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Introduction

I find my existence in turmoil, but it is a good turmoil.

The world has grown complex and disordered during my dormancy, its men behaving shamefully, its women assuming powers well beyond their ability to wield, and yet I see a path forward. All of humankind remains malleable, as susceptible to my will as ever they were.

My path, however, is not easy. I have been forced to take on the form of weakness, the female, and I am suffering through its infirmities and filths, and yet have accomplished much, uniting with a dirty New World coven as their ally while I plan their destruction.

And yet, my skin crawls with a sense of impending calamity. I feel the mounting of unfamiliar forces, of men and machines working in ways I do not yet fully comprehend. I have much to learn! And my schooling must be done while I suffer the stabs and stings of that ancient magic. At least two packs of conjuring bitches are consulting the old books, fingering the pages, learning the spells and practicing them with what I must admit is a rare talent. They study the words and I ache, they cast a spell and I shriek, and the fools believe I suffer from the monthly pangs of their feeble kind while it is their magic itself that torments me.

Soon, in a time and place of my own choosing, I will bring them all down, reduce them to babbling imbeciles, separate their souls from their bodies, turn them away from their banal witchedness through the rigors of the rooms where pain is administered. If only I could find such rooms here, or just one. One of the great failings of this time is the abandonment of such refinements.

Now they are finding each other, the spellcasting shrews of my homeland and the outcast tarts of the New World. Soon, all of them shall yield to my powers, and my vengeance shall burn.


Chapter 1: An Unexpected Meeting

Cindy Morris tended not to notice the odd goings on as the administrative secretary at the Salem Alternative Academy, because then that’s all she’d do. But she was paying attention this time.

Six girls, none of whom she’d seen before, and all of them from somewhere else, somewhere very else, had trooped into the school’s administrative office and, spouting some highly unlikely story about college tours and such, asked to speak to four of the Academy’s students. And not just any four–the school’s four strangest, most mysterious, possibly most dangerous students: Talia, Abigail, Duponte, and Ember.

A few months before, they’d tried to set up a coven, these four, actually turned in the paperwork to make it official, to receive administrative support and a place in the building to meet for some kind of witchcraft nonsense. No dice, of course. Mr. Butler, the principal of the high school where the most disruptive, disobedient, disrespectful of Essex County’s students were sent to continue their studies, wasn’t about to agree to that, and he told them so. Mrs. Morris wasn’t clear on exactly what had happened between the girls and the principal, only that Mr. Butler’s voice rose on occasion, and the girls had left in a huff, and the next day he’d called them all back in to have more words, and that was the end of it. No final expulsion, no criminal referrals, no calling of parents. They’d reached an uneasy truce, it seemed, Mr. Butler done with the question and the girls continuing to work at whatever they had underway. According to their teachers, the girls could be seen whispering things, nodding to each other, making odd gestures in the midst of lectures. They’d all started sitting together in any classes they shared. Did they pass notes? No, never. Not once. Nor did they consult their phones. And their grades, oddly, improved.

Adding to the strangeness, these weren’t girls who should be friends, at least not close friends, not friends who all seemed to be biologically joined at the hips. Talia was the brightest of them, and she was going to college, probably, maybe even on a scholarship. Abigail had a combination of street smarts and social competence that would enable her success at many, but not all pursuits. Biltmore was an heiress to a family fortune. She’d go to whatever school her parents decided to buy her into, she’d struggle through but graduate with the help of tutors and an easy schedule. And Ember . . . well, plenty of really dumb people went on to live fun lives. Hopefully the dumb man she married would be kind, and fertile. She’d make a loving mom, and if they had smart kids, they’d outstrip her intelligence around age 10, and she probably wouldn’t mind, or even notice.

So, when the six new girls arrived unannounced to meet with the four mysterious members of the Academy’s student body, they had Mrs. Morris’ attention.

“Are you students here?” she asked, just trying to be polite. “I don’t remember you girls.”

“No,” said a girl who looked distinctly Hawaiian, her accent neutral, her skin bronzed. “We just need to talk to them, ah . . . it’s about college applications, and, um, tours?”

The girl was obviously lying, and Mrs. Morris would have been well within her rights to send them packing forthwith, or to interrogate them briefly for the joy of watching their unlikely story of college tours collapse on itself. But that’s where the story would have ended, and she didn’t want it to end quite yet, so she rose from her desk and went to Mr. Butler’s door, knocking quietly before she entered.

“Six girls I’ve never seen before are asking for the strange four,” Mrs. Morris told him.

“Wheya they frum?” asked Mr. Butler in his thick-as-molasses Southern accent.

“The girl who spoke to me looks Hawaiian, but I heard accents among some of the others, maybe European.”

Mr. Butler frowned, consulted the chart of student schedules, picked up the in-house microphone and muttered briefly into it. “Embah, Talleyah, Abeegayle and Dooponte. Send ‘em all ta th’ office pleeze.”

Mrs. Morris returned to her desk, listened to the girls whispering to each other, all in English, but with at least two foreign accents in the mix, or maybe three. And when the footsteps echoed up the hall, she pretended to be doing work while she watched the door as it opened.

Abigail led the way, eyebrows raised in curiosity and perhaps a little consternation. The other three followed, all the eyes grazing Mrs. Morris and her desk before they settled, two by two, on the six other girls.

For a long moment, everyone stared at each other, saying nothing, moving not at all. The four Academy students seemed particularly shocked, as though being visited by ghosts, or musical idols.

“Are you . . .” Abigail asked. “How?”

“We figure it out,” said one of the European girls with a hint of pride. “From everything you say in the mirror.”

Talia cast a sharp glance at Mrs. Morris, moved closer to the visitors, whispered something for their ears only, whispered something to her three classmates that was also inaudible, and everyone started moving toward the door.

“Thanks, Mrs. Morris,” Talia said casually, “we’re going back to class now. False alarm.”

The office emptied, the door closed, the varied shoes of 10 girls scuffed down the hall, and Mrs. Morris just sat there, wondering.

“What wuz that all about?” Mr. Butler asked, poking his head out of his office.

“I couldn’t even begin to tell you!” the woman replied. “Talia just said ‘false alarm’ and they all left. She said they were going back to class. The other girls are leaving campus.”

“Did they know each uthah?”

“Hard to say. They all looked at each other like they were seeing ghosts, and then Talia whispered something and now they’re all gone.”

“They musta bin friends o’ some sort,” Mr. Butler asserted.

“You know . . .” Mrs. Morris ventured. “It was like they were seeing each other for the first time, but they . . . they were all working from the same playbook. They just understood each other.”

“Maybe so, but it don’t seem raht,” Mr. Butler said. “I don’t like it one bit, but they’s nuthin’ we kin do about it, as long as them visitors is all gone.”

Mrs. Morris stepped to the window behind her desk, which looked down at the building’s main entrance.

“There they go,” she said. “All six of them, on the sidewalk. It looks like they’re headed to Light ‘Em Up.”

“What they wants with that kinda bizness?” Mr. Butler asked, peering over the school secretary’s shoulder. “Alls they sale is vapin’ supplies ‘n’ drug parafinalia ‘n’ energy dranks.”

“Let’s hope they’re getting energy drinks,” Mrs. Morris said. “But something tells me they’re just going there to wait until school’s out.”

“I gots a very bad feelin’ about all of it,” Mr. Butler said. “Don’ ask me wah, ‘cuz I don’ know.”

Mrs. Morris, well aware that a lot of the things that alternative academy youth did looked stranger than they really were, pushed the odd visitors from her mind until the day’s final bell rang, at which point she glanced casually out the window, watched the students filtering out, walking toward cars or heading toward the bus stop. Some strolled singly, some paired up with someone else briefly before they sauntered to their separate destinations, but the four strange girls walked as one after they left the school, shoulder to shoulder in a straight, double-time march, stopping at the light and then hustling through the intersection, making a beeline for Light ‘Em Up. As they neared the store, the six visitors exited, stopped and waited for the four students, and now it was 10 of them, all staring at each other in the parking lot. Abigail seemed to be laughing. The Hawaiian girl laughed in response. Mouths were moving. Mrs. Morris wished she could hear what they were saying.

A car pulled up and Talia and two of the blonde girls got in, and it sped off. Another clump of girls headed toward the school’s parking lot. The last clump, including Ember and three visitors, headed toward the bus stop. Mrs. Morris kept watching until she lost sight of all of them.

~ ~ ~

Back in the deepest corner of Salem Pizza, three tables had been shoved together so 10 girls could sit together, eat pizza and whisper about something urgent.

Right now, the floor belonged to Talia, and she was looking with profound concern at the girl from Norway who’d introduced herself as Mia when they’d all met in the bathroom mirror.

“Okay, let’s start over,” Talia was saying. “First of all, who is Freyr?”

“He’s an evil god who compels the people, especially the men people, to do evil,” Mia replied.

“A lot of blood on his hands,” said Olivia with a knowing nod.

“Wait, he kills people?” Duponte said.

“Not directly,” Mia replied. “But in ancient times, he started wars and made men hate each other and hate women, and bad things happen.”

“Haints and zombies,” Abigail said, drawing mystified stares.

“Every culture has their boogeymen,” Abigail said. “Haints haunted Black people. Zombies are the living dead. They have banshees in Ireland. Queer folk–”

“Those are all old myths, though,” Talia interrupted. “You’re saying Freyr is real? And still doing things today?”

“That’s exactly what we’re saying,” Olivia said breathlessly. “And not only that–”

“And then, you were saying something about Vilde,” Talia said. “What does she have to do with it?”

“Ya, I–”

“I could so see Vilde being into a show about someone like that,” Ember blurted. “Is there a show about him in Norway? ‘Cuz there probably should be if there wasn’t. And she would watch it.”

“Or, wait,” Biltmore said, ignoring Olivia even though the Norwegian girl seemed ready to say something very important. “Is there a Freyr cult in Norway? Because that would–”

“Vilde would so belong to that!” Ember said. “Maybe that’s why she’s sort of . . . you know.”

“Totally,” Duponte said. “That would explain a lot.”

“Okay, let’s point-blank ask her next time,” Abigail said. “We’ll ask her if she’s . . . what do you call it? A Freyrist or something?”

“Is that what you’re saying?” Talia asked, looking at the Norwegian girls in turn. “Vilda follows Freyr? And that makes her dangerous?”

“No,” Mia said, raising her voice enough to shut everyone else up. “We’re not saying she worships Freyr or whatever it is you’re trying to say. We’re saying she . . . she is Freyr.”

Ember’s face froze mid-chew. Talia and Abigail held their pizza slices in midair. Duponte and Biltmore, cousins with the same sense of humor, exploded in laughter. Talia remained sober, waiting for the laughter to die down before she smiled sympathetically at the foreigners.

“Okay,” she said gently. “You’ve come a long way. I know America can be a lot to take in, especially when you first get here. And then, Vilde. I get it. We haven’t really figured her out yet either. But you need to meet her. She’s from Norway, so you can speak to her in her own language. And . . . I’m sure you can sort this out.”

“She’s sorta sweet,” Ember said. “In a weird way, maybe. But I like her. And there’s no way I could like an evil god or something. There would be too much difference from me.”

“She had cramps when we were talking to you,” Abigail said. “That’ll make any girl yell like a demon. So–”

“No!” Ella spoke up. “The words she spoke–sorry, he spoke–it’s very confusing, I admit, but the words he spoke through Vilde were not what any Norwegian girl would say!”

“Oh? How so?” Talia challenged.

“Um, ancient curses? Demonic voice? Do you even know where she came from? It’s too much of a coincidence that a demonic sounding Norwegian shows up right where another coven that’s doing spells–”

“Like us!” Mia interjected.

“Yes, like us, and suddenly you have a demonic Norwegian in your midst . . .”

“So,” Ember puzzled. “She didn’t have cramps?”

“Maybe the spells were hurting her? Him?” Valentina interjected.

“Hurt?” Talia asked. “How could our spells hurt her, she wasn’t even part of them!”

As they debated Vilde’s malevolence, or lack thereof, Isa looked up.

“It sounds like helicopters,” she said.

Everyone went silent, the whup-whup-whup of at least one chopper, maybe several, reverberating through the roof of Salem Pizza.

“There’s a prison near here,” Abigail said. “Every time there’s an escape, they look for them with helicopters.”

“Or it could be a life flight,” Biltmore suggested. “When there’s a big shooting, they fly all the victims to the hospital in copters.”

“Or a police chase,” Ember said. “Those are awesome. And they always have a helicopter chasing it and filming it for this TV show and these Look videos, so you can see everything that happened, including the final shootout.”

“I’m hearing whistles,” said Mia, looking toward the front of the store.

“Probably an immigrant thing happening,” Biltmore said. “People follow the ICE vans around blowing whistles so the immigrants can hide.”

“And then it also lets you know to get out of the way, if you’re not an immigrant,” Ember said. “If you stand there too long, they either tear gas you, or shoot you with an electric bug zapper, or if you stand there, like, a really long time, they just kill you.”

The helicopter continued to hover. The whistles got louder.

“I bet the kitchen is full of migrants,” said Abigail. “But in case they come over here, everyone have your ID ready. Like, driver’s license, or passport.”

“What if they’re here for Fridolf?” Duponte said.

“Who’s Fridolf?” Mia asked.

“He was that weirdly happy Norwegian guy who took our orders,” Biltmore said.

“He’s Norwegian?” Olivia said. “No Norwegian man can be that happy. I thought he was Mexican.”

“I thought he was Danish,” Ella said, and when her fellow Norwegians looked at her in stunned surprise, she added, “What? I saw a Danish guy on TV once. He sort of seemed happy.”

“Well, Fridolf used to be super-pissed about everything,” Talia said. “And then, long story short, we fixed him with magic.”

“If he’s about to be carted off to some Venezuelan prison,” said Duponte, “I think I’m gonna sort of miss him.”

The commotion grew suddenly louder, the whistles and the helicopter rotor thumps blasting through Salem Pizza’s open front door.

“Yeah, they’re coming for someone here,” Abigail said, looking at the foreign visitors pointedly. “So, here’s what you do. First of all, do not protest. It sounds like there are a lot of protesters here already, judging from all the whistles, so they’ll get shot first. Also, do not stand behind any protesters, because the bullets usually go through their bodies and hit whoever’s behind them.” Abigail looked hard at Leilani, and Leilani looked back. “And then you and me, we’ve got some color, so they might decide to target us first.”

“I’ve got some color too,” Valentina protested. “All the best Italian girls do.”

“Okay, sure,” Abigail said with a shrug. “So, if they look our way, all three of us get behind the white girls.”

“Don’t they shoot white girls too?” Mia asked nervously. “I heard they are starting to–”

Mia fell silent when Fridolf’s terrified voice broke through the racket.

“No, I know not what even you be talk about!” he was shouting. “I take no order from no witches! They don’t even have dem in de whole town! No, stop, people just eat pizza here! Let dem have their peace in pizza! I mean, I mean . . . STOP!!!”

“Oh fuck, they’re looking for us!” Talia hissed. “Everyone, to the ladies’ room, now!”


Chapter 2: Taken

It was, as it often was this time of year, a quiet day at Lilith’s Affair, the premier outlet for the occult needs of the fine citizens of Salem, Massachusetts. A few women had come through earlier to browse for scented candles and the occasional lavender-scented satchel that smelled good and provided the very real magic of soothing aromas after a long, hard day, but did not, it must be said, provide any connection to the esoteric arts. Other than the eye-popping price being asked and, quite often, gotten. But right now, there were no customers and both Tamara, the granddaughter of the owner, and Vilde, a rather strange European girl, most likely from Norway who was sulking in the corner of the store at the moment seemingly lost in her thoughts, were doing the things one did when there were no customers around. Busy work, chatting, being bored.

“Hey, Vilde,” Tamara called out, busily stacking books on finding one’s inner child and looking back at the girl. “How’re you doing there? Are you okay? You seem pretty quiet. More quiet than usual.” And indeed, the girl had barely said a word since the two of them had driven back from the house where they had done things that had, quite frankly, blown Tamara’s mind.

“I fine!” Vilde barked back.

“Okay, cool,” Tamara replied, not at all offended by the girl’s tone. Vilde was a strange one, to be sure. But given what the two of them had seen, the abrupt, standoffish nature of this girl ranked pretty near the bottom of what Tamara occupied her mind with. They had encountered (and joined!) a real coven! One that actually managed to work real spells, with real results! Tamara looked at the book in her hand: “Forest Lichen: Effective Against Eldrich Evil, or Simply Decorative? An In-depth Analysis” and set it aside. Most of the stuff in this store was crap. She knew that now, now that she had seen the real thing in action. And all that was needed was what most girls carried around with them every day: their own bodies, and a willingness to work these bodies in the service of intimate spells.

“So, that was pretty amazing, right, Vilde?” Tamara asked. “I thought it was amazing, the way we did that spying spell! Holy crap, I still can’t believe we saw the VP getting his bottom caned! I’ll never look at a politician the same way! I know you sat out the sex part, but that was so hot!”

Tamara looked over at the girl who was scowling. “Sorry you had such bad cramps! How are they? Better now?”

“Huh?”

“Your cramps,” Tamara repeated.

“Cramps?” Vilde echoed, seeming confused. “Oh! Ya, very good now, yes.”

“Cool. Say, do you do a lot of stuff like that where you come from? Like, spells and stuff? From the old country?” Tamara continued, checking the shelves where some of the books on ritual use of crystals had gotten out of alphabetical order.

Vilde rolled her eyes and did not seem inclined to volunteer any insights.

“Like, those girls we saw in the parchment. They’re from Norway, like you, right? Are there lots of covens there? I’d love to visit there sometime. Seems like such a great place to get in touch with nature and the old ways. Pagan stuff, am I right? Like, women dancing around in the forests, being cool and eco-friendly and shit.” Tamara sighed. “I’ve got so much to learn!”

No reply from Vilde–not a big surprise to Tamara, but also not something that was going to stop her from traveling down the path her mind was currently on.

“You know,” she continued, “I’ve been trying to work on opening up my tantric third eye. It’s something I’ve been obsessed about for, like, forever. Are you familiar?” Tamara ignored the somewhat rude snort of derision that the dour, but very blonde and pretty girl let out. “Your third eye is, um, like, a portal to being able to see, like, things that your normal eyes can’t? And so, um, I guess it’s like, in the middle of your forehead? Like, your center of insight? So cool.”

Vilde snorted again.

“And tantra–that’s like a cool sex thing, right? Like tantric sex, I think I read that you can like, orgasm forever. Or maybe you hold off on it forever? Something like that. Exactly what it has to do with your forehead, I’m not sure, but maybe there’s some spell these girls can find that we can try out and have some mind-blowing orgasms? Am I right?”

“What you keep saying?” Vilde finally blurted out, unable to keep quiet anymore. “I talk to Lord Shiva himself! He create third eye! Fourth eye as well! You talk nonsense!”

“Wow! Really? So jealous! What, like through a spell or something? And, not gonna lie, but I never heard about that fourth one. Where would that one be located?” Tamara asked, humoring the girl. She had read many a book on the subject and was pretty sure she knew more about it than this strange Norwegian girl. “I think I need to get better at tantric sex before my third eye gets opened, and then maybe I can work on that other one.”

“Third eye not opened by tantra!” Vilde grunted, sounding disgusted. “Third eye part of tantra technique! Not enabled by it! Stupid female!”

“Gosh!” Tamara exclaimed, briefly distracted by some loud sounds from outside the shop. “Someone woke up on the wrong side of bed today. Like, you’re Hindu now or something? Not that there’s anything wrong with that, of course. Just because you’re Northern European doesn’t mean you can’t be into Eastern stuff. Not like you’re beholden to any particular gods, right?”

“Beholden to gods? I am a go–” Vilde began to say and the words, growled as they were, stuck in her throat as the door to the shop burst open and a group of men, clad entirely in black, with black helmets on, and black balaclavas covering their faces stormed in, holding automatic rifles pointed in every direction as they swept through the small space, knocking over shelves of scented candles and decorative stones and Tamara screamed in shock.

“Get down! Down on the ground! NOW!” a man screamed at her as she froze, staring at the opening of the barrel of the man’s assault rifle and realizing that some things were much more evil and immediately concerning than the casting of spells and the understanding of where one stood in relation to the spirit world.

“Please!” Tamara cried out, raising her hands above her head and dropping to her knees. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!”

Behind her she heard growling, as if from an animal, perhaps a wolf, and words from a different language, perhaps even a different time, screamed out in rage and such elemental fury that the very ground seemed to tremble. But nothing else happened, other than the sound of something hard striking something soft, and a rather more muted “Øøf” from where the growl had come from, followed by silence.

“Vilde!” Tamara cried out, seeing the girl slumped over, a masked man standing over her, the butt of his rifle raised. “Stop!” she screamed out, and the man turned to her and laughed.

“Not so mighty now, are you?” he said, lowering his weapon and dismissing her and the girl sprawled out by his feet.

“Area secured?” another masked man asked as he stepped into Tamara’s view.

“Yes, Sir!” the man pointing the assault rifle at Tamara said. “It’s just these two, it looks like.”

“Good,” he replied. “Let’s strip and search them.”

“Yes, Sir!”

Another masked and black-clad man stepped over and hauled Tamara up by the forearm, dragging her over to a corner of the shop. She looked in dismay at the carnage and destruction that the men had caused and her heart sank. How would she ever be able to make this right to her grandmother? Would she ever even see her grandmother? Her heart sank at the thought of what might happen to her. And to Vilde! Poor girl wasn’t even from this country and was having a bad enough time with her cramps and general bad mood, and now the worst of American hospitality had just crashed in through the door.

The men made short work of things, ripping her clothes off her body with little regard to preserving anything. She had spent days rummaging through thrift stores to find that gorgeous top and now it was ripped to shreds! Finally she was completely nude, and one of the men bent her over a counter, sweeping the display cases of cheap costume jewelry off of it before they forcibly tied her wrists and ankles to the widely spread legs of the counter, forcing her legs apart lewdly and mashing her breasts against the glass top. She grunted as someone, standing behind her, spread her lower lips, hard and merciless fingers probing her hole, feeling along the entrance to her chamber before plunging inside her. She grunted and cried out at the violation.

Behind her she heard a commotion and tried to turn around to look but it was too hard to do so, and besides, she had her own problems to deal with, as the finger had now moved to her other hole, where it slowly forced its way inside despite her best attempts to tighten her hole and prevent them from violating her there as well.

Things were not going well for Vilde. Cursed idiots! There would be another venture into the world of the tiny elements that sped their way through the wires and ether of this pathetic world–the manner of these weak people and how they communicated with each other, works of weakness and surrender! Where were the glorious horns of old, blown from the frozen mountain tops to proclaim march or victory or glorious death? They called it “making a call” here. Facetiming! Vilde would do this again and this time that emasculated fool Dempsey would hear from her in her full fury!

Her?

Vilde cried out in rage!

His! His rage! Being too long inside this weak female body was destroying her sense–HIS–sense of self!

She felt herself being stripped and hauled over the front checkout counter, her hands roughly tied to the legs of the counter as her head hung down, stomach compressed, breasts hanging over the side as her legs were roughly spread and tied as well.

Okay! It was time to end this charade. She would eviscerate these fools and allow their twitching bodies, still half alive, to be picked at by the ravens that Odin himself would send over to preside over their tortured demise!

It was simply a matter of remembering the correct . . . um, okay . . . what the hell was going on back there?

"Hvor går de fordømtes finger?” Vilde cried out, in a voice that went perhaps a few octaves higher than it normally was, and was as a result, somewhat less fearsome than it needed to be to strike fear in the hearts of enemies.

“Da fuck this bitch sayin’?” the man crouched behind her asked, laughing as he continued to push his finger up Vilde’s female hole. A hole that Vilde, having only recently occupied this female form, knew precious little about, as it turned out. As a fearsome and rather philandering god of the ancient Norse pantheon, he had often availed himself of the pleasures of female flesh and thought he knew all that needed to be known of this particular orifice, useful for the entry of the male member, and for the exit of squealing offspring, but little else as far as he was concerned. But to actually have one was a completely different matter, it turned out. The feeling of a finger . . . inside her body! And not in the other hole, where he had occasionally allowed some experimentation to occur, there certainly being nothing wrong with that! Many did it in his circle and it was accepted. After all, eons were a very long time to be doing the same thing, over and over. One needed to experiment occasionally. Anyway, this hole was different, and . . . Vilde felt a level of vulnerability that she had never felt before.

Once she figured out how to eviscerate these sniveling dogs . . . Oh! Oh, fuuuck . . .

Vilde clenched and grunted, cried out, shook.

“Oh shit, guys! This bitch just came!”

“What?” another voice called out. “Really?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “Hand me that baton. Let’s see how she likes this!”

Vilde turned out to like it quite a lot, and much to the amusement of the gathered men, she came again, relishing the feeling which was, to put it mildly, like nothing she had ever experienced in untold tens of thousands of years of existence.

But all good things must come to an end eventually, and Vilde and Tamara were released from their fetters and, with hands handcuffed behind their backs, marched still naked outside the shop and to a waiting van.

What awaited the girls, one staring at her surroundings with eyes wide with fear and confusion, the other stumbling along, somewhat out of it and more contemplative than fearful, was a chaotic landscape of flashing red and white lights, bullhorns yelling for people to move back, the acrid smell of teargas and a steady whistling sound, somewhat muted by the steady whup-whup-whup of a large black helicopter overhead. Bright lights shone down from it and illuminated several protesters who had gathered around the shop, blowing on whistles as more of them arrived on bicycles.

They were yelling and chanting slogans that Tamara could faintly make out:

Oh, say can you see,

By the blinding searchlights,

How so poorly you treat,

All these poor naked girls!

And, yelling over each other:

Hey, ho! Let them go!

Or we’ll all protest some mo’!

Tamara shook her head, touched that people were coming out to protest, but she wasn’t sure that this would make any difference. Indeed, they were all held back by a line of heavily armed men, and the girls were led without any resistance to the van, the back door opened for them. Standing by the opened door, she felt the gloved hands of one of the men grabbing her by the waist from behind and lifting her up as another masked man inside the van grabbed her by the upper arms and hauled her inside, shoving her roughly onto an open spot on a bench that ran along the side of the van. There was a similar bench on the other side, and as her ankles were secured to the floor by shackles terminating in a short chain welded to the metal floor, she took a quick look around, her eyes quickly adjusting to the dim light.

Before the girl could turn to Vilde and ask her how she was doing, the doors slammed shut, the engine rumbled to life, and the van lurched forward. Tamara’s chest tightened with the realization that the two of them were well and truly fucked.


Chapter 3: Cornered

“Everyone, strip!” Talia whispered as soon as all 11 girls had packed themselves into the women’s room at Salem Pizza.

“Not you, though,” Talia added as a girl with frizzy red hair exited the third stall and headed to the sink to wash her hands.

The shouting was getting closer, the husky voices of federal agents barking orders and questions (“Raise your hands!” “Are you a practitioner of the dark arts?” “Drop the pizza and get down on the floor!” “Drop your hands!”), while the patrons and outraged protesters had their say:

No, you jackboot, I’m a Presbyterian!

Let them eat their pizza, fascists!

Mommy, why is the mean man asking if you’re a witch?

I’m not casting a spell, dickbreath, I’m raising my hands like you just told me to do!

Within seconds, all the witches in the restroom were nude, their t-shirts, dresses, pants, shorts, shoes and socks, bras and panties jumbled together under the sinks.

“Everyone couple up, be creative!” Talia commanded, pressing her back against the tile wall, opening her legs and bending her knees. “Someone, hurry, lick my pussy!”

Mia, demonstrating a remarkable degree of immediate international cooperation, dropped to her knees and pressed her tongue against Talia’s clitoris before she extended it further, exploring the entrance to the girl’s sexual tunnel.

After a moment’s pause, everyone else paired up two and two except for Abigail and Isa, who formed a threesome by putting their mouths against Ember's nipples while they took turns putting their fingers up her female hole.

“Anyone with a free mouth, say spells!” Talia said. “Whatever you can think of! Something distracting!”

“Turn their guns into butter!” Ember said, improvising to the best of her abilities, using an intriguing phrase she’d heard in 20th century history earlier that day.

“Turn their clothes into lutefisk!” begged Olivia, picking up the theme.

“Give them, uh, pineapple, uh, boots!” invoked Leilani, who was bent over with her hands on her knees in the first toilet stall and who, in defense of her conjuring skills, was distracted both by fear and by the urgent oral attentions of Valentina, kneeling behind her and giving equal service to her vagina and anus.

Ember, struggling to come up with a spell as good as her first, looked around the restroom for inspiration, her eyes settling on the frizzy-haired girl standing with her back to the door and watching the proceedings of the joined covens with a look of rapturous amazement.

“Oh, hey,” Ember said, her voice a little husky because this is the first time she’d ever had her nipples sucked, and both girls were drawing on her like their lives depended on it–which they quite possibly did. “You look familiar. Do you go to our school?”

“Where do you go to school?” the girl asked in a quiet, shocked monotone.

“Salem Alternative Academy,” Ember replied. “With all the other troublemakers.”

“They called Jesus a troublemaker,” the girl said, her voice growing in confidence, her eyes brightening with the joy of evangelism. “I’m sure he has a plan for–”

The door opened behind the girl and her eyes went wide as she fell backward, shoulder striking the kneepad of an armored, masked, helmeted special ops soldier with his gun drawn, and he pointed his weapon at the girl’s frizzy head while two of his wingmen pounced on her, rolling her over and cuffing her wrists and ankles.

“Oh, shit, make us invisible!” someone shrieked.

“Uh, uh, uh!” someone else cried, more a grunt than a moan, the sound of Ember cumming, something she did whenever men saw her naked, and at that very moment, the frizzy-haired redhead raised her head from the floor and shouted (perhaps a little dramatically, but then, she’d always been a dramatic girl), “Fridolf! Fridolf! Save me! Come with the strength of Samson!”

Did Ember drop to her knees during her orgasm? Did her hand, clenching with pleasure, inadvertently wrap around the shouting girl’s ankle while she uttered her plea for the strength of Samson? Good chance.

Amidst the commotion, the first three special ops–the tip of the spear, as such operatives might sometimes be called–froze and stared into the ladies’ restroom at Salem Pizza, because a moment ago, the room had been crowded with naked teen girls doing the most obscene things to each other, a veritable orgy of female debauchery. But now it was empty, no one there.

And yet, the voices continued.

“Wait. Hey, is anyone in here?” asked a girl.

“I’m still here,” said someone else.

“I can’t see anyone,” said a third. “Oh, fuck, fuck, I can’t see myself in the mirror!”

“Chill, people. Okay, did someone do an invisibility spell?”

“I did one.”

“It worked, apparently.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“Leave?”

“The only way out has got a bunch of goons standing there.”

“Someone try to sneak past them.”

“They’ll still be able to feel us, probably.”

“Yeah, I’m feeling people. Like, now.”

“Hey, can you not touch me there?”

“God, is that your pussy?”

“Yeah.”

“Um, weren’t you doing a spell with it like 10 seconds ago?”

“Yeah, but now it’s weird. When you can’t see anyone and someone’s grabbing you there, it’s weird.”

“Hey, everyone? They’re hearing everything we say.”

“Yeah, but they’re just standing there, looking.”

“They are. And it’s creepy as hell. Just my opinion.”

“Okay, everyone get really quiet and maybe they’ll give up.”

“They heard you say that.”

“Good point.”

“Seriously, though, we do need to stop talking. Just say nothing, anyone, while we get this sorted out.”

The three soldiers, joined by at least a dozen more, simply continued to stand at the door, trying to make sense of things, when one of the men toward the back of the group issued a loud grunt, followed by a shout, a thud, and the sound of breaking dishes and flying pizza.

“TOOTSIE!” screamed a man with a distinctly Norwegian accent.

“I’m here, Fridolf!” screamed the bound girl on the floor, raising her head to shout with maximum volume.

“TOOTSIE!”

“Uh!” another man shouted, followed by another crash.

“Fridolf, save me!” the girl screamed.

A third soldier grunted in pain and was launched upward, body smashing the ceiling before he landed on the floor in a heap, broken ceiling tiles dropping down around him.

“Tootsie, I almost get to you!” shouted Fridolf. “I just have some more men to clear away, but dey all very light and stuff.”

The terrifying sound of a high-powered assault rifle echoed through Salem pizza: one round, two, three.

“Uh,” shouted Fridolf. “They shooting me, and hurts a little, like mosquitos maybe, and then they . . . huh, it sort of looks like butter.”

A fourth soldier grunted before the sound of crashing tables indicated he’d been violently thrown.

“Fridolf, save me!” Tootsie shouted. “Hurry!”

“I almost to you, Tootsie!” Fridolf cried. “Just like maybe seven or eight men have to be thrown against the AUGGGHHHHHH!”

Even superhuman strength has its limits. Even the strength of Samson was no match for the US military’s Advanced Personnel Electronic Disability Imposition System (APEDIS), which delivered two charges into Fridolf’s upper back and paralyzed him so thoroughly he fell like dead weight next to Tootsie, and he could do nothing to prevent the application of manacles to his arms and legs while the current flowed through him, but once he’d been bound, the charge was terminated, and when he saw Tootsie’s worried face inches from his, he smiled.

“Are you okays, my little Skillingsboller?” Fridolf gasped.

“Yes, my Bagel, how are you doing?” Tootsie said, beaming as broadly as he.

“Dey put da shocks in me, but It don’t hurt no more,” he said.

“Were you fighting with the agents?”

“Ja, but only to get to you. I trow like four or five of dem. I tink dey all okay doe, I try not to trow dem dat far.”

“That must have been terrifying!”

“No, I not mind dat much. And den they shoots me wit butter.”

“Butter?”

“My clothings, they have some butter on dem, like dat you eating wit biscuit and de pancake.”

“That seems strange,” Tootsie said. “Even in America.”

“And den dey electrocution me too.”

“Oh, Fridolf!”

“I sorry, I should have tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

“De American pizza industry,” Fridolf said between heavy breaths. “It very dangerous, but I never tell you ‘cuz I don’t want you be frightened. But dis kind of ting, it can happens a lot. Sumpting about pizza bring out dis negative energy in people.”

“I don’t think it’s just the pizza industry,” Tootsie said, twisting to look between the legs of special ops soldiers. “There were things happening in the restroom I’ve never seen before.”

“Like vat?”

“Like first of all 11 naked girls having sex, and now they’re all invisible.”

“Tch!” Fridolf lamented. “Pizza!”

As they’d been talking, lost in their own world, the lovers’ bound bodies were searched thoroughly by the agents, hands rummaging through pockets, rifling through a purse, slipping under bras and inside waistbands, grabbing phones and address books, reading religions pamphlets, making sure bibles weren’t holding anything but scripture.

Fortunately for the two, neither phone had been geolocated to any of the suspect sites, nothing of a non-Christian or occult nature could be found among their personal effects, and their dispositions might best be described as astonished and in love vs. casting spells.

“Debrief me, Henson,” said a woman’s voice behind the phalanx of soldiers. “What’s going on.”

“Uh, hello, Madam Secretary. Good to have you here.”

“Yeah, I choppered in as soon as I could. What’s the deal? Are these the perps?”

The woman stepped forward. She was dressed for riding horses at the moment, with boots, leather chaps, a fringe vest, and an enormous black cowboy hat. She had six-shooters strapped to her hips, an assault rifle slung over her shoulder, and a shotgun in each hand.

“No, Madam Secretary, these seem to be non-combatants. Wrong place wrong time.”

“Who’s been tossing your soldiers around?” she asked, pointing to a man just getting to his feet.

“This one,” Henson said, pointing to Fridolf.

“How’d he do that?”

“Pretty sure it was magic. But he’s under control now.”

“Magic?”

“Yeah, like spells and shit.”

“Okay,” she said. “So, we’re going to shoot them?”

“Maybe not this time,” Henson said.

“What about just the male?” the Secretary said. “He sounds foreign.”

“I’m thinking no.”

The Secretary stepped up to the foreign man, dropped to one knee.

“How did you throw our special ops soldiers around?”

“I was do it for love of my life,” Fridolf said dreamily. “Sorry. I not know where my strengt come from, but I tink it gone now. Was nice while I had it dough.”

“I could accuse you of being a foreign terrorist,” the Secretary said. “That basically means insta-death. Like right here.”

“Ya, if you gotta do dat, go ahead.”

“Are you a Christian?”

“I’m such a Christian, you not even believe it.”

“He’s cool, free them both,” the Secretary said, looking into the women’s restroom. “The actual perps got away?”

“No, Madam Secretary, we believe they’re all in there.”

“I’m not seeing anyone.”

“We saw them briefly, before they went invisible.”

“How did they go invisible?”

“More magic is our best guess.”

“Has anyone gone in there to verify?”

“No, but we heard them talking.”

“What were they saying?”

“First, some spells. Then they stopped talking after they figured out we could hear them.”

“Someone needs to go in there,” the Secretary said. “Now.”

Henson looked around, eyes settling on one of the men who’d been tossed and was just struggling to his feet.

“Gordon, go in,” he said, pointing to the open doorway.

The special ops trooper’s eyes were hidden behind night-vision goggles, and if his jaw clenched, it couldn’t be seen behind his balaclava, so if he was terrified, no one would have known it as he made his way through the women’s restroom door. Meanwhile, a perceptive observer might have noticed some hissed whispers, the sounds of bare feet scuffing against a tile floor, the sudden swinging of a stall door inward.

As soon as he reached the threshold of the ladies’ room, Gordon jerked and stopped, looking down at his feet, one of which was now encased in a large pineapple.

“Shit,” he said under his breath before raising his hands and inspecting them with surprise, because the black tactical gloves he’d been wearing had been replaced with a white layer of something that had been dried, salted, and cured in lye for several weeks before several more days of rehydration, producing a tasty, gelatinous, somewhat edible substance weakly reminiscent of whitefish. The new gloves immediately sloughed off, forming two hand-shaped mounds on the bathroom floor, and a girl’s disembodied voice could be heard laughing hysterically before two more ethereal voices frantically shushed her.

Demonstrating the fortitude common among America’s special forces, Corporal Gordon plowed ahead, hands raised before him, stopping only when they met with something soft and warm and slightly squirmy next to the wall.

“Sir, I believe I have made contact,” Gordon announced, hands running downward against a shape that, as he negotiated the curves, appeared to be distinctly female.

“Don’t you dare put those stinky fishy fingers up my pussy,” said an American girl’s voice inches from his face.

Gordon pulled back slightly and stared.

“Lutefisk is not stinky,” said another girl’s voice with a Norwegian accent, to Gordon’s left.

“I can smell it from here,” a third girl complained.

“Hey, I thought we were all going to be quiet?” said a fourth girl.

“That seems kind of pointless now,” said someone else. “We’re pretty much busted. We’re not getting out and now they’re sending people in to grope us.”

“So, we just surrender?”

“I’m not seeing resistance as a viable pathway. We’re naked girls and they’re all dressed for World War III.”

“But what happens if we let them arrest us?”

“We go to, like, maybe a witch jail? Witchcraft is not illegal, even if we are in Salem. So, we get out, maybe even tonight.”

“We’re not getting out tonight, probably. I bet Dempsey found out we were spying on him, and that’s why he sent his goons to pick us up.”

“He’s this upset about being seen getting a spanking?”

“Yeah. It was supposed to be a private moment. But we saw and now he feels super-violated probably.”

“Ooh, this could be bad.”

“I don’t want to be arrested by someone who can’t see me.”

“Why not?”

“It just seems weird, you know? I mean, picture us all walking out invisible but with handcuffs on. So, handcuffs floating by. No one wants to see that.”

“Good point, that would be weird. Who made us invisible?”

“I did.”

“What were you doing?”

“Oh, shit, I’m not sure. Like everything. Abigail, maybe I was licking your pussy?”

“No.”

“Or like, sucking a nipple or holding someone’s hole or getting licked or . . . I don’t know!”

“Okay . . . okay . . . everyone find a partner. Whoever you’re closest to, and start doing things. Be creative. And every now and then, say, uh, ‘Make us visible.’”

“Right.”

“Good idea.”

“Okay . . . uh, Biltmore, is that you?”

“I’m Mia.”

“Okay, Mia then. Let’s go.”

As the soldiers waited, the conversation was replaced by grunts, gasps, the wet sounds of licking and fondling, and girls occasionally saying, “Make us visible.”

On the tenth or eleventh try, it worked, all eleven girls appearing at the same time, naked and coupling with impressive variety.

“Oh, I can see what I’m licking now,” said Isa, kneeling in front of Talia with her tongue against the girl’s muff. “I think something worked. Also, it tastes pretty good.”

“Alright, let’s go,” barked Henson, who had seen enough strange things in his life that this one barely registered. “You’re going to exit one at a time, you’re going to be taken into custody, and if you resist, you’ll be met with lethal force.”

“Aren’t your guns shooting butter right now?” Abigail asked.

“You first then,” Henson said, pointing at the girl. “Gordon, cuff her up and bring her out. And you, blonde hair. Yeah, you. You’re next.”

“Can we get dressed first?” Ella asked, looking longingly at the pile of clothes under the sink.

“No.”

In short order, all the girls were bound and marched out naked past the tables, past the shocked families, and past Fridolf and Tootsie, who’d been freed and were now standing behind the front counter, giving statements to the agents in between the orders Fridolf continued to take.

“Sorry you pizza time not go so great, ladies,” Fridolf said as the girls trooped somberly past. “But it pizza. Everyone know the risks.”

As they exited the restaurant, the girls provoked a wave of shocked gasps and a few half-hearted protest whistles.

“Oh my god, they took their clothes!” one of the whistle-blowing protesters shouted as the girls were led toward the van.

TWEEEEEET! said someone else.

“Wait, stop them here,” said the Secretary, and she motioned to one of her department’s staff photographers to step slightly to her left, and Madam Secretary assumed a variety of poses–shotguns pointed up, pointed toward the camera, crossed in front of her chest–before she waved her hand and the parade continued.

The shouts and whistles grew louder as the Secretary headed to a waiting helicopter and the girls filed into the van one by one, each of them noticing the two naked prisoners already seated on the bench on the left side, and everyone stared resignedly at each other as the feet of the newcomers were secured to rings set into the floor.

“Hey, Tamara, hey Vilde,” Abigail said as the van rumbled off, both of the girls looking stone faced and scared. At least Tamara looked scared. Vilde looked strangely contemplative, perhaps even a bit puzzled, but more like someone would look when discovering that their car keys no longer worked, but perhaps it was still possible that this simply wasn’t their car that they were trying to get into, and if they just found their car, everything would be okay.

Tamara shook herself. “Huh?” she replied.

“Look, I’m sorry . . . we’re sorry that this happened,” Abigail continued, haltingly, looking over to Duponte, who nodded.

“It’s not your fault,” Tamara replied. Vilde continued to keep to herself, choosing to remain quiet. Thinking.

“No, it is!” Abigail insisted. “We stuck our noses in the wrong stuff, we antagonized Dempsey. Somehow, he found out it was us and tracked us down. That was all on us!” Abigail looked over to the Norwegian girls, and they looked back, grim faced.

“You’re Vilde?” Olivia asked cautiously, staring hard at the girl.

She nodded but said nothing, the awkwardness broken when Mia spoke up. “Raise your hands if you’ve already been abducted and tortured!” she joked.

Olivia and Isa tried to raise their hands, unable to of course as their hands were handcuffed behind their backs, but they made a show of struggling to do so and then broke down in laughter, a cathartic release of black humor.

Vilde grunted. Was that the strange girl’s response to stressful situations? Or was it the way she expressed humor? Olivia, sitting diagonally opposite the girl, took a closer look at her. The whole reason she and the others of the Oslo coven were here was to warn the Salem girls about Vilde, who they were convinced was the ancient, and malevolent god Freyr. What Olivia beheld was a young, naked woman, hands fastened behind her back like the rest of them, ankles chained to the floor, looking a bit lost. Was this really an ancient god? Was this their enemy? If so, why was she–no, he–a prisoner like them?

“Hey guys,” Ember blurted out. “Remember when I first proposed we put on a dance?”

“Huh?” Talia leaned over to look at her, eyebrows raised.

“Seems like a million years ago,” Duponte retorted.

“Yeah, totally,” Ember continued, while the Oslo girls looked on in confusion. “I’d still love to have a dance, though. Like a real one? I guess when you really think about it, we could have worked on conjuring one up?”

“What? Like, use magic to get a dance hall?” Talia asked.

“Yeah,” Ember confirmed. “What’s the point of doing all this if we’re not getting what we want?”

“The point was to do good in the world,” Talia explained, patiently. “To use our powers to create change, make the world better.”

“I think we’d need to be superheroes or something for that,” Ember retorted. “Like Superman, Batman . . . no, better! Magicgirl. No, fuck that, Magicwoman! I watched this movie once, with my mom, oh my God, it was so lame. What was it called? Um . . .”

The other girls stayed silent, watching Ember work through things in her own way. It wasn’t an illegitimate approach to the present trauma. It just wasn’t really helping things, to be honest, and Talia in particular, struggled to keep from asking her to be quiet while she thought things through.

“Oh! I know, wait, no . . . there was some guy in it, had this super creepy smile, kept dancing on stairs. Ooh, that brings me back to dancing. Think we’ll ever be able to have that dance?”

“You like to dance?” Ella asked, a supportive smile on her face.

“Huh?”

“Dancing? You like it?” Ella repeated, a little more tentatively.

“Oh! No, well . . . not more than most, I guess. I kinda suck at it, but I just wanted to hold a dance so I could charge people for entrance and get some money? You know? Robin!”

“I’m sorry? This is a type of dance? Or a payment app . . . ?” Ella was struggling to keep up.

“Huh? No, movie. I guess it wasn’t the one we watched, but Batman was involved, I think . . .”

“Listen, Ember,” Talia interjected gently. “I think we need to strategize on how we’re going to handle this. Like, we should all be on the same page on what we tell them. If we get our stories straight, we might be able to get through this–”

“Joker!” Ember blurted out.

“Oh my God,” Talia muttered.

“That’s the movie! Kinda violent, to be honest. Not sure why my mom took me to see it. Maybe she thought it was gonna be a comedy? Now, Hell Club–that’s a good show.” Ember leaned over to look at Mia and Ella and the other two girls at that end of the van. “Valentina and Isa? You ever seen it?”

“What? No . . .” Valentina replied. Isa looked back at her, puzzled.

“It’s so awesome! Satan, Beelzebub and Mephistopheles. They have a band and a club, Hell Club. And Beelzebub turns into a girl sometimes, and . . .”

Vilde seemed to perk up at that and Olivia looked at her.

“Hei,” Olivia whispered to Vilde in Norwegian. “You know something about that, don’t you?” But Vilde did not respond. Indeed, it almost looked like the girl wasn’t present at all.

And indeed, she wasn’t, for Freyr was currently lost in memories. And when you’re an ancient God, you have a lot to draw from. Right now, Freyr was standing there on the peak of the taller of the Serpent’s Teeth, the mountain chain that looked over the Haraldsfjørd, also known back then as Horoldsfjǫrðr, a simple place, of simple people and even simpler men, who had called him down to wreak vengeance and slaughter on their womenfolk, for they had grown too powerful. Freyr sighed. He was so young then yet thought himself so old and wise. To be fair, he was already several millennia old, but still. The horrors he had unleashed then had caused the place to be renamed Bludfjørd, and he did not like to think of the things that he had caused to be done there and in other places since then, as necessary as they might have been.

Now what was to become of him? Ever since he had taken on this weak female form, things had started to go horribly wrong, and now it seemed he was stuck. And what was this about a Hell Club? Freyr returned to the present to listen to what these witches were saying, for something in their conversation might point to a way out of this. One thing about them: they were powerful, and Freyr, as Vilde, could use some power right now.

“No, listen!” Ember was protesting. “It would be super cool to have a club like that! I wouldn’t be totally against doing some improv comedy there now and then! Okay, so give me a word, any word.”

“Oh my God!” Talia groaned.

“Good! I can work with that,” Ember proclaimed and launched into her routine, filled with the kind of hope that only the truly naïve can muster. “What’s the deal with being a God, am I right? Like, it’s not hard enough to be like, all knowing and infallible, wait . . . what does that mean again?”

Vilde sighed. She was on her own on this one.


Chapter 4: Making Plans

“Okay, FrankSheila, listen up,” began Ronin Factor with a slightly South African accent, standing before an electronic white board at the front of a large conference room packed with dozens of generals, admirals, politicians, and political functionaries. “We’ve got 13 girls in custody downstairs who have committed a level 7 national security breach, we have assembled an international team of experienced torturers who are waiting for instructions, and we need advice on getting information from these girls quickly and efficiently.”

“I can see you’ve worked very hard on this and are well on your way to formulating an effective plan,” replied the disembodied female voice of FrankShiela, so named because no one would ever name their kid that. Using ordinary names with earlier artificial intelligence variants had led to issues, including several deaths.

“We don’t need encouragement, we need a plan,” Factor barked. “What kinds of tortures, in what durations, with what implements, will accomplish our objectives?”

“It sounds like you have all the resources at hand, and just need a little guidance,” FrankShiela said.

Factor sighed. “Right. But take us the rest of the way. Give us a plan. A torture protocol. Down to the specific steps.”

“What are your objectives?” FrankShiela asked.

“We need to know everything we can about what they’ve been doing. How long they’ve been practicing witchcraft, how many security breaches they’ve committed, who else they’re working with, what they’re doing with the information. And we need it all ASAP.”

“Torture can be an effective way to get information from reluctant witnesses,” FrankShiela said.

“We know that.”

“Recommended procedures are the crow of truth, preacher’s new shoes, the salt tire, devil’s wigwam, and the Belgian four-in-hand. Durations are 30 minutes, with 30-minute snack breaks in the morning and afternoon, and an hour for meals. Take one girl at a time and–”

“FrankShiela, we don’t know what any of those implements are you just listed. Can you clarify? Or give us pictures?”

“Sure, here you go,” said FrankShiela, and images of various objects began flashing on the whiteboard.

“I’m seeing a wheelbarrow,” Factor said. “And that looks like a vacuum cleaner. Wait, is that a chef’s hat? Are you–”

“Turn her off, Factor, this isn’t working,” said a high-level officer seated at the front of the room. “Let’s do it another way.”

“That’s enough, FrankShiela, turn yourself off now,” said Factor, looking distinctly disappointed before he recovered and looked hopefully around the room. “Okay, everyone, time to brainstorm. When you hear the word torture, what’s the first thing that comes to mind?”

The answers included the obvious, including “inquisition” and “dictatorship,” as well as a cartoon one of the moms in the group had to watch with her daughter.

“Good. And what body parts are the best for torture purposes?” Factor continued.

After most of the parts of the female body had been put on the whiteboard, Factor beamed with pride.

“I can already tell we’re going to break new ground here,” he said. “This is a room full of innovators. We are pioneers. We are the torture forward!”

He scanned the room.

“Okay, pair up, everyone,” he said. “Everyone find a partner. Whoever’s sitting next to you, it doesn’t matter. Great, great. Now, one of you is the torturer, and one of you is going to be tortured. No, don’t worry, not for real. Once you’ve decided who’s who, I want you to talk to each other. What’s going through your minds? Vocalize, personalize, actualize. As the torturer, what do you want the torturee to know about you? As the torturee, list one or two things you wish your torturer knew about you. This is a communication exercise, so communicate. You’ve got five minutes to talk out your answers, and then we’ll go over what everyone came up with. Begin.”

As everyone got into the groove of things, this and the subsequent exercises drew enthusiastic participation, Factor writing furiously on the whiteboard as the collective brilliance of the room produced a detailed program for getting 13 witches to talk.

Meanwhile, nearly 20 robed, hooded torture specialists were enjoying brunch at a mixer in the lobby of the Washington, D. C., Budget Nite Inn.

“So how you end up getting into de torture?” a young Norwegian monk asked his American counterpart as he sat across from the man with a bowl of Froot Loops.

“I’m fifth generation,” the man said. “My great-great grandfather started up a little shop in the Adirondacks. What about you?”

“I be sealed in blood into de special order,” the monk replied with obvious pride. “My mutter die when she have me, so de sisters of de charity hand me over to de orphanage, and it have a torture program for de kids what show aptitude.”

“How do you show aptitude at that age?” the American asked, truly intrigued.

“Dey bring in de criminal dey need de information from, and dey ask de other kids what should we do to dem to make dem talk and dey say how about give dem a cookie and dey ask me and I say maybe light der leg on fire. And so den I get sealed in blood.”

“What kind of blood?” asked the American.

“What?”

“What kind of blood were you, uh, sealed in? Blood of your victims?”

“Oh no, dey not use de real blood, da kid could get sick from dat. Dey use de fake, or maybe ketsjup.”

“What?”

“Ketsjup, likes you puts on de Smørbrød.”

“Okay,” said the American, nodding and moving on. “How old were you?”

“I tink two,” said the Norwegian monk.

“Wow,” said the American. “I didn’t start helping my dad out until I was four.”

Another American monk settled in next to the first American, holding a bowl of Raisin Bran and the last of the coffee.

“Hey, Jim,” said the new man.

“Hey, Steve.”

Jim tilted his hooded head toward the Norwegian. “Says he did his first work at 2.”

“Wow, they start you young over there. Welcome to America. I’m Steve.”

“Tanks. I Agnarr.”

“You’ve been torturing since you were 2?”

“Well, I not really start working when I was 2,” the Norwegian monk corrected. “Dey not put me in charge of nothing until I gets 3. Only watch and help a little before dat.”

“Still, that’s pretty young,” said Steve. “Laws in this country say you can’t lead a session until you’re 7.”

“Dat terrible!” shouted the monk. “How you gonna learn anyting?”

“You just do your best to make up for lost time,” said Jim.

“You know anyting ‘bout what we gotta do today?” Agnarr asked.

“Bunch a young witches is what I’ve been hearing,” said Steve with a satisfied nod. “Bread and butter for us here.”

“We having a lot of dem too lately, dose witches in Oslo for some reason. So, I tink dat’s why we get called in, because we so good at it.”

“What’s your approach?” Jim asked.

Agnarr looked around the room and shook his head. “It all trade secret, so I can’t tell you nutting. But I show it all to you when we do it in da secure place. I kin tells you dough, you can do amazing tings wit a wheelbarrow and a chef’s hat.”

The torture monk mixer was going swimmingly, it must be said, with similar conversations underway throughout the room. The families dining here and there looked up occasionally, when a loud laugh or the word “torture” emanated from one of the all-encompassing hoods, but the practitioners were otherwise left undisturbed.

Undisturbed, that is, until the phone of one of the top American monks rang, and he pulled it out.

“Master Cortez,” he answered.

He listened, nodded, and then suddenly became enraged, shouting “What?!” and he stood and threw back his hood, exposing his prematurely bald head and graying skin. “What are you talking about?”

He listened, his grayness going slightly ruddy as his outrage grew.

“No, that’s not the deal,” he said. “We devise the tortures. We run the program. We and our colleagues from Norway are in charge, not some kind of . . .” The man spat his final words: “focus group.”

The man listened, his color returning to its healthy gray, his shoulders relaxing slightly.

“Okay, fine,” he said. “We’ll take your ideas under advisement, but that’s all I can promise. Make some copies of what you’ve got. We need a manifest of every girl’s name, of course. We’re just wrapping up breakfast. How are we supposed to get there?”

Master Cortez listened, looked annoyed again.

“The hotel shuttle? It’s going to take five trips to get all of us and our equipment over there.”

Another pause.

“Yes, equipment. Every one of us has a steamer trunk full of it. And no, you’re not going to have what we need in that dungeon. I’ve been down there. It’s what we call Inquisition lite. Torquemada cosplay.”

Master Cortez paused. “We’re looking for traditional conveyance,” he said. “Oaken wagon, team of six black horses, driver in tophat, lit gas torches fore and aft, gold inlay–”

He listened, shrugged resignedly. “Okay, we’ll start heading over, but it’s going to take an hour at least. And don’t you dare do anything to those girls while you wait for us.”

~ ~ ~

Abigail awoke naked in blackness, alone, a cold floor beneath her back, a cold wall of stone against her shoulder, her ankles chained together, her hands chained behind her back.

Her first thought was confusion. Where was she, and why was she here?

The memories came back all in one piece: She was a witch, she belonged to a coven, she and her covensisters had spied on the vice president of the United States of America, those same United States had found out about it somehow, arrested them, transported them for hours in a prison van, and when it had stopped, hoods were forced over the heads of each of the 13 girls and they’d been walked out, still naked and chained, escorted across pavement, forced down a narrow, uneven flight of stairs, walked across a cold, uneven stone floor, had their hoods removed, and locked one by one in tiny, cells, unlit except for a band of narrow gray light beneath the solid wooden doors.

Abigail had shouted, some of the other girls had shouted back, but the walls and doors that separated them reduced every girl’s voice to incomprehensible rumbles. Fear and exhaustion had eventually overcome her, and she’d fallen into a fitful sleep.

This was not a standard federal prison, Abigail knew. And whatever was going to be done to them also would be falling well outside ordinary government purviews, she was certain.

A lesser girl (or woman, or man) might have crumbled at this point, assumed the worst, put her mouth against the narrow gap beneath her cell door and begged for mercy, or curled up into a fetal position and given up, waiting for whatever was to come. But Abigail, made of sterner stuff, began thinking about options, possibilities, and fighting back.

First, could she get her hands in front of her? She sat up stiffly, everything hurting, she grunted, put her back against the wall, lifted her rear up one side at a time and, with disappointing ease, got her handcuffs beneath her, past her feet and in front. She wished she’d given it a try last night, but could she really be blamed?

Next, she crawled, slowly, mindful of the hazards she might encounter–a pit, a puddle, a bug or mouse, or a dead body. Instead, she found only solid walls and a solid floor, her chains ringing against the latter with every movement of her hands and knees. Eventually, she found a bucket, its rank purpose obvious, and she crouched over it and released a night’s worth of urine. When had she last peed? The memory forced itself back into her mind unbidden, something she’d been unconsciously trying to forget. The van had never stopped, and it had rumbled beneath each girl in the most maddening, bladder-provoking way. A few of the girls had shouted that they needed a restroom break, but they’d been ignored, if they could even be heard, and eventually every one of them had let loose, apologetically, urine streaming across the steel benches and onto the floor, under feet, under butts, the inhumane deprivations being inflicted by design, presumably.

Actually, not all of them had apologized. Vilde had laughed, sliding forward on the bench and watching with delight as the stream arced out and down from her loins.

What had the Norwegian girls been saying about her? That she was a god of some sort? Ridiculous, of course, the kinds of things superstitious Europeans would say under a perfect storm of jetlag, American pizza, and the presence of a beautiful girl with a deep voice and who was, admittedly, a little odd. But if Vilde were a god, she would have freed herself. Right?

The captors had been right to confine the girls separately. Any two of them, doing the right things to each other and saying the right spells, could work magic. An imperfect magic, but a magic all the same. Abigail smiled in the darkness, durance vile forgotten for the moment as she recounted to herself the things they’d done to the men who’d caught them–pineapple boot, butter bullets, some kind of fishy stuff on someone’s hands. Along with that, though, they’d made themselves invisible, a power of strategic value and not just another distracting prank. The men attacking them truly couldn’t see them. The girls probably could have launched a counterattack at that moment and might even have prevailed. But the carnage would have been devastating. Using the special ops forces’ weapons against them might have led to the deaths of a few of them, but some of the girls would have died too. In the end, maybe all of them. And who wants to remember killing someone else just doing their job, even if their job was thuggish and oppressive?

Still, if they could find the right powers and come up with ways to use them . . .

Abigail didn’t know what these people wanted, had no idea what to expect, but in the darkness of her cold cell, she started making plans.


Chapter 5: Teamwork

“I propose we work in three teams of six each,” an American monk proposed tentatively during the pre-torture roundtable.

“But we’ve got 19 practitioners,” another American noted.

“Two teams of six, one of seven,” the first monk quickly proposed, his voice echoing against the stone walls of the torture room. While the space featured electric wall sconces, all the light was provided by a dozen flickering, crackling torches, the chamber bathed in an eerie light and acrid smoke.

“And each team works with two girls at a time,” someone else suggested. “So, we’ve got six girls cycling through torture at any one time.”

“Don’t dey give us 13 girls, dough?” a Norwegian monk said.

“All 19 of us focus on her when we’re finished with the others,” someone quipped drily, prompting a round of laughter.

Subtle mirth was not uncommon during these pre-torture roundtables, despite the grim work that lay ahead. The preliminary gathering had been developed in the 12th century and quickly established itself as a way both to work out logistical challenges and to build camaraderie and team spirit.

“Let’s see how things go,” one of the senior Americans said, returning the group to its focus. “Some girls might crack immediately, and we can return them to their cells and move on to pairs of the more resistant girls.”

Nods and syllables of assent followed.

Master Cortez, appointed as the lead for this effort, pulled a stack of documents from the pocket of his voluminous brown robe.

“I’ve got the manifest here,” he said, handing the first three sheets to the monk just beside him. “Post these up over there. And here are the questions we’ll be asking. Put these up too. They’re only in English, but if there are any questions, our Americans will be glad to clarify.”

After the sheets were tacked to the wall, the monks filed past the lists, sometimes pointing at specific names, whispering to each other.

“I work wit her dis one time,” a Norwegian monk said, putting his long, yellowed fingernail under a Norwegian girl’s name.

“How did she do?” the American beside him asked.

“De usual screams,” the Norwegian replied. “Overall, she pretty good at it, know what she dere for.”

“I’d like to get a few girls with experience,” the American said. “Maybe we can ask for her.”

“Let’s be on same team,” the Norwegian said enthusiastically. “Den we try to get her, and I can introduce you. She probably remember me from de last time, so ice kind of already broken.”

“Master Cortez?” another American said as he pored over the list. “Do we know where each girl is?”

“No,” another monk lamented. “I’m sure they just dumped them off at random in thirteen cells.”

“Put the names on the doors as you take the girls out,” said Master Cortez, who was no stranger to this kind of logistical challenge. “Did anyone bring chalk? I’m sure someone brought chalk?” Several monks raised their hands. “White chalk? Not pink or yellow or something?” A few hands fell but several stayed raised. “Good. And then, we’re going to need a unique description of each girl next to her name on the manifest. Race, hair color, estimated height and weight, any distinguishing features, birthmarks, scars etc.”

Master Cortez surveyed the room gloomily, eyes taking in the fixtures.

“The equipment here is very disappointing, obviously,” he said. “There isn’t a good torture machine manufacturer in America, so most of this is do-it-yourself crap, stuff from barbecue dealers, amateur metal fabricators, exercise equipment someone modified.”

“Or not modified,” an American quipped, drawing laughter from the rest of his countrymen. It was a standard joke among America’s professional torturers: why bother learning how to inflict pain on people when they did it to themselves and called it getting fit?

“In particular, I’d be careful with the racks,” Master Cortez said, pointing to the corner of the room where three distinctly modern looking versions of the medieval torture device waited for their victims. “Go ahead and try them out, but I’m predicting those flimsy things are going to snap in half before your female gets anywhere close to agony. Now, any questions?”

“Gruel?” an American asked.

“Right,” Master Cortez said. “None of them have eaten since last night, and we want them fainting from what we do to them, not from hunger. You should find everything you need in the kitchenette. Hot water, kettle, big wooden serving spoons. Before you’ve started working with a girl, bring her to one of the benches. She’ll be in chains, so she’ll have to eat straight from the wormwood trencher. There’s a stack of them in the cabinet.”

The leader raised his eyes as he went through a mental checklist.

“Okay, something to know about these girls,” he said. “At least two of the Norwegian girls have already been tortured, and at least four of the American girls have been sentenced to an alternative academy in Salem, Massachusetts. It’s my understanding that no one is assigned to an alternative academy unless they killed someone or set off a large bomb, so these girls are probably tortured at their school, probably daily. So, about half of today’s victims will have plenty of experience getting through our procedures. Be ready for their tricks, and be ready to kick things up a notch.”

Master Cortez shuffled through the other sheets he’d been given. He scowled and held up the documents.

“The functionaries upstairs had some ideas,” he said dismissively, tossing the papers on the table. “Most of you heard me yelling about it at the mixer. But I promised I’d take their input under advisement, so if anyone wants to see what a bunch of torturer wannabes came up with, it’ll be on the table here.”

Several of the monks began drifting toward the table for the same reason that professionals always found the work of the uninitiated morbidly fascinating.

“There will be time for that later,” Master Cortez said. “We’re already behind schedule. We need to start torturing ASAP. So everyone, organize yourselves into three teams, one of seven, two of six, a mix of Americans and Norwegians on each team, and a mix of experience, some old-timers like me, some young bucks.”

Master Cortez looked into the eyes of his colleagues, something akin to pride visible in his hooded face.

“Any more questions?” he asked, greeted only by an anticipatory silence. “Okay, let’s go. The keys to the cells are on the hooks over there, cell numbers engraved on them. Go get your girls, two per team, and let’s get to work.”

~ ~ ~

Abigail had no way to tell how much time had passed since she’d awakened. Maybe minutes, maybe hours. Sitting naked and in chains, her back against the rough wall of her cell, she’d divided her time between planning for whatever was to come, and fighting a raw, existential terror. What if this was it? she wondered. What if she’d simply be left here until she starved to death, or died of hopelessness? So, when she heard footsteps, saw shadows in the crack beneath her door, heard the key in the lock, her first reaction was relief. But the terror returned quickly. Two figures in dark robes stood at her door, silhouetted by the light of the flickering torches mounted to the wall behind them.

“What’s your name?” the first monk croaked.

“Abigail,” the girl replied, standing and cupping her hands over her mound. “Where are we going?”

“To a place where you’ll be giving us information,” he said, stepping back and motioning her into the hall.

“What kind of, akhh, information?” Abigail asked, words catching in her dry throat.

She stepped forward into a narrow hall, blinking against the dim light of the torches, trying to shut her nose against the acrid smoke.

“The kind of information you probably don’t want to give,” the man said.

“Oh,” Abigail said, the chains on her feet ringing dully against the cold floor as the other man grabbed her arm and forced her toward a room lit by more torchlight. “I’ll be glad to answer any questions you’ve got.”

Abigail sensed movement behind her, turned to look, saw other chained, naked girls being led by other teams of these men. She could make out the shape of Talia, Ember, one of the Norwegian girls. The men all looked like monks, Abigail decided. Medieval monks. Weren’t monks sort of nice, just really religious?

Any hope Abigail had built for herself collapsed when she entered a large room populated by more monks and a wide array of what she clearly identified as torture equipment.

“Ahh!” she gasped, drawing back instinctively before the bony hand around her upper arm tightened itself and forced her to stumble into a place of unspeakable misery.

In a daze, close to fainting, she allowed the hand to guide her toward a picnic table with benches, three long rectangular plates on either side, and a large pot of something gray and steaming at one end.

The six girls were brought to the table, three on a side, while a monk dropped a scoop of the pasty substance on each plate. Or, not really plates, Abigail noticed. Just black wooden slabs full of holes. She looked at her fellow witches, and they looked back, no one daring to invite more wrath. Vilde was in this group, glaring from the other side of the table. Ella and Mia were here too.

“This looks like oatmeal,” Ember said, inspecting her heap of breakfast.

“No talking!” one of the monks commanded.

“Does talking about the food count?” Ember said, looking up at the monk politely. “‘Cuz that’s all I was doing. Because some girls might be glucose intolerant. In which case oatmeal is a good choice. But if there’s glucose, then some people might get sick, which . . .” Ember looked behind her at the implements of pain. “Or, maybe that’s okay here.”

The monk shrugged.

“Do we get a spoon?” Talia asked.

“No,” came the terse reply.

All the girls had moved their bound hands to the front at some point overnight, so each picked up her wormwood trencher and began eating from it the way one might eat ice cream from a cone, with a combination of licks and bites.

“Can I say something else?” Ember requested once her food was gone.

“What?”

“Just that, this wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. And I’m sort of surprised by that.”

The monk shrugged again, and breakfast was over, each girl grabbed by the members of her assigned team to be brought to her appointment with misery.

Abigail, fighting to keep her meal down, was brought to the corner of the room, past a blazing barbecue grill, a chair equipped with spikes, posts with rings set at various heights, a stand loaded with whips, rods, canes. They stopped before three long tables set side by side, each with a pair of looped ropes at either end, the ropes at one end wrapped around a log with a crank stuck into it.

Abigail had seen one of these before, couldn’t remember the name but knew it was designed to stretch you, probably to death.

“No, don’t do this!” Abigail shrieked, falling to her knees. “I’ll tell you anything! Just ask!”

The monks didn’t care, of course, raising her roughly by her arms.

Each girl reacted to the terror in her own way. Abigail could hear Ember laughing as she shared something nonsensical about a show she’d seen involving torture, and Talia was shouting about her human rights, quoting something from the Constitution or possibly some United Nations stuff. The Norwegian girl, meanwhile, was speaking in very fast, frantic Norwegian.

The protestations were ignored, as all such protestations have been for millennia in this situation, and soon the first four girls had been unchained and secured for interrogation, Abigail on one of the racks, Talia in a spiky torture chair, Ember and Ella stretched out with their hands bound to the tops of two posts, Vilde and Mia hanging by their feet.

Abigail dropped her head back, stared at the gray ceiling, and waited to be stretched to death.

“Alright, Abigail, let’s start with introductions,” someone was saying, but the girl didn’t hear him the first time and continued staring up.

“Abigail? Abigail?”

“Oh, what?” she said, looking at the dark, hooded face of the robed form beside her.

“We’re going to start with introductions. I’m Steve.”

“Hi, Steve.”

“And this is Cullock, Akson, Thomas, Einar, and Greg.”

“Yeah,” Abigail said, looking nervously from one dark figure to the next. “Okay. Hi.”

One of the monks waved, but Abigail couldn’t wave back because her arms were pulled straight over her head.

“Anything you want to know before we get started?” Steve asked.

“Yeah,” Abigail said. “What are you going to do to me?”

“We’re going to torture you,” Steve said, sounding disappointed. “I was thinking that was obvious.”

“Why?” Abigail demanded, completely disoriented by the politeness against a horrific backdrop.

“To get information from you. We have some questions for you.”

“Why don’t you just ask me the questions first, and let me answer, and skip the torture?” Abigail asked, surprising herself with her ability to reason under the circumstances.

“Well, that really wouldn’t be torture, would it?” said Steve.

“Do you want information, or do you want to torture me?”

“Both, sort of,” Steve said.

“You’re really going to stretch me?” Abigail asked, pulling against the ropes in vain. “Because that can kill people. Which isn’t torture, really. It’s murder.”

“We’ll be careful,” Steve promised, and he nodded to the monk standing at the top of the table, and Abigail could feel the ropes, already pulling her taut, drawing her out.

“Owwww!” she yelled. “OWWWW! Stop!”

“How long have you been practicing witchcraft?”

“What?” Abigail asked desperately. “Okay, right, right. Since September. Just since September! Owwww!”

“How many people have you spied on?”

“Just one! Just one! AHHHHH!”

“What demon gave you your powers?”

“No one! NO ONE! We just got spells AHHHHH! out of this old book!”

Dimly, through the haze of her own pain, Abigail heard the voices of other girls crying out in fear and shock, yelping in time with the crack of a whip or the slap of a board against a backside. They were being asked the same questions, responding with the same answers, shouting out the banal details of an innocent hobby, a girls’ amusement.

The sound would come in waves, cries and shouts reaching a crescendo before they ebbed, and Abigail tried to focus on that in between questions, hoping to commune in spirit with her sisters as they all endured.

“Uh, uh, uh,” someone grunted rhythmically during what was otherwise a moment of silence, and Abigail recognized the source immediately. It was Ember, having one of her spontaneous orgasms.

“Oh god, oh god, uhhhhhhheeeeeee!” the poor girl squealed, her pleasure echoing against the stone walls.

Abigail found a strange solace in the sound. Yes, even here, a girl could find her inner power. And enjoy it too. She raised her head, looking for the climaxing girl, wondering what implement of torture she was on that would allow an orgasm.

Abigail heard the click of the wheel turning again, knew her body could be pulled no further without breaking, heard a sickening snap and at first suspected something had given way, her shoulders, her elbows, her knees, but none of them hurt. In fact, all her pains had ended.

“I knew that was going to happen,” one of the monks said somberly.

“The axle snapped clean through,” another monk lamented.

“Who makeeng yous equipments?” Akson demanded. “IKEA probably?”

Abigail attempted to pull her arms down, but one of the monks noticed and wrapped her wrist ropes around the unbroken handle, which proved a good choice for holding the girl taut.

Granted a temporary reprieve from actual breaking, Abigail raised her head again, gave up looking for Ember behind the robed figures but found Vilde, clearly visible, hanging by her feet while two torture monks stood behind her, taking turns striking the girl’s bottom with narrow canes, provoking a grunt of pain with every blow.

“Who are you in league with?” asked the American monk.

“Who else you been spying on?” the Norwegian monk asked.

“You vill pay for dis!” Vilde shouted, and something about her strange, deep voice gave both monks pause, the two looking at each other, canes stilled.

“I visit you in you dreams!” Vilde continued.

Her next words were incomprehensible, probably Norwegian, and Abigail sensed a response among those who could understand her, robed monks stopping in their infliction of various torments and turning to look at the girl. Even Abigail’s own torturers seemed to be responding, all of them staring at the Norwegian.

“You pay for dis, I give you de nightmare like never you seen before,” Vilde said, prompting nervous laughter from several American monks.

“You not believes me?” Vilde groaned. “At night I searches de Eart for de mans who know they strong and tinks about de weakness of de womens, an’ I gives you dreams for dat, to make you stronger and remind you how weak womens be and how you keep dem like bitches, and I bin in all you dream, I know you all.”

More nervous laughter followed Vilde’s words, but the girl hanging by her feet seemed to find nothing amusing around her in the torture room. Indeed, as she scanned the smoky, torch-lit space, eyes settling on one monk after the other, her eyes seemed to be glowing with rage. Literally glowing, Abigail thought. Maybe it was just the distraction of her own pain and fear, but as she struggled to raise her head, Abigail sensed the emanation of actual light from Vilde’s furious red eyes.

“Samuel,” Vilde grunted. “Stands before me, fool.”

One of the monks to Abigail’s right, who’d been interrogating Talia on the spiked chair, turned and stepped over, as though in a trance.

“Do you remember dat dream I gives you, de last full moon?” Vilde asked, tilting her head to look up at him. “I comes to you in yous sleep and say, dis the place where you hurt de girl most, dey not like de man body, and den I show you de man too for his sore places, and when you see man, dat when you gets stirred, and cock grows big in you sleeping loinclodes.”

The shoulders of the monk named Samuel slumped with shame, and he exited the room through a large, creaking door.

“Who elses wants to know what the dream is I give dem?” Vilde asked. “Fritz! Cortez! Billy! Steve! I slip into all you dreams. And next time when I comes back to you sleeping body, you see tings you wish you never see ever!”

“Maybe we should have our snack break now?” one of the American monks asked anxiously.

“No more mister nice demon!” Vilde growled in a voice that seemed to go deeper as her rage grew.

“Yes,” agreed one of the older monks. “Return these girls to their cells and then let’s regroup. It’s time to see what we’ve learned and switch to the other witches anyway.”

Abigail heard chains rattling, gears ratcheting, girls grunting while monks issued quiet orders, and she raised her head briefly, noticing that her fellow sisters in suffering were being released from their stations and escorted one by one from the torture room, shoulders hunched and eyes cast downward.

But Abigail was not joining them.

One of the older monks stepped over, eyebrows raised.

“The rack broke before we’d hardly stretched her at all,” Thomas complained.

“I say I tink dis rack made at IKEA,” Akson confessed. “But nows I feels the bad about saying dat, because it an insult to IKEA.”

No one laughed, of course.

“I think we need to hang on to her for the next round,” Thomas said, “and put her on something she can’t break.”

“How much has she suffered?” the senior monk asked.

“How much would you say you’ve suffered so far?” Thomas inquired, looking down at Abigail.

“A lot,” Abigail said. “And I’m still suffering.”

“I don’t think you suffered that much,” another monk ventured.

“I did. Didn’t you hear me screaming? It hurt!”

“You’re forgetting that listening to screams is a way of life for us,” Thomas said. “Yours weren’t that bad. Speaking as an expert.”

“Well, I was the one screaming,” Abigail countered. “And I’m totally my own expert of how much things hurt, so . . .”

Abigail lost her train of thought at that point, which she couldn’t be blamed for at all.

“Let’s’ keep her here for now,” one of the older monks said, and all agreed and those around her withdrew, the practitioners all scattering to various cases, crates and duffel bags and retrieving what Abigail quickly understood were the torturers’ version of snacks. Familiar sounds like the crunch of corn chips were mingled with horrifying sucking sounds, quite possibly someone cleaning meat off a bone. As they ate, they drifted to the room’s far corner, where they discussed things, probably next steps in general and then specifically what cruelty to inflict on Abigail next. It would have been understandable if Abigail had fallen into despair at this point, wept, begged for mercy, but the strong girl was, surprisingly, counting her blessings. Unpleasant as the rack was, it had done no lasting damage before her own body had broken it. And lying here drawn out and exposed was unpleasant, but her dank cell was probably worse. Plus, Vilde had totally shut these torture monks down, screaming nonsense at them. All you needed to buzz kill a giant torture party was a deep voice and some crazy accusations, apparently.

As they huddled in the corner, the monks seemed to be getting off track, sometimes laughing, sometimes shouting out things she couldn’t hear but that didn’t seem to be about how to torture girls. She raised her head intermittently, noticed that they seemed to be passing around sheets of paper, mostly sneering at what was typed there and saying snarky things that made other monks chortle creepily. But as Abigail watched, the mood of the meeting changed. Voices were lowered, and the torturers took turns reading from a single sheet of paper while they pointed at Abigail and nodded their heads.

Still fighting to keep her spirits up, Abigail pondered how terrible something could be that was written on laser printer compatible paper. If they had been consulting some crudely shaped sheet of brown paper, or a parchment like the pages their spellbook had been printed on, Abigail would have been more frightened.

Still, as the robed figures ended their conference and began moving toward the bound girl like a single dark brown mass of malevolence, her heart fluttered and she raised her head to stare at her tormenters, her eyes wide with fear.

“Hey, Abigail, how are you holding up?” Thomas asked, and now he was gripping the sheet of paper everyone had been passing around.

“Really bad,” Abigail said. “I know I’m repeating myself, but I suffered a lot . . . like, a lot lot . . . before this thing broke. And I’m still suffering now.”

“We’ve got an idea,” Thomas said, without expressing any sympathy for the girl, and Abigail had to remind herself that if he started expressing sympathy for his victims, that’s all he’d do, so, she let it pass. “The idea is to make you witches full partners in your torture.”

“Okay,” Abigail said slowly. “Not that I really get that, since we’re here. And involved. And so kind of like partners already.”

“We want you advice on whats we doing to you, dat’s what we saying,” a Norwegian monk blurted.

“Advice for torturing me?” Abigail said.

“Exactly,” said Thomas. “What’s the worst thing you can think of having done to you?”

“Well,” Abigail said, pausing to ponder both the question and why it would be asked. “You mean, like, a torture? You want me to tell you how to torture me really bad so you can do it to me?”

“Not necessarily,” Thomas said, raising the sheet before his face, and now he seemed to be reading from it, his voice a flat monotone. “The point of the exercise is to hear from the girl herself. Find out what she’s thinking, and how she thinks. Who are you really torturing? Do you know? This exercise will get you both in touch with her authentic self. At the same time, if the torture she proposes is workable, go ahead and try it. Expected outcome: mutual growth.”

“Wow,” Abigail said. “Just wow.”

As she looked up at the dark, hooded faces staring down at her, Abigail reminded herself she had very little experience with torture. Or none, actually, now that she thought about it. So maybe this was a standard part of the procedure. Were tortured people so addled they’d become willing partners in their own suffering?

But . . . Abigail didn’t feel addled. She felt sharp. Sharp enough to maybe turn the tables somehow. These guys had all dedicated their lives to hurting people, after all. How intelligent could they actually be?

A plan . . . yes, Abigail was very quickly hatching another plan.

Yes.

“Okay,” she said, trying to sound cooperative, trying to give off the vibes of a total team player, even if she was nude and stretched out on a broken torture device. “I can think of one thing. It would be horrible, though, so I don’t even want to say it.”

“Well, now you have to,” Thomas said.

“What if I don’t?” Abigail said, doing her best to sound terrified.

“Our other machines won’t break,” Thomas said darkly. “And you’ll be spending time on all of them until you tell us what torture you just came up with.”

“Eeek!” Abigail said convincingly. “Okay, okay, I’ll talk! So, look, all you guys know how to do is hurt our bodies. But the worst torture would be against our souls.”

Many of the hoods nodded, and Abigail continued, her confidence growing. “The worst thing you could do to our souls is make us be intimate with each other, with other girls, which all girls hate totally.”

The heads in the hoods stopped moving, everyone waiting for her next words.

“And so, making us kiss each other would be totally terrible,” she said. “But even worse would be . . . would be . . . making us suck each other’s nipples. And then . . .”

Abigail paused dramatically while the monks leaned in.

“No, I just can’t even say it,” Abigail said.

“Say it,” Thomas commanded.

“Okay, okay,” Abigail said, gasping in horror. “Please don’t make us put our mouths on each other’s private parts! It would be worse than death!”


Chapter 6: Rebellion

Isa sat in her dank cell, heart pounding, eyes closed as she allowed herself a few moments of introspection. Her life had been, for the most part, one of privilege and luxury; the kind of life most girls would dream of, for she was the Princess of Orange, a daughter of the Dutch royal family. Brought up in a palace, surrounded by servants and given access to most anything she could ever have asked for, except maybe privacy and tolerance. Isa was one of those girls who liked to push the boundaries that society had set for her, and that sometimes–no, mostly–brought her into conflict with not just her parents, but society’s expectations for how a public figure should behave. She sighed. Maybe she could have toned it down a bit, and then she wouldn’t have allowed herself to get into so many risqué situations, especially of the sexual variety. Perhaps then she wouldn’t have been exiled to Norway and wouldn’t have wound up in the coven, doing witchcraft and attracting the attention of whoever was trying to hunt down and hurt girls who dared to innocently practice reality-altering spells for fun.

Who exactly were these people? The monks who had tortured Isa in Oslo were clearly Norwegian. They spoke in that characteristic sing-song way that the Norse people had. A much more melodic tongue than her native Dutch, she had to admit. And the Norwegian government had been involved for sure. That much she had learned from her bodyguard, Petyr. She shook momentarily with fear. Petyr. He had always been there for her, even when she had been kidnapped and held in the torture dungeon in Oslo, and she had felt somewhat reassured that he was out there, looking for a way to free her. But here? This was a completely different country, and he probably didn’t even know she was here, and that made her feel more scared than she had ever been.

The sound of people outside her cell door became louder as she heard doors open and slam shut. Isa could discern the voice of a girl chattering away nonstop, and although Isa couldn’t really make out what she was saying, there was no doubt in her mind that it was the American girl named Ember. In her short time interacting with the American girls, Ember had taken up approximately 90% of all conversations. Isa hoped the poor girl hadn’t been hurt too badly, but at least her voice was still there. And then the inevitable happened: her own door opened with a squeal of its hinges and a hooded, robed figure peered in.

“Hey,” the figure said. “Name?”

“Is . . . Isa,” she stammered back.

“Isa . . .? Like, short for Isabelle? Or like, you isa scared?” he asked, looking at her with a frown.

“No, dumbass,” another hooded monk standing behind him in the doorway said. “That’s one of the names. Isa.”

“Oh, okay, sorry,” the first monk said. “I took an online class on cultural sensitivity, and there was a whole unit on names, but I never heard that one before.”

The two monks continued with their seemingly endless patter about different names, the difficulties they encountered with pronunciation, how much the online training platform sucked, and other topics that Isa tuned out as she was hauled down the dimly lit hall. The trio stepped into a large room, and she held her breath as she took in the interior. Several of the other girls were in there, many of them sitting at a picnic table, others being led there by other monks. Also occupying the room: various forms of torture equipment, including some flimsy looking tables that were clearly meant to be racks for stretching a girl out. One of them was currently occupied by Abigail, the girl lying there with her hands and feet secured to opposite ends of the table. As Isa stared, Abigail raised her head and fixed her with an intensive stare, as if she was trying to communicate something to her. But Isa was led to the table and made to sit down, where strangely enough, the girls were being served a breakfast of sorts.

Sitting next to her were Valentina and Duponte, and across the table sat Biltmore and Leilani. The girls stayed silent as they ate, and Isa could see Valentina’s hands trembling in their chains as she gripped the wooden slab filled with a pasty, gray looking gruel.

“So, girls,” one of the monks said as he came up to the head of the table. “I think we’ll do a round of introductions before we get started,” and the girls paused, their mouths full of the gray cereal as they looked up at him.

“My name’s Xavier, and I’m the head of interrogational experiences, five-year veteran of the witch hunters task force, Eastern division. My specialties are labial extension, and poking,” he continued. “Hobbies include reading manifestos and writing poetry. Pet peeves: high-pitched screaming. Hurts my ears.” He stopped and smiled at the girls as they quickly shot confused glances at each other. “Now–”

But before he could continue, the door to the room opened and another monk entered, tall, majestic, his robes swirling dramatically behind him as he strode confidently towards the table. As he approached them, he swept his hood back and a mane of golden locks sprang into view, freed from its confines much like a lion released from its cage and let loose into the wild, there to roar its dominance over all other hairstyles.

Xavier sighed. “Thank you for gracing us with your presence, Janey,” he said.

“My name, it is Janne,” the gorgeous hunk of a monk said with a distinctly beautiful, Northern European accent, lifting one leg and placing his foot on the bench of the picnic table right next to Biltmore, looking dramatically off to his left.

“Yeah, whatever. Anyway,” Xavier said, “I was just in the middle of a round of–”

“In my monastic cell I was,” Janne said, cutting the increasingly peeved monk off, “doing wat is my usual vigorous rounds of morning calisthenics, wen a thought, it occurs to me . . .”

“Would that thought have anything to do with what the H, E, double hockey sticks is going on with your hair?” Xavier asked. “We do have a uniform code of aesthetics here, you know. And primary among that is the adoption of the bowl-cut and shaven pate–”

“Ya, ya,” Janne sighed. “Is just so . . . dreary.” Leilani, sitting on the other side of Biltmore, couldn’t help but lean over a little to take in the monk’s exposed calf, clean-shaven and supremely well formed. Her eyes bulged.

“Ahem,” one of the other monks cleared his throat. “I believe we–”

“Why we are so dreary?” Janne asked, the Norwegian inflection imparted to his broken English making his words sound melodious, hypnotic. “We being here to torture, ya. But it must be so painful?”

“Well–”

Janne ran his hand slowly through his lustrous locks, sighing dramatically. Isa licked her lips. “When I was young lad, in wild valleys of Trondheim, roughhousink with the other boys of the village, wrestling wit each other in the cold stillness of the night, in our tiny little leather shorts, we tasting the fertile creams of life as it flow from the very limbs of the trees themselves.” The monks looked at each other, growing increasingly uncomfortable.

“Your point being what exactly?” Xavier asked.

“My point,” he said, turning to face Xavier, foot still on the bench and his body flexing fetchingly, the bulging muscles discernable even through the otherwise shapeless robes. “It is that . . . have you been working out? Sorry, my point it is that we should be having more fun!”

“This is fun,” Xavier protested. “Well, not for the girls, obviously, but I think if we all work together as a team, there’s no stopping us! Let’s all reach for the stars, guys! If we all just believe . . .”

“Okay, okay!” Janne exclaimed, clapping his hands and putting his foot back down on the ground, much to Leilani’s disappointment, for she had finally managed to trace with her hungry eyes what she thought was the outline of a rather impressive bulge. “Together, team Lingonberry will taste the cream of success!”

“Team what?” Xavier asked, working visibly at containing his exasperation.

“Lingonberry.”

“I literally don’t know what that is!”

“It is yummy berry,” one of the Norwegian monks answered, helpfully.

“Okay, yeah, but I thought our team name was Pain,” Xavier protested.

“Pain?” Janne echoed.

“Yeah, Team Pain.”

“I thought we were Team Red,” one of the American team members said.

“Red? Is stupid name,” the Norwegian monk exclaimed. “Also, lingonberry is red. Much better.”

“We’re Team Pain, gosh darn it,” Xavier said. “It’s like, what we do. Why would we use a color? Or a berry, for that matter?”

“It’s patriotic!” a monk exclaimed. “Red, White and Blue!”

“Ya, or lingonberry, cloudberry, or bilberry!”

“Bilberry? What the fu–”

“Um . . . what’s going on here?” a voice cut through the increasingly chaotic back and forth between the monks.

“Oh, Brother Steve,” Xavier said as the other monks fell silent. Janne ran his fingers through his golden locks, looking a little self-satisfied.

“I see you’ve met the chaos monk,” Steve said, and Janne smiled.

“Chaos monk?” Xavier echoed.

“Yeah, he’s Team Oslo’s secret weapon. Deploy him anywhere and he can destroy a team’s cohesion in under 10 minutes.”

“Ya, he not wrong,” Janne said, the smile still on his face. “Move fast and break tings.”

“Janne, I actually wanted you upstairs,” Steve said. “Second floor, the expenses and corporate compliance team is getting ready to go through our latest catering requests and I need them to . . . enjoy your presence there, so . . .”

“Ya, of course,” Janne said, pausing dramatically, “I go now. To where, I not know.”

“Left down the hall, take the stairs and then it’s just at the end of the hall.”

“Ya, tanks.”

“Okay, let’s try to regroup here,” Steve said, his commanding voice echoing against the walls, all the other monks attending his words. Once he had his colleagues’ attention, he caught Abigail’s eyes as she stared back at him dourly from the rack. “So, obviously no torturing’s been happening here. Equipment malfunction, I think everyone heard it break. That’s fine, although we do need to get some results sooner rather than later. But,” and here he looked at Abigail again. She winced dramatically, her face a mask of tragic despair.

“We’re going to be kicking this up a notch,” he said as Master Cortez stood beside him, nodding with approval even as he maintained a slightly indulgent smile. Such it has always been in the hallowed halls of torment, the old guard stepping back at times to let the younger professionals try out new ideas, experiment with new technologies. “As you can see,” Steve continued, “we’ve kept Abigail here for further processing. She’s given us some really good feedback. User-generated content, if you will. That’s where this whole industry’s going–some really great results being reported nationally, so we’re going to run with it.” He pointed to some of the other torture devices, scattered around the room. “Standard protocol on four of the girls, Abigail is already in play, of course. But the remaining girl, and we’re going to need a volunteer, is going to be subject to the terrifying . . .” and here he paused for a moment, grim face taking in the assembled faces of monks and girls. “Lesbian sex torture!”

A stillness pervaded the room.

“I’m sorry,” one of the monks spoke up.

“Yes, Brother Franco?”

“What exactly is that?”

“I’m glad you asked. Remember everyone: there are no stupid questions, just opportunities to learn. We’re pretty good at breaking bodies, I think we’ll all agree.”

Several of the monks nodded at that.

“But breaking the soul itself? Wow. Just . . . wow. That’s the frontier of torture tech. And that’s where the lesbian sex torture comes into play. We make two girls . . . kiss,” he said, as a hush fell over the monks. “And then, they . . . suckle on each other’s teats!”

“Oh!” one of the Norwegian monks burst out. “Is even possible?”

“Yes!” Steve exclaimed, and Abigail rolled her eyes. Another man taking a woman’s ideas and explaining it to everyone as if he had thought of it. At least in this case it would be to her advantage, if she was able to play this out properly.

“And then . . . yeah, you’re going to want to hold on to something here. Not that, Brother Mike. Highly inappropriate. Anyway, then, the girl in question will lick–”

“The nipple?” one of the monks cried out, taken as it were into the very heights of ecclesiastical ecstasy.

“Better! I mean, worse! The folds of the other girl’s sex!”

Stunned silence greeted him.

Finally, one of the monks intoned, softly, voice barely above a whisper, “The horror . . .”

“Yes, it is extreme, but desperate times call for desperate measures,” Steve said, his face a mask of tragic determination. “One does what one must. But we do need a volunteer.”

At this, Biltmore looked over at the rack, where Abigail lay stretched out. The girl lifted her head and stared back, and many a word was exchanged amongst the two by sight alone, the communication both silent and surprisingly effective.

“Who here amongst you will take on this most horrible task, to kiss, and suckle and lick? If none of you will–”

Biltmore thrust both hands up, a split second before Isa, who had already begun lifting her bound hands, the girl seeming not at all worried about her soul being forever lost in an orgy of sapphic torment.

“Okay, good, good,” Steve said as he gestured for the nearest two monks to haul Biltmore over to the table where Abigail lay. “Bring her over and put her on the rack.” He turned to the rest of the team. “First: the kissing!”

Biltmore was forced onto the table, laid on top of Abigail and as she lay there, Abigail whispered something urgently into Biltmore’s ear before the girls put their lips together and began the horrifying and surely torturous activity of girl-on-girl oral affection. Abigail groaned convincingly, although someone paying close attention might have noted that the corners of her mouth indicated pleasure more than pain.

“Can they . . . I mean, should they do, um, the next bit?” a monk asked, breathlessly.

“Yes,” Steve answered, perhaps a bit quicker than strictly speaking necessary. “Next! The nipples!”

Biltmore complied, sliding gently down Abigail’s body until her mouth latched onto the protruding nipple, lips closing over the jutting, peaked flesh, pulling it in and twirling it around inside her mouth. In the background the girls could hear the quiet murmur of prayers being recited, perhaps in a vain attempt at preventing an eternity of heavenly torment from afflicting the pious practitioners of earthly misery.

“Make it stop,” Abigail begged, although an impartial observer might have found her tone less than urgent. “This is so terrible I can’t believe it.”

“Okay, okay, yeah, um, next,” Steve whispered as though even he was suffering a slight twinge of sympathy before he cleared his throat. “The, um, the nether parts, should be next.”

“No, not that,” Abigail said, widening her legs as much as her restraints permitted.

Biltmore obediently let the nipple slip from her mouth, and she allowed her lips to leave a trail of wetness down Abigail’s abdomen as she made her way down towards the valley between the girl’s splayed legs.

“Oh, praise, praise us and protect us from sin!” Biltmore heard one of the monks chanting quietly to himself as she pressed her tongue inside Abigail’s cleft, scooping up a healthy portion of the girl’s juices before bringing the tip of her tongue, now coated in shining lubricant, upwards and began working on Abigail’s clitoris. She could feel the vibrations of the girl’s body as Abigail began reciting her spell, quietly enough that the monks could not hear, or if they did, they thought it was the girl trying desperately to save her own soul from being cleft in twain by the terrors of what was occurring between her legs.

Oh, that such horrors exist in the world! Could the sharpest spikes, heated in the coals of righteous indignation, ever inflict such torment as that of a girl’s tongue, sharpened by the lusts of the craven, heated with the sins of witchcraft? The nearby monks shuddered as they stared into the abyss of depravity. And slowly, one by one, their eyes grew wider, the pupils expanding as they stared into the tunnel that appeared in front of each of them, a tunnel that started as a mere speck, centered at the focal point of their vision, then slowly expanding. Before any of them could react, their entire vision was engulfed by what, if they had more experience with the female form, especially the more intimate aspects of it, they would have realized looked like nothing so much as a vagina.

As Abigail bucked and squirmed against the expert ministrations of Biltmore, lapping away between the girl’s folds, the other girls looked on as one by one the monks fell silent, staring straight ahead with eyes that were now entirely black. Isa turned to Valentina. “Are they in a trance?”

“I . . . I think so,” Valentina whispered back, eyes wide. “Go poke them or something.”

“Poke them?” Isa shot back. “You poke them!”

“Are you scared?” Valentina challenged her in a whisper.

“Yeah! But fine! I’ll poke one of them,” Isa said as she slowly, carefully stood up from the bench and tiptoed towards the nearest monk. On the rack the two girls were lost in each other’s charms as Biltmore continued to lap away. The monks, on the other hand, did not move a muscle. Isa reached the nearest one as the other girls stared at her and tentatively reached out with her index finger, until said finger touched the monk’s frozen cheek. She pressed firmly into his flesh, her fingernail making a deep impression, before drawing back and waving her hand in front of his face. Nothing.

“They’re frozen!” she said. “You guys! We froze them!”

And a great cheer came from the girls as they stood and looked around themselves.

Abigail gazed over at them, her face a mask of studied ecstasy and grunted out, “I think we need to keep this spell going or they might wake up again, or you guys need to cast some spell to get rid of them or something.”

Leilani looked at the couple and bit her lip. “Yeah, but how? We don’t have the spell book here! Olivia had the translations on her phone but that’s lost, so . . .”

Duponte came around to where the frozen Steve stood, and looked in his eyes, finding nothing but a black void there. She turned to the girls.

“That’s okay, we don’t really need the books!”

“What do you mean?” Valentina asked. “We need the spells from there, unless you guys already know of one that will work? Did you memorize one? Come to think of it, that would have been smart: to memorize a powerful spell in case we needed it.”

“No,” Duponte said, growing more animated. “We figured out that we can make up our own spells! After all, that’s how the books were originally written, right? I think we really just need to come up with something plausible and as long as it involves girls coming together in a sexual way, I think it will work.”

“Okay, I think we need to hurry up, though,” said Leilani as she observed Biltmore growing slightly weary between Abigail’s legs. The licking sounds were definitely coming at a slower cadence.

“Okay, Duponte said and gestured with her bound hands to Isa, Valentina and Leilani. “Let’s pair up, get over each other on the floor, one girl on top of the other. Start licking away and when we feel like we’re getting close to cumming, let’s all think the same thing: Evil males who torment us, begone and never come back!”

“How about: and never shall ye come back to this hallowed ground, or something more old-timey like that,” said Leilani.

“Okay, sure,” Duponte agreed, and the girls got into position as Abigail groaned out again in passion, but weaker this time, her gasps coming more slowly, more strained. The sounds of lovemaking grew weaker from the picnic table, but they were soon supplanted by the sounds coming from the floor, where tongues were put to use with gusto. Soon enough it came time and the girls as one stiffened and concentrated and squeezed their eyes shut and they felt the ground tremble beneath them, a great wind swirling around their bodies with such force that their hair was flung about their heads, whipping back against their cheeks even as tongues continued to do the work of witchery.

When the trembling stopped, the girls as one opened their eyes and looked about themselves, finding the room emptied of all males.

Biltmore raised her head from between Abigail’s legs and stared wide-eyed at the others. “Holy shit! You did it!”

The others got up wearily and cheered. Cries of “Fuck yeah!” and “Girl power!” and “Forza!”, the last from Valentina, echoed through the empty space of the room of torture, until they quieted down and began to contemplate the next steps.

First of all, Abigail was released from the table, and the girls tried to hug her, but with their arms bound by chains that was a bit difficult. That led to the inevitable next step: figuring out how to get out of their chains and freeing the rest of the girls.

Isa gamely proposed an extended spell casting session, as her vulva was apparently still ready for a few more spell attempts, but that was unfortunately cut short as Leilani had discovered a set of keys hanging from a hook in the hall just outside the torture room. A muffled curse of disappointment from Isa was soon supplanted by cheer as her chains were removed.

The next half hour was a whirlwind of activity as the girls raced through a series of substantially less sexy, but necessary tasks: freeing themselves from their chains, exploring the hall and unlocking and freeing the other girls as they found them. Deep-felt hugs were exchanged and the girls spread out, exploring, quickly discovering a breakroom past the torture room filled with comfortable couches and a bar (although to their disappointment it did not carry any alcohol, being stocked primarily with diet sodas.) On a coffee table were a collection of magazines and books: Torture Monthly, The Modern Monk, Ecclesiastical Questions and Answers: A Coloring Book, and a book by Vice President Dempsey, titled My Journey: From Patriot to Even Bigger Patriot.

Once everyone was settled, and Ember had gotten herself a Diet Polar Orange Dry, it was time to get to business. Talia took the lead.

“First of all, super great work on banishing the monks. But are we really sure they’re out? What if they’re just banished from this level and they’re swarming the upstairs parts?” she asked.

“Oh, and what about food? Should we be worried about that?” Abigail asked. “That oatmeal or whatever was filling, but it didn’t really stay with me. And what about just getting out of here and going home?”

“No, I don’t think that’s a viable plan, given that they’re going to be out looking for us and we don’t even know what it looks like outside, or even on the upper floors,” Talia said. “But I like the thinking. Food should be a priority. Surveying our situation should be up there as well. Ember? Question?”

“Yeah,” the girl said, lowering her hand. “Um, does anyone have a nail file?”

“What?”

“A nail file,” she repeated. “I kinda chipped my nail on the tab of this soda can. I kinda need a file . . .”

The other girls looked at her for a while then returned their attention to Talia.

“I’m sorry, Ember. No, I don’t have one, and I kinda don’t think the monks did either. But it’s a great point: everyone, do keep an eye out for everyday items we might want in case we’re stuck here for a while.”

In the end it was decided that Ember would venture upstairs to survey the domain (and look for a nail file as far as that was possible or prudent.) The other girls would get together in pairs in their various cells and attempt to use magic to conjure up things that they would need. Food was a priority, followed by clothing and weapons. Anything that would help them out in what they realized was quickly becoming a siege situation.

~ ~ ~

Talia set about her task with vigor, coupling with a very eager Isa in Talia’s cell, and the two girls tried their hardest to conjure up food, swapping positions and employing both tongue and finger, in not just the most obvious holes, but the more advanced ones as well, and yet it was to no avail. For some reason, spells simply did not result in food that was edible, or even appetizing.

“It’s a bit like when you use one of those fun AI generators to create sexy pictures,” Isa mused, after a particularly bad attempt at a licorice candy, best disposed of immediately and never spoken about again. “There’s always something just a little off that makes it not really what you were going for. And when that’s food . . .”

“Yeah, it’s just too complicated to get right, I think,” Talia had to agree, looking sadly at a rice cake that was supposed to be chicken cordon bleu. “Food is just such an intimate thing, if it’s wrong, it’s really wrong.”

The two girls, finished for the time being, decided to meet up with the others in the breakroom, where they would get a status update. As they walked down the hall, they peered into the various cells, where Talia was surprised to see Ember sitting on a bean bag chair (bright purple) and watching TV, Leilani next to her, looking guilty.

“Um, Ember?” Talia said.

“Huh?”

“What are you two doing?”

“Oh! Yeah, um, well, Leilani and I were working some spells, and I happened to think about this really funny episode of Hell Club, and anyway, next thing we know I came really hard and there’s a TV here, and a comfy place to sit, so we’ve been watching this episode, and . . . oh, my God, you need to see this part: Mephistopheles is learning the flute, but he doesn’t really know how, and you know those medieval paintings?”

“I’m sorry, what?” Talia sighed.

“The ones where they play the flute or pipe or some medieval musical thing, anyway, they play it out of their ass? Really weird. Must have been a bad time to be alive. Can you imagine learning the recorder in music class back then? Sorry, it’s been in my butt, but it still works? Anyway . . .”

Talia felt a headache coming on. “But you went upstairs, right? You explored?”

“Oh, yeah!” the girl exclaimed. “I did. No nail file. Sux.”

“Okay, okay. Um, can we all regroup in the breakroom? In, like, five?”

And so, Talia and Isa made their way, finding that each of the pairs of girls had achieved something in their own way, although nothing that would markedly improve their situation. Ella and Mia had conjured up a series of increasingly horrible clothing outfits. A truly spectacular amount of glitter and spandex was involved, and that would have been fine if any of them actually fit. They did not.

Vilde had flatly refused, and Abigail and Biltmore were too tired. Valentina and Olivia were being particularly cagey about their progress until they confessed they had accidentally conjured up a hell hound and had spent the next few orgasms banishing it back to whence it came.

It was only Tamara who reported success, as she and Duponte had managed to cast a surveillance spell that gave a full overview of the surrounding area, encompassing the entire grounds of the building they were sequestered within. It wasn’t a prison, surprisingly enough, or a black ops site or a primitive compound in the woods. Instead, the girls were being held and tortured in the basement of a grand old mansion, a proud edifice of white stone reachable only by a narrow driveway through thick woods. Abigail guessed the structure predated the Civil War and had been built by slaves, and slaves were the first occupants of its gloomy cells, meaning they were somewhere in the South now, maybe northern Virginia. Coupled with its dark origins were hints of its current nefarious uses, black SUVs and military vehicles parked at random among the genteel landscaping, and what looked through the spell’s blurry visuals to be soldiers of some kind. But, due to the limits of the surveillance spell, the inside of the mansion was still a mystery, at least to all but Ember, who had gone upstairs briefly, and the food situation was still unresolved.

This meeting was going to be interesting.


Chapter 7: Ella and Vilde

Talia stood up from the rickety little wooden stool she had been perched on, straightening herself and fixing the girls gathered in front of her with a steely gaze. They had managed to gain the upper hand for now, the monks banished to some unknown place outside of the mansion they were in, apparently, given they hadn’t yet returned. So, the stage was set for the girls to take the time-honored next steps in any home invasion: figure out how to raid the fridge for food, check out what snacks were present, if any, and if none were, how to procure some. Oh, and ensure the torture monks couldn’t get back in and resume their nasty work.

“Ember,” Talia said, looking at the girl, who was busily staring at a fingernail that had apparently chipped at some point during their battle to gain control and desperately needed filing down.

“Huh? Oh, yeah?” Ember said, paying attention.

“You’ve been upstairs. Anything to report about what you’ve seen that might be a problem for any reconnaissance party?”

“Um, well . . . I mean, I didn’t see anything that would be a problem if you wore a fancy costume. Probably would look pretty dope in this place, it’s like, old as shit! Not sure why we’d care, though.” Ember took a look around at the other girls, all of them staring back at her as if she was speaking Greek. And all of them, like her, naked and definitely not dressed in anything from that time period. Or any period. “It’s not like we have anything to wear at all. Oh! Wait, did you find some costumes? That makes sense.”

Talia sighed and held the bridge of her nose in between two fingers, pressing tightly, eyes closed while she tried very hard to recompose her thoughts. The Norwegian girls in particular, looked quite confused.

“Ember,” she said with infinite patience. “Did you think I meant renaissance party?”

“Yeah, that old-timey stuff with jesters? Love it! My mom and I went to a ren-faire once and I had the hugest turkey leg, oh my God! And now I’m hungry,” she finished.

“Yeah, I . . . okay. Okay, no,” Talia explained patiently. “We’re not doing a renaissance thing, although that turkey leg does sound good. No, I mean, if we go up there to take a look around, like, for food? Would we encounter anything to worry about?”

“Oh! That makes more sense. No, although I think there might be a few people holed up on the second floor. I heard footsteps, and some old woman’s voice. Maybe it’s the people who live here? I think they’re more scared of us than we are of them.”

“People live here? In this place?” Mia asked.

“Probably,” Abigail replied. “I think this is some grand mansion that’s just being lent out for the government to use.”

“Oh, like Borregaard Hovedgård,” Mia nodded, then explained when the American girls looked clueless. “It’s a privately owned manor, but the public can use it for events. Not for torturing girls though, I don’t think.”

“Okay, great,” Talia said, hoping to regain control of the momentum of this important strategic briefing. “I think we should send a party upstairs to really get a lay of the land–”

“The land? Or the house?” Ember asked.

“The house. It’s just an expression,” Talia clarified. “Anyway, where was I?”

“Send a party upstairs,” Duponte answered helpfully.

“Any volunteers?” Talia asked.

Ella’s hand shot up, which surprised no one more than Mia, who knew Ella as a shy girl who wasn’t so much afraid of doing things, but was generally never the first to volunteer. Even Olivia looked startled by this, her hand already halfway up, slowly lowering it down to her lap.

“I’d like to go,” Ella proclaimed. “But I’d like Vilde to accompany me.”

At this, Vilde roused from her contemplative state and turned to stare at the girl.

“Vilde?” Talia asked. “I mean, that makes sense. One each from team Oslo and team Salem, plus you two speak the same language, which others living in the house won’t understand. Any objections, Vilde?”

The girl shook her head and thus it was settled: Ella and Vilde would venture upstairs and give the place a good once-over, making sure that it was safe for the girls to be up there, and hopefully find some snacks. And food.

It was a matter of a few minutes for the two of them to slowly make their way up the creaky wooden stairs and nudge open the door at the top. Seeing no one there, Ella and Vilde made their way into a hallway, the dark wood paneling quite impressive, as were the paintings hung up on the walls, portraits of stiff, disapproving men and women in stiff clothes, with stiffer expressions. Perhaps the former owners? Or their butlers and housekeepers? The two girls pressed on, coming into another hallway with many doors leading from it, and at the very end a door that swung open to disgorge them into a formal living area.

Both girls looked around themselves in awe. This place was huge, and very stuffy, dark walls adorned with massive portraits of regal looking personages, massive velour drapes hanging from bronze rods framing large picture windows. Ella snuck over to one to peer outside, seeing manicured grounds with meticulously trimmed trees dotting the landscape. But off to the side there were tents as well, with armed guards walking around and vehicles parked on the lawn, their tires leaving ruts in the otherwise pristine lawn. Whoever owned this place was going to be pissed, Ella thought.

“Oh shit,” she exclaimed and ducked down as one of the guards outside momentarily turned in her direction.

“Maybe it better we not look outside,” Vilde said in her broken English.

Ella turned her focus back on why she had asked to be here with Vilde: to grill her/him about being the ancient and quite malevolent god Freyr.

“So,” she said, switching to Norwegian. “Just between us girls, you’re Freyr, right?”

“Whaat . . .” she replied, stretching the last vowel out. The twinkle in her eye made it clear to Ella that she had touched on something, though.

“Don’t shit on your own leg, Vilde,” Ella said, using a common Norwegian expression. “Or should I say Freyr? We know you’re him. We heard what you yelled out on that magical mirror call. And in the torture room. You’re the one from the book!”

At that, Vilde winced instinctively, the mention of the Book of Freyr a sore point with him and a cause of much torment over the centuries. Ancient pains are long to forget.

“You think you know so much, witch! But you know nothing,” Vilde spat in a mix of ancient Norse and modern Norwegian.

“Well, I know you’re an ancient god, and you’re somehow stuck in a girl’s body and unable to use your godly powers,” Ella replied, to which the formerly all-powerful Freyr had no ready answer. He shrugged his shapely shoulders, his perky breasts bouncing fetchingly as the two continued to make their way through the various interconnected rooms, trying to find the kitchen, which was, in fact, behind one of the doors in the servant’s hallway that they had exited.

“Okay, so you know quite a bit more than I would have thought, what with your puny female brains and weak, un-warrior-like bodies meant only for giving pleasure and birthing more puny humans,” Vilde said, moving her currently quite birth-enabled body through yet another doorway, to find yet another elaborately decorated room.

“I’m struggling to understand why you’re currently female,” Ella persisted. “What would be the point of that? Don’t you hate women?”

“Well, if you must know,” Vilde said, stopping and turning to face her. “I figured it would be a really great way to infiltrate a coven and learn a great deal about you puny witches. And to be fair, shall I just say: success? I’m learning more than I ever dreamt I would!”

Ella, meanwhile, was gazing at the decorations of the room. “Sorry, got a bit distracted by this room. What in the name of Freya’s pink nipples is a Christmas Adventure Club?”

“Don’t take my sister’s nipples in vain,” Freyr protested, before looking at the banner hung above a large desk set against the far wall. Portraits on the mantlepiece above the large fireplace that dominated one of the sides of the room carried an unmistakably white-power vibe, making even the very fair-skinned Ella and even paler Vilde slightly uneasy.

“Oh! I’ve seen this before!” Vilde exclaimed.

“What, this room?”

“No, the white-forward ambiance. Germany, I think. The banner was different, though. New boss, same as the old boss.”

“What?”

“That’s what these Americans like to say, I think. I don’t always follow what they say. Lots of bull–”

“Ahem,” a voice interrupted from the doorway behind them.

“Eeek! What the fuck!” Ella cried out, startled.

“Might I ask what you young ladies are doing here?” the refined voice asked. Ella turned to see an elegantly dressed older man, standing stiff as a rod, white-gloved hands clasped in front of him, looking down on them as only a–

“You’re the butler!” Ella exclaimed.

“And you are . . .” he sniffed, throwing a discriminating eye upon their naked bodies, clearly casting judgement on the lack of any appropriate attire.

“We are your bane! The wolves that stalk the darkest night and tear the flesh of the bleating lamb!” Vilde growled before she launched herself at the hapless manservant. Unfortunately, she was still speaking Norwegian, so the blood-curdling implications of that dire curse were entirely lost to him. The subtleties of a naked girl running across the room, breasts bouncing distractingly and launching herself at him did not escape him, however, and he went down in a tangle of limbs, an outraged “I say!” and an “Oof!”

Before Ella could do anything to stop her, Vilde had hauled the man over to one of the chairs arrayed around the room and was looking for something to tie him down with. Ella finally decided to help, realizing that letting him go was probably going to backfire on them. Rifling through the drawers of the desk, she found scissors and used them to cut some of the tassels from the elaborate window dressings, much to the butler’s dismay, and they used those to tie him securely to the chair.

“Now we torture him!” Vilde insisted.

“What? Why? To get information?” Ella asked.

“Oh? Yes, sure, that too,” Vilde replied.

“Listen, old man,” Ella said to him in slow, deliberately paced English, spoken a little more loudly than entirely necessary, as she tended to do when speaking with the natives of a country she was visiting. “We need to know where the kitchen is, and also, do you have snacks? Maybe some–”

“Doritos,” Vilde prompted.

“Any Crunchy Cheese Poofs?”

“My word!” the butler exclaimed. “As if we would darken our halls with such filth!”

“So, no snacks?” Ella said, quite disappointed. “How about food? We’re hungry.”

“You’re those horrible witches, aren’t you?” he asked, sneering at them. “We were told the government was working to rid the world of you lot. Typical. You pay taxes and see where it goes? Nowhere. That’s exactly why we don’t pay any.”

“Torture him!” Vilde exclaimed, this time in English, and the butler looked a little more worried at that.

“I’ll never tell! Do as you must, witch! My family came over on the Mayflower. Steerage, yes, but proud to serve the righteous, even then. Oh, the tales I could . . .”

And so, he droned on as Ella and Vilde took themselves over to a corner to discuss things.

“How exactly do we torture him?” Ella asked Vilde.

“Why are you asking me? Isn’t that a human skill?”

“What? I thought you were the big bad. Don’t you torture and wreak havoc?”

“The wreaking, yes. Torture, no. I let my minions do that. It’s quite frankly beneath me.”

Ella sighed. “Well, I don’t know how. When would a high school girl find the time to become good at torturing others?”

“I would think there would be no one better suited for that than a high school girl,” Vilde shot back.

“Uncalled for!”

“We’re wasting time,” Vilde said as she cast about for a phone. Indeed, there was an old-fashioned land phone on the desk. “Do you know how to use one of those things?”

“An old-people phone? Yeah, I think so . . .” Ella said as she picked up the receiver and stared at it. A buzzing sound came from one end of it, and since there was no screen she could see on the handset itself, she put it up to her ear. “Hello?”

Vilde sighed. “You’re supposed to press one of the buttons on the desk part of it.”

“Oh!” Ella stared at the number keys and pressed the one labeled “0”, intending to start there and then work her way up until something happened. But much to her surprise the phone started making ringing sounds and soon enough someone answered.

“Operator.”

“Cool, I think it’s one of those AI assistants!” Ella exclaimed.

The voice from the other end sighed. “I’m real. Anyway, what do you want?”

“Oh! Um, describe the best ways to torture someone for information, using commonly found household items,” Ella said.

“I’ll connect you. Thank you for using Northeastern Bell Consolidated.”

After some ringing, a voice picked up.

“Hellz to the Oh, welcome to the Pain Shack, this is Miguel,” the voice intoned with a musical flourish. Ella held the receiver up so both she and Vilde could hear, but before she could answer, Miguel launched into song:

The Pain Shack is a little old place where,

You can really hurt some-whu-hun!

Pain Shack bay-hay-bee!

“Sorry,” he continued in a normal voice. “I get carried away. How can I help you?”

“We’re looking for a way to torture someone for information? But not too hard, we don’t really want to hurt anyone,” Ella said as Vilde snorted with derision.

“Well honey, you’re gonna have to inflict some pain, that’s really the essence of it, don’t you think?”

“I guess . . .” Ella reluctantly conceded.

“Now, we have a whole catalog of wonderful tools and implements just for that sort of thing. Just go online or come on by and I’ll be happy to show you–”

“We need something right now,” Ella interrupted.

“Oh. Well, um, do you have a fireplace by any chance?”

“Yes! We do!” she said.

“Does it have a poker?”

“A poker . . .” Ella looked over at Vilde who was holding up a long metal implement, one end of it having a curved hook jutting out of the side, a few inches up from the more pointed end. Before Ella could stop her, Vilde had pushed the business end against the butler’s shoulder, and he let out a very girlish squeal.

“It not work,” Vilde exclaimed. “Not pointy enough!”

“It’s not pointy enough,” Ella explained to the phone. “It won’t hurt the–um, our victim.”

“You’re not supposed to impale someone with it, honey! Can you light the fireplace?”

“Maybe?”

“Yeah, do that. Heat up the poker. Then poke her! Ah, ha, ha . . . or him. As the case may be.”

“No! I’ll talk, I’ll talk!” the butler cried out.

“Oh, I . . . I guess we don’t need any more help,” Ella said. “Thank you, though!”

“You’re so very welcome. Call us anytime,” Miguel said and Ella placed the receiver back on the hook as Miguel burst into song again.

“So, you’re ready to talk?” Ella asked the butler as he cowered on the chair.

“Yes, God, yes! Just don’t sully this dignified office with such conversations again,” he sniffed. “It’s so . . . déclassé.”

“Gosh! So rude! Anyway, where’s the food?” Ella asked, as Vilde held the poker ready.

“I’m afraid we haven’t any left,” the butler replied.

“What? Idiot human,” Vilde growled. “Did you eat it all like the dumb beast you are?”

“No, these monks and those armed soldiers ate it all,” he replied, not deigning to respond to crass insults. “I hasten to add that we fully support these brave patriots doing God’s work!”

“So, what are we supposed to do for food?” Ella asked, dismayed. “How do you eat?”

“The Madam–Oh! Forget I mentioned her. There’s no one here but me! Yes, just me, anyway, I just order on Food Monkey. Sometimes I use Whore Dash, when I’m feeling a bit . . . randy!” he winked suggestively at Ella.

“Ew!” she exclaimed as Vilde kept a neutral expression, most of the subtleties of the conversation lost on an immortal god that had only recently decided to walk upon the earth in human form.

“What’s good?” Ella asked after the two girls had decided to let the butler order food for them.

“Well, there’s a pair of twins that are really quite delightful–”

“No! Food!” Ella exclaimed.

“Oh, there’s a good Chinese place. Want me to order up some Moo Shu Pork?”

“I like egg rolls,” Vilde added.

They went back and forth for a while, deciding on a number of dishes that they believed the other girls would like as well, and finally the order was agreed upon.

Having come to the rather accurate conclusion that the butler was no threat to them, the girls untied him and allowed him to order on his smartphone and given that the order was paid for through the app (with a rather stingy 2 percent tip) the girls ushered him up the stairs back to the second floor where he (and the woman they believed to be the owner of the mansion) lived.

“You’re not going to tell anyone you saw us, right?” Ella asked.

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” the butler assured.

“Deal,” Ella said. “Wait, what?”

“The lady of the house,” the butler said imperiously, “is far too refined to be tormented with reality, even of the run-of-the-mill variety. And this goes well beyond that.”

“What wrong with dis?” Vilde demanded.

“Two naked females overpowered me, insulted me, bound me to an antique chair with curtain fabric, tortured me, and forced me to order the most menial foods for them. It practically gives me the vapors just thinking about it. My lady would never recover if she knew.”

“Okay,” Ella said to the butler’s departing back, quickly concluding there were aspects of American culture she did not understand and probably didn’t want to understand.

The rest of the girl’s time was spent exploring the first floor, where they eventually did find the kitchen, completely bereft of any food and snacks, and when the doorbell chimed, they rushed to it, cracked it open just wide enough to see the plastic bag of food set next to it and a car driving away. The armed forces patrolling the area did not seem to care about food delivery couriers here and weren’t paying the front door any attention. Ella reached out, grabbed the bag and closed the door again, and the two of them scurried through the hallways and back down to the basement dungeons, feeling quite good about a mission accomplished, and Ella looked over at Vilde and saw not a vengeful god in human form, but a girl who was quite hungry and liked egg rolls.


Chapter 8: Mr. Butler Gets a Call

Mr. Butler, frowning at his computer as he prepared another of the incessant reports required by district leadership, looked up to see school secretary Mrs. Morris hovering just outside his door.

“Sorry to bother you,” she said quietly, “But there’s someone here to see you.”

“Is it a student?” he asked. “Can it wait?”

“They’re not students,” she said. “But they’re saying they need to talk about some students,” Mrs. Morris said, pausing briefly before she added, “They might know why none of our four, um, the girls who think they’re magic, why none of them are in school today.”

“Show them in,” Mr. Butler said instantly, because this took precedence over a report about his estimates of the dismal college admission rates of his Alternative Academy seniors. The Four, as he thought of them, didn’t just think they were magic. They were magic–at least magic enough to make him see a bisexual musical celebrity in his bathroom mirror. And then yesterday, six girls of various, vague foreign nationalities had shown up asking for the Four, and he’d sent them away, and they’d walked across the street to a vape store, and after school was over, the Four had crossed the street to meet them at that same vape store, and today, the Four were absent. All four of them, with no excuse, no call, no explanation. Mrs. Morris would be calling the parents upon the second day of unexplained absence, per protocol, but something didn’t feel right. He’d considered calling the parents today, just to ease his mind, assuage his professional sixth sense of nefarious dealings. Misguided as the Four were, he liked them. He cared about them. And if their parents couldn’t account for their whereabouts, he wanted to know. Maybe these two people, whoever they were, knew something.

A gaunt man in a T-shirt, and a freckled girl with long, frizzy hair appeared at his door.

“Hello, Sir?” the girl said, stepping forward and offering her hand.

Butler stood.

“I’m Tootsie,” she said. “And this is Fridolf. He’s from Norway, but that’s okay.”

“Please take a seat,” Butler said, settling into his own squeaky chair and leaning forward on his elbows as the couple dropped before him. Fridolf spoke first.

“Okay,” he said, raising his hands in an all-encompassing gesture. “De first ting you need a know is dat pizza, de pizza, it very hard bidness, an’ de tings happens dat you can’t even know about.”

“He’s right,” Tootsie said, nodding soberly. “So, here’s what we saw yesterday. At Salem Pizza, where Fridolf works. And I was there too.” Tootsie leaned forward to emphasize her next words. “Right there.”

“Okay,” Mr. Butler said gamely. “What happened?”

“I was in the ladies’ room,” Tootsie said. “These girls rushed in. Ten I think, or maybe more. They were very afraid. Terrified. And they took off their clothes. All of them. And they started to do . . . well, so you know what gay stuff is?”

Mr. Butler grimaced and nodded.

“I was there,” Tootsie continued, “and they were all doing gay stuff with each other.”

“Pizza,” Fridolf muttered, shaking his head sadly.

“And then, they turned invisible,” Tootsie said. “They were still there. I could hear them. I could even feel them, but I couldn’t see them. And I was talking to them, because I believed, and I still believe this, I think they need Jesus, and I was going to say that, and they told me, one of them told me they went to the Alternative Academy, here, and then . . . and then . . . this army showed up. At the door. And I–”

“You can’t believe dis,” Fridolf interjected, “unless you say, ‘Ya, dat’s pizza, it happens dere.’ Den it totally normal.”

“And they opened the door, and I fell back,” Tootsie continued. “And they arrested me. Me and Fridolf. And then the girls. The girls, all of them, you could all see them then, again, and they all got arrested. Even though they were naked.”

Fridolf sighed and shook his head and Tootsie looked at him.

“Shoulnd’t we tells him about what I did?” Fridolf said. “For protect you?”

“Yes,” Tootsie said, suddenly beaming with pride. “Before he got arrested, Friddy Bear, I mean, sorry, I call him that sometimes, but Fridolf–”

“I calls her TootsieTops,” Fridolf confessed.

“Yes,” Tootsie said. “We have names for each other. But Fridolf, he was fighting with the soldiers, and he threw some of them at the walls and ceiling and things, so if you hear about that, it’s true, because God gave him the strength of Sampson. But back to the girls, they took them all out and put them in this van. And since some of them are your students, I thought you might like to know about it.”

“I would,” Mr. Butler said. “This is very he’pful information.”

“Mr. Butler?” Mrs. Morris said, hovering at the door again.

“Yes?”

“You’ve got a phone call,” she said. “I think you’ll want to take it.”

“Send it through,” he said. A moment later, his desk phone rang. He picked it up, listened, frowned.

“Why, hello, Abigail,” he said. “We was jus’ talkin’ ‘bout you.”

~ ~ ~

After their lunch of egg rolls and assorted other snacks, the 13 witches had ventured upstairs, found a large first-floor room with windows covered with a heavy curtain, and they’d arranged the antique chairs, loveseats, deacon’s benches and Ottomans into a circle so they could discuss next moves.

Yes, at the moment, the coven had the upper hand. They had banished the monks, the home’s occupants either didn’t know or didn’t care about their presence, and the armed forces patrolling the ground remained ignorant of their relative liberation. But all was not well, certainly. The girls were naked, without their phones, surrounded by enemies, and suffering various states of distress and weakness thanks to the torture they’d all suffered. Further, the whereabouts of the monks who’d been torturing them was uncertain. The men seemed singularly focused on inflicting pain, and if they were still on this astral plain and in this general geographic vicinity, the girls knew they’d be back to continue their work.

Talia spoke first.

“Okay,” she said, scanning the faces of her 12 sisters in magic, “I think we’re going to need help. Outside help. We need to call someone.”

“The police?” Duponte offered quickly.

“I wouldn’t,” Abigail said, shaking her head. “They might be in on this, but even if they’re not, these guys will outgun them.

Biltmore stood, went to the window, parted the drapes cautiously. “There’s more of them,” she said. “Like, a hundred now. And two tanks, and a bunch of trucks. And they’re setting up tents, and . . . okay, they’re making lunch. They’ve got a portable kitchen.”

“We need an authority figure,” Talia said. “Someone from government, like a politician who can deescalate this.”

“Like, the governor!” Leilani shouted. “In Hawaii, the governor’s office fixed anything.”

“Yeah, but what would we say?” Abigail countered. “We’re tortured witches from Salem who got in trouble for spying on the vice president? They’ll think we’re crazy.”

“We need to call someone who knows us,” Talia said.

“But not our parents,” Ember said. “I don’t want to explain this to my mom.”

“Is Rambo real?” asked Valentina.

Most of the American girls raised their eyebrows at her.

“I don’t mean Rambo exactly,” she said. “But someone like him? Someone very frustrated about a war he lost, and he comes to the people who need him and blows things up.”

“That happens all the time in America,” Olivia noted. “Maybe we can call a local Army office and ask for someone who does that.”

“It really doesn’t happen in America,” Talia said. “At all.”

“Why are there so many movies about it then?” Isa asked. “How can you make so many movies about something that’s not real?”

“They’re fantasies,” Abigail said. “Doesn’t your country make movies about fantasy subjects?”

“Never,” said Olivia. “Our movies are about sad people who talk to other people until everyone is the same degree of sadness.”

“Ooh, I saw a movie like that once,” Ember said. “At first, I thought someone butt dialed me into their Zoom call, so I kept watching to see if they were going to have sex or something, but they just kept sitting there, and then the credits rolled and I was super-pissed because I’d wasted four hours of my life.”

“Four hours?” Olivia said. “They’re usually longer than that.”

“Okay, people,” Talia interjected. “We might not have much time. We need to call an authority figure, someone we know, who might know people who can help us.”

“Mr. Butler,” Abigail said quietly.

“Wait, who?” said Duponte. “You mean the principal who hates us?”

“I don’t think he hates us,” Abigail said. “He said no to the coven, but that probably makes some sense. And he can let our parents know he’s heard from us without explaining all this, so they won’t worry. And maybe he can find someone to get us out of here.”

“You’ve got a point,” Talia said, turning her attention to the rotary phone next to the window. “You know the number, right?”

“Yes, got it memorized,” Abigail said, heading toward the phone, glancing cautiously out the window.

“Oh, weird,” she said. “Now they have wagons.”

“What kind of wagons?” Biltmore asked.

“Horse-drawn,” Abigail said. “Okay, wait . . . Leesburg Downtown Tours. They’re like carriage tour wagons. Three of them. No, four . . . five.”

Abigail kept watching, breathed in sharply. “Oh, fuck,” she hissed. “It’s the monks. They’re back.”

She picked up the phone, dialed as fast as the rotary would allow.

“Hello, hello?” Abigail said urgently. “Mrs. Morris? It’s Abigail. Yes, Abigail, and I’m with Talia, Ember and Duponte. Some other girls too. And we’re in trouble. Is Mr. Butler there?”

A moment later, Abigail was almost shouting into the phone.

“Hi, Mr. Butler, it’s Abigail. Hi! Oh, you were just talking about me? Okay, that’s good, because we’re in trouble. We’re getting tortured, tortured by monks, and . . . Okay, I’ll start from the start, we all got arrested last night, probably for spying on Vice President Dempsey, and now we’re at this huge white plantation mansion not far from, I guess it’s near Leesburg, because some black horse-drawn wagons just pulled up that say, uh, yeah, Leesburg Downtown Tours, but I don’t know what state, and a bunch of monks just got out who were torturing us before but we banished them with a spell but we didn’t banish them far enough away and now they’re coming back to torture us some more.”

The rest of the girls had gathered round, all of them except Vilde peering at the rotary phone in utter mystification, because it clearly could not take pictures, play music, or scroll social media, and it didn’t even have a speaker setting.

“Tell our parents we’re okay, but don’t tell them anything Abigail just told you!” Talia shouted over Abigail’s shoulder.

“Mr. Butler?” Tamara said. “I’m Tamara. We don’t know each other, but can you swing by Lillith’s Affair and tell my grandmother I’m okay? They arrested me from there last night, and I was supposed to work there tonight too!”

“Oh shit,” Abigail said, peering through the slit in the blinds. “Oh shit, now they’re talking to the soldiers! Shit shit shit! They’re all going to come here next! Thanks Mr. Butler and sorry for saying shit bye.”

~ ~ ~

For a long moment after the line went dead, Mr. Butler stared at his phone in deep contemplation.

Finally, he cradled it and looked at Tootsie and Fridolf.

“Well, that was them,” he said. “And if what they’s saying is to be believed, they’s in a whole passel a trouble.”

As Tootsie and Fridolf watched in tense silence, Mr. Butler turned toward his PC, started typing furiously, leaned back and stared at the screen.

“Awright,” he said, “I b’lieve I’s found wheya they’s been took prisunner, place called th’ White Plantation, and . . . I don’ see wheya I have any choice in the mattuh.”

Mr. Butler stood, grabbed his coat from the back of the chair, turned toward the couple.

“Youse comin’?”

Fridolf stood first. “Ya, I tink I gotta do dis. I been selling de pizza, and I always knows dis tings could happens, and now it did happens an’ now I gotta make it right.”

“Oh, Friddy-Friddy!” Tootsie said, beaming as she hugged the man. “I’m going too. I always feel safe with you by my side!”

“Call th’ parents o’ the Four,”’ Mr. Butler barked as he passed Mrs. Morris’ desk. “Just that we done heard from ‘em, they’s alive but that’s all we knows so far.”

“Yes, Sir,” Mrs. Morris agreed.

Ten minutes later, Mr. Butler pulled up half a block from Lillith’s Affair and parked. He could get no closer to the occult shop because a long line of vans, trucks, motorcycles and microbuses had lined the road, occupants talking on phones, waving signs, holding phones up to record, as far as Mr. Butler could tell, nothing of any particular interest.

“Be raht back,” he told the lovers in the back seat before making his way toward the shop.

“Wutt’s the event heah?” he asked a tattooed woman in a long floral print skirt, purple haltertop sans bra, and a nosering.

“The federal government, in its infinite, corrupted wisdom, has decided to crack down on spirituality,” the woman said. “They arrested a bunch of girls at Salem Pizza last night, and two girls here, just dragged them all off in unmarked vans, so we’re expecting them to come back and arrest the grandma that runs the place. But if they think they’re just going to roll right up again, they’re in for a huge surprise.”

The woman looked at Mr. Butler’s suit and tie a little disdainfully before she asked, “Why are you here?”

“Tamarah, one o’ the guhls they arrested, she asked if Ah could tells her grandmammy she’s okay, so Ah aims to do that.”

“You talked to her?” the woman said, incredulous. “You talked to one of the girls who got arrested last night?”

“Ah did,” Mr. Butler confirmed. “Several o’ them in fact. And aftah I tell her Mee-Maw that Tamarah’s still alive, I’s going up to Leesburg and get her an’ all th’ rest o’ her witchy frien’s outa trouble.”

Mr. Butler continued on his way, waving amiably to the other protesters, about half of whom had been his students.

Hello, Romirez, looks like you’s doing good.

Hey, Saturna, good ta see ya’s again. That yo baby? She’s bootiful.

How y’all makin’ out, Casparillo? Greats to see yas.

The store itself was surprisingly quiet, just a few customers browsing the candle and tarot card aisles. Mr. Butler headed straight for the counter, where a little woman in flowing robes was operating a Ouija board, brow furrowed and knuckles white as she moved the pointer.

“Howdy, Ma’am, you da babooshka o’ a girl by a name o’ Tamara?”

The woman jerked her head up, stared at the principal with terrified eyes.

“Yes?” she hissed.

“I jus’ spoken to her, on th’ phone,” Mr. Butler said. “She asks me ta tells y’all she’s okay. She and her frien’s jus’ outside a Leesburg, Vahginya, and I’m going up theya to see if I cin shake ‘em all loose outa custody b’fore some kinda bad somethin’-or-other take place.”

The woman just looked at Mr. Butler in gratified wonder, so he backed away and departed the store, headed back to his car.

The mood of the protesters seemed to have changed considerably during his brief stop inside the building, he noted. Everyone was packing up, folding tents and sleeping bags, tossing bullhorns and signs into trunks.

“We’ll be right behind you, Mr. Butler!” someone shouted.

“We’re gonna save those girls!” someone else screamed.

And as Mr. Butler plugged the directions to Leesburg into his phone and pulled away from the curb, a line of pickups, vans, motorcycles and less identifiable modes of transportation followed.


Chapter 9: Shock and Awe

“Watch your step there, Brother Thomas,” Brother Jim said as he helped his comrade and fellow brother of the cloth alight from the elaborate wagon, Leesburg Downtown Tours written on the side in cursive script. The six black horses attached to it snorted and stomped their feet in a very majestic way.

“Why thank you, Brother Jim,” came the gracious reply. Thomas stretched his back in an exaggerated motion. The ride back here from downtown Leesburg had been simply sublime. A trip of a lifetime that he would definitely be writing about, just as soon as his monthly allotment of parchment and quill pens arrived back home. He had spent months practicing his illuminated letters, having gotten all the way to E, a letter he was able to draw with a delightfully floral flourish. His recounting of this wonderful excursion would definitely start with the word “Exemplary” or “Exquisite”.

“Everyone here?” a voice called out and Thomas turned to look at the uniformed military officer approaching, his black uniform conveying a very no-nonsense approach to things. Thomas sighed. These people just did not appreciate the business of torture, how it needed a full mind-body approach to be effective. Measure twice, cut once as they say. Cut in the wrong place or the wrong amount and the desired confession might not be forthcoming at all!

“Yes, I think we’re all here,” Master Cortez replied, coming around from the other side of the wagon.

“Ya, we all here, dat best ride,” said Agnarr trailing right behind, with a gigantic grin on his face. The other monks slowly assembled behind them as their enthusiastic chatter died down.

“Good, good,” Special Tactics Officer Brad Armstrong said, standing ramrod straight and staring down some of the stragglers. “Glad we could get you all back here. Still not quite sure how the hell you all wound up in downtown Leesburg, but we’ll get all that sorted out. Follow me.” He spun around on his heels and began marching off towards a tent set up on the manicured lawn of the large plantation home.

“Um, the purpose of this is . . . ?” Master Cortez asked as he scurried behind Brad.

“We’ve got some questions for you regarding what occurred in the dungeons,” came the reply.

“Oh!” Master Cortez said, unable to hide the consternation in his voice. “Is that . . . is that really necessary–”

“We’re not going to torture you,” Special Tactics Officer Brad interrupted, looking back with annoyance. The monks visibly relaxed.

“Of course, of course,” Master Cortez replied and they all filed into the tent where a set of folding chairs had been arranged around a white plastic table with a whiteboard off to the side. Everyone dutifully sat down, Brad taking the seat at the head of the table.

“First of all,” Master Cortez said as he settled into his seat. “Might I say that the conveyance you provided us was exemplary. Exactly to protocol. Oaken wagon, black horses. The tophat. It’s touches like that that make me truly proud to be an American.”

“Or a Norwegian,” one of the monks piped up.

“Okay, I’m glad,” Brad said. “Now–”

“Um,” one of the Norwegian contingent ventured, raising his hand.

“Yes?”

“There is som Kaffe? Som Smørrebrød? Or Wienerbrød?”

“What the fu–”

“I think he means are there any snacks?” Thomas clarified.

“What the fuck’s a wiener–?” Brad barked.

“Brød?” Thomas finished. “I think it’s their name for a Danish.”

“A Danish?”

“Pastry.”

“No, we don’t have any pastries!” Brad replied, his eyes bulging. “I’m so terribly sorry,” he continued, his voice turning treacly sweet. “Maybe I could put on my little apron and go bake you something nice? Maybe a croissant? A Pain au chocolat?”

“Oooh, that would be nice,” Brother Samuel replied, perking up visibly. “Do you guys have one of those fancy coffee machines here? They make a seriously tasty latte–”

“You're not getting pastries!” Brad yelled and banged his fist on the table, causing the monks to jump in their seats.

“Sorry,” Samuel muttered, eyes cast down.

“Okay, now let’s get to business! What exactly happened down there? Hmm?” Brad queried, then continued before anyone could respond. “The operation was going great as far as we could tell. Operations command had a green on all units, ground truth seemed to indicate that everything was on track. Then I get a call that a bunch of monks suddenly appear right outside a souvenir shop in downtown Leesburg.” Brad consulted a sheet of paper in front of him. “The Virginia’s for Lovers of Virginia Shoppe?”

“Ya, very nice it waz, but it not have Kaffe,” Brother Sven said.

“Okay, okay. The real question, again, is how does something like that happen?”

“Well,” Master Cortez began, feeling that the task of explaining this should fall on the most senior of the assembled monks. “It appears that magic was involved. Witchery, I should say! Witchcraft of the most vile nature, cast as it were from the loins of the wicked!”

“Right . . .” Brad said, tapping his fingers distractedly on the tabletop. “So, how do a bunch of naked girls, chained I might add, manage to cast a spell like that on a bunch of highly experienced professionals like yourselves?”

“Well . . .” Brother Steve began, hesitantly.

“Yes?”

“I believe that I might have some insight into that,” he said. “It seems . . . well, there’s no good way to spin this one. It seems we were tricked.”

“Tricked?”

“Yes. We were given the impression that the worst possible torture for these girls was to force them to . . .” Steve paused dramatically, raising his eyes to the heavens as if to beg for forgiveness for an upcoming sin. Or waiting for a hand to reach down and pluck him out of this situation, for what he had to say was too shameful to even contemplate.

“To what?” Brad prodded him.

“To place their mouths, um, on the most intimate folds of a woman’s, um, special place.”

“Wait,” Brad paused as he surveyed the seated monks, all of them blushing profusely. “Are you talking about licking pussy?”

“Oh!” Steve exclaimed. Several of the monks gasped.

“How would you get the impression that a girl getting her pussy licked was going to be a horrible torture for her?” Brad asked.

“Well, she . . . she told me that. Um. Okay, now that I say it out loud it does seem like she might have been lying,” Steve had to confess.

“So,” Brad continued. “You allowed two girls to come together and perform a sexual act on each other? And then what happened?”

“Our eyes became engulfed,” Steve intoned, his voice growing hoarse, wavering with the burden of memory. “Engulfed, I say! Within a tunnel of sorts!”

“A tunnel? Like tunnel vision?” Brad asked.

“Moist it was,” another of the monks said, his eyes round with the horror of it all.

“Aye! Moist and dark, yet also . . . pink,” Steve confirmed.

Brad cocked an eyebrow. “Like . . . a vagina?”

“Oh,” Steve said. “Is that what they’re like? Sounds horrible.”

“So,” Brad said, attempting to summarize. “Two girls got together and one of them licked the other’s pussy, and then you–all of you? You all had this vagina-vision thing happen to you? And then what?”

“Ah, that is indeed the question,” Master Cortez said, all this talk of vaginas making him feel the need to insert himself, as it were, into the conversation. “For a long moment there was but darkness. A void from whence I feared we would never emerge. And then we did, indeed emerge. Right outside yon gift shoppe.”

“Birthed, one might say,” Brother Steve expounded, “into the world anew.”

“I cried,” Samuel said.

Brad held his face in his hands. “So basically, we’re dealing with a bunch of girls who have the power to banish–no, teleport–multiple grown men from a dungeon and make them appear in a completely different location?”

“They used the power of their wicked flesh!” Brother Steve exclaimed. “It’s not fair! All we had were chains and whips and white-hot pokers!”

“Also, wheelbarrow!” Agnarr added. “And chef’s hat . . . but ya, their flesh, it too strong!”

“It is the ancient magic,” a voice called out from the entrance to the tent. And there he was, Brother Janne, his hair waving gently in the light breeze as he posed dramatically. “The power of the ancient women of the fjords!” He looked off to the left, face grim with the weight of long forgotten tragedies.

“Oh God, not him again,” muttered Brother Xavier.

Brad turned to stare. “You’re the chaos monk, right?”

“Indeed . . . indeed I am. Or am I?”

“He is,” Steve confirmed. “So, you’re saying these girls have access to the ancient powers? The ones in,” and here he lowered his voice. “The book?”

“Books!” Janne said, turning to look at each and every monk in the room. “There are many. Each one an affront to our great master, Lord Freyr.”

“Who?” Brad asked, furrowing his brow. It seemed he might be losing control of his meeting and that was something Brad simply did not abide by. He would listen to what this golden-haired hunk of a monk had to say for just a little bit longer, then he would take back control.

“Freyr, the ancient god of manhood and all that it represents. He has been plagued throughout the centuries by the books, written by women who sought to take power away from him,” Janne intoned, gazing over the seated monks (and Brad) with his hands on his hips. “It is our greatest shame–”

“Shame? What did we have to do with it?” protested Steve.

“You haf not used the tools that we haf given you!” Agnarr replied, growing heated. “All you haf don is fry de witches, and dat was long ago!”

“Fry? You mean burn?” Steve asked, cheeks starting to grow red with indignation.

“Ya! And not once you use de hat!”

“Okay, I still don’t know what that chef’s hat is for, but I can assure you–”

“Guys, guys,” Brad interjected, feeling it was time to step in. “Fighting amongst ourselves is exactly what these women want! We need to be a cohesive team!”

“Teamwork makes the dream work!” Master Cortez interjected.

“Yes, thank you! Now, Brother Janne, I believe there’s some other place you could be right now? Perhaps you could find out what’s keeping our Food Dash order from getting here?” Brad asked, turning to face him with a frown.

“You have ordered the lutefisk pizza I have asked for?” Janne said, eyes growing wide.

“Um, yeah . . . sure,” Brad lied.

“I go now!”

“Okay,” Brad said and turned back to the assembled monks. “Anyone here know anything about this type of magic?”

“There have been rumors of sex magic, a form of witchery so vile that the pure mind cannot even conceive of it,” Brother Xavier began. “I have studied it extensively, in magazines and on the internet. It involves the licking and suckling of teats and the moist, parted feminine lips that wicked tongues probe within, parting the folds of sin and delving deep, deep within. Fingers too, such that would enter the openings that may be found within women, some of which are not present in men. In and out they go, in and out, and in and out,” he intoned, growing more animated and flushed. Several of the monks shifted uncomfortably. “And in, and then out again–”

“Yes, we get it,” Brad said, cutting the increasingly agitated monk off. “So, these girls have sex with each other to be able to cast spells. And nobody knew about this before letting two girls go ahead and do exactly that? In the middle of an interrogation session?”

“Yes, Brother Xavier,” Steve said, glaring at the flushed monk. “A little heads-up would have been swell.”

“Sorry, I didn’t really connect the two things together. You seemed so sure about it that . . . well, I just wanted to see what torturous outcomes were being inflicted,” Xavier explained, looking quite contrite.

“Clearly mistakes were made,” Master Cortez said. “We will learn from this and make sure it never happens again. The girls may never be together again, that is clear.”

“We need to make a plan, some way to ensure that the girls are kept separate from each other.” Brad got up from his chair and walked to the whiteboard, picking up a marker. “Now, the constraint we have is, of course, the need to get as much information as possible in as little time as possible. This little snafu has left us behind on the plan and we need to catch up.”

“Is it not sufficient to simply have each girl on a separate machine?” Brother Xavier asked. “As long as they can’t reach each other, how can they do magic?”

“Perchance it is possible that the very sight of naked female flesh might arouse a girl so much that she simply cannot help but cast a spell?” Thomas said. “When I was doing . . . research, I might have felt a compulsion that caused a certain member of my body to . . . rise. On its own. Clearly magic.”

“Yeah, sure. Ew,” Brad muttered. “But Tommy boy here has a point. They might be able to do magic simply by looking at each other’s succulent nubile forms. Women are like that, you know. Can’t be trusted. So, what do we do? Have multiple chambers?”

“Ve do de Oslo Shuffle,” Agnarr said, and several of the Norwegian monks nodded knowingly.

“The Oslo Shuffle?” Brad echoed, brow furrowed. “What’s that?”

Agnarr sprang up and grabbed the marker from Brad. “Okey dokey, so vat ve do is,” and he proceeded to draw the dungeon, including the cells, passageways and common areas in addition to the sole torture chamber, with its various pieces of torture equipment. Of course, since he was a monk, he did take meticulous care to draw everything out as if he were illustrating a piece of scripture.

Each room had its own name, such as “Celle 1”, “Torturkammer”, and “Snaksrom”, the first letter of each one being drawn out elaborately with mythical beasts and the occasional flower adorning it. Brad rolled his eyes and gazed at his watch periodically, but the monk could not be hurried along, no matter how much Brad tapped his foot impatiently.

Finally, Agnarr was ready to actually explain. “Ve taket de stretchytablet here, and ve puts it der . . .” he said, drawing a purple arrow from the first rack in the torture chamber to one of the cells. “Den de girl in dis celle is goink der,” he continued, drawing a green arrow from the second cell to the second rack in the torture chamber. “Und den de heatypointystik from der to der . . .” and so on, until the map was a cluttered mess of colored arrows that overlapped and gave Brad a major headache.

But it could work . . . if everyone worked together as a team.

“So basically, it all boils down to turning some cells into temporary torture chambers, and making sure each girl is moved only when all other girls are secured in separate cells,” Brad summarized. “This could have been an email.”

“A vat?”

“I guess not. Okay, so now–”

“Um,” Brother Xavier raised his hand.

“Yes?”

“Is there not an assumption here, that we have control again of the dungeon?”

“Ah, yes. That’s where I come in. We’re going to overwhelm the girls, basically,” Brad said, taking the pink marker from Agnarr who shuffled back to his seat to the polite applause of the seated monks.

“Overwhelm?”

“Yes. What they don’t know is that there are actually several entrances to the dungeon level. Servants’ entrances, basically,” he said, marking them with pink X’s on the whiteboard.

“For deliveries?” Thomas asked.

“No, to torture the servants,” Brad replied. “Things were different back then. Anyway, we’re going to assemble a force of special forces–”

“A special forces force?” Master Cortez asked. When Brad glared at him, the senior monk looked back blankly, seemingly serious.

“Um, yes,” Brad continued. “Anyway, we’ll attack simultaneously, overwhelming the girls and dragging them apart before they can do any magic together. We call it Shock and Awe and it’s literally always worked really well for us.”

“I like it!” Master Cortez said, growing animated. “And we’ll be safely back here–I mean, ready back here, in the tent, waiting for the signal to come in?”

“Nope,” said Brad. “You’ll be right behind us, helping us subdue the girls. Aren’t there, like, thirteen of them?”

“Oooh, that’s a bad number,” muttered Brother Thomas, and several of the monks crossed themselves hastily.

“Yeah, whatever. It’s a big number, so I’m going to need all hands on deck,” Brad said, and no manner of arguing could dissuade him.

~ ~ ~

Finally, the meeting was declared over and they all got up to go outside, waiting anxiously as Brad assembled a distressingly small force of special forces men, and they all marched over to the main house.

Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on which side of the military/monk alliance one was) the march was abruptly interrupted by the arrival of a convoy of black SUVs which stopped between the marching men and the house.

“What the fuck?” Brad exclaimed as doors swung open and black-suited men wearing dark sunglasses stepped out and approached the assembled incursion party.

“Step back,” one of the men said, holding out his hand, palm facing Special Tactics Officer Brad.

“Now hold on–” he started to say, then quickly shut up as Vice President Dempsey stepped out of the middle SUV, buttoning up his suit jacket and grinning broadly.

“Well?” Dempsey said, staring at the assembled men.

“Mr. Vice President?” Brad replied.

Dempsey looked over to the nearest Secret Service man who looked back, nodded, then faced Brad.

“Salute,” the man said, face blank, expressionless.

“What?”

“Salute. You’re in the presence of the Vice President of the United States of America!”

“But it’s not . . . oh, fine. Whatever,” Brad muttered as he saluted and his men followed suit. The monks, however, stood there awkwardly. They did not, generally, acknowledge civilian authority, taking their orders from a higher authority. And Brad, at the moment.

Dempsey adjusted his suit and smiled disarmingly. “Wonderful, wonderful. Loving the look, guys. This is what I like to see: good Christian soldiers, prepared to fight for what’s right, no matter the cost. Ready to tackle the enemy wherever and whatever they might be. Are we Shock and Aweing them?”

“Oh,” Brad said, gaining new respect. “Yes, Sir! Only way to do it!”

“That’s a good man!” Dempsey replied. “Did you serve in Peshawar? Operation Abandoned Hope?”

“Yes, Sir! Lost a lot of good drones there.”

“I could tell. Keep it up, soldier!”

“Thank you, Sir!”

“And also, stand down. I’m going in there,” Dempsey said, nodding over at the entrance of the great house. “And I don’t want an active operation going on while I’m . . . engaged.”

“You’re going in, Sir?”

“I am. It’s hush hush, got it?”

“Yes, Sir,” Brad said, disappointment and confusion writ large upon his face. The nearest monks who had heard the exchange seemed to have cheered up quite a bit.

The Norwegians behind them asked, “Vat happen? Vat happen?”

Dempsey ignored them and marched towards the door, opened it and stepped inside. Brad turned towards the monks.

“Well, you got to respect a man like that!”

~ ~ ~

“Good day, Sir,” the butler said, greeting Dempsey. “The Madam awaits.”

And so, the two of them climbed the stairs, the butler leading Dempsey through a series of elaborately decorated corridors until they reached the grand chamber of the madam of the house herself.

“Dempsey,” she said, greeting him from her couch where she sat, dressed in an elaborate robe garnished with peacock feathers and priceless gems that sparkled like the Fourth of July in the rays of the sun that filtered through the muslin curtains. Her blonde hair was clearly a wig, but an expensive one, and Demsey had to respect that. A woman wanted to look her best and this one would use any means necessary. Including a truly astonishing amount of makeup, making her look a little like a raccoon attending clown school, but Dempsey could respect that as well. As a member of the current administration, he knew quite well that results mattered a great deal less than the theater of getting there.

“Katherine,” he replied, striding forward as the butler closed the door behind him, leaving them alone. Dempsey took her hand and gently kissed it.

“Have you been a naughty boy, Dempsey. Tell Mommy how naughty you’ve been.”

“I . . . I’ve been so naughty,” he said, breaking down and kneeling before her, resting his head in her lap. “But it’s not my fault,” he said, sniffling. “These mean girls have been . . . have been teasing me and bullying me!”

“Oh, those wicked girls down in the dungeons? And Dempsey-whempsey can’t get them to talk, can he?” she said, adopting the mocking tone that cut him to the core. So good.

“They’re stressing me out,” he whined.

“Well, let Mummy fix that for you,” she replied, and before the butler could come back up with afternoon tea, she had diapered him and put him in his light blue onesie, with the cotton pom poms he liked so much.

When the door opened and the tray arrived, Dempsey was suckling contentedly, humming a little tune to himself.

“Set it down on the nightstand,” she said, cradling the Vice President to her breast. “This is going to take a while.”


Chapter 10: Confessions and Plans

After Abigail hung up the phone, all the girls crowded around the mansion’s first floor windows, cracking the blinds cautiously and watching the returned torture monks converse with the soldiers.

The monks didn’t seem angry about having been banished. From this distance at least, they all seemed to be quite jubilant, hopping out of the black tour carriages, bending as they laughed at each other’s jokes, even giving each other high fives now and then. Nor did they storm the mansion. They did keep looking at it, though, pointing a little warily while the soldiers nodded, and then everyone went into a tent, maybe to eat or maybe to discuss plans for taking back the home and resuming their cruel work.

“I think now might be a good time to return to the matter of . . . Vilde,” Ella said quietly.

Everyone looked at the strange Norwegian girl, but she ignored them, continuing to peer out the window.

“We were talking before, when we came upstairs from the dungeon for food,” Ella said, blurting the next few words, “and then I asked her if she’s Freyr and she said yes.”

“Yeah,” Olivia said. “We all sort of know that. You’re Freyr, right Vilde?”

Vilde looked at the other girls briefly before returning her attention to what was going on outside.

“That wasn’t a no,” noted Valentina.

“Vilde, can you make it official, please?” Olivia said. “Are you, or are you not, the evil god Freyr?”

“Ya, I Freyr,” Vilde said, scowling out the window.

“So, she’s him,” Olivia said to the Americans victoriously.

“You’re an evil god?” Ember said. “Like on a show?”

“A real god,” Olivia said. “Doing evil for thousands of years.”

“I do what’s necessary,” Vilde said, her eyes glowing slightly as she turned toward the other girls.

“You have done terrible things!” Ella said.

“I have made warriors of weak men,” Vilde said, her voice a strange, deep growl. “And they have thanked me, because it who they all meant to be.”

“Wait, wait, time out,” Talia said, stepping up to Vilde. “Okay, so you’re saying you’re actually a god. Like a spirit or something?”

“Or a demon?” Ember asked hopefully.

“Why not?” Vilde said with a shrug. “It true.”

“Doesn’t that give you special powers?” Abigail said. “Like, you can fight these people?”

“She’s aligned with these people!” Ella said, gesturing toward the front of the house before she pointed at Vilde. “She’s probably helping them!”

“No!” Vilde barked. “You see whats they doing to me down dere, they beat me like all you too, and hang me like a string of medisterpølse!”

“Oh, yeah, like it hurt,” Olivia said doubtfully.

“It hurt like de flames over your ass!” Vilde said.

“What’s medisterpølse?” Ember asked.

“It’s a kind of sausage,” Ella said.

“Who hangs sausage?” Ember asked.

“Have you lost your powers?” Mia asked, staring at Vilde and politely ignoring the rank cultural insensitivity of Ember’s question.

“No,” Vilde replied. “It just dat I take on a girl’s shape to find out what all you doings, and it’s, de magic is different is all.”

“Do some magic then,” Olivia said.

“I can do de magic only like a girl now, like you haff in all dem books!” Vilde shouted with sudden exasperation. “And I cants even go back to man form unless probably I go back to my cave or someting.”

“Okay, let’s get this out on the table now,” Olivia said, stepping up to Vilde until their breasts were almost touching. “You suck.”

“Oh, dat so easy for yous to say now, isn’t it, you bitches?” Vilde said, closing the gap between her and her accuser, stopping only when their nipples were touching, and she looked down with a hint of bewilderment before she raised her eyes again. “If I not giving de men their remindings of being a man, den dey becomes weak. And you want dat? You wants all yous men, yous father and brudders and husband weak so dey can’t even proteck you from to get de rape and pillage, and dey–”

“Oh, you care about rape now?” Mia exclaimed, stepping up to Vilde’s side. “In every war you ever caused, women were raped! That was all your fault, you . . . you . . . absolute insult to everything decent!”

Overcome with rage, Mia slapped Vilde hard across the jaw.

Vilde stepped back, shock and fury in her glowing red eyes while all the human girls, including Mia, looked on in silent terror.

“Oh, you tink you can strike Freyr, you whorehound who bleed every mont?” Vilde screamed, and she raised her arm and swung wide, but Mia raised her hand defensively and stopped the blow well before it reached her face. Vilde’s fury only grew, however, and now both her limbs had entered the fray, hands swinging out, sometimes landing on Mia’s shoulder or head while Mia gave back just as ferociously, female grunts and palms against flesh the only sound for a good two minutes.

The other eleven girls simply watched, the combatants’ arms flying too quickly for anyone to feel they could intervene safely. And at the moment, it seemed Mia was getting the best of the demon incarnate anyway, her slaps ringing louder and leaving the majority of red marks on the two forms.

Vilde was the first to yield, stepping back and raising her hand, gasping raggedly, her eyes dimmed.

“Let me catch my brett,” she pleaded, bending with her hands on her knees and glaring at Mia’s feet. “But den you gonna get de punishment from de hell o you worst nightmares."

“Isn’t this where you go in for the kill?” Abigail said, stepping up behind Mia.

“She needs to rest for a second,” said Mia, who was also gulping in breaths by the lungful.

“Exactly,” Abigail said. “That’s when you go in for the kill. Or . . . wait, can you be killed?”

“No,” Vilde wheezed. “I immortal.”

“What happens if we keep kicking your ass then?” Talia asked.

“It just . . . hurts a lot . . . den I dies in dis form and I turn to Freyr again.”

“Sounds good,” Abigail said, grabbing a clump of blonde hair behind Vilde’s neck. “But help me out here . . . I need some motivation. You turn men into assholes, is what I’m hearing, so I already hate the fuck out of you. But . . . okay, Jim Crow?”

“I not . . . know dat guy.”

“She’s talking about the system of racial oppression in the Southeastern United States,” Talia said. “Which is very personal to her. Lynching, rapes, murder, segregation.”

“Oops,” Vilde said quietly.

“You did that?” Abigail demanded.

“Not all of it,” Vilde said. “I just inspire it a little, and den, ya, dose guys all born assholes, so they really bilt on what I give dem.”

“Eeeeee!” Abigail shrieked, shaking Vilde’s head violently and raising a knee against the god’s chest, striking her squarely in her right breast.

“Ah de shittzzzz!” Vilde screamed. “Fuck! Fuck!” She collapsed onto the floor, curled up around herself and sobbed.

Abigail just stared down at the girl-god, who might have just admitted to being a reality-bending demon, but who at the moment looked for all the world like just another broken-hearted human girl, and Abigail relaxed her fists, her shoulders slumped, and she went to the empty space on the loveseat, settled down next to Biltmore, dropped her face into her hands, and breathed in and out slowly while Biltmore stroked her back.

For a long time, the mortal girls all just sat, each lost in her own thoughts, the men outside the mansion forgotten, everyone working through the pain in their own way. Even Vilde, who’d spent millennia as an evil god doing one thing, seemed to be pondering her existence, her wails giving way to soft, despairing sighs.

Ember was the first to speak.

“Hey, Vilde?” she said. “First, is it cool if I keep calling you Vilde?”

Vilde shrugged but said nothing.

“Okay, question,” Ember continued. “Do you like being a girl?”

Vilde shrugged again.

“Is this your first time as a girl?” Talia asked. “Like, ever in your life? Or, I mean, your existence?”

Vilde nodded quickly, her blonde hair shaking.

“Wow,” Leilani said, leaning forward. “And did that . . . has it given you, like, a new perspective?”

Vilde shrugged again.

“Okay,” Leilani explained, “I’m asking because, like, I used to be Hawaiian, and then my family moved to Norway and now I have to be Norwegian, and it was a huge shock, because of the food I didn’t understand, and the movies I couldn’t understand even when I read the subtitles . . . but then, I realized . . . being Norwegian is awesome, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

All the Norwegian girls nodded.

“Okay, Vilde, another question,” Ember ventured. “You jerk off, right? Have you figured that out?”

Vilde offered no reaction to the question, but a keen observer might have noticed her face going red.

“You should try it if you haven’t yet,” Ember said. “And it’s pretty simple. You just go to town on your girl parts for a while, until you feel it. And you’ll know when it happens, and once you do it, you say, ‘Oh, wow, I love being a girl,’ and . . . I’m not saying you should do it now. I’m not saying that. But when you’re upset, you know . . . that can be the best time to do it, for some people. And then, being naked, that’s sort of what you wanna be for it. And you’re naked now, so . . . just sayin’.”

None of the other mortal girls seemed interested in watching one of Earth’s most evil demons pleasure himself in female form, and they all gazed off while Vilde lay still, softly breathing, and not, thankfully, reaching for her middle places.

Talia went to the window, peered out.

“No one’s coming yet,” she said. “But it’s just a matter of time. So, we really need to get things in motion now.”

Talia looked at Vilde’s crumpled form, sympathy in her eyes.

“Okay,” she said. “This might be a Freyr question, or a Vilde question. But we need to know what you know. If you’re being honest with us, you don’t want to be tortured any more than we do, and to defend ourselves, we need knowledge. So . . . I’m not trying to make any assumptions about what, uh, demons or gods or whatever, what you know and don’t know, but . . . anything you can say that might be helpful?”

“Our arch enemy is Agnew Dempsey,” Duponte said. “Maybe start with him.”

“Ya,” Vilde said, sitting up wearily and looking sadly at the other girls. “I callt him.”

“Wait, what?” Abigail said. “You called Agnew Dempsey?”

“After we see him getting his spankings, I callt him and tells him to stop disgracing hisself. And I guess he figure out it’s me and where I call from and dat get dem all to gets us and bring us here.”

“Shit,” Talia said. “Where is he now?”

“I nots know dat. You girl all do de spells. I jus’ watches.”

“You mean, watching us when you were with us?” Talia said. “In Salem?”

“No,” Vilde said, “I see every spells you do, all of dem.”

“You mean, even when we didn’t know you were there?”

“I feel its!” Vilde said. “It hurt, so I find you and looks at you and tries to make it stop, but you never stops.”

“You tried to stop us?” Talia said.

“You can’t be stopped, dough,” Vilde lamented. “I make de terrible smell, you keep doing it. I make da floor cold, you no care. I do my scary face on a wall, you act like it nuttin. And den . . .” Vilde pointed a pair of very wounded eyes at Abigail, “I even lick you on de back hole, and still you not even stop den!”

“Wait, that was you?” Abigail said.

“Ya, I try to scare you and makes you say ‘okay, I done here, dis all getting weird,’ an’ not even dat makes you stop.”

“Okay, yeah,” Abigail said. “It sort of felt good, really.”

“And dis is how you tank me?” Vilde said, cupping her right breast. “You give me a knee here dat make me almost die?”

“Sorry,” Abigail said. “But really, you kind of asked for it.”

“Bottom line, Vilde,” Talia said, “where are we now? Are you going to help us? And maybe stop turning our men into assholes too? I mean, helping us right now, that would be great, but also not being evil, that would sort of be icing on the cake.”

“Bote,” Vilde said, her contrition by all appearances genuine.

“Wait, seriously?” Olivia said. “You’re reformed? You’re stopping? After all that evil you did?”

Vilde frowned sadly. “It seemed likes a good idea at de time. But now I not so sure.”

“Prove it,” said Mia, whose bitter smile, combined with the red marks on her face and upper body, suggested she wasn’t yet ready to forgive the demon.

“That’s right,” Abigail said. “Help us out here. And then we can talk about the rest of it.”

“Give us something real to work with,” Talia said. “What’s the most powerful spell you ever saw?”

Vilde grimaced, looked from one hopeful face to the next, seemed to struggle to say her next words. But at last they emerged, quietly:

“De tirteen dildos.”

“What?” Olivia said, leaning forward, not sure she’d heard correctly.

Vilde nodded slowly, all of this obviously very difficult for her.

“It a bigs machine, an’ it have de thirteen dildoes, and all of dem jus’ moving and moving and de witches are having it up dey thirteen holes and dey getting dere pleasures and . . . and notting more powerful dan dat, ever dat I saw, even more powerful den me.”

“Okay, wait,” Biltmore said. “You’re talking about, like, this giant fucking machine?”

“Ya, dat sometimes what it get called.”

“And it’s been used?” Abigail said. “You’ve seen it actually done? And it worked?”

“I have,” Vilde said, eyes downcast as she remembered some of the greatest pains of her existence. “Four time.”

“Like what, then?” Talia demanded.

Vilde breathed in, straightened her back, looked down briefly at her breasts as they swung, because having them attached to her body was still an unfamiliar sensation.

“De first time, it was for sinking some ship of de Spanish,” she said sadly. “De bleeding sluts of–ok, sorry, but I always call dem dat–dese witches in England do it, and storm come and sink all dese ship and it so sad, and–”

“Wait, okay, the Spanish Armada?” Talia said. “Their spell sank the Spanish Armada?”

“Maybe it call dat, I don’t pay attention.”

“When else?” Talia persisted.

“Ya,” Vilde said, breathing hard and rocking back and forth as she dealt with the searing pain of her memories. “All dey wan’ to do was have a little slavery, and what so wrong wit dat? And den dese army come and burn all dis cities and kill so many and win de day.”

“Civil War,” Talia translated. “Go on.”

“Adolf,” Vilde said, biting her thumb, unable to say more.

“Fuck, Adolf Hitler?” Duponte exclaimed.

“He not so bad,” Vilde said. “I give him some idea, and maybe he go crazy a little wit dem, but at de start, he trying to make tings good, and–”

“Shit,” Talia said. “So you’re saying . . . let me get this straight . . . you’re saying the thirteen-dildo spell won World War II?”

“Seem like it, I guess.”

“You said it was done four times,” Talia said. “What was the fourth?”

“Herbal tea,” Vilde replied.

“Okay, like in China?” Talia said. “Boxer Rebellion? Opium Wars?”

“No, just herbal tea,” Vilde said. “Like dat you drinks.”

“Uh . . . was it an accident?” Biltmore asked.

“No,” Vilde replied, “de filty whorehound sluts of depravity . . . oops, sorry, I do it again. Dese witches say we wants a drink dat only women drink and it give us empowerment and we talks to each other over it about our feeling and related shit and den dey want its so bad dey do de tirteen dildoes and den dey get dere drink dey wants.”

“That seems kind of extreme though, doesn’t it?” Talia said. “For tea?”

“No, it a big deal,” Vilde said. “You gotta cultivate it and grows it and den harvest it an’ leverage economy of scale and den distribution is dis big logistical nightmare and den marketing, you gotta market it and den–”

“Right,” Talia said. “So let’s do it.”

“Um, how?” said Olivia. “We have to build a machine that fucks thirteen girls at the same time? That could take months.”

“And what’s our spell?” asked Mia, still glaring very suspiciously at Vilde.

“What else were you doing?” Talia said. “If you’re being honest with us, you’re going to have to reverse all the evil you’ve been working on lately, not just Dempsey. Where else have you been active?”

“Well, maybe de old country,” Vilde admitted.

“You mean Norway?” Ella asked.

“Ya, dat it,” Vilde said. “I been doing some really great stuff dere, like . . . or, sorry, I mean some really evil stuff dere. Wit de tippy-top rulers, because . . . why not? Dey need it. I try to watch a movie once from dere, I start bein’ sad of being immortal. I tink everyone agree someting need to be done.”

“Okay, Vilde,” Talia said. “Can you be our thirteenth girl?”

“I have to, I guess,” Vilde said resignedly. “Jus’ for de spell is all, since we need tirteen. Dat only why I he’p out.”

“I bet you’ll like it,” Ember said. “Dildoes are awesome, if you’ve never tried one. Or, wait, have you tried one?”

Vilde didn’t reply but her face reddened again slightly.

“Let’s do it,” Talia said, rising. “Dempsey and Norway. We’ll figure out the specifics later. Everyone downstairs, I’m sure we can rig something up from all the crap those monks were using to torture us.”


Chapter 11: Things Afoot in Oslo

The door opened with a rush of cold air blowing in from the chilly Oslo evening, the sign on the door proclaiming with commendable optimism that the establishment was open for business, swung and clattered against the glass before the door closed again. If anyone had been sitting at any of the garishly colored tables there, they might have looked over in annoyance at the intrusion of chilly air, but there were none, and a man in a suit walked purposefully up to the counter where a man in a cheery uniform stood, looking briefly up from his phone.

“Hi, welcome to Two Open. The concept is actually quite simple–” he began before recognizing the man across from him, Mikael Berg, aide to the Norwegian Prime Minister.

“Is the Lutefisk fresh today?” Mikael asked.

Frank, the proprietor of the establishment, a long-suffering American trying to make an honest living in a country whose tastes did not align with his entrepreneurial goals, opened his eyes wide. So, it was going to be that kind of transaction.

“Fermented and fragrant,” he replied as they began the dance of intrigue.

“Would you recommend the pickles or the brined egg with it?”

“Why not both?” Frank replied, and looking around at the empty dining area, motioned for Mikael to come around to the service door. Opening it for him, Frank led the man over to the back room, where a number of dark-suited agents with earpieces hanging dejectedly down from coiled cables stood and played games on their phones. One of them briefly looked up at the two as they passed by, then turned back to his phone.

Closing the door to the office behind him, Frank motioned for Mikael to sit down across the table.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“It seems your government has some of our citizens in custody,” Mikael began.

“Oh?”

“Yes, from the International School? Six girls, to be precise. Three Norwegians, one Dutch, one Italian, and one Hawaiian. We need them back, but you can keep the monks.”

“What monks?” Frank asked, keeping his features blank, expressionless.

“You know which monks. The idiots from the Seminary,” Mikael replied. “They’ve become a liability to us, I’m afraid.”

“That wouldn’t have anything to do with that arrow incident?” Frank asked, innocently.

Mikael frowned. “You enjoy this, don’t you?”

“Maybe,” Frank said with a grin. “It’s all over the news, police opening an investigation as to how an arrow got fired at a girl. Camera footage from a YouLooker. Admittedly, I had to get one of our fish vendors to translate the news for me, but it seems the population’s gotten wind of your little torture dungeon operation.”

Mikael paused and drummed his fingers on the table. “We have helped you when you asked for our help. When the call came for some of our, um, experts, we sent them to you. Now the public is starting to ask questions, and it would be great if we could have the girls back so no further trouble ensues.”

“No can do,” Frank said, shaking his head. “Dempsey wants them, and I can’t override him. So . . .” he said, leaning back a bit in his chair. “Didn’t your people grab the Dutch girl? And the other one, the Norwegian? What was her name again?”

“Olivia? Well, officially we cannot say anything about that, but we might have done such a thing.”

“And your monks, they tortured them, right?” Frank pressed.

“Ya, but Olivia, they could not hurt her for some reason,” Mikael pouted. “Magic, they said.”

“But the other one? The Dutch girl. What was her name?”

“Isa? Yes, we tortured her. No info, though,” Mikael confessed. “Obviously that was a mistake. We had not realized–”

“That she was the Princess of Orange?” came a voice from behind Mikael. A deep voice, deep enough to have come from the depths of one of the darker, colder fjords of the far North, not from the flat and marshy, if somewhat floody Netherlands.

“Oh, shit–” Mikael squeaked as he turned around to find himself face to face with Petyr, Isa’s bodyguard.

As Frank sat further back in his chair, occasionally closing his eyes and trying to think pleasant thoughts, a few things became quite clear to him:

Petyr was not, in the best of times, a man of many words, and today it seemed he had used up his full quota of them, for the rest of his conversation with Mikael Berg was conducted entirely with his fists.

His fists spoke volumes.

The conversation was rather one-sided, for Mikael’s replies, consisting mainly of squeaks and cries, had tapered off rather early on, yet the conversation continued.

Petyr had much to say about the treatment of his charge, Isa, the Princess of Orange, and he was intent on being fully heard.

When Mikael’s unconscious body fell to the floor, finally and much to Frank’s relief, he asked the panting man, “Does that make you feel better?”

“Yes,” Petyr confessed.

“Bit of luck you happened to be here,” Frank said.

“I like your sandwiches. Also, your access to the US Intelligence database,” he said, glancing over at the terminal in the corner where Petyr had been busily looking up information on the whereabouts of the missing girls.

“Shame we can’t get any more information out of him,” Frank said, looking at the mess on his floor.

“I don’t think he knows that much, to be honest,” Petyr said. “Perhaps the prime minister, what’s her name? Märta?”

“Yes, Märta Blomquist. But it’s going to be practically impossible to get to her. And in any case, it’s the US government that has them now,” Frank reminded him.

“Yes, true.” Petyr looked down at the crumpled form of Mikael and then at his own, bruised fists. “You wouldn’t happen to have an ice bucket, by any chance?”

~ ~ ~

Axsel Akinyemi, gorgeous specimen of manhood that he was, peered out at his classroom with a frown. Several of his girls were missing, and no one knew where they were. He was just a substitute teacher, but he had been here long enough to get to know most of his students and the girls that were missing were conspicuous in their absence.

“Mr. Axsel,” a girl said, raising her hand.

“Yes?”

“Um, can you help me with this equation?” she said, and blushed. Several of the girls sitting next to her giggled.

Axsel sighed. The girls were obviously heavily infatuated with him, a burden that weighed heavily on his broad and muscular shoulders. Several of the boys seemed to be afflicted in this way as well. As he made his way towards the girl, hungry eyes following him, he sincerely hoped that the problem she was having with her schoolwork was just an excuse to have him stand close to her. The truth was that he knew very little about mathematics. This was Per Hansen’s class, and the man had been on a government-sponsored vacation in the Bahamas to treat depression caused by the gloomy Norwegian weather.

“Um, do I substitute X for Y here?” the girl asked, and Axsel sweated handsomely as he stared at the workbook.

“I think so?” he replied cautiously. He resolved to read up on the material at some point soon. But first, there was something he really needed to ask.

“Ingrid?”

“Yes?” she replied, looking up at him with dreamy eyes.

“Do you happen to know where Mia is?”

“Mia?” the girl echoed, her visage immediately adopting a frown. “No, I haven’t seen her and her loser friends.”

“I’m concerned. Mia, Ella, and Isa haven’t shown up in class in some time,” he said, looking down at her.

“Neither have Olivia, Valentina and that American girl. Leilani,” Leni, the German girl, said.

“Hmm. And none of you knows what might have happened to them?” he asked.

“It’s probably that witch coven they started,” Ingrid blurted. “They had some stupid idea about a Seiðr, a women's group they called it.”

“Huh,” he muttered, thinking hard. “Isn’t your dad in the government, Ingrid?”

“Ya, he’s the aide to the prime minister herself!” Ingrid said, proudly. “I warned Mia, ‘Don’t mess around with that witchcraft stuff, cause they’re cracking down on that sort of thing,’ I said to her. But did she listen?”

Axsel waited. When the girl didn’t continue, he obliged her by asking, “Did she?”

“Nope.”

~ ~ ~

While Mr. Axsel Akinyemi retreated to the teachers’ lounge, there to ponder ways to find the missing girls, Ingrid Berg, daughter of the currently quite banged up aide to Märta Blomquist, prime minister of Norway, was making her way to the lunchroom, there to reserve the best table for herself and her select group of friends. She was having a bit of a bad day, having received no response yet to a rather flirtatious text message she had sent one of the hunky hockey players, and it even had a picture of her boob in it! She sighed. The tasty Mr. Axsel had done much to inflame her passion, and she was feeling resigned to another lonely night with her favorite vibrator, instead of a man.

“Ingrid!” a voice called out from behind, and she turned around to see Jonas, her ex-boyfriend coming up behind her.

“What do you want?” she asked, frowning. She had dumped him after he had lost much of his old masculine energy in a freak testicular crisis.

“Um, listen, do you have a moment?”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, my god, Jonas. I’m late for lunch. What do you want?”

“I . . . I have a confession,” he said. “I’m really sorry, but I may have, um, fooled around on you. With a bunch of girls.”

“A what? A bunch of girls?” she squeaked out. “What the hell does that mean?”

“There was, um, it was a . . .” and here his voice lowered, a tone of reverence entering it. “Femveis,” he whispered, looking around him to see if there were any hungry ears. A middle-schooler scurried past, completely oblivious to the startling and rather shocking truths that were being dropped at this very moment. Confessions so dire, that they could melt the very souls of those not strong enough to bear them.

“What the fuck is that?” she asked, hands on hips. “Is it some freak sex thing? And why did you and I never do it when we were together? Huh?”

“Okay, sorry, but it’s literally not possible to do with just you and me. It’s a five-way–”

“Yes, I know what femveis means,” she lied. “When did you do this?” she asked, changing the subject.

“It was after we broke up, but still, I felt guilty,” he confessed. “It was more of a sex magic thing, though–”

“Wait! Sex magic? Was it with Mia?” she squealed in outrage. “Did that crazy witch fuck my man?”

“No! Not Mia, anyway,” he said, blushing a bit. “There were five girls there, but only four of them were, shall we say, involved in the, um, act. But,” and here he hastened to clarify, as Ingrid’s face was starting to turn a rather dangerous shade of red, “all that happened was that Isa, um, took me in her mouth, you know?”

“Oh, is that all?”

“Yeah, and the whole point was that I had to cum in her mouth as part of some spell they were doing–”

“Oh! Well, that makes it alright, I guess!” she said in a rather low tone of voice that sent out danger signals that the clueless boy did not pick up on.

“Yeah! Wow, I’m glad you’re so cool with it!” he said, feeling quite relieved.

“And the purpose of this spell?” she continued, in a voice far too sweet and sugary to be anything other than a veneer over murderous rage.

“I guess they were trying to help their friend, Olivia, from getting hurt? I think she was kidnapped by some crazy monks or something. Anyway, the whole time I was in Isa’s mouth I was thinking of you,” he said, smiling hopefully.

Ingrid stood there, thinking hard. Her father’s warning about the witchcraft crackdown, the missing girls, and now this revelation about a kidnapping and the use of sex magic to protect Olivia?

“So, are we cool? Aaarg!” Jonas screamed as he crumpled onto the floor. “Not again!”

Ingrid huffed her way down the hallway towards the lunchroom. She had much to think about.

~ ~ ~

“Weee!”

“Um, could you . . .” Axsel grunted, raising his hand timidly.

“Hello, besties! It’s your fav princess! It’s been a good hour since Our last post, but We think you’ll all agree the wait has been worth it!” The princess bounced energetically on Axsel’s rod, thrust proudly upright into the royal chamber.

“Maybe . . . we don’t point the camera at–” he ventured.

“Look! Isn’t he great? He’s so beautiful! So black!” she enthused. “Remember, besties: Like, Comment and Subscribe!”

“I really just wanted to ask–”

“Weee! Uh, uh, wowie! He’s so great! Let Us know in the comments if you’ve ever had a black man and what you think!”

“Um, a little racist, if I’m honest . . .”

“Oh, come on, Axie-poo! I’ve–I mean, We’ve–been nominated least racist nordic princess from Norway! Oh!” she squealed briefly as his head rubbed against her walls in just the right way. She clenched her tunnel causing him to grunt in pleasure.

“Do we . . . do we really need to do this in a . . . a live-stream?” he asked as Inge-Maret Luise, crown princess of Norway, rode him, one hand back, fingers spread out on his abdomen, the other hand up, holding a selfie-stick, camera aimed at the two of them as they worked through a carnal audience for the ages.

She pouted prettily as she turned to look back at him. “But Our besties need to see this!” she complained. Glancing at the tablet propped up on her bedside table, she turned back to the camera and smiled. “Thanks so much for the Super-Mega Thank Stars!”

Axsel couldn’t help it. Despite the awkwardness of being on camera, he was fully engorged and the princess’s chamber was exquisite in its velvety smoothness and lubrication. He gazed admiringly at her pert bottom as it bounced up and down on his lap. Her smooth, pale skin made a sharp contrast with his jet-black body. He sighed contentedly. When he had requested an audience with the princess to discuss the disappearance of six girls from the international school he taught at, he figured she might be interested, since she was nominally the patron of the school. What he hadn’t counted on was that she would take one look at him, lick her lips, and wind up dragging him up to her princessly bedroom.

And the social media angle had caught him completely by surprise. Thankfully his face was hidden by her naked body, but he really needed to get this done, satisfy her, and get her to help mobilize the population to help with finding his missing girls.

The princess tightened her chamber, quite possibly as a response to a comment scrolling by on the tablet, and Axsel lost it, giving a startled shout, almost as if in pain, and he spurted within her with abandon, losing himself within her silken sheath as he reared up, eyes closed. Slowly he began to breathe again, allowing his heart rate to slow down, and he opened his eyes in trepidation. What was the royal protocol here, with regards to filling her royal personage with his commoner semen?

When he looked over at the tablet, where the princess continued to live-stream, he saw a happy, carefree face, smiling bright-eyed at her adoring fans as she held her fingers up in a peace sign next to her face. He almost laughed with relief. She was definitely chock-full of surprises and was not at all what he had thought she would be like. There was a good chance she might help him after all.

~ ~ ~

“So, you say these girls have disappeared? Because they were trying to be witches?” Princess Inge-Maret Luise asked him as they cuddled together in bed, the camera put away, the tablet silenced.

“Yes, and I suspect that the government had something to do with it,” he replied, hugging her tighter to him.

“The government, huh? I never really liked that Märta woman. She’s bad news. And these girls, they’re all Norwegian? Or are some guests in our fine country?”

“Three are guests, the others–Ella, Olivia and Mia–they’re Norwegian.” He sighed. Mia he missed most of all. She was a troublemaker but there was something extra special about her.

“Do you have pictures of them?”

“Yes, I think so,” he said, reaching over to grab his phone, pulling it towards him. He thumbed through the school’s internal directory, looking for the right photos.

“And this one’s Ella,” he said as he flipped through the images, the princess looking raptly at them with him.

“Oh! I remember her,” she exclaimed.

“Really?”

“Yeah, she was there on the street, waving like a lunatic during one of our family processions. Very enthusiastic! I never forgot her,” she said, looking contemplative. “Okay. Okay, so we have to do something.”

She sat up abruptly and turned to him. “I’m going to mobilize the PIML army!”

“The what? The piemel army? Isn’t that Dutch for penis?”

“No!” she protested, blushing, and she spelled it out for him: “The Princess Inge-Maret Luise army!”

“Ah,” he said. “Your followers.”

“Yes, they love Us.” She playfully poked him in the chest with her finger. “And We think they might love you as well. I–um, I mean, We–could maybe . . . love you too?”

Axsel turned to look at her. “Really? Wow.” And when he thought about it, he realized that maybe, just maybe, he could love her too. But this was all going too fast. She was royalty and he was just a simple substitute teacher working at an international school. “I think . . . maybe we could try just being you and me for a while, together, and see what happens?”

“That sounds nice! So,” she said, playfully running her finger down his chest. “We need to mobilise the public and get to the bottom of what the government is doing. If they’re responsible for disappearing these girls, they need to be punished.” She paused for a moment. “Axie-waxie? Would you be really upset with your favorite princess if We wind up overthrowing the government and replacing them with someone more awesome and fun?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all, Princess Cutie-pie!”

She giggled.


Chapter 12: A Wheel, and a Beast of Burden

At any moment, the monks could return to the mansion’s gloomy, squalid basement, possibly followed by special operations soldiers, all with the single goal of obtaining information from the girls through torture. And as the girls worked desperately in that basement to defend themselves, the implements of torture were in fact all around them. Under such conditions, in such an environment, the girls–12 witches and one girl-shaped demon, to be precise–showed remarkable poise, keeping their cool and focusing on the job at hand.

The job, of course, was constructing a machine designed to slide 13 dildoes into and out of the vaginas of 13 girls simultaneously while spells of global reach and power were cast.

The first task the girls by consensus gave themselves was finding 13 dildoes. Each girl was expected to select her own implement, using whatever criteria seemed most appropriate, and this part of the project was completed with surprising speed. As they regrouped after rummaging through the torture equipment, the kitchenette supplies, and the monks’ private stashes, the females held a variety of instruments–canes and rods for beating victims, of course, along with less obvious items: ritual objects, the handle of a judge’s gavel, several parts of machines with a phallic shape, and then, three actual dildoes. But the largest object was chosen by Vilde and, after some examination, was determined to be a ceremonial mace.

“Do you really think you can fit that?” Olivia asked the girl.

“Ya, I think it goes in pretty good,” Vilde said, grabbing the thick, ornate pommel at the end of the handle.

“Vilde,” Talia said, staring at the demon soberly. “For the spell to work, it has to go inside you. And that thing . . . I mean, seriously. Not only is it big, it’s covered with carvings. There’s a good chance you’re going to get injured.”

“I show you, it okay,” Vilde said, opening her legs, reaching down with one hand to spread her labia while she positioned the base of the implement with her other hand, and after considerable grunting, some cursing in ancient Norwegian, and several moans of pleasure, she’d gotten a good five inches of the mace within her sex.

“See, it goes in great,” Vilde said, mouth in a tight grimace, sweat breaking out across her forehead.

“Okay, fine,” Talia said. “Now the hard part. We need something that can jab these things in and out of us.”

Again, the raw materials did not disappoint. After considering several designs, including a beam they found that the dildoes could be fastened to, moving in and out as the beam was turned, they settled on a large wagon wheel they found in the basement’s storeroom. The wheel, with 27 spokes, had more than enough anchor points for each girl’s chosen tool, and quickly every female went about using the vast amount of rope in the torture basement to anchor her dildo to the spokes closest to her.

There was some trial and error, some of the dildoes coming loose as the girls mounted them, and more rope being supplied where necessary, better knots tied by the girls who know about such things (Biltmore and Ella, in particular), but in short order, all 13 female bodies were wrapped around their tool of choice, each wincing and sighing–or, in Vilde’s case, groaning out loud–as their sheaths were penetrated.

“Okay, let’s slide off for a second,” Talia said, sighing as she moved away from the wheel and her own chamber was emptied. “Vilde? Vilde?”

Vilde, eyes half closed as her middle rocked gently around the mace, seemed almost to be waking up from a trance, eyes opening and slowly turning to Talia.

“Ya?” she said.

“Do the dildoes have to be moving for the spell to work?” Talia asked.

“Dey always were,” Vilde said, adding dreamily, “in and out, in and out, like it just . . .”

“How was that accomplished?” Talia asked. “The movement, I mean?”

“De English, dey use goat to turn de machines,” Vilde recalled. “De witches who don’t like it being slavery, it was a donkey who jus’ walks around. For Adolf, de witches beat him by dis diesel engine, it was kinda loud.”

“What about the herbal tea?” Abigail asked.

“I don’t know, maybe wind power,” Vilde replied. “Since they only wants tea, I sort of not pay dat much attention.”

“We definitely don’t have time to make anything like the things you’re talking about,” Talia said.

“Something could just walk around the rim of the wheel,” Olivia suggested. “Since it’s around a, I’m not sure what the word is, the center, maybe–”

“The hub,” Ember said.

“Right,” Talia said. “If we could get something to walk on the rim, then that pushes it down where it’s stepping and raises up the other side, and as long as we aim our holes up and down a little, it’s basically shoving it up us and then taking it out.”

“This is still practically impossible though,” Leilani noted. “Something’s supposed to walk around the rim of the wheel? What animal would do that?”

Somewhere, on the floor above, a dull thud sounded. It might have been the plumbing, the old house settling, or something more worrisome, but Talia’s next words were spoken in a near-panic.

“Everyone, couple up in twos and threes,” she said, “ask for a beast of burden, hopefully we’ll get something that will cooperate and can walk in circles for a few minutes.”

The females quickly found partners, mostly in pairs, but the lesbian Abigail and the bisexual Biltmore invited Vilde into their midst, and the girl agreed, all previous bitterness forgotten. For a long moment, the torture chamber was silent save for the sounds of tongues and lips sucking nipples, vaginas, anuses, and other mouths, with the occasional “please bring us a beast of burden” punctuating the proceedings. Soon, the requested beasts began appearing. There was a Clydesdale, a goat, a horse, a bull, all fortunately exhibiting the serenity of such beasts in their better moments, content to stand here and there amidst the torture devices. None of the summoned creatures, unfortunately, could quite be expected to walk around the rim of a 13-dildo sex wheel without succumbing to the usual animal foibles (getting agitated, walking off to find food, bucking etc.), so some of the girls started speaking another spell: “We also need harnesses, for every beast.”

Sure enough, animal restraints began appearing, dropping from a few feet up and landing with a thud: reins, bits, hobbles, horse collars and then, handcuffs, shackles and a slave collar, which made no sense until a naked human female appeared.

“Hey,” said Mia, the first to notice the woman, blonde and in her 30s, standing between the rack and the torture chair and looking confused.

“Hi,” said the woman. “What’s this?”

“Okay, a human,” Talia said. “That makes sense. We can work with that.”

“We were asking for a beast of burden, though,” Abigail said, removing her tongue from Vilde’s surprisingly pleasant slot.

“That’s funny,” Ember said. “My mom calls herself a beast of burden. Because she says all she does is work for other people, including me. But I help out.”

“Hey, welcome,” Talia said, standing. “Are you human?”

“I’m a mom,” the woman said. “Where are we?”

“Leesburg, Virginia,” Talia replied. “This is a torture chamber, and we’re witches, and we need some help with a huge spell that involves dildoes.”

“I can do that,” the woman said in a tone that suggested she made that promise all the time–at PTA meetings, at church gatherings, and anytime her kids or anyone else’s kids needed anything.

“What’s your name?” Talia asked.

“Sandra.”

“Where are you from?”

“Alexandria.”

“Good, not too far away,” Talia said. “So, we’re a little pressed for time. But what’s going to happen is we’re going to, all 13 of us, we’re going to lie down around that wheel and let the things you see there go into our vaginas and we need you to walk around the rim of the wheel to move the things, the dildos and whatever, inside us.”

“Sounds like a real project!” Sandra enthused, stepping up to the wheel.

“Aren’t we supposed to put those chains on her?” Biltmore asked. “Since they were provided?”

“Oh, probably,” Talia said, stepping around the bull to get to the human restraints, and she bent and picked them up, found them surprisingly heavy, returned to the woman and looked at her a little apologetically.

“Hey, sorry, but we probably need you to wear these if you don’t mind,” Talia said.

“Glad to help out,” Sandra said, holding still while Talia figured out what fastened to what.

As it turned out, the spiritual realm had done a competent job of producing Sandra’s harness. The cuffs fit her wrists and ankles snugly, the collar closed around her neck with enough gap for two fingers, and the long chain that hung from her collar featured hooks at just the right places to fasten to her handcuffs and shackles. Of less certain purpose were two pairs of short, thinner chains, each with a small clamp at the end, that hung from the long chain, near the top and at the middle.

“What are these for?” Talia asked.

Biltmore stepped over.

“Okay, yeah,” Biltmore said, sounding surprised. “These go on the nipples.”

She crouched, examined the lower chains. “And these are for her labia.”

“Okay,” said Talia. “But why?”

“I guess compliance,” Biltmore said. “For, like . . . I don’t know, a little pain to keep her focused?”

“Whatever,” Talia said dismissively, grabbing the two upper clamps and applying them to Sandra’s nipples while the woman gasped, then kneeling to get the lower clamps attached.

Sandra might have protested at this point, but she was apparently so comfortable with serving others regardless of the pain or inconvenience involved she actually opened her legs so Talia could get her genitals clamped, and after the four little pain infliction devices had been applied to her body, she made no effort to remove them, even though her grimace suggested that every clamp brought pain.

“Okay, let’s go,” Talia said, looking nervously at the torture chamber’s primary entrance. “The monks could show up at any second.”

Quickly, with a speed borne of practice, the girls got in position, Vilde grunting predictably as she wrestled with her massive object.

“Um, why are you naked?” Ember asked, now impaled, looking for a distraction, and finding it in Sandra.

“I was trying to grab a quick shower before I went to pick up the kids from school,” Sandra explained before all her attention was diverted to Vilde.

“Goodness, that’s a big one,” she said. “Maybe you should get a little lubricant?”

“I make mine own,” Vilde barked.

“Oh, you’ve got the deepest voice,” Sandra noted. “Maybe you should try a little tea with lemon and honey?”

“She always talks like that,” Olivia said, mounting her own dildo, glad she’d picked a manageable size.

“She’s like this demon or something,” Ember noted.

“Oh, that’s very nice,” Sandra said, because she said that all the time.

Once all 13 girls were in place, legs straight up or splayed, Talia raised her head to look at the woman.

“Okay, go ahead. Just walk kind of slow.”

Sandra, still wincing under the pain of the clamps, and shuffling cautiously within the strictures of her heavy chains, stepped between Ella and Duponte, set her feet on the rim of the wheel, and began walking with delicious slowness, the dildos driving in and out of each female chamber at a steady, tantalizing speed.

“It’s working!” Abigail exulted. “What’s our spell?”

“Shit, we forgot to come up with one,” Talia said.

“Okay, okay,” Olivia said. “Let’s have all of us, the six girls not from Salem, let’s focus on the evils of Norway. And the rest, the other six from Salem, you focus on your evil vice president.”

“Good idea,” Talia agreed.

“Wait,” Abigail said, raising her head to look at Vilde, whom she was starting to develop mild feelings for, if not actual affection. Sometimes a good fight can do that to people. “Which side should Vilde be on?”

“Vilde, can you choose a side to cast your spell on?”

“I do bote,” she grunted. “I hate dem bote so much.”

Sandra, after struggling a little to figure out the challenges of maintaining her balance, picked up her pace slightly and alternated her attention between the rim of the wheel she was walking on and the faces of the 13 females she was helping to pleasure.

Maybe there was magic going on here, or maybe Sandra had just stumbled into a very peculiar kink, but either way, she was happy to serve. Nor did she mind the chains and clamps. In fact, she preferred them, because they made official what everyone understood anyway: Sandra existed to serve, her freedom and discomfort completely irrelevant. Maybe these girls or witches or whatever they were would let her keep the chains? Or she could buy something to wear at home with her meager allowance, assuming her husband approved?

No, these weren’t just plain girls, Sandra concluded as she continued to make her rounds. Something magic was going on, a glow emanating from every body, eyes closed in a uniform state of conjuring, and a sort of music being made by the girls’ gasps, sighs and occasional incantations against the counterpoint of Sandra’s jangling restraints.

~ ~ ~

By the time it had reached the Virginia state line, Principal Freddy Butler’s humble, fuel-efficient Volt was rolling down the interstate at the head of a long, eclectic parade of impromptu resistance.

At least 100 vehicles–motorcycles, vans, buses, microbuses, sedans, semis, trikes, trucks and trucksters–formed the procession, each occupied by people convinced that there were things worth fighting for in America, and that this–whatever this was–was one of them.

The caravan was a hub of information, that much no one disputed. The phones being deployed all along its length in calls, texts, streams, blogs and vlogs made sure of that. But the quality of that information was less consistent.

Everyone knew they were following the old gray Volt. A few knew the driver of that Volt was a principal going to rescue some of his students. Those close enough to see into the car could make out Mr. Butler’s two passengers, a thin man and a frizzy-haired girl, but no one knew what they were doing there and no one cared anyway. Rumors of the trouble the principal’s students had gotten into ran the gamut of things that can happen to high school girls. Some knew the girls had been picked up by law enforcement officials of some kind, some even knew that federal forces were involved, but whole swaths of the convoy were certain the imperiled females were Korean rock stars, or aliens, or a new kind of robot.

It didn’t help that Mr. Butler was using his phone for navigation only, because he never considered driving and talking safe. And Fridolf nor Tootsie were big on phones either. So, the rumors, as they inevitably will in the absence of truth, grew as the rest of the growing community of itinerants talked to each other, interviewed each other, and posted their locations and what they’d learned from each other on a sweeping array of social media.

By the time Mr. Butler slowed to turn left at Leesburg’s historic White Plantation, another 20 vehicles had joined the end of the parade, and all followed Mr. Butler down the long, wooded drive and onto the broad green lawn before the grand house.

Pausing only briefly to marvel at the vast contingent pouring onto the property behind him, Mr. Butler exited his car and headed for the biggest military tent, which had been pitched between an M1 Abrams and a Bradley fighting vehicle.

As he neared the tent, a very unexpected, very old and shriveled robed figure emerged from it, looked at him, looked at the mansion, took a few steps toward it and stopped.

More figures emerged, some robed, others in the American special forces garb that Mr. Butler had been expecting, and he marched up to the highest-ranking soldier, a full colonel, and offered his hand.

“Fredrick Butler, Suh,” he said.

“Colonel Faulkner,” the soldier said, taking Butler’s hand absently while he gazed out at the vast throng of the resistance, the earliest arrivals of whom were already deploying protest signs and inflated animal suits. “What the ever-living fuck?”

“I cain’t speak for th’ rest o’ them, but I’s heya to picks up mah fo’ students and return them back to school, and while I’m at it anyone else’s yo got heya unda duress.”

“Sir,” Colonel Faulkner said, stepping forward aggressively, “with all due respect to whatever you and your little gang of pussies and retards think you’re trying to accomplish, I’m going to politely ask you to get the fuck out–”

The rest of the colonel’s words were choked off as Mr. Butler grabbed the man by his camouflage lapels and started screaming into his face:

“Now listen heya, you salad-suited miscreant, I pays yo’ salary, and as long as mah guhls are in that house gittin tortured for wuttevar you thinks yo purpose maht be, I outrank youse, whetha yous be a full buhd cunnel or the damned reichmarshal, and pahdon muh cussin’ but now youse gonna bring they’s guhls out to me raht now or I’s gonna go in theya and brings them out muhself.”

Colonel Faulkner, face growing as red as Mr. Butler’s, drew in a breath in preparation for a retort of the ages, but Special Tactics Officer Brad Armstrong intervened, one hand on the officer’s shoulder, the other on Mr. Butler’s.

“Sir, may I propose a deescalation, Sir?” Armstrong asked.

“State your case, soldier,” Faulkner mumbled through gritted teeth.

“This man has identified himself as a butler,” Armstrong said. “And we are under strict orders to allow all butlers access to the domicile. So, I propose we grant him egress, and further that we monitor his success in the structure, noting all cases of his banishment, death, dismemberment, or any other witchcraft-facilitated disturbances.”

With a great force of will, Colonel Faulkner relaxed his shoulders, loosened his jaw, returned his face to the usual color, and gently removed Mr. Butler’s hands from his lapels.

“Alright, civilian, you may pass, and you may conduct operations within the structure,” Faulkner said, “but only with the understanding that any corporal or mortal consequences of your actions will be your responsibility alone.”

“Thank ya, suh,” Mr. Butler said, turning toward the great plantation home, and he took two full steps toward the wide front door before something on his left gave him considerable pause.

First there was a ghostly blue light, then an odd crackling sound, and then the appearance of Agnew Dempsey, Vice President of the United States, in a compromising position of career-ending proportions.

Mr. Butler, like everyone else there, simply stared, dumbstruck. Even the many people live-streaming the scene aimed their phones absently, capturing the visions before them with electronic immediacy while their brains processed what they were seeing in a slack-jawed stupor, so unimaginable were these particular sights.


Chapter 13: A Final Spell

Olivia could feel it again: the sensation as if she were underwater, time slowing down, the air shimmering in front of her eyes as beads of sweat pooled on her forehead and threatened to make their languid way down her brow and into her eyes. Eyes that could almost see through the shields that kept the firmament of the universe safely tucked away from reality so that mere mortals would not slip through it, to be lost forever. She was there, Märta Blomquist, the prime minister of Norway, her face shimmering in the ether. Olivia couldn’t see what she was doing, or where she was, although something seemed odd about her. Regardless, she was the target, and it was time to chant the words that would pull her through into their little corner of the mortal world. Seven of the girls were assigned to Märta, the other six were concentrating on Dempsey. Or maybe it was the other way around. Vilde was working both sides of the aisle, but Olivia hoped Vilde would give most of her time to Norway, since it was further from them geographically and might require more magical energy, courtesy of the dildoes pumping away in their witchy sheaths.

The words Oliva spoke to herself were not from any book. This was the time for improvisation, and the girls already knew that it was possible for them to make up new spells if they just believed in them hard enough. And so, she believed, and she chanted, and she concentrated and groaned through the painful pleasure that the dildo imparted upon her tortured pink flesh.

Come to us, you who would hurt and lie and deceive

Bring your shame to light where no evil can survive

Show the world that which can only thrive in darkness and shame

Next to her she could hear Mia and Ella and the other girls crying out as they came perilously close to their climaxes. The woman they had bound to walk along the wheel’s rim was humming a cheery little tune to herself. Olivia concentrated on the vision in front of her and strove to time her release with the others.

“Oh, oh! OH OH AHH AHH,” she screamed as a hurricane force orgasm tore through her and as it did, she could hear the other girls crying out their own release, louder than any torture session that they had ever been forced to endure. As she bucked and cried out and shuddered, she could tell that the spell was successful, for the vision shimmered and the prime minister’s face had registered, for just a brief moment, a look of utter shock and then it was gone.

Olivia slumped down onto the floor, her strength failing her, and the dildo slipped out of her sheath with a wet sound.

“Oooh, are you girls all done?” Sandra asked, pausing on the wheel and looking at them with shining eyes.

“Yes, ma’am,” Abigail said weakly. “I think we did it! I hope so anyway!”

Next to her, Ember lay on the floor on her back, legs spread haphazardly. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” she panted. And then another convulsion shook her and made her clench her teeth and bring her legs together. “Uhhh,” she grunted and then it was over and she lay back down. “Just thinking about it makes me cum again,” she panted. “Guys, I think my pussy’s permanently on now. Any idea how to turn it off for a bit?” She clenched and cried out again.

“What in the worl’s going on in heah?” a voice chimed out from the door to the torture room where the girls had set up their machine.

“Mr. Butler?” Talia exclaimed.

“Okay, yeah that helps,” Ember said as she sat up straight, covering her breasts with her arms and noting in one empty corner of her mind that being seen by her principal did not simulate her like being seen by other men.

“Well, I’m goin’ to have to erase all dis from mah memory,” he said, closing his eyes as the girls scrambled to get up. Unfortunately, they still hadn’t gotten themselves any clothes, so the principal finally decided to just ignore their nakedness and put it down to the innocence of youth. A few extra morning Bible verses and he would surely be set back on the path of godliness. In the meantime, there was important news to report.

“Girls, I have some good news to import to y’all,” and there his voice trailed off as he noticed the middle-aged woman, also nude, being released from her chains and clamps. She waved at him.

“Wutt th’ . . .” he said, voice trailing off.

“Oh hi,” the woman said. “You look hungry. Can I make you some lunch, assuming I can find some bread and luncheon meats down here?”

Talia grunted as she rose to her feet, draped one forearm across her breasts and cupped her hand around her wet vulva.

“How did you get here?” she asked. “What’s going on?”

“Now, that’s a long storay,” Mr. Butler said. “Fowa anotha day. But they’s quite a commotion goin’ on in da yahd.”

“Did Dempsey appear?” Ember shouted out, unable to contain herself.

“Ye-ah, and that’s not all,” Mr. Butler said as he pulled out his phone and tapped on it to show them a video. “It was all live streamed! Take a look,” he said as he turned the phone sideways to show them the recorded video.

“Oh!” Duponte exclaimed as the view of a lawn filled with armed troops in camouflage, torture monks in brown robes, and protesters dressed less consistently suddenly shimmered and a woman appeared, elderly and dignified, except that a grown man was cradled in her lap, wearing a diaper and suckling on one of her breasts. Now unsupported by her couch, she tilted over in slow motion, her legs up in the air, Dempsey rolling over her as she squawked in dignified outrage.

“Wow!” Biltmore said as she and the other girls watched and made comments and high-fived each other.

“But wait, theah’s moah,” Mr. Butler said as he kept holding the phone for the girls to see, for the cameras had panned over to another spot in the lawn where another pair had appeared. This time it was a middle-aged woman, blonde, her hair streaming out from under a horned Viking helmet, her breasts hanging down as she remained frozen in shock, on her hands and knees, a bearskin cloak the only thing she wore, draped over her back. Behind her, a man dressed in bright, colorful silken robes with ribbons and colorful glass beads, his baggy silk pants down around his knees, knelt in shock, his penis clearly inside the prime minister of Norway.

Mia, Ella and Olivia gasped with horror.

“Are they cosplaying?” Ember asked.

“Worse! He’s a Swede!” Ella exclaimed. “Our prime minister is getting fucked by a Swede! There is no greater shame!”

“Why is she wearing a Viking helmet and he’s not?” Ember persisted.

“It must be some freaky Viking sex thing they’ve got going on,” Mia attempted to explain. “That’s just how Swedish vikings were. They were into silk and frilly stuff like that,” she sniffed dismissively. “They don’t like to talk about it.”

“This will ruin her,” Olivia declared. “No Norwegian politician can survive being caught taking it from behind by a Swede.”

“I did not know that about your corner of the world,” Talia said.

“Ya, ancient rivalries are best,” Vilde declared, looking over their shoulders.

“What about your politician? That Dempsey man? Is being caught in a diaper being suckled going to ruin him?” Valentina asked.

“Well, you’d think so, even with today’s standards. Which are not that high to be honest,” Leilani said.

“Well, it’s chaos out theah,” Mr. Butler continued. “I think the raid’s off for today. We’ll see what comes of this, but I’m heah to take y’all girls back to school and your parents.”

“That’s really nice of you, Mr. Butler,” Abigail said. “But we’re really super tired, what with all the . . . the um, spell casting,” she said, studiously avoiding looking at the super-dildo machine. “I think we could all use a bit of sleep.” Indeed, her eyelids were starting to droop closed as she fought a sudden wave of exhaustion. Vilde seemed to have already left, presumably to sleep somewhere.

Mr. Butler was gracious enough to grant them some well-deserved respite while he helped to sort things out outside. Rather than deal with trying to find bedrooms upstairs, the girls, thoroughly exhausted at this point, simply shuffled to their cells and collapsed there.

Vilde had left earlier, making her way to her old cell, sitting down in a corner, her knees pulled up to her chest. She was feeling rather distraught and she needed time to think things through. Everything had gone wrong. Her brilliant plan–his brilliant plan, and here he had to remind himself that he was a male god, a little detail he had been forgetting more and more–had resulted in being trapped in a female body and rather than destroy the witches, she had become one of them. And the shame of seeing her human minions and the way they had devolved, for that was the only word she could use to describe this, was hard to bear. Being suckled at the teat of an old, eccentric woman? Diapered and spanked? What kind of man was this Dempsey? And that useless whore of a prime minister! Back in the old days, even a woman would have been more worthy of respect!

She had much to think about.

In the meantime, Olivia had fallen fast asleep, curled up on the cold stone of the cell floor. As had happened a few times before, she began to dream of the circle. The circle of women in the old forest of her homeland, the mist rising from the damp, cold forest floor as she gazed on the gathering, each of the women wearing white silken robes that flowed and swirled around their bodies as if they were clad in liquid. Or smoke. Under the robes they were naked, as always, and it seemed right to Olivia. This whole meeting seemed right to her, for she had expected them to come back to her at some point. This seemed like a good time for such a thing.

One of the women detached herself from the others, robes parting as she moved, her body coming fully into view. She was beautiful, elegant. She had curves, her body not like that of a man, or a waif. No, the lines of her body flowed and moved, and danced as she approached, her breasts swaying, tantalizing. Olivia felt herself growing warm, even as her sex protested that it had experienced more than enough for the day, or even the week.

“Olivia, you have done well,” she said. “Admittedly I thought you would use your monthly flow to draw out your greatest power, but you used the power of your sisterhood instead. Commendable. You are truly one for the ages, as are your friends, powerful, one and all!”

“Um, thanks?” Olivia replied in her dream, and looking down, she saw that she was still naked but had her own diaphanous robe flowing from her body. “Say, who exactly are you?”

“I am Freya, sister of Freyr, the naughty boy you have been fighting all this time. Tell me,” she said, coming closer and revealing a smiling, friendly face, cheeks rosy and rounded just enough to make her seem like someone you would like to hang out with, right after having outrageous sex with, of course. For the woman exuded sexuality like no one Olivia had ever experienced before.

“Huh?”

“Tell me, how is he as a girl?”

“Oh, Vilde? Surprisingly nice, I have to say. And helpful,” Olivia answered. “Any idea what to do with him? Her?”

“I shall talk to him. Her. It’s been a while since I’ve talked to my brother. Too long. So, bye!”

“Wait, you’re going to talk to him right now?”

“Ya, why? Is there a problem with that?” Freya asked, her brow furrowed as she became temporarily translucent and solidified again.

“No,” Olivia pouted. “I was just wondering . . . um, if you had any good advice for me? Like, woman to woman?”

“Oh,” Freya pondered this for a moment. “I don’t know if I’d be taking advice from a goddess, to be quite honest. We’re not really that tuned into what’s going on with . . . um, mortals like you, basically. But hey, let me take a stab at it: um, have tons of sex, that’s number one. Crush your foes beneath you every chance you get. Never trust an ice giant. They’re all smooth talking with their giant ice penises and you think it’s going to be super fun, but then they want to eat you (and not in a good way) and you have to kill them. Sucks. Um, did I mention sex?”

“Yes, you did,” Olivia confirmed, starting to think that Freya was right about the advice thing.

“Okay . . . well, um, have fun. Remember, your flow is your strength!”

“Wait! What does that mean exactly? Like, my period is when I’m strongest?”

“Yes, I thought that was clear,” Freya said, starting to fade out again and looking a bit impatient.

“Okay,” Olivia said, wanting to ask more, but Freya had taken the opportunity to disappear completely, and the other women waved at her and began fondling each other as they too faded out. Olivia, bereft of anything more to focus on, drifted off into a deep and restful sleep.

The same could not be said about Vilde, who jerked upright in her little cell as the figure of his sister Freya materialized in front of him.

“Hey, dorkface,” she said as he glowered at her. “You look pretty in that cute girl form.”

“Thanks,” he muttered. “What are you doing here? I thought you never wanted to talk to me again.”

Freya sighed, her bosom rising and falling heavily as she did so. “I’m sorry, brother of mine. But you were becoming quite insufferable. The things you did . . .”

“Yes, I . . . I think I understand a bit more of that now,” he said as he looked down, guilt suffusing his countenance. “I may have been a bit of an idiot.”

“Was it fun at least?”

“No. No it wasn’t,” he replied. “Well, at first it was, and then it just turned into a life of paranoia and hate, and pain. Such a waste. I . . . I hated it.”

“You know, these mortals aren’t so bad. Not anymore,” Freya said. “They have come a long way and perhaps it is time for us to leave them alone, to grow and mature and become their own people, free from the burden of pleasing their gods.”

“I remain baffled by them,” Vilde said. “In particular, their sexuality. Which I would like to explore just a bit more, to be honest.”

“Oh?” Freya, goddess of sexuality raised her eyebrows at this.

“Remember that time, just the other century, when I had a chat with Zeus?” Freyr said.

“Yeah, how’s he doing?”

“Enjoying Mykonos, apparently. He likes to masquerade as a German tourist. Anyway, we were chatting about how he once transformed into a swan to have sex with Ganymede, and how that sort of thing was perfectly normal back in the old days. Boy, you couldn’t do that nowadays, let me tell you!”

Freya simply nodded. Sometimes it was best to listen and see where the conversation went.

“Anyway, I guess my point is that I’ve transformed into something of a swan myself. And now I want to stay that way for a bit, see where it goes, learn more about women and how they approach the world. Also,” he continued, looking at his sister accusingly. “How come you never told me about multiple orgasms?”

“Oh, yeah. Cool, huh?”

“Um, yeah!” He paused and frowned. “I feel like I need to do penance for the hurt I’ve caused in the world, and perhaps this form is best for that. Cramps every now and then, hopefully quite infrequent, and in the meantime I can cum whenever I want for as long as I want? I can live with that.”

“Um, the cramps thing . . .” Freya started to say, then thought twice about it. “Anyway, I applaud you for choosing to become the change you want to see in the . . . um, whatever that saying is. Saw it on a poster once. Not important,” Freya said, looking at her brother with a newfound respect.

~ ~ ~

The next morning Mr. Butler came back into the dungeon carrying a set of clothes and the girls, yawning and stretching, were delighted with the selection, even though it tended a bit towards the conservative, with full length dresses and sensible shoes. He led them out of the mansion to thunderous applause from a large group of eclectically dressed people. As the girls looked on in awe, the group, many of them carrying protest signs, came over to embrace them and guide them down to the former army tents, which had now been commandeered by the protesters.

The girls were pampered, given food and drink, with Mia finding Kombucha to be a new experience, one she was determined to give another try once she was back in Oslo. The tofu scramble was a hit as well, but that might be attributed to the fact that the girls were starving.

Mr. Butler arranged rides to get back to Salem for the girls for whom that was their home, while the Oslo contingent discussed how to get back to Oslo. Mr. Butler’s greatest contribution there was to dissuade them from trying to take public transport back to New York.

“But surely you have a high-speed rail here, right?” Ella asked, feeling quite hopeful about that.

“We do not,” Leilani assured her. It was finally decided that they would drive up to New York with the other girls, who would then continue up to Salem. As they were getting ready to get in their cars, several of the protesters plied them with snacks for the road, a development that brightened Isa’s day considerably. She took an exploratory bite of peanut brittle, declared it to be perfect, and settled into the car seat contentedly.

Ella, seated next to Vilde in the car, sighed and stared at her phone. She still had to book airline tickets, and she wasn’t exactly sure she could do it. Her parent’s credit card had a high limit but still, flights weren’t cheap and they were going to absolutely flip out when they saw the bill. As she pondered possible flights, Vilde nudged her, whispered something in her ear in Norwegian, and Ella’s eyes opened in wonder. As she stared at her phone, a confirmation email appeared. It was time to check in for their First-Class flight from New York to Oslo.

Through Frankfurt, of course.


Epilogue

The six Oslo girls strolled through JFK airport’s Terminal 4, each of them with a large frosty drink in their hands, a baggage valet struggling behind them, carrying their luggage for them. The perks of First Class on Luftenflügenzeug Air were considerable, and the girls had made the most of all of them, thanks to Vilde’s generosity. The VIP check-in desk and expedited security screening, the Executive Flügenloungen lounge with unlimited food, and drinks. Now they were finally on their way back to Oslo and all of them were somewhat nervous, but eager to get back home.

As they settled into their lie-flat seats and enjoyed the complementary boarding cocktail of Gewürztraminer, each girl practiced what she would say to her parents, except for Mia, who was imagining what her boyfriend Rajiv would do to her. And what she would do to him.

The service on this flight was substantially better than it had been on their flight to New York, although Valentina thought the pasta was just a little bit past al dente, and the use of truffles was overdone.

“I had the lobster,” Mia said. “It was pretty good, but I couldn’t finish it all, what with filling up on the caviar starter.”

“I know, right?” Olivia said. “They really need to plan this better. Hey, um…do you want to speed the flight up again?” she said, looking towards the lavatories with a suggestive smile on her face.

“Not this time,” Mia said as she leaned over and caught the flight attendant’s attention. “I think I will have both desserts, please.”

On the ground in Frankfurt, Ella once again managed to get them lost, but they did make their connecting flight to Oslo, arriving weary but excited to be home. Not even the dark skies of early afternoon in Norway could dampen their mood. And so, it was a bit of a shock when they entered the arrivals hall to be confronted with a crowd of people, all of them focusing their attention on the girls.

At the head of the crowd was Mr. Axsel Akinyemi, standing right next to none other than the Princess of Norway, waving energetically at them, a crowd of young influencers waving and cheering and pointed cameras. Behind them stood their parents, with expressions that ranged from relief at seeing their girls back safe from their adventure to exasperation, tears and barely restrained fury. In particular, Ella’s father seemed to be yelling something about a credit card bill, but she couldn’t hear him over Isa’s squeal of pleasure at seeing Petyr among the greeters. They rushed into each other’s arms and hugged and kissed and cried.

The next half hour was a chaotic mess of heartfelt greeting and recriminations, and the girls looked at each other, and they may have been contemplating the feasibility of casting a spell right there to get them out of this mess, when a man detached himself from the crowd and came over to Mia.

“Svedbjørn?” she cried out. “Svedbjørn the Magnificently Magical? What are you doing here?”

“I may have been hanging out with Ella’s parents again,” he confessed. “Say, you girls look like you could use a little disappearing act.”

“You can do that?” she asked.

“Of course. Let’s just say that Ella’s mom recharged my magical abilities quite dramatically,” he said, winking lewdly.

“Ew,” said Mia and he gestured wildly, a big bang sounded out, the air filled with smoke, and the girls and Svedbjørn disappeared.

~ ~ ~

“We should probably start . . .” Talia began reluctantly, “by saying thanks.”

“Twarn’t nothin’ nobody else woulna done iffen they couldna done it,” Mr. Butler replied, leaving everyone in his small office, including possibly himself, puzzled by the number of negatives in the sentence.

“Maybe,” Abigail said, “but when you grabbed that general by his shirt, we–”

“He was just a colonel,” Mr. Butler said modestly.

“Okay, whatever, he was dressed for war, and you talked the absolute fu . . . crap out of him,” Talia said. “And it was all for us.”

“Shucks,” Mr. Butler said.

“After I watched it for like the twentieth time,” Ember said, “I decided to turn it into this awesome Tok-Tok of supercuts of everything you said, and it’s totally awesome and it’s gotten like 800,000 views so far and tons of favorable comments.”

“Ah saw it,” Mr. Butler said with more than a hint of sorrow.

“And, look,” Ember continued, “I know we’ve had our differences, about certain things. And we probably shouldn’t have done that one spell on you, involving Ratchel Skweeze, but it was just a joke, right? And then, whatever else you might be thinking about us, right now, today, I am proud to call you my principal.”

“Well, ah’m proud to calls you mah students,” Mr. Butler said. “And not jus’ cuz all fo’ o’ you is gonna graduate next month and go to college wif scholarships fo’ all fo’ o’ youse, courtesy o’ the fund them protestin’ folks raised, but also b’cuz you’s done brought down dat dreadful Agnew Dempsey, who wuz a blight on all things good an’ propah.”

“I guess we sort of destroyed him, didn’t we?” Duponte said. “I actually feel sort of bad about that.”

“Yallz didn’t destroy him,” Mr. Butler said, “so much as set him on a mo’ appropriate path.”

“What do you mean?” Talia asked. “The last I read, he was out as vice president, he’s no longer running for president, he’s–”

“Ah, he’s still runnin’ fo’ president,” Mr. Butler interrupted. “Just of another o’gunization.”

“Which one?” Ember asked. “Like, of a state or something?”

“No,” Mr. Butler replied. “Th’ Diapah Boy-Man Spanked Suckler’s Association. Seems theya’s a group in this fine nashun no matta what y’all’s interests maht be.”

“Okay, that’s cool, then,” Talia said. “And on that note . . . could we–”

“Nope.”

“No what?” Talia said. “I haven’t even asked yet.”

“Nope,” Mr. Butler said again. “Ah already knows what y’all’s gonna ask, and the answer’s still no.”

“No coven at the school?” Duponte said sadly.

“Ain’t y’all guhls learnt yet that business leads to the wurst kinda trouble?”

“We’ll be careful this time,” Talia promised.

“Nope, and that’s mah last and most conclusory ansuh, and y’all just wastin’ yo’ breath even askin’ ‘bout it.”

The girls rose from the plastic chairs and prepared to file out, none of them really disappointed by the answer, or surprised. It just seemed worth a shot.

“Hey, whatevah happened to them two guhls that worked at that little shop o’ Satan?” Mr. Butler asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Talia said, pausing at the door. “Tamara’s back at the shop, but thinking about college in a year or two. And Vilde . . .”

“That strange guhl with the deep voice?”

“Yeah. You know she was a demon, right?”

Mr. Butler raised his hands in surrender. “If y’all say so. She seemed nice enough to me.”

“We don’t know what she’s doing, but it’s probably not good.”

“How you uns figure?”

“Well, being a male demon for thousands of years, doing really bad things to people, and then she decides to become a girl, and it seemed like she kind of got stuck with that, with being female, so she can’t be a boy again, and has all this guilt of the bad stuff she did. But she’s immortal, so she’s probably just totally lost, feeling terrible, and not being able to end it all. Kind of sad, really.”

Talia paused, looked brightly at the man who was soon to be her former principal.

“But hey, you were nice to her. I think she appreciated that. Wherever she is, she probably remembers that.”

“She was polite to me, and that’s all Ah ask,” Mr. Butler said.

~ ~ ~

“Hey, Sweets,” Sasha said, planting a kiss on her husband’s forehead and settling on the towel next to his. It was a perfect June day in St. Petersburg, the breeze steady and cool, the sand blindingly white, two sailboats plying the waves in the shallow waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Hey, Sashsquatch, where you been?” Bernie asked, waking and reaching over to give his wife’s thigh a squeeze.

“I made it all the way down to Madeira and back, did a little pickup beach volleyball while I was at it.”

“And here I am just napping,” Bernie said. “Who’d you play with?”

“Natives,” I think,” Sasha said, adjusting to arrange the sand beneath her towel. “Florida people are not like New Jersey people.”

“Well, you know what they say about Florida Man.”

“Well, this was Florida Girl.”

“Do tell.”

“Maybe she wasn’t from Florida, but I couldn’t quite place her accent. Could be Florida though, like a weird dialect. Key West, maybe. And her voice. I mean, deep. Male baritone deep. At first, I thought she must be trans, but no, not with those curves. And she wasn’t hiding ‘em. If she was any more exposed, she would have been arrested.”

“She was playing volleyball?”

“And then some. Two-on-two, mixed. She and her boyfriend were on one side, and they’d been playing this couple, but something happened to the guy, and he was just lying in the sand.”

“What happened to him?” Bernie asked, sounding alarmed.

“Well, no, he wasn’t dead or something, just fanning his face with his MAGA hat and looking kind of wounded. But as I understood it, the girl, this girl I’m talking about, she spiked the ball and it just happened to hit him, you know, right there.”

“Ouch, fuck,” Bernie said. “And you stepped in for him?”

“I did,” Sasha said, laughing. “I figured if she got me there, it wouldn’t hurt as much.”

“How long did you play?”

“Two sets. They won the first, we won the second. The girl on my team was actually pretty damned good.”

“That all sounds normal to me,” Bernie observed.

“Okay, maybe, but the girl. The other girl. There was just something about her, you know?”

“Well, I actually don’t know.”

“Okay, it’s hard to describe. But first of all, try to imagine reflective contact lenses.”

“Reflective?”

“Her eyes were, like, glowing sometimes.”

“Interesting fashion choice.”

“And then her voice. And the way she talked. Total trash talk, but weird. Like, “I’m a demon, so if you win, it’s because I let you.”

“Trash talk?” Bernie said. “That sounds more like psycho talk.”

“Okay, right,” Sasha agreed. “But then, she was really sweet too. I hit my finger on the pole, not a big deal, but she noticed, asked if I was okay, stopped play for a second.”

“But she didn’t care about the guy she racked?”

“Not while I was there, anyway. Didn’t even look at him.”

“Maybe she hates guys.”

“No,” Sasha said. “She was all over her boyfriend. Or I guess boyfriends.”

“Explain?”

“They had this little ritual. Every time she spiked the ball, she’d walk up to him and raise her tits, and he’d grab them with both hands, quick little squeeze, nothing too crazy, but after the twentieth time . . . you know? And she’d just kiss him, out of the blue.”

“The PDA is strong with this one.”

“It wasn’t just him though, okay? Other guys were there, and they all seemed to know her, and they were cheering her on. ‘Great shot, Vilde!’ ‘You’re amazing, Vilde!’”

“Vilde?”

“That was her name. Vilde.”

“Sounds African.”

“No, she was blonde. Like, European blonde. And anytime we took a break, she’d, like, do this little sashay over to some of her fans, and they’d grab, like, parts.”

“Tits?”

“Tits, ass, face, and definitely at least once her pussy, just real quick but I saw it, and she definitely didn’t mind.”

“Okay, beach hooker,” Bernie said.

“I saw no money changing hands.”

“They’ll pay her later,” Bernie theorized.

“Or maybe,” Sasha countered, “maybe she’s just enjoying the fuck out of life, you know? Like . . . I felt like I was seeing someone born last week into a woman’s body, and she can’t get enough . . . of anything.”

“There are worse ways to live,” Bernie said. “But hey, you’re not, like, jealous, are you? You don’t want to live like that?”

“Uh, no,” Sasha said. “I got the very strong impression that as soon as she was done playing beach volleyball, she was going to find a room so she could be on top of every guy on that beach. Which is definitely not something I want to do with my life.”

“But hey, if it works for her,” Bernie said.

“Seems like it did.”

The End
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