster with the memory of her fear.

It looked like a person, she’d told me. Right up until it didn’t. It smiled just a little too wide to be human. When it realized I spotted it, it came at me…

Jesus.

It was the thing that attacked the leader of Exeter-Cross’s cheerleading squad. Not an inviolate—a demon. A being from Hell, capable of mimicking a human just long enough to stalk its prey before striking.

I swallowed hard. I could taste acid in the back of my throat, like I’d drunk too much coffee on an empty stomach. I hoped that somewhere, my women were sitting around laughing and drinking coffee without a single care in the world, oblivious to what was happening to me. As unlikely as that sounded.

Because God help me, I was beginning to believe Ramona Quigley.

“There has to be another explanation for this,” I muttered. It sounded lame even to my own ears, and it was no surprise when Toby and the others started shaking their heads. “I refuse to believe our Headmaster let a demon run free on campus.”

“Edwin, he summoned the demon,” Professor Quigley said gravely. “It was always acting on his command—at his beck and call. It was his servant, the same way that raven he gave you is yours.”

No way. I couldn’t believe Lavrans would stoop to using a creature like that as a familiar. Could he?

The mention of Squawk made me wonder where the oversized bird had gone to. Hopefully he’d taken off the moment Toby Heck and the others grabbed me, then flew to Courtney’s house and explained what happened in cryptic two-word phrases. But if Irina hadn’t come running by now, then it was clear my harem had no idea where I was being held captive.

Something horrible occurred to me. “Toby. You didn’t hurt Squawk, did you?”

His expression twisted. “What!? How can you possibly think I’d do a thing like that, Eddie?”

“I don’t know,” I shot back. “You’re performing blood magic, you’re part of an evil cult—I just kind of figured random animal sacrifice came with the territory.”

He barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “I didn’t hurt your familiar, Edwin. But you didn’t think Lavrans loaned you that creature out of the goodness of his heart, did you?” Toby Heck rubbed the stubble on his chin, his eyes gleaming. “Dude, he’s Odin. His ravens are famous for being spies—it’s in all the old Norse myths. He’s been using that bird to keep tabs on you.”

I know everything that goes on at my university. Lavrans’s words, said to me in his Sanctum over a mug of mead. He’d warned me, hadn’t he?

Okay, maybe that part was true. It still didn’t mean Lavrans was some kind of traitor.

But that picture of him with the demon…

No. There had to be a reason. There had to be an explanation.

“It’s not just the demon,” Professor Quigley was saying. “Although that would be bad enough. “We have his journals, Edwin. His documents. Although he was careful never to directly implicate himself in anything that could bring shame upon the school, his notes are filled with enough hints and hearsay that a disciplinary council would have no choice but to force the Headmaster to abandon his post. The documents you’re holding in your hand are enough to bury Lavrans Ravensson—to destroy his reputation and fracture his power base. We have copies, of course. Backups.”

“Of course,” I repeated. God, there were so many files in this envelope. Even if each one had an alternate explanation of some kind, they at the very least added up to a rather grim picture of what Lavrans must have been doing behind the scenes. And when added to that picture of him with the demon…

“We believe he must have been aware of us collating this information,” Professor Quigley explained. “It’s why he set up the disaster at the Grand Conjuration in the first place.”

“Set up how?” I asked, anger filling my tone. I didn’t want to think about it, but what if Quigley were right?

“Lavrans knew the Black Moon Society was back on campus. He knew we were collecting information on him—spying on him the same way he spies on everyone else at this school. But he didn’t know which of us was the traitor. So he arranged for all of us to meet an untimely end.”

Bile burned my tongue. Kill all five of Blackwater’s department heads at once? I knew someone was either evil or insane enough to try and make it happen. The proof was there at the Grand Conjuration, where that monster dropped out of the Thunder Stone and tried to slaughter us all with its cursed shards. But the idea that one of the teachers could have been behind it felt abhorrent.

Lavrans being behind it felt even worse.

“But Lavrans was hit, too,” I protested, trying to come up with something capable of overriding the folder full of evidence in front of me. “Just like you, Professor Quigley. If Sabrina, Courtney and I hadn’t sprung into action when we did, he would have died along with the rest of the people on that stage!”

“Oh, Edwin,” Quigley said, shaking her head. “It would be easy for him to fake a thing like that. He never lost his staff, after all. He could have called upon it at any time to shrug off the creature’s effects, and walked away from the tragedy while the rest of us were sent to our graves. The only reason he didn’t is because of how quickly you and your girlfriends acted to stop the monster.”

Something about that didn’t make sense. Ramona was conflating things, I knew it, and if I could just spend a few minutes thinking it over, I felt certain I could come up with some holes in her logic. If she’d just give me the time.

Unfortunately, she didn’t seem inclined.

Professor Quigley rolled up her sleeve and glanced down at her watch. “Goodness, we’re really running low on time,” she said, shaking her head and clicking her tongue as if this were just a lecture in danger of going over schedule. “It won’t be long before Blackwater calls out the troops, if they haven’t already. We’ll need to adjourn this meeting.”

Shit. I had a sneaking suspicion what was going to happen next. And that I wasn’t going to like it.

“Listen, I believe you,” I said, grabbing hold of whatever straws I could. “I don’t know what Headmaster Ravensson has been up to, but there’s clearly something here. Something that deserves to be investigated.” I braced myself, marshaling my courage. “I also believe you when you say you don’t want to hurt me. If that’s true, then you have to let me go. Please.”

Professor Quigley looked conflicted. “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said, glancing over at Toby Heck and his friends. “I really wish you’d come with us of your own free will, Edwin. I had hoped that finding out the truth about Lavrans Ravnesson would bring you into the fold. For now, though, you’re going to have to come with us—”

But suddenly I was doing no such thing.

The door to the interrogation chamber flew off its hinges, then soared across the room and slammed into the opposite wall. The sound was deafening. Professor Quigley threw her hands over her ears, but barely had time to react as a black shadow shot from the doorway, howling and wriggling.

In a flash, Quigley was off her feet and up against the wall. A half-dozen tendrils of darkness lashed themselves around her wrists and ankles, squeezing tighter than fists. She cried out, while Toby and the others scattered in fear.

I couldn’t blame them. Standing before Professor Quigley was the one person on Earth she wanted least to see. Someone with the beauty of a fallen angel and a look of murder in her eyes.

Irina Dragovich.

Her face contorted with rage as she drew her tendrils tighter. “I should have known it would be you,” she spat—literally spat, turning her face to the side like someone performing a folk ritual to shield themselves from evil. “What did you do with Edwin, you bitch? Where is my man?”

Professor Quigley had just enough strength to wheeze. “Behind you.”

Irina dropped the blonde like a sack of potatoes. In the blink of an eye she was on me, her tendrils ripping away the ropes binding me to the chair, her hands roaming around my body in a way that had nothing to do with checking me for injuries.

“Little fox,” she said, tears springing to her eyes. “Are you all right, my beloved? Were you harmed? Did they take your blood?”

I shook my head. “She just wanted to talk,” I said, bringing my hands to Irina’s sides. God damn but it felt good to hold my woman after what I’d just been through. “She wasn’t going to hurt me. Irina, it’s her. She’s the leader of the campus’s chapter of the Black Moon Society—”

It was as far as I got before Irina kissed me.

In my defense, having that gorgeous woman’s mouth open against mine tended to rob me of my thoughts. Well, except for one thought in particular.

But that could wait until we got back to Courtney’s place.

“Oh my darling,” Irina groaned, her voice on the edge of anguish. “You have no idea how worried we all were about you. Even with the vial undisturbed, I was certain you’d been killed. After everything else that’s happened, to lose you would be unendurable!”

Everything else?

“What do you mean, ‘everything else’?” I asked. “The Grand Conjuration?”

When Irina pulled back, there were tears in her eyes. A look of confusion flickered across her face. “You do not know? They did not tell you?”

Tell me what!?

The feelings of dread I’d experienced a few moments ago were nothing like this. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up as an invisible fist took hold of my guts and twisted them, sending a wave of panic up my spine.

“The girls,” I blurted, praying it wasn’t true. “Tell me they’re all right, Irina. Now.”

“Freeze!”

I glanced over my shoulder. A half-dozen robed figures were following Irina into the room—I recognized them as campus security guards, the same ones who’d been in charge of watching over the Grand Conjuration. They filed into the room like a SWAT team, wands at the ready, surrounding Professor Quigley and her crew.

Behind them stood a slender blonde girl and an athletic redhead, both of them on the verge of tears. The instant I saw them, relief burst like a dam inside of me.

Sabrina. Courtney.

They were safe.

“Oh thank fuck!” Courtney reached me first, grabbing me from the side as she sank to the ground next to my chair. “You’re okay! Holy shit, we were so scared…!”

Sabrina joined her from the opposite side a moment later, both of them babbling and sobbing as we reunited at last. Irina didn’t look too pleased to be sharing me with my two witch girlfriends, but she backed off and straightened up, brushing down the sides of her revealing gown.

“We thought they’d gotten you too,” Sabrina whispered, clutching me tight. “Irina said you had to be alright, because the blood in her little vial wasn’t disturbed, but who knows what kind of powers these Black Moon bastards have…”

With an effort, I managed to dislodge myself from my harem girls. “Got me too?” I asked, looking around the room for some clue. “What are you talking about? What the hell happened while Quigley had me captive?”

Irina turned to Professor Quigley, her eyes burning with renewed fury. “Ramona Quigley, you are under arrest,” she growled, gesturing for the guards with their wands to move forward. “For membership in the forbidden Black Moon Society, for kidnapping Edwin Sawyer…”

Her next words froze my heart.

“...and the murder of Headmaster Lavrans Ravensson.”


Chapter Three

“Murder?” I blurted.

An urge to laugh welled up inside of me. Lavrans Ravensson, dead? No, it couldn’t be possible. The man was Odin, he was thousands of years old. The closest thing to a demigod that humanity had, along with the rest of the teachers at Blackwater University.

He and the rest of the faculty had taken a black eye at the Grand Conjuration, sure. But for one of them to be murdered? No. It couldn’t be so.

And yet Irina sounded so certain.

The only person in the room who looked nearly as shocked was Professor Quigley herself. Her face cycled through several emotions in the span of a few heartbeats: shock, disbelief, sadness, and then anger. As I watched her, I had a sudden realization.

She didn’t know, I thought. No more than I did. Whatever happened, she didn’t do it.

“Dead?” Quigley sputtered. “Headmaster Ravensson is dead?”

“As if you didn’t already know that,” Irina growled. “Were it up to me, Quigley, I’d kill you right here and now. No need for a jury or a trial—just a willing executioner and a quick sentence. Luckily for you, this country is more civilized than the one I grew up in.”

Professor Quigley was already shaking her head. “I didn’t kill the Headmaster,” she said, making it sound like the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “Irina, I’m trying to get him arrested! You have no idea the kind of schemes he’s mixed up in—”

“You’re right, I don’t,” Irina snarled. “And I don’t want to. It doesn’t matter anymore. Our leader is dead, Quigley! Dead by your hand! Do you have any idea what is going to happen to this school now?”

I should have been more invested in their confrontation, but all I could do was sit. The thick crust of disbelief I’d retreated into when Irina first said the word murder was beginning to crack, and a confusing wellspring of emotion coursed through me.

He was dead. My mentor was dead.

The man who’d gotten me my place at Blackwater. Who’d given me the digital familiar on my wrist and the living one who so often perched on my shoulder.

Who I’d just learned was consorting with demons in his free time—one of which was the same demon that attacked Courtney’s best friend.

What the hell was going on?

“I need to see him,” I blurted.

Both women stopped arguing. Irina turned to me, her face the very picture of sympathy. “Edwin, my darling…”

Nothing held me to the chair any longer. I rose from it, noting with pride the way Sabrina and Courtney flanked me like it was the most natural thing in the world to support me. A guard was clapping Professor Quigley, Toby, and the others in magical handcuffs, their faces so grim I suspected some of them were tempted to give Irina a few minutes alone with the Black Moon members.

“Where is he?” My throat was suddenly dry; I cleared it, stamping on the sadness deep inside of me. I could work through that later. “The Headmaster, where’s his body?”

Irina gave me a strange look. “You always did know the right questions to ask, my love. Of course you would cut directly to the heart of the matter.”

I had no idea what she meant. “Where?”

“His Sanctum,” Irina said. “The Headmaster had several documents laid out detailing what to do in the event of his untimely demise. His will on this one point is clear: as soon as possible, the other members of the faculty are to meet in his Sanctum for the reading of these documents. They lay out what will become of Blackwater University now that we have lost its leader, and what Lavrans wishes done with his remains and personal effects.”

His remains. A chilling thought.

“That’s happening now, I assume,” I said.

Irina nodded. “The only thing delaying it was locating you, my love. With your disappearance happening so close to the Headmaster’s murder, it was assumed… well, we all believed that you’d been assassinated as well.”

I shook my head. “The Black Moon grabbed me,” I said. “Using Toby Heck as bait.”

Irina’s gaze sharpened. “Ah, yes. Mr. Hughes. What a disappointment he turned out to be.”

I grimaced. “Don’t let them be too hard on him,” I said. “You and I both know he’s not evil—just an idiot. He told me he was going to find the Black Moon, and that’s exactly what he did.”

Irina just shrugged. “That will be for the authorities to decide.” She paused, nibbling on her bottom lip. “You wish to go now, darling? To the Sanctum?”

Hmm? “Yes,” I said, nodding wearily. Now that I was out of my seat, I realized just how taxing being a captive of the Black Moon Society had been. My legs wobbled beneath me, a mixture of adrenaline crash and the exhaustion of being trussed up and carted off to some dank basement. “The other teachers should know I’m alive. And it’s like you said—we need to find out what Lavrans had to say to all of us.”

“I wish we had a little time,” Irina confessed. “The fear that gripped me when I thought I might lose you… it frightened me, Edwin. And I am not frightened easily.”

I doubted she was.

Irina sidled a little closer. “There are things I promised myself in the depths of my despair I would do if I were ever given the privilege of seeing you again,” she said with an impish smile. “I’m certain your other women made very similar promises.”

From the way both Sabrina and Courtney were holding onto me, I felt certain they were ready to do everything Irina planned to promise and more. I won’t lie, the thought of blowing off everything to spend a night or three in my girlfriend’s mansion with my harem held a definite appeal. Especially with the news of Lavrans’s death and Quigley’s betrayal still raw in my heart.

But we had work to do. Irina knew that ‘welcoming me back’ would have to wait.

“Soon,” I promised her. I favored the goth teacher with my most winning smile, then glanced at each of my girls over my shoulders. “Trust me, I spent most of my time tied up thinking about the party we’d been about to head over to before Toby and the Black Moon snatched me. I’m expecting one hell of a rain check out of all of you.”

“You’ll get it,” Sabrina whispered, sounding as serious as I’d ever heard her.

“We’re just so happy that you’re alive,” Courtney added, her hand straying perilously close to a place that would have been indecent for her to grab in front of others. “You scared the hell out of us, Edwin. If that party wasn’t going to be the best night of your life before, it’s certainly going to be now…”

No man could hear a compliment like that and not feel about ten feet tall. It made me feel so good that I could almost forget I’d just heard about the Headmaster’s untimely demise. Almost.

“I’m going to hold all of you to that later,” I promised the trio. “But right now, I want to go to the Sanctum. I can’t really believe someone killed Headmaster Ravensson. Part of me’s still thinking it has to be some kind of trick.”

And it wasn’t just me. The longer I looked at Sabrina and Courtney, the clearer it became that both of them expected some kind of dramatic reversal from the Headmaster’s meeting as well. None of us could really believe that Lavrans was dead. Not me, and not the women who loved me. There had to be some kind of catch.

That was the other reason I wanted to rush to the Sanctum as soon as possible. If the rest of Blackwater’s department heads were about to get important news, I wanted to be right beside them when they heard it.

“I swear, I had nothing to do with this!” Quigley looked desperately around the room, entreating me with her eyes. “I would never hurt the Headmaster! Of course I know he’s corrupt, and I want his secrets brought to light! But I only wanted to ruin his career, not his bloody life!”

“Save it for your lawyer,” Irina shot over her shoulder. “You’ll need a good one.”

“Eddie!” Toby Heck squirmed in his handcuffs, even more frantic than the woman who’d drafted him. “You’re not gonna let them do this to me, right? I mean, come on, man! We’re buddies! Discovering the secrets of the Black Moon together and all that!”

I glanced over at Irina. She slowly shook her head.

“No can do, Toby,” I told him. “Look at it this way. You’re about to be front page news!”

With anyone else I knew, this would have failed to cheer them up. But Toby Heck was different. His eyes lit up as if he were already picturing his mugshot on page one.

“Hell yeah!” he cried, laughing as two of the campus guards led him away. “Chicks dig bad boys, right?”

“Mr. Hughes.” Irina made an irritated sound as she watched the guards cuff the Black Moon and march them down the hall. “What a waste.”

“He really doesn’t deserve it,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Him or any of the other students.”

“Well, I doubt any of them knew what they were really getting into.” Irina snorted. “I doubt the magical justice system is going to be all that interested in throwing the book at a first-time offender. Particularly one who’d already made a show in public of stating his intentions of infiltrating the Black Moon.” She took my hand, a surprising amount of tenderness in the gesture. “They’ll be fine, Edwin. Come on. Let’s go.”

Irina led me up a set of concrete stairs. A few moments later we emerged into the sunlight, and I found myself surprised to discover that we were still on campus. Professor Quigley hadn’t taken us far—she and her cronies had barely dragged us a full block, taking us over to one of the buildings used to house janitorial items and minor staff offices.

The wind was chilly despite the warmth of the day. I would have brought a jacket with me if I’d known I was going to be captured by a group of crazy blood mages. We saw no one as we walked, save for college security personnel, which didn’t surprise me. Winter Break had officially begun at both Blackwater University and Exeter-Cross college, meaning magical and mundane students alike had vacated the campus.

It was supposed to be a time for students to rest and recharge. Also to celebrate, if they were first-years, for having successfully completed their Grand Conjurations and gained access to their majors.

I doubted there’d be much celebrating over the next few weeks.

“That damned gardening club,” Irina whispered as we made our way down a narrow lane between two buildings. “I should have known it was a cover for something far more insidious. No one gets dirt under their fingernails when they have magic at their disposal—not unless they’re getting paid or they have something wrong with them. To think that Quigley was behind all of this!”

“I like gardening,” Courtney protested. “I was considering joining the Terra Club, actually…”

“Listen,” I said, cutting off Irina before she could deliver some clever remark. “Before we go to this meeting, there’s something I need to put out there. I think Quigley is innocent.”

Irina turned to me, disbelief written across her features. “You think the blood magic user is innocent?”

Part of me wanted to bring attention to the vial of my own blood secreted between the pale woman’s heavy tits, but I held myself back. “Not innocent innocent. She’s still part of a forbidden secret society. But I don’t think she hurt Lavrans. She seemed even more shocked than I was when she heard he was dead.”

“She’s a good actress,” Irina protested. “Anyone working for the Black Moon would have to be.”

“Besides, she’s evil,” Courtney added. “Right? I mean, the Black Moon Society were the ones sending inviolates and demons to attack the campus. They’re the ones who almost killed poor Kendra…”

I swallowed hard. “That actually might not be the case,” I said. I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure none of the campus guards were staring, then pulled Quigley’s file folder out from where I’d stuffed it into the side of my pants and hidden it with my shirt. “You should take a look at this…”

As we walked, I handed the pages to Sabrina, Courtney and Irina. The papers passed from hand to hand, accompanied by soft gasps or sounds of confusion as my women struggled to understand what they were looking at. One photo, however, needed no explanation.

The one of Lavrans with the demon.

Both Sabrina and Courtney froze in their tracks when they saw it. “That’s him,” the cheerleader whispered, the color draining from her face. “That’s the monster Kendra saw.”

“The demon that tried to kill her.” Sabrina’s voice grew hard. “What the hell is the Headmaster doing talking to it?”

“I don’t know,” I told the group. “But I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

Irina glanced at the photo, frowning. “There could be some explanation,” she said, her tone artificially breezy. Clearly she didn’t like what she was seeing. “Our Headmaster is a complicated man. He’s looking more complicated by the minute…”

Irina turned over the next page—and stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk. Clutched in her fist was the first page Professor Quigley had shown me to try and convince me Lavrans Ravensson was up to no good. The diagrams and strange runes made no sense to me, but evidently Irina understood them perfectly.

“This… no,” she whispered. “Edwin, is this Lavrans’s handwriting?”

Something told me she already knew. She just wanted confirmation.

“Yes,” I said, barely glancing down at the page. I knew it well enough to be certain; after all, he’d been training me for weeks. The Headmaster had given me plenty of homework assignments, most of them scribbled down on whatever paper he had at hand. “Lavrans Ravensson made this diagram, Irina. What does it mean?”

A barely concealed shudder shook Irina’s frame. “It’s an incantation,” she explained, her voice tinged with horror. “Actually, a series of incantations, interlinked like the loops in a suit of chainmail. The artistry would be beautiful, if the results were not so horrible.”

Horrible? “What do they do?”

Irina grimaced. “Unleashed, they would wreak havoc on the campus. They appear to be designed to bind a large number of people—perhaps a dozen or so—simultaneously. Once ensnared, the incantations would force them to perform the caster’s will, under the threat of numerous curses and hexes too forbidden for me to even speak of.” Her voice dripped with anger now. “Merely possessing a scroll like this is an appalling crime. Putting its powers into practice would be an abomination.

Holy shit. I had no idea. No wonder Professor Quigley seemed so certain that looking at the scroll would sway me.

“How many people could the incantation bind?” I asked. A dreadful idea had just entered the back of my mind—one I desperately wanted Irina to tell me was wrong. “Would it matter whether they were wizards or mundanes?”

Irina shook her head. “As I said, a dozen at most,” she said gravely. “Perhaps thirteen—it’s a significant number in certain schools of magic, and not unlucky the way so many in the mundane world assume it to be. As far as the magical might of those targeted, it would matter not a whit.”

That suspicion was getting worse all the time. “So it wouldn’t matter if the targets were, say… teachers at the school?”

There. I’d said it.

This time, it was Irina who swallowed hard before continuing. “It would not.”

“Jesus,” Courtney whispered.

“I think we may need to consider the possibility that Headmaster Ravensson was a member of the Black Moon Society himself.”

My girlfriends and I stopped in our tracks.

“What?” Sabrina asked. “But Quigley’s the one running the Black Moon…”

“You forget,” Irina said with a rueful smile. “I once counted myself a member of that organization. They frequently deploy multiple cells—outer ones as well as inner—without letting those at the lower levels of the cult know they are doing so. It’s possible Quigley has no idea she and Lavrans served the same master. It’s even likely.”

“No, there has to be some other explanation,” I insisted. “So the scroll is evil, okay. What if Lavrans was holding onto it specifically so it couldn’t fall into the Black Moon’s hands? It seems like the sort of thing he would do.”

“Perhaps.” Irina didn’t sound certain. “One thing I do know: this dossier calls a great many things considering our Headmaster into question. For now, my beloved, I would ask that we keep this information under our hats.”

I nodded. “Of course. We’ll do the investigating, not the other teachers.”

Both Sabrina and Courtney nodded at that. “I won’t tell anybody,” the cheerleader chimed in.

“Me either,” Sabrina agreed. “Not until you tell us to, Edwin.”

“I would not be the one to cause a panic,” Irina said. “I suspect the services around our Headmaster will create enough grief among the student body without us having to add this to the top of the pile.”

Speaking of grief, we’d just arrived at our destination. The faculty building where Lavrans Ravensson kept his office—and his hidden passageway to the Allways—loomed over us, casting a deep shadow against the afternoon sky.

Irina stared up at the windows with a deep sigh. "Let's get this over with," she said, suddenly looking as if she were on the verge of tears. "I'm going to warn you, Edwin, you may wish to brace yourself before we enter the Sanctum. I'm told the Headmaster has been remarkably well-preserved, thanks to Blackwater's magic, but our meeting will be occurring with his body in the room. Oddly enough, it's part of the protocol."

"All right." That unnerved me a bit, but less than I expected. I'd been to enough funerals to be capable of handling a thing like that. "You don't have to worry about me, Irina."

"I know, my clever fox." Irina hugged me from the side, one of her breasts pressing against my shoulder. "I know."

We headed up the stairs. Courtney and Sabrina didn't follow.

"This meeting is... sensitive," Irina explained when I stopped and asked what was going on. "Only high-ranking Blackwater personnel are allowed to be in attendance. And you, of course."

I wondered if I could get away with breaking that rule. Sabrina and Courtney deserved to be there—they deserved to be with me, especially after what had just happened with the Black Moon. But before I could protest, both girls came up and gave me a hug.

"We'll be fine," Sabrina whispered. A girl as good as her always did seem to be able to read my mind. "Don't worry about us, Edwin. We'll be waiting."

"Go find out what's going on," Courtney said, wiping away a tear. "Then we'll all figure this out together."

We'd do more than that, I was sure. But for now, I tucked away thoughts of the reunion my harem and I were planning to have. I had a job to do.

Finding out Lavrans’s last wishes.


Chapter Four

The moment I stepped into the Sanctum, I found a familiar friend waiting for me.

Irina and I were the last to arrive for the meeting. As we stepped out of the Allways and into the lavish study where Lavrans went to get away from the world and to train me in the ways of Awakening, I found the entire roster of Blackwater's faculty already settled in. Professors Locke, Thurman, and Fym sat in comfortable chairs near the fire, looking frazzled as they sipped mead and coffee. Several other high-ranking officials with the college stood around nervously, eyeing the new furniture in the center of the room with wariness.

Maybe they were freaked out because of the giant silver coffin. Or perhaps it was the massive bird perched atop the lid that gave them pause.

"Edwin! Squawk!"

The bird took off like a rocket, sailing over the heads of those in attendance. For a moment Squawk’s shadow covered the study floor, blotting out the light from the chandeliers above. Then he was with me, settling on my shoulder. His weight felt as familiar as a well-loved sweater.

“There you are!” I said, stroking one of Squawk’s midnight-black wings. “I was wondering what happened to you, Squawk. Did you go running off to tell everyone what happened to me?”

“Squawk!” Squawk squawked. “Squawk help!”

Like some wizards’ familiars, Squawk had limited power of speech. Unfortunately, those limits extended to two word phrases only, mostly made up of monosyllabic words. It was up to me and those around me to sift through the tea leaves of Squawk’s declarations, often only understanding what he meant by a phrase hours or days later.

“I’m sure you did,” I told the bird. “I’m glad someone thought to bring you here.”

“That would have been me.”

The speaker was a tall blonde woman with a golden braid hanging all the way down her back. I knew Professor Freja Fym from her first-year Beast Taming classes, which had started out contentious and quickly grew to become some of my favorites. I’d been openly committed to Beast Taming as a major for most of my first semester, only considering the darker path offered to me by Irina once I realized I’d have to defend myself and my harem from monsters and inviolates who wanted me dead. She didn’t take it personally.

“Your familiar was the first sign we had that something had gone wrong,” Professor Fym explained. “After you were taken, he flew across the campus to the house you share with Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield. Of course, your bird was only able to give us limited information—”

“Edwin gone!” Squawk said, cocking his head to the side. “Toby took!”

Fym pulled a face as she nodded. “That’s the one. I had intended to bring your familiar back to its original owner for safekeeping, but after what happened with the Headmaster, I took the liberty of watching after him personally.” She glanced over her shoulder at the silver coffin in the middle of the room. “It was the least I could do.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“No need,” Fym whispered. She reached into a pocket of her robe and brought a handful of corn kernels—Squawk’s eyes lit up as she held them out, inviting the bird to peck them one at a time. “He’s a very good bird. Would you like to see Lavrans?”

I nodded gravely. “I suppose I’d better. Walk with me?”

“Certainly.”

Heads turned throughout the room at my approach. Professor Thurman rose from his seat, a mug of ale in his hand and his hammer sitting on the floor next to his chair. His eyes were red, and I could see that he’d been crying, which surprised the hell out of me.

“Lad,” the big man rumbled. His hand came down on my shoulder so hard I winced; his palm was the size of a catcher’s mitt. “It’s good that they found you. Our leader would have wanted you to be here.”

He sniffed hugely, wiping his face with the back of his free hand. I’d never seen the big warrior look so emotional before; the sight of him like that was almost disturbing.

“Odin gone!” Squawk let out a trilling whistle. “Odin cold!”

A couple people gave my familiar strange looks at that.

“Aye, indeed he is,” Thurman said. “Your bird is odd, young Sawyer. But it speaks the truth. As our Headmaster gave it to you, it must be acting in accordance with its master’s wishes.”

Someone snorted at that. “It’s a dumb animal,” Professor Locke protested. “Small wonder it’s putting the Headmaster’s condition in such blunt terms.”

My eyes met those of Professor Locke. The school’s illusions teacher, he had never been a man with a great deal of love for me. That was okay, as I didn’t have any love for him. Before Quigley revealed herself, it was Locke who’d been my top suspect as the leader of Blackwater’s chapter of the Black Moon Society.  The inspiration for the mischievous Norse god Loki, Professor Locke was every bit as stuck up, narcissistic and amoral as you’d expect him to be from a cursory reading of mythology. If not more so.

His eyes, I noticed, were dry. Unlike those of the other faculty members in the room (Professor Thurman excluded), I didn’t think he was holding anything back.

“Professor,” I said, inclining my head in his direction. “It’s good to see you.”

Locke sneered. “Sawyer. So Quigley was the traitor the whole time, eh? I was right again. No one else in this room saw her as a threat.”

“You accused every other member of this council of being a traitor,” Irina snapped. “Including our dearly departed Headmaster.”

“Well, he’s the one person we no longer have to question, isn’t he?” Locke said with a shrug. “He’s beyond us all now. Leaving only his documents behind.”

For a moment I stiffened, thinking Loki meant the file folder of dirt Quigley gave me. But he didn’t know that existed. He meant the will and testament we’d all come here to listen to the reading of.

And there was something else, too. The professor talked a good game, but I could see him sweating beneath those midnight-black locks. He doesn’t like this, I realized. Irina once said that Locke assumed he would become the new Headmaster of Blackwater if Lavrans ever retired. Now that the man is dead, he’s no longer certain if that will come to pass.

In fact, it seemed dreadfully unlikely. The two men hadn’t been on the best of terms when all of this went down. I could easily see Lavrans promoting Professor Fym instead, or Professor Thurman. Or even bringing in an outside administrator from Misktaonic or one of the other magical colleges on the East Coast.

I was still thinking about it when Fym nudged the small of my back. “Edwin.”

Right. The viewing.

Steeling my courage, I let Fym and Irina lead me to the coffin at the center of the room.

I had to hand it to Blackwater’s mages: they’d done a good job. To the untrained eye, Lavrans Ravensson looked as if he’d merely laid down for an afternoon nap. He reclined within the silver casket’s soft velvet interior, his arms resting over his chest and his eyepatch firmly strapped across his face. He wore a simple blue suit, rather than the extravagant Viking or samurai-inspired robes he frequently sported during campus assemblies.

The lid of the coffin glowed faintly in the light. I rested my fingers against it, wincing at the chill. Odin cold, I thought, glancing over at Squawk. He really is.

I waited. If this were all some clever ruse, if Lavrans had been waiting for the perfect moment to reanimate and make some grand announcement to the heads of Blackwater University, now would be when his eyes opened. When a smile curled at the corner of his mouth and life began to run through his limbs once more.

Nothing happened.

“I can’t believe it,” Irina gasped. Like me, this was her first time seeing the Headmaster. “Odin was the strongest of us. The longest lived. Honestly, I expected him to still be running things long after the rest of us went to our rewards beneath the ground.”

“How did this happen?” I demanded.

The few quiet conversations happening around the room ceased. My words must have come out harsher than I’d intended; whatever the reason, I now had the whole room’s attention.

Professor Fym didn’t hesitate. “Poison,” she said, gripping my side in a way that just barely met the school’s standards of propriety. “A very rare and powerful poison, placed within a cup of Headmaster Ravensson’s mead. I performed the scrying myself.”

“Scrying?”

“A sort of magical autopsy,” Fym continued without humor. “Non-invasive, or at least only invasive in the wizarding sense. It allowed me to confirm the truth of what happened.”

“She must have been a genius potion maker indeed to sneak it past Lavrans’s wards,” Professor Thurman growled. “The man took his personal security seriously. Anything he ate or drank came to him directly as a result of his own magic. The lengths she must have gone to betray him…”

I cleared my throat. “I don’t think it was Professor Quigley,” I whispered.

Thurman was out of his seat in an instant. So was Professor Locke.

“What?” For a moment, lightning flashed in Professor Thurman’s eyes, and I was reminded that this man was practically a demigod. “How could you know that, lad?”

“I suppose she told you she didn’t do it?” Professor Locke rolled his eyes, making a face. “Of course she’d say that. Anyone would. Honestly, if you’re that gullible, I’m starting to wonder what it was our Headmaster saw in you.”

“You take that back,” Irina snarled, showing her fangs. “Now.”

Locke gave Irina a withering look. “Your little boytoy is not above criticism—”

“That’s enough!”

The words silenced the room. Professor Fym’s hands were balled into fists; her eyes were staring at Lavrans, seeming to see nothing but the former Headmaster.

“This is the last thing Lavrans would have wanted,” the blonde Valkyrie insisted. “Everyone sit down. We’ll soon know the truth of what Professor Quigley did or did not do—incredibly powerful interrogators are sitting down with her and the other members of the Black Moon Society as we speak. Solving that mystery is not our job right now.” Her gaze lingered on the silver coffin a moment before returning to the group. “It’s to honor the memory of our founder and learn his final wishes.”

“Aye,” Thurman rumbled. “There will be time for this later. Sit, lad.”

I did. No one had brought a chair for me—probably by some order of Professor Locke—but a man rose from one of the seats near the rear of the room as soon as Thurman finished speaking, dragging the heavy chair along with him as she walked. He set it before me with a gesture then took his place at the head of the coffin. The room quieted.

“That’s Headmaster Ravensson’s attorney,” Irina whispered as she settled in beside me. “Malcolm Savage. He’ll be the one tasked with carrying out Lavrans’s final wishes.”

Malcolm could have been forty years old or four thousand: there was no way of telling. He looked as nondescript as any generic lawyer in a TV show or movie, though I had a hard time imagining a being as old as one of Blackwater’s teachers to allow their hair to thin out the way his had. He reached into his suit jacket and removed a pair of thick spectacles, settling them on his long nose as he cleared his throat.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” he said. He placed his briefcase on a nearby table and opened it, keeping it angled so that none of us on the other side of the room could see what was inside. “I understand that at least one of you was detained by representatives of the Black Moon Society.” He gave a little shudder. “You have my sympathies.”

It wasn’t so bad, I thought. I was more worried about what Blackwater’s interrogators might be doing to Professor Quigley and Toby Heck. Despite what they’d done to me, I didn’t want to see any of them tortured.

“I’ll keep this as brief as possible,” Savage said. “Most of Lavrans Ravensson’s will has nothing to do with Blackwater University, save for the fact that he left a substantial sum of money to the institution. His personal holdings: the mansion in Reykjavik, his apartments scattered through the continental US, his collections of rare books and magical artifacts—have all been bequeathed to various family members and individuals close to him. Some of you have already received notice of this. If you have not, and the Headmaster left you something, I’ll be meeting with you shortly.”

Interesting. I could have sworn the lawyer looked directly at me when he said that.

Had Lavrans updated his will in the few short weeks since taking on the job of my mentor? I found it hard to believe he’d had the time, yet it must have been a matter that held great importance to him. Otherwise there wouldn’t have been all this pomp and circumstance surrounding it.

“With regards to legacy…”

Savage gave his briefcase a long, lingering look. People sat up a little straighter in their seats; this was the part they wanted to hear about, regardless of how broken up they were over Lavrans’s death. We’d all come here to find out his wishes.

A vein in the lawyer’s jaw pulsed as he gave the interior of the suitcase one last glance. “There are three main points the late Headmaster wished to share with you—the people who will handle the difficult task of transition in his absence. The first is that a substantial sum has been set aside within the Ravensson estate to establish a new library on the school grounds, specializing in magical history and esoteric philosophy. Obviously any construction will have to be handled jointly with Exeter-Cross, as the two colleges occupy the same physical space, so there are executors on the mundane side who are at this moment showcasing the plans—”

“Oh for God’s sake!” Professor Locke groaned. “We’re really going to sit here and quibble over building plans? Get to the bloody point, man!”

It was rude as hell, and yet a small mutter of assent went through the crowd. Like Professor Locke, they too wanted the more important details.

“Very well,” Savage said stiffly. “As to the matter of the Headmaster’s remains, I can assure you that everything is perfectly in order. Mr. Ravensson requested a traditional burial, in the manner of his ancestors—his body to be loaded upon a Viking ship, pushed out into the Atlantic and set ablaze by a number of flaming arrows.”

“Good man,” Thurman rumbled.

“There is just,” Savage added, “one small caveat.”

I could feel the tension rising in the pause that followed.

Savage placed his hands on the transparent lid of the coffin for the first time, as if finally acknowledging the existence of the man within. Or perhaps he was hoping the gesture towards his employer would give him strength. “Mr. Ravensson requested—in writing, so that there could be no doubt—that his body remain in the Sanctum for a period of no less than thirty days.”

Next to me, Irina gasped.

“How strange!” she cried, one hand reaching for her throat. “But why?”

“Will he be… all right?” I asked, giving the coffin an uneasy glance. “Mundane viewings don’t usually last for more than a day or two. I mean…”

“He’ll be perfectly preserved, if that’s what you mean,” the lawyer insisted. “The enchantments on this casket are top of the line—we could leave him here for years and it would be like he just laid down an hour ago. That glass box they’ve got Lenin in over in Moscow could never compete.”

That was a bit better, if still morbid.

“A full month,” Thurman said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I wonder why?”

“There was no explanation in his will,” the lawyer explained. “But the document makes it very clear that Mr. Ravensson wished this. Strange as it is, we have the funds, and we have the magical technology. I can’t see a reason to deny his request.”

“So Odin will lay in state for a month,” Locke said, dismissing the man with a gesture. “Fine. He always did have a flare for the dramatic.”

“Takes one to know one,” Irina whispered, loud enough for the whole room to hear.

“That’s not the important part.” Locke was so keyed up he didn’t even respond to Irina’s taunt. “What happens to the college, Savage? Whom did Lavrans Ravensson name as his successor as Headmaster of Blackwater?”

If everyone looked interested before, now they were positively piqued. Irina gave my hand a squeeze, while Fym and Thurman stared so intently at Lavrans’s lawyer that it was a miracle he didn’t wilt.

Savage paused for so long I began to wonder if something was wrong. “As you all know, Lavrans Ravensson was no ordinary Headmaster,” he said, glancing through the glass at his employer’s frozen, upside-down features. “His tenure at Blackwater University extends from the year of its founding in 1893 to the present day—despite the numerous name changes and alterations of identity necessary to keep up the ruse. It’s not an exaggeration to say that Mr. Ravensson was Blackwater, in every way that matters.”

“Hear hear,” Professor Fym said firmly. Several other people nodded in approval.

“With that level of importance comes a commensurate level of responsibility,” Savage continued. “While other institutions of magical learning on the East Coast have decided their successions through meetings of their board of directors or via charters, there’s never been any doubt here that Lavrans Ravensson would hand-pick his successor. That he would choose the man—or woman—to take over the day-to-day operations of the college once he either retired or was no longer able to perform his duties. That he would choose who became the next him.”

The next Lavrans Ravensson. It sounded insane. Impossible.

And yet we were about to hear exactly that.

“Of course,” Professor Locke said smoothly. “None of us would dare say otherwise.”

He thinks it’s him, I realized. Suddenly all of it—Locke’s bearing, the thin sheen of sweat on his temples, the way his speech was even more clipped and sarcastic than normal—all came together to make sense. He believed he was about to be promoted.

Or he’s terrified that he isn’t.

I couldn’t believe Lavrans would choose Locke to succeed him. More likely it would be Professor Thurman, or possibly Professor Fym. Quigley would have caused an uproar, but there’s no way the Headmaster would have picked her—she wasn’t part of the pantheon. Ditto for Irina Dragovich.

Wait… Irina?

I glanced over at the dark, busty woman sitting next to me.

And realized for the first time that she looked absolutely scared shitless. 

“With all that in mind, I will now announce Mr. Ravensson’s decision,” the lawyer said. “It is final, and incontrovertible, as far as his legal documents are concerned. They’ve been filed in triplicate…”

He was dithering. We could all tell.

Finally, Savage sighed.

“The new Headmaster of Blackwater University, and heir to Lavrans Ravensson…”

The entire room waited as one.

“…is Mr. Edwin Sawyer.”


Chapter Five

For a moment, the entire room sat in stunned disbelief.

Then all hell broke loose.

Professor Locke was up and out of his seat in an instant, moving so quickly that the air rippled around his body. Before Savage could react, the dark-haired teacher had him up against the wall, knocking away his briefcase and wrapping a pale fist around his throat.

“No,” he snarled, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “It’s mine! Mine, you fool!”

Half a dozen people rose from their seats. Chairs fell over; the silver coffin at the center of the room shook as a pair of guards moved around either side of it, trying to stop Professor Locke before he throttled Lavrans’s lawyer on the spot. I sat frozen in my chair, one hand clutching Irina’s and the other in Professor Fym’s lap, with those words echoing over and over again in my head.

The new Headmaster of Blackwater University is Edwin Sawyer.

Edwin Sawyer.

Me.

“No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Me, in charge of the whole school? There must be some kind of mistake…”

I glanced over at Irina. She looked as shocked as I felt. Her pale cheeks had grown even paler with the lawyer’s proclamation, and her mouth was open in an ‘o’ so inviting and perfect it might have tugged my thoughts in different directions were it not for the news. I gave her a gentle shake, as if it might stir her out of her trance, but she didn’t move.

But Professor Fym did. Her hand left mine.

“Edwin?” she blurted, looking at me as if she were seeing me for the very first time. “You? The Headmaster’s successor?”

“It sounds as ridiculous to you as it does to me,” I muttered.

“Take it back,” Locke snarled, still squeezing the lawyer’s throat. “Dispense with this crude joke and tell us Odin’s actual wishes!”

Savage kicked against the wall, pulling back just enough to choke out a few syllables. “Those… are… Odin’s wishes!”

A hand came down on Professor Locke’s shoulder. Thurman’s. “Enough.”

He either didn’t feel it or was too angry to care. His fingers gripped Savage’s throat, squeezing harder, trying to put the words he’d spoken right back into his mouth.

“You will recant those words,” he snarled. “And then you will speak the truth—”

The air sang with a strangely musical note. A moment later, Professor Thurman’s hammer appeared in mid-air, slamming into his open hand like a slap.

“Loke!” he roared. “That’s enough!”

Professor Locke finally realized that a three-hundred-pound slab of muscle stood next to him; a living demigod in human form. The sight of Thor’s legendary hammer shocked him to his senses. His hand left the lawyer’s throat, and he took a step back, brushing his robes.

“You would attack me here?” he demanded. Somehow, he managed to sound like the offended party despite attempting murder only moments before. “Break our ancient covenant to protect a bloody lawyer?”

“He has done no wrong,” Thurman rumbled, his voice thick with emotion. “The words he speaks are only those Odin gave him. This is what Lavrans decided, old friend. Like it or not, this is his legacy.”

He turned to me, tears in his mighty eyes. “I know not why he chose you, lad,” he said, shaking his head with its shaggy blonde locks. “But choose you he has. You are lord of the Sanctum now, and Headmaster of Blackwater University.”

Thurman’s words echoed through the room. Professor Locke took a step backward as if bewildered, while every gaze in the room lingered on the tall blonde warrior in his passion and anguish.

Then, as one, they turned to me.

All of them. I felt the force of those gazes burning into me.

And fancied for just a heartbeat that deep within the coffin at the center of the room, I could hear the faint laughter of Lavrans Ravensson.

Savage rubbed at his throat. An angry bruise had already begun to rise in the shape of Locke’s fingerprints. “I assure you, Professor Locke, those are the Headmaster’s exact words.” His voice was a croak, and he winced at the sound. “Can someone help me with this?”

As one of the black-robed guards healed Savage with a spell, Locke processed the news. His shoulders rose and fell rapidly, his eyes blazing with fury. I was glad his specialty was illusions, rather than pyromancy—right then, he looked mad enough to light the whole Sanctum on fire.

“You expect me to believe Odin chose him?” he spat, pointing a spindly finger in my direction. He couldn’t even meet my eyes, which I found curious. “A first-year student? An untutored babe? A babbling boy who doesn’t even understand the power he’s come to this school to learn or what it means?”

“Yes,” Professor Fym said. Her eyes were clear once more; she’d recovered from her shock and now looked as if Lavrans had just played a brilliant—if mean-spirited—prank on us all. “I can absolutely believe that, Loke. Lavrans brought Professor Dragovich to the school, along with our American counterpart Professor Quigley. I can see him choosing someone outside of our covenant to rule, knowing that we would tear ourselves apart if we were forced to serve each other.”

“Another wizard, yes,” Locke growled, calming down the barest fraction. “Someone with experience and tact, and enough power to bring us all to heel. But not a boy! Not this.” He turned to me for the first time since the announcement, his face filled with disgust. “Choosing a fledgling over his colleagues is a slap in the face. I’ve served this institution for centuries!”

“And what have you done with those centuries?” Irina shot back.

She stood beside me now, also having recovered from her shock. She looked fiercer than I could ever remember seeing her, and she placed herself between me and Locke like she was my sworn protector. Tendrils of darkness swirled around her feet like a storm cloud.

“Schemed and complained,” Irina answered for him. “Perhaps Lavrans saw through your ambitions, Loke. Perhaps our Edwin was chosen precisely because he’s not like you. Not like us.”

“’Our’ Edwin?” Locke’s mouth twitched. “I’m not the one who spreads my legs for the boy every night, you fucking whore—”

“No!” Thurman’s voice boomed again, his hammer still gripped tightly in his massive hand. Suddenly he was between Irina and Locke, his angry gaze raking each of them like they were students he’d caught fighting in one of the hallways. “Both of you shame us! You will not shed blood in the middle of our founder’s Sanctum!”

“Who’s talking about shedding blood?” Locke asked smoothly. Yet I could still see the murder in his eyes. Irina did good by stepping in between us, I realized. He really planned to do something rash.

She knew him better than I did. I needed to remember that and heed her council where Professor Locke was concerned.

Shit, heed her council. I was already thinking like the new Headmaster, wasn’t I?

That’s because I was the new Headmaster. Me. Edwin Sawyer. It felt too insane to be true, yet Blackwater’s teachers wouldn’t have been almost coming to blows if it weren’t.

I was the Headmaster. Which meant it was time for me to act like it.

“I understand that this is difficult to accept,” I said, striking a diplomatic tone. “If it makes you feel any better, Professor Locke, I’m just as surprised by this news as you are.”

Locke’s jaw clenched, his gaze darting between Thurman and me. It was clear he saw the hammer-wielding demigod as the only real threat in the room, which was a mistake as far as I was concerned. Even if Irina wasn’t as powerful, she loved me in the way only a deranged, horny psychopath could—so if it came to mortal blows, Thurman might retreat but Irina would fight to the death.

He took a step away from us, smoothing his robes with exaggerated care. “That does not make me feel better,” he said, though his voice was calmer. “I understand better than anyone that Odin was prone to… eccentricities. But I refuse to bow to a boy so green that his ‘Turn Invisible’ illusions don’t even let him sneak into Valente’s properly!”

I fought the urge to blush at that. Valente’s was a subterranean bar on High Street, a speakeasy for the wizarding set. I’d followed Irina into it while picking up the Thunder Stone from Finch’s, and spied on her while she met with Professor Locke to discuss the aura of protection and the way it was draining the faculty heads’ power. It was during that conversation that I’d heard Irina finally declare her love for me.

Okay, technically she’d told Locke she wanted to suck my soul out through my balls.

And that she wanted to fuck me so hard the whole college would hear the bed break.

But with Irina Dragovich, that and love were pretty much one and the same.

He wanted to throw me off balance with that little remark, but I didn’t let him. Instead, I just smirked in his face. Let him remember that it was him who’d gotten the worst of our exchange at Valente’s.

“There are many skills I’ve yet to master,” I confessed, looking around the room. “But Lavrans must have thought I was ready. He chose me.”

“Mastery comes in many forms,” Professor Fym said. As the inspiration for Freja, the Norse goddess of harvest, home and hearth, her aura filled the Sanctum with a glow as golden as the long braid swaying behind her ass. Whatever magic she weaved, it was working—I could see people visibly relaxing, the tension in the room easing by her very presence at its center. “Edwin has proven himself in ways even you cannot deny, Loke. He wielded the spear of Odin during the Grand Conjuration and saved us all, along with Miss Bishop and Miss Haddonfield. Perhaps that is why Lavrans chose him to succeed us.”

Good point, I thought.

She turned to me, her piercing blue eyes fixing me to the spot. “I will accept this,” she proclaimed, standing tall with her chest thrust forward. “Edwin Sawyer. I pledge fealty to you as Headmaster of Blackwater University.”

And before the whole of the Sanctum, she knelt before me.

“With your blessing I will continue my teachings, and enrich our students with my knowledge of beasts and the means of taming them,” she said, looking up into my face. “I am yours to command.”

Holy shit, I thought. Seeing her like that, beautiful and submitting herself to me, I couldn’t help but be reminded that in Norse mythology, Freja was also a fertility goddess.

Professor Fym gave me a little smirk, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking.

Yes, those eyes said. I want you to command me in that way, too.

No sooner had she said those words than Irina sank to the ground next to me. Her bow was far lower than Fym’s, and so submissive it made her look less like a supplicant than a slave. Even as she made a show of it, I suspected there was a part of her black little soul that was getting off on this.

Valid. I kind of liked it, too.

“As do I,” she said, loud enough for the hall to hear. “I will not dissemble, my love. All who gather here in the Sanctum know that I have already given you my heart—”

“Among other things,” Locke muttered.

Irina ignored that. “But now I also give you my fealty. My curses, my power, my knowledge—they are yours, my fox. I will wear your blood and keep you from harm. Your enemies are my enemies.” She glanced up at me, her eyes dancing with delight. “Just as your lovers are my lovers.”

Savage coughed explosively at that. Locke rolled his eyes.

For my part, I felt a shiver run down my spine. I knew Irina loved me—well, in as much as a woman like her was capable of experiencing love—but this was something more. This was a pledge to serve me, whether we were standing together on the battlefield or in bed surrounded by a half-dozen of Blackwater’s most eligible coeds. This was devotion.

This was, for Irina, the closest thing she’d ever make to a marriage proposal.

“I am yours to command,” she purred, making explicit what Fym had only implied. “Anything you desire that is within my power, my love, is yours. Whenever you desire it…”

“All right, this is getting fucking ridiculous,” Locke snarled, waving a hand in front of his face. “Both of you are absurd! Thurman, are you about to get on your knees and debase yourself in front of this whelp?”

Thurman shook his head with an amused look. “No. The bowing and scraping is unnecessary. I suspect the women have prurient reasons for it.” He lifted his hammer in a brief salute. “But I do pledge fealty to the new Headmaster of Blackwater. Lavrans chose you, boy, that’s enough for me. Anyone who takes up arms against our school will receive my fury, as they always have.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” I glanced down at Irina and Fym. “Both of you may rise.”

Savage cleared his throat. The wizards had soothed away the worst of the bruises, but his voice was still scratchy as he rubbed his neck. “There is a bit more,” he said, reaching down and retrieving the briefcase Locke knocked to the floor. “The seal of the Headmaster is a bit different where Blackwater is concerned than with any other campus on the East Coast. Normally the man or woman in charge of the college carries some special mark of their sovereignty—a signet ring, or a symbol of the institution worn around the neck on a gold chain. Blackwater doesn’t have those.”

I nodded. I’d never seen Lavrans wearing a school ring or a pendant.

Savage reached into the briefcase and retrieved a small wooden box, covered with runes. “This has always sufficed, for obvious reasons. It, along with the Sanctum, were specifically set aside in Lavrans’s will for you. In addition, Odin wished me to publicly declare that this artifact will remain the possession of the Headmaster, whoever they should be, in perpetuity throughout the college’s existence. You can open the box now, Edwin.”

I did, my hands shaking. Inside was a small bar of silver, almost perfectly cylindrical. It didn’t look like much, but I knew instinctively what it was. I’d held it before.

I drew it out of the box. The moment it touched my palm, the bar expanded until it was nearly as tall as I was, all silver and tipped with an edge I knew could cut diamond.

A spear. Odin’s spear.

Now it was mine.

A faint hum filled the Sanctum. The spear felt warm against my palm, as if it were a living thing. The air thickened, and the walls seemed to pulse in response to the sudden wave of power.

The room is responding to the spear, I thought. They’re both doing the same thing. They’re recognizing me as their master.

The hum faded. I gave the hilt of Odin’s spear a squeeze and it shrank back to the size of my palm. With a feeling like I’d done it hundreds—if not thousands—of times before, I reached down and attached the silver bar to my belt.

“It looks good on you,” Fym said with a snicker.

“Indeed,” Irina said, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “It does… Headmaster.”

“This is absurd,” Locke groaned, his voice quieter but just as bitter than before. “This is a joke that Odin has played on us all. A sick joke! All of you have taken leave of your wits!”

Thurman turned to Locke, his expression turning to stone. “You have not pledged fealty,” he rumbled. “Will you do so, Loke? Or will you step aside?”

A growl tore itself from Professor Locke’s throat. For a few heartbeats I thought he might spring forward and attack again, but he mastered himself with an effort.

“The rest of you might be able to swallow this farce, but not me,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “I refuse to bow and scrape before some stripling!”

“No one is demanding you bow,” Thurman said. “But this is about more than your pride, Loke. This is about Blackwater.”

“Fie on Blackwater!” Loke snapped. With a wave of his hand, the door at the far end of the Sanctum swung open, revealing one of the dark corridors of the Allways. “And fie on all of you for putting up with this madness!” He turned on a heel, shimmering as he blinked across the room and into the doorway. “Consider this my sabbatical, Headmaster!”

The door to the Allways slammed shut behind Locke as he stormed away. Silence hung in the Sanctum as the sound of his footsteps faded, leaving us behind.

“Jesus,” I whispered, relaxing at last. “That was intense.”

“Not Jesus,” Thurman rumbled. “Loke.” His hand came down on my shoulder, a grin spreading across his face. “Let the man have his tantrum, Headmaster. Loke’s pride ensured he could not agree to serve Blackwater with so many present. In time he will return to you and apologize, then swear his fealty in private. It is his way.”

Fym was already shaking his head. “He might swear fealty,” the blonde said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts, “if only to keep his own position. But I wouldn’t ever expect him to apologize.”

I didn’t really care if he did or not. I didn’t like Professor Locke, and he certainly didn’t like me. But I didn’t want to start my tenure as Headmaster by losing one of my department heads. I had no idea how I’d even begin replacing Professor Locke if he did decide to quit.

He’ll come around, I told myself. Thurman is right. He’s too proud to swear in front of other people, but he’ll do it in private to save his own skin. He’ll probably spend the whole meeting making me feel like I’M the one doing HIM a favor instead of the other way around.

“That’s fine,” I told the group. “Like it or not, we need Professor Locke. He’s part of this college, and he should continue to be part of it. We don’t need to get along in order for that to happen.”

“You have a good head on your shoulders,” Thurman said, chuckling. “He’ll come around, lad. Don’t worry about Locke.”

I tried not to worry about it. Whatever struggles the college might face during transition, we’d get through them. I had all but one of the department heads on my side now, which meant that the majority supported me. I sensed I wouldn’t have any problems winning the rest of the student body over to my side, either.

Oh. Oh shit.

Thinking about the department heads had just reminded me about Professor Quigley.

I glanced around the room, the weight of Odin’s spear on my belt grounding me. My gaze landed on the black-robed guard with the fanciest medallion strapped to his chest—I figured he had to be the most senior among them.

“You heard the lawyer. I’m in charge now,” I said, fixing him with my gaze.

The man nodded. “Of course, Headmaster.”

Headmaster. I was going to have to get used to hearing that.

I could get used to it later. “What’s happening right now to Professor Quigley?” I asked. “And the other suspected members of the Black Moon Society?”

The grimace that spread across the man’s face told me it was nothing good. “They’re being questioned, Headmaster,” the man said, glancing over at a nearby wall. “I’m told that Professor Quigley has been cooperative so far, however…”

He shrugged. They’re still going to do what they need to do, I thought.

“I want you to go to wherever they’re being held,” I told the man. “Right now. Tell the interrogators to stop what they’re doing.”

The man’s brows shot skyward. “Headmaster?”

“No one is going to be tortured under my watch,” I said firmly. “Not Professor Quigley, not Toby Heck, and not any of the other students associated with the Black Moon. I want them kept under lock and key, but I don’t want them harmed.”

More than a few people in the room relaxed at my words. They didn’t like the idea of a faculty member being roughed up by the campus questioners, even if that faculty member had been revealed to be a member of a forbidden blood magic cult.

“Certainly, Headmaster,” the man said. “I’ll go now.”

As he turned to leave, another thought struck me. “One other thing. Tell Sabrina Bishop and Courtney Haddonfield to come to the Sanctum.”

“The witches?” Fym asked.

“They’re both waiting for me back in the faculty offices,” I said with a nod. “They deserve to know what’s been decided.”

The corner of Fym’s mouth curled in a smirk. “I’ll take care of that for you, Headmaster. Our friend here will be taking a different route through the Allways—he won’t be going back the way we came. I’ll fetch the girls.”

With that, Fym walked away, her braid swaying as she entered the hallway.

“I will handle the other guards,” the black-robed man told me. “Will you come and see the prisoners, Headmaster?”

I gave Lavrans’s coffin a long look. I don’t know why you did it, I told myself. But I’m going to try and live up to the example you’ve set. I’ll do my best to fill your shoes.

It was the only thing I could do.

“Soon,” I said with a sigh. “Not yet. Once I get Sabrina and Court up to speed, I’m going home.”

“Home?” Irina asked.

“I just got finished escaping the clutches of the Black Moon Society,” I told the dark-haired beauty. “Then I learned that the Headmaster of Blackwater died, and I’m supposed to take his place. I’m fried right now, Irina. I need rest.”

There was something else I needed, too. She could see it in my eyes.

“Of course, my darling,” she said, taking my hand.  “I’m certain that the rest of what needs to be done can wait. Is that not right?”

Savage closed his briefcase with a snap. “We can have a secondary meeting about it in the next few days, Headmaster Sawyer. I’ll ensure all the necessary documents are sent to the faculty offices, and coordinate with them to handle any immediate issues.” His expression softened. “For now, you’re right. Going home and getting some rest is probably the best thing you could do.”

“We’ll hold the fort, lad,” Thurman said.

“Good.” I walked over and sat down in Lavrans’s chair, settling into its comfortable contours. A wave of exhaustion hit me as the warmth of the fire touched my skin, and I could have passed out right then and there. God, I needed a break.

But there was something else I needed first.

“Irina,” I said.

In a flash, the woman was beside me, kneeling next to the chair. “Yes, my fox?”

“Once Sabrina and Courtney get here and we bring them up to speed, we’re going back to Courtney’s place,” I informed her. “You’re coming with me.”

She grinned. “Of course,” she said, as if there were nowhere else she’d rather be. “And Professor Fym, as well, I assume?”

Fuck. That gorgeous blonde hair, that perfect ass…

It was enough to rouse me from my stupor.

“Absolutely,” I told her. “Although if she’s going to have a fun time tonight, I might need you to bite me once or twice…”

Irina snickered, pursing her pouty lips to show her sharp incisors. “It would be a pleasure, my love. My powers are yours to command.” She made a show of pretending to have an idea. “You look tired already, my fox. Shall I nibble you now?”

I shook my head. The mild poison Irina put in her bites had aphrodisiac qualities, and I didn’t need to start sporting a rock-hard boner in the Sanctum before Sabrina and Courtney got back. It would have been unseemly.

“Soon,” I promised her.

I was looking forward to falling asleep with my head between Irina’s tits.

But not yet.

First, we had something to celebrate.


Chapter Six

Sabrina and Courtney were overjoyed to hear the news about my promotion, if more than a little surprised. By the time they arrived with Professor Fym in tow, the Sanctum had mostly been cleared out—only Irina and I remained behind.

And Lavrans, of course.

I told them everything I’d learned. After a final toast of mead to Lavrans’s memory and a few mournful tears, we packed up and headed back through the Allways. I carried Odin’s spear on my belt, while Professor Fym held the thick sheaf of papers I would need to look through concerning campus affairs once I had a night’s rest under me.

With four gorgeous women hanging off of me, ready to fulfill my every sexual desire, you would have thought it impossible for me to sleep. You would have been wrong. The moment I climbed into the backseat of my rental car, I was out like a light before Sabrina could even start the engine.

I slept the whole drive back to the mansion and only awoke when we pulled into the driveway. The first thing I saw as my eyes opened a crack was Courtney Haddonfield, grinning at me as I slowly stirred from my slumber.

“Hey, handsome,” she whispered, putting a hand on my thigh. Her voice was soft, the moment so intimate that I almost forgot we weren’t alone in the car. “You okay over there?”

“Hmm?” I blinked, shaking off my confusion. The brief nap made me feel a bit more alert than before, but I could tell I’d still need an Irina-sized pick-me-up to keep me running for much longer. “I’m good. Did I miss anything?”

Courtney laughed, then leaned in and kissed me. “Just me wondering if you were ever going to wake up,” she whispered, running a finger down the side of my face. Her red hair brushed my cheek as she pressed her forehead against mine. “You were out so hard I worried the Black Moon had cursed you or something.”

“Not yet,” I promised. “I’m okay.”

“You scared the shit out of us tonight, Edwin.” Her face was still kind, but I could see the anguish she’d been wearing the whole time I’d been Quigley’s captive. “If anything had happened to you, I don’t know what I would have done. I don’t know what any of us would have done…”

Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. I reached up, cupping her chin, and brushed one of them away with my free hand. “I’m here,” I promised her, stretching my legs as I sat up straighter in the backseat. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

A little giggle escaped Courtney. I swore I could see her anxiety melting away. “I guess I don’t have to worry about choosing Blackwater over Exeter-Cross anymore,” she teased, leaning in close and giving me another quick kiss. “Since my boyfriend is the new Headmaster and all…”

Her warmth made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. For a moment, all of it vanished—no Black Moon, no dead Headmaster, no monsters—and it was just her and me. Courtney, my fierce, loyal witch cheerleader, looking at me like I was her entire world.

I could get used to that.

“You’ll get the fast track,” I chuckled, glancing around the car. Sabrina sat up front, turned around in the driver’s seat watching us with an expression like this was her favorite romantic movie. Fym and Irina kept their expressions neutral, but I could sense their eagerness to get inside and tear each other’s clothes off. “Shall we?’

Courtney sat back up. “Come on,” she said, pulling back with a grin. “You missed the party, but you can still get your surprise. Sabrina’s got it all set up and everything.”

A surprise?

I followed Courtney out of the car, my legs stiff from exhaustion and the drive. We followed Professor Fym and Irina up the gravel drive to the mansion, with Sabrina bringing up the rear. The blonde witch practically skipped with excitement, and every time I glanced over my shoulder I saw her grinning back at me.

Inside, the mansion looked even better than I remembered it. The remains of the party we’d been planning to throw still filled the foyer and the entranceway, with ribbons hanging from the ceiling and overinflated balloons floating beneath Courtney’s parents’ expensive chandeliers. I hadn’t realized they’d planned to throw an actual party—I figured that was just cover for the foursome my two girlfriends wanted to have with me and Irina Dragovich.

Of course, now there were five of us.

“I’m sorry I missed this,” I said, glancing into the dining room. A big banner that read HAPPY WINTER BREAK hung over the stately oak table, abandoned. It touched me that my girlfriends had been so distraught over my disappearance that none of them had been able to clean up the party favors.

“That’s alright,” Sabrina said, as warm and bubbly as ever. “The real party was always going to be downstairs, anyway.”

She turned and led us down the opposite hall, taking the lead. We stopped before a door I’d seen before but never stepped through—Courtney told me shortly after moving in that the stairs behind it led down to her parents’ basement. Whatever the surprise was, they were keeping it down there.

Sabrina paused before the door and turned, favoring us all with her sexiest smile. “You’re going to love this,” she said, beaming with pride. “I’m so glad Courtney kept you away from the basement before now, Edwin. This remodel is killer.”

“Remodel?” I raised an eyebrow, glancing at Courtney. She smirked but said nothing.

“Courtney let me go a little wild with the renovations,” Sabrina explained with enthusiasm. “She told me her parents won’t care, and since they’ve got the money…”

“I gave her a free hand,” Courtney giggled. “She’s got the best ideas.”

“You’ll see,” Sabrina insisted. “Come on!”

I’d never seen the basement before, so I had no notion of how large it was. The door at the bottom of the stairs opened into a positively cavernous space, so large that even with Sabrina’s magical renovations half the floor and walls kept their unfinished look. But what she’d touched was equal parts luxurious and decadent.

Renovations, I thought, my jaw dropping. Hot damn…

With Courtney’s blessing, Sabrina had turned her parent’s basement into what an earlier generation than mine would have called a ‘rumpus room’. Plush velvet couches surrounded a carpet thick enough to use as a bed, with a mirrored ceiling and soft, dim lighting that made the whole place look like some sultan’s pleasure den. Behind it all a sleek bar stretched across the back wall, stocked with bottles whose contents faintly glowed—magical, no doubt, liquor mixed with spells like they had at Valente’s.

I took a step into the hall and inhaled. The place still had that ‘new construction’ smell, and underneath of it lingered the odors of sandalwood and cedar. It reminded me of the shaving oil Sabrina bought me for our three-month anniversary.

“Wow,” I said, sizing the place up. “This is incredible.”

“I might have gone a little overboard,” Sabrina whispered, taking my hand. “An unlimited budget and the ability to summon magical contractors to take care of the heavy construction work will do that to a girl.”

The sight of the place banished some of my exhaustion. “No, this is perfect,” I said, giving her a look like she was a very good girl indeed. “I love it.”

“You haven’t even seen it all yet,” Sabrina beamed. “C’mere, stud.”

The other women chuckled as they led me past the lounge. I’d thought that this was just about the best present my women could have made for me, but I was about to be proven wrong. Sabrina walked right out of the rumpus room and into what I’d mistakenly thought of as the ‘unfinished’ portion of the basement. When I reached her, I realized it was actually quite finished, indeed.

Waiting on the other side of the wall was the largest bed I’d ever seen. Myself, Sabrina, Courtney, Fym and Irina would barely make a dent in it—we could have seated the entire Dallas Cowboys cheerleading squad around us in the center of the mattress and still had room to spare. The mirrored ceiling extended here as well, covering the space above the bed and immediately surrounding it.

All around the bed, fun toys awaited me and my harem. I spotted an ‘X’ shaped cross-bar, a huge leather saddle with restraints hanging from it, a swing…

Holy hell. My eyes widened. The two of them must have looted a sex store after they were finished with the renovations.

“He likes it,” Courtney purred, seeing the look on my face. “Fuck, he loves it.”

“I do,” I growled, pulling Sabrina to me. “But I like the girls who gave it to me even better.”

Then I kissed her.

The kiss only lasted a moment—by that, I mean that I was only kissing Sabrina for a moment. In the blink of an eye Courtney was with her, the dam inside of both of my beautiful witches crumbling as they grabbed me and did what they’d been longing to do since the moment they’d freed me from the Black Moon’s clutches.

Their mouths, their fingers… my hands roamed beneath Sabrina’s top and gripped her tits through the fabric of her bra. She groaned against my mouth, arching her back, and reached behind her back to unlatch the confining undergarment.

She pulled it away, and I tugged her shirt up to her collar. Her tits were perfect, perky, the nipples achingly hard. With a groan, I brought my mouth down to her chest and devoured them.

The next thing I knew, we were at the bed. Sabrina was whimpering at me and offering me her breasts as she unbuttoned her pants, while Courtney’s nimble fingers divested me of my clothing.

I stiffened in my pants as the cheerleader tugged off my belt. Sabrina writhed across the mattress like a cat in heat, already down to just her panties and a pair of silky black stockings. I stared down at them both, ready to get the party started.

And a wave of exhaustion washed over me.

Fuck. I blinked, swaying gently on my feet. I must have really been out of it to feel it now—especially with two gorgeous, witchy coeds ready to do every trick at their exposure to get me off. I knew what I needed.

“Irina,” I grunted.

The air rippled beside me, and the dark woman was there. She nibbled her black bottom lip with her pearly white teeth, her eyes flashing at the sight of the two half-naked women undressing me.

“Such energy,” Irina purred, her lips curling in amusement as her tits heaved in her top. “These young women are insatiable for you, Edwin. I understand now why you share them. They look delicious…”

Energy was what I needed. I reached out, tangled my fingers in Irina’s hair, and brought her mouth to mine.

Then brought it to my neck.

“Bite me,” I growled, my voice filled with cold command. “Now.”

Irina didn’t hesitate.

Her sharp fangs sank into my neck, bringing a bolt of pain followed by a rush of endorphins. The subtle poison Blackwater’s mistress of curses weaved into her fangs was intended for me and me alone: it functioned as both a stimulant and an aphrodisiac, amping me up and helping me shrug off my wounds in the heat of battle while spurring me to treat the gorgeous older witch like a total whore in the bedroom.

My heart beat like a bellows against my ribcage as the venom took hold. My body shook, my cock jerked as Courtney freed me from my boxers, and the rest of the world faded into insignificance.

Suddenly it felt as if I hadn’t gotten laid in years. The feeling was primal, overwhelming, ripping away all my higher functions and leaving only the bestial, caveman parts of my brain running at full tilt. Liquid fire coursed through my veins, burning away every thought except for one.

The need to fuck every willing woman in front of me.

To claim them.

To make them scream my fucking name as I shot ropes deep in their fertile pussies.

With a growl I jumped onto the bed, breaking the contact between me and Irina. In the blink of an eye I was on top of Sabrina, shoving her all the way up the mattress and against the headboard as I mounted her.

“Edwin!” The blonde cried, her eyes widening with shock and delight. “Oh fuck!”

Yes. Fuck.

I pinned her up against the headboard, spreading her legs. No sooner had Sabrina managed to get her ankles on my shoulders than I thrust into her, filling her tight pussy with a ferocity that made her throw her head back and scream.

I was no longer tired. And I certainly no longer cared about Blackwater.

Tonight was about me.

Sabrina’s screams of bliss filled the rumpus room as I pounded her tight, blonde pussy. A glance up showed the mirror ceiling above us doing exactly what it was intended for—a reflection of our debauchery. I loved it. I wanted to see more.

I grabbed Sabrina’s hips and flipped her over, letting her ride me. As the tight, wet heat of her pussy clamped down on me I thrust upwards, grabbing her hips hard enough that she’d have bruises the next day.

The thought of it might have made a different Edwin guilty, but the one with his veins filled with Irina’s venom thought it was hot as absolute fuck. My vision narrowed to Sabrina’s flushed face, her bouncing tits, her taut little tummy as she impaled herself on me again and again again, trembling as she gasped my name.

“Edwin! Fuck, oh my gawd Edwin!” She’d never seen me like this before—never felt me like this. Her hands gripped my shoulders as she rode me, holding on for dear life as I savaged her pussy with hard, driving strokes. “Did you miss this pussy, baby? Fuck, I can tell from the way you’re fucking me that you missed it so fucking much…!”

Courtney crawled onto the bed next to us, naked and ready. Her long red hair spilled over her shoulders as she kissed Sabrina’s neck and tits, licking and sucking to add to the blonde’s pleasure as she rode my cock into the stratosphere.

“You two look so fucking hot like this,” the cheerleader murmured, her voice tight with arousal. “Look at him, Sabrina. Look at what a fucking beast you turned him into! I can’t believe you haven’t cum all over that dick yet!”

“I’m close,” Sabrina gasped, her moans rising in pitch. “Fuck, Edwin, I love you so much…!”

Grinning, Courtney ran her hands over the slender coed’s thighs, giving her ass a little slap before reaching down and squeezing my balls. “I love him, too,” she chuckled. “Show him how much you love him, Sab. Come all over that dick and make it nice and tight for Edwin…!”

I couldn’t tell if it was Courtney’s words or my thrusts that sent Sabrina over the edge. The witch suddenly went weightless in my arms, her back arching like a bow as she screamed like a woman finishing a marathon. Only the whites of her eyes showed as she shattered, her inner walls gripping my dick like a fist as she rode out her orgasm. A flood of juice coated my cock, filling the room with a feral scent that drove me wild as I kept thrusting into Sabrina’s pussy.

From the end of the bed, Irina and Fym watched Sabrina cum, their eyes gleaming with approval.

“Realms below,” Fym whispered, her cheeks burning with lust. “If I’d had known this was what the three of them were doing, I’d have joined in sooner.”

Irina snickered at that. “Our new Headmaster is a force of nature,” she said proudly. “And both of us swore to serve him in any way he desires…”

Irina was signalling to me. Even in the throes of passion, I could see it.

As I thrust into Sabrina, I turned to the side and gestured at her. “More,” I growled, feeling more like one of the legendary creatures from Professor Fym’s Beast Taming classes than a man. “Give me more!”

With a naughty smile, Irina climbed onto the bed. Standing, her gown was already skintight—on all fours, it stretched across her body in ways that were frankly pornographic. Her nipples protruded through the fabric as she crawled to me, the vial of my blood swaying between her heavy breasts.

“Of course, my clever fox,” Irina purred. She smiled, revealing her fangs.

Courtney’s gaze flickered to those fangs, then to the mark in my neck where Irina bit me. “What does that do to you?” The redhead asked, licking her lips. “Is it like… getting you high?”

Sabrina rolled off of me, sweaty and satisfied. Suddenly I didn’t want Irina’s fangs on me a second time—I wanted something very different.

“It’s magic and it’s crazy,” I growled, glancing between the older woman and the beautiful coed. “You want to try it?”

Courtney thought about it—for about two seconds.

“Fuck yes,” she said, grinning. “I like to party.”

Irina slid around me, crawling to the redhead. Courtney craned her neck, but Irina had a much better idea. With a naughty giggle she pushed the cheerleader’s legs apart, revealing her glistening slit. Her fingers grazed Courtney’s pussy, causing the younger woman’s eyelids to flutter with bliss.

Then Irina bit down on Courtney’s inner thigh, hard, and she did a lot more than just flutter.

“Oh!” Courtney whimpered, reaching instinctively for the back of Irina’s head to dislodge her fangs. Then the venom flooded her system, and her eyes locked on mine. A film covered them as the same thing that happened to me happened to her, and her gaze seemed to burn.

“So pretty,” Irina purred, lifting her head. “Mmh, I can feel your heart racing like a stallion, dear! That’s more exciting than any cheerleading routine you’ve ever done, isn’t it?”

Courtney’s eyes rolled back in her head. “Oh fuck,” she whimpered, her hands going right to her pussy. She fingered herself in front of all of us, her body trembling as the overwhelming need hit her like a tidal wave. “Ohmigod Edwin, I’m so fucking horny! Holy shit, my pussy’s on fucking fire—!”

I grabbed the redhead and bent her over. With the venom coursing through her bloodstream, Courtney’s instincts took over—she arched her back and thrust her ass into the air, presenting her tight, wet channel. She was so turned on that I could see her inner folds quivering, clamping down like she was trying to grind on an invisible cock.

Then I was inside her with one smooth stroke, and those walls went to work.

The venom turned Courtney into a writhing, desperate creature, her love and lust for me amplified to a drug-like high. She was already devoted to me and had been willing and ready to bang my brains out from the moment we stepped in the door, but Irina’s bite unlocked something inside of her she’d never have been able to contact otherwise.

She threw herself onto me with reckless abandon, trying to force the crown of my cock through the other side of her throat. She wiggled her hips on every thrust, like she wanted my cock hitting every inch of her inner walls at the same time. I fucked her hard and fast, the bed shaking beneath us, the sheets clenched in her fists as she whimpered and panted and begged for more.

“Give him what he deserves,” Irina chuckled, rubbing herself through her dress as she watched me claim my cheerleader witch. “Fuck him hard, sweetheart. So hard that I’ll need to revive the poor boy when it’s my turn…”

Courtney did her absolute best to make Irina’s wishes a reality. She pulled off of me and flipped around, slamming herself down into my lap as the two of us fucked in a sitting position. Her nails raked my back, her moans turning into keening wails as she rode me and clenched around me and made out as we fucked. Every few thrusts I felt her body shudder with another orgasm, Irina’s magic amplifying her pleasure to a level that felt dangerously addictive.

“You’re so—oh fuck!” Courtney came again, her nails digging into my shoulders as she bit down on my bottom lip. “You’re so fucking good, Edwin. I’m yours, baby, fuck I’m yours forever! Oh fuck I’m gonna cum again how am I gonna cum again…?”

With a scream, Courtney did just that. Everything between her legs was a sloppy mess, and the mirrored ceiling over our heads reflected the raw, animalistic passion with which the two of us fucked each other stupid. It was hard, brutal, and amazing.

At some point Sabrina managed to crawl over and start making out with me while we fucked. “He’s so fucking great,” she cooed, looking from me to Courtney like a worshipper pleased her god had found a new priestess. “God, I’d do anything for him! I love you both so fucking much, I love watching the two of you like this…!”

“As do I,” Fym said with a snicker. “But I think it’s my turn.”

I turned, my hips still slamming into Courtney, just in time to see Fym remove her robes. I’d never seen the beautiful blonde Beast Tamer naked before, but every man at Blackwater who’d ever set foot in one of her classes could imagine what a beauty she was beneath her clothes.

Now, I didn’t have to imagine.

Fym’s naked body could only be described as divine. Her skin glowed with magical radiance, her curves almost too voluptuous for her athletic frame. Unlike my two witches, Fym was all natural between her legs—the golden hair above her demigoddess pussy proved that her blonde hue was completely natural.

Courtney came one more time with a whimper, then slid off of me to join Sabrina at my side. She kept fucking herself with her fingers, pushing my precum deeper into her channel, Irina’s magic still buzzing through her bloodstream. But as I saw her take in the statuesque beauty of Professor Fym, I knew she wasn’t upset.

She and Sabrina were looking forward to this almost as much as I was.

Fym straddled my hips, her golden braid swinging like a pendulum between her tits. “You might want to take a moment to prepare yourself for this,” she intoned, her blue eyes glowing with an enchanted light. “Headmaster.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “You’re not the first teacher I’ve fucked,” I said.

Fym shook her head. “Yes, but Professor Dragovich is not part of the pantheon. Her charms are more enticing than that of a normal human, but mine are higher still.” Her gaze traveled to my cock, glistening with a mixture of Courtney and Sabrina’s juices. “Not many men are granted the privilege of fucking a goddess.”

Maybe it was the magic in my veins making me bold. Or maybe it was the fact that I’d just fucked my way through two of Blackwater’s prettiest coeds and felt like I’d only finished an appetizer. But I met Fym’s challenge head-on.

“I’m not most men,” I said, leaning back against the headboard. “And you haven’t earned your place in this harem yet, Freja.”

She chuckled darkly. “I will.”

With that, Fym lowered herself onto my cock.

And the world was set ablaze.

Oh. My. God.

I thought I knew what I was getting into. Courtney and Sabrina were the two hottest girls I’d ever met, and Irina Dragovich could do things in bed that normal humans couldn’t. But Fym?

Fym was a goddess.

The other women felt amazing, but Freja Fym took me out of my head and straight to Valhalla. Her walls gripped me like the firmest fist and the softest silk all at once, her whole body a sacred ritual that her pussy was the holy chalice used in commission of. Each thrust into her felt like a divine act, her hips rolling with the rhythm of an epic poem, slamming down onto me to the beat of an army at war. When I buried my face in her tits, her sweat tasted like ambrosia.

The moans of my other women filled the room as Fym gave me the fuck of a lifetime. All of them were getting off on this, while I was totally focused on the heaven-shattering bliss of going balls deep into one of the Norse goddesses.

“You make love well,” Fym said at one point. She towered over me like a Valkyrie, yet I could feel from the way her walls quivered around me that she was closer to the edge than she let on. “Do I pass your test, Headmaster? Am I worthy of being claimed?”

My roar of passion was all the answer she needed.

Fym rocked back onto me, her golden braid hanging down her back. “Claim me,” she begged, her hips moving on me with an urgency she hadn’t felt for thousands of years. “Claim me now, Headmaster! Gods be good, I’m yours! I’m… your eager… servant…!”

Somehow I managed to hold on. But it was a close thing.

Fym’s orgasm hit her a heartbeat before mine, rippling through the room like a magical spell. As she cried out in bliss a golden glow enveloped the bed, filling all of us with sensations of warmth and intimacy and love. Sabrina and Courtney smiled and sighed, even as the reflected pleasure from the goddess made both of their wet college pussies cum a final time as they watched me unload inside of Freja’s channel.

Then I came, bellowing like a fucking bull.

Thick, hot ropes of seed sprayed from my cock, painting Fym’s insides white. She rode me slowly through the throes of my orgasm, the walls of her heavenly pussy milking me dry as that golden glow illuminated the room. Each tiny movement felt like a climax all on its own, a pulse of bliss that bound the two of us closer together.

Fym was mine now. One of my women. Part of the harem.

By the time I came back to myself, the blonde demigoddess lay preening on my opposite side. All three of them: Sabrina, Courtney, and Fym, were sweaty and satisfied, wearing grins like they’d never had so much fun in their lives.

All but Irina.

She’d watched the whole thing with her dark gaze. At some point she’d removed her skintight dress, leaving her pale and naked at the foot of my bed. Every inch of her body looked as taut as a bowstring, filled with lust and the need to serve me.

God, what a wonderful slut.

“Irina,” I grunted, gesturing between my legs. “Come here.”

She crawled to me, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders. “Yes, my love?” She asked, eyeing me with pure devotion. “Shall I bite you again?”

I shook my head. “They say I’m the new Headmaster. But I think you’re the one at Blackwater who’s really mastered head.”

Courtney giggled at that. Sabrina let out a shocked little gasp.

Irina’s eyes sparkled. “Perhaps I could be your head mistress, my love. Providing you the relief of my mouth whenever you need it, whether during a quiet moment in your private offices or just before a meeting.”

“During a meeting, if I want it,” I said, staring into her eyes. “Yes?”

Oh, I’d been right. So right. Irina was getting off on this.

She nodded slowly, her cheeks burning with humiliation at being made to posture so before her fellow departure head. Between her legs, something burned far hotter. “Yes, my love. You need only command me to open my mouth and kneel…”

Fuck yes.

“Come show these other girls how it’s done,” I commanded, crooking a finger. “Suck me dry, Irina. Remind me of what I can get from you whenever I want it, at any moment of the day.”

A low groan tore itself from Irina’s throat as she crawled the final few feet.

“Yes,” she panted, her eyes seeing only my already-hard cock. “Whenever you desire it, my fox. I’m yours. Your lover. Your slave. Forever…”

And with that, in front of the woman she’d worked with for decades and the two students who’d once taken her classes, Irina Dragovich knelt between my thighs and began to worship my cock with her mouth.

Make no mistake, this was an act of worship. Sabrina might have been the most inventive girl in the bedroom, Courtney the most athletic. Fym’s demigoddess pussy could make me feel things that normally took humans heroic doses of illegal drugs to feel. But only Irina Dragovich could do this.

Her dark, twisted, obsessive love, as toxic as her poisons. Her haughtiness and power inverted, given to me without a second thought. The way she casually debased herself in front of all and sundry, declaring herself not just my lover but my fucktoy.

And those lips…!

Irina sucked and slurped me like blowjobs were her department at Blackwater instead of hexes or curses. Her eager tongue worked around me in ways that would have made a lesser man empty his balls instantly, while she used her tight, wet throat to go deep on me whenever she wanted me to feel every inch of my cock buried inside of her. The first time her lips reached my balls, I felt like I’d just been crowned the king of the fucking world.

My other women watched, spellbound, as Irina sucked me off.

“Oh my God,” Sabrina murmured, too amazed to even touch herself. “That’s beautiful, Irina.”

“Jesus fuck, she’s an artist,” Courtney said with a disbelieving laugh. “I had no idea Sexy Hexy was the blowjob queen of Blackwater…”

“Only for him,” Fym whispered, resting a hand on my shoulder. “No one else.”

Irina gagged gently around me, her eyes desperate for my approval. For my cum.

I wanted the head to last forever. But even I couldn’t deny Irina her skill. And the way she treated me gave even Fym’s Valhalla-tier pussy a run for its money.

Before long, I felt the familiar tingle working its way up my shaft. “Fuck, here it comes,” I grunted, tangling my fingers in Irina’s hair. “Stay right there. I’m going to fuck your face…!”

Irina froze, looking up at me like she’d never been more proud of a man.

I thrust deep into her throat.

For that final thirty seconds or so before I hit the peak, you would have thought Irina Dragovich had transmogrified her mouth and throat into the world’s most luxurious sex toy. I slammed my meat deep into her throat, pushing past her tongue to fuck her sweet, pale face, yet she never gagged or tried to pull away. She clung to me, tears spilling down her face only because she knew that she looked even hotter with her makeup running. Her eyes never left mine—and they never stopped shining with love.

Dark, fucked up love, yes. But love.

Courtney and Sabrina hugged me as I reached the peak. “Fuck yes, do it,” Sabrina begged. “She’s fucking earned it, babe. Give Sexy Hexy her reward…”

It was too much. I was done. One more hard thrust and I shattered like a plate glass window. I came with my women surrounding me, filling Irina Dragovich’s mouth with a full load of my cream.

Afterwards, we collapsed in a heap. Someone managed to get the covers over us, and a snap of Sabrina’s fingers dimmed the lights in the room to just enough illumination to find a bathroom if one of us woke. I held Courtney against my side as her heart rate slowed back to normal, Irina’s magic leaving her bloodstream shortly after it departed my own.

“That… was wild,” Sabrina gasped.

“Worth every penny,” Courtney said, giving the darkened environs a once-over. “You did one hell of a job, bestie. And we didn’t even get to check out half the fun toys you bought…”

“Next time,” I promised them. With the venom out of my blood, the exhaustion I’d felt earlier came back with a vengeance. Each of my eyelids felt like they weighed somewhere around a metric ton. “We’ll be sure to… scope everything out…”

My women knew the score. They snuggled around me, relaxing.

“Sleep well, my love,” Irina whispered. “None will harm you. If anyone tries to disturb you, I’ll kill them.”

As I drifted off, most of the smile on my face was from the amazing sex I’d just had with my newly expanded harem.

But, I had to admit, a little of it came from the fact that I knew Irina meant every fucking word she said.




Chapter Seven

“I understand you wanted to see me?”

Sitting in Lavrans’s chair at the Sanctum still felt a little awkward. Despite my new promotion to Headmaster, I wasn’t a fan of occupying the same space that Lavrans Ravensson had so favored during his rests. Not yet.

So when his lawyer came to meet me a few days after my ‘celebration’ with Sabrina, Courtney, Fym and Irina, I made sure I was standing when he got there.

“I did—thank you for meeting me on such short notice.”

Mr. Savage looked far calmer than he had the last time he’d entered the Sanctum—probably because he didn’t have any grieving demigods to worry about. He gave me a firm handshake as the door to the Allways swung shut behind him. Out the windows of the Sanctum, snow fell endlessly over the plains of Niflheim, with a spectral glow filling the sky like the Northern Lights.

“I’m sure you have a lot on your plate right now,” Savage said as I escorted him to a pair of seats near the fire—simple ones, not the easy chair Lavrans used. “What with the transition and all.”

“Actually, I haven’t been nearly as busy as I expected,” I said. “Most of the paperwork has already been filed, and with the college no longer in session, there’s no housekeeping to do. I suspect I'll be running around like a chicken with my head cut off the week before the spring semester starts, but until then, there’s not much for me to do but twiddle my thumbs.”

Savage nodded like he’d half-expected my response. “Enjoy it,” he said, looking around the Sanctum. His gaze fell on the silver coffin with Lavrans’s magically preserved body inside it, and his expression clouded for a moment before righting itself. “It won’t last forever. Did Professor Locke ever come crawling back to you, by the way?”

He had not. In fact, over the last few days, no one at Blackwater had heard a peep from Professor Locke. Granted, the school grounds were more or less empty with the Christmas holidays coming up, but he really should have poked his head up by now from whatever hole he’d crawled into, if for no other reason than his job was at stake.

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

“Well, I’m sure he’ll come around,” Savage said. “Not that it’s any of my business. My business today is right here with you, Headmaster.”

Headmaster. I still hadn’t gotten used to being called that.

Outside of the bedroom, at least.

“I am curious, though,” Savage added, giving the coffin in the corner of the room another glance. “I haven’t heard any news about the Black Moon Society.”

“That’s because there isn’t any,” I said.

Savage looked surprised. “You haven’t spoken with Professor Quigley?”

I snapped my fingers. A carafe on the other side of the room floated across the Sanctum and filled mine and Savage’s mugs with tea. I’d gotten the hang of the trick since Lavrans left me the place—or maybe his influence was still strong enough that the enchantments obeyed me. I hadn’t gotten the hang of summoning mead yet, but I figured I would eventually.

“Oh, I’ve talked with her,” I said, taking a sip of the tea. “A few times, actually. Now that she’s learned I’m the new Headmaster of Blackwater, Professor Quigley has become almost comically willing to help us track down Odin’s murderer.”

“We most likely have the culprit under lock and key already,” the lawyer muttered. “You really don’t think it was Quigley, Headmaster?”

“I know it wasn’t,” I insisted. “I was there when Ramona Quigley found out Lavrans had been murdered, Mr. Savage. She looked like someone had run her over with a truck. If she was acting, she deserves a fucking Oscar as far as I’m concerned.”

The lawyer’s face grew pinched. “She’s still a member of a forbidden society,” he said. “To think the Black Moon has been resurrected at Blackwater after all of these years. At least we nipped it in the bud before it could grow.”

I thought about Lavrans’s documents and grew uneasy. Especially about the one capable of binding a dozen wizards and forcing them to do your will.

Was the Black Moon defeated?

“I’ve talked to her accomplices as well,” I said, the memory bringing me a little bit of cheer. The look on Toby Heck’s face when he found out I was the new Headmaster of Blackwater almost made putting up with all of his cracked-out schemes worth it. Almost. “They’re still being held, but the magistrates don’t think they’ll have any real charges levied against them. They’re members of Quigley’s cult, but they haven’t actually done anything as far as campus security is concerned.”

“Joining the Black Moon is bad enough,” Savage said with a shudder. “They’ll be let go? Really?”

I shrugged. “Quigley’s the one they want. The ringleader.” This tea really was delicious; I’d need to find out what spell Lavrans used to conjure it. I wanted a name for it so I could buy a few boxes from High Street. “Membership in the Black Moon isn’t technically illegal—it’s just completely verboten by wizarding standards. The things they teach you are illegal.” I frowned, staring out into the snows of Niflheim. “Toby Heck and the others are facing expulsion, not prison. Though now that he knows I’m the new Headmaster, Toby and his friends are certain to ask me to pardon them and let them resume their studies.”

I hadn’t even mentioned the idea to anyone before now. From the look on Savage’s face, I could tell he found it stunning, indeed. “Mr. Sawyer. Would you really pardon those boys?”

I stared at him over the rim of my mug. “Ask me that once I’ve caught the person responsible for Lavrans Ravensson’s murder.”

“Godspeed,” Savage said, sounding like he meant it. “In the meantime, Headmaster, I have a few matters you need to attend to.”

Savage had brought his briefcase with him, just like before. In addition, he carried a small leather satchel, which he set on the floor between his feet. I thought I recognized the brand. It was the same one Professor Quigley had for her potions bag—the one enchanted to carry about a whole warehouse’s worth of potions in a single purse. I wondered what he had inside, and how much bigger it was than its container.

“As you might have guessed, you’re mentioned in Lavrans’s will more than once,” Savage began. “The part about Blackwater University needed to be made public knowledge as soon as possible, of course, but the rest of Headmaster Ravensson’s affairs were not so urgent that they couldn’t be handled in private.”

I found myself nodding along. He had a good voice—he probably did well in the courtroom. “You mentioned during the council that you’d meet privately with anyone who Lavrans left items to.”

“Aye,” Savage said. “You’re one of those. In addition to this Sanctum, which is yours now, Lavrans Ravensson left you a small percentage of his savings account and the deeds to two properties he owns in Iceland and Norway. Nice houses, I’m told, though he hasn’t visited them in years—”

I sat up straighter. “Houses? As in plural?”

Savage began to chuckle. “Yes, Headmaster. Lavrans Ravensson was a wealthy man. Does that surprise you? He’s been a citizen of this country for hundreds of years, and he reigned in the Old Country a hell of a lot longer than that.”

I supposed I’d always known that. Academically.

It was another thing to receive his largesse.

“There is a small snag,” Savage said with a frown. “The money—which is not an inconsiderate sum, and should handle any purchases you need to make during the remainder of your academic career—and the properties are tied up in the will itself. Ownership technically won’t pass to you until the thirty day period of mourning and… exhibition has passed.”

He glanced at the coffin again when he said that. I couldn’t blame him; I’d done that a lot before I got used to it, too.

“A little over three weeks now,” I said, taking another sip of tea. “Not very long.”

“Not at all.” Savage leaned forward and picked up the satchel. “The other items you are to have right now.”

As I watched, he opened the flap of the satchel. When he reached inside, my guess was confirmed—his arm sank all the way in to the elbow, far further than the small bag should have been able to fit. When he pulled it back, he had something thick in his hand. A scroll?

No, scrolls were made of paper. This was fabric.

“This,” Savage said, “I believe Mr. Ravensson promised to give you some day. I’m sure you’d rather be receiving it under different circumstances.”

He placed it gingerly on the floor. The fabric was tightly wound, a roll of it, about as long as a person was tall. The threads were silver—the same shade of silver as Lavrans’s coffin, actually—and covered in tiny white runes. A small ribbon held the whole thing closed.

“What is it?” I asked.

Savage smiled. “Observe.”

The lawyer untied the ribbon and the whole thing fell open. I blinked—a rug lay in the space between his chair and mine. It was thick and plush, big enough that Courtney, Sabrina and I could have lain together on it with room to spare.

“That’s… nice, I suppose,” I said, frowning. “Does it have sentimental value, or—?”

The rug jumped into the air.

I nearly fell backwards out of my seat. The flying rug—flying carpet, my mind screamed, just like in the movie—soared over my head, doing a pirouette around the room before turning back and landing in the middle of the study next to the fire. Sitting beside Lavrans’s plush easy chair, it looked as if it had always been there.

“Is that…?”

“Yeah,” Savage said. “Like in the Arabian Nights. Or that terrible German kid’s movie.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about. “It’s a flying carpet,” I said, amazed. “It really flies?”

“You just saw it,” Savage said. “It was Lavrans’s personal mode of magical transportation—when he wasn’t using the Allways, anyway. He would have turned a tradition from the Middle East into something that looks like it came from a black metal music video.”

I didn’t much care what the carpet looked like. It could fly. That was amazing.

I couldn’t wait to take a couple of my girlfriends for a romantic flight on it. Maybe they could sing to me about wanting to be part of my world.

“There’s a bit of a learning curve compared to a broom, but I’m sure you’ll manage,” Savage explained. “The other thing I have for you is the reason I wanted to meet with you in private, Headmaster. Even I’m not sure what it is…”

Hmm? Nothing else could have torn my gaze away from the sight of my own magic flying carpet, but that did. What else did he have in store for me?

This time, Savage opened a small pocket on the side of the satchel. No need for magically enhanced carrying space here: not when all you had to deliver was a letter. The seal of Blackwater University kept the envelope closed, and the words FOR EDWIN SAWYER were written across the front in Lavrans’s handwriting.

Seeing those words written like that made my heart hurt a little.

“No one else knows this exists,” Savage explained, handing the envelope to me. “And no one will, besides me. Lavrans was adamant about that. Hence why I could only give it to you in private, in the Sanctum.”

I understood. The envelope felt heavy in my hands, as if something massive lay within. Yet when I held it up to the light, all I could see was a folded sheet of paper.

“Did he give you any idea what’s in it?” I asked.

Savage shook his head. “It’s meant for your eyes only. Whatever message he had to give you in the event of his death, Lavrans Ravensson wanted to be certain it wasn’t intercepted by anyone else. He didn’t even want the rest of Blackwater to know he’d written anything to begin with.”

A shudder went down my spine at the thought. What might it be? Answers?

The name of his killer?

Savage rose from his chair. “Thank you for the tea,” he said. “Good luck.”

Huh? “You’re leaving?” I blurted. “Just like that?”

“I’m not supposed to see that letter either,” the lawyer said with a faint chuckle. “Now that I’ve delivered it, I’ve finished dispersing his personal effects. There’s nothing left for me to do but go back to my practice.”

And yet he hesitated.

“Whatever the old man wanted to say to you, it must have been important,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “If you want some free advice, Headmaster, I’d read what Odin has to say—and then read it again. A third reading might not be out of the question.”

“I will,” I promised. “Thank you.”

He took his leave.

“Odin!” From his perch over the fire, Squawk hopped down into the seat the lawyer had been occupying with a flap of his wings. “Odin good!”

“Yeah,” I said, looking over at my familiar. “Odin was good, bird. I know Savage said not to let anybody else see this letter, but I guess he didn’t mean you. After all, you belonged to him, right?”

“Squawk! Good bird!”

I took a small penknife from Lavrans’s desk and cut open the letter. The parchment inside was fresh and unblemished; the words were typed, unlike the name written across the front. Typed on a typewriter, not printed on a printer. Curious.

I read the letter, my heart pounding harder the further into it I got:

Dear Edwin,

If you’re reading this, then I am gone. And you have learned that I have named you as my successor for the post of Headmaster at Blackwater University.

I wish I could be there with you to explain. You must be very confused right now, and uncertain as to why I have made this decision. In addition, you may now have a very great number of questions about me, my tenure, and my connections to the events that have been occurring at Blackwater over the last several years.

“You son of a bitch,” I muttered. “How could you possibly know all that?”

Also, several years? I’d had no idea the inviolates and the demons had been a problem for so long.

On my shoulder, Squawk gently squeezed with his claws. “Edwin read!” the bird said.

So I read:

My Sanctum may provide you with some of the answers you seek, provided you search it thoroughly. Unfortunately, you will not have the opportunity to do so for some time. It seems that, though dead, I still require a favor from you, Edwin. Something you MUST do for me, lest Blackwater and all who call it home come to disaster.

Shit.

You must take my spear and enter the Allways. Muninn—the creature you have so amusingly named ‘Squawk’—will show you the way. You have seen the passageway before, but you have never walked down it. Or I hope that you have not.

I blinked. I remembered that day in the Allways. The smell of palm trees, the warm jungle breeze blowing through the hall. The sounds of creatures in the distance.

The way Squawk had panicked like I’d never seen the bird panic before and insist that I turn back and head to the Sanctum at once.

That, I sensed, was where Lavrans wanted me to go. But why?

At its end you will find a place you have never been. An associate of mine lives there—you must show him the spear and tell him what has happened to me. Doing this is vital; I ask that you perform this task as soon after you read this as possible. Within a day, if you can.

Normally I would ask that you go alone, but I know that is not your way. Bring those whom you trust with you, but only those with whom you would trust your life. And know that though they may protect you, you also may very well end up needing to protect them.

Whoever you choose, there is one person you MUST bring with you. Fail to have them in your party, Edwin, and your adventure will come to disaster.

When you step into the Allways, it must be with Professor Ramona Quigley.

I nearly dropped the letter. Quigley!? Sure, this letter was written weeks ago, long before Quigley’s status as a traitor became known, but still—

I am aware that you may not trust Professor Quigley enough to invite her to accompany you on this mission. And it is well that you don’t: for Ramona Quigley is the leader of Blackwater’s chapter of the Black Moon Society. I have been aware of this for some time, and now you are, as well.

“Fuck me,” I blurted, glancing up from the page. “Lavrans knew. You knew about the Black Moon Society the whole fucking time!”

“Black Moon!” Squawk trilled happily. “Fish heads!”

“Why let them exist?” I wondered, shaking my head. “What, were you playing Quigley? Planning to bring her and the others down in one fell swoop?”

I couldn’t help but think of that scroll sitting in my file on the Headmaster. The one capable of binding a dozen powerful wizards and bending them to one’s will. What if Lavrans wasn’t holding onto it to take over the faculty? What if it was insurance against the Black Moon?

God, I hoped so. I kept reading:

Regardless of her allegiance, Miss Quigley’s presence will be necessary. I do not believe she will attempt to harm you—not once she learns that you are to be my successor. Knowing her as I do, I am certain her desire to legitimize the Black Moon Society in your eyes will override any plans she may have made to cause chaos on our campus. This is an opportunity she cannot afford to pass up. Do not trust her, but do not spurn her.

In the unlikely event she does try to betray you, you merely need to force her to remove her jewelry. The hornet pins she wears in her ears are tiny cursed shards, enchanted with her blood magic. Tearing them from her will strip the greater part of her powers away, weakening her enough that even Miss Bishop or Miss Haddonfield should be able to overpower her if necessary.

So Lavrans even knew about the shards. A chill went through me as I realized: this man was a genius. He’d always been two steps ahead of everyone else at Blackwater. While Professor Quigley reformed the Black Moon Society in the shadows, Lavrans already had her number. He had plans in motion to counter her if necessary.

But if Lavrans was so smart, then how did he get murdered in his own Sanctum?

I wish I could tell you more. Unfortunately, doing so would only harm you, rather than help you. Keep my spear and my bird at your side at all times; both will protect you. You are ready for this Edwin. I know it does not feel that way, but you are more ready than you know.

Good luck.

PS. Under no circumstance should my body be removed from the Sanctum before the thirty days are through. And no matter what happens—DO NOT OPEN MY CASKET!

That last part was written by hand, and he’d underlined it. In triplicate.

I stared at the page, willing whatever secret message Lavrans Ravensson had for me to make itself known. Like a character in a mystery novel, I checked the first word of every sentence to make sure the letters didn’t spell anything out, then tilted the page to the side in the hopes some hidden pattern might appear. It didn’t.

“What do you think, Squawk?” I asked the bird on my shoulder. “What’s your take on all this?”

“Squawk!” Squawk squawked. “Odin words!”

This time, I wasn’t laughing. “Yeah, Odin’s words,” I said. “Savage was right. I guess I better read them again.”

I grabbed another mug of tea, got comfy, and did just that.

It was only on the third read through Lavrans’s letter that I realized where I was sitting. At long last, I’d had the fortitude to park myself in Odin’s easy chair.

Damn, it really was comfortable.


Chapter Eight

“That son of a bitch,” Irina said with pride. “He knew about Quigley the whole time?”

I couldn’t help but be amused. Irina’s reaction to the letter mirrored mine almost exactly. “He did. Did you see the postscript? What do you think that bit about not disturbing his body or the casket means?”

“Probably just being prudent,” Sabrina said. The blonde had a glass of white wine in her hand, which she’d pretty much forgotten about as soon as Irina started reading Lavrans’s letter out loud. “I wouldn’t want anyone messing with me in those circumstances.”

“I wouldn’t have my body out on display at all,” Courtney added with a shudder. “I mean, I like showing my body off, but that’s because I’m alive. And it’s mostly for Edwin, anyway.”

She was certainly showing her body off tonight. All of my women were. It was evening, the evening after my meeting with Savage at the Sanctum, and my entire harem was meeting for dinner at Courtney’s mansion. Though it was just a casual meal, all of them had dressed to the nines, teasing their hair and doing their makeup and putting on revealing little outfits like they were on a hot date with some celebrity. Except the celebrity in this case was me.

Sabrina wore a tight, strapless little bandage dress and heels so high they would have made a stripper blush. Courtney had on one of those trendy mesh see-through gowns, which might as well have been transparent for all it hid her banging bod. Underneath, she wore what looked like a string bikini but was probably fancy lingerie. Irina’s gown covered every inch of her from her collar to her calves, but clung to her voluptuous body so tightly it fit her like a second skin, making her look naked even when she was fully clothed.

Fym had yet to move in with the rest of us, but she’d apparently already brought some of her wardrobe over to our place. Her dress must have had some magic woven into it, for it seemed impossible that a garment could be cut so criminally low in the front while being totally backless could stay up without falling from her shoulders. It didn’t show off her cleavage so much as nearly make her topless at the dinner table.

And lest anyone think she wasn’t kinky enough for us, the little gold Valkyrie-style collar keeping the whole thing fastened around her throat let anyone who looked know that Professor Fym was far from the sedate, serious tamer of beasts Blackwater knew her as when she sat at this table.

No, she was the beast. And she’d been tamed—at least I hoped so.

“I’m certain the Headmaster has his reasons for making such proclamations,” Irina said, dismissing the worries about the postscript with a gesture. “Whatever the cause, there’s no need for concern. We’ll simply keep the coffin in the Sanctum while we undertake Odin’s mission. Fulfilling the former Headmaster’s wish should be no trouble.”

“Should someone stay in the Sanctum and guard it?” Courtney asked. The look on her face told me she was afraid Irina might suggest her for the task. Like all the women in the room, she desperately wanted to stay by my side, not remain behind.

Irina was already shaking her head. “Edwin can lock the Sanctum,” she explained. “I’ll show him how before we leave.”

Before we leave. I couldn’t help but snicker. Irina had already volunteered herself.

“The Allways can be incredibly dangerous,” Fym said. “As much as we use them for quick transportation, it’s important to remember that all sorts of creatures lurk in those passageways. Going off the beaten path is rarely a good idea.”

“Are you suggesting we ignore Odin’s letter?” Irina asked, aghast.

Fym was already shaking her head. “No. I’m merely saying, Edwin needs to be very careful with who he brings along for the ride. Especially when one of his companions will be the traitor Ramona Quigley.”

The mention of Professor Quigley made all of my women grimace. Though the blonde professor had done what could only be described as a complete 180 since learning of Lavrans Ravensson’s untimely demise, none of us truly believed she had our best interests at heart. Lavrans had her figured out; with an opportunity to make the Black Moon Society look helpful, even indispensable, she’d become incredibly eager to serve me by whatever means I found necessary.

The guards were against it, of course. If I gave them the decision, they’d never let Professor Quigley out of her cell again. But she was going to need to leave her cell.

Otherwise, our goose was cooked.

“Of course,” Irina said. The busty curses Professor sat at my right hand; her fingers gripped my thigh beneath the table as she spoke. “All of us want what is best for our new Headmaster. It’s impossible for him to be too prepared to meet Odin’s challenge.” She looked around the table, her admiring gaze taking in both Courtney and Sabrina’s club-ready outfits. “The entire group should follow him into the Allways. Edwin should have his entire… harem with him.”

She smirked when she said it, but she meant it. Irina’s hand strayed to the bulge in my pants, giving it a sly squeeze. The look in her eyes was devotion itself, as if she wanted to remind me that a single word of command from me right now would cause Blackwater’s most dangerous woman to crawl beneath the table and start giving me a blowjob in the middle of dinner.

Keeping my thoughts in check was difficult with a promise like that hanging over my head, but I did it. Ironically, the knowledge that Irina served at my beck and call made it a little easier—knowing that I could have her at any moment I wanted eased the pressure to have her right away, to reinforce our relationship by claiming her in front of my other girlfriends. A good thing, too, otherwise I’d never get any work done.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said. I was still thinking of the words Lavrans wrote about my mission: that he would have told me to go alone if he thought there was any chance I’d obey his command. “There are other things we need to be doing, as well.”

Sabrina sat up a little straighter. “What could possibly be more important than taking care of you, Edwin?”

“He’s right,” Fym said. “We still haven’t begun working on the papers Professor Quigley gave us. All those diagrams and scrolls—Gods only know what powers they hold in check. And that photograph…”

All of us fell silent at that.

I could make all kinds of excuses for Lavrans. The incantations to bind and control other wizards could be insurance policies against the Black Moon Society. The summoning scrolls we’d picked out of Quigley’s file and immediately put behind magical locks could have been confiscated from malefactors or held for safekeeping at the request of other powerful figures in the wizarding world.

But there was no good explanation for that picture. No good reason why Lavrans Ravensson would be consorting with the same demon who’d been attacking students on his campus.

“I hate to be the one to bring this up,” Fym said gingerly. “But how certain are we that letter came from Lavrans?”

Everyone turned to stare at her.

“Pardon?” Irina asked, her fingers stilling on my thigh. “What do you mean?”

“We know someone is behind the attacks on Blackwater,” Fym said smoothly. “We also know that we haven’t caught that person—the magistrates might believe Professor Quigley is responsible, but I believe Edwin when he says he knows she didn’t do it. Which means who or what summoned those monsters is still out there, plotting.” She glanced over at me, then took a sip of her wine. “What better way to get a second chance at killing the new Headmaster than tricking him into leaving the safety of the campus for the Allways?”

It was an audacious thing to claim. And yet, it sounded almost plausible.

Almost.

“No,” I said, thinking it over. “The message was typed, certainly, but that final bit of instruction was in Lavrans’s own handwriting. As was my name on the front of the envelope.”

“We never found a typewriter in the Sanctum,” Fym protested. “Where would Odin have found one? They’re practically antiques at this point.”

“I’m certain there’s one somewhere on campus,” Irina said breezily. The details didn’t matter to her—she already had the thrill of the hunt running through her veins. “Really, you think our former Headmaster added his words to the bottom of a blank page, and someone else wrote that message? That sounds more far-fetched than simply being a letter from Lavrans.”

“I’m just considering every possibility,” Fym said, stroking her braid. “I’m trying to give our new Headmaster the wisest council I can—”

Someone walked into the dining room.

Kendra Baines froze in the entranceway, her mocha cheeks paling and her eyes going as wide as saucers at the display before her. Her gaze traveled to me, then to her best friend Courtney, taking in the way she was dressed like she was about to make her debut at the Victoria’s Secret fashion show. Her jaw dropped open.

“Um,” Kendra twirled a finger around one of her braids, more nervous than I’d ever seen her. “Hey. Nobody told me you guys were having a party…”

Courtney was up and out of her seat in a heartbeat. “Hey, boo!” she said, acting as if it were perfectly normal for her and three of her female friends to dress up like expensive call girls to have dinner with me. “I’m so sorry. Things have been totally weird lately. How are you doing?”

Kendra looked good—especially for a woman who’d almost been killed a few weeks ago. The leader of Exeter-Cross’s cheerleading squad, it was she who’d been attacked by the same demon we saw Lavrans speaking to in that photograph Professor Quigley took. After the assault, Courtney had suggested the girl stay with her for a while for her own protection. Kendra took her up on it.

She’d been living with us for weeks, but the mansion was big enough that we rarely if ever saw each other. When we did it was like ships passing in the night. Sabrina’s dreams of adding her to the harem as soon as she saw what was happening between me, her, and Courtney were dashed—the girl was simply too busy to notice the unorthodox relationship happening right under her nose.

Or was she?

“That’s cool,” Kendra said. “I’m a guest here. You don’t have to explain yourself to me…” Her eyes narrowed as she looked at Professor Fym and Irina. “Although I’d love to know who your guests are.”

“They’re teachers,” Sabrina blurted. “Teachers at the college Edwin and I go to.”

It wasn’t technically a lie, but it was a polite fiction. Blackwater and Exeter-Cross were technically the same college—the magical one existed inside of the mundane, sharing space with it and filling its hidden passageways and corridors. But like most mundanes, Kendra had no clue. She didn’t see the robed students taking classes next to hers or notice the magical beasts flying over the campus. She couldn’t see into the Unseen World.

“Oh!” Kendra looked surprised. “Dinner with teachers. Interesting.”

“Very nice to meet you,” Irina purred, giving the cheerleader a toothy smile.

Kendra made a confused face. “Are you going to the club later or something, babe?” she asked Courtney. “That dress looks… well, I mean it looks freaking great, but… wow.”

“Sab and I were just feeling ourselves today,” Courtney explained with a giggle. “You should see the way Edwin’s been looking at Sabrina. Poor guy looked like he was going pass the fuck out when she came strutting into the room on those heels…”

Kendra knew Sabrina and I were an item. And if she didn’t know Courtney was part of that equation, she had to suspect something was up by now. But the full details of our arrangement eluded her. She didn’t know we were wizards—witches in Sabrina and Courtney’s case. And she certainly didn’t know that the two of them watched me fuck teachers in front of them while they played with each other’s pussies.

I wondered how Kendra would react if I told her she was the only woman in the room I hadn’t had sex with. That she was the only girl in the mansion who hadn’t given herself to me in every way a woman could give herself to a man.

She’d probably freak out, I told myself.

But damn if I wasn’t tempted.

“Well,” Kendra said, checking out each woman’s outfit before returning to me. “You must feel like the luckiest man in the world right now, Edwin.”

“I am the luckiest man in the world,” I told her. “You busy? Want to take a seat?”

Fym and Irina looked a bit irritated by the interruption. But Sabrina and Courtney both lit up like Christmas trees. Getting Kendra’s foot in the door was exactly what they wanted, especially for Courtney. Adding her bestie to my harem and sharing the Unseen World with her was her dream.

For a moment, I thought Kendra was going to take me up on it.

Then she shook her head, as if mastering herself.

“I only stopped by to drop off some stuff,” she said sheepishly. “I’ve got a meeting to get to. Intercollegiate cheer organization—plans for next semester.”

Courtney frowned. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

Kendra laughed. “Don’t be. Once I graduate, you’re going to be the one who has to go to all these meetings.” She looked her friend up and down, her gaze lingering this time. “I’d ask you if you want to go with me, but I don’t think they’d get any work done if you were there looking like that.”

“Aww, thanks boo,” Courtney giggled. “I’ll just have to have a boring night at home, I guess. Probably Sab and Edwin and I’ll watch a movie.”

Make a movie was far more likely.

“Cool.” Kendra turned to go, but hesitated. “We really do need to hang out sometime, though. I feel like I barely know you, Edwin. And I still owe you from what happened with the… you know.”

The demon, in other words. “Definitely. Maybe later this week?”

“Sure,” she said with a smirk. “I’ll blow Courtney’s phone up. We’ll figure it out.”

And with that, the sultry cheerleader strode away.

As soon as she was up the stairs, Courtney and Sabrina started to chuckle. “So that’s a good sign,” Sabrina purred, giving me a look so lascivious it made me want to take her right there on the dinner table. “God, I can’t wait to see what some of those cheerleader moves she does look like when she’s naked—”

Sabrina’s voice cut off with a gasp. I frowned, not understanding—then I felt a hand tug down my zipper.

Courtney knelt beneath the dinner table, licking her lips, grinning up at me as she freed my cock from my boxers.

“Court, what the fuck are you doing—?”

It was as far as I got.

The redhead cheerleader latched her lips around me and took me deep. My cock pushed right past her tongue and into her throat, swelling to full mast as quickly as my heart could push blood through my veins. Holy shit her mouth felt good!

“What the fuck?” Fym arched an eyebrow, craning her neck to see down the table. “Is Haddonfield doing what I think she’s doing?”

“Poor girl must have gotten keyed up,” Irina purred, placing her hand on the back of Courtney’s head. “Flirting like that in front of your best friend, her seeing us all dressed up like shameless sluts for our man—it made you wet, didn’t it, dear?”

“Mmmh hmmm,” Courtney groaned, savoring my prick as she swirled her tongue around the crown. Her lips left me with a wet pop, her fingers wrapping around my base. “I felt like such a fucking slut standing there in this outfit! Fuck, she totally knows you’re banging me and Sabrina both. She probably knows about the teachers, too!”

“How could she not?” Irina chuckled, gently wrapping the redhead’s locks around her fingers. “All of us are openly advertising it. We all serve at Edwin’s pleasure.”

The goth teacher pushed Courtney’s eager mouth back down onto my cock. The feeling was like lightning shooting up my spine, and I gripped the table to keep from letting out a roar that would have let Kendra know what was happening.

“Good girl,” Irina whispered, stroking Courtney’s hair like a cherished pet. “Show Edwin what I taught you, gorgeous. Show him what an eager little student you are.”

With that, Courtney glanced up at me from between my legs. Her eyes shone mischievously as her hand left my cock. She placed both of them behind her back, crossing them like she wore a pair of invisible handcuffs.

Then she swallowed me down, hands-free, slurping and sucking like her life depended on it.

She tried to keep eye contact with me, but she was enjoying it too much. Her eyes kept rolling back in her head as she worked me, her head bouncing up and down on my cock like a cork as she buried my dick all the way down her throat over and over again.

Mechanically, it was impressive as hell.

The fact that it was happening while Courtney’s best friend rooted through her dressers upstairs, totally unaware? That made it hot as fuck.

“Shit,” I grunted, my hips lifting to meet Courtney’s lips. “You’ve been teaching her?”

“Miss Haddonfield is majoring in Battle Magic at Blackwater,” Irina chortled, pressing her body against my side as Courtney blew me. “And minoring in fellatio. Though from the way she’s working your knob, my fox, I’d say she’s even more skilled at the latter than she is at the former…”

Irina had that right. Courtney’s lips grazed my balls every time I bottomed out in her throat, and she didn’t have so much as a hint of a gag reflex. I wondered if Irina had cast a spell to let her do that, or if she was just that naturally gifted.

The bliss rose higher and higher. I swelled against the back of Courtney’s throat, my balls boiling as they prepared to unload. Sabrina and Fym watched her from either end of the table, the former rubbing herself through her panties and the latter patiently waiting for me to get off so we could continue our plans.

Just as I felt myself reach the peak, Kendra walked by the entrance to the dining room. “See you later, bitch!” the girl called, laughing as she waved in the direction of the room. A quarter turn of her head and she would have seen that her bestie was no longer sitting in her seat—she would have seen every woman in the room staring at my lap, and the look on my face, and known in an instant exactly what Courtney was doing to me in that slutty little outfit.

It was too much for me. Hell, it was too much for Court. I heard her moan around my dick, her thighs squeezing together as the stimulation combined with the naughtiness of what she was doing to send her over the edge. She came with a groan, sucking me even harder as my cock jerked and began to spurt.

She wanted my load. She wanted to taste it while she shuddered and came.

And good God did I give it to her.

I growled through gritted teeth as I came, draining my balls into Courtney’s eager mouth. My toes curled and my eyes rolled back in my head, because the redhead didn’t stop once climax hit—she kept right on sucking, slurping up my seed like it was her favorite treat. The movements of her lips and tongue slowed but didn’t stop, prolonging my orgasm until it felt like every drop of semen I’d ever produced had just been ejaculated into her waiting mouth.

When it was finally over Courtney pulled off of me and rested her head against my thigh, grinning and satisfied. “Shit, she almost caught us,” she giggled, the look in her eyes telling me she wished Kendra had. “If you’d been just a little louder, Kendra would have come back to see what was the matter. She’d have caught me with a mouthful of your cum!”

“Holy shit,” Sabrina panted. “That was hawt.”

Courtney somehow managed to look bashful as she gave the crown of my cock a kiss. “Sorry if I put you in an awkward spot there,” she said, giving me the winning smile that had won over so many crowds at Exeter-Cross football games. “I was just so fucking horny. And Irina told me you love it when she just gets on her knees for you out of nowhere, so… I figured I could have some fun.” She kissed my head once more. “Was it good?”

“Courtney,” I said, leaning back in my seat. “If it was any better, I’d be dead.”

Still giggling, Courtney shimmied back into her seat. She smoothed down her dress and wiped her mouth, and in a few moments she looked so put together you’d never have believed she was just under the table sucking me off like a porn star.

“So,” she said, glancing over at Professor Fym. “We were talking about the mission?”

“If Edwin is ready to continue,” Fym said, glancing at my cock.

I tucked myself back into my pants and zipped up. Irina winked at me like she’d planned the whole thing, then leaned over and gave me a little kiss on the cheek.

“You like the way I train your girls, don’t you, my love?” she whispered, her voice liquid sex against my ear. “They’re so eager to learn how to please you better. Courtney with her mouth… and Sabrina with something even naughtier.”

My brows shot skyward.

“Oh yes,” Irina purred, nudging me in the coed’s direction. “Do you want to know what she has inside of her right now, my love? She’s getting herself ready to take you the way you deserve.” God, but Irina was getting off on this. “She wants you to own every inch of her body, with no exceptions—”

“Irina,” Fym snapped.

The goth teacher shot back into her seat like I’d burst into flames. “Sorry!”

“Now that we’re back on topic,” the blonde demigoddess said, “I’d like to make a suggestion. A five-person party will move too slowly to fulfill Odin’s mission. We also have things that must be done back at Blackwater—translating Lavrans’s documents, and tracking down the photographer who took that photo.” About the demon, she couldn’t even bring herself to speak. “I suggest that you and I travel the Allways together, Edwin. One of the students should come with us, while the other assists Professor Dragovich with her research.”

Irina’s eyes widened. “I’m not leaving him!” she snarled, sounding as if Fym had just suggested she strip naked in the public square and dance for the whole student body. Actually,  she might have been into that if it were me commanding her to do it. “Edwin needs me, Freja. How many times has my intervention saved his life?”

She had Fym there.

“If something truly catastrophic happens, you’ll know via your vial,” Fym assured her. “That connection between you and the Headmaster will never break, no matter what you do. You can always use that to track Edwin.”

“That means nothing if he’s in another realm!” Irina looked almost panicked, which was unlike her. “My love, you know I will never allow anything to harm you. As long as blood runs in my veins, I will fight to destroy anyone who stands in our way. You cannot leave me behind to pine for you uselessly!”

“Relax,” I said, putting a hand on Irina’s knee. “You’re coming with me.”

The look of relief on Sexy Hexy’s face was almost indescribable.

“She is?” Fym asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Your suggestion is a good one,” I told the beast tamer. “Someone does need to stay behind and dig through Quigley’s dirt on Lavrans. I was going to have her do it herself, with Toby and the others assisting her. But if she’s coming with me, she won’t be able to.”

“Then who?” Fym asked, a moment before it clicked. “Ah. You mean me.”

I nodded. “It’s not that you’re not powerful, Freja. I saw you fight that monster. But I need more than brute strength right now. I need people who are clever. People who can unravel the mystery of those documents for me and tell me who was really behind the Headmaster’s death.”

Slowly, Fym nodded. “No offense,” the Valkyrie said, giving Irina a sideways glance. “But you’d be useless at that task if Edwin left you here, Dragovich.”

She didn’t argue the point.

“But I’m good at killing,” Irina whispered. “And who better to keep tabs on a Black Moon traitor than someone who once worked with them? I know their tricks.”

I was glad Fym saw the virtue in accepting this. The last thing I wanted was for my new harem to start fighting each other over the division of labor.

“Sabrina, you’re with Fym,” I told the blonde, startling her. “You’re the smartest person I know—you make me look like a dummy in comparison. If anybody can unmask the killer, it’s you.”

Sabrina choked back a sob. “I understand,” she said, glancing over at her best friend. “It’s the right decision. But you two had better take care of him, you understand me? If he comes back from the Allways with so much as a hair out of place, I’m going to spank you both so bad you’ll be confined to bed for weeks!”

Courtney looked shocked. “Wait. I’m coming with you?”

I nodded. “You and Irina, yes. Sabrina and Fym on the research team.”

“You’re just saying that because she swallowed your cum,” Fym said icily.

“No,” I told her. “I’m saying that because I watched her Grand Conjuration. Even Professor Thurman was impressed with her fire magic. If we need to blow something up while we’re traveling through the Allways, Courtney’s my girl.” I gave her my sexiest smile. “You know I’m right, Freja.”

She made a face, but she didn’t argue.

“We can keep in touch with the scrying book,” Sabrina said, rising from her seat. “If I do figure out what Lavrans was working on before he died, I’ll be able to tell you right away. Depending on what we learn, you might even be able to come back to Blackwater and arrest the people responsible.”

That sounded good, but unlikely. “All right. We’ll get Quigley in the morning, then hit the Allways.”

“Sharp!” Squawk cried from his perch above the fire. “Sharp man!”

Hopefully we don’t run into any of those, I thought.

Sabrina came to me and took my hand. “Sounds good. I don’t like it, but it sounds good.” She tugged me out of my seat. “Come with me.”

I frowned. “Where are we going?”

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Downstairs. If you’re leaving tomorrow, then I intend to make the most of it. You’re going to make me cum once for every day you’re gone.” She turned, pulling the hem of her dress up above the swell of her ass. “And I’m going to make you cum twice for every day you’re gone.”

Oh. Oh wow. Irina hadn’t been lying about Sabrina ‘preparing’ her backdoor for me.

“Absolutely,” I said. “Wouldn’t want you to get too sad that I’m gone…”

Together, we headed to the rumpus room to celebrate our last night together before our mission.


Chapter Nine

“This is so nice,” Professor Quigley said. “It’s good to be traveling with you again, Edwin, despite the circumstances. This certainly beats rotting in a cell beneath the campus faculty office—”

“Quiet,” Irina snarled. “This place isn’t safe. And frankly, neither are you.”

A ball of light floated in the air a foot above Irina Dragovich’s palm. A similar ball wobbled slightly over Courtney’s head, providing a second back-up source of illumination. When you traveled the Allways, it was always good to have both a Plan A and a Plan B.

“Me?” Quigley gave Irina a look like someone was acting up in her potions class. “You’re no better than I am, Irina. The only thing that separates us is that you’re a quitter and I’m not.”

Irina paused, the ball of light moving with her as she turned. “You are on thin ice, blood mage. Remember that you’re only here because of Edwin’s soft heart.”

Quigley put her hands on her hips. “I’m here because our new Headmaster needs me,” she said, sounding more like a schoolmarm than she had since her hidden identity had been revealed. “That much is obvious. Otherwise, why free me from the dungeons?”

“Why indeed?” Irina sighed. “Forget it, there’s no arguing with you. My love, where is the next turn?”

I was in the middle of figuring out the answer to that question. We were further into the Allways than I’d ever been, following a dizzying series of twists and turns that sometimes seemed to contradict each other. The only constant remained Squawk—every time I reached a crossroads, my avian familiar indicated the way we ought to go.

Odin promised me the bird knew the way. But it rattled me to trust so much to a creature who could only speak in two word sentences.

“Left!” Squawk trilled, his beak pointing down a hallway that sloped gently downward. “Turn left!”

“You heard the bird,” Irina said, fixing Quigley with an irritated gaze. “Let’s move. You stay in front, Quigley, so I can see if you try anything.”

Quigley sighed. This battle between them had been going on for some time, with little sign of stopping. “I’ve already told you, I’m not going to hurt the Headmaster—”

“And I don’t trust a godsdamned word that comes out of your mouth,” Irina snapped. “So you stay where I can see you. Move.”

The two of them started down the hall. Standing next to me, Courtney shook her head in amazement as she watched the two teachers—one obsessed, one disgraced—disappear into the distance, the ball of light casting shadows on the walls.

“I knew she was going to be mean to Professor Quigley,” Courtney said. “But even I’m starting to feel a little bad for her. She really is trying to help us.”

“Irina’s upset,” I reminded Courtney. “Even if she didn’t try to kill us, Quigley violated the school’s charter. She went against the principles of Blackwater, even if she wants to redeem herself now—”

“Principles?” Courtney blew a lock of red hair away from her face. “Blackwater doesn’t have principles, Edwin. It has power. And now it’s your power.”

“That may be,” I said, putting a hand on the small of her back. “But I…”

Courtney wasn’t done. “Babe, do you really think Irina Dragovich has been a good little girl since the day she left the Black Moon Society?” The cheerleader’s eyeroll let me know what she thought of the matter. “She calls Quigley blood mage like it’s a racial slur, but she’s got a vial of your blood sitting in her freaking cleavage! Tell me that’s not hypocrisy.”

“I don’t follow,” I said. In the distance Irina and Quigley slowed, waiting for us. “I thought you liked Irina, Courtney. I thought she was teaching you to… I mean, at dinner…”

“I do like Irina,” Courtney said, her cheeks turning red. “I love how fucking good sex with you feels after she bites me. But she’s taking out her own issues on Quigley right now.”

“Her own issues?”

“The Black Moon Society,” Courtney said. She glanced down the hall before continuing. “Irina left it, Quigley didn’t. And it looks like Ramona Quigley might just be about to get away with her blood mage ways. I think that’s driving Sexy Hexy crazy.”

I blinked. “What do you mean, ‘get away with it’?”

Courtney smirked. “If Quigley helps us catch the Headmaster’s killer, she becomes a hero. Both of us know that the case against her will dissolve like smoke. And she’ll ask you for a pardon, just like Toby Heck.”

“You think I’ll give it to her?”

Courtney crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Why not? You saw that picture, Edwin. You saw those spells the Headmaster was hoarding. Whatever Lavrans was mixed up in is at least as bad as what Quigley was doing. What skeletons do you think are in Professor Fym’s closet? Locke’s? Irina’s?”

She had me there.

“Look, I’m not saying you should go over there and forgive her,” Courtney said, gesturing with her chin down the hallway. “She’s got a lot of work to do first before she earns that. But at the very least, I don’t want to watch her get bullied every step of the way by a woman who’s trying to convince herself her past isn’t even darker than Quigley’s.”

She made sense. “I’ll talk to Irina,” I promised her.

“Good.” Then she grinned. “She might be crazy, but she gives amazing head. That shit she was doing to you in the basement the other night made her look like a freaking Renaissance painting.”

“It’s pretty great,” I told her with a snicker. “You’re no slouch, either.”

“I’m learning,” Courtney whispered, putting an arm over my shoulder. “I hope you and I get to keep practicing for a really long time, Edwin.”

I gave her ass a playful squeeze. “How long?”

Courtney bit down on her bottom lip. “Like… the rest of our lives?”

“That sounds good to me,” I said. “Hell, I could go for a little practice—”

“Are you two coming?” Quigley’s voice held a note of humor. “Or should we wait for you to come?”

“Edwin!” Squawk shifted on my shoulder. “Edwin close!”

Courtney and I both turned to look at my familiar. “We should get moving,” she said. She gave her fingers a quick kiss and placed them on my forehead. “Raincheck.”

We caught up with Irina and Quigley, jogging down the hall. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize.” Quigley smoothed down her robes, then adjusted her thick, coke-bottle glasses. They made her eyes look a size too large behind the lenses, which only made her seem too dorky to be a sinister blood mage. “I think it’s cute how into each other you are. If only Miss Bishop could see the two of you go!”

“Everything all right?” Irina asked.

I nodded. “I’m ready. And Irina, we don’t need to keep Professor Quigley up front. She’s unarmed; we’ve been over this already.”

“A blood mage is never unarmed,” Irina said, crossing her arms beneath her heavy breasts. The motion made the little vial of my blood even more visible, which made the irony of her words a little heavier. “Hmph. Fine. But I’m keeping an eye on you, Quigley.”

“I would expect nothing less from Edwin’s fiercest defender,” Professor Quigley said with a small bow. Somehow she managed to make it look respectful rather than mocking. “I don’t resent you, Irina. Someday, when the Black Moon is legitimate and our methods become accepted rather than forbidden, our membership will welcome you back with open arms.”

“Not on your life,” Irina harrumphed.

The air in the hall grew warmer as we made our way down the sloping hallway Squawk had indicated. The bird instructed us to go right at the next turn, then straight when the hall split abruptly into a shape like an upside-down peace sign. Irina and Quigley took up the front, while Courtney walked beside me, brushing up against me every few steps like a constant reminder of the promises we’d made to each other during our romp in the new rumpus room.

For the rest of our lives, I thought, sliding a hand around the cheerleader’s waist as we walked. That sounds pretty fucking great.

“Left!” Squawk called. “Turn left!”

Courtney dragged her feet as we made our way through the turn, falling a step or two behind Irina and Quigley. Though she’d traded in her flimsy mesh dress for sturdier traveling clothes she still looked amazing, and every time I glanced in her direction she returned my attention with a wink and a smile.

“You’re staring, Headmaster,” she teased, her voice low enough that the teachers didn’t hear. “You keep this up, and the next time Squawk gives us directions I might have to drag you down the opposite path for a quick strategy session.”

I had no doubt what kind of session it would actually be. “Tempting,” I told her, giving her rear a squeeze. “But these halls are dangerous. We shouldn’t wander off…”

I trailed off as a scent hit my nose.

Irina and Quigley had stopped too, and they were looking around the corridor as Courtney and I approached. Neither of them said anything, but they didn’t need to. They were waiting for my reaction or for Squawk to warn us about trouble.

“I know that smell,” I told the group. “I’ve smelled it before.”

The memory came flooding back to me. The first time I’d ventured into the Allways, I found myself traveling down an obscure path. The smell of tropical flowers and salt wind filled the corridor, and I’d been tempted to continue and find out where it led. Squawk had stopped me, panicking and urging me to the Sanctum.

Now it seemed the bird wanted me going in this direction. Why?

Irina wrinkled her nose as if she might dismiss the scent. “You two need to stop falling behind,” she whispered, her tone restrained but clearly perturbed. “If the two of you cannot keep your hormones in check, you should get it out of your system now. The path ahead is likely to be treacherous.” She paused, savoring the looks on our faces. “I will join in should you wish it, my fox.”

Courtney stopped to pick her jaw up off the floor. “Professor Quigley is right there—”

“Oh, I’m not offended!” Quigley took off her thick glasses and rubbed them with a corner of her peacoat. “Given my current reputation, it’s only expected that I be familiar with any flavor of depravity or perversion.”

“Ignore her,” Irina snapped.

Her voice was laced with irritation, but underneath it I thought I could hear a tinge of the guilt Courtney claimed the curses professor carried. Quigley’s presence must have been a constant reminder of the life she’d left behind—one she’d never regretted leaving until now, perhaps. I wished I could understand the turmoil in her heart. I’d ease it.

“What will it be, my love?” Irina pursed her lips. “Continue? Or take a break?”

I shook my head to clear it. “The mission, obviously,” I said, waving away my thoughts of just how great taking Courtney and Irina at the same time would feel. I had business to attend to—important business. “Professor Quigley, I’m truly sorry that you have to hear all of this. Normally we keep this kind of talk confined to ourselves.”

Quigley shrugged. For the first time since we’d entered the Allways, I noticed how put together she was for someone who’d just escaped Blackwater’s dungeons. Her hornet pins gleamed in her ears, quietly powering her blood magic, and her thick peacoat looked as pristine as if she’d just grabbed it from the dry cleaners. Only a slight crack in one of the lenses of her glasses testified to the rough treatment she’d received from the magistrates.

“It’s really fine,” she insisted. “I’m just grateful to be here, Edwin.” She cleared her throat, the conversational equivalent of stepping out onto a limb. “As the new Headmaster of Blackwater, you’re entitled to your privileges. I certainly wouldn’t try to rob you of them! You need people around you who can relieve your stress—just like you need advisors capable of helping you navigate the magical underworld—”

“It sounds like you’re putting yourself forward for that task,” Irina snorted. “You forget yourself, Quigley. You’re still a traitor.”

Quigley didn’t rise to the bait. “Who amongst us can say they’ve never made a mistake? You once belonged to the Black Moon Society, Irina, yet you’re now one of the most powerful women in the wizarding world. You redeemed yourself.” She turned to me, all smiles. “All I want is an opportunity to do the same thing.”

“I am not like you,” Irina growled. “And you are not like me, blood mage.”

“I’m not talking to you,” Quigley said firmly. “I’m talking to the man in charge.”

“Squawk!” My familiar’s voice cut through the argument. “Light! Go light!”

I turned. Squawk was right—at the end of the hallway, the atmosphere lightened in a way that had nothing to do with the illumination we’d summoned. The strange smell grew stronger, and I could have sworn the temperature in the hallway was a few degrees warmer than it had been before.

I figured that was from us. But what if it wasn’t?

I pulled Odin’s spear free from my belt. As soon as I held it in my palm, it extended to its full, lethal length. “We’re close,” I told the group. “We’ll talk about this later. Everyone stay sharp.”

Courtney clustered in beside me, holding her own weapon: a hammer. It wasn’t the hammer, not the one she’d wielded during the Grand Conjuration. That had been the mighty Mjolnir, the legendary hammer of Thor himself. But this one came from Professor Thurman’s private stash, and he’d assured her that it had been wielded in plenty of ancient battles. She looked damned good holding it, too.

“There’s something off about this,” she insisted, the orb over her head bobbing unsteadily. “You think Lavrans’s associate is really waiting for us out there?”

“He’d better be,” I said. “I want some fucking answers.”

Irina’s eyes narrowed, tendrils of shadow coiling protectively around her. “If this is a trap, we’ll know soon enough,” she said, casting a suspicious glance at Professor Quigley. “Anything you wish to tell us before we venture forth, traitor?”

Quigley sighed. Unlike us, she had no weapon, save for her magic. She hadn’t been allowed to bring her potion bag with her, and the other teachers had all assured me her magic in other disciplines was paltry enough to be no threat to the rest of us. “I’ve told you, I’m not your enemy. I want what’s best for Blackwater—and for our new Headmaster.”

“You want what’s best for yourself,” Irina taunted. “Don’t deny it now—”

A sob shook Professor Quigley’s frame.

It was so unexpected that all of us froze. Quigley’s bottom lip trembled as she shuddered once more, clearly on the verge of tears. Whether it was her circumstances, Irina’s teasing, or a mixture of both, she’d clearly reached her limit.

“Edwin Sawyer,” she said, turning to me. Her voice crackled with emotion—a vein in her neck throbbed with how hard she clenched her jaw. “I brought you on stage with me during the Grand Conjuration. I kept you there, when protocol would have forced you to wait outside and miss both Miss Bishop’s and Miss Haddonfield’s exams. I made sure you were there for that. I stood up to Professor Locke. For you.”

“I remember,” I told her, but she cut me off.

“I don’t think you do,” she said. “No one came for you during the Grand Conjuration. You had no place there, not even after everything you’d given Blackwater. I seated you beside me when everyone else had forgotten about you—when not even Lavrans remembered to give you a place in his hall!”

Her lips peeled back over her teeth in anguish, and for the first time since she’d entered the Allways, tears glistened in Ramona Quigley’s eyes.

“If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been there! You wouldn’t have picked up Odin’s spear, you wouldn’t have slaughtered the monster that came out of the Thunderstone! And the women you love would be dead!”

The accusation echoed off the walls. Next to me, Courtney winced.

“Does that not count for anything? Anything at all?”

The silence stretched out, unbroken even by Squawk’s chirping.

Suddenly Quigley closed her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, waving away invisible flies. “I’m losing it—clearly I’ve been in the dungeons too long. I’m behaving in a way that’s unseemly for an instructor of Blackwater’s caliber. Please, forget I said that. Forgive me.”

“It’s all right, Ramona,” Courtney said. “Really, it’s okay.”

“Thank you, dear,” Quigley whispered. She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve, then replaced her thick glasses. “Your kindness means more to me than you can know. I’m all right now.” She straightened up, her face back to its pleasant, schoolmarm expression. “Shall we go find out what Odin intended Edwin to see?”

Up ahead, the tunnel began to widen. The corridor brightened with every step, until both Irina and Courtney banished their balls of illumination. Another few steps brought us out into the light.

God, it was bright!

I shielded my eyes, blinking as the world came into focus. Sand crunched beneath my feet as I took my first step, and the lush smell grew so strong it made me relax almost despite myself.

“Woah,” Courtney said beside me. “It’s… Margaritaville?”

It’s Margaritaville on steroids, I thought.

Palm trees swayed in the warm breeze, their fronds casting shadows on the white sand. The sky above our heads was a brilliant, cloudless blue—hence the blinding sunshine that I was still struggling to adjust to after so much time in the dark. In the distance, waves crashed against the shore, deep and green, framing a scene so perfect it belonged in either a postcard or a Jimmy Buffett music video.

Odin’s letter had led us to a tropical paradise.

A monkey swung from tree to tree, hooting and hollering. Squawk watched it go for a moment, then took off in pursuit, screeching like a raptor as he darted between the palms.

“Squawk!” I took a few steps after my familiar, my boots sinking into the hot sand. “Fuck! Come back!”

“Let him fly,” Irina whispered. She looked amazed as she scanned the horizon, and the tendrils of darkness around her retreated but did not fully disappear. “He’ll come back when he’s needed. Your familiar is smarter than you give it credit for.”

“Holy shit,” Courtney said, shading her eyes with her hand. “This place is freaking gorgeous! Do you think Odin went on vacation here?”

“Somehow I doubt it,” Irina muttered. “It’s hard to imagine Lavrans Ravensson in any environment hotter than room temperature. The man set up his bachelor pad in the middle of a frozen wasteland…”

To my side, Ramona Quigley was examining a fallen palm frond. “Astounding,” she proclaimed, peering at it through her thick lenses. “These leaves are highly uncommon—the chemicals they contain can be used in any number of concoctions. No wonder Odin’s associate claims this realm as his or her own.”

“It could still be a trap,” Irina insisted. Yet the scenery was swaying her, I could tell.

A black dart shot between the trees. I flinched, but it was just Squawk, settling down on my shoulder. I realized he had a strand of some tropical fruit hanging out of his mouth.

“Edwin!” the bird cried. “Big house!”

I glanced over at Irina, who shrugged. “See? He was scouting. He must have found this person’s location. Let’s go!”

Moving through the sand proved more of an obstacle than I anticipated. But gradually the ground beneath our feet shifted, turning first to pebbles and then to firm soil, covered with tropical plants and brilliantly colored flowers. Eventually the treeline broke and we found ourselves near the shore, overlooking a small, tropical village.

It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Buildings with straw roofs lined the streets, and between them nonhuman creatures bustled down the thoroughfares—tall, parrot-like creatures with green and red feathers, humanoid figures with skin the color of the sand around them and plates of living armor where muscles ought to be. A few of the creatures I’d seen before—I spotted a knife-eared elf carrying an oversized water jug on the top of her head—but most of them were completely new to me.

“Let’s go introduce ourselves,” Quigley said. “Headmaster?”

I led the way down the slope. And it was a good thing I did, because the moment they saw Odin’s spear, the citizens of the village froze up like they’d been hit with an ice ray. Several of them inclined their heads, while every eye followed the blade on the end of that legendary weapon.

“You recognize this?” I asked, lifting the spear. “You know who this belonged to?”

One of the parrot creatures let out a rapidfire series of clicks and whistles. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it, and a glance at Irina and Quigley revealed them to be just as clueless as I was.

“We… we mean you no harm,” I said, lifting my other hand. I didn’t think these people considered me a threat—if anything, they seemed too unbothered by us randomly appearing in their midst—but it never hurt to be careful. “We’re looking for a friend of the man who owned this spear. Do you know where he is?”

No one answered.

“House!” Squawk cried. “Big house!”

Suddenly I saw it. There, at the edge of the village, on a small rise overlooking the ocean. A building made not of straw but of stone, two stories tall with four pillars at each corner like a medieval settlement. Its white stone walls gleamed in the hot sun, a stark contrast to the beige of the other buildings and the sand of the streets.

Odin’s associate lived there. I could tell instantly.

The crowd parted for us, moving to the sides as we stepped forward. That was a little creepy, but I didn’t let it deter me. Irina’s tendrils flexed around her legs, not fully extended but ready to come out in a hurry if there was trouble.

Fortunately, there wasn’t. Ten seconds after we passed the crowd I risked a glance over my shoulder. Amazingly, they’d all gone back to what they were doing.

What the hell?

“I guess we barely rate as news,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “You’d think we’d have caused more of a stir. What the fuck?”

“Perhaps we should be glad,” Irina said. “There are far worse things than being ignored, my love. Odin’s spear may have just saved us from a very unpleasant encounter.”

I grit my teeth. I hoped that wasn’t the case.

As we approached the front gates of what I was already thinking of as the mansion, a pair of guards stepped into the entrance. To my surprise, they were human—or at least they looked human. No beaks or extra limbs that I could see, though their skin was so dark it looked like it had been burnt by the unnaturally bright sun here. The pearly white armor they wore—the same shade as the mansion and its walls—didn’t help matters.

One looked at the spear in my hand and nodded. “Ah. The heir of Blackwater has arrived.”

“We’ve been expecting you,” the other said. “Our master told us to watch for you.”

Master, I thought. Not mistress. So Odin’s associate was male. Alright.

My grip tightened on the spear. “Odin told me to come. Who is your master, sir?”

Both guards smiled, revealing rows of even, freakishly perfect teeth. “Enter. Bring your companions—and your bird. All are welcome here.”

And they walked to the door.

Courtney gave my hand a squeeze, her smile stuck to her face. “This seems weird,” she said, her lips barely twitching. “I thought Irina was just paranoid, but this really is starting to feel awfully trap-like, babe.”

“If it is,” Irina muttered, “be certain that I will kill anyone who stands in your way.”

“Let’s not start the murder just yet,” I said, holding up a hand. “This is what Lavrans told us to do. I have faith that the Headmaster has my best interests at heart.”

Quigley stepped up beside me. “As do I,” she said. “But we should be on our guard, just in case. Hold onto that spear, Edwin.”

I let out a laugh. “Are you kidding me? They’d have to kill me to get this thing away from me. It’s freaking awesome.”

“Besides,” Quigley added. “This place is a tropical paradise. What could go wrong in a place so sweet?”

What, indeed?

Together, we followed the guards into the mansion’s open doors.


Chapter Ten

The mansion’s interior was even more impressive than the outside. The guards led us into an expansive foyer, with a circle of glass in the ceiling to let in the brilliant rays of the sun above. “The Master will see you shortly,” the first guard informed us as we walked. “You will wait for him in the receiving room.”

The receiving room turned out to be just about the most lavish chamber I’d ever occupied. It had not just a circle of glass but a whole ceiling of it, open to the sky to let in the breeze and the wonderful tropical smells wafting from the nearby jungle. Vines hung from the rafters, with brightly-colored plants nestled here and there within their coils.

But it was the floor that really… well, floored me. It was made of thousands of tiny mosaic tiles, like some of the art from the Byzantine Empire I’d seen once in a museum. The patterns on the floor divided themselves into mythological scenes, depicting snakes and eagles and ziggurats. Looking at them made me dizzy—I saw bits of Caribbean, South American, and African myths in all of them, but never all one or the other.

Courtney paused before a wall fresco displaying a mosaic of masked figures dancing in what looked like the same jungle we’d just passed. A huge crescent moon hung in the sky like a farmer’s scythe, redder and brighter than anything else in the setting.

Near the rear of the chamber, a fountain quietly burbled. Squawk landed on it, dropped his beak, and began drinking like one of those little plastic bird toys.

“Well, he’s certainly making himself right at home,” I said, glancing around. “Guess we might as well do the same.”

We settled into the chairs provided (papasans, which had always been my favorite) and had only been sitting for a few moments when a door opened on the far side of the room. A tall man with skin the color of a walnut shell stepped into the sun, clad in a purple robe that fit him from his collar to his ankles. He had—

Oh shit.

He had six eyes.

Two large, bulbous orbs sat beneath his forehead, poking in opposite directions like a pair of slightly mismatched satellite dishes. Beneath them, four smaller eyes winked at us, framing a mouth dominated by two massive, curved fangs. What I’d taken for dark skin was actually hair—chitinous hair, covering him from head to toe like a fine, downy stubble.

“Oh Jesus,” Courtney whispered, turning as white as a sheet. She retreated behind Irina and Quigley, looking as if she were going to be sick.

“My apologies for frightening you,” the man said with good humor. His voice had a surprisingly deep timbre for such a strange figure, smooth and cultured with a hint of an accent I couldn’t place. “I’m told many of the mortals in your realm have a fear of creatures that resemble me. My guards should have warned you ahead of time.”

“S-s-spider,” Courtney whispered, gritting her teeth. “What the fuck—”

“Calm down,” Irina said, her jaw flexing. “It’s not a spider, it’s a man. He’s not going to hurt you, child.”

The man chuckled as he stepped forward, examining each of us in turn. When he got to me, I noticed the bulges in his tailored cloak. Two arms hung by his sides, looking little different from mine besides the chitinous hair clinging to them, but beneath that fabric I guessed several more were hidden.

Six more, perhaps? Spiders had eight arms, after all. Or were they legs?

And if legs counted, did that mean a spider man only had six arms?

All questions that probably would have offended this man. Though he looked difficult to offend.

“Edwin Sawyer,” the man said at last. The S in Sawyer came out as a sibilant hiss, almost like a snake. “The Awakener. And now, the bearer of Odin’s spear. I should have guessed you would be the one chosen to carry out his final commands.”

I gripped the spear tighter, my instincts tingling. (I couldn’t bear to think of them as my spidey-sense, not here). “You know me? Are you the man Lavrans sent me to find?”

He inclined his head. “I am Anansi. I knew Lavrans Ravensson well. And if you are here, young man, it means that Odin’s soul now wanders Hel’s halls.”

I grit my teeth at the reminder of my lost mentor. Behind me, Quigley let out a cry like she’d just remembered the answer to a trivia question that had been bothering her.

“Anansi!” she said, her voice tinged with awe. “The spider god. Of course you would be the one Lavrans would trust with a task like this!”

“Also a trickster god,” Irina said in a quiet voice. “Remember that, my fox.”

I doubted Anansi was really a god: like Lavrans, he was merely the inspiration for one. But that still made him an extremely powerful magician. One I needed to be cautious around, for the safety of me and my women.

Anansi’s gazes flickered to Quigley—all six of them. “You brought a blood mage with you to my realm? How extraordinary! Yes, I see the pins sticking into your flesh and through your blood, witch—very clever, hiding them in jewelry! The sort of thing I approve of!” Before Quigley could react, the spider turned to Irina, sizing her up with its multifaceted gaze. “And another! Odin always did show favor to those who bent the rules, but this surprises me!”

Irina’s cheeks went as red as a stop sign. “I am no blood mage,” she snapped. “I was once a member of the same cult as Professor Quigley, but that was a long time ago.”

“No matter,” Anansi said, letting out a laugh so musical it sounded disturbing coming from a man with the head of a spider. “Clearly some of the old ways remain with you. For here you are, carrying a vial of the Awakener’s blood in your…”

His eyes focused on Irina’s cleavage. All of them.

“...possession,” he finished with a chortle. “Most delightful!”

Neither Irina nor Quigley looked particularly pleased.

“Come with me, please,” he said, waving for us to follow him. “Your task is of vital importance. There’s no time to waste!”

I wondered just what my task was, but Anansi had the right of it. We followed him out of the receiving room and down a long hallway, until we came to a darker, colder chamber filled with long tables and odd-looking machines. A laboratory, though a decidedly magical one.

Anansi led us to a table covered in arcane symbols. Chairs surrounded it, and he bid us sit at them. Once we were settled in he took his place at its head, cracking what could charitably be called his knuckles.

“Very good, very good,” he said, glancing around with his orbs. Courtney shied away from his gaze, gripping the seat of her chair like a woman on a rollercoaster, trying to keep her composure. “Now, which of the two blood mages will actually be performing the blood magic? I’m guessing it’s the one who openly admits to the forbidden practice, but I do love a surprise!”

Irina and Quigley shared a look. “That would be me, I suppose,” Quigley said, frowning. “You… you want me to do blood magic?”

“It is why you are here,” Anansi said in a matter of fact tone. “It is why Odin allowed your chapter to thrive within the bounds of his domain!”

I thought Courtney looked pale! The color drained from Professor Quigley’s face, leaving her so stunned she was shaking. “Lavrans did what?” she asked.

“He allowed you to practice your craft,” Anansi explained, like he was catching up with someone who’d missed the first half of our meeting. “Odin wanted someone with your powers on hand, in case he ever needed them to be used for his benefit. And he most certainly does!”

Quigley’s mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ of surprise. “My… the Black Moon… he always knew about us?”

Her voice was barely a squeak.

“Indeed!” Anansi sounded psychotically chipper about the whole thing. “Odin is a most clever demigod! His plans are almost as ornate and complicated as my own!”

Quigley looked like she was going to vomit. “He knew the whole time…” she whispered, swaying in her seat. “Good Lord…”

“Edwin Sawyer!” Anansi turned to me. “Please extend your spear!”

Since he wasn’t one of my women, I figured he meant the one Odin gave me. I placed the silver staff on the table, keeping the bladed end away from my women just in case. Anansi stared at it for a few moments, as if waiting for me to do something else. When I didn’t, his arms began to wiggle beneath his robe in a way that made Courtney screech.

“Goodness! Odin did not show you what you must do, did he?” Anansi asked.

Huh? “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, beginning to get irritated. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on—”

“Grip the spear here,” Anansi indicated, tapping a spot on the weapon. “And here—”

An extra arm shot from beneath his robe, touching the other side.

“—and also here! Take the spear at these points and twist, please!”

I did just that, though I felt a little queasy at how many new limbs Anansi was revealing. For a moment the spear resisted as I expected it to, then something inside of it gave with a sudden sliding of gears. The two halves of the spear moved in opposite directions, shifting until the whole weapon was about six inches taller than before.

At its center lay a hollow six inches wide.

A hidden compartment.

“Very good,” Anansi said, his voice growing quieter. “Odin prepared well for the ritual. Turn the spear, young Awakener. Alternatively, you could simply reach inside.”

What? I turned the spear, peering into the secret compartment. Something tiny lay inside, so small that I wondered how it didn’t make noise when the two segments of the spear were closed. In fact, how did it stay where it was when the spear shrank?

Duh. Magic. Odin had magic.

I tipped the spear and let the item roll onto the table. It was a small ball, the color of beef jerky left in the fridge for too long, and it bounced ever so slightly as it landed on Anansi’s table. The spider chittered at the sight of it, as if its appearance amused him.

I twisted the spear, closing it. The two segments of Odin’s spear slid together as if greased, moving of their own accord as soon as I turned them back into the proper position.

“What is it?” Courtney asked. Her curiosity warred with her desire to be as far away from the man with the spider’s head as humanly possible. “A rock?”

“A marble, perhaps,” Irina said, frowning. She reached a finger toward the item, though she only brought her black nail close to it without actually touching. “Imbued with a spell, perhaps? Whatever it is, it must be very powerful—”

“Oh God,” Quigley moaned, going pale.

Anansi’s legs quivered beneath his robes. “You have it,” he said, sounding pleased with himself. “The blood mage knows!”

All of us looked at Quigley. She looked like she was going to be sick.

“It’s… it’s an eye,” the blonde said, putting a hand over her mouth. “It’s his eye!”

All of us gasped.

“That’s Odin’s eye?” I said.

“The same one he tore from his socket,” Anansi said with what sounded like pride. “Ripped it free upon the great World-Tree, Yggdrasil, in order to win the wisdom of the ancients. Odin always considered it more than a fair trade for the knowledge he gained.”

I knew the legends. If I hadn’t before I came to Blackwater, you can bet your ass I’d picked up a book of Norse mythology or two after learning my teachers were the people who’d inspired it.

“He hanged himself,” I whispered, thinking over what I’d read. “Some of the legends say he hanged himself upside down, while others claim he crucified himself against the world tree’s trunk. The Prose Edda never says for sure.”

“Hmmm,” Anansi hummed. “Odin would not have done that. Not upside down. Silly. Why would the world tree need all the blood in a man to rush to his head on top of all the other requirements?”

“He did what?” Courtney said, aghast.

“It’s part of Norse mythology,” I explained. “He hung from the world tree for nine days, as part of a quest to gain wisdom and power. At the end of it, he tore out his own eye as a sacrifice.” I paused. “Evidently it worked.”

“Holy shit,” Courtney whispered. “I had no idea.”

Irina clucked her tongue. “How many times have I told the Headmaster that we needed to have an introductory mythology class in the first semester?” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I suppose Professor Locke did not want every student to read that part about getting pregnant with a horse…”

Courtney giggled nervously. “Pregnant?”

“Odin did not hang himself upside down on the world tree,” Anansi explained. “Nor did he crucify himself—that torment was added by priests of a different religion, many years after the legends were first written down. He pierced himself.”

“Pierced?”

“With this spear,” Anansi said, admiring the weapon. “And now, we pierce for an entirely different reason.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck.

“Nobody’s getting stabbed with this spear today,” I said, putting my hand on the hilt to keep Anansi from grabbing it. “Not on my watch, in any case.”

But Anansi wasn’t going for the spear. He’d already taken something from a pocket in his robe—a glittering black needle around eight inches long. A cursed shard.

“Not the spear,” the spider man said. “This.” He held it out in Quigley’s direction. “You will need to use your blood magic to enchant it. This is why Odin required you to follow the Awakener to my realm.”

Quigley deflated a bit at the revelation that this was the reason she’d been freed from the dungeons and allowed to follow me through the Allways. “Sure,” she said, wearily taking the shard from Anansi’s hand. “I might as well, right?”

She took the shard and performed an incantation over it. Veins of blood red energy surrounded the black shard, covering it the way I imagined Anansi’s webs covered several rooms of this expansive mansion. At Quigley’s command, those veins tightened around the shard, becoming part of it as the magic imprinted.

When it was done, Quigley slumped over, panting gently. “Finished,” she said, handing the shard back to Anansi. “It’s fully charged. What do you intend to do with it—?”

Before she could finish, Anansi stood up and stabbed the table with the shard.

No, not the table.

The eye.

Anansi drove the cursed shard directly through the desiccated, calcified orb. It punctured Odin’s severed eye with a thundercrack, pushing a bolt of power through the organ that only blood magic could have summoned. Wind blew outward in all directions, sending Courtney’s hair flying back and the vial of my blood around Irina’s neck batting at her pale, slender throat.

“Very good!” Anansi cried, practically jumping up and down with delight. “Now see!”

From the top of the shard embedded in Odin’s eye, magic flowed upwards like a river. It coalesced far above our heads, forming a shimmering ambience like a soap bubble in the air. As it glowed, it flashed every color of the rainbow, crackling with power.

Then its surface changed, and we saw into another world.

The scene floated in mid-air like a projection on a screen—like a tiny movie playing above our heads. Flakes of gray ash fell on darker stone, drifting down to a ground that looked barren and dead. In the distance, the sky flashed with bolts of lightning, the clouds twisting and swirling in a dance that looked as chaotic as it was dangerous.

Beneath it…

I gasped.

On the horizon stretched a massive wall of bone.

I had no idea what I was looking at. But one thing was perfectly clear. This was not Earth. It wasn’t even Nifleheim, though the grayness and the constant ashfall put me in mind of that frozen wasteland.

“Where is this?” I asked. “What am I seeing?”

The scene panned downward, showing a solitary figure crossing the barren ground. Rays of light shone not on but through his body, revealing him as more of a ghost than a solid presence. He moved swiftly despite that, clearly travelling with a purpose in mind.

The view moved closer.

And all of us cried out in shock.

Running across the surface of that horrifying realm was Lavrans Ravensson.


Chapter Eleven

“Odin cold!” Squawk cried.

At the sound of his bird, Lavrans turned and looked up into the sky. He must have been able to see us somehow, for he smiled like he’d been expecting this for days. “Indeed I am, bird!” he said, his smile turning into a grin. “It’s good to see you!”

Confusion and relief warred within me, neither winning the fight. The sight of Lavrans Ravensson, up and moving around rather than lying in his coffin, was so strange that my mind’s first instinct was to dismiss it as a trick. But this was no clever illusion.

This was what Lavrans had wanted me to do. Why he wrote that letter, why he asked me to come to this realm in the first place.

“Lavrans,” I said, amazed. “He’s alive! But… but we saw his body…”

Anansi let out a high, chittering laugh. “Odin is not alive,” the spider god insisted. “Look at him, Awakener. He’s dead.”

Courtney’s mouth worked soundlessly. “But… but…”

“I told you,” Anansi said, turning all six of his eyes on me. “If you are here, it means Odin’s soul wanders the halls of Hel. And there he is, just as I predicted.”

“Hell?” I gripped the table tighter. “That’s hell?”

“Hel with one ‘L’,” Quigley said, her gaze fixed on the floating bubble. “Better than the one with two ‘L’s. I mean, neither are nice places, but eternal desolation and cold is better than flames and being tortured by demons.”

The ghost of Lavrans Ravensson—what Anansi called his soul—craned its neck, peering deeper into the floating bubble from the other side. “Is that Edwin?” he asked, waving his arms. “Is he there? He must be, he brought my staff and my bird.”

“I’m here!” I said, standing up so Lavrans could see me better. “Lavrans, what the hell is going on? If you’re dead, how are you…? How can you be…?”

Lavrans chuckled. “It’s complicated,” he said, adjusting his eyepatch. “I apologize for the grief I must have inflicted on you, Edwin. Know that it was necessary. I could not reveal myself to you within the grounds of Blackwater—too many of our enemies would know. I needed to bring you somewhere secret, to someone I could trust.” He turned and nodded to Anansi. “Thank you, friend.”

“Of course!” the spider god chortled, rubbing his limbs together. “I love surprises!”

“Headmaster,” Irina said, moving to my side by instinct. “Right now, Professor Fym and the girl Sabrina Bishop are trying to discover the identity of your poisoner. But you can tell us this right now. Lavrans: who killed you?”

Good freaking question!

An awkward laugh escaped his throat. “I’m afraid their work is in vain,” he explained, giving us the same smile he used on the first-years during the greeting assembly. “You see, I placed the poison in my own mead. I am my own murderer.”

Irina sat down heavily, her legs going boneless beneath her. I could sympathize.

“So Quigley really is innocent,” the curses professor whispered, looking at her fellow teacher like she was seeing her for the first time. “Ramona, I really thought—”

“It’s fine,” Quigley said quickly. “Are you kidding me? This is wonderful! Lavrans is still with us!”

“Yeah, fuck yes!” Courtney chimed in. “How do we get him out of Hel and back into his body, spider guy? What spell do we have to cast?”

“No,” Lavrans bellowed through the bubble. “I cannot return. Not yet.”

What!?

“Why the hell not?” I blurted.

Lavrans grinned. “Why do you think I killed myself in the first place, Edwin? I have work to do. Work that my living body would never be able to perform. Work that I needed to shed my mortal vessel and entrust to my very soul.”

His words stunned me. They rang with an unearthly energy, like a verse from some book of ancient mythology. I understood now part of how he managed to keep the other demigods in line.

“In the meantime, I needed Blackwater to be in the hands of someone I could trust,” he added. “Hence you, Edwin. I hope you’ve enjoyed your tenure so far.”

I was already shaking my head. “I don’t care about that,” I said, realizing with a start that I was telling the truth. I didn’t need Blackwater—just my harem. “What’s going on? Why are you down there? And how can I help?”

Lavrans laughed. “That’s the spirit. I’m here for the same reason I came here the first time: for knowledge. Are you aware that Hel lies beneath Niflheim, Edwin?”

I was vaguely aware of that, yes. One of the books on mythology I’d read had a ‘map’ of the Nine Realms, each of them layered on top of each other like segments of a wedding cake. I nodded.

“Good. Then you may know that Hel itself brushes against one of the three roots of the world tree, Yggdrasil. By traveling in a straight route from my Sanctum through Hel, one may reach the foot of that legendary place: the nexus of power from which the world itself grew like a flower from the soil.”

I nodded. That was heady stuff. “Are you going to spear yourself against the tree again?”

Lavrans laughed at my precociousness.  “If it’s necessary, yes. But I am hoping it will not be. I have an audience with Hel herself, one I was running to when you contacted me, and I hope she may be able to give me the information I seek.”

“She?” Courtney’s brows furrowed together. “I thought Hel was a place, not a person.”

“The leader of Hel is named Hel,” Quigley told her in a low voice. “Yes, it’s confusing. The superhero movies called her Hela to make it a little easier.”

“She’s the daughter of Loke,” Irina said gravely. “One of Professor Locke’s daughters.”

“Not the one from the union with the horse, I hope,” I said without thinking.

This time, Lavrans’s laughter was as loud and genuine as anything that ever came out of a drunken mead-hall. “Ha! No, she’s not. But Hel touches every dead thing that enters her realm, human and nonhuman alike. She’s a living catalog of those who dwell within her kingdom. There is little doubt she’ll know the answers to my questions.”

A picture was starting to come together in my mind. “Who are you looking for?”

“Not a person,” Lavrans said, shaking his head. “A monster. Many of them.”

Monsters?

“Blackwater is my realm, just as Hel is Hel’s,” Lavrans explained. “And demons and inviolates have been invading my realm for almost as long as I can remember. Every one of those creatures who’ve threatened us has been slain—and each has been sent to Hel’s halls. She has touched them all, whether she wished to or not.”

Suddenly it clicked. “You want to know where they’re coming from,” I said, feeling certain now. “Who or what is creating them. Sending them against us.”

“Precisely!” Lavrans raised his hand in a salute. “Hel has spoken to them all. She must know what links them. And if she does not…” His expression grew grim. “If she does not, then I will venture to the foot of the World Tree and seek its wisdom once more. It will grant me the answer to this riddle, if nothing else does.”

Another nine days hanging from Yggdrasil. Or would it be even longer this time?

Lavrans cut the tension with a grin. “Hopefully I will not have to tear out the other eye this time!”

So this was what Lavrans had sent me to find. Not a magical item or an enchanted scroll, but him. So that we would know that he was alive; and so that we would be able to aid him if need be. Though it sounded a bit like he had things well in hand already.

“Lavrans?” I asked.

Something must have shone in my voice. “Yes, lad?” the Headmaster asked. “I cannot remain much longer, but I will answer any questions you have to ask me. I’m certain you must have many!”

“Before your death, Professor Quigley confronted me,” I said, bracing myself. “I already knew before you told me that she’s part of the Black Moon—she revealed that to me herself. She… she gave me a file of documents they’ve collected about you.”

“A file?” Lavrans cocked his head to the side. “All right, Edwin. What does the file say?”

Something inside of me relaxed at his words. The fact that he was willing to face this head on, without dithering, made me trust he had our best interests at heart about a hundred times more.

“There’s a diagram,” I explained, “full of forbidden incantations. Irina tells me that using it would allow its wielder to bind and control a whole group of wizards—maybe even a dozen of them. All at once.”

Lavrans’s eyes turned serious. “Ah. I see. And you think I mean to use it for evil.”

“I don’t know what I think,” I said, speaking the truth. “I was hoping you could give me a little clarity.”

He nodded. “I allowed the Black Moon Society to flourish on my campus in secret. That would be considered a grave sin to many, though I did not think of it as so. My instincts told me that Ramona Quigley would be far less dangerous than most who have tried to take that post throughout our history, as her love for Blackwater is genuine despite her heresies.” He paused for a brief moment. “If those instincts turned out to be wrong, that scroll would allow me to undo my mistakes in a hurry—and to hide them from the leaders of the other magical colleges.”

It was about what answer I’d expected. It wasn’t water-tight—for one thing, I still wondered just where Lavrans acquired a scroll of such forbidden power—but I supposed Odin was entitled to his privacy on some matters. And he would be in trouble if the magical world at large discovered he’d let the Black Moon ply their trade in his own backyard.

“They are a safeguard against treachery,” Lavrans said. “And only to be used as a last resort—”

“How convenient,” Quigley snapped.

Lavrans turned to face her, watching through the bubble. “Ah, Ramona. I understand you’re probably pretty angry with me right now—”

“I’m not angry, Lavrans, I’m just thinking about the college,” Quigley said, cutting him off. “Despite what people like Irina might think about me, I care for Blackwater quite a bit. It’s the same care that causes you to stockpile forbidden incantations to use against your fellow teachers should they rise against you.”

Lavrans’s smile turned rueful, and perhaps a bit mocking. “You don’t believe me.”

“There was more than just a diagram in that dossier I gave Edwin,” Quigley insisted. Her eyes burned with a fury that danced along the edge of righteousness, and I realized with a start that she truly believed Lavrans to be guilty of something awful. “What about the photograph, Lavrans? I saw you with my own eyes! That’s right, Edwin, I was the one who took the picture. I was tracking the Headmaster myself—”

“Wait, wait a moment,” Lavrans said, frowning up at the bubble. Lightning flashed in the background, illuminating the massive wall of bones behind him for a heartbeat. “What photo are you talking about? What’s this?”

Quigley whirled on him. “The photo of you with the demon,” she said, glancing over at me to see my reaction. “The one of you talking with the creature who attacked that poor student from Exeter-Cross!”

Kendra Baines, I thought. You know so much, you ought to at least know her name.

Lavrans blinked. “Ramona, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said.

Beside me, Irina and Courtney looked surprised. Quigley pointed a finger up at the bubble, striking a pose that made me think of a genius prosecutor cornering a witness.

“Ha! A likely story,” the potions professor said, sounding triumphant. “You should stop denying it, Lavrans. Edwin’s already seen the picture. He knows the truth!”

Supposedly, I did. And yet…

And yet Lavrans looked so confused it was hard to believe he was lying.

“Edwin, I don’t know what Miss Quigley has shown you,” he said, rubbing the ghostly stubble on his semi-transparent chin. “But I never consorted with any demon. I don’t even know what demon she’s talking about!”

“I mean the one responsible for the attacks,” Quigley said.

“I’m aware,” Lavrans countered, his brow furrowing. “But we never captured that demon, as I recall. How do you even know this creature is the one who injured Kendra Baines?”

He knew her name. He remembered.

More than anything else, that convinced me that Lavrans was telling the truth.

Quigley kept on arguing, bringing up the description Kendra gave the magistrates while she’d been recovering in the hospital, but my brain was already moving onto a different track. Lavrans was telling the truth. I knew it in my bones.

Which meant that photograph had a much darker explanation.

I’d seen the picture myself; Quigley had handed it to me personally. And I believed her when she said she’d taken it—that she’d seen the meeting with her own two eyes, that she’d been the one wielding the camera. Which meant I could scratch off clever trickery on her end, or some kind of editing job done to the photograph in question.

No, Quigley had seen Lavrans talking with the demon. Which meant only one thing.

It hadn’t been Lavrans.

Just someone who looked exactly like him.

Even as I thought it, pieces began to click together. The second I asked myself why someone would go through the trouble of pretending to be Lavrans while talking to a demon, I understood nearly everything. It was all a show, all for Quigley’s benefit, to help turn her—and by extension, me—against the Headmaster.

Someone impersonated Lavrans Ravensson in an attempt to frame him. Someone who could make themselves look exactly like the Headmaster without breaking a sweat…

My heart raced. The sound of blood surged in my ears, and the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. Lavrans was responding to one of Quigley’s accusations, but I no longer heard it.

Instead, I locked eyes with our spider host.

“Anansi,” I said, the word causing both Lavrans and Quigley to fall silent. “Has this chamber been swept for illusions?”

All eyes turned to me. In Anansi’s case, there were six of them.

“Illusions?” The spider god sounded amused. “I don’t understand. Who could possibly fool me—?”

The air shimmered behind Anansi’s back.

He turned just in time to see a flash of brilliant white light fill the laboratory. It blinded us all, nearly deafening us in a thunderclap of sound. From his perch within the bubble, Lavrans cried out in shock, his mind probably working through the same things I’d figured out only moments ago.

When the shimmer faded, a figure stood behind Anansi, smirking like a fox who’d just been promoted to hen house inspector.

Professor Locke.

Who had been following us the whole time.


Chapter Twelve

“I can’t believe you didn’t notice me before now,” Professor Locke smirked. “I really thought I was going to get away with it. You never were the brightest illusions student, were you, Edwin?”

Professor Locke stood revealed, the illusion that had hidden him dissolving like morning mist from his tall frame. His mouth curled in a cruel smirk at the sight of me, while the cloak he wore wrapped around him like a toga glowed faintly, the runes sewn into the fabric crackling with magic. No wonder he’d been so hard to spot. He hadn’t just been using his own illusion magic, but some kind of invisibility cloak, too.

The room erupted in chaos. Anansi turned, one of his arms already sliding free of his robe with an black, glassy dagger clutched in his fist. On my side of the table, Courtney summoned a ball of flame in her palm as she reached for her elemental magic. Tendrils of darkness swirled around Irina’s body as she summoned her powers, the vial of blood between her breasts glinting like a tiny ember in a dark room. Quigley stumbled backwards, her coke-bottle glasses slipping down the bridge of her nose as her face went pale.

“Not in my house!” Anansi roared, raising his dagger. “There will be no blood shed here, Loke!”

Professor Locke laughed dismissively. “Who said anything about blood, old friend?”

With a wave of his hand, Locke summoned a latticework of light. It pulled the spider god from his feet, binding him in a web of blindingly brilliant magic that resembled nothing so much as the web of a more terrestrial spider. The knife fell from Anansi’s hand, clattering the stone floor.

“I don’t need to kill anyone,” the illusions teacher said. “I’ve already won. This was the grand secret Lavrans Ravensson hid before his death? A trip to Yggdrasil? I thought you had a super-weapon or something, Odin. A resurrection spell at the very least.”

“Release me!” Anansi howled, kicking against Locke’s spell. Webs emerged from the spider god’s fingers, shimmering in a dozen different colors, but each of them dissolved when they touched the cage fashioned by Locke. He could not get free.

“To learn that this was your grand plan has been endlessly disappointing, Headmaster,” Locke said, turning his chin towards the bubble floating over the table. “I thought you were better than that. I thought you were still in the game, old man!”

In the blink of an eye, Odin’s spear was in my hand. Locke saw it and paused, a note of caution pushing against his callous demeanor.

“Let him go,” I growled. “Now.”

In the bubble above our heads, Lavrans stood frozen, his face contorted in shock. “You, Locke?” he asked, glancing from Anansi’s struggles to me before returning his gaze to the intruder. “Why would you betray me? What’s in this for you, trickster?”

“Oh, everything,” Locke retorted, his lips curling in an evil smile. “Simply everything.”

Before Lavrans could form a reply, another lightning flash lit up Hel. This time, it revealed the outlines of long, frozen chains, covered in frost and moving directly towards the Headmaster. They streaked across the barren ground like snakes.

“Lavrans!” I shouted. “Look out—!”

Too late. Odin was fast, but the chains were faster. They bound his wrists and ankles, pinning him to the spot. He roared, summoning his magic, only for the chains to glow with an eerie blue light, overpowering him.

Anchoring his very soul to the frozen ground of Hel.

“You bastard!” I snarled, nearly leaping over the table. “What did you do!?”

Locke had the temerity to look offended. “Me? The underworld isn’t my realm, Sawyer. It belongs to another—someone who is even more powerful than Odin while standing in the land of the dead…”

He gestured at the bubble, where a figure strode from the shadows. My eyes widened at the sight of a tall, regal woman, deathly pale with snow-white hair trailing down her back in lush, wild curls. Her eyes were the same gray color as the wall of bones behind her, and her very presence sent a chill through me that made me feel as if I’d stepped into a meat locker.

Yet she was beautiful. Regal, but sinister, like the girl from Game of Thrones if she’d decided to get married to the Night’s King instead of fighting him with her dragons. The robe she wore was just as transparent as the dress Courtney wore to our celebration dinner, only this woman wore no lingerie beneath it. She was more or less naked.

Not that it mattered to Odin, of course.

“Who…?” Courtney’s voice trailed off.

Quigley grimaced. “That would be Hel,” she said, fixing her glasses. “Queen of the Underworld.”

Locke chuckled, moving Anansi’s cage to the back of the room with a wave of his hand. “It’s quite funny, really. All those movies got it wrong—some Hollywood screenwriter decided it would make more sense if Hel was Odin’s daughter, instead of following centuries of mythological tradition. She has nothing to do with Odin. She’s my blood.”

I knew that already. But hearing it from Locke’s lips brought it into terrifying focus.

Locke shot a mocking glance at Lavrans as he struggled against his chains. “You shouldn’t have promoted a boy to your position,” he said, shaking his head. “You should have made the right choice. You backed the wrong horse, old man.”

“At least he didn’t get fucked by one,” I shot back.

Ouch. I could tell that hurt. Locke was seething beneath his smile.

“You impudent whelp,” he snapped, turning to me. “I should rip out your tongue for that—”

It was as far as he got.

The instant he turned his gaze fully on me, a black shadow swept across the room. It slammed into him with the force of a hurricane, sweeping him off his feet and smacking him so hard the cage of light around Anansi sputtered before resuming. As the shockwave pushed Courtney, Quigley, and me backward, I knew Locke had just made a terrible mistake.

He’d taken his eyes off of Irina.

I had never seen her so angry. She grabbed Locke and sank her nails deep into his flesh, growling like a hellcat. Shadows writhed around her, pooling like ink before splitting into dozens of angry, flailing tendrils. They battered the illusions professor, smacking him over and over again as he retreated backward.

“You bitch!” Locke snarled, just before a blow from one of Irina’s tendrils knocked one of his teeth out. “Stop it, you crazy babushka!”

Irina did not stop. Her eyes blazed red as she pressed the attack, stunning all of us. The more she fought, the faster she moved, and the more she began to change. Her features sharpened, her pale skin glowing with an unearthly light. Her dark hair paled to gray as she bit and tore, her skin erupting with spots and wrinkles as something ancient and powerful took hold of her.

I could hardly believe my eyes. Locke had once insulted Irina by referring to her as Baba Yaga. I’d had no idea just how accurate the insult was.

Irina Dragovich was no longer just the gorgeous curses professor I’d made mine. She was the Slavic crone of legend, a figure of myth and fairy tale, no less important and powerful than the Norse gods themselves.

And she was angry.

“I will tear you to shreds!” Irina cackled, her voice no longer sounding like her own. “I will eat your heart for this betrayal, Loke! I will feed your body to dogs and drag what’s left through the heart of Blackwater like Hector through Troy!”

Somehow in the middle of that maelstrom, Locke managed to laugh. “There she is!” he roared, withstanding her blows while the cage of light flickered behind him. “There’s the real crone! How do you like your precious goth mommy now, Edwin? Not so pretty in the fullness of her power, is she?”

I didn’t answer. Irina—Baba Yaga—glanced over at me, her burning red eyes searching for my reaction. I could tell she didn’t care what Locke said about her, or what anyone else on Earth thought about the real her. She only cared how I took it.

The vial of my blood still hung around her neck, glinting.

“Yes, she’s terrifying,” I said, managing to laugh. “Terrifying for you, Locke!”

Irina’s ancient lips curled in a smile. She laughed like the howling of wolves, like a cry from the deepest, darkest woods of antiquity. She knew that nothing had changed between us.

And truly, nothing had.

“The age gap in our relationship is a little bigger than I expected,” I said as Irina attacked Locke. “But I’m not about to let that stop me.”

“She’s a hag!” Locke snarled, beginning to fall. “A sow!”

“A hag who makes herself into the Queen of Darkness just for me,” I said, amused that Locke had ever thought this might drive a wedge between me and Irina. “Who could possibly be upset at that?”

With a grin, Irina grabbed Locke and tossed him into the air. The fury within her was a terrifying thing to behold, and I knew in the depths of my soul that there was nothing the man could say to stay her wrath. Irina meant to kill him, right then and there. It was what he deserved. He’d framed Lavrans, and was probably the one behind every attack on Blackwater so far.

But she didn’t get the chance.

As she caught him, aiming her tendrils at his eyes, our view of Hel filled with that eerie blue light. It washed over Lavrans and his chains, burning like cold fire.

He screamed.

Irina froze, her tendrils halfway to Locke’s brain. His gaze remained on them for a long moment, then he shook himself and managed to smile.

“That’s right,” he said. “Your leader is in my daughter’s hands now. Lavrans’s soul is in Hel.” He glanced at the bubble, as if making sure he was right. “And if you kill me, Hel will bind his soul for all eternity. None of you will ever see your precious Odin again!”

“He is right,” Hel said. Her voice was as dark and beautiful as her body; each syllable rang like crystal chimes. “Kill my father, and your Headmaster remains my guest forever.”

Irina’s face contorted, torn between rage and restraint. A tendril twitched.

Shit. “Irina!” I shouted, putting the force of command into it. “No!”

With a growl of anguish, Irina retreated. Shadows swirled around her in a whirlpool as she shifted across the room, and by the time she reached my side she was her old self again, pale and busty and goth.

“I am sorry you had to see that, my love,” she whispered. “I hope you will not think less of me.”

“Never,” I assured her.

She didn’t cry, but it was a near thing.

“Smart move, babushka,” Locke said, gingerly touching the spot where Irina knocked his tooth out. A snap of his finger and a new one materialized—whether real or illusory, I had no idea. “Now that we have the violence out of the way, we can get down to business.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Business?”

“Ransom, specifically,” Locke said, cracking his knuckles. “I have something you want: namely the soul of your dear Headmaster. And you have something I want—and deserve. I’m not the god of commerce, but even I can sense a trade opportunity here!”

“Trade?” Courtney was aghast. “You’re insane!”

Locke ignored her. “My offer is simple. At the end of winter break, the day our next semester begins, you will call an assembly of the entire school. Lavrans does it every year, so everyone will be expecting it. At that assembly, you will declare you are abdicating the post of Headmaster. You will tell the student body that you are not ready—that a mere boy cannot run our college and the powers it provides.” His smirk stretched so wide it rivaled the Grinch. “And then you’ll name your replacement. Me.”

The room went silent, stunned at Locke’s words.

Quigley was the first to regain the power of speech. “That’s… that’s insane,” she said, shaking her head. Her hands trembled. “No one will accept that! Edwin, you can’t—!”

“He doesn’t have a choice,” Locke said smugly. “Refuse, and Lavrans will be my daughter’s guest for all eternity. His torments will never end—we’ll see to that. Agree, and Odin may return, though without his kingdom and his powers. And his spear,” Locke added with a nod at my weapon. “I’ll want that as well, as insurance.”

“Spear!” Squawk cried. “Odin spear!”

Locke scowled. “Quiet, bird.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said. “Quigley is right—no one will follow you.”

“They don’t need to love me,” Locke snickered. “That’s a human thing: one of the great weaknesses of your leaders, in my opinion. The truly great ones were the ones who ruled by fear, not out of some misguided attempt to win the love of the people.”

“Edwin!” Lavrans shouldn’t have been able to speak with those chains on him, yet somehow he managed. “Do not agree to this! My soul is not worth it!”

“Hush,” Hel purred, running a hand across Odin’s mouth. A tiny chain appeared across his lips, digging into his flesh on either side like something one of the Cenobites would have thought up. He wasn’t going to be able to say anything else. “My father is speaking.”

I turned to look at Hel. At the same moment, the Queen of the Underworld glanced through the bubble at me.

And time stood still.

Her gray eyes widened a fraction. Her gaze flickered up and down my body, taking in the sight of Odin’s heir. She couldn’t have blushed, not the lady of Hel—but in that momentless moment, she looked less like a goddess of death than a woman caught off guard. One who liked what she saw.

There was a spark there. A tiny one, yes, but undeniable.

Could I use it?

I turned to Locke, tucking the thought into the back of my mind. “You’re not getting Blackwater,” I told him, gripping the spear harder. “Even if I did abdicate my post, what’s holding you to your word? Why wouldn’t Hel just torture him forever anyway? In fact, what would be stopping you from just killing him again the moment his soul returns to his body?”

Quigley stepped forward. “We can’t trust Locke,” she said quickly, “but we can trust Hel. According to the Poetic Edda, the Queen of the Underworld is bound by her word. If she offers us a bargain, she cannot go back on it. If she swears an oath, she cannot break it.” She turned to me. “It’s the rules of her realm.”

Locke’s eyes narrowed. “Keep your mouth shut, or I’ll shut it for you, blood mage. You won’t be so haughty once I rip those pretty little shards you love so much from your ears.”

Quigley stood firm. “I’m just trying to help our Headmaster. Both of them.”

“Is that true, Hel?” I asked.

The pale woman nodded. “The woman speaks the truth,” she said, adding more chains to Lavrans’s body with a wave of her hand. “Any deal I make with you I will honor, Awakener. Any deal.”

Something about the way she said that disturbed Locke. “What are you talking about?”

Hel wasn’t listening. “But you are also right in this: you cannot trust my father. If he gets Odin in his clutches he will never let him go. He won’t dare to send his soul to my realm. I suspect he’ll keep him alive artificially, but frozen somehow. Turned into a living statue, like the snake women of the southern Gods.” Her lips curled in a smirk. “He always liked them, my father.”

“Foolish girl,” Locke growled. “What are you playing at? I gave you Odin’s soul—”

“Yes, but it’s so dreadfully dull down here, father,” Hel said. “You never visit me, so you never see what it’s really like. If you win what you desire, I doubt I’ll ever see you again—you’ll be too busy running Blackwater like your own personal fiefdom. Or a brothel.”

Courtney coughed explosively at that. “Not a chance!”

“I… I will visit you more often,” Locke said through gritted teeth. “Every Yuletide. Perhaps for a whole weekend during the Feast of Michaelmas—”

Hel turned away from her father and to me, her face expressionless. “My father reaches for glory, Awakener. The two of you gamble with the entire future of the magical world.” Was that a hint of a smile I heard in her voice? “But I play for even higher stakes. Would you like to enter the game?”

Was this a lifeline, or a trap?

“What are you offering?”

Locke moved to silence her, but Hel shook her head and he stepped back. Even he’s a little afraid of her, I realized. I mean, she runs the place where even Odin will spend eternity when he shuffles off this mortal coil. Pissing her off is probably a very bad idea.

“At Blackwater, you have a ritual that marks the end of your first semester,” Hel said, the change in topic so abrupt it brought me up short. “One that proves your mettle—that shows the school you are worthy of its teachings. Your Grand Conjuration. I understand you have never been tested.”

“I didn’t need to be,” I told Hel. “My power is Awakening, and I already performed it. This woman you see with me, Courtney, was once a mundane. My power made her a witch.”

Hel didn’t flinch. “You will come to me, Awakener. To my fortress at the heart of Hel. And there, you will perform for me. You will submit a Grand Conjuration.”

“Oh no,” Irina whispered. “My fox, you cannot…”

“Show me the power of the Awakener—the same power that grew the World Tree from its first seeds.” Hel finally did smirk at our reaction to that little tidbit. “And I will judge whether you are worthy of what you have. I will make up my own mind whether you are the heir to all Odin claims.”

A Grand Conjuration. A test. A test I’d take in Hel itself.

Courtney shivered beside me. “No way. That’s, like, where dead people go!”

Hel’s lip twitched. “I will safeguard your passage into my realm,” she promised, binding herself to her word. “You will not need to die to reach my domain, Awakener. Whether you remain alive within my halls… well, that depends on you.”

I stared deeply into Hel’s eyes, feeling that same spark between us. A tiny, flickering flame in the cold depths of Hel itself. And as I watched her, I couldn’t help but wonder.

Just how lonely was it down there in the frozen underworld?

“Do I need to come alone?” I asked her.

Quigley gasped. “Oh my God, you’re actually going to do it, aren’t you?” she blurted.

“No!” Locke snarled. “Daughter, this was not part of the plan!”

Hel ignored them both. “You may bring whomever you wish, so long as they do not interfere with our audience,” she said. “I warn you, however, that it will not be comfortable for them. This is Hel: our beds are called Sickness, and our dinner table is called Famine. Those who follow you into Hel will suffer for it.”

“Who gives a fuck?” Courtney snapped, looking at me fiercely. “I’m going with you. I know Sabrina will want to go with you, too!”

“As will I,” Quigley said, seizing the moment. Suddenly she went down on one knee before me, her face as serious as a squire about to be knighted. “I am yours, Headmaster. Let me prove the Black Moon Society is no threat to Blackwater by following you into Hel itself!”

“This… this is madness,” Irina whispered. “But if you have gone mad, my clever fox, then I will share in your madness. I will fight beside you in Hel, no matter what happens.”

“You… you can’t be serious!” Locke’s eyes bulged out of his head. “Daughter, this is totally unreasonable!”

“Of course it’s unreasonable,” Hel said with a shrug. “It’s fun. Something we haven’t had down here in a very, very long time.” She gave me a final glance, her lips twisting in something that a very hopeful man might have called a smirk. “Come to me, Edwin Sawyer. I extend to you a formal invitation to my court, you and however many mortals you care to bring. And we will see if you are worthy of playing my game.”

Hel raised her hand, and the bubble burst. The shard in Odin’s eye went dark, sliding from the calcified orb as if greased.

“Bah!” Locke was already summoning a portal. A stately chamber—probably his version of the Sanctum—waited on the other side. “This isn’t over, Sawyer! You may reach my daughter’s court, but I’ll make sure neither you nor Odin ever leave it!”

He jumped through the portal before Irina could grab him, the line in the air dissolving like sugar in tea. An instant later, the glowing cage around Anansi vanished, sending the spider god sprawling to the floor.

“Anansi,” I said, turning to the trickster. “Are you all right?”

“My pride is wounded,” the man said. “But I am fine. Headmaster, I am sorry. I did not detect Locke entering my island—”

“I would be concerned if you did,” Irina said. “Professor Locke is the most gifted illusionist in the Nine Realms. Even if you did have wards up, he probably would have been able to bypass them.” She turned to me, her expression grim. “You really mean to go along with this, Edwin?”

I nodded. “I do. It’s the only way for us to win. Hel was right; Locke will break whatever treaty we make with him. His daughter won’t.”

“She’s a real looker,” Courtney said, her gaze still on the spot the bubble had been. “But something tells me she’s also a stone-cold bitch.”

“Maybe.” I put an arm around her, already thinking of what I was going to tell Fym and Sabrina. “I guess we’re going to find out.”

We were going to save Lavrans. And stop Locke’s evil plans.

“All right,” I said, gripping Odin’s spear. “Let’s go to Hel.”


Chapter Thirteen

Professor Fym was not happy that I’d learned the secret of Lavrans Ravensson’s murder without her. She was even less happy to hear I was going to Hel.

We feared nothing on our trip back through the Allways, and we made impressive time back to Blackwater. Fym and Sabrina were already waiting for us at the Sanctum, having been told to go there by the messages Courtney sent Sabrina in her scrying book. Both of them were eager to hear everything they’d missed out on.

Their eagerness turned to horror when I told them of Locke’s treachery.

“That monster,” Fym said, snarling in a way that made her look even more like a Valkyrie than usual. “I should have known he’d try to take the throne for himself. But to think he’d rope his daughter into the plot…”

Sabrina’s response was more direct. “So… this Hel,” she asked when I was done with my story, looking over at Courtney for confirmation. “Is she hot?”

“Technically, she’s cold,” Courtney said with a grin. “But I think Edwin could warm her up.”

“This is not about sex,” Irina growled. “Hel’s halls are the least sexy location in all the Nine Realms! They are a place of endless drudgery and hunger, where the inglorious dead dwell for all eternity!”

“And it sounds like someone who lives there would really need to get laid,” Courtney said. “Yeah, Sab, she’s gorgeous. A little icy, but then again she’d have to be, right?”

Sabrina grinned. “Awesome.”

“All right, enough,” I said, raising a hand to cut off further discussions of Hel’s fuckability. “You know the deal now. Hel has Odin’s soul, and she wants me to prove to her that my power makes me his heir. If we succeed, she’ll relinquish him and we can go back home. If we fail…”

Well, I didn’t need to remind them of that. It was Hel, after all. Its ruler almost certainly had enough of those frozen chains to bind us all for eternity.

“Hel’s invitation comes with as many guests as I want to bring,” I said. “I’m not going to command anyone to come with me—I’d never force you to follow me into Hel. But I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

Fym’s eyes narrowed, her blonde braid hanging between her breasts as she put a hand on her hip. “Of course I’m going,” she said, shaking her head. “Frankly, I would even if you told me not to.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “You would?”

She nodded. “Locke’s treachery is an insult to Blackwater. To Odin. And to you. He must answer for it, and the only person who can properly strip him of his status within the pantheon is the man who gave it to him in the first place. Lavrans.” Her voice rang like a steel sword. “I assume the women who came with you to see Anansi have already made similar declarations?”

“They have,” I confirmed. “But if any of you change your mind, I won’t hold it against you.”

Sabrina laughed. “Edwin, I’m ride or die for you. I’ve been madly in love with you since that afternoon in the lobby of the dorms, when I almost brought you up to my room and let you bang my brains out even though we hadn’t even been on a date yet.” She grinned from ear to ear, as bubbly as ever. “There’s no way I’d let you face this alone. Plus, how often does a girl get the chance to see Hel?”

“For most people, it’s once,” Irina said in a low voice.

Sabrina shrugged that off. “Well, if anyone’s going to melt that ice queen’s heart, it’s my man,” the blonde witch said, taking my hand. “Maybe Hel will get a little sunnier with Edwin around.”

Irina shook her head. “Hel is not some lovesick girl. She’s a goddess in her own right, and I have no idea what game she is playing by inviting Edwin to her court. All of you should think long and hard about whether you want to enter her realm.”

“And I suppose you’re doing the same?” Courtney waggled her eyebrows at Irina. “We know there’s no way you’d ever abandon Edwin, Irina. Not even a dozen underworlds would stop you. And it’s not going to stop me, either.”

“Hel!” Squawk cried. “Go Hel!”

I glanced at the bird perched on my mantle. For the first time, the thought struck me: this was asking a lot of my familiar, as well. I didn’t know if animals went to Hel as a general rule, but it seemed as if there might be an exception for familiars. Especially ones that once belonged to Odin himself.

“Listen, Squawk,” I said, swallowing hard. “I know the two of us have been through a lot together. But this is going to be rough, even for us. If you want to stay here at the Sanctum, watching over your former master…” My gaze traveled to the silver coffin that still held the abandoned body of Lavrans Ravensson. “I won’t blame you, buddy.”

Squawk cocked his head to the side. “Edwin! Wing!”

Huh?

The bird flapped its wings, trotting back and forth across the mantle. “Edwin! Man! Wing! Man!”

Fym, Irina and Quigley stared in confusion. But both Courtney and Sabrina began to laugh.

“I think Squawk is saying he’s your wingman,” Sabrina whispered with pride.

“I guess he’s also implying that he’s the reason you’ve been able to score so many babes,” Courtney added with a laugh. “Is that right, Squawk?”

“Edwin babes!” Squawk trilled. “Squawk… cool!”

This time, nearly everyone was chuckling.

“Yes, Edwin’s bird is cool,” Courtney said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re the first thing I noticed about Edwin. Without you, the two of us might never have hooked up.” She blinked. “So maybe you are his wingman!”

“Wing man!” Squawk crowed. “Squawk cool!”

“Good man,” I told the bird. “All right, we’re all in. Now: how do we get to Hel?”

Quigley had evidently been thinking about this. “We could technically use the Allways to reach it,” she explained, toying with one of the hornet pins in her ears. “They connect to all Nine Realms, without exceptions. But the path is treacherous, and the entrance to Hel is… unconventional. So unconventional that even Odin didn’t dare to use it.”

So the Allways were out. “That’s all right. I had a different idea in mind, anyway.”

The interest of my harem was piqued.

“We do it just like Lavrans did,” I said, gesturing at one of the Sanctum’s windows. “Hel is directly beneath Niflheim, right? All we need to do is travel across it and down into Hel’s court. The trail of dead people walking through the waist will point our way there better than any compass could.”

Fym frowned. “Edwin, Lavrans was dead when he made that trek. It was not his body but his soul that crossed the frozen waste. And the spirit can move much faster than flesh.”

“It’s a long way,” Quigley agreed. “Marching in the snow, following the dead, it might take us the rest of winter break to reach Hel. And there’s food and water to worry about, not to mention freezing from the cold…”

A ball of flame appeared in Courtney’s palm. “I can handle that part,” she said

“Wait,” I said. Something had just clicked in my brain. “Lavrans, you brilliant bastard. That’s why you gave it to me…!”

“Gave you what?” Quigley asked, blinking behind her thick lenses.

I clapped my hands.

And the carpet sitting in the middle of the room rose into the air.

All of my women stared at it, startled. Fym, Quigley and Irina had presumably seen a magic carpet before, but this was new to both Sabrina and Courtney—though the former had at least heard of them.

Both coeds looked like they’d just been given an early Christmas present. “You’ve got a flying carpet?” Courtney cried.

“Part of my inheritance from Lavrans,” I explained. “What do you think the odds are he gave it to me just in case he needed me to follow him into Hel to rescue him?”

“Plans within plans within plans,” Fym said, nodding in approval. “That certainly sounds like our Headmaster. I wouldn’t be surprised in the slightest.”

“Neither would I,” Quigley said. With a little squeak, she grabbed the side of the carpet and climbed up onto it, rolling as she sat on the floating fabric. “It’s surprisingly comfortable!” she said, sounding surprised.

“Of course it is,” Irina drawled. “It’s Odin’s.”

One by one, we all climbed onto the carpet. Just as I’d pictured when I first unrolled it, we all fit on its surface—but there was less room to spare than I’d expected. We had to cluster pretty close to the edge.

Courtney eyed the rim of the carpet nervously. “This thing doesn’t have seatbelts, does it?” she asked.

Irina chuckled. “Here. This should suffice.”

With a wave of her hand, the curses teacher summoned her tendrils. They spread out around her body, lashing over the legs of every person sitting atop the carpet. They gripped us like the restraints on a roller coaster, holding tight to the fabric. Some of them slithered to the edges to grip the carpet’s tasseled fringe for even more security.

“That’s awesome,” Sabrina said, her eyes shining with excitement. “Can you summon some in-flight snacks, too?”

“Don’t push your luck,” Irina said.

“This is so romantic,” Courtney whispered. “Promise me that once we get back, you’ll take me flying on this thing, Edwin? Just us, over the city?”

“You’re thinking of Aladdin, aren’t you?” Sabrina poked her bestie in the side. “You are! Admit it! You want to be part of his world!”

“I already am part of Edwin’s world,” Courtney said with a smirk. “And the things I want him to do to me on this carpet are definitely not Disney-friendly…”

“Go!” Squawk cried from my shoulder. “Go ice!”

I paused. “Actually, I’m not one hundred percent sure how to control this thing,” I realized, glancing around the Sanctum. “Lavrans gave it to me, but I haven’t had time to use the damn thing.”

“It’s a matter of will, no different than flying a broom,” Fym said. “Same magical muscles and all that.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’d never flown a broom, either. Shit.

Let’s just give it a try, I thought.

I focused, channeling my thoughts into the carpet. It shuddered, swaying this way and that, and suddenly whatever friction there was between me and my enchanted vehicle disappeared. It surged forward, the doors of the Sanctum already opening onto the frozen wastes of Niflheim, and we were off.

Sabrina and Courtney’s whoops and cheers filled my ears. “Holy shit this is so cool!” Courtney yelled, snow falling around her red hair as we picked up altitude. “We’re freaking flying on a magic carpet, Edwin!”

We were. The air grew colder with every second as we streaked over the mountains of Niflheim. My carpet hummed beneath us, as if some invisible engine powered it as it flew. Before us, the frozen mountains stretched out into the distance, seeming to go on forever.

“Getting cold!” I said, my teeth already beginning to chatter. “Someone ought to do something about that!”

Fym and Courtney shared a look. The redhead cheerleader raised her hands, channeling a bolt of fire, while Fym summoned a golden aura that resembled the one she wore while she’d mounted me back in Courtney’s rumpus room. The fire struck it and formed a translucent barrier around our carpet, like a soap bubble.

The air warmed rapidly. Courtney stopped before she accidentally turned our little bubble into a makeshift oven. “Better?” she asked.

“Better,” I agreed. “Now to find the dead.”

They were surprisingly hard to find. They’d seemed so obvious when Lavrans pointed them out from the window of the Sanctum, yet out in the darkness of Niflheim they faded into the landscape. The snow that fell in seemingly endless sheets didn’t help matters, either. I got turned around once or twice before I noticed the glowing line in the distance, and dropped altitude to follow it.

Below us, a procession of wraiths moved through the snow. They were the same doomed souls Lavrans had been so eager to point out to me: the newly dead, traveling through the lower realms on their way to their final destinations. They shuffled endlessly, their blank eyes and gaunt faces nearly identical to each other as they walked.

“The inglorious dead,” Irina said, her voice muffled by the wind. “All bound for Hel.”

“Lavrans told me that not every soul passing through Niflheim is going to the same place,” I said, thinking back to my conversation with the man.

Irina shrugged. “These are. Follow them, and you’ll find the passage below.”

We did. The carpet streaked over the wasteland, moving parallel to the procession of the dead. None of us spoke. Not even Courtney and Sabrina could flirt in a place like this.

I lost track of time among the endless snow and ice. Only when the scenery changed did I snap back to myself, just in time to see as the line of wraiths ended at a high cliff overlooking a deep abyss.

“Woah,” I said, slowing the carpet. “Is this it?”

I’d never seen the creatures myself, but I’d heard of lemmings: tiny animals said to follow each other over the sides of cliffs out of either peer pressure or some deranged survival instinct. What the wraiths were doing reminded me of that, except purposeful instead of random. They lined up one after the other at the edge of the cliff, took a moment to compose themselves, then dove into the abyss. Far below, a brilliant shifting pattern of lights shone in the black, like someone had taken the Northern Lights and moved them to the bottom of the Marianas Trench.

There was no telling how far down it went. But I suspected it led all the way to Hel.

We watched as the tiny figures plunged over the side, my unease growing. “Please tell me the path to Hel’s court is ahead of us, and not underneath us,” I said.

Fym’s hand rested on my thigh. “This is the entrance to Hel’s halls, Edwin. It lies at the bottom of the pit.”

Courtney gave a start. “You mean we have to jump off of that?”

“It seems so,” Quigley said, examining the drop-off with an academic eye. “Certainly it doesn’t hurt the wraiths—they’ve already expired, after all. But what about us?”

“Hel safeguarded our travel,” I reminded the group. “She promised no harm would come to us on the way to her halls.”

“Meaning we can jump into the shiny pit of doom without killing ourselves,” Sabrina said, leaning over the edge of the carpet. “You’re sure we can trust Hel?”

“She can’t violate a pact,” Quigley replied with a click of her tongue. “Besides, we’ve been this far. Our only other option is to turn back. Anyone want to do that?”

No one raised their hand.

“No choice,” I agreed. “We go together. We jump.”

“We could… lower the carpet,” Sabrina suggested. Her teeth chattered despite the warmth of the magic bubble surrounding us, and I realized for the first time that the blonde witch might have a fear of heights. “We don’t really need to jump into that pit, do we?”

“Swan dive into the unknown,” Courtney giggled, relishing it. “Come on, it’ll be fun!”

Sabrina grimaced. “All right,” she whispered. “For Blackwater.”

“For Lavrans,” I said.

Fym nodded in approval. “For Odin.”

Irina had been watching me from her side of the carpet. Now she shook her head and chuckled. “No. For you, my love. I do this for you.”

“For redemption,” Quigley blurted, chuckling nervously. “Unlike the rest of you, I’d go right back behind bars if I chickened out. This is the only chance I’m going to get to take the Black Moon Society mainstream. And for Lavrans and Blackwater, I suppose. And Edwin.”

Quigley gave my hand a squeeze, a hopeful look in her eyes.

“I don’t know if you’d be interested in someone with my criminal history,” Quigley said, showing some of the same spunk she’d wielded on the day of the Grand Conjuration. “But I have grown fond of you, Edwin. Very fond. I’m beginning to suspect it’s impossible to spend any length of time around you and not become fond.”

“I… I admire you,” I told Quigley. “You’ve grown on me too, Professor. I don’t like the thought of going on adventures without you, actually.” I gave her a lingering look, wondering how she looked under that dowdy coat. “I’d be willing to see where this goes, if you are.”

Ramona Quigley had never looked so nervous. “That means a lot to me, Edwin,” she whispered, beaming at Sabrina and Courtney. “I’m not a terribly experienced woman, despite my years, but I’m certain you have plenty of girlfriends willing to teach me a few things.”

“Oh, we most definitely will,” Sabrina agreed. “Welcome to the club, Ramona.”

“It’s more exclusive than the Black Moon Society,” Courtney said. “And hotter.”

One other thing occurred to me. “Oh, and Ramona?”

“Yes?” Professor Quigley asked.

I steeled myself. “What you said earlier, about you putting me on stage at the Grand Conjuration when everyone else forgot about me—”

“Please,” Quigley said, her expression awkward. “That was a moment of weakness. Or insanity. It’s better if we don’t dwell on it…”

I shook my head. “You asked if it meant anything,” I said, taking her hand. “It does.”

Quigley’s bottom lip trembled. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Wow,” she whispered, sniffing hugely. “Edwin, that… goodness…”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Irina said, rolling her eyes. “Kiss him already, you fool!”

With a laugh, Quigley did just that. It wasn’t the smoothest or most bombastic kiss in the world—it was more like the slightly awkward first kiss between high school sweethearts who wind up married to each other for sixty years. But it was good.

Very good.

As she pulled back, I swore I could see hearts in Ramona Quigley’s eyes. “Fuck it, I’m ready,” she laughed, pulling her legs free of Irina’s restraints. “Let’s jump!”

“Wait!” Sabrina cried. “You’re shaking it—!”

Too late. The carpet tipped as Quigley leapt over the side, plunging into the darkness. Irina, sensing what was already happening, pulled back her tendrils, leaving us all with nothing holding us to our flying carpet.

“Good luck!” Irina roared. “See you all on the other side!”

Together, we plunged into the darkness.


Chapter Fourteen

Sixty seconds before my car plunged into the icy waters of the Potomac, I found myself engaged in an argument about video—

Wait.

Jen clucked her tongue. “Another point in favor of modern gaming,” she said, turning around in her seat to address Will and the others. “Discs can get scratched, but ones and zeroes stay ones and zeroes forever—”

“I’ve been here before,” I blurted.

All eyes in the car turned to me. Up ahead, the headlights of my Subaru cut through the rain, illuminating the slick surface of the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge. We’d just come from a party with a bunch of Will’s friends from his new school over in Rockville, and now we were crossing over back into Northern Virginia, on our way to drop Jen and Patrick off in Tysons Corner.

Again.

Just like we’d been doing on the night of the car accident.

Then night when I discovered I could do magic.

“Huh?” Jen turned in her seat; like everyone in the car other than me, she was a little inebriated. “Of course you’ve been here before, Edwin. How many times have you and Will driven up to DC?”

“Are we sure the designated driver didn’t sneak a couple shots?” Patrick chuckled.

My hands tensed on the wheel as memory came rushing in. “We’re about to crash,” I said, stamping on the breaks. They squealed beneath us, the SUV hydroplaning as we hit a deep patch of water. “We’re about to crash!”

“Edwin, calm down!” Jen reached over and put a hand on my shoulder. “Nothing is wrong—”

A set of headlights cut across her face. A moment later, another car slammed into the side of ours, sending us over the side of the bridge and into the water.

No, not the water.

Into the light.

The airbag deployed, only to dissolve in a wash of brilliant purples and greens. The shouts and screams of my passengers faded away, replaced with the growl of something larger and even more dangerous than my automobile.

“Mr. Sawyer!” Professor Fym’s voice snapped me to my senses. “Are you going to begin, or are you hoping to run out the remainder of our class time?”

What? I blinked—and I found myself standing in the center of the Beast Taming classroom at Blackwater, atop the raised dais where Professor Fym took us each through our first attempt at approaching magical creatures. On the other side of the platform, a cage that had been hanging from the ceiling sat open, with the faint outline of a gray beast crouched inside waiting to strike.

The color of stone, I realized. The stone dragon. This is my first Beast Taming class.

Back when Professor Fym didn’t like me so much. Or did, but didn’t want to admit it.

What the hell was going on? A moment ago, I’d been crashing my car into the Potomac. Now I was at my first Beast Taming class. Staring into a darkened cage…

Wait.

A miniature aurora borealis filled the enclosure where the stone dragon waited.

“It’s going to attack me,” I said, looking over at Professor Fym. “Someone stabbed a cursed shard through its paw—probably Professor Locke, now that I know what he’s been up to. Also, you and I are going to have sex.”

Fym’s face filled with shock.

“Really hot sex,” I added with a grin.

The stone dragon charged from the cage, roaring as it pounced across the dais. Students screamed, fleeing from their seats, but I hardly even noticed the beast. As it opened its jaws, a brilliant mass of green and purple light emerged from deep within its throat, ripping away the world and dissolving the scene before me.

I’m falling through my memories, I realized. This must be part of the trip to Hel.

I’d always heard that a person’s life flashes before their eyes in the seconds before their death. This must have been something like that. With every blink, I found myself in a new situation: bleeding on the ground outside of Exeter-Cross Stadium with an inviolate standing over me, or running from enraged orcs in the back alleys of High Street while Irina Dragovich’s maniacal laughter echoed through the night.

They came as quickly as they left, taking with them those brilliant, unearthly lights.

The lights I saw at the bottom of the pit separating Nifelheim and Hel.

As the realization struck me, I burst through and found myself falling. A leaden sky surrounded me, filled with angry black clouds that crackled with bolts of lightning. The ground was gray and featureless, stretching out like a desert in every direction. I couldn’t see the horizon; for all I knew, this place didn’t have any.

It was cold. So cold.

Wind whipped my face as I fell. I screamed; a powerful, primal fear entered me at the sight of that landscape, and for a few rapid heartbeats all I could do was shriek as I fell. This was the place no one wanted to go. The afterlife that no one chose willingly; the one that you were given as a sort of shitty cosmic consolation prize for not qualifying for some nicer eternal reward.

This was Hel. And a living human being was not supposed to be here.

Get a grip! I commanded myself. I tucked my arms and legs inward, blunting the worst of the wind, but the air was still so cold that I shivered uncontrollably. There has to be a way to stop your fall!

So I told myself. But my brain didn’t want to believe it.

Hel promised you safe passage, I tried to think. This is not how you die!

And yet the ground rose to meet me, coming closer with each passing second.

As I plunged through the clouds, I saw my destination. Hel could not be said to have scenic views in any sense of the word, yet the massive wall of bone stretching from one end of the flat, featureless plain to the other certainly caught my attention. It was even larger than it looked during the vision I’d seen of Lavrans, stretching to the sky like a mountain.

At its base sat Hel’s hall: a long house of black wood and stone, the sort of place a Viking lord would hold a feast. Except no one ate or drank anything in Hel except for ashes.

“Sabrina!” I turned, tumbling end over end as I searched the sky. “Courtney! Irina! Where is everyone?”

I hadn’t seen any of them fall. Above my head, the aurora borealis sparkled—I couldn’t see through it to know if Nifelheim still lay on the opposite side. My women had all jumped through at the same time as me, right? We should have fallen at roughly the same rate, which meant we should have entered Hel around the same time.

Unless they’d run into something even worse in there.

“Fym!” It was no use, I couldn’t see anyone else. “Quigley? Did anyone else make it through—?”

A tiny figure appeared in the sky above me, plummeting through the aurora’s glow. Sabrina’s blonde hair spread out around her as she tumbled end over end, screaming expletives as she tried to right herself as she tumbled down to Hel’s surface. She waved her hands and cast a spell, summoning a blast of wind around her that stopped her rotation. She continued to fall, but now she could see where she was going. And could see me.

“Edwin?” Her voice was barely audible over the wind. “Oh shit!”

“Where are the others?” I shouted, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Sabrina, did you see them?”

I needn’t have asked. As my lips formed the question, more figures began falling from the sky. I saw Irina, a mass of tendrils writhing around her waist as they shot out madly for anything that could slow her fall. Behind her, Fym and Quigley fell in tandem, swirls of blood-red magic surrounding the latter as she tapped into the hidden resources of her cursed shards to try and slow their descent.

Courtney popped out a moment later, in a graceful swan dive that put the others to shame. Behind her, Squawk fled the maelstrom, followed closely by the flying carpet that brought us here.

As I watched, the carpet streaked to the side, wrapping around Sabrina before depositing her atop its surface.

The carpet moved with surprising swiftness. In the blink of an eye, it moved from Sabrina to Courtney, snatching up the redheaded cheerleader and depositing her safely alongside her bestie with a flick of its tassels. Neither of them had time to do much more than stare at each other in relief as the carpet moved for the next member of our party.

It’s not fast enough, I realized. Ice filled the pit of my stomach. It’s not going to be able to save all of us!

As the carpet streaked toward Irina, a dark figure shot at me like an arrow. I flinched instinctively, though I shouldn’t have—by now, I recognized the weight of my familiar when it settled onto my shoulder. Squawk gripped me tight, though his wings were nowhere near strong enough to slow my fall.

“Edwin safe!” the bird trilled. “Bones come!”

Bones?

Above my head, the carpet grabbed Irina and added her to the floating, magical lifeboat. But already I could tell it wasn’t enough—it wouldn’t be able to reach Fym, Quigley or I before we hit the ground. We had only moments, and moments were nowhere near long enough.

But Hel had other ideas for us.

“Look!” Squawk cried, his talons digging into my flesh. “Look now!”

I turned. A whole squadron of tiny figures filled the air, heading in our general direction. There were perhaps two or three of them for each of us, and for a moment my brain dared to hope that these were Valkyries swooping in to save the day. Norse mythology made me think of Valhalla, after all, and that’s where the Valkyries were said to make their home.

I should have remembered.

This was Hel.

“Oh no,” I moaned, my vision clearing. “Oh what the fuck—?”

The creatures had taken off from the wall of bone. They were part of the wall of bone; bricks in its fucked up, macabre surface. They flew like birds but looked more like dinosaurs—massive ones, like a display from the Natural History Museum brought to life. Their bones were bleached white, faintly glowing with each lightning strike in the distance. Their wings beat against the currents as they reached us, grabbing hold of our bodies with their scraggly talons.

I thought I’d been afraid of Hel before! If my caveman brain didn’t like the idea of visiting the afterlife, it sure as hell hated the idea of being cradled by Hel’s creatures. Their touch felt wrong, as if I were being locked inside of a cell rather than helped to stop falling.

Blackwater’s teachers took it no better than I did. Sabrina, Courtney and Irina were safe on the flying carpet, untouched by the skeletal beasts, but Fym, Quigley, and I were all grabbed by the raptors. I could hear them roaring with anger and disgust as the beasts flapped their wings, turning our collective fall into a dive.

The dismount was better than it would have been unaided, but only just. Ten feet or so above the ground the skeletal raptor opened its claws and unceremoniously dumped me to the barren earth below. I hit hard, stars swimming in my vision, and by the time I got my sight back the creature that grabbed me was already halfway through its journey back to the wall of bone. Speedy fuckers, I thought, shuddering.

God almighty. It was freezing down here!

Fym landed beside me, dropping into a roll as she touched down. She managed to hit the ground a lot smoother than I did, and she regained her footing pretty much instantly. Guess those Valkyrie reflexes of hers came in handy.

“Are you all right, Edwin?” Fym asked, taking my hand and helping me to my feet. “That was a cruel trick to play on us. Hel agreed to safeguard our passage to her halls, but evidently arriving in comfort was not part of the bargain.”

“I don’t know why it would be,” Professor Quigley said. She knelt in the gray dust a few feet away, gently panting as she tried to shake off the memory of those bony claws wrapped around her body. “This woman’s the Queen of the Underworld. She’s unequivocally not on our side.”

A short distance away from us, the flying carpet touched down. Sabrina, Courtney and Irina were with us in an instant, the first two hugging me with relief and the third staring at me like she wanted to wrap me in a thick protective bubble of her tendrils and never let me go. I shot the group a thumbs-up and smiled.

“That was fucking terrifying,” I said, my smile never wavering. “Irina, I think I’m starting to get frostbite. Is there anything we can do about this?”

“Oh!” From the look on her face, Irina didn’t feel the cold. She looked at Sabrina and Courtney, noticing the way both students had begun to shiver. “Of course, my love!”

A few moments later Irina conjured a shimmering bubble of magic around us. The air within heated up to just a little lower than room temperature—not warm enough to truly be called comfortable, but different enough from Hel’s normal atmosphere that we wouldn’t freeze. I rubbed my hands together, massaging the ache out of them, and took a look around.

Hel’s halls looked even more imposing close up. Black wood carved into the Viking equivalent of gargoyles stretched across the tops of the hall’s spires, while the walls were the same bone-gray as the ground beneath our feet. The massive double doors were too large by at least half, as if they’d been built to accommodate a species taller and larger than ordinary humans. Giants, maybe?

Courtney rubbed her arms, shivering away the last of the cold. “It’s not as big as I expected,” she said.

“Seriously?” Sabrina asked. “It’s huge!”

“Big enough to have Blackwater’s Grand Conjuration and Exeter-Cross’s homecoming game at the same time,” Courtney agreed. “But this place is supposed to hold, like, all the souls of the dead, right? At least the ones who died badly. Are there just fewer of those these days or something?”

Irina was already shaking her head. “The halls of Hel are larger on the inside than they appear on the outside,” she explained. “In a very real sense, this building is not real.”

Sabrina’s brows furrowed together. “Not real?” She walked to the side of the building and rapped her knuckles against the stone. “Seems real enough to me.”

“It is a symbol,” Irina scoffed. “In reality, the halls of Hel are Hel. They go on forever, containing all of the lost souls within their mistress’s domain.” She gave our group a harsh look. “Remember to remain together inside. Hel may attempt to trick or separate us—should we get lost within this structure, it is very unlikely that any of us will ever get out again…”

“Edwin wouldn’t let us stay trapped,” Courtney said fiercely. “If one of us fell into Hel’s clutches, he’d do whatever it took to free us. Isn’t that right, babe?”

“Damn right,” I nodded. “But let’s be careful anyway.”

Quigley stepped up beside me, examining the wooden creatures over the big double doors. “We’re Hel’s guests, which means we’ll need to be on our best behavior. I doubt she’s going to give us much leeway where manners are concerned. She’ll hurt us if she’s able.”

“We won’t give her any reason to,” Sabrina said with a shudder. “I don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to, Edwin. This place gives me the creeps!”

It gave me the creeps, too. Though I knew better than to say that out loud.

“We should enter,” Irina said, her jaw flexing. “You’ll probably need to knock—”

As she spoke, the big double doors of the hall swung open. Inside lay only darkness.

“Enter!” A deep, booming voice intoned. “Be welcome within these halls!”

I glanced over at the trio of teachers. “That doesn’t sound much like Hel,” I said.

“That’s because it’s not,” Professor Quigley said. “She must have someone watching the gates for her, keeping an eye out for our approach.”

“Maybe it’s Cerberus?” Courtney guessed.

“That’s from Hell with two l’s,” Quigley said with a chuckle.

Inside, Hel’s halls were every bit as bleak as I’d imagined. As we stepped through the doors torches on the walls blazed to life, bathing the chamber in sickly green light. Long tables stretched off into the distance, covered in ash and dust, set with plates and cups caked in cobwebs. Chandeliers of bone hung from the ceiling, studded with the antlers and tails of fantastic creatures.

It may have looked like a feasting hall, but I felt certain no one had ever taken a bite of food or sipped a drink beneath this roof. No songs had been sung here; no tales had been spun of mighty battles and great deeds of the past.

It was quiet.

As quiet as a tomb.

“Awakener!” a voice said. “So you have come.”

I turned. At the sound of that voice, the candles of bone above our heads ignited, banishing the shadows around us. The hall we stood in was much larger than I’d expected—the grand cafeteria at Blackwater could have fit inside this single section of it several times over, with room to spare besides.

At the front of the hall lay a raised platform, where the lord and his favored guests would sit at the head of the table at a true feast. Only one of the seats was occupied. A throne of bones, pearly white and nearly tall enough to reach the ceiling.

Hel sat the throne, one leg crossed over the other.

She was just as I’d seen her in the vision: tall and regal, with snow-white hair cascading down her back and silver eyes like a wolf’s. She’d changed into a more queenly gown for our arrival, a sleek black number with bits of bone woven through it to form a sort of baroque corset around her curves.

Hel saw me and smirked. She was gorgeous, even a blind man could have seen that, yet her beauty filled me with a wariness that nearly sent me running from her hall. Though she’d extended me an invitation to her home, there was nothing warm or inviting about her presence.

This woman was the goddess of death, the daughter of Loki himself. All of Hel was her domain. A web that surrounded her on all sides like a spider.

And I’d walked right into it. I’d even brought my harem with me.

“I told you I would be here,” I told Hel. “Did you think I would chicken out?”

Hel leaned forward on her throne. Her black dress clung to her like a second skin, while the corset of bone around her torso accentuated her breasts in ways that could even make a dead man stare. Convenient, considering where we were. The air around her seemed charged with menace, and for the first time, I found myself wondering where everyone else in Hel was supposed to be hiding.

“My father told me you would decide against it,” Hel told me. “Specifically, he claimed your women would talk you out of it.” Her gaze traveled to Fym and Irina. “Not the young ones, but the ones who worked beside him.”

“Never,” Irina declared. “I counsel Edwin, of course. But his will is his own.”

“If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t like him so much,” Sabrina said with a smile.

“Bold. Good. You will all need boldness.” Hel glanced over her shoulder. “Bring him.”

A door in the rear of the chamber opened. A figure emerged, flanked by skeletal guards the size of NFL linebackers. Chains of ice trailed from his wrists and ankles, leading back into the darkness hidden within Hel’s halls. My heart sank when I saw him: for Lavrans Ravensson—Odin himself—had never looked so haggard, nor so desperate.

“Edwin,” Lavrans croaked, his steps faltering. “No. No, you should have stayed away…”

“Like hell,” I said. Odin’s spear expanded to its full length in my hand, making a sound like a knife pulled from a sheath as I reached for my magic. “You chose me to be Headmaster of Blackwater in your absence, Lavrans. I’m showing you why you were right.”

Hel let out a laugh like a glass window shattering. “Your devotion for your mentor is touching,” she said, turning from Lavrans to me. “You probably find it honorable, Awakener. But there is no honor here. At our feasts, hunger is your plate and famine your knife. Those wonderful qualities you share with your women in the world above—love, intimacy, affection—they mean nothing to those who have already died. They will not protect you.”

Would they? I met Hel’s gaze, feeling again that sharp spark of attraction between us. For sure all of this was meant to intimidate me: the empty halls, the barren tables, the cobwebs all over everything and the creepy bones over our heads. Hel had probably chosen the darkest and most desolate corner of her kingdom to receive us in for just that reason.

But all it did was make me more keenly aware of how alone she had to be down here.

How badly she needed to make a connection.

“I’m aware that I’m going to have to pass your test alone,” I told the Queen of the Underworld. “But I think you’re wrong, Hel. I think there’s affection enough to be found down here, as long as you know where to look.”

Her face was unreadable. “Approach, Awakener.”

I did. For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something—amusement, maybe, or curiosity—show on Hel’s coldly beautiful face. She shifted in her chair as I drew near, her robes swishing around her. They barely moved, yet the wind that came from her chair nearly froze my blood. This woman was cold!

“Look at you,” Hel purred, nibbling her bottom lip with perfect, even white teeth. “The heir of Odin himself. The first Awakener to be born in a hundred years.”

From the look on her face, she clearly liked what she saw. “That’s me. Tell me what I have to do to get Lavrans back.”

She snickered. “You think this is about seduction, don’t you?”

I blinked. What?

“You do,” she laughed. “You believe I’m going to take you to bed! That I’m just like your whores—that I’ll spread for you on a mattress of bone, and your mortal fire will finally melt the icy heart of Hel.”

I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

She laughed again, with no humor in it. “Tempting, but no. My father would kill me.”

“I’m not afraid of your father,” I said firmly.

That struck home. Hel’s eyes widened for just a moment, that spark between us nearly catching flame before the Queen of the Underworld stamped down on it. Her nostrils flared, and she shook herself like someone coming out of a trance.

“Then you’re a fool,” Hel said. “My father is an even more dangerous man than Odin himself. You have no idea the things he’s doing, even now, to stop you from succeeding.”

Now or never, I thought.

“Things like sending me to his brilliant, beautiful daughter?” I asked.

Hel nearly fell off of her throne.

“His daughter who he’s clearly been neglecting for a long, long time,” I said. Boldly, I reached over and took Hel’s hand, giving it a squeeze. Holy shit, it was so cold. I felt like I’d grabbed an ice pack out of a freezer. “Come on, Hel. You’re on his side because of blood, not because you want to be.”

A curious smile spread across the undead woman’s face.

“So bold,” the Queen of the Underworld whispered. “So many souls enter my halls, millions of them…”

Sure. Another forty thousand come every day. The intro riff to “Don’t Fear The Reaper” played in the back of my mind.

“...yet none of them dare to do what you are doing, Awakener. I admit… it has been a long time since I was touched.”

Behind me, I heard Sabrina gasp. When I risked a glance over my shoulder, I saw Courtney beaming at me like I’d just scored the game-winning touchdown for the Exeter-Cross Warlocks. My other women looked wary, but hopeful.

It’s working, I thought with a smile. She’s into me!

Hel could pretend all she wanted, but the things hundreds of years of loneliness will do to a girl hit her a hell of a lot of harder than she wanted to admit—

“The man you are to fight did not touch me, either,” she said.

That froze me in my tracks.

“Fight?” I asked.

Hel’s smile was a knife. “There are few enough men in my halls capable of doing violence. We hold those who died without glory, remember? Yet my father managed to scrounge one up. Your first test will be to use that—” the blonde woman nodded at my spear, “—to defeat them.”

My grip tightened on the spear of Odin, its weight reassuring in my hand. “Alright,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’ve faced monsters before, you know. Inviolates, demons, you name it. Whatever you’ve got to throw at me, I can handle it.”

Hel seemed almost…sad? “This is no monster,” she said, her fingers tightening around mine. “In truth, I am somewhat surprised that this is who Loki chose for you to fight. Yet he assures me you will not be able to win.”

“Edwin,” Lavrans grunted. “Be careful!”

I shook my head to clear it. Whatever game Professor Locke was playing at, I’d find a way to beat it. So he’d dredged up some lost soul from the depths of Hel to destroy me? I’d dealt with worse.

“I’m ready,” I told Hel. “Bring it!”

She clapped her hands. The air in the hall thickened as magic filled the room, the torches burning brighter with the power of it. My women gasped as a rune appeared on the floor, burning through the boards and leaving a scorch mark behind as a portal opened above it. A pillar of smoke rose, and when it faded, a familiar figure knelt in the middle of the rune, looking nearly as confused as I was.

My jaw dropped open.

“What!?” I blurted, looking over at Hel. “This makes no sense!”

“Heck!” Squawk called on my shoulder. “Toby Heck!”


Chapter Fifteen

Toby Heck was my challenger?

“Hey, Eddie,” Toby said, slowly rising to his feet. His legs wobbled beneath him, as if whatever magic had brought him here hadn’t been particularly kind in doing it. “Long time no see, huh?”

Toby Heck stood at the center of the portal. He’d pulled off a doozy of a prank this time: joining the Black Moon Society didn’t even compare to this. How in the world had he managed to find a path all the way down to Hel?

A laugh escaped my throat. “Toby, you dumbass, what the hell are you doing here?” All the tension that had been inside of me moments ago drained away—Toby Heck was the last person on Earth I needed to worry about in a fight. “Did you agree to let Professor Locke name you as his champion?”

“Oh no,” Lavrans whispered. “Loki, you monster…”

“I’m… I’m kind of just as confused as you are, Eddie man,” Toby chuckled. “One minute I was hanging out in my cell with Matt and Henry, trying to guess what the heck Professor Quigley’s been up to without us. Next thing I know, I’m down here in the world’s worst Chuck-E-Cheese with the Queen of the Damned over there.” He glanced over my shoulder, seeing my harem standing behind me for the first time. “Oh, hey Quig!”

“Hello, Mr. Heck!” Quigley smiled awkwardly, the wheels behind her eyes turning on overdrive. “Are the other members of the Black Moon Society all right?”

Toby ran his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, they’re fine,” he said, glancing over at Hel. “Except for me. I’m kind of starting to think that I’m not fine, you know?”

Hel’s smile was colder than the grave. “You are not fine,” she nodded.

A terrible notion entered the back of my mind. “Toby Heck can’t be my test,” I told the woman sitting on the throne. “He’s not dead! I saw him like two days ago!”

“Um.” Toby reached for his shirt. “Yeah. About that…”

The young man pulled up his shirt. There, next to his heart, lay a faded but unhealed stab wound, several inches wide and so deep it made me gasp. Behind me, my women made noises of shock and anger.

“Yeah, I thought I felt that,” Toby said, touching the side of his fatal wound. “Henry’s going to freak when you tell him about this, Eddie boy. He’s a big believer in the Egyptian Book of the Dead—weighing your heart against a feather, all that stuff? But man, this ain’t Egypt.” He swallowed hard, looking over at Hel. “This really ain’t Egypt.”

“Toby,” I said, my voice taking on a growl I didn’t know I was capable of. “What the hell happened?”

It was Hel who spoke up first. “My father killed him,” she said, as breezily as if we were discussing the weather. “Stole the face of one of the guards and entered the cell where the Black Moon heretics were being held prisoner. Your friend was not able to defend himself.” A poisonous little smirk twisted her lips. “Not an honorable death.”

Toby whirled on her. “That was Professor Locke?” he blurted, his eyes widening. “Shit, I guess that makes sense. I knew it couldn’t have actually been Bob.”

Hel’s eyes narrowed. “Bob?”

“The guard,” Toby said, recovering a bit of his savoir-faire. “His name’s Robert: Bob for short. Matt and me have been taking him for everything he’s worth in Texas Hold ‘Em while we waited for them to let us out of those cells. Of course we’re in a cell, so we’re playing for hard candy and promises, but that’s no excuse not to do your best.” Somehow he managed to grin. “Guy’s got a terrible fucking poker face. So when he pulled that knife out of his boot, I figured he was going to raise the bet with it—not stab me in the fucking chest!”

“Toby,” I said, the reality sinking in. “You’re dead. Locke killed you.”

“Details!” Toby was really on a roll now: it was clear that seeing me here had raised his spirits. “I mean, look, Headmaster Ravensson’s dead too, and he’s standing right over there wrapped up in more chains than the snow patrol’s got! You’re gonna save him, right, Eddie boy?”

I nodded. “I mean to.”

“Great! Then whenever you do the magic you’ve got hidden away that shoves the Headmaster’s soul back in his body, you can just do the same thing to me! Easy peasy! Phew, I’m glad we got that settled!” He looked over at Hel, frowning. “I’m sure you’re lovely and all, but I was never really into the whole Chuck E Cheese thing. More of a mini-golf birthday kid myself. Hey, why did you bring me down here, anyway?”

Hel’s lips peeled back over her teeth. “The Awakener is to kill you.”

Toby swallowed hard, then forced out a laugh. “Lady, I’m already dead!”

“The spear of Odin is known as Gungnir,” Hel continued, “and at its core rests a branch of wood from the world tree, Yggdrasil. This gives it powers that weapons crafted by mortals lack. Such as the ability to slay spirits.”

Oh. Oh.

“Edwin, you must not,” Lavrans hissed. “It’s a trick. All that Loki does is a trick.”

“What?” Toby was still laughing, but all the humor in his voice had fled. He sounded scared—scared to death. Appropriate, I guess. “You can’t kill a ghost! Not even with Odin’s spear.” He turned to me, panic flashing in his eyes. “‘What is dead can never die’, right, Eddie? Like that TV show with the dragons, yeah? You ever watch that? Man, once we get out of this, you’ve gotta watch it with me. There’s so many boobs—”

I closed my eyes. “You’re saying I have to kill him?” I asked Hel.

The woman sitting on the throne nodded. “This is your test. Prove you have the mettle to become Odin’s heir, and I will abide by our terms. Fail, and my father will declare himself the victor.”

“Eddie, Eddie!” Toby Heck lifted both hands. “You can’t do this to me, man! Are you kidding me? You have any idea how many love letters I’m getting in prison? The second I’m out, I’m gonna be the one with a whole harem of babes at my beck and call!”

I was already shaking my head. “This is for Lavrans’s soul,” I told him, marshalling my courage. “And for mine. If we lose here, Professor Locke becomes the new Headmaster of Blackwater.” I nodded over my shoulder in the direction of my girlfriends. “He got you, Toby. If he gets the big chair, how long do you think he’ll wait to stick daggers in every woman I love?”

That gave Toby an idea. “Hey! Hey girls! Tell your man he’s being a real fucking jerk right now!”

Irina scoffed. “This is a rude trick for Loke to play on you,” she conceded. “But it must be done. One man’s soul versus all of Blackwater? The calculation is obvious.”

“I agree,” Fym said. “The needs of the many outweigh those of the few.”

Toby’s face fell. “Quig! Come on, Ramona, I’m your soldier! Your right-hand man! The future of the Black Moon Society!”

Ramona Quigley wore an expression I’d only seen from her once before. The one she’d shone back during the Grand Conjuration, when she’d watched a handful of her first-year students fail to secure a passing grade—and wished openly she could give them a second chance.

Quigley said nothing. The tears in her eyes said it all.

“Wait, you can’t actually be considering this?” Courtney gave Sabrina a little shove, standing up straighter. “We’re not killing another student! Are you crazy?”

“He’s already dead,” Sabrina whispered. She looked like she was going to be sick. “We’re just finishing what Professor Locke started.”

“But I’m not dead dead!” Toby cried. Tears sprang to his eyes. “Dude, you don’t have to do this! This is fucked up!”

Gungnir gave a pulse beneath my fingers. When I glanced at its hilt, I saw tiny runes burning across its surface—as if the close proximity to a spirit had awakened something within it. It was ready to do what was necessary, regardless of how I felt about the whole thing.

“Toby,” I said, frowning. “I’m sorry. I don’t really have a choice here.”

For a moment, I thought Toby was going to run. He moved like a rat caught in a trap, his eyes searching the halls of hell for an escape route the smarter part of his brain already knew didn’t exist. Then all at once, he sighed and straightened up.

“Promise me something?” he asked.

“What?”

Toby’s voice cracked as he took a step backwards. “Don’t tell them back at Blackwater that I went out like this. Make something up.” His hands shook, yet he managed a faint smile. “Tell ‘em I went out like a badass, spitting in Hel’s eye, and I said something really cool right before she killed me?”

Slowly, I nodded. “I will. Every girl at school will be kicking herself for not hooking up with you when she got the chance.”

He laughed, wiping away a tear. “Shit, all right. That sounds pretty good.” His gaze traveled to the spear in my hand, and he swallowed hard. “Do it now, Eddie. Quick, before I lose my fucking nerve.”

I raised the spear. The blade on the end began to glow as I reached for my magic, shining with a light that cast shadows on the walls of Hel’s halls. Above my head, the bone chandeliers rattled as magic filled the room. Hel smiled smugly as she leaned back in her throne, pleased by what she saw. My women watched with trepidation, their reactions running the gamut: Irina nodding grimly, Fym stone-faced, Quigley silently crying. Courtney and Sabrina held each other, both horrified but unable to think of a way out of the trap Professor Locke had set for us.

With grim determination I stepped forward, ready to strike.

And a black bullet blocked out the world.

A piercing cry cut through the tension, so loud that my ears rang. “No hurt!”

What the hell?

“Squawk?” I shouted, stumbling back as the bird flapped its wings in my face. “What are you doing? Get out of the way!”

“No hurt!” Squawk insisted. “Friend! Friend!”

My familiar was remarkably fast when he wanted to be. Squawk darted at me from several angles at once, his wings battering my face as he screeched at a frequency that could crack a goblet. The bird didn’t peck or claw at me, but I sensed that if I kept trying to reach Toby, he would.

“I don’t have a choice!” I roared at my familiar. “Step aside, Squawk! I’m commanding you to move!”

But it was too late. The moment had already passed. A tremor shot through Toby Heck, and when I managed to see him through the storm of Squawk’s feathers, I knew he’d lost what little courage he’d managed to scrounge up.

“Fuck this!” he shouted, taking off down the hall. “I ain’t going out like a bitch!”

“Toby!” I grabbed Squawk with one hand, trying and failing to shove my familiar backwards. “Come back here! Fuck!”

Hel’s smile widened. “He’s a spry thing,” she whispered. “Better run fast, Awakener!”

I ran.

I chased Toby around the barren table like a Marx Brother. It was a scene that would have been comedic under any other circumstances: him knocking plates and cups to the floor, me swinging my spear, Squawk madly flapping and occasionally pecking at my head. I knew Hel was no place of honor, yet even I couldn’t believe what a fool I was making of myself.

“Grab him!” Irina shouted. “Mr. Hughes, stop running!”

“It’s Heck!” Toby shouted. “The Lord of Heck! You know, you’re hotter than Hades, Miss Dragovich, but you always did scare the everliving daylights out of me!”

I closed the distance, only to watch as Toby scrambled beneath Hel’s feasting table. Squawk’s beak and talons had made a mess of my sleeve, tearing it to tatters as I struggled to hold the bird back.

Sabrina broke. “Fuck it, stop!” she cried, leaving Courtney’s side and waving her arms. “Edwin, this is crazy! Squawk’s smarter than any of us: you should not be doing this! Put down the spear!”

“He cannot!” Irina’s lips peeled back over her teeth. “He is committed now! If Edwin fails, we are all lost!”

“He has to!” Courtney joined in, standing beside her bestie. “For fuck’s sake, look at him. This is a mess!”

Squawk dive-bombed me as I emerged from the other side of the table, in hot pursuit of Toby Heck. “No spear! Odin spear!”

This was getting ridiculous. I refused to harm Squawk, but my familiar felt no compunctions about using his powers to slow me down. I weaved to one side then another, faking the bird out and taking off with it flapping angrily behind me.

Toby, for reasons I could not fathom, was running straight back to Hel’s throne.

“Take it back, you crazy bitch!” he hollered, throwing a chair behind him to slow me down as he ran. “Tell him he doesn’t have to kill me!”

Hel sounded amused. “Or what?” she purred, crossing one leg over the other.

Toby was momentarily caught off guard. “Oh, come the fuck on,” he said, pivoting on a heel before Hel could reach out and snatch him. “You think you’re the first girl with Daddy issues I’ve ever talked to? Letting us go would piss Loki off something fierce!”

It shouldn’t have worked—and it didn’t. Not really. But Hel’s eyes flashed with more than just amusement at the idea.

“I’ve seen the way you look at him,” Toby continued, backing away as Hel rose from her seat. “You don’t need to tell me you want to fuck Eddie, lady. Every girl at Blackwater’s in the exact same boat. Hell, I’m lucky I’m straight! He’s just got that thing, you know? That quality that gets all the ladies hot and bothered. That Brad Pitt thing.”

He glanced over his shoulder at me, frowning gently.

“Well, maybe it’s more like that Pete Davidson thing,” he added with a snicker.

I could sense the momentum in the room shifting. Hel stood on the platform at the head of the feasting table, beautiful and cold. Yet her face was nowhere near as cruel as it had been just a few short minutes ago.

Was she starting to waver?

Just then I caught up to them both. I put one elbow on the table, the other hand loosely holding Odin’s spear at my side. Jesus, how did that guy have so much energy? At least Squawk had stopped attacking me. For now, the familiar was content to watch me panting.

“You defied Loki once before,” I reminded her, trying to look attractive despite the fact that Toby Heck had just run me ragged. “You can do it again. You make the rules down here, not him.”

Hel just stared at me, her face unreadable.

I rose back to my full height. “Let’s have a seat at your table,” I told her, trying hard not to look over at the still-unslain shade of Toby Heck. “Let’s talk this over, and I’m sure we can find an equitable solution—”

In the chaos, I didn’t notice Lavrans moving. One of his chains made a horrible grinding sound as he thrust all of his weight to the side, straining with the kind of strength that only a demigod could possess. The links in the chain attached to his right arm lengthened, bending hideously.

Then they snapped.

Hel let out a cry of fury. Her hands conjured magic, but before she could act, he lunged, stretching the chains to their limit as he threw himself at…me?

What the fuck?

I had no time to dodge or prepare myself. Lavrans grabbed the spear in my hand—the same spear he’d given me in the first place—and ripped it out of my grip, tearing it away from me so fiercely it made me wonder how tightly Hel had bound the man in the first place.

“Lavrans, what the hell…?”

He’s going to fight her, I thought. It was the only thing that made sense.

But even as I thought it, another half-dozen chains emerged from the darkness. Hel hissed like a snake, controlling them with the motions of her wrists. They sprang at the demigod with a fury, making sounds like whips the size of drainage pipes.

Lavrans didn’t resist. Instead, he grabbed the spear with both hands and whispered a word, touching it near the spot where the silver hilt gave way to the blade. A flash of golden light filled Hel’s halls, and the spear dissolved, vanishing.

The chains grabbed him, wrapping around his wrists and ankles with renewed vigor. But now Odin was laughing as Hel caged him.

“There,” Lavrans said, his voice belying how difficult that had been for him to do. “That’s better. Now Edwin can chase Mr. Heck for the rest of eternity if you so desire, Hel. He won’t be able to banish the young man’s shade.”

Toby turned to the Headmaster, stunned. “You got my name right!” he said, honest glee filling his face. “Yo, high five, man!”

“Alas,” Lavrans said with a pained smile. “I am in no condition to share in your enthusiasm, Mr. Heck.”

It felt like a trick. My eyes shot around the hall, expecting at any moment to alight on the hidden form of Gungnir, lurking in the shadows. But the weapon was gone. Lavrans had unsummoned it.

I hadn’t known Hel’s face could get any paler, but her fury did the trick. “You… you bastard!” she snarled, her hands clenching unconsciously. “I should have your skin flayed from your body for interfering, Odin!”

“That would not go well for you, I think,” Lavrans managed to chuckle. “Your father still fears what would happen if he tried his luck against me, even in this state. Would you enter combat with me, daughter of the wolf? Or do you demur?”

Hel didn’t answer. Instead, she turned to me, her eyes ablaze with anger.

Damn it. And things were starting to go so well between us, too.

“Your mentor has ruined your test,” Hel spat, her bottom lip trembling. “You cannot complete the test, Awakener. Without Gungnir, you cannot slay the spirit as I commanded.”

“I knew you didn’t have it in you!” Toby Heck said proudly. “Hey, no hard feelings, man. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I’d have had to have a good long think over whether or not to choose saving the world over saving you!”

“I…I’m glad I don’t have to kill you,” I said, meaning it. Then I turned to Hel. “But this isn’t fair! It’s not my fault the test was voided—there was interference!”

Hel cocked one impossibly perfect eyebrow. “Interference?”

I figured I had about five seconds to throw a spanner in the works before Loki’s daughter got the bright idea of ripping our souls out of our bodies right then and there. So, my mind working on overdrive, I seized on the first thing I could think of.

“The Grand Conjuration!” I said, lifting a finger. “You said this test was like my Grand Conjuration. And you have to keep your word, don’t you? You can’t go back on an agreement you’ve made!”

The rest of my women looked at me in confusion. “Where are you going with this?” Courtney asked.

I only knew one person who could help me. “Lavrans,” I said, turning to the man who’d just put me in this bind. “What is the official protocol at Blackwater for a student whose Grand Conjuration is interrupted by an outside force?”

It clicked. “If the interruption was not their fault, then they are given a second chance to complete the Grand Conjuration,” he said, his voice tight with pain. The new chains Hel had affixed to his body were wormed in deep. “Depending on circumstances, they may either make the attempt right away, or wait for the other students to complete their tests before climbing to the stage.”

I nodded along, then pointed a finger at Hel. “You have to give me another test!”

The look on her face was something to see. There was definitely a bit of her father in Hel—she didn’t like having her plans thwarted one bit.

And yet…

Yet she looked amused at the same time. Something told me no one had thrown her for a loop like this in thousands of years. Maybe not ever.

I had a chance here. I just needed to seize it.

“Forget Toby,” I said quickly, ignoring the frown on his face at being dismissed. “Both of us know you don’t want to watch me slaughter some student! There’s no honor in that—it’s the sort of thing your Dad would come up with as a test. Give me a test that proves I’m Odin’s heir. That I’m the Awakener.”

I looked right into her eyes, turning the charm up as high as I could.

“That I’m the man you’re looking for.”

For a moment, I dared to hope I’d done it. Hel nodded gently, her smile widening, and visions of the gorgeous ice princess naked in bed with me filled my head whether I wanted them to or not.

“Very well,” the Queen of the Underworld whispered. “Another test.”

She raised a hand, and chains of ice erupted from the floor.

They grabbed all of us at once. Thick bands of iron wrapped themselves around my legs, my arms, pinning me to the ground and keeping me from going for a weapon. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw chains grab Toby Heck and throw him to the ground. Behind him…

Behind him was my harem.

I watched with rage and horror as the chains snaked around each of them. Courtney and Sabrina were grabbed first, their arms pinned behind their backs by the cold iron. Fym and Irina fought, but they were quickly overwhelmed. Quigley tried to do something with the cursed shards in her ears, but as I watched tiny chains emerged from the main body and literally snatched the earrings from their holders, severing her connection with her blood magic.

“Hel!” I shouted, struggling in my bonds. “What the fuck? I thought you were going to give me another test!”

Her eyes met mine, and for the first time, I saw something like genuine human emotion flickering in her face. Too bad for me the emotion was lust. Of course a girl raised in the shadow of a thousand-foot wall of bones would get off on tying people up.

“I shall,” she said, smirking. “But we never agreed as to when that test would be, Awakener. I will need time to think of a suitable task for you to perform. In the meantime, you are my guests.”

“Guests?” Courtney snapped, gasping. There was a chain wrapped loosely around her throat, which would have been hot in other contexts but wasn’t here. “This isn’t how you treat a fucking guest!”

“It is here,” Hel whispered. “This is actually rather nice by Hel standards. You will not be harmed—our dungeons are not places of violence. We do not torture, the way your magistrates do.”

Dungeons? No!

“Cool your heels for a while, Awakener,” Hel said. She stepped forward and ran a finger across my chin, licking her lips like a spider about to savor a fly stupid enough to get caught in her web. “Perhaps by the time I think of a new trial, you’ll be more… amenable to my father’s will.”

“God damn it!” Irina snarled. The curses professor hadn’t stopped trying to free herself from the chains—her tendrils snaked between the links, desperately attempting to snap them. But they held. “You can’t do this, you bloody bitch!”

“I can, and I will,” Hel said, her expression darkening. “Let me show you to your cell, Awakener.”

As the chains began to move, I turned to Lavrans. He remained fixed to the spot, with twice as many chains binding him as any of us—even Irina. If I figured he’d look remorseful, I was wrong. His one good eye shone with power, fierce and calm.

My blood boiled. “Why?” I demanded, straining as I was lifted off of my feet. “Why did you take the spear, Lavrans? Why not let me finish the test?”

“Because,” Lavrans said. “The World Tree told me not to.”

What?

“Yggdrasil granted me a vision!” Lavrans called as the chains began to tug. “It came upon me as I descended through Nifleheim on my way to Hel’s halls. I saw you there, at the foot of the World Tree, Edwin. And I was with you!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“You screwed me over for some vision?” I blurted.

Lavrans was already shaking his head. “You must not walk the road Loke has laid out for you,” he said firmly. “You will find a way! The spear, it is a crutch. It is not your power, and it never was! You must—”

A chain wrapped itself around Lavrans’s mouth, silencing him.

“That’s better,” Hel said. “Shall we?”

The chains tightened, the hall growing even colder as the metal closed in. We were on our way to our prison whether we wanted to be or not.

Hel had won this round.

And now we were all going to pay the price.


Chapter Sixteen

I didn’t expect much from Hel’s hospitality. And yet I was still disappointed.

As barren and gray as Hel’s feasting halls were, the dungeons were even worse. The cells Hel’s chains deposited us in were tiny and cramped, even colder than the constantly raging storm outside of her fortress’s walls. The walls glistened with sickly moisture, and mold and lichen grew in every available crack. A single bare cot rested in a corner, the only furniture to be seen. A window so tiny it must have been a sick joke lay at the top of the rear wall, letting in a slow but constant stream of ash. Every lightning flash lit up our prison for a brief moment, making it as bright as midday.

“This is disgusting,” Sabrina whispered, wrinkling her nose. “How long does Hel expect us to rot down here?”

“For as long as she can,” Irina muttered. “That is not what worries me, child. Now that we have arrived, Hel will do her duty as Loke’s daughter and inform him she has placed us under lock and key. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s on his way through Nifleheim already.”

Courtney shook her head. “We failed,” she whispered. “We fucking failed.”

Tears froze in the corners of the cheerleader’s eyes. It was that cold in here. All of us felt it, with the possible exception of Toby Heck. After all, he was dead.

They hadn’t thrown Lavrans in here with us. I could only imagine what fun things Hel was subjecting our former Headmaster to while we sat in here alone.

“It’s so cold,” Sabrina said. “Irina, can’t you do anything?”

The curses professor was already shaking her head. “I have tried, little dove. My magic…it will not come.” She reached out and shook the iron bars of the cell. “It is the metal. Made of the same material as her chains. It blunts my powers, somehow.”

“Not just Irina,” Fym said. The blonde Valkyrie sat on the edge of our cot, staring at the lock on the door. If looks could kill, hers would have snapped in half by now. “I cannot summon my spells. My light…it is gone.” She hung her head. “I have never felt so empty before…”

“There has to be something we can do,” I said, marshalling my courage. “Hel wouldn’t just let us freeze to death in here, would she? She’s not allowed to do that!”

“No, she is not,” Irina agreed. “But she can get us very, very close, my love. And I…I am feeling the same thing that Professor Fym is, I’m afraid.”

Huh? “Feeling what?” I asked, turning to the group.

Fym ran her fingers through her hair. “Despair,” the blonde goddess whispered. “Our powers are who we are, Edwin. Without them, we’re no different from any ordinary mortals. And this place…it was designed to drain the souls of those who come here. It is not meant for those who carry honor. It will seek to take that honor away.”

I swallowed hard. “You’re telling me this place is going to break you.”

Unexpectedly, tears sprang to Fym’s eyes. “Not quickly,” she said, stroking her long blonde braid. “But I fear what will happen to us, Edwin. By the time Hel admits us back into her halls, we will not be as strong as we are now. We will—”

Her voice broke.

“We may not be able to endure,” she whispered. “It’s a miracle that Odin has held out as long as he has. It’s the malfunctioning aura all over again, Edwin. Except this time, it’s not draining our powers but our souls.”

“I can’t believe that,” I said. “You’re the strongest women I know! Come on, a little time in a cell’s not going to make you go insane! By the time Hel comes to get us, I’m going to have a plan. I’ll pass her second test, and then we’ll get out of here. You’ll see!”

“I’m trying to see that,” Fym whispered. I could have been imagining it, but I thought her face already looked a little gray. “I’m trying to picture us in young Courtney’s basement, together and celebrating. But it’s so hard…”

“You have to fight it!” Sabrina’s hands balled into fists. “Come on, Fym! Edwin’s counting on you!”

“Shit,” Toby Heck muttered. “This is bad news, Eddie. You think we could make like Thin Lizzy and start a jailbreak?”

I looked over at Toby. Each blast of lightning from outside turned him semi-transparent; the light could be seen through him, making him look even more ghostly than usual.

I nodded over at the lock. “You’re dead,” I told him. “See if you can… I don’t know. Phase through the bars?”

With a nod, Toby went to do just that. “Here goes nothing,” he said.

He reached through the bars, stretching his body into the six-inch space between two of the iron pillars.

Smoke rose from his undead body.

“Yowtch!” Toby shot backwards like he’d placed his face on an iron griddle. “Holy shit, that burns! Oh fuck, did that leave a mark?”

“You should not have bothered,” Irina rumbled. “If it were that easy to escape one of Hel’s holding cells, everyone would have done it.”

Toby gave Irina a concerned look. “That doesn’t sound like you, Professor Dragovich,” he said, smoothing down his spectral robes. “The Irina I know would have already come up with a half-dozen ways to get us out of this mess!”

Irina. Oh fuck, she looked awful.

Blackwater’s curses professor leaned against the filthy wall, her eyes half open. A smile spread across her face when she looked at me, but the sweat that beaded on her forehead and between her heavy breasts told me that just existing was a struggle for her right now.

“I will endure,” she whispered, answering my unspoken question. “‘Faced with pain, I will learn the virtue of endurance.’ You know of what I speak?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Epictetus,” I told her. “He of the foxes and the lions. I read the book you gave me.”

Irina nodded weakly. “I will hold those words to my heart, as I hold your blood. But, my love…I need you to get us out of this cell. Quickly.”

Fucking hell.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I told myself, shaking away my doubts. “Toby! Courtney! Sabrina!”

All three of them started.

“The teachers are getting their will sapped away by some evil Hel power,” I told them. “Which means it’s up to us to figure this out. We have to come up with an answer—and we have to do it before Professor Locke shows up.”

“Otherwise he’ll force you to abdicate,” Sabrina said darkly. “I can already see it now. That’ll be the ‘test’ Hel gives you, at her father’s command. Make him Headmaster in exchange for letting us all go.”

“That’s if he even lets us go,” Courtney said, shaking her head. “Let’s face it, he’s got us right where he wants us. There’s no reason to ever let us out of these cells. What happens if Edwin just never shows up for the spring semester?”

A grim thought indeed.

“We can’t think about that right now,” I said. “We need to take stock. Irina and Fym have tried their magic, and Toby can’t get through the bars. Can anyone else still cast a spell?”

One by one, all four of us tried. Courtney strained as she reached for her fire powers, her palm clenching around the fireball that wasn’t there. For a few heartbeats, a flame began to flicker between her fingers, but it vanished just as quickly.

Once it was gone, she nearly collapsed. “That was so hard,” she whimpered. “There really is something evil about this place, isn’t there?”

Sabrina couldn’t do magic, either. And despite my best attempts, my digital familiar stubbornly refused to say I had any mana available.

“Shit, okay,” I said, taking the news as gracefully as possible. “So we’ll have to get out of here the old fashioned way.” I took a look around the cell, checking for anything a former prisoner might have left behind. “Anyone got some digging tools? Maybe an old poster of Rita Hayworth we could put on the wall?”

“I…I might have something.”

All of us turned. Professor Quigley hadn’t spoken since Hel’s chains had deposited her in this cell—now, with an effort, she spoke.

“Ramona?” Sabrina winced at the sight of her. “Are you okay?”

Both Fym and Irina’s conditions were already so bad that it filled my gut with fear. But Quigley had them both beat. It was as if the universe were taking its revenge for her ability to resist the draining tug of Blackwater’s malfunctioning aura during the previous semester. Without her blood magic shards in her ears, her powers were weaker than Fym’s or Irina’s. Which meant she could barely resist the despair of Hel.

And yet she was still standing. That counted for something.

“They didn’t take everything from me when they threw us in these cells,” the blonde teacher said with a faint smile. “I’m sure Hel thought she did a thorough job, but she missed something. Something very obvious.”

I frowned deeply. “What?”

With a sigh, Quigley reached for her collar. “This.”

And she snapped the little hornet pin from her peacoat.

Sabrina’s eyes widened. “That’s the Terra Gardening Society’s pin,” she blurted, as if you could trust anything where Blackwater’s teachers were involved. “Everyone who joins the campus gardening club gets one.”

“Yes, but mine is special,” Quigley whispered. “Take it, Edwin.”

I did. As I held the little hornet in my hand (or maybe it was a yellowjacket after all?), lightning flashed in the night sky. Light filled the cell, letting me see the way the tiny stinger—the part that fastened the pin to Quigley’s clothing—shimmered.

Shimmered like a shard.

“It’s blood magic,” I said, amazed. “How long have you had this?”

Quigley’s brows furrowed together. “The whole time, of course,” she said, somehow managing to laugh. “It’s my most powerful shard. It never touches my skin—it’s strictly for emergencies. But it might give you the energy you need to break free of this cell.”

I shared a look with Sabrina and Courtney. Both of them looked eager, but nervous at the same time.

“You think so?” I searched her gaze. “What if it’s blocked, like Irina’s magic?”

“I don’t think those bars are designed to withstand blood magic,” Quigley said. “It’s forbidden, of course, but what’s more important is that the pantheon had no idea it even existed back when this place was built. How could they have thought to shield themselves against something they’d never seen before?”

I blinked. “They didn’t know blood magic existed?”

Quigley’s smile grew rueful. “Why do you think they hate us so much, Edwin? Because blood magic is evil? Those in power in the magical world do evil things every day.” She glanced over at Fym and Irina, humor dancing in her eyes beneath her exhaustion. “They hate blood magic because it was invented by a bunch of young American witches trying to save themselves from being wiped out—not by the ancient and venerable sages of this or that pantheon. The demigods fear their children, because we can do things that they’ve never been capable of. Things that can remake the magical world.”

Her hand came down on my shoulder.

“Things like Awakening,” she finished.

“That’s a very nice soapbox you’ve gotten up onto,” Irina slurred. “I’m sure all your Black Moon friends cheer when you make that speech.”

“I sure did,” Toby Heck said firmly. “Quigley’s right. The magical world is changing. And people like Edwin are going to change it even more.”

Irina raised her hand weakly. “Details,” she moaned. “First, get us out of here!”

“There’s something I have to say, first,” Quigley insisted. “Edwin, you are welcome to this power. I give it to you freely. But if you use it, you won’t ever be the same. Once you use blood magic, you’ll be a blood mage, on top of your many other achievements. Your resume will get a little thicker.”

I glanced from the pin to her. “And I’ll be joining you,” I finished for her.

Quigley nodded. “By accepting this, you’ll become one of us,” she said, chuckling to herself. “It’s funny, I wanted so badly to recruit you to our cause. I never suspected that this would be the way I’d get it done.”

Courtney gave me a nervous look. “What if someone else took the pin?” she asked, her gaze lingering on the hornet. “Edwin wouldn’t have to join the Black Moon Society if one of us used the power instead, right?”

“Too risky,” Fym muttered. “Someone else might not have the strength.”

“I agree,” said Irina. “It has to be Edwin.”

I swallowed hard. Was I ready to take that step? To add blood magic to my ever-growing repertoire of skills?

Well, it certainly was powerful, as Professor Quigley could attest. And forbidden.

Yet somehow, that didn’t seem to matter so much when we were literally rotting to death in Hel’s halls.

“Fine,” I said, gripping the pin with two fingers. “I accept.”

Quigley managed to smile. “In that case, Edwin Sawyer, I welcome you to the Terra Gardening Club. Better known as the Black Moon Society.” She nodded at the pin. “Now stick yourself with that shard and get us out of here!”

I started to. Except I couldn’t figure out where to put it.

“Um,” I blurted. “If I stick my finger, it’s just going to fall out?”

“Here,” Sabrina said, taking the hornet. “I’ve got it. Just relax.”

And she grabbed my ear.

“Hey!” I blurted. “Wait a second! My ears aren’t pierced—”

With a grin, Sabrina jabbed the hornet through my lobe. “They are now!”

The shard shot right through, making contact with my flesh and blood. The pin lit up like a tiny ember, glowing with warmth as a wave of power coursed through my body. It felt…

Well, it felt fucking amazing.

No wonder Quigley kept those earrings in her ears all the time! A surge of magic like nothing I’d ever felt before washed over me, filling me to the brim and then some. I lifted a hand and saw strands of glowing mist around my fingers, as red as freshly spilled blood.

Blood magic.

“Wow,” Courtney whispered. “Damn, that’s sexy as hell.”

“Everyone stand back,” I said. My voice sounded unfamiliar in my own ears: deeper, and more commanding. It almost sounded like Odin’s.

The rest of the group clustered in the corner. Courtney and Sabrina held each other on the bed, with Fym and Irina flanking them as best as they could. Toby Heck stretched across them all as best as he could, offering his ghostly body as protection against shrapnel.

“We’re ready, Eddie!” Toby grinned like the two of us were brothers in arms. “Let’s blow this fucking place!”

I turned. The world moved in slow motion as I reached for the bars of our cell.

Smoke rose from my fingers.

The heat was intense. It felt like I’d shoved my hand into a pot of boiling water, yet somehow I shrugged it off and kept going. The bars shimmered, reacting to my touch, yet I could already feel them beginning to bend.

My digital familiar blazed to life on my wrist. A cheery little alarm went off on the screen, informing me that my mana was…let’s see…six hundred percent of maximum.

Holy shit!

I grabbed the bars with both hands and pushed, reaching for that strange power I’d felt in Valente’s when the orc guards grabbed me. Then I’d summoned a thunderclap that sent my foes falling backwards—this time, augmented by blood magic, I did something better.

A wall of glowing red magic shot from my hands, crashing through the bars of the cell.

They managed to hold for a moment, then another, and then they cracked apart. Shards of the strange metal fell away as the red magic infiltrated the stone, glowing in the cracks they created like glue in a broken vase. Except instead of healing, this power made the bars worse.

A giant woosh filled the cell as the bars bent outward. Shards of rock and plaster rained all over Toby Heck, who took it with whoops and cheers as I burned through the bars of our prison.

“Fuck yes! You got it, Eddie!”

One more twist and the thing was done. Three of the bars were simply gone, missing from the configuration like the gaps in an old man’s teeth. The ones that remained looked melted, as if Hel had attempted to cage a dragon behind those bars and failed. Smoke billowed between the stumps.

The surge of power within me faded. Yet even as it drained out of me, I could feel it returning to the shard in my earlobe. Waiting, stored, ready to be let out whenever I commanded it.

Holy shit, blood magic was awesome.

I stepped through the bars and into the rest of the prison. More cells stretched on both ends of the corridor, leading to a set of stairs going down to my left and some going up to my right. At the top of the latter, I saw the gray walls of Hel’s feasting hall.

“She didn’t take us far,” I said, grinning. “We’re right beneath the main hall!”

Irina and Fym approached the bars. Irina gingerly stepped over the stumps, the exhaustion and despair lining her face beginning to fade like a bad dream—like a nightmare that was finally over. Beside her, Fym exited the cell and sighed, stretching like a woman rising from a brisk nap.

“You did it,” Fym said. “Edwin, that was incredible.”

“Yo, you can thank Quig,” Toby Heck called from behind her. “And me!”

I expected Fym to deliver some withering insult to Toby. Instead, she paused and nodded.

“You’re right,” she admitted. “We owe the Black Moon Society a debt.” Her gaze traveled to me, filling with attraction, and I knew that whatever hold Hel had once had over her was long gone. “And its newest member.”

A weight settled on my shoulder. “Edwin free!” Squawk cawed.

“That I am,” I told the bird. “Let’s go pay a visit to the woman upstairs.”

Hel didn’t want to give me a test?

I’d ask her for a new one.

Personally.


Chapter Seventeen

“Jailbreak!” Toby Heck howled. “Hell yeah!”

Together, my harem and I raced through the halls of Hel. The hallways stretched on for what felt like miles, connecting feasting hall to feasting hall with no sign of the realm’s mistress to be seen. We moved swiftly, keeping each other in our sights at all times. There was no telling when those frozen chains might shoot out of the walls like something from Hellraiser and try to drag us back to our cells. Squawk perched on my shoulder, his eyes darting as if he sensed the chaos about to unfold.

“So far, so good,” I said, my voice still altered by the shard’s power. I kind of liked how I sounded—my voice was deeper, more authoritative, like an actor or an orator. “You think Hel knows by now that we broke out of her cells?”

“By now? Almost certainly.” It cheered me to no end to see Irina as her old, vengeful self. Watching her overcome with despair had been almost too much for me to take. “She’ll be waiting for us when we arrive at the main hall, my love. Be ready.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m looking forward to demanding my second test.”

With Locke absent, Hel would have to give me a new task to perform. This time, I had no intention of letting anyone get in my way. Even Odin would have to step aside so that I could save Blackwater.

Up ahead, another set of stairs led us into the feasting hall. It was just as I remembered, all bleak bare walls and bone chandeliers rattling over our heads like the world’s most macabre wind chimes. The walls pulsed with cold, yet I no longer felt it. The blood magic held within me felt like a bottled tornado, barely constrained and just waiting to be set free.

Touching it felt like pressing my tongue to an electrical socket. Now I understood why Ramona Quigley was always in such a good mood, no matter what danger befell our college.

“Stay sharp,” I told the group, aiming the words over my shoulder. “Hel’s waiting for us, which means she’s probably got those chains of hers at the ready. She’s probably going to try and stop me from demanding a new test, which means you guys are going to have to keep those things off of me until I can reach her throne—”

“My love!” Irina hissed, her tendrils swirling around her thighs. “Loke is here!”

I froze. “You’re sure?”

The curses teacher nodded. “I can smell the residue of his illusions. After so many decades at Blackwater, I’d recognize that scent anywhere. It’s like the stuff in the little cans they give us to clean our keyboards.”

“I sense it, too,” Fym said, her braid swaying as she scanned the hall. “This will be extremely dangerous, Edwin. But we’re on your side.”

“Hell yes we are,” Courtney said, her eyes filled with excitement. “Between you and me, I’m looking forward to roasting that motherfucker. No one touches my man and gets away with it!”

“We’ll hold him off,” Fym continued. “You deal with Hel.”

“Just me?” Her confidence made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. “You really think I can handle the Queen of the Underworld by myself, Freja?”

Fym’s smiled grimly. “I think you’re the only one who can, Edwin. And fighting is not what I believe will change Hel’s attitude towards us.”

Oh. Oh.

“Wonderful,” Toby Heck muttered. “Remember to turn on the charm, Eddie boy. We’ll kick ass while you tap it.”

“Gross,” Sabrina said. “But accurate.”

“It’s the only chance we have, even with the blood magic,” Quigley said. “This is Hel’s domain—she’s God here, or the closest thing to one. You’re going to need to make her listen to you, Edwin.”

“She’s the queen of ice,” Courtney said, getting into the spirit. “But when you melt ice, things tend to get really wet in a hurry.”

Sabrina snickered at that. “You’re too much, babe,” she said. “Just do what comes natural, Edwin. Think about when you met me at Blackwater for the first time, when we were at the dorms together. You were such a gentleman…but I could tell that what you wanted to do to me was anything but gentlemanly.”

“You were the one who came onto me as I recall,” I shot back. “Mostly, I remember you sending me naked drawings of yourself through your scrying book…”

“I know what I like,” Sabrina said proudly. “I’m not afraid to go for what I want. I’m thinking Hel isn’t, either. You just need to give her permission for what she already wants to do, Edwin.”

I gave her a nod, trying to ignore the knot in my gut. “All right. I’ll do my best.”

Another door and we were back in the main hall. The long table stretched into the shadows, and the plates and cups that had been knocked to the floor during my ‘duel’ with Toby Heck had all been put back in their proper places. The raised platform lay at the center, with Hel’s throne sitting before it.

Any doubts I had that Hel knew we were coming dissolved before her smile.

“Well,” the Queen of the Underworld purred, rising with a grace that sent a flush of heat down my spine. “Isn’t this a surprise? The Awakener and his entourage, escaped from my dungeons.” She placed her fingers to her lips, chuckling. “I’m actually impressed.”

I strode forward, taking the lead. “I’m here for my test,” I told the white-haired beauty. “Personally, I think getting out of that cell ought to count, but you probably want me to fight something. Your father would do just fine by me!”

Hel’s lips curled into a smirk. “Oh, I see! You’ve got a bit of jewelry that wasn’t there before! Very clever, Awakener. Blood magic is quite powerful stuff. Those who wield it are always so haughty when their souls first enter my halls. They rarely remain that way.”

“You like it?” I played along, turning so she could see the little hornet. “It’s a rush job, and I’m bleeding all over it—which only helps with the magic. I think it looks good, though. A little rockstar-ish, don’t you think?”

Hel chortled. “You really think I’m going to fall all over myself for you,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “What a forward young man you are! I’m almost tempted to—”

Whatever she’d been about to say was swallowed up as a blast of green light tore through the hall. One of the chandeliers above our heads exploded into splinters as the air itself rippled, revealing Professor Locke in his fanciest set of formal robes. His cold sneer looked almost as impressive as his daughter’s.

“Edwin Sawyer,” he said, making me sound like the last video game console left in a Black Friday sale. “Hel told me you were here, but I didn’t believe it until now. You actually entered this realm of your own free will!”

I ignored Locke, which pissed him off more than anything else could.

“I was thinking: Odin taught me how to conjure mead,” I said, reaching for one of the empty goblets on the table. It floated over with a quickness, my blood magic amplifying my powers far beyond their normal limits. “It’s been how many years since the last time you had a drink, Hel? Hundreds?” I handed the now-full cup to her. “Perhaps it's time for a little refreshment?”

Locke’s lips twisted in a snarl. “Corrupting my daughter?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Not the worst idea in the world, Sawyer, but it won’t save you. The only thing that’s going to get you out of this hall is bowing to me—”

It was as far as he got.

Irina shot across the feasting hall like a black arrow. Hell might have had no fury like a woman scorned, but Hel was even worse. Her tendrils lashed out as she roared, her skin turning brittle as the Baba Yaga within her rose to the surface.

Locke parried the first blow with a dagger, then summoned another and tossed it, missing Irina’s face by inches. “I’m ready for you this time, babushka!” Professor Locke laughed, dancing out of range of Irina’s strikes. “Even showing your true face to me isn’t going to be enough to win!”

Irina gave chase, growling like a hellhound as she tracked Locke across the room. She swung with her tendrils again and again, but hit only the open air. It was as if the halls of Hel themselves aided Locke, increasing his speed and his reflexes.

“Now, daughter!” Locke called over his shoulder. “Send in the cavalry!”

“You don’t have to do that,” I whispered, glancing between Hel and the goblet. “Drink. Relax. Let’s talk about this.”

Slowly, Hel brought the cup to her lips. I watched the delicate muscles of her throat work as she swallowed the golden liquid, her eyes fluttering with bliss at the taste. She drank deep, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Daughter!” Locke roared. “Obey!”

“This,” Hel said, looking at me, “is quite delicious.”

You did it, I thought. The fist inside of me unclenched. You’ve got her.

“It’s Heidrun’s own brand,” I said, already switching into smooth talk mode. “I’ve never been to Valhalla, personally, but they say that once you taste this stuff, ordinary liquor no longer comes close—”

“When your soul belongs to me,” Hel said sweetly, “I will have you brew this for me every day.”

Oh no.

Hel raised a hand. I tensed, expecting the chains, but the Queen of the Underworld had a different idea in mind this time. A flash of light filled the hall, as cold and white as her hair.

As it faded, creatures climbed out of the walls.

“Get ready!” Fym shouted. “They’re coming!”

They came in droves, chittering madly. They were the same beasts we’d seen outside, descending from the wall of bone to attack us and our flying carpet as we plummeted through Nifelheim. Skeletal wraiths, like the velociraptors from Jurassic Park in bone form, their claws as sharp as knives and their bodies radiating with cold.

Their wails filled the air. With a laugh, Locke blinked across the room, landing behind the pack.

“Kill them all!” he shouted. “Leave no one in this little harem alive!”

Fym lifted her arms and channelled, summoning a massive spear and shield out of light. She charged directly into the front row of the creatures, swinging and bashing, letting out a berserker roar as she shattered the first two wraiths into dust. Behind her, Irina let loose with her tendrils, grabbing the creatures and literally pulling them apart like children’s toys before they could close the distance. Courtney pelted them with fire spells, while Quigley summoned her potion bag and tossed it to Sabrina. She fired off her own incantations, her hands trembling as she did magic without her shards.

I wanted to join them, to help them. They were my women. They needed my protection.

But I had bigger problems to worry about.

Hel sprang forward, her fingernails lengthening into claws. Only my blood magic kept the Queen of the Underworld from tearing out my throat—I shot backwards an instant before her nails would have slashed my jugular.

“Yikes!” I said, backing away before her onslaught. “You’re one hell of a rough first date, you know that?”

Hel cackled. “This is the most fun I’ve had in ages!” she cried, downing the rest of the goblet of mead in a single swig. “Dance with me, Awakener! Let’s see if the so-called heir of Odin has what it takes!”

So it was one on one, just like Irina predicted. I kind of hated that she was right.

I ducked around the table, dodging Hel’s claws. Instinctively, I reached out for my spear, only to remember that Lavrans had sent Gungnir to another realm. No spear, no hammer—I didn’t even have a pocket knife!

Hel came at me again. I grabbed one of the plates from the table and swung, smacking her in the face as she raised her claws. The dish was surprisingly heavy; she staggered backwards, stunned.

“That hurt!” Hel said, shocked. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since a mortal made me hurt?”

“Some girls like a little pain,” I shot back. “You should see some of the shit Irina and I get up to!”

Behind me, my women fought like heroes. Irina shoved her tendrils into another one of the skeletal creatures, shattering it into a thousand pieces, while Fym bashed two that tried to flank her, hitting one and then the other with her shield. They killed and killed, grinding the monsters to dust beneath their heels. But for every one they killed, two more emerged from the walls, filling Hel with their cries.

“Your women are being overwhelmed,” Hel told me. From the way she said it, she liked that fact a hell of a lot more than she’d liked being hit with the plate. “There is no end to my wraiths, Awakener. They will fill the halls of Hel until your lovers tire, and then they will rip the souls from their living flesh. And deliver them to me!”

“I thought you just said you weren’t kinky?” I asked.

“What?”

“Sounds pretty freaky from where I’m standing,” I growled, reaching for my blood magic. Liquid lightning shot through my bloodstream, amplifying all of my senses, and all of a sudden I didn’t need a weapon. “How about this for a test, Hel? You versus me, right here and now! We don’t need all these bone freaks, and we don’t need your Dad getting in the way. I’ll pit my mettle against yours, and we’ll see who the victor is!”

Hel shook her head. “No.”

“No?”

One of the winged wraiths shot past me, chasing Toby Heck. The spectral student jumped over a chair, then dropped through it, his body going transparent as the substance of his soul wobbled. The monster chasing him impaled itself on the spikes on the furniture’s back, inadvertently pinning itself.

“Take that, you spooky bastard!” Toby roared. “Lord of Heck, baby!”

Hel ignored him. “I like watching you squirm,” she said, circling me like a lioness with her prey. “Your concern for those women is touching, Awakener. Should you be so openly concerned with them when you’re trying to seduce me?”

Someone roared. I glanced over and saw my women clustered in a knot at a corner of the room, with a turned-over table as a barricade against the bone wraiths. Fym was standing in front of it with her shield, knocking back all challengers, while the others pelted the makeshift army with spells.

Behind the creatures stood Professor Locke. Waiting.

As soon as he got the chance to strike, I knew he’d blink over there and go after my women with those daggers. What would happen if he managed to stab Courtney, or Sabrina? Would the teachers be able to heal them in time in all this chaos?

Fuck. I didn’t have long.

“I’m not normally this direct, Hel,” I said, turning back to the Queen of the Underworld. “But time is of the essence, so I’ll be blunt. I’m hot, you’re hot. Let’s bang.”

She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “A bold approach, but an asinine one. You think you can charm me with lines like that, Awakener? I am Loke’s daughter! I am the Queen of Death!”

“Then why do you look like you’re having so much fun?” I shot back, circling her. The blood magic pulsed inside of me, sending coils of red mist around my wrists and forearms. The magic screamed at me to use it, to attack—yet I held back.

“Fun?” she asked.

“You said it yourself,” I told her. “You haven’t been this amused in decades. Don’t you want to see where this goes?”

A pause. “You are interesting,” Hel conceded, her words nearly swallowed by the dying cry of a bone wraith. “Amusing enough to take as a slave, perhaps. But an equal? Hardly!”

I laughed. “Oh, that’s just silly,” I told her. “You see—”

Mid-syllable, I struck.

Hel braced herself, expecting an attack, but I was cannier than that. I grabbed the Queen of the Underworld around the waist, swinging her like a ragdoll. She slammed into Hel’s feasting table, her corset clinging to her curves as she bent over the wood.

I stood behind her, and if you’d walked into the hall at that moment, you might have thought the two of us were up to something very intimate indeed.

Hel couldn’t help but feel me. This close, some of the cold surrounding her wavered, melting before my body heat. She grit her teeth, twisting, but I held her fast.

Aiming her gaze directly at the corner where my women fought.

“Look at them,” I growled, using the blood magic to put every ounce of command I could into my tone. “Look at those women, Hel. See them.”

Almost against her will, Hel lifted her gaze.

“They’re beautiful,” I said. “And deadly.”

They certainly were. Even as skeletal creatures threw themselves against the table, attacking in droves, my women kept on fighting. Courtney’s hair floated around her head like a lion’s mane as she scorched a beast with a stream of flame, while Sabrina hit one at nearly point-blank range with a potion that melted the creature’s skull. Irina’s tendrils were everywhere, striking a dozen monsters at once, while Fym stood like a stone wall, blocking anyone who dared strike at the weaker members of the group.

Hel watched. Her eyes widened.

“They’re the most powerful women in the world,” I growled against her ear. “Every one of them is a goddess. And they share me, Hel. They fight each other to be the first one that night that gets fucked.”

A groan escaped Hel’s lips. Whether she was enraged or horny, I couldn’t tell. Probably both.

“Don’t you want to find out why?” I teased. Taunted. “You know you do. You want to know what I’ve got that’s so good that women this hot have to have me.”

She turned her head, and for the first time I saw her—really saw her. Not Hel, the daughter of Loki, or Hel the Queen of the Underworld.

Hel the woman. Hel the demigoddess who’d been trapped in the underworld for a very, very long time without company. Who was more than ready to rebel against her overbearing father.

Her hips pushed against mine. Grinding. Thrusting.

“I…” Hel panted.

Locke blinked across the room. In a flash of green light he was gone, leapfrogging the barrier separating my women from the onslaught of bone wraiths. He appeared with a grin, standing behind one of my women with both daggers raised high, ready to strike.

I gasped.

He was behind Sabrina!

“NO!” I roared, already running. But it was too late.

I watched Sabrina turn in slow motion, her look of fierce defiance turning to horror. Irina was already moving, tendrils flashing, but even she wasn’t going to be fast enough. Locke’s twin daggers descended, each seeking the heart of my beautiful blonde witch.

My first real love.

The woman who’d built my harem.

At the last second, Sabrina’s eyes locked with mine. They brimmed with tears that wouldn’t have time to fall. In that instant, I saw all of her love and devotion, shining like a spotlight above an actress on a stage. I saw everything we’d shared, and everything we would share if this wasn’t her ending.

And I watched Locke grab her, his dagger going for her heart.

“Stop!” Hel cried. Now the Queen of the Underworld broke, her haughty demeanor collapsing at the same moment every skeletal wraith in the hall fell to the ground, transformed in an instant into an inert pile of bones. The onslaught was over—my women had won.

And lost.

A chain shot from the floor, reaching for Locke’s weapon, but he dodged it.

And swung.

And then things stopped making sense for a little while.

I shot forward like a rocket, the world blurring around me. The side of my face felt like it was about six inches away from the sun—my ear scorched like the inside of an incinerator, screaming with pain. Red tendrils pushed in around the edges of my vision, gripping me like the fingers of some ancient, arcane demon.

The pain was overwhelming. The last thing I thought was a confused tangle of impressions: I shouldn’t be moving this fast the human body wasn’t meant to move like this—

And then, all I could see was blood.

The next thing I knew, I had Locke pinned against the wall of Hel’s hall, a hand around his throat. The man’s nose was broken, blood pouring from it, and the knife he’d pointed at Sabrina’s heart now slipped nervelessly from his fingers, clean and unbloodied. My whole left side burned like a miniature sun—like I’d tilted my head sideways and placed it on an open flame. Dimly, I could sense I’d hurt myself, but whatever pain I’d done to my body was worth it.

I’d saved her.

In my free hand, I held a spear.

Odin’s spear.

Locke looked as shocked to see it as I did. “What?” he blurted, the word muffled by his broken nose. “How? Odin banished that back to the World Tree—”

I placed the blade against Locke’s throat on instinct.

“It’s not Odin’s,” I said, the words coming from somewhere else. “It’s mine.”

Chains shot from the walls. In the blink of an eye Locke was bound, the loops around his arms and legs so tight that they probably cut off his circulation. Good. He wasn’t going anywhere.

I would have killed him right then and there, except that was when I remembered Sabrina.

“Sabrina?” I roared, turning away from the defeated Locke. The blonde witch lay on the floor in a heap, clutching her side. I’d stopped the knife, but what if he’d done something else to her? Men like Locke never had a single trick up their sleeve—there was always poison, a spell, a curse. All sorts of terrible possibilities filled my mind as I reached for her, and I swore that if he’d harmed her, he’d never leave this chamber alive.

She gasped as I lifted her to her feet, pulling up her shirt to see the extent of the damage. “Someone heal her, now—!”

A moment later, the command died in my throat.

A tiny scar marred Sabrina’s side, right next to her ribs. It looked like nothing more than a minor scrape. A cut you might get while shaving.

Holy shit. Another millisecond and she would have been dead.

Sabrina’s eyes opened. “E-Edwin?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Are you…are you all right?”

Tears sprang to my eyes. “I’m fine,” I assured her, hugging her close. “I thought you were a goner, babe!”

“I’m okay,” she whispered. “I’m more worried about you!”

I didn’t hear her. With Sabrina still in my arms, I turned to the other members of the harem. All of them were staring at me in a way that should have sent warning bells going off in my brain, but I didn’t notice. I was too happy.

“Which one of you healed her?” I asked, looking at Fym and Irina as the most likely suspects. “You must have been on her in the blink of an eye. I thought for sure Locke killed her…”

Irina stared at me in horror. “My love, you did.”

I blinked. “I did what?”

She pointed. “Edwin. Your ear…”

The one that had been burning ever since I’d grabbed Locke. I’d probably hurt it somehow. I reached up to check it.

It was gone.


Chapter Eighteen

“It just exploded,” Quigley said. The blonde woman had yet to fully recover from her shock—but to be fair, neither had I. “I’ve never seen anything like it before! A cursed shard, breaking like a piece of fine China! You know those things are supposed to be indestructible? Obviously we’ve been wrong about them all this time…”

“Hush,” Irina hissed. “And Edwin, do not move. This is delicate work.”

My harem and I sat at Hel’s feasting tables, which were in the middle of being cleared off by black-robed figures. The remains of portals crackled across the room, filling the hall with the scent of ozone. So many people were coming and going that it was hard to keep track of them, now that the battle had been won.

Irina, meanwhile, was trying to grow me a new ear.

It wasn’t going particularly well.

I knew now what I’d missed during the fight. My women had been all-too-eager to tell me about the moment I’d flung myself across Hel’s halls in a blast of blood magic and seized Professor Locke while his dagger was half-buried in Sabrina’s side. Each of them made it sound more heroic than the last version, and by now I felt certain that the version Blackwater’s students heard was going to be embellished all to hell.

A couple things were certain, though.

Somehow, I’d used up all of the magic in Quigley’s special shard. That wasn’t supposed to happen. Blood magic was supposed to trickle into you slowly, like gasoline into the engine of a car. What I’d done was like opening up the gas cap and setting the whole tank aflame with a single spark.

The resulting wave of power had allowed me to move fast enough to stop Locke and heal Sabrina at the same time. Amazing.

It also made Quigley’s hornet pin explode. Which tore my fucking ear off.

Details.

Irina’s fingers quested around the nub where my ear had been. Tiny tendrils of darkness slipped from between the digits, touching it in ways that made me tingle. Slow work, but Irina told me she thought she could regrow my ear closely enough to the original that it wouldn’t be obvious I had a replacement.

I had to hand it to her. She’d fought her way through the despair of Hel and exhausted herself in battle, yet here she was, tending to me. Most of the rest of the harem couldn’t have gotten out of their chairs if you’d paid them to.

“A battle wound,” a familiar voice rumbled.

I glanced to the side, causing Irina to swear, and looked up at the bearded face of Professor Thurman. He’d been very upset to find that he’d missed all the fun, but he seemed glad with how well his star student Courtney handled herself during the melee.

“Some women find them attractive,” Thurman said mildly. “Although a missing ear does not have quite the appeal of a well-placed scar…”

“He’s getting a new ear,” Irina insisted. She yawned explosively, then blinked. “Perhaps he’s not getting it for a day or two, though. With how tired I am, I might very well grow a nose by mistake.”

Lavrans appeared next to the table. “It will be handled,” he said, peering down at me with amusement. “Many people have asked me why I didn’t simply use magic to replace my missing eye. But I didn’t lose it in battle—I sacrificed it for wisdom. Bringing it back would be beside the point.” He smiled. “How are you, Edwin?”

All things considered, I was doing okay. After Hel and I corralled Professor Locke and unsummoned her army of skeletal wraiths, the first thing the Queen of the Underworld did was give me the hottest kiss she’d experienced in several thousand years. The second thing she did was to go and free Lavrans Ravensson’s soul from her dungeon.

Once Lavrans was free, he took Gungnir (this time with my permission) and used it to open portals back to Blackwater. In short order Hel’s halls were filled with campus security wizards, headed up by Professor Thurman. Even some of the students were here; I’d caught sight of Henry and Matt giving Toby Heck high-fives while he told them massively exaggerated stories about how much he’d helped me beat Professor Locke. Some things never change.

Locke himself was gone. I didn’t know where Lavrans and Hel put him—only that it was somewhere very unpleasant. As far as I was concerned, the man deserved whatever he got.

“I’ll live,” I told Lavrans. “Can I have my spear back now?”

Lavrans frowned deeply. He didn’t like that Gungnir obeyed me now, rather than him—I sensed that this transfer was a greater threat to his power than anything else that had happened since my arrival at Blackwater. But he had little choice.

“Of course.” He shrunk the spear down to the size of his palm and handed it to me. “With my compliments, Edwin.”

“Spear!” Squawk trilled. “Edwin spear!”

“Yes, it does appear to be his now,” Lavrans murmured. “Curious indeed.”

A figure appeared at the table, taking a seat beside Quigley. Poor Hel had been run ragged ever since helping me bind her father; she’d been helping with the cleanup while also explaining what had happened about a hundred times to Blackwater’s personnel and Lavrans himself. But sitting among my harem, she looked like she’d just arisen from a pleasant nap. She looked like a queen.

“I…I am sorry,” Hel murmured. “Again, Awakener, I would like to apologize.”

“You’ve done that plenty already,” I insisted. “It’s really okay.”

Hel shook her head. “No. I should not have listened to my father for so long. I should have never gone along with his schemes. Why destroy the magical world solely to take charge of a college? Why risk the fabric of our world over petty trickery and social climbing?”

“Some people just want to get ahead,” Toby Heck said from across the room. “And they don’t care much who they have to step on in order to do it!”

“True enough,” I told him. For once, we agreed on something.

“It is good for a daughter to do as her father says,” Lavrans said, scratching his eyepatch. “There is no shame in this; no dishonor. You did not choose this path. Loke did.” His expression turned grim. “I will see to it that he is punished appropriately.”

The less said about that, the better, as far as I could tell.

Sensing his moment, Toby Heck walked over to the Headmaster. “Hey, so you and I have something in common,” he told Lavrans, pointing to Lavrans’s chest before indicating his own. “We both kind of, um, died? Are you planning on fixing that?”

Lavrans gave the boy an amused look. “My soul will soon return through Niflehim to my Sanctum,” he explained. “I have one task that must be completed first, then I will make the journey. Once I reach my body, I will reenter my worldly vessel and live again.”

“Uh huh,” Toby said, nodding. “And how does my soul get back into its vessel?”

Was that a smirk on Lavrans’s face. “Well, I can aid you with that,” he said, clapping Toby on the shoulder. “You’ll just need to rise through the Nine Realms with me, and return to your body in the mortal realm. I’ve already made inquiries as to its location; by the time I return to the Sanctum, your body will have been moved to a coffin beside me.”

Relief flooded Toby’s face like a dam bursting. “So I’m gonna live?” he blurted.

“Yes,” Lavrans said. “Once you walk through Nifleheim. On foot.”

His face fell.

“The whole thing?” Toby asked.

“It could be worse,” Courtney said. She’d been quiet since the fighting; she’d tired herself out more than most of the women with all the fire she’d been flinging. “You could stay down here at the empty feast with Hel. What did you call it, Toby? The world’s most macabre Chuck-E-Cheese?”

“I’m not staying here,” Toby said with a shudder. “It’s just gonna suck getting back home, that’s all.” He looked at Lavrans with hope. “You’re sure we can’t just take a portal?”

Lavrans shook his head.

“Now that I think about it,” the former Headmaster intoned, “there are one or two small matters I need to take care of before my errand. One of them happens to be of a criminal nature.”

The security guards around the room paused. None of them turned to Lavrans, but I could tell all of them were listening to him intently.

Toby Heck swallowed hard. “This is about the Black Moon, isn’t it?”

“Indeed,” Lavrans. “It seems a secret society of wizards practicing forbidden magic has been flourishing inside of our college for years. Of course, by now, I’m certain everyone knows that I was aware of this the entire time—for I was the one who allowed it to flourish.”

My harem and I weren’t surprised; we knew. But everyone else looked shocked.

“Yes, I spied on them,” Lavrans continued. “I thought it better to keep tabs on an enemy one knows is there, rather than fear one that we cannot see. Yet not one but two of the Black Moon’s members carried themselves with distinction today. Were it not for the actions of Mr. Tobias Hughes and Professor Ramona Quigley, our very college may have been destroyed, and my soul would have been lost within the halls of Hel.”

Toby looked so proud that he didn’t even mind Lavrans calling him his real name. Quigley glanced up, shocked, the hornet shards in her ears soothing away the worst of her exhaustion.

“In addition, I’m told that our new Headmaster is a practitioner of blood magic,” Lavrans said. “Were it not for this, young Miss Bishop may have been slain by our wayward illusions professor—an outcome wished for by no one.” He glanced over at me. “Perhaps blood magic will now become trendy to a certain set of students.”

Professor Thurman did a double take. “Odin, what are you saying?”

“That, old friend, it’s time to let bygones be bygones. Once I am restored to my post as Headmaster of Blackwater—if I am privileged enough to resume my post—I intend to legitimize the Blackwater University chapter of the Black Moon Society. And make Ramona Quigley its de facto chairwoman.”

Lavrans might as well have tossed a bomb into the middle of the hall. Everyone started talking at once; security guards argued with each other, while Toby Heck made rude gestures at everyone he could see talking smack about him or Quigley. Professor Thurman held his tongue, but I could see that even he didn’t like Odin doing this.

He’ll accept it, though, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. Change is coming whether he likes it or not.

“Yes, I said if,” Lavrans continued, responding to the question no one had asked. “For, you see, Blackwater has a new Headmaster. Edwin Sawyer. Edwin, I understand Professor Locke’s plan was to force you to abdicate your post?”

I nodded. That part was simple. “Yes.”

Lavrans nodded. “I would ask you to do the same,” he said. “Though mine is a request, not a demand. You may wish to think on it, in any case. We will have time enough to talk it over soon.”

Thurman gave Lavrans a sideways glance. “It would be good to have you back, Odin,” the man rumbled. “Though the lad has proven himself a dozen times over now. He’s exceeded even my expectations, to be quite honest.”

“We’d certainly love to have him all to ourselves,” Sabrina said. “But it’s up to Edwin. That’s his decision to make. We won’t pressure him.”

“Never,” Irina agreed. “Although personally, my fox, I think you should remain our Headmaster. You would do a damn fine job of it.”

“Hear hear,” Quigley said firmly.

“But it’s your decision,” Irina added.

“It is,” Lavrans rumbled. “And what happens next may influence it.”

Hmm? Lavrans had been hinting at something for a while now; I couldn’t figure out what it was. Obviously it meant a lot to him if he stretched it out so cryptically.

It fell to Hel to ask the obvious question. “Is there something I can aid you with, Odin?” the Queen of the Underworld asked.

Lavrans shook his head. “No, though I thank you for asking. It’s merely that my business in your realm is not concluded.”

The pieces clicked together in my head. Suddenly I got it. “Yggdrasil!”

A smirk spread across Odin’s face. “Indeed. As dangerous as he turned out to be, Professor Locke was merely an opportunist. I have still not—we have still not—solved the mystery of these attacks on the school. The inviolates, the demons. I still need the wisdom of the World Tree.” He paused. “And so do you, Edwin.”

Me? “What do you mean? I’m not the one who came down to Hel for knowledge.”

“No?” Lavrans looked more than a little amused. “You’re certain?”

I was already shaking my head. “The reason I traveled through Niflheim was to save you,” I said, glancing over at Hel. The pale woman nodded in agreement, though she certainly looked pleased that I’d made the journey to say the least. “Wait. You’re saying you planned this?”

Lavrans shrugged. “Let’s say that I kept myself open to the possibility. Now that Professor Locke has been dealt with and nothing bars my way, I will finish my pilgrimage to Yggdrasil. And you, Edwin, will come with me.”

The World Tree. The thought of it made me shiver.

“Maybe we should just go home?” That was Courtney, who looked a little ill at the thought of our journey continuing. “We’ve already done so much. Professor Locke—he almost killed Sabrina. You only managed to save her because of Quigley’s shard, and that’s gone now. And your ear…”

“The ear will wait,” Lavrans chuckled. “Even if it does not, having one of a thing that most people own a pair of is not the worst thing in the world. Trust me, I know.” He tapped his eyepatch, winking with his one good eye. “What we learn at Yggdrasil is far more important.”

“We’re so exhausted, though,” Sabrina whispered. “We need to rest.”

“And rest you shall!” Lavrans slapped his thigh and rose. “There is no need for you to accompany us, Miss Bishop. Nor should any of Edwin’s other…companions follow us along this final phase of our journey. It will just be the two of us.”

Irina perked up. “Excuse me? Odin, I’m not leaving him—”

“You don’t have a choice,” Lavrans said in a quieter voice. “Yggdrasil will not speak to either of us if there are other people at its root when we arrive. The World Tree will only accept my presence—and Edwin’s.” A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Believe me, it was difficult enough to convince it to let me bring one person with me. Show up with your whole group at my side and none of us might make it home.”

“You speak about Yggdrasil almost as if it were a person,” I said. “Is it?”

Lavrans shook his head. “It is something else. You will see.”

I suppose I would. I could tell that some of my women didn’t like the idea—Irina chiefly, though the little looks of concern Sabrina and Courtney kept aiming my way told me they thought I needed a break before any further travel. Yet the more Lavrans talked about it, the more excited I became.

This was the World Tree. The place where Odin hanged himself in exchange for his powers. An ancient nexus of wisdom, hidden at the very bottom of the Nine Realms.

Who could resist a trip to a place like that?

I knew what I needed to say.

“Sabrina,” I told the blonde witch. “We need to know.”

She frowned at me, her eyelids heavy. “Know what?”

“What’s causing these attacks,” I said. “The inviolates. The demon that tried to kill Kendra. The monster that attacked the Grand Conjuration. All of them are connected. We’ve tried to find the culprit, and for a while, we thought it was Professor Locke. But we were wrong.”

I turned to Courtney, putting my hand on top of hers. “That demon could hurt someone else,” I told her. “Someone we love. Only the World Tree can tell us what’s really going on.” I braced myself for another onslaught of bargaining. “There’s no choice. I have to go.”

Slowly, my harem nodded. They might not have loved the idea, but they wouldn’t stop me.

“I hate the thought of you reaching Yggdrasil alone,” Irina growled. “I should be there beside you, my love. But if what Odin says is true, then there is no way for me to follow you into this last stage of your journey. You must go on without me. And I must wait for you.”

I could see the hurt in her eyes. “I know the waiting will be hard,” I told her. “But it’ll be worth it. I promise. I’ll make it up to all of you when I get back—”

“Oh, we know you will,” Courtney said with a snicker. “We need to formally add our new ice princess into the group, after all. Not to mention Miss Quigley. And don’t think I’ve forgotten about the way you and Kendra have been flirting up a storm…”

Lavrans did a double-take. “Quigley?” he blurted, taken by surprise.

I didn’t realize Ramona could blush so attractively. “It’s funny the kinds of things that come out of your mouth when you believe you’re facing your imminent demise,” she said, making a show of polishing her glasses to avoid meeting Lavrans’s eyes. “I admitted an attraction to Mr. Sawyer, yes. We’re taking things slow.”

“Slow for Edwin,” Sabrina said, propping up her chin with an elbow. “Which is outrageously fast for anyone else.”

“I see,” Lavrans said with a snicker. “Very well. We shall speak no more of it—it is your business, not mine. Mine is solving this mystery.” He nodded at me. “Shall we?”

“You want to go now?”

Lavrans was already nodding. “Hel can show us the way. Her halls connect directly to one of the mighty World Tree’s three roots. I’m certain she won’t mind escorting us to the borders of her kingdom.”

“Not at all.” Hel rose, smoothing her skirts. “I can take you there now.”

“Tree!” Squawk cried from my shoulder. “Big tree!”

I glanced over at the bird. “Oh, and I suppose you’re coming with us?”

My familiar cocked its head to the side. “Come with! Squawk friend!”

He most certainly was. If it weren’t for him jumping in at the last moment, I might have done something terrible to Toby Heck. Better for the man he really did believe I wouldn’t have slain his spirit in order to save my women from Hel.

An idea struck me. “Um, can Squawk come with me…?”

Lavrans laughed. “Yes, the bird is fine. Though I fear he may prove an overly talkative traveling companion.”

“Squawk good!” the bird cawed. “Squawk quiet!”

“Now I know you’ve never been that,” I told the bird, petting the back of its head. “But that’s all right. You’ve earned the right to walk with me to the World Tree, Squawk.” I turned to the others. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay? You hold down the fort until I return.”

“Absolutely,” Irina promised. “We’ll throw one hell of a party for you when you come back, Edwin. And this time, no heretics will get in the way.”

That seemed to be it, then. Except Irina had one more thing to say.

She rose from her seat with an effort, using four tendrils to give her an extra push off of the bench. As tired as she was, she still managed to strike a dangerous, fearsome figure as she stood before Lavrans Ravensson. She stared him down, her lips a tight little line.

“You had best not let a drop of his blood be spilled,” she warned Odin, her fangs peeking out from behind her teeth. “If he comes to harm while you act as his guardian, Odin, then the fact that you are my Headmaster will matter not at all—”

“I won’t let you down,” Lavrans promised in a bemused tone. “Rest assured, Yggdrasil means the boy no harm. If anyone is to make a sacrifice in order to gain wisdom, it will be me.” He paused, a touch of weariness entering his expression. “Again.”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised Irina. “Now kiss me, you gorgeous slut.”

The casual degradation did for Irina what a thousand red roses and love poems could not. Her cheeks colored with heat as she wrapped her arms around me, kissing me like a woman about to be led to the gallows. God, a man could get used to that.

After Irina, they all wanted a goodbye kiss. Even Quigley gave me one, though she did it as a quick peck as if she were still a little ashamed of Odin seeing us together.

“You come back soon,” the blonde potions professor said. “You have a lot to learn about blood magic, Edwin Sawyer. I’m not about to let natural talent like yours go to waste.”

“We won’t let anything about you go to waste,” Fym said, giving me a look like an Amazon sizing up her bedmate for the night. “Hurry back.”

Lavrans coughed. “Very well. Shall we?”

Hel took my hand.

We were on our way to the World Tree.




Chapter Nineteen

The long trip through Niflheim and Hel had conditioned me to expect a grand journey to the base of Yggdrasil. So it was more than a little anticlimactic when Hel led us through a half-dozen corridors, each colder than the other, before finally pausing before a massive wooden door.

“This is it,” she told the two of us. “Beyond this door lies the path to Yggdrasil. The World Tree awaits.”

Lavrans bowed to her deeply. “Thank you for guiding us, oh Daughter of the Underworld. Your aid has not gone unnoticed. Nor has it gone unappreciated.”

A wry smile twisted Hel’s pale, pouty mouth. “If you appreciate it so much, Odin, there is something you can do for me.”

“Oh?” He didn’t sound surprised.

Hel’s gaze traveled to me. “You can keep this young man safe from harm," she said, crossing her arms underneath her breasts. "I eagerly await his return, Odin. And I know that I am not the only one."

"Duly noted," Lavrans said. "Shall we, Edwin?"

Before we left, I gave Hel a final embrace. The chill of her garments made me feel as if I had winter itself between my arms, but underneath that cold lay a body soft and fine. Hel even gave a little squeal as I pulled her close, so girlish that it was hard to believe this woman was the dour queen of the honor-less afterlife.

"Don't tarry too long," the pale woman whispered in my ear, giving my rear a squeeze that would have made Courtney or Sabrina cackle if they saw it. "I will be venturing to Midgard with the rest of your entourage as soon as you are gone. I look forward to seeing your home, but it will most certainly look better with you in it."

By Midgard, Hel meant the real world. My world. Washington DC and Blackwater. Her appearance would likely cause quite a commotion, but I trusted my women to escort her around and show her a good time.

At least until I could take over for them. Then we'd have a very good time.

Hel sauntered off, retreating down the hall. That left Lavrans and me standing before the door, readying ourselves for the final leg of our journey. For him, it was a journey he'd made once before—at least once before. I, however, would be visiting the World Tree for the very first time.

Was I ready?

Lavrans appeared to be thinking the same thing. “It would be a lie to say that there is no danger at the World Tree,” the man explained. “There are no monsters waiting for us at Yggdrasil. No external threats. Yet terrible things can happen all the same. The price of wisdom…” His hand subconsciously went to his eyepatch. “Well, it can be high.”

I was already nodding. “I understand. I’m ready.”

“Good.” Lavrans sounded pleased. “Call Gungnir to you and open the door.”

For a moment I didn’t understand what he meant. Then I felt a familiar rush of power from the weapon strapped to my belt. I drew it with a flourish, the sensation of the spear snapping into its full length just feeling right in those halls. Like I was meant to do it.

Lavrans’s expression was bittersweet. Sweet because of his pride in me, and bitter because I’d stolen his weapon. But I figured he’d get over it. He had others, even if none of them were quite as legendary.

The massive wooden door shuddered with power as I touched Gungnir’s tip to its surface. The runes carved into its frame flared with a golden light, and the door swung inward. Almost immediately, wind blew into my face, whipping back my hair and making me painfully aware of the stump that remained of my ear.

It smelled like…pepper? Like pepper and freshly constructed wooden furniture. Strange.

Lavrans inhaled deeply. “Ash,” he explained, nodding at the tunnel. “Yggdrasil is an ash tree, you see. The largest one in all of the Nine Realms.”

I couldn’t see it from here. The tunnel stretched on into what felt like forever, the gray rock walls giving way to hard-packed earth a few dozen feet beyond the door. It would have been a grim trek if the walls weren’t glowing. They pulsed like a heartbeat, as if Yggdrasil itself were pumping energy into the soil through its roots.

Lavrans stepped forward, his one good eye gleaming with purpose. “It is not far,” he said, reaching for a spear that wasn’t there. “Follow me, Edwin. Stay close.”

I gripped Gungnir tighter. Squawk shifted on my shoulder, ever vigilant for threats.

“Big tree!” the bird repeated, as if his beady eyes already beheld it.

We entered the tunnel and began to walk. Almost as soon as we left Hel’s walls behind, the temperature shot up rapidly. The air grew warmer, richer, as if we traveled not through the lowest realm in the universe but through the very heart of all nine worlds. Here and there roots showed in the earth—thick roots that glowed fiercer and brighter than the dirt around them. Something about them made me feel…safe. At home.

Lavrans must have felt it, too. “Yggdrasil is the axis of the Nine Realms,” he said as he walked. “Its roots bind all things—life, death, fate itself. To stand before it is to stand at the heart of all existence. It is…a humbling experience.”

I turned. “Even for you?” I asked.

Lavrans laughed. “Especially for me,” he conceded. “You look different.”

“I feel…strange,” I admitted. “Like I’m going home, except I couldn’t be further away from my home right now if I tried.”

Lavrans nodded sagely. “This is good. It means you are indeed the Awakener. And, potentially, the man who will succeed me in the Pantheon.”

Huh!? “I didn’t realize you needed a successor,” I blurted.

“I am talking of things that will not happen for hundreds of years,” he said, looking down the tunnel wistfully. “Perhaps thousands. But they are so important, and have so much effect on the world, that it is good to think of them now.”

I supposed so. It still blew my mind when I remembered how much life witches and wizards could receive. The thought of spending a normal human lifespan with my harem made me feel like the luckiest guy in the universe–but spending ten of them surrounded by gorgeous demigoddess babes?

That was something special.

Up ahead, the tunnel traveled downward in a shallow curve. We followed it around and around, descending deeper into the earth. Soon I realized we were following a spiral.

My steps followed an easy, regular rhythm, the same as my heart. Right, left, right, left.

I don’t know how long I walked. I must have drifted off, because Lavrans’s voice snapped me back to myself. “Not long now,” he said, his voice so kind he must have known what was happening already. “Remain relaxed, Edwin. Nothing can harm you here.”

Immediately, I knew what he meant. The walls this far down the tunnel were much brighter, and unlike with the upper section, they glowed with more than just that brilliant white light. Shadows danced within them, forming themselves into scenes that felt as familiar to me as my own memories.

I floated among them like a leaf in the breeze. One moment I was watching Sabrina and I flirt hesitantly in the lobby of her dorm, and the look on my face when she mentioned how tempted she was to bring me up to her room was utterly priceless. In another I was facing down the inviolate outside of Exeter-Cross stadium, with Sabrina laying in a ball in front of me, wounded and screaming defiance.

Pain and pleasure, trials and triumphs. I saw them all: my car plunging into the Potomac, Irina’s laughter as we raced through the back alleys of High Street, Quigley’s sly look as she explained the finer points of Blackwater politics during the Grand Conjuration. I saw it all.

Including the sex. It was actually kind of hard to tear my eyes away from it, to tell the truth. Jesus, Sabrina and Courtney looked like porn stars when they were together, and when my girls got together with other girls as an audience to watch, they got even more shameless…

Now that audience was me. I grinned as I watched Irina crawl to me in the vision, her tits popping out of her corset as she degraded herself in front of my entire harem. The look on my face as I realized that she wasn’t just doing it out of duty, but actually getting off on it—

“Edwin!” Lavrans’s voice was harsh. “Focus, lad!”

I blinked, and the visions vanished. Shit, I’d almost gotten distracted.

“Yggdrasil shows us what it believes we wish to see,” he chided, his tone showing a bit of sympathy. “For the honorable, those are great deeds they have accomplished—the ones of which we are most proud. For those less worthy, visions of what they wish to have.”

So I was most proud of banging my harem? Yeah, that made sense. I loved those women with every fiber of my being. It figured that they’d be the thing I cared about the most.

“What do you see?” I asked Odin.

He frowned, his one good eye scanning the wall. “I see myself,” he told me in a grave voice. “Building furniture.”

I had no earthly idea whether he was kidding or not.

Another turn and the tunnel opened up into a vast chamber—emphasis on vast. I turned around to see the wall behind us, stretching so high into the sky that it disappeared into the darkness. Likewise, whatever floor existed in this place lay so far down that it could not be seen.

Maybe there isn’t one, I thought, swallowing hard. Maybe it’s a bottomless pit. Like in Super Mario Brothers. You fall in, and—urk!—game over.

“Be careful,” Lavrans whispered. “The final bit of the path is not very treacherous, but it can be difficult to keep your eyes on it.”

I understood exactly what he meant. Standing before us in the center of that great chamber was Yggdrasil itself, the Word Tree. It was an incredible sight.

Blackwater could have easily fit inside of it. Hell, I wasn’t sure but I thought that maybe all of Washington DC itself might have been able to fit within the boundaries of that trunk. It stretched to the sky like a wall, shimmering with otherworldly light that failed to pierce the gloom of the ceiling or the floor. Either that or both were just that tall.

Silver bark glittered as we approached. Its branches stretched in all directions before rising like the hands of a chorus, disappearing into a swirl of lights that made the wall we’d crossed in Nifleheim look sedate and boring by comparison.

I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I could see galaxies in that light. Nebulae. The germs of other worlds to come, and those that had existed for so long they’d shrunk down to seeds hanging from the World Tree’s branches.

Lavrans was right. It was humbling.

Every step made the air crackle with power. I could feel it in my bones as I approached the lowest of the tree’s roots—this was the center of all existence. The nexus of everything that was, is, and ever would be.

Far off in the distance, I swore I could hear faint chanting.

The root at the end of the path was merely one of thousands. Yet it was taller than a house. Lavrans knelt before it briefly, his hand clasped to his breast as he spoke a few words in harsh, ancient Icelandic.

“Here we are,” he said, rising. “The heart of Yggdrasil.”

I stared up into the boughs of the tree. And up. I felt I could have stood there forever.

Don’t get distracted, I reminded myself. Next thing you know, these branches are going to look like Courtney’s tits. Or Sabrina’s legs, the way she spreads them when she…

I shook my head to clear it. “So what happens now?”

Lavrans grinned. “Now, we see if you are truly my heir.”

I took another step forward. The air around me felt thick and hot, like soup. Like a Florida swamp, instead of a cold cave at the bottom of the world.

“I don’t understand,” I managed to mutter. “What’s supposed to happen?”

“It is already happening,” Odin whispered. “It—”

Odin was gone.

Everything was gone.

I was floating in an endless expanse of hot darkness, staring at the one source of light left in the entire universe.

I screamed. No sound came out. If it weren’t for Squawk’s claws digging reflexively into my shoulder, bringing pain, I would have concluded that I was dead.

I couldn’t see a thing. And yet I felt it. The World Tree. It—or whatever intelligence lay at the heart of it—lurked in the shadows, just beyond the limits of my vision, or maybe outside of the limits of visible light. It could see me, but I couldn’t see it.

Like the mirror in an interrogation room, I thought. Is that what this is?

The chanting I’d heard before grew louder, as if whoever made it was heading in my direction. I stiffened, sweat breaking out across my entire body as I stood before the nexus of the universe. Was this how I died? Was Yggdrasil going to claim its price in exchange for the wisdom it intended to grant me?

I’d already lost my freaking ear. What else could I possibly give it?

“Squawk!” my familiar cried. “Squawk ready!”

What?

The bird took off from my shoulder, doing a lazy loop in the air and coming back around. A few feet away from me, with his wings spread as far as they could go, Squawk froze. Just froze in mid-air like time itself had stopped.

The bird’s beak opened.

Awakener.

Now it was me who was frozen in his tracks. I stared into the beady eyes of the bird, stunned, wondering what the fuck I’d just gotten myself into.

“Squawk?” I asked. This was a hundred times scarier than when the bird attacked me to stop me from harming Toby Heck. “Is that you, buddy? You feeling okay?”

I have taken your familiar, the voice said. It erupted from Squawk’s voicebox like there wasn’t enough room for it. Every syllable made the oversized bird tremble, its feathers rippling with magic. Through it, I speak to you, Awakener. Otherwise, my voice would kill you in an instant.

Squawk trembled in the void. “Don’t hurt him!” I roared, reaching for Gungnir.

A chuckle. The pet will not be harmed, the voice assured me. Do you know who I am?

I shook my head. That voice—it sounded weirder than weird. Just listening to it made my eyes and ears ache, like I’d been standing front row at a Metallica concert for hours with no earplugs. I believed this being when it told me its voice could kill.

“You’re the World Tree,” I guessed. “You’re what gave Odin his wisdom. His power.”

I am a root of the World Tree, the voice said, emanating through that endless nothing via Squawk’s all-too avian beak. The root of Norns.

“Norns. The weavers of fate.” I knew that much about Norse mythology, at least.

Just so. We speak only to those we have deemed worthy of hearing us. You, Awakener, have proven yourself capable. One day, you may very well perform the same sacrifice as Ódinn and take his place among those who we have favored.

I couldn’t tell you how I knew the root was saying Ódinn instead of Odin. It didn’t really matter. “That’s hundreds of years away,” I said. “I need your help now!”

Indeed, the root intoned. You wish to know why the balance within the magical world has been upset. You wish to be told the source of the demons and monsters that infest your university, so that you may make it safe for yourself and those you love.

“Yes!” I said. “That’s exactly what I want! That’s why I’m here!”

I waited for the root to tell me exactly what I needed to know.

It is simple, Yggdrasil said. It all comes from me.

My jaw dropped open. “What?”

There was no way for it to do it, but somehow the root cleared its throat.

There is a…hole, the root rumbled. At the bottom of the world. At the base of my roots, far beneath this chamber—beneath existence itself. A wound upon the skin of reality, through which chaos seeps. I know not where it came from, though I have suspicions. The serpent Nidhoggr, perhaps. Or Jormundgandr. Regardless, this wound has bled for far too long. I am infected with it.

Infected? The World Tree was sick?

If it died, what would happen to the universe?

It is part of me now, the root continued. It threatens the balance of the Nine Realms—and the secrecy of the magical world. Today the wound is small, but it will grow. Worse things will slip through it from the primal chaos. Far worse.

I didn’t even want to think about that. “Then let’s fix it!” I told the root. “Tell me what I need to do! What spell do I need to cast to close the wound?”

It is not that simple, the voice said. Were it so, it would already be fixed.

I supposed that made sense.

“Then what do you need from me?” I asked. “Tell me! I want to help!”

I don’t want what happened this semester to ever happen again.

Your power. The words echoed from Squawk’s beak, sounding a thousand times larger than the tiny creature who played vessel to the voice. The spark of creation within you. Your Awakening.

Somehow I’d sensed it would come to this. “Yes?”

You must learn it. And use it. Only this power can seal the wound that aches within my roots. I already felt it once. A slight easing…

I knew of only one thing that could be. “Courtney,” I said, amazed. “She’s a girl—a young woman from Exeter-Cross. A mundane, except I made her into a witch!”

I felt it, Yggdrasil’s root told me. It was as the tiniest bit of salve upon a burn.

Wait. So the World Tree had felt me turn Courtney into a witch?

That had involved some pretty hardcore banging, as I recalled. Having Yggdrasil spying on my sexual exploits felt pretty out there. But hadn’t Lavrans promised he could teach me to awaken new wizards and witches without sex?

Well, new wizards, anyway. Awakening most of the witches was still my kind of fun.

“So you’re saying all I have to do is awaken more witches and wizards?” I asked the root. “I can do that! Odin’s taught me a little already. By the time I graduate Blackwater, I’ll probably have hundreds of converted mundanes under my belt!”

It sounded great. Almost easy. So of course there had to be a catch.

You do not have until graduation, the root said. The wound…festers. The tiny droplets of salvation your power gifts us are not enough to halt its spread.

Shit. Then what could?

I thought about my women. Their strength. Their beauty. For once, the images didn’t distract me—instead, they kept me focused. Sabrina’s charm, Courtney’s fierceness, Irina’s batshit insane loyalty. All of them gave me something I couldn’t attain on my own. They were my strength. My life.

“I have others,” I told the root. “Women around me who love me—and who are some of the most powerful magic users in the world. Tell us what to do, and we’ll do it! Whatever it is, wherever we have to go, we will. We already fought Hel herself and won!”

The voice let out a sigh like an ice sheet cracking in two. You will not like it.

Huh?

“I don’t like those monsters attacking my friends,” I said. “However unpleasant it might be, trust me: I find the thought of demons hurting my women to be far worse!”

Another pause. Odin will not like it.

That made me grit my teeth. “You let me handle that,” I said, holding Gungnir. “I’ll bring Odin around, whatever it is.”

And if he will not be convinced? If he becomes your enemy?

I hadn’t thought of that. Me against Odin?

No. That wouldn’t happen. That couldn’t. Both of us were on the same side. For God’s sake, the man killed himself in order to travel to Hel's halls and solve the mystery of the attacks on Blackwater! We might not have agreed on everything, but we were on the same side.

Right?

“Then I’ll do what’s necessary,” I promised the root. It won’t come to that, I thought.

Very well, the voice said. There is only one way to heal the wound in time.

I waited.

You, Edwin Sawyer, the World Tree said, must shatter the barrier between the mundane and the magical worlds. You must reveal Blackwater, and all places like it. To everyone.

I gasped.

You must destroy the Unseen World.


Chapter Twenty

Lavrans clapped a hand on my shoulder, his grip firm. “Well done, Edwin.”

The two of us stood upon the path at the base of Yggdrasil. The chamber’s magic had faded, the shine across the silver bark losing some of its sheen as the voice of the Norns root left me at last. Squawk rested on my shoulder, panting gently, as if he’d just taken a long flight from one town to another instead of becoming the voice of the entire universe.

“You managed to hold onto yourself despite the World Tree’s influence,” he said, staring back into Yggdrasil’s boughs. A wistful look filled Odin’s rugged face, as if he held some nostalgia for his hanging despite the ordeal it had been. “You spoke to the voice of Yggdrasil and received its wisdom. And you did not even need to sacrifice an eye in order to do it!” He looked me up and down. “It didn’t require anything else of you, did it?”

I shook my head. “Nothing physical, in any case.”

I still couldn’t believe what I’d heard. The World Tree’s words echoed in my ears, ringing long after Squawk turned back into my familiar and the void at the center of the universe transformed back into the massive cave containing Yggdrasil’s roots.

You must destroy the Unseen World.

What would that even mean? Clearly, turning a few hundred mundanes into witches and wizards wasn’t going to save our world from what was coming. And as the wound grew worse, chaos would leak into the world, sending even worse things than inviolates and demons into the magical world. Which all added up to one terrible, awful idea.

I was going to need to blow the lid off the magical world. Reveal it to everyone.

And then, somehow, make the whole mundane world magical.

It was impossible. Flatly so. No one, no matter how dedicated, could do all that. And even if they tried, the entire magical world would turn on them in an instant. I’d seen plenty of examples of how they felt where ‘mundanes’ were concerned. Courtney was an exception they were still getting used to—but as long as she was a one-in-a-million, no one at Blackwater really minded her.

What if I tried to turn every Tom, Dick, and Harry into Harry Potter? Professor Locke would hate me more than he already did.

Even Odin might, I realized, doing a double take as I looked over at Lavrans. The World Tree promised me he wouldn’t like the idea. But I promised it right back that I’d handle Odin.

Could I? Would I?

“Lavrans,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “Listen, the World Tree—”

He held up a hand before I could get another word out. “What was spoken between you and Yggdrasil is for your ears and yours alone,” he said, his tone between pride and a warning. “Just as I am forbidden from sharing the knowledge Yggdrasil granted me, you cannot speak of what you were told in that chamber.”

Huh? I didn’t remember the World Tree saying anything like that.

A weight of cosmic proportions settled onto my shoulders. I was alone in this?

“I can’t tell anybody?” I asked. “Not even Sabrina? Not even Irina?”

Lavrans faltered. “With those who are bound to you, it may be possible,” he said, rubbing his chin. “But they would need to be sworn to silence as well. The World Tree would prevent them from spreading the knowledge any further.”

Slowly, I nodded. Okay, good. I could tell Irina, Fym, Quigley and the others about this. That meant I’d have at least three of Blackwater’s teachers on my side, helping me achieve…

What? The magical apocalypse?

“There is just one thing I need to know,” Lavrans said, a faint smile on his face. “Did the World Tree tell you the reason for the incursions upon our territory?’

I didn’t need to lie about that. “It most certainly did,” I said.

Lavrans nodded. “Do you know what you must do?”

I thought that question over for so long that Lavrans probably started to get nervous. He was on the verge of asking again when I finally spoke.

“I don’t,” I said, provoking a frown from Odin. “Not exactly. But I know where to start.”

His hand left my shoulder with a nod. “That’s good. I know you will prove yourself, Edwin.” He glanced back at the entrance of the tunnel. “We should return now. The others will be waiting for us.”

They would. I had no idea what I was going to say to them. Would I even tell them yet?

It might do more harm than good. What was I going to ask them? Hey, I was just wondering, what’s the fastest way to reveal wizardry to human society and start an encore performance of the Salem Witch Trials? Get real.

Maybe just Irina, I told myself. If anyone could be trusted with this secret, she could.

Aww, who was I kidding? I was going to tell the whole harem as soon as I could get them alone in a room together. Maybe they’d be too busy tearing my clothes off first, but I’d get to it eventually.

We retraced our steps back through the tunnel, the sounds of chanting fading as we left Yggdrasil behind. The mean thing about Lavrans being a spirit was that he took the walk back up the spiral without a hitch, while I was forced to huff and puff and take a break near the top. But eventually we found our way back to Hel.

The halls were empty, just as the place’s mistress had warned me. But we found a pair of surprising friends waiting for us outside of the feasting hall.

My magic carpet.

And Toby Heck.

“Hey,” the student said, running his fingers through his hair as Lavrans and I joined him outside. He was still partially transparent, as dead as he’d been in Hel’s halls. “The others left me behind, for obvious reasons. I’m supposed to go with Odin back to the Sanctum?”

“Indeed you are!” Lavrans clapped a hand on Toby’s shoulder with a grin. “Both of us need to re-enter our bodies, Mr. Hughes. The magical seals on our coffins won’t hold forever! You wouldn’t want to rejoin your body only to find it halfway rotting, would you?”

Toby shuddered at the thought. “Christ, no! I’m just glad you two made it back. I was starting to get worried. You have no idea how lonely it is out here.” He chuckled to himself. “You know that song? All the lonely people, where do they all belong? I’ve been singing it while I wait.” He put his hands in his pockets. “I figured out the answer. It’s this place!”

Something told me he was right. This was Hel, after all.

The journey back felt shorter, as journeys often do. We climbed aboard and flew back through Niflehim, and I let Lavrans take the lead on guiding the carpet over the mountains and back through the snowy waste. I figured he knew how to find the Sanctum better than I did—plus, I had a hell of a lot to think about.

Which of course meant that Toby Heck kept interrupting me.

“Hey,” he said, nudging me as Lavrans piloted the flying carpet over the tundra. “Did you do it, dude?”

I blinked, rising from my thoughts. “Do what, Toby?”

His grin was almost pained. “Come on, man! It’s the Lord of Heck sitting here! The two of us don’t have secrets!” He put an arm around me, laughing. “Plus you kinda owe me for that whole ‘trying to destroy my spirit’ thing with Odin’s spear, right?”

I guess I kinda did. “What do you want to know?”

Lavrans jerked his head in our direction, but Toby ignored it. “Did you really talk to the World Tree, Eddie boy? Did they tell you what’s been ailing our fair alma mater?”

I nodded. “They did. I can’t talk about it, though. Odin said.”

“Oh, Odin said!” Toby rolled his eyes. Then he looked over at Lavrans and thought better of it. “I guess that means you really can’t talk about it, then. But, uh…can you give me a hint?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “It’s not what you think,” I said, wanting to go back to contemplating. “Does that satisfy you?”

“Uh, no! Hell, man, I can think of a lot of things! Way more, after the lady from Frozen going through her goth phase tried to toss me in a cell and bury my soul in Hel’s halls!”

I nodded. “It’s…big,” I said. Nothing rose from the depths to keep me from talking, so maybe the World Tree didn’t have me on a vow of silence after all. I figured I’d learn when I got to talk to my harem again. “I’ll explain when I can.”

“All right, hey, but they did tell you what to do, right?” Toby licked his lips as he slicked back his hair. “Showed you a cosmic PowerPoint or whatever about how to save us all from those inviolates?”

I forced a smile. “They gave me some ideas,” I told him. “Don’t worry. We’re going to beat those motherfuckers.”

Toby leaned back on the carpet, admiring the view. “Aw hell, Eddie boy. I was never worried about that part of the equation!”

Eventually the spindly finger of the Sanctum broke through the horizon. The familiar spire of black stone felt like home after so long of a sojourn in the lower reaches of the Nine Realms. Even Lavrans seemed excited as we parked the carpet out front and opened the door with a couple of raps from Gungnir.

Lavrans’s coffin had been moved to the center of the room. Toby Heck’s lay right beside it, with the man himself laying inside. His arms were crossed over his chest like a vampire, and there was an almost impish grin on his face, like he was planning on playing a trick on some people at his own funeral.

“Wow,” Toby muttered. “That’s me. You know, I’m even more handsome when seen through someone else’s eyes.”

“Sure,” I said. “You two hopping in the boxes?”

Lavrans guided Toby to the coffins, his one eye firm with resolve. “Time for us to return to the land of the living,” he told the student, giving him a slap on the back. “Before we climb inside, Edwin, I do have a final question?”

Was it about the World Tree?

“Go right ahead,” I said, yawning. The warmth of the room and the exhaustion of my journey had combined to take it out of me. I wondered if I could grab a nap on the way to Courtney’s house. My girls were going to want me well-rested for the celebration.

Lavrans climbed onto the lid of the coffin. Almost immediately he began to sink right through it, his ghost descending as if sucked into quicksand. It looked kind of painful, but it must not have actually hurt, because he smiled.

“Are you going to give me my Headmastership back, Edwin? Or am I out of a job?”

His laughter filled the room as his spirit sank back into his body.

“Hell, here we go,” Toby said, rubbing his hands together. “Swan dive back onto this mortal coil—!”

He dove right through the lid, his ghost slamming back into his physical body in a blast of magic. Two ripples of the stuff filled the room, one from each of the coffins as whatever magic Lavrans had worked out did its…well, magic.

As it faded, Squawk shifted on my shoulder. “Give job!” he hooted.

“Yeah, I’m gonna,” I told the bird. “Don’t worry. With everything we’ve got going on, I can’t afford to manage Blackwater at the same time. We’re going to need to concentrate on saving the world.”

“Squawk!” my familiar cawed. “Save world! Save magic!”

That’s the idea, I thought.

Both coffin lids popped open, sliding to the side with a pressurized hiss. Lavrans rose gracefully from within, as if he’d simply laid down for a quick nap. Toby Heck clasped his throat and screamed, writhing back and forth like a drowning man as his heart kicked back on and he gasped for air.

“Fuck!” Toby groaned. “Fucking shit that hurts–!”

“Being brought back to life is rarely pleasant,” Lavrans said. He climbed out of the coffin and brushed himself off, and I understood why he’d had his body put in formal robes before it had been stashed away. “I would say you get used to it, but you never really do.”

Toby clutched the side of the coffin like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. “Never…doing…that again!”

Lavrans’s laughter echoed off the walls. “Gods, it feels good to be alive again. So, what did you decide, Edwin? Will you take my position, the way you took my spear?”

Was there a hint of bitterness in that? Probably not. I was hearing things, since the World Tree warned me taking this tack might turn Odin into my enemy. I shook my head to clear it.

“You can have it,” I told the demigod, grinning. “I’m starting to think it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

“I have the same thought often,” he said. “Yet I would not trade it for the world.”

“Same here,” Toby agreed. “If you really do that whole ‘legitimizing the Black Moon’ thing, I’m going on the straight and narrow. No more messing with forbidden shit from now on. And no more getting stabbed over cards. No more cards! I’m going straight from now on!”

“I’m sure the girls of Blackwater will be heartbroken,” I teased. “You’d just managed to make yourself into a hero, too.”

Toby’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. “Hey now, there’s some vices that are good for a man,” he said quickly. “I didn’t say I was going to give up everything that’s fun in this world—”

Another yawn broke from my throat. Both of them noticed it.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Nothing a bite from Irina can’t fix.”

Toby looked scandalized. “It still blows my mind that you’re schtupping Sexy Hexy,” he said, chuckling to himself. “Me, that seems too much like taking a viper to bed with you…”

“Miss Dragovich’s charms will be able to help you somewhat,” Lavrans said. “But you should rest, Edwin. Certainly for a short while, at least.”

“Break!” Squawk squawked. “Take break! Nap!”

“I wish I could,” I said. “But I…”

I trailed off. My flying carpet was curled up around my legs, like a dog waiting to be let out on a walk.

“I took the liberty of giving it the instructions,” Lavrans said kindly. “It will take you back through the Allways, then over Blackwater and to Miss Haddonfield’s house. And it will take you slowly. An hour, perhaps two?”

“What, like my very own magical Uber?” I said. “You want me to sleep on that thing?”

Lavrans nodded. “It will carry you home. I will take care of Mr. Heck.” His expression darkened just a touch. “I will also reestablish my role at Blackwater. Beginning with the interrogation and punishment of Professor Locke.”

I didn’t even want to know what Odin had in store for him. Whatever it was, it was probably worse than the horse.

“I mean, I’ll take the carpet,” I promised Lavrans. “Sounds like a fun way to get home. But I can’t promise you I’m going to take a nap. That seems totally unlike me.”

Five seconds after the carpet took off into the Allways, I was out like a light.


Chapter Twenty-One

I slept the whole way back to the mansion. The poor flying carpet had to shake me out of my stupor in the driveway.

I awoke to a party in full swing. The lights of Courtney’s house spilled out onto the lawn, and music pulsed through the walls despite the lateness of the evening. I thought I could hear the sounds of laughter, too, as if amplified by the magic my girls had no doubt woven into the fabric of their afterparty.

“Girls loud!” Squawk cawed from my shoulder. “Girls fun!”

“They certainly are,” I said, yawning as I rolled up the carpet. “And they certainly are. Want to go see what they’re up to, Squawk?”

The front door had been left unlocked—my girls had no need to fear intruders. Inside, I found the living room transformed into a space for celebrating. Drinks and snacks were copious, while candles floated in mid-air at intervals through the room, held up by an enchantment from Irina or Fym. Their flames flickered in time with the bassline of the music, which was so loud it shook the air.

For just a moment, before they noticed I was among them, I took in the scene. Courtney sat perched on a couch, a drink in her hand and a smile on her face as she conversed with Freja Fym, who was sipping something out of an ornate goblet she must have conjured herself. Court was wearing the same see-through fishnet dress she’d had on during the christening of our rumpus room, but this time she wore nothing underneath it save for a pair of panties. Anyone and everyone could see her breasts, which she showed off like cheerleading trophies.

Irina lounged by the fire, her tendrils slowly curling and uncurling across the carpet. The little vial of my blood tucked into her bosom glistened in the firelight, forming a pleasing contrast with the paleness of her skin. Her glass was filled with blood-red wine, which she sipped pensively, clearly more worried about when I would arrive than the rest of the harem. She’d always been a little obsessive that way.

The new girls looked like they were fitting in just fine. From the spots on her cheeks, Quigley was a little ahead of the rest of the pack where drinks were concerned—I could tell she was nervous about the debauchery the rest of us would be getting up to soon. She stood at a table near the rear of the room, talking to Hel, who was manning a makeshift bar filled with magical potions. A touch from one of her long, pale fingers imbued each drink with the chill of the Underworld, making it colder than ice cold. She wore the same bone corset that had looked so attractive on her while she sat on her throne, but she’d discarded almost all of the rest of her clothing. Besides a skirt so short it resembled a belt with an attitude problem, Loke’s daughter was pretty much naked from the waist down. Her long, frost-white hair cascaded down her back in shimmering ringlets, practically aching for a man to come along and seize them while taking her roughly.

Sabrina was at the center of it all. My beautiful blonde witch twirled in the center of the room, dancing wildly to the tunes coming from Courtney’s outrageously expensive stereo. Strangely she had a bottle of water clutched in her hand rather than a drink—she must have been feeling dehydrated from all the dancing. Either that, or she was pacing herself.

It was Sabrina who saw me first. She stopped mid-twirl, a smile spreading across her face like Christmas morning, and suddenly she’d thrown herself into my arms and was hugging me like she thought she’d never see me again.

“Edwin!” the blonde cried, burying her face in my chest. “It’s you! You’re back!”

The room came to attention in an instant. Fym smirked at me like she knew I’d taken a little longer to get back so I could have a quick nap before my harem had their way with me. Irina nodded, her dark eyes eager and ready for whatever I commanded. Quigley swallowed hard, while Hel looked at me like she and I were the only two people in the room. Courtney arched her back and struck a pose while trying not to look like she’d struck one, showing off the fact that she was walking around even more naked than usual.

“Told you I would be,” I said, putting an arm around Sabrina’s waist. I glanced over her shoulder at the rest of the room. “You miss me? Seems like you were all having a perfectly fine time without me.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Of course we did! Oh my God, it feels like we’ve been waiting forever!” Never one to forget my familiar, she gave Squawk a gentle pat on the head. “Did you take good care of him, Squawk?”

“Good bird!” Squawk insisted. “Give corn?”

Sabrina pursed her lips. “I think we can make that happen for a hero bird,” she said, taking Squawk off of my shoulder.

In a flash, Courtney was right where she’d been standing, her breasts thrust forward like an open invitation. “We’ve been waiting for you,” she purred, going up on tiptoe and giving me a kiss that made my lips tingle with the faint taste of tequila. “It’s not really a party until our man shows up. Or our Headmaster, I guess!”

“Something tells me Edwin’s going to be happier giving that back to Odin,” Fym said with a wink.

Thinking of Odin reminded me of what I had to talk to my harem about. “We made it to Yggdrasil,” I told them, my voice faintly crackling with excitement. “I talked to the World Tree. Odin doesn’t know what it said to me and thinks I can’t tell anyone, but I’m pretty sure I say it to all of you without any consequences. I’m going to need your help—”

A tendril caressed my shoulder.

“Later.” Irina’s black lipstick was just barely visible from the corner of my eye as she pressed her body against my side. “You’ve been gone for so long, my love. We are restless without you. Can’t you feel it?”

Her eyes gleamed with hunger, glowing like the embers at the core of a fire. Wow, I thought. She’s really hitting the gas fast!

When I glanced up, Fym was striding forward, her blonde braid swinging against her ass. “It will wait until we are finished with you, Edwin. You have business with your harem. Personal business.”

Hmm?

Fym gestured for Hel and Quigley to step forward. They did, the first with calm triumph and the second shaky on her feet and a little awkward. They made quite a pair, these two—just about the most unlikely pair of harem girls I could have imagined.

But I liked them even more for that.

“You’ve faced a stone dragon,” Fym said. “An inviolate that tried to tear you apart and a madman who tried to take the woman you love. And you braved the path to the World Tree itself.” A knowing smirk spread across the Valkyrie’s face. “Tonight, darling, you face something far more dangerous.”

“You face us,” Courtney chuckled.

Quigley raised a hand in greeting. “Hey,” she said, her hand shaking just a little. “Did everything go all right with my wayward apprentice?”

It took me a moment to realize who she meant. Of course she’d care about Toby—she’d recruited him to the Black Moon. “He’s fine,” I told her. “Back in his body and complaining about it already.”

“Good. He’s going to get a full pardon from Odin. As will I.”

“Excellent news all around,” Irina said. “We’ve spent the time while you were away getting closer to your new…acquisitions. We thought you should have a chance to bond with them in private, as well.”

All the girls stared at me, wearing lascivious grins and little else.

I understood what they wanted. They wanted to be satisfied, all of them—but first and foremost, they wanted me to satisfy Hel and Quigley. Most of them had been granted the privilege of having their first lovemaking with me one-on-one; they believed that even if I couldn’t grant that to my new women, I ought to make a good faith effort to focus on them.

I couldn’t help but agree.

So I walked up to Quigley. “You look terrified,” I said, flashing my most winning smile.

Some of the tension in her stance eased. “I am,” she stammered, her gaze shy but hopeful. “Honestly, I feel like I’ve stepped into a fever dream. These women…they’re all so gorgeous, and they all want to share you. With me!”

“That’s kind of the idea,” I said, putting a hand on Quigley’s lower back. “Thanks for the save with the hornet pin by the way. Sabrina and I both literally owe you our lives, you know.”

I didn’t think Quigley was capable of blushing any harder, but she did it. “That’s kind of you to say,” she whispered, glancing this way and that. “But other people had far more to do with the victory than I did—”

“You,” I said, “are selling yourself short. That’s not like you, Ramona. You know you have just as much of a right to be in this room as anybody else.”

“Damn straight,” Courtney giggled. “You want another drink?”

“I think I’ve had plenty already,” she said mildly. “But I’d like to dance, Mr. Sawyer. If you’re willing?”

I chuckled. “Totally. Let’s dance.”

Courtney snapped her fingers and the sound system skipped to a new song. I didn’t recognize it: it didn’t sound like anything on the radio. The tempo was a bit slower than I expected, and the instruments sounded old—ancient. A woman spoke in a language that probably would have been common back in Odin’s time, her silky voice caressing each syllable as it worked along with the beat. Every now and then, a suite of female voices entered in harmony, filling the room with a soaring vocal that made my heart jump.

I took Quigley’s hand and swayed her. She was hesitant at first, her steps a little uncertain, her glasses slipping down her nose. But soon enough, the rhythm took over.

All of us felt it.

Quigley pressed her body against mine, sighing happily. A short distance away, Hel moved like a veil dancer displaying her art, while Courtney shimmied and shook against Sabrina like a pair of sorority girls on spring break. Everyone looked like they were having the time of their lives.

“You are something else, Edwin,” Quigley whispered. She’d pressed every inch of her skin against mine that she could, draping herself on me like a garment as we slow danced. If this had been prom, we’d already have been necking. “I’ve never met anyone like you. And I’ve been around a very long time.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” I told her, tousling her blonde locks. “Honest question. Does blood magic have any practical applications in the bedroom?”

Quigley’s face lit up like she’d never considered it before. Her brow furrowed in thought, going into full analytical mode despite the alcohol in her bloodstream and the lust in her eyes.

“I’m…not entirely certain,” she finally said, nibbling her bottom lip. “I think I might need to do a great deal of research on it. Perhaps with an eager young test subject?”

Hel joined us, sliding across the floor like the carpet had been covered in a sheet of ice. She pressed herself against my side, her gorgeous curves as cold as Quigley was warm. The two of them made an interesting contrast, and I could already tell I was going to like having both of them under the blankets with me.

“My father rots in a cell, so I’ve heard,” was how the Queen of the Underworld opened up her flirting. “I’ve also heard that he spends nearly every free moment raging against the daughter who betrayed him for some ‘jumped up pup.’” Her grin spread from one corner of her face to the other. “You’ve really made him mad, Awakener.”

Feeling bold, I reached out and seized a handful of Hel’s shapely ass, gripping it like I already owned it. From the way she gasped, her eyelids fluttering, I knew I’d hit a bullseye.

“I already told you, I’m not afraid of your father,” I growled. My gaze traveled to the ceiling for a moment. “How about the three of us take this upstairs? I can’t promise the rest of the harem will give you a lot of privacy, but they’ll at least let you dip your toe into the whole sharing thing before you get tossed into the deep end.”

Hel’s smile told me she was more than ready for that. “Of course,” she purred. “It’s what I’m here for, Awakener. Why else take the long vacation?”

Quigley hesitated, then nodded, the blush on her cheeks deepening. “I’d like that. If that’s what you want to do…?”

I chuckled low in my throat. “You have no idea how badly I want to do that.”

The walk upstairs was a blur. I picked a bedroom more or less at random, hoping it had never belonged to Courtney’s parents. They’d have to change their sleeping quarters if that were the case. I do remember being a little flustered that I didn’t see Kendra. The gorgeous captain of the Exeter-Cross cheerleading squad—and Courtney’s other best friend—was nowhere to be found.

Whatever. I’d track her down later. I had more than enough women to excite me tonight.

The moment I got the door closed behind us, Hel was in my arms. Her hands went everywhere, cold but oh so eager. If I hadn’t known this was a woman who’d spent centuries alone in the underworld without anyone to pound her brains out, I certainly would have figured it out by now.

“You’re so bold, Edwin,” she whimpered, her voice practically crackling with daddy issues. “I love the way you don’t let anyone boss you around! That’s how I’m going to be from now on—the stone-cold bitch that everyone always assumed I was when I was down in Hel!”

I grinned. “Of course,” I said, running a thumb down her chin. “Except with me.”

That warmed her up about as much as an ice princess could. “Absolutely.”

Quigley watched us, her hands clasped nervously in front of her. “Oh wow,” she blurted, amazed and clearly turned on. “You two are really going for it…”

“Of course we are,” Hel laughed. “There’s no reason to waste time. Fuck, I’ve needed this for ages. If half the things your women have told me are true, Edwin Sawyer, then I’m about to be a very satisfied woman!”

“You will,” I promised. I glanced over at Quigley. “And you can take things as slow as you want. Maybe you just want to watch me and Hel for a bit?”

She nodded, some of her shyness melting away at the offer. “Okay,” she said, feeling at the buttons on her coat. “I…I can do that. Yeah. Gods below, the two of you look so hot…”

Hel gave me a kiss, then pulled me to the bed. More accurately, she threw me onto it.

“Enough talking,” the Queen of the Underworld purred, running a nail down the center of her corset. “It’s time for your true Grand Conjuration, Awakener. I’m your test tonight.”

And what a test! Hel’s gown slipped to the floor, revealing a body so pale and perfect it looked as if it had been carved from marble by the world’s horniest sculptor. Her breasts were perfect, apple-shaped handfuls, her thighs sleek and muscular, and the hair between her legs so white it looked like tiny beads of frost over her pussy. Her skin glowed faintly, reflecting her power and her status as a demigoddess. The only spot of color on her pale body were her nipples, which stood stiff, erect, and ever so faintly pink.

I groaned at the sight of her. Quigley gasped, unfastening her buttons faster.

Hel’s nimble fingers moved even faster than her ice chains. In the blink of an eye she’d torn off my belt (wrapping it loosely around her fingers, which made me wonder if she intended to use the thing on me or Quigley) and stripped off my pants, leaving me with a tent in my boxers and a t-shirt.

Hel saw the bulge and started to drool. “Oh, they weren’t exaggerating,” she whimpered, running her fingers slowly up and down the fabric. “Let me see that gorgeous cock, Awakener. Show it to me…”

No man on Earth could have resisted Hel’s request. Probably not any of the other Eight Realms, either. I tugged off my boxers and tossed them across the room, then scooted back to rest my shoulders against the headboard.

Hel crawled across the mattress to meet me. “Oh, you are hung,” she growled, her voice filled with lust. “Gods, I don’t even know if all of this will fit inside of me—”

I couldn’t take it any longer. I grabbed Hel’s long hair with my hand the way she’d grabbed my belt. As the Queen of the Underworld gasped in mingled pain and pleasure, her thighs quivering, I pulled her to me and kissed her. Hard.

She tasted like sex and death at the same time. Or maybe they were the same thing. That was a question for a philosopher, not a horny college student.

“So bold,” the pale woman murmured. “I am going to enjoy this greatly, Awakener.”

I didn’t need her to tell me that. Hel had some crazy energy—mostly in her eyes, which reminded me a little of Harley Quinn in that one movie. Total freak.

I decided to be bold. After all, we were already both naked and in bed.

“Give me that belt,” I grunted, putting the same force of command I used with Irina into the words. “Now.”

My words hit her like a slap on the ass. Hel hesitated only for a moment before handing me the leather, her head bowed and her haughty attitude muted.

“Yes, sir,” she purred, emphasizing the second word.

I placed the belt across the back of her neck and used it to pull her to me. “I’m not afraid of your father,” I grunted, smirking up at her. “And I’m not your father, either. But tonight, Hel, I’m most certainly your Daddy.”

Her mouth parted in a perfect ‘o’ of bliss. “Oh fuck,” she moaned, making a sound that could only come from someone who’d just had their deepest fetish unlocked. “Yes! Fuck me, Daddy! Fuck me hard—!”

I grabbed her ass and slammed her hips onto me, impaling her in one smooth stroke.

Fucking Hel was like…well, nothing I’d ever experienced before. As she rode me, moving her hips fast and hard, the cold within her threatened to freeze me while the heat of our bodies together made me sweat at the same time. The feeling you get when drinking orange juice after brushing your teeth was the closest thing I could compare to it—except instead of pain, this caused pleasure. So much goddamn pleasure.

“Oh fuck!” Now that I was inside her, Hel truly let go, becoming the dirty girl of my demonic dreams. “Yes! Ohmigawd pound my tight little pussy! Fuck, you’re stretching me out so good!”

I was. But it wasn’t enough.

With a grunt, I grabbed Hel and turned her around, placing her hands on the headboard. The leather went around her neck, and I held both ends of the belt like a man riding a bucking bronco, using it as leverage to thrust deep inside of her. Her ass bounced on every stroke as I bottomed out inside of her, pale and gorgeous, providing me with a wonderful visual aid.

Hel’s back arched harder and harder, until she was like a cat in heat. She threw herself onto me with reckless abandon, using centuries’ worth of frustration to do her whorish best. Each time I watched my dick disappear inside of her, it came back with more of her cream coating my shaft. And each time, the ice in her core melted a little bit more.

Suddenly there was someone at my side. Quigley.

She’d stripped off her outer clothing, leaving her wearing nothing but a cotton bra and a pair of panties. The contrast between the two of them couldn’t have been stronger: while Hel was wild and arcane, Quigley was a normal woman. She looked like the sort of person a very different Edwin might have hooked up with during his college days—a hot older woman who could give me experience and a good grade at the same time.

Her soft hands explored both of us as we fucked. “I have literally never been this turned on before,” she moaned, looking up at me with amazement. “Holy shit, how have you not cum like ten times by now? I’m about to go over the edge just from looking at you!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m the Awakener, that’s how,” I said. “Come here.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her, making out hot and heavy while my dick rearranged Hel’s guts. Before long I had my hand between her legs and under her panties, stroking her clit with my thumb while my fingers stabbed deep into her hot, wet channel.

“Oh shit,” Quigley groaned, her voice shooting up an octave. “Oh Edwin, no, oh baby I’m going to…!”

She didn’t need to finish that sentence. “Do it,” I commanded. “I want to see it.”

A moment later, Quigley granted my wish. The blonde professor shook like a bowl of jelly as she came, her legs going boneless beneath her. A flood of juice squirted from her pussy as it boiled over, soaking her panties as my fingers massaged her through her throes of passion. Her walls clamped around my fingers almost as tightly as Hel’s gripped my cock.

“I’m so sorry,” Quigley whimpered, her eyelids fluttering. “Shit, I came so fast…”

I laughed. “You think I’m offended that I turn you on so much you had an orgasm from thirty seconds of fingering? Quigley, I’m fucking flattered. I can’t wait to be inside you.”

“Me either,” Quigley panted. “Fuck, Hel, I don’t know how you do it…!”

Hel moaned like the onrush of a winter storm beneath me. Her skin glowed as we fucked—literally glowed, bands of frosty magic encircling her as she unconsciously channeled her power. She must have been close to the edge; I could feel her walls beginning to quiver, ready for the mad clench as she hit the peak.

“Fuck, I love you!” Hel leaned back so far that she could kiss me, her back bent like a contortionist’s as her pale lips met mine. “You’re so good, Daddy! I don’t want to go back down to Hel—I want to stay up here with you forever! I want you to fuck me so good I can’t even remember how to get back to my feasting halls! I want to…to…oh FUCK—!”

I grabbed Hel’s hips with both hands and pulled her back, hard, as she came. My cock hit that special spongey spot deep inside of her and rang it like the bell at the top of a carnival game, sending a shock through her body that sent her into a tailspin of pure bliss. Her tight, wet walls gripped me like a glove, hitting every sensitive spot on my shaft and crown at once as she whimpered and sighed and mewled my name. A few times she used the D-word instead of it.

When she was done, Hel slid off of me. I couldn’t help but be proud of the way she could barely stay upright. “Your turn,” she told Quigley.

Ramona Quigley was more than ready.

She lay down on her back, lifting her hips to meet me. “I know this isn’t the most exciting position in the world,” she said, already apologizing. “I’m sure Irina can teach me some better ones. Right now, I’m just so, so happy to be here with you, Edwin. Even after cumming, it feels like there’s a fire inside of me—”

I pulled Quigley’s panties to the side and pushed into her with a grunt. “You talk way too much sometimes,” I said, grinning down at her. “And I like this position. I want to watch you while we fuck. And I want you to watch me.”

Quigley’s eyes rolled back in her head. “Good lord,” she groaned, bracing herself with both hands against the headboard. “Oh my God, Edwin, it doesn’t fit…!”

Another push, and I was balls-deep inside of her. “Yes it does.”

Quigley’s scream of pleasure was like nothing I’d ever heard before. The genuineness of it, the shock of a woman being pushed to her limits and exceeding them, made me feel like this woman was my soulmate in a way that pure carnal lust couldn’t fully explain. I loved all of my women, of course. They were my world.

But there was just something I really liked about Ramona Quigley.

I pulled her legs to my sides, pushing into her on my knees. It was about as common as sex could be, missionary with both of staring at each other as we fucked, yet it felt so intimate that I had trouble holding back. Every thrust made Quigley shake, and she had absolutely no poker face. She couldn’t hide the pleasure; not when it made her eyes roll back and her tongue loll and her chest heave like some hentai character.

“Oh my God,” Quigley panted. She kept saying it like a mantra, until I wasn’t sure whether she was praying or addressing me as her God. “Oh my God. Oh my God!”

“Look at you,” I said, watching her titties bounce as I buried myself hilt-deep in her again and again. “I bet you didn’t expect this when you brought me up on stage during the Grand Conjuration, did you?”

She shook her head. “I had a crush on you even then,” she admitted, running her nails down my chest. “God, you’re amazing. I’m gonna cum again. You know that?”

I grinned. “I thought I could feel it.”

Her eyes rolled back and a smile spread across her face. “This feels so fucking good,” she whimpered, pressing her hands harder against the headboard for more leverage to impale herself on me deeper. “I understand now why so many women are willing to bend over backwards to share you. If I could only have you one night a week, I’d spend the other six just waiting for it!”

“We’ll have to make it more than that,” I said. I grabbed Quigley’s legs and put her ankles on my shoulders, squeezing her thighs together to make everything between her legs even tighter. It was an old trick, but it made things feel better for me and her. From the way her gasps turned into cries when I did it, I could tell she loved it. “Cum for me. Cum hard, because I’m about to shoot and I want to watch those fireworks going off inside you while I pump your hot little pussy full of my load!”

Quigley was even more vulnerable to my dirty talk than my other girls. At my command, she left the bed completely, her back arching like a bow as she hit the peak. “Yes! Oh fuck! Oh God, right there, don’t stop!”

I didn’t stop. Not even when I felt Quigley’s orgasm ripple through her body.

I kept on pounding like a jackhammer, the pleasure building higher and higher. “Here it comes,” I grunted, lowering one leg and keeping the other up. I fucked her at an angle, hitting spots so deep I knew she’d be feeling the phantom hits from those thrusts for days. “Fuck yes, Ramona! Oh fuck, I’m coming…!”

The world went white. A wave of ecstasy coursed through my veins, pushing me over the edge, and I was done.

At the last second, Quigley sat up and kissed me, wrapping her arms around me lovingly and tenderly. “Come inside me,” she begged, nibbling my bottom lip as she held me tight. “I love you so much, Edwin, come inside me…!”

I roared as I did exactly as she commanded. Each thick rope of seed sprayed against Quigley’s inner walls like a thunderclap, filling her to the brim and then some. She kept holding me, caressing my back and kissing me as I shot again and again. Something about the intimacy of it kept me going long after the point I assumed I would have stopped, until what felt like every last drop of semen in my balls had drained inside of the gorgeous blonde professor.

When it was over, the three of us collapsed in a sweaty heap on the bed.

“Welcome to the harem,” I told both women, pulling them to me. “You’re officially part of the chaos now. Congratulations.”

Hel stretched and sighed, licking her lips like a cat who’d just drunk a whole bowl of cream. “That was even better than I’d anticipated,” the pale queen said. “You make love well, Awakener. Very well.”

“I love you,” Quigley said simply. She hugged me from the side, her breast against my arm and a smile on her face. For once, she’d set her thick glasses to the side and undid her hair, looking natural and happy as she lay against me. “God, I feel like I hit a home run with you. I know it’s crazy to say this with things so new between us, but I feel it. It’s just so right!”

“This is how things tend to happen with an Awakener,” Hel said. She glanced to the side, her pale eyes narrowing. “I think we did not get as much privacy as we were promised.”

I followed her gaze. The door to the bedroom lay open a crack, and in that crack Courtney and Sabrina knelt low. I had no idea how long the two of them had been peeping on us, but they’d most definitely seen at least the end of it.

“We just wanted to make sure everything went smoothly,” Courtney said, opening the door. “Did everyone have a good time? We all girlfriends now?”

“Something like that,” Hel drawled. “The Awakener has claimed his queens.”

“Queens,” Sabrina chuckled. “Hell, I like the sound of that.” Her gaze traveled to the bed. “Room for a few more?”

I patted the mattress beside Quigley. “Always.”

Courtney and Sabrina entered, followed quickly by Fym and Irina. Both of them gave my two new harem girls a perfunctory glance, Irina nodding sagely at Quigley and Fym smirking at Hel’s satisfied, freshly-fucked look. The girls stripped off their clothes as they climbed into bed, until all of us were naked together beneath the sheets.

What happened next was exactly what I’d expected. My women took their time, trading off one after the other as I worked my way through the entire harem. At one moment Courtney would be riding me while Sabrina made out with her and Irina madly kissed my mouth—in another, three women knelt around my hips, sharing my cock between their lips as they giggled and made dirty talk and ran their tongues over every sensitive part of my anatomy. I lost track of how many times I came, and didn’t even have the hope of counting how many times my women came. Courtney’s fire brought me over the edge in a blast, while Fym’s goddess hips rocked my world on its axis until I saw stars. Sabrina had literally never felt so good, which both shocked me and made me feel like I was about ten feet tall.

Last of all, as if my harem had decided ahead of time, was Irina. The gorgeous, dark vixen wrapped her tendrils around the wrists and ankles of all of my women as we fucked, twisting and pulling as they all became extensions of each other. Her channel was a furnace, sucking and gripping me like a hungry mouth as I thrust into her again and again, driving her to the heights of passion.

When Irina came, her magic surged, summoning a wave of bliss that pushed the entire room over the edge. As Irina and I came together, my balls emptying inside of her, her psychic orgasm rippled through the room, drawing gasps and cries from all of my women at once.

They trembled before me as they came down from their peaks, sweaty and satisfied.

“God, that was good,” I panted.

Hel’s smile was softer than I could ever remember seeing it. “I could get used to this,” she murmured, her nails gently stroking my chest.

Quigley blushed, curled up against my other side. “I…I think I already am.”

Sabrina grinned. “Good. We’re happy to have you. Both of you.”

“You’re Edwin’s,” Irina said. “Forever. Just as I am, my love.”

I lay there, surrounded by my women. Cradled by my harem, filled with so much love it seemed impossible for one man to hold. From somewhere down on the first floor I could hear the slow, steady beat of the party’s music, playing with no one to dance to it.

Or maybe we’d just done a different kind of dancing.

“All right,” I said, my voice steady. “Let me tell you what happened at Yggdrasil.”

As it turned out, the universe had given me the perfect time and place to unburden myself. The room felt quieter as I told the story, my women lounging around me and listening as they found out what I’d learned from the World Tree’s root. I told them all of it—the massive chamber at the bottom of the world, the way Yggdrasil’s root had used Squawk as a means to speak to me, the wound at the heart of existence that my Awakening could only soothe, never heal. Concerned looks filled my women’s faces as I laid it all out there.

“It told me…that the only way to stop it is to shatter the Unseen World,” I said at last. “That I’m not going to have to tear the veil between the magical world and the mundane one. Or maybe burn it completely down.”

Now that I was saying it aloud, my voice came out choked. It was all so much, and all so impossible. Reveal Blackwater to the world? Give the world the power of magic? I couldn’t do that. At the very least, I couldn’t do it before I graduated.

My women were quiet as they absorbed the information. No one spoke. Maybe they were all waiting for someone else to step in, to tell them what to do.

If you’d asked me, I would have bet Irina would take the lead. But it turned out to be Quigley who spoke first.

“If that’s what we have to do, then we’ll find a way,” the bespectacled professor whispered. She’d replaced her thick lenses and lay with her lips tight, thinking. “We will.”

“It sounds dangerous,” Courtney added. “But if it’s the only way to save the world, then it’s gotta happen, right?”

“The World Tree was right,” Fym said ruefully. “Odin will hate this. Shattering the barrier between the Unseen World and the one mundanes inhabit is unfathomable to the majority of witches and wizards. At best they’ll be neutral to the idea. More likely, they’ll try to stop you.”

I nodded. “I know. And I don’t even know how to do it!”

Irina sat up. “It doesn’t matter,” she proclaimed, her dark eyes on mine. “Even if it makes the rest of Blackwater our enemies—even if Odin himself stands in our way—we will stand beside you, my love. And if we are betrayed, I will tear the roots of Yggdrasil apart if it threatens the bond between us!”

“Hell yes,” Sabrina agreed. “We’re all in, right? All of us understand this?”

One by one, my women nodded. Their faces carried different expressions: Quigley was already working on the problem in her head, while Fym looked like she was wishing we could find a way to heal the wound that didn’t involve breaking the Unseen World. Irina grinned fiercely, as did Sabrina, while Courtney looked ready to hop out of bed and start kicking ass.

“Agreed,” Hel said. “The Underworld stands beside you, Awakener.”

“We’ll walk beside you the whole way,” Fym said.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Quigley said. “Although it’s funny. I was just finished with being a heretic. Now you’re going to make me one all over again!”

I looked at them. My harem. My strength.

God, I was a lucky man.

“I will,” I promised Quigley. “But not tonight. We need to do our research first. And I need to practice my Awakening. Even if it can’t heal the wound at the World Tree, exercising it will at least slow its festering. It might keep the big baddies hanging out in the primal chaos from slipping through long enough for us to come up with a plan.”

Irina nodded. “My clever fox. If anyone can find the healing we need, you will.”

I yawned explosively. “But first, someone turn down that music.” My eyelids felt like each of them weighed about a half-ton. “I think I’ve more than earned a decent night of sleep.”

My women looked at each other. None of them wanted to be the one to get up.

Finally, Sabrina began to laugh. “Okay, okay,” she said, sliding naked from the bed. “But only because you asked so nicely.”

I was already sinking into the warm embrace of my women. I had plenty of worries and cares, yet somehow when they held me in their arms, they didn’t seem to matter much.

By the time Sabrina turned off the music, switched off the lights and came back to bed, I was snoring peacefully.


Epilogue

“Focus,” I said, sitting forward in my chair. “Relax, but focus. This is important.”

Outside the window, the muffled sounds of students out on the quad playing hackey-sack carried through the glass pane. Whether they were Exeter-Cross kids or Blackwater I had no idea, but I was guessing the former. Their campus opened for business a week before ours, so even though our campuses occupied the exact same space, they outnumbered us for a bit until the semester really got into swing.

The spring semester. Thinking about that still blew my mind.

Gungnir pressed between my shoulder blades as I shifted back in the chair. We hadn’t introduced our new friends to the Sanctum just yet—for now, the three of us were having lessons in the faculty building, in Lavrans’s ‘official’ office. I’d had to import half an Ikea catalog just to make the place look like people did actual work there.

“Clear your mind,” I said, touching the little hornet pin in my restored ear. Doing so had become something of a good-luck gesture since Irina put the thing back together. “Picture a crackling fire sitting between us, right here on the carpet. Think of the sound it makes. The smell of smoke.”

Sitting cross-legged across from me were Kendra Baines and Jen. Both of the coeds followed along as best as they could, their eyes shining with excitement. Both of them knew what it would mean for them to succeed at this exercise. And so did I.

“It’s going to work this time,” Kendra said firmly. “I can’t wait to see the look on Courtney’s face when I walk up to her and cast a spell for the first time. There’s no way she’s gonna be the only cheerleader at Exeter-Cross who’s secretly a witch in her personal time…”

“We’ll get it right eventually,” Jen said. She’d been taking this thing a whole lot more seriously than Kendra—unlike the cheerleader, this was a whole new world for my friend. She’d come a long way from Howard. “I know we will. I still can’t believe magic is real, you know?”

Both of them had accepted the existence of the Unseen World a hell of a lot easier than I’d expected. To be fair, I had a bevy of gorgeous women to help me explain the finer details. Kendra had told me she’d suspected something was up all along, while Jen had been a bit more shocked to find out what I’d really been doing all semester at ‘Exeter-Cross’ University. But both of them were fully on board now.

After all, I’d promised them both they could become witches.

What college girl could turn down a thing like that?

“Hush, both of you,” I said with a smile. “You’re close. I can feel it.”

I could also feel it inside of me. Awakening was more of a me thing than a them thing, although both of the women sitting across from me had turned out to be naturals at learning. Though neither of them had cast a single spell, they’d already absorbed nearly an entire semester’s worth of magical theory. Jen in particular I could tell was going to be a phenom as soon as she got the basics under her belt.

Of course, there’s a real easy way you could make that happen, a little voice whispered.

I shook my head. If I had sex with everyone who I planned to turn into a witch, then I’d never learn how to do it without getting intimate. It was the sole reason Kendra and I hadn’t sealed the deal yet—God knows she’d been begging for it. We’d been on three ‘dates’ so far that had ended up with her watching me with one of my other women—she had a particular affinity for seeing Courtney get all acrobatic with me—but I’d steadfastly kept myself from going all the way with the gorgeous cheerleader. I didn’t want our physical attraction to interfere with the magical experience.

Besides, I needed to practice my Awakening. Fast.

“Build that fire higher,” I told the women. “Picture yourselves throwing logs on it. Newspaper soaked in gasoline. Anything that will help the fire catch…”

Jen’s brow furrowed, her hands hovering over the threads of the carpet. It wasn’t my magic carpet—that was parked outside in the hall—but it was pretty damned expensive, and covered in runes. One of the few things I hadn’t bought from Ikea when redecorating.

A faint glow flickered at the young woman’s fingertips. My heart skipped a beat.

And suddenly Jen was conjuring a warm, golden light.

She gasped, her grin wide enough to split her face. “Holy shit! Is that…am I really doing that!? Oh my God!”

“You are,” I said, the dam in my heart bursting at last. “That’s magic, Jen. You’re doing magic. You’re taking your first steps into the Unseen World!”

The thought of the Unseen World added just a touch of bitterness to the moment. I tried to ignore it, concentrating instead on the fact that I’d just turned someone into a witch without having sex with them for the first time. That meant I could Awaken others—lots of others—in the short time needed to save the world.

That was a very, very good thing. But according to the World Tree, it wasn’t enough.

I swallowed hard. There had to be a way to fix Yggdrasil. I’d find it.

My harem had spent the better part of winter break helping me research. I had tomes of information at my fingertips about everything the World Tree mentioned: Nidhogg, Jormungandr, the Norns. If there was a way to save Blackwater without telling the whole goddamn world that magic existed, we would find it.

And if not, well…

We’d make the magical world our enemies if that’s what it took to save everyone.

For the moment, though, I didn’t need to worry about that. Jen laughed with an almost childish glee as she waved her glowing hand around, staring at her fingers with awe as she wiggled them around.

“This is crazy,” she said, glancing over at me with something greater than friendly interest. “You did it, Edwin! You’re a damn good teacher, did you know that?”

“You two are naturals,” I said, shaking my head. “Knowing all about magic helps a bunch, I’m sure. I can’t believe you picked that up so fast—”

“Ahem,” Kendra said.

Both of us turned. The cheerleader had a glowing blue ball of light floating three inches over her palm. A wave of cold radiated from it, as if she’d brought it with her out of one of Hel’s feasting halls.

“I nailed it while the two of you were celebrating,” the cheerleader said with a wink. “Courtney’s specialty is fire, right? It makes sense that I’d be good at ice. The two of us have always complemented each other, even on the cheer team.”

Jen nodded, staring at Kendra’s orb with obvious jealousy. “Wow! That’s incredible, Kendra! The next time a demon tries to mess with you, it’s gonna get knocked the fuck out!”

Kendra snickered. “The next time you get in a car crash, it’ll be you fishing Edwin out of the Potomac,” she said. “Yeah, that’s right, Jen told me all about that. Hero.”

“Do you think I can join the Terra Society now?” Jen asked.

Kendra cocked an eyebrow. “You mean the Black Moon?”

“That’s not what it’s called anymore,” Jen said. “It’s legitimate now.”

Indeed it was. One of Lavrans’s first acts after resuming his tenure as Headmaster was to pardon Professor Quigley and her associates for their role in spreading forbidden doctrines on campus. Quigley’s heroism in fighting through the halls of Hel, exposing Locke’s treachery and probably helping to save all our lives, earned her a second chance.

Not everyone was happy about that. But when they found out that Quigley had also joined my harem, it was like everyone suddenly understood.

The transformation had been surprisingly swift and drama-free. The Black Moon Society was ‘dead’, with the Terra Society moving into its place with more or less the same set of rules and regulations. Ramona Quigley planned to lead it at her garden plot on campus, and the number of sign-ups she’d gotten already had her talking about drafting Toby Heck as an ‘auxiliary’ to help with some of the overflow.

It was probably so popular because it was now known that I was a member—and the story about me using an entire cursed shard of blood magic to stop Professor Locke was the hottest story on campus.

“I’m sure she’ll make room for you,” I told Jen. “And if she doesn’t, I’ll have a word with her. I can be very persuasive where Professor Quigley is concerned.”

Both women giggled. “I bet,” Kendra said. “So, Edwin. Now that I’m finally a witch, does that mean—?”

“Hold that thought,” I said, shifting across the carpet. My bag lay a few feet away from me, and it had just begun to vibrate. I picked it up and removed the culprit, which was a small tan journal. My new scrying book, which looked a little more legit than the floppy, oversized one Sabrina gave me out of her stash that afternoon in the dorm.

I opened the book to find a picture already forming on the most recent page. Sabrina’s outline looked as gorgeous as it always did, though she was still in her pajamas with her hair tied up in a messy bun. Huh, I thought. Isn’t she supposed to be in class right now?

The sketch of Sabrina waved up at me from the page. Then she pointed.

And I felt a second, harder vibration coming from my pocket.

Huh? Sabrina was calling me, too? It was her name flashing at the top of my phone’s screen. Something really important must have been going on.

I picked up the phone, ignoring Kendra and Jen’s bemused looks. “Sabrina? Everything okay?”

The moment I heard her voice, I knew something strange was going on.

“Hey, Edwin,” the blonde witch said, sounding stressed. In my lap, the sketch of Sabrina on the scrying book’s page held her cell phone against her ear. A sketch of Courtney flickered behind her for a moment, just close enough to be picked up by the scrying book, before disappearing once more. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

“Always,” I said, rising from the carpet. I picked up the scrying book and carried it over with me to a nearby chair, a short distance away from my two test subjects. I sensed I was going to need to be sitting down for this. “We were just celebrating. Both Jen and Kendra managed to cast a spell today.”

For a moment, Sabrina was so shocked she forgot why she’d called me. “Oh, that’s amazing!” she said, her sketch grinning up at me from the page. “I’m so happy to hear it!”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Sabrina froze. I wasn’t used to my girlfriend looking awkward any longer—not after we’d been together for so long. It didn’t suit her at all. “Um, so Court and I just got back from the campus health offices,” she explained. “I’ve been feeling off lately, so she insisted that I go see one of the healers so they could figure out the reason. Say hi, Courtney.”

“Hi!” Unlike Sabrina, her bestie sounded ecstatic.

“And did they?” I asked.

The blonde nodded. “They did. Finding out why took a heck of a lot more work, but they solved that mystery, too. Edwin?” She nibbled her bottom lip, her sketch seeming to pale on the parchment. “There’s been a mistake, babe. A big one.”

I fought the urge to jump right up out of the chair and head over to where she was. “What happened?” I demanded. “Are you hurt? Are you going to be okay?”

Sabrina let out a laugh. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. She pulled a lock of her blonde hair to her lips and actually nibbled on it, which I’d never seen her do before. “You know how they cast spells on all the girls who sign up to learn at Blackwater at the beginning of the semester?”

I did. The campus’s mages performed the service free of charge. It was totally optional, of course, but pretty much every coed at Blackwater agreed to it. It was cheaper than condoms, and ensured that none of Blackwater’s students had their studies interrupted by any accidents prior to graduation. Sabrina had taken Courtney to have it done shortly after she became a witch.

“Well, they made a mistake this time around,” Sabrina said. “The school is absolutely mortified. There must have been an intern at the clinic that day, or they read from the wrong book—”

“Sabrina, you’re scaring the hell out of me,” I said. Her assurances didn’t mean all that much to me, because I knew that she’d be cool as a cucumber even if they had accidentally cursed her or something like that. It was just the way Sabrina was. “What did they do to you?”

Her lips peeled back over her teeth. “They mis-cast the prophylactic spell,” she said, swallowing hard. “Just a syllable or two was out of place, but that’s enough. Instead of the spell misfiring, which is what it should have done, it got…altered.”

“Altered?”

Sabrina put a hand to her forehead. “They cast a fertility spell on me,” she whispered.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “A fertility spell?”

Sabrina nodded from the page. “It explains so much,” she said, the words coming out faster and faster. “Like why I’ve been absolutely feral ever since we came back from Hel. I got a re-up on my spell at the campus office when I brought Courtney to get hers, and instead of keeping me safe it turned my ovaries into freaking factories! I’ve been, like, mega-ovulating and didn’t even know it. You probably felt it too and didn’t even realize! I mean, remember the last time we were at Courtney’s and you told me I’d literally never felt that good before while I was riding you—”

“Sabrina!” I cut her off before she could say more—both Jen and Kendra were blushing, though they certainly didn’t look like they wanted her to stop talking. “I have company here!”

“Sorry!” Sabrina didn’t look sorry. “I know, right? My hormones are crazy right now. I feel so emotional, it’s like I’m going to burst into tears at any moment! You should have seen me with Courtney when we both found out—”

Something clicked inside my head. “Sabrina. Are you saying that you’re…?”

She bit her lip, her gaze flickering off-page. “Yeah, Edwin. I’m pregnant.”

The words hit me like one of Courtney’s fire spells. My mouth went desert dry, while my heart jumped in my ribcage like it was trying to break out of prison. The sounds of the campus outside my window dropped away, and I didn’t even notice Kendra and Jen staring at me with their jaws on the floor and looks of shock in their eyes.

Pregnant. Holy shit.

“Edwin, I am so, so sorry,” Sabrina said. “I didn’t plan for this to happen. I know this  would be super inconvenient even without the whole end of the world thing going on! I don’t know what to do. Tell me what you want me to do.”

“You’d better be careful, though,” Courtney said, staring at me over her bestie’s shoulder. “I love you more than life itself, Edwin, but if you break this girl’s heart right now by telling her to do the wrong thing I’m going to come over there and kick your ass—”

The thought didn’t enter my mind for a single moment. Instead, something else came out.

“You’re having a baby?” I blurted, my shock turning to elation. “I’m gonna be a Dad?”

Later on, I’d understand the sheer relief that washed over both coed’s faces when they heard that. Certain things carried a much heavier stigma in the magical world than the mundane one, and in a world as cruel as the former could often be, single motherhood was looked upon as one of the most foolish choices someone with thousands of years of an expected lifespan could possibly make. But I didn’t know any of that.

Frankly, I wouldn’t have given a shit even if I did.

These women were mine. No matter what happened.

“Congratulations, Awakener,” Courtney said, sidling up beside her bestie on the scrying page. “I know it’s happening a hell of a lot faster than you expected. But you’ve got this. And if you don’t, it’s not like you don’t have a half-dozen women hanging out around you twenty four seven.”

Courtney had a point. Sabrina’s kid was going to have one hell of a lot of godmothers.

“I…okay,” I said, still absorbing the shock. “We’ll figure this out, okay? Together. Courtney’s right. There’s you, me, the others—we won’t have to do this alone.”

Tears sparkled in Sabrina’s eyes. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say, babe,” she whispered, a hand going to her still-flat tummy. Soon enough, it wouldn’t look that way any longer. “Can you, um, come back to the mansion in the next hour or two? I’ve still got to tell my parents about this, and I’d appreciate you being with me when it happens.”

“Sure,” I said. I was already thinking of about a thousand things we needed to do. One, however, took special precedence. “We’ll tell them about the engagement, too. That ought to soften the blow. Should we get you a ring first?”

Sabrina’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Engagement?”

Huh? Once again, my expectations and that of the magical world seemed to be in misalignment. “Yeah, of course. I would have done it after we graduated in any case. But…yeah. I don’t want you to just be my baby momma or whatever, Sabrina. I love you. You deserve to be my wife.”

Sabrina’s hand went to her heart. “Oh, Edwin, that’s incredible,” she whispered. “But…”

I froze. “But what?” I asked, the words coming out harsher than I’d intended. “You do want to marry me too, right?”

Her smile dispelled my worries. “Of course I do,” she said, relaxing. “But it’s not necessary in the way you think. And the rest of the harem might consider it a trifle unfair, no?”

“Not me,” Courtney added quickly. “Sab got to you first, so it’s fine that she gets the ring and the paperwork. I just want you, babe.”

“I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “How would it be unfair?”

“Well, you’d be marrying me,” Sabrina said, as if it were obvious. “But not them. I’m sure they’d all accept it, but not all of them would be terribly happy about it.”

A mad little laugh escaped my throat. “Sabrina, I can only have one wife,” I told the blonde witch. “Right?”

Sabrina paused. “That’s not entirely accurate,” she said through her teeth.

My head swam. “Wait, what? I can have more than one wife?” I looked at her words from a different angle and realized something that shocked me even more. “I could marry the entire harem?”

“Technically, yes,” Sabrina explained. Her eyes glittered from the page in her scrying book, while Courtney placed a hand on the blonde’s shoulder. “There are plenty of wizards out there who have multiple wives. In pretty much every instance of that, though, the women involved are all mundanes.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

Sabrina blushed. “Mundanes will gladly share a powerful wizard between them,” she said with just a hint of awkwardness. “But with witches, it’s generally agreed that they wouldn’t put up with that kind of behavior.”

“Obviously, we’re the exceptions,” Courtney giggled.

“It’s different,” Sabrina said. “We…well, all of us like each other, and we get along fabulously. And we all love you, Edwin. You’re not like other guys. What we have is so good that it’s honestly been difficult to explain to the other students at Blackwater! It flies in the face of every tradition the magical world has. Wizards don’t just do what you’re doing. What we’re doing.”

Forming long-term relationships, she meant. My time with Toby Heck had taught me that wizards were even more promiscuous than theater kids—they just didn’t stick around. With a lifespan measured in centuries, there was too much to do (and too many people to bang) to tie yourself down with just a person or two. Or even a dozen.

I didn’t see things that way. I’d always been a bit more mundane where those things were concerned. Although I was juggling the affections of six different women. So maybe I had more than a little wizard in me after all?

“So you don’t need to do that if you don’t want to,” she said, shaking her head. “Or…you could do it with all of us. But obviously you’d need to propose to the whole harem,” she added in a near-whisper. “I know what Courtney and I would say, but I can’t speak for any of the teachers. And Hel, well…”

“She can be a bit on the cold side,” Courtney snickered. “But she knows a good thing when she sees it. I bet even she’d walk down the aisle with you if you asked her right, Edwin.”

I snorted, but even as I did, the weight of it all washed over me. I was going to be a father. One of my harem girls was pregnant. Sabrina and I were going to be parents.

And once that first kid comes? A little voice whispered in the back of my head. Once Irina and Quigley and Fym see how adorable you and Sabrina’s kid is, how long until they start wanting ones of their own? Where’s the limit?

I wasn’t sure. I kind of wanted to find out.

“Don’t worry,” Courtney said, smirking like she could read my mind. “They triple-checked me, and my enchantment’s still holding. Unless you want me to have it removed?”

The notion of Courtney being willing to do the magical equivalent of flushing her birth control for me was a definite compliment. But we needed to take things one step at a time.

“Not right now,” I told the two girls. “We kind of need to save the world before we can think about that.”

Sabrina nodded. “Fix the wound,” she whispered, watching me through the scrying book with love and devotion. “So our kids can grow up in a world that’s safe, instead of one filled with demons and monsters.”

“Damn right,” Courtney said. “We know you can do it, stud. And if you need a little help along the way, we’re right here with you. Always will be.”

“I’ll see you soon, okay?” Sabrina really looked like she was about to start sobbing. In a good way, though. “Take your time and wrap things up with those witches. I’m sure Lavrans will want them enrolled in the spring semester so they can get started learning what they’re good at. But then…I really want to see you.”

“I want to see you, too,” I told her, meaning it. “I’ll be over as soon as I can.”

“Love you,” Sabrina whispered.

“I love you, too,” I told her. “You’re going to be one hell of a good Mom.”

“Yes she is!” Courtney cried from over her bestie’s shoulder. “Love you too, babe! Kisses!”

I hung up the phone and closed the scrying book. Sabrina’s sketch faded from the pages as I did it, yet her words remained in my mind. All of it: the danger to the Unseen World, the fact that I’d just awakened two witches without having to make love to them, my impending fatherhood—it all settled over me. Heavy stuff.

But grounding, too. A firm foundation to build a life on.

“Sorry about the interruption,” I said, clearing my throat. “That wasn’t—”

I glanced up. Both women were staring at me like I’d just won the lottery.

“Tell me I heard that right?” Jen asked, her hands clasped together in front of her mouth. “Edwin freaking Sawyer is gonna be a Dad?”

“Courtney is so jealous,” Kendra purred. “I can tell. I’d be careful with that girl, Edwin. She’s got a competitive streak a mile wide. The second she sees that cute bump on her bestie’s belly, she’s going to want one of her own.”

I didn’t doubt it. But I’d worry about that later.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m still wrapping my head around it. Feels like stepping into a whole new world. Which I guess you two understand pretty well, huh? Seeing as you’re part of the Unseen World now and all.”

“Very true,” Kendra said. The coed shot me a wink, her braids swaying as she chuckled. “Something tells me you’re going to get the hang of it pretty quick. Fatherhood, magic, all that stuff. It just seems to come naturally to you, doesn’t it?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I guess so. I feel like the luckiest guy in the world right now. This is all so crazy.”

“Mmh hmm,” Kendra said. “How about we make it a little crazier, then?”

I stared at her. So did Jen.

“Excuse me?” the coed blurted.

Kendra laughed, tossing her hair. “Oh, come on,” she told Jen. “You’ve been looking at him the same way I have ever since we started these lessons. And you heard Sabrina: wizards can have as many women as they want. Or as many as they can handle.” She glanced over at me, smirking. “What do you think his limit is? Eight girls too many? Ten?”

My jaw dropped open. “I’m honestly not sure,” I said. “I know you’re interested in me, Kendra. Courtney’s been telling me for weeks. And you’re a gorgeous woman—”

“Why am I sensing a ‘but’ coming on?” the cheerleader asked.

I shrugged. “You just found out another woman’s going to have my baby,” I said. “I kind of figured that would take me out of contention as far as you’re concerned.”

Kendra’s grin turned wicked. “You figured wrong,” she said, her voice low and teasing. “You ever seen girls fight over a doll before, Edwin? The more fun their friends are having with it, the more they want it for themselves.” She crossed her arms under her breasts. “And I’ve been seeing Courtney have a lot of fun with you lately.”

Jen nodded, marshalling her courage. “Me too,” she said. “It doesn’t scare me. If anything, watching the way you handled that makes me like you even more.”

The tension in my chest eased. “That’s…wow,” I said. “I’m not sure what to say.”

“Edwin cool!” Squawk cawed from the sill. “Edwin Dad!”

All three of us chuckled at that. “Something like that, Squawk,” I said, guiding my familiar to my shoulder. He felt right at home there, as right as Gungnir strapped to my back or my hip had become. “I guess I’ve got you to help me out too, huh?”

“Squawk help! Squawk neat!”

“You certainly are,” I said. “Hey, why don’t you two come with me to Court’s place? I’m pretty sure the girls are going to throw one hell of a party for Sabrina tonight. Might be a chance for you to all get to know each other a little better?”

Jen’s eyes lit up. “Hell yeah. I’m in!”

Kendra smirked, rising from the carpet and brushing off her cheerleading skirt. “I’d love to,” she said. “I want to see Courtney’s face the first time I show her my ice magic. And maybe I can pick up some tips from that goth lady who follows you around. Seems like she’s got the four one one on how to lock you down…”

“Locking me down might be a tall order,” I said. “You’ve got some heavy competition.”

“You know what I mean,” Kendra said with a wink. “Shall we?”

“Big party!” Squawk cried. “Big mage!”

Both women stared at the bird, then at me. “Yeah,” Jen said, giving me a nudge. “I guess that’s what you are, Edwin.”

I really was. I had a big harem, big magic, and big responsibilities.

And one hell of a big job ahead of me.

Saving the universe.

Shattering the Unseen World.

But all of that could wait for tomorrow. “Let’s go,” I told the two coeds. “I’m looking forward to seeing the looks on the harem’s faces when I walk in the door with you two on my arm…”

Whatever challenges lay ahead, I felt certain my women and I could face them together. After all, it was no longer just each other we had to worry about.

We had to safeguard Blackwater for the next generation.

Our future was worth fighting for.

I couldn’t wait to get started.
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