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Introduction

One of my books has been touched again, by female hands. I can feel it, like a little pang in my elbow, something I haven’t felt in—how long has it been this time?—twenty years, fifty years, a century?

They are touched often enough by women and girls, and nothing comes of it. I sense, I ache, and then the book is set back down—on a cluttered table in a back room, on a neglected library shelf, in a forgotten detritus of curiosities—unopened and uncomprehended, and I return to my chief work.

I call them my books, but they are not that at all. I did not author them—all were written by mortal women. I do not keep them or protect them—I’d just as soon they all be burned. But because their singular focus is on me, and how to defeat me (something they’ve succeeded at modestly once or twice, I will admit), I have grown a special attachment to them that transcends the sentimental. Indeed, through the years, they have become physical, attached to me like strands of a spiderweb, like extensions of my body.

I can feel them, and so I think of them as mine.

I don’t really fear them anymore, the books. With every passing day, they become less decipherable, more obsolete. Or better yet, merely quaint. I have been attending the world carefully for decades on this latest outing, watching what these humans are learning and doing as they uncover things that even I didn’t know, sweeping out the old wholesale to make way for the new. Old books with ancient runes or barely-readable script scratched out by quill on parchment pages—what could be older or more quaint than that? And who, in the bustling new world these people have built, would even consider that there might be something of value between the covers of birch, suede, calfskin, that there might be words and instructions meant to fight a noble spirit—for such I am—that none of them even believe in anymore?

And then, even if they could decipher, what chance is there they would carry out the instructions? None, I say. As these upstart females have grown their power to outrageous new heights, they have become as fiercely defensive of their agency as those of any other time—maybe even more so, because they have laws and institutions to brace them, holding out their bodies as temples to which they alone hold full right and title to. None of them, therefore, would carry out the spells, full as they are by necessity with the most . . . intimate . . . of instructions. Powerful as the female body is in all its rich, filthy glory, the fairer sex of today is almost as ashamed of its form as it ever was, and far more protective of its dignity and sanctity.

But if they are foolish enough to wage war on me, I have untold centuries of practice, and a million tools at my disposal, starting with the mild disapproval of women and working up from there. Financial levers, medical convention, laws of heresy, decency, and patriarchy and, when needed, the ultimate solution, where I myself have been known to appear, in human form: thick-walled prisons with deep dungeons where the screams are swallowed by the earth.


Chapter 1: An Idea Is Formed

Olivia’s concentration was laser-focussed on the task at hand. There were at least three ovens operating, each one on a different timer, ready to disgorge their contents into the waiting hands of the apron-wearing girls that she was in charge of. The table was set properly, six girls and six boys seated, waiting for their desserts to be brought to them, some of them getting a bit impatient. That could be a problem. If she kept them waiting too long they would start to complain and that would hurt her ratings, and Olivia needed to maintain a minimum rating to keep the rewards she had already earned. 

She stuck her tongue out a bit and concentrated, tapping away on her phone as she guided the little digital girls over to the right ovens at the right time to grab the treats as they popped out. Fingers flying in perfect synchronicity, she guided them over to the preparation table on the next screen where more girls added the finishing touches, each one expertly selected and sequenced by Olivia’s fingers: lingonberry tarts, Princess torte, cream cakes, Kransekake, they were all on order. The fluffy, pink troll charm hanging from her phone case swung madly as Olivia advanced to the next level and the screen switched to a congratulatory display, pink and blue confetti erupting as the diners cheered her accomplishment. 

And just then the bell rang and Olivia startled. Crap! She quickly tucked her phone back into her clutch purse (pink of course), wiped and flushed. Darting out of the toilet stall, she perfunctorily washed her hands, checked her makeup and hair, tucked in her woolen sweater, perfect for the cold Norwegian days, and then made a beeline for her next class, barely making it before the teacher started the lecture. Here at Norge International School Oslo, the teachers were quite strict about tardiness. 

“Hey, Olivia,” said Mia, sitting next to her, her textbook and notepad already opened to the right pages, pen twirling between her fingers. “Late again, I see.” 

“Shush, I made it on time!” 

“Yeah, sure, we’ll go with that,” Mia smirked. She quickly darted her eyes over to the front where their teacher, Per Hansen, started writing the day’s lesson on the whiteboard. “Oh cool!” Mia whispered. “I think we’re starting on differential equations!” Olivia rolled her eyes. Mia was such a math geek! She was practically bouncing in her excitement as the lesson unfolded. Olivia’s heart sank as she realized she had probably forgotten to do the required reading. 

“Hey,” she whispered back. “We were supposed to read up on this, weren’t we?” 

“Yup.” 

“Damn. Can I copy from you later? Please?” 

It was Mia’s turn to roll her eyes. “Sure, now please shut up. I’m missing everything!” 

Olivia grunted in frustration and turned her attention to the incomprehensible symbols that were appearing at a distressing rate on the whiteboard. She struggled to try and keep up, doing surprisingly well until she finally lost the thread. 

“The rest follows trivially,” concluded Mr. Hansen, turning to the class. He smiled at the boys and girls arrayed before him. “Now, I know that this may be difficult for you at this point. But don’t despair. The key to success is not how well you know everything, but how well you surmount the challenges you encounter in life. No matter how prepared you are, or how much you know,” he looked at Mia for a second before continuing, “you will encounter a situation that you haven’t prepared for. Like differential equations.” The class laughed. 

Olivia nodded, her eyes idly drifting across the teacher’s chest which, she had to admit, was quite a chest. So firm. She sighed. Olivia was a good student, an obedient daughter, a natural leader, her father had always told her. Other girls gravitated to her, letting her organize activities and tolerating her sometimes bossy nature. She liked school, loved her parents, and had friends she cherished. But something was missing. A sense of purpose, perhaps? Something to look forward to in life that wasn’t what her parents had, as good as it was? 

The rest of the class passed quickly enough, time spent doing exercises that were easy when Olivia concentrated on her work, setting aside her fantasies about just how tasty it might be to be with a real man like Mr. Hansen. 

When the class was done, Mia and Olivia went to the girls’ room together, checking their makeup and sharing their eyeliner. 

“So, you still playing that game?” Mia asked, puckering her lips and dabbing at them with a tissue. 

“Yumstaurant?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Yeah, I just got to the next level, just before class. It’s fun,” she demurred. “It’s a little stupid, though.” 

“Oh? Why?” 

“Well, it’s a little demeaning, to be honest. I’ve seen the boys play it, and they get to be chefs, and it’s pretty cool. They get to do all sorts of cool things in the game but girls just get to basically serve the food. Glorified waitresses, basically. Still, it's fun.” 

Olivia Nilsen studied herself in the mirror, twisting her head a bit back and forth to check her appearance. Her 18th birthday had passed a month ago and she had been so happy. Her parents had thrown a big party for her. Her parents, grandparents and a few close friends, including Mia, had come and they sang and danced the birthday song and she had given a speech about her plans for the future. She brushed her long, light brown hair back from her ear and frowned. She really should try a different shade of lipstick one of these days, she thought. One that accentuated her light gray eye color. She glanced down at her breasts, currently visible only as slight bumps in her sweater. She sighed. If only she could have ones as well developed as Mia’s. 

“Can’t you just play as a boy?” Mia asked, brushing her blonde hair. Mia Ege was Olivia’s best friend since Kindergarten and a very pretty girl. Sometimes Olivia was jealous of her, but she could never sustain such a negative emotion when it came to Mia. A huge nerd, she was always buried in books and spouting strange trivia. But Mia had lost her virginity already, and Olivia hadn’t yet. They had made a promise to each other years ago to tell each other when they did the deed, and Mia had confessed shortly after Olivia’s birthday that she had slept with a boy from another school, a year older than her and, apparently, quite a sophisticated lover. Olivia didn’t want to sound naive and admit she had no idea what that meant. 

“No, you can’t. The new mandatory identification system means they know I’m a girl and that’s what I have to play as. Sucks!” 

“Dang,” Mia muttered as she adjusted her boobs. “Do you think these look bigger?” 

“No, and you ask me that literally every day. By the way, can I borrow a tampon? Just in case. I’ve been a little irregular lately.” 

“Okay,” said Mia, digging in her purse. “But I do not want you to return that, just so you know.” 

Olivia giggled. “You know what I mean.” She put the proffered tampon in her clutch, a present from her mom. The pink faux-leather outside featured a big-cheeked troll with bunny ears and a mischievous smile. Her mom always called her “Bunny” and Olivia loved the gesture. 

“We girls have to stick together,” said Mia, “start a revolution or something. At the very least get these idiots to stop assuming what it is we want to do with our lives, am I right?” 

At that moment the door to the girls’ room opened and a gaggle of girls entered, chattering to themselves. They saw Mia and Olivia and came up to them, standing by the mirror, setting down their own purses and looking at the two of them with conspiratorial smiles. 

“Did you hear about the new girl?” one of them, a girl named Ingrid asked. 

“No, what new girl?” Olivia asked. 

“She’s a princess!” 

“What, she’s entitled or something? Don’t we already have a princess here?” Olivia smirked back at Ingrid. She had never really gotten along with that girl. 

“Bitch! No, she’s literally a princess! Like she’s an Orange.” 

Olivia and Mia stared at her. The other girls did too. “She’s an orange? What the fuck are you talking about?” Mia finally spoke up. 

“No!” Ingrid protested. “The House of Orange. Boy you guys are dumb as fuck. She’s like, the youngest daughter of the Crown Prince of the Netherlands.” 

“Well what the heck is she doing in Norway? She get lost or something?” Olivia asked, starting to lose patience with the girl. 

“How should I know?” replied Ingrid. “I assume she knows what country she’s in. The Dutch may suck at some things, but they’re not that dumb.” 

“She’s going to this school?” Mia asked. 

“Yeah, we’re not supposed to know. So shut up about it,” came the reply. 

“Fine,” Olivia muttered. “There’s no princess here from the wrong country. Call me when a cute prince loses his way and winds up at our school.” 

Finished with the conversation, Olivia and Mia headed out to lunch, first stopping at their lockers to grab their lunch bags. On their way to the dining room, many subjects were touched on, not the least of which was their growing interest in a very particular aspect of ancient Norse culture and custom.

“So, did you ever find that book I texted you about?” Olivia asked as they sat down at a table and took out their lunches.

“What book?” Mia asked.

“You know . . . ” came the hissed reply. “The sex book! The one about ancient Norse sex cults.”

“Oh, gosh. Ya, I don’t think I saw your text,” Mia replied. “Sorry, but in my defense I may have been watching porn at that moment, and my hands were otherwise occupied.”

“Eww, Mia!” Olivia shook her head. The thought of her best friend touching herself while watching naughty stuff made Olivia uncomfortable every time it came up, and with Mia it came up a lot! “Um . . . so what were you watching?”

Mia leaned closer and whispered to her, “It was these two guys–”

“Two guys? You watch gay porn? Good for you!”

“No, listen! Two guys were doing one girl! Can you believe it! It’s hard enough finding one guy to do you well, much less two!” Mia shook her head. “Literally no one I’ve ever asked has been willing to do it while another guy’s there. They all mumble about ‘The Devil’s Threesome’ and stupid stuff like that. Excuses. I think they just worry their things will shrivel up if another guy watches!”

“No,” Olivia giggled. “I think they’re always comparing and then they get jealous if the other guy has a bigger one!”

Mia laughed. “Yeah, that’s probably it. Or they’re scared they’ll accidentally cross swords!”

Olivia squealed and then looked around to make sure they hadn’t been heard. “Oops, let’s keep it down a bit,” she said, noticing a couple of guys and girls staring at them.

“So what’s this sex book about?” Mia asked, unwrapping her lunch: an open-faced sandwich with Jarlsberg cheese on multigrain bread.

“Ya, it’s supposed to be pretty hot. I’m obviously not as much of an expert in these matters as you,” Olivia replied, teasing. “But apparently the ancient Vikings had some pretty freaky sex cults. Fertility rites and such.” She waggled her eyebrows in a way she suspected was suggestive.

Mia glanced at her. “So . . . yeah, I’d read that! Hey,” she said, putting down her sandwich and waiting a bit to finish chewing. “Do you want to . . . ”

“What?”

“I don’t know . . . I guess it’s stupid. Nevermind.”

“No, what? Now I need to know! Dang it, Mia. You can’t just dangle things in front of me! You know how I am.”

“Fine,” she said, smiling. She did indeed know how her friend was. “Why don’t we form a group or something, and like, explore some of this stuff?”

“What stuff?”

“All this ancient stuff. Like what you’re talking about. Viking stuff, runes and shit. They were freaks, let’s get freaky!”

Olivia pondered this for a moment. She took out her own lunch, an open-faced sandwich with a liver pate spread and a peach. The peach brought her mind back to the vision of Mia touching herself, a thought that she quickly shied away from, blushing and hoping Mia hadn’t noticed anything. Maybe doing something like what Mia was proposing would be fun. Maybe it would be nothing at all–they often came up with ideas for grand schemes they never followed through on. As she looked at Mia, innocently munching away on her lunch, she made up her mind.

“Yes, let’s do it!”


Chapter 2: If Not a Dance . . .

“Let’s put on a dance, then,” proposed Ember Smythe, one of the few people in known history who had actually asked to be assigned to the Salem Alternative Academy.

“A dance,” said Abigail Froelich in her flattest voice. “You mean, like, with music and people showing up?”

“Exactly.”

“Where would it be?” asked Talia Stalworth, looking up from her book, the quiet girl apparently intrigued enough to say something.

“It would have to be a classroom,” Abigail said. “Which isn’t very–”

“No,” Ember retorted. “Something bigger.”

“There is nothing bigger here,” Abigail said. “It’s all classrooms.”

“The cafeteria,” Ember said.

“The cafeteria is just a former classroom,” Abigail noted. “There would be room for maybe 20 people if you had a band.”

“We could rent a hall,” said Ember.

“Who would pay for that?” Abigail asked.

Ember looked at Duponte Moscowicz, who was vaping, her back turned to her classmates, the smell of cloves wafting up from her place a few steps down in the stairwell.

“Duponte?” Ember said.

“Yeah?” Duponte said without turning around.

“Can you pay for a dance hall?”

“No.”

“I mean, can your parents?”

“No.”

“It wouldn’t be that much,” Ember said.

“All my funding sources dried up when I got sent here,” Duponte said. “And dance halls cost, like, thousands for one night, which is way more than I would get for one thing even during the good times.”

“How much would you get?” Ember asked.

“Uh, it’s not like a salary,” Duponte said in her worst that’s-a-dumb-question tone. “If I needed stuff, I asked, and they got it for me, usually.”

“Like your horse,” Abigail said.

“Hors-es,” Duponte said, emphasizing the last syllable. “And no, those are my dad’s horses. He just makes me work with them.”

“What do you have to do for them?” asked Abigail.

“Probably pick up their poop,” Talia said over her book. She was definitely talkative today.

“Uh, we hire people to do that?” Duponte retorted.

“What should we do then?” Ember asked.

“Study?” Talia proposed, once again speaking. Since she’d arrived two weeks ago for a student code violation she refused to discuss, the girl had continued breaking out of her shell. “Graduate?”

“Let’s do spells,” Ember proposed.

“Spelling,” Abigail said. “Fun.”

“No, spells,” Ember said. “As in, you say a spell and something happens.”

“Witchcraft, then,” Abigail said.

“No, not witchcraft,” Ember said. “Nothing evil. Just spells.”

“Ember,” Abigail began in her weariest voice, a tone she often had to use with the girl. These two never would have been friends, never would have associated in any way had they not ended up together at the Salem Alternative Academy, a facility housed in two floors of the former Essex County Community College, and reserved for problem teens. The high school students sent here were different from each other in various, otherwise insurmountable ways, but they all shared one unifying attribute: they had done something so inappropriate, disruptive, obscene, or inhumane that they were no longer considered fit for normal teen society. And so, by virtue of their presence here, their identical schedules, and their preference for spending lunch huddled in the stairwell between the third and fourth floor, a gaggle of adolescent female misfits in their last year of high school had been thrown together in a way that approximated friendship, at least, if it wasn’t the real thing.

Today, there were just four of the disaffected in the stairwell: Ember, Abigail, Talia and Duponte; stupid energy, female nerdism, shy bookishness, family inheritance, respectively, or so they might be described by those inclined to reduce every girl to two words, inaccurate as that inclination might be. For, as is the case for any young female, there was much more to the four, discoverable if one was willing to put the time in.

“Ember,” Abigail said again. “First of all, witchcraft is not evil, that’s just a myth created by patriarchal religious orders. Second, if you’re doing spells, you’re doing witchcraft. And third, if spells worked, everyone would be doing them all the time.”

“You have to be worthy for it to work,” said Talia. “Most people aren’t worthy.”

“We would be so worthy,” Ember asserted.

“On what grounds?” Abigail asked.

“Fighting spirit?”

“You need a coven,” Talia said.

“What’s that?”

“Think of it as a witch club,” Abigail said with infinite patience.

“How do you spell it?” Ember asked.

“C-O-V-E-N”

“I’m in,” Ember announced.

“There’s nothing to be in,” Abigail said.

“Let’s start one, then,” Ember urged. “Like, now.”

“Or not,” Abigail said. “Okay, not doing a dance, not doing a coven, lets–”

“No, I’m doing this,” Ember said. “They support clubs here. They have to. They give you a classroom after school, and possibly snacks. So we tell them–”

The bell rang for the next class, advanced literature, and the four grabbed up their belongings, their phones and purses and book bags and vaping pens, and trudged up the steps to the fourth floor. But Ember didn’t go with the rest of her peers straight to class. Instead, she hustled to the administrative office at the far end of the hall, and when she reappeared and took her seat, she was bearing an official form that read at the top:

Salem Public Schools

Application for Student Organization

While she was supposed to be listening to the lecture, Ember set the form down on her desk, shielded it with her arm, and began filling it in.

“Proposed Organization Name,” read the top blank on the form.

“Coven,” Ember wrote first, before she crossed that out and wrote, “witch club.” The inspirations continued to come throughout the period, in between her half-hearted taking of notes on Faulkner. “Club for exceptional girl witches,” she wrote next, adding after a little more thought, “for learning spells and doing them.” And finally, before moving on to the rest of the form, “(only nice spells, some people call it a coven)”.

She waved the form at Abigail when the bell rang for the end of class, but she snatched it away when the girl reached for it.

“I’m turning it in now,” Ember said. “You’re going to make a great witch.”

She arrived for the next class, math, just before the starting bell rang, and she aimed victorious eyes at each of her peers.

“So it’s official?” Abigail whispered to her, while Duponte and Talia looked on with mild interest.

“Just about,” Ember said. “I turned it in, so they should be done setting us up by the end of school.”

“Who did you give it to?”

“Mrs. Morris,” Ember said, referring to the Alternative Academy’s secretary.

“What did she say?” Abigail asked.

“Thank you.”

“No, I mean, about the coven,” Abigail said. “Because I bet she hates witches. Most Black people are not cool with that.”

“But you are?” Ember asked.

“I’m not most Black people,” said Abigail.

“But it’s not up to her anyway,” Ember said.

“But she could maybe give you an idea. Like if they’re–”

“Quadratics equations,” Mrs. Turlov announced, and the girls went silent and got ready to learn.

No one had a decision for Ember when she swung by the office after school, because this would be a decision for Mr. Butler, the principal, and he was out until tomorrow. But Ember motioned her three lunchmates to sit with her at the back of the bus, and she spoke optimistically on the ride back to Salem High School.

“I put down Talia for president,” she said. “Duponte, you’ll be treasurer, and–”

“What?” Talia interrupted.

“You’ll be president,” Ember said. “I think you’re the most mature, because you’re so quiet.”

“You put my name on the form?” Talia said.

“Yes, they wanted everyone’s name of who was involved.”

“I’m not involved,” Talia said. “Why did you put my name on it?”

“We talked about it at lunch,” Ember replied, and she looked urgently at Duponte and Abigail. “Remember? We all talked about it.”

“We talked about it,” Talia agreed. “That’s very different from saying you want to be a witch, officially, and I have to be president.”

“Do you think we could get in trouble?” Duponte asked, sounding worried.

“What trouble?” Abigail asked.

“Maybe it’s illegal to be a witch, I think,” Duponte said. “Or it used to be.”

“It’s not anymore,” said Abigail.

“It never was, right?” said Duponte.

“No, it used to be, like, hundreds of years ago,” Abigail said. “But only in Salem.”

“Why only here?” Ember asked.

“Perfect storm of bullshit,” Talia said. “Look it up. Not just Salem, but we were the main town for it. But it’s legal now. I just don’t think I want my name connected with it. If they call my mom, she’s going to put me on even worse restrictions.”

“What did you do, anyway?” Ember asked.

“What do you mean?” Talia asked.

“To get sent here.”

“That’s not something I’m going to share,” Talia said. “Thanks for asking, though. It makes me think you give a fuck about something other than yourself. Of course, then I remember for you it’s just morbid curiosity.”

“Damn,” Ember said. “I think I liked you more when you just sat there like you were almost dead.”

“I’m still the same bitch,” Talia said. “I’ve just got nothing to lose now.”

“Interesting,” Abigail said vaguely.

The conversation tailed off and the bus reached the parking lot of the city’s mainstream high school, where each of the girls found her own ride back home, Duponte in her Velumair, Ember in her Progge, and Abigail and Talia by different city bus routes.

The next morning, during second period study hall, Mrs. Swanson’s PC dinged with a message. She glanced at it, looked up.

“Abigail, Ember, Talia, Duponte,” she said. “To the office.”

“What for?” Ember asked.

“It doesn’t say, so why don’t you just go and find out?”

Moments later, the four girls were seated around Mr. Butler’s desk, staring into his very disappointed face, Ember’s application between his hands.

“It says hea,” he began in his almost incomprehensible Southern drawl, “that you all guhls is fixin’ to be witches.”

“That’s not a problem, right?” Ember said. “We just want a place to meet, and we’d take snacks if you have them, which I think you do.”

“We cain’t have no witches here on school propitty,” Mr. Butler said. “Y’all should know that.”

“What’s wrong with witches?” Ember demanded, voice rising.

“Emba, you know as well as I do what’s wrong with witches.”

“Are you afraid of spells?”

Mr. Butler seemed to like that question. He leaned back and smiled.

“I am not,” he said. “My faith protects me. But you guhls dabblin’ in all that . . . you should be sorely afraid.”

“Your faith?” Abigail said. “Is that what this is about?”

“Mah faith is puhsonal to me,” Mr. Butler said. “That ain’t at all what this is about.”

“You just brought it up,” Abigail said. “So now it’s, like, school policy or something.”

Mr. Butler raised his hands and shook his head. “In no way, shape or form will I have a bunch of guhls pretendin’ to be witches at my school.”

“Why not?” Abigail said.

“Because I don’t want ‘em,” he said. “End o’ discussion.”

“We could so sue you,” Abigail said. “This is totally illegal.”

“You may do so, if y’all like that sort of thing,” Mr. Butler said. “And afta five years, five hundred thou, and 200 howuhs of personal deposition time, you maht even prevail. But is it worth it to you guhls, really?”

“So, no?” Ember said. “Like, that’s your final, total answer? Just no?”

“Final total ansuh.”

“We’ll see you in court, then,” Ember said.

“I enjoy seeing my students, wayeva they end up,” Mr. Butler said amiably. “But trust me on this, it’ll be long afta y’all have graduated and gotten on with yo lives, and yo fust wuds when you get that day in cowt’ll be, ‘Golly gee, what the hell we all doin’ hea?”

“You just said hell,” Ember noted.

“I did, didn’t I?”

“You’re not supposed to say words like that, though,” Ember persisted. “It’s a cuss word.”

“Well,” Mr. Butler said, nodding and smiling. “I fear y’all got me cornered, Miss Embuh. How should we make this situation raht?”

“Give us our coven.”

“No, ma’am.”

Ember’s face was growing frightfully red while she gripped the bookbag strap at her shoulder in white-knuckled rage.

“We’re going to learn spells,” she said. “And one of them might just have your name on it.”

Mr. Butler lowered his head and stared at the girl with charming malevolence.

“Ah you threatenin’ me, Miss Ember?”

“Not with a real thing,” Talia said, speaking for the first time, her voice urgent. “Spells aren’t real, so it can’t be a threat.”

“Wait,” Abigail said, “if you think a spell is a real threat, then you must think witchcraft is real, which means you’re saying we can’t have a coven because it’s real. Which is religious discrimination.”

Mr. Butler grimaced before he shook his head and smiled. “Miss Abigail, yo’ ahgument is two pay grades beyond my intelligence,” he said. “I’m only smaht enough to repeat mahself. No, y’all young ladies don’t get no support from this institute for no coven. Period.”

“Young ladies?” Talia echoed.

“Was theya a question theya?” Mr. Butler asked.

“Young ladies,” Talia said. “That’s sexist.”

“O’ entiyully fackshual,” Mr. Butler offered, “as the case may be.”

“This is so disrespectful,” Ember said, “of our dreams, and our ambitions. Alternative school is supposed to help you fulfill them, isn’t it?”

“No,” Mr. Butler said. “Altunative school is to get yo’ sorry asses graduated and out of the collective haya of the Essex County School District. Now thank you, misses, cleaya out of my office ‘cuz I’m fixin’ to attend to mo’ pressin’ mattuhs.”

Abigail was the first to stand, the chair behind her scraping sharply against the floor, and the rest of her sisters in magic followed her lead, storming out one by one until only Duponte was left, and she turned, glared at the man, and spoke for the first time.

“My father has lawyers,” she blurted.

“Why, that’s wonduhful,” Mr. Butler gushed.

“No it’s not,” Duponte said. “They’re all badass, and they will fu–”

“Shut that dowa on the way out,” Mr. Butler barked, saving the rich girl from saying something that would have gotten her expelled altogether.

Witchcraft, real or not, was no match for the collective fury on the bus that afternoon, the four girls cloistered in the vehicle’s back corner to take turns summarizing one of the greatest injustices any of them had ever experienced, or even heard of.

“He called us young ladies,” Abigail hissed. “How would he feel if his daughter got called that?”

“He said sorry asses,” noted Ember. “Like, that’s all we are. Not students, not women. Just . . . butts. Not even human. Just part of a human. The worst part, too.”

“The whole thing was a joke to him,” Talia said. “He was, like, trying not to smile the whole time.”

“You could tell our dreams meant nothing to him,” Duponte asserted. “Like, he hated our dreams. Just because they were our dreams, and no other reason.”

“It’s cultural,” Abigail said. “Listen to him talk. He sounds like his main job is living in Kentucky and selling fried chicken.”

“I bet he has a white suit at home he puts on when nobody’s around,” Duponte said, drawing nods of righteous agreement from her peers.

As the bus neared its destination, raw outrage morphed into something more productive. The girls drew out their phones and punched in each other’s numbers and formed a text group, and Ember did the honors of sending the first message: “fukk schol we dont need it for our coven. u bitches ready to B witches?”

Everyone smiled as they pounded out their replies

“fukk ya!” wrote Abigail.

“totes,” reported Duponte.

“bubble bubble toil & trouble,” said Talia.

“what?” said Ember.

“Shakespeare,” said Talia.

“oh kool. like a band?”

“no.”

Later that evening, one more text came through on the new coven channel.

“kunts!” Duponte had written. “we gotta house 4 the koven! Mom gave key! I tole her its fr study”

“Awwsumm!” Ember shot back, “does it have snacks??!!”

“no,” Duponte said, “just house. old as fuck & perfect. 1 toilet worx”


Chapter 3: Isa, Princess of Orange

Classes proceeded without any sightings of the elusive white (or Orange?) whale that was whispered about between Olivia’s friend group. It wasn’t until their afternoon study break that things began to pick up.

Olivia met Mia and walked to the library, where they met their mutual friend Ella. Ella Hagen was the daughter of the owner of the largest Norwegian furniture manufacturer. Their motto: “We assemble it for you, not like those Swedes!” A very sweet and very shy girl, she liked to hang out in the library whenever she could, mainly to avoid interactions with other students. But like most introverts, she was fiercely loyal to her small, select group of friends, to which Olivia and Mia belonged. The two of them wanted to talk to her about their plans to form a Seiðr, technically a magical, shamanic group of women formed to practice rituals. But in their case it was going to be an excuse to go romping through the forests, talk dirty about boys, and maybe flash their breasts and giggle about it. But first things first: there was the matter of the new girl.

“Hey, Olivia, Mia,” Ella said, brightening up the moment she saw them coming towards her little nook in the corner of the reference section of the library. This was a prized spot, with large windows that would let in quite a lot of light if there was any, the cloudy sky outside dampening the mood somewhat.

“Hi Ella, have you heard?” Olivia started, plopping down on one of the bean bag chairs next to the study desk that Ella liked to claim as her own.

“Heard what?”

“There’s a new girl in town!” Mia piped up, taking her own bean bag chair, a light green one, whereas Olivia liked blue.

“Well, I would imagine so,” joked Ella. “Oslo’s quite a big town! Bound to be some newcomers.”

“No, in the school, silly,” Mia replied.

“Yeah, I know,” Ella said. “She’s quite nice. And boy, she’s from quite far away! Hard to see why she would have come here, quite frankly.”

“Well, I don’t know that it’s really all that far away,” said Olivia. “Maybe 5-6 hours on the train? But I agree: no idea how the girl would wind up here when she’s got a perfectly good country of her own that she gets to maybe rule one day!”

Ella looked confused. “Train? Why would she take the train? I’m sure she flew into Oslo. It’s not the biggest airport in Europe, but still, let’s have some national pride here!” Then she thought a bit more and continued pulling the threads of the conversation, as she often did. “I really don’t think she’s going to rule anything though. The Americans took care of that whole thing some time ago.”

“What?” Now it was Olivia’s turn to be confused as Mia looked lost as well. “I mean, yeah, she probably flew. Schiphol has direct flights to Oslo, right? Doesn’t her family have private planes or something? I bet she flies on them all the time.” It had always been Olivia’s biggest wish to fly on a private jet sometime, a dream she kept to herself as the anti-flying movement was quite strong currently among her peers.

“Schiphol? Yeah, I guess she may have had to change there. Direct flights probably aren’t a thing. Maybe Frankfurt. I would go through Frankfurt, myself.” Ella nodded sagely. She had flown abroad for vacation many times in her life, and most recently her family had to change planes in Frankfurt, an adventure she never tired of reliving.

“Now why would the princess of the Netherlands want to change planes in Frankfurt to get to Oslo? Ella, sometimes, I swear . . . ”

“Princess? Of the Netherlands? I highly doubt it. She’s from Maui and I don’t think that has anything to do with the Netherlands. The Dutch never colonized Hawaii, did they?”

“Maui? Who the heck are you talking about?” Olivia stared at Ella then at Mia, who rubbed her forehead and squinted back at the both of them.

“There’s a new girl here! You said it yourself, Olivia. Gosh, sometimes I have no idea what you’re talking about. Anyway, she’s got the most beautiful complexion you’ve ever seen! I’m so jealous!” Ella was as fair-skinned as you could get, with light-blonde tresses and pretty green eyes. Slim and mid-sized for a Norwegian girl, she was a bit of a late bloomer and had started getting her breasts later than most of the other girls in her age group, but was making up for it by growing quite a nice pair. She had shown them off once, at a sleepover, blushing like mad the whole time.

“Okay, so let me summarize: you’re talking about a new girl from Hawaii. No idea why anyone from there would want to come here, quite frankly, but we can get into that later,” Mia said, sitting up as much as she could in the malleable seat she had sunk into. “We’re talking about a different girl! From the Netherlands!”

“Oooh,” Ella held her hand up to her mouth and suppressed a giggle. “I get it. And, wait! What was that stuff you were talking about? She’s a princess? Really?”

“Yeah,” Olivia chimed in. “Holy shit, guys! I think that’s her,” she hissed, dropping her voice suddenly and gesturing wildly in the direction of a girl their age, dark haired, wearing a silver colored top and matching skirt that looked very expensive, a pearl necklace around her slender neck. But the thing that gave her away, at least as far as the three friends were concerned, was the fact that Principle Oleg Niedorf was showing her around. Oleg never bothered showing a regular student around.

“Oh my god! I mean, yeah,” said Ella, “she does look kind of regal. I saw the princess once, you know. I mean, our princess.”

“Yes, you’ve told us a million times, Ella,” said Olivia, rolling her eyes. “But this is different! She’s one of us now.”

“How do you figure?” asked Mia.

“Well, she’s a student in our school, looks like she’s probably in our grade, right? And she’s a new girl so no friends yet! We could be her friends!”

“Oooh,” said Ella. “I don’t know . . . I don’t think I’d want to intrude in her life, you know? They’re probably really tired of people trying to glom on and stuff like that. Let’s let the poor girl be.”

“Fuck that,” said Olivia. “This might be our big chance to finally be in the cool crowd. Let’s hunt down some fresh meat!”

“Damn, girl,” said Mia. “Easy does it! She’s not meat. I bet she’s all scared of being by herself in a new school. Let’s resolve to be nice.”

“Yeah, sorry. I was just kidding,” said Olivia, looking down at her feet as they stuck out in front of her. “But . . . how cool would it be to have a royal friend? Maybe she can get us into cool places. Museums and stuff. I bet she can get into the palace and maybe bring some friends along too? I’ve never been to the palace.”

“I’m sure Ella has,” Mia said, smirking a bit. “What with her deep, abiding friendship with our own princess!”

“Oh, give it a rest,” Ella said grumpily. “Wait, oh shit! She’s coming this way! Be cool!”

Olivia and Mia looked over to see the girl following behind the principal as they made their way over to the trio. Olivia took a moment to appraise her. Stately, yes indeed. A regal nose, one might say. Maybe a bit of a roundish face, but kindly enough. Her dark hair fell over her shoulders in stylish curls, a hint of blush on her face, maybe some lipstick. The kind of look that took hours to achieve, just to look like you’ve done nothing at all. She had a sturdy body, not super slim, but healthy. Nothing wrong with that, the girl liked to live a little. Good for her, Olivia thought. She herself still had some baby fat on her and no real pressing desire to give up desserts just to get rid of it.

“Hi girls,” said Oleg. “This is Isa, Isa van den Berghe. And Isa, these are . . . ”

“Hi,” said Olivia, struggling to get up and finally just jutting her hand out. “I’m Olivia! These are my friends, Mia . . . ” as Isa politely reached over and shook her hand, then Mia’s hand. “And Ella!”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she replied as she shook Ella’s hand.

“Where did you transfer from?” Mia asked, as Ella shyly kept quiet.

“Oh,” Isa paused. “I went to school in The Hague,” she said and smiled enigmatically.

“Cool, cool,” Mia continued, pushing onwards even as the other girls tried to nudge her to stop and the principal frowned at her. “So your family moved here?”

“No, they’re still there. I’m staying at a relative’s place,” Isa replied, quite unperturbed.

“Ah, nice,” Mia replied, smiling back. “Maybe you’d like to hang out sometime?”

“Sure, sure . . . ” she replied, smiling a smile that, more than anything else, made Olivia believe that she was, indeed, a princess. Only they could smile in that way.

“Wonderful,” said Oleg as he gently guided Isa away from them and continued showing her around. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy the next part of our tour, where I’ll show you the exemplary science facilities we have here . . . ”

As the three girls watched the two of them walking away, Isa turned around and winked at them, making an obscene gesture involving a hand and her mouth that, quite frankly, shocked Olivia to the core.

She turned to the other girls, eyes wide. “Did you see that! From a princess, no less!”

Mia giggled. “Yeah, I think I like her!”

“What? I didn’t see,” Ella complained. “Did she do something?”

“Uh, yeah! She made a . . . ” Olivia blushed. “It was a blowjob gesture!” she whispered.

“Oh, wow. And a princess does that? What has the world come to,” replied Ella, touching her mouth.

“Maybe that’s why they sent her off to the dark wilds of Oslo,” Mia joked.

“Since when is someone too dirty for the Dutch? We’re a lot more conservative than they are! Especially nowadays . . . ” Olivia protested.

“Yeah, good point,” Mia had to concede. “Oh, I have the best idea!”

“What?” Olivia asked, half dreading what Mia was going to propose.

“We should totally have Isa join our group!”

Ella looked at them with consternation. “Wait, what? You want to be friends with her? I mean, yeah I’m fine . . . ” she said, getting all shy and insular again.

Olivia motioned for Mia to hush up. “Look, Ella,” she said, turning to the girl. “Mia and I just came up with the idea to form a woman’s circle, sort of a Seiðr, they call it.”

“Whoa, I didn’t know you were into that sort of stuff. Isn’t it a bit too witchy? Maybe we should wait for All Hallow’s Eve?” Ella replied, looking a bit taken aback.

“No!” Mia protested. “I think we should do it as a fun hobby! It’s all about getting to be girls, with girl rules and only girls involved, doing girl things!”

“Yeah,” Olivia said. “Come on, Ella. Let’s do this, it’ll be fun! And let’s get this Isa girl in on it! Just think how cool it would be to be friends with her!”

“What would be so cool about it?”

“Well, maybe we can get invited to the royal palace! Just think about it! We might even get to be friends with our own princess!”

“Yeah,” Mia interjected. “What’s better than being friends with one princess? Being friends with two!”

“Let’s not get carried away here,” Ella protested, starting to sweat a bit. “I’m cool with seeing if Isa wants to be friends. I doubt she just automatically gets to waltz into any palace she sees. It’s not like royal families share places like some super cool Airbnb!”

“Aren’t they all related? There was some serious daughter-trading going on back then. Like they’re all basically one giant family?” Mia asked, convinced that this was the case.

“Maybe,” said Olivia, a little impatiently. “But let’s get back to the main point here. Ella, would you like to join our Seiðr? Skip through a forest, maybe? Just silly girl stuff?”

“Okay! I’m in!” she replied.

“Yay!” Olivia clapped her hands.

“So, what should we do to start?” Ella asked.

“Well,” Olivia said, taking charge as she loved to do. “I think we should plan out a nice skogstur–”

“A forest walk?” Mia asked.

“Yeah! Some place with rich symbolic meaning!” Ella interjected, starting to get into it.

“Oooh, yeah! Let’s go to Marka! It’s close by, easily accessible, and it’s got a shit-ton of old-timey places in it that date way back.” Olivia clapped her hands again. “I love it! We can go later in the afternoon when it’s all dark, and find some clearing and do chanty stuff!”

“Chanty stuff?” Mia asked. “What chants do you know?”

“Good point,” Olivia had to concede. “Hey, let’s find that book!”

“What book?” asked Ella.

“That would be Olivia’s ancient Norse sex epics book,” Mia answered.

“Oh, yeah. Those ancients were freaks!” Ella said, covering her mouth as if to prevent such blasphemous words from leaving her lips.

“It’s a book about Norse sex cults from way back! Maybe it has some chants that will improve our sex lives, such as they are.” Olivia said.

Mia looked at Ella with a grin. The girl was blushing furiously. “Hey, Ella. You okay with that? You seem a little ill at ease, just saying.”

“No, no. If that’s what we want to do, it’s fine by me. Just nothing too extreme, you know? Like, I’m a little shy.”

“No!” cried Mia, with mock surprise. “Come on, tell me you haven’t occasionally rubbed your magic button and made a wish?”

“What!” she squealed in horror. Several people in the library turned to them and shushed. “Sorry.”

“You know! Rub a dub, dub!”

“Ew, stop it!” she cried, softer this time. “I have, but it’s a sore point.”

“I bet!”

“Not that way, you perv! No, I got caught one time, it was a whole thing.”

“Oh, shit!” Olivia covered her mouth. “Your mom?”

“No,” Ella admitted. “It was my dad!”

“Ew! Oh god, what happened?” Mia shuddered in sympathy.

“He walked in on me. When I was . . . you know, how you put it so eloquently.”

Olivia made a gagging sound. “You poor thing. Oh, and your poor dad!”

“Yeah, he walked right out again, never said a word. Couldn’t look at me for the next two weeks. My mom had a talk with me about my ‘special places’ that I can never get out of my head.”

“I’ll bet!” said Mia, who had long ago figured out a set of safeguards that would prevent that very thing from happening to her.

“Trauma is a real thing, Ella,” said Olivia, patting her on the knee, the only part of Ella she could reach from her bean bag chair. “I think a healing skogstur, coupled with some sex rituals will do wonders for you!”

“Yeah? Well, fine. Hey, you think they have this book in the library?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Mia. “Let’s ask at the front desk. Hi, can we get the Viking sex cults book for our club outing?”

“No, silly. We just look it up on that terminal over there,” Ella replied, pointing to the side where a set of terminals sat on a low table across the middle part of the main library space.

“Oh, duh! Yeah, we’ll do that!” And with that, the three of them ambled over to the terminals, after Ella had to help extricate the other two from their seats.

Olivia tapped repeatedly at the closest screen to activate it, then typed “Viking sex cults” into the search bar. The screen was blank for a while, then spat out a terse reply:

“No results found. Some material was omitted from results due to inappropriate content. Please see the librarian for further help. Takk, ha en fin dag!”

“Well, shit!” muttered Olivia. “I know I saw this listed just last week! I made a note to myself and everything!”

“You think they censored it?” Mia asked. “That’s super lame!”

“Yeah,” Ella agreed, nodding slowly. “They’re really cracking down on stuff lately. But I thought it was only the public schools that were affected, not a private one like ours.”

“Shit, shit, shit! What do we do now? I really wanted to look up some of that ancient sexy shit!” Olivia was frustrated. While not as sexually advanced as her friend Mia, she still had urges that she had trouble coming to grips with. She sighed. “Well, girls, we’re going to have to make it up as we go along!”


Chapter 4: A Book is Found

In a series of texts whose adolescent misapprehensions and linguistic peculiarities are probably better left unreviewed in favor of summary, the four Salem Alternative Academy girls agreed that the first meeting of their coven would take place after school the next day, that Ember and Abigail would ride together in Duponte’s roomier car to the old family property, that they would all tell their parents they were forming an after-school study group, and that it would be okay if Duponte’s cousin Biltmore joined them, because Biltmore was in her second year of college, was cool, and had some experience with the occult (although said experience might have been limited to something Duponte called a “wee-gee” board).

Fortunately, thanks to the thorough discussion the night before, the girls had to exchange nothing more than knowing glances at each other as they proceeded through the school day, and Ember took the additional step of officially rescinding her application for a school-sponsored coven.

On the day of its completion in 1823, the home had been an elegant, smallish mansion, with four bedrooms, a parlor and library, a mansard roof, and indoor plumbing, but as the four would-be witches surveyed the neighborhood and looked up at the house itself from the sidewalk that afternoon, disappointment might be the operative word, if not foreboding.

Painted a fading dark gray with flaking white trim, the structure looked all but abandoned. The short brick wall that surrounded the tiny property was topped with wrought-iron black spikes, half of them snapped off, some gone altogether, and the desiccated, weed-ravaged little yard suggested no gardener. One of the second-story windows had been boarded over neatly by fading white-painted planks, and blackness lingered behind all the other windows. The door itself, once a festive red, was a somber brown now, and the function of the brass knob there had long ago been replaced by a simple padlock.

The rest of the neighborhood was in little better shape. It had surely been one of the town’s finest districts in its day, but that day was long past. Of the other once-fine homes here, some were boarded up, some seem to have been converted to multi-family apartments, and some were gone, nothing but brick foundations left where they’d stood.

“Let’s do magic,” Ember said, pushing aside the iron gate before her, which protested with a squeak and a long groan.

Duponte took the lead to the door, worked at the old padlock for a bit before she got it open, unlatched the door, pushed to no effect, put her shoulder into it and forced the door wide with another long groan.

“Damn,” said Abigail, following Duponte into the foyer, turning to the right and surveying the old sitting room. “It’s fully furnished.”

Not just furnished, in fact, but well-appointed, if a little dusty. There was a couch and four stuffed chairs around a coffee table, a deacon’s bench against the front window, a table holding up an old clock and porcelain figurines beneath the side window. Three brass floor lamps with heavy shades and dangling tassels presided in the corners, and a large fireplace filled the far wall, ash and charred wood on the grate, its mantel loaded with a bellows, a marble head, less identifiable curios.

“Who lived here?” Abigail asked.

“My great grand,” Duponte replied. “She died in 1984. No one’s lived here since.”

“So it just got left the way it was when she died?” Talia said.

“They keep talking about fixing it up, but no one in the family wants to live here.”

“So it’s exactly like it was the day she died?” Talia asked.

“I bet her last meal is still in the kitchen,” Ember said. “Probably perfectly preserved, because old people eat weird stuff. Where’s the kitchen?”

Without waiting for an answer, Ember headed for the door beside the fireplace, pushed through. “Library!” she announced, her voice growing more distant for her next words. “Kitchen! No food on the table.” Several cabinet doors creaked open and slammed shut. “No snacks!”

“Can we explore?” Abigail said, back to the foyer, where a flight of stairs led to the second floor.

“Yeah, check it out,” Duponte said. “Oh, and the only working bathroom is on the first floor, behind the stairs.”

“We need a room for spells,” Abigail said. “I bet there’s something up here.”

Eventually, all four girls wound up on the second floor, turning on and off flickering bulbs as they wandered the three spacious bedrooms, the closets and the study.

“This is where we do spells,” Abigail announced, standing beside the desk in the study and looking at the rest of the large room. “We just need to slide those things back, the couch, those two tables, and that chair.”

“Why do we need all that space?” Ember inquired.

“We might, for some spells,” Abigail said.

“So casting spells is like tai chi?” Ember asked.

“You might have to stand, walk in a circle, hold your arms out,” Talia said. “You don’t want to hit something.”

“How do you know this?” Duponte asked.

“It’s just obvious,” Talia said. “I’m sure there’s some physical activity required.”

Talia went to the floor lamp in the corner furthest from the desk, pulled the cord, and the pale yellow light illuminated a portrait on the wall beside it, of a stately older woman in black, left hand on her hip, right arm straight by her side, staring confidently out from the canvas.

“Damn,” Abigail said. “Who’s that?”

“Great grandma,” Duponte said. “That’s from when she was mayor.”

“She was mayor?” Talia said. “Of Salem?”

“Yeah, in the early 70s.”

“What else did she do?” Talia asked.

“What do you mean?” Duponte replied.

“Like, her job. Was she a lawyer or something? She looks–”

Talia’s question was cut short by a snort from Duponte. “Right,” the girl said. “No, there was no job. Other than be rich.”

“Was she married?”

“Yeah, but just long enough to have my grandmother.”

“What happened to her husband?"

“No idea.”

“She had to do something,” Abigail said, surveying the late woman’s desk, cluttered with notebooks, ledger sheets, books of varied ages, a very yellowed newspaper. Abigail picked up the newspaper, mouth agape as she studied the rectangle of dust around the place where it had sat. “Wait,” she said, “she died in 1984?”

“Yeah?”

“This paper is from March 4, 1984,” Abigail said, holding it up. “So it’s just been sitting here, right? For 40 years? Right where she set it?”

“I guess,” Duponte said without betraying any interest in the question.

“This was the last thing she did,” Abigail said, gazing in awe at the portrait, then at the contents of the desk, before she settled into the old swivel chair, which squeaked in protest from its moving parts.

“This was where she wrote down all her money,” Abigail said, kicking up a little cloud of dust with the edge of her hand before she lowered her eyes to the document.

“Uh, Abigail?” said Talia. “Privacy much?”

“She’s been dead for 40 years,” Abigail said, but she looked at Duponte for reassurance, and Duponte gave her a nod.

“Nothing private there,” she said.

“Nothing very interesting either,” Abigail said, sliding her finger along the first few lines. “Gas. Seventeen dollars and 30 cents. Newspaper. Five-fifty. Thirteen candles . . .” Abigail’s voice trailed off before she repeated herself, looking up at her compatriots with a mystified air. “Thirteen candles.”

“Yeah?” Ember said. “Am I missing something?”

“Thirteen candles,” Abigail said for the third time. “Don’t you think that’s weird? That she’d write down the number? Of candles?”

“Why is that weird?” Duponte asked, sounding slightly affronted.

“Not weird, maybe,” Abigail said. “But, why 13? Why the number 13?”

“Uh, she needed 13?” Duponte said, “and not 12 or 14?”

“Thirteen is a portentous number,” Talia said.

“Portentous?” Ember echoed.

“Significant,” Talia explained. “But in a sinister way.”

“It’s 13 candles, people,” Duponte said. “I don’t see where–”

“Duponte,” Abigail said, staring up from the desk and speaking with her most somber tone. “Was your great grandmother a witch?”

Ember raised her hands to her mouth to stifle a scream. “Oh. My. God,” she gasped. “Would that not be the most perfect thing ever? She was a witch, and now we’re here. To carry on the tradition. This is so boss! Like the bossest thing ever!”

“She wasn’t a witch,” Duponte protested, but the three other girls descended on the desk, picking up books, envelopes, sheets, blowing off the dust and opening drawers in a search for everything up to and including the Malleus Maleficarum. They did not find that infamous book, but something else elicited a gasp of surprise from Abigail as she shuffled through the contents in the lowest drawer on the right, pushed other things aside and hoisted up a book with a pale cream cover, some of it black-scuffed, some of it shiny with age, made either of soft leather or a passable facsimile thereof. There was no writing on the cover, just a light embossing of what looked like seashells or stylized flower petals.

Abigail jabbed her thumb between the covers, opened the thin book at a random page in the middle, frowned with disappointment.

“Nevermind, it’s foreign,” she said. “French probably.”

“Let me see,” said Talia, grabbing the book from Abigail’s grasp, lifting the front cover carefully, peering at the first page and squinting at the contents.

“It’s hand-written,” she said, looking up at her three curious friends. “Like, with a quill. And it’s . . .” she ran her fingers across the old ink, “yeah, the ink is real. You can feel where it’s raised. And the paper . . . parchment. Super thin, and super old.”

“Yeah?” Ember said doubtfully. “But what does any of that mean?”

“Parchment is made from sheepskin,” Talia said. “It’s what they used to write on, from way back.”

“Actual sheep?” Ember said.

“Yeah.”

“Where’s the wool then?” Ember challenged.

“They shaved it,” Talia said, rolling her eyes before she studied the book in her hands.

“Okay, cool, it’s a recipe book,” Talia said, and she turned the book around so everyone could look. “See?”

“See what?” Ember said, leaning forward and studying the page. “It looks like something my mom would put down when she’s drunk and trying to write with eyeliner.”

“Does that happen?” Duponte queried.

“More than you’d expect,” Ember said.

“It’s an archaic script, but it’s not unreadable,” Talia said, putting her finger against the top line. “See? Read it. It says, uh, ‘recipee for to making myncenmeet pies a secret recipee’.”

“Is that even English?” Amber asked.

“Yeah, late Middle English, or early modern probably,” Talia said. “It just means it’s, uh, a secret recipe . . . meaning maybe someone’s own recipe they didn’t want anyone else copying, for mincemeat pie.”

“What kind of pie is that?” Duponte asked. “What’s a mince?”

“I don’t know,” Talia said. “I’ve heard of it, though.”

“It means you chop it all up,” Abigail said. “I’ve never had one, but they’re probably good.”

“We should make it,” Duponte said.

“So who wrote it?” Ember said, looking at Duponte. “Your great grand?”

“This is way older than that,” said Talia. “Like, hundreds of years old.”

“How old was your great grand then?” Ember asked.

“Not that old,” Duponte said. “She was born in the late 1800s or something.”

Talia turned the book back toward herself, scanning the page. “Okay, mutton,” she said. “Mutton is a meat. And game hen. And cream. You make a crust. Butter, wheat flour, bicarbonate. You chop. You stir. And then you . . . huh?”

Talia squinted at the page, turned it upside down, flipped carefully to the next page, looked at the wanna-be witches with a mystified air.

“All of a sudden, they go to a different language,” she said. “Different alphabet.”

“Let me see,” said Duponte, grabbing the book and rifling through pages to the end.

“It’s all like that,” she said. “Mincemeat pie, and then some kind of Chinese.”

“It’s not Chinese,” Abigail said, peering over Duponte’s shoulder. “It’s a related alphabet. Like maybe Cryllic or something.”

“Cryllic?”

“Yeah, like Russian or something. Did you have any Russians in your family? Like, way back?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Did your great grandmother know any Russians?”

“No, probably not.”

Ember clapped twice. “Okay, people, so we need some spells, pronto. We got the house, we’re all showing major promise as witches, we just need some spells.”

“Spells,” Talia said drily. “As in, Google it?”

“Exactly,” Ember said, nodding somberly.

Talia sighed, moved to the office chair, sat heavily and put her elbows on the desk to look dourly at the other girls.

“Okay,” she said. “I don’t think this is going to work out. I mean, I like you guys and all, and this house is awesome, and we could have some good times here. But c’mon . . . if we’re just going to look up spells online, this is going to turn into a huge time suck. And we just . . .” Talia’s voice caught, and her eyes grew wet. “Maybe Mr. Butler was right. We just need to graduate.”

The girl looked up tragically at three pairs of eyes, because this could have been something, if the foundational premise weren’t so ridiculous.

“There are no spells,” she said. “If they work, no one would post them online. So if we find them online, we’re just going to be disappointed, and real witches, if there are any, they’ll never talk to us. So I just don’t see . . .”

Talia pressed her fingers under her eyes. No one was interrupting or trying to change her mind, because they all knew she was right.

Ember was the first to speak.

“We could still study here, though,” she said, looking hopefully at Duponte. “Like, for real? Just to hang out? Because this house . . . it’s got a vibe, right?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Duponte agreed, but she didn’t sound convinced. What was to the other girls a fascinating old home was to Duponte just one of the lesser holdings of the sprawling family portfolio.

“Okay,” Abigail said. “Maybe we could do something else here. Study, or even help people.”

“A Halloween party next month!” Ember said, still grasping for something to do with the peers she’d be forced among. “Kids going trick-or-treating! This place would totally freak them out!”

“Hello?” someone shouted from the first floor. “You up there?”

“Hey, Biltmore!” Duponte shouted. “We’re in the office!”

Feet thudded up the stairs and down the hall, and a moment later a black-haired girl with piercing eyes and a nose that was prominent, if not actually hooked, appeared at the office door.

“Hey, Duponte,” she said, pausing to survey the other girls. “So these are your witches?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Duponte said, trying to sound enthusiastic, and she pointed to each of her Alternative Academy peers in turn. “Abigail, Ember, Talia, this is Biltmore, my cousin.”

“Hey.”

“Hi, Biltmore.”

“Hello.”

“So, we gonna do some magic?” Biltmore asked, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. “Put a curse on someone?”

“We’re trying to figure that out,” Duponte said. “No one knows any spells right now.”

“You just make ‘em up,” Biltmore said, setting down her book bag.

“You’re in college?” Talia said.

“Yeah, Essex Tech, veterinary science.”

“Cool,” Abigail said. “I love animals.”

“Can we add you to our text chain?” Ember asked hopefully.

“Sure,” Biltmore said. “Add away. Duponte’s got my number.”

“How exactly do you make them up?” Talia asked.

“What?” Biltmore asked.

“Spells,” Talia said. “How do you make up a spell?”

“Talia’s gotten very skeptical,” Duponte said apologetically to her cousin.

“It’s a serious question,” Talia protested. “I don’t want to just do things. I actually, literally want to fuck someone up.”

Everyone turned to look blankly at the girl, a wallflower at the regular high school who’d been just as quiet in her first few weeks at the Alternative Academy.

“Fuck someone up,” Talia said again, looking back in turn at each of the shocked faces. “And not get caught. What?”

“So we’re doing evil now?” Abigail asked. “Because I was sort of thinking more like helping people.”

“It’s not evil,” Talia said. “Some people deserve things.”

“But revenge is sort of evil, isn’t it?” Biltmore said.

“Not if you’re getting revenge for, like, super evil,” Ember proposed. “I bet there’s a spell for that.”

“If there was a spell for it, that worked,” Talia said, “then the government would know it, and they’d be using it all the time.”

“No they wouldn’t,” Biltmore countered. “Because then it would be obvious, and there would be total rebellion against it. So they’d only be using it when no one suspected.”

“I don’t think they do that at all,” said Duponte. “Because then they’d have to have witches working for them, and everyone would know it.”

While vigorous, the rest of the conversation was in other respects deficient and not worth repeating here. Suffice it to say that the five girls ended their first official coven meeting on a down note, with strong indications there would not be a second such gathering. And so it might have ended, just another abortive adolescent attempt to make something out of nothing, had not Duponte brought her great-grandmother’s book home with her, and glanced at the pages and the strange writing and eventually held it up to the bathroom mirror, and she almost screamed when she stared into the book’s reflection, and her fingers shook as she tapped out her message to the new, five-witch channel.

“whores,” she began. “reading the book in mirror .shit”

“What’s it say?” Talia replied. “Any spells?”

“no just old school shit like bibell, but I reading it”

“Text it to us,” Talia urged, and so Duponte did, painstakingly for the next hour, one line at a time:

Whereso’er there be evil, there men go

and they set upon the wymyn, for such are the fairest of their victims

because a Devyl of dark origins runs through their minds,

and so they set upon the gyrls the same

and must be fought, all of them, the Devyl and the men too

It happens again now, they press our wymyn to death

& hang them for no crime other than being wymyn

and call them wytches besides which they are not,

only users of the sayme powers that Providence

hath bestowed on them since ancient of days

“Prety cool, huh?” texted Duponte.

“What’s it mean?” Ember wrote.

“No idea,” Duponte conceded.

“Keep going,” Talia urged.

“2 tired,” Duponte replied

“pleeze!!!” Abigail had begged.

A little after 11 that evening, in bed and getting ready to masturbate, Duponte checked her phone for the last time, saw Abigail’s message, sighed and drew forth the book, held it up to her dresser mirror, and sent a few more lines out:

Beholden to Freyr, they are, and he of the dark arts!

They must be stop’t, and only wymyn to stop them,

who conjure in innocence

And here be the works of them,

the spelles and their wayse, and how to do them

The last message in the string that night was sent by Talia just before midnight:

“OMG I’m in when are we doing the coven next?”


Chapter 5: Extremely Roasted

Olivia tossed and turned in her bed, the duvet bunching up around her waist. She mumbled quietly, the words undecipherable, unclear. She was in a clearing, in the forest, the sky dark overhead, not a star in sight. From her position, lying on the ground, loose branches and leaves under her back, she looked over to her side to see the dark limbs of the trees rustling. A chill descended down her spine as she shivered a little. She turned to look up at the sky again, the dark, ominous clouds swirling and churning as she whispered, “Mother . . . ”

Murmuring from behind her caused her to dart up, propping herself up on her left elbow as she looked behind her to see several elderly women, garbed in flowing white cloaks descending upon her. Their faces looked kind, matronly, their eyes fixed on her as they approached.

Olivia, one of them whispered. It will soon be time . . .

“Time?” she asked. “What . . . who are you?”

The women formed a circle around her, perhaps as many as thirteen, fourteen of them, and as one they reached over their shoulders to undo their cloaks, letting them fall gently to their feet. They were completely nude underneath, which made Olivia stare at first, but then it suddenly seemed to her to be a perfectly natural thing. One of them stepped forward, her face timeless and soft, her eyes an alabaster gray that made Olivia shrink back from her, pushing herself up on her elbows, her knees raised, ready to dart further back. The woman dropped to her knees right in front of Olivia, reaching over with her hands to touch the girl’s knees.

It is time for you to become a woman, she whispered.

“A woman? But, I’m–”

Do you know what is needed? Do you know what you have to do?

“Um, I guess . . . have sex? Get fucked? I’m trying, god knows! But I’m a little shy in that department and I guess I just haven’t found the right guy yet. It’s hard, you know? What with classes and catching up on my social media–”

No, the woman interrupted, looking patient, and somewhat amused. Well, you can have sex if you want, of course. It’s any woman’s right to enjoy herself that way if she pleases.

The other women in the circle smiled and clasped their hands. Flowers sprung up within their clutches, flowers that grew and blossomed even as Olivia watched, wide-eyed and staring.

Your flow unleashes your power, Olivia. The cycle is your strength. Your womanhood holds the key. Unlock it and you will be strong: a woman, not a girl.

“So, wait–the key is in my pussy, but I need to unlock it first? With that key or some other one?”

Just spread your legs, the woman whispered as she knelt down, and Olivia realized she was completely nude as well. As she looked down between her legs, she saw the woman’s head descending, reaching her lips, touching them with her tongue.

“Oh, oh!” she moaned as she felt something starting to flow deep inside her. The feeling between her legs was indescribable and she arched her back, spreading her legs wide, feeling the flow strengthen, a deep, viscous feeling that spoke of ancient truths. But also something familiar. Something she had experienced before, usually when she least wanted–

Oh crap!

She woke up with a start, realizing that her period had started and she was staining her pajamas! The memory of the dream faded rapidly as she scrambled to get up and stagger to the bathroom down the hall to take care of things. What a way to start the day, she thought.

Breakfast was a rushed affair, Olivia eager to get to school and discuss her plans for their upcoming trip to the forest. First order of the day was to get closer to Isa and somehow persuade her to join her, Mia and Ella in their new circle. The opportunity didn’t present itself until after school.

“Hey, you wanna meet up at Extremely Roasted?” Mia asked Olivia as they walked together from their last class to the exit.

“Sure,” she replied. “Hey, I had a super weird dream last night.”

“Oh yeah? Did it involve sex?”

“Well, yeah, I think it did.”

“You think? That seems like something I’d remember. Maybe it was really boring sex?” Mia giggled. “Maybe in your dream you were a middle-aged housewife with a dull husband?”

“No! Gosh, the things you come up with, Mia. And I’m pretty sure not all middle-aged housewives have boring sex,” she protested.

“Sure, sure. So what was the dream about?”

Olivia stopped just before the door, looking around herself to see if anyone was listening. She leaned closer to Mia to whisper, “I forgot most of it after I woke up, but it’s starting to come back to me. Little glimpses. I was in a forest!”

“Oh, like the one you want us to go wandering through?” Mia whispered back.

“Yeah, kinda. And there were all these women there, Mia. They were important in some way. I could feel it.”

“And what did that have to do with sex? Were they sexy women, or something?”

“What’s this about sexy women?” whispered Ella, from right behind the two girls.

“Aaargh!” Mia and Olivia screamed in surprise.

“Sorry, sorry!” Ella squeaked. “Wow, you’re jumpy today!”

“Jesus,” Olivia panted as she clutched the front of her puffy jacket.

“Again, I’m sorry,” Ella said. “I shouldn’t have snuck up on you. But it seemed like you were having quite an intense conversation. What was it about?”

“Olivia was dreaming about sex with women,” Mia joked.

“I was not!” she protested. “Well, okay, I’m not actually sure. It’s all blurry. All I said was that I was in a forest and there were a lot of women there and I had a very strong feeling they were very important. And yeah, I also felt that sex was involved.”

“You probably dreamt that because we were talking about forming that woman’s circle and dancing around in the woods,” Ella said.

“Yeah, what about that–” Mia stopped mid-sentence as she looked across Ella’s shoulder. “Hey, there’s Isa. You wanna say hi?”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Olivia replied as she spotted the girl, walking towards them, wearing a light blue jacket, a cream colored skirt and green checkered leggings.

“Hey,” she said, waving her hand at the girl. “Isa, right?”

“Oh, hi,” Isa replied, stopping and looking at the girls. If Olivia looked carefully she might think that there was a look of suspicion on the girl’s face at first, but it was quickly replaced by a smile and a tentative wave of her hand.

“Are you heading home?” Olivia asked.

“Yeah, but I could . . . not,” she replied.

“You wanna go with us to a coffee place? We usually go there some days after school and chat,” Olivia said.

“Oh. Sure, yeah, that would be fun!”

“Yay,” Mia enthused. “Let’s go! I was getting a bit tired of the same topics every time. Now we can pick your brain!”

“Ignore her,” Olivia said, rolling her eyes. “We have lots of interesting things we talk about.”

“Boys?” Isa asked, winking, adjusting her backpack, which Olivia noted, was a very expensive looking leather model. She couldn’t quite see the brand, but it wasn’t anything she’d ever seen around school before.

Mia chortled. “Yeah, of course! I can see you’re going to be a great addition to our group. Don’t you agree, Ella?”

Ella, who had been keeping quiet in her customary shy manner, nodded and looked quickly up at Isa. Greeted with a somewhat lecherous grin, she quickly returned her eyes to the ground.

“Well, come on then, let’s go before it gets all crowded,” Olivia said as the group made their way out the front entrance and into the cold, darkening afternoon. A quick, five minute stroll and they entered Extremely Roasted, where the front door featured their trademark logo of a drunk coffee bean, tipped over onto its back with legs up in the air.

“Grab that table,” muttered Mia, gesturing to Ella as they joined the line to order. “You want your usual?”

“Yes, please.”

“Half-caf, Tipsy Bean special, with matcha foam?”

“Yes, please.”

“Sprinkles on top, or no sprinkles?”

“Extra sprinkles this time, please.”

“Okay.”

“What’re you having?” Olivia asked Isa.

“Oh, um . . . ” the girl replied, staring at the board. “Hang on . . . what the hell is an egg coffee?” She turned to stare at the two of them.

“Yeah, that’s one of our specialities! They soak coffee grounds in raw egg. Then it gets boiled,” Mia replied.

“It tastes like egg?”

“No, not at all. It’s just a bit smoother,” Mia replied, shaking her head. “Here you can have it with other stuff on top. They do a lot of crazy foams and toppings.”

“Okay . . . ” Isa muttered, still staring at the board.

They finally reached the front, Mia ordering what Ella had asked for and for herself, a triple shot latte with cheese foam and gummy bears on top. Isa ordered an egg coffee with chocolate foam and two cherry licorice straws in it, and Olivia got her usual: a matcha latte, lingonberry foam and a croissant. She had to specify that the croissant was to be on the side, not in the coffee. Not making that mistake again, she thought to herself.

They all joined Ella, squeezing into the booth after stowing their backpacks and hanging up their jackets. After a brief moment of silence, during which time each of them studiously scrolled through their phones, Olivia summoned the courage to ask Isa the inevitable question.

“Do you like our school?” she blurted.

“Oh. Yeah, sure, it seems really nice. I like how many of the classrooms are a different color. That’s nice,” she replied, looking up from her phone and making an effort to set it down.

“Yeah,” Olivia nodded enthusiastically. “I like the blue ones best. Pink is nice too.”

Ella nodded, still summoning up enough courage to overcome her shyness. Just then their drinks arrived and Olivia sighed. Her croissant was sticking out of her cup again. She gingerly pulled it out and set it on a napkin to the side.

“So,” started Mia. “We were talking about boys earlier. Anyone you left behind in Holland?”

“No, not really,” Isa said, pulling one of the licorice straws out a bit and sucking on it. “No one I’ll miss, to be frank.”

“So why’d you come here?” Olivia asked, and then felt bad for being so blunt.

Isa leaned forward a bit and whispered, “Bit of a scandal.” She leaned back again and winked at them.

“Ooh, tell us!” said Mia, enthusiastically.

“You don’t have to tell if you don’t want to,” Ella gently chimed in.

“No, it’s fine. My brother,” she said leaning back in, “he likes boys. Also girls, but often boys.”

Mia and Olivia nodded. “He’s older?” Olivia asked.

“Yeah, he’s set to take the . . . well, okay. You all know who I am, I assume.”

“Yeah,” they confessed.

“Fine. So, he’s supposed to inherit the throne someday, but in the meantime he likes to play around. Him and I . . . we sometimes experimented a bit, you know? Nothing serious, of course. Just stupid curious stuff.” The girls quickly stole glances at themselves.

“And then, one day,” Isa continued, “he had invited a boy to join us in my room and we were play-fighting and one thing led to another . . . ”

“Uh . . . ” Mia exhaled. “No way!”

“Yeah, we were arguing about who should stick what in where, and my brother was growing quite adamant that he should enjoy the boy’s . . . you know? And the boy was asking me how many of my holes were available–”

“Wait . . . what?” Ella asked, completely flummoxed.

“Yeah,” Isa replied, “am I a two or three-holer? Do you say that here in Norway?”

Mia almost choked on her coffee, cheese foam coating the tip of her nose.

“I didn’t think anyone said that, anywhere,” whispered Ella, eyes wide.

“Sure, sure,” Olivia replied, trying out her world-weary voice. “You’re not familiar, Ella?”

“Uh, no! I’m pretty sure there’s only one!”

Isa had returned to enjoying her coffee, trying to drink it through her licorice straw.

“Um, gosh, Ella,” Mia replied, staring at her. “Have you never tried counting your holes?”

“Counting?” she squeaked. “Well . . . wait–oh, no way! You mean, people . . . ?”

“Yeah, sure,” Mia replied, nodding sagely.

“But, ew! Oh, sorry Isa. Didn’t mean to imply anything,” Ella said as she blushed fiercely and looked ashamed.

“No problem. I understand if customs are different up here,” she said, not perturbed at all. “Anyway, we were about to negotiate terms when my mom waltzed into my room and all hell broke loose. Naturally, being the girl I was blamed for corrupting my brother and I got sent out of the country. The end.”

“Wow. Just–wow,” Mia said, in a quiet voice. “I’m sorry, that’s so messed up. What they did to you, not–”

“Yeah, thanks,” Isa replied. “Anyhow, all water through a dike, as they say.”

Olivia, momentarily at a loss for words, was trying to figure out how to steer the conversation over to the subject of a nice stroll through the forest, with potential for innocent girlish explorations of feminine powers, when Ella perked up and pointed to someone in the crowd.

“Hey, there’s that girl I was talking about! The Hawaiian one!” Ella exclaimed.

“Oh, yeah,” said Isa. “She’s a foreigner, like me!”

“Well,” Mia started. “We are an international school. I think actually us Norwegians are the minority there!”

Olivia turned around in her seat and looked over to see a darker skinned girl, very pretty, leaving the counter with a steaming hot cup of coffee and looking around for someplace to sit.

“What’s her name again?” Olivia asked Ella.

“Leilani,” came the reply. “Hasn’t she got the prettiest complexion?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Olivia said, trying to wave at her. “Hey, Leilani,” she yelled, drawing looks from others.

The girl looked over and saw them, Ella, and Olivia waving and motioning for her to join them. She came over and after a brief pause, during which Olivia scooted over to make space, joined them. She still had her puffy jacket on and was clutching desperately at the steaming coffee cup.

“Hi,” she said, shyly.

“Hi, Leilani,” said Olivia. “I’m Olivia.” The others made their introductions too and tried for a few, increasingly amusing moments to pronounce her last name, Kahananui.

“So,” asked Mia. “What’s a Hawaiian doing in Oslo?”

“Dying just a little every day,” she said, shivering.

“Oh, really? It’s not that cold! Wait till Winter,” said Olivia. When the girl stared at her with wide eyes, Olivia hastened to reassure her. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”

“What made you come here?” Isa asked her. “Family move, or did you get banished too?”

“Banished? Well, actually, yeah. My dad was politically active in the native restoration movement. Things got a bit too hot, so we had to leave.”

“And you came here, where it’s nice and cold!” Mia joked.

“Oh, yeah. Ha.”

“What does your dad do here, if I may ask?” Olivia interjected.

“He’s a surf instructor.”

“Oh, yeah. There’s a lot of good surfing here,” Mia said. “No, really!”

“Uh, yeah. If you don’t die instantly. Do you really go in the water?”

“Sure. Have you tried yet?” Mia replied.

“No way.” She paused and looked down into her cup. “To be honest, I’m having a bit of a rough time adjusting. It’s all so different . . . ”

“Yeah, I’m sure it is,” said Olivia, seizing her chance. “Listen,” she said, looking at Isa and Leilani. “Would you like to join us in a special women’s group we’re forming?”

“Women’s group?” Isa asked.

“Yeah, it’s like a bit of a fun . . . I don’t know how best to describe it. We can call it a pagan group, or if you’re not into that, then just a women’s thing. But we wanted to go take a walk through the woods and do some fun girly stuff. Just us, reconnecting with our blossoming womanhood so to say,” and at that Olivia began to blush, feeling like maybe this was a stupid idea. Also, she was starting to cramp again and her breasts felt extra tender.

“Like, a coven?” Leilani asked. “I’d be into that. My grandma introduced me to some of our peoples’ ancient customs. Powerful stuff. It was useful for me when I started to mature, to transition into becoming a woman.”

“Walk? In the forest? Is it uphill?” asked Isa.

“Well, yeah, a little,” Olivia replied.

“We’re not really good at uphill, the Dutch,” joked Isa. “But sure, I’m in. As long as there’s some sort of sex ritual.”

“See? I told you she’d be a great addition!” Mia laughed.


Chapter 6: The First Spell

The next meeting of the Salem Alternative Academy opened with a question, posed by Ember to Talia.

“Why did you change your mind?” she asked. “About the coven?”

“Because of the book we found,” Talia replied.

“You really think it’s magic?” Duponte asked.

“No, but it’s cool,” Talia said. “And it said there are spells there. I think they might be worth trying.”

“How did you get that out of what Duponte sent?” Biltmore asked.

“Seriously, no one else got it?” Talia said, staring at the faces of her four covenmates, each of whom had found her own place to sit in the study–couch, stuffed chairs, swivel. All she got in reply were four blank stares.

“Okay, give me the book,” she said, reaching toward Duponte and grabbing it from her, and she opened the book to the first page.

“Shit, it’s all backwards,” she said.

“Yeah, that’s what I was saying,” Duponte noted. “Hold it up to a mirror.”

Talia searched the room for a mirror, scowled, pulled her phone out of her back pocket and snapped a picture of the ancient script. With a few more manipulations, she had the resulting image flipped, and she read reverently from the little screen: “‘They must be stop’t, and only wymyn to stop them, who conjure in innocence.’

“Key word there is conjure,” Talia said. “As in, making a spell. It’s another way of putting it. And then, ‘here be the works of them, the spelles and their wayse, and how to do them.’”

Talia looked up. Her covenmates were staring back, waiting.

“Spells, people,” Talia said. “And their ways. In other words, how to do them.”

“How do you know all this?” Ember asked.

“Reading Elizabethan literature,” Talia said. “They write a certain way, but it makes sense once you get used to it.”

Talia took another picture, of the bottom half of the page, flipped it, squinted at her phone, and began to read. “The words and spelles here are taken from older of the books, one by the Norsegyrl in Topsfield who spoke both the tongues and wrote this out by her own hand and then we put down again here afterwards by us after it was put to pracktise and found to effect the changes sought and worked and ended the evil.”

Talia looked up. “Everyone get that?”

“No,” Ember said, speaking for her peers.

“Okay,” Talia said, sighing patiently, and one might wonder if her social isolation was not due to shyness but the result of possessing a certain kind of intelligence that made it very hard for her to suffer the presence of her differently-abled peers. But to her credit, she was bridging the gap today, trying at least. “So the takeaway line is, ‘it was put to pracktise and found to effect the changes sought.’” she said. “You with me? The way I read it, they said the spells and got what they wanted from them.”

“Cool,” Ember said.

“And then,” Talia continued, voice rising with excitement, “there’s a reference to an older book, that had to be translated by what they’re calling a Norsegirl. So that’s probably someone from Finland, Sweden, or whatever they were called back then when this was written. Norway. So it’s an even older book the girl had to translate.”

“Ended the evil,” Abigail said. “Isn’t that what it says the spells did?”

“Yeah, ‘worked and ended the evil,’” Talia confirmed.

“What was the evil?” Biltmore asked.

“I don’t know,” Talia confessed. “Probably didn’t get enough rain for their crops, or the flu was going around.”

“Uh, is that really that evil?” Ember asked.

“Yeah,” Abigail said. “Both meant death back then.”

“Let me read the next section,” Talia said, taking a shot of the lowest portion of the first page and then flipping to the second for another picture of the old, backwards script. After a few taps, she read the righted page haltingly, with pauses and breaks to make sense of the archaic print and vocabulary, and her four comrades listened with growing confusion:

But the deeds here must be done true, and none be shy of it, and tongue shall be the whip, the lips are the arches, and just beneath it two places of drawn milk shall be the spring (left) and the fount (right) and the nether places shall be front to backe the hare (this be a joke too) and the captain of the boat in the prow and the boat itself behind the captain and then the pool there, deep, and its seasons are the fall for when it is redde and the winter when it yields a white thickness and summer when its waters flow thin and the spring for yellow, and lastly the dunjon, which is the holle of wisdom

When she was done, Talia surveyed the room. “Everyone get that?” she asked.

No one spoke, none willing to admit that they were lost.

“I didn’t either,” Talia said. “It’s like a code of a code.”

“Backwards,” Duponte agreed, “and then she’s talking about a captain in a boat. Did women sail back then?”

“Yeah, but they weren’t captains,” said Abigail. “Men were captains. Women were just there for the ride.”

“Read that part again,” Duponte urged. “Way back we had boats in the family, so maybe this ties into that.”

“the captain of the boat in the prow,” Talia read, “and the boat itself behind the captain and then the pool there, deep . . .” She stopped reading, shrugged.

“What comes next?” Biltmore asked.

Talia read:

Should it be needed agin we pray this booke be found and used by faithful wymyn. The mark of the Demon shall be known by its perversity where men in high office and low too make of their orders and formalities such things as in the end only harm our gyrls and other femayles, and wymyn do it too who have fallen into the Demon’s klutches

The five girls looked at each other, bewildered.

“Wait,” Ember said in the tone of quiet epiphany. “Men in high office. Like . . . a principal.”

Duponte sucked in her breath, but Abigail and Talia looked unconvinced.

“I think higher than that,” Abigail said. “Like, a governor or something. Or a senator.”

“But a principal runs a whole school!” Ember said. “That’s pretty high. And perversity. It says perversity. And that’s totally Mr. Butler!”

“Who’s Mr. Butler?” Biltmore asked.

“He’s the principal at the alternative school,” Duponte said. “I told you about him. He’s the one who shitted all over our coven.”

“Okay,” Biltmore said, nodding without conviction. “So we’re thinking this book . . . is about him?”

“Not just him,” Ember said. “But people like him. This book is for fighting them, maybe. With our spells.”

“Hmm,” Talia said, holding the book on her lap and looking at Ember with new appreciation. “You’re making a good point here. The evil is other people, not weather or a sickness. So it’s women fighting men.”

“And other women,” Abigail said. “Who have fallen into the Demon’s grasp.”

“Clutches,” Talia said, peering at her phone. “With a k.”

“Who’s the demon?” Duponte asked.

“Satan,” Biltmore ventured.

“Satan,” said Ember. “Beelzebub, and Mephistopheles.”

“Whoa,” said Talia, impressed again by the girl. “You’ve studied this?”

“Yeah,” Ember confirmed. “Hell Club.” Ember looked around the room. “What, no one else watches it? It streams on Ghost Plus. Satan, Beelzebub and Mephistopheles start this band and then they open this club, Hell Club, but Beelzebub wants to do standup, like tell jokes and there’s just like, total tension about that. Oh, and Beelzebub turns into a girl sometimes, but she doesn’t know when it will happen, so it’s like, so awkward sometimes, and then–”

“That sounds really entertaining,” Talia interrupted through clenched teeth.

“The demon could be anything, though,” Abigail said.

“The demon makes people evil, according to the book,” Biltmore said. “So the spells fight them, once they’ve become evil.”

“Or fights the evil,” Biltmore said.

“Mr. Butler has become evil,” Ember said dourly. “Unless he was born that way.”

“I’m sure you can decide who to go after with the spells,” Biltmore proposed. “So we could start with him and then work our way up.”

“Is there a spell there about flattening someone’s tires?” Ember asked darkly. “Cuz if there is, we flatten all four of Butler’s, and he’d be so pissed, and he could never prove we did it.”

“You threatened him though,” Duponte said. “With a spell. So he’d know it was us.”

“Actually, that would be even better,” Abigail said. “He’d know we did it but he couldn’t prove it. Imagine his face that day in school.”

“There’s not going to be a spell for flattening someone’s tires,” Talia announced.

“Why not?” Ember asked.

“Because they didn’t have tires when this book was written,” Talia said.

“Did so,” Ember said. “Tires were invented by, like, caveman people.”

Talia grimaced as though in pain, but she paused and did not say the first thing that might have come to her mind. “Okay, maybe,” she conceded, because an argument over this wasn’t worth it, and she took a picture of the next passage, reversed it on her phone.

“Spell for to light the candle,” she read before she looked up. “Okay, they’re getting right into it.”

“Into what?” Duponte asked.

“This is real stuff,” Talia said. “It either works or it doesn’t.”

“Well, yeah,” Ember said. “Spells are supposed to do one or the other, right?”

“Not necessarily,” Talia said. “A lot of spells are for things like making someone love you, or being smarter or making your periods suck less. So after you do the spell, you can usually find evidence it worked, even if it really didn’t.”

“And a candle’s either on or off,” Abigail said. “So we do the spell and then we know.”

“Exactly,” said Talia. “So we need a candle.”

Biltmore leapt up, left the room and returned a few moments later with a tall white candle on a silver stand, its black wick suggesting it had been lit at least once, and she set it down on the corner of the desk with a flourish.

“I saw it in the bedroom earlier,” she said proudly.

“Fancy,” Ember said.

“I command you to light,” Biltmore said, waving her hands dramatically around the candle, which remained solidly unlit.

“Light, bitch!” Ember shouted.

The candle didn’t even flicker.

“What’s the spell say?” Abigail asked.

“Okay, wait,” Talia said, squinting at her phone. “Yeah, here we go. ‘Two of the associates shall array themselves as nature birthed them and sit beside with the fleshe touching, and the first shall take the second’s spring in her hand, and the second shall take the first’s fount in her hand, and the faithful twain shall each with the hand unoccupied grabbe holde by a light pynch of the other’s captain while they put their eyes on the candle and speake as one, ‘I bid thee lyte in service to me’.’”

A long, disappointed silence followed Talia’s reading. Even Talia appeared crestfallen as she searched the faces around her.

“Uh, what?” Biltmore said, only to break the silence.

“Let’s break it up into parts,” Abigail offered. “Read it again, like, a few words at a time.”

No matter how slowly Talia read, no matter how few words she spoke at a time, none of the would-be sorceresses could make any sense of the spell, and eventually Talia gave up, and everyone stopped trying to guess what the spring and the fount were, because if they were some sort of old-fashioned pump mechanisms long ago replaced by indoor plumbing, no one had any chance of finding the parts, even at that one old-timey hardware store in Swampscott.

Ember, sensing a decline in the meeting’s energy, reached into her book bag and produced a modest array of snacks–chips, marshmallows, chocolate bars–and the girls ate and gossipped, and Biltmore described life as a college student, and she even tutored them on a math problem some of the girls were struggling with. But before they went their separate ways, Duponte proposed that Talia sent all her pictures to everyone else, and that was agreed to and the pictures arrived in everyone’s phones that evening after dinner, and Abigail texted the following a little before 11:

“hey sluts I think I solved the spell but to do it you have to be totally gay lmao”


Chapter 7: The Forest

The very next Saturday the girls met up after lunch and set out on their forest walk. Mia, Olivia and Ella had taken the bus to the main entrance of Marka, the large, sprawling park that they had all gone exploring many times by themselves and with their parents. But this time it would be different, Olivia resolved. After a few minutes' wait, Isa appeared, stepping out of a chauffeured black Mercedes.

Olivia had to admire the girl. She was dressed in a lovely cream jacket with orange highlights, cream colored pants, and bright orange sneakers. Orange earmuffs and a dark purple knitted scarf and a tiny pink backpack completed the ensemble. Olivia was pretty sure that she could never pull that off, nor afford it.

“Hey there!” Isa called out as she spotted the girls waiting for her.

“Wow, don’t you look awesome!” Mia gushed. She was dressed in a knee length powder blue skirt with black leggings and a white knitted sweater under her purple puffy hoodie. Olivia felt a little out of place in her jeans and white sweater. She wore a gray jacket that she was starting to outgrow, especially in the chest area, making it a little uncomfortable to zip up, but she loved it and wore it every time she went hiking. Ella wore jeans as well, but hers were designer, hugging her legs and hips, and a knitted wool sweater with an iconic Marius pattern in red, white and blue. She carried her puffer jacket folded in her arms as she waited with them, not caring as much about the cold as the other girls.

“What, this old thing?” Isa joked as she walked towards them, holding an orange thermos in her hand. “So, where are we going again?” she asked.

“I figured we’d walk up the trails here towards the more wooded parts of the park. Maybe find an isolated clearing and make a campfire there?” Olivia answered, eager to get started on her long-awaited skogstur through the woods.

“So, where’s this Leilani girl?” asked Mia.

“Shit, yeah. Forgot for a minute,” Olivia exclaimed. “Gosh, I hope she finds the place.”

“Oh, she found it,” came a muffled voice from right behind her.

“Aaargh!” Olivia squealed in surprise. “Damn, don’t do that!” she cried out as Mia, Isa and Ella laughed. Olivia turned around to find a girl there, or perhaps better said, a puffy jacket and hood that sprouted legs underneath it and could possibly contain a girl within it.

“Leilani?”

“Yeah, hi,” she replied, her face barely visible.

“So, um . . . you’re quite bundled up there,” Olivia remarked.

“Yeah, no shit. It’s freezing! How are you not cold?”

“Oh, it’s not that bad!” Mia responded. “Wait till the sun goes down.”

Olivia elbowed her. “Now, Mia’s exaggerating,” she attempted to reassure the poor girl. “It’s really not so bad this time of year. September is one of the nicest months!”

“Is it going to be far?” Leilani asked. “I suppose I’ll get warmer when we really start walking, right?”

“Yeah, sure!” Olivia nodded vigorously. “You’ll feel much better. Come on, let’s head on in.” She turned and led the girls into the park, walking past the road barriers and onto a forest road that led into a lovely valley of spruce and pine, the fresh scent filling their nostrils and lifting their spirits, even Leilani who was starting to unzip herself a bit. Pretty soon Olivia encountered a trail delineated by a blue trail marker.

“This is the foot path we’ll take. I’ve been on this one before, it’s quite lovely,” she said as she stepped foot on the soft ground of the path, covered in pine needles and bordered by vegetation.

“Looks nice,” Isa remarked, pulling a string of licorice from her jacket pocket and offering some to the others.

“Oh, thanks,” Mia said, accepting a section of the string and popping it in her mouth in one tightly wound piece. The others all accepted some as well and the girls continued on, munching contentedly.

Idle chit chat eventually gave way to a bit of huffing and puffing as the girls made their way up a slope, the ground somewhat more slippery now as it grew damp from rain runoff from previous days that never had a chance to dry off under the shade of the trees that surrounded them. But their spirits remained high and eventually Ella summoned the courage to sidle up to Isa and talk to her.

“I read up a bit about your family,” she said shyly.

“Oh, yeah?” Isa huffed, her cheeks quite pink at this point.

“Yeah. That’s quite a long history you have. Very impressive.”

“Yeah, that’s what I gather too.” She glanced over at Ella. “I had to learn all of that both in school and from my tutors. Can you imagine having to memorise your family’s history and entire family tree? Back to the 16th century?”

“No,” said Ella, staring at the ground in front of her. “Wow. I never thought of that. It must suck–not the history, just the–”

“Yeah, I know.” Isa smiled at her. “What about you? Any famous stuff in your family?”

“Ella’s quite well acquainted with our own princess,” Mia quipped.

“Shut up,” Ella exclaimed. “She’s kidding. Although I did see her once, you know? She’s quite pretty. Too.”

“Oh, yeah? I’m afraid I don’t know that much about her,” Isa said, munching on another piece of candy.

“Really?” Olivia chimed in. “You don’t all know each other?” This was disappointing news to her.

“Nope. I’m afraid not.”

“What about you, Leilani? What’s it like in Hawaii?” Olivia asked her, the girl having shed most of her jacket, having dropped it off her shoulders but still leaving her arms in the sleeves.

“Oh, gosh. It’s super pretty. In a different way than this. This is super pretty too, you know?” She looked around herself at the trees and the clear spaces between them, a small lake visible through the gaps between the greenery.

“I’d love to relax on the beach there,” Mia said. “And maybe hang out with some surfers. I like doing that here too, but over there I could wear my string bikini all the time and look at sexy boys.”

“Yeah,” Leilani chuckled. “I can’t imagine doing that here.”

“Oh, you can!” Olivia protested. “But you’d probably want to wait for summer.”

They rounded a corner and Olivia spotted a side trail, narrow and winding that went slightly downhill and further into the thickets.

“Hey, you want to go this way? If I remember correctly from the last time I hiked here, this will lead to some nice, private clearings,” she said.

“Yeah, sure,” the other girls agreed, stopping for a moment to catch their breath. With Isa sharing some Katja candies, shaped like little monkeys, that the girls eagerly popped into their mouths after unwrapping them, they headed down the little path into the depths of the forest.

“Hey, are we there yet?” Mia asked Olivia after a good half hour of hiking during which time the sun started to sink below the horizon.

“Ta-dah!” Olivia declared as they broke out of the dense foliage at that precise moment, to behold a lovely clearing, encircled by towering pines. The light grass covering was interrupted by a cleared circle of dirt right in the center. “And look! There’s already a fire pit there.”

“Awesome,” Mia and Ella declared, the other girls looking around themselves.

“Um,” Leilani said. “Should we be worried about the sun? Like, that it’s no longer up there anymore? And what’s the deal with that, anyway! It’s not even that late!”

“It’s fine, Leilani,” Olivia replied. “The days are getting shorter, but they have lights on the main paths. We’ll be fine when we head back.”

Leilani looked around herself, not quite convinced of this.

“Hey, let’s build a fire and we can sit around it,” Olivia said, heading over to the edge of the clearing to start gathering firewood. The other girls jumped in to help and pretty soon they had a very respectable fire going. They sat around the fire for a while as the darkness around them spread, chatting about life, girlhood, school, other camping trips they had taken. Ella was quite enamoured of Leilani’s tales of fires on the beach. Olivia handed out some chunks of Pinnebrød, which she showed Isa and Leilani how to wrap around the end of a green stick in a rope-like fashion and heat over the fire. They munched away at that for a while, enjoying themselves immensely.

Tummies full, Olivia turned the conversation over to matters of a more esoteric matter. “Let’s discuss how we want to do our Seiðr.”

“Seder? Isn’t that a Jewish thing?” Leilani asked.

“No. I mean, yes, a seder is, but we’re talking about a Seiðr, which is an ancient pagan women’s shamanic group,” Ella corrected. “It’s the closest we have to what you might call a coven.”

“Oh, I get it. Yeah, cool,” Leilani replied.

“So what do you want to do?” asked Isa. “Are we going to strip naked and dance around the fire? I think that’s what I would do, if I were in such a group.”

“Oh, that sounds cold!” Leilani protested.

Mia chuckled. “Aren’t you getting hot from the fire? I can’t help but notice your jacket is completely off now.”

“Well, yeah, but I don’t know about going naked,” she replied, hugging herself tight.

“We don’t have to, if we’re not comfortable with that,” said Olivia. “But we could dance around the circle, that seems appropriate.”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Mia declared, standing up and holding out her hands. Each girl stood up and joined her, clasping hands and, in the flickering light of the fire, they began, slowly, tentatively at first, circling and waving their joined hands back and forth.

Soon enough it became too hot to be so close to the fire so they released their hands and moved further back, the heat seeming to grow, infusing their bodies, their jackets discarded on the forest floor behind them.

Olivia felt herself growing lost in the flames of the fire, the crackling, popping sounds mingling with the forest sounds, strange and foreign seeming. Calling to her from an ancient place, long forgotten but never really gone. She raised her head to the sky overhead, running her hands over her body, swaying and moving. The heat had invaded her core, she felt. There was a growing warmth within her, and she felt the very blood in her veins coursing through her.

She looked around her and noticed that Ella had stripped down to only her panties, even her bra was gone. She confirmed that the other girls had stripped as well, even Leilani, and when she looked down at her own body, she was shocked to find that she was fully naked. She had no idea how or when that had happened, but she didn’t stop–didn’t let it bother her. It seemed quite natural, and indeed it was. For was that not how the women of ancient times allowed themselves to come closer to each other? And to come closer to–indeed, become a part of–nature itself?

Olivia closed her eyes momentarily and when she opened them she saw Ella on the floor, on her back, her panties off, her knees raised and spread and her hand at her folds, rubbing furiously as she pinched her nipples with her other hand, head bent backwards, her teeth clenched and her face in a grimace of either pain or pleasure. Or both.

Isa was naked, her pale body exposed, on her knees, bent over to allow her heavy breasts to hang down, almost touching the forest floor. Mia was behind her, stark naked as well, her face between Isa’s spread legs, eyes closed. Their grunts were masked by the increasing ferocity of the crackling fire.

Olivia looked down at her bare middle, her trimmed pubic hair a triangle that stood in stark contrast with her pale skin. Something made her reach down between her legs, and pull at the string of her tampon, hanging free from her pink lips. She pulled it out and tossed it into the fire, staring as the flames seemed to surge higher as they burned the dam that had kept her flow within her. She cried out as her blood flowed down her thighs, feeling so good, so free.

When she turned from the fire, the ghosts of the flames still burned within her retina, she made out the shape of Leilani. Beautiful, slim, olive skin and dark hair flowing. A dark, thick triangle of hair between her legs, striding slowly towards her. Like a dream she reached Olivia and knelt down before her, reaching out to encircle Olivia’s legs with her arms.

“You’re so beautiful,” the girl whispered to Olivia. “Look, you’re bleeding. You’re feeding the forest. You’re like the mother of the world,” she said, in a husky voice. “Let me taste you.”

As Olivia stared, unable to say even a single word, Leilani reached forward with her tongue, touching Olivia right on the apex of her folds, wet, warm tongue touching her pleasure button, kissing it. Olivia groaned, tossing back her head and reaching for Leilani’s hair with her hands, holding her head close to her, spreading her legs further.

Time seemed to stop briefly and Olivia flashed back to her dream, the women of the forest, the circle. But now they were those women, Olivia thought. And when she looked down, Leilani was the girl stretched out naked before her, legs spread, her womanly folds spread open for her to sample. She knelt down between Leilani’s legs and bent down, her tongue touching the girl tentatively at first, growing more confident. She lapped away at the engorged flesh, sucking it into her mouth, letting her teeth graze lightly, moving her tongue as needed. She felt the force building within the girl spread out before her. Leilani’s body started buckling and a wetness enfolded Olivia’s mouth, an elixir she had never tasted before, but eagerly allowed to invade her mouth, feeling a growing sensation of power she had never imagined would come from a woman’s center.

With a piercing cry Leilani arched her back, her legs trembling uncontrollably, and Olivia felt a surge within her own core, the world narrowing to a single pinpoint, making her fear that she was blacking out. Her face fell forward into the girl’s wet middle and she moaned with pleasure, her body slowly unclenching and relaxing.

When the moment passed, she slowly raised her head and surveyed the surrounding area. The flames had died down a bit, but still cast a tentative, living light across the group of sweating, naked girls who were slowly emerging from their sex-crazed trance.

“Well,” said Mia, sitting up on her folded legs, her breasts shining in the light of the fire. “That was something!”

“Uh, holy fuck!” Ella declared, her knees closed, arm hiding her breasts.

“Wow. Is this typical for Norwegians?” Leilani asked, sprawled out before Olivia as Isa stared at them with something between shock and lingering lust in her eyes.

“Yeah,” said Isa. “Cause if it is, you guys are freaks! And I approve!”

“Wow,” Olivia panted. “Did everyone have some weird trance or something? That was super . . . I don’t even know how to describe it. Literally the first time that’s happened.”

“Did we all just become lesbians?” Ella asked in a soft voice.

“I don’t think that’s how it works, Ella,” Olivia replied, standing up on wobbly legs.

“Whoa, Olivia!” Mia exclaimed. “You’re bleeding pretty heavily.”

“Oh, shit. Yeah,” she exclaimed. “For some reason I took out my tampon. I have extras in my backpack.” She scampered over to where her things were and rummaged around a bit before finding one and unwrapping it. She squatted and inserted it, not feeling self-conscious at all, given what had just happened between them.

“I’ve got some wet-wipes for you,” said Leilani, who had come up behind her. She handed over some wipes that Olivia gratefully accepted to clean herself up. Tossing the used items into the fire, she looked around herself at the black night that enveloped them all in their tiny island of light.

“Shit, guys. I think it just got a bit later than we were expecting. We should head back,” she said.

“Oh fuck! We’re gonna be lost here aren’t we?” Leilani said, rushing back to her clothes and putting them on. The fire was starting to die down and everyone was getting cold, the rush of adrenaline dying down and leaving them exhausted.

Soon enough Olivia and Mia had stomped out the fire and with their phone flashlights on, they made their way back on what they desperately hoped was the right path. Unfortunately it became clear after a while that it was not, and they began to be seriously concerned that they would not reach civilization tonight.

“Fuck, fuck!” moaned Leilani, seriously cold now. Even Ella was hunched over in her jacket, shivering visibly.

“I’m so sorry, guys,” Olivia said. “Let’s just try a little bit further. The compass on my phone says we should be going in the right general direction. Unfortunately I’m not getting the map to load.”

“Oh, shit! Look,” Mia cried out as she pointed straight ahead. “Is that a cabin?”

“Where?” Olivia asked, looking up from her phone.

“Right there!”

“Yeah, I see it too,” Isa called out. “Let’s go see if there’s anyone there.”

“Doubtful,” muttered Olivia, but they rushed there anyway and soon were standing on the porch of a forest cabin, old and seemingly abandoned some time ago. The single story structure was clad in dark wood, the sloping slate roof covered in large patches of moss. Faded purple shutters sealed off the two front windows, one of them slightly off its hinges. Yet there was a feeling inside Olivia that grew stronger as they approached the door, and was practically roaring within her now, that this was the right place to be.

She tried the door, also faded purple, and to her surprise it swung open with a loud creak, the hinges protesting their intrusion.

“Wow, this place is actually pretty nice,” Olivia exclaimed as they entered, the single bulb set in the ceiling turning on after Olivia had groped around for the light switch. “Could use some sprucing up, yes, but kinda cozy.”

“Yeah. Shit, is everything here so nicely maintained?” Leilani asked. “Even your abandoned shit is nice!”

“Well, forest cabins are usually kept up to date by the forest service,” said Ella as she looked around, taking her jacket off and hanging it on the back of a dusty chair. Looking around the cabin, Ella was impressed. Other than being quite dusty, it was in great condition. The walls were of a light pine, a few stains in a corner and in several other places where the walls met the ceiling, indicating that somewhere the roof might have leaked at some point. A medium sized cabinet was set along one side of the interior, next to a sink and gas stove. A table, four chairs, a couch covered in a gray and blue woven throw, and several more cabinets along another wall completed the interior. A door off to the side led somewhere else and was partially open.

“What do you think?” asked Mia. “Should we spend the night here?” While there was no heat, the walls provided sufficient insulation to keep the chill at bay. She felt comfortable here.

“Can’t really do that,” said Isa. “If I don’t show up, the police will probably swarm the whole area looking for me. They might be freaking out right now.”

“Oh yeah, forgot about that,” said Ella.

“Hey, what about I look for some map or something? You know, a paper one like they had in the old days? Maybe we can follow that out?” Mia said, looking around the cabin.

“Yeah, let’s all spread out and search. Maybe we can find something that will help us. Or maybe I can get a data signal eventually and use my phone to get us out,” Olivia said, hope in her voice.

The girls agreed, eager for something to do to allow them some private time to process what had happened in the forest clearing. They had all been studiously avoiding each other’s eyes, although Isa did occasionally leer at Mia. Still, some time apart would help them all out.

They spread out within the tiny cabin, discovering that it had many nooks and crannies in its various corners and beams and rafters. Mia quickly discovered a trapdoor underneath a throw rug in the corner that led down into what they presumed was a root cellar and she was the only one brave enough to go down there.

As Olivia tapped in frustration on her phone, hoping that increasing the strength of her taps would correspondingly increase the signal strength, Mia came up from the cellar, a big book clutched in her hands.

“Hey, look what I found!” she exclaimed, walking over to them, wiping layers of dust from the leather-bound volume.

“What’s that?” Ella asked as she approached.

“No idea, but it looks pretty old,” Mia replied. Olivia, curious, came over as Isa and Leilani sat on the couch, dejected.

“Wow. Ow,” said Olivia as her midsection clenched with a particularly strong cramp. “What the hell?”

She reached out and touched the cover. “Leather?” she asked.

Mia set the book down on the small table. She ran her hand across it. “Leather. But not normal. Not something I’ve felt before,” she said. “There’s some sort of pattern engraved in it.”

“Pattern?” Olivia looked closer. Indeed, there was. She reached out and traced it, leaving a trail of dust behind her finger. Mia snorted.

“What?”

“Look,” Mia said, pointing. “It’s a penis!”

“What?” Ella squeaked as she looked closer. “Oh shit! Yeah! It’s a penis, and quite a healthy one at that!”

“What the fuck kind of book is this?” Olivia asked, her voice raised.

Isa came over and stared. “Is this some kind of Norwegian porn? Like, you guys couldn’t be content to just publish a porno mag, you had to create a leather-bound book?”

“What’s this about porn?” Leilani asked as she got up and came over to look as well.

“Let’s open it up and see,” Mia urged Olivia.

“Fine,” she replied, carefully opening the cover to reveal the first page. It looked ancient, the page more of a parchment than any paper Olivia had ever encountered. The page was covered in runes, like she had seen at the museums and historical sites. And there, in the middle of the page was a painting of a fearsome creature, half man, half animal, with a giant head that looked like it belonged to a wolf. And in the middle of its body, raised proudly up towards the sky, was a giant, barbed penis.

“Sexy!” Isa proclaimed.


Chapter 8: ‘I Bid Thee Light’

Talia sent the last text of the night to the girls’ channel, her annoyance obvious as she replied to Abigail’s message.

“The spell is totally gay?” she wrote. “Gay as in male homosexuality? How do you figure? Because this is a women’s spellbook.”

A few more texts were sent the next morning, all hastily written between breakfast, showers, dressing for school:

Abigail: grls can be gay

Ember: lesbins tho

Biltmore: yeh called lesbians or lezzes at times

Talia: Abbie r you saying gay like girl gay?

Duponte: I bet she leff for school already no answer for few

Biltmore: lezzos too or yah butch dyke

Talia: Abbie u there can u splain?

Ember: she tell us at scholl

Abigail: ok I’m outside school meant gay like generally can’t explain at school get expelt

Talia: what’s that sposed to mean?

Biltmore: name comes from Lesbos bunch of lezzes there Greek island

After lunch that day, while they gathered in the stairwell to wait for afternoon classes to start, Talia’s curiosity had reached a fever pitch. But they were not alone. Several problem boys were on the landing just above them, unseen but very audible, occasionally laughing, occasionally muttering to each other, but definitely aware of the girls below and waiting for them to say something interesting, probably. So as soon as she set her bag on the step beside her, Talia shot Abigail an expression of intense demand, her eyebrows raised high, her mouth forming the word “well?”

Abigail, with a quick, wary glance up at the landing above, where the boys were being very quiet at the moment, shook her head.

“Just a clue?” Talia begged quietly.

“Okay, one clue,” Abigail said quietly. “Go back to the start of the book. Whip means tongue. And then . . . well, just read it.”

The rest of the girls pulled out their phones, opened the pictures, scrolled frantically among them.

“Oh, shit,” Talia said.

“Dayum,” agreed Duponte.

“Wait,” said Ember. “Really?”

“Tell Biltmore,” Talia urged, looking at Duponte.

Duponte brought her phone to her face, tapping with both thumbs briefly before she looked at her comrades. “We’re getting together today, right?”

“We have to,” said Abigail.

“To do what?” Talia said.

“The spell,” Ember said.

“No fucking way am i doing that spell,” Talia assured.

“Maybe we can get Biltmore to do it,” Duponte said, and she tapped a little more. “Okay, I asked her.”

“You sent it?” Talia asked, voice rising in panic.

“Yeah,” Duponte said.

“Is she . . .” Talia began, before she looked up, lowered her voice and leaned forward. “Is she a . . . she likes girls?”

“I don’t know,” Duponte said.

“She’s your cousin,” Ember said. “Shouldn’t you know that?”

“Just because we’re cousins doesn’t–”

“Wait,” Talia said. “Even if she is . . . that . . . it takes two girls. Two girls have to do it. So who else . . .”

Talia’s voice trailed off as she looked at the others around her, who all returned her gaze with their blankest expressions, the expressions all girls learn to give when asked about their sexual preferences. Because once you start answering questions about what you liked, where would it stop? Best just not to admit anything.

The unbearably awkward silence that followed was quickly relieved by phones, each of the four girls suddenly very interested in their devices, and they tapped and scrolled, searching news or playing games, until just before the bell rang for the next class, when Duponte’s phone chimed and she read something there and looked up.

“Okay, Biltmore gets it. She wants to know if we’re getting together.”

“Yeah,” Ember said. “Let’s, just so we can at least talk about it.”

“Are you bringing snacks again?” Talia asked.

“Yeah,” Ember confirmed.

“I’ll come for that.”

“I’m in,” Abigail said.

“Me too,” said Duponte. But like the rest of the females, she didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic.

That afternoon, five disappointed girls sat around a coffee table in the study of the late Agnes Teach, staring at a single candle in its silver holder. A few of them were eating carrots dipped in brown sugar, which was Ember’s idea of a snack.

“Let’s just go through the spell again first,” Abigail said. “Just to make sure we’re not missing something.”

No one disagreed.

“Two of the associates shall array themselves as nature birthed them and–”

“That means naked,” Duponte interjected.

“As nature birthed them,” Abigail continued, “and sit beside with the fleshe touching, and–”

“So their butts have to touch,” Ember said.

“Not their butts, really,” Talia said. “It could be thighs. Like, they’re sitting side by side.”

“It might as well be butts,” Duponte said. “Because then . . . okay, go on, Abigail.”

“And the first shall take the second’s spring in her hand, and the second shall take the first’s fount in her hand, and–”

“Which means tits,” Ember said. “Left tit and right tit. We’re supposed to be holding each other there.”

“Yeah,” Abigail agreed, continuing, “and the faithful twain shall each with the hand unoccupied grabbe holde by a light pynch of the other’s captain while–”

“And this is where it gets totally gay,” Ember said. “Lesbian gay, if you want. But I think gay works.”

“Captain,” said Biltmore. “Are we sure that’s what it means? The clitoris?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Abigail said. “I mean, we all agreed about this, right?” She looked down at her phone and read aloud from earlier in the book:

The nether places shall be front to backe the hare (this be a joke too) and the captain of the boat in the prow and the boat itself behind the captain and then the pool there, deep . . .

“Nether means private parts,” Talia said, relating that fact for the third time since the meeting had begun. “Or it can. So we’re talking about that. And then, the hare, but they’re joking, like hair. Like pubic hair. And then, they’re describing the pussy. They have to be. It’s like a boat. That’s what they’re comparing it to. Front to back, captain in front. The prow. That’s what prow means. So it has to be the clit.”

“And they want us grabbing each other’s . . .” Ember said. “Like . . . why?”

“It’s not ‘they’,” Talia said. “There’s not a ‘they’ here.”

“What do you mean?” Ember said defensively.

“I just think it’s an important point, not to blame someone,” Talia said. “These spells, they’re what worked. Or at least what people say worked. It’s not, it’s not like . . . okay, gravity. The law of gravity. It’s not like ‘they’ say you have to fall off a cliff. You just do.”

Ember stared at Talia, eyebrows raised, completely lost.

“Okay, I get it,” Abigail said. “But why does it matter?”

“Just for the sake of accuracy,” Talia said. “We need . . . I feel like we need to understand, we need to be clear on what this is. Spells aren’t something you force. They’re something you try, and if it works, then you’ve tapped into something deeper than someone’s, just someone’s idea.”

“Seriously?” Biltmore said. “These old school witches are grabbing each other’s tits and pussies just to see if something happens?”

“Maybe they were playing Twister,” Ember proposed.

“That’s not how you play Twister,” Duponte said.

“Well, duh,” Ember said. “I’m saying, like, old-school gay Twister. It probably got outlawed after a while.”

“It doesn’t matter that much how it happened,” Talia said. “But whatever they did, they were, or they thought they were, accessing, you know, accessing this other world.”

“Why would the other world be trying to turn us into total lezzes?” Duponte asked.

A cathartic but nervous laughter followed, but when the girls were done giggling, Talia offered her thoughts.

“Lesbianism is very threatening to the patriarchy,” she said. “They don’t like women’s sexuality. They don’t want women doing things that don’t get them pregnant. So maybe . . . maybe it’s not that the spells are supposed to be gay, it’s that . . . it’s just that they’re anti-man.”

“Guys like lesbian stuff though,” Biltmore noted. “Half the porn out there is girls doing it with other girls.”

“How do you know?” Ember asked, prompting another round of laughter and some furious blushing from Biltmore. When it subsided, Abigail spoke:

“So are we going to try it or not?”

Everyone turned to Abigail. No one spoke.

“Is anyone here a lesbian?” Biltmore asked.

“Oh, you went there,” Ember noted.

“Okay, look,” Abigail said, holding up her hands. “We can just not do this, and put the book back in the desk, and Google spells. Or we can draw straws.”

“What does that mean?” Ember inquired.

“I mean, not literal straws,” Abigail said. “It’s just an expression. We–”

“We let a system of chance pick the two girls,” Talia said. “But all five of us have to agree that if we’re chosen, we’ll do it.”

For a long moment, no one spoke, while each girl looked nervously at her peers before turning her eyes to the floor.

“Okay,” Duponte said quietly.

“I’m in,” Abigail said.

“Yeah,” Ember said.

“Sure,” Biltmore said.

Everyone looked at Talia.

“Will you do it?” Abigail asked.

“For science,” Talia said heavily. “Yes.”

“It’s sort of for magic though,” Ember corrected.

Talia refrained from answering, and the girls, after a great deal more discussion, settled on a selection method: five folded slips of paper, two with “witch” written on them, three bearing the word “bitch,” would be put in the empty trashcan they’d found in the corner, and each girl would stir the slips around, and then each would reach in and pull out a slip, and the two who got the “witch” slips would have to do the spell, no matter what.

Biltmore, the first to draw a slip, unfolded it and looked up dourly at her comrades. “Witch,” she said.

Ember and Duponte were spared. Abigail drew the fourth slip. “Witch.” And Talia breathed a sigh of relief.

Biltmore and Abigail looked at each other and then at the others, and one might guess that one or both of them were about to say never mind, they didn’t really mean it, they weren’t about to undress and touch each other. And when Biltmore arose wordlessly and left the study, that outcome became even more likely.

But the four girls left behind didn’t hear her head down the stairs, open and slam the front door, get in her car and drive away. Instead, she seemed to have headed into one of the second-floor bedrooms, and after a series of vague noises, she reappeared, draped in a blanket but obviously nude underneath. She held a second blanket in her hand, still folded, and she handed it to Abigail and returned to her seat on the couch, hunching forward and scowling.

Abigail, with a resigned sigh, left with the blanket and, after a few minutes, returned as well with nothing but the blanket to conceal herself, and she sat next to Biltmore and stared at the candle.

The other three girls watched in silence, all perhaps wondering if a single careless word might end this, compel Biltmore or Abigail to rush out and put back on their clothing and call it quits.

“Okay,” Biltmore said, turning to Abigail, focusing only on her, the others here forgotten. “So, drop our blankets on the count of three.”

“Okay,” Abigail said quietly.

“One, two, three.”

The blankets fell and two naked female bodies emerged, the black-haired, slender Biltmore with her D-cup breasts and waxed pubic hair, the thicker Abigail, her skin the same color all over, like coffee and cream, her breasts smaller, her black pubic hair in a triangle over her sex.

Biltmore slid toward her partner until their thighs touched. Abigail, after swallowing and grimacing, was the first to reach for the other girl’s private places, cupping her right hand under Biltmore’s left breast and, with a reluctant half smile, dropping her left hand down to Biltmore’s hip. Biltmore, face stony and unreadable, spread her legs and took Abigail’s right breast in one hand, reached between Abigail’s legs, fumbled for the girl’s clitoris in the midst of her hair, and stared at the candle grimly while Abigail’s fingers took hold of Biltmore’s sensitive flesh.

“What are we supposed to say again?” Biltmore nearly croaked.

All three clothed girls grabbed their phones and scrolled. Duponte was the first to find the spell.

“Okay,” she said, “they put their eyes on the candle and speake as one, ‘I bid thee lyte in service to me’.’”

“I bid thee light in service to me,” Abigail said.

“Uh, you have to say it together?” Ember said.

“I’m practicing,” Abigail retorted.

“I bid thee light in service to me,” Biltmore said.

“Maybe on the count of three,” Talia offered, “and you both say it? One, two–”

“I bid thee light in service– ” Abigail began.

“I bid thee light in service to me,” Biltmore interrupted.

“No, right after I say three,” Talia said.

But Abigail had another idea, breathing in dramatically before she spoke, and after she said, “I bid thee light,” Biltmore said the rest of the command with her.

The candle did not light.

The two kept trying, and by the fifth time, they said the words in unison, but still the candle didn’t light.

“It’s not working,” Ember said.

“Yeah,” Abigail said. “I’m not sure if this matters, but you’re not holding my clitoris.”

“What am I holding?” Biltmore asked, looking between the other girl’s legs, her hand still clutching Abigail’s breast, the two females the picture of both social and physical awkwardness, because this was not a normal way to sit with someone.

“You’re holding, like, my lip,” Abigail said. “Move to the left. Yeah, almost there. Okay, okay, got it. There. Let’s go.”

“I bid thee–”

“Light in–

“I bid thee–”

“I bid thee light in service to me,” they said together on the third try, staring at the candle.

A single tiny spark gleamed and sputtered, a thread of smoke rose from the blackened wick, and a moment later, a little flame appeared at the top of the wick before it spread from there downward to make a perfect oval of yellow fire.

“No. Fucking. Way.” Talia said, staring at the candle.

“Oh my god, you did it, Cuz!” Duponte exclaimed, squeezing Biltmore’s shoulder.

Talia stood, blew out the candle, pulled her sweatshirt over her head, and she cast a sharp eye at Duponte, then at Ember.

“One of you get your clothes off,” she said. “We’re doing this.”


Chapter 9: Freyr

“What do you think it is?” Mia asked, staring at the image of the wolf-like being with the impressively sized male member. She touched the page, feeling the thin, almost unnatural texture of the parchment. When she had found the book, hidden in a small, rusty cabinet drawer in the root cellar, she had immediately known that this was going to be awesome.

“Some sort of sexy-ass ancient god? Maybe one of the Vanir?” Ella mused.

“Vanir? What’s that? Some sort of sexy werewolf clan with giant shlongs and we can expect to meet some shiny vampires later on in the book?” Isa smirked.

“No,” Ella replied, patiently. “The Vanir are a family of gods in the old Norse pagan mythology. They’re supposed to be on our side. I think. Anyway, they represented fertility and stuff like that.”

“Ah, that explains the rather prominent member,” Isa said as she glanced at her phone. “Fuck, I wish they represented cell reception.”

“Perhaps that giant penis could act as a cell tower?” Mia chuckled.

Olivia turned the pages idly. “Wish we could read this. It’s all covered in these squiggly symbols.” She turned to Ella who was busily rolling her eyes. “Okay, smarty pants. You obviously know what they are.”

“Yeah, duh! They’re runes! Ooh, this book must be legit ancient! I bet it’s valuable!” Ella was getting pretty excited at the prospect. She had a friend at the museum of antiquities in Oslo and was licking her lips in anticipation of what he might tell her about this great find.

Isa sighed. “I guess we’re going to be here for a while. I need to feed my fish. Could you guys hold my phone for a minute?”

“Um . . . ” Mia paused. “What’s this about your fish? And why exactly are you toting fish around on a hike?”

“And for that matter, where?” Olivia chimed in. Leilani looked up from the couch where she had wrapped herself up in a cozy cocoon. She shook her head and returned to contemplating the far wall.

“Here, hold my phone,” Isa repeated.

Olivia took it and glanced at the phone case, stunned to see that it was transparent, quite thick, and filled with water. It sloshed around as she tilted the case. Swimming quite contentedly within the micro-aquarium were no less than five very, very small fish!

“What the . . . ” she began as Isa rummaged around in her purse. Finally she surfaced, holding a small container of fish food, with a triumphant expression.

“Yes!” Isa exclaimed. “I was afraid I might have forgotten to bring their food. My parents keep telling me I’m irresponsible. ‘Not of a royal disposition, my dear,’ You know how that goes, right?”

“Yeah, my mom calls me a princess a lot,” Leilani muttered from the couch. Of all of them, Leilani seemed to be having the most difficulty coming to grips with their current situation. Or perhaps it was because of what had happened in the clearing? Olivia bit her lip as she recalled their tryst there. Maybe it was because she was an American? Olivia had heard that they were a bit more prudish there.

Taking the phone back, Isa pried at the top for a while, muttering under her breath and sticking her tongue out in concentration. Finally it popped off and she could sprinkle some of the food inside, quickly closing the top again and putting away the phone and food.

“Your phone’s kinda heavy,” Olivia said. “You sure it’s worth carrying that around all the time?”

Isa looked at her, puzzled. “Of course! Look!” She pulled the phone out again and pressed a button on the side. Lights turned on and reflected off the scales of the tiny fish, causing a mesmerizing pattern to play out.

“Ooh, cool!” Ella and Mia whispered. Olivia had to admit it was quite impressive. Still . . .

Just at that moment, as Isa was putting her phone away, Leilani looked up. “Hey guys! I . . . I think there’s someone outside,” she hissed in a frantic whisper, gesturing madly for them to duck down. Before Olivia could ask why she wanted them to do that, the door opened and a man in a dark uniform, heavy belt, dark boots and a flashlight in one hand strode in, waving the flashlight around, blinding Olivia momentarily.

“Who the fu–” she started saying.

Isa squealed out, “Petyr! How’d you find us?”

The man looked around at the assembled girls and scowled. “We’ve told you before, your highness. We have ways of tracking you.”

Isa sighed and pulled a string of licorice out of her purse. “Why do I feel like you’re not capitalizing my title again?”

He smiled, his face brightening up considerably. “So sorry, your Preciousness. We’ll endeavor to make sure that doesn’t happen again. So, who are your friends? And what the hell are you doing here at this time of night?”

Olivia straightened herself up. As the de facto leader of this small party–what she was now determined to think of as a coven, her coven–she felt she needed to assert herself.

“We’re hanging out, and we’re friends from school. Who exactly are you?” she asked.

“This is Petyr, my bodyguard,” Isa replied before he had a chance to speak. “We all get one, in my family. But I think mine’s the best, if not necessarily the most respectful.” She leered at him, making Olivia raise a brow.

“Well, that’s wonderful. I’m glad you’re making friends, Your Tardiness. But it’s time to go home, I think,” he said, surveying the room with a practiced eye. An eye that lingered for a moment on the book, held in Olivia’s hands, a book she had reflexively closed and hugged close to her chest the moment the door had opened.

“Yeah,” Olivia said. “I think we should head back. It’s getting pretty dark, I guess,” acting as if that was a new revelation and the girls hadn’t stumbled across this cabin in a panic. So far, none of the other girls had made any mention of what had happened in the clearing, and Olivia certainly wasn’t going to raise that point now.

“My reception’s shit here, Petyr!” Isa whined as they all filed out of the cabin, Olivia clutching the book, Mia giving her the side-eye and Leilani shivering. Ella held close to Isa and Petyr, eager to eavesdrop on what a princess and her bodyguard might say to each other. Since, among all of them, she had the most experience with royal encounters, she felt it was her right and duty to learn as much as she could.

Walking along the darkened paths, guided by his flashlight, and startling occasionally at the strange forest sounds, among them some rather unfamiliar and disturbing howling noises, they finally made it out of the park to find his van, where they all scurried in and made themselves comfortable in the cushy leather bucket seats. Isa rode up front in the passenger seat and Ella, facing the others in the backwards facing front row, nodded knowingly at Olivia and Mia, Leilani seated next to her.

“What?” Olivia asked.

Ella’s eyes made an exaggerated journey over to the book that Olivia was clutching to her chest, over the seatbelt.

“Yeah?” Olivia whispered. “We should read this, I think! Don’t you?”

“How?” Mia whispered.

“I have a friend, at the museum,” Ella whispered back. “I think he might be able to decipher it for us.”

“Oh, he speaks Rune?” Mia whispered, mockingly.

“Yes, as a matter of fact. And it’s not a language, it’s a symbolic expression of ancient Norse. Which, admittedly, is a language,” she finished lamely.

“Why are we whispering?” Isa whispered back at them, head twisted around to stare at them.

“Oh,” Olivia started. “Sorry, just talking about . . . stuff. We’ll fill you in later.”

She could see Petyr’s eyes focussed on her in the rear-view mirror. For many reasons, she didn’t want him to know what they had found. He might be Isa’s most trusted protector, but that didn’t mean he was on their side. Or that he would let Isa stay in a coven. That was probably frowned upon in most prim and proper royal families. And how the hell was he able to track her? She resolved to find out at some point. She didn’t want him to suddenly pop in whenever they were doing some sort of fun coven-ish thing. She shuddered at the thought of what he would have seen had he shown up in the clearing.

One by one the girls were dropped off at their respective homes, each bidding Isa and Petyr farewell, with many thanks for coming to get them. Back in her room, snuggled in for the night, Olivia traced the outline of the book again, lingering a little while on the erect member of what might or might not be a member of some ancient pantheon of gods. Or demons? The wolf face did not speak of kinship with the tribes of man, but rather of some ancient savagery that would make men and women fear them.

Her sleep that night was marred with images of an ancient evil awakening, staring down at her, growling and slavering in barely contained rage and . . . hunger?

The next day, somewhat groggy from a restless night, Olivia rushed to meet Ella and Mia at the Oslo Aesir Museum. Ella had texted that they should show up there with the book and they would try to find out what it said.

“Hey,” Olivia muttered to Ella as she made it over to where the girl was waiting, outside the main entrance to the museum. “Mia not here yet?”

“Nope,” came the reply as Ella hugged her steaming thermos of coffee. “You sure Isa and Leilani didn’t want to come too?”

“Yeah, I texted them, but they had other plans. I guess it’s Sunday and they go to church maybe?”

“Seems a little out of place, what with us having literally just created a coven, but whatever floats your longship, am I right?”

Just then, Mia arrived, cheeks pink from the brisk wind that came in from the harbor where the museum was situated.

“Brought the book?” Mia asked.

“Yeah,” Olivia nodded. She had put it in a briefcase she had borrowed from her father, although, given that she hadn’t asked or told him, it was more accurate to say that she had stolen it. Except that she fully intended to give it back, so that was okay.

“Shall we, ladies?” Ella asked as she gestured towards the door. A couple of inquiries and phone calls at the reception desk later and they were face to face with Ella’s friend, Olaf, in his tiny little office in the basement of the museum.

“So, can you read these runes?” Olivia asked, after the idle chitchat had ended. Like most Norwegians, Olivia found small talk to be quite an uncomfortable experience and after mentioning the weather for a socially acceptable duration, they had moved on to the business at hand.

“Yeah . . . no,” he said, much to their disappointment. “These are pretty old, not like the newer ones I’m more comfortable with. I’m pretty decent at the Younger Futhark, but this is the Elder Futhark. Quite different.”

“Damn older footh–whatevers!” Mia quipped.

“Futhark. It’s a runic alphabet,” he corrected. “Nice wolf-penis, by the way. Very impressive depiction of Freyr.”

“Freyr? Isn’t he the god of fertility? He’s supposed to be nice, not some scary-ass wolf creature!” Ella protested.

“Yeah, but the one rune I do know from the Elder Futhark is the one for Freyr,” he said, tracing the rune in question. “I guess someone didn’t like him too much? Maybe they have a problem with male sexual aggression? Freyr didn’t always ask too nicely, if you know what I mean . . . ”

“Ooh, a rapey god, you don’t say,” Ella said, holding her hand over her mouth. “Who would have thought!”

“Is there anyone who can translate this?” Olivia asked, somewhat disappointed. She was getting more and more convinced that this book might play a central role in their coven. The penis-heavy god alone was a symbol, a sign that they were onto something. And they had found it after their . . . activities in the clearing. This book had to play a part, she just knew it!

“Well, there is Guðrún. Guðrún Kristínsdóttir. She works here, translating stuff. She’s definitely going to be able to help.” He pulled out his phone. “Want me to call her?”

“Oh, could you? That would be awesome!” Ella exclaimed. She looked over at Olaf with eyes that Olivia recognised. The girl could use a man, she thought. She could do worse, Olivia felt, glancing quickly over his body, mostly hidden under a thick sweater, but nicely sized. Before she could picture Ella getting properly banged by a museum intern, she was brought back to reality by his conversation with a rather sharp-sounding woman at the other end of the phone.

“A book with the Elder Futhark and a wolf-god depiction? Bring them over immediately. I need to see this,” came the voice.

“Well, there you have it,” he declared. “She wants to see you, so it’s best to go now. You don’t want to keep Guðrún waiting, let me tell you. Lessons learned, that’s all I’ll say.”

With that, he hurried over to the door, leading them across the hallway and up two flights of stairs and then along another hallway.

“Hey,” Olivia whispered to Mia as they followed along. “We need to talk.”

Mia gave her a look, face blank, staring at her without expression. “About?”

“You know!” Olivia hissed. “In the park . . . what we did?”

“What did we do?”

“Oh my god, Mia! Are you really going to make me say it?” Olivia muttered, rolling her eyes. She knew this mannerism. Mia employed it whenever she was uncomfortable with something, or she wasn’t sure that it was something worth talking about, and would prefer it remained unsaid, untouched.

“Say what? What do you think we did in the park? I thought it was all pretty standard.”

Olivia glanced ahead of her where Ella and Olaf were putting some distance between them and were currently engaged in animated conversation. Possibly about the various runic alphabets and other stuff that Ella liked to geek out over.

“We . . . we all got naked! Didn’t we?” Olivia was starting to wonder if any of that had actually happened.

“Oh, that!” Mia had the decency to blush. “We really did that? I kinda thought maybe it was some weird dream.”

“Yeah, me too,” Olivia replied as they caught up to Ella and Olaf, who had reached a door and were waiting for a response to Olaf’s tentative knock. “Talk later?”

“Yeah, sure.”

A voice called out from behind the door and Olaf opened it slowly, almost scared of what lurked within, which made Olivia start to get a little nervous herself. Ella was the first to enter, Olivia and Mia following behind her, Olaf staying outside as he gently closed the door on them. Sitting behind a desk was an elderly woman, white hair tied behind her head in a loose bun, stray hairs sticking up from her head, the lines on her face speaking of age and wisdom, a no-nonsense approach to life, but also of years of hard-won life experience.

“Hello,” she said, leaning back in her chair, peering at them with piercing eyes. “Olaf mentioned you had a book of some interest. Was he correct?”

“Um, yes,” Olivia started, feeling once again that she should take the lead on this. “We . . . found a book, and it seems like it might be something ancient? It’s filled with runes,” she finished, feeling a little lame. Glancing at the wall behind the woman she noticed a diploma from Reykjavík University. She blushed. They were probably wasting this woman’s time.

“An ancient book, you say?”

“Yeah, with runes in it,” Mia repeated, helpfully.

“Okay, let’s see this fabulous book,” she said, humoring them.

Olivia pulled the book out from where she had hidden it, within the briefcase. As she held it out, she heard a visible gasp from Guðrún, who now sat up in her chair, eyes fixed on what was being handed over.

“Where did you get this, girl?” she asked, leaning over and taking it from Olivia.

“Um . . . well, we found it. In a cabin,” came the reply, Olivia not quite sure how much she should reveal.

“A cabin? Strange cabin to have such a book within it.” She traced her palm across the leather binding, across the face of the book, tracing the etching, grimacing as she understood what her fingers had just revealed. “I’ve heard of such a thing . . . ” she muttered, almost as if the girls in her office had disappeared, leaving her alone with this strange new find.

She opened the book, sucking in her breath as the figure came to view. “No, it cannot be,” she exclaimed.

“You know this book? Is it, like, some viking best seller or something?” Mia asked.

“What? No, no,” she looked annoyed. “I don’t know this book. I know of it,” she replied, tersely. “Or at least, of something like it.”

“Is this Freyr?” Olivia asked as Ella hung back, painfully shy again, and even Mia felt the weight of the situation, stepping back a bit, almost as if the book scared her at the moment.

“Freyr? What makes you think of him?”

“Oh, Olaf said it was him. But I thought–”

“That he was some friendly, happy god? God of fertility and having a great time in the sack?” she chuckled. “Yeah, that’s usually how he’s depicted. Of course any depiction is inaccurate, so why not that one too?”

“What do you mean?” Mia asked.

“Well, unless you’re telling me that these gods actually existed, then obviously any depiction is just a figment of the author’s imagination,” she said, leaning over the opened pages of the book, leafing through it with fingers that caressed the pages with reverence and a little bit of trepidation. “This particular Freyr is not a friendly one. Not at all.”


Chapter 10: A Prancke on Mr. Butler

In the same way that a toddler given a flashlight will turn it on and off repeatedly for the sheer joy of controlling something mysterious, so did our five budding witches use their bodies to turn on and off that old candle.

Modesty ceased to matter. Duponte, Talia and Ember removed their clothing without bothering to step into the bedroom, and with only the slightest hesitation, joined Abigail and Biltmore in the nudity that this spell required. And for the next hour they went, two by two in every possible combination, sitting, grabbing each other’s breasts and clitorises, speaking the command, and marveling anew at the candle’s quickening.

Every body was different, unique, special in its own way, and in the past these uncontrollable variations might have been a cause for ridicule and shame. Indeed, some or even all of these five females may have been guilty of both–embarrassment over their own assets, derision where other girls were concerned. But any performance of magic creates a sisterhood that dampens such weaknesses, all the more so when the magic works. The Black, sturdily-built Abigail had no reason to hide her relatively small breasts, nor did Biltmore need to hide her slightly larger right breast from her peers despite the many times she had stared at it with disappointment in the mirror since adolescence. Talia, a ginger with wavy red hair, had always been proud of her fair skin and her high, C-cup breasts, but she was the only girl here who had failed to erase or at least trim her dark red pubic hair, and it grew wild above and beside her vulva. But there was almost no regret apparent there other than the occasional wrapping of her hand around her sex while she waited her turn at the candle. Did the black-haired Ember wish she didn’t have to expose her long-nippled, B-cup breasts or the pubic hair she’d shaved into a wide black landing strip a week ago, the stubble on either side growing back in? No, it didn’t seem so. Nor did the wispy Duponte seem at all reluctant to expose her small breasts or her rail-thin body, ribs visible and belly unnaturally flat above a full triangle of black pubic hair that had obviously been dyed and professionally trimmed, probably by one of those high-end Brazilian clinics, the kind more likely to congregate in medical office buildings instead of malls and shopping plazas.

This is not to say the girls didn’t look at each other, notice the differences, compare. Each took in all the bodies around her, glancing discreetly as they chattered, held another’s private places, celebrated another successful lighting of the candle. But the judgment was gone, replaced by a spiritual camaraderie and, indeed, something perhaps beyond that. More than once, a pair of eyes lingered for longer than one might expect on a pair of breasts, a pair of firm nipples, a range of pubic hair or, in its absence, the pinkness of someone else’s labia. And more than once, where one of the girls had been sitting to cast the candle spell or watch another couple do it, a sharp observer would have noticed a little damp oval of fluid, either the natural release of the vagina, or possibly in a quantity greater than normal. And what of the five clitorises, each being lightly pinched repeatedly by another girl? Did they not swell a bit, become easier to find, easier to hold as the afternoon wore on? Did the females now and then not grimace slightly with some unspoken frustration, or even tap their flesh surreptitiously, pinch themselves lightly when no one was looking? Did some of the girls linger a little longer than might be expected during their bathroom breaks, either giving themselves a quick, furtive release, or promising themselves full satisfaction at bedtime? Bodily shame is one thing, after all, and overcoming it is easy enough. Behavioral shame, the inclination to keep hidden one’s sexual preferences and desires, hovers at another level of privacy altogether.

But whatever else one might say about the proceedings, on that portentous day in September, five ordinary girls made themselves five practicing witches, a solemn event in some quarters perhaps, but accompanied in this place on this day by laughter and the joys of discovery.

Eventually, however, as the novelty wore off of magically lighting a candle, the implications became obvious, and Abigail was the first to voice them.

“What’s the next spell?” she asked, casting her eyes toward the book where it lay closed and almost forgotten on the desk.

“Okay,” sighed Talia, who had just partnered with Ember to get the candle lit, slouching back now on the couch with the weariness of an introvert forced to socialize. “I just . . . I’m like, no way.”

“Yeah,” agreed Biltmore, sitting with her elbows on her knees behind the couch. “I’ve got to study. And I just . . . I don’t think I can do anything else tonight.”

“No more spells today,” Abigail agreed, “but I’m just asking, what’s the next one after the candle spell?” She headed to the desk, opened the book to the second page and stared down at it, palms flat on either side, her own weariness obvious.

“Someone needs to take it home tonight,” Ember said.

“I nominate Biltmore,” Duponte said.

“Okay,” Biltmore agreed. “But I might not get to it until tomorrow.”

“Sure,” more than one girl agreed, and they dressed, hugged, departed to return to their ordinary lives.

The allure of the spellbook was not to be resisted, however. A text late that night from Biltmore delivered the second spell:

Spelle by mirrorre for a prancke upon one detested

Two o’ the association shall sit facing & dressed by nature only & knees touching while they harass their captains & when the captains are getting dunn with their business and at that verry tyme the two shall say the nayme of the one detested as followes “–nayme– shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirrorre” while both think o’ the same fayce, be it monster or animalle or some person, and then shall the one detested see that same fayce when next they looke into theyr mirrorre as though it be theyre owne

& etc: do not make a woman see the face of her deceased child for such be too cruelle & the twain must not think on either of theyr owne fayces for then they give themselves away & for the spelle to work must the detested one have some looking glass or if they can looke only into water for to see theyr image make the fayce be a fishe for that be aright too & they mite even falle in but if they be not of a swiming natur dinna do it for they might drownded & that be murdur

The texts came late that night and, hurriedly, the next morning:

Ember: I dont get

Talia: You make someone see a fucked up face I love this!

Ember: wha . . . ?

Abigail: ye by jirkin’ it

Duponte: jerkin what

Abigail: ur captain the clit remember?

Talia: yeah but we touch ourselves is how I read it not each other

Ember: we get 2gether u explain to me

Ember: 2dya?

Biltmore: No gotta work two shifts can we meet tomorrow?

Abigail: Shit

Talia: Yes shit

Biltmore’s unavailability proved helpful, however, despite everyone’s disappointment. There was a math test on Friday no one had studied for, assignments due, college applications to start thinking about.

But deciding whom to torment was settled before any discussion was even needed. Mr. Butler, of course. Freddy Butler, principal of the Salem Alternative Academy.

But what face would they choose for him to see? Various animals, including a chicken of course, were proposed over text that evening and the next morning. Aliens came up. Celebrities. A devil. It was not until they’d gathered the next afternoon that they settled on Ratchel Skweeze, a popular lesbian singer famous for the gobs of makeup she wore: purple eyelids, red rouge, thick black eyeliner, and eyelashes at least two inches long. Add in her flaming red curls and ideologically-driven rainbow clothing and jewelry, and everything about her from her appearance to her lifestyle would offend Mr. Butler, the girls agreed.

Ember brought chicken fried marshmallows, the girls drew the slips from the trashcan as before, Duponte exempted herself on account of her period, and it was Biltmore and Talia this time.

A blanket was retrieved from the bedroom and the two undressed, a little reservedly, admittedly, because it had been two days since they’d all stripped for the candle spell. It might have been easier for Biltmore and Talia if the other three had undressed, like last time, but no one proposed that.

After setting their things in two folded piles on the desk, the two witches sat down cross-legged on the blanket, knees touching, while the three designated bitches took seats around them.

“What if he has a heart attack?” Ember said, voice quavering in a way that suggested that such an outcome would not be a terrible thing.

“He won’t,” Abigail assured. “It will probably just make him meaner.”

“You think he’ll come after us?” Duponte asked. “He’ll know we did it.”

“Let him try,” Abigail said. “If he knows we did it, he’s going to fear us. And if he’s too dumb to figure it out, we win that way too because . . . I mean, Ratchel Skweeze, seriously.”

“We should send him her worst song,” Ember said. “Anonymously. Just to make him have a mental breakdown.”

“Ooh, uh, Keep Scratchin’ Me!” Duponte almost shouted. “She says ‘pussy’ like 20 times in that one.”

“You’re supposed to think it’s about her cat,” Abigail said, laughing.

“We’d have to tell him, then,” Ember said. “Dear Mr. Butler. Here’s your song to listen to today, to go with that face you had to see in the mirror. Did you like it? You’ll hear pussy so much in it, but please listen to the end. Did you? Okay, good. It’s not about a cat. Just sayin’. Yours truly. Your worst enemy.”

“Enemies,” Duponte said. “Since it’s from everyone.”

“The next day, he quits for mental health issues,” Ember imagined.

“If he can have mental health issues,” Abigail said. “Some people, if they’re really dumb or ignorant or narrow-minded, their brains are, like, unbreakable. Like, if they see something they don’t get, they just, you know, like, it gets purged. They don’t even try to process it. It’s like it never happened.”

“We still have to do it, though,” Ember said.

“Definitely,” Abigail agreed, and she looked at the pair of girls on the floor, naked, grim-faced, and at the moment doing nothing. “Okay, sorry, let’s shut up so you guys can start,” she said.

Talia sighed, shifted on her bottom, looked at the other girls.

“I’m not comfortable here,” she said, voice flat, eyes darting.

“Why not?” Ember said.

“Uhh, public masturbation’s not my thing?” Talia replied.

“Public?” Duponte said. “It’s just us.”

Talia sighed and leaned back. “Has anyone ever done it in front of anyone else?”

Ember was the first to break the long silence. “My mom walked in on me once,” she said. “I was in bed, on top of my sheets, eyes closed, and she just–”

“You stopped, right?” Talia said.

“No, I jumped off my bed,” Ember said. “‘cuz I wanted to get dressed and never be naked again.”

“But you stopped?”

“Stopped what?”

“Masturbating?”

“Uh, yeah,” Ember said. “Obviously.”

“Shit, what did she do?” Duponte asked.

“Just left, said nothing,” Ember said. “But she asked me later if my lock worked on my door.”

“Back to the point, though,” Talia said. “You didn’t want someone watching you do it, right?”

“I didn’t want my mom watching me,” Ember said.

“But it’s fine if someone else sees you doing it?”

“LIke who?”

“Like, one of us?”

“Probably not,” Ember said.

“So you understand my reservations?”

“Okay, I get it now,” Ember said. “But you got picked. You’re the witch. You and Biltmore.”

“Just because I got picked doesn’t mean I can actually . . . actually masturbate to orgasm,” Talia protested. “That takes a certain mindset. You can’t force it. And I’m not there. At all.”

“She’s right,” Abigail said. “The way we’re reading the spell, you rub yourself until you get off. And Talia’s not feeling it. Biltmore, where are you with things?”

“I live in a dorm,” Biltmore said. “Shared bedroom, sometimes you just have to do it and deal with people being around.”

“What?” Duponte blurted, obviously finding this out about her cousin for the first time.

“At night, you’re both going to sleep,” Biltmore said, “one of you has the urge, so you take care of it under the covers.”

“The other one’s asleep?” Ember asked.

“Maybe,” Biltmore said. “Or awake.”

“And listening to you?”

“Probably. Or maybe doing it too.”

“Only under the covers?” Duponte said.

“Unless it’s hot,” Biltmore said.

“But lights out?” Abigail said.

“Yeah, or maybe a night light.”

“Okay, wait,” Abigail said. “So sometimes it’s you and other girls just–”

“One other girl,” Biltmore interrupted. “My roommate.”

“Okay,” Abigail continued, “you and her then, on your beds, you can see each other . . . masturbating together.”

“Sometimes,” Biltmore said. “It’s not a big deal. Just more convenient.”

Talia had fallen silent as the conversation wore on, but now her eyes were closed, her jaw was set, her arm was moving and her hand was sliding up and down against her slit. Something had switched on for her, maybe because of the turn the conversation had taken, or that plus the need to get revenge on Mr. Butler. Not that Mr. Butler was sexy. But revenge could be.

Abigail raised her eyebrows at Ember and Duponte, willing them to be silent, and she nodded at Biltmore, and Biltmore understood and began working at her own sex organ, and every girl was doing her part, two masturbating, three witnessing in discreet quietude, five witches in all.

“When . . . do you want to . . .” Biltmore asked huskily after a few minutes.

“Two or three,” Talia huffed.

“What are the words?” Biltmore asked, eyes fixed on Talia’s bouncing breasts.

“Uh,” Abigail said, yanking her phone out of her back pocket and searching desperately for the spell. “Okay, got it. ‘Name’ . . . that’s Mr. Butler. Freddy Butler. So, ‘Freddy Butler, uh, shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror.’”

“Okay, Freddy Butler,” Biltmore croaked. “Gonna rehearse it. Freddy Butler, shall you see . . . What’s the rest?”

“Freddy Butler,” Abigail repeated, “shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror. Oh, and remember to think about Ratchel Skweeze.”

“Freddy Butler,” Biltmore said, “shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror.”

“Freddy Butler,” Talia said, her voice a reedy whisper, “shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror.”

“Freddy Butler,” the masturbating girls said, almost in unison, “shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror.”

“Okay, I’m close,” Biltmore sighed. “You?”

“Yeah,” Talia gasped, “really close. Like . . . twenty.”

“Okay . . . okay . . . go, go.”

“Ohhhhh . . . Ohhhh, damn . . . Freddy Butler, shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror.”

“Freddy Butler, shall you see what we thinketh instead o’ your selfsame in the mirror!”

“Fuck. Damn.”

“Yeah, yeah, ooooohhhh.”

“Ahhhh!”


Chapter 11: The Saga of Freyr, False-God

“Okay, okay. So we found some alternate story of the ancient gods?” Olivia asked Guðrún, standing across from her desk in her comfortably appointed office. “Is it worth anything?”

“If it’s genuine, it’s priceless,” came the terse reply. “But also not for sale, so don’t get your hopes up, girls.”

Mia looked a little disappointed at that, and so did Ella. But Olivia wasn’t quite sure how she felt. There was still the hope that this book was something magical. Surely it would be, and if it was then Olivia wouldn’t even think of selling it! It was Ella who finally verbalised what they all were thinking.

“Does it have any magic in it? Any spells or something cool like that?” she asked.

“Spells?” Guðrún blurted out. “You’re looking for spells? What are you, a group of budding witches?” She peered at them with quizzical eyes, but also a slight smile, as though she could understand quite well where they were coming from.

“Well, maybe,” Olivia stammered. “I mean, we were . . . we wanted to do something, together like . . . like some women’s group, or something meaningful. You know? To stand up against the man!”

“Ho! Indeed?” Guðrún laughed. But there was nothing mocking in her laughter. “Well,” she said, peering intently at the contents and flipping the pages, slowly at times, and then faster as she seemed more confident in what she was faced with. “If it’s spells you want, and you’re out to get the man, then no book will do you better than this one!”

“Really,” Mia exclaimed, perking up. “So this thing’s legit?”

“Legit? Ha!” she laughed again. “Depends on what you mean by that, and who you ask. If you ask me, I’d say yes. I believe this is the book I’ve heard about, and I’m going to want to know a lot more about it before I hand it back to you.”

“Wait, what?” Olivia exclaimed. “But it’s ours! We found it fair and square!”

Guðrún peered at her out of the corner of her eye. “Yeah . . . I’m sure you did. But I really want some time with it, to translate it fully. Maybe even carbon-date it.”

“Gosh, would you translate it for us? Like, can you tell us what it says?” Ella asked, eyes wide with curiosity.

Guðrún paused for a moment, leaning back, her hand caressing the pages that were spread open before her, like a lover caressing a long-lost spouse. “These runes are relatively simple. Yes, I can read it to you now, if you’d like.” She paused dramatically, holding up a finger as both Ella and Olivia rushed to beg that she do so. “But . . . not the whole thing, okay? It can be quite tiring and I’ve got other things to do.”

Olivia tried to contain herself as she replied, “Sure, that’s okay. So, should I take notes?” She turned to look at the other girls. “I can take notes on my phone so we can discuss it later!”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” Mia replied.

“Okay, here we go,” said Guðrún as she flipped back to the first page. “So, this is the title page, and it says, A Book of Power, and a Path With Which a Woman May Reclaim that Which Was Hers Once and May Be Again.”

“That’s quite a long title,” Ella muttered, as Olivia tapped furiously on her phone.

“Yeah, they liked to be a bit long-winded back then. So many runes! Anyway,” Guðrún continued, turning the page, but not before spending some time staring at the depiction of Freyr. Olivia might have detected a slight shudder in the older woman’s body if she hadn’t been typing away.

“First chapter, ahh–”

“What?” Mia asked, straining to see the page, finding it full of nothing but more runes.

“It is as I thought,” Guðrún whispered. “It’s the lost saga of Freyr False-God!”

“False God? Why do you call him that?” asked Ella. Olivia looked up at them, finally caught up with her typing.

“I don’t call him that, the book does, but others have as well.”

“Okay, why do they call him that?”

“The women of that time spoke of him in that manner. He would promise fertility, bountiful harvests, the usual. But he really just wanted to wrap his sword in the sheath of womanhood. Sorry, sometimes I talk like the Sagas. He just wanted to fuck.”

“Typical,” said Mia, nodding, all the wisdom of the world inside her 18 year old head, apparently.

“Anyway, let me continue,” said Guðrún, tracing the runes with her finger as she spoke with a sing-song voice and a steady cadence:

The Saga of Freyr False-God, Being an Account of the Women of Bludfjord and the Dark Evil that There Befell Them

Long and many were the shadows cast by Sól, goddess of the sun, as she rode her chariot across the sky, drawn by Árvakr and Alsviðr, faithful to her as always, one season passing to the other, as they must, time and time again. Odin’s sacrifice gave him the wisdom of the runes, and the Vanir did walk the halls of Asgard, content to live, love, and make war as they pleased.

“Vanir, that’s the family of gods that Freyr belongs to, right?” Ella interrupted.

“Yes, correct.”

But darkness did fall upon the land, as it too must, and Fenrir, the giant wolf, was bound, and Baldr did die by the hand of the trickster god Loki. It was in this age, long after the glory of the fortification of Asgard, and long before the final battles of Ragnarök, that this saga did take its shape.

“I saw those Marvel movies. Kinda cheesy but Thor was really hot!” Mia said, ignoring the pointed gaze of Guðrún. “Does Thor show up in this saga?”

“No,” came the clipped reply. “I would doubt it. May I continue?”

“Sure,” said Mia.

Nestled among the towering, snow-capped peaks of the mountains known as the . . . oh, this one’s a bit hard to translate. I think it’s Slangens Tenner (the Serpent’s Teeth), there lay the village of Haraldsfjørd, with its fertile green meadows that bordered the fjord of the same name, although it was known then as Horoldsfjǫrðr.

“Sounds the same to me, new name, old name. Never heard of, by the way,” MIa interrupted again.

“Trust me, they’re spelled differently. Anyhow!”

There lived at that time a man, known as Ingvar Stained-Beard, a farmer grown fat from drink and sheep’s meat, taken from his land, named so for the stains from his mead-cup, for the man did take his drink many a night and during the day as well. A rich man, his wealth taken (earned, derived? Not really sure) from his land in the main part, and that borne on the backs of the thralls that were driven often mad with the pain of the whips that drove them.

“Thralls! Those were slaves, right? They had slaves back then?” Ella asked, clasping her right knee in her hands as she rocked back and forth a little, sitting on the one guest chair in the whole office, lost in the wonder of new knowledge.

“Yes, they had slaves, and it seems like this guy was the rich guy in the village. Anytime you have someone in a saga with a derisive name like that, he’s probably the bad guy. Continuing . . . ”

But his life was not as he wished it, for his wife and the women of the village did mock him and make light of his status, pointing to his protruding belly and the stained beard that gave him his name.

“Are you not able to unsheathe your sword anymore?” cried the women as they sat together in their weaving circle, laughing at him as he would stagger home.

“Is it all bent and rusted with age?”

“Oh, snap!” Mia chortled. “Burn!”

“Rusted sword? I don’t get it . . . oh, wait. Now I do!” Ella exclaimed, and giggled.

“Are you getting all that, Olivia?” asked Mia.

Olivia had her tongue stuck out, squinting at the phone in her hand, leaning against the wall, tapping furiously. “I’m just a tiny bit behind. How do you spell Ingvar?”

“How about I just email you my translation?” said Guðrún, rolling her eyes in frustration.

“Oh my god, yes, that would be awesome,” said Olivia as she gratefully put away her phone.

“Okay, I think we’re getting to the good bits,” said Guðrún, continuing with her translation:

And when the women did call for the Thing to be held, and protest was raised against his attempts to take from the neighboring farm the sheep that had strayed onto his land, he resolved that day to take from the women their power, that they and their mothers and their mothers before them had worked hard to earn, to be equals to the men insofar as such a thing could be.

“What’s a Thing? Is it his penis? ‘Cause they’re holding it?” asked Mia, smirking a little.

“No, a Thing is an assembly of all adults able to vote on a matter. They had a pretty democratic society back then, and women participated,” Ella replied.

“Yeah, aside from the whole slave-owning thing, it was pretty progressive,” replied Mia and then shut up as she caught the glare from Guðrún.

But such things are not easily done and many a night was spent in furtive discussion and one man, Olaf the Hesitant, did for once in the many moons that he spent upon the land of the strong and the proud, and also the weak and snivelling, find it in himself to propose that they summon the great god Freyr, who was known then as the god of fertility and manhood and depicted as the men of that time wished, with his member raised high and proud, showing all who would gaze upon him that he was strong and virile.

“Jesus, how many runes are there in this thing? You’d think they could get to the point,” Mia said. Olivia was glad she didn’t have to type all this, but a little disappointed that there weren’t any spells mentioned yet. Guðrún continued, ignoring them:

But years spent living as a hostage of the Æsir, the once enemy of the Vanir, to whom Freyr belonged and to whom his loyalty lay, did make him weak and his sister Freya, once his lesser and now his better, took from him his strength, that of his manhood, and great was his hatred of the fairer sex who had unmanned him in his prime. It was that Freyr, the god of vengeance and false words of seduction and sexual violence that the fools of Haraldsfjørd summoned on the night that was longest, when the wolves themselves feared to tread the land, such was the power of the god that descended to the land of men that night. Things were done then, that few speak of, but they would change the name of the village to Bludfjord, come the light of day, when others saw what had befallen the women and not a few of the men there.

“Wow,” Olivia muttered. “They summoned a god and risked getting slaughtered! Just to get back at their women? That’s pretty messed up!”

“Yes, indeed. And as I said, this is not the happy-happy, fucky-fucky god you all know and love. No, this is the bad version. A god of vengeance and fear, spreading hate and oppression. May I continue?”

“Of course,” said Olivia.

Not one passage of the seasons it took until the women had been reduced in their power, believing themselves to be lesser, fearing to speak when not spoken to, content to keep the hall warm and comfortable for the men who would war when they wished, and take of the women their own warmth, and war with their womanly places, forcing their own wishes upon them and taking from them their freedom, making of them little more than the thralls that worked the fields.

“War with their womanly places? What the fuck does that even mean?” asked Mia. “You mean fuck them?”

“Yes, of course. It became a ritual of conquest to the men of that day, and to many even now,” muttered Guðrún.

But some of the women did seek to reclaim their power, buoyed by their love of Freya, and keeping faith in the power that came from their unique places, their cradle of life and the hot and wet things that life craved. Over many years they labored, as women do, and must, for few things were now given to women to make their toil more bearable, and the thralls did disappear, to be replaced by the women themselves. Yet they gave life to this, the Book, its runes speaking of powers greater than the old, decrepit god himself.

“Ah, now we’re getting somewhere!” Mia exclaimed. “So this is a book of . . . something? Spells, maybe?”

“Yes, quite definitely,” Guðrún muttered. She traced the last of the runes on the page, looking a bit puzzled. “Not quite sure what to make of this, but here goes:”

Let the tongue seek the warmth of flesh, let the folds part to reveal the cradle, and the nether places, both, shall each play their part, with the places that give milk and the comfort of suckling, and even the blood that flows shall give strength, for it is not the weakness that men think.

The girls and the woman sat still, each lost in thought of what that passage meant, and how it would possibly be of use when applied against an ancient evil.

“I . . . I think this might be some kind of . . . lesbian thing?” Olivia started, hesitantly. “Don’t you?”

“Yeah! For sure! Oh, my god, we should totally do this!” Mia enthused, clapping her hands together.

As Guðrún continued to peer over the next few pages of runes, Olivia was torn. On the one hand, she had championed the idea of a woman’s circle, knowing full well that there would be sexy things done that involved just girls. And, indeed, things had happened, in the dark night, against the flickering flames that had surged with seeming power as they had explored each other’s bodies. But now she just wasn’t sure. Was this a book of spells, or just some ancient erotica for women?

“I’m not sure I’m really up for full-on lesbian action, Mia,” Ella protested.

“Come on! You remember what happened out there in the forest? You were part of it!” Mia replied.

“I . . . I saw what happened. But I didn’t . . . you know? I just did . . . myself,” Ella said, her voice dropping to a whisper, glancing furtively over at Guðrún, who was peering up at them with an enigmatic look, curious to know what the girls were talking about, but also eager to tell them more.

“Oh, you’re going to want to read the rest of what’s in here,” she finally said to them.

“Yeah? What’s in there?” Mia asked.

“It looks like there are chapters of spells, all right. The next chapter is titled, Being a List of Minor Spells, Such as Might Grow a Woman’s Power, and it goes on to detail a number of spells that you girls might find interesting,” she said. “I’ll go ahead and email you my translation for everything, at least up to and including that chapter, and we’ll go from there, okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Olivia, still unsure about leaving the book with this woman. But something in the way she talked with them, and the way her eyes sparkled when she translated, made Olivia trust her. So, she gave Guðrún her email address and they took their leave, surprised to find that much of the day had passed and they were all starving.

As they walked out of the museum they were quiet, contemplating, each in her own way, what had just happened. Mia, in particular, seemed disturbed by something. Finally she stopped them after they had crossed the street.

“So, may I go ahead and summarise the situation as I see it?” she asked the two of them.

“Sure, go ahead,” Olivia replied, Ella standing there, hands in the pockets of her jacket, looking back at the museum entrance.

“We went in there, to see your friend, Ella, carrying a book that apparently is quite unique and, let’s face it, pretty fucking cool.”

“Yeah, we did,” Ella agreed, nodding her head vigorously.

“Right. And we talked to some lady none of us knows, who probably thinks we’re lesbians, and now we’re here, without the book, without any spells, and fuck-all idea of what to do next. Am I correct?”

“Okay, yeah. When you put it that way . . . ” Ella conceded. “But we got knowledge! We know that the book has spells in it, and I’m sure we’ll get that email soon enough!”

“Yeah, Mia,” said Olivia. “Let’s have some faith. I’m confident she’ll send us the translation soon, and then we’ll have something to work with. In the meantime,” she said, rubbing her tummy. “Want some lunch?”

“Yeah, fine,” Mia muttered. “How about we go to Two Open? I like that place.”

“Two Open? What’s that?” Ella asked.

Olivia sighed. “Mia likes the place because she likes to tease the owner. But it’s pretty yummy. Smørbrød, basically–”

“Yeah,” Mia interjected. “Standard open face, but with a twist! You’ll see. Plus it’s close by.”

“Fine, I’m game,” Ella said as they resumed walking, this time with purpose, and a little more spring in their step. For the promise of food when hungry will always cheer the spirit, even if that spirit is a bit more muted than it had been earlier in the day.

After a good 15 minutes brisk walk, which left their cheeks rosy with the cold of the wind coming from the harbor, they had reached the restaurant and Mia, ahead of them, opened the door, ushering them in with a mischievous grin.

Ella, having never been here before, stared wide-eyed at the garish interior, with orange and blue being the primary colors of the palette in use, the tables plastic, and a counter at the far end of the seating area where orders were taken, a giant menu board above the counter with pictures of the food on offer.

“So, what’s the concept here? It kind of seems like you need to order two of everything?” Ella asked, still staring.

“Yeah, that’s the fun part! Watch,” said Mia, winking at Ella as she went up to the counter. Manning the register was a man, middle-aged, ruddy complexion, and brown hair styled in a severe army cut. He seemed to sag a bit as he saw Mia approaching.

“May I help you?” he said with a distinct accent.

“Is he an American?” Ella whispered to Olivia.

“Yes, the poor bastard.” Olivia replied.

As the two of them watched, Mia reached the counter and made an exaggerated show of reading the menu. “So, how does this work again?” she asked.

The man sighed. “Okay, we’re doing this again. Fine, you order one of the combinations listed above. Each combo has two open face sandwiches in it. You slap them together and . . . come on, you already know this! You ask me every time!”

“But I only want one sandwich,” Mia replied, still scanning the menu.

The man tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling for a moment, before returning his gaze to her. “Yeah, you wind up with one! One proper sandwich, not these half-assed things you people keep contenting yourselves with!”

“So, basically I pay for two, but I only get one, and there’s way too much bread?”

“No, no, no, no! It’s a combo! How come nobody knows what a combo is around here? You pay for one, you get two halves, that makes one!”

“So it’s not really a deal, is it? If I pay for one and get one? Shouldn’t I get two?”

He slowly rested his head on the ordering terminal. In a soft voice he said, “Can you please just order your regular?”

“Sure,” Mia replied. “I’ll have the number two, ham and cheese, curly fries and a Coke, please.”

“Coming right up,” he replied, restoring himself to upright, and punching the order in. “Anything else?”

“Nope! Thanks, Frank!”

“You’re welcome, Mia. Next please.”

Olivia and Ella ordered with far less drama, getting mostly the same as Mia, except that Ella chose the combination with one cream cheese, and one herring and pickled onions, and Olivia chose to substitute carrot sticks for the fries, much to Frank’s dismay, as that wasn’t really an option on a combo. Too worn down by Mia, he chose to simply comply rather than spend any time explaining to the eagerly smiling Olivia how combos work.

When the food came, all the girls ate their sandwiches open faced while chatting about what they had learned and what the plans were for later. The decision was made to fill Isa and Leilani in on Monday at school and hope that the email from Guðrún would come by then.

After they ate they all headed home, each of them needing some time on their own to finish homework, do chores they had put off all week, and just relax, and maybe ruminate over the saga of times long gone.

And if one had been, let’s say, a god, and had flown over the rooftops of Oslo that night, one might have seen some of Oslo’s most promising young witches struggling with their own private spells, fingers working their magic on young, engorged flesh. And in particular, one young witch, Olivia by name, would have been of particular interest, as she had received a long awaited email and within it were items of great interest to her. Spells, though cryptic enough that she could only guess at their application, and that made the knowing of it even more sweet, and so she, heated with imagination, did work her most powerful areas, her hole and yes, the other one as well, until her cries, muffled as they were, rang out in the sub-ether, where the gods of old dwell, and some rose their heads and smiled, while others did not.


Chapter 12: A Deal with Mr. Butler

The first class that Friday morning was social studies, and the four newly-minted witches couldn’t help but look at each other with half-smiles and subtle eyebrow raises as they waited for class to start.

Had the spell worked? Had Mr. Butler seen Ratchel Skweeze this morning the first time he looked in the mirror? Was he, even now, checking into the hospital for a hard core personal day, which could easily lead to a personal week, year, life?

“Cindy, do you remember what you were saying about Alexander Hamilton yesterday at the end of class?” Mrs. Nettles began.

“Uhh, yeah, about the duel,” Cindy said. “It was more a question, though. I mean, what’s up with that?”

“Right,” Mrs. Nettles said. “So let’s talk about that now.” Her eyes searched the room, settled on Abigail, and she seemed to be remembering something. “Abigail,” she said, stepping to her desk and picking up a slip of paper. “Abigail, Duponte, Ember, Talia. Mr. Butler needs to see you now.”

Ember gasped. Talia’s face went nearly white. Abigail and Duponte stood up slowly, and a few moments later all four girls had made their way slowly out of the classroom and into the hall.

“He knows!” Ember hissed.

“SHHH, SHHH!” Abigail replied, her voice a harsh, urgent whisper. “We know nothing, we did nothing, there’s nothing to talk about!”

Ember was first through the main office door. Mrs. Morris looked up from her PC, scowled at the four girls, pointed to Mr. Butler’s door. “In there,” she said.

Abigail took the lead, pushing open the principal’s door, smiling brightly.

“Hey, you wanted to see us?”

“Miss Abigail!” Mr. Butler said. “Hello, y’all. Please come in and have a seat.”

The girls settled heavily.

“Miss Emba, would you mind shuttin’ that do’ fo’ me?”

“Not at all, Mr. Butler,” Ember enthused with a shaky voice, standing and easing it closed.

Mr. Butler watched the girl shut the door, watched her return to her seat, continued staring as he sighed and crossed his arms over his chest.

Finally, after a long, painful silence, he spoke:

“Any o’ you fowa guhls wanna tell me anythin’?”

The girls stared at him, like four deer who had wandered out onto the highway, staring curiously at the headlights of an oncoming tractor-trailer.

“Awwight,” he said, breaking the silence. “A vewy odd thing happened this moanin’, a thing which at fuhst I foun’ to be unexplainable, until Ah thought a little on it.”

Mr. Butler paused, sighed again. “I saw, whaya my face shoulda been in the mirrah, I saw someone else. Someone who did not belong theya at all. Fo’ a good 10-seconds at least . . . I saw . . .” Mr. Butler paused, breathed in slowly, spoke again: “Abrahayam Leenkin.”

“Uh-UH,” Ember blurted.

Talia, Abigail, and Duponte maintained complete silence, but something extremely terrifying seemed to have suddenly occurred to the three girls, their faces frozen, Duponte’s now almost as white as Talia’s.

Mr. Butler directed his heavy-lidded eyes at Ember, staring at her, almost piercing her soul with his gaze.

“What was that, Miss Emba?” he asked.

“Uh . . .” she replied.

“You had an opinion on somethin’ Ah sayed?”

“You didn’t see Abraham Lincoln,” she said, finding her voice.

“I didn’t?” Mr. Butler queried. “Well, how you know that?”

“I uh . . .” Ember stammered again.

“How you know that, Miss Emba?” Mr. Butler repeated before he turned his malevolent gaze toward Talia.

“Miss Talia,” he said, “Miss Emba says I didn’t see Abrahayam Leenkin this mornin’ in my mirra. Any idea why she would disagree with me on that account, seein’ as how she wasn’t present with me and muh mirra today?”

“No idea, Sir,” Talia squeaked.

“Duponte, how do you call it?” Mr. Butler said.

Duponte opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

“Miss Abigail, what do you make o’ the question?” he said, turning all his attention to the girl.

“I don’t know,” she said, a hint of defiance in her voice, and one might guess she was starting to realize the man was toying with them. “Maybe you should get your mirror checked?”

Mr. Butler unfolded his arms, leaned forward, planted his elbows heavily on his desk.

“Ratchel Skweeze,” he said, studying each girl’s face in turn.

“You actually know who she is?” Ember asked incredulously.

“Mo’ o’ less.”

“That’s sort of surprising though,” Ember said.

Mr. Butler waved his hand dismissively. “Ah don’ know how y’all did it, can’t prove a goldarn thing, but I know it was the fo’ o’ you’uns.”

“If you can’t prove it, you can’t expel us,” Ember said.

“Who said anythin’ ‘bout expellin’?” Mr. Butler inquired. “What I got in sto’ fo’ y’all is fa’ wuss.”

He let the words settle in, staring hard at all of them.

“You can’t do that,” Abigail said softly.

“Can’t do what?” Mr Butler demanded.

“Kill us, or frame us,” she replied. “Or whatever it is you’re planning.”

Mr. Butler laughed dryly, smiled.

“Oh no no no, nothin’ like that, I would neva violate the laws o’ men,” he said, pausing before he continued, “But that leaves a whole body o’ law open to muhself.”

“What are you going to do?” Talia said.

“About what?” Mr. Butler asked.

“To get revenge on us,” Ember said.

“Now, why would I want to get revenge on you?” Mr. Butler asked.

“Because we made you look at Ratchel Skweeze!” Ember said with exasperation. “In the mirror? This morning? Hello?”

“Who did all that?” Mr. Butler asked, looking quite surprised.

“We did!” Ember almost shouted, gesturing toward her fellow witches. “We’ve been talking about it? With you? Like for what feels like an hour? Remember?”

“That sounds like a confession, on behalf of all four of y’all,” Mr. Butler said. “Thank you, Miss Emba.”

Abigail dropped her face into her hands. Duponte and Talia stared at the floor. Ember glared back at Mr. Butler, eyebrows raised, as though daring him to keep being so stupid.

“Good,” he said. “Ah jus’ wanted to have everything out in the open, and now it is. I don’t know how y’all guhls did it, and I’d just as soon not know. But mahk my wuds. Whatevah highway to hell you guhls has started traversin’ runs both ways. You send somethin’ up the lane, someone else gonna send you somethin’ back, which you might find highly prejudicial where yo’ asses aw concenned.”

“You do magic?” Duponte asked.

“O’ cowass not. But Ah’m washed in the blood of Jesus, and he ain’t to be trifled with.”

“But you’re not gonna send Jesus after us now?” Duponte asked. “Or something?”

“You mess wif me, Ah mess bayack.”

“I think what Duponte’s asking,” Abigail said, “is are you going to get revenge on us–”

“Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lawd,” Mr. Butler interrupted.

“Okay, okay,” Abigail agreed, “but just . . . if we don’t do anything else, then you won’t do anything? Or are you gonna to do something to us because of, you know, Ratchel Skweeze?”

“Y’all guhls keep yo’ witchin’ to yo’ selves, and we’ll have no futha dealings on that plane of existence.”

Abigail leaned back, sighed with relief.

“But if I so much as see a flicka in my mirrah, o’ get a wowwat–”

“A wowwat?” Duponte interrupted.

“A wowwat,” Mr. Butler explained. “Grows on yo’ skin.”

“He means a wart,” Talia said flatly.

“Exactly,” Mr. Butler agreed. “So if I get a wowwat, o’ suffa some otha inconvenience of an unexplainable nacha . . . I won’t be held responsible fo’ what befalls you all.”

Mr. Butler looked searchingly into the eyes of each of the four budding witches, and each looked back with some variation of fear, confusion, or relief.

“Deal,” Abigail said, and she stood and offered her hand, and Mr. Butler took it and smiled, and he took the other girls’ hands with the same sincerity.

“And we’re sorry,” Abigail said, as she followed her companions out the door. “For, you know, that.”

“Ah hope yo’ done with it all, fo’ y’all’s sakes,” Mr. Butler said. “The soona you git off that boulevard o’ Beelzebub, the soona yo’ get right with things.”

“Beelzebub?” Ember said from the hall. “Wait, do you watch Hell–”

Ember fell silent when Abigail grabbed her shoulder and pulled her along, the four of them equally subdued as they returned to class.

The girls didn’t have lunch together, didn’t meet in the stairwell, all of them had other plans that afternoon, and one might guess that their little coven was done. They had attacked authority, and authority had immediately confronted them, forced them with the use of clever wiles to confess, and promised retribution should they attack again–vague, mystical retribution–which made it all the more frightening.

But one does not simply walk away from magic, once one has tasted of it. And these four students at the Salem Alternative High School, along with their elder partner in crime at Essex Tech, might have been made of something a little stronger than the average girl. Or maybe all females are born with it, and some give it up for expedience, or to fit in, or because keeping hold of it leads to fights. But once one gets to an alternative school–becomes an outcast, in other words–propriety doesn’t have the same call, and that Sunday evening, the third day of silence on the coven channel, Duponte sent a small, tentative text.

“I have the third spell,” she wrote. “It takes four lesbians, and you can change a law.”

“How do you change a law?” Talia wrote back.

“Best I can tell,” Duponte replied just before midnight, “you kick bad peoples asses until they change their ways.”


Chapter 13: A Spell in the Forest

“Mia,” Olivia hissed. “Exactly what is that other girl doing here?” she whispered, gesturing over to the main room of the old forest cabin they had discovered earlier. While Olivia had expressed some reservations about returning, the rest of the girls had decided, in a rather long-winded text thread the other night, that they should return here to do their very first spell. Mia and Olivia were inside the smaller room, which had turned out to be a bedroom, the other girls remaining in the main room, chatting amongst themselves. This room was small and barely fit the two of them. Bunk beds were arranged along one wall, a dresser and armoire set against the other. Olivia suspected they were all IKEA, and were obviously of a much newer vintage than the rest of the cabin, indicating that this cabin was used sometimes.

Mia shrugged, looking a bit guilty. They both glanced quickly though the partially opened door at Valentina Morelli, an Italian student who had just joined their school, dark haired and with a beautiful olive complexion, in a stylish ensemble that looked like it had come from tiny shops down tiny alleyways where the shopkeepers would only talk to you if they knew your family.

“Didn’t I tell you and the others, when I emailed the translations last Monday, that you should keep this all secret? Hush-hush and stuff?”

“Yeah,” Mia whispered back.

“Did you keep it a secret, Mia?”

“No. I did not,” came the reply, the girl looking down at her shoes.

“And why didn’t you?”

“Well, you got to pull Isa into the group, and Ella got to get her Hawaiian, so I thought I should get to have my own foreigner.”

“Oh my god, Mia! She’s not your foreigner. We’re not collecting them like Pokémon!”

“I know, I know. But she’s super nice and she’s got these really yummy Italian cookies. They’re almond based and super—“

“Yeah, I know. They are delicious, so good going there. But still, I wish you had asked me first. I’m supposed to be the leader of this group!”

“Leader? Who elected you leader?”

“Well, no one, I guess. But this whole thing was my idea! Literally!”

“I dispute that, but fine, you can be the leader. Whatever. Next time I’ll ask you first,” Mia conceded.

They both glanced over again, where Valentina was looking back at them. They waved tentatively at her. She waved back.

“We’re going to be doing sexy spells here, Mia! I’m not sure she—“

“I think we’re fine.” Mia interrupted. “Valentina’s Italian, Olivia. Italian!”

“Yeah, but they’re Catholic, Mia!”

“Exactly! Have you never heard of Catholic schoolgirls?”

“I swear, I have no idea how you think sometimes, Mia.”

“Fine! Let’s just give her a chance, okay? If we’re going to do sexy things as part of this group, I think it’s a little less awkward to have other girls here to do them with.”

“Alright, whatever,” Olivia muttered as she went back into the main room.

“Biscotti?” Valentina asked as she held one out for Olivia.

“Yum! Thanks, Valentina,” Olivia said, graciously accepting the offering. “So crunchy!”

“You’re welcome,” she replied, turning gracefully to hand Mia one as well.

“So,” said Olivia, crunching away. “How did you and Mia meet again?”

“Ah, Mia. Such a lovely name, yes? I heard it and I said to myself, ‘I must know this girl immediately!’”

“She thinks I’m pretty hot!” Mia interjected, mouth full.

“I think she’s pretty hot,” Ella said, blushing. “Sorry, but you are!”

“Oh, thank you,” Valentina said, “So nice of you to say. You’re so lovely. Such interesting clothes!”

“Really? Wow, thanks!” Ella gushed.

“When did you start at the school, Valentina?” Leilani asked. “Did you just move here?”

“Yes, I just moved with my papa,” she said, brushing her long, dark hair off her shoulder and sitting down on one of the chairs, idly brushing dust off the table and looking disapprovingly at her fingers.

“You’re here with your father only?” Ella asked.

“Yes, unfortunately, my mother had an affair with a man from Milan.” She spat on the floor, shocking the girls. “Those Milanese, am I right? You can’t trust a northerner.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “Sorry, I mean, of course, not you.” She smiled disarmingly.

“Are you from Southern Italy?” Olivia asked.

“No, from Tuscany,” she said. “Anyway, my papa, he was so angry, he moved us to Norway because the airfare is too expensive for her to come visit.” She shrugged. “Such is life!”

“Wow,” Mia said. “That’s pretty fucked up!”

“Yeah, totally,” Olivia agreed, nodding her head. “But did Mia explain to you what it is we do?”

“You are witches, yes? You want to do witchcraft? I approve. My grandmother said I could give the evil eye, you know it? Do you have that here?”

“Evil eye?” Olivia thought for a bit. “No, I don’t think we have that. Sometimes we look at people if they’re being too loud. Mainly tourists.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” Valentina nodded, glancing over at Isa. “I love your earrings!”

“Oh thanks,” Isa brushed her hair back from her ears. “I got them at this little store just around the corner from the school. I was just looking for–”

“Nice, nice,” Olivia interrupted. “Very pretty. But I’d love to get started on today’s business.”

“Sure, let’s. Should we undress right now, or maybe later?” Valentina asked.

“Wow,” Isa exclaimed. “I like this girl! Yeah, let’s do it! I read some of those spells you sent over, Olivia, and we’re definitely going to have to get nasty!”

“Oh, okay,” Olivia said. “I thought we’d discuss things a little first, but fine! Let’s do it!”

And so the girls, all six of them, stuffed into this cabin in the middle of the forest, stripped their clothes off, their collective enthusiasm helping to propel them past their natural shyness and insecurities. An occasional glance from Ella at Valentina’s shapely body, Leilani’s knowing glance at Olivia’s breasts, Isa’s casual brush past Mia’s body as she set her clothes down in the closest cabinet, all of these combining to raise the heat inside the enclosed space, serving to bring them all closer together in spirit as well as in person.

They decided, without any words being spoken, to move the table and chairs over to the side and sit down, cross-legged on the floor. Olivia made herself comfortable, unashamed of the string of her tampon being visible. There were no boys here, after all. And the gathered girls all had to deal with such things from time to time and would not be ashamed here, a safe space, at least for them.

“So,” she started, looking at her phone. “I assume you’ve all seen the translation I emailed? Well, maybe not you, Valentina?” She looked over at the girl, comfortably sitting on the floor, her knees raised and her arms wrapped around them. Valentina shrugged.

“I’ll fill you in, don’t worry,” Olivia continued. “I figure the first one we should try is the Lighting of the Flame. It seems like a pretty simple one, and it’ll be fun to just try it out and see if it works, you know?”

“Can you read it out again?” Ella asked.

“Yeah, sure.” Olivia swiped down on her phone and paused for a second before reading:

Much power shall be found in the warmth of two women that shall for the time forswear the embrace of men and yield their bodies, two together, giving of themselves unto their soft places, exchanging their power from the places where their power flows from, making of each a warmth greater than either could before and such that the Flame should spring forth.

Such heat as shall spring from the Flame shall be strength that flows to the women that birthed the flame, giving unto them power greater than before and long shall it last.

“Well . . . ” Mia said. Isa and Leilani looked at Olivia with puzzled expressions, while Ella seemed lost in thought. Only Valentina nodded, knowingly.

“Yes, it makes sense,” she said, half to herself.

“What makes sense?” Mia asked her, looking over incredulously, her own legs crossed, knees and breasts bouncing as she began waving her arms around. “Exchanging power from where it flows from? What are we? Batteries? If I had known I could just stick my phone in my pussy to charge it up, I would have done that a long time ago!”

“No, Silly-Bella,” Valentina protested, lowering and spreading her knees. “It’s very simple. Two of us embrace, like lovers,” she winked suggestively at Mia. “We touch each other in our . . . soft places.”

“And what exactly should these soft places be?” Leilani asked.

“Duh,” Isa interjected. “Tits, obviously. We grab each other’s tits and squeeze until shit happens!”

“I think there’s more to it than that, right Valentina?” Olivia said.

“Yes, correct. Where their power flows from . . . Where do you flow from?” she asked, looking pointedly at Olivia’s core, where the string peeked out from between her inner lips.

“Flow! Of course!” Ella exclaimed.

“Ah!” Leilani nodded. “Of course! Also, warmth! Makes sense right?”

“We’re talking about pussy, right?” Mia queried, looking from Olivia to Valentina.

“Yes, Mia Bella, the center of our power,” Valentina confirmed.

“So are flames going to shoot out of my pussy? Cause . . . ouch!” Isa said, sounding a bit worried.

“No, I think we use this spell to light something, like maybe a candle?” Olivia said.

“Okay, that makes sense,” Isa nodded, relieved.

“Did anyone think to bring a candle?” Mia asked.

“Oops, no, I forgot!” Olivia exclaimed. “Crap!”

Ella sprang up. “Wait, I think I saw some in a drawer earlier.” She hurried over to the cabinet next to the sink and rummaged around for a bit before returning triumphantly with a candle stuck in a candlestick holder and set it down in the middle of the circle that the girls had formed. “There!”

“Awesome! Thanks, Ella,” Olivia said, smiling warmly at the girl. “Okay, so who wants to start?”

Valentina shrugged. “I’ll do it! Maybe you, Mia? You would like to be my warm, soft places?”

“Sure!” Mia blurted out. “Um, I mean, sure . . . sounds good to me.”

“Great!” Olivia clapped her hands. “You two, sit close to each other and . . . I don’t know, just do what feels right. Try touching each other’s breasts, and um . . . your pussies? I guess? Sounds kind of weird when I say it like that . . . ”

The two of them scootched closer, and Olivia couldn’t help but notice that Mia at least had gotten a bit aroused, judging by a spot of moisture left behind where she had been seated. Once the two of them were close enough to touch, Mia tentatively reached out and grasped Valentina’s right breast with her left hand, and Valentina reciprocated with her own hand, caressing and clasping Mia, her eyes shining.

“So . . . I should just . . . like, stick a finger in?” MIa asked, blushing somewhat.

“No, just touch my, how do you say it? My button?” Valentina breathed out. She reached out her free hand towards Mia’s parted thighs and, with her middle finger, pressed down between Mia’s nether lips. She slowly slid her finger up, now coated lightly with a clear fluid, and pressed upon Mia’s clearly protruding clitoris. Mia closed her eyes and let out a groan.

As Olivia looked around the room, she saw the other girls focussed, concentrating intently on what was happening between the two girls sitting together, eyes shining, lips parted slightly, chests rising and falling as the cabin filled with the scent of arousal.

Mia reached out and started rubbing Valentina’s button as well, her eyes partly closed, bending forward until her lips touched Valentina’s. Olivia could see their lips parting, tongues tentatively exploring each other.

“Anything happening? With the candle?” Mia mumbled as Valentina started rubbing faster, her tongue penetrating Mia’s mouth, her hand squeezing Mia’s breast harder. “Uh, oh, oh shit.”

“Hmm, nice, Mia-Bella,” Valentina gasped, leaning her head back, her mouth opened, chest heaving.

Olivia glanced at the candle, disappointed that nothing was happening at all. “Nothing, sorry,” she said. “Maybe it has to be a little bit more . . . I don’t know? More extreme?”

“Extreme?” Mia glanced over. “I’m not sure–”

“Pinch her nipple!” Ella blurted out.

“Oh, sure, I guess,” Mia said as Valentina’s eyes opened and she paused her rubbing.

“Ai, Puttana!” Valentina cried out as Mia pinched her.

“Sorry, ow! Ouch, bitch!” Mia squealed out as Valentina pinched her in return.

“I don’t think this is working,” Olivia had to concede.

“You know, what I like to do,” Isa interjected, as both Mia and Valentina sat there, dejected. She glanced around at the girls and, sitting there with her legs parted, reached down and used her thumb and index finger to pull at her protruding nub, pinching it just slightly. With her other hand she lightly pulled her nipple until it stretched out just a little bit. “I find this works really nicely for me.”

Next to her, Leilana squirmed, her right hand moving as if on its own towards her breast, before she caught herself and set both hands down on the floor behind her, leaning back a bit as she looked a bit puzzled.

“I guess I’m not really feeling this,” she said.

“Oh? You don’t think we should do this?” asked Olivia.

“No, no. I just think we’re missing something fundamental. You can’t just fool around with another woman, otherwise every time two women get it on, candles would light up all over the place,” she asserted, getting a bit animated, her right hand waving at the candle.

“So what are we missing?” Mia asked, her arms crossed under her breasts.

“In Hawai’i, we do ceremonial stuff sometimes, my mom and grandma and the other women of our community. Admittedly no sex, but still,” Leilani looked around at the other girls. “We always vocalize things–what we want to make happen. Maybe we should do the same?”

“Well, sure,” Olivia nodded. “But the spell doesn’t explicitly say that.”

“It also says we need to make our special places get all warm,” Mia interjected.

“Yeah, that’s why you should pinch your shit,” Isa said, getting quite animated as she continued to demonstrate the proper technique.

“Fine,” Valentina said. “We pinch, we say things. I think my special place is getting warm now,” she winked at Mia.

“Maybe, when you’re . . . um . . . working on each other’s places where your power flows from,” Olivia said, reading from the spell, “you should say something about the candle, like maybe, let the flame spring forth, or something. That kinda matches what the spell says.”

“Okay,” Mia said, reaching over to grasp Valentina again on her nipple and between her legs, closing her eyes as Valentina did the same. The girls worked each other’s parts in silence, only the sound of their labored breathing to be heard.

The others seemed frozen to Olivia, no movement to be discerned, not even Isa whose fingers were still wrapped around her sensitive parts, but frozen in place. Ella stared straight ahead, Leilani’s chest didn’t move, a detail that Olivia focussed on. Was Leilani even breathing? Were any of them? Was she? The room seemed to dim, the bulb overhead a dull yellow. The only light in the room seemed to come from Mia and Valentina, a warm light, soft and feminine.

Your flow unleashes your power, Olivia. The cycle is your strength. Your womanhood holds the key. Yes, the women of her dream were right, she could feel it. There was heat, so much heat, radiating from the girls working the spell, and Olivia knew it would succeed. The air rippled out from the two, and Olivia could see it, almost as if it were a liquid that they were all submerged in. That could be why no one was breathing, she thought, holding her own breath as the ripples multiplied, radiating out faster and faster.

Mia and Valentia arched their backs, simultaneously, their eyes sprang open, the only movement in the entire room, and they both, as one, yelled out, “Let the Flame spring forth!” And just like that, as Olivia felt she could not hold her breath one second longer, smoke sprang forth from the wick, curling up towards the ceiling as a spark ignited at the very tip and, a few seconds later, engulfed the wick to form a flame, yellow and filled with flickering life, and both Mia and Valentina convulsed in ecstasy, shuddering through their little deaths together.

“Holy shit!” Leilani gasped. “Holy fuck!”

“Oh my god, wow!” Ella clutched her breast as she stared at the candle. “We did it!”

Valentina and Mia had recovered and were staring at the candle as well, Isa clapping in joy, her face radiant with pleasure, cheeks rosy. But Olivia still felt something. An unease that had started the moment the flame sprung forth. Success, yes. But there was something else here, a presence, and she quickly looked around the room, anxious to know what it might be.

Isa started in with enthusiasm, congratulating the two newly-minted witches, Ella cheering as well, and Valentina speaking highly of the virtues of a good fingering. Olivia suddenly felt it. The presence.

“Hush!” she hissed at the girls. “Quiet! I . . . I think there’s something here.”

“Oh crap, is it Petyr again?” Isa muttered. “That guy has a habit of showing up at the worst times!”

“No . . . I feel something . . . ” Olivia squinted at a shadow on the wall, one of the stains near the ceiling had seemed to shift. “Is that . . . ?” And then it opened its eyes and the red orbs stared back at her, just for a second, until they disappeared and Olivia screamed.


Epilogue

Whores. Bitches. Sluts.

Females.

You have found my book again, haven’t you?

No, not book. Books. Two.

And no, not just found. Opened. Read. Understood.

Used.

And it hurts.

How long has it been since any book was last used? At least half a century, but beyond that I cannot say. I don’t mark time the way you mortals do. I mark chapters, and I have written many since my birth in blood.

Good men summoned me, for the noblest of purposes–to keep the proper order of things, the order of men, strong, noble, and brave. They direct the world, and hold dominion over it, and keep it properly until the folly of those with naught but softness between their thighs arises to break everything.

Cursed be the first prostitutes who, soon after I was remade in glory and will, found the weapon to fight me.

And cursed be that weapon: their own filthy forms.

They bleed at every moon, they leak under the attention of their own kind, and their seedless climaxes echo like the cries of children.

Cursed be they, but most cursed be those books! They scrawled them out, copied them from each other in the way that they gossip and share stories. Some of the books were burned (along with their authors, often enough), some were ruined by flood, some left to moulder and turn to dust, some were unfaithful copies that lost the traces and had no power. But some lived on, were used against me, and became part of me.

And when they are touched, fondled, opened, I feel it.

And when they are used . . . it burns.

A single book in practice stings, and I stir, and I find the trollops eventually, and I join them in battle.

But there are two books now, picked up by two rag-stuffed bands of female indolence, working in ignorance of each other as far as I know, far from each other, but somehow reading, understanding, doing.

How can it have happened twice, in one age? I suspect other immortal hands, long sleeping and cursed in their own ways.

But never mind. I will find them all. I will crush them. Soon enough. The nearer cunts, they are nigh, in a forest somewhere, not far from one of these new cities their fathers have built, and when they practice, they open doors they don’t perceive. If they turn to that book again, if they work its weak, bloody magic, I will find them, I will join them, I will look at them with eyes they may or may not see, but I will surely see them, and I will know them, their faces and weak, naked forms. I will enjoy destroying them, whether it be the mere depriving of will, or seeing to it they are brought to one of those places, those cellars, dungeons, chambers, that the good men keep ready, where my will is deliciously fulfilled.

The other tarts, they are farther away, in a newer land, a trivial place full of gum-chewing gigolos, or so it has been said. But I have fought there as well, I am fighting again, and I am prevailing this time. I am prevailing everywhere, truth be told. Legion are my disciples, both male and female, and never has my power been greater. Furious as are the pangs of their conjurings, sharp as are the pains within my form when their spells work and these weak, lesser beings drip from their pathetic holes (holes meant for breeding only, obscenely misused for their idle pleasures), I will overcome.

And they will pay.
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