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 Chapter 1 
 
    At first, all I could feel was pure darkness.  
 
    It was a darkness of the mind and soul, and it coursed through me as lethal and potent as poison. I couldn’t explain it, but I sensed the presence of black and ominous energy. It was so alive that if I reached out, I thought I would be able to touch it with my fingertips, like it was a living thing.  
 
    As I became more aware of my surroundings, I realized I was lying on something that felt like wet soil. I had no idea what time it was, or how I ended up lying on the ground with my eyes tightly shut.  
 
    I couldn’t even remember anything before this moment.  
 
    I needed to figure out where I was, so I tried to pry my eyelids open, but it seemed like an impossible challenge. Everything within me felt as if it had been broken, repaired, and then broken again. My bones, my organs, and my mind. Absolutely everything felt old and then new again.  
 
    As I laid there, I strained to listen, but it was deadly quiet around me. Something told me it was the dead of night, though, and if I wanted to live, I should get up.  
 
    I tried to move, but my body was numb. I tried to fight against the feeling, but my arms and legs were heavy as lead, and my head throbbed uncontrollably.  
 
    “He’s alive,” a sultry voice muttered from above me.  
 
    What the hell was that?  
 
    Who the hell was that?  
 
    “He? What do you mean, he?” another shrill, feminine voice demanded. “How is that possible? This has never happened before … maybe it’s an illusion or some kind of test.” 
 
    “It’s no test,” the other voice answered. “Mother said the chosen one would be here. Therefore, we have no choice but to take … him to the devil.” 
 
    The devil? Did I hear that correctly? 
 
    Now, I knew I had to get up.  
 
    I slowly lifted my head and peeled my eyes open, and shock instantly spread through my body as I adjusted my eyes to the vision before me. My mouth hung open when I realized I was staring at a group of cloaked figures, all dressed in long black robes. Their faces were all hidden, they stood as still as stone, and there must have been at least ten of them circled around me.  
 
    Then, suddenly, two of the figures stepped forward, and it took me another moment to grasp that they were women, but they didn’t look like ordinary women. They were breathtakingly beautiful … but too beautiful and too strange to be real. No, these had to be actresses from a movie or fashion models on a shoot.  
 
    On the right stood a tall woman with the longest, raven black hair I’d ever seen. Her eyes were illuminated, and they shone a vivid, ice blue.  
 
    The other woman had similar hair in length, except hers was almost white in color. Her eyes were moonlight yellow, and it felt like they were burning right through me.  
 
    The skin of both women glowed, though, like they were a pair of menacing angels, but what stood out above anything else was the fiery, green glow that illuminated their celestial faces. Flames were spurting out from the palms of their hands, and it almost looked like emerald fire.  
 
    I tried to make sense of the vision before me, but I couldn’t collect my thoughts in order. I could barely find the strength to open my mouth to speak. There were just too many questions roaming through my mind at once.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” the raven-haired woman asked. “Can you speak, mortal?”  
 
    “What--” I tried to say, but my voice was hoarse, and it felt like I hadn’t had water in days. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Ah, so it does have a tongue.” The other woman smirked. “Well, I suppose that’s somewhat good news.”  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked as I shook my head. Maybe if I tried hard enough, I could wake myself up from this senseless dream.  
 
    “We’ll explain later, now come along,” the dark-haired one ordered. “Stand up.”  
 
    With no other choice, I stood slowly and with shaking legs. As soon as I was upright, I could feel something thick running down my forehead and into my eyes, and when I wiped it away, my fingertips were stained with dark blood. 
 
    My blood. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, now follow us,” the white-haired woman commanded. 
 
    I nodded robotically, and for a brief moment, I did consider following them, but then something took over. An animalistic instinct of terror.  
 
    It told me to run.  
 
    I didn’t know who these women were or what the hell they wanted from me. They were clearly not human, and they mentioned something about the devil, so I wasn’t about to take my chances with them. 
 
    Not without a fight.  
 
    So, I took a small step forward, and they smiled as I neared them, but with all the energy I could muster, I shoved past them. 
 
    Then I fucking ran. And I didn’t bother to look back.  
 
    “Stop him!” one of the women called out. “Stop him now!” 
 
    Something glowing and purple whipped right past me and hit a nearby tree, and then it made a hissing noise as it dissolved into the bark. 
 
    “How could you miss?” one of the women shrieked. 
 
    “Don’t try to kill him, you fools!” another woman screeched.  
 
     I heard someone yell something in a foreign language I’d never heard before, and then something hit my back. It felt like a rubber bullet, and it stung, but I kept moving. 
 
    “How the devil did he do that? That’s not possible!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, we can’t lose him!”  
 
    As I sprinted through the night, a thicket of trees loomed before me, and I slipped into a forest. I ran aimlessly through the darkness, and the only light I had to guide me was from the moon hanging high above the canopy of trees. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, but I dug deep and pushed more strength into my muscles. I needed to get as far away from those women as possible.  
 
    That’s all that mattered right now, even if I had no sense of direction or a plan.  
 
     My breathing grew heavy and ragged, and blood pumped in my ears. My boots were caked with mud, and I nearly slipped as I ran past the trees and thorny thicket.  
 
    When I couldn’t run anymore, I finally came to a halt by a river.  
 
    As I stopped to catch my breath, I glanced around the deep, dark wood and listened carefully. Were they still behind me? Or had they given up?  
 
    All I could hear was the coursing river, the sound of owls, and the calls of other night-time creatures echoing all around me. There was no sign the women were chasing after me, either, since I couldn’t hear any voices or footsteps. 
 
    I bent down with relief and splashed my face with icy water. Then I stared at my murky, moon-lit reflection.  
 
    I didn’t recognize my face.  
 
    My skin was pallid and drenched with sweat and blood. There was a massive gash over my eyebrow, my light blue eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot, and when I stared down at my white t-shirt, I found it was also stained with sweat, blood, and dirt.  
 
    Again, questions began to race through my mind. Why couldn’t I remember anything? Where the hell was I? How did I get here? What happened to me? 
 
    I couldn’t even remember my own goddamn name. All I knew was that I didn’t belong in this world … it wasn’t my own.  
 
    I decided I couldn’t dwell on it any longer. At least not out here in the open and in the darkness. I couldn’t hear the strange robed women anymore, but that didn’t mean they weren’t a few dozen yards behind me.  
 
    I needed to keep moving.  
 
    As I was about to take a step past the river, something made my blood run ice cold, and I froze.  
 
    It sounded like a low rumbling growl.  
 
    Silence followed, and I strained to listen as I wondered if it was just my imagination.  
 
    But then I heard it again. A deep, mean, and feral growl. 
 
     I whipped around, and what I saw before me made me freeze in both awe and bloodcurdling fear. 
 
    There was a bear-like beast staring right at me.  
 
    At first, I thought it was an oversized grizzly, but then I realized it didn’t look like an ordinary bear. It was much, much larger, and it was hunched over, with massive saber-tooth like fangs protruding from its mouth. Thick saliva dripped from its razor-sharp, yellowed teeth, and its beady eyes shone a crimson red.  
 
    The monster growled again and stood up, and it towered over me as it blocked out the moon. It tossed its head back and let out a raging roar. Then it lowered its ugly head, and when it stared at me, I felt like the creature was sucking the soul right out of my body. 
 
    Well, fuck. This was bad.  
 
    I should have been frozen with fear, but I found myself taking a tentative step back, and as I did, I tried my best not to look into its red eyes and hoped it was just territorial and not ravenous.  
 
    But as soon as I moved, the beast leaped toward me, and my heart started to race. 
 
    Then I spun around and ran for my goddamn life.  
 
    I sped through the thicket and avoided the roots and rocks below me. My sweat-drenched and matted hair kept falling in front of my face, but I didn’t have time to brush it aside. I could hear the beast panting and growling as its heavy footsteps followed me into the wood, and the only advantage I had was that the creature was slower due to its enormous size.  
 
    With the moonlight now guiding me, I saw a path leading upwards and followed it. I ran hard and fast and then took a sharp turn. I thought I was going to outrun the beast until I ended up at a dead-end with a small cave built into a stone wall.  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed. 
 
    There was no way in hell I was going to run inside a mysterious cave where that fucker could corner and devour me. I knew, deep down, that I had to find a way to fight it off.  
 
    There was nowhere else to run.  
 
    I knew the monster had caught up with me when I heard the same, deep, alarming growl behind me, and when I turned around, I was face to face with death. 
 
    The beast was staring at me, with its body positioned and ready to leap and attack. I slowly crouched down, and without taking my eyes off the monster, I searched the ground for any kind of heavy rock. The creature stared at my hand, and I could have sworn it smirked at me for my efforts.  
 
    It had no idea how hard I was willing to fight to survive, though.  
 
    Finally, I found a cold, heavy, sharp stone and curled my fingers around it. Then I lifted it up and steadied my feet.  
 
     “Bring it on, motherfucker,” I growled. “Come at me.”  
 
    As if the thing understood my words, it suddenly leaped into the air and pounced on top of me. My body hit the ground, and the wind was knocked out of me. I still held the rock in one hand, though, and I used my other hand to grasp the beast’s throat as it tried to chomp down on me. I had to do whatever I needed to in order to stop it from biting my face off.  
 
    The bear-creature wildly snapped its jaws, and it was probably impatient and confused as to why its prey was fighting it off. My eyes stung from its foul breath, and its hairy and heavy body was crushing me.  
 
    Then I instinctively brought up my other hand and smacked the beast in the side of the head with the rock. The bear-thing flinched back with a howl and shook its massive head, and I took that crucial, life depending moment to bring the stone up and hit it as hard as I could in the head again. My would-be-killer yelped and was stunned for another second by the force of my blow.  
 
    So, I beat it again and again. 
 
    I beat the beast repeatedly with all my might until it collapsed to my side, and as soon as its body was off mine, I could breathe again. Then I sucked in a deep, shaking breath and stood up on wobbly legs. 
 
    Fuck this guy.  
 
    I looked down at the creature as it laid as still as stone. I wasn’t going to risk the possibility of it getting back up, so I took the same rock, and with one final hit, I smashed its face in with a satisfying crack. Blood, brains, and bone were exposed, and I was covered in its gore.  
 
     I let the rock fall down to the earth and tried to steady my rapid breathing. I had just faced death and defeated it. Nausea washed over me as I tried to suck in sharp gasps of air, everything was spinning, and I thought I was about to faint.  
 
    But then, I immediately came to my full senses when I heard a twig crunch nearby. I snatched the same rock and wildly looked around as I tried to locate the source.  
 
    “Interesting … ” muttered an eerily familiar voice from behind me. 
 
    I spun around to see two mysterious cloaked women staring at me with their mouths agape. It was the same two women who had stepped forward and spoken to me before, but they lacked their entourage now. Both their palms were held out toward me, and the same green glow illuminated from their hands. In the light of their emerald flames, I could see both their beautiful faces were contoured into looks of confusion.  
 
    “You’ve just killed an onikuma,” the white-haired woman breathed before she spun around to face the other one. “How … how is that possible, sister? No mortal can do that …”  
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea,” the other woman whispered.  
 
    They both looked at the dead beast and then back at me in total confusion and awe.  
 
    “Will one of you tell me what the hell is going on?” I demanded as I neared them. “First, you chase me through the woods, and then some kind of animal I’ve never seen before attacks me out of nowhere.”  
 
    “Time will tell you everything that you need to know,” the women replied in unison.  
 
    So fucking creepy. 
 
     “Listen--” I started to say, but then the raven-haired woman raised her hand to stop me. 
 
    “Fear not, for the feral she-wolf emerges at night, with only the moon to guide her way,” she muttered, as if she were talking to herself. “Hide the lambs, the children, and the weak … because she will only leave blood and bone in her wake.”  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “And bear in mind,” the white-haired woman added, “even when the glittering stars illuminate the night, their beauty cannot prevent the wildest of thunderstorms from destroying everything in its path.”  
 
    “What in the hell are you babbling?” I spat. “Look … I’m not in the mood for any riddles. Just tell me, who the hell are you?”  
 
    The women stood there silent for a long moment as if they, too, couldn’t remember their own names.  
 
    “My name is Vanessa,” the dark-haired woman finally answered. “This is my sister, Luna. We are a part of the Devil’s Academy and have been sent to bring you forth.” 
 
    “The … what?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “You’ll see.” Luna smiled.  
 
    I slowly lowered the rock and stared hard at them. Compared to the beast I just killed, I didn’t feel as if these women were a threat.  
 
    Still, something didn’t feel right. 
 
    “How do I know that I can trust you?” I demanded.  
 
    “You can either follow us or continue to wander through the dark wood,” Luna said with a light shrug, “but if I were you, I’d come along.”  
 
    “Not that he has a choice,” Vanessa muttered. “The devil commands it.”  
 
    “The devil?” I almost laughed. “First, you mention an academy, and now the devil himself? What the hell are you people?” 
 
    “Come,” Luna whispered and crooked a finger at me, “and you’ll see.”  
 
    I glanced between the two of them, and after a long moment of deliberation, I finally nodded in agreement. I decided it was smarter to head back with them, rather than face another near-fatal encounter.  
 
    As I took a step forward, I felt something fall on my face. I thought it was rain at first, but it smelled metallic, and it was much too thick to be water. The liquid trickled down my cheeks, and when I brushed it away, I saw blood.  
 
    Was I bleeding again?  
 
    As if to answer my question, another droplet hit my hand and then another, and I realized it was raining blood.  
 
    “Come now, it’s pouring,” Vanessa purred as her blue eyes studied me curiously. “Trust us.” 
 
    The word trust sent a cold shiver down my spine. Even though my chances with them were better than being out here, how could I possibly trust these odd women? I had no idea where I was or how I got here … but a primal feeling, deep inside me, told me following them back to wherever they wanted to take me was the wisest course of action.  
 
    “Fine,” I finally replied. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
     The women curled their lips into satisfied smiles and turned their backs on me. Then I trotted after them as twigs and dead leaves crunched under my boots, and blood poured from the sky.  
 
    We walked in silence as the red rain continued to fall down from the black clouds. When we finally left the forest, I looked up and saw rolling, deep green hills, surrounded by willow trees, and on top of the tallest hill stood a massive, gothic castle with the moon behind it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed.  
 
    “He can see it,” Luna whispered, and her white hair shone brightly in the moonlight. “He must be the one.” 
 
    “Of course, he is,” Vanessa hissed back. “The devil is never wrong.” 
 
    I still had no idea what they were talking about, but I continued to follow them as they marched toward a towering, black iron gate, where the hooded women were all waiting, as if they had known that I would return all along.  
 
    I tried not to stare at the unnerving group of women, and I instead turned my attention back to the gate. I immediately noticed there were a pair of gargoyles placed on both sides, and their eyes glowed a fiery red as we approached the lock.  
 
    Luna pulled out a large, golden key from her pocket, and the thing looked like something out of the Victorian period. It was thick, with intricate designs carved at the handle, and seemed heavy, maybe even made out of real gold. 
 
    When the white-haired woman turned the lock, I immediately noticed the gargoyles’ eyes flashed from lava red to lime green, and then the gates slowly pulled open. 
 
    “Welcome to your new home,” Vanessa said with a smirk, and it wasn’t a kind expression.  
 
    I breathed in sharply before I took a step forward. There were still a thousand questions swarming swiftly through my mind, and I hoped they would be answered soon enough.  
 
    I had a feeling that my life depended on it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I cautiously followed the group of women toward a thick, iron-studded wooden door, and the gates slowly closed behind me.  
 
    The moon cast a glow over the towering entranceway, and I noticed it was no ordinary door. There were all kinds of menacing carvings engraved into the wood, and they were moving. I clenched my jaw and watched as scorpions, spiders, and snakes slithered over the door, and a cold, sinking sensation grew in the pit of my stomach as the door slowly opened on its own. There was a screeching sound that followed, and it sent another chill down my spine. Then I saw nothing in front of me, except darkness.  
 
    It felt as if I was about to enter hell.  
 
    “Go,” Vanessa demanded.  
 
    I swallowed and took a step inside. Clearly, I had no other choice.  
 
    It was still pitch black when I passed the threshold, and all I could feel was an ice-cold breeze whipping across my face. It felt like needles were piercing my skin, but I forced myself to walk deeper inside.  
 
    I heard the door slam shut, and then, out of nowhere, flames burst like fireworks all around me. Now the entire hallway was lit by large, black-iron wall sconces, and the fires crackled as I forced myself to move on. 
 
    As I observed my surroundings, I couldn’t help but stare at the paintings that were plastered all around me. They were dark, murky portraits of women, painted in hues of dark moss greens and sickly blues and yellows. As I studied the portraits more carefully, I decided that “women” wasn’t the correct word. Not all of the paintings resembled human women at all. While some looked more human than others, several portraits looked like mythical creatures … and some were more demonic than others.  
 
    One, in particular, was very unnerving. She had deep, sea-green skin with moles and warts covering her entire face, and her eyes were entirely black and practically bulging out of her skull.  
 
    “Move,” Vanessa hissed. “We don’t have all night, mortal.”  
 
    I didn’t even realize that I had stopped dead in the middle of the hall to look at the portrait, and I sighed and forced myself to keep going down the corridor. As I walked, I started to notice the eyes of the paintings were actually following me as I trailed down the hallway, but as unsettling as it was, I forced myself to stare back as I walked.  
 
    The painted women’s expressions now changed from placid and neutral to appalled and perplexed.  
 
    After everything I’d witnessed tonight, there was no point in questioning the strange paintings … no matter how foreboding it felt. When I couldn’t take their glares any longer, I averted my eyes and just stared at the end of the hallway.  
 
    As I walked, I could hear the clicking of shoes against the marble floor. The group of women followed me closely, as if I were leading them … yet I had no idea where I was supposed to go once I reached the end of this eerie corridor.  
 
    Then, as if Vanessa could read my exact thoughts, she snapped her fingers, and the clicking of shoes against the floor came to an immediate halt.  
 
    “Stop,” she commanded once I’d reached the largest and possibly the most significant painting at the end of the hallway.  
 
    When I studied it, I noticed the woman closely resembled Vanessa, if she were a decade older, that is. This woman looked more serene and welcoming when compared to the other paintings. As I pulled my eyes away from her and looked around, I wondered where Vanessa wanted me to go, since there was no other door or opening that I could see.  
 
    Just a dead end.  
 
    “Now what?” I asked before I whipped around to face them. “You want me to walk through a wall?”  
 
    “Move aside,” Vanessa snapped, and her blue eyes were like shards of ice.  
 
    I was beginning to feel like she was the one in control here, since no one else said a word as she took a step toward me. When I didn’t move, she raised an eyebrow as if to say, “you’d better get out of my way.”  
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to challenge her, so I sighed impatiently before I stepped aside to give her some space.  
 
    She glared at me before she lifted her hand up high into the air. At first, I thought she was about to touch the painting, but her fingertips were inches away.  
 
    Then I watched with curiosity as she slowly closed her eyes and muttered something inaudible under her breath. As soon as she was done speaking, I flinched from surprise. The painting had begun to gently pull away from the wall, like a secret door. Now, there was an opening, and it took a second for me to adjust my eyes to the dark.  
 
    “Go,” Vanessa ordered as if I were a dog.  
 
    “I need to see where I’m going,” I snarked back.  
 
    She sighed and then flicked her wrist, and suddenly, there was light. When I peered inside, I saw a massive chamber that reminded me of a ballroom. It was elegant and bare, but instead of gold or cream walls, everything was painted black. The floor, however, was made of gray marble, and it was gleaming so vividly I could see my bloody reflection when I looked down. Like a ballroom, there was nothing in the area except for a massive chandelier that hung from the ceiling. It illuminated the room with probably hundreds of black candles and was completely covered in cobwebs that dangled all the way down to the middle of the floor.  
 
    “Now, will you go?” Vanessa asked, and her voice was laced with annoyance and impatience.  
 
    I nodded and stepped inside before she could berate me anymore.  
 
    “To your right,” she said when we reached the middle of the ballroom. There was a row of doors against the walls, and at first, they were difficult to see because they were also painted black.  
 
    No one moved for a minute, and I turned to look at the group.  
 
    “Well, where do you want me to go?” I asked.  
 
    “Maybe he isn’t the chosen one, after all,” Luna muttered to Vanessa. “He can’t even sense which door to go through.”  
 
    Vanessa raised her hand, and for a moment, I thought she was going to slap Luna in the face, but the white-haired woman flinched and took a step away from her. 
 
    “Stop questioning the devil’s decision,” Vanessa hissed. Then she turned to look at me, and her piercing blue eyes were filled with loathing. “Follow us.”  
 
    I stood still as the women walked past me. They moved so quietly and gracefully as if they were walking on water, and I followed them as Vanessa pulled out another key from her cloak pocket. Instead of a large, golden key, this one was small, plain, and black. She slid it into the lock of the middle door, and it slowly opened with a creak. All the women flooded into the mysterious room, and Vanessa waited until everyone was inside, including myself, before shutting the door behind her. 
 
    Again, I found myself in another cold and dark room, and there was a moment of pregnant silence until a voice filled the air.  
 
    “Cole,” said a soft and feminine voice. “I have been expecting you.”  
 
    The room then mysteriously lit up, just as the hallway had done earlier. I adjusted my eyes and realized I was inside a grand office. There were books stacked up in every corner of the room, and a giant bear rug splayed on the marble floor. Candles were hanging above me, not attached to anything at all, and there was also an enormous fireplace to my right that made the room glow with light and warmth.  
 
    But what truly grabbed my attention was the woman sitting behind an elegant, wooden desk.  
 
    It was the woman from the grand painting.  
 
    Just like in the portrait, she had the same, pale iridescent skin and bright blue eyes Vanessa had. She was clearly older, just like in the painting, and her black hair was pinned up high above her head and adorned with feathers and something that looked like a bone hairpin. When she stood up, I noticed she was wearing a Victorian-era style dress. It was a dark plum color, with a black lace collar that reached her ears. She was beautiful, in both an elegant and intimidating way.  
 
    “Cole?” I repeated as I shook my head. “Is that what you called me?”  
 
    “That’s your name,” she replied with a placid smile. “Do you not remember?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “In fact, I can’t remember a damn thing … at least not clearly. All I know is I don’t belong here.” 
 
    It was challenging to explain to myself, let alone anyone else. Fragments of my mind told me I was human. That I came from somewhere else entirely … I just couldn’t remember how I ended up here, or really anything else from my past.  
 
    “Ah, now that’s where you’re mistaken,” she said with the same smile. “You’ve been summoned, just as the devil predicted.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” I demanded. My patience was growing thinner by the minute, and my mind was like a puzzle only half completed.  
 
    “We’ve brought you here to our academy,” the woman started to explain. “It is our unholy duty to summon a powerful witch every five-hundred-years, and now, here you are.” 
 
    “A witch?” I repeated with a raised brow. “Um, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly a--”  
 
    “A woman?” she chuckled. “Yes, we can see that.” 
 
    I turned around to face all the cloaked women. Aside from Luna and Vanessa, who had their hoods pulled down, the rest of their faces were obscured.  
 
    No one said a word until Vanessa impatiently sighed and shook her long, dark mane.  
 
    “Mother,” Vanessa huffed, “this is very unusual … do you not agree?”  
 
    Ah, so this woman was Vanessa’s mother. Now the resemblance made perfect sense.  
 
    “Indeed, it is unusual,” the older woman replied, “but it is not our place to question it. This is the result of the ritual, and the ritual is never wrong. Now leave us. We have much to discuss, Cole and I.” 
 
    “But--” Vanessa whined. 
 
    “Enough,” her mother silenced her in a firm tone. “Do as I say.”  
 
    I could see Vanessa’s throat throb as she swallowed hard and then lowered her head. 
 
    “Yes, Headmistress,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    All the other women bowed their heads in unison before leaving the room. Then I turned to face the “headmistress,” but before I could open my mouth, she raised her hand to stop me. 
 
    “I know what you must be thinking,” she said. “This is all very unorthodox, I must admit.”  
 
    “Unorthodox isn’t the word I’d use,” I replied with my arms crossed. “I’d say this is completely, one-hundred-and-ten percent fucked up. You must have me confused with someone else.” 
 
    The headmistress laughed gently and approached me. Then she grabbed my hand and began to look at my palm, and I let her since I didn’t see what other choice I had.  
 
    “Your memory has gone, temporarily, though,” she said after a long moment. “Fear not … it will return with time.”  
 
    “Yes, we’ve established that,” I replied as I gently pulled my hand away. “Can you please just help me get back to wherever the hell I came from? Back to Earth, reality, or whatever?”  
 
    “That won’t be possible,” she said, and her voice was now firmer.  
 
    “And why the hell not?” I demanded. 
 
    “Because the devil has demanded you remain here at the academy,” she answered.  
 
    “Academy?” I repeated as my brain swam and throbbed. This was too much information to take in at once.  
 
    “This is Scholomance, The Devil’s Academy,” the woman said as if it were obvious. “I am Headmistress Theodora, and I run the school.”  
 
    “Okay … ” I said. “So, just to be clear here … what you’re telling me is, the devil has summoned me to be here? At this school? Why?”  
 
    “Yes.” Theodora nodded. “You were beckoned because our enemies grow stronger with each blood-moon. The chosen one must attend the academy in order to learn how to defeat the most powerful and unholy of the elder gods. It has been that way since the dawn of time.”  
 
    “Enemies?” I repeated. “Elder gods?”  
 
    What the fuck was this woman going on about? 
 
    “Yes,” she responded with a grave frown, “and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, the other witches aren’t exactly pleased you’ve been chosen … but we do not question the devil’s intentions. You are here, and that is final.”  
 
    “But--” I started to say, but she raised her hand to cut me off, just as she had done with Vanessa.  
 
    “I know you have many questions, and they will make sense soon enough … perhaps a soothing tea or glass of blood-wine would help to calm you down?” the headmistress suggested.  
 
    There was no way in hell I was going to drink something called blood wine, so I just shook my head as reverently as possible.  
 
    “No, I’m fine, thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “I insist,” she said before she walked over to one of her bookcases and pulled out a silver jar.  
 
    I watched as she lifted the lid and pulled out a handful of something that looked like herbs or spices. Then she headed back to her desk and grabbed a goblet I thought was just an ornament. She slowly dropped the herbs into the goblet and gently blew over the surface. At first, I was confused because there was no water, but then I watched with fascination as a bubbling sound followed, and steam began to emit from the goblet.  
 
    Theodora smiled before she came toward me, with the goblet in her small hands.  
 
    “Here,” she said as she extended her hand. “Drink this … it will make you feel better.” 
 
    I stared at the goblet with hesitation. She seemed to be the only one who could tolerate me at this point, but that didn’t mean I trusted her.  
 
    “No, thanks,” I said. “How do I know you’re not trying to kill me?” 
 
    “It’s not poison.” She smiled. “Go on, drink it.”  
 
    Clearly, I had no other option here, so I took the goblet and drank the mysterious brew. It burned my throat, and my eyes watered as the beverage seeped down my throat. I had never tasted anything so foul before.  
 
    “Shit,” I coughed. “What is this?” 
 
    “Just your common sleeping aid,” the headmistress explained. “Root of willow, passionflower, wormwood, and a tinge of honey for flavor … drink it all. It will help, trust me.” 
 
    “At least I recognize one of those ingredients,” I mumbled before taking another sip.  
 
    “Drink it all,” Theodora said with a small nod. “It won’t take full effect otherwise.”  
 
    I sighed and did as she asked, and as soon as I drained the glass, she smiled at me and then headed toward the door.  
 
    “Let me give you a quick tour before you’re shown to your quarters,” the headmistress offered. “It won’t take long, come along now.”  
 
    I shrugged and followed her into the black ballroom. She locked her office and then raised her hand to open another door at the end of the ballroom.  
 
    At this point, I was getting used to watching doors open up on their own.  
 
    “This place will seem a bit like a maze for a mortal,” she said as we walked through the doorway. “Don’t be overwhelmed by it.”  
 
    Overwhelmed was the understatement of the decade. I was feeling every emotion possible.  
 
    We moved down a corridor, and as I looked around, I noticed more paintings lined against the wall. Their eyes continued to follow us as Theodora guided me down the hallway and toward a row of doors.  
 
    “These are where the classrooms are,” she said. “You’ll have five classes this semester as a preschooler … bone, shadow, blood, premonition, and curses … not necessarily in that order.”  
 
    “Wait, what, a preschooler?” I repeated with a frown. “I’m not a child. Why would I be placed in a preschool?”  
 
    “You are a child in this world, do not take it as an offense, it simply means you do not have the advanced skills that higher tier students possess,” Theodora replied, but not in a patronizing way. “Now, Vanessa will explain this all to you tomorrow in more detail. I want to get through this tour as quickly as possible before the brew begins to take its toll on you.” 
 
    I quickly poked my head into the dark classrooms, and I noticed each room was colder than the last. We passed by the open doors, and then Theodora took a sharp turn and led me down another corridor.  
 
    “That’s the library,” she said as she pointed to a massive, wooden door that was bolted with a golden chain. “Our most sacred section.”  
 
    “Why is it locked?” I asked numbly.  
 
    Whatever she had given me was taking its effect on me. I was dazed, and my bones felt like jelly.  
 
    “We never allow preschoolers to enter,” she explained. “You must be in a higher tier to gain access.” 
 
    That didn’t make much sense to me, nor did it seem fair, but I was in such a stupor I just shrugged it off.  
 
    Theodora studied my face and then smiled.  
 
    “You are growing weary,” she said.  
 
    “I feel like I’m drunk,” I slurred with a lazy grin. “Might as well have given me the wine.”  
 
    The headmistress chuckled and then placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll show you the banquet hall where you will take all your meals, and then you may clean yourself up and get some rest,” she replied. “Come along.”  
 
    I nodded clumsily before I followed her into a massive room filled with wooden tables that had an elaborate plate setting at every seat. It looked like something out of a palace, where kings would host a marvelous feast for a neighboring kingdom, but the only difference was this room was also painted black, and the chairs were crimson red. There were massive stained-glass windows, too, and I could hear the bloody rain splattering against them.  
 
    Just like the rest of the castle, this room had an ominous presence to it. When thunder struck, my legs nearly gave out underneath me, and I struggled to stand upright.  
 
    I was about to pass out.  
 
    “That’s enough for now,” Theodora said as she looked at me.  
 
    I thought we were going to turn back around, but she wasn’t moving. Instead, she glanced down at a tear in my shirt on my right arm. I followed her gaze and stared at the dragon tattoo that was exposed.  
 
    “Ah, you’re a fan of body markings, I see,” she said with a small smile.  
 
    “You mean tattoos?” I mumbled. Everything was becoming a blur. “Yeah … I suppose I am, but I don’t remember getting this.”  
 
    I looked down at my body and suddenly remembered I had an entire collection of tattoos. I had eight in total, but I couldn’t remember why or when I got them.  
 
    “Do you have any other markings?” she asked with her head tilted to the side. “Ones that you were born with?”  
 
    “Ugh … ” I tried to think. Then I glanced down at my wrist, where there was a small x-shaped scar in the middle of it. I traced the mark with my fingers and desperately tried to recall if I was born with it or not. “Maybe, this one?” 
 
    I showed her my wrist, and then she smiled. It was the kind of smile that radiated satisfaction.  
 
    “I thought as much,” she said. “Now, let’s get you to bed. You have a long first day tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “But … how did you know about my scar?” I murmured and swayed on my feet.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” she clucked. “No more questions for tonight. You need to rest, and you need to wash up as well.”  
 
    I repressed a defeated sigh as she led me out of the banquet hall and back into the corridor. The doors closed on their own, and when we found ourselves in the middle of another hallway, Theodora snapped her fingers out of nowhere. 
 
    “Cordelia!” she called out. “Please show Cole to his room.” 
 
    I glanced wildly around and tried to spot whoever she was talking to. There was no one in here but us, until I noticed one of the paintings started to move.  
 
    At first, I wondered if it was the tea causing hallucinations, but then I remembered where I was.  
 
    I was in a place where it seemed as if anything was possible.  
 
    “Cordelia, now please,” Theodora commanded louder. “We haven’t got all night.”  
 
    I watched a portrait of a ghastly looking woman. She had snow-white hair that was pinned back tightly, pale skin, and coal black eyes. She wore a black and white maid’s uniform, and the painting began to shake violently against the wall.  
 
    I gasped as a hand shot out from the portrait and then a leg, until the woman in the picture was no longer in the frame but standing before me.  
 
    “Cordelia,” Theodora huffed, “thank you for finally joining us. Would you please show Cole to his room?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the maid replied in a thick accent I couldn’t place. “Please follow me, Master Cole.”  
 
    “Have a good night’s rest, Cole,” Theodora said before she whipped her skirts around and left me with this ghoulish looking maid. 
 
    “You, too … ” I muttered in a haze of confusion and fascination.  
 
    “Please, sir,” Cordelia said with a bow, “follow me.”  
 
    I sighed and followed the small ghost maid into another hallway and up a flight of stairs. The black iron staircase curled upwards in a spiral, and it felt like we walked up a flight of at least fifty stairs before we reached a small, plain wooden door. 
 
    The maid reached out her bony hand and raised her palm, and I heard the door unlock before it swung open on its own. Then she gestured for me to enter first. 
 
    When I walked in, I was stunned to see a magnificently decorated bedroom before me. There was a king-sized bed situated in the middle of the room, with red sheer canopy curtains draped over it. The quilt was also a crimson, satiny red and had gold embroidery all over the seams, and there was a white bear rug splayed out on the floor. This bear was the same kind that I’d killed out in the woods, and I stared at it with revulsion as I recalled how close I came to death.  
 
    “Do you not approve of the décor?” the maid asked in her shrill voice.  
 
    “No, it’s fine.” I shook my head, and the room swayed around me. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Your bath is filled, and your uniform is folded on the chair by the window,” Cordelia said as she pointed to a royal blue velvet chair by an oval, stained glass window. “Please, just call out for me if you need anything … I’m always around.”  
 
    “Err, thanks,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
     “With pleasure, Master,” she replied with a bow. 
 
     Instead of walking out the door, Cordelia simply evaporated into thin air, and the door closed on its own. Despite the uncanny circumstances, I was deeply relieved when I found myself alone in the room. I was sticky with blood and covered in dirt, and all I wanted to do was clean myself off and fall into a coma.  
 
    There was another door inside the room, which I could only imagine was where the bathroom was. So, I headed toward it and half expected it to open up on its own. When nothing happened, I laughed to myself and opened it the traditional way. I found myself inside a red marble bathroom, with a large black tub in the middle of the room, filled to the top with sky blue water. Then I quickly stripped off my torn white shirt, my jeans, and my boots before I slipped into the tub.  
 
    The sensation of the hot, lavender-scented water was so pleasant and welcoming I knew if I stayed in the tub for too long, I would probably drift off to sleep and drown. So, I eventually forced myself to get out of the water and dry off with one of the white towels that was set aside for me.  
 
    When I returned to the bedroom, I didn’t bother to look for pajamas or anything else to wear to bed. I simply slipped into the soft comforter, naked, and as soon as my head hit the pillow, I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    But my sleep was not a peaceful one. 
 
    As soon as I was unconscious, I started to see visions of the black woods. Just like earlier, I was running, panting, and bleeding through the forest. I frantically searched all around me, desperately trying to find a light or some way out, but I could barely see where the hell I was going.  
 
    In my dream, I came to a sudden stop, and as I strained to listen, I heard growling, cackling, and sharp voices all around me. They were whispering in a language I couldn’t understand.  
 
    I tried to wake myself up, but my eyes refused to flicker open. My body grew ice-cold, and there was no way to move.  
 
    “Hello?” I heard myself call out. “Who’s there?”  
 
     Deep, menacing laughter followed, and then there were flashes of faces. They weren’t ordinary faces, either. These creatures were ghastly, hideous, and terrifying, and they had eyes as black as night and lips as red as blood.  
 
    “Speak,” I demanded.  
 
    “Cole,” they whispered in unison.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. “What the fuck do you want from me?”  
 
    “You’ll see,” they cackled. 
 
    I tried to reach out to grab at them, but their faces vanished. Then they turned into wisps of smoke and left me standing in the woods, cold and alone. 
 
    “Cole!” shouted a familiar voice.  
 
    My eyes opened, and I shot up from the bed. I was drenched in sweat, and when I glanced down at my palms, they were bleeding. I must have dug my fingernails into my skin in my sleep.  
 
    “Oh, good,” said the same voice. “You’re up.”  
 
    I looked up and saw Vanessa standing over my bed. Today, she was not wearing a cloak, and instead she wore a black lace dress and matching lace gloves. Her long, ebony hair fell into perfect curls all the way down past her slim waist, and she looked even more beautiful in the daylight. Her piercing blue eyes were glaring down at me, but then her gaze slowly trailed down to my naked chest, and she flinched as if something had stung her.  
 
    “You sleep in the nude?” she hissed. “Have you no decency?”  
 
    “Well, do you have a habit of watching people as they sleep?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
     “Just get up and get dressed,” she snapped and averted her gaze. “You’re about to start your first day of classes, and I’m not in the mood to wait around for you to get ready.”  
 
    “Alright, give me a moment,” I whispered and scruffed my hair to get my blood flowing. “Jesus.”  
 
    Vanessa flinched again, and then her eyes went wide with disgust and panic. 
 
    “Don’t ever use that name around here,” she whispered as if it were some horrible secret.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I raised a hand in defense, “noted.”  
 
    She stared long and hard at me again before shaking her head and crossing her arms.  
 
    “Just hurry up,” she said before she whipped around and left the room. She made sure to slam the door on her way out as if to make a point. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered again, under my breath.  
 
    What crawled up her ass and died? 
 
    I got out of bed naked and padded barefoot over to the velvet chair. There was a button-down, white collared shirt, a pair of black trousers, black boots, and a cloak. I put on the shirt, left three buttons open, and slipped on the pants and boots. I left the cloak behind, though, because I didn’t see the point of wearing it.  
 
    Before I left, I caught my reflection in the mirror that hung by the chair. I looked brand new, compared to last night. My blue eyes were clear and bright, and my black hair was clean and shiny.  
 
    It was as if nothing had happened the night before.  
 
    I rolled up my sleeves and headed out the door, where Vanessa was tapping her foot impatiently as she waited for me. 
 
    “About time,” she snapped as she gave me the once over and then hissed under her breath. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “You look as disheveled as a common farmer,” she snarled. “Come here.” 
 
    She grabbed my collar and yanked me toward her, and I noticed she smelled sweet like honey as she buttoned up my shirt and then tried to tuck it into my pants. 
 
    “I can do that,” I said as I pulled away. 
 
    “Then do it,” she huffed. “Now … follow me.”  
 
    I sighed and trailed after her down the spiral staircase. We headed toward the direction of the classrooms, and when I looked around me, it wasn’t just the eyes of the paintings following me.  
 
    Today, there were women, or rather, witches scattered in the hallway. Some were more human-looking than others, but they all whispered and stared in my direction. The astonishment and disgust were evident on each of their faces. Even one witch, with ginger-colored skin and horns, was so shocked she dropped her books as soon as her eyes landed on me.  
 
    To say that all this attention was off-putting would have been an understatement.  
 
    Vanessa finally came to a halt and pointed to an open door.  
 
    “Here we are … Blood Magic,” she sighed, “your very first class, which I will be teaching, so you better pay attention.” 
 
    When I looked up, I saw words scribbled in red that hung over the frame of the door. 
 
    The feral she-wolf emerges at night, with only the moon to guide her way. Hide the lambs, the children, and the weak – because she will only leave blood and bone in her wake. 
 
    So, that’s why she said those words last night.  
 
    Vanessa turned her nose up at me and then waltzed inside, and I could still feel all these eyes on me before I took a step into the classroom and mentally prepared myself for one hell of a class.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    As soon as I stepped inside the classroom, all eyes were on me.  
 
    Five witches were already seated, with their books and tools out. They were all dressed in the same uniforms, which was a white button-up shirt, small black and white checkered skirts, and black knee-high socks.  
 
    The classroom itself, like much of the castle, had sleek, black walls and one small, silver candle chandelier that hung high above the class. The long white candles were lit because there was only one tiny oval window that barely allowed any sunlight through. Not that there was much light out there. I could spot one steel gray cloud outside, which indicated the weather was probably just as somber as the classroom. As I looked around, I realized the ambiance and style of the room reminded me of a church.  
 
    If the church had been decorated by a group of hardcore Satanists.  
 
     The witches were still staring at me as I stood there. I was unsure of what to do, so I cleared my throat and wondered if I should make a public introduction, but Vanessa beat me to it. 
 
    “Class, welcome to Blood Magic,” she said as she strode to the front of the room. “Before we begin, I’d like to introduce you to Cole … our first-ever male preschooler at Scholomance.”  
 
     The room was massive, and the awkward silence that followed was deafening. As I stood there by Vanessa, I could feel it weighing down on me, and it was practically crushing my shoulders.  
 
    “Hey,” I muttered after I couldn’t take the quiet any longer, “nice to meet you all.”  
 
    The women simply stared at me, and Vanessa sighed under her breath.  
 
    “Just take a seat next to Akira,” she instructed.  
 
    Vanessa pointed to a long, black desk, and I sat down next to the witch who must have been Akira. She had chin-length black hair and pale skin, her eyes were as dark as coal, and her lips were painted black. She was gorgeous, in a dark and mysterious way. Her features were perfectly symmetrical, and she probably knew it. I also noticed a raven tattoo on her neck, and when she caught me staring, her dark lips curled with disgust.  
 
    “Does it have to sit next to me, professor?” she growled.  
 
    “It?” I echoed and arched an eyebrow.  
 
    What the fuck was her problem? 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes, he does,” Vanessa sighed, as if she were dealing with a group of real, four-year-old preschoolers.  
 
    “Can’t you make him sit next to Faye?” Akira grumbled and averted her eyes. “And Morgana can sit here instead? I wouldn’t feel comfortable with him breathing down my neck during the entire class.”  
 
    “Fuck you!” snapped a voice from behind me. “I’m not sitting next to him. I might catch something.” 
 
     I turned around to see whose voice that belonged to, and it must have been the pretty redhead with her arms crossed across her chest. Her greenish-gold eyes were furrowed in my direction, and she was fuming.  
 
    The witch next to her was covering her mouth and trying not to laugh. She had long, dark hair that fell into loose curls over her shoulders. Then her blue eyes caught mine, and she instantly stopped laughing and scowled in my direction. 
 
    “Oh, so it’s fine if I catch something?” Akira snapped as she glared over her shoulder at Faye. “Is that what you’re saying?”  
 
    “Enough,” Vanessa barked, and the room went deadly quiet again as all the girls bowed their heads. “Now, let’s get to work … everyone pull out your books.”  
 
     Everyone grabbed a mud-brown leather textbook that looked as if it were at least a thousand pages long. Akira’s clunked loudly as she set it down on her side of the table, but I didn’t have one, and I doubted Akira was willing to share.  
 
    “Uh … Professor?” I said before I raised my hand. “I’ll need a copy.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Vanessa sighed.  
 
    “Why bother giving him one?” Faye’s voice muttered from behind me. “It’s not like he’ll learn anything, anyway, with that thick-headed male mortal skull of his.”  
 
     I rolled my eyes as the rest of the witches snickered at her remark. Meanwhile, Vanessa marched over behind her large, black desk and violently yanked open a drawer. Then she pulled out a rough, beaten-looking textbook with a ripped leather cover and a loose spine, and it was also stained dark red in some spots.  
 
    “Here,” she said before she tossed the moldy tome on top of my desk. “Sorry about the blood … it belonged to the last student who failed the finals.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I gasped, and shock flooded through my veins like ice. “What happens if we fail the finals? 
 
    “If you fail the final exam,” Vanessa echoed with a flat expression, “you will die. Apologies, but that is pure common knowledge to the rest of us here, and I’m not in the mood to waste class time explaining it to you and only you. Perhaps I’ll explain the finals to you toward the end of class, but do not be rude and ask questions until I say so.”  
 
     I heard a small snicker next to me, and when I turned to look at Akira, it seemed like she was doing her best not to laugh, but she was failing miserably as her shoulders shook.  
 
    “Fine by me,” I muttered as I opened the book. 
 
     On the first page, there was an ink drawing of some kind of goat with a pentagram surrounding it. Writing of some sort surrounded the image, and when I touched it, a strange shiver coursed through my entire body.  
 
    This place was so fucking weird. How the hell did I end up here? 
 
    “Now, everyone turn to page six hundred and sixty-six,” Vanessa ordered. “We’ll start at the beginning. Now, who can tell me about the origins of Blood Magic … yes, Vesta?”  
 
    I followed Vanessa’s gaze and turned to see a strangely beautiful woman with light lavender skin, long sea-green hair, and molten silver eyes. She was sitting directly behind me, with her hand raised, and her ears were pointed and pierced heavily.  
 
    I tried to stop staring at her, but it was a challenge. 
 
    “Blood Magic has been used since the dawn of Wicca time,” Vesta said with her chin raised, and her slightly husky voice made goosebumps rise across my skin. “It derives from our sisters who were persecuted by the elder gods. They needed to use magic powerful enough to perform sacrifices for power. Not only did they conduct sacrifices, but they also learned how to use the blood of various creatures to concoct potions.”  
 
    “Correct,” Vanessa said with the first genuine looking smile I’d seen since I met her. “Now, what other skills can be acquired when one learns the mechanism of Blood Magic?”  
 
    “Possession,” Akira said without raising her hand. “We can use our own blood to possess, charm, and manipulate others.”  
 
    “Well done, Akira.” Vanessa nodded. “Now, we just have one more ability no one has mentioned.” 
 
    “Crafting weapons,” growled a deep voice from behind me.  
 
     I slowly turned and did my best to discreetly look at the demonic-looking witch who sat next to the stunning lavender skinned beauty. I hadn’t noticed her before because her head had been bent down, and her long, dark red hair had been hiding her face, but to my horror, I realized she barely had any face at all. Her skin was heavily scarred with hideous gashes across her nose and lips … but perhaps the most terrifying thing about her was the fact that she had no eyes. There was just scarred skin in place of where her eyes should have been, and it briefly made me wonder how she would learn anything at all if she couldn’t even see. 
 
    I quickly turned around so I wasn’t staring at her.  
 
    “Excellent, Sweeny,” Vanessa said with a proud smile. “Now, let us start by reading and practicing the pronunciation of the first incantation. Who would like to go first? Perhaps our newest addition. Cole, would you start us off, please?”  
 
    I knew this wasn’t a request. It was a demand.  
 
    “Sure,” I said, since I was willing to accept the challenge.  
 
    I turned to page six-six-six and stared at the text before me, which I could thankfully read. It was all written in a dark, dirty brownish-red ink, which I realized was probably blood. I was beginning to come to the conclusion that nearly everything here was written in blood.  
 
    “Blood magic for beginners, it is a trial for women to access the ability to--” I started to say, but then Vanessa wildly shook her dark curls.  
 
    “No, don’t bother reading that, skip to the incantations,” Vanessa sighed with an impatient wave of her hand.  
 
    Giggling ensued as I started to read the part that wasn’t in English.  
 
    “E-Ego … auto … ” I struggled to pronounce the words, and my irritation began to boil over. I knew Vanessa was only doing this to humiliate me. “Auto … auto--” 
 
    “Autem,” the professor corrected in a louder than necessary voice. “Ego autem le dealaset cor eius pythonissam, advoca en sanguinem luna.”  
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “I, the Wicca with dedication and determination, summon the blood moon,” she replied. “It’s common knowledge, Cole. You’re going to have to go through an abundant amount of reading in order to catch up with the rest of us.”  
 
    Her patronizing and condescending attitude was really starting to grate on my nerves, but I considered myself to be a patient person, and I refused to let it get to me.  
 
    At least, I had a feeling I was patient. There was still no way for me to be sure exactly who I was.  
 
    “I’m a fast learner.” I smirked in her direction. “I’m sure I’ll pick it up quickly.” 
 
    “Well, your life depends on it, so let’s hope that’s true.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Continue, please.”  
 
    “Professor,” Sweeny growled from behind me. “When will we be able to sacrifice animals for blood rituals?”  
 
    “Oh, for Wicca’s sake,” Faye sighed loudly. “Is killing creatures the only thing that interests you, Sweeny?”  
 
    “It is,” Sweeny answered with no shame. “So what?”  
 
    “It’s pretty basic witch of you, if you ask me,” Faye scoffed and rolled her green eyes. 
 
    “Well, no one asked you,” Sweeny retorted in a deep rumbling growl. 
 
    “Ladies!” Vanessa snapped her fingers. “Let’s not lose focus here, shall we?”  
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” they both muttered in unison.  
 
    “Anyway, to answer your question, Sweeny, yes, we will learn to sacrifice animals.” Vanessa grinned. “And it’s a perfectly reasonable question. Sacrificial tasks are among my favorite to teach, so let’s stop with the bickering, especially among yourselves, ladies.” 
 
    I knew this comment was directed at me, as if to say, “your real enemy is the one who is not like the rest of you, so target him instead.”  
 
    That was fine, though. I could hold my own.  
 
    “Professor,” Vesta called out with her hand raised high in the air again. “Can we please watch you perform a sacrificial spell?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please?” Faye added. “I personally learn best by example. Besides … most of us know how to pronounce these incantations already. Why waste time with the text?”  
 
    I shook my head and mentally sighed. This was going to be a long semester.  
 
    But I was determined to prove to these women I wasn’t the stupid, mortal boy they thought I was. The headmistress said I’d been brought here for a reason, and I damn sure was going to figure out what that reason was.  
 
    “Fine, fine.” Vanessa laughed. “Let’s start with something small then, shall we?” 
 
    She turned her skirts and headed toward a black, dusty armoire. Then she pulled the doors open, using only her mind, and retrieved a small potted red rose.  
 
    Everyone quietly watched as Vanessa placed the rose on her desk, and she stared down at the flower as if it were made of gold. Then her bright, eager blue eyes flickered back toward the class.  
 
    “Everyone knows the basics of a sacrificial Blood Magic ritual,” she said. “First, I take a small needle or a knife, which has already been soaked in a concoction. Now, who can tell me what the ingredients are for this potion? Yes …Vesta?”  
 
    “Vampire ash, black sea salt, spider’s eye, a red moth’s wing, nightshade, the blood of a beast, one’s own blood … and of course, a human heart.” Vesta smirked.  
 
    “Very good,” Vanessa replied. “Now, in today’s lesson, you will have to make your own potion. Normally, it’s up to you to find the ingredients, but for today, I have gathered enough for everyone to have a go at it.”  
 
     With grace and poise, Vanessa strolled back to the armoire and began to pull out jars, tubes, and goblets. There was a small black cauldron on her desk, and when she returned to it, she carefully began to take out all the ghastly looking ingredients that Vesta mentioned. Then she started to measure the ingredients in a tube before tossing them into the cauldron, and I tried not to wince when I saw a whole human heart being thrown in as if it were a potato or an onion.  
 
    When I looked down at my textbook, the exact measurements were all scribbled down, which brought me some relief. I would at least have a guide in a language I understood, so I knew I could figure this shit out in no time. 
 
    At least that’s what I had to tell myself when I thought about the mysteriously deadly finals.  
 
    “Now,” Vanessa said after adding the salt. “What’s one of the simplest spells we all know?” 
 
     There was a small pause, and then Akira jumped up in her seat with excitement.  
 
    “Illuminana?” the dark-haired witch suggested loudly.  
 
    “Excellent,” Vanessa replied, and she was clearly impressed with how quick-witted these women were. “So, once all the ingredients are in, we will use the spell to cast a small fire inside.” 
 
     Vanessa set down the cauldron, raised her hand, and closed her ice-blue eyes.  
 
    “Illuminana,” she whispered. 
 
     A bubbling sound erupted, and flames burst forth from the cauldron. It only lasted for about a minute before the fire died down as if it was never there.  
 
    Then Vanessa carefully picked up the small cauldron and handed it to Akira. 
 
    “Please pass it around so everyone can see the color and consistency of the brew,” she instructed. “If it doesn’t look like this, then it could end up killing you instead, so take heed, everyone.”  
 
    Akira peered into the cauldron and took a long moment to stare at the contents inside, but she didn’t even bother to glance at me as she handed it over to me. As I took the cauldron from her hands, my fingers accidentally brushed against her skin, and she shuddered so violently that she nearly dropped the whole thing, but I managed to grab it securely before it could hit the desk. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” Akira hissed and glared in my direction.  
 
    “I didn’t intend to,” I muttered back. 
 
    “I don’t care what you intended, male. Just don’t do it.” 
 
    “Fine.” I peered inside the cauldron, and I saw a thick blackish-red concoction. It smelled rotten, like dead, decaying leaves, and was still bubbling, even though the stone wasn’t hot to the touch.  
 
    “That’s enough of an observation, Cole,” Vanessa cut in a moment later, and her voice was sharper than it needed to be. “Pass it back to Sweeny.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to ask how she’d even be able to see it as I turned around and handed her the brew. The scarred and eyeless witch snatched it from my hands as quick as a bolt of lightning, as if my touch would only inflict more scars upon her. Then she tossed back her long, dark auburn hair, and I couldn’t help but watch her as she lowered her face to study the contents of the cauldron. 
 
    How the hell could she see?  
 
    “What?” Sweeny snapped without looking up at me. “Stop staring at me, human filth.”  
 
    Ah, so she could see … and clearly. But how?  
 
    “My bad,” I grumbled before I raised my hands in defense and turned around. 
 
    The others took their time to study the potion, and when it was passed back to Vanessa once again, she set it back down on her desk and smiled.  
 
    “Now for the fun part,” she murmured as she retrieved a small needle from her dress pocket and then raised her white, dainty finger. She pressed the needle into her fingertip and dug deep into her skin until thick, dark red drops began to trickle down her finger. “Don’t be shy about how much blood you use. In fact, the more, the better.”  
 
     She then squeezed her finger and let the blood drip into the mixture. When she was done, a cloud of silver smoke emerged, and the potion began to bubble again.  
 
    “Now, what is the next step?” she asked the class. 
 
    “To recite the incantation?” I blurted out without thinking, but it seemed like the most logical and obvious next step.  
 
    “Yes,” Vanessa answered after a long moment, and she was clearly unhappy I was willing to participate and answer one of her questions correctly. “Now, observe me, carefully. Innomoss o pray sang luna.” 
 
     Instead of silver smoke rising to the surface, a light purple haze took its place, and I watched as Vanessa carefully took a small wooden spoon and stirred the liquid. She then took a blade and dipped it into the potion, which was now a dark plum instead of oil black, like before, and I watched with fascination as she neared the beautiful and vibrant red rose that stood on her desk. Then I watched carefully as she used the knife to slice into one of its petals. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, but then my mouth slightly parted as the rose began to turn ash gray and wilt. The flower finally turned into dust and disappeared, as if it were never there to start with. 
 
    “And now,” Vanessa intoned with a dark smile, “the rose’s life-force is tied to my own.”  
 
     The class clapped, and I couldn’t help but join in.  
 
    “As I said before,” Vanessa went on, “I will give you the ingredients this one time, but for the next class, it will be up to you to hunt down a creature and harvest its blood for your own potion.”  
 
    “Which creature’s blood did you use?” I asked out of morbid curiosity.  
 
    “A siren.” She smirked. “And it wasn’t easy to come by.”  
 
    With that, Vanessa began to hand out flowers to the class. She handed Akira a sunflower. Vesta was given a lilac. Sweeny had an orchid. Morgana, a black rose, and Faye, a lily.  
 
    I ended up getting a weed.  
 
    “This won’t be easy for you, Cole.” Vanessa winked. “So, I’ll be lenient this time.”  
 
    If that’s how she wanted to play this game, then I’d go along with it.  
 
    “Whatever you say, professor.” I grinned, and I planned to show her how vastly she was underestimating me.  
 
    Vanessa shot me one last glare before she twirled her skirts around and headed back to her desk to take a seat. No one moved an inch, and then Vanessa rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” she sighed impatiently. “Get on with it.”  
 
    Ingredients began to mysteriously appear on the desk in front of me. I spotted the red moth wing, the black sea salt, a vial of blood and ash, spider’s eye, nightshade, and of course … the human heart.  
 
    A part of me still couldn’t believe I was about to take a human heart into my own hands and dump it into a fucking cauldron. How the fuck was this my life now? 
 
    I couldn’t bitch and moan about it, though. I just needed to keep rolling with the punches and make sure these crazy witches didn’t kill me.  
 
     Akira swiped her share of the ingredients without saying a word and began to concoct her own brew in fuming silence.  
 
     I ignored her and glanced down at the textbook. Then I carefully followed the instructions, measured out the ingredients, and mixed them together. Once I felt confident that I had it all together, I lifted the cauldron at eye level. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I whispered. 
 
     I half-expected nothing to happen, but then the brew began to boil. Some of the girls gasped, and Akira shot me a dirty look, most likely because she was still mixing her ingredients. I just smiled as the flicker of flames danced in my cauldron, and the brew bubbled.  
 
    Out of curiosity, I glanced up at Vanessa, whose expression was difficult to decipher.  
 
    I didn’t bother to dwell on it, though. Instead, I turned my attention back to the mixture and grabbed the needle. Then I pressed it against my fingertip as hard as I could, until thick, hot blood trickled down my finger. I hovered my hand over the cauldron and squeezed as much blood as I could into the mixture, and I breathed a smile of relief as the smoke emerged from the cauldron. I then took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and relaxed.  
 
    “Innomoss o pray sang luna,” I said as clearly as possible.  
 
    Even with my eyes closed, I could feel everyone’s eyes on me as I dipped the knife into the potion. I then carefully sliced into the weed, and the frail and pathetic thing instantly turned gray and collapsed into a pile of dust.  
 
    “Unholy hell,” Akira whispered after a long moment. “How did you do that?”  
 
     Before I could reply, Vanessa stood up and approached my desk as quick as a wasp.  
 
    “Beginners luck,” she snapped before she took the pile of ashes from my desk. She then looked at the rest of the class, and she was clearly irritated and confused. “Stop staring and get back to your own work.”  
 
     The other witches nodded, and I watched as Akira finally cut into her sunflower. It turned slightly brown, and some of the petals fell off, but it didn’t turn into dust.  
 
    “Fuck,” Akira hissed under her breath.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Vanessa said, even though it was clear she was disappointed. “It just takes practice. Ladies, how are the rest of you getting along?”  
 
     Everyone grumbled, and when I turned around, I noticed they were all struggling as well.  
 
    “I bet the only reason why he was able to do it was because he had a measly weed,” Faye whined when her lily only turned a dark shade of brown.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” Vanessa placed a finger on her lips as if she were trying to decipher an impossible calculation in her mind. “You know what, let’s try something else, Cole.”  
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “I’m game.” 
 
    The professor snorted before retrieving a large, Venus flytrap from her armoire.  
 
    Jesus … I thought she was going to give me a flower, not a fucking carnivorous plant. 
 
    “Go on,” Vanessa said as she slammed the plant down in front of me. “In fact, make a new potion as well.”  
 
     I scowled up at her but did as she asked. I repeated the same steps and said the incantation. Then, when I cut into the plant, it made a long hissing noise before crumbling into ash, dirt, and dust.  
 
    The silence in the classroom was deafening.  
 
    “Do I pass?” I asked with a smirk.  
 
    The classroom was still deadly quiet, and Vanessa turned to look out the small, oval window and then rubbed at the corner of her temples.  
 
    “Class dismissed,” she muttered. “I’m feeling a headache coming on … we’ll pick up tomorrow. Do not forget about your assignment. Even if you couldn’t sacrifice your flower, be sure to collect your blood from a beast for your quiz.”  
 
     Akira slammed her book shut before storming out of the classroom. The rest of the witches followed, and Faye shot me a dirty look before leaving.  
 
    I grabbed my own torn and bloody copy of my textbook, since I was hellbent on learning everything I could about blood magic, but before I could head to the door, Vanessa stepped in front of me. 
 
    “No,” she said, “stay behind for a moment.”  
 
    “Fine.” I nodded, but then I narrowed my eyes at her. “Look, can I be blunt, here, Professor?” 
 
    “Fire away,” Vanessa said as she crossed her arms.  
 
    “I completed the task, but you didn’t seem too thrilled by the turn of events,” I said as I stared her directly in the eyes. “Did you want me to fail?”  
 
    She said nothing, but her mouth tightened into a thin line. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said at length and just ignored my question entirely. 
 
    I should have expected her to dismiss my assumption, but I was also curious as to what she had to say. So, I sighed as I followed her out of the classroom, and to my surprise, the halls were completely empty.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked.  
 
    “Banquet hall,” Vanessa replied, and her voice was icy and firm.  
 
    “Right,” I muttered. 
 
     It was probably noon. Now that I thought about food, I realized I was pretty famished. Who knew when I last ate?  
 
    I tried to ignore the hunger pains that were growing in my gut as I followed Vanessa down the corridor, and I ended up following her all the way back to Theodora’s office. Then Vanessa whipped around to face me when we came to the door.  
 
    “Wait here,” she ordered.  
 
    “Fine,” I answered, and I tucked my hands into my pockets as she unlocked the door and headed inside.  
 
    She made sure to slam it shut on her way in.  
 
    I waited patiently for about five minutes, but then I grew bored and curious, so I pressed my ear against the door and tried to listen. 
 
    “Mother, he was able to do it on the first try,” Vanessa hissed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t have doubted me,” Theodora replied. “I told you never to question the devil’s intent.”  
 
    “I didn’t doubt it--”  
 
    “Yes, you did,” Theodora snapped, “and I was severely disappointed in you.”  
 
    “Apologies, Mother,” Vanessa answered.  
 
    “Now, please do your duty and guide the young man,” Theodora sighed. “I won’t be repeating myself in the future.”  
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Vanessa murmured in a respectful tone.  
 
    I immediately jerked away from the door before it swung open again. Vanessa shot me a deadly glare, and I wondered if she knew I had been eavesdropping. 
 
    “Come along,” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m not a dog, you know,” I drawled, but she ignored me,  
 
    As we walked on toward the banquet hall, though, she spoke up. 
 
    “Now, since you’re not familiar with the way classes operate around here, let me explain it to you,” she muttered without looking at me. “As you already figured out, Blood Magic is the first course you must master as a preschooler … followed by premonition, necromancy, shadow, and finally curses.”  
 
    “Five classes, is that all?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” She laughed as if I were an idiot. “You will have more classes as a higher tier student, but you do not need to worry about that for now.”  
 
    “But I do have to worry about this final exam,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied after a long moment. “Each class will end with a quiz, one that ensures you are prepared to move on to the next course, but the final exam will encompass all class skills into one final test.”  
 
    “You mentioned someone died during their last exam?” I said with a raised brow.  
 
    “Failing equals death.” Vanessa nodded.  
 
    “Seems pretty intense,” I replied as my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “It is our way,” she answered and shot a glare in my direction. “I do not question it, and neither should you.”  
 
    “I think I have a right to question what the fuck is happening to me,” I countered with a raised eyebrow. “You know, I think you’re just pissed because I caught on to blood magic faster than your other little girlfriends.” 
 
    Vanessa’s lip curled into a sneer, but she averted her gaze and marched down the hall ahead of me.  
 
    I smirked. Looked like I’d hit the nail on the head there.  
 
    A few minutes later, we finally arrived outside the banquet hall, and the room was packed with witches. Long tables stretched the length of the hall, and dozens upon dozens of women sat on the attached wooden pews. Every witch was dressed in the same black and white checkered skirt, white button up shirt, and matching knee-high socks, but some of the witches looked more human than others. I spotted witches with red, purple, orange, and blue skin, and there were others with wings and horns and all other kinds of unique attributes. 
 
    As usual, most eyes turned in my direction, and they all began to mummer amongst themselves. Some of the women, however, took no notice at all, including my own class, which sat in the back of the hall. 
 
    “You’ll sit with your preschool class.” Vanessa smiled tightly beside me. 
 
    “I gathered as much,” I answered.  
 
     She cocked an eyebrow at me before heading to what I could only guess was her own table. I recognized Luna sitting at the same table, along with another witch with beautiful, vibrant red hair. It was just the three of them at one table, and Vanessa instantly smiled when she was with them.  
 
     I sighed, ignored the hundreds of glares that followed my every step, and headed to my table. 
 
    All the women from my class were seated and talking amongst themselves, except for Vesta, who was leaning against the table with her back turned to me. She was bent down and whispering something to Morgana, and the green-haired witch stood with her ass sticking up in the air. I could see her white lace panties from a table away, and when I got closer, I caught a bit of what Vesta was saying.  
 
    “You do have to admit though, he’s not bad to look at,” she whispered. “He’s rather good looking, don’t you think?”  
 
     Morgana’s dark curls bounced as she nodded in agreement, but then she turned her head in my direction. Her eyes widened when she caught sight of me, and she pulled Vesta closer and forced the lavender-skinned witch to sit down.  
 
    I stifled a smirk and tried to go for a casual greeting.  
 
    “Hey,” I muttered with my hands in my pockets, and I pretended like I hadn’t heard one word.  
 
     None of them said anything as I sat down, and when I glanced at the table top, I had to do a double take. A moment ago, the table was just bare and empty wood, but in the time it took me to blink, a whole five course dinner had suddenly appeared on shining silver platters. There was something that looked like roasted quail, boiled potatoes, stuffing, greens, and some other kind of meat I didn’t recognize drizzled in a blood red sauce.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I lifted a piece of the mystery meat up in the air. It had a greenish tint to it under the red sauce that was unappetizing, to say the least.  
 
    “Leprechaun,” Morgana replied without meeting my eyes.  
 
     I dropped the meat, and the girls started to cackle with laughter.  
 
    “It’s quite delicious.” Vesta grinned. “You should try it.”  
 
    “I know you’re fucking with me,” I grumbled before I plopped a potato into my mouth. The warm, salty butter melted on my tongue, and it took all my willpower not to moan from the pleasure of finally eating food after God knows how long.  
 
     Or, in this case, the devil knows how long.  
 
    “So, Cole,” Faye cooed in a faux, sugary-sweet voice, and she ran her fingers through her mane of thick red hair, “what will you be hunting down for your blood sacrifice?” 
 
    By the sharp glint in her green eyes, I knew she was hoping I would say something they could taunt me for, but I only sat back in my chair and smirked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and played along. “Hopefully, it won’t have to be another onikuma.”  
 
    The witches all dropped their silverware and stared at me, except for Sweeny, who continued to eat as if I didn’t say anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    “What do you mean by another onikuma?” Vesta demanded, and her silver eyes narrowed. “You expect us to believe you actually killed one?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and turned my attention back to my meal. “With a rock.”  
 
    “Troll-shit,” Morgana hissed as she tossed back her sleek, blackish-brown hair. 
 
    “You can ask Vanessa.” I shrugged, since I didn’t care one way or the other if they believed me or not.  
 
     The women went deadly quiet, and when I looked up, they were simply staring at each other, as if they had lost their appetites.  
 
    “Well,” Vesta finally broke the awkward silence, “I’m going to find something like a werewolf or a wendigo for my sacrifice.”  
 
    “Good luck with that,” Faye laughed. “You’d be lucky to find a rabbit.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Vesta replied with an arched green eyebrow. “Challenge accepted.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Faye snorted.  
 
    I smiled to myself and was mildly enjoying their little banter, since for once, it wasn’t geared toward me.  
 
    That is, until Sweeny shot her head in my direction and sneered. 
 
    “Don’t let today’s little fluke make you think you’re better than the rest of us, Cole,” she hissed, and my name sounded like an insult from her twisted mouth. “You’re still nothing … no, scratch that, you’re less than nothing.”  
 
     The girls all smiled, and I just rolled my eyes as I finished my meal.  
 
    “Listen,” I said before I stood up. I was ready to head back to my own room and do some reading. “How about you just worry about your tasks and let me worry about myself? Deal?”  
 
    I flashed them a wink before walking off, and I wondered how I was going to step up my game and prove myself. As far as I could tell, I was already a couple steps ahead of them, and they weren’t enjoying one moment of it.  
 
    So, I just needed to keep beating these witches at their own game. 
 
    And, hopefully, I’d find some answers as to who I was and why I was here along the way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    After hours of reading by candlelight, my vision was becoming blurry, and it was a struggle to keep my eyes open. I’d promised myself I would read as much as possible, but the words were starting to blur together, and I felt like I was reading the same sentence over and over again.  
 
    So, I slowly shut the book and sighed. There was only so much I could study right now.  
 
    I stretched my legs and then walked over to the stained-glass window in my room. There was nothing to look at except for the artwork on the window. It was a depiction of a witch burning at the stake. It was a disturbing image, something that I didn’t want to stare at for too long, and I wished I could have a view of the outside instead of this ominous mosaic.  
 
    As I glanced around my lavishly decorated but small room, I felt somewhat trapped in here, with no access to the outside world. I knew I still had plenty of reading to do if I wanted to keep up with everyone in the class, but right now, my brain was mush.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself as I glanced back at the book.  
 
    It laid on my desk, teasing, taunting, and begging me to open it up and read.  
 
    I briefly thought about pushing through my exhaustion, but I’d been studying for at least four hours straight. I needed a goddamn break.  
 
    So, I grabbed my cloak and swung it over my shoulders. It was cold in here, which meant it was probably freezing out there in the halls. I had no idea where the hell I was going to go, but all I knew was I needed to get out of here.  
 
     I pushed my door open, and it made a long creaking sound as I headed out into the hallway. Then I tiptoed as quietly as possible down the spiral staircase that led into the first corridor.  
 
    By the time I reached the second hallway, I felt like someone was watching me. Then I remembered the paintings, and I did my best not to make eye contact with the portraits as I walked down the dimly lit corridors. Headmistress Theodora never explicitly said it was forbidden to walk the halls at night, but it seemed like it was against the rules, since not another soul was wandering around at this time of night.  
 
    As I continued to wander through the hallways, I came across a strange-looking door. It was made of iron and wood and had carvings engraved all over it, and I noticed the carvings were similar to the ones on the front door of the castle. However, instead of scorpions, spiders, and snakes, the images were of black paws, a pair of closed eyes, pointed ears, and a snout plastered right in the middle of the door.  
 
    I realized the carving was of a sleeping wolf stuck within the wood of the door, and the wolf’s eyes remained closed until I neared the door. Then, a pair of vibrant blue orbs flickered open, and the paw prints began to move around. I took a small step forward, and then the snout of the beast curled up and bared its teeth. It snarled at me with a deep, low and threatening growl, as if it was warning me to take a step back.  
 
    At first, I debated turning around and heading back to my room, but I was just too damn curious. So, I racked my brain for ideas, and then I remembered the only spell I knew. It was a long shot, but I figured it was worth a try.  
 
    “Illuminana,” I whispered.  
 
    Fire emerged from the palm of my hand and illuminated everything around me. It was startling to see flames coming from my own hand, and my entire body felt as if electricity was shooting through me. My heart pounded with exhilaration, and I neared the door with my flames glowing blue and red.  
 
    The wolf seemed to recoil from the fire since its eyes softened and closed, and as I reached out with my palm engulfed in flames, the door let out a slow whine, like a terrified dog. Then the wolf’s face slowly dissolved into the door and disappeared from view. When I was sure there was no trace of the creature left, I gently pushed the door open and stepped inside.  
 
    And my mouth instantly fell open when I saw what laid before me.  
 
    The entire room was made out of stone with one small oval window that let in a ray of white light from the moon. It was an armory, and an old fashioned one at that. What really caught my attention were the rows of weapons that hung against the walls. They were all medieval weapons, from swords to hatchets, to axes, spears, and crossbows. As intriguing as they were, though, I felt myself being drawn to the table at the end of the room that was lined with various sized daggers.  
 
    The moment I passed the threshold to get to the table, the door slammed shut behind me with a loud echo, but I ignored it as I made my way to the table and studied the daggers. The moonlight shone on each one as if it was a sign from the outside world, and as I looked closer at them, each hilt was intricately carved and made of a different material. Some looked like they were made out of bone, while others were made out of a hardwood. Thanks to the moonlight, I noticed the blades had markings on them as well, but it took me a second to realize they were names. Names of what I could only guess were previous witches, such as Minerva, Willow, and Winnie. Other blades, however, were branded with words I didn’t understand or recognize.  
 
    My hand hovered over the daggers, and a strange magnetic force pulled me toward them. Part of me was hesitant to touch them, or rather to pick them up, though, since they seemed as fragile as glass.  
 
    I was ready to turn around and leave, but then, one dagger at the end of the table caught my eye, more so than the others. It had a golden hilt with a long, perfectly pointed blade, and the word “vindicta” was engraved into the blade.  
 
    I slowly picked the weapon up, and I was half waiting for something to happen as soon as I removed it from its brothers and sisters.  
 
    But I stood there, blade in hand … and nothing happened.  
 
    I used the moonlight to study the dagger more closely and wondered what “vindicta” meant. Vindicate was the only word I could associate it with. I had a feeling that like other spells, it was derived from Latin, and if I looked it up in the book Vanessa gave me, I was sure I would find the translation.  
 
    I was ready to leave the small armory with the blade until I heard a bloodcurdling scream coming from directly outside the window. My blood ran cold, and I rushed over to see what the hell was going on. I caught a glimpse of someone running, or at least she was trying to run. The figure stumbled forward, and I adjusted my sore eyes to try and see who it was.  
 
    Then my mouth dropped open when I realized it was Vesta.  
 
    Her green hair and lavender skin were glowing under the moonlight, and she was crouched down and clearly having trouble standing up. She tried to move forward, but there must have been something wrong with her leg because she collapsed to the ground as soon as she tried to get back up.  
 
    Then I heard a loud growl, loud enough to reach the window, and when I turned my head to locate the source, I saw some kind of creature slowly lurking toward her. From here, it looked like a horse, and I wondered why she would be running and stumbling from a harmless animal.  
 
    But then I looked closer.  
 
    I realized the creature was also part human, and its fists were clenched by its sides, clearly ready to attack Vesta. She tried to crawl away, and I knew I had to get out there before it was too late.  
 
    With the blade in my hand, and without a second thought, I whipped around and yanked the door open with all my force. Then I ran through the corridors to get outside. Luckily, it seemed like my body instinctively remembered where to go to get out, and I ran hard and fast, like never before. I sprinted so hard I could actually feel the blood pumping in my ears.  
 
    When I finally reached the doors to the outside, I used all my strength to push them open. It took a second to pry them apart, but as soon as I did, I didn’t even bother to look back as they shut behind me.  
 
    All I knew was I had to get to Vesta before the beast got to her first.  
 
    I heard another hair-raising scream and followed the sound, and I ran and ran until I saw a towering figure looming over a curled-up Vesta. She was in a fetal position with her arms over her head, and I saw long bloody scratches all over her forearms.  
 
    “Hey!” I called out, and I was panting hard. “Over here!” 
 
    The beast slowly turned around, and I realized I was looking at a gruesome, colossal centaur. Its lower half was larger than any horse and was tinted a sickly green color. Its hooves were massive, like a pair of dumbbells digging into the earth. The upper half of the creature was tall and muscular, and its eyes were glowing a deep, cobalt blue. It had a pair of large, razor-sharp horns that protruded from its head, and when it turned its attention from Vesta to me, its lips curled up into a menacing smile. There were rows of razor-sharp teeth protruding from its mouth, and when I looked down, I saw claws emerging from its knuckles as well. 
 
    “Two souls that dare confront me?” the beast laughed in a deep rumble. “Well, this certainly is a surprise, but I surely welcome it. It’s been a few moons since I’ve tasted Wicca blood.”  
 
    Then he turned his attention away from me again, and he was clearly still intent on finishing Vesta off.  
 
    “Get the hell away from her,” I warned, and my fist clenched around the dagger I still held in my hand.  
 
    The centaur reared his ugly head in my direction and grinned wider.  
 
    “With pleasure,” he chuckled. “I can kill you first while she watches.”  
 
    The creature then lowered his head so his horns pointed in my direction, but I kept the dagger hidden from view behind my back.  
 
    I didn’t anticipate dueling a massive horse-man in the middle of the night, but stranger things had happened to me, so I was just rolling with the punches.  
 
    Suddenly, the centaur darted toward me, and the ground shuddered beneath his massive pounding hooves. My heart was racing just as fast as the creature’s long legs, and the air sawed in and out of my lungs as I crouched there and waited until the last possible second. When the horse-monster was less than ten feet away from me, I dove to the side and barrel-rolled through the fallen leaves and underbrush.  
 
    I tumbled head over heels, but then I popped back up on my feet and spun around to face my opponent. His momentum had carried him for several yards after I’d jumped out of the way, and he was just now coming to a stop. Then he whirled around and glared at me like an angry bull.  
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have to work for my meal,” the beast growled. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I replied through my gritted teeth.  
 
    The centaur shook his head furiously at me and then dug his hooves into the dirt as he prepared to charge at me once again. I lowered myself into a fighting stance, and my palms were sweating as I clung onto the blade behind me. Then I held my breath and waited for the beast to make his move.  
 
    I knew I was at a huge disadvantage with this creature. He was twice my size, with twice the amount of legs, and one kick from his hooves would probably cave in my sternum. So, I couldn’t let it land a blow, or I was done for.  
 
    The only thing I could do was try and take out his legs without getting killed. If I could slash at his legs and nick one deep enough, he wouldn’t be able to charge me, and I could hopefully get close enough to land a killing blow.  
 
    All of this planning ran through my head in a matter of milliseconds, but the beast was clearly out of patience now. With a guttural growl, the centaur lowered his head and galloped toward me, and the moonlight glinted off the razor-sharp horns that were moments from goring me.  
 
    Go ahead, charge at me.  
 
    I stood my ground and waited for the right moment. My grip on the hilt tightened with each passing second, and I waited for the beast to come just a little closer.  
 
    The centaur bellowed as he continued to run in a straight line, and I could tell he was ready to use his protruding horns to gut me.  
 
    Now was my moment. When the centaur was close enough, I raised my palm and shouted. 
 
    “Illuminana!”  
 
    Blinding white light flared to life in my hand, and the beast cried out in frustration as he raised his arms to cover his face. The monster was still charging in my direction, but now, he was stumbling and running toward me in zigzag motions.  
 
    So, I dodged the centaur’s graceless attack, and I took the precious opportunity to swing my dagger at his right leg. I managed to nick the creature in its upper thigh, and blood splattered as the monster tossed back his head and screamed in agony.  
 
    The beast came to a stop, too close to me for comfort, and when I met his eyes, I realized he was prepared to run at me again, but then, something happened.  
 
    Its leg, the one that I cut, cracked loudly.  
 
    The centaur cried out in pain, and his leg bent down, as if the bone had snapped at an angle. Smoke emerged from the wound, the cut had now opened up further, and skin split open on its own. It spread upward toward his torso and up his neck. I realized the creature was slowly turning into stone from the leg up, and the centaur cried out in shock and pain as stone replaced his skin and fur.  
 
    “What have you done?” the creature wailed as the stone began to crumble and fall to the ground. “What have you done!”  
 
    Vesta looked at me with fear and confusion written across her bloody face. Then her eyes darted to the dagger in my hand, and as I also glanced down at the blade, I wondered what kind of power it had within it.  
 
    The centaur continued to wail as he turned entirely into a pile of ashes and dust in front of us. When he was little more than a heap of dirt, a gust of wind blew through the courtyard and scattered everything, and then nothing remained of the murderous creature.  
 
    Silence descended over the courtyard, and I panted heavily as my pulse pounded in my ears.  
 
    What in the hell just happened?  
 
    A sudden noise drew me from my hectic thoughts, and I looked over to see Vesta struggling to sit upright. I ran toward the lavender-skinned witch and lowered myself to meet her eyes.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I checked to see how badly she’d been hurt.  
 
    Vesta met my eyes for a moment and then glanced down at the blade.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” she sniffed as I helped her to her feet. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “Come on, let’s get you back inside and clean up those wounds.”  
 
    She nodded but then winced as she stood on her leg.  
 
    “Thank you,” she muttered as we headed toward the door. She was limping, so I hoisted her up and swung her arm over my shoulder as I helped her walk.  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I replied.  
 
    Vesta turned to look at me, and there was gratitude deep within her silver eyes. “I hate to admit this out loud, but I was way out of my element back there.”  
 
    “No shit … what the hell were you thinking?” I asked, and I did my best to not sound too harsh. “You shouldn’t have come out here alone, even I know that.”  
 
    When I looked down at the witch, anger flashed across her bright silver eyes, but then they softened as if she just remembered I was the one who saved her.  
 
    “I-I wanted to find blood to sacrifice,” she whispered. “I guess I might have overestimated myself a little bit." 
 
    “A little bit?” I repeated with a raised brow, and I tucked the dagger I’d taken back into my waistband. “Look, I know I’m new to everything here, but it just seems rash to come out here and face something like that alone--”  
 
    “I know,” Vesta snapped and averted her gaze from me. “Look, I know, I don’t need a lecture from someone like you.” 
 
    “I’m going to just ignore that,” I grumbled as the front doors opened up on their own. 
 
    I was thankful for the small mercy. It had been one hell of a night.  
 
    We headed back inside, and I looked around as the paintings stared at the two of us. Then I briefly wondered if any one of them would report back to Headmistress Theodora.  
 
    “Is there an infirmary around here?” I grunted as I adjusted Vesta’s weight on my shoulders.  
 
    “Yes,” she groaned, “it’s by the library.” 
 
    “Uhh, where is the library?” I asked.  
 
    “Make your second right,” she sighed. 
 
    It took us some time, but I managed to get her to the infirmary. To my relief and surprise, it was unlocked, and there was no one inside, so I assumed there was no nurse on duty. Perhaps it was up to the witches to cure themselves whenever they were ill or injured. It wouldn’t have surprised me. These classes were clearly cut throat, so it made sense they wouldn’t have someone to tend to injured witches. 
 
    The infirmary itself was expansive, though, with white beds lined up against the walls and a massive cabinet at the end of the room with glass doors that showed all kinds of potions and brews inside. There was also a small chandelier that hung above us and dimly lit up the room.  
 
    “Just sit here,” I said. “Try not to move too much.”  
 
    Vesta winced as I set her down on the bed. I looked at her ankle, which was heavily bruised and starting to swell, so I guessed it was either broken or sprained. Usually, I would have tried to find some ice, but I had a feeling there was something to fix bones in the medicine cabinet.  
 
    “What should I be looking for?” I asked.  
 
    “There should be some mending brew in there,” the witch said and pointed to the cabinet.  
 
    “What does it look like?” I questioned as I headed toward it.  
 
    “It should be in a purple vial.” She grimaced. “Maybe on the first shelf?”  
 
    I opened up the cabinet and scanned the first shelf. Then I found a dark purple bottle with a pair of bones crisscrossed on the front. 
 
    “Found it,” I said before I snatched it and brought it to her.  
 
    “Thanks,” Vesta mumbled before she tossed her head back and took a deep sip. She made a face, sighed, and then drank the rest of the potion.  
 
    “It tastes like shit,” she muttered. 
 
    “How long will it take to work?” I asked. 
 
    “It should be about five minutes before it takes effect,” she sighed and stretched out her leg.  
 
    I nodded as I headed to a sink, filled a nearby bowl with water, and snatched a towel. I brought my supplies over to the witch and kneeled down in front of her. Then I dabbed the towel in the lukewarm water and cleaned off the dried blood and dirt on her face.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” Vesta scowled and tried to pull away from me. “I don’t want to catch any of your human man germs.”  
 
    “Very funny,” I muttered as I dabbed a washcloth on her broken lip, “but I’m doing it anyway.”  
 
    She tutted, but let me continue to help her, and after about five minutes, she was cleaned up. Then, when I glanced down at her ankle, it was no longer bruised and looked good as new.  
 
    This place might be terrifying, but I couldn’t deny … the magic was pretty fucking awesome.  
 
    “Are you ready to walk?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Vesta mumbled with a clumsy nod. “I’m going to bed.”  
 
    “Alright,” I replied before I walked away to dump the grimy water down the sink.  
 
    “I can do it on my own, too,” she said with a little scowl before she headed to the door, “and don’t even think about trying to help me to bed.”  
 
    “Fine.” I shrugged. “Sleep well … try not to get into any more trouble. Oh, and you’re welcome, by the way.” 
 
    To my surprise, Vesta actually chuckled and flashed me a small smirk.  
 
    “Yeahhh,” she mumbled and averted her gaze. “Thanks again for saving me. It’s not easy to admit, but I would have been dead without your help.”  
 
    “So, I’m not just a useless man after all, huh?” I questioned with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    “Perhaps not,” Vesta muttered as her silver eyes dragged over me. Then she turned away and slipped from the infirmary, and her footsteps faded down the hallway.  
 
    When I was sure she was gone, I pulled the dagger from my waistband and studied it. I briefly wondered if I should return it, but then I decided not to. 
 
    It might come in handy in the future, so I secured it in my waistband and left the infirmary. Then I headed back to my room, and when I was inside, I hid the blade under my pillow. I thought about going to sleep, but I was far too energized. After all the excitement tonight, there was no way I’d be able to crawl into bed and fall asleep. 
 
    So, instead, I sat back down at my tiny desk and did some more reading. I read until the candles died down and a small glow emerged from the stained-glass window. I knew it was probably time to get ready for class, so I stepped into the bathroom for a quick bath. When I was inside, I was shocked to see the tub was already filled to the top.  
 
    “Fucking magic,” I whispered with a grin. “So cool.” 
 
    I stripped out of my dirty clothes and stepped into the water, and I instantly relaxed as the warm bath soothed my aching muscles. I knew I couldn’t stay here for too long, though, because the last thing I wanted to do was arrive late to class. 
 
    Vanessa would surely tear me a new asshole if I did.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around myself. When I was back in the bedroom, a set of fresh clothes were folded on the velvet chair, and I figured that Cordelia must have laid them out for me. I dressed and headed out the door, and I was ready to start fresh today with all the information I retained from reading through the night.  
 
    When I arrived in the classroom for my next Blood Magic lesson, not one single person lifted their head to look at me. Morgana, Sweeny, Faye, and Akira had all their heads lowered, and not even Vesta bothered to look up. She was too immersed in her textbook.  
 
    Well, fine. If the lavender-skinned witch wanted to pretend like nothing happened, I’d let her.  
 
    For now.  
 
    As soon as I sat down, Vanessa strode into the room, and the door closed right behind her. She was frowning as she stared out over the class, and I could tell the dark-haired beauty was in a foul mood.  
 
    Great. 
 
    “Class,” she began, “turn to page four-hundred-and-eighty-two.” 
 
    We all started to flip through the pages, and Vanessa huffed in impatience. She flicked her wrist, and instantly, all the pages in all the books flipped on their own, and we all were on the right page.  
 
    “Today, we will be looking at bonding weapons,” she explained. “Can anyone tell me what that means?” 
 
    I raised my hand as I remembered one of the hundred sections I’d read last night. 
 
    “Yes, Cole?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It means bonding your blood to a weapon for life,” I replied. “Your energy will transfer to the weapon and cause more harm than any ordinary weapon … ”  
 
    Suddenly, it hit me. The blade I used last night must have been a bonded weapon. It was the only explanation. Why else would the beast crumble into stone from one cut?  
 
    “Well done, Cole.” Vanessa pursed her lips into a forced, tight smile. “I see that you’ve done your reading.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I answered with a satisfied smirk.  
 
    If she wanted to keep underestimating me, I’d prove her wrong.  
 
    “Don’t be too pleased with yourself,” she replied with the same forced grin as if she could read my thoughts. “You still have much to learn … and it’s Professor, not ma’am.”  
 
    “I’m aware,” I said, but I wasn’t even bothered by her condescending remark. “And apologies, Professor.”  
 
    “Now, everyone, please pay close attention,” Vanessa went on as she tore her eyes away from me. “I’m not in the mood to see a repeat of what happened yesterday.”  
 
    All the women stayed quiet but nodded their heads in agreement, and a heavy silence filled the air as Vanessa pulled out a cauldron.  
 
    “Since you seem to be such an expert, Cole,” Vanessa sneered, “why don’t you read the incantation aloud for us?”  
 
    “Sure,” I answered, and I glanced down at the textbook and spotted the spell immediately. “Mo sanguinem vinculum.”  
 
    A heavy pause filled the room until Vanessa cleared her throat.  
 
    “Well done,” she muttered, but she was clearly annoyed and surprised at the same time. I could tell by her tone and tight lined lips.  
 
    Vanessa spent a few moments quietly gathering her ingredients like she’d done the day before and laid them out on the table. 
 
    “Cole.” She smiled mischievously. “Can you name these ingredients for me?”  
 
    “Cricket, cypress, hollyhock seeds, toadstool, and of course, blood,” I recited.  
 
    “That’s correct.” She narrowed her ice blue eyes at me. “Now, for the love of Satan, everyone observe me as I concoct the potion.”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” everyone replied in unison. 
 
    We watched as she measured out the ingredients and took a blade to slice into her own palm. Then she incanted the spell as she cut into her skin, let the droplets fall into the cauldron, stirred her blood into the potion, and used the dagger to mix the contents.  
 
    She didn’t light the cauldron on fire this time, though, which I already anticipated. I’d read that this incantation didn’t require heat, and I smiled to myself for already expecting that.  
 
    “Now, the less blood I use, the less powerful the bond will be,” Vanessa explained, “so, when you are making your own bonding weapons, be sure to use as much of your blood as possible … without killing yourself, of course.”  
 
    She then retrieved another plant from her armoire. This time, it was a vibrant sunflower, and it looked so out of place in this dark and dim room when she set it on her desk. Then Vanessa smiled before she sliced a sunshine yellow petal off the flower. It wilted slowly, and a moment later, flames began to devour the entire thing. Within moments, the flower burned and crumpled into ashes before us. 
 
    Everyone clapped, and then Akira raised her hand. 
 
    “Will we be making our own blood bonds today?” the dark-haired witch asked. 
 
    “No.” Vanessa frowned. “I need you all to pass the sacrificial test first. By any chance, did anyone manage to collect their blood? The quiz will be held during the next class.”  
 
    Everyone went deadly quiet, and she knew she had her response. 
 
    “Class,” Vanessa sighed. “You must retrieve your blood before the next lesson. Did you expect this to be an easy class?” 
 
    “No, professor,” all the witches replied in unison.  
 
    “The devil has no need for weaklings, so do not disappoint me,” she said in a low, threatening voice. “I’d hate to see you burn at the stake or die during the exam … well, at least most of you.” 
 
    She threw a glare in my direction, but I just smirked right back at her.  
 
    “It is pertinent that you retrieve the blood,” Vanessa added as she tore her gaze from mine.  
 
    “We won’t disappoint you, Professor,” Vesta said in a small voice.  
 
    “I hope not,” Vanessa sighed. “I think that’s enough for today. Take your books into the study hall until noon. Class dismissed.”  
 
    Everyone slammed their books shut and left as quickly as possible, but before I stepped out of the door, Vanessa turned to look at me. 
 
    “Just because you’re doing better than I expected doesn’t mean you should overestimate yourself,” she sniffed.  
 
    I could tell the professor was vexed by my competence today, and I couldn’t help but smirk since I’d thrown her off her game. I quickly schooled my expression back into neutral, though. I wanted her to keep underestimating me. It was too fun showing her up.  
 
    “I’m just doing my best,” I replied with a shrug. “May I be excused?” 
 
    “Yes,” she snapped and waved her hand dismissively, “go.”  
 
    I left and followed the witches, who were already down the hall and walking into a large, spacious room lined with black wooden tables. This was one of the only places that had transparent glass windows instead of stained ones, and the sky was a wash of gray and silver, with rain threatening to pour down at any moment.  
 
    I took a seat at a table on my own, and as I was reading, one of the girls threw a feathered pen in my direction. 
 
    I glanced up, annoyed, and looked in their direction.  
 
    “Cole!” Morgana hissed, and she flicked her long brown hair over her shoulder in irritation. “For Satan’s sake, I was trying to get your attention for the past five minutes.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked with a frown. “I’m trying to study.” 
 
    “Is it true?” she questioned, and her blue eyes were wide with reluctant curiosity.  
 
    “Is what true?” I echoed and cocked an eyebrow at her.  
 
    “Did you kill a centaur last night and save Vesta?” she asked. “She told us before class started … I just can’t believe it.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Why would she lie about that?”  
 
    “Fuck.” Faye grinned. “That’s somewhat impressive … I mean, for a mortal man.” 
 
    The redhead quickly tried to backpedal her compliment, but it was too late.  
 
    “I think you’ll find I’m more than just ‘somewhat impressive,” I said as I leaned back in my chair and folded my hands behind my head.  
 
    Sweeny snorted and lifted her eyeless face to “look” at the other women.  
 
    “It was pure dumb luck, most likely,” the scarred witch snapped at them. “First of all, Vesta, you shouldn’t have been out there alone. That was stupid, and I personally would rather die than let someone like him save me, so I don’t know why you even bothered to tell the rest of us.”  
 
    “I’m grateful for the help,” Vesta said to my surprise. Then she turned to look at me, and she frowned. “But rest assured, Cole, I won’t need it again.” 
 
    “Noted.” I nodded and then returned to my book.  
 
    We all studied in uncomfortable silence until it was time for lunch. When we entered the banquet hall, the other witches didn’t stare at me as much as they did yesterday, so I supposed they were slowly growing accustomed to me.  
 
    Or at least they were learning to tolerate me.  
 
    When I sat down in the banquet hall, there was a plate of roasted duck, asparagus, and mashed potatoes in front of me. There was also a goblet filled with an orange liquid, and when I took a sip, I realized it was sweetened pumpkin juice.  
 
    “So,” Vesta began after we ate in silence for a good couple of minutes, “we need to get that blood … tonight.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Morgana replied with her wide, ice-blue eyes. “We should work together, go deep into the wood as a group to hunt down our own creatures. It will be safer and more efficient.” 
 
    “But what creatures?” Faye asked with a frown. “We each need something extraordinary, but also something that won’t get us killed.”  
 
    “There are gremlins, werewolves, wendigos, and ghouls … take your pick,” Vesta suggested before she turned to look at me and scowled. “Not that I care, but I wonder how you’ll do on your own.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not going alone.” I smirked. “I’m coming with you.”  
 
    “What?” Sweeny shrieked, and her voice had gone up about five octaves and grabbed the attention of a nearby table. “I’m not going if he’s going.” 
 
    “Yeah, who said you were invited?” Morgana scowled. 
 
    “Because unlike the rest of you, I actually have protection, unless you’ve already forgotten about my dagger?” I replied in a low voice. “So, why not let me tag along and keep two eyes on you?” 
 
    The witches all curled their lips in disdain, but then Morgana finally shrugged.  
 
    “I say let him come, because if he dies tonight, we won’t have to put up with him any longer,” she sneered and then met my eyes. “But I swear, Cole, you better not fuck this up for us.”  
 
    “I won’t,” I said after a moment. “I can hold my own. Besides, I have an idea. Why don’t we just hunt separately, and then meet up at an agreed spot, just in case anyone needs help?”  
 
    “Fine,” Faye snapped, and her green eyes flared like twin emerald flames, “but if you do happen to mess up, we’re going to use you as bait.”  
 
    If I were being completely honest, the main reason why I wanted to tag along was because I had no clue what kind of creatures lurked in the woods. These witches could at least show me what I was walking into, and there was power in numbers.  
 
    The women all eventually nodded their consent, except for Sweeny.  
 
    “Then, I’m not going,” the scarred witch snapped before she stood up. “Have fun tonight.”  
 
    She stormed away, but the rest of the witches shrugged it off and continued with their meals.  
 
    When I returned to my room, I decided to lay down for a bit. I needed the rest before our late-night rendezvous to hunt down a creature.  
 
    As soon as my head hit the pillow, I drowned in dreamless sleep, but I was woken up to the sound of an impatient knock at my door. 
 
    “One moment,” I groaned before I sat up and rubbed the exhaustion from my eyes.  
 
    When I opened the door, all the witches, aside from Sweeny, were standing there and draped with hooded cloaks.  
 
    Time to find a monster to kill.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    All the women were wearing different colored robes as they stood in the hallway outside my room. Akira was draped in an ebony velvet cloak, while Vesta was dressed in a shimmering, silver robe that matched her eyes. Faye had a crimson-colored robe about one shade darker than her hair, and Morgana had a plum tinted robe that made her icy blue eyes stand out.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Akira whispered. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we can return in one piece. But first, everyone needs to take a vial before we go.”  
 
    “I have them,” Vesta said with wide, eager eyes.  
 
    She handed us each a small glass vial to collect our blood, and once mine was safely tucked into my pocket, I nodded and closed the door behind me.  
 
    As we passed through the corridors, all the paintings followed us with their beady, judgmental eyes. The lights dimmed as we headed down to the first floor to leave the castle, and goosebumps rose across my skin.  
 
    “Is it me … or are the paintings judging us?” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “Many of them were witches who were killed during the early ages,” Akira said as if it should have been obvious. “They are vindictive bitches who would love to see us fail.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked in confusion.  
 
     “They are filled with pain, anger, and resentment.” Vesta shrugged. “So, their intentions for the living are not in our favor.”  
 
    I nodded as we quietly passed through the front door. As soon as we stepped outside, the air was frigid, and the icy, howling wind whipped past my face as we headed toward the black forest.  
 
    No one said a word as we entered the thicket, but I could feel the tension from the group as we walked deeper and deeper into the woods.  
 
    “We’ll definitely find something tonight,” Morgana whispered. “I can feel it in the air.”  
 
    “How can you be so certain?” Faye asked. “I’m not sensing anything.” 
 
    “It’s just a raw feeling,” Morgana replied and rolled her blue eyes. “Stop being so pessimistic.”  
 
    “I’m not being--” Faye started to say, but then Vesta whipped around to face them. 
 
    “Would you two stop bickering?” she hissed. “We need to work together, or we’re not going to find anything. Then Vanessa will fail us, and we’ll all die.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Akira added, but she shot me a dirty look. “Let’s keep quiet and keep going.”  
 
    I moved forward, ahead of the group, and pulled out my dagger. At first, I thought one of the girls was going to make a fuss about me leading the way, but no one said a thing.  
 
    Perhaps it was because I had the weapon in my hand.  
 
    We continued to move forward, but without any arguments this time. Tonight, it was difficult to see where we were going. The moon was covered by thick, gray clouds, and the black trees towered over us as we slowly made our way deeper into the woods. I adjusted my eyes to the darkness and stepped over twigs and leaves that rustled as we moved.  
 
    “Be quiet,” Akira hissed to no one in particular.  
 
    “Who are you even talking to?” Vesta demanded.  
 
    “All of you!” Akira growled. “Satan, you’re going to draw attention to us all with your heavy feet.”  
 
    I could tell the black-haired witch was nervous, they all were. So, I did my best to move onward without making a sound, and after about an hour of walking into the darkness, we finally came to an opening in the trees. It was a circular space with no twigs, dead leaves, or debris covering the ground, so the dirt was completely bare. There were markings drawn into the earth, and I immediately noticed there was an unnerving presence in the air, but I couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked.  
 
    “The Wicca circle,” Akira hissed. 
 
    “Well, what is the Wicca circle?”  
 
    “It’s sacred ground once used for collective sacrifices, back during the dawn of time--” Vesta started to explain, but then Faye shot her a death glare.  
 
    “We don’t have time for a history lesson,” the redhead snapped. “Look, we should get to it and part ways now.”  
 
    “Let’s meet back here once we have collected our blood,” Morgana said before she craned her neck to face me. “Don’t even think about following me, Cole.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned before shaking my head. “I had no intention of following you, Morgana.”  
 
    “Good,” she snapped.  
 
    Everyone separated into different directions, except for Vesta and me, who remained behind. I was about to head back into the woods until the lavender-skinned witch grabbed my arm.  
 
    “Come with me,” she demanded. “My leg is still sore.” 
 
    Part of me wondered if this was some kind of excuse to just have some extra protection since she drank an entire bottle of mending potion last night.  
 
    I shrugged with a lopsided smile. “If you insist.”  
 
    “I don’t need your help,” she snarled. 
 
    “Then why are you asking?” I glanced down at her fingers around my arm.  
 
    “It’s safer for both of us.” She released her grip and then shook her hand like she’d been burned. “Let’s go.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement, and as we walked back into the thicket, I had to squint to see where the hell we were going. It seemed the farther we walked into the woods, the more difficult it was to brush past the branches and vines that were in our way.  
 
    We had been walking in silence for a good minute before Vesta quietly spoke up.  
 
    “So … where is your home?” she asked without looking at me. “Everyone has been wondering.”  
 
    “I have no idea,” I replied with a shrug.  
 
    “How can you have no idea?” she snapped. “Are you lying to me?”  
 
    “Look, I just … ended up here,” I hissed back, “with no clear recollection of where I came from. Why the hell would I lie about that?”  
 
    “It just seems so odd,” she said after a moment of deliberation. “Well, maybe you were placed under an oblivion curse.”  
 
    “I honestly have no idea,” I muttered. “Can we focus on the topic at hand? I don’t want to die because I failed Vanessa’s damn quiz.” 
 
    The topic of my past irritated me because I desperately wanted to know where the hell I came from and how I got here, and more importantly, why the devil wanted me to stay at the academy.  
 
    When I looked back at Vesta, I could tell she was about to say something else, but then, a loud rustling noise came from behind one of the trees ahead of us.  
 
    “Stop,” I ordered.  
 
    We both stopped in our tracks and glanced at each other, and I caught a glimpse of fear in Vesta’s silver eyes as they darted back to the source.  
 
    I took a step forward, but then she grabbed me again. 
 
    “Let me go first?” she said.  
 
    It was more of a question rather than a demand.  
 
    “Alright,” I relented after a moment of deliberation, “but if I see that you need help, I’m stepping in.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine.” She rolled her silver eyes. “Don’t make me regret agreeing to allow you to come.”  
 
    “Don’t make me regret offering it,” I countered. 
 
    Her molten silver eyes softened a bit, and she slowly let go of me.  
 
    “Fine,” she whispered, “just let me do this.”  
 
    I gestured for her to go, and Vesta gradually moved toward the sound. The rustling of the leaves continued, so she cast her eyes around us for a moment. Then she stooped down and quietly picked up a decent sized rock before she made to move toward the rustling sound.  
 
    At first, I thought about letting her go, but something made me reach out and stop her.  
 
    “Take my blade,” I suggested under my breath.  
 
    I didn’t know why I’d said this, none of these witches had been exactly kind to me, but the thought of the sexy lavender-skinned witch getting disemboweled didn’t exactly fill me with joy. 
 
    “I don’t need it,” she argued. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” I bit back. “Don’t be so fucking stubborn.” 
 
    Vesta sighed, and then she dropped her rock and reached out toward me.  
 
    I handed her the blade, and then something made a long, screeching sound before it scuttered from the brush. I whipped around and saw a small and scaled creature speeding from the leaves toward Vesta. The monster made a long hissing sound as it neared her feet and opened its mouth, and I saw a small set of teeth ready to chomp down on her, but she managed to dodge the creature before it could bite her. Then she swiftly brought the dagger down, and a disturbing crunching sound followed.  
 
    Vesta stabbed the creature repeatedly until there was a pool of blood seeping from underneath its small, dismembered body. I waited for the beast to turn to stone, just as the centaur had, but nothing happened.  
 
    I thought it was strange, but then I turned my attention to the dead being. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked as I stared at the bloodied creature. 
 
    It looked like an oversized red lizard with small, scaled human hands and long, elven ears. It had small feet, like a human child, and I shuddered at the disturbing sight.  
 
    “An imp,” Vesta replied, and her voice was laced with disappointment. “Damn it … this was not what I was hoping for.” 
 
    “It’s still a creature,” I pointed out.  
 
    “And a truly pathetic one at that,” she muttered.  
 
    “Well, it’s better than nothing,” I reassured her. “Would you rather return with nothing at all?”  
 
    “No,” the witch mumbled before she pulled out a small glass vial from her cloak pocket.  
 
    I watched in fascination as she picked up the bloody imp and squeezed it like a dishrag. The blood poured into her vial, and Vesta sighed as she placed it into her pocket. 
 
    “I’m going to meet back with the others,” she grumbled and shoved the dagger back into my hands. “Good luck.” 
 
    “What?” I smirked. “You don’t want to watch me one-up you?” 
 
    Vesta narrowed her silver eyes at me, but I thought I saw the corner of her mouth tick upward.  
 
    “More like I don’t want to wander around all night with you and watch you fail,” she countered before she turned back the way we came. “Try not to get killed, Cole, at least not today. If you do, Akira wins the bet.” 
 
    “Thanks … ” I muttered as I watched her leave. A part of me wished she would have stayed, but then I realized it would be more satisfying to show up to Blood Magic tomorrow with my awesome creature.  
 
    Whatever it ended up being.  
 
    So, I turned away from where Vesta had disappeared and stared into the dark forest.  
 
     “Okay, then,” I muttered to myself, “let’s do this.”  
 
    I walked past the dead imp and took a step deeper into the wood. My dagger was still in my hand, and I held it up as I moved carefully through the thicket. My heart was beating from anticipation as I pushed onward, but I did not let the silence fool me. Just because I didn’t hear anything, didn’t mean I was safe. If anything, the quiet was more deadly and deceiving, since it could fool someone into thinking everything was going to be alright.  
 
    I continued to move, with my blade raised to eye level. I could feel my blood pumping through me, and I kept my eyes on alert. I was in survival mode right now, alone in the black woods, deep into territory I knew almost nothing about.  
 
    Eventually, I came across a deep pit, and I peered down and stared into its abyss. I could make out the bottom, but it was a pretty good drop. If I hadn’t been on high alert, that would have been a nasty fall.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself as I stepped around the gaping chasm. “That was a close one.”  
 
    As I continued on, I wondered if I was going to find anything at all. I’d been walking for at least an hour, and so far, I wasn’t finding anything, and I was growing impatient.  
 
    Just as I thought I wasn’t going to find anything, there was a low rumbling sound that came from my right side. I stood my ground and tightly gripped the hilt of the dagger as I pointed it in the direction of the noise.  
 
    Then I caught a pair of glowing yellow eyes staring right at me. They were so bright they illuminated everything around me, and I remained still as a gaunt, skeleton-like creature crawled from the darkness.  
 
    Its legs were hunched over, and it bared its long, yellow teeth at me. Its skin was sallow and decaying, and it almost resembled a human corpse. It smelled rotten, too, like dead rotting meat left in the heat for too long. My eyes stung as it neared me, but I had to fight off the unbearable stench.  
 
    The humanoid beast took another step forward, and I kept my blade pointed at the creature as I waited for it to attack. This thing looked as if it could be faster than the centaur, due to its slimmer figure, so I stared into its eyes and dared it to move forward.  
 
    I stood my ground and wondered how the hell I was going to overpower this beast. Then, as I met its dark, fathomless eyes, I remembered the pit I’d come across in the forest earlier. 
 
    I could lure this bastard back there and trap it.  
 
    “Come on,” I taunted. “Come here, you ugly mother fucker.”  
 
    The creature curled its lips back and exposed more rotting, dagger-sharp teeth. It moved slowly as if it was trying to determine what kind of prey or threat I was, so I pointed my weapon at it and readied myself.  
 
    The beast must have grown impatient because it finally lowered itself as close to the ground as possible, and I knew it was getting ready to leap at me.  
 
    So, I bolted toward the pit, and I didn’t bother to look back. I knew the beast was chasing me because I could hear it snarl and crash through the underbrush on my heels. My heart hammered against my sternum as I ran for my life, and I sprinted practically blind through the dark woods. I had a decent sense of direction, though, and I eventually saw the pit in front of me.  
 
    The yawning black hole grew closer and closer, and as soon as I was close enough, I swerved to the right, completely out of the creature’s way.  
 
    The beast couldn’t stop itself in time, and it tumbled down into the hole with a loud yelp followed by a bone-crunching thud.  
 
    I laid there panting in the leaves for a moment before I pushed myself back to my feet. Then I inched over to the pit, and when I peered down, I cast the illumination spell to get a better look at the beast.  
 
    Its dark, soulless eyes were bulging out of its bony, humanoid face, and it wildly snapped its massive, prolonged jaw at me. The monster looked like a mix between a wolverine and a dangerously thin human being. Whatever it was, it wasn’t trying to rise from the ground, and that’s when I noticed there was something sticking through its torso. Its raw, peeling, and sickly green skin was gleaming with red blood that slowly pooled around the object, and when I looked a little closer, I finally saw what it was.  
 
    The beast had been impaled on a branch.  
 
    Most people would have left the creature to die on its own, but I knew I needed its blood. The more powerful the creature, the more potent the blood spell would be, after all.  
 
    So, like a madman, I gripped my dagger a little tighter, leapt into the hole, and landed on top of the creature with a thud. I dug my heels into the beast’s stomach, and it tried to move its neck closer to snap at my leg, but it was unable to get any closer to me.  
 
    For now, at least, but I wasn’t about to give it a second chance. Without thinking, I brought my blade downward and stabbed the monster in the chest with all the force I could muster.  
 
    As my dagger sliced into the creature’s skin, it wailed louder than anything I’d ever heard before. Warm blood gushed out unto my hand, and the beast tried to wiggle away, but it tore its flesh as it tried to pry itself from the branch.  
 
    I briefly wondered why this thing wasn’t immediately turning into ash like the centaur. Perhaps the dagger didn’t work on all creatures? Or maybe it took longer for the dagger’s power to take effect, especially if the creature was more powerful. 
 
    Either way, a blade was a blade, so I pulled my arm back and stabbed the creature again, and this time, I shoved the dagger deeper and deeper into its flesh until I hit bone.  
 
    The beast’s agonized cries bounced off the trees and caused a murder of crows to fly out into the night. I glanced up and watched as they ascended upwards, and a heavy silence filled the air. Then I looked back down at the monster and slowly pulled out my blade. Its yellow eyes were faintly moving back and forth, and I watched as the life drained out of them.  
 
    I inhaled sharply and stared down at the dying monster. Dark blood trickled down its skin, and then, the thing took one long, final breath before it began to shrink and turn slowly into dust. 
 
    I sighed with relief, but then I heard another rustling sound coming from above me, and when I looked back up, all four witches were staring curiously at me from the lip of the pit.  
 
    “Satan’s fury,” Morgana whispered with wide blue eyes. “You killed a wendigo?”  
 
    “I guess so,” I breathed. 
 
    I stepped on the dead wendigo and jumped as high as I could to reach a dangling vine that hung above me. I managed to grab onto it and then climbed it like a rope.  
 
    When I was finally out of that fucking hole, I looked back at my dagger as the thick blood continued to drip off the blade. I knew I needed to collect the precious blood before it all dripped away, so I reached into my cloak pocket to retrieve my vial, but there were only shards of glass inside. I pricked my finger on the edge of a piece and cursed under my breath. 
 
    It must have shattered when I jumped out of the wendigo’s way earlier.  
 
    “Does anyone have an extra vial by any chance?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe … ” Vesta looked down at her robe and pulled out an empty glass vial. Then she twirled it in her fingers before she looked back at me, as if she was silently contemplating whether she should give it to me or keep it. 
 
    “Come on,” I growled as I held out my hand.  
 
    “Fine,” she finally sighed as she handed it to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I was mildly surprised at her generosity. 
 
    Vesta cocked her head at me, and then she rose up on her toes to whisper in my ear.  
 
    “This makes us even.”  
 
    Her breath sent a pleasant shiver down my spine, but I shook it off. I needed to collect this blood, so I let it drip from the blade and into the vial. It was a dark, almost blackish liquid, and it looked like I had enough to concoct the sacrificial spell.  
 
    “Well,” Faye huffed once I sealed the vial with a cork, “we should probably head back now.” 
 
    We all nodded in agreement, and I stared at the women’s blood-splattered cloaks as we headed back to the castle. 
 
    “So, what did you all manage to get?” I asked. 
 
    At first, no one said a word, and I wondered why until Morgana turned to face me slowly, and her blue eyes dropped to the ground.  
 
    “A leprechaun,” she finally whispered.  
 
    “A fairy,” Faye answered with her eyes also lowered. 
 
    Everyone then stopped in their tracks and turned to Akira, who then crossed her arms.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll tell you!” the black-haired witch snapped. “I got … a … gnome.” 
 
    The girls snickered, and I tried not to laugh. Akira looked like she could hold her own, so I supposed most of us were expecting her to hunt down something significantly larger, like a werewolf or a griffin.  
 
    “Stop laughing,” she hissed at all of us. “It’s not like the rest of you managed to kill something more powerful.”  
 
    “Cole killed a wendigo,” Vesta pointed out as we moved on ahead.  
 
    “And that’s what makes the situation even more humiliating,” Akira growled. “A man showed all of us up. He shouldn’t even be at Scholomance.” 
 
     I sighed and rolled my eyes. These witches just wouldn’t accept the fact that I was excelling at this.  
 
    “Look, as far as I know, it’s not a fucking competition,” I said. “The point was for us to kill something in these woods, right? We did that. So, now, the most important thing is that we pass this Blood Magic quiz tomorrow.” 
 
    The witches all stopped in their tracks and quietly nodded, but some of them crossed their arms in defeat and looked in other directions as they avoided eye contact with me.  
 
    “Whatever,” Akira finally said. “Let’s just get back inside before something that none of us can handle manages to find us.”  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Why should we follow you?” Faye demanded with her arms still crossed. “Maybe we should stay behind and let you go alone since you seem so fucking confident.”  
 
    “Because I killed the wendigo, the centaur, and the onikuma,” I replied with a smirk. “Can any of you say the same?” 
 
    “We know of two of those for certain,” Akira snarled. “Who knows if the onikuma is true.”  
 
    “You can ask Vanessa, but whatever,” I sighed, since I was running out of patience. “I’m going back, you can join me if you want to, or you can stay out here and take your own chances. I don’t fucking care.”  
 
    I was sick and tired of these women giving me a tough time when I was just doing everything I was supposed to do. In all honesty, I knew they were just jealous that I, a male outsider, was showing them up.  
 
     The girls all looked at each other as if they were all silently agreeing that the best course of action was to follow me back to the castle.  
 
    “Fine, let’s go,” Akira said with her eyes downcast.  
 
    “Finally,” I grumbled as I led the way back to the castle.  
 
    It took us about an hour and a half before we were back on the grounds. Once we were inside, we all headed back to the main hall.  
 
    “Let’s all get to bed,” Faye suggested as she pulled down her hood. “We have a big day tomorrow and should probably grab a couple hours of rest.”  
 
    We all agreed and muttered our goodbyes.  
 
    I headed back to my own bedroom, took out the vial, and studied it by the dying candlelight. The blood was a bluish-black color and was bubbling.  
 
    “Strange,” I said before I set it down on the table by my textbook. 
 
    Since I smelled like gore and raw meat, I decided to take a bath before I climbed into bed. Once I was cleaned up, and inside the covers, though, I had trouble falling asleep, because all I could do was think about the quiz tomorrow. I felt confident but also slightly nervous about the outcome.  
 
    I knew these witches would do anything in their power to see me fail, but I wasn’t prepared to go out without a fight.  
 
    After an hour or so of tossing and turning, I finally managed to fall asleep, and when I woke up, I was refreshed and ready to get down to the classroom and prove myself. 
 
    Vanessa and the others would see just how determined I was to get through this. I would ace this fucking quiz, just like I would ace the final exam. 
 
    I had to. The only other option was death, and I would fight tooth and nail to see this to the very end. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I arrived to class before anyone else. I wanted to get there as early as possible, not only to prepare, but also because I wanted to get a little bit of reading done before the quiz.  
 
    As soon as I walked inside, I noticed there was very little daylight pooling into the classroom. I could hear the rain beating against the window, and again, it was another gloomy day.  
 
    I sat at my desk and flipped through my textbook as I waited for Vanessa and the others to arrive. I wanted to read more about blood bonded weapons since I still had many questions. Like why did the blade cause the wendigo and the centaur to turn to stone? That didn’t happen when Vesta used it … and I’d been wondering about that all night.  
 
    When I came across the chapter I was looking for, my eyes scanned the pages until I found an interesting passage. 
 
    “A blood-bonded weapon may carry the soul of its master once they have passed onto the next stage of life,” I muttered aloud. “While the master of a blood-bonded weapon is living, she alone may utilize the power harnessed within.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. If that were true, then why did the blade exhibit extraordinary abilities when I used it? I wasn’t its owner.  
 
    I continued reading the text, and then I found my answer.  
 
    The power contained in blood-bonded weapons may only be used by a select few once the weapon’s owner is no longer in the living world. 
 
    So, the only logical explanation was I was considered to be one of the selected few … but why? I still had so many questions roaming through my head, and I was about to read more until a low growl broke me away from my train of thought. 
 
    I snapped my head up and saw Vanessa standing in the doorway with a feral black wolf by her side. The beast’s fur was the color of night, and it had a pair of sharp, ice blue eyes that were both alert and threatening at the same time. I should have been startled, but the sight didn’t faze me, not after everything I’d already seen.  
 
    “Good morning, Professor.” I grinned.  
 
     Today, Vanessa was wearing a black ebony gown with a white lace collar that reached her ears. Her dark hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and her pretty face was contorted into a scowl.  
 
    “Using the classroom to do some extra reading, I see,” she said as her eyes darted to the open book on my desk.  
 
    “Well, no one was here,” I replied. “So, what’s the harm?” 
 
    I tried to maintain eye contact with her, but it was difficult not to stare at the wolf by her side. I could feel its gaze on me, so I made eye contact with it, and it continued to stare me down. Then it growled deeply and bared its fangs in my direction. 
 
    “Easy there, Isobel.” Vanessa smiled. “He’s no threat to us.” 
 
    “Who is Isobel--” I started to ask, but then she raised her hand to cut me off. 
 
    “This is my familiar, a bonded creature,” she replied. “And if you pass the final exam, then you will receive one, too. No use wasting familiars on weak preschoolers, after all.” 
 
    “Will I get a wolf, too?” I asked as my eyes widened eagerly. 
 
    “No,” Vanessa sighed with impatience. “You’ll start off with something smaller, like a mouse or a chipmunk. Then, as you progress with your magic, it will evolve into whatever you desire.”  
 
    “I see.” I tapped my finger thoughtfully against the desk and smiled to myself.  
 
    A familiar of my own would be fucking awesome.  
 
    As I daydreamed about my own animal buddy, Vanessa marched over to her desk and pulled open a drawer. Then she rummaged through it with her brow furrowed until she finally found whatever it was she was looking for.  
 
    “Here,” she said as she walked over to me with a book in hand. 
 
    She slammed it down on top of my own open book, and this one looked to be in better condition than the textbook she initially gave me. This tome was quite beautiful. It had a sage green cover and a crimson spine with golden letters carved into it. 
 
    “In Libro Bestiae,” I read aloud from the cover. 
 
    “The Book of Beasts,” she translated. “Study it and learn the name of every creature in that book and what power they carry. It will come in handy one day. That is, if you actually take the time to study the material.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I set the book aside, smiled smugly at her, and crossed my arms. “I’ll be sure to do that.”  
 
    “We shall see,” Vanessa snorted, and then took a seat behind her desk. 
 
    “I’ve gotten this far, haven’t I?” I smiled.  
 
    “True, but you should heed my warning,” she said as she met my eyes. 
 
    “Which particular warning?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    There had already been so many insults and warnings from her that I was losing track. 
 
    “The one where you shouldn’t overestimate yourself,” she sneered. “It might get you killed.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I answered in the same icy tone.  
 
     She furrowed her eyes at me and was clearly irritated. The wolf must have sensed her anger because it curled up at her feet and rubbed at her ankles, and Vanessa slowly petted Isobel as the other preschool witches began to pour into the classroom.  
 
    When I glanced up to watch them, Vesta shot me a look before she sat behind me. I couldn’t read her expression clearly, but if I had to guess, it was a mixture of worry and jealousy.  
 
    Akira slammed herself down on the chair beside me a moment later, and when I turned to look at her, I noticed bruised colored shadows under her black eyes. Her short dark hair was also disheveled, and her clothes were all wrinkled. 
 
    “Akira,” I whispered. “No offense, but you look like shit. You alright?”  
 
    “Well, that’s none of your business,” she snapped with her head down, and she refused to meet my eyes.  
 
    “Fine,” I said with my hands raised up in defense. “Forget I asked.”  
 
    She huffed in silence and then turned to face me.  
 
    “Fine, if you must know,” she sneered, “I went back out into the woods after everyone went to sleep.” 
 
    “What?” I hissed. “What the hell possessed you to do that?”  
 
    “Nothing possessed me,” she replied, and her hostile voice was suddenly laced with confusion. “Why would you think I was possessed?” 
 
    “It’s just an expression,” I sighed. “What I meant to say is, why the hell would you go out into the woods alone after what almost happened to Vesta?” 
 
    “I could protect myself,” the dark-haired witch answered with a defensive snarl. 
 
    “Well, even so,” I grumbled. “It was stupid.”  
 
    “Whatever,” she snapped and rolled her coal black eyes.  
 
    We sat in silence for a moment, while everyone waited for Sweeny to arrive, since she was the only witch not in her seat.  
 
    “Did you manage to actually hunt something else down?” I asked after a long moment.  
 
    I couldn’t help it, I was curious.  
 
    “No,” Akira sighed and sunk in her seat. “I only managed to find fairies, gremlins, and pixies.”  
 
    “Well, I’m sure the gnome blood will do fine,” I reassured her, but I couldn’t stop my lips from twitching upward. 
 
    “It’s not fair, though,” she snapped as she whirled on me. “How did you manage to find a fucking wendigo? And kill a centaur? I just don’t understand how you find them.” 
 
    “Honestly,” I replied, “it’s more like they find me.”  
 
    “Whatever.” She shook her head. “It’s so unfair.”  
 
    We all continued to wait in silence until Vanessa glanced at the ghastly grandfather clock by her desk and huffed impatiently.  
 
    “Does anyone know where Sweeny is?” she asked. “Class is about to officially start in two minutes.”  
 
    “Maybe she couldn’t kill anything,” Morgana whispered as she tucked a dark curl of brown hair behind her ear. “Stubborn witch that she is, it wouldn’t surprise me.”  
 
    “What was that, Morgana?” Vanessa called out. 
 
    “Nothing, Professor,” Morgana replied in a louder voice, “just thinking out loud.”  
 
    “Well, if she doesn’t show up, it’s not going to go well for her--” Vanessa started to say until there was a crash at the door.  
 
     Sweeny stood there with a vial in her hand, and her already scarred face had fresh new cuts in different places. Her long auburn hair was tangled with leaves sticking out of it, and her skin was shiny with sweat and blood. 
 
    “Apologies, professor,” she panted. “I’m not late, am I?  
 
    Her voice quivered at the last question, and I realized it was the first time I’d ever heard the witch sound afraid.  
 
    “No, but you were cutting it dangerously close,” Vanessa said with a frown. “Please take a seat.”  
 
    Sweeny nodded and collapsed into a chair behind me. 
 
    “What happens if we’re late to a quiz?” I asked Akira in a whisper.  
 
    “You’re dead.” She shrugged. “Literally. Burned at the stake, because if you don’t show up, it’s taken as a sign of weakness and defeat.”  
 
    “Will you two shut up?” Sweeny hissed from behind us. “I can hear everything.”  
 
    “We’re not even talking to you,” I snapped back. 
 
    I was done with her constant bullshit.  
 
    “You impudent, unintelligent, mortal piece of--” she started to say, but then Vanessa cut her off.  
 
    “Silence,” the professor demanded with a raised hand. “The quiz is about to begin.”  
 
    Everyone, including myself, pulled out their blood vials as Vanessa started to walk around the room with her arms folded behind her back. Then she glanced down at Akira’s vial, and her face remained stoic as stone. 
 
    “Gnome blood.” She nodded. “Not terrible.”  
 
    She ignored me and headed toward Faye and Morgana’s table instead, but when she looked at their blood, her face remained neutral. She was clearly not impressed.  
 
    “Blood of leprechaun and fairy,” she sighed. “Alright, better than nothing.”  
 
    She then turned her attention toward Vesta and Sweeny. 
 
    “Imp and gremlin blood,” she mused. “A little more impressive, but not by much.”  
 
    Finally, Vanessa headed back in my direction, and her stiletto heels clicked against the marble floor. When she looked down at my vial, though, her expression swiftly changed from neutral to shocked. Her full mouth slightly parted open when she picked the vial up. Then she held the glass tube up to the candlelight, and her eyes fixated on the bubbling blue blood.  
 
    “Wendigo blood,” she whispered. “How did you--?”  
 
    “What?” I asked when she couldn’t finish her sentence. “Is there a problem with it?”  
 
     I smirked to myself, since I knew I’d knocked it out of the goddamn park.  
 
    “This is … impressive,” Vanessa replied in a low voice. “I-I can’t believe this.”  
 
    “I just did what I was supposed to.” I shrugged. “Wasn’t that the objective? To hunt down and kill something?”  
 
    Her eyes darted back to me, and deep resentment shone in her icy blue orbs. I knew it was killing her to see me not only succeed, but to prevail as well. I was going far and beyond at this point, and she hated every moment of it, which brought me some strange satisfaction.  
 
    I smiled as she set the vial down and then cleared her throat.  
 
    “Now for the sacrifice,” Vanessa muttered without further comment. “Let’s begin.”  
 
    She snapped her fingers, and six humans appeared. They were all bound in chains, and they were all gaunt looking men, with pallid skin and red-rimmed eyes. I also noticed they were barely dressed, and the only thing they wore was a yellow-tinted loincloth.  
 
    Suddenly, it took me by gruesome surprise when I realized we were not going to be taking the life-force of a plant … but of a human. Then I considered if I should be disgusted. I apparently wasn’t human, right? If I was, the devil wouldn’t have allowed me to be here or whatever.  
 
    Still, if I wasn’t human, and I wasn’t a witch, what was I?  
 
    I shook my head to rid myself of my questions. Now was not the time for moral, existentialists doubts. I needed to focus on passing my quiz, because if I didn’t, I was dead, and this thought problem would be moot point anyway.  
 
    “Bitches,” snarled one of the men as he wildly stared at us. “May the gods punish you for your sins, and may you burn for centuries in hellfire.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” Vanessa replied with a dream-like sigh. “Now, witches, who will be going first. How about you, Akira?”  
 
    I heard the dark-haired witch gulp before she nodded her head and slowly stood up. Then she approached the human on the far right of the room. He had a long, scruffy beard and hate-filled green eyes, and he spat at her as soon as she neared him. 
 
    Akira gasped in shock and anger before she brought up her hand and slapped him as hard as she possibly could.  
 
    “Don’t let your temper get the better of you, Akira.” Vanessa smiled. “He is vermin … nothing more.”  
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” Akira took a deep breath to compose herself. “Apologies, Professor.”  
 
    “That’s quite alright,” Vanessa replied. “Carry on.”  
 
    Akira took in a deep breath and then yanked the man by his chains and dragged him over to Vanessa’s desk, where the ingredients, plus a knife and cauldron, were all laid out.  
 
    The dark-haired witch measured out the correct ingredients, and when it was time to cut into her skin, she dug the blade so deep into her palm that I could hear the skin splitting apart from here. She flinched, and her black eyes watered as she let the thick, crimson blood drip into the cauldron.  
 
    “What in God’s name are you going to do?” the man shrieked at her side. “You evil, callous, wicked whores!”  
 
    “Silence,” Vanessa hissed, and she was clearly irritated. She flicked her wrist, and then the man’s mouth dissolved into the skin. His eyes bulged, and he let out a muffled scream as if someone had just taped his mouth shut.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath.  
 
    “Pretty awesome, huh?” Vesta murmured from behind me.  
 
    I turned around and saw she had leaned forward in her seat. Now, her chest was low enough for me to glance at the curve of her lavender breasts peeking through the opening of her buttoned blouse.  
 
    “It’s intense,” I muttered. “I’ll give it that.”  
 
    Sweeny snorted, and I turned my attention back to Akira and her performance. I still wasn’t sure how to feel right now. I had no idea that we’d be killing humans, but this was my life on the line. I couldn’t be questioning the way the quizzes worked.  
 
    It was all about survival at this point.  
 
    I watched closely as Akira recited the incantation, and as she dipped her blade into the brew, I knew the final step was coming.  
 
    The dark-haired witch took the blade and sliced the man’s throat with one quick, practiced stroke. She cut so deep that I heard the sound of bone and cartilage tearing. Akira’s eyes turned from raven-black to snow-white as the man’s body began to convulse, slowly turn into dust, and crumble into ash below her. Then she opened her mouth as a white mist emerged from where the man once stood, and it was like she was inhaling the smoke.  
 
    It only lasted for a moment, and then her eyes turned from white back to their natural color.  
 
    The class applauded, and I intensively joined them. I knew I should have wanted Akira to fail since that was probably what she wanted for me, but I had to admit, that had been an impressive display.  
 
    “Take whatever remains and save it for your weapon forging,” Vanessa instructed. 
 
    Akira bent down, picked up a small black hair from the pile of dust, and returned to her seat. 
 
    The rest of the women took their turns with their human sacrifices, and each one succeeded and returned with a small piece of their sacrifice.  
 
    Once everyone was done, Vanessa turned her blue-eyed gaze to me. 
 
    “Cole,” she cooed in a sweet faux voice. “You’re up.” 
 
    I nodded and headed up to the last and final human. His red-rimmed eyes were as large as saucers, and he was trembling.  
 
    “Mercy,” he groaned. “Please have mercy on me!”  
 
    I nearly apologized and told him I wished it could be different, but I knew it would have been seen as a sign of weakness. So, I ignored him as I started to measure out the ingredients into the cauldron. Finally, I tossed the human heart into the brew, watched as smoke emerged from the potion, took the knife, and cut my hand open. I knew the more blood that I used, the more powerful the spell would be, so I cut as deeply as possible into my skin and watched as a steady stream of blood seeped from my hand and down to my wrists. Then I squeezed the blood into the potion and inhaled sharply.  
 
    It was nearly time for the last step, and I braced myself for what I had to do. 
 
    “Ego autem le dealaset cor eius pythonissam, advoca en sanguinem luna,” I recited.  
 
    I then neared the man with the same bloody knife in my hand, and I raised it up in the air, ready to slit his throat open.  
 
    “You fucking cunts,” he shouted as I stood in front of him. “I swear the elders will see that you all burn in--” 
 
    He never finished his vow, because with a quick slice, I cut his throat and watched as the life drained from his eyes. The man convulsed, and his body violently shook, as if he were having a deadly seizure, and the entire room felt like it was shaking as well.  
 
    The desks rattled, and suddenly, the man exploded into a cloud of dust. Then a white mist evaporated into the air and started to move toward me. My eyes felt like they were rolling into the back of my head, and my lips parted on their own as I inhaled his soul.  
 
    My entire being seemed like it was on fire. It was like I was taking a drug … one that made my whole body course with electrical energy.  
 
     When the room stopped shaking, my eyesight returned to normal, and I looked down to see a pile of bones where the man had once stood.  
 
    “Well done,” Vanessa said after a long moment. 
 
    None of the witches clapped as I turned to face them. They all had their mouths parted open and stared down at the bones on the ground. 
 
    No one else had managed to leave actual bones behind, and I wondered what that meant.  
 
    “Why--” I started to ask, but Vanessa shook her head. 
 
    “Your blood was the most powerful,” she explained, “that’s why you have so many bones left. Now, take whichever one you want. You’ll be needing it to forge your own weapon for the final exam.”  
 
    The other witches groaned as I reached down to pick up his skull. 
 
    “Will this do?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vanessa replied with a firm nod. “Now, unfortunately for the rest of you, you may have passed the quiz and retrieved the soul of your sacrifices successfully, but it also means you will not be entering the final exam with the most powerful of weapons. This will make it more difficult for you to proceed, but not impossible. I know plenty of witches who have succeeded without the help of a powerful weapon. Now, class dismissed.”  
 
    Akira slammed her book shut and stormed out of the classroom. The rest of the witches followed, and I gently picked up the skull and my books before heading back to my own room. I decided not to head to the banquet hall like the others because I wanted to try and use my textbook to forge my own weapon.  
 
    The sooner I did, the better.  
 
    When I was back inside my own room, I started to get to work. I read chapter after chapter about blood-bonded weapons until it felt like my eyes were going to bleed. Finally, I came to the section that explained how to forge a weapon after a sacrificial spell had been completed, and relief flooded through my body.  
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered to myself.  
 
    According to the text, I’d need to acquire a cauldron, thistle, nightshade, snake-skin, yarrow root, and wormwood, and I knew I’d be able to find all these ingredients in Vanessa’s classroom. For a split second, I worried what the professor would think if she discovered I’d broken into her room, but then I decided I didn’t care.  
 
    Nothing was going to stand between me and passing the quiz.  
 
    So, I closed my textbook and swooped my cloak over my shoulders before I headed out. Then I quickly jogged down the staircase and toward the classroom, and I silently prayed the door wouldn’t be locked. The light was dim in the halls, and I wondered just how late it was. I knew I’d been reading for hours, so it could have been midnight for all I knew.  
 
    When I reached Vanessa’s classroom, I took a deep breath before I pushed the door open and stepped inside. I was lucky the classroom itself was left open, but what about her armoire? I quietly headed toward it and pulled back the doors.  
 
    It was locked. 
 
    “Damn it,” I grumbled aloud.  
 
    I glanced around the dimly lit room, and my eyes fell on her desk. Maybe she had a spare key in there somewhere?  
 
    As quietly as possible, I went to her desk and pulled the first drawer open. Inside, there was a small pendant, a quill, loose sheets of parchment paper, a needle, and chocolates. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    I checked the other drawer, and at first, I was surprised since it was completely empty. That made no logical sense to me, though. Why would one drawer be filled with random stuff while the other was bare?  
 
    I reached inside the drawer and touched the bottom slat of wood. It sank down, and I realized the bottom part could be removed. So, I lifted it up, and to my relief, I saw an iron key inside.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I retrieved the key and made my way back to open the armoire, where I punched the key into the lock and turned it clockwise. I heard a satisfying click and then pulled the doors apart.  
 
    Inside, there were rows and rows of ingredients, and luckily for me, everything was labeled in English. I spotted jars of rat tails, pig’s feet, leathered human flesh, cow tongues, and various colored powders.  
 
    I grabbed everything I needed and set them on a nearby desk, so I could lock the armoire up and put the key back where it belonged.  
 
    But as soon as I turned around to close the armoire doors, I heard a deep, familiar growl behind me.  
 
    I slowly turned to face the doorway, and as I expected, Vanessa’s wolf was sitting right there. 
 
    “Hey, there … Isobel,” I whispered as I thankfully remembered her name. “Take it easy, girl.”  
 
    She snarled again and then started to bark hysterically, and I knew she was trying to call Vanessa and bring her here. 
 
    “No,” I hissed, “don’t do that. Hey, how about a treat instead?”  
 
    The wolf stopped barking immediately and then tilted her dark head to study me.  
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned. “You want a treat. Let’s get you a treat.” 
 
    I turned back around to face the ingredients, and I spotted the jar of flesh. I didn’t bother to wonder what kind of meat it was exactly. I just unscrewed the lid and tossed a piece in Isobel’s direction.  
 
    She walked over and licked the raw meat plastered on the ground. Then she snarled in satisfaction before she took the entire thing in her mouth and chomped down on it. After she swallowed and licked her lips, she whined and was clearly desperate for more. 
 
    “Here,” I muttered before I tossed another piece into the air. 
 
    The wolf jumped up and caught the meat. She chewed loudly, and when she decided that she was done, she turned away from me and walked out the doorway.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as I locked the armoire and then collected the rest of the ingredients and cauldron. Then I headed back to my bedroom and set up everything in an organized way.  
 
    My stomach growled loudly as I opened the textbook to the incantation page. I wished I had something to eat, but I knew I needed to finish this blood-bond weapon first. I was determined as hell to accomplish this in one night.  
 
    I read the steps and began to add the ingredients into the cauldron. To my surprise, it seemed to be a simpler spell, compared to the blood sacrifice. Or maybe, I was just getting used to all these incantations and potions. 
 
    I couldn’t be sure which one it was.  
 
    Once the brew was complete, I soaked the skull into the greenish-blue mixture, like the text said, and when I pulled it out, I read the incantation aloud. 
 
    “Alliges duplicia sanguinem meum,” I whispered. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. I sighed in impatience and was about to try again until the skull started to shake on its own. Then I nearly dropped it as it began to morph into a long, shimmering dagger.  
 
    When it was complete, I studied the weapon in my hand.  
 
    The hilt was made of bone, but it was painted black and had a small skull carved into it. My name was engraved on the blade itself, and I marveled at its beauty. There was something so extraordinarily satisfying about crafting my own weapon. I’d made this with my own two hands, through my dark power alone, and it looked totally badass. I grinned as I tucked the blade into my waistband, and then I retrieved the other dagger from underneath my bed.  
 
    Now that I had my own weapon at hand, I decided right there and then I would return the first dagger to its resting place.  
 
    So, I left my bedroom and quietly made my way back to the armory. There was no sleeping wolf on the door this time, which I thought was strange, and as I pushed the door open, I was startled to see Vanessa was in there staring at the weapons. 
 
    “Ah, Cole,” she said as if she’d been expecting me. “Come on in.”  
 
    She stood by the table lined with blades, and it took me by surprise when I realized she was only wearing a black robe instead of her usual conservative dresses. The gown itself was so sheer it was difficult not to look at her breasts as she turned to face me, and her usually tied up hair was now in loose, dark curls that spiraled down to her slim waist.  
 
    “Professor,” I said as I cleared my throat. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I should ask you the same question.” She smirked as she turned her attention to the blade in my hand and then laughed. “So, you were the one who took Matilda’s blade? I’d been wondering where that went.” 
 
    “You knew it was missing?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes.” She shrugged. “And I had a feeling you were behind it … especially after I saw how immersed you were in the weapons chapter today.”  
 
    “Right,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, I just came by to return it.” 
 
    “Tell me … did the wendigo turn to stone and crumble into ash?” she asked as I placed the dagger back where it belonged.  
 
    I had to brush past her as I set it down on the table, and I could feel her warm breath on my neck as I did so.  
 
    “It did.” I nodded. “How did you--” 
 
    “And did you manage to successfully forge your own weapon?” she cut me off.  
 
    Instead of answering her question with words, I pulled my own dagger out of my waistband and showed it to her.  
 
    “Ah,” Vanessa mused with a furrowed brow, “so you did. I hate to admit it, but this is quite impressive.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said before I tucked the blade away again.  
 
    That was the second time she complimented me today, and it felt good to hear those words coming from her beautiful lips. 
 
    We stared at each other for a long moment before she shook her head. Her breasts bounced as she did so, and again, I had to fight the urge to lower my gaze. 
 
    “Well, good night, Cole, and thank you for returning Matilda’s blade.” Vanessa studied me with an unreadable expression. “Try to get some rest, will you?”  
 
    As she brushed past me, her nipples grazed my arm, and I watched as she strutted out of the armory and down the hallway. I stared at her perfect body until it was entirely out of view, and I was left feeling confused. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked myself aloud.  
 
    It seemed like she’d been flirting with me.  
 
    Well, almost.  
 
    I shook my head and made my way back to my bedroom, and I was slightly aroused and bewildered at the same time.  
 
    When I returned to my room, I was shocked to see a plate of hot food on my desk. There was roasted chicken, sweet potatoes, and carrots on a golden platter.  
 
    I could only imagine this was Cordelia’s doing. 
 
    “Thanks, Cordelia,” I said aloud. 
 
    As I ate, I wondered more about the next class, which was Premonition. I wondered who would be teaching and what the quiz would be like.  
 
    If it was anything like Blood Magic, I knew I would be faced with a set of new challenges, but I was ready to take them on.  
 
    In fact, I silently vowed to ace the next class, just as I had aced this one. More importantly, I couldn’t wait to see the look on the other witches’ faces when I beat them at their own game.  
 
    It was a delicious notion, one that I could already taste.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The next morning, I woke up feeling refreshed and ready to conquer the day.  
 
    I slowly crept out of my bed and stretched. My stomach growled, and I wondered why there was never any breakfast served around here.  
 
    “God, I’m starving,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    “How about some eggs and a muffin?” asked a shrill voice that echoed through my room.  
 
    I flinched and looked around. 
 
    “Cordelia?” I questioned with a nervous little chuckle. “Is that you?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the voice responded.  
 
    “Uh … are you always watching me?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she repeated. “Mistress Theodora has entrusted me to keep an eye on you, two eyes in fact, so I’m always around when you need me.”  
 
    “Yeah, about that,” I muttered as I rubbed the back of my neck. “How about I just call out for you when I need you?”  
 
     The idea that this old woman was continually watching me undress, sleep, and study made me feel extremely uncomfortable.  
 
    “But the headmistress said I must always--” she started to say, but I cut her off. 
 
    “What if I order you to stop watching me and wait until I summon you?” I replied with a raised brow. “Deal?”  
 
    “As you wish, sir,” Cordelia sighed. “Do you still want breakfast?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. 
 
     A plate of eggs and a blueberry muffin suddenly appeared on my desk. The room instantly smelled of butter, and my stomach growled loudly at the sight.  
 
    “Thank you, Cordelia,” I said. “That will be all for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    I waited for a minute and briefly wondered if she was really gone, but there was no sure way to tell, so I shrugged it off and ate my delicious breakfast. As soon as I was done, the plate evaporated, and I dressed in my clean uniform that had been neatly folded in the armchair. I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and swept my dark hair out of my eyes. Then I smiled to myself, grabbed my copy of the Book of Beasts and my new bone dagger, and finally headed for the door.  
 
    As confusing and muddling as it was to be here in this goddamn academy, with no explanation as to how I got here, I realized I was excited about my next class. 
 
    Premonition.  
 
    I was ready to take on a new challenge and beat these witches. I’d schooled them in the Blood Magic course, but they were still underestimating me. I’d show them, though, that I was prepared for any goddamn challenge they sent my way.  
 
    I read my book as I walked down the crowded hallway. Even though it had nothing to do with my next class, I used each and every opportunity to study.  
 
    The more knowledge I retained, the better.  
 
    While I continued to read, I accidentally collided with someone. We both went flying backward, and I heard something heavy fall to the floor.  
 
    “Hey!” a familiar voice yelled. “Watch where you’re going.”  
 
    It was Vesta. 
 
    The green-haired witch had dropped her book, and her silver eyes were filled with fury and disdain as I bent down to pick it up for her.  
 
    I briefly studied the cover before handing the tome back. The binding was a deep, sapphire blue and had golden writing on the cover. I didn’t get a chance to read it, though, because she snatched it out of my hands.  
 
    “Thanks,” she muttered. 
 
    “No problem.” I nodded, and I gave her the once over.  
 
    Today, the lavender-skinned witch had left three buttons on her shirt open, and I could see a trace of her light pink bra peeking through. Thick black liner was swiped on the top of her silver-gray eyes, and it gave her an even more sultry and exotic look. There were also a few braids woven into her sea-green hair, and she was practically glowing.  
 
    “What?” she snapped as a deep, plum blush crept across her cheeks.  
 
    “Nothing,” I chuckled. Then I smiled and gestured for her to go on ahead. “After you.”  
 
    Vesta huffed, threw her nose up in the air, and walked ahead of me, and I followed her past Blood Magic and into a new classroom.  
 
    I immediately noticed this room was similar to our previous class. Black walls, a shiny black marble floor, and three long desks filled the space. There was another armoire in here, but not as large as the one inside the Blood Magic classroom. Another small, oval window also sat high above us, but just like most windows in the castle, it was practically impossible to look out of. All I could make out were wisps of silver clouds and droplets of heavy rain beating against the glass.  
 
     The room was empty, and I watched as Vesta took a seat in the very last desk at the back. Clearly, that was her way of saying she had no desire to sit next to me. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. When would they just accept the fact I wasn’t going anywhere? I knew this game we were all playing was going to be a long one, but I had the stamina to keep up and excel.  
 
    These women had no idea who they were messing with and what I was willing to do to succeed.  
 
     I sat down at a desk close to the door and continued to read my book in silence. After about five minutes of undisturbed reading, I felt someone watching me from the doorway, and when I pulled my eyes away from my book and looked up, I saw Akira staring at me. She appeared flustered and confused before she realized I noticed her stare. Then she scrunched up her pierced nose in faux disgust, tossed back her raven-black bob, and strutted to the back of the room, near Vesta.  
 
    “There is no way I’m sitting next to him again,” Akira said, loud enough for me to hear. “Satan knows one class was enough.”  
 
    “Hmm, that’s too bad,” I said with a grin, and when I turned to look at her, she was sitting with her arms folded, like she was silently daring me to continue. “You’d probably learn a thing or two.” 
 
    Akira scoffed and then reached into the satchel she’d been carrying. She pulled out a book and slammed it down on the desk, and I laughed and turned back around. I could hear the two witches whispering feverishly to each other, and even though I was focused on my own shit, I still strained to listen to whatever it was they were saying. 
 
    I couldn’t help it, I was curious.  
 
    As I pretended to read, I couldn’t make out any clear words except for “library” and “test.” The two witches said these words more than once, but everything else was just mumbling. Eventually, I gave up, shook my head, and turned my attention back to my book.  
 
    The more I studied, the better.  
 
    While I buried my nose in my book, the classroom started to slowly fill up, and the only one who wasn’t here yet, besides the professor, was Morgana. 
 
    I smiled to myself and imagined how pissed off the long-haired brunette would be once she realized she had to sit next to me for the rest of this class.  
 
    I closed my book and patiently waited, since the look on her face would be priceless. A few minutes later, she ran through the door with her shirt buttons only halfway done, and her dark hair was completely disheveled. Her sky-blue gaze landed on me, and as I predicted, she groaned.  
 
    “Shit,” Morgana muttered before she dropped into the seat beside me. “I guess I’m stuck with you.”  
 
    “So it would seem.” I smirked. 
 
    She sighed and pulled out her textbook.  
 
    “What the hell happened to you, Morgana?” Faye asked from the desk behind us. 
 
    “Bad dreams,” Morgana grumbled. 
 
    “Was Cole in it?” Faye joked. 
 
    “If I were, then it would have been a wet dream,” I said as I turned to face the redhead.  
 
    Her freckled face turned a shade of crimson, and she cast her golden-green eyes down at the book in front of her.  
 
    “Disgusting,” Faye muttered.  
 
     I tried not to laugh as she turned an even darker shade of red, and her long lashes fluttered as she pretended to read.  
 
    I bit back a smirk before turning back around, and then something else caught my eye.  
 
    “You missed a few buttons,” I whispered to Morgana. 
 
    “What?” she snapped.  
 
     I pointed to her shirt, and the blue-eyed brunette quickly looked down to see all her buttons done incorrectly. Just like Faye, she blushed and discreetly started to fix them without meeting my eyes.  
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled.  
 
    “No worries,” I replied in a relaxed tone.  
 
     Soon, Headmistress Theodora arrived at the door and flashed us all a smile. She was wearing a deep, plum-colored gown with black and red lace on the sleeves and skirt. Her dark hair was pinned up with a bone, and she wore black leather gloves, even though it was quite warm in here with the candlelight chandelier hanging above us.  
 
    “Good morning, class.” She grinned. “I hope everyone is well-rested and ready to begin our first Premonition course.”  
 
    “Yes, Headmistress Theodora,” everyone replied in unison. 
 
     I nodded, and she turned her attention toward me. Then she smiled and tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “Ah, Cole,” Theodora drawled, “don’t think I’ve forgotten about you.”  
 
     I was confused for a moment until she headed toward her large, mahogany desk and pulled open a drawer. She retrieved a copy of the dark blue textbook that everyone had opened on their desks and blew the dust off it. 
 
    “This is my personal copy,” she said before she handed it to me. “I had it when I was a young witch studying in preschool, and all I ask is that you take good care of it for me.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    “You can thank me by studying hard.” The headmistress cocked an eyebrow at me before she looked at the other girls. “This class will certainly push all your limits. It is not for the faint of heart … and when I say that, I am directing it at everyone here.” 
 
     Everyone nodded, and their expressions grew even more severe.  
 
    “Now, please open your textbooks to page seven-hundred-and-twenty-two,” Theodora instructed. 
 
     As I opened the book, I briefly wondered why we never began on the first page, but then I realized it was probably because everyone knew the history and introduction to these classes. There was no point in wasting time going over material everyone else knew when these classes were already so damn short.  
 
    It was hard being the only one in here with no idea what to expect, but I knew that would all change once I did the reading. I was already halfway done with the Book of Beasts, and I retained all the information because deep down, I was determined to succeed. Even if it meant reading this heavy book from start to finish, I’d study until my eyes bled, so long as it meant I succeeded in this class and the exam.  
 
    “Now, everyone take a moment to read the first passage,” Theodora said.  
 
     I glanced down and read the first paragraph. The illustrations within this book were particularly beautiful but terrifying at the same time. There was a sketch of the human skeleton, with the skin melting off. Its bulging and melting eyes were filled with alarm, and I couldn’t help but admire the picture.  
 
     But then I realized I had to study the labels, so I stopped marveling at the illustration, and I started to look at the markings. Instead of just labeling the actual bones in the human body, the labels indicated which bone symbolized what. For example, the mandible symbolized wealth and prosperity, but bones like the femur and radius represented ominous and foreboding readings. Cracked and discolored bones implied a significant number of things, and it was necessary to remember the differences.  
 
    “Now, Vesta,” Theodora called out, “can you explain to everyone the importance of this class? Why do we study premonition in the first place?”  
 
     I knew she was only asking this question for my benefit. The rest of the witches probably had extensive knowledge regarding the history of premonition, and this question was most likely grating on Vesta and everyone else’s nerves.  
 
    But I didn’t give a shit. As long as I was here, they would have to tolerate it. 
 
    “Premonition has been a necessary skill since the dawn of time, and it helped witches predict future attacks from elder gods and mortal villages,” Vesta recited in a stoic voice. “Bone readings, tarot cards, dream interpretation, visions, and foresight are all major components of the class … but not everyone can gain access to all components of premonition.”  
 
    “Very good,” Theodora remarked. “Now, premonition requires patience, observation, and insight. It is not for the faint of heart, and I hope you all realize this.”  
 
     Everyone nodded in response, and I raised my hand. 
 
    “Yes, Cole?” she asked.  
 
    “How will premonition come into use during the final exam?” I questioned. 
 
    The witches snickered, but I didn’t give a fuck. If my life was going to be on the line, then I had every right to ask it.  
 
    “That’s a fair question,” Theodora replied with her voice slightly elevated, “so there really is no need for childish giggling.”  
 
     The women immediately stopped their laughter, and when I glanced at Morgana, she was slightly flushed from embarrassment.  
 
    “Apologies, Headmistress,” Vesta said in a small voice. 
 
    “Yes, we meant no disrespect,” Faye added.  
 
     Sweeny scoffed, and Theodora’s blue eyes flashed with fury. 
 
    “Do you have something to say, Sweeny?” the professor demanded.  
 
    “No, Headmistress,” the scarred witch muttered.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Theodora replied. 
 
    The headmistress’ eyes then softened, and she turned her attention back to me.  
 
    “To answer your question, Cole, premonition will be used to test your ability to sense danger before it approaches, but that’s all I can give you for now,” she answered.  
 
    While her response might have been vague, it was still better than nothing.  
 
    “Thank you, Headmistress,” I intoned.  
 
    “Now, we will first start off with a little bone throwing,” she said as she turned back to the lesson at hand. 
 
    Theodora twirled her skirts behind her and marched over to the armoire. She unlocked it with a key that hung around her neck, retrieved a jar, and then locked it back up with a swift turn of the key.  
 
     I observed her as she carried the massive, translucent jar back to her desk. It wasn’t only filled with bones, but from what I could see, there were also shells, wood, and charms inside. 
 
     I glanced back to my book, and when I flipped the page, I saw an entire section regarding plants, wood, and other objects that could be included in a reading. 
 
    Damn … I had a lot of studying to do. 
 
    I snapped my head back up and watched as the headmistress gently dumped a handful of the contents onto her empty desk. She closed her eyes for a long moment and then, when she finally opened them, she smiled at each and every one of us. 
 
    “Would anyone like to take a shot at it?” she asked in a playful tone.  
 
    Morgana leaned forward out of her seat and squinted her blue eyes, and her skirt lifted high enough for me to see how her sexy, crimson laced panties hugged her perfect ass. 
 
    I heard Vesta and Akira giggling softly behind us, but if Morgana heard them laughing, she clearly didn’t care that her ass was on full display right now.  
 
    “I see a … broken shell on the right corner and a couple pieces of skull,” the brunette said slowly. “It seems like they are greenish in color, though.”  
 
    “Excellent observation,” the headmistress replied. “Can you tell us what a greenish tint indicates?”  
 
    “It can mean progress or challenges?” Morgana responded quietly, as if she wasn’t entirely sure of her answer.  
 
     I glanced down at my book, and luckily, my eyes landed on the bone color indication. I scanned the paragraph quickly and raised my hand.  
 
    “Yes, Cole?” Theodora nodded in my direction.  
 
    “Doesn’t it mean growth?” I asked.  
 
    “Excellent, Cole,” Theodora said with a grin. “Sorry, Morgana, you were very close.” 
 
     Morgana forced herself to smile in response, but I could feel her fuming as she lowered herself into the chair beside me. 
 
    “Fucking fuck,” the brunette whispered under her breath as she gave me a sideways glance.  
 
    If she could strangle me here, she probably would have.  
 
    “Now, bone reading can mean something different to everyone,” Theodora explained in a clear and loud voice. “Sometimes, the pieces will say nothing at all, and that’s okay. What I want everyone to do now is study a small reading. I will come to you all, one by one.”  
 
     She dumped the contents back into the jar and then approached me first. 
 
    “Cole, I want you to rattle the jar to wake up the pieces,” she instructed, “then gently take a handful out of the jar and toss them on the desk, just as I did.”  
 
    I nodded and took the jar from her, and I could feel everyone’s eyes on me as I shook the jar. I had no idea what I was doing, I was just winging it.  
 
    But then something strange happened.  
 
    As I lifted the lid of the jar, a strange tingle went straight up my arm. I grabbed a fistful of the jar’s contents and tossed the bones, shells, and wood onto my desk. Then I stared at them for a good minute. I could feel each piece radiating energy, and I tried to focus on what exactly they were saying to me.  
 
    I focused as hard as I could, but it just wasn’t clear.  
 
    “You can’t sense exactly what they’re saying, can you?” Theodora asked, but not in a patronizing way. “It’s alright, that was the point.”  
 
    “But I can feel … something,” I replied.  
 
    “Good, that’s a start.” She nodded. “The point I’m trying to make to each and every one of you is that bone reading requires great mental strength. So, Cole, what I want you to do is close your eyes, clear your mind, and enter an alternate state. Feel the evil spirits descending upon you before you open your eyes again.” 
 
     I had no choice but to do as she asked. It was strange closing my eyes and just meditating in front of everyone like she instructed, but there was no other choice.  
 
    So, I took in slow, deep breaths as I cleared my mind and just focused on the air around me. I could feel something running from the tips of my fingers, up my hands, through my arms, and coursing through my entire body. The energy entering me felt electric and powerful, and I simmered and drowned myself in the dark forces that had surrounded me.  
 
    Then I slowly opened my eyes and stared back at the bones, shells, and wood on the desk before me. 
 
    “What do the bones say now?” Theodora murmured.  
 
    “Progress is near, but it will take time and energy,” I replied without thinking. 
 
    “Good.” She smiled in a satisfied way. “Now, you will all get a chance to read bones, but as I said, you must first practice clearing your mind and--” 
 
    I didn’t catch what she said next, because suddenly, everything faded into black.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I could feel myself falling.  
 
    I was falling down something, and I couldn’t understand or make sense of what the hell was going on. My stomach dropped as I continued to descend into darkness, and I reached my hands outward, trying and failing to grab on to anything, but it was useless because everything around me was pitch black.  
 
     It felt as if the drop was endless. I squeezed my eyes shut and prepared to hit the ground with a hard, bone-crushing thud, but instead of landing on the ground, my body started to slow down. I was still descending into nothingness, but instead of falling down, I was now floating.  
 
    “What the actual hell?” I whispered to myself. 
 
     I flinched as my voice echoed loudly around me. My words vibrated through the darkness, and finally, my feet slowly came into contact with something sturdy.  
 
     Even though I was relieved I’d made it safely to the ground, I was still surrounded by pitch-black darkness.  
 
    “Hello?” I called out. 
 
    Where the hell was I? I was in class just a moment ago, and now I was engulfed in darkness. Was I in a room? It was hard to tell. The air was deathly cold and thick as if I were in a cloud of dense smoke. 
 
     I coughed and struggled to breathe. My coughing grew more violent, and within moments, I was hacking and trying to stay conscious.  
 
     Just when I thought I was going to choke to death, a small light glowed all around me, and the air turned clean and clear. 
 
     I adjusted my eyes to the sudden light, and to my shock, I realized I was alone in a corridor. The same corridor that led to the forbidden library. 
 
    How the hell did I end up here? It didn’t make any sense. One moment, I was sitting in class, and now I was in the same hallway Theodora had shown me on my first night here. I knew it was the same hallway, too, because I recognized the paintings on the walls.  
 
    I took in a deep, steady breath and tried to make sense of what was going on. When I glanced at the paintings, their eyes were not focused on me for once. Instead, they were all glancing down the hallway, and it was as if they were trying to tell me to go in that direction.  
 
     So, I followed their eyes and my own instincts and slowly walked toward the library. I could hear faint whispers and cackling as I headed down the dimly lit corridor. The candles burned down to the nub along the walls, wax dripped onto the floor, and the air grew colder as I got closer to the library. 
 
    When I approached its door, I was shocked to see the golden lock had been picked open. Then I gently pushed the doors open and scanned the inside of the room.  
 
     My mouth fell open when I stepped past the threshold. There were probably hundreds of thousands of books in here. Some of the books, which weren’t on shelves, towered from the floor all the way up to the ceiling that was at least three stories tall.  
 
     It seemed as if there was no order to the chaos in here. Books were scattered everywhere, and it looked like a madman was in control of the organization.  
 
    As I continued to marvel at the beautifully bizarre room, I heard a book hit the floor. At first, I didn’t think much of it. Books were probably always falling from piles. 
 
    But then I heard it again, and again.  
 
    Someone was in here.  
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Who’s there?”  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    I shivered from the cold as I walked deeper into the library, and I reached down into my waistband to retrieve my bone-hilt dagger, since I never went anywhere without it now.  
 
    But when I reached behind me, I couldn’t find it. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    That was strange. I remember tucking the dagger into my waistband this morning before my Premonition class, but then again, a missing blade shouldn’t have surprised me. 
 
    It was the least surprising thing about this entire out of body experience.  
 
    I continued to follow the noise through the library, and soon, I came upon a hooded figure. Whoever it was, they had their back turned to me, and they were tossing book after book onto the floor. Clearly, they were searching for something.  
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Who are you?”  
 
     Whoever it was, they ignored me and continued to drop books to the floor. Finally, their finger landed on a spine, and they pulled out a massive, blue textbook. It looked as heavy as an encyclopedia, and I took a step closer. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, this time in a more impatient tone. “I’m talking to you.” 
 
    The mysterious figure ignored me and just kept their head lowered as they flipped furiously through the book until they landed on page six-hundred-and-sixty-six. 
 
     Finally out of patience, I reached over to grab the person by the shoulder, but I nearly fell over because my hand went right through them as if they were made out of smoke. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered. 
 
    The figure slowly turned around, and my mouth dropped open when I saw who it was.  
 
    I was face to face with myself. 
 
    I watched as my mirror-self continued to read the page with heavy concentration. My thick, dark brows furrowed at the page, and I could see myself mumbling as I read. Then I watched as this alternate version of myself walked over to the fireplace and took a seat. 
 
    I loomed over my own shoulder to read whatever this Cole was reading, but before I could even see what was on the page, he, or rather I, tore it out of the book and stuffed it into my pocket.  
 
     He then headed into another direction of the library, and after a couple of minutes, he pulled out another copy of the book. He turned to the same page and, again, tore it out and stuffed it into his cloak pocket.  
 
     I held my breath as I watched him, and he repeated this process five times. Why would there be five copies of the same book, and furthermore, what was so important about this particular book? 
 
    Before the alternate Cole returned the final copy back to its spot, I read the spine. 
 
    Libro Superessendam.  
 
    I couldn’t say how I knew for sure, but I knew this translated into The Book of Survival.  
 
    Suddenly, the vision undulated, and the next thing I knew, my doppelganger was nearing a fireplace, but we weren’t in the library anymore. This fireplace was the one in my bedroom, and I watched in a mixture of confusion and awe as my doppelganger took the pages he’d stolen and tossed them into the fire. He, or rather I, stared down at the crumbling, burning pages, and his eyes glowed as a small, satisfied smile spread across his face.  
 
    I took a step forward toward my mirror self, but then I sensed a strong pull whisk me away. Everything faded into darkness, and again, I was falling. 
 
    My stomach did flips as my body flew downwards, and I closed my eyes and waited for whatever was going to happen next.  
 
    When my eyes opened, I violently jolted forward in my seat and looked around, confused as hell.  
 
    I was back in the classroom as if nothing had happened. Headmistress Theodora was standing in the exact same spot, and she was smiling at the class with her jar in hand.  
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Morgana hissed by my side.  
 
    “What?” I snapped back, and my heart pounded in my ears.  
 
    “You practically flew out of your seat,” she replied with an annoyed and confused scowl. “Fucking freak.”  
 
    “Would you just shut--” I muttered, but then the headmistress turned to us and raised a suspicious eyebrow.  
 
    “Is there a problem, Morgana?” Theodora asked. 
 
    “No, Headmistress,” the brunette replied with her head down, “no problem at all.”  
 
    “Good,” the older woman said in a firm tone. “Now, Morgana, see if you can give the bones a reading. Try asking a question as you toss them and make sure your breath hits the bones.”  
 
     The color drained from Morgana’s pretty face as she took the jar in her creamy white hands. She was nervous, and she wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding it, but I could barely focus on what was happening. I was too confused and astounded by what had just happened.  
 
    As the rest of the witches took their turns with the bones, I discreetly flipped through the book until I came across a chapter that read “visions and the gift of foresight.”  
 
     There was a sketch of a skull with a pentagram surrounding it.  
 
     I quickly scanned the introduction, and my mouth hung open as I read the passage. According to the text, only a select few witches with a direct link to the Devil were able to have visions at random times.  
 
    How was I linked to the Devil?  
 
    I sat there and tried to understand what the hell was going on. I was so immersed in my own bewilderment, I didn’t even notice the classroom was empty around me until a voice drew me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Cole?” Theodora asked. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Umm,” I replied slowly, and I blinked up at the headmistress. “Yeah, I think so.”  
 
    “Well, the class is over,” she said. “You should probably head down to the banquet hall and grab something to eat. You look rather pale.”  
 
     I considered telling her about my vision but then decided against it. Whatever I’d seen, I had a feeling I needed to keep it to myself.  
 
    “Sure,” I muttered as I slowly closed the book.  
 
    I stood up and headed to the doorway, and then I left the classroom and slowly walked down the empty hallway. I had no intention of going into the dining hall, though, at least not yet. 
 
    I planned instead to return to my room, where there was peace and quiet, and read more about foresight within the solitary confinements of my bedroom. 
 
    Even though my vision had been muddling and slightly murky, I knew deep down that I needed to break into the library and find those books. It felt as if my life depended on it.  
 
    But I couldn’t go look for the books now. I had to wait until the dead of night. That’s what the vision had shown me, and I knew I needed to listen to it.  
 
     Now, I just needed to find a way to get through the rest of today. It was going to be difficult, though, because all I could do was think about breaking into that library and discovering what deep dark secrets laid within those books.  
 
    I knew my fate laid within those torn up pages, and I was hellbent on retrieving them tonight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I did my best to get through the rest of the day, but it sure as hell wasn’t easy. Not after experiencing that living nightmare in class. It was one of the most intense experiences I’d had so far.  
 
    I tried to behave normally in front of the witches, but it was difficult. All I could do was think about breaking into the library. It made no sense, but deep down, I knew I needed to get in there and locate the books that my alternate-self had stolen.  
 
    As I thought about the vision, I pushed my food around my plate. It was dinner time, but I seemed to have very little appetite, even though I’d skipped lunch to study. Eventually, I sighed, set my fork down, and rubbed at my throbbing temples.  
 
    I couldn’t eat another damn bite. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be wasting your food,” Faye sneered from across the table.  
 
    “Why do you care?” I grunted without looking up.  
 
    “He can’t eat because something’s wrong with him,” Morgana said.  
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” I asked and shot the brunette witch a glare. “Nothing is wrong with me.” 
 
     Of course, that was a lie. My mind was murky, and I was completely drained. That vision had sucked all my energy dry, and at this point, I was just running on fumes and trying to push through the rest of the day.  
 
     But these witches were making it complicated.  
 
    “You practically fell out of your seat in premonition class,” Morgana scoffed. “Don’t act as if I didn’t notice. I saw you.” 
 
     “I was just tired,” I lied. “I guess I nearly fell asleep, and my body jerked itself awake.”  
 
    I looked at each witch and tried to read their expressions, but after a long moment, I realized none of them believed me.  
 
    Finally, Akira snorted and rolled her coal black eyes. “Sure you did.”  
 
    “Sounds like troll shit to me,” Vesta snickered. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t buy it,” Morgana said as her ice blue eyes bored into mine. “Why don’t you just admit to what really happened?” 
 
    “I already told you,” I replied as calmly as possible, but my patience was wearing thinner by the second.  
 
    “You’re nothing but a liar,” Sweeny muttered under her breath. Her red mouth pulled back into a sneer, and I could see her sharp, bloodstained teeth peeking through. “Why would we believe a word you say, mortal?”  
 
    “And you’re nothing but a pain in my ass,” I snapped. “You can believe me or not, I really don’t care either way. You all can just fuck off.”  
 
    I just couldn’t take it anymore, so I stood up and left the witches to eat the rest of their meals. There was no way I could continue to sit with them while they bitched at me. Normally, I found it amusing, and I entertained it, but I was not in the mood today, not after what had happened in Premonition class.  
 
    I thought about heading to my room to rest, but I knew I had to study for my next class. There was a lot of information to retain, and I needed to get as much reading done as possible.  
 
    Now that everyone was eating, I could have the study hall to myself, so I marched down the corridors while the portrait eyes followed my every step. My footsteps echoed as I walked along the black wooden floor, and the stained glass windows allowed a small bit of pale sunlight to peek through and cast a warm glow on my skin.  
 
    I paused to take a deep breath and let some of the tension roll off my shoulders. I loved when the hallways were empty. It almost felt peaceful, especially when it was sunny outside like right now. 
 
    As I made my way to the study hall, someone called out my name, and I turned around to see Headmistress Theodora standing there in the corridor. She was wearing a long black and white checkered dress with a lace collar, and her dark hair was pulled back into a high bun. 
 
    Where the hell did she come from? She wasn’t here a moment ago. 
 
    “Cole.” She smiled. “I’m glad I caught you. May I have a quick word?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded.  
 
    “We can walk and talk,” Theodora replied before she placed a hand on my back and led me onward.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as we walked. “So, what did you want to speak about?” 
 
    “How are you getting along with your classes so far?” the older woman asked. 
 
    “Has Vanessa not reported back to you?” I questioned with a confused frown. 
 
    “No, not yet,” Theodora chuckled. “She’s been quite the busy bee lately, and I haven’t had a chance to discuss it with her yet, so I thought I’d just ask you directly.”  
 
    “Well, everything is going fine,” I replied with a shrug. “I think I’m really getting the hang of everything.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you would.” The headmistress’ mouth twitched with the beginnings of a smirk. “You’re a quick learner. I can tell.”  
 
    “Is that a feeling or a premonition?” I flashed her a crooked smile. 
 
    Theodora tossed back her head and laughed.  
 
    “Nice try, but a witch never tells,” she said before she stopped in front of the study hall.  
 
    “So, I suppose that means you won’t tell me how you knew I was going to the study hall?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” she said and nodded to the door.  
 
    I was about to head inside, but there was a question I was dying to ask, and now was the perfect opportunity to do it.  
 
    “Headmistress,” I said, “I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Fire away,” she replied.  
 
    “Are visions common?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be a little more specific,” the older witch laughed. “Visions are a tricky subject, and I mean that literally.”  
 
    “Well, I suppose what I meant to ask was, do witches have random visions?” I clarified. “I mean … even if they haven’t acquired all the necessary premonition skills, is it still possible to have a vision?” 
 
    “It is.” Theodora nodded. “But it’s very uncommon. Only a select few can do it.” 
 
    Again, only a select few. What the hell made me so special? I was dying to ask her, but I had a feeling she would just give me another ominous and vague response.  
 
    So, I decided to ask another question instead.  
 
    “Will I be able to read minds?” I asked out of plain curiosity. “Eventually, I mean?” 
 
    “Time will tell, but I’m sorry, Cole,” she said as she shook her head, “I’d love to continue this conversation, but I must get back to my office. I have a lot of work to get through today.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I told her, “I understand.” 
 
    I was a little disappointed, but I could always get more answers from her later.  
 
    Theodora smiled again before she twirled her long-checkered skirts and headed back down the corridor.  
 
    I watched her go until she disappeared around the next corner, and then I went into the study hall. The walls were painted a deep, bark brown, and just like the corridors, the room was filled with portraits that liked to follow my every move. There were also rows of black iron chandeliers that were illuminated by long, ebony candles.  
 
    I dumped my premonition book on one of the octagon shaped tables and took a seat by an oval window. When I peered outside, I saw a sliver of gray sky and thick, smoky clouds, and I sighed.  
 
    I guessed the sun didn’t last long around here.  
 
    After I took a deep breath, I opened my thick leather covered book and began to memorize the tarot cards on the pages. The first one was of a young, beautiful woman. She was holding a baby goat in her hands, and it was meant to illustrate fertility. The second image, though, was of a man hanging upside down to symbolize death.  
 
    I quickly realized these cards were pretty easy to read. The images could be deceiving, but if I took the time to remember them, it was a piece of cake. I was beginning to really appreciate these lessons, and I got a thrill from learning more and more.  
 
    So, even though I was dead exhausted, I pushed myself to keep going.  
 
    Once I’d finished studying the tarot card chapters, I turned to bone reading. This section was a little more challenging to learn. Color, tint, and missing or broken pieces all meant something different, and according to the text, missing even one small detail could ruin the reading.  
 
     I spent an hour reading about bones, and then finally, I came across the section that discussed senses and phenomenal intuitions.  
 
    This part of the book was the most interesting for me. It explained that with the right spell and mindset, I would be able to sense things at a higher level.  
 
    I read the listed incantation and what I was supposed to do before I recited the proper spell. Just like we’d done in class, it was mainly a meditation ritual. I had to clear my mind and take in a slow, deep breath. Then, according to the text, I needed to free my mind from overwhelming thoughts and concerns before anything else. I had to numb myself and be open to otherworldly spirits and influences. If done successfully, I could sense whatever I desired.  
 
    The more I read, the more I realized premonition seemed to be more difficult compared to blood magic, but that made sense. As we progressed through the classes, the subject matter was bound to become more challenging and challenging.  
 
    But I wanted to learn. No, I needed to learn.  
 
    My life depended on it. 
 
    As soon as I reached the chapter regarding visions, my stomach did a flip, and I rubbed my tired eyes and focused all my energy on the text.  
 
    The more I read, the more interesting the chapter became. I realized visions could happen at any time and at any place, but they didn’t come to everyone. Only certain people were able to have visions, and those people were explicitly linked to the devil. 
 
    Again, I remembered what was said on my very first night. The devil had chosen me and brought me here to the academy.  
 
    But why? 
 
    Before I could dwell anymore on the question, I heard a group of footsteps approaching. I listened to the chatter, and I knew it was my group since I recognized their voices.  
 
    I was sitting in the far back of the room, and to my surprise, the witches took a seat at my table and quietly opened up their own books.  
 
    “What?” Morgana shrugged when she caught my eyes. Her cheeks were rosy pink, but they deepened to a crimson red as she met my gaze.  
 
    “Nothing.” I grinned.  
 
    I was in a slightly better mood now that I’d finally had some alone time, and the fact that the witches willingly decided to sit next to me was quite intriguing. They would always go on and on about how they wanted nothing to do with me, yet here they were. Perhaps Morgana was feeling guilty for being such a bitch to me earlier, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the thought.  
 
    We all continued to read until Akira sighed, and we all glanced up from our books to look at her. Her raven eyes fluttered slowly, as if she were bored out of her mind, and she leaned back in her chair as she twirled a black strand of hair around her finger.  
 
    “What is it, Akira?” Morgana asked as she closed her blue eyes in annoyance. 
 
    “Oh, I’m just disappointed that we didn’t even get to practice some more today,” the dark-haired witch said and shot a dirty glance in my direction. “I was looking forward to it.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and continued to read in silence.  
 
    “Well,” Vesta said after a moment, “why don’t we try some exercises right now?”  
 
     “How, though?” Faye asked, and the redhead narrowed her green eyes in confusion.  
 
    “Do you just expect us to guess each other’s favorite colors or something like that?” I half joked. 
 
    Vesta reached into her cloak pocket and pulled out a group of colored gems. The stones caught the faint touch of candlelight hanging above us and glittered as she moved them in the palm of her hand, and I spotted emeralds, rubies, sapphires, and other colorful jewels.  
 
    “With these.” The green-haired witch grinned. “I’ll hide one color in the palm of my hand, and you have to use the incantation to figure out which one it is.” 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Akira asked, and her pale brow furrowed with suspicion. 
 
    “What are those?” I followed up. It seemed strange to carry precious jewels around, unless they had some magic properties. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Vesta replied as she rolled her silver eyes. “The point is, we can use these for practice.”  
 
    “Yeah, why not?” Faye smiled. “I’m up for a little challenge.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Morgana nodded and tucked a strand of brown hair behind her pointed ear.  
 
    “I’m not,” Sweeny spat. “Have fun with your childish little games. I’m going to study in my room where there’s peace and quiet.”  
 
    The disfigured witch shot to her feet and slammed her book shut. The scar tissue that took up the upper half of her face twisted as she snarled in my direction specifically, and the light glinted off her sharp teeth. Then she spun around in a flurry of black robes and stormed out of the hall. 
 
    “What toad crawled up her ass?” Morgana whispered to the others. 
 
    “She’s always been aloof.” Faye shrugged, and the redhead really seemed unbothered by Sweeny’s abject hostility. “I’m honestly used to it at this point.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Vesta added.  
 
    “Who cares,” Akira sighed. “Can we please just practice and worry about her later?”  
 
    “Agreed,” Vesta said as she played with the gems in her lilac colored hand. “Okay, since I’m the one with the jewels, I’ll decide who gets to go first.” 
 
    “Go for it.” Akira smirked.  
 
    “Bring it on,” Morgana added, and her ice blue eyes glinted with anticipation.  
 
    I wanted to keep studying, but it was difficult since I couldn’t help but look at all the women. Their beautiful faces were all glowing with hope and excitement, and even though they were always giving me shit, there was no denying how gorgeous they all were.  
 
    “Alright, Faye, you can go first,” Vesta said after she glanced at the other witches.  
 
    “Got it,” the redhead replied, and I watched closely as Faye closed her green eyes and took in a deep breath.  
 
    While she was focusing, Vesta jumbled the gems in her hand and picked a deep blue one. The lavender-skinned witch showed the stone to the others before she tucked the rest back into her pocket. Then she closed her hand around the sapphire and smirked.  
 
    Faye continued to breathe in and out before she muttered the incantation under her breath. “Da mihi sermonem loquens.”  
 
    When she opened her golden-green eyes, she smiled in Vesta’s direction. 
 
    “Purple,” Faye said with a confident grin.  
 
    “Close.” Vesta winced sympathetically. “Sapphire.”  
 
    “Damn it,” the fire-haired woman hissed, and her freckled face contorted with a scowl. “That wasn’t close at all.”  
 
     I laughed under my breath, and all the girls shot daggers in my direction. 
 
    “Oh, I suppose that you could do better,” Faye snapped. “Arrogant man. Well, go on then, give it a go.”  
 
    “I never said I was better,” I corrected her. “You were just too eager.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Faye asked with her arms crossed.  
 
    I shook my head and glanced back at my open book. Then I flipped to the chapter about foresight.  
 
    “According to the text, you need to take the time to clear your mind and spirit before you jump to the incantation,” I explained. “You literally took one second to close your eyes and breathe in. See what I’m saying?” 
 
    “If you think you know everything about it, why don’t you try?” she snapped in defense.  
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “I can give it a go.”  
 
    Faye grinned from ear to ear, and it was the type of smile that said, “I can’t wait to see you fail.”  
 
    I’d show her, though. 
 
    So, I closed my book and shut my eyes. Then I took in a long, deep breath and focused on nothing but my steady breathing. Despite my wavering thoughts and endless questions, I managed to turn my mind into a blank slate. Everything was blank, and I breathed in again before I muttered the same incantation.  
 
     When I opened my eyes, every woman was staring at me with anticipation. I looked at Vesta’s lavender hand, and instantly, I knew she was holding an emerald.  
 
    “Green.” I smiled. 
 
    Vesta’s silver eyes widened, and she slowly opened her hand to show us all a glittering, emerald gem.  
 
    Akira sneered and slammed her open palm on the table. 
 
    “Lucky guess,” the black-eyed witch snapped. “Try it again, but this time, put two gems in your hand, Vesta.”  
 
    “Ugh, whatever,” the purple witch sighed.  
 
    I closed my eyes again and repeated the process, and when I opened them, all gazes were locked on me. I looked down at Vesta’s hand, and I immediately sensed there was a purple and red stone in her palm. It was the strangest sensation, but I knew it was certain.  
 
    “Red and purple.” I grinned. 
 
    “Damn it,” Vesta sighed as she slowly opened her hand and showed I was right. 
 
     The women all groaned, and I slowly closed my textbook.  
 
    “How about you all practice some more and then give it a try?” I suggested, and I sounded more than a little smug.  
 
    “Luck,” Morgana growled, and the tips of her pale, pointed ears were bright red in aggravation. “It all comes down to luck.” 
 
    “No one is that lucky.” I winked. Then I grabbed my book and left the table. I’d had enough of them for one day.  
 
    The witches all glared at me as I left the hall, and I could feel their eyes burning a hole into the back of my head. 
 
    I had to admit I relished in the fact that they were jealous of me. It sent a pleasant feeling down my body whenever I thought about it.  
 
    I returned to my room and put my textbook on my desk, but I still had a few more hours to kill before I needed to go to the library. Whatever I was looking for, I had to keep it secret and safe, and the more I thought about it, the clearer the vision was becoming.  
 
    I took off my cloak, tucked my dagger under my pillow, and collapsed onto the bed. Thanks to the vision, it felt as if I hadn’t slept for days. My energy was completely drained, and my head was throbbing, so I thought a nap was in order. 
 
    Luckily, I fell into a deep and peaceful sleep, and by the time I woke up, I felt somewhat better. My body was not as sore, and my headache had disappeared, so I rubbed my eyes and gently pulled myself off my bed. It must have been night time. There was no glow shining through the stained glass window, and the candle lights were burning brighter.  
 
    So, I grabbed my blade from under my pillow and tucked it into my waistband before I swung my cloak over my shoulders.  
 
    As quietly as possible, I pulled my door open and tip-toed down the stairs, and when I entered the corridor, the portraits all stared at me as I made my way to the library. My heart beat like a drum in my chest as I walked down the hall, and the cold, empty corridors seemed like a passageway of caves. Each step I took echoed against the stone walls, and some of the portraits glared in my direction. I guessed I needed to walk a little more quietly since some of them were deep asleep.  
 
    When I finally came to the doors of the library, I frowned when I realized they were still bolted.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed under my breath.  
 
    I wasn’t expecting this. I thought the doors would be open, just like they were in my vision. I picked up the gold lock and fumbled with it, and then I saw the keyhole and wondered if I could pick the lock with my blade. 
 
    It was worth a shot at least.  
 
    So, I retrieved my black dagger and then used the point to pick the lock. I was messing with it for a few minutes until I heard a click. 
 
     “Hell, yes!” I whispered to myself.  
 
    The lock opened, and I slipped through the doors. When I was inside the massive, three story library, I noticed fur carpets and the glowing fireplace, and books towered from the floor up to the ceiling. It was a gorgeous sight, and it looked exactly the same as it did in my vision. My mouth hung slack, and I stared at all the books in pure amazement. I knew I’d already seen it in my mind, but being here again and in person was a totally unique experience.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t just stand here and admire everything around me, though. I had to find the Books of Survival and retrieve the right pages as fast as possible.  
 
    “Where to begin?” I asked aloud.  
 
    I saw a towering set of drawers by the fireplace, and I pulled the first one open to find a numbered filing system for the books. Each of the numbers was non-negative integers, and I found a section called “History of Powerful Bonds and Lifelong Spells.”  
 
    Yes, this had to be it. I could feel it.  
 
    I ran over to the correct section and tossed book after book onto the floor until my finger traced the spine of The Book of Survival. I took the book away from its companions and opened it up. The cover was a dark sapphire blue, and it was heavy as a load of bricks with beautiful engraving on the cover. The tome smelled like vanilla and almonds, and I slowly flipped through the pages as I took the book to read by the fireplace.  
 
    Finally, a strange sensation spread through my chest when I landed on a particular page. I suspected my premonition sense was trying to tell me something, so I muttered to myself as I read a long-detailed page with the sketch of a pentagram on it. There was a bloody cross in the middle and a group of six witches holding hands in a circle. I was very intrigued as I read on, and my eyes practically devoured the text. 
 
    One master will initiate The Blood Pact. This Pact is one of the most complicated but powerful blood and soul bonds of all. When enacted by a master, other willful witches will be bound for life to the one who initiated the spell. Immortality will befall the pact as long as the master remains alive. In addition to immortality, common spells initiated while under the influence of the pact will become stronger and more powerful than before. The most important rule of the Blood Pact is all witches must abide by their master’s will and always do as she says. They must always keep her alive.  
 
    Well, now. This blood pact would certainly help me during the finals. As everyone had reminded me time and time again, the final exam could kill, but if I initiated the spell and bound the witches to me, then we’d have a better chance of succeeding, considering that it entailed immortality. That was one hell of a motherfucking game changer, especially if the witches had to keep me alive if they wanted to survive as well.  
 
    I had a good feeling about this. 
 
    When I flipped the page, I came across the intricate spell that would initiate the Blood Pact. There were several steps to be taken by the master, and while the pact seemed complicated, I knew it had to be done.  
 
    I needed to pass and survive the final exam and, with this spell, I knew I could.  
 
    I would need to tell the witches about the Pact sooner or later, but not right now. I’d wait for the right moment, maybe right before the exam.  
 
    I ripped the page from the book and stuffed it into my cloak pocket. Then I paused and wondered about the other copies I’d seen in my vision. I’d have to find them and take those pages, too. That way the witches couldn’t get their greedy little hands on the spell. 
 
    I knew the other women hated my guts and wouldn’t want to join me, but once they learned I’d obtained all the copies, then they would have no choice but to come crawling to me if they wanted to survive. Then they would be mine.  
 
    What a delicious thought. 
 
    So, I thought carefully back to my vision, and I tried to remember exactly where I’d been, but the vision was growing murkier by the second.  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered.  
 
    I glanced back down at the book and studied it under the light. Then I thought I saw a number and a letter scribbled into the corner of the page.  
 
    A-24  
 
    I closed the book, returned it to its spot, and then tried to find the A row. The library was so massive, though, that it took me an hour to find the right A-24 on the bookshelf. Finally, I found the same book and ripped out the page. Again, there was another letter and number scribbled into the corner. 
 
    Y-30 
 
    I headed over to the next spot and retrieved the third copy, and I repeated the process until I came to the fifth copy.  
 
    There was no number written on the corner of this page, so I figure this was the last copy.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard a noise and realized I had to get out of here. Dawn was probably not too far off, so I left the library and quickly headed back to my room. Then I stuffed the torn-up pages under my mattress and collapsed on the bed.  
 
    My mind was racing with questions, and I knew I’d have to memorize the steps and destroy the copies, as the vision indicated. 
 
    Even though my heart was still pounding with excitement, I forced myself to close my eyes and fall asleep. 
 
    I had a long day ahead of me tomorrow.  
 
    The next morning, I woke up and headed to the Premonition classroom. Everyone was already seated, and no one bothered to look up once I walked in.  
 
     “Good morning to you, too,” I said to Morgana. 
 
    Today, she was wearing her mahogany brown hair in a loose bun. Wisps of curls framed her heart-shaped face, her cheeks were rosy, and her blue eyes were practically glowing. 
 
     “Please don’t speak to me,” she grumbled. “I’m in a good mood today, and I don’t want you to spoil it.”  
 
    “That’s a change of pace,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you happy. Are you okay?”  
 
    She scoffed and turned her nose up, and I laughed to myself as I opened my own book. I started to re-read the chapters of the bone reading. There were images and diagrams of the bones, and I was doing my best to memorize the differences, so I was deep in concentration when I heard Theodora’s voice echo through the classroom. 
 
    “Good morning, class,” she greeted. “Please open your textbooks to the correct page.”  
 
     We went through the lesson, and I followed closely as we learned more about reading bones and clearing our minds before reciting the incantation.  
 
     The professor then practiced with each of us, one by one. She used numbered cards, turned facedown, and it was up to us to predict which number was on the card.  
 
    “Nine,” Morgana said when her turn was up.  
 
    The professor lifted the card and flipped it over to reveal the number nine.  
 
    “Well done.” Theodora smiled.  
 
     When it was my turn, she placed the card down on my table, and I took a deep breath, cleared my mind, and concentrated on the card. 
 
    For some reason, I wasn’t picking up on any number at first, so I remained calm and tried to focus on the card.  
 
    But there was nothing. 
 
    I heard the girls snickering, and for a moment, my heart sank. I thought I had messed up, but then something hit me. 
 
    What if it was blank?  
 
    “There’s no number.” I smiled and opened my eyes. “It’s a blank card.”  
 
     Theodora smirked and turned the card over, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it was completely blank. 
 
     The girls gasped, and I felt a wave of satisfaction wash over me.  
 
    “Very few witches guess this card correctly,” Theodora said as her light blue eyes studied me closely. “Most assume they can’t read it, and give up. Well done, Cole.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned. 
 
     I could feel Morgana fuming by my side, and when I glanced at her, she had her arms crossed, and her pretty face was scrunched up.  
 
    “Dumb luck,” she whispered when Theodora was out of earshot. 
 
    “You’ll get the hang of it soon.” I smirked. “Hopefully, anyway.” 
 
    “I do have the hang of it,” she snapped, and her blue eyes were as cold as ice. “Don’t patronize me.”  
 
    “Don’t underestimate me,” I countered.  
 
    “Class,” Theodora’s voice boomed across the room, “please pay attention to what I have to say next. It involves the quiz.”  
 
    Everyone squirmed in their seats, and all eyes were on the professor. This quiz was the hurtle we had to clear to move on to the next class and come that much closer to the final exam.  
 
    If we failed, like everything else at Scholomance, we were dead.  
 
    “Tomorrow, you will be teleported to a mythical village in another realm with no money or tools,” Theodora started. “You will have to find your way to the casino to win money, using your skills of premonition to gamble. You must earn money through your acquired skills, and it’s also important that you do not get caught. If you’re caught cheating, you’ll be killed. I’ll explain everything in further detail tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “How will we find the casino?” Faye asked, and her green eyes were bright with alertness.  
 
    “That’s all up to you,” Theodora replied. “You will need to work as hard as possible to pass this quiz. If you thought that Blood Magic was difficult, then you’re in for a rude awakening.” 
 
     I thought I heard Morgana gulp, and when I looked at her, her face was ashen, and she was sweating. Her face was no longer rosy, but it was completely flushed. She was absolutely terrified, but so were the rest of us.  
 
    Well, maybe except Sweeny. It was hard to read her expression, what with all the scar tissue.  
 
    Theodora finally dismissed the class, and we all filed out of the room. The witches were silent as they walked down the hall ahead of me, and I knew they were all contemplating Theodora’s words and the quiz ahead of us.  
 
    Because just like everything here in the academy, this quiz was a life or death situation.  
 
    Which gave me an idea.  
 
    “Hey, wait up!” I called out as I jogged to catch up with the women.  
 
    “Ughh, what does he want now?” Akira complained.  
 
    “Just ignore him,” Sweeny growled, and the scarred witch quickened her pace. “Maybe he’ll take the hint.”  
 
    “You can’t get rid of me that easily.” I smirked as I poured on a bit of speed, pulled out ahead of the witches, and cut them off.  
 
    They staggered to a stop and glared at me.  
 
    “What do you want, Cole?” Morgana demanded with a frown. “We need to go study.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “I was studying the other night, and I came across a mention of this spell called a blood pact. Do you know it?”  
 
    The women turned to look at each other with puzzled expressions.  
 
    “No, what is it?” Faye grumbled, and I could tell it bothered her that she didn’t know the answer.  
 
    “I think I’ve heard about that before, but I can’t remember the details,” Morgana admitted as her brow furrowed.  
 
    “Well, from my understanding, it’s a spell where witches bind themselves under one master witch, and they all achieve immortality as long as they serve the master.” I grinned.  
 
    “Annnnddd?” Faye raised a red eyebrow.  
 
    “I think this could be the secret to us passing the exam,” I continued. “You all can form the pact with me and be immortal. Then, as long as you protect me, we can pass the final test super easy.” 
 
    The witches blinked at me for a long moment before they shared a look, and then slow smiles crept across their faces.  
 
    “Oh, really?” Akira laughed, and her coal black eyes were alight with cruel malice. “How interesting, Cole. So, we should just submit to you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I answered. “I’m the one who figured out the spell. Imagine being immune to damage. It’s crazy powerful.” 
 
    “But then you are our master?” Morgana snickered.  
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how that part works exactly,” I admitted. “But the spell does seem to indicate immortal witches are bound to the master one.” 
 
    “This sounds like the perfect way to make sure we pass and you fail,” Akira cackled. “Thanks for the tip, idiot. By Satan, you are so fucking stupid. You think we’d just form a blood pact with you? An idiot man?” 
 
    I wanted to burst out laughing now. They were making this too easy.  
 
    “We should go about this together.” I cocked an eyebrow at the dark-haired witch, but it was a struggle to keep my face straight.  
 
    “No thanks,” Faye giggled. “We’ll be just fine on our own. But thanks again for the tip. We’ll go find this spell, see what it actually does, and then one of us will take this master role.” 
 
    The redhead winked and blew me a kiss, and the rest of the witches tittered as they slipped past me and continued down the hall.  
 
    I smirked to myself as I watched them go. I knew they wouldn’t find shit in the library.  
 
    It was too late for them. The Blood Pact was in my possession and beyond their grasp now, so they had no chance of all of them making it through the final exam alive.  
 
    Unless they begged me for my help, of course.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I stayed awake reading until the candles completely burned out.  
 
    I’d been memorizing the Blood Pact ritual for hours now, and I was absolutely worn out. My eyesight was blurry, my head ached, and my body was sore, but I was determined to memorize the entire thing. I was so focused on the ritual, I didn’t even get a chance to sleep a wink. I knew the Premonition quiz  was coming up, and I knew I should have tried to get some rest, but I simply couldn’t.  
 
    I learned the Blood Pact was a complicated and lengthy process, but I also knew it was nothing I couldn’t handle. After hours and hours of memorizing words I’d never read before, I looked at the fireplace. I finally felt satisfied that I knew the pact by heart, so I sighed and headed toward the fire.  
 
    I knew what had to be done next.  
 
    The pages had to be destroyed and burnt into pieces. The vision had been clear, and I would have been a fool not to listen. 
 
    So, with heavy and tired eyes, I looked at the pages one more time. The words were now ingrained in my memory. I was the only one out of our group who found the pact, and those witches were in for a rude awakening.  
 
    Without further hesitation, I tossed the papers into the fire, and I watched as they burned and crumbled into black ashes. As the pages disintegrated into nothingness, a smile spread across my face, and I imagined those witches looking for the spells, only to find them missing.  
 
    The girls would be furious, and once they figured out the mastermind behind the missing pages, they would come crawling to me for help and beg me to become their master.  
 
    And I couldn’t wait for that moment to come.  
 
    Pale sunlight poured into the bedroom, and colors from the stained-glass window danced around the room. I knew it was time to head to class, so I went to the bathroom and splashed my face with ice-cold water. Even though my body was sore, and my head was aching, and my eyes burned, I was ready to go to class. By all rights, I should have been exhausted, but I was strangely excited. The quiz itself sounded invigorating and adventurous, and I’d finally get out of the castle and explore another aspect of this strange and thrilling world.  
 
    There was no trace of fear within me. I was ready. 
 
    When I left the bathroom and edged toward the velvet chair to switch into a fresh set of clothing, I was surprised to see a black button-up shirt instead of a white one. The letter S for Scholomance was embroidered on the upper chest pocket, and there was a new cloak with the same stitching on it.  
 
    “What the hell is this? I breathed, but then a shrill voice cut into the air like a knife. 
 
    “That is the quiz attire, sir.” Cordelia’s voice echoed in the room.  
 
    “I didn’t wear this during the Blood Magic quiz,” I said with a confused frown.  
 
    “That’s because you didn’t leave the grounds, and because no one wants to waste a good uniform on a student who may not even pass the first quiz,” she explained.  
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. I was about to unbutton my shirt, but I could feel her eyes still on me, even if I couldn’t physically see her. “Are you going to stick around to watch me change, Cordelia?”  
 
    “No, sir, I suppose I will leave you to it,” she replied in an echo.  
 
    I paused and looked around before my fingers played with my top button. There was no way to tell if she actually left the room, so I just shrugged it off. I quickly changed into the black button-down shirt, a pair of wool trousers, and my black leather boots.  
 
    Then I took my dagger, wiped it down, and tucked it away. My blade had become like another limb. I felt naked without it, and I vowed to take it everywhere.  
 
    I took one last look in the mirror before leaving my room, and I appeared refreshed despite my lack of sleep. My eyes were bright and clear as if I’d just had a full night of rest. My pale skin was flushed from the chilly water, and I smiled back at my reflection. The look I gave myself in the mirror suggested I was ready for anything.  
 
    So, I quickly snatched my cloak and swung it over my shoulders. Then I slipped on my boots and headed out the door, down to Premonition class.  
 
    I was ready to ace this fucking quiz.  
 
    The halls were empty as I headed past the ever-watchful paintings, but I wasn’t surprised to see no one else was in the corridors. I’d left early, maybe too early, but I wanted to arrive before anyone else.  
 
    When I entered the Premonition classroom, Headmistress Theodora was seated at her desk with an open book in front of her. Today, she was dressed in another elegant gown made from a dark, blood-red material, and her dark hair was half pinned back with curls that hung over her shoulders and ran down to her waist.  
 
    “Ah, Cole,” she said without looking in my direction. “I take it you didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?”  
 
    I stopped at the threshold and stared at her with curiosity.  
 
    “How did you know I--” I started to say, but then I broke into a soft chuckle. “Wait, that’s right. You know everything.” 
 
    “Flattery will only get you so far,” the older witch laughed. “No, Cole, I’m afraid I don’t know everything … in fact, I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Shoot,” I said as I took a seat in front of her and patiently waited for her question.  
 
    Theodora was still reading her book, and only when she finally turned the page did she glance up to meet my eyes.  
 
    “How do you feel about today’s quiz?” she asked.  
 
    “Pretty good.” I shrugged. “I am as prepared as I can be.” 
 
    “Well, I have faith in you, and you’ve adapted quite well to our way of life.” She nodded slowly. “It’s most impressive.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I answered, and I lifted my chin with pride.  
 
    She seemed to be the only one who thought so highly of me, and I was grateful for that.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not the only one.” She smiled and winked at me. 
 
    My mouth parted slightly, and I raised an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    “Did you just … ?” I asked, but then I stopped myself. 
 
    Of course, she just read my mind. 
 
    “Not every Wicca can do what I do,” Theodora chuckled, “so don’t get too excited about reading thoughts. It takes years of practice, and when I say years, I mean decades.” 
 
    “Well, who knows.” I raised my hands and grinned. “Maybe I’ll be reading your mind sooner than you think.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” she laughed, “but I’m happy to see that confidence. You’ll be needing it during the quiz … and the final exam.” 
 
    I nodded and wondered about the exam once again. It was approaching. I only had three more classes left, and from what I experienced, they passed by quickly. 
 
    So, I had to be quick-witted, able to think on my feet, and determined as hell to pass these classes.  
 
    A moment later, I heard footsteps approaching, and when I looked at the door, Akira was standing at the threshold. Instead of wearing her black and white plaid skirt and her buttoned-down white shirt, she was only wearing black. She wore a short ebony skirt with matching knee-high black socks and a pair of ankle-high, black leather boots.  
 
    “Oh, you’re here.” The black-haired witch shot me a dirty look, and as she took her seat, I noticed her eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot.  
 
    “Of course, I’m here,” I replied in a relaxed tone. “Where the hell else would I be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Akira snapped, and she looked agitated as hell. Not only were her eyes red and puffy, but her pretty face was set in a grimace, and her arms were folded tightly across her chest. 
 
    “Well, good morning to you, too, Akira.” Theodora smiled and quirked an eyebrow. “I trust you had a good night’s rest?” 
 
    Akira shot her head up and looked between the two of us, but her mind was clearly somewhere else.  
 
    “O-Oh, yes, I did,” she finally said with a forced smile. “Thank you, Headmistress.” 
 
    “Good, because your life depends on it,” the older woman replied. 
 
    Theodora was a difficult woman to read. On the one hand, it seemed she wanted to see us all succeed, but I also had a feeling that no tears would be shed if the weakest link failed.  
 
    This was purely about talent and the ability to survive. I knew that from day one.  
 
    Akira forced herself to smile back at the headmistress, but then I caught a glimpse of fear in her coal-black eyes. She was absolutely terrified, and she probably wasn’t going to be the only one. 
 
    I secretly watched her from the corner of my eye as she fiddled with her short strands of black hair and kept her eyes lowered on her desk. Her long, ebony lashes were like curtains, and it was like she knew that I knew she was afraid, and it humiliated her. 
 
    We waited in silence for the rest of the witches. Faye soon came crashing into the door, and she looked utterly disheveled.  
 
    “Ouch,” she grunted as she rubbed her ankle.  
 
    The headmistress laughed gently and then craned her neck to look at Faye. 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled, Faye,” Theodora advised. “We can’t have you hurting yourself before the actual quiz begins.”  
 
    “Err, yes, Headmistress,” the redhead replied in a quiet voice. “I’m fine.” 
 
    But she didn’t look fine. Her red hair was tangled and tied back into a messy ponytail, her black knee socks were uneven, and her cheeks were a flaming scarlet.  
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Theodora said with her hands clasped in front of her. Then she glanced at the creepy cuckoo clock that hung just above her desk. Every time it hit the hour, a small bird skull would pop out and croak like a frog.  
 
    It was almost time for class to officially begin.  
 
    “Where on earth are the others?” Theodora sighed.  
 
    “I saw Vesta, Sweeny, and Morgana on the way here,” Faye said quickly. “They should be here soon.” 
 
    “What were they doing?” Theodora inquired in a firmer voice.  
 
    “Ugh … t-they wanted to do a little more reading before the quiz,” Faye muttered, and she averted her green eyes. “They also had trouble forging their weapons, so … ugh … ”  
 
    She turned a bright shade of pink and looked down at her desk, unable to finish, and I suspected she felt like she was snitching on the other women, even if that hadn’t been her intention.  
 
    Headmistress Theodora clucked her tongue and shook her head. “They should have completed their weapons ages ago.”  
 
    We continued to wait, and finally, before the clock struck nine, the three remaining women appeared at the door, and each one of them looked tired and annoyed. Their hair was tousled and tangled, and heavy, bruise colored dark circles sat under their eyes.  
 
    “Finally,” Theodora sighed. “Please, take a seat, ladies.”  
 
    Each girl nodded and took their respective seats, and Morgana trembled as she collapsed next to me. Her chair legs shook slightly, and her light blue eyes darted back and forth with nerves.  
 
    These women were entirely on edge.  
 
    “Now, before we begin,” Theodora said in a clear, loud voice, “I want everyone to close their eyes and take in deep breaths. Feel the evil energy that’s all around you. Embrace, absorb, and welcome it into your soul. May the darkness find you and guide your way on your journey.”  
 
    It almost seemed like she was praying for us, so I closed my eyes and took in long, deep breaths. As I kept my eyes tightly shut, I could feel a presence surrounding me. It was heavy, like a thick cloud of smoke, but I reveled in it.  
 
    As I breathed in and out, though, I felt something. I couldn’t say precisely what it was, but it kept me cool, calm, and collected.  
 
     After a moment, I opened my eyes and looked around. Everyone seemed to be a little calmer, but not by much. I could still feel their energy, and I knew they were terrified.  
 
    “Alright, now that that’s out of the way, everyone gather round in a circle,” Theodora instructed. “Come on, quickly now.”  
 
    Everyone slowly stood up, and I could see some of their legs shaking as they went to the back of the class and formed a circle.  
 
    Theodora’s pale face remained neutral as we all huddled together. Vesta was at my right side, and when my hand accidentally brushed against her palm, she flinched and shot me a dirty look. 
 
    I ignored it. There was no time for childish quarrels right now. All my attention was directed to the quiz. 
 
    “Everyone, hold hands, now,” Theodora demanded.  
 
    There was a pause, and everyone glanced at me.  
 
    Theodora noticed, and she sighed impatiently and rolled her eyes. “Oh, for hell’s sake, you fools, Cole can’t impregnate you just by holding your hand. Stop being dumb bitches.”  
 
    Vesta grumbled under her breath before she snatched my hand. Akira did the same, and both women’s palms were slick with sweat.  
 
    “Dimittunt corpore animaque,” Theodora muttered.  
 
    The room then began to spin, and my stomach lurched as we all turned around and around. Theodora and the classroom dissolved into dust, and everything became a blur. All the witches’ cloaks formed a blur of colors, and I wondered how long we would be spinning for. 
 
    Finally, everything started to slow down, and when I looked around me, I caught wisps of green and gray appearing from out of nowhere. Soon, we all started to come to a gradual stop, and when the air around us calmed, I realized we were standing on top of a green hill. More emerald hills and full trees surrounded us, and I spotted yellow, gold, amber, and red leaves that rustled through the wind. It was a serene view, filled with more life than I’d seen on the academy grounds.  
 
    The class was gone and replaced with an open sky above us that was the color of steel. I smiled and inhaled the fresh air, but when I looked at the other witches, they all had their eyes tightly shut, and their faces were ashen. I tried not to laugh at their expressions. It looked as if they were about to throw up.  
 
    “We’re here,” a familiar voice said when no one moved.  
 
    The witches slowly opened their eyes and exhaled loudly, but when they realized it was Theodora’s voice that pulled them out of their trance, they all gasped.  
 
    “Oh, Professor.” Faye blinked in shock. “You’re here.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Theodora said as she dusted off her dark skirts. “Now, let me be clear about the quiz. First, you will need to find the mythical village. Somewhere inside their gates, there will be a red-stoned castle. That will be the casino. You’ll each have to earn three-hundred gold coins in total by any means necessary and then find your way back to me.” 
 
    “But, where will you be?” Vesta asked in a small voice. 
 
    “Back here,” Theodora replied as she pointed at the ground. “You will return to this exact location at noon tomorrow, and I will take us back to our realm and Scholomance. But a word of caution. If you are late, even by a minute, or if you failed to procure three-hundred gold coins, I will leave you in this world to live out the rest of your pathetic lives. Now … I suggest you get a move on.”  
 
    She snapped her fingers and disappeared into a cloud of black smoke, and we all just stood there as we absorbed the information she’d just dumped on us.  
 
    “Fuck … I didn’t know that would be so terrible,” Akira sighed after a long moment. 
 
    “Teleporting wasn’t so bad,” I replied. 
 
    “No, I meant holding onto your hand like that,” she sneered, and her coal-black eyes glinted with cruel light. “It was excruciating.”  
 
    Fucking hell. I’d had enough.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I exhaled, to which all the witches gasped in horror. “Would you stop being so goddamn immature and focus on the quiz? If we want to survive, we’re clearly going to have to work together. So, get your shit together.”  
 
    “You should watch your tongue--” Morgana snapped, but then Vesta sharply cut in. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” the lavender-skinned woman said, and all the witches turned to look at her with wide, confused eyes. “Look, I hate to admit it, but if we want to survive this quiz, we need to put our bickering aside and work together. I’m not a fan of the idea either, but what else are we supposed to do?” 
 
    The others muttered their agreements and slowly nodded.  
 
    “No way, fuck that,” Sweeny hissed suddenly, and she pulled away from our circle. “If you want to follow him like a string of puppies, be my fucking guest. I’m working alone.”  
 
    “Sweeny--” Vesta pleaded, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.  
 
    “No,” the auburn-haired witch snapped with her thin-lipped mouth, and she turned her hideous, eyeless, and scarred face toward the others. “I’m sick of hearing his name over and over again, and I refuse to let him help me. I’ve gotten this far without his help, and without any one of you, as a matter of fact.”  
 
    The scarred witch broke away fully from the circle and stormed off, and we all watched as she headed downhill.  
 
    I didn’t even consider trying to stop her. If she wanted to work alone, then she could die alone for all I cared.  
 
    “She’s impossible,” Vesta sighed. 
 
    “She’s not your responsibility,” Morgana said, and her pale face creased with a frown. “She’s in charge of her own fate.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Akira agreed with a nod. “If she wants to be a dumbass, let her.”  
 
    “So, can we stop talking about Sweeny for one fucking second and make a move?” I suggested. “We’re just standing here like a bunch of clueless morons. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    I headed downhill while the others followed. I had a strong feeling we were supposed to head past the trees and through the forest, so I followed my gut and headed through the thicket. We walked for about ten minutes when Morgana suddenly stopped in her tracks.  
 
    The rest of us came to a halt and stared back at her.  
 
    “Wait a damn minute … how do you even know where we’re supposed to go?” Morgana asked as she spun toward me and put her hands on her slim hips. “We’ve been following you like blind fools, and we have no idea if we’re even going in the right direction.”  
 
    Before I could answer her, I smelled something. It smelled like cooked meat, and I also heard whispers, so I looked behind me. 
 
    I knew we had to keep going south.  
 
    “Trust me, I know where we’re going,” I replied as I took another step forward. “You can follow me if you want to, or you can stay here in the woods. It doesn’t matter to me one bit.” 
 
    The witches sighed, and I heard the leaves crunching underneath their boots as they continued to follow me.  
 
    It seemed like they needed me after all.  
 
    “Damn, that smells good,” I said as the aroma of cooked, spiced meat grew stronger. 
 
    “What?” Faye demanded from behind me. “I don’t smell a damn thing.”  
 
    “Well, I do,” I said as I walked on. “You still aren’t using your senses. Try to feel everything around you.” 
 
    “Here he goes, lecturing us as if he’s the fucking prof--” Morgana started to rant, but then Vesta interrupted.  
 
    “Stop it,” the green-haired woman said. “We need to focus.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Morgana sighed. “Fine, Cole. Lead the way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I muttered as I rolled my eyes. I continued to lead the way, and the witches followed.  
 
    “I don’t see Sweeny anywhere,” Faye commented after a while. 
 
    “Maybe she took a different path?” Vesta suggested. “Maybe she went north?”  
 
    “Maybe we should have followed her instead,” Akira grumbled under her breath. 
 
    I pushed another branch out of my way and smiled when I saw what laid in front of me. We’d come to the end of the woods, and down below the hill, there was an entire village. Each roof was a different color, and rainbow-colored smoke emerged from their stone chimneys. I could see people, as small as ants, walking and navigating through the village. Their voices boomed, and we could hear the distant chattering from where we stood. 
 
    We were definitely here.  
 
    “Maybe you should learn to trust me instead.” I grinned. 
 
    The women all gasped when they saw the village below us. It was full of life and spicy scents that the air carried over to our spot atop the hill. It was a little but thriving community, and we’d found it.  
 
    Or rather, I found it.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Morgana whispered, and her blue eyes were wide with awe. “You did it, Cole.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have doubted me.” I winked. “I told you I knew where I was going.”  
 
    The witches all nodded, and I led the way down to the village, eager to see what laid before us.  
 
    I was ready for the hard part to begin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Keep close to me,” I whispered to the others as we approached the village gates. “Pull up your cloaks and make sure your weapons are within reach. We have no idea what’s waiting for us beyond those gates.”  
 
    I thought the women would put up some kind of argument or hurl some snappy comment in my direction, but instead, they nodded and hoisted their hoods over their heads.  
 
    I had a feeling that, for once, we were all on the same page.  
 
    The wooden gate did not look sturdy or well-guarded at all. It appeared to be made out of flimsy wood, and it only reached a little over our heads. The gate was clearly very cheaply designed, and I knew it could be knocked down with one solid push from some kind of heavy log. In fact, I also couldn’t see any guards at their posts, and I wondered if anyone was behind the gates. We needed to get inside the village, and from what my senses were telling me, this was the only way in.  
 
    So, I raised my fist and knocked on the gate. My heavy knock made the entire wooden gate vibrate, and we waited. 
 
    I expected someone to come immediately. How many guests actually went to the gate and knocked? But when I pressed my ear against the wood, all I could hear were the birds chirping high above us and the sound of villagers chatting and laughing behind the gate. The loud, howling wind screeched as I took a step back, but there was no sound of anyone coming to greet us.  
 
    I knocked again and waited a moment. 
 
    “How can there be no one standing guard?” Morgana snapped. “This is ridiculous.”  
 
    The brunette witch brushed past me and then pounded on the door with her small white fist, as if her knock would make any difference.  
 
    “Maybe we should just climb over it,” Faye suggested. “Or break it down.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “The last thing we should do is aggravate the villagers by breaking into their home.”  
 
    “But no one is coming to the fucking gate,” the redhead hissed back.  
 
    “Cole’s right.” Vesta nodded and brushed a lock of green hair from her face. “Breaking in would be like placing a bullseye on our backs. We have to be as inconspicuous as possible.”  
 
    “Why must you always agree with him?” Morgana demanded, and her pale face flushed a ruddy red. “It’s getting irritating. Who’s side or you even on?”  
 
    “It’s not about picking fucking sides,” Vesta snapped as her silver eyes flared. “It’s about completing the damn quiz and surviving until the exam, and I don’t know about you, but I want to make it out alive.”  
 
    “But he’s a fucking man--” Morgana started to say, but Akira tossed her head back and groaned.  
 
    “Morgana, drop it,” Akira sighed. “They’re right, we can’t just barge in there, or we’ll be chased out as soon as we climb over the gates. We need to be welcomed inside, formally. This is a Wicca friendly village, but I imagine intruders, no matter who they are, will be punished for violating the law. Think about it.”  
 
    Morgana’s light blue eyes darted from the gate back to the group.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed after a long moment. “I get it. Let’s try again.”  
 
    I looked at the gate, took in a long, deep breath, and wondered what the hell we were going to do to get inside. The casino was undoubtedly in there, and I knew we needed to get into the village as soon as possible.  
 
    As I raised my hand to knock one more time, a small opening pulled apart, and I was face to face with an old man. Except this man wasn’t human. He looked more like a toad. His skin was covered in bumps and boils and was tinted a deep, sickly green, and his eyes were wide and yellow. They were as small as mice eyes and utterly disproportionate from the rest of his face, and I tried not to stare as he looked at all of us, one by one. Then his lips curled up, and he snarled at me.  
 
    “What do you want?” he croaked. 
 
    “We’re here to explore your gracious and well-renowned village.” I grinned. “We mean no harm or disrespect, we’re simply wanderers who came across your gates. May we enter?”  
 
    “Oh?” He smiled. “Just wanderers, eh? Well, in that case, you have to answer a riddle for me.”  
 
    I knew I could have used my powers of premonition to come up with the answer, but I was feeling confident, so I repressed the urge to use the incantation.  
 
    “Alright,” I replied, “go on.”  
 
    He grinned, and I caught a glimpse of his brown, rotting baby-sized teeth. He was a hideous looking little thing, and I wondered how many strange looking creatures were beyond these gates.  
 
    “Excellent,” he croaked.  
 
    “Oh, Satan,” I heard Faye breathe behind me.  
 
     Vesta shushed her, and I focused all my attention on the toad.  
 
    “I have a heart that never beats, I live in a home, but I never sleep, I can take a man’s house and build another, and I love to play games with my many brothers,” the toad recited in a sing-song voice, and then he smirked wickedly. “I am a king among fools, but who am I?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. A heart that never beats. So, it was not a living creature. It never sleeps, so it had to be an object. What about the games, though? Games, games, games … It loved to play games with many brothers and was a king among fools. I racked my brain as I tried to think of the answer, and I grinned when it finally hit me.  
 
    “The king of hearts,” I told the toad-man with confidence. 
 
    His rotting smile faded into a mask of grave disappointment. Then he growled and shook his small, wrinkly head. 
 
    “One more,” he muttered. “You have to answer one more.”  
 
    “Wait a fucking minute,” Akira snapped. “You said a riddle, not riddles!”  
 
    Akira’s impatience was going to get us in to trouble before we even made it past the gates, so I gently touched her arm and smiled down at her.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I muttered. “I can do it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” the black-haired witch huffed, crossed her arms, and took a step back. “Our lives depend on it.”  
 
    I ignored her last comment and turned my attention back to the toad.  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “Go ahead.”  
 
    He smiled his ugly grin and rubbed his green, boil-covered hands together.  
 
    “Excellent,” he growled. Then he flicked his yellow eyes upward as if he were deep in thought and put a bony finger to his mouth.  
 
    I knew he was trying to make me anxious, but I didn’t care.  
 
    I knew I could do it.  
 
    I could feel Akira impatiently tapping her foot by my side as I waited, but finally, the toad grinned at me and then leaned his head through the opening.  
 
    “What is red and blue and purple and green?” he asked as his long tongue protruded from his lips like a snake. “No one can reach it, not even the queen?”  
 
    “Hey, wait a minute, that’s too vague,” Morgana argued. “You’re not being fair, old man!” 
 
    “I’m the guard,” he hissed with his long tongue. “I make the rules.”  
 
    “It’s fine, ladies,” I insisted. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    I took a step back and looked up to the open sky as if the answer lay in the steel covered clouds high above me. Then I drummed my fingers along my thigh as I thought deeply about the riddle.  
 
    No one could reach it, and it was red, blue, purple and green. A multitude of colors that were entirely out of reach.  
 
    I snapped my fingers when it hit me. 
 
    “The rainbow,” I chuckled. 
 
    The toad’s crooked, brown smile faltered again, and I saw anger flash across his small, beady eyes.  
 
    “Fine,” he growled. “You win. Come in, but beware of friends who tend to overspend.” 
 
    “Enough with the rhymes and riddles,” Faye sighed in impatience.  
 
     With a little more force than was necessary, the toad huffed and then slammed the small window shut, and we took a small step back as the gates started to gently pull open.  
 
    When we saw what laid behind the bleak, brown wooden doors, we all gasped.  
 
    Inside was the most dreadful and dim village I could ever imagine. There were huts made of flimsy wood and dirty panels. The market booths hung with dark clothing, rotting food, and murky jewels that dangled under the faint sunlight. Sinister music floated through the air, and when I looked around, I saw a group of young, ugly goblin looking children dressed in vibrant veils and cloaks. They were walking through the marketplace as they tried to sell goods like dates and charms.  
 
    “Wicked Satan.” Akira released a dream-like sigh. “We made it.”  
 
    “I hate to say this … but well done, Cole,” Morgana whispered from my right side. 
 
    When I turned to look at the brunette witch, she was smiling faintly in my direction, and I realized it was the first time I ever caught her smiling in my vicinity. Even though she was a goddamn pain in my ass, a small warmth actually radiated through me when I met her blue eyes.  
 
    “This was only the first step,” Faye snapped and brought me back into reality. “Don’t get so excited, and for the love of Satan, stop kissing his ass, Morgana. It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t kissing his a--” Morgana started to argue, but Vesta shot them both a glare. 
 
    It was the kind of glare that told them to shut the hell up, and even I was shocked to see her beautiful face looking so grim and threatening.  
 
    “Let’s focus,” Vesta growled, and her silver eyes flashed like daggers. “I hate acting like your mother and telling you to stop bickering and fighting. It’s not my fucking job, so do me a favor and keep your shit together.”  
 
    “Right,” Morgana whispered and dropped her gaze. “Sorry, Vesta, you’re completely right. Let’s go.” 
 
    We nodded and headed into the village, and music, chatter, and sinister cackling radiated through the air. Drums were beating like heartbeats as we walked against the dirt-covered ground, and I could smell exotic spices, incense, and wildflowers wafting from the dusty booths we passed. Vendors of all types of mythical species were shouting out prices and deals of the day.  
 
    I glanced at the booths as we walked on, and I caught sight of strange-looking fruits, skinned, bloody animals, and bizarre clothing and jewelry for sale. Of course, we had no money, which was a shame. I wanted to taste and experience all this strange and magical produce, but I also knew I had to stay focused.  
 
    We needed to find the casino and earn enough money to get back to the academy and complete the quiz, and we needed to do all this before noon tomorrow. That was the sole objective, and I could not afford to get distracted.  
 
    So, we continued to walk deeper into the village.  
 
    “Wow,” Akira sighed as we passed by a stand with all kinds of blades for sale. There were hatchets, daggers, swords, axes, and bows and arrows, and they were all obviously carefully handcrafted and expensive.  
 
    “This place is incredible,” Faye sighed, and her green eyes were wide with awe.  
 
    “I know, but we have to keep focused,” I warned her. “We don’t know what kind of people may be hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    “We’re Wicca, though,” the redhead scoffed. “The village is dark like us--” 
 
    “But we don’t know that we’re safe for sure,” Morgana intelligently pointed out. “There could be someone following us with malicious intentions. Maybe the headmistress set some kind of trap for us.”  
 
    She had a valid point. Who knew what kind of traps could be right under our noses.  
 
    I discreetly turned around and tried to see if anyone was following us, but it was difficult to tell because the marketplace was so incredibly crowded. I carefully observed my surroundings, but I didn’t catch anyone paying us any special attention, so I turned back around.  
 
    We continued to move deeper and deeper into the village until Vesta stopped in her tracks.  
 
    “How are we going to find the casino?” Vesta said with her silver eyes full of worry. “Theodora said it was a red-walled castle, but it could be anywhere.”  
 
    I didn’t even realize up until now that I had been going north. My gut was telling me we were headed in the right direction, and my feet had just been following.  
 
    “Premonition, I know where we’re going,” I replied with a nod. “That’s the entire point of this quiz. We have to feel for the direction, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel as if we’re supposed to be heading north.” 
 
    Akira groaned and rubbed at her temples. “I don’t feel a fucking thing.”  
 
    “This is going to be impossible,” Morgana whined and practically stamped her foot.  
 
    “No,” I said, “it’s not. Trust me, we’re going in the right direction. Just clear your damn minds and stop overthinking everything.”  
 
     The women grumbled, but we continued to move forward, and I was surprised things were going so smoothly.  
 
    Then an old woman, dressed in all black, approached us, and I immediately had a bad feeling about her. A strange sensation weighed down on me as I stared at her, and she looked directly at me with white-colored eyes and a long, thin, purple mouth.  
 
    “Three bone chains for two gold coins?” She grinned with a few missing teeth. “They bring prosperity and wealth. Great deal, only for you.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said as I tried to swerve past her.  
 
    The others tried to move around her as well, but the old crone wouldn’t budge. Suddenly, she stared right at me with her white eyes wide, and a strange rattling sound reverberated from her throat.  
 
    “You,” the old woman croaked with a bony finger pointed at me. “You … are not like the others. You’re a half breed! There’s a half breed in our midst!” 
 
     Gasps filled the air, and then a few men with swords and dressed in long dark robes ran in our direction. It was at least ten against us four, and I knew the women couldn’t take the soldiers on with their meager weapons.  
 
    “Run!” I called out to the others.  
 
     I let the witches get a head start and followed them as we dodged past vendors, villagers, and sprinted through the maze of booths. Everything passed in a blur of color and sound, and my heart pounded in my ears like a drum keeping beat.  
 
    “Keep going straight,” I yelled.  
 
    We ran until we were no longer in the marketplace. We were now surrounded by huts and houses, and everything was quiet.  
 
    “Stop,” I called out. 
 
    I turned around and was surprised to see no one was following us. In fact, it was as if no one had been chasing us to begin with.  
 
    “Are they gone?” Akira panted as she swiped black strands of hair out of her flushed face. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied with certainty.  
 
     We stopped to catch our breath, and Vesta’s silver eyes were brighter than usual, like she was about to cry. 
 
    “Get it together, Vesta,” Akira said in a gentle voice. “We’re okay. We’re alive.”  
 
    “For now,” I breathed and rubbed my face. “Look, I can’t say for certain, but I think that was just a test.”  
 
    “What?” Morgana gasped as she looked up from dusting off her long robes. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Didn’t the old crone remind you of someone?” I asked the women.  
 
    They all shook their heads except for Vesta. 
 
    “Vesta?” I pressed. “Didn’t she remind you of--”  
 
    “Headmistress Theodora,” the lavender-skinned witch cut in, and her full lips pursed into a thin line.  
 
    “Unholy fuck,” Faye sighed as she covered her green eyes with her freckled hands. “That was insane. Do you really think it was her?”  
 
    “It’s just a feeling.” I shrugged. “That’s why we’re here, though, to use our premonition skills to the fullest.”  
 
    Even though I said it was just a feeling, I was almost certain of it … but then again, what if it wasn’t Theodora? If it wasn’t, why did that old crone call me a half breed? What did that even mean? 
 
    I shook my head and didn’t dwell too long on the idea. We had a quiz to complete.  
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” Morgana sighed.  
 
    “No, we’re going to get through this,” I reassured her. “For once, just trust me on this. Come on, let’s keep going north.”  
 
     The witches surprisingly nodded without complaint this time, and we continued to walk through the dirty assortment of houses and huts. Grass slowly merged into sand the farther north we went, and we slowly and quietly headed through the maze of crumbling homes. Finally, my heavy leather boots scattered up clouds of red sand as we came across a sand-covered hill.  
 
    There were no more houses in sight, and now, it was no longer cool and windy, but scorching hot. The barbaric heat penetrated through my thick cloak, and I was sweltering. When I looked up toward the sky, I had to shield my eyes from the cruel and scorching sunlight. The steel gray colored sky had shifted to bright, glowing orange. Thick red-tinted clouds were drifting high above us, and I felt like taking off all my clothes. 
 
    “Damn,” I breathed and wiped my sopping wet brow. “Why is it suddenly as hot as hell?”  
 
    “Sunset,” Morgana said. “The farther north we go, the hotter the sun becomes.”  
 
    All the witches were gleaming with sweat, and their cheeks were flushed from the sudden heat.  
 
    I was parched and sweating as I climbed to the very top of the sandy hill, but when I reached the top, my mouth hung open in amazement.  
 
    “Fuck me,” I whispered.  
 
    There, down below, was a massive, crimson-colored castle with two pointed red towers that guarded the entranceway. Even from here, I could tell this castle was different from the academy, and not just because of its blood-red color. This fortress was built from stones and bricks that varied in shape and size, and it was as if a madman had designed the building and had no intention of creating a uniformed pattern or structure. The orange sunlight shone on the red brick and stone, which made the walls appear as if they were bleeding. It was a magnificently scaled casino, masked as a castle, with its tall windows and rigorous keep, surrounded only by dust and sand.  
 
    I couldn’t help but fall in love with it, and I couldn’t wait to get inside. 
 
    “That’s it.” I grinned. “That’s the casino.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Morgana questioned with a furrowed brow. “It doesn’t look like one.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Vesta commented. “I can feel it, too.”  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    We headed down to the castle, but we stopped when we were close enough to spot two giant trolls with helmets pacing across the entranceway. On top of the doors was a line of beautiful gold cursive writing.  
 
    The Red Raven Casino.  
 
    “How in hellfire are we going to get in?” Akira grumbled, and her coal-black eyes looked like endless voids of irritation. “I have a feeling they won’t just let us in through the front doors.”  
 
    “They won’t,” I replied. “We’re going to need to guess the password.” 
 
    “Wait, how do you know that?” Akira asked as she turned my way with a frown.  
 
    “He can sense it, and I’m beginning to as well,” Vesta breathed, but her silver-eyed gaze was locked on the casino.  
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” Faye agreed, and I was surprised to note the feisty redhead was more subdued than usual.  
 
    “Well, shit,” Akira sighed. “If you all can sense it, then I guess that’s the way to go.”  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked. 
 
    The women nodded, so we walked down the hill slowly and took our time. I wasn’t sure what the hell the password was, didn’t even have a clue, but I did know I had to take a chance and approach the guards. There was no other way inside the casino, at least none that I was sure of.  
 
    When we reached the bottom of the hill, the giant trolls stopped pacing as their beady eyes focused on us.  
 
    “Who goes there?” they demanded in unison.  
 
    Their voices were low and shook the earth beneath our feet, and thick, mucus colored drool dripped from their mouths when they spoke. They were an intimidating duo, and by their side, I spotted a pile of bones.  
 
    I supposed if we couldn’t guess the password, we would turn into their next meal.  
 
    “My name is Cole, and these are my companions,” I answered as coolly as possible. “We simply wish to gamble and play. No harm in that, am I right?” 
 
    The trolls chuckled, and I could spot a piece of red, decaying flesh trapped between their teeth. The beasts were even uglier up close, and their small, mud-colored eyes reminded me of rat shit. Their yellow teeth were the color of piss, and they smelled like rotting beef and stale garlic, pungent and raw.  
 
    My eyes stung as I took a step closer to them, and they stopped laughing and stared down at me. Bewilderment flashed across their ugly faces, and they scrunched up their small, pig-like noses.  
 
    “What’s the password?” they growled.  
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It was difficult to focus with the foul stench and thick, penetrating heat surrounding me, but I had to concentrate on summoning the dark forces. I needed their help, and if I couldn’t reach them … we’d all be dead. 
 
    “I didn’t say take a fucking nap,” one of the trolls snarled. 
 
    My eyes remained closed, and I didn’t move a muscle. I could feel the rapidly beating heart beats of the women around me, the heavy and raspy breathing of the trolls in front of me, and even the laughter and boisterous air within the casino.  
 
    I could feel everything, but I was having trouble finding the password. 
 
    “You have one minute left,” I heard the trolls spit. “If you guess incorrectly … well, I’m sure you can at least guess what will become of you.”  
 
    I wanted to tell them to shut the fuck up, but I couldn’t speak. I needed to just think. I couldn’t worry about making the incorrect guess. I had to remain as focused as possible. 
 
    Suddenly, a dark presence filled my mind, and I could see thick black smoke swirling in my mind’s eye. I followed the smoke, and in my thoughts, I saw a stone wall. It was covered in vines and moss, but when I reached out to touch it, a word started to slowly appear on the wall.  
 
    Houppelande 
 
    I slowly peeled my eyes open and smiled at the grotesque guards.  
 
    “Houppelande,” I said.  
 
    Their crooked yellow smiles died, and they shook their fat heads in disappointment. 
 
    “I was so hungry,” one grumbled as he stepped aside.  
 
    “Me, too, Gruff,” the other troll replied. “Me, too … ”  
 
    We walked past the two guards as the jewel covered doors pulled apart, and as soon as we stepped inside, our jaws dropped to the floor.  
 
    If we thought the marketplace was crowded, this was a whole other scene. There were all kinds of creatures wandering through the casino, and the place was utterly packed with monsters of every shape and size. 
 
    I’d never seen anything so captivating in all my life.  
 
    The casino was a multi-leveled structure, and my eyes struggled to settle on just one thing. Female acrobats swung high up on the gold-painted ceiling, and they dangled, twirled, and danced in the air on long gold and red ribbons and through flame covered hoops. They weren’t human women, either. These women were slim creatures, tinted pale green with small horns on their heads, and their long, flaming red hair whipped around them like flames as they spun, twirled, and jumped. Their glittering dresses looked like gold from down here, and I was mesmerized by their ability to move as swiftly and quickly as a coursing river.  
 
    When I turned my attention back to the ground floor, I spotted groups and crowds of individuals of all different shapes, sizes, colors, and species gambling at tables and booths. People were dancing, clapping, drinking, and laughing. It was like a festival inside of a castle. Loud, pulsating music played all around us, and the sound of beating drums, trumpets, and bells filled the air as women, or rather, creatures that resembled women, danced half-naked in golden cages in every corner. Their skin colors ranged from lavender to sea green to mauve pink. They were colorful and gorgeous, with large exotic glittering eyes and pointed, elven shaped ears decorated with jewels and multicolored hoops. The women were dancing in sequined skirts, and their wrists dangled with bangles that hung from their elbows down to their wrists.  
 
    One woman caught me staring in her direction, and she flashed me a wink as well as a seductive smile.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back.  
 
    “You’re drooling,” Vesta hissed in my ear.  
 
    I looked down at her, and her silver eyes were furrowed with irritation and seething envy. So, I couldn’t help but flash her a satisfied smirk. 
 
    “Jealous?” I asked. 
 
    “Not even close,” she huffed.  
 
    “Do you all smell that?” Akira said in a dream-like voice. “It smells absolutely divine.”  
 
    I sniffed the air, and I could practically taste the spiced meat that wafted through the casino. It wasn’t only meat I could smell, either. I also caught whiffs of sweet and fruity scents, like cinnamon, chocolate, strawberry, and mint.  
 
    I had to be careful, though. Just because this place looked amazing from the outside didn’t mean there weren’t sketchy characters about. I saw troll-like creatures along the edges of the bottom floor, and they looked like a dangerous and deceiving group.  
 
    When I took another look around, I saw tall, pale women dressed in scanty mesh dresses serving drinks and cakes on large golden platters. The cakes were of all different colors and textures, and the drinks were every color of the rainbow and in strangely shaped glasses. The women who were serving the food had their long hair tied up in a strange-looking updo, and their eyes were painted with heavy eye makeup and long, thick black lashes.  
 
    But the sexy dancers only seemed to occupy the upper levels. Everything else down below the staircase seemed mediocre and a little more than seedy.  
 
    The walls around us were painted in gold, though, and I guessed that it was real gold, since it was clear from the moment we stepped inside that everyone here had money and plenty of it. People and creatures were dressed in glittering gowns and satin suits and wore jewels on their necks, wrists, and fingers. Drunken laughter filled the air, and a few people who looked in our direction flashed us scowls or looks of disapproval. When I looked down at our clothes, I knew we were sticking out like sore thumbs in our black, sand-covered uniforms.  
 
    We needed to find a way to blend in. With new clothes, we could make it up to the upper levels where the casino looked a little glitzier. No one would suspect a thing.  
 
    “We seriously look like shit compared to everyone else,” I said as I looked around.  
 
    “We have no money, Cole,” Akira hissed. “What the hell do you suggest we do?”  
 
    “We need to find a coat room,” I muttered to my group. “No one is wearing coats. Come on, follow me, we can find clothes and money in there.”  
 
    “I’d rather dress as a server and gain my own money,” Morgana sneered. “Who’s with me?”  
 
    “Not me, hell, no.” Akira scowled and shook her short, dark hair. “I’m not walking around in a dress where everyone can see my nipples.” 
 
    “Me either,” Vesta said as she turned a shade of pink. “I’m with Cole.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll go with you, Morgana,” Faye said with a light shrug. “I don’t care what I look like as long as we get the money.” 
 
    Faye grabbed Morgana’s hand and pulled her into a back room, and several waitresses turned to look at them but then continued on with their work.  
 
    I shrugged and headed toward the back of one of the bars. Luckily, no one stopped us to ask what we were doing. I saw a small opening covered by a long, carpet-like door, and women in mesh dresses carrying platters of food and drinks would go in and out.  
 
    “Good thing they went their separate ways,” I whispered. “We can’t all walk around together. We’ll draw too much suspicion.” 
 
    “I just hope you know what you’re doing,” Akira grumbled as she looked at Vesta.  
 
    “Trust me,” I assured them. “Like I said, there should be a coat room somewhere.”  
 
    The witches nodded, and their eyes were filled with both excitement and fear. 
 
    I walked around the large, gold gambling tables, and behind a bright, orange-colored bar, I saw a server take a long, green velvet cloak from a rat-faced man with oversized ears and beefy hands.  
 
    “Over there,” I hissed. 
 
    The women followed me as we headed toward the back room. I walked as if I knew exactly where I was going, and servers paid us very little attention. I knew if I seemed confident enough, people were less likely to question me. 
 
    When we stepped inside the back room, our mouths dropped at the rows and rows of cloaks, suits, strangely colored fur coats, and extravagant, bizarre-looking dresses. The colors ranged from every color on the spectrum, and it was strange to see so many hues all at once. I’d grown quite used to all the blacks, reds, and grays of the academy.  
 
    “I’ve never seen so many colors,” Akira whispered with wide, black eyes. “I’m not sure if I like it.” 
 
    “It’s a bit overwhelming,” Vesta added.  
 
    “We don’t have time to marvel and gawk at everything,” I said. “Just find something that you think will fit you and change.”  
 
    I went deeper into the room, and I found a dark, navy satin suit with a silk white tie and a gold pin on the breast pocket. It looked like my size, so I quickly changed into it, but I could feel the witches staring at me as I undressed.  
 
    “You’d better find something instead of ogling me,” I said as I buttoned up my shirt. “As flattered as I am by the attention, we’re running short on time.”  
 
    The witches gasped in disgust before they disappeared behind one of the racks, and I could hear them whispering and changing from behind the rack. When I finished dressing, I walked over to the large gold and black mirror that hung against the gold-painted back wall and studied my reflection.  
 
    I looked pretty damn good. My suit was sharp and fit in all the right places, and I looked like a million bucks. I tucked my black hair behind my ears and smiled. 
 
    Then I smiled even wider when I reached into my pocket and found a handful of gold coins. 
 
    I was ready to take over this fucking casino.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Are you two ready yet?” I called out to Akira and Vesta after I finished checking myself out in the mirror. 
 
    The witches slowly emerged from behind one of the many clothes racks and flashed me a shy glance. I tried not to open my mouth as I stared at them, but it was difficult.  
 
    They looked sexy as hell.  
 
    Akira was wearing a skin-tight black dress that glittered as she moved under the green chandelier above us. Her breasts bounced as she walked, and a sliver of her leg peeked through the dress as she spun around. She even took the time to apply a little bit of makeup. She wore a deep purple colored lipstick and lined her eyes with a bright pink liner. Her dark hair was down and loose, and she paired her dress with matching black boots.  
 
    I then turned my attention to Vesta. She wore a short, glittering silver dress that matched her eyes, and her long, wavy green hair tumbled past her shoulders and grazed her tiny waist. Her wrists were adorned with heavy bangles, her lilac skin shimmered as brightly as the dress, and her pointed ears were adorned with long charms. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. “How do we look?”  
 
    “Hot,” I replied, but as much as I wanted to just stare at them, I knew we had to get out there and start gambling. “Come on, we don’t have time to waste. Be sure to hide your uniforms, as well.” 
 
    The witches blushed, but they quickly schooled their expressions and hid their robes underneath a pile of dirty clothing. We then marched toward the door, stepped out onto the casino floor, and looked around.  
 
    “Where’s Morgana and Faye?” Vesta asked. 
 
    “They should be here,” I replied as my eyes scanned the room. 
 
    Finally, we spotted them. The other two witches were both wearing the same sheer dresses as the servers, and I could see the outline of their erect nipples and the gap between their perfect thighs through their see-through dresses. The pair of them glanced over at me from across the room, and they both scowled and blushed as I made it obvious I was eye-fucking them. Then they turned their noses up into the air, grabbed serving trays, and disappeared into the crowd.  
 
    I offered my arms to both Akira and Vesta, but the two witches scoffed and tried to step away from me.  
 
    “Take my fucking arms,” I hissed. “We need to fit in.” 
 
    They rolled their eyes but then hooked their arms into mine. Then we wandered around the maze of the casino, and I carefully observed each table as I wondered which one I would tackle first.  
 
    After half a lap around the expansive room, I felt a magnetic pull toward a corner table with five or six creatures drunkenly playing with a set of cards.  
 
    “That one,” I whispered as I pulled the witches toward the table.  
 
    “Do you even know how to play?” Akira whispered under her breath.  
 
    “It’s like another version of poker,” I replied as I used my sixth sense of premonition to determine that. “I’ve got this.”  
 
    “You don’t even have anything to bet with,” Vesta hissed, and worry colored her voice. 
 
    “You underestimate me,” I said with a wink before I broke away from them.  
 
    I confidently sat between a pale green skeletal man and an overweight looking slug of a man. They shifted uncomfortably in their seats and shot me a pair of dirty looks.  
 
    Akira and Vesta took a seat with the other creatures who were not playing, and I tried not to look at their worried expressions as I focused on the game at hand. 
 
    The dealer, who was tall, thin and beastly, had massive curled horns that protruded from his red, bumpy head. With clawed fingers, he handed us each a set of cards, and I remained neutral as I looked at my straight flush. It was a good hand, but what if one of these fuckers was hiding a royal flush in their sweaty palms? 
 
    I took a deep breath and focused. Then I recited the incantation in my head as I looked at everyone’s cards, but I grew anxious when I couldn’t get a reading on their hands.  
 
    It was a blank slate.  
 
    “Who’s in?” the dealer growled.  
 
    I set my mouth in a tight line as the group all bet their money. I breathed in one more, long slow breath, and then it hit me like a bullet.  
 
    These idiots were all bluffing. Each one had a shitty hand.  
 
    “I’m all in,” I said as I tossed a stolen gold coin on the table. 
 
    I had no idea what it was worth, but at least it was something. Everyone at the table chuckled, but when I placed my straight flush down, their eyes widened, and some cursed violently under their breath.  
 
    “Fuck,” hissed the slug-like creature on my right.  
 
    I smiled, took my share, and settled in my seat for another round.  
 
    Several rounds passed like this, and each hand saw me gain more and more gold coins until I had a neat pile before me on the table. My premonition skill was never wrong, but I threw a hand or two so as not to arouse suspicion. Still, I’d accumulated a good stack of coins in less than half an hour, so I’d say I was doing pretty good.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Morgana walking around with a tray, and I snapped my fingers in her direction. 
 
    “Some drinks over here, please, and keep them coming.” I grinned. 
 
    The brunette rolled her eyes and served the table.  
 
    I glanced over at Akira and Vesta, who looked bored and irritated as the dealer handed out the next set of cards. Vesta whispered something to Akira, who nodded, and then they moved to my side.  
 
    “We have to get our coins,” Akira bent down to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” I said as I gestured to my winnings. “That’s probably over three hundred, and I’ve only been playing for--” 
 
    “No,” she huffed. “We need our own winnings. I’m not taking your coins. You don’t own me. I’ll play for it myself.”  
 
    “Then sit down.” I nodded to the chair beside me.  
 
    “No, we want to play a different game.” 
 
    “Well, take some of my money,” I suggested as I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “I want to earn it,” she retorted. “We both do.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any money?” 
 
    Akira opened her mouth to speak, but then she closed it and narrowed her black eyes at me. 
 
    “You’re going to have to start off with something,” I continued. “Take some of my winnings to start with and stop arguing, alright?” 
 
    The dark-haired witch grumbled and crossed her arms, and I could practically see the wheels turning in her head before her shoulder slumped.  
 
    “Fine,” she groaned.  
 
    “I knew you’d see reason,” I teased.  
 
    “Just give us the money,” Vesta demanded impatiently over the other witch’s shoulder.  
 
    I chuckled before I gave Akira a handful of coins. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”  
 
    “Whatever, Cole.” Akira snatched the money, spun around, and marched off, with Vesta by her side.  
 
    “And not even a thank you,” I snickered as I turned my attention back to the table. 
 
    It felt like all eyes were on me as the dealer handed out the next set of cards. I could sense everyone’s frustration and concern as I leaned back and coolly sipped on my drink. 
 
    I picked up my next set. This time, I had a royal flush.  
 
    Fucking bingo.  
 
    I cleared my mind and dug down to my premonition powers. I could feel everyone had decent hands, but not one of them had a royal fucking flush, so I began casually pushing coins into the center of the table. 
 
    When I showed my hand, everyone growled and someone even tossed their drink away. 
 
    “I guess that means I’m the winner.” I smirked.  
 
    I played another few sets, and each time, I won a respectable amount of coins. I was on such a roll that I managed to piss off quite a few other players. Some decided to just toss their cards into the air and storm off, while one player nearly flipped the table over in a violent fury.  
 
    I finally felt that I’d milked this table for all it was worth, so I stood up with a grin on my face and my pockets filled with gold. When I found Vesta and Akira, they were both sitting together at a dice table, and each of them seemed to have increased the small handful of coins I gave them to what I guessed was a few dozen each.  
 
    “How are you both doing?” I asked as I stood at the table between them. 
 
    “Fine.” Vesta cleared her throat as she glanced sideways at me, and then she let out a sigh of frustration when the dealer rolled the dice and half of the coins laid out on the table grid were taken off. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” I said. 
 
    “Shut up, Cole,” Akira said, but instead of her usual bitchy tone, this sounded more playful. I could see her cheeks were flushed, and I noticed the drink next to her small pile of coins was almost gone. 
 
    “Make me?” I chuckled as I rested my fingers on her shoulder. Her skin was like satin, and I half expected her to growl and rip my hand off.  
 
    Instead, she turned up to look at me, and I saw her flush deepen. 
 
    My, my, my. What did we have here? 
 
    “You did amazing back there,” Akira finally muttered. “I hate to admit it, but it was kind of hot. We saw you cleaning up in between different rounds.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Vesta added as she took a sip of her tall, lime colored drink. Her silver eyes were hazy, and I could tell she was on her way to a nice buzz. “I’m actually kind of glad you’re here, Cole. But don’t get used to it.” 
 
    “You both want to go to the bar, get another drink, and relax for a bit before we play some more?” I suggested. 
 
    “Sure,” Akira said as she grabbed her coins. 
 
    “Yeah,” Vesta agreed and also collected her winnings. 
 
    Both women stood, and I traced my fingers down Akira’s arm and then wrapped my fingers around her elbow. She didn’t complain at my touch, so I reached out with my left hand, grabbed Vesta’s hip, and pulled her to my side. She also didn’t complain, so I turned both of them toward the bar across the casino floor, and we began to walk. 
 
    The three of us found secluded seats at the edge of the bar. I was about to gesture to the bartender, but I spotted Morgana and Faye serving drinks. They looked pissed off, and I figured they weren’t making as much money as they had hoped. I hadn’t done a count of my coins yet, but I figured I’d easily have enough to pay everyone’s three-hundred coin price to get back before the night was over.  
 
    I was going to tell Morgana and Faye that I would cover them, but first I wanted to have a little fun.  
 
    “A round of drinks, please, ladies,” I called out as I dropped a handful of coins down on the bar.  
 
    The main bartender, who was a tall, pale man with a golden suit, nodded as he took the coins, but when I glanced at Faye and Morgana, they both shot me a dirty glare and refused to move.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I grinned. “I’d love another round from you two gorgeous creatures.” 
 
    “Are you bitches deaf?” the bartender growled. “Get the man his drinks.”  
 
    Morgana and Faye rolled their eyes as they poured us a round of colorful cocktails. When they slammed the glasses down on the platter, some of the alcohol spilled over.  
 
    “Easy there,” the bartender grunted. “You break it, it comes out of your paycheck.”  
 
    “It’s alright, I’d actually like these two lovely ladies to join us for a drink.” I tossed another gold coin on the bar, and the bartender chuckled before he turned to Morgana and Faye. 
 
    “You heard the man,” he said. “Get your asses over there.” 
 
    The witches nodded, and as quickly as possible, they walked over and stood by my side.  
 
    When the bartender was out of sight, Morgana and Faye smirked in my direction.  
 
    “Check this out.” Faye grinned. She pulled a handful of coins from the inside of her dress and discreetly showed the rest of us the money she’d acquired. 
 
    “Turns out we’re pretty good at pickpocketing drunk patrons,” Morgana snickered.  
 
    “Impressive.” I winked. 
 
    “How are you three doing?” Faye asked, but her eyes were only on me.  
 
    “Oh, Okay. I suppose.” I pulled out as much money as I could hold in one hand, and the coins were overflowing in my palm.  
 
    “How in Satan’s name did you manage to do that?” Faye breathed with wide, green-gold eyes.  
 
    “Skill.” I grinned.  
 
    “He’s good at this,” Akira sighed.  
 
    “Really good,” Vesta said as she drained the rest of her drink. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Faye and Morgana. “Let’s the five of us have a drink.” 
 
    “Fine,” the redhead said as she sat down at the table across from me. “I guess we have time. It isn’t even night time yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Morgana said as she joined us. “I guess we are due for a break.”  
 
    I gestured to the bartender, and we soon each had a tall glass of teal-colored drinks with bright purple fruit slices wedged on the brim of the glasses.  
 
    “Cheers,” Morgana toasted, and she surprisingly smiled at me.  
 
    It looked like I was winning all over tonight if I could get these reluctant, stubborn women to smile.  
 
    We drank and chatted about the patrons and various games on the floor, and then I ordered another round while we talked some more. The music was so loud, and the people were growing rowdier as the coins, booze, cards, and dice flowed through the fantastic casino.  
 
    I continued to order drinks for the four beautiful witches, and they continued to drink them. The alcohol made my skin tingle, and I craved more of the sweet liquid on my tongue almost as much as I craved each of the four women around me. Yeah, they were all bitchy witches, but both Akira and Vesta were insanely hot in their elegant dresses, and Morgana and Faye were practically naked. I knew the women were getting hornier with each drink, since Akira and Vesta leaned against me on our seat, and Morgana and Faye each stole glances at me while their nipples pushed urgently against the sheer fabric of their servant dresses. 
 
    “I think we should get back to work,” Faye finally said as she set her empty glass on the table. “I still have a few hundred more coins to acquire.” 
 
    “Same,” Morgana groaned. “Fuck, I just want to relax for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “The sooner we get the coins, the sooner we can relax,” Akira sighed. “Are you two going to stick with your pickpocketing routine?” 
 
    “It’s been working so far,” Faye said with a shrug that caused her perfect breasts to bounce. “No one is paying attention to the staff.” 
 
    “I’m going to get back to gambling,” I said as I stood from the table and turned to Akira and Vesta. “You both want to come with me?” 
 
    “Yes!” Akira blurted, but I decided not to raise my eyebrow or snicker at her. 
 
    “Of course.” Vesta nodded. 
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll see you both tomorrow,” I said to Faye and Morgana as I took Akira and Vesta on each arm. 
 
    “You will.” Morgana’s blue eyes narrowed at me, and then the two of them turned around to thread through the crowd. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Akira and Vesta, and we wandered through the rooms as I looked for another table to conquer. “Let’s find some trouble to get into.” 
 
    “I like trouble.” Vesta winked. “What do you think about the room in the back there?” 
 
    “I feel good about it,” I said, and the women followed me into a room that was painted rose-pink.  
 
    Inside, there were large purple seats around a cream white table. A set of cards was laid out on the table, and four men were seated at each chair. There was one seat with two open chairs on each side, so I sat in the middle while Vesta and Akira perched next to me.  
 
    “You need to pay a fee if you want this table,” an alligator skinned man with giant, snake-like eyes growled.  
 
    “No problem.” I smirked.  
 
    I laid out three golden coins and passed them to the dealer, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “This is more than enough for five rounds,” the dealer told me.  
 
    “Perfect,” I replied. “Hit me, then. I’d also like a couple of drinks for the ladies and a round of coins for them to join as well.” 
 
    The dealer snapped his fingers, and a young, serpentine looking woman dressed in the same sheer gown like the rest of the servers went over to the bar and began mixing a blue and red concoction. 
 
    When she returned with the three drinks, I took a sip and felt my head spin almost instantly. I gave a quick warning glance to Vesta and Akira, but they were beyond buzzed and close to drunk now, and they sipped the concoction like it was iced tea. 
 
    We gambled, and by using my skill and spell, I won another five rounds. I felt like I was on fucking fire. Vesta and Akira killed the game as well, even though they were obviously drunk. They earned less than what I ended up with, but it was still impressive. As I left the table, I could feel the other gamblers’ gazes burning a hole into the back of my head, but I didn’t give a fuck.  
 
    But soon, our luck seemed to run out.  
 
    I noticed one of the guards, a brutish, blue skinned beast with elvish ears, stared right at us with a deep frown. I had a feeling he was watching the girls a little too closely.  
 
    Akira suddenly cackled beside me as she started to collect another batch of gold coins, and the guard pushed himself off the wall, walked over to our table, stood behind me, and placed his beefy hands on Akira and Vesta’s shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, ladies,” he murmured. “If you wouldn’t mind following me into the back for just a moment?”  
 
    “What?” Akira looked up with startled black eyes, and the color drained from her already pale face.  
 
    “Why do we have to go with you?” Vesta challenged.  
 
    “It’s just for a moment,” the guard said, but his grip tightened on the witches’ shoulders.  
 
    “Actually,” I growled as I turned to face the male, “they’re fine right here.” 
 
    The guard scowled at me and raised his meaty fist. 
 
    “I’m not asking,” he snarled. “Come with me, girls.” 
 
    “First of all, they aren’t girls, they are women,” I corrected. “More importantly, they are my women, and I don’t take kindly to my women being told they need to go somewhere with another man. Now, do I need to speak with the owner of this fine establishment? Because I’m about to stab a motherfucker.” 
 
    The guard wanted to argue, but my confident tone and the way I stared directly into his eyes without flinching must have made him realize I wasn’t a pushover.  
 
    “Apologies, sir.” He pursed his lips and nodded. “Please enjoy the rest of your evening.”  
 
    I nodded as the guard withdrew from our table, and to my surprise, Akira and Vesta smiled at me. I thought they would have been pissed about being called my women, but they didn’t say a word about that.  
 
    “Thank you,” Vesta whispered.  
 
    “Yeah, thanks or whatever,” the dark-haired witch grumbled and averted her eyes, but a rosy blush rose in her pale cheeks.  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” I grinned.  
 
    After the small confrontation, I was on a high, and my head swam from the latest glass of alcohol. Even though this was technically a quiz, I was having a goddamn blast.  
 
    “Let’s get out of this room,” I told the witches.  
 
    “Sure.” Akira shrugged, and they quickly gathered up their winnings before we left the pink room.  
 
    “Do you both have enough?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Vesta said. “I last counted two-hundred, but that was many hands ago, and my stack is twice the size now.” 
 
    “Same.” Akira shrugged. “I don’t need to gamble anymore.” 
 
    “But we should, since it’s fun.” I smirked as I noticed a massive, multicolored roulette in the distance. “How about roulette?” 
 
    “I’m game.” Vesta smiled. “Literally.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m definitely ready to beat you at roulette,” Akira boasted.  
 
    “Good luck with that,” I snickered. 
 
    All three of us headed arm in arm toward the game and then took our places in three empty seats. The dealer, who looked part bear and human, scowled at us until I spilled three coins onto the table. 
 
    His demeanor then shifted, and he smiled a sharp, toothy grin.  
 
    “All in?” he asked. 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” I answered. “I’ll go with the five number bet.”  
 
    The other players gasped. This bet was a monster gamble, and the chances to win were slim. 
 
    But not for me.  
 
    I placed my bets on the five consecutive numbers, and the dealer slowly spun the wheel. His lips were curled up into a small, satisfied smirk, because he figured there was no real chance for me to win. 
 
    His smile died, though, as soon as the ball landed on each number, one after the other. Akira and Faye cheered as I collected my winnings, and I winked at the rest of the players, whose mouths hung open in disbelief.  
 
    Gambling was so much damn fun. Especially when you could predict the outcomes. 
 
    Indistinct chatter and laughter filled the air as we continued to play and wander through the rooms. I gambled more and more until my pockets were overflowing with golden coins. We’d been here for hours by now, and the music and chatter were starting to die down. People were slumped over in sofas and chairs, and they fell asleep wherever they could.  
 
    “One more game,” I suggested with a grin. “Something with … dice. I can feel that’s where my senses are leading me.”  
 
    The witches grinned as I led them to a simple, round red table where only three other creatures were playing. They looked like triplets, and all of them had pale green skin and yellow frog-like eyes. 
 
    “We’d like to join,” I said, “all three of us.”  
 
    The triplets laughed and took a swig of purple colored beer. 
 
    “Sure.” One grinned with a few brown teeth and a single gold front tooth. “Why not?” 
 
    We smiled before we sat down.  
 
    “I’ll start,” said the creature in the middle.  
 
    He rolled the dice and looked right into my eyes as they tumbled in his closed green hand.  
 
    “Well?” he said. “What’s it going to be?”  
 
    “Six,” I replied. 
 
    I could feel it so clearly, and it sent a thrilling chill up my spine. 
 
    He smirked before he tossed the dice, but then his face fell when the pair of dice showed a perfect six. 
 
    “Beginners luck,” he growled and snatched up the dice. “One more.”  
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. 
 
    He played with the dice in his hand and stared at me as he waited for my guess. 
 
    “Two,” I said without breaking eye contact.  
 
    He violently tossed the dice, and low and behold, there was a two on the table. 
 
    The frog-like man cried out in frustration and nearly flipped the table in anger. His partner, on the other hand, just shook his head and handed me my winnings. 
 
    “I think you’d better make yourself scarce before he really loses it,” the second creature muttered as he leaned toward me and gestured to his irate companion. 
 
    “Fine by me.” I smirked as I collected my money.  
 
    We left the table, and we noticed the casino was growing even quieter. Vesta stifled a yawn as she discreetly turned back to look at the dice table. 
 
    “What a fucking sore loser,” she grumbled. “We didn’t even get to play.” 
 
    I was about to reply, but I saw a man with a badger head walking toward us, and beside him were two larger badger-men who had muscled arms as big as my chest. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I groaned. 
 
    “Wha--” Akira started to say, but then she saw the badger men, and her mouth snapped closed. 
 
    “Good evening, sir,” the badger-man in the middle said as he reached us. 
 
    “It is quite a good evening,” I agreed with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “You have been quite successful tonight,” he continued as he nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed again. 
 
    “We would like to offer you a gift,” he said as he reached into his coat, and the movement was slow, but my hand still strayed to my dagger. Then he pulled out a golden key, and I let out a long breath. 
 
    “A room?” I guessed. 
 
    “The penthouse.” Badger-man smiled as he passed me the key. “We’ve prepared some … amenities up there, for you and your women.” 
 
    “Well, thank you,” I said as I gave him a nod. 
 
    “We’d appreciate it if you--” he started to say, but I interrupted him. 
 
    “We were just about to call it a night. We’ve had a good time. We’ll be leaving early tomorrow.” 
 
    “Very good, sir. Your room is on the top floor.” He nodded, and then the three of them turned around and walked through the crowd.  
 
    “I guess they are sick of us,” Akira whispered when they were gone. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave just yet,” Vesta pouted.  
 
    “We’re all a little drunk, we’ve won enough coins, and if we don’t go up to the room they gave us, we might not live until tomorrow,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” Akira agreed. 
 
    “And besides,” I continued, “I’m sure the room is fucking amazing. Shall we go see it?” 
 
    The two witches nodded eagerly, and we went up a flight of curved, sleek purple stairs to the top floor. The penthouse was the only door up here, and my key easily opened the door. 
 
    It was like another palace inside, with rich red carpets, polished black marble floors, and golden columns that held up thirty-foot vaulted ceilings. Every corner had a statue made out of gemstones, and a massive jacuzzi bubbled in the center of the room, but behind the jacuzzi squatted a dining table filled with brim with feasting foods and a stack of bottled wine. 
 
    “Wow,” the three of us gasped in unison as soon as we walked inside, and we stood in silence for a few moments while we glanced at the palace. 
 
    “Am I just really drunk, or is this place amazing?” Akira asked. 
 
    “Maybe both?” Vesta laughed. 
 
    “What’s in here?” Akira wondered as she walked to the right side of the foyer where a red velvet curtain hung. She pulled back the curtain, and inside there was a massive, king-sized bed covered with a red satin comforter and guarded by another light red sheer curtain canopy.  
 
    “Well, whatever will we do with this massive bed?” Vesta smirked. 
 
    “I can think of a few things,” Akira purred. 
 
    Both of the beautiful women strolled inside, and then they turned to me. Instead of the usual contempt and anger they directed toward me, there was something else in their eyes. 
 
    It was a deep, lust-filled hunger, and I smiled since I knew exactly where this was headed. 
 
    This night was definitely going to be an unforgettable one.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    As I entered the bedroom of the penthouse, the two witches began to strip.  
 
    Akira was more confident and aggressive, and she reached behind her and unzipped her skin-tight dress in one bold move. The fabric dropped away from her body, and she wore nothing underneath, so I was able to admire her form in its entirety. The black-eyed woman was trim and athletic. She had a slim body and a toned stomach I just wanted to lick until I reached her bare pussy. Her breasts were perfectly round, mouth-sized, creamy, and perky, with rose colored nipples that were hard and protruding, as if her body was silently begging me to fuck her.  
 
    Then I turned to Vesta, and her silver eyes stared deeply into mine as she gracefully slipped out of her glittering dress. Unlike Akira, she took her time, and her eyes never left mine as she did a strip tease in front of me. Her silky, lavender skin looked like a sweet treat I wanted to sink my teeth into, and her large breasts bounced as she tossed off her shoes. Then she flipped back her long green hair so I could take a full look at her gorgeous form. She had the perfect hourglass figure, and I couldn’t wait to wrap my fingers around her slender stomach while I drove my cock into the slit between her generous thighs, where she had a nicely trimmed patch of green hair as a landing strip for her pussy. 
 
    I stared at the two naked women, and blood rushed down to my cock at the sight of them. Their bodies were perfectly shaped, and I wanted to be inside both of them. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “Just because we want to fuck you,” Vesta whispered as she neared me, “doesn’t mean we like you. Understood?” 
 
    “And don’t fucking tell anyone,” Akira growled, but then she gasped when I reached out to run my fingers over her toned stomach. 
 
    Damn, her skin felt just like silk. 
 
    “I get it.” I grinned before I pulled Vesta into a deep kiss.  
 
    The lavender-skinned beauty moaned into my mouth while Akira got on her knees and began to pull down the zipper of my trousers. A moment later, my hard cock sprung from my pants, and the black-eyed witch almost instantly wrapped her warm lips around my tip. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” Akira purred as her mouth slid down my shaft, and my entire body felt like it was on fire as she teased circular motions across the tip of my cock  with her tongue.  
 
    At the same time, my hands roamed across Vesta’s breasts, and our kiss deepened. I pinched her dark purple nipple, and she let out a small cry of pleasure into my mouth as I forced my tongue deeper down her throat. 
 
    “Damn, your cock is so fucking hard,” Akira gasped as her mouth popped off my dick, and then she eagerly sucked it back in her throat and began to run her fingers over my balls. 
 
    The feeling was exquisite, and I broke away from my kiss with Vesta so I could nibble, lick, and bite down her chest. I quickly made my way to her full breasts, and I pulled her tighter against my side as my tongue began to swirl around her right nipple. 
 
    “Ohhhh … yesssssss,” Vesta moaned, and my right hand worked down her back to cup her full ass. 
 
    Her butt cheeks were big, but they were muscular and toned, and I gave them a few squeezes with my fingers while I sucked on her delicious nipples. Soon, the green-haired girl began to pant, and I moved my fingers a bit lower and then found her sweet little entrance. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, Cole,” Vesta groaned as soon as my pointer finger slid inside of her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “You like that?” I growled as my mouth moved from one of her nipples to the other, but then I gasped as Akira sucked me deep into her mouth, and my tip grazed the back of her throat. 
 
    “Yesssss,” Vesta sighed, and then the room filled with the wet sounds of my finger sliding in and out of her while Akira gagged, licked, and sucked on my cock. 
 
    The black-haired witch was fucking fantastic with her mouth, and I knew that she’d make me cum in a few minutes if she kept sucking me, so I slowly pulled my finger out of Vesta’s velvety little tunnel, kissed her full lips, and pulled her away from me. Then I looked down at Akira and found her black eyes staring up at me with heated adoration as she slurped my full length one last time. 
 
    “Get on the bed,” I groaned as I motioned to the mattress, and then I let out a gasp as Akira’s mouth slid off my cock and the cooler temperature of the penthouse hit me. It was almost enough for me to grab her short hair and shove my dick back into her hot little mouth, but at this point I really wanted to be in each of their pussies. 
 
    We all climbed on top of the bed, they both impatiently yanked off my shirt, and I slid off my pants and underwear as if my life depended on it. 
 
    Both of the women were smiling now, and Vesta was the first to move toward me. She crawled over the bed like a sexy, swaying cat, and her wide hips wagged behind her enticingly. Then she slowly climbed on top of me.  
 
    “Hold on,” the lavender-skinned witch purred as she placed her knees on either side of mine, grabbed the base of my cock, looked down, and then lowered herself onto my tip.  
 
    The three of us let out a moan as soon as Vesta’s pussy lips parted around my penis, and then she cried out softly when she continued her descent and took my full length deep into her tunnel. Her pussy was sopping wet, and her eyes widened with pleasure as she slowly began to ride me. Her lavender breasts bounced as I grabbed her small waist, and then I gently moved her up and down on my cock so I scraped against her velvety walls with all sides of my cock. 
 
    “Damn, Cole. That’s… so fucking good. Ohhhh. Shit! You are so deep in me.” Vesta closed her eyes and moaned as she continued to bounce on my dick, and her hips swiveled in tantalizing figure eights.  
 
    “That’s really sexy,” Akira muttered as she began to rub her fingers over Vesta’s large breasts, but then I reached up and grabbed one of her wrists. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I growled. 
 
    “What do you mean, what the fuck am I doing?” Akira hissed as her dark eyes narrowed at me. 
 
    “Sit on my face so I can fucking eat your pussy,” I ordered as I pulled her toward me. 
 
    “Oh,” Akira chuckled. “Yeah. Okay. That sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I gasped as Vesta ground against my cock. “Now, hurry the fuck up.” 
 
    The dark-haired witch scooted on her knees to where my head was, and then she threw her leg over my face and leaned toward Vesta so her slick pussy lips were just inches from my mouth. 
 
    “Much better,” I growled as I grabbed her slender hips with both of my hands and ran my tongue slowly up her pussy lips. 
 
    “Ohhh, fuckkkkkk,” Akira groaned as soon as I started to lick her, and then she let out a long gasp of pleasure when I pushed my tongue into her tunnel.  
 
    Akira tasted a bit spicy, almost like coconut curry mixed with cherries. I actually loved the taste, and I was soon lapping up her pussy and clit, and I rubbed her ass cheeks with my hands while I devoured her. 
 
    The entire time I ate Akira out, Vesta continued to wiggle on my dick while she moaned. Suddenly the moans kind of stopped, and the sound was replaced with wet kissing and slurping noises, so I guessed my two classmates were making out while I fucked each of them. 
 
    “Ohhhhh, ohhhh, ohhhhh!” Vesta gasped out a few moments later, and I could feel her pussy clench over and over again. Finally, she cried out with one long, final moan, and her tunnel squeezed me desperately. Her orgasm was strong and prolonged, and the tops of my thighs were soaked from her juices, but I managed to keep from climaxing by focusing on licking Akira’s clit as if the little pink nub was a bucket of water and I was dying of thirst. 
 
    “Shiiitttt! Shiiiiittttt! Ohhhh, fuckkkk!” Akira’s climax hit her just as Vesta was coming down, and the dark-haired witch’s body spasmed over mine as she climbed a peak. 
 
    I stuck my tongue deep into Akira to lap up the flood of her juices, but this just caused her to climax even harder, and she let out a scream that might have actually shattered the wine glasses in the other room if we were closer. 
 
    “Damn,” Vesta laughed as soon as Akira came down. “You really liked that.” 
 
    “Y-Y-Yeah,” Akira panted. “Ohh, fuck.” 
 
    Vesta and I both sighed as she slid off my cock, and then Akira lifted her leg so she could roll off my face. She only got half way off though, and then I was sitting up, grabbing her lifted leg by the ankle, and pulling her toward me like a caught rabbit. 
 
    “You know,” I growled as I spread Akira’s legs and wiggled between her thighs. “You’ve been a real bitch to me.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she growled as her coal-black eyes narrowed. “What are you going to do about it, Cole?” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you hard and deep until you scream again.” 
 
    “You better,” she hissed. 
 
    I pushed the tip of my cock down toward Akira’s pussy and then dove inside of her with one smooth movement. Even though she was dripping wet from the oral I’d just given her, her tunnel was tighter than a thimble, and her walls squeezed my entire length as I pushed deeper and deeper into her toned little body. 
 
    “Ohhhh, fuck,” both of us groaned as soon as I’d impaled her, and then we stayed still for a few moments while our eyes stared into each other’s. 
 
    Then I slowly slid my cock out of her tunnel before I rammed it back into her. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Akira gasped each time I bottomed out in her pussy, and the room started to spin as I got lost in the sensation of her tight walls wrapped around my cock. 
 
    “Damn, he’s really fucking you good, Akira,” Vesta panted as she kneeled beside us, but then I snapped my finger and pointed at Akira’s small breasts. The lavender skinned woman nodded, and then she bent down and started sucking on the other witch’s nipples. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhh, marrrggghhh.” Akira’s dark eyes had rolled back into her head, and then the room dissolved into the wet sounds of my cock penetrating her while Vesta greedily sucked on her nipples. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down, and I lost track of how many minutes or hours I fucked the dark-haired beauty. I was brought back into reality when her tunnel began to clamp harder around me, and her gasps became more urgent. 
 
    “Cole,” Akira groaned. “You are making me cum. I’m going to cum, Cole. Oh, fuck. I’m going to cum again. Please don’t stop.” 
 
    “Yeahhh, cum for him,” Vesta begged as she pulled her mouth away from Akira’s nipples. “Cum all over his cock.” 
 
    Both of their words caused my head to spin like a top, and my balls began to clench dangerously. 
 
    Then Akira’s pussy squeezed me like a fist, and I lost control. 
 
    I growled and thrust as deep as I could into her tight body, and she spasmed around me as her climax possessed her. My own release was violent, and I let out a gasp of agony as my first load of cum sprayed inside of her womb. 
 
    “Cole!” Akira gasped, and her black eyes opened wide as soon as she felt my cum began to fill her. 
 
    Then I pushed deeper, and my cock tensed again as another spray of sperm flooded her pussy. 
 
    “Cole! Fuck! Cole!” Akira started to scream desperately, and her tunnel eagerly tensed and relaxed around my shaft as if she was milking me. 
 
    I kept cuming, and wave after wave of pleasure and agony collided in my hips. Each cascade of pleasure brought a new ejaculation into Akira’s accepting body, and each time I came in her, her own tunnel tensed around me while she screamed my name. I lost track of how many times I sprayed my seed inside of her womb, but the edges of my vision began to darken, and I almost passed out before I could stop. 
 
    Then it was over, and we both gasped with surprise as our eyes met. 
 
    “What … what … what the fuck was that?” Akira could barely talk, and her words came out in desperate huffs. 
 
    “That was … ” I began. “That … was damn … ” 
 
    “Wow,” Vesta sighed. “You two really--” 
 
    “Did you just fucking cum in me?” Akira seethed. 
 
    “Uhhh, I think you know I just did,” I said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Did I say you could fucking cum in me?” the dark-haired woman growled. “Did I? Did-- Ohhhhh!” 
 
    Her words caught in her throat as another aftershock climax hit her, and I grinned as I thrust my still rock-hard cock back as deep as I could inside of her so I could feel her walls grasp me. My movement caused Akira’s dark eyes to roll back into her head, so I started to slowly fuck her again, and the wetness from the copious amount of sperm I’d just pumped into her made each of my thrusts loud and slick. 
 
    “Fuckkkkk … ” Akira groaned, and then she reached her hand up to her mouth so she could bite the side of her thumb. 
 
    “I think you like that I came in you,” I huffed as I slowly fucked her again. “I think you like how much I filled you up. I think you love the feel of my warm sperm in your pussy. You are just pretending you don’t because you are a bitch.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Cole,” Akira groaned as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “I’m fucking you right now,” I chuckled. “Again. Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed. 
 
    “Shut up and … ?” I prompted with a grin. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Akira huffed. “Fuck. That feels so good. Fuck. Cole. Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Ahhh, but see … you aren’t the boss,” I said as I leaned back and slid out of her pussy. 
 
    “Wait--what?” Akira whined with despair as she looked down at my dripping erection. “Put it back in!” 
 
    “I’m the boss,” I growled, and then I turned to Vesta. “Get on your knees and lick my cum out of her pussy.” 
 
    “What?” Vesta’s silver eyes opened wide, and her pretty lips parted. 
 
    “You heard me,” I stated as I pointed to the river of my cream flowing out of Akira’s vagina and onto the bed. 
 
    “Okay,” Vesta whispered, and then I crawled back out from between Akira’s spread legs so the lavender-skinned witch could take my place. 
 
    Neither of the women spoke as Vesta lowered her face to Akira’s pussy, but the dark-haired woman’s black eyes burned a hole into mine as she bit her lip. Then Vesta’s tongue came out, and I watched Akira’s eyes roll back into her head as the other woman began to lap up my sperm from her creamy pussy. 
 
    “Wooooow,” Akira gasped after a few moments. 
 
    “Hmmmmm,” Vesta moaned, and I came up higher on my knees behind her so I could watch her tongue dip inside of Akira’s pussy lips. 
 
    Damn, that was a sight. 
 
    But Vesta’s ass was in the air, and her pussy was beckoning me.  
 
    That was another sight. 
 
    My cock was still as hard as a titanium rod, so I moved on my knees to position myself directly behind the green-haired witch, grabbed her wide hip with my right hand, and then held on the base of my cock with my left. My shaft and tip were still slick from Akira’s juices and my sperm, so I slid into Vesta’s tunnel as if she was made for me, and the purple-skinned witch let out a coo of pleasure when I spread her pussy with my cock. 
 
    As soon as I was as deep as I could go in Vesta, I moved both my hands to wrap around her wide hour-glass hips. I didn’t want to fuck her too hard because she was busy licking my cum out of Akira, but I wanted to go hard enough so her walls felt me scrape against them from all angles. 
 
    “Don’t miss a single drop, Vesta,” I ordered as I pulled her hips back into me and angled my thrust upward against the back side of her clitoris. 
 
    “Hmmmmmmm!” Vesta hummed urgently, and I couldn’t help but pick up the pace a bit. 
 
    “Ohhh, she’s doing really good,” Akira sighed a minute or so later as her dark eyes met mine. “She’s getting all of it.” 
 
    “Even the cum I put deep inside of you?” I growled. 
 
    “Yessssss, even the cum you put deep in my pussy,” Akira gasped, and then she raised her hand so she could bite on the side of her thumb again. 
 
    “I think she’s about to come undone,” I panted as Vesta’s walls slowly clenched around my thrusts. 
 
    “Meeee, tooooo,” Akira said as her body began to shake, and her feet lifted off the bed. 
 
    “I’m about to come, too,” I growled as I rolled Vesta’s wide hips back against my cock so my thrusts met with all the possible friction of her velvety walls. 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Vesta finally moaned from where she licked Akira’s pussy. “I’mmmmm … Yessssss!” 
 
    “Yeesssss!” Akira echoed her. 
 
    “Yessssss!” I growled. 
 
    Then the three of us exploded. 
 
    I didn’t think there was any way I had any more sperm in my balls, but my body clenched like I’d just gotten punched in the stomach, and another tidal wave of cum erupted from me. It poured into Vesta’s accepting body like a firehose, and she let out a groan of endless ecstasy as her tunnel vibrated and spasmed. While we both came, I pulled hard against her hips so I was as deep in her as possible, but then I couldn’t handle the pleasure of her walls clenching, and I had to thrust in and out a few times so I wouldn’t pass out from the pleasure. 
 
    Akira’s climax made her curl up like a kitten, and it seemed like every part of her body, including her toes, tensed while Vesta licked and sucked on her clit. 
 
    The three of us swayed, moaned, and climaxed together in perfect synchronization, and then the come down from our climaxes was also at the same meandering pace. We each had a few aftershocks that caused us to gasp and then giggle, and finally the three of us laid naked, sweating, and blissful on the bed. Both women’s heads rested on my chest, and each of them gently stroked my half-erect cock like lazy kittens playing with a catnip toy. 
 
    I knew Vesta was filled to the brim with my seed, and I doubted the lavender-skinned woman had really been able to lick all of my sperm out of Akira, but neither woman decided to get off the bed and go to the bathroom to clean themselves. So, my lips spread into a smile when I realized all their bitching and posturing was just a bunch of bullshit. 
 
    I didn’t need a blood bond. These two were mine now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I slept for what seemed like an hour or two, and when I woke up, it was with a start. I heard heavy footsteps rushing up the stairs, and someone barged into the distant penthouse door. I kind of thought I was dreaming, but then the air pressure changed, and when I opened my eyes, I saw Morgana through the red, sheer curtain, with a panicked expression on her face.  
 
    “We have to go!” she hissed before she pulled back the curtain. “Oh … ” 
 
    Vesta and Akira both gasped and pulled the bed sheets up to their chins as they tried and failed to cover up their naked bodies.  
 
    “What in the--” Morgana stared down at us with wide blue eyes, and her shocked face morphed into disgust. She looked utterly betrayed and furious, as well. 
 
    “What do you want?” I sighed.  
 
    “Disgusting,” she muttered before she whipped around. “Get dressed and hurry the hell up. It’s already past dawn. Apparently, though, there’s a boat that heads back the way we came. If we take the ferry, we won’t have to trek back through the woods, and we’ll cut our travel time in half. But the ferry leaves in less than an hour.”  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    We needed to move our asses if we wanted to be there on time. If we missed the ferry, we wouldn’t make it back to Theodora’s rendezvous point before noon. Which means we’d be stuck in this realm to fend for ourselves.  
 
    And I definitely wasn’t looking forward to that.  
 
    “Are you going to sit there all day?” Morgana demanded.  
 
    “We’re coming,” I assured her. “Just give us a minute, for Satan’s sake.” 
 
    “Whatever.” The brunette huffed, stomped out of the penthouse, and slammed the door shut behind her.  
 
    We all rose from the bed and got dressed in our party clothes. No one said a word to each other as we put our clothes back on, and Vesta and Akira were deadly quiet as we left the room. I had a feeling they were not even going to acknowledge what happened last night, which was fine with me.  
 
    I had my fun … and so did they. 
 
    And I knew they would eventually want more.  
 
    We met Morgana and Faye, who were waiting outside the bedroom with their arms folded across their exposed breasts. I could tell by Faye’s disapproving glare that Morgana had told her what she walked in on, but I flashed the redhead a wink before I headed down the stairs.  
 
    When we reached the bottom floor, I glanced back at the witches and their extravagant, but impractical, outfits. They looked sexy as fuck, but I couldn’t imagine them trekking through the wilderness like that.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we find your old clothes?” I suggested to the group. “I don’t think the walk back is going to be easy in those heels.” 
 
    “There’s no time, Cole,” Morgana hissed, and her blue eyes flashed with irritation.  
 
    “She’s right,” Vesta agreed with an anxious look. “We have to get a move on. You heard Headmistress Theodora. If we don’t make it back by noon, we’re fucked.”  
 
    “Alright, suit yourselves.” I shrugged.  
 
    If they wanted to walk back in those clothes, that was going to be their problem, not mine. 
 
    With that settled, we walked as calmly as possible through the hungover patrons and through the now quiet casino, and then we strolled out the front doors, past the trolls, and down the road.  
 
    As easy as that.  
 
    “I think we have to go past the barley fields,” Akira said after a moment, “I can feel it.” 
 
    “You’re getting better at this.” I smirked. “I can feel that, too. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    We quickly marched south and came across the acres and acres of barley fields. The sky above us was a pale cloudy gray, and there were no farmers in sight. It was completely desolate, and only a few crows flew across the field. The vast golden meadow was quite captivating. It was a peaceful, isolated, and bright countryside, which was quite different from the gray hills and dead forests that surrounded the castle. 
 
    We silently trekked past the fields of barley for about half an hour. The silence was uncomfortable, but I didn’t let it get to me. The fact that we were about to finish our second quiz had me feeling confident and satisfied.  
 
    As well as other things.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t help but marvel at Morgana and Faye’s asses as they walked ahead of me. Their mesh dresses showcased their entire figures under the dim sunlight, and I was thoroughly enjoying the view.  
 
    But then Morgana’s heel caught on a root jutting out of the ground, and she tripped and landed face down in the dirt with a thud that made the rest of us stop. 
 
    “Shit,” the brunette groaned as she rubbed her ankle and struggled to stand up. “These damn heels.”  
 
    “I told you so,” I snickered. 
 
    “Fuck you, Cole,” she hissed. 
 
    “You wish,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    Morgana glared at me as she stood up, and then she started to limp across the field again without looking back.  
 
    I shrugged and followed after her, and soon, we came to the ends of the field and found a small dock on the other side. It looked barely used, but this was where my premonition senses had told me to go.  
 
    “We found it,” Faye breathed with wide green eyes. “That has to be it. I can’t believe we did it.”  
 
    “Of course we did it,” I scoffed. “Come on, let’s go, we’re running out of time.”  
 
     There were several small boats tied to the dock, and I wasn’t sure which one to pick until my eyes fell on a short man in an oversized canoe. He was hunched over with a large lump on his back, and he was murmuring under this breath as he fiddled with little hooks and ropes in his boat.  
 
    As creepy as this man looked, I knew this was the boat we had to take. 
 
    “That one, it’s the fastest, and it’s safer than sprinting through the woods where beasts could lurk around every dark corner,” I said as I pointed to the ghoulish old man. “Come on.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Faye asked, and she nervously twirled a red strand of hair around her finger.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded firmly.  
 
    The witches followed me as I headed toward the boat, and the man smiled a crooked grin at us. He had only one tooth and small beady brown eyes, and when we approached him, he licked his thin, greasy lips and eyed Morgana and Faye’s sheer dresses.  
 
    The women scowled, covered themselves up, and tried not to look embarrassed. I couldn’t blame them, though, the man was a creepy little fucker.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I tried to mask my irritation. “How much for a ride?”  
 
    “It’s one hundred gold coins to pass down the river,” he chuckled without looking at me. “Where are you all headed?” 
 
    “To the Carpen Hills,” Faye interjected, and then she lowered her voice to speak to us. “I have a strong feeling that was the name of the hills we landed in yesterday. The headmistress should be there.”  
 
    “Well, lucky for you, that’s just downstream.” The old man smirked. “One-hundred-and-five gold coins, please.” 
 
    “You just said one-hundred,” I snarled. “Why the sudden increase in price?”  
 
    “Well, it cost extra for students,” he chortled. “Especially for Wicca.”  
 
    “Give us a moment,” I growled before I turned to the witches and lowered my voice. “How much coin do you all have?” 
 
    The witches all shared a terrified look.  
 
    “I barely have more than the requirement for the quiz,” Akira grumbled. “I have just over three hundred.” 
 
    “Same here,” Vesta sighed.  
 
    “We have a bit more from the patrons we stole from,” Faye said as she indicated Morgana, “but we don’t have a hundred extra coins between us.” 
 
    “Well.” I cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “Guess it’s a good thing I do.” 
 
    “You do?” Akira demanded. “How much do you have?” 
 
    “Enough.” I shrugged casually. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Before the women could say another word, I turned back to the ferryman. I was in no mood to fight or bargain with this old fucker, and time was running out to reach the rendezvous point. So, I reached down into my pocket and pulled out one hundred and five gold coins in a small sack before dropping them into his withered old hands. 
 
    “Satisfied?” I growled.  
 
    “Yes, yes, very much so.” He grinned. “Now, come along, hop in, don’t be shy.”  
 
     We all stepped into the small boat, and no one said a word to each other as the old man slowly began to paddle upstream. All we could hear as we moved along the green river was the sound of crows cawing and the haggard breathing of the old man as he pushed the boat onward. Trees bordered the river, and they were lush and green, but the foliage slowly merged into golden and amber leaves as we paddled on.  
 
    I actually enjoyed the silence, though. Last night had been a wild ride, but I was certainly feeling the aftermath of all those drinks now. My head pounded, and my mouth tasted sour, but it had all been worth it. In fact, last night hadn’t felt like a quiz at all. It had been invigorating and exciting. Plus, fucking two of the witches had been an added bonus, but that didn’t mean they were going to warm up to me. 
 
    In fact, they were doing their best to avoid any eye contact with me right now.  
 
    I didn’t care, though. I was feeling too damn good about my academic progression, and I was actually excited about the next class. Both the Blood Magic and Premonition quizzes had been a significant success for me, but just because I passed the quizzes didn’t mean I was in the clear yet.  
 
    We continued to slowly go upstream, and I tapped my fingers impatiently against my arm as I tracked the sun above us.  
 
    We were running out of time.  
 
    Finally, after nearly two hours, we started to approach familiar land. I breathed a sigh of relief as soon as I saw the gray trees and dark, rolling hills. I was tired of being on this river. We’d been sitting for hours, and I was ready to be back on firm ground and away from this unnerving, foul-smelling man.  
 
    “Gruesome place,” our ferryman whispered with a haggard breath.  
 
     We ignored him as he slowly came toward a rock covered shore. Then he came to a full stop, and not one of us bothered to thank the swindling old man as we stepped out of the boat and onto dry land.  
 
    “Old fucker,” Faye hissed under her breath.  
 
    “You’re welcome!” he shouted after us as we entered the woods. “No, really, it truly was my pleasure, young ladies.”  
 
    “Fucking bastard,” I grumbled.  
 
    “I could have done without him staring at my breasts the entire time,” Morgana hissed and tipped her elfin nose up into the air.  
 
    We still weren’t far enough away from the old man, and he continued to call out after us.  
 
    “Oh, no, please, don’t bother to tip me!” he shouted, and his croaking voice startled a flock of birds from the reeds along the riverbank.  
 
    We ignored him as we made our way through the thorny thicket. The mud below us was soft, as if it had just rained and soaked the earth beneath our feet. The thin, sharp branches cut us as we moved as gracefully as possible through the woods. The air smelled of dead, rotting leaves, and the sound of owls and crows vibrated through the frigid air. There was no clear path to follow, so I used my senses to navigate through the gray woodland.  
 
    I knew we were getting closer. Soon, we would be out of these ominous woods, and we’d meet up with Theodora. Then she would take us back to the academy, and we would have officially passed this quiz.  
 
    We silently trekked through the woods, and I knew the witches were tired. I was fucking exhausted, but I knew I had to keep pushing myself onward.  
 
    As we walked, my mind wandered back to my night with Akira and Vesta, and I wondered if they would tell the others about how hard I fucked both of them.  
 
    I doubted it.  
 
    They probably felt as if they betrayed Morgana and Faye by sleeping with me. I didn’t really care, though. It had been an incredible night, and I tried not to smile as I remembered the way they moaned when I fucked them. I could bet all my winnings that it would have pained them to admit it out loud, but I knew they enjoyed every fucking minute of it.  
 
    The woods grew cold as we continued forward, and I could only imagine how cold the witches were in their skin tight and mesh dresses.  
 
    “Hellfire,” Akira spat after a while. “I can’t wait until we get back to Scholomance.” 
 
    “I hope we can change first, though,” Faye said with a violent shiver. 
 
    “I hope we can take a bath,” Vesta muttered, but as soon as she said that, I immediately pictured her naked in the water. Her purple skin would be covered in bubbles and slick with droplets, and her green hair would be plastered around her beautiful, unique features.  
 
    When I met her glittering silver eyes, Vesta blushed as if she could read my mind.  
 
    I smiled and kept walking ahead of them. 
 
    After another half hour, we finally came out of the woods, and I smiled when I saw a figure standing in the hills. 
 
    It was Theodora. She was dressed in a long, dark navy gown with a black lace collar, leather gloves, and boots. Her hair was up in a high bun, and she smiled when she saw us.  
 
    “Welcome back, and with just a minute to spare.” She then glanced at each of us and frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t see Sweeny anywhere.”  
 
    “Should we wait for her?” Vesta suggested.  
 
    “She has one minute.” Theodora shrugged. “Part of the quiz was to arrive at the rendezvous point on time. She knew the consequences of being late.”  
 
    The witches all looked at each other with concerned expressions, but no one dared say a word.  
 
    “Wait, look over there!” Vesta gasped. 
 
    I squinted and saw Sweeny sprinting up the hill, and I immediately noticed she looked like hell. Well, at least more than usual. Her already disfigured face was bloody and cut up, her hair was a mess, and she smelled of sweat and dust. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I breathed when she reached us. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “None … of your business, man, now get out of my way,” she panted before she pushed past me and headed to Theodora. “Apologies, Professor. I was … held up.”  
 
    “You made it just in time, which is all that counts,” Theodora replied, but I could tell she wasn’t impressed by the scarred witch. “Now, does everyone have their three hundred coins?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” we all replied in unison.  
 
    “Let me see,” she said and held out her hand.  
 
    One by one, the witches handed their bags of coins to Theodora.  
 
    “Three-hundred-ten for Akira,” she murmured with a nod. “Three-hundred-twelve for Vesta. Three-hundred-twenty for Morgana. Three-hundred-twenty-two for Faye. And three-hundred exactly for Sweeny.”  
 
    The headmistress cocked an eyebrow at the scarred witch.  
 
    “I met the requirement,” Sweeny grumbled, like she could feel Theodora’s disapproving glare.  
 
    “Barely,” the professor reminded her in an unimpressed tone, but then Theodora turned to me. “And what about you, Cole?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” I smiled and handed over my bag.  
 
    Theodora balanced the heavy, jingling pouch of coins in her hand, and she bounced it once in her palm. Then her eyebrows raised toward her forehead.  
 
    “Twelve hundred and eighty gold coins,” she murmured. “I am impressed, Cole.” 
 
    “It would have been a bit more.” I shrugged. “But the ladies wanted to take the ferry back to see some scenery.” 
 
    The witches shot me scathing glares, but Theodora merely chuckled.  
 
    “Well, nonetheless,” she said, “you have all passed your Premonition quiz. Now, everyone must link their hands. It’s time to go home.”  
 
    We all held hands, and the spinning sensation made my stomach churn as we rotated for a full three minutes. When I opened my eyes, I saw the familiar, tall, black gothic castle towering over us, and I grinned.  
 
    “We’re home,” Akira sighed. “Finally.”  
 
    “Thank the devil,” Vesta muttered.  
 
    Theodora led the way back inside, and the witches began to whisper to each other.  
 
    “I hope we can change before the rest of the students see us,” Faye hissed to Morgana. “I’ll die of humiliation if I’m caught in this dress by anyone else.”  
 
    “Me, too,” the brunette witch replied with a frown. 
 
    “I can’t believe you talked us into putting these ridiculous dresses on, Cole,” Faye seethed as she whirled on me.  
 
    “It was your idea,” I groaned. “Or did you forget already? Stop moaning and complaining for once. We made it out of there alive, and that’s all that matters.”  
 
    The women grunted their agreements as we headed toward the castle, and when we finally made it through the doors, we all sighed with relief. The halls were empty, and I supposed most students were either in class or in the study hall.  
 
    Either way, I was relieved to finally be back home. As strange as it was to call this place my home. 
 
    When the headmistress turned to look at us, Morgana and Faye quickly covered their exposed nipples with folded arms, and as if things couldn’t be worse for them, the corridors began to fill up with older students who giggled and pointed in their direction as they passed by. 
 
    “Hellfire,” Faye hissed, and her pale face flushed bright red. “This is beyond embarrassing. Everyone is going to be talking about this for weeks.”  
 
    “Well, you two may change.” Theodora smirked. “Go on.”  
 
    Morgana and Faye both mumbled something that sounded like a thank you before they disappeared down the corridor behind us, and I couldn’t help but watch them over my shoulder as they ran off. Their asses looked pretty damn good in those see-through dresses.  
 
    “The quiz went well,” Theodora remarked. 
 
    “It did.” I nodded.  
 
    Her bright blue eyes met mine, and she smiled wider before her gaze traveled over Vesta and Akira, too.  
 
    “You won quite a bit of money,” the headmistress said. “Good for you. You used your senses to the fullest ability. Now, you may all take the rest of the afternoon to prepare for your Shadow class tomorrow. Cole, if you’ll follow me, I’ll give you a copy of the textbook so you may get your reading done.”  
 
    I nodded and left Akira and Vesta in the hallways as I followed the headmistress to her office. When we were inside, she marched over to her extensive bookshelf and pulled out a sage green textbook from her collection. Then she blew the dust off the cover and smiled before she handed me the copy.  
 
    “Here you are,” she said. “Your next class will be taught by one of my most exceptional students. Her name is Luna, and while she might look like an angel, she is the exact opposite and will have no qualms about murdering you if you fail, so I suggest you get as much reading done as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” I nodded. “I’ll be sure to do that.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Theodora replied as her eyes studied me. “I’ll be watching you closely, Cole. Do not let me down.”  
 
    I nodded again, left her office with the book, and headed down to the banquet hall. I was absolutely ravished and couldn’t wait to eat a plate of hot food.  
 
    When I strode into the crowded banquet hall, my eyes landed on my table. I quickly spotted Vesta, Akira, Morgana, and Faye, but Sweeny was not seated with them. The scarred witch was probably humiliated and was off somewhere licking her wounds. She nearly failed the quiz, and we all knew it.  
 
    The witches at the table, though, had all changed into their uniforms and were digging into their meals, and as I got closer, I noticed Vesta and Akira were deep in conversation. Morgana and Faye were not paying attention to their fellow witches and were instead just focused on their food, but the two women I had fucked last night were so immersed in their food and discussion that they didn’t see me approaching them, so I heard snippets of what they were saying.  
 
    Even when I was about a foot away, Vesta and Akira didn’t notice me, so I stood utterly still and strained to listen in to what they were saying.  
 
    “I’m still soaked,” I heard Vesta say. “He got so deep in me that--” 
 
    Akira spotted me and then turned a bright red before she covered Vesta’s mouth with her hand.  
 
    The green-haired witch looked offended until she met my eyes, and then she just looked humiliated. 
 
    “What was that you were saying?” I grinned. 
 
     Akira released Vesta, and both of them looked away before answering.  
 
    “Nothing that concerns you,” the lilac-skinned witch snapped, and her cheeks were a dark plum color. “Why don’t you just mind your own business?” 
 
     I chuckled before taking a seat next to her. She smelled like lavender and spices, and I could feel the warmth radiating off her body.  
 
    “So, who’s excited about Shadow class?” Morgana asked after a moment of awkward silence. “I can’t fucking wait.”  
 
    “Me either,” Vesta coughed. She was clearly trying her best to pretend like she wasn’t just talking about me and our night together, and I could sense her embarrassment, but I decided not to call her out on it.  
 
    For now.  
 
    “I certainly can’t wait,” I said before I started to eat.  
 
     I dug into my plate of potatoes, steak, and green beans. Everyone ate quietly, and I knew the two of the four witches were still embarrassed by what happened. I supposed they didn’t expect to get that drunk and lose control over themselves, but I was glad they had.  
 
    It was a night I was definitely not going to forget. 
 
    “I’m going to get another plate,” I said as I stood from the table. “Anyone want anything else?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Vesta muttered, but the other girls ignored me, so I shrugged and went back to the counter to get another serving of steak.  
 
    On the way back, I saw the four of them were huddled close to each other on the table talking, and their shoulders seemed tense.  
 
    “I wonder what they are talking about?” I snickered as I casually walked around the backside of the hall so I could eavesdrop.  
 
    I passed several other dining tables filled with witches enjoying their meals, and each of them was absolutely gorgeous, although it was obvious most of them weren’t human. If they noticed me walk past their table, they gave me an angry glare and then whispered to their classmates, but I just ignored them and focused on getting to a spot where I could catch a hint of what my classmates were talking about.  
 
    “We need to spend more time searching tonight,” I heard Morgana say. 
 
    “What? You mean ten minutes isn’t enough to search a whole fucking library?” Akira scoffed. “We are going to need weeks to find it.” 
 
    “We don’t have weeks,” Faye said. “If the Blood Pact does what he says it does, we need to do it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I still don’t see why we need it,” Akira grumbled. “Plenty of other witches have taken the final without this pact.” 
 
    “Do you know what the death rate is?” Faye scoffed. “It’s three out of five. You know what the common theme is of those who survive? They work together.” 
 
    “So?” Akira hissed. “Let’s just work together.” 
 
    “With Cole?” Morgana groaned. “You two might be fine spreading your legs for that fucking man, but I have standards.” 
 
    “Doesn’t have to be working with Cole, you dumb bitch,” Akira growled. “We could just cut him out and agree to work together. We don’t need the Blood Pact.” 
 
    “But what about the power?” Faye asked. “Immortality? And we know we’ll easily win? This is worth pursuing.” 
 
    “Which brings me back to the fact that we haven’t found the fucking spell yet,” Akira huffed.  
 
    “Maybe Cole’s a liar?” Vesta whispered. “It wouldn’t surprise me. Maybe this Blood Pact doesn’t exist?”  
 
    “We broke into the library before we left for the quiz, and there was nothing.” Morgana said. “I went back just now after I changed, and I thought I found something interesting called The Book of Survival, which talked about different, difficult pacts and soul bounds, but not the Blood Pact. It was strange.”  
 
    “Do you think … Cole might have found it first?” Akira whispered. “Do you think he destroyed the pages or something?” 
 
    “Did he fuck the brains out of you?” Morgana scoffed. “He’s not smart or knowledgeable enough to break into the library and get there before us. How could you even think he’s capable of planning that far ahead? He can’t even keep from drooling when he sees us. It’s disgusting, and I can’t believe the two of you let him put his--” 
 
    “Oh, shut the fuck up about it already!” Akira hissed. “We just had some fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now that you two fucked him, are you loyal to us or to him?” Faye demanded.  
 
    “I’m loyal to myself,” Vesta sneered. “And if you keep bringing up how Cole fucked us, I’m going to start thinking you are just jealous.” 
 
    “As if,” Faye growled.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk in satisfaction. I was ten steps ahead of them, and they didn’t even know it. If anything, they were too busy arguing with each other about me to really plan how to survive the final test. 
 
    And soon they would run out of time, and they’d have to come to me.  
 
    They’d have to beg me to join my blood pact.  
 
    “Did I miss anything important?” I asked, and the women all jumped in their seats and glared at me. 
 
    “No,” Akira spat, so I shrugged, sat down, and dug into my second plate of food.  
 
    When I finished eating, I bid them goodbye and stood from the table, with my book in my hand. I was so focused on reading the material, though, that I almost didn’t catch Morgana whispering to Akira on my way out of the banquet hall.  
 
    “If anyone has a copy, I bet Vanessa does,” the brunette said in a faint voice I had to strain to hear. “She’s the professor of Blood Magic. She has to have a copy of the Blood Pact spell, right?” 
 
    Fuck. I never thought of that, but it sounded logical. If it was true, though, I needed to break into her office. Now. Or maybe later tonight. I just couldn’t risk these other witches grabbing the last copy before me. They would use it to their own advantage and leave me out of it.  
 
    I quickly headed toward my bedroom with my book in my hands. When I stepped inside my room, I realized I desperately needed to take a bath. So, I quickly stripped off the stolen suit, placed my dagger on my desk, and as soon as I opened the bathroom door, the tub was already filled to the brim with hot water.  
 
    “Thanks, Cordelia,” I said aloud.  
 
    I knew she was probably watching me, even if she didn’t respond, but I smiled and shook my head to myself as I stepped into the relaxing water. Then I marinated in the hot bath for over an hour and scrubbed myself clean.  
 
    When I returned to my desk, I spent the rest of the afternoon studying my ass off. There was a lot I needed to prepare for Shadow class, and according to Theodora, Luna was one hell of a professor.  
 
    So, I studied until darkness fell and then closed the book and stretched my sore muscles. Now that it was nightfall, I knew what I had to do next.  
 
    I needed to retrieve and burn the final copy of the Blood Pact spell.  
 
    I paced back and forth in my room, unsure of how I was going to break into Vanessa’s office. I didn’t even know where it was, but I still had the skill of premonition to figure it out.  
 
    Not wanting to waste any more time, I quickly dressed in a clean shirt and pair of trousers before I slipped on my boots and cloak. Next, I grabbed my dagger off the desk and tucked it safely into my waistband.  
 
    Then I took in a long, deep breath before I swung the door open and headed quickly down the stairs.  
 
    I had no idea where I would begin, all I knew was I’d have to wander through the castle until I felt a magnetic connection pulling me toward one of the rooms, because premonition had its limits.  
 
    Even for me.  
 
    I quietly wandered through the corridors for about an hour, but I grew more and more impatient as time passed by, and I wondered if I was doing something wrong. The paintings continued to follow my every move as I walked down the hallways and past the empty rooms, and I finally came to a stop in the middle of a hallway.  
 
    “Where the hell is it?” I whispered to myself.  
 
    I couldn’t feel a damn thing, and I wanted to tear at the eyes of the paintings that continued to follow me as I walked down the barely lit corridors. Finally, I sensed a strong pull coming from down the hall. I followed the energy, and it led me down a series of passages and toward an arched opening.  
 
    I went through the door, and finally, I came across a wooden door with a wolf carved into the door and grinned to myself. The top of the door also had the same lettering her classroom had.  
 
    The feral she-wolf emerges at night, with only the moon to guide her way. Hide the lambs, the children, and the weak, because she will only leave blood and bone in her wake. 
 
    This had to be it.  
 
    I pulled out my dagger and fiddled with the lock for a good minute until I heard a click.  
 
    “Yes,” I muttered.  
 
     I gingerly pushed the door open, and inside was a small, dark office. There was a blood-red Persian carpet covering the slick, black wooden floor, and the walls were painted dark brown. Books took up the entire wall, and a small fireplace was aflame by her desk. Above her desk, there was a massive family portrait, and I spotted Vanessa, Theodora, and an older witch with white hair and the same piercing blue eyes. 
 
    I felt like the oldest witch was staring down at me, though, like she was judging my every move. I ignored the shiver that ran down my spine and started to look around the office. I had to be quick because I knew Vanessa could probably be back at any moment. 
 
    As I neared her book collection, my heart stopped when I heard a soft, familiar growl by the back of her desk. Then I slowly went around the desk and craned my neck to see Vanessa’s familiar Isobel curled up behind her chair. The wolf’s cold, light blue eyes stared at me for a long moment, and I thought she was going to start wildly barking at me, lunge at me, or anything, but instead, her eyes softened when they met mine. 
 
    She looked at me with imploring eyes, and I knew she wanted something to eat.  
 
    Perhaps she remembered the little treat I gave her back in the classroom.  
 
    “I’m sorry, girl,” I whispered. “I don’t have any more treats with me this time.” 
 
    Isobel looked disappointed but not angry as she laid her head back down in between her paws and slowly exhaled in disappointment.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and continued to study the books. There were so many. They were all in different languages, and each one was thicker than the last. I used the ladder to climb up to the top and started to look through the entire wall. I started from the very top and slowly made my way down, and my fingers trailed along the spines until I reached the end of the bottom shelf.  
 
    If her copy of the Book of Survival was in here, then it wasn’t with the others. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    I glanced at her desk, and I wondered if it was in there.  
 
    It was worth a try.  
 
    When I approached the massive mahogany desk, the wolf lifted her head and stared at me. Then she bared her teeth and snarled when I started to pull at the drawers.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Please, girl,” I whispered, “don’t make a fuss. I promise I’ll be in and out of here in no time.”  
 
    Isobel closed her mouth and then tilted her head, and I couldn’t say for sure, but a part of me was convinced she understood me.  
 
    “Deal?” I grinned. 
 
    The wolf whined and then went back to sleep as if I wasn’t even there, and I smiled as I continued to rummage through Vanessa’s desk. I was surprised she didn’t lock her drawers, but I supposed she never expected someone to break into the office in the first place.  
 
    The woman had so many goddamn drawers in her desk, but there was only one more left, and I sighed as I put my fingers on the handle. 
 
    If the book wasn’t in here, that meant the other witches had found it first, and I was fucked.  
 
    Moment of truth.  
 
    I inhaled sharply and yanked the door open, and a moment later, my breath shuddered past my chapped lips.  
 
    There, below me, was the final copy of the Book of Survival.  
 
    I smirked to myself as I reached down and pulled it out. Then I flipped to the correct page and tore out the Blood Pact ritual.  
 
    “Found you.” I smiled. 
 
    I placed the book back where it belonged and closed the drawer. I then headed to the fireplace and crumpled up the page. There was no need to reread it, now that I had it all ingrained in my memory, so I tossed the paper into the lit fireplace and watched as it burned into a black crisp. 
 
     I’d done it. I’d found the last and only remaining copy of the ritual. Now, there were no more copies of the page left. I’d destroyed all evidence of the pact. The only way those witches would ever succeed now was with my help, and I couldn’t wait until they came crawling and begging for my aid.  
 
    I swiftly left the office with a skip in my step. So far, things were working out in my favor, but I still had to keep my guard up. Things might have been going well so far, but who knew what other obstacles I’d have to face before the final and deadly exam. 
 
    Only time would tell.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Today was the start of our next class, and I was both mentally and physically ready to take on the next set of challenges. I couldn’t wait to dive into Shadow magic.  
 
    It seemed like a vast and exciting subject, so I was pretty excited, especially after I spent several hours studying the textbook. I liked that I wasn’t going into this class blindfolded. Thanks to the headmistress, I had time to prepare myself by reading the introduction and the history of the course.  
 
    According to the book, the skill of Shadow had been used to teleport, to conjure up minions, and also to control light. As a preschooler, I would learn how to teleport from short distances and would also learn to invoke a shadow minion, who would temporarily do my bidding.  
 
    I was ready to learn a new set of skills, and even though each passing class meant we were coming closer to the final exam, part of me didn’t care. I was eager to learn more about all the skills I could acquire as I advanced. I knew I was growing more power-hungry with each quiz, but I enjoyed every fucking second of it.  
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what laid ahead in the next semester. If I was powerful now … who knew what I could do after I passed the exam.  
 
    But then I remembered I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. Before I got too cocky, I should take it one fucking step at a time.  
 
    So, I shot out of bed and quickly got dressed in my standard uniform. Then I grabbed my book and dagger before heading down to the classroom corridor. There were only a few witches in the hallway this morning since it was still relatively early, and they continued to stare at me with as much intensity as the paintings hanging up on the dark walls.  
 
    No matter where I went, eyes followed me, but I was used to it by now. After weeks of unanswered questions, learning new skills, and fighting for my life through unconventional quizzes, stares and glares from other women barely fazed me. In fact, sometimes I enjoyed it.  
 
    So, I smiled to myself and walked past the Blood Magic and Premonition classrooms.  
 
    The third door was closed, and I experienced a strange, alluring force pulling me into the classroom before I even turned the knob. When I stepped inside, I was surprised to see this room looked quite different from the other rooms. Vastly different, in fact.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    This room was incredible. It was like I was walking into a living dream. A dark, mysterious, and foreboding dream.  
 
    The walls were painted a dark navy blue that reminded me of a clear night sky, and the floor was made of gleaming white marble. It shone so brightly I caught a glimpse of my reflection when I glanced down, and when I looked back up to study the rest of the room, I noticed a long row of portraits hung above the professor’s desk. All the witches in these paintings were beautiful women with white-blonde hair and piercing lavender colored eyes. Clearly, this was the same family of witches, since all the women shared the same buttoned nose and cat-shaped eyes, and those gorgeous light-colored eyes followed my every move as I explored the classroom.  
 
    “Don’t mind me, ladies,” I said aloud as I walked around the empty room and wove through the desks.  
 
    Above me, there was a small, crescent moon window. It was too high up to actually see through the glass, but it did cast a slight glow of pale sunlight through the room. Today must have been slightly sunny because the room was relatively bright. 
 
    When I looked up at the ceiling, I marveled at the artwork. Clouds and glittering stars were painted across the ceiling, and a long, silver chandelier dangled high above me. The longer I stared at the ceiling, the more it seemed like the clouds were actually moving.  
 
    “Admiring my artwork?” a soothing, dreamlike voice echoed from the doorway.  
 
    When I looked down, I caught a pair of lavender eyes staring right through me, and my mouth hung open in awe because I was staring at one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.  
 
    She had long, snow-white hair that tumbled across her creamy white shoulders and down to her small, cinched waist. Her purple eyes glittered, and she had the most gigantic pupils I’d ever seen. It made her look like a living doll. Her cheeks were rosy red, and her lips were painted a dusty mauve. She was wearing a long black, off the shoulder robe, and when she smiled at me, I felt as if I was in a deep trance.  
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed. “It’s magnificent--”  
 
    “Well, thank you, Cole.” The woman nodded. “But flattery will not guarantee you a pass in this class. You’re going to have to truly push yourself and exceed the limit. Shadow is an extremely challenging and unpredictable course.”  
 
    “I understand,” I replied. “I have been working my ass off to get to where I am, so I’m not walking into this lesson thinking it’s going to be a piece of fucking cake.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” She blinked those alluring lavender eyes. “Vanessa has told me all about you and how you’ve progressed. Word travels fast around here, which I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Well, I hope she’s said good things,” I joked.  
 
    “It honestly depends on the day,” the white-haired woman laughed. “But mark my words, I will not be taking it easy on you just because you’re not from our world.”  
 
    “Trust me.” I grinned. “I’ve known I’d have to work harder than most since day one.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’m Professor Luna, by the way, but you will only address me as Professor, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” I answered. “It’s nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Take a seat,” she instructed.  
 
    Luna gracefully turned around and headed back to her desk to take a seat as well. Then she stared hard at me as I took a seat by the front and opened my book.  
 
    I briefly wondered what she was thinking since whenever I glanced up, she was still staring at me with those large, lavender eyes and long, black lashes.  
 
    After a few minutes, I heard small footsteps approaching the doorway, and shortly after Vesta walked up to the threshold. Then she paused there, with her short skirt and tight white top, and I could tell she was entranced by the classroom as well. Her full lips parted in awe as she glanced around curiously, but when her eyes met mine, she quickly averted her silver gaze and looked down at the floor. Then she brought her book up to her chest and promptly sat down in the back of the classroom.  
 
    “Good morning, Vesta,” Luna said in a sing-song voice. “Are manners not in order today?”  
 
    “Oh.” Vesta blushed a dark plum color. “Apologies. Good morning, Professor. I’m sorry. I'm a bit tired from the last quiz.” 
 
    Luna shook her beautiful head and looked mildly disappointed.  
 
    “Vesta, Vesta, Vesta,” she said as she clucked her tongue. “No excuses, young lady. I need you sharp and focused. Don’t you want to live to see the next semester?” 
 
    She made life and death seem like it was such a common thing.  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” Vesta murmured with her eyes lowered. “Again, I apologize.”  
 
    Luna clicked her tongue again and looked back to a small book that was open on her desk.  
 
    I turned around to see what the hell was wrong with Vesta, but she only glared daggers at me.  
 
    “What?” she snapped in my direction.  
 
    “Nothing.” I shrugged. “What the hell is your problem?” 
 
    She was acting more spiteful and distant than usual. 
 
    “None of your concern,” the lavender-skinned witch sneered. “Just leave me alone.”  
 
    “With pleasure,” I said as I turned around and focused on my book again.  
 
    As the minutes ticked by, the other witches slowly started to pool into the classroom, and the last one to come in was Faye. She was wearing her usual black and white uniform, but her skirt seemed shorter than usual, and her white knee socks were missing. Her white crisp blouse had three buttons undone, and her red hair was pulled up into two high ponytails.  
 
    When she caught my eyes, she scowled and tossed back her long, red hair.  
 
    “Please take your seat, Faye,” Luna demanded. “There is no time to waste.”  
 
    “Right, of course, Professor,” the redhead muttered, but she shot me a glare before she sat down in the last empty seat next to me and opened her book. 
 
    “Looks like I’m stuck with you,” she sneered under her breath.  
 
    “And good morning to you, too.” I smirked.  
 
    She snorted and then tossed back her long hair in a dramatic swoop. 
 
    “Hey, Cole,” she whispered, “will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure, what is it?” I asked, and I had to admit, I was curious.  
 
    “Please don’t speak to me unless you have to,” Faye hissed, and her green eyes were practically poisonous.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, no problem.” I shrugged. “So long as you do me the same favor.”  
 
    “Why would I even talk to you?” she spat. 
 
    “You tell me, you’re doing it right now.” I smirked. 
 
    Faye opened her mouth to say something but then clamped it shut when she realized she was in a losing argument.  
 
    “Devil’s damn it,” she murmured under her breath.  
 
    I chuckled as she huffed and stared down at her book, and I knew she was just pretending to read to avoid eye contact with me.  
 
    Then Luna stood up and snapped her fingers to grab our attention. 
 
    “Class,” the white-haired woman began with her hands raised, “welcome to your first Shadow class. Today, we will be focusing on using shadows to teleport from point A to point B. We will also be studying the creation of minions. In a few days, you’ll take a quiz to ensure you have learned the basics. If you have failed to learn them, you’ll probably die.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers again, but this time, a group of seven men appeared at the front of the classroom. They were all chained to each other by the ankles, they all wore faded, gray, and torn up uniforms, and they all smelled of piss and vomit.  
 
    Their scent overpowered the smell of burning candles, and Faye covered her mouth and nose as she suppressed a gag.  
 
    “Now, everyone, please watch me closely,” Luna instructed.  
 
    The professor approached one of the chained slaves as gracefully as a swan. He was an older man with a scruffy white beard and small, brown bloodshot eyes, and he was so thin that I could see his rib cage poking through his gaunt and sallow skin.  
 
    “You fucking whore,” he spat. Drool dribbled from the corner of his chapped, pale lips, and his eyes were filled with madness and fear. 
 
    Luna sighed as if bothered by a minor inconvenience. Then she tossed back her long hair and muttered an incantation none of us could hear. 
 
    “What did she say?” Faye whispered. 
 
    It would seem she forgot about our no talking agreement.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I murmured back.  
 
    We all watched as Luna placed a hand over the man’s greasy forehead. Then his eyes widened, and he started to groan as if he were in deep, unbearable pain, and the other prisoners watched in horror as the man began to convulse. It looked as if all his bones were breaking at once as he buckled over, and his eyes bulged from their sockets. He continued to violently shake and foam at the mouth until his lips slowly peeled open, and a thick, black smoke emerged from his lips.  
 
    I stared in both awe and horror as the man slowly shriveled up and then fell to the floor with the thud.  
 
    “See, class?” Luna grinned. “Easy as apple worm pie.”  
 
    I watched as the floating black cloud hovered above us all, and the other prisoners wailed and shook as Luna floated back to her desk. Then she took out a dark ceramic mug and glanced up at the smoke with determination and pride. 
 
    “Nervo Mihi,” she intoned.  
 
    The smoke swiftly drifted from the air and seeped into the mug, and the white-haired witch gingerly placed the lid on top of the jar and flashed a smile at all of us. 
 
    “Now, I have trapped my own minion,” she said. “It is not a soul, but simply a shadow, one that can be tethered to you during the final exam if you wish.”  
 
    No one said anything until I raised my hand.  
 
    “Yes, Cole?” Luna asked sweetly.  
 
    “How long will a tethered shadow last for?” I questioned. 
 
    I hadn’t seen or read anything about it in the textbook, and I was curious.  
 
    “Depending on how strong the host was, that’s how long your shadow companion will survive,” she explained. “However, these humans are weak. We keep them locked up for months at a time, only to use for demonstration purposes, of course. So, when you are attempting to catch a shadow for your exam, be sure to hold onto something strong enough to get you through the challenges.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, and I looked at each remaining man. They were pale as a sheet and shiny with sweat, and I could practically feel their hearts beating from here.  
 
    “Who would like to go first?” Luna asked.  
 
    The other witches looked utterly taken aback. I certainly was. We hadn’t had a single chance to practice on anything yet, and we didn’t even hear the spell.  
 
    No one raised their hand, and the air grew heavy and awkward. I had no idea what was going on, and Luna’s face shifted into a broad smile.  
 
    “What a serious bunch you are,” she giggled. “I’m only teasing, of course. You haven’t even had a chance to practice on something small yet.”  
 
    Her laugh was sweet, but there was a deep darkness in her light purple eyes. I knew she may have looked beautiful and innocent, but there was a bloodthirsty aura about her. I could feel it whenever I looked into her eyes.  
 
    Luna cackled before she flicked her wrist, and as the chained-up men disappeared into oblivion, I could practically feel the rest of the class sigh with instant relief.  
 
    “We’ll start with something small,” Luna instructed.  
 
    She waved her hand, and a cloud of black smoke appeared over her desk. Then I heard small, squeaky little grunts, and when the smoke vanished, I saw a tiny yellow mouse with beady red eyes on her desk.  
 
    “Now, as you can see in the text, the incantation is, ‘sombra de la muerte,’” she said. “It’s a simple incantation, but if you are not completely focused, it could take your own shadow instead of ripping the shadow off your host, so pay very close attention to your pronunciation.”  
 
    I heard Faye gulp beside me, and she adjusted herself in her seat.  
 
    The mouse squirmed on the desk, and Luna smiled at all of us. 
 
    “Who wants to go first?” she asked. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “I’m not joking this time,” she said. Her tone had grown more serious, and her eyes were filled with intense focus. “You’re all going to have to practice, so I’d suggest you set your fears aside and come up here.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said without thinking.  
 
    “Fantastic!” Luna exclaimed and clasped her hands together. “Come up here, now. Don’t be shy.”  
 
    I stood up, and when I approached the desk, I took in a slow, long deep breath. The mouse’s small, red eyes darted around the room, and it squeaked as I neared it as if it knew its time was up. I focused on the little rodent, raised my open palm, and muttered the incantation under my breath.  
 
    “Sombra de la muerte.”  
 
    At first, the mouse didn’t move. I thought I had fucked up, and for a second, I felt like I was going to die.  
 
    Then, suddenly, the mouse started to quiver. It shook violently, its red eyes bulged out of its tiny skull, and it squealed and squirmed as it continued to vigorously shake on the desk.  
 
    “Now, take the jar,” Luna ordered as she handed me a small, ceramic black container.  
 
    I took the jar from her and stepped back. Then I twisted the lid open and raised the little pot as the mouse’s mouth opened up. Smoke appeared from its tiny mouth, and the dark cloud hovered up in the air.  
 
    “Nervo mihi,” I said, and I watched as the black smoke funneled into my container. 
 
    I sealed the jar shut, and the class forced themselves to lightly clap. The mouse was dead on the desk, and all its feet pointed upward as its tongue lolled out of its small mouth. Its skin was gaunt around its bones, and it looked like all its organs had been sucked out of its body.  
 
    “Well done--” Luna said, but then her eyes widened as she stared out of the window behind me. 
 
    She looked as if she’d seen a ghost, so I followed her gaze and saw that the room was gradually beginning to darken. All traces of light had morphed into cold darkness, and when I looked at the crescent moon window, the small sliver of gray clouds that were there a moment ago had converted to black. 
 
    Everyone’s faces paled, and they stared at each other. It was clear they were all searching for answers.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Morgana breathed. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Vesta replied. 
 
    “Professor?” Sweeny croaked. “What’s happening?”  
 
    Luna shushed everyone and continued to silently stare out the window. Her full mouth parted slightly, and her eyes were focused entirely on the sky. The candles were still burning brightly, but there was no trace of daylight left. It was as if it had been sucked right out of the room, and we were in a black void. The air went deadly cold, and ice covered the window.  
 
    What the hell did I just do?  
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked Luna in a low voice.  
 
    “You’ve blotted out the sun,” Luna whispered as she swallowed hard. “I haven’t seen this for ages … not from a preschooler … ” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long the darkness was going to last, and I felt as if I were holding my breath. My classmates’ faces were masks of confusion and awe, but Luna was completely mesmerized. Her gaze was wholly fixated on the window, and it seemed as if she couldn’t pull away. She didn’t even pay any attention to the rest of the class as they searched her face for answers.  
 
    I had a feeling she would stand there staring out the window until the sun returned, even if it took hours, so I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Professor?” I said.  
 
    Luna didn’t respond. She didn’t even move. She just stood there, still as stone, barely breathing. She looked like a beautiful statue.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the pale sunlight slowly returned to the room. The warmth returned, too, and it felt as if everyone exhaled a long sigh of relief.  
 
    The witches started murmuring with each other, but I didn’t pay attention to anything they were saying.  
 
    “How did I do that?” I demanded with a little more force in my voice. “What the hell just happened?”  
 
    “Do not question it,” Luna snapped. “Do not ever question external forces.”  
 
    “But I don’t understand,” I started to say, but she raised her hand to stop me mid-sentence.  
 
    When I looked into her eyes, I saw confusion and something else. She just stared at me, as if I were some kind of puzzle that she needed to solve, so I took a step back. I was feeling just as bewildered as her, and it was driving me crazy.  
 
    “Class … let’s … just turn to the next chapter and focus on teleportation,” Luna instructed as she tore her gaze from mine.  
 
    “But none of us had a chance to practice the shadow spell,” Sweeny argued.  
 
    “Not now!” Luna snapped. “Do as I say and read the chapters.”  
 
    We spent the next few hours studying the material for teleportation, but the air around Luna had changed entirely. Her playful and mischievous nature had morphed into a very distant and wary tension, and she even had trouble making eye contact with me as she spoke.  
 
    “That’s enough for today,” Luna sighed after we finished the chapter. “Tomorrow, everyone will get a chance to practice the shadow incantation before enacting the spell on a human.”  
 
    Faye slammed her book shut, huffed angrily, and then stormed out of the classroom. The rest of the witches followed after the redhead, but Akira stopped by my desk before she left the room.  
 
    “Once again, you manage to disrupt our studies with your constant desire to one-up us,” she said, and her black eyes flashed. “It’s getting tedious, and I’m personally sick of always being in your shadow. No pun intended.”  
 
    I sighed and then gestured with my finger so she’d lean down toward me. Akira narrowed her eyes, but still leaned toward me, and I raised my mouth so I was right next to her ear. 
 
    “Do you still feel my cum in your tight little pussy, or did you manage to clean it all out?” I whispered. 
 
    Akira jerked away from me, and her face turned twelve different shades of red. She growled, scowled, and then flew out of the room without saying another word, and I chuckled as I slowly stood. 
 
    “Wait, Cole,” Luna called out before I could reach the door. “Stay for a moment.”  
 
    I took a step back and folded my arms across my chest. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. “Are you going to explain what the hell just happened back there?”  
 
    “I can only say one thing,” she murmured as her purple eyes roved across my face. “What you did today … I have only seen a few people with your ability, and as much as I hate the fact that you’re here, I do not believe you should waste it.”  
 
    “Well, at least you’re honest,” I chuckled. “But how can I waste an ability when I can’t even control it?”  
 
    “I can show you,” Luna answered. “If you trust me, I can show you how to control it.”  
 
    Like the rest of the professors, she was exceedingly difficult to read, so I couldn’t tell if she sincerely wanted me to survive the exam. Her demeanor throughout class had changed from hot to cold, and I honestly had no idea who was truly on my side.  
 
    But I sensed that, for right now, she meant well. 
 
    Also, it helped that she was fucking beautiful.  
 
    “Alright.” I finally nodded. “Fine … let’s do it.” 
 
    Luna grinned and looked out the window. “Let’s go outside and into the woods.”  
 
    I nodded and followed her out of the classroom and down the corridors to the front entrance. As soon as we were outside, the white-haired witch made her way toward the top of the hill, and I followed her, but I wondered what the hell we were going to do.  
 
    “Now,” she said as soon as we were on the top of the hill. “Focus on the sun. Take in the faint rays of sunlight and focus all your energy into it." 
 
    “Okay,” I muttered.  
 
    I furrowed my brow and stared up at the pale and shrouded sun. I studied it, as she instructed, but as I continued to just stand here, I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell I was doing.  
 
    “You’re not focused,” Luna said after a moment. “You have too many questions roaming through your mind. You need to let go and stop asking yourself countless questions.”  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” I grumbled. “You weren’t the one who was dumped here out of nowhere, with no recollection of where you came from or who you are.”  
 
    “Stop complaining,” she said as she rolled her beautiful purple eyes. “And do what I tell you.”  
 
    “Fine,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Now, say the incantation,” Luna instructed. “Hold onto the sunlight, as if you can touch it with your fingertips.”  
 
    I nodded and stretched out my hand. “Sombra de la muerte.”  
 
    Luna’s eyes were glued to me as I recited the spell. Leaves started to rustle, and then the air suddenly grew ice cold. The sun slowly began to change color above us, and it shifted from a pale yellow to a deep, dark red. 
 
    Then it completely faded into black. 
 
    The sky darkened simultaneously, and the air grew even colder. I could feel the icy wind penetrating me to the bone, and I fought back the chill to stop myself from shaking.  
 
    “Do not let go of it,” Luna instructed. “Stay focused.”  
 
    I nodded, gritted my teeth, and kept my hand stretched out as I focused all my attention on the black sun. 
 
    “Do you feel the energy coursing through you?” she asked in an excited voice. “Do you feel it, Cole?” 
 
    “Yes,” I grunted. 
 
    I had to fight back the bitter cold, and I refused to let my body shiver or my teeth chatter. I kept my gaze focused on the black sun and did not let go. I could feel the light coursing through me, and dark energy pierced me to the bone. I felt like I was absorbing everything. The earth, the air, and life itself. 
 
    “Now, let it go,” Luna whispered. 
 
    I couldn’t. Not at first. The pull was too strong and powerful, and it tasted sweet on my tongue. It was like electricity was coursing through every vein in my body and through my fingertips.  
 
    “Cole,” she hissed. “Let it go.”  
 
    My eyelids started to flutter, and for a moment, I thought I was going to collapse. I knew, deep down, that I had to let it go. 
 
    So, I exhaled and slowly let my hand fall down to my side. Everything started to merge back to normal, and Luna sighed loudly as if she had been holding her breath as well.  
 
    “Incredible.” She nodded. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured as I flexed my fingers and rubbed the feeling back into my face. “Why am I able to do this--?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you that,” she said in a firm voice. “All I can do is make sure that you learn how to properly control it.”  
 
    I still had so many questions, but I knew they weren’t going to be answered. There was no point in trying to push the white-haired witch. She was just as secretive and stubborn as the rest of them.  
 
    “Alright,” I replied as I raised my hands up in defense, “I’ll stop asking.”  
 
    “Good, now, let us return,” she said. “I’m catching quite the chill out here.”  
 
    Luna motioned for me to go down the hill, and we headed back inside the castle. As soon as we returned to the classroom corridor, she gave me the once over.  
 
    “I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” she said with a small wink. “Do not be late.”  
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “Thanks.”  
 
    Luna nodded but then placed a dainty finger against her lips. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone that I helped you.” She grinned. “Or I might have to kill you.” 
 
    I laughed, even though part of me actually believed she would stay true to that threat. Then I parted ways with her and headed to the study hall.  
 
    I took a table in the far corner, and I began to read the Shadow textbook from front to back. I stayed there for hours as I let the words sink in.  
 
    Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything about casting out the sun. I thought I’d find something in there about blocking out daylight, but there was nothing.  
 
    To say I was disappointed would have been an understatement.  
 
    I sighed and closed the book, and I was about to leave until I heard my group of witches coming into the study hall.  
 
    “Why the hell wasn’t it in there?” Vesta shrieked in a panicked voice. 
 
    “Keep your damn voice down,” Faye hissed. 
 
    “Relax, it’s late, no one is in here,” Morgana said.  
 
    I held my breath and strained to listen, and I smiled to myself when I realized what they were talking about. 
 
    “We have no copy of the Book of Survival,” Faye groaned. “We’re completely fucked! The pages were gone, and I swear Vanessa’s wolf was going to eat us.” 
 
    “I bet Cole fucking stole it from her book,” Akira growled. “I told you all that we shouldn’t underestimate him.” 
 
    “If what he said is true, we need that spell,” Vesta sighed.  
 
    “I thought you said you thought he was lying?” Faye hissed. 
 
    “If he was lying, why would he take all the spells?” Vesta huffed. “It must be powerful. We have to do something. We have to--” 
 
    “Calm the fuck down,” Morgana cut her off. “We’ll figure something out.”  
 
    It seemed like Morgana was the only one who was keeping her composure.  
 
    Sweeny, on the other hand, seemed to be the angriest out of all of them.  
 
    “How can you be so fucking calm?” the scarred witch snapped. “We have no copy of the book. What part of that do you not understand?”  
 
    “First of all, we need to just sit here and study for our next quiz,” Morgana sighed. “We need to focus on one problem at a time. You know Luna’s reputation. She won’t hesitate to gut any one of us if we fail.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Akira said after a moment. “We didn’t even have time to practice today, thanks to Cole.” 
 
    “Fucking Cole,” Morgana sneered. 
 
    “I hate him,” Sweeney growled. “He’s always so smug. Fucking male.” 
 
    “We have to find the Blood Pact before he does,” Vesta said. “There has to be another copy somewhere. We need to search the library more.” 
 
    I smiled to myself in pure satisfaction. I was always one step ahead of these relentless witches.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Faye said. “There is no way he’ll find the books before we do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Morgana sighed. 
 
    “Come on,” Vesta said, “let’s get some studying done. Then let’s search the library before we go to bed.” 
 
    I heard them all take a seat and open their books, and I managed to sneak out through the back door of the study hall.  
 
    I grinned the entire way back to my room. I couldn’t understand how these witches continued to underestimate me. I’d proven myself time and time again, yet they still had no idea what I was truly capable of.  
 
    But they were about to find out.  
 
    The final exam was only a couple classes away, after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The next morning, everyone looked exhausted, and the classroom was quiet, almost too quiet. There was an unnerving presence in the air, and I knew everyone was on edge.  
 
    Usually, the witches would engage in small talk, but this morning, no one even spoke. In fact, they weren’t even able to look at each other. There was just too much pressure all around us, and the air felt tense, to say the least. 
 
    But I was feeling pretty damn good, actually.  
 
    Like the rest of the witches, I carefully studied the chapters, and re-read the same material I’d already memorized. Everyone had their noses buried in their books, and they silently absorbed all the information as quickly as possible, just to make sure they knew what they had to do before the quiz. This academy made it clear that a lot of the skills we acquired were not obtained through traditional classroom lessons, but much of it was derived from our own ability to study, hard and fast.  
 
    Either you pushed yourself to study and perform on the spot, or you failed. It was cutthroat and intense, but it certainly motivated me.  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to my book, but every once in a while, I looked up and stared around the room out of curiosity.  
 
    When I glanced at the beautiful witches, Sweeny not included, I realized they must have stayed up all night studying. Everyone had dark circles under their eyes and were clearly hellbent on cramming their asses off before Luna showed up. Each witch looked pale, exhausted, and worried, and I had a feeling the witches were not only concerned with their classes, but also with the Blood Pact. 
 
    They had no idea where the copies could be, and even though I was planning to reveal what had happened to them, I was still waiting for the right moment to do it. They didn’t deserve to know what I’d done just yet. Watching them squirm was quite satisfying, especially after all the shit they had been putting me through.  
 
    They hated that I was able to exceed in every lesson, and it killed them to see a human man with more natural talent than them.  
 
    But as confident as I was about my classes, I wasn’t about to sit back and relax, especially not now, since we were getting closer and closer to the final exam. I hated to admit it, but part of me was just as anxious as the witches. Every day here felt like a life or death situation, and there was no time to mess around or get too cocky because, with each passing day, time was running out. 
 
    I shifted in my seat, and I could feel Faye’s frustration. The redhead huffed in aggravation and then turned to look at me with fire in her golden-green eyes. 
 
    “Could you please stop moving around so much?” she hissed. 
 
    “I barely moved an inch,” I snapped. “Just because you’re so goddamn worried about the quiz doesn’t mean you should take it out on me, got it? I’m not in the mood for your usual bullshit.”  
 
    Her mouth tightened into a thin line, and she turned up her small buttoned nose. 
 
    “Who the hell said I was worried?” she spat. “Don’t assume things about me.”  
 
    “Oh, please, it’s written all over your face,” I scoffed. “You can’t fool me.”  
 
    “Just mind your own business,” the redhead growled, “and worry about your own progress.”  
 
    “I’m cool as hell.” I smirked. “I’m not even breaking a sweat.”  
 
    That was only partly true, but there was no way I was going to admit any anxiousness.  
 
    “Of course, you are,” Faye snapped, a little louder than she intended to. “You’ve been able to glide right through these classes and quizzes with no issue, and you make the rest of us look like shit. I’m sick and tired of it, and I know the rest of us are, too.”  
 
    Her irate voice carried, and when I glanced around the room, the other women were staring at us. I turned back to look at Faye, who was red in the face with her arms crossed.  
 
    “Well, it’s not my fucking fault you suck,” I pointed out. “Is it?”  
 
    “It’s a complete and total--” she began, but someone from behind us slammed their book shut so loud it made Faye jump up in her seat.  
 
    We both turned around to see Vesta, and she was glaring at us with her burning, molten-silver eyes.  
 
    “Will you two shut the hell up?” she demanded. “The rest of us are trying to focus.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Faye mumbled and dropped her gaze. 
 
    I scoffed, rolled my eyes, and turned back to my book. Screw these witches. I wouldn’t let them distract me from what was really important.  
 
    We all studied until we heard the front door swing open, and then Luna grinned in the threshold, with her mystical eyes sparkling in our direction. Her long, white hair was pulled up into a bun, and skeleton bones dangled from her earlobes. She was wearing a dark, plum-colored robe and a gown underneath that was adorned with silver, shimmering stars.  
 
    “Good morning, students,” Luna greeted. “It’s good to see you’re all getting as much reading done as possible. Are we ready to tackle today’s challenges and face the quiz?”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” everyone replied simultaneously.  
 
    I was fucking ready.  
 
    “Alright, excellent,” Luna said as she slammed her book down on her desk. “Today, we will be harnessing our power to teleport short distances and retrieve the shadows of humans to use as minions. This will be your quiz. You’ve had plenty of time to study, so if you fail, that’s that.”  
 
    I heard Faye gulp as she adjusted in her seat, and when I discreetly glanced at her, I could see her forehead was gleaming with sweat, and she was doing her best to remain calm. Her attractive face was set in a neutral expression, but I could hear her nervously grinding her teeth. Then I looked at the other witches, and everyone was squirming in their seats, with their mouths set in tight lines.  
 
     “My, my, my,” Luna tutted in a sing-song voice, “I can feel the anxiety from here, ladies. As servants of the dark powers, you must learn to control those feelings. It’s a sign of weakness, and I have no wish to see such feebleness in my classroom. So, sit up straight and pay close attention to what I have to say.”  
 
    “Apologies, professor,” Faye said in a shrill voice, and then she sat up in her chair and raised her chin. “We’ll do better. We’ll prove our worth.” 
 
    “I’d like to hope so,” Luna answered with a pointed look. “I don’t have to remind you that all your lives depend on it. Now, please close your books.” 
 
    We all shut our textbooks and tucked them under our desks. Then no one moved. We all just stared at Luna. Each one of us was waiting for her to say something or do something, but she didn’t move. She just stood there in front of the classroom and smiled at each and every one of us.  
 
    Finally, the white-haired witch strolled over to the back of the classroom and looked up toward the window that hung high above the desks.  
 
    We all glanced at each other in confusion. There was no way she could actually see out the window. It was placed at least a few feet above her, but she was still standing there as if she was gazing right through it. 
 
    We all just sat there and stared while we waited for something, or rather, anything, to happen.  
 
    “What is everyone looking at?” a voice asked from behind us. 
 
     We all whipped around to face the front of the room, and my mouth fell open. Luna was standing there, with her arms folded across her chest and a small smile on her flawless face. When I turned back to look at the window, the other version of Luna started to slowly dissolve into a cloud of light purple smoke.  
 
    Now, that was pretty fucking awesome. 
 
    The class clapped, and Luna waved her slender hand in a dismissive swoop.  
 
    “Enough showing off.” She smiled, twirled a finger in her hair, and playfully smirked at us. “Now, this process requires immense focus and intense concentration. I know many of you are overwhelmed, but you cannot let external forces detriment your ability to teleport or steal a shadow. You need to open up your mind and allow the wickedness to take over your thoughts.”  
 
    We all nodded, and Luna started to pace across the room. She stared at each and every one of us, and then took in a deep breath. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” she instructed. 
 
    The white-haired witch snapped her fingers, and then a cloud of smoke appeared at the front of the classroom. Again, a row of chained men materialized, and they looked even thinner and filthier than the last batch we saw. They struggled to stand, and I knew they were already dying. The men ranged from all different ages. Some had white, thinning hair, while others had full heads of natural colored locks. What they all had in common, though, was they were skin and bones with rib cages that protruded from their chests. Their eyes were all red-rimmed and yellow, and their skin was sallow and ashen.  
 
    I could feel the decay wafting off them from here.  
 
    “Vesta, come up here, please,” Luna requested.  
 
     I turned around and watched as Vesta slowly stood up, and I saw her light purple hands shaking. She slowly walked up to one of the prisoners and then looked toward Luna.  
 
    The professor smiled and nodded. 
 
    “As a little treat, I’ll let you pick whichever prisoner you’d like,” the white-haired witch instructed. “Go on, now, don’t be shy. Use what you’ve learned from yesterday.” 
 
    Vesta nodded, and we could all hear her take in a deep breath. Then she looked down the row of men and finally decided on a man with greasy black hair and large, red-rimmed blue eyes.  
 
    “Please, don’t!” he wailed and tried to back away, but he only rattled his shackles and stumbled into his fellow prisoners.  
 
    Vesta didn’t even flinch before she raised her hand in the air. Then she muttered the spell under her breath and placed her small hand on his forehead. 
 
    The man started to shake and grew so thin that his bones stuck out. Within moments, his eyes grew dark and rolled into the back of his head, and finally, a thick, dark black cloud of smoke left his mouth and started to float above Vesta as the man collapsed into a pile of skin and bones at her feet. 
 
    “Well done, Vesta.” Luna grinned. “You may collect your prize.” 
 
    The lavender-skinned witch nodded and held up a green jar. She lifted the lid, the shadow seeped into the pot, and Vesta slammed the cover over the top.  
 
    “Take a seat,” Luna said. 
 
    Vesta sat down, and she smiled with pride and satisfaction evident on her face. Then all the witches took their turn, but when it was my turn, Luna raised her hand.  
 
    “No need, Cole,” she chirped. “I know you’re capable of retrieving a shadow.” 
 
    “But--” I started to object, but Luna simply snapped her fingers, and the last prisoner’s neck snapped with a loud crack.  
 
    She then waved her hands, and the bodies of the men disappeared as if they had never been there in the first place.  
 
    “Cole,” Luna said, “I’d like you to be the first one to try and teleport. Please stand up.”  
 
    I stood up, and I was slightly annoyed I didn’t get a chance to steal a shadow, but I knew I had to listen to Luna.  
 
    “I’m ready,” I said with my chin raised.  
 
    “Perfect.” She grinned. “Stand there in the corner, please, and transport yourself to the study hall.” 
 
    I walked over to the corner, faced the wall, and stood there, still as stone. I remembered everything I’d read and then took in a deep breath as I pictured absolute darkness.  
 
    “Me avolare,” I whispered.  
 
    My body slowly felt as if it were levitating, and I grew lightheaded. Everything around me started to spin, and the classroom slowly dissolved. Then everything vanished, and it was like my body was falling down a deep hole.  
 
    I didn’t scream or move. I just held my breath and squeezed my eyes shut. When everything started to slow down all around me, I felt my feet and body grow steady.  
 
    I was no longer floating, or at least, the sensation of floating and spinning had stopped.  
 
    “Well, fuck,” I whispered.  
 
    When my eyes opened, I was no longer in the classroom. I was in the middle of the dark wood, and there was no sign of daylight anywhere. The air was frigid, and the wind screamed and blew through the naked trees above me. 
 
    Ahh, fuck. This was definitely not the study hall.  
 
    “Hello?” I called out.  
 
    I took a step forward, and the dead leaves and broken twigs crunched under my boots as I slowly walked through the black woods. I reached down to pull out my dagger, but my hand just glided through it, as if it was made of smoke.  
 
    Or as if I were a ghost.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.  
 
    This was new.  
 
    I shook my head and pushed myself to move forward. I needed to know what the hell was going on. Nothing made sense. I should have just transported myself into the study hall, not into the middle of the fucking woods. I looked up at the full, yellow moon, and as a murder of crows flew high above me, they cawed wildly like they were trying to warn me about something. 
 
    I might have been a shadow, but the night was icy cold, and it penetrated me down to the bone. A foreboding chill coursed through my body as I walked on. I had no idea where the hell I was going, but I knew I needed to keep moving forward. 
 
    Something was pulling me, like an external, dark force that was strong, angry, and hungry. So, I followed it and embraced it. I walked past the black tree trunks and dark shadows, and after a few minutes of walking, I heard a noise from afar. The sounds were faint, and I couldn’t make out what was going on ahead. When I got a few steps closer, all I could see was a fire ahead of me. Then I heard the sound of drums beating, and it matched the pounding of my heart.  
 
    Something dark and violent was going on, and I needed to get closer to it. I wondered if I came across a group of people, would they be able to see me?  
 
    I had no idea. When I placed my hand on one of the trunks, my hand went right through it. I was here, but I wasn’t. It was the strangest sensation. 
 
    I shook my head, walked through the trees, and headed toward the noise in a straight line. 
 
    Finally, I found the source, and my breath caught in my throat.  
 
    I immediately noticed four cloaked figures with torches in their hands. I couldn’t see where the drum noises were coming from, but I didn’t care. My mind was too focused on the group of cloaked women, who were standing on top of the Wicca circle. When I looked down, I saw the markings on the dirt, the same markings I saw that night I killed the wendigo.  
 
    The sacrificial circle.  
 
    As mesmerizing and mysterious as the cloaked women were, they weren’t what truly caught my attention. What really caught my eyes was the tied-up, young woman who was lying right in the middle of the circle. She was surrounded by the torches of firelight, and her mouth was covered with a red cloth. Her ankles and wrists were bound with thick rope, she was wearing a bloody, white gown, and her large brown eyes were filled with pure panic.  
 
    She knew her life was about to end. I could feel it from here as I silently watched her squirm and wiggle.  
 
    What the fuck was going on? 
 
    “Would you like to do the honors, Theodora?” a hooded figure on my right asked. Her voice was deep and menacing, but what really shocked me was hearing the headmistress’ name.  
 
    I held my breath as I watched Theodora slowly pull back her hood.  
 
    Her face was younger, and she looked exactly like Vanessa. Her youthful and beautiful features were glowing under the firelight, and a cruel and excited smile spread across her lips as she looked down at the tearful woman.  
 
    “You shouldn’t waste your tears,” she muttered in a maternal voice. “What you’re doing will benefit us all … you should be honored.”  
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off Theodora as she leaned down and whispered something else into the tied-up woman’s ear. Whatever she said, I couldn’t make it out from here, so I took a step closer, but it just sounded like another Latin incantation I couldn’t quite make out.  
 
    The bound woman let out a muffled scream, and tears welled in her eyes as she thrashed and struggled to untie herself. It was useless, though. Her fate had already been sealed. She was going to die right here, under the full moon and surrounded by fire.  
 
    I desperately tried to understand what was going on. First, I’d managed to block out the sun, and now I’d somehow managed to transport myself into another time? What was the purpose? I had so many goddamn questions, and I knew no one would be able to answer them.  
 
    I held my breath as Theodora slowly pulled out a dagger from underneath her cloak. The weapon was shaped like a lightning bolt and was as large as my forearm. The blade gleamed under the firelight, and I watched in fascination as Theodora lifted it high above her head and then swiftly brought it down and plunged it into the young woman’s chest. 
 
    She died at once. 
 
    The group of women started to chant while Theodora held onto the hilt. Blood dripped from the dead woman’s chest and seeped into the naked earth below her.  
 
    Then, as I watched, the markings in the dirt slowly began to burn a vibrant orange, and they started to flow toward the feet of the witches. The women continued to chant, and even though their faces were mostly covered, I could see multiple pairs of bright orange eyes glowing underneath the black hoods.  
 
    I couldn’t say how I knew for sure, but I knew they were absorbing the life out of the woman. They were stealing her youth and her vitality.  
 
    I watched with fascination, and the witches cackled with satisfaction as the orange glow continued to flow in their direction. Theodora’s hands were still on the hilt of the dagger, and her palms were glowing as well.  
 
    The other witches finally pulled back their hoods, and I was shocked to see the three of them had no faces. They had bright orange eyes, but there was no trace of lips, a nose, or bone structure.  
 
    Theodora tossed back her long dark hair and started to laugh like a madwoman. Her blue eyes were bright sun yellow, and her skin was glowing. I sensed a pull toward her, and I tried to take a step closer to see her face. I wanted to watch the youth flow into her features, but then something violently pulled me back. It felt like a strong wind was sucking me backward, and I tried to fight it. I wanted to stay here and watch, but the force pulling me back was much too strong.  
 
    “Stop!” I called out. “I’m not ready to go back.” 
 
    It was useless. As hard as I tried to fight back, the vision in front of me started to blur and fade away. I closed my eyes as a cold shiver went through my body, and I felt as if I was being hurled through another deep hole.  
 
    I had no control over what was happening. I just kept my eyes closed as my body contoured to fall downwards.  
 
    Then the sensation just stopped.  
 
    The next thing I knew, my body hurled forward, and I crashed down onto a white marble floor. I banged my head against it, and I hissed at the flash of pain as warm blood trickled down my brow.  
 
    I recognized the floor as my vision started to clear, and when I slowly looked up, all the women were staring at me with their mouths open. They looked like shadows, and I shook my head in confusion and pain. It took a moment for me to adjust my eyesight. Everything was blurred, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of the shadow teleportation, or because I’d hit my head on the ground.  
 
    Finally, things started to return to normal. When I looked up at Luna, her eyebrows were furrowed, and I couldn’t be sure, but it looked as if her mouth was trembling. She quickly composed herself, though, and shook her head. 
 
    “Not the smoothest landing, but you still managed to teleport,” the white-haired witch said in a faint voice. “Well done.”  
 
    I stood up, but it took a moment. My legs were shaking, and my head was spinning.  
 
    “Wait … Professor--” I started to say, but then she clapped loudly.  
 
    “Now, now, Cole,” she cooed. “It’s time for the others to have a go.”  
 
    She was acting like everything was completely normal, but I could see the confusion and fear in her purple eyes.  
 
    “Let us continue,” Luna added in a sing-song voice.  
 
    “But, Professor, he came crashing down like a clumsy donkey, why should he get a pass if he--” Sweeny whined. 
 
    “Sweeny, what in Devil’s name makes you think that you’re the professor?” Luna spat. Her purple eyes had shifted from bewildered to furious, and she reminded me of a brewing storm. Calm one moment and then destructive the next.  
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” Sweeny muttered under her breath. Her face turned pale, her chapped lips tightened into a thin line, and she lowered her disfigured, gaunt, and mutilated face in shame. “I meant no disrespect.”  
 
    “Good.” Luna nodded curtly and then gestured to Akira. “Akira, you’re next. For the rest of you, I want you to just teleport into a different corner of the room.”  
 
    Akira nodded and teleported successfully into the opposite corner. One by one, the rest of the witches took their turns, and each one managed to successfully teleport to a different spot in the room and passed the second part of the quiz.  
 
    “Well done, everyone,” Luna said in a strained voice. “I wish you all the best for your next class, and I hope you all complete your final exam. If you do not, then it was simply not meant to be.”  
 
    Everyone muttered a thank you and bowed deeply before heading out the door, but I remained behind. I refused to get up until Luna answered my questions. 
 
    “Cole,” she said once everyone was gone, “are you hard of hearing? Class is dismissed.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied in a firm voice, “but I want to know what the hell just happened to me. We both know I didn’t teleport to the damn study hall. I was transported into a completely different fucking point in time.”  
 
    “You teleported as a shadow,” she said in a cold voice. “What more do I need to say? Just be glad I gave you a pass.” 
 
    “You know damn well I deserved that pass,” I countered. “I know you know more than you’re letting on. Why aren’t you being honest with me? Why is no one being truthful with me for one fucking minute? Who the hell am I? Really?” 
 
    Everything was exploding at once, and I was sick and tired of the secrets and lies.  
 
    Luna’s mouth tightened into a firm line, and her violet eyes went cold.  
 
    “It is not your place to question me about your gift,” she muttered. “If I were you, I’d just focus on making it to the next semester in one piece.” 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “Cole,” Luna interrupted me, “as angry as you think you are, it is just a drop of water compared to the seas of rage I keep in check. Leave now or you will witness my fury.” 
 
    I could feel my blood boiling from frustration. None of these women would give me a straight answer since day one.  
 
    Maybe it was time I fully accepted the fact that they never would.  
 
    So, I took in a deep sigh, snatched up my textbook, and left the classroom. 
 
    Fuck these witches. If I wanted to find out why I was here, I could do it on my goddamn own.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The next day, I sat in the classroom for my penultimate class, and I patiently waited for the other witches and the professor to arrive. I was eager to see what this class was going to be about, especially since I was walking in blindly, but that only made it more exciting.  
 
    I looked around as I leaned back on the rear legs of my chair. This room was vastly different from the Shadow classroom. Instead of deep blue walls, stars, and a white marble floor, this room was painted blood red. The desks, which were long enough to seat two people, were also tinted a deep brownish-red. The floor was black as night, and two small stained glass windows had caught my attention as soon as I stepped into the crimson-colored room.  
 
    I studied them carefully now. The windows portrayed a small graveyard and a pale moon hanging above the graves. A naked tree loomed over a hole in the ground, and a group of witches surrounded the empty tomb with their hands hovering over the earth.  
 
    Like everything else in this academy, the image was ominous and foreboding, and it sent a chill coursing through my body. 
 
    I waited in the classroom for about another minute, and then the first witch to show up was Vesta. Her loose green hair tumbled in messy curls over her shoulders, and her silver eyes were filled with exhaustion as she stepped into the classroom. Her black and white uniform was also wrinkled as if she had slept in her clothes all night.  
 
    “Why must you always insist on being the first one to class every morning?” she grumbled as she sat at the desk behind me.  
 
    This morning, she seemed even more irritated and hostile than usual, and I guessed she had been up all night searching for the Blood Pact. Now that we only had two more classes left, I knew the witches were squirming with nerves and desperation, and I tried to imagine their distraught faces when they searched the library and found nothing. 
 
    It brought me a strange sense of satisfaction, and a small smile spread across my face. The time to let them in on my little secret would come soon, and I couldn’t wait for it.  
 
    I turned around to face Vesta before responding.  
 
    “You seem a bit cranky,” I started. “Maybe you need something to relax? I could help you out. You just have to ask.” 
 
    The lavender-skinned witch slammed down her book with a heavy thud and glared at me, but I just shook my head and chuckled. Then she pretended to read her textbook, and I could see her chest moving up and down with heavy, impatient breathing.  
 
    Getting on their nerves was too damn fun. 
 
    The classroom started to slowly fill up, and we all quietly waited for the next professor. Faye ended up being the last one to arrive, again, and she scowled before she took a seat next to me once more. Then she tossed back her long red hair, opened up her textbook, and avoided looking at me.  
 
    I still hadn’t acquired my own book, so I glanced at Faye’s copy. The cover was deep red and made of velvet, and the front of the thick textbook had a marking of a skull and dead roses surrounding it. Like the others, it was at least a thousand pages long.  
 
    “Mortuus Libro,” I muttered as I read the title.  
 
    “Book of the--” Faye started to say, but I already knew the translation. 
 
    “Dead,” I finished.  
 
    My skills of premonition were growing stronger each day.  
 
    “That’s right,” she huffed in annoyance.  
 
    The redhead opened her book and started to read, but I just leaned back and folded my arms behind my head. I was calm and collected, while these witches were twitching nervously in their seats.  
 
    Several minutes later, we all shot our heads up when we heard the sound of light footsteps approaching the room, and I kept my mouth from falling slack when the next professor stepped inside.  
 
    She was a tall, gorgeous witch. She wore a bright red cloak, and her long wild hair was a shade of bright, fiery cherry red, far brighter than Faye’s hair. I immediately recognized her from the banquet hall, since I’d seen her dining with Luna and Vanessa a few times. She was just as beautiful as the others, and her bright red eyes burned like embers in a fire. When she stared at me, she smiled a sharp-toothed grin. She had a pair of small vampire-looking fangs, and her nails were long, red, and sharp. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” she said in a sultry voice, “and welcome to Necromancy. I’m Professor Crimson. Now, I’m sure you’re all excited to commence as soon as possible, and I assure you that we will. But first, who can tell me why Necromancy is such a crucial skill for all witches to possess?”  
 
    “It allows us to raise the dead and use them to obey our will,” Akira recited, and her coal-black eyes glinted with dark anticipation.  
 
    “Yes, that’s correct, Akira.” Crimson smiled and made a full circle around the desks before she stopped in front of me with a mischievous smile. “And do we ever raise Wiccas from the dead, Cole?”  
 
    I could immediately tell she didn’t want me to answer correctly. Her smile told me she would love to see me fail. Just like the others.  
 
    “No,” I guessed, “you do not.” 
 
    “And why is that?” she questioned.  
 
    “Because we would never tear a Wicca from hell where she can be at peace, unless she committed a heinous crime while she roamed among the living,” Faye interjected. “Then, that would be the only exception.” 
 
    I knew Faye didn’t jump in to save my ass. She just knew the answer and wanted to show off, I could see it in her smug smile.  
 
    “Very good, Faye,” Crimson responded. “Looks like you’re going to have to do a lot of reading to catch up, Cole.”  
 
    I didn’t bother to point out Faye didn’t even give me the chance to answer. Instead, I just leaned forward and flashed the professor a confident smile.  
 
    “I’m sure I’ll catch up with no problem,” I said. “There’s no need to worry about me.”  
 
    Crimson forced a smile as she walked over to her desk and pulled out a copy of the Book of the Dead.  
 
    “Who said I was worried?” she chuckled. “It’s your life that will be on the line during the exam, not mine.”  
 
    She dropped the book onto my side of the desk and then returned to the front of the class.  
 
    “Since the final exam is coming up, you will all have to pay very close attention,” she began. “I personally do not care who does or does not make it out of the final alive, but I do cherish my time, and I hope I’m not wasting it on weaklings. So, I only expect the best, understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” everyone replied in unison.  
 
    She nodded and gracefully headed to a small door toward the front of the classroom. I didn’t even notice it was there until now. It had been painted the same shade of red and blended into the wall. 
 
    Crimson stepped inside the small dark room, and we all listened as she began rummaging through the mysterious closet. Finally, she found what she was looking for and emerged from the closet with a small cage in her hand. Inside, there was a little, white, albino rabbit, and it sniffed and hopped about.  
 
    The professor placed the cage on her desk and then lured the small animal out of its cage. It hopped on her desk, and its little pink nose twitched as it smelled the air.  
 
    “Now everyone watch closely,” she instructed. “This is not the easiest of spells to conduct.”  
 
    The rabbit’s ears perked up as Crimson rummaged through her desk.  
 
    “Hmm … now where the devil did I put it?” she hummed. “Ah, here it is!”  
 
    I watched with wide eyes as she retrieved a large butcher knife with a red wooden hilt from her desk. 
 
    Crimson smiled at us before she slowly raised her hands high above her head. Then she swiftly brought the blade down and plunged it into the rabbit’s back.  
 
    Over and over again.  
 
    The poor animal let out a series of terrible cries as blood splattered all over Crimson’s desk. Red drops flew up onto her beautiful face, but she didn’t seem to care. She just licked off the blood that had reached her red lips and moaned with pleasure as she tasted it.  
 
    Finally, the bunny stopped twitching entirely, and the air smelled tangy and metallic. Crimson looked down at the small dead animal, with her hands still wrapped around the hilt of her weapon, and frowned.  
 
    “Seems I’ve made a bit of a mess,” she sighed as she pulled the dagger out of the white and red fur. “Oh, well.”  
 
    When I looked at the other witches, none of them seemed fazed. In fact, they had hungry expressions on their faces, and I knew they were bloodthirsty and eager to learn.  
 
    I turned back to watch as Crimson’s hand hovered over the dead rabbit’s body. It was now on its back, with all legs extended upward into the air.  
 
    “Now, it is important that you resurrect the creature as soon as you’ve killed it,” she instructed. “Understood? Otherwise, it won’t be as powerful.”  
 
    We all nodded and watched as Crimson closed her ruby red eyes and extended her hands. Then she took in a long, deep breath, and she began to recite the spell.  
 
    The desk started to shake, and it was like the room was vibrating.  
 
    “Resúrgere habent cum sceleratis mihi benedictionem,” she intoned.  
 
    Rise again with my unholy blessing. 
 
    The rabbit’s small body began to convulse on the desk, and its tiny red eyes started to glow with life. Its stab wounds slowly sewed up on their own, and its legs were gently beginning to move again. Then the rabbit turned around and stood upright in front of the entire class. It almost looked the same. The only difference now was that its red eyes were illuminated, and its fur was more gray than white. 
 
    The class clapped, and Crimson raised a pale hand up into the air in a gesture for us to quiet down.  
 
    “Now, that’s not even the most impressive part,” she chuckled, and her red eyes glittered with pride. “Just wait until you see this.”  
 
    The scarlet-haired witch returned to the closet and pulled out another, smaller cage. This time, there was a little brown and white hamster in there. It squeaked and thrashed like it could sense something was seriously amiss when Crimson placed the cage on her desk.  
 
    The professor pulled the small creature from its hay covered prison and then gently stroked its little head as if to calm it down.  
 
    “Hush now, little one.” She grinned with her sharp fangs. “It will all be over soon.”  
 
    She placed the hamster down on her desk, and the rabbit simply stared at it. The rabbit’s expression was neutral, while the pitiful little hamster was squeaking and trying to run back into the cage. The poor rodent sensed that something was terribly wrong.  
 
    I could feel it, too. 
 
    Crimson shut the cage to prevent the hamster from hiding, and its small eyes darted back and forth. It was desperate to find a way out. The little rodent looked at the rabbit, and then again at Crimson, and it seemed to quietly beg for an escape.  
 
    “Kill it,” Crimson whispered in the rabbit’s direction, and there was a dead look in her red eyes as she spoke.  
 
    Suddenly, the rabbit leaped from its spot, with its mouth bared open. Its sharp, brown teeth bit into the hamster with a loud crunch, and the hamster wailed in pain. The rabbit’s eyes widened as it squeezed its mouth tighter around the small rodent and chomped down into its matted fur. The rabbit’s teeth dug deeper into the dying creature, and it penetrated into the bones, skin, and organs. Blood gushed out of the rabbit’s mouth, and it started to chew harder on the hamster. By now, the hamster was dead and just meat and bones. It was a feast for the rabbit now, and he devoured the meal in front of him with immense pleasure.  
 
    “Yes, little one, you may feed.” Crimson smiled as she petted the rabbit. “Well done, my love.”  
 
    “Amazing,” Faye whispered, and her green eyes were wide and alert. “Absolutely riveting.”  
 
    I quietly agreed. As gruesome as it was to watch, I couldn’t help but be fascinated. The once docile rabbit was now Crimson’s personal killing machine.  
 
    “Now,” the professor said as she placed the monstrous rabbit back into its cage, “we will all start off with something small and simple.”  
 
    She waved her hand, and a cloud of red smoke rose from the surface of my desk. It smelled of fur, hay, and smoke, and when the colorful cloud disappeared, there was a gray mouse on my desk. Its black beady eyes stared up at me and squeaked, and I sensed that it was both confused and terrified.  
 
    I looked around, and everyone had a rodent of some kind sitting on top of their side of the desk. All the witches were smiling a bloodthirsty grin as they looked down at their sacrifices.  
 
    “Now, be creative with your kill.” Crimson smiled. “I’ll let you have a little fun with it.”  
 
    “Awesome,” Faye whispered.  
 
    I looked over at her, and she was glancing around the desk. She spotted a quill in between us and snatched it. Then she took it, and without hesitation, stabbed her mouse repeatedly with the point. Again and again, she struck the small creature, and there were about a dozen holes in the mouse by the time she was finished. Dark blood, almost black, seeped from the broken little body and spread across her desk.  
 
    I looked down at my own rodent, unsure of what to do. After a moment of deliberation, I took my blade from my waistband, and I was about to bring it down with one swift stab until Crimson put her hand on my desk.  
 
    “Now, now, now,” she cooed, and her red eyes danced with dark delight. “I said to be creative, Cole. What if you had no weapon, then what would you do? Hmm?” 
 
    I slowly nodded and placed my dagger down on the desk. Then I stared down at the mouse, and as gruesome as it was, I knew I had to kill it with my bare hands. There was no other choice, especially with Crimson staring down at me. So, I reached for the small, wriggling creature and tried not to look it in the eyes. 
 
    “Go on,” she urged. “Kill it.”  
 
    I tightened my grip around the rodent. Tighter and tighter I squeezed, and the mouse started to squeal even more as I clenched harder. I heard bones begin to break, and the rodent’s eyes bulged from its tiny skull as I squeezed with all my strength. Hot, dark blood dripped down my hand and down my wrist before the mouse stopped moving entirely, and then I placed the broken and bloody being back on my desk. Its tiny organs were spilling out of it, and my hand was covered in fur and gore.  
 
    Disgusting.  
 
    “Is everyone ready?” Crimson asked.  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” the witches replied all together.  
 
    “Then begin,” she instructed. 
 
    I could hear the others mumbling the incantation, and I watched as Faye’s mouse slowly started to come to life. The holes began to slowly stitch together, and its black eyes were now glowing red. It opened its mouth to reveal a set of razor-sharp teeth and a bloody tongue, but it limped as it walked, and Faye cursed under her breath.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked. “You brought it back, didn’t you?”  
 
    “It’s supposed to be stronger,” she muttered. “This one is limping like a newborn calf.”  
 
    She then glanced down at my bloody animal and scrunched up her freckled nose.  
 
    “Why don’t you give it a go instead of asking me useless questions?” she snapped as she tossed back her long red hair. “Come on. Bring that mangled little thing fully back to life.”  
 
    “Fine.” I shrugged. “I will.”  
 
    I held my hand above the dead animal and muttered the spell, and I could feel a hot, sharp sensation coursing through my blood as my hand started to tremble. It felt as if electric currents were shooting through my veins. The mouse began to convulse violently on my desk, and I watched in fascination as the bones started to mend. The organs fell back into place, and its eyes returned to their sockets.  
 
    Then the mouse flipped over and stood on all fours.  
 
    I thought the resurrection was complete when it stood up on its legs, but then something strange happened. The rodent started to grow and grow. Now, it was larger than before, and its fur had grown thicker. Instead of a small mouse, it was about the size of Crimson’s rabbit.  
 
    Crimson had been circling the room as her long, red skirts trailed behind her. Her hands were folded behind her back, but they shot up to her mouth when she came to my desk, and her red eyes flickered from the revived animal up to my face.  
 
    “Unholy Satan,” she breathed in a low and quivering voice. “Well done, Cole. Not only did you bring it back, but now … it’s much more durable. ”  
 
    “What … exactly happened, though?” I asked slowly. “How did I manage to do that?”  
 
    “You resurrected the creature,” she said in a low voice, “and as I said, it’s stronger than before. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    I repressed a sigh. Again, I was left wondering why my magic extended beyond the other witches, but there was no point in asking. Knowing these women, I would never get the answers I was looking for.  
 
    I’d have to find out everything all on my own.  
 
    I could feel everyone’s eyes glaring at me as I stared down at my mutated, but powerful, creature. I could feel the wrath, envy, and contempt flowing from all of the witches, and when I turned to look at the rest of them, I saw pitiful little creatures on their desks. I was the only one who had brought something extraordinary back to life, and it pissed them off.  
 
    They still weren’t used to the fact that I exceeded in everything, even after all this time.  
 
    “Well done, Cole,” Crimson announced with a smile. “The rest of you, it’s passable, but ‘passable’ isn’t going to get you through the final exam. You all need to study much harder. If you want to live, that is. Maybe you should ask Cole for pointers, hmm?” 
 
    When the red-haired witch met my eyes, she stared at me for a moment too long, but I had no idea what she was thinking. Then she shook her head and snapped her fingers. Suddenly, the necks of the creatures all cracked, and they fell limply onto the desks. Brought back to life, only to die a few minutes later. 
 
    I stared down at my dead rodent with confusion. Why had she asked us to bring them back to life when she was just going to kill it again?  
 
    I heard Crimson laugh gently, and when I looked up to meet her blood-red eyes, she smiled that sharp, fanged grin of hers.  
 
    It was as if she could read my thoughts.  
 
    “You didn’t actually think I would let you keep your creature?” she giggled. “Oh, no, no, no. You will have to kill your own creature during the final exam.”  
 
    I nodded and then sat back in my seat.  
 
    Of course. Everything led back to the exam.  
 
    We left the classroom, and the five girls excused themselves from me so they could “go study.”  
 
    From the furious expressions on their faces, I knew they were really going to search for the Blood Pact, so I headed back to my bedroom to read. I read more about Necromancy, not only because I wanted to excel during my exam, but also because I wanted to learn more about the history.  
 
    According to the book, Necromancy had been used primarily to raise armies. Wiccas would kill villagers and use them as a weapon against the elder gods and kings, their sworn enemies. I flipped through the book and devoured the images and words as the candle on my desk slowly started to die down.  
 
    It was getting late, and my eyes were beginning to blur, but I kept on reading. Eventually, though, my eyes slowly started to shut, and I fell into a deep sleep.  
 
    Then I started to dream.  
 
    In my mind, I was walking. I gradually started to pick up the pace, and soon, I was jogging through a deep, dark, and misty maze. The air was cold and crisp, and there was a metallic scent on the wind. A pale, full moon hung high up in the sky, and it cast a glow ahead of me. I could feel myself being drawn to the darkness. It urged me to move forward, and I could sense eyes on me as I ran through the maze. Dead debris crunched under my boots, and I didn’t even realize that I’d been holding onto my dagger with a deadly tight grip.  
 
    I held the blade outward and continued onward, and my heartbeat was like a drum in my chest. My hands were slick with sweat, my hair was plastered to my forehead, and my breathing became labored as I navigated through the maze.  
 
    Then the air grew even colder, and it felt as if something was pressing against my chest. It became more difficult to breathe, and the fog grew so thick that it obscured my vision.  
 
    I pushed myself to keep going, though, until I heard a low, rumbling growl. 
 
    There, in the darkness in front of me, were a pair of yellow snake-like eyes. They burned right through me, and then I saw teeth and claws flash in the shadows before the beast lunged. Something knocked me down to the ground, and just as I thought the creature was about to tear into my flesh, I woke up with a start.  
 
    I raised my head and looked around as I panted for breath. I was back in reality. A soft glow from my stained-glass window told me that it was morning, and sweat cooled across my bare skin. 
 
    “Just another nightmare,” I muttered as I rubbed my face.  
 
    After I took a moment to collect myself, I quickly shook my head and stood up. I didn’t bother to splash my face with water or even run my fingers through my hair. I just ran to the door, but when I opened it, I was shocked to see Vanessa standing there. 
 
    Today, she was wearing a long, black off the shoulder gown with a deep purple corset and matching purple gloves. Her ebony hair tumbled across her bare, white shoulders, and her ice blue eyes were bright in her pale face.  
 
    “Professor,” I said in surprise. “What brings you here?”  
 
    “Follow me,” she said in lieu of a greeting.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I stepped past the threshold and closed the door.  
 
    “To your final class,” she said as if it were obvious. “Come on, follow me. We have no time to waste.” 
 
    “I thought we had one more quiz to pass in necromancy before we moved on,” I said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Not that I should have to explain things to you, but we held a meeting yesterday, and Crimson said she believes we should move on faster, make the exam a little more challenging this year,” Vanessa explained, and she turned away and strode off down the hall. 
 
    “I don’t think the other witches will be too pleased to hear about that,” I snickered as we headed past the classroom corridor and down a set of stone steps. “They didn’t do a great job yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” she snapped. “The only thing you should be worried about is yourself.”  
 
    I stifled a snort. She had no idea what lengths I’d gone through to ensure that I would make it out of this goddamn exam alive.  
 
    “Whatever you say, Professor.” I grinned.  
 
    Vanessa led me down to an underground chamber. It was made of black stone, and there were flaming pyres placed at every corner of the room. It was cold and damp down there, and the witches of my preschool class all had their cloaks pulled over their heads. Everyone was seated along long stone tables, rather than the typical wooden desks that we had in our previous classrooms, and the witches faced the front of the room, so I couldn’t see their faces. The room felt more like a prison than a class, and a shiver raced down my spine.  
 
    “Welcome to your final class, Cole,” Vanessa said with a broad smile. “Hexes and curses … taught by yours truly.”  
 
    I knew why the professors wanted to speed up the classes. They wanted to see me fail and die a brutal and bloody death during the final. I had sensed it in my dream last night. The eyes that had been following me belonged to the professors. They wanted to see my demise, but there was no way in hell I was about to let that happen.  
 
    I was going to pass this exam and show them all how wrong they were about me.  
 
    And I wouldn’t let anything get in my way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    As I stood at the back of the room, I could feel the hatred and anger that radiated off my fellow classmates. They turned and glared daggers in my direction, and I knew they blamed me. I was the sole reason why the classes had been rushed. It was my fault we’d be entering the deadly exam in twenty-four hours.  
 
    I should have cared, and I should have felt guilty, but the truth was, I felt none of those things. In fact, I was feeling the opposite. I was eager to prove myself. My soul was hungry for the challenge and even relished in the idea I might not make it out alive.  
 
    A sane person would have felt the opposite, but not me. 
 
    I took the only empty seat available in the room, and it was next to Vesta.  
 
    She sneered and turned up her purple nose.  
 
    “You can keep pretending you hate me.” I smirked. “But I know you enjoy some things about me.” 
 
    “Shut up, Cole,” she hissed, but the witch couldn’t hide the blush that crept across her lavender cheeks. She was burning with embarrassment, and it brought a smile to my face.  
 
    “Class,” Vanessa intoned with a stern expression. “There is no need for me to remind you this is your final class. I only expect the very best from you, as I’m sure you’re well aware.”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” everyone replied. 
 
    “Well, hexes and curses are no joke,” she went on. “They will play a major role during your final exam. They are mostly used on humans as a way of self-defense, but can also be used on preying beasts if done properly.”  
 
    “Will we learn spells that can cause damage to higher beings like elder gods?” Akira asked as she nervously twirled her fingers in her short black hair. 
 
    “We will learn as much as we can for one lesson,” Vanessa replied with her mouth in a tight line. “It was not my decision to speed up the classes, so I do apologize.”  
 
     Vanessa made sure to glare right at me as if to remind me it was my fault. Her ice-blue eyes were filled with contempt for me, and I knew that even if I successfully passed the class and the final exam, she would still hate me with a burning hellish passion.  
 
    The professor pulled out a thin, nine-inch wooden rod, and the witches all gasped as if they were looking at a diamond.  
 
    “Unholy Satan, it’s beautifully wicked,” Vesta whispered with wide, silver eyes.  
 
    As I stared at the wand and then at Vanessa’s beautiful but smug face, I could tell she was taunting us. She wanted to show off her wand as a way to remind us we weren’t as powerful or knowledgeable as her. It was also a reminder we could die during the exam and would never be able to hold a wand of our own.  
 
    “Now,” Vanessa said as she flicked her wrist, “you’ll all earn your wands when you complete the exam. Think of that while you’re out there, trying to survive, it will motivate you. I remember that it certainly helped me.”  
 
    She tucked the wand back into her robes and then clapped.  
 
    “The first hex we will practice will require pairs,” Vanessa said. “So, stand and pair up against the back wall.” 
 
    Vesta looked around, desperate not to be paired with me, but Vanessa caught her and sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vesta, but you’ll just have to work with Cole,” she said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Vesta groaned and marched out of her seat.  
 
    “Look who you’re with,” Sweeny cackled as Vesta and I joined the others.  
 
    “I don’t think she minds all that much, and neither would Akira,” Morgana mocked.  
 
    Vesta looked prepared to slap the living hell out of both the other witches, but then Vanessa smacked her desk with an open palm. 
 
    “Enough with the childish banter,” the dark-haired professor demanded. “The exam is tomorrow, and that’s all you need to worry about. I cannot believe you would waste your breath mocking each other. Did you know I was the only preschooler to live through my own exam?” 
 
    “No,” Akira gasped, and we all turned toward Vanessa with wide eyes.  
 
    “There were six other women in my preschool,” Vanessa continued as her blue eyes narrowed at us. “They were talented, much more than this group, but now they are dead. So, again I ask: are you done mocking each other? Because at this point, the only one of you who has a chance of surviving the final is Cole, and that is just ridiculous. He’s a man, for Satan’s sake. I want you women to fucking pay attention.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” Vesta said with her silver eyes downcast. “We apologize deeply.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice my classmates’ faces were white, and they all glanced at each other out of the corner of their eyes with obvious fear. Vanessa’s words weren’t very encouraging, and I knew they were upset they hadn’t found the Blood Pact yet. 
 
    Soon they would come to me and beg me to use the spell on them.  
 
    “Good,” Vanessa replied with a long, drawn-out sigh. She sounded exhausted, and she hadn’t even begun teaching us the lesson.  
 
    I briefly wondered what was on her mind and what was causing the dark circles under her pale blue eyes, but then I shook my head at myself. She was right. The only thing I should be focused on right now was the exam.  
 
    “Now, I will need a volunteer for this next demonstration,” Vanessa said. She looked at each of us, and her eyes fell on the scarred witch in our group. “Sweeny, come here, dear.”  
 
     The scarred witch took a tentative step forward and sucked in a sharp breath of air.  
 
    “Stop looking so terrified, Sweeny,” Vanessa demanded with a click of her tongue. “I’m not going to kill you.”  
 
    Sweeny nodded, and when she was in front of Vanessa, I could see her knees buckle beneath her. Her clawed hands trembled by her side, and she was doing a piss poor job of pretending to be alright.  
 
    “Stand there against the bare wall,” Vanessa ordered, and she gestured toward a stone wall at the far end of the room.  
 
    “Y-yes, Professor,” Sweeny stuttered.  
 
    I almost felt sorry for the hideous witch. She looked as if she were about to piss herself.  
 
    “Now, everyone’s eyes must be on me,” Vanessa said before she awkwardly faced Sweeny. “No offense, Sweeny.” 
 
    “None taken, Professor,” she replied with a loud gulp.  
 
    Vanessa faced a trembling Sweeny, and the professor stood tall and erect before she extended her hand and pointed her palm in the scarred witch’s direction.  
 
    “Conligo!” Vanessa exclaimed.  
 
    Her voice echoed in the chamber, and a purple spark emitted from her open palm. It shot like a bolt of lightning toward Sweeny, and I watched as the flash visibly coursed through her veins and made her body shake. It looked as if she were being electrocuted by a purple current.  
 
    When she finally stopped shaking, the ugly witch inhaled sharply, as if she had been holding her breath underwater.  
 
    “Now, Sweeny, would you please take a step toward me?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    Sweeny’s arms twitched, and her legs trembled slightly. She groaned as she stood there, but she didn’t move even an inch forward.  
 
    “Sweeny, can you move at all?” Vanessa asked, even though I knew she knew the answer.  
 
    “No,” Sweeny groaned.  
 
    “Precisely.” Vanessa nodded. “Now class, this is what we call a binding hex. It can temporarily disable your opponent, but it doesn’t last very long, so I’d suggest using it when trying to make a quick getaway or before you deliver a killing blow.”  
 
    Well, that would have been a useful spell to know countless times before.  
 
    “Laxo,” Vanessa muttered with her hand raised again.  
 
    Sweeny crashed down onto the stone floor, and the other witches stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that, Sweeny,” Vanessa said. “I should have warned you first.”  
 
    “It’s fine, Professor,” the scarred witch grumbled as she slowly stood up and dusted off her knees. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good.” Vanessa smiled as she tossed back her long, raven hair. “Now, return to your partner.”  
 
    Sweeny nodded and slowly walked back to our group. She stood next to Akira, and we all looked at Vanessa.  
 
    “Well, do I have to spell it out for you?” the professor scoffed as she threw her hands up in the air. “Pair up and practice. Make sure you both recite the spell at the same time, palms up. Whoever is the stronger one will overpower the other, so stay sharp and focused.”  
 
    We nodded, and I faced Vesta as she tied back her long green hair and furrowed her eyes in my direction.  
 
    “Don’t take it easy on me,” she hissed.  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I grinned.  
 
    We both raised our palms, and I steadied my feet. My eyes never left hers as I breathed in and focused. I could feel a blanket of dark energy surrounding me, and I welcomed it. It seeped into my pores and filled me up, and I smiled before I was ready. 
 
    “Conligo!” we both shouted at the same time.  
 
    Purple lightning emitted from both our hands, and the two bolts met in between us with a crash. The two lines of electricity were now fighting each other, so I pushed with my mind and focused all my strength into exerting as much force as possible into the spell. 
 
    When I saw Vesta’s face, I knew she was struggling. Her silver eyes were squinting from the bright purple glow, and I could see beads of sweat dripping down her forehead. Her feet shifted as if she was trying to prevent a strong wind from knocking her over, and she continued to fight, but my power was beginning to prove to be too much for her to handle. My bolt was slowly eating away at hers and moving closer and closer to her body. Finally, her mouth dropped open right before her arm dropped to her side. 
 
    That’s when the bolt hit her and coursed through her entire body. The lavender-skinned witch trembled, just as Sweeny had, and her silver eyes filled with confusion and fury as she stood still as stone.  
 
    “Well done,” I heard Vanessa say in a low voice. 
 
    When I looked around, Akira had overpowered Sweeny, and Morgana had beaten Faye. I turned to look back at a paralyzed Vesta, and I could tell she was beyond pissed off.  
 
    “You may release them,” Vanessa said with a smile.  
 
    “Laxo,” I said and waved my hand.  
 
    As soon as Vesta was released, she breathed in a sigh of relief and nearly collapsed onto the ground, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes as she struggled to breathe.  
 
    “Bastard,” she muttered before she pushed past me and sat down.  
 
    I shrugged it off and returned to my seat next to her. 
 
    “Well, to all those who passed the binding hex, well done.” Vanessa clapped. “To the rest of you, I suggest that you practice on rats before the exam tomorrow.”  
 
    I heard Vesta groan next to me, and then she placed her head into her hands. I knew she was embarrassed and defeated, but I only played by the rules. What would happen to her during the final if she couldn’t even complete a class exercise? 
 
    I didn’t want to concern myself with her wellbeing, but I didn’t bear any of these beautiful women ill will. They were the ones all stuck up about me being in their school. All they had to do was be nice, and I’d gladly work with them. Hell, I still wanted to save them all during the final exam. They just wouldn’t let me.  
 
    Maybe after I confessed to destroying the Blood Pact, I’d stand a better chance of protecting Vesta through the final.  
 
    But only if she let me. If she refused to join me, then there was nothing else I could do. She was the only one in charge of her own fate.  
 
    “Now, while hexes may be all fun and games,” Vanessa continued the lesson, “there are plenty for you to learn, and you do not have a lot of time to learn them all, so I will show you one more before we move on to curses.”  
 
    The professor bent down and pulled a lily from underneath her desk. She stared down at the beautiful flower and then glanced up to look at the class.  
 
    “Now, this one is one of my personal favorites, so observe.” Vanessa waved her hand gently over the flower and said a simple spell. “Glacio.”  
 
    Frost started to spread from the bottom of the stem and move upward toward the petals. The lily looked like a flower that had been caught in a morning frost.  
 
    The class clapped, and then Vanessa pulled out her wand again with a sly grin.  
 
    “If you think that was impressive, watch what one can do with a wand,” she said. She then flicked the wooden rod in a circular motion over the lily and whispered the same spell. 
 
    This time, the entire flower turned to glass. She tapped the transformed lily with the end of her wand, and then it shattered into hundreds of pieces all over her desk.  
 
    “See how much more powerful you’ll be once you, or rather, if you pass the exam and acquire a wand?” she questioned. “You’ll feel unstoppable, I guarantee it.”  
 
    Vanessa tucked the wand back into her robes and then folded her hands as she stared at us.  
 
    “Now, a curse is no walk in the dark wood,” she said with a deep frown. “This will be the most challenging endeavor to accomplish during the final exam.”  
 
    Vesta adjusted in her seat, and I could hear her rapid breathing from here. The entire room filled with a heavy silence as Vanessa gathered supplies from a nearby armoire. It reminded me of the first class I had with her, and part of me couldn’t believe time had passed by so quickly.  
 
    The professor collected a jar of herbs, a tongue, and other ingredients.  
 
    “Now, tomorrow morning, we will inform you exactly on what must be done to complete the final exam,” she began. “You will have to find these ingredients as you coordinate through the test.” 
 
    She lifted a jar of yellow herbs up into the air and twirled it around under the dim light.  
 
    “Can anyone tell me what this is?” she asked. 
 
    “Marrow?” Vesta practically shouted. 
 
    “Yes.” Vanessa smiled. “And this is acquired from what?”  
 
    “Bones,” the green-haired witch recited. 
 
    “Correct.” Vanessa nodded. “When you kill your enemies in the exam, be sure to collect at least one bone and a tongue to use for the curse ingredient. It will be your final challenge.”  
 
    We all nodded as she set the jar down.  
 
    Next, the professor snapped her fingers, and then a scrawny young woman appeared from the smoke. She was trembling, and her wide eyes were filled with fear and panic. Her stringy black hair fell over her forehead as she rocked back and forth, chains were wrapped around her ankles and wrists, and she wore a filthy white robe.  
 
    Vanessa quickly cut the tongue from the jar into bits, mixed the chunks of the organ with the bones, and used her finger to stir it all together. She then sprinkled dead rose petals into the cauldron before she licked the remains off her finger.  
 
    Finally, she placed her hand over the cauldron.  
 
    “Illuminana,” she whispered. 
 
    The cauldron lit up and started to bubble. The captive woman began to mumble something in another language, and it sounded like she was praying as she continued to rock back and forth.  
 
    “Est puer periit, nunc veterescent,” Vanessa recited as she closed her eyes.  
 
    The young woman started to shake and then whimper, and I watched closely as her hair began to turn from black into snow white. Her skin started to wrinkle, and she shrieked when she brought her hands up and stared down at her now withered skin. She was aging to the point of death. Her skin sunk into her bones, and she slowly started to fall down to the floor. She collapsed first to her knees, and there was a loud crack that followed. Finally, she was nothing more than a skeleton. A corpse fell down to the ground, and only bones and white hair remained underneath the white robe. 
 
    “That was an aging curse,” Vanessa explained as she looked over us with a blank expression. “Fascinating, I know, but it requires immense mental strength. Collecting ingredients is simply not enough.” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “Now,” she said before she tossed back her long, dark curls, “I’m not here to coddle you and teach you everything. You must learn through example and extensive reading. So, if I were you, I’d get as much studying done as possible. However, you will need to be alert and fresh-eyed by dawn, so you should just focus on the binding hex and ensure you have mastered it. Especially if your partner overpowered you today. May Satan guide your way.”  
 
    No one made a move, and the professor impatiently clapped.  
 
    “Class is dismissed,” she urged. “Go.” 
 
     Everyone reluctantly stood up, but I lingered by the doorway. 
 
    “What is it, Cole?” Vanessa snapped.  
 
    “I’ll need a textbook if I want to get all that extensive reading done,” I replied with a raised brow.  
 
    “Ah, right,” she muttered as she rolled her eyes and went to her desk. She retrieved a copy of the textbook and returned to me. “Here. I always seem to forget about you, Cole.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” I said with a dry smile.  
 
    She held onto the book as I tried to tug it away from her grip, but her blue eyes bored into mine, and there was deep resentment in them.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, and I wondered if her familiar told her that I’d stolen the last copy of the Blood Pact.  
 
    “Don’t overestimate yourself out there,” she growled. 
 
    “I won’t.” I smirked as I took the book from her.  
 
    I left the room with Vanessa’s eyes glued to my back, and then I headed to the study hall and quickly read the book. Hexes seemed relatively simple to memorize, and I wasn’t too worried about them. I learned how to take away someone or something’s voice and how to instantly break a spine. The hexes were easy, it was the curses which were a little trickier.  
 
    So, I spent the afternoon deeply engrossed with my book, and I was growing bleary-eyed when I heard a commotion coming from the doorway. 
 
    It was my group, so I slammed my book shut and headed over to them. They were in a tight knit circle, seated around a small, dark round table, and they rocked back and forth in their chairs, clearly nervous and on edge.  
 
    “It’s no use, we’ve tried the library and Vanessa’s office, and the pages were gone,” Akira wailed.  
 
    “We are totally and completely fucked,” Vesta groaned, but they all stopped talking as soon as they saw me.  
 
    “Did I happen to overhear something about a book and some missing pages?” I grinned. 
 
    “Fuck off, Cole.” Sweeny scowled. 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed, “I can fuck off … but it just seems like you are having problems finding that spell I told you about.”  
 
    The five of them stared at me in silence. 
 
    “It was you!” Akira screeched as she pointed her finger at me. “You bastard, ass hatted son of a prick! You tore out the pages, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe?” I’d been waiting for this moment for a long time, and the look of outrage they all wore was too goddamn priceless. 
 
    “Fucking Cole,” Sweeny growled, and she bared her sharpened teeth at me.  
 
    “If you want to live, I suggest you come and meet me in my room at midnight. Then I’ll perform the ritual.” With that, I smiled and turned my heels on their flabbergasted and furious faces.  
 
    “I’d rather die than be bonded with you,” Akira called out after me.  
 
    “Me, too,” Faye agreed. “I’d sooner die than call you master!”  
 
    “Well, if that’s what you want!” I yelled over my shoulder. “So be it.” 
 
    Their fate was in their own damn hands. Just like mine. 
 
    It was every witch for themselves.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I was finally back in my room, alone, and able to fully concentrate.  
 
    Well, almost. I still wondered in the back of my mind whether or not the witches would accept my offer to work together. Part of me wanted to see them beg for my help, while the other half actually harbored a small soft spot for them.  
 
    It was a very minuscule spot, but the feeling was still there. The idea of watching them being torn to pieces by a monster or burned at the stake did not fill me with pleasure. I guessed that even after all the shit they gave me, I just didn’t want to see them die.  
 
    Not if I could help it.  
 
    I sighed, shook my head, and continued to study. All my textbooks were splayed out across my desk, and I was reading as much as I could. A few hours into the night, a profound and overwhelming exhaustion started to take over my body and mind. I’d been reading for hours now, and I knew I should heed Vanessa’s advice. As much as we refused to see eye to eye, I still thought she had a valid point. 
 
    If I stayed up reading everything into the early morning hours, it would drain me dry and lead to an inability to think straight during the exam. I needed to be able to plan and act with haste and at full capacity.  
 
    There was no way I would fail this exam due to exhaustion, not after all the studying and hard work I’d accomplished. So, instead of forcing myself to keep going, I gently shut my books, stretched, and yawned. Then I unbuttoned my shirt, tossed it on the bed, and was about to take off my shoes until I heard a hard knock on my door.  
 
    For a moment, I was surprised, but then I smiled to myself. I knew exactly who it was. It had nothing to do with my skills of premonition, I just knew those hard-headed, stubborn witches would show up eventually.  
 
    Even if it took this damn long.  
 
    When I pulled the door open, every witch aside from Sweeny was staring at me with desperate eyes and quivering lips. They were all incredibly beautiful, but I could tell this ordeal had worn them down to their wits’ end. Each of them not only looked pitiful and hopeless but also exhausted and entirely worn out. Dark crescent shadows were stamped underneath their eyes, and everyone’s hair was a complete tangled mess. Their clothes were also wrinkled, as if they’d been sleeping in them for days. 
 
    I doubted they’d been getting any sleep at all, though.  
 
    I waited for someone to say something, but the witches just continued to stare at me. There was a mixture of contempt, rage, and hope that filled the air around them. I could sense it, and I knew they were hesitant to ask for my help. I understood their hesitance, but I was growing impatient myself. I still needed to sleep, and they were just standing there like a group of beautiful statues. I waited, and yet, none of them moved or even opened their mouths to say one fucking word. I did notice, however, that they were all focused on my bare chest, rather than my face.  
 
    “Is anyone going to say something?” I taunted.  
 
    Akira pushed Vesta in front of the group, but they still remained deadly silent. Vesta snapped her head around to probably shoot a glare at Akira, but the dark-haired witch didn’t seem to care. She simply mouthed the word “speak.”  
 
    Vesta turned to look at me again, and she was clearly defeated.  
 
    “Fine,” Vesta grumbled, and her bright silver eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. “We’re here to ask you … to ask … we need--” 
 
    “The Blood Pact?” I finished for her, and I leaned against my door frame with a smirk. “Yes, I sensed that.”  
 
    “So … will you help us?” Akira asked as she craned her neck. Her usual tone, which was harsh and authoritarian, now sounded desperate and weak.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I teased. “Should I?”  
 
    “Cole, please,” Faye sighed as she pushed a strand of red hair out of her freckled face. “We need you, and I’m sure you know it pains us to admit that out loud … but we do. We will accept you as our master.”  
 
    “She’s right, Cole,” Morgana added with wide blue eyes. “Please don’t make this anymore degrading or difficult than it has to be. You won. Okay? We don’t want to die tomorrow. Please help us.”  
 
    “Hmmm,” I mused as I tapped my foot on the wooden floorboards. Then I stared at each witch for a long moment before I finally broke into a broad grin. “Fine. I’ll help you. Sit in a circle on the floor.”  
 
    The women all released long, drawn-out sighs, and I gestured for them to come in. They settled down onto the floor and sat cross-legged in a circle. Vesta was the only one not yet seated, and when I arched a questioning brow at her, she approached me. Then she stepped up on her toes to reach my ear and whispered. 
 
    “Can you please put on a shirt or something to cover yourself up?” the lavender-skinned beauty asked.  
 
    “Why?” I grinned. “You’ve seen a lot more of me than this.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a bit … distracting.” Her cheeks flushed a deep plum color.  
 
    “Let’s just take a seat, shall we?” I ignored her. “It’s getting late, and we all need rest, so I suggest we get this over and done with.”  
 
    Vesta nodded and averted her bright silver eyes.  
 
    “Fine,” she agreed before she pulled back her long, sage-green hair and wrapped it up into a bun. Then she took a seat in between Akira and Faye, and when I looked at each witch, I rubbed my hands together.  
 
    “I assume Sweeny will not be joining us?” I questioned.  
 
    “No,” Morgana sighed. “I begged her, I really did, but she’s just too damn stubborn. She hates you.” 
 
    “You all hate me,” I snickered. 
 
    “Not as much as we want to live,” Faye grumbled. 
 
    “I figured.” I shrugged. 
 
    As cold as it might have been of me, I didn’t really care what happened to Sweeny. She’d been aloof, well, even more distant than the other witches had been. I understood they didn’t trust me or welcome me into their world, since I was completely different from them and clearly more powerful. 
 
    Why, though? I still hadn’t figured that out yet, but I had a feeling that if I survived this exam, I’d learn more about my past. 
 
    At least that’s what I continued to tell myself. Hope was a strong motivational pusher for me. It was like the finishing line. As soon as I passed this deadly challenge, I’d finally figure out who I was. 
 
    It was the least Theodora could do. I knew she knew everything about me, and she was just waiting for the right moment to reveal the truth.  
 
    But that was a matter I could worry about later. Right now, I had to focus on completing this Blood Pact. I was exhausted, worn out, and desperate for sleep, but I knew this had to be done.  
 
    “You know,” Akira suddenly sneered, “we wouldn’t even be here if we’d found a copy of the pages on our own.”  
 
    “Yeah, I imagine so.” I smirked. “Finding a copy would have been truly impressive, though, since I burned them all days ago.” 
 
    All the witches gasped, and they turned to look at each other with quizzical and horrified expressions. 
 
    Before any one of them could open their mouths to curse or yell at me, I raised my hand up to stop them.  
 
    “Look, just admit you’re only jealous I got there first. I knew you’d cut me out if you found the Blood Pact without me, so I decided to beat you at your own game. Now, do you want to pass the final exam or not?” 
 
    All the witches groaned with defeat and distaste, but they finally nodded their heads in agreement.  
 
    “Alright, then,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s get started.”  
 
    I took a seat in front of the circle so I could look at every woman. Then I inhaled a long, deep breath and stared at each witch carefully. After this Blood Pact was complete, we would be bound for life to one another.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    They all nodded their heads and stared at me.  
 
    “I don’t know exactly what will happen after I perform the rite,” I started, “but the description made it clear I would be your master. You would be immortal as long as you obeyed and protected me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.” Akira cleared her throat. “Just get it over with.” 
 
    “You all sure?” I raised an eyebrow as I looked at each of them. 
 
    “What … uhhhh … exactly does ‘master’ mean?” Faye asked. “Does that mean we have to have sex?” 
 
    “Oh,” I snickered. “Yeah. I’m totally going to fuck each of you. A lot. But don’t worry. Both Akira and Vesta have enjoyed the experience.” 
 
    Faye and Morgana turned to Akira and Vesta. My two lovers’ faces briefly blushed red, and there was silence for a few moments. Then Vesta cleared her throat. 
 
    “It felt really good,” she admitted. 
 
    Faye and Morgana turned to Akira, and the coal-eyed woman glared back at them. 
 
    “Just fucking do it,” Akira groaned. “We are already here. Would you rather be dead or have a bunch of orgasms? It’s not a fucking hard decision.” 
 
    “Fine,” Faye groaned as she looked at me. 
 
    “I guess we have no choice,” Morgana said and bit her pink lower lip. 
 
    “You have a choice.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Let’s just get started,” Morgana huffed as her blue eyes glared at me. 
 
    I was going to have a lot of fun making her bitchy mouth moan in ecstasy. 
 
    As long as we lived through the final exam. 
 
    I still had my dagger tucked into my waistband, and I slowly pulled it out. All their eyes focused on the weapon, and I glanced at each witch with a raised, skeptical brow. 
 
    “Everyone must use their own blood bonded weapons for the first step,” I said. “I hope you have them on you.”  
 
    The witches all slowly nodded again and retrieved their blades from their cloaks, and I inspected each one under the candlelit chandelier that hung above us.  
 
    Akira’s dagger was a small, curved blade with a black bone hilt. There were no carvings on it, though. It was just a short and simple weapon.  
 
    Faye wielded a straight-bladed knife with a red-painted handle, and I noticed she had carved a small “F” at the bottom of her hilt.  
 
    Vesta held a green and silver hilt with a medium-sized pointed blade that reminded me of a muskrat knife. 
 
    And last but not least was Morgana’s weapon. It was a thin blade, thinner than everyone else’s, and it bore a simple black hilt longer than the knife itself. 
 
    None of these weapons were even remotely impressive, and I knew without me, they would probably die during the final exam.  
 
    “The first thing we’re going to have to do is cut into our skin,” I explained. “The deeper the cut, the stronger our bond.” 
 
    I winced slightly as I dug my sharp blade into the palm of my hand, and dark blood seeped from the wound and dripped down my wrist as I cut deeper.  
 
    The others took their weapons and quietly cut into their own hands as deeply as possible.  
 
    “Now, listen carefully,” I breathed. “You must take your blood and draw a small pentagram on the floor. Do not let the angles of your drawings touch each other. We all must have our own separate markings. Got it?”  
 
    The witches nodded gravely and began to draw a pentagon with their blood. Once that step was complete, I crossed over my own pentagon and went into the bare, middle area of the circle where there were no markings. Then I bent down, drew a simple, upside-down cross, and returned to my place.  
 
    “Now what?” Akira asked. 
 
    “Quiet,” I muttered. “Everyone close your eyes.” 
 
     The witches all glanced at each other before they did as I commanded. Everyone was breathing steadily, and when I was sure they all had their eyes tightly shut, I closed mine, too. 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed and join hands,” I instructed.  
 
    We all reached for each other’s hands, and our sticky, warm blood merged with each other.  
 
    “Hold on tight,” I said, “and breathe in. Do not focus on anything except the darkness. Absorb the dark spirits that constantly surround us and allow them to penetrate your minds and souls.” 
 
    I could feel the air growing colder, and I knew the next step was approaching. The last and final step.  
 
    “Vocavi, et tenebras petere quod sit conjunctio fiet, et anima per sanguinem,” I chanted.  
 
    I summon the darkness and ask that we may be bonded by blood and soul.  
 
    The floorboards started to shake, the walls vibrated, and I could feel the energy flowing through each of our hands.  
 
    But we weren’t done yet. 
 
    “Hae mulieres serve meus, et me in vita mea voluntati parere,” I chanted as the power built in my chest. “Say it! Say you serve me!” 
 
    “Si audierint et observaverint illum sicut animam meam in dominum!” Vesta gasped as a static noise began to crescendo in the room. 
 
    “Si audierint et observaverint illum sicut animam meam in dominum!” Akira growled, and the noise grew louder. 
 
    “Si audierint et observaverint illum sicut animam meam in dominum!” Faye groaned, and the room started to rock like it was a boat in an ocean storm, and the static noise was the wind. 
 
    “Si audierint et observaverint illum sicut animam meam in dominum!” Morgana shouted over the chorus of the black magic storm. 
 
    “Et nos in viam diabolum malum,” I continued. 
 
    I will the devil to guide us and lead the way to evil.  
 
    “Nos gratias ago vos omnem virum robustum,” I finished.  
 
    We thank you, almighty one. 
 
    The room continued to shake, and even with my eyes shut, I could feel the candle lights fading and the energy growing darker but more powerful. Our joined hands started to tremble, and it was like an electric current was flowing through our linked palms.  
 
    “Don’t let go,” I commanded. “Not until the pact is complete.” 
 
    The current flowing through us was painful, and I could hear glass shattering around me and books falling from my desk onto the floor. No one winced or screamed, though, and we just held on as tightly as possible.  
 
    Finally, the small earthquake dissipated, and the room grew warm, calm, and steady.  
 
    “It’s done.” I exhaled as I slowly opened my eyes. “It has been done. We’re connected now, body and soul. And you are all immortal as long as you keep me alive.” 
 
    “I don’t feel any different,” Vesta said with a frown. 
 
    “Look at your hand,” Morgana suggested, and they all looked down to see that the cuts on their palms were now healed. 
 
    Except my wound was still bleeding. 
 
    “I guess it did work,” Faye said as she glanced at my hand. “How does the master thing work?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “Should I give you an order?” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Akira groaned. 
 
    “Stand up and raise your right foot in the air,” I commanded her. 
 
    “Fuck you, Col--” the black-haired witch started to say, but her ebony eyes opened wide. 
 
    Then she suddenly shot to her feet and raised her right foot into the air so it was about level with her left knee. 
 
    “Are you fucking around?” Morgana gasped. 
 
    “N-N-No,” Akira stuttered, and her face paled. 
 
    “Raise your foot higher,” I ordered, and then Akira brought her foot up so it was level with her narrow hips. 
 
    “Raise your foot above your head and point your toe at the ceiling,” I commanded with a grin. 
 
    The four women let out a gasp as Akira’s leg stretched up in a classic ballerina pose so she was doing the splits, and her lithe body was tense as she held the position. 
 
    “I … I can’t control my body,” Akira gasped. “Cole, please let me lower my leg.” 
 
    “Lower your leg,” I laughed, and she let out a gasp as she brought her foot back down to the ground. 
 
    “By Satan,” Faye growled as her green eyes glared at me. “Does this mean Cole can just tell us what to do whenever he--” 
 
    “All of you get on your knees.” I smirked. 
 
    Instantly, the four beautiful women knelt before me. 
 
    “Huh,” I said as I reached out to run my fingers through Faye’s silky red hair. “This is far more powerful than I expected.” 
 
    “So, we are your fucking slaves now?” Akira hissed. 
 
    “I warned you this would happen,” I muttered as I ran my hand down Faye’s chin and then lightly rubbed my thumb across her full red lips. 
 
    “W-W-What are you going to do?” the redhead gasped, and her green eyes opened wide with a mixture of fear and desire. 
 
    “Your nipples are getting hard,” I chuckled as I glanced down where her breasts pushed against her thin shirt. 
 
    “Fuck you, Cole,” Faye groaned. “You can’t do this to us. We--” 
 
    “I can do whatever I want,” I sighed as I moved my finger away from her mouth. “All of you can stand up. I’m done playing with you. For now.” 
 
    The four women jumped up to their feet, and then they each glared at me. 
 
    “Look,” I sighed. “We are all stronger now. I know you don’t like that I’ve got control over you, but I’m confident you’ll be happy we all live through the final exam. It’s going to be impossible for us to die.” 
 
    “We may be stronger now and technically immortal,” Akira whispered, and her coal black eyes were wide, “but that doesn’t mean we still can’t be killed tomorrow.” 
 
    She was right. If I was ever killed, the witches would die.  
 
    “But now that we are connected,” I said, “it means that, together, our powers will be stronger. Oh, and just as a reminder, if anything happens to me, the same will happen to you. Because I’m the master, and I hold the power here. So, it’s in your best interests to protect me.”  
 
    “Don’t remind us,” Vesta growled.  
 
    Everyone sat in silence for a long moment, as if still trying to understand what had just happened. I didn’t necessarily feel any physically different, but I knew I was forever changed. 
 
    And so were the rest of the witches. 
 
    Because they were my witches now.  
 
    “We’d better return to our rooms,” Morgana finally said, and her blue eyes wouldn’t meet mine. 
 
    I looked down at my bloodstained floor and my broken window.  
 
    And then something hit me.  
 
    “Since I’ve done this for you,” I said, “you’re going to have to do a little something before the exam.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Vesta sneered as she folded her arms across her chest, but the expression carried little heat since the witches had basically all been defeated by me.  
 
    “Collect all the ingredients for each spell,” I ordered, “including a human heart.”  
 
    They all stared at me with loathing in their eyes, but finally, Vesta dropped her shoulders and sighed. 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed. “We’ll do that. See you tomorrow.” 
 
     I nodded, and Akira glared at me.  
 
    “Have a good night’s rest, Cole,” she grumbled.  
 
    “Awww, how sweet of you,” I snickered.  
 
    “I do not wish you well because I care about you,” she scoffed. “I’m simply looking out for myself and the others.”  
 
    “Understood,” I replied. “You do the same. Everyone needs to be at the top of their game tomorrow morning. Our lives literally depend on it. Gather the components and then get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    The witches nodded in agreement and left my room, and as soon as I was alone, I took off my boots and trousers and climbed into bed.  
 
    I hoped I would be able to get a good night’s rest. Like I’d said before, my life literally depended on it.  
 
    So, the moment my head hit the soft pillow, I quickly fell asleep.  
 
    The next morning, I woke up covered in sweat. I felt as if I’d suffered from a night of terrifying dreams, but I couldn’t be sure. When I thought back on it, everything was blurry. All I could remember was a dark forest and a pair of red eyes following my every step.  
 
    I sighed and swung my legs out of bed.  
 
    Today was finally the day.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes and stared around my bedroom. I was surprised to see the window had repaired itself after last night’s magical earthquake, and the books were also back in their places. I rubbed the back of my neck and didn’t dwell too much on it. I needed to only focus on the exam.  
 
    So, I quickly headed into the bathroom and splashed my face with icy water. When I returned to the bedroom, there was a small pile of new clothes on the velvet chair. I spotted a black, high collared shirt, a pair of black trousers, and a new pair of polished leather boots. I dressed as quickly as possible and was about to walk out the door until a breeze filled the room. It made me stop in my tracks, glance around, and look up at the ceiling. The candles were out, and I knew I recognized the familiar chill that filled the room.  
 
    “Cordelia?” I called out. “Is that you?”  
 
    “Why, yes, it is, sir,” her disembodied voice replied. “Would you care for a hearty breakfast this morning? It would help you build up some energy before the exam, I guarantee it.”  
 
    I nearly flinched at the old woman’s shrill voice. It was louder than usual and higher-pitched, but I had to admit, breakfast before the exam actually sounded like a perfect idea. For once, I was actually grateful for her constant spying. As creepy and invasive as it was, it came in handy today because I was absolutely famished. 
 
    “Sure,” I said as I approached my desk. “I’d love some. Thanks, Cordelia.” 
 
    “Excellent,” she responded. 
 
    I took a seat and waited for a moment, and then a white plate and golden goblet slowly started to appear on my desk. The meal looked absolutely scrumptious, with a poached egg, rye toast loaded with butter, baked beans, bacon, and fresh wild fruit.  
 
    A napkin and a golden fork and knife sat beside the plate, and I dug into the food. My mouth instantly watered when I tasted the soft eggs and buttery toast. This was probably the heaviest breakfast I’d eaten since I’d been here, and I enjoyed every bite of it. I then took a gulp of whatever was in my goblet, but I nearly spat it out when I tasted how bitter it was. 
 
    I thought it was going to be pumpkin or orange juice, but it sure as hell wasn’t that. In fact, it tasted like sour grape juice.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” I coughed. 
 
    “Apologies, sir, for the taste,” Cordelia said, “but the brew will help keep you alert. It is like a coffee, only stronger. I suggest you drink up.” 
 
    I had a feeling Cordelia had my best intentions at heart, so I forced myself to drink the rest of the vile beverage. It left a sour taste in the back of my throat, but at least it would keep me awake. 
 
    When I was done, I buttoned up my shirt to the very top of the collar and swung my black velvet cloak over my shoulders. Then I grabbed my black, bone-hilt dagger, and I stared long and hard at the weapon. It had helped me quite a bit since I acquired it, and I hoped it would help me survive this goddamn exam.  
 
    Who knew what I was about to get into? 
 
    I closed the door behind me as I left my bedroom. I hoped I would be able to see my room again and that this wasn’t the last time I’d be walking down these stairs and past the creepy paintings that followed my every move. 
 
    I headed down to the Hex and Curse classroom, which was the only class that had been held in the dungeon. When I arrived, all the witches were lined up in a row. Vesta had on a silver cloak, Akira wore a deep emerald green one, Faye wore crimson to match her hair, and Morgana sported an ebony black cloak. All of our cloaks had the letters “S” for Scholomance sewn into the breast pocket.  
 
    Vanessa, Luna, Crimson, and Headmistress Theodora were all standing in a line in the front of the room. They all wore the same dark cloaks and had the hoods pulled over their heads. The candles in the room were all glowing, and it felt as if we were about to be sacrificed. The air was heavy with tension and a tinge of fear.  
 
    I stood next to Vesta and faced the professors and headmistress. Then I folded my hands and lowered my head, just as the other witches were doing.  
 
    “Where is Sweeny?” Morgana whispered to Akira, who was standing right beside her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Akira hissed. 
 
    “There’s no need to whisper,” Vanessa spoke up in a loud volume. “I was wondering the exact same thing.” 
 
    “She’s on her way,” Theodora said in a confident voice. “I can feel her coming down the stairs as we speak.” 
 
    Just as the headmistress predicted, the dungeon door swung open, and Sweeny appeared in a brown cloak. Her mouth hung open as she panted and struggled to catch her breath.  
 
    “I’m sorry--” the scarred witch began, but Vanessa raised her hand. 
 
    “No need to apologize,” she said. “You made it here before time was up, so there’s no need to burn you at the stake.”  
 
    Sweeny gulped and took her place at the end of the line.  
 
    Then Theodora stepped forward and clasped her hands together before she flashed us all a smile.  
 
    “Now,” she began, “I know all of you are anxious, and I cannot blame you, but I’d like to remind you that fear will only hinder your performance during the exam. You need to clear your mind and allow the dark spirits to enter your mind and soul. Allow them to guide you and trust your darkest instincts.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, but I could still taste the terror in the air. The headmistress had a point, but I could sense that it was easier said than done for these witches, and I could practically feel Vesta trembling by my side. 
 
    “Now, the first thing you will do is enter a maze,” Vanessa explained as she took a small step forward. “This maze will be challenging to navigate, and that’s where your skills of premonition will come into play. The maze will also be filled with obstacles, beasts, and other deadly beings that will always be following you. A sacrifice will have to be made to increase your strength and find your way out of the maze and into the dark wood. Shadow and premonition skills will help you, but it is not guaranteed. If you make it out of the labyrinth and forest alive, then you will come across a small village. It will be up to you to curse the village and bring them back to life. You must bring back the dead as prisoners for us.”  
 
    “You will then be rewarded with your life and a wand,” Crimson added, and she flashed a sharp, fanged grin. 
 
    “As well as a graduation ceremony.” Luna smiled. 
 
     I briefly wondered how long the exam would last, and Theodora’s blue eyes drifted in my direction. 
 
    “The test can last from two hours to two weeks,” she said as she looked at me. “It is never certain, I’m afraid.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced at the other women. Their faces were white-washed, and their eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was completely ready to take on this exam.  
 
    “Alright, then,” Vanessa said with a forced smile. “May the devil be with you all and help to guide your way.”  
 
    “Let the exam begin,” Luna intoned as she gestured for us to follow her. “Come on now.”  
 
    The white-haired woman left the other witches, and I looked over my shoulder one last time. Vanessa and Crimson were glaring at me, but Theodora discreetly flashed me a small wink.  
 
    I knew the headmistress was the only one who was prepared to see my success and actually be glad to see me alive at the end of it.  
 
    Luna led us down a narrow stone corridor and toward a small, wooden door. The air was moist all around us, and the sound of breathing and footsteps echoed in the narrow passageway as we headed to the exit.  
 
    When Luna pushed the door open, pale sunlight shone over all our faces, and when I looked ahead of me, I saw the entranceway to a hedge maze. It didn’t look terrifying at all. In fact, it was beautiful. Red roses and yellow sunflowers grew out the maze bushes, and the trail was covered with something that looked like sea glass. The bushes were also colored a vibrant green that reminded me of emerald stones, and all the bright hues stood out in sharp contrast against the pale sky.  
 
    Songbirds chirped in the air, and Luna breathed in. 
 
    “Such a lovely day,” she cooed, “it’s a shame I have to do this.” 
 
    We all exchanged confused looks with each other. What did she mean? 
 
    Then Luna raised her hand and blocked the sun with her palm. Dark clouds emerged out of nowhere, and the sun turned black. She was doing the exact same thing I had done during her Shadow class.  
 
    She was turning away the sun and creating a dark, cold, freezing night.  
 
    Not only was she changing the sunlight into darkness, but she was also killing the flowers, and the green maze wilted into gray, dying bushes. The songbirds had also stopped chirping, and the only sound above us was the cawing of angry crows.  
 
    “Well, this is it.” Luna smiled as she looked at each of our faces. “Enter the maze, and the exam will officially begin. I bid you farewell. As I said earlier, I doubt any of you besides Cole will live.”  
 
    She twirled her silver skirts around, and we all stood there, frozen, at the mouth of the gray maze. The smell of rotting earth and leaves filled the air, and the howling wind pierced our skin and penetrated down to the bone.  
 
    It looked as if we were about to enter the belly of a beast, and I could sense the anger and hunger coming from deep within the maze. 
 
    A cold wind was pulling me in, so I took a step forward into the maze. When I turned around, all the women were staring at me with open mouths and wide eyes.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I pulled out my dagger. “It’s now or never.” 
 
    They all took a deep breath, nodded, and followed my lead. I had no idea where the hell I was supposed to go, but all I knew was that if I didn’t try my absolute hardest, then we would all end up dead or burned alive at the stake.  
 
    Either way, the exam had officially begun, and all our lives were at stake. No matter our differences, I sincerely hoped I could keep the witches alive.  
 
    As well as myself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The earth beneath me was cold, damp, and uneven as I approached the maze. Stones, twigs, and dead leaves were scattered all around the ground, and knotted roots made it hard to walk steadily. I could feel the wet soil as I pushed forward, and it seeped through my new leather boots and sent cold shivers up my body. The air around us was cloudy with mist, and it had a strange, smoky smell to it. All I could hear were the twigs and dead leaves that snapped and crunched underneath me and a murder of crows that fiercely cawed above us, as if they were trying to warn us to turn back. The sky above us was the color of charcoal, and occasionally, a bolt of lightning would split the ebony blanket.  
 
    The witches panted heavily behind me as they followed my every step. The deeper we went down the path, the thicker the fog grew, and the sky blackened. So far, though, we hadn’t come across any twists or turns, and the maze just seemed to be leading us deeper into its core.  
 
    Finally, we came to an opening of some kind. It was made from the same gray bush as the maze, and the circular black entranceway was covered with thorns and vines. I found it odd we hadn’t spotted any other turns yet, but this was just the beginning. Who knew how deep, dark, and deceiving this maze would prove to be.  
 
    “That’s it,” I said as I pointed to the opening, “that’s where we have to go.”  
 
    “Satan,” Vesta breathed behind me, “I have a terrible feeling about this, Cole. It’s like we’re about to walk into the belly of a beast. ”  
 
    “But look deep within yourself … can’t you feel as if this is the way forward? I want you to think carefully before you answer that,” I said as I slowly turned around to face her. “Because personally, I feel this is exactly where we need to go.”  
 
    Vesta studied me with those molten silver eyes and bit down on her full lower lip.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” she said, now with more confidence and determination in her voice. “Let’s go.”  
 
     I flashed her a quick smile and then turned my attention back to the opening. The darkness ahead of me almost had a magnetic pull that I couldn’t resist, and while I knew this was the way to go, I wasn’t about to walk in blind. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I whispered.  
 
    My hand glowed a fiery green and lit the way ahead of us. I took the first step inside the mouth of the small passageway, and gray bushes and thorns surrounded us. My heart pounded with anticipation, and my other hand was slick with sweat as we walked through the small burrow. I knew anything could emerge at any time, so all my senses were on high alert as my eyes darted in every direction.  
 
    While I lit the way and led the witches ahead, I pulled my dagger from my waistband and extended it outward as I walked. If anything tried to leap at me as soon as we reached the other side, I’d be ready to plunge my weapon into its heart. 
 
    Well, as long as it wasn’t a troll, or a giant, or something ten times my size. If that were the case, then other methods of magic would have to be used.  
 
    We all made it through the gray maze tunnel, and when we were officially deep inside the center of the labyrinth, we all formed a small circle. I glanced around, and there were four different paths we could take.  
 
    But only one of them would lead us out of here.  
 
    Now was the time to use my premonition skills, so I closed my eyes, breathed in, and felt the energy all around me.  
 
    “Well?” I heard Morgana hiss under her breath. “Which way is it?” 
 
    “Maybe if you keep quiet and focus, you’ll figure it out, too,” I muttered.  
 
    The brunette huffed but then went silent.  
 
    Suddenly, I could sense something, and it was pulling me upward.  
 
    “North,” I blurted with excitement, and I snapped open my eyes. “We have to go north.” 
 
    “I felt that, too,” Morgana gasped.  
 
    “Same,” Vesta breathed. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Faye insisted with her wide, greenish-gold eyes.  
 
    Everyone made a move to go, except for Sweeny. She just stood there with a frown on her gruesome, pallid face, and her scarred arms were folded across her flat chest. 
 
    “I don’t feel it,” she snapped. “My mind is telling me to go west, not fucking north.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sweeny,” Akira hissed, “it’s five against one. We’re going north. Come on.”  
 
    “You can go wherever the hell you want,” Sweeny sneered. “I’m not going to follow this one.” 
 
    The scarred witch jabbed a crooked finger at me, and her bloody mouth curled into disgust. She hated me even more than the others, and this fully proved it. She’d rather risk her life than take the wiser choice.  
 
    Akira was right, though. It was five against one. 
 
    “Then so be it, Sweeny,” I replied in a stoic voice. 
 
    “Did you all do the blood oath with him?” she growled. 
 
    “Yes,” Vesta sighed. 
 
    “Fucking traitors,” Sweeny hissed and barred her sharp teeth. “He’s a man. A human man. I can’t believe you’d let him control you.” 
 
    “We want to live,” Morgana grunted. “Are you coming with us? We’ll be safer together.” 
 
    “No,” Sweeny scoffed. “We are witches. We are Satan’s chosen. It’s our job to defeat the minions of the Elder God, not submit to some male and become pregnant.” 
 
    “Uhhh, that’s not at all how it’s going to--” Vesta started to say. 
 
    “You’ve already taken his seed,” Sweeny interrupted her. “And now he’ll just fuck each of you whenever he wants. You are his toys now. No. The rest of you can trail after him like loyal bitches. I’m going to win this on my own.”  
 
    The scarred, bitter witch turned around and started to walk toward the path that headed west.  
 
    “Wait, Sweeny, stop!” Morgana called out as she tried to reach for Sweeny’s arm, but Vesta stopped her and pulled her close.  
 
    “There’s no use in trying,” the lavender-skinned witch whispered. “She didn’t even partake in the Pact. She made up her mind, and now her fate is in her own hands.”  
 
    “But--” Morgana tried to argue, but I raised a hand to cut her off. 
 
    “Vesta’s absolutely right,” I said. “I’m sorry, but there was never any hope for her. She just never listened.”  
 
    Morgana sighed and nodded. The rest of the witches looked around, and I could sense they were feeling awkward, ashamed, and worried for Sweeny. Then I realized I could sense their emotions easily because of our bond. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” I suggested. “We’re as good as bait if we just stand here with our thumbs up our asses.”  
 
    The witches muttered their agreements, and we headed north. The dark path led us deep into the maze, and above us, the charcoal sky only grew blacker with each step we took. It was also getting darker, chillier, and more claustrophobic the deeper we went.  
 
    We walked in heavy silence for quite some time, until suddenly, I heard something shuffling in the bushes ahead of us.  
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks and raised my blade.  
 
    The witches all pulled out their weapons and gathered into a tighter circle, and I stood in front of them, with my dagger extended and my feet firmly planted on the ground.  
 
    I scanned around me, but I couldn’t make out anything. Then I lit up my palm and used the flames to get a better look.  
 
    That’s when I saw a pair of yellow eyes with red pupils staring right at me. A massive paw emerged from the bush, and then another one followed. A moment later, a large creature with a long snout, enormous claws, and black fur stood on its hind legs and towered over us.  
 
    “Werewolf,” Akira whispered behind me. “Fuck.” 
 
    The giant, wolf-like beast raised its huge, protruding snout, and its massive nostrils flared with each heavy breath it took. The creature started to sniff at the air and then hunched over as it took a significant step toward us.  
 
    The wolf’s stomach growled like thunder as it approached. It licked its mouth, and thick, mucus-colored salvia began to drip like heavy raindrops down his mouth as he took another step forward.  
 
    I gripped my blade, but deep down, I knew it wasn’t going to do the trick. This beast was three times the size of a wolf and at least twelve feet tall when he stood up on his hind legs.  
 
    Just as I thought this couldn’t get any worse, we heard giggling from behind us. It was a cackling kind of laugh, and the witches gasped in terror. I didn’t have to turn around to sense other creatures had emerged from the darkness and circled us. I could feel their teeth, sharp eyes, claws, and hunger without even having to look at them.  
 
    “We’re totally surrounded,” Vesta panted. “Cole, what are we going to do?”  
 
    “We need to focus,” I reminded her. “Let go of your fear and fight. Use all the skills from each class to defend yourselves.”  
 
    As soon as I muttered those words, the werewolf leapt into the air, and he was seconds away from knocking me down to the ground and killing me. 
 
    “Conligo!” I yelled as I snapped my hand up.  
 
    A purple bolt of lightning exploded from my palm, and the other witches screamed as the werewolf froze in midair. Its eyes flickered back and forth as it hung in the grasp of my spell, and I could tell the beast was confused and unable to move.  
 
    I kept my hands up, and my feet planted down on the ground. When I looked around, I saw several bestial eyes glaring at us. Suddenly, a massive monster that looked part human and part scorpion scuttled toward Morgana, Faye, and Akira.  
 
    The witches all took a step back, and before I knew it, they were running down another path and away from Vesta and me.  
 
    “Wait!” I called out. 
 
    “Cole … ” Vesta breathed as she inched closer to me.  
 
    “What?” I asked through gritted teeth. It was getting harder to hold onto the werewolf. Its paws were starting to twitch, and I knew it was going to regain mobility soon.  
 
    This spell was only temporary, after all.  
 
    All of a sudden, the werewolf dropped down to the ground and charged at me, and I heard Vesta scream right before I whispered another spell.  
 
    “Me avolare,” I muttered.  
 
    Just as the beast lunged at me, I could feel my body evaporating. Then I was transported to another corner of the small clearing, where a spear-like stick was lying on the ground.  
 
    The wolf pounced through my shadow double and shook its massive head in frustration when it realized it hadn’t managed to kill me. Then it growled in fury when it couldn’t figure out where I was.  
 
    Meanwhile, I spotted Vesta with her knife extended toward a thin, white-cloaked figure. She was close enough to slit the figure’s throat, and I hoped she could hold her own.  
 
    Because right now, I had my own shit to deal with.  
 
    I whistled to get the werewolf’s attention, and its yellow, menacing eyes focused on me again. I was crouched down and used my body to cover the spear-like stick that was hidden behind me. Then, without moving too much, and with my hands behind my back, I curled my fingers around the thick branch and prepared myself to use it.  
 
    The werewolf grinned, almost like a human would, as it squared off with me. Then the beast bared its slobbery fangs, hunched down on all fours, and charged at me. It was hungry, impatient, and tired of playing games.  
 
    But so was I. 
 
    The creature leapt high into the air, ready to descend on me, but at the last possible second, I brought the stick around me and pointed the sharp end of it upward. The wolf’s eyes widened as it came down, and it howled in agony as it impaled itself onto the jagged edged rod. I gritted my teeth and pushed my weapon deeper into its fur, skin, and bone. Blood gushed down the werewolf’s matted fur, and its eyes rolled into the back of its head as I shoved the stick deeper into its heart.  
 
    The beast gave a final high-pitched yelp, and then it slumped over my makeshift pike and died.  
 
    I slowly raised myself up from the ground and wiped the sweat from my brow. Then I took in a few deep breaths and looked at Vesta, the only witch who hadn’t run off. She was standing over a dead, thin and pale old woman with giant claw-like hands and sharp teeth, long as daggers. A thin, bloody red line was slashed across her throat, and her black eyes were still open in shock.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked.  
 
    “A Chunari,” Vesta replied as she stared down at the corpse with wide, silver eyes. “A demon.”  
 
    “Ah.” I nodded my head. I remembered reading about those in the Book of Beasts. “Well, it’s much better than an imp.”  
 
    To my surprise, the lavender-skinned witch actually laughed.  
 
    “Fuck you,” she said with a smile.  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle lightly. It seemed like for once, we almost saw eye to eye.  
 
    Suddenly, owls and crows cawed above us, and we stopped laughing. I looked around, and a sinking feeling grew in my chest.  
 
    “Where are the others?” I breathed.  
 
    Just then, I heard rustling and pulled out my blade, but when the bushes parted, instant relief washed over me. There, standing there in the darkness, was Akira, Morgana, and Faye. All of them were covered in black blood that shone, even in the dark. They were panting, and when I looked down, I saw they each held a severed head of some kind of beast.  
 
    Faye was grasping something that resembled a human man’s face, mixed with scorpion-like features. I recognized it as the creature that had chased them off into the maze. 
 
    “It’s an aqrabuamelu,” the redhead said with pride.  
 
    “And Morgana and I found a pair of kluddes,” Akira explained as she held up a massive, bloody head.  
 
    When I looked closely, I saw the heads they were holding looked like a mixture of a rabid dog and a bat.  
 
    “Well done.” I nodded. “I hate to admit it out loud, but for a moment, I was worried about you three.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Akira scoffed as she rolled her black eyes.  
 
    I smiled, but then my face slowly fell when I sensed something else hiding among us. I looked past the witches and stared into the thorny bushes they were standing in front of.  
 
    I squinted and, suddenly, a white face with no eyes and a large bloody mouth appeared from behind the three women. It was closest to Morgana, and the creature lunged forward and bit down on where the brunette’s shoulder and neck met.  
 
    Morgana screamed in pain, and I instinctively raised my hand and hurled the dagger in the creature’s direction. The sound of the blade flipping end over end through the air was like a cracking whip, and then the dagger embedded itself right in the center of the monster’s forehead.  
 
    Morgana stifled another scream when the blade whipped past her face, and she jumped when the body of the creature fell down to the ground at her feet. A pool of black blood emerged from the corpse, and the brunette took a big step away. 
 
    Dark blood gushed from Morgana’s shoulder, and for a moment, I thought it might have been a fatal bite. Until it started to heal on its own. The witch’s porcelain skin knitted back together before my very eyes, and it was like the wound had never even been there.  
 
    “It’s the Blood Pact,” I said.  
 
    She was safe, thanks to me. 
 
    “Oh, unholy Satan,” Morgana panted with wide, blue eyes. “Thanks, Cole.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” I smirked. “Guess we’re lucky we did the Blood Pact after all.”  
 
    “You’re right,” the brunette breathed, and she still looked a little shaken. “I thought I was done for. I’ve never been so scared.”  
 
    “We really are immortal,” Vesta breathed as she stared at Morgana in disbelief.  
 
    “Well, to an extent,” Akira said with a frown. “I think it’s obvious we need to do whatever we can to keep Cole alive because his life is tied to our own.”  
 
    “Agreed, and with that being said, we’re not safe out here,” Morgana whispered as she frantically looked around. “We should find a safer spot to enact the sacrificial spell, now that we’ve killed our beasts.”  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. “Let’s go.”  
 
    I cut a limb off the werewolf with my blade. I took one of its long fingers, not only for the blood, but because I would need the bone when the time to use a curse arrived.  
 
    I also took its tongue and heart and stuffed it into my cloak pocket. It could come in handy sometime.  
 
    Vesta followed my lead and cut off a long finger from the dead, old demonic woman.  
 
    I slipped the bloody finger into my pocket, and we all headed down a series of twists and turns that continued north. We eventually found a small, open circular space, and I closed my eyes and felt for any danger that might be lurking around. 
 
    This time, I didn’t sense anything.  
 
    “We’re okay, here,” I said, “at least for now.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, and we started to conduct a group, sacrificial spell. We had no cauldrons, so we dug a medium-sized hole in the ground and poured the ingredients in there.  
 
    “Did you all bring the ingredients I asked for?” I questioned as the witches quickly tossed items into the hole.  
 
    “Of course.” Faye rolled her green eyes.  
 
    I clicked my tongue as they threw in vampire ash, black sea salt, spider’s eyes, a red moth’s wing, and nightshade in the hole. Next, we set the mixture ablaze and used our own blood, the blood of our kills, and finally, the human heart the witches had taken before the exam. We recited the incantation as a group, and we could feel the energy of our kills seep into our skin and take over our bodies. Then we all linked hands, and our bodies shook as the mist seeped into us.  
 
    “Damn.” Vesta smiled. “I feel incredible.”  
 
    “Me, too.” I nodded before I looked at the concoction in the dirt hole and then bent down to dip my blade into the mixture. “Everyone coat your blade. That way we can harness the power of anything we kill with our weapons from now on.”  
 
    The witches obeyed and began to coat their own weapons, and as I stirred my blade into the mixture, it was like I’d just taken a drug of some kind. My senses were all on high alert, and I felt as if something alive was moving through my body and sending me waves of intense energy. Everything was brighter, even in the dark. My eyesight had improved, and adrenaline pumped through my veins.  
 
    I felt feral, wild, and unstoppable. Like a wolf.  
 
    “Let’s try and find a way out of this fucking maze,” Vesta suggested.  
 
    “Right, the sooner we get out of here, the sooner we will find the woods and the portal,” I agreed. “Come on, I can sense we need to take a right at the next turn.” 
 
    The women all nodded their agreements, and we slowly walked on ahead. With my newfound energy and loyal premonition abilities, the path forward was growing clearer, and I felt like I was high as I moved through the maze with quick and quiet steps. I wasn’t sure how long this heightened energy and strength would last, but I wanted this sensation to last forever.  
 
    “Do you all feel that?” I whispered a few moments after I thought I sensed something. 
 
    “Yeah, something is coming,” Akira breathed. 
 
    “Everyone,” Vesta urged, “protect Cole. If anything happens to him, we’re fucked.”  
 
    Before I could protest, the witches formed a circle around me. Then there was a low rumble, and something emerged from the darkness. Whatever it was lunged on top of Vesta, who went down with a hard crash.  
 
    “Protect Cole!” the lavender-skinned witch shouted as she grappled with her assailant. 
 
    When I looked down to see our attacker, I saw some kind of wildcat, but it wasn’t just a feline. The beast had the body of an antelope, and its hooves were as large as an ox’s. A pair of twisted horns also protruded from its ugly head.  
 
    Vesta screamed as her blade was knocked from her hand by the monster cat’s paw. As we all raised our own weapons to kill the cat, it bent down and tore into Vesta’s lavender throat with serrated fangs. Blackish blood spluttered from her wound, and we all brought down our weapons into the creature’s hide and stabbed it over and over again until we were all covered in its gore. 
 
    The creature finally collapsed dead on top of Vesta. Her silver eyes were glassy and wide open, and for a moment, my heart started to pound anxiously.  
 
    Was she dead? 
 
    We shoved the cat’s corpse off the still witch, and then we stared down at her bloody, gaping neck wound and her frozen eyes.  
 
    “Vesta?” I whispered, but nothing happened.  
 
    Then she suddenly gasped as her eyelids fluttered, and her throat slowly began to stitch itself back together before our very eyes. 
 
    “Unholy shit,” Morgana nearly sobbed. 
 
    “For a moment, I thought we might have lost you,” I said as I helped Vesta to her feet.  
 
    “I thought so, too,” she rasped and felt at her neck. The skin was still slick with her blood, but the jagged gash had completely healed over now. Then Vesta’s silver eyes met mine, and I knew she was grateful. There was no need for her to say it aloud. I knew exactly what she was thinking. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to take her mind off what had happened, “let’s keep going.”  
 
    As we navigated through the maze, the darkness grew more ominous the deeper we went. Despite my newfound energy and senses, I could no longer see where the hell I was going. It was now pitch black. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I whispered. 
 
    But nothing happened. There was no fire or light to guide my way.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered.  
 
    I tried again, and so did the others, but none of us were able to light the path. I cleared my worries and then took a deep breath before I closed my eyes. I felt something brush against my skin as I breathed in and out. I didn’t move or flinch, but it felt like a cold, clammy hand, and it sent a shiver down my spine.  
 
    “Someone is preventing us from using basic spells,” I whispered. 
 
    I could feel eyes watching our every move, and I realized someone had created a forcefield around us. Whoever was following us, they wanted to make the exam as challenging as possible. I knew the only way we would make it out of here was through our premonition skills, since it would be the only way to figure out how to make it out of this goddamn maze and into the black wood.  
 
    So, I tried to focus on the earth beneath my feet, the black sky above me, and the frigid air that whipped across my face.  
 
    I could hear my heartbeat. I could hear my own blood coursing through my veins. I could feel my arteries pumping with blood. I could sense the other witches and their fear.  
 
    I could feel it all.  
 
    That’s when I opened my eyes. I searched around me and tried to feel for the correct route, and when my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I thought I could see a wisp of mist twirling ahead of us. Our surroundings were pitch black, but the mist was as clear as day to me. It was like a smoke signal that urged us to follow it.  
 
    “This way,” I said as I took a step forward. “Come on.”  
 
    We ended up at a wide patch of dirt, and on the other side, two gates led to the end of the maze. One door was red, and the other was black.  
 
    “Which one do we take?” Morgana whispered.  
 
    “I--” I started to say, but then something behind us made a loud noise that caused the women to jump. 
 
    When we turned to locate the source, all our weapons were extended in front of us, but then a hand shot out of the bushes, followed by a head.  
 
    It was Sweeny, and she crawled out of the bushes as we watched. Then she stood to her feet and looked at each of us with a frown.  
 
    “There you are,” she said with her arms crossed.  
 
    The scarred witch looked like hell and was covered in blood. Scratches were engraved into her sallow skin, and her dark hair was matted with black blood. If I hadn’t known it was her, I would have killed her, because she genuinely looked like a monstrous demon.  
 
    “You made it out alive.” Akira smiled. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “I told you I would,” Sweeny said as she smirked a blood-red smile. “Now come on, we have to go through there.” 
 
    She pointed to the black iron gate. 
 
    “No,” I said as she took a step near it. “Look, Sweeny, I know you’ve made it this far without us, but something is telling me that you’re wrong. It’s the red gate we need to go through.” 
 
    “Troll shit,” she argued before she turned to the other witches. “I’m going through that gate, and I’m going to make it to the black wood. You can either follow my lead or follow him through the other gate. Your choice.” 
 
    “Wait, Sweeny, stop!” I called out as she pushed the black gate open.  
 
    The scarred witch took about five or six steps away from the rest of us and smiled when nothing happened. She turned around to keep going, but I still had a bad feeling about her choice.  
 
    “Sweeny,” I called out again. “I’m serious, stop!”  
 
    “I’ll stop and do this,” she said as she turned around and shot me a crude gesture with her hands.  
 
    As soon as her arms and fingers were raised, there was a cracking noise beneath her, and it sounded like an earthquake was happening right under her feet. She looked down, eyeless, but still capable of sensing that the soil was cracking.  
 
    Then the earth gaped open like a mouth and swallowed her whole.  
 
    The scarred witch screamed as she fell down into the pit, and we all heard a thud as she hit the bottom. 
 
    “Sweeny!” Vesta called out. 
 
    The witches rushed to the hole, and I had no choice but to follow them. When we neared the pit, I pulled Vesta back before she could fall into the hole as well. Then we peered down into the ground, and Sweeny was at the very bottom of a deep, dark chasm. Her ankle looked twisted and broken as she cried out in pain, and the other women panted in panic as they stared down at their fellow classmate.  
 
    “We should get a rope or something,” Akira suggested.  
 
    “Maybe I can shadow transport her up here,” Faye added. 
 
    While the witches debated on how to save Sweeny, I sensed that something was approaching. Then I heard the distant sound of cackling and giggling that made every hair on my neck stand up, and I looked down in pity.  
 
    Something was coming for Sweeny, and it was hungry.  
 
    “Don’t you hear that?” I hissed to the rest of the witches.  
 
    “Hear what?” Vesta asked, and her voice was laced with panic. “Cole, there isn’t any time for this, we need to get her out of there.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can,” I said as I peered back down. 
 
    Suddenly, dozens of red, spider-like creatures with infant-sized heads started to emerge from the dirt underneath Sweeny. They were twice the size of crabs, and they were probably some kind of evil little beings that lived in the depths of the earth.  
 
    We watched in horror as the tiny monsters slowly started to climb on top of Sweeny, and the scarred woman screamed as the creatures began to feed on her body. They bit her arms, face, legs, and every part of her they could snatch on to, and the little monsters giggled as they continued to tear into her raw skin. They soon began to rip off pieces of flesh as Sweeny screeched in pain and fear. Her skin and muscles were being pulled apart, and organs started to spill out from her torso bites. Intestines were being removed from her gut, and the little beasts giggled as they pulled and ate her insides.  
 
    They were devouring her alive.  
 
    “Coleeeeeee!” Sweeny’s mouth started to bleed, and blood gushed from every bite that was being taken out of her. She tried to fight the monsters off, but it was no use. There were dozens of dozens of them. They laughed and ate her, while the other witches covered their mouths in disgust. Eventually, Sweeny’s cries started to die down, and I knew she was seconds away from death. 
 
    Then some of the baby-faced monsters looked up toward us. 
 
    “Get back!” I cried out as the ground started to rumble. “Get back! Right fucking now!”  
 
    All the witches looked at me with wide, panicked eyes. Then they started to scramble several steps back and ran out of the black gate, with me hot on their heels. I swung the gate shut and watched as the ground on the other side broke, and another massive hole took its place. If we hadn’t backed away in time, we would have been down there, too. 
 
    I turned to look at the others. 
 
    They were all pale, and their lips quivered. I could tell they were shaken up, and I couldn’t blame them.  
 
    Finally, Vesta cleared her throat and turned to look at the others. 
 
    “As fucked up as it is to say … I think we need to keep moving,” she whispered.  
 
    “We just watched Sweeny be eaten alive,” Morgana snapped. “Give us one minute at least.”  
 
    “Look, I don’t like it either, but I refuse to die as well,” Vesta said with tearful, silver eyes. “I won’t die here.”  
 
    “Me either.” I nodded. “Sweeny made her choice, and she reaped the consequences. Now, come on. The woods are through the red gate.”  
 
    Then I heard a small squeak, and when I looked down at my feet, I saw one of the infant spider demons grinning back at me. None of us had seen it until now, and it caused Akira to scream. 
 
    The creature giggled, and then turned its attention to her. The creepy fucking thing lunged for Akira, latched onto her ankle, and started to quickly climb up her leg.  
 
    The dark-haired witch panicked as the monster sank its tiny sharp teeth into her calf, right through her robes. We all pulled out our weapons, but Akira was already prepared with her knife. She screamed in rage and swooped down to stab the bastard straight in the head. The spider-baby let out a wail as she stabbed it again and again, and it finally went limp, but it still had its teeth buried in her lower leg.  
 
    “Fuck,” she groaned as she shook it off. “It burns so bad.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I need a … ” Akira’s coal-black eyes fluttered, and then she started to fall forward. 
 
    “Woahhhh,” I soothed as I caught her in my arms, and then her body began to twitch. 
 
    “It … fucking … hurts … soooo bad,” Akira hissed through clenched teeth, and then she suddenly went still in my arms. 
 
    “Shit,” Faye gasped. “Is she dea--” 
 
    Then Akira’s body jump started with a shudder, and her eyelids fluttered. 
 
    “Those things are poisonous,” Vesta breathed.  
 
    “Yeah,” the black-haired woman in my arms gasped. “Fucking, fuck, shit. That was quite unpleasant. I fucking died. It hurt so bad. 
 
    “Thank Satan for the blood oath,” Vesta sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Akira said as her eyes met mine.  
 
    I was still holding her in my arms, so I gently let her go so she could stand on her own wobbly legs.  
 
    The women all glanced at me, and I could tell the reality of what we’d done had finally settled in for them.  
 
    “Okay.” I cleared my throat. “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”  
 
    The witches nodded shakily and followed me through the correct gate. Then I slowly pushed the red bars open and held my breath as I took a step outside the labyrinth.  
 
    When nothing happened, I breathed a long sigh of relief.  
 
    We’d finally made it out of that maze.  
 
    “Thank Satan,” Vesta whispered.  
 
    “We’re alive,” I said. “For now. Come on, the exam isn’t over just yet.”  
 
    We might have completed the maze, but now we had to find a way to the portal and the village.  
 
    The witches followed me as I headed down a cobblestone pathway that led downhill, and I could see the black woods from here. Tall, naked, ebony trees loomed over each other, and crows flew up into the dark sky.  
 
    Our footsteps echoed as we neared the forest, and I spotted an opening in the thicket. The hole was round, deep, and dark, like the mouth of a monster, but it seemed like the right way to go. 
 
    At least, that was what my abilities were telling me.  
 
    “There’s the entranceway,” I said. “Once we make it through there, we will find the portal to the village.” 
 
    “We’re getting closer to the finish line,” Akira murmured as she flicked back her ebony bob. “I almost can’t believe it.”  
 
    “That may be true,” I agreed, “but that doesn’t mean we should get comfortable or anything.”  
 
    “He’s right.” Morgana shuddered, and her ice blue eyes darted back and forth. “I can still feel danger lurking in these woods.”  
 
    Right,” Akira sighed. “Okay, let’s go and find that fucking portal.”  
 
    We headed into the thicket, past the bare trees, and through the woodland. As we carried onward, I could feel the darkness pressing against my skin. These woods were deceiving in their quiet nature. It seemed as if the entire forest was deeply asleep, but I knew that wasn’t the case, since I could sense cold, dark eyes on me as we headed through the woods.  
 
    “Keep your senses on high alert,” I muttered. “Silent does not mean safe.” 
 
     Everyone nodded, and the leaves crunched under our feet as we trekked through the woodland with our hoods up.  
 
    “There it is,” I said when we arrived at the entrance to a cave. “That’s where we need to go. The portal is in there.” 
 
    “He’s correct,” Morgana murmured, and her eyes grew wide. “At the very end of the cave, we’ll find the entranceway into the mortal village. I can see it perfectly in my mind’s eye.”  
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Vesta suggested. “No time to waste.” 
 
    We headed toward the cave, and as soon as we stepped inside, it was damp, cold, and dark. I illuminated the cavern with my palm, and we eventually came to a large, stone-like door blocking our way.  
 
    “For Satan’s sake,” Vesta groaned. “How the hell are we going to move this?” 
 
    “Maybe we can teleport to the other side?” Morgana suggested.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “There is some kind of barrier skill that will not allow us to pass through with our shadow abilities.”  
 
    “Shit,” Faye muttered and pulled at her red hair. 
 
    “Ugh, of course.” Akira sighed. “Why make it too easy, right?” 
 
     I pressed my hand against the cold stone and tried to grasp any kind of feel for what we were dealing with. Suddenly, the rock quivered, and I pulled my hand away. I felt as if someone had just cut me, but when I looked down, there was no blood on my palm.  
 
    “What?” Vesta asked. “What did you feel, Cole?” 
 
    “It wants blood,” I breathed, “my blood.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Faye asked, and her long red hair was plastered across her tired, but pretty, face. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded before I cut into my hand. 
 
    Dark blood trickled from my open palm down to my wrist as I pressed the blade down as hard as I could. I then brought my hand up and smeared the crimson fluid over the stone, and carvings and markings started to appear in red on the door.  
 
    I sensed my energy was being drained from my body and being transferred into the rock wall. The carvings began to glow brighter red with my blood, and they stretched across the entire stone. Then the obstacle crumbled into pebbles that scattered across the ground. 
 
    There, in front of us, was a cave-like room. A fountain stood in the middle of the cavern, and multicolored water spurred from the sculpture. I could feel a strong pull that begged me to come a little closer.  
 
    “It’s the portal,” I whispered. 
 
    “We found it,” Akira muttered as her mouth dropped open. “I almost thought we wouldn’t make it this far.”  
 
    “Same here,” Vesta agreed with wide, silver eyes.  
 
    “It’s not over yet,” I reminded them, and as I stared into the colorful water, I thought I could see fragments of a city in the reflection. It wasn’t entirely clear, but it was there. 
 
    “We need to hold hands,” I said slowly. That was what my premonition sense was telling me, and my instincts hadn’t led me astray so far.  
 
    So, we all linked hands and closed our eyes, and I could instantly feel my body grow lighter. It was the same sensation I experienced when the headmistress had sent us to the casino. Everything spun, but I kept my eyes shut. My mind and body were whirling, but we still had our hands linked. No one screamed or said a word as we continued to spin and spin.  
 
    When everything finally came to a slow stop, I slowly opened my eyes, and I realized we were back in the woods. 
 
    But these were not the same dark trees we had encountered after the maze. No, these woods smelled and felt completely different. The sky was lighter, too. Stars illuminated the navy-blue blanket above us, and a large moon hung over the full trees.  
 
    “We’re in the mortal realm,” Vesta gasped. “I can sense it.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed. “Come on, we have to move quickly and find the village.  
 
    We continued down the dark hills and swiftly made our way past the trees. These trees were different from the ones in the black wood, and there was no heavy mist to obscure our vision as we walked. These were full of life, and I could hear small woodland creatures rustling about.  
 
    It was just a forest, with no demonic creatures hiding in sight. The only threat that lurked in these woods were humans. 
 
    And they were close. I could feel it.  
 
    As we moved on, I thought I could hear distant singing and strange music, so I gestured for the others to move ahead quietly as we approached a small hill surrounded by trees. We all took a spot behind a wide trunk, and when I craned my neck to look down below, I spotted a group of humans around a fire. They were dressed in peasant clothing, and from what I could tell, they were having a good time. It was a group of five men, all laughing and cooking something that looked like a rabbit.  
 
    At least they had a chance to enjoy their very last meal.  
 
    “We have to kill them,” Vesta hissed as quietly as possible.  
 
    I nodded. She was right. They would kill us if they spotted us, and we also needed them to complete the necromancy task.  
 
    “I’ll distract them,” I whispered. “The rest of you can sneak up on the others and slit their throats.” 
 
    Before the women could reply, I crept through the thorn bushes and casually strolled up to the fire. I had my cloak over my dagger, so they had no idea I was grasping onto the hilt as I made my way toward them.  
 
    As soon as the men heard me, their heads shot up. These humans were young, probably in their mid to late twenties. They all had their hair pulled back into ponytails and sported long beards, and they wore long crosses on their necks and woven sandals on their feet. 
 
    Clearly, they were a group of holy men. 
 
    “Hello, there.” I grinned. “How are you doing this fine evening?” 
 
    “Who are you?” a blond man demanded in a hoarse voice. Then he stood up and grabbed the cutting knife sticking out of the cooked rabbit. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?”  
 
    “I come begging for food,” I said. “I mean no harm.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me and lowered his knife. He took a step closer to me, and I fought back the urge to look over at the others who were staring at me with curious eyes.  
 
    Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the arms of the witches emerge from the darkness. They brought their knives to the throat of each man and with one, swift stroke, cut them from ear to ear.  
 
    The humans’ gurgled and stifled screams caught the blond man’s attention, and when he turned around to see the rest of his group bleeding to death, he whirled around with his knife extended, ready to stab me in the gut. 
 
    But I was too quick.  
 
    I plunged my dagger into his throat, right through his Adam’s apple. His mouth filled with blood, red spittle drooled down into his beard, and his wide brown eyes stared at me for a moment before they rolled back into his head. 
 
    Then the man collapsed onto the ground and died.  
 
    “Let’s be quick about bringing them back,” I said to the other witches. “We never know who else might show up from the village.” 
 
    The women nodded as we all placed our hands on the corpses’ foreheads and recited the incantation. 
 
    The man I killed slowly peeled his eyes open, and they were now a murky piss-yellow. His skin was gray, and he gently rose from the ground and faced me. He was waiting for a command, and when I looked at the others, they all had an undead servant of their own.  
 
    “The village is north,” I said. “Follow me.” 
 
    We walked with our new minions leading the way, and my footsteps were heavy as we approached a small group of houses. They were poorly built, made from mud and stone.  
 
    “I don’t see anyone on guard,” Vesta whispered. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean they aren’t there,” I answered. “I’m going in first.”  
 
    “Oh, no, you’re not,” Akira argued, and a scowl twisted her full, darkly painted lips. “You better watch your ass and stay close to us for protection. We can’t afford to have you die and kill us in the process. So, just stay back and look pretty, alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” I chuckled and raised my hands.  
 
    We slowly approached the village, and as soon as we neared one of the huts, a woman emerged, and her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Silentium,” I muttered before she could scream. 
 
    The simple hex sewed her mouth shut, but it was still too late. Other villagers had emerged from their huts, and when they spotted us, they started to shriek in terror.  
 
    A man in cheaply made armor started to run toward us. He was young, with wild dark eyes and a curly mop of hair, but he was far too skinny to be a proper guard. He only wielded a flimsy sword, a wooden shield, and a rusty metal helmet for protection. He was brave, I would give him that, or incredibly stupid. 
 
    The two often went hand in hand. 
 
    My new, loyal servant turned to look at me as if waiting for a command, and I slowly gestured at the poor, pitiful guard.  
 
    “Kill him,” I ordered.  
 
    The resurrected men rumbled a low growl as they slowly approached the trembling guard. Despite their slow pace and deathly state, our undead minions were able to dodge the guard’s attacks. The young man desperately tried to fight for his life, but it was useless. I watched as one of the undead villagers caught him by the wrist and twisted the blade out of his hand. Then I heard his bone break as he cried out in pain.  
 
    “Gregory?” the guard panted as he stared at his attacker in disbelief. He must have recognized my minion, despite his new ghoulish appearance. “Why are you doing this? For the love of God, please stop!”  
 
    The undead villager, whose name was Gregory, simply smiled a bloody smile before he sank his brown, jagged teeth into the neck of the guard. The guard cried out in anguish as Gregory started to bite down deeper and then devoured him.  
 
    The other guards, who had tried to run up and save their man when they heard the commotion, could do nothing but watch in horror and sink to their knees in defeat. Then they raised their hands and stared at us with panic and confusion. 
 
    “God have mercy,” muttered a young man with blond whiskers and wide blue eyes. 
 
    “Sorry.” Morgana grinned. “He’s not here.”  
 
    “Gather your people,” I demanded.  
 
    Not one of the guards made a move to get up.  
 
    Impatient and ready to return home, I turned to the blond man and raised my hand.  
 
    “Dolorum fuga,” I muttered. It was a simple hex that caused light-weighted objects and humans to go flying through the air.  
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, a red light surrounded my hand, and the blond man flew backwards. He soared through the air for several yards before he crashed into the dirt and didn’t move again.  
 
    “Now,” I said as I turned back to the other men as calmly as possible, “gather the others, and bring them to me.” 
 
    One man struggled to stand upright from where he’d collapsed in fear. As soon as he was back on his trembling legs, the man fiercely nodded and ran off. He found a bell and started to ring it as he ran by the small houses. Families emerged, and they trembled as they neared us.  
 
    Vesta, Morgana, Faye, Akira, and I all stood in a row as we watched the villagers gather round, and then we all shared a look.  
 
    “Let us begin,” Akira whispered. 
 
    I nodded as we started to pull out our ingredients and dug a shallow pit. I took the werewolf’s tongue and bone from my pocket, and I heard several children scream as we tossed everything into the hole. Akira pulled dried rose petals from her robe pocket and scattered it over the bone, tongue, and herbs. Then I lit the mixture, and as soon as the brew began to bubble, there were more shocked gasps and cries of terror from the villagers as they just stood and awaited their fates.  
 
    “Which curse are we going to do?” Akira whispered.  
 
    “The plague,” I said. “A rapid one. Are you all familiar with it?”  
 
    The witches nodded their heads, and I closed my eyes before muttering the curse. Then the others followed my lead.  
 
    “Ne velox morbum praeter corpora vestra,” we chanted.  
 
    The villagers began to wail as their skin turned a sickly green, and boils formed on their faces, arms, legs, and hands. Their bodies convulsed, and they started to vomit blood before they collapsed onto the naked earth beneath them. 
 
    It only took a minute for them to die, and then the air was eerily silent around us.  
 
    “Now, we must bring them back,” I said. “Is everyone ready for the final step?” 
 
    “Hell, yes,” Vesta whispered at my side, and her bright, eager silver eyes reflected the moonlight.  
 
    We recited the same resurrection incantation, and soon, the bodies on the ground started to come back to life. They smelled like rotten meat mixed with stale vomit as they hobbled near us, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. 
 
    “Now what?” Akira asked with a tinge of panic in her voice.  
 
    “We cursed them and brought them back,” Morgana hissed. “Do the professors expect us to tread all the way back to the castle with a small army of the undead?” 
 
    Suddenly, the earth beneath my feet started to vibrate, and something electric was coursing through my body.  
 
    “Wait … can’t you feel that?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” the witches said all together.  
 
    I could, though. We were about to be transported. My body was slowly beginning to evaporate, and I could feel it in every bone and organ.  
 
    “Quick!” I shouted. “Link hands and do it now!”  
 
    Everyone grabbed onto each other as we formed a circle, and then we slowly started to spin. We went faster and faster, and my stomach knotted and churned as we spun. My eyes were clenched shut, and whoever was holding onto my hand on both sides, they were squeezing hard enough to break bones.  
 
    I couldn’t feel if we were heading back to the academy or somewhere else entirely, and it sent a cold shiver up my spine. 
 
    For all I knew, we could have been heading anywhere.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    My body finally stopped shaking when we came to a sudden halt. The world had stopped spinning, and our hands were still linked to one another. I sucked in gulps of crisp air and glanced around. When my vision finally reoriented, I realized with relief that we were back on the academy grounds, but sans our undead prisoners.  
 
    We’d made it, though. We had completed the exam.  
 
    “Unholy Satan,” Vesta panted, and she nearly collapsed as her knees buckled. “We’re back. We made it. We’re alive.” 
 
    “Most of us, anyway,” Morgana whispered as she dropped her blue eyes. “I still can’t believe that Sweeny is gone.”  
 
    Part of me felt sorry for the witches. It must have been difficult for them to lose a fellow classmate and to watch her die such a brutal death, but Sweeny had brought it all upon herself. If she hadn’t been so goddamn stubborn and just listened to me, then maybe she would still be alive.  
 
    “It still doesn’t feel real,” Faye murmured as she ran her fingers through her thick red hair. “I keep expecting her to snap or sneer at me.” 
 
    The witches all lowered their eyes and stared down at the grass as if they were having a moment of silence for Sweeny.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said after a moment.  
 
    To my surprise, the witches didn’t snap or curse at me. In fact, they all glanced up at me and slowly smiled. It was a sad kind of smile, but there was also relief in their eyes. They might have lost a friend, but at least they had made it out with their lives.  
 
    Thanks to me. 
 
    I knew whether they wanted to admit it or not, I was the reason why we’d managed to make it out of the exam in one piece. Yes, they were capable witches, but they still weren’t as strong as me. Who knew how many of them would have survived without me.  
 
    And now that we had proved our worth, I wondered if Headmistress Theodora would finally tell me why I was here. It would have been a fair reward, but who knew what other little tricks she had up her lace sleeves.  
 
    The cold wind whipped across our bruised and cut up faces, and I glanced down at the castle and shivered. I longed to be inside, so I could warm myself by a glowing fire.  
 
    “Let’s return to the castle,” I said as I glanced at each and every witch. “We all look like hell.” 
 
    The women were all pale, with bloodshot eyes, and dark bruised color circles under their eyes. Their hair was disheveled with twigs, leaves, and dirt in it, and their clothes were tattered, torn, and covered in soot and blood, both monster and their own.  
 
    “Thanks,” Vesta joked with a weak smirk. “That’s the best compliment a witch could hear.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” I grinned. “Come along, I don’t know about you, but I could use a bath.” 
 
    Everyone slowly headed down the hill, and we walked toward the main iron gate. The gargoyles that guarded the entranceway let us in as soon as we approached the bars, and their eyes glowed a lime green as the gates swung open. The sight reminded me of my very first night here at the academy. That dark, cold night when blood fell from the sky. It seemed like only yesterday when I was introduced into this chaotic and fucked up world, but I loved every second of it. I’d never felt so alive as when I was navigating through the deadly maze, through the dark wood, and in the mortal realm. 
 
    As soon as we stepped into the entranceway corridor, all four professors, including Headmistress Theodora, were standing in a row in front of her magnificent portrait.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Theodora said with a gentle smile. Then she looked at each of us, and her smile slightly faded. “I’m sorry about Sweeny, but I’m afraid the exam truly chooses who is or isn’t strong enough to become a Wicca at Scholomance. I respect that you are mourning for her, but I also suggest you get over it quickly. As Wiccas, you’ll grow more and more accustomed to death. Trust me.”  
 
    All the professors were wearing plain black cloaks now, and their eyes were devoid of emotion. It seemed as if Theodora was the only one who seemed to be relieved to see us all in one piece. Luna, Vanessa, and Crimson just continued to stare at us with masks of stone-cold expressions.  
 
    “Thank you, Headmistress,” Vesta said in a soft voice. “It is a pleasure to return to the academy and continue our studies on the next level.”  
 
    “Of course.” The headmistress nodded.  
 
    “I have a question, ma’am,” I spoke up.  
 
    “Oh?” Theodora looked at me with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “What happened to the villagers we resurrected?” I asked. “They were gone when we teleported back.” 
 
    “We are making good use of them, don’t worry.” Theodora smirked. “Now, I’m sure you would all appreciate a good, hot bath and a fresh set of clothing. We want you to look your absolute best for the celebratory banquet and the wand ceremony.”  
 
    We nodded gravely in response, and the other professors moved aside to let us pass through the painting and back to our own quarters. As soon as we were in the classroom corridor, we all gathered in a small circle. 
 
    “Well,” Vesta said with a frown, “see you all in an hour.” 
 
    “Cheer up, Vesta.” Faye smiled. “We’re alive, and that’s all that counts. We’re graduating, for hell’s sake.”  
 
    “I know,” Vesta sighed as she bit down on her lower lip. Then her silver eyes darted up to look at the rest of us, and she forced herself to smile. “You’re completely right.”  
 
    “Of course, I am.” Faye smirked and flicked her red curls over her shoulder. “When have I ever been wrong?”  
 
    The witches chuckled, and I bid each one a quick and quiet goodbye before we all headed our separate ways. My body was sore as hell as I walked up the spiral staircase and to my bedroom, but when I pushed my door open, I was welcomed with a warm fire crackling in the stone fireplace.  
 
    I shut the door, warmed my broken and cracked hands by the flames, and then quickly undressed. When I looked at my reflection before entering the bathroom, I saw just how beaten up and exhausted I looked. My hair was covered in leaves and matted blood. My eyes were also bloodshot, and my lips were pale and chapped from wandering through an ice-cold maze and a black forest for hours in the darkness.  
 
    I shook my head, and my sore legs wobbled over to the tub. It was filled up to the brim with hot bubbling water, and when I slid my body inside, I relished in the relaxing and small indulgence. My eyes slowly fluttered as I sank deeper into the water. Then I let my body submerge, and I just laid there at the bottom of the tub.  
 
    That’s when a strange thing happened.  
 
    As I was underwater, pictures flashed across my mind. There was a baby, covered in blood and wailing in the center of a pentagram that had been drawn on a black wooden floor. The baby thrashed and cried out while a group of hooded figures slowly walked toward the distressed infant. I tried to open my eyes, my mouth, but I couldn’t because it felt like I was drowning. I tried to lift my arms out of the tub, but my body was frozen.  
 
    Finally, a pair of ice-blue eyes met mine, but before the figure could pull back their hood, my body shot upward and out of the water. I gasped for air and coughed my lungs out, and I immediately scrambled out of the tub and just stared down at the water.  
 
    Of all the times to have a vision … why now? Who was that child? And who was the figure who had the same color of eyes as mine? Was it just a coincidence? 
 
    “No,” I muttered. “Nothing here happens by chance.”  
 
    I quickly grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist, and when I was back in my room, there was a fresh set of clothing folded on the chair. I lifted the outfit up to study it, and I noticed these clothes were the most formal pieces I’d ever seen. There was a midnight velvet shirt with a sharp, high collar and an emerald pendant on the breast pocket. The pants were also made of the same velvet, and they were a slim fit. The boots that came with them had been buffed and were gleaming under the candlelight.  
 
    I dressed slowly, since I was still confused about the sudden vision, and I knew I’d have to find out the answers on my own. It would be a challenge, but I knew if I could defeat a life or death exam, then I could figure out the meaning of this impromptu vision.  
 
    I sighed as I finished buttoning up my shirt, and I ran my fingers through my damp hair. Then I decided to take some time to sit by the fire and just think. I thought about the next semester, my relationship with the witches, and about my mysterious past.  
 
    I was utterly lost in thought until a light knock on the door brought me back to reality.  
 
    “Yes?” I called out.  
 
    There was no response, so I strode over to the door, and when I swung it open, I saw Vanessa standing there. My jaw nearly unhinged when I saw how beautiful she looked. She was wearing a bright, crimson-colored gown, and her obsidian hair was curled to perfection as it tumbled over her creamy white shoulders. Her dress not only bared her shoulders, but it was cut so low that I could see a good amount of her pale, perfectly perky breasts. She was also wearing makeup for once. Her eyes were lined with black shadow, and her lips and cheeks were a rosy red.  
 
    The witch looked stunning.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Vanessa asked in a bored voice. “Everyone else is already settling in. I thought it was women who traditionally took longer to get dressed.” 
 
    “Err, yeah, I’m ready.” I nodded as I closed the door behind me.  
 
    “Good,” she said before she swung her skirts and led the way.  
 
    I followed her down the stairs as we headed to the banquet hall, and the moment I stepped inside, my mouth fell to the floor.  
 
    The banquet hall looked vastly different this evening. The ceiling was illuminated with glittering and shooting stars like it was a vivid night sky. Blackbirds flew across the room, and familiars padded here and there. The black chandeliers were lowered and lit up with hundreds of candles, the hall was warm, and the aroma was spicy like cinnamon.  
 
    I caught servants wandering around with platters of goblets and food, and I did a double take. These were the undead villagers we had brought back from the plagued village. They now worked for us and obeyed our every whim. I thought it was odd to see gray, sallow-skinned corpses stumbling about in traditional servant attire, but I didn’t dwell on it for too long.  
 
    The banquet hall wasn’t too crowded. Aside from the servants, there were the professors and the rest of my group.  
 
    I glanced over one corner of the room, and I spotted Morgana and Vesta whispering to each other with goblets in their hands. They both were dressed in gorgeous gowns, and I checked them out as I neared them.  
 
    “Hey, there,” I said when I reached the women. “You probably don’t want to hear it from me, but you all look stunning.” 
 
    To my surprise, the witches glanced down and blushed.  
 
    “We always look stunning.” Morgana smiled in a coy way. “So, you shouldn’t be so surprised, Cole.”  
 
    I had to admit she was right, but tonight they truly outdid themselves. Morgana was wearing a long, dark gown with skin tight lace sleeves and a velvet choker around her slim, elegant white neck. Her dark, brownish-black hair was pulled up into a bun, with small ringlet curls that framed her delicate face.  
 
    Vesta, who looked equally gorgeous, was wearing a silver, sleeveless dress that showcased her plump, purple breasts. Her long green hair tumbled down to her waist, and she was wearing long silver gloves that went up past her elbows.  
 
    “You clean up pretty well yourself.” Vesta nodded. “For a man, anyway.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I answered as I grabbed a goblet from a platter held by an undead servant.  
 
    The resurrected man stared at me with an open mouth and gray eyes, and his head tilted as he slowly moved on ahead, prepared to serve the rest of the party. Undead servants were playing music by the stained glass windows, and I walked around the room with a goblet in my hand and a smile on my face.  
 
    Music continued to play, and that’s when I spotted Akira and Faye seated at a table in a corner. Akira was wearing a dark blue gown with a plunging neckline that went all the way down to her belly button, and Faye wore a long sleeved, skin tight black dress that contrasted beautifully with her red hair.  
 
    “Hello,” I said as I took a seat next to Akira. 
 
    “Hey,” the dark-haired witch replied with a small, faint smile. “You actually look decent.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “So do you.” 
 
    Vesta and Morgana joined us at the table, and then a full feast of food appeared in front of us on silver platters. We enjoyed a meal of roasted quail, duck, boiled potatoes, greens, and freshly baked bread. We drank goblets of dark, black wine, and it tasted of blueberries and roasted nuts. We laughed and ate, and despite all the shit these women had given me, it felt amazing to be here all together and at peace.  
 
    I supposed beating death brought people closer together, even if they still hated my guts.  
 
    Though, as I watched Morgana smile coyly at me again, I had to wonder if it was truly hate they were feeling toward me. She’d be very dead if not for me. They all would. 
 
    We continued to eat, and then when our plates were cleared, Headmistress Theodora stood up and glanced at our table. She smiled before she raised her glass and twirled her black skirts to face everyone.  
 
    “Today, we are celebrating the victory of our five preschoolers.” She grinned and winked. “Vesta, Akira, Faye, Morgana, and Cole … congratulations. You have passed your preschool term and will be moving up to the next level.”  
 
    Everyone clapped and cheered as we raised our glasses, and then Theodora chanted something I actually understood, even though it was in Latin. 
 
    May the dark lord continue to guide your way through a series of new challenges. 
 
    I smiled to myself. I was prepared for anything else that the fucking devil had to throw my way. I’d proven myself this far. So, why not go even further? 
 
    After the banquet and toast, we were all called to the front of the massive hall. We all lined up, and I stood as straight and tall as possible. Vanessa, Luna, and Crimson watched from their own table as Theodora carried a large, velvet blue pillow to the stage. Five, long, intricately carved wooden wands rested on the pillow, and I could feel the excitement coursing through me as the headmistress neared us.  
 
    Since I was the last one in the row, I knew I would have the very last wand. I watched as each witch took their wand and then marveled at it as if it were made of diamonds, but I couldn’t blame them for their excitement. We’d been waiting for this moment for a long time now.  
 
    When Theodora finally approached me, she grinned and lifted the pillow.  
 
    I bowed my head and studied the wand below me. It was painted ebony black, and scorpions and skeleton bones were carved into the wood with extreme detail and precision. When I picked the wooden stick up, I could feel a darkness surge through my entire body, and I smiled as I sensed its inner power. It was like holding onto a powerful drug.  
 
    I knew that with this new weapon, I’d be even stronger than before, and I couldn’t wait to see what kind of havoc I could wreak once I learned how to properly use it.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    Theodora nodded before she whirled around and left the stage. Then every witch bowed in return, and I followed their lead.  
 
    With the official ceremony out of the way, the rest of the evening consisted mostly of drinking black wine and eating desserts.  
 
    It was time for some well-deserved celebration. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to the four beautiful women sharing the table with me. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    “What?” Morgana asked as they all looked at me with confused eyes. 
 
    “To my bedroom,” I said as I stood. “Time for the real celebration. Follow me.” 
 
    The four witches stood instantly, and I realized I had accidently given them an order. However, not a single one of them narrowed their eyes in anger at me, so I figured they wanted this as much as I did. 
 
    I turned around and walked out of the feasting hall, and my four women followed closely behind me. Once we walked out into the hallway, though, Morgana grabbed me by the arm and swung me to face her.  
 
    “This doesn’t mean we’re friends,” the brunette clarified in a firm voice, “but we all survived today, so … ” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” I nodded, but I couldn’t quite wipe the smirk off my face. “This is all just about convenience. You definitely don’t want to fuck me because I saved our lives today and made sure you passed the exam.”  
 
    The witches all blushed to the roots of their hair, but not a single one of them opened their mouths to argue. 
 
    That wasn’t good enough, though. Not after all the shit these witches had put me through. 
 
    But I’d address that once we made it to my room.  
 
    I took the lead again, and I quickly took them all upstairs to my bedroom. Candles had already been lit in my suite, and there were pitchers of water and four glasses sitting on the dresser next to my bed. I also noticed my bed had been pulled away from the wall a bit so it could be easily accessed from both sides.  
 
    Cordelia really had thought of everything, and I wondered if the ghost-woman was excited about the show I was going to give her.  
 
    The moment the door closed behind us, I turned to face the four women and felt a grin spread across my face. Both Morgana and Faye looked a bit nervous, but Vesta and Akira stared at me with hungry eyes. 
 
    “Leave your dresses on, but take off your panties,” I commanded, and the four women let out surprised gasps as their hands moved down under their garments. 
 
    Each of the beautiful women wiggled their hips from side to side as they pulled on their underwear, and then I let out a growl of excitement when their frilly little things fell to the floor around their feet. 
 
    “Hand them to me,” I ordered as I held out my palm, and each of the women bent down, scooped up their respective panties, and placed it in my hand. Each of the garments were the same color as their dresses, and I took a deep whiff of each one before I placed it on my dresser next to the water. 
 
    Each pair smelled like their delicious pussies, and I almost couldn’t wait to taste them. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Now, now, now,” I purred as I stepped toward the group and gently began to run my fingers over the spot on Morgana’s dress where her nipples were pushing angrily against the fabric. “Whatever shall I do to the four of you first?” 
 
    “You could--” Vesta started to say, but I held my finger up, and her mouth closed. 
 
    “The question was a bit rhetorical,” I chuckled. “The four of you will not speak unless I ask you a question.” 
 
    It hadn’t actually been a command, but they nodded, and then Morgana let out a little gasp when I gently pinched one of her nipples. Her blue-eyes closed as she leaned a bit into my hand, but then she sighed when I pulled my fingers away and moved on to Faye. 
 
    “My beautiful witches,” I continued as I ran my hand up her stomach. “The four of you are mine. All mine. Forever. And tonight I’m going to ensure that you never forget that I own each of you. Your bodies, your minds, and your souls.” 
 
    Their eyes were opened wide as they stared at me, and Faye began to bite her bottom lip as I played with her nipples through her dress. 
 
    Then she also let out a little half-whine when I stepped away from her. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” I commanded the four of them, and they all instantly lowered themselves onto the rug before me. 
 
    Then their eyes fixed on the bulge in my pants. 
 
    “I could command you to do this,” I purred. “Or … you could just--” 
 
    Vesta moved first, and she quickly tugged my belt open before her long lavender fingers unbuckled my fly. By the time she had my dick out in her hands, Akira was next to her, and they both let out gasps of pleasure before their mouths got to work.  
 
    Vesta took the tip in between her lips, and she moaned gratefully as she began to slide down my length. Akira sucked one of my balls into her mouth, and she groaned as she tasted my skin. Both of them stared up at me as they sucked, licked, and slid their fingers around my cock, and I let out a long sigh as the warm pleasure began to fill my body. 
 
    Vesta and Akira’s pleasurable administrations had distracted me for a few moments, but once I got used to their mouths, I glanced over to Faye and Morgana. The two of them were still on their knees a few feet behind the other two witches, and their eyes met mine. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, but before I could ask the brunette and redhead why they hadn’t joined their fellow witches, they both crawled forward and took a spot on my left side next to Vesta. 
 
    The lavender-skinned woman was moaning in between sliding my cock down her throat, and her silver eyes were closed in ecstasy. I imagined that if I didn’t say anything, she would suck me all night, and the feeling of her lips wrapped around my cock was amazing enough for me to want to let her. 
 
    However, there were three other women who needed me. 
 
    “Vesta, let Faye have a taste,” I whispered. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” the green-haired witch moaned on my cock, and then she slid her mouth off me with a wet pop. 
 
    Akira had her hand around the base of my cock while she licked on my balls, and she gently pushed on my shaft so that my tip pointed right at Faye’s mouth. The redhead’s green eyes stared at my glistening erection, but then she glanced up at my face as she slowly leaned forward, opened her full red lips, and then accepted my penis into her mouth. 
 
    “Ohhh, yes,” I sighed as her tongue swirled against my tip, and then I groaned a bit louder as she slid her mouth down more. 
 
    Morgana’s mouth moved to the base of my cock, and both her and Akira began to battle each other’s tongues while they licked on my balls. The sensation of the two of them licking me everywhere, combined with Faye’s throat sliding down my shaft, was fucking fantastic, and I let my mind drift up and out of my body while I enjoyed their work. 
 
    “Me again,” Vesta pleaded after Faye had sucked me for a good minute, and then the redhead popped her mouth off my cock so the green-haired woman could have another turn. 
 
    “I want it next,” Akira growled, and then she moved her lips next to Vesta’s so the two women kissed around my tip. 
 
    “Woowwww,” I gasped as their tongues glided over my cock, and then I groaned when Akira won their little struggle and took my entire length in one hungry little gulp. 
 
    Soon, the four women were taking turns licking my shaft, balls, and sucking on my cock. The sight of them on their knees pleasuring me was abso-fucking-lutly amazing, but the sensation of their tongues and mouths was even better, and after a good ten minutes, I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. 
 
    And when I did cum, I wanted it to be deep inside each of their velvety tunnels. 
 
    “All four of you, kneel on my bed with your asses facing me,” I ordered, and they instantly released my cock, turned, and then moved to my bed.  
 
    A moment later I was staring at four beautiful pussies, and I quickly removed my shoes, pants, and shirt so I was naked. The women still wore their dresses, but the garments were bunched down around their torsos so I could see the full shape of their hips, asses, and vaginas. 
 
    “Such beautiful bodies,” I muttered to the witches as I traced my fingers across their ass cheeks. 
 
    Morgana was on the far left, and her ass was tight and toned. It was a bit larger than Akira’s, but the brunette’s waist was about the same size as the other slender woman’s, so her hips actually seemed much wider than they were. The blue-eyed witch let out a gasp of surprise when my fingers trailed across her ass-cheeks, and it almost seemed like she tried to wiggle her hips down, and her ass more upward in an effort to get me to slide across the waxed lips of her pink pussy. 
 
    Faye’s ass was almost as thick and juicy as Vesta’s, and the redhead also had a small upside-down triangle-shaped landing strip of red hair above her clit that acted like a directional sign for her entrance. It was very cute, and goosebumps erupted across her creamy skin as my fingers brushed across her ass cheeks. 
 
    “Are … are you going to fuck us now, Cole?” Faye whispered before I moved past her. 
 
    “Yes,” I snickered. “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “But … are you  … going to cum in us?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “That, too. I’m going to cum deep inside of each of you. Probably multiple times tonight.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed, and I could see all four of them start to wiggle their hips a bit as they processed my words. 
 
    “What if we become pregnant?” Faye continued, but it was hard to tell from the tone of her voice if she was eager or worried. 
 
    “Uhhh, we are fucking witches,” Akira groaned. “We can’t get pregnant if we don’t want to.” 
 
    “Ohh, right,” Faye giggled. “Sorry, I’ve just … never had sex before. Sooooo … I’m a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Morgana groaned, “but at least I’m not asking dumb questions.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” the redhead hissed. “You were probably thinking the same damn thing as me.” 
 
    “It will be fine, ladies,” I said as I traced my fingers over the goosebumps of Faye’s ass one more time before I moved on to Vesta. 
 
    The lilac-hued witch’s hourglass body was absolutely divine, and I guided both of my hands across the tops of her ass cheeks before I slid underneath and gently traced her pussy lips with my fingers. She gasped when she felt me touch her there, but before she could push herself down against my hand, I slipped my fingers back onto the top of her ass and moved on to Akira. 
 
    The black-haired woman’s lithe body was delicious, and I gently traced my hands across each of the small muscles in her lower back before I squeezed her ass. The movement caused her to gasp, and then she growled a bit when I traced my fingers across her lower thighs and almost touched her pussy. 
 
    “Now … ” I mused as I walked back down the line and continued to teach each of their bodies. “Who should I slide into first?” 
 
    None of them answered, but their bodies were tense and trembling, and I could smell the arousal of their pussies. 
 
    “How about I do a little test?” I snickered. “I bet you four thought we were done with tests?” 
 
    “Yes,” Morgana gasped. “Just … please … I … You are teasing us.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the idea,” I chuckled as I gently began to rub her ass. “The four of you have been quite mean to me for the last few weeks. I think it’s only fair that I get to turn it around a bit. Now for the test. How about whichever one of you is the wettest is the first to get my cock?” 
 
    “That sounds--ohhhhh!” Morgana gasped as my pointer finger slid in between her pussy lips and probed knuckle-deep into her tunnel. 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I slowly slid my finger out of her. “You are really wet. I wonder how you taste.” 
 
    “Fuckkkkk, Coooooolllleeee,” she groaned as she twisted her neck to face me, and her ice-blue eyes widened when she saw me stick my finger into my mouth so I could taste her juices. 
 
    “You taste great,” I said after I licked my finger, and it was the truth. Her pussy tasted like light cinnamon and honey. 
 
    “Put … it … back--” Morgana started to plead, but I just shook my head. 
 
    “Ahh, ahhh, ahhh, that wouldn’t be fair to your fellow witches. This is a test, after all. Let’s see how wet Faye is. Shall we?”  
 
    I moved over to the redhead, and I couldn’t help but smile when I rested my hands on her ass and felt her shake like a leaf in an autumn storm. 
 
    “Ohhh, ohhh, fuckkkk,” she panted as I slid my fingers down to her slit and then gently pushed inside of her. 
 
    Faye let out a gasp as soon as my finger went its full length into her tunnel, and then she whined when I pulled it slowly out of her. 
 
    “Damn,” I sighed as I raised my finger to my mouth. “Also soaked. I don’t quite know who is wetter between the two of you. I might have to do a second test once I go through the group. Now, I wonder how you taste. Turn your face around so you can watch me lick your juices from my finger.” 
 
    “Yes, Cole,” Faye groaned as she tilted her head around. Her emerald eyes were as wide as dinner plates, and she licked her full lips as my own tongue tasted her essence. 
 
    “Delicious,” I sighed, and it was the truth. The redhead’s pussy reminded me of mild ginger mixed with tangerine. 
 
    “I’m … glad … you like … it,” Faye panted. 
 
    “Oh, I love it,” I chuckled as I moved down the line to Vesta. 
 
    The silver-eyed beauty was glancing back over her shoulder at me, and her eyes rolled back into her head a bit as I moved my fingers over her ass once more. Then she let out a gasp of absolute joy as soon as my finger slid into her, and she gasped again when I pushed a bit deeper into her tunnel. 
 
    “My, my, my,” I hummed as I slowly pulled my finger free of her tight pussy. “This feels like a three-way race still. All of you are just dripping.” 
 
    I put my finger in my mouth and then slurped all of Vesta’s juices clean. She tasted like vanilla, and our eyes met as I licked my lips. 
 
    “Ohhh, you know you taste good,” I snickered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Vesta sighed. “Satan, this is so hot. Put your finger back in me. I’m like … much wetter now.” 
 
    “No,” Morgana scoffed. “She doesn’t get a second chance. I’ve gotten much wetter as well, and Cole needs to test my--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I laughed as I stepped to my right so I was behind Akira. “Everyone will get there--ohhh, damn … ” 
 
    “What?” Akira growled. 
 
    “Ohhh, Akira,” I snickered as I crouched down to look closer at her bare pussy. “I think we have a winner. You are just gushing. It’s dripping down the inside of your thighs. How did you get so wet?” 
 
    The coal-eyed witch didn’t answer, so I gently slid my finger inside of her tunnel. 
 
    “Answer me,” I ordered. “Why are you so wet?” 
 
    “I … ” she started, and I actually felt her fight a bit against the blood bond. It wasn’t much of a struggle, more like a gentle tugging between us that I sensed, but she quickly lost the war, and her body pushed back into me so my finger went deeper into her tunnel. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you fucking me all day,” Akira finally admitted and buried her face into the bed. 
 
    “Oh?” I snickered. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “No,” she growled. “Please, Cole, don’t make me say it--” 
 
    “Tell me more,” I ordered, and my voice had dropped several octaves. 
 
    “You were right,” she groaned as she began to fuck back against my finger. “I loved your cock in me, and I loved it when you filled me with your cum. Fucking shit. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. I can’t even fucking sleep at night. I want it again. I’ve been dripping since I woke up this morning and guessed we would be together again tonight. There. I said it. Are you fucking happy?” 
 
    “Yes,” I purred as I pushed my finger into Akira’s tunnel to meet her bucking hips. “I’m very happy to hear you say that, since I already figured you felt that way.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Cole,” Akira moaned as she gyrated against my hand. “Damn it all, I fucking hate you.” 
 
    “But you love my cock,” I said. 
 
    “Yessss,” she hissed. “I love it so muchhhhh. Please put it in me. I need it deep inside of me.” 
 
    “It’s not fair!” Morgana groaned. “You’ve already fucked her.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Akira growled. “You’ll get a turn, but I won his cock now.” 
 
    “Ahhh, you are both so greedy,” I chuckled. “You’ll all have to learn to share me, but we can work on that. For now, Akira is correct, she’s won the prize.” 
 
    Without another word, I pulled my finger out of Akira’s body, grabbed her slender hips, and then shoved my cock into her incredibly tight, but very, very wet, tunnel. 
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” the dark-haired woman screamed as soon as my cock slammed balls deep into her, and then she cried out again as her walls began to clench around me. 
 
    “Wow, fuck,” I groaned when I realized she had pretty much instantly climaxed, and I grabbed her hips tighter as she bucked on my bed. 
 
    Akira pushed her face down into my sheets and let out a muffled scream as she continued to climax, but then she shrieked again and again when I started thrusting in and out of her clenching tunnel. The coal-eyed woman’s climax must have lasted a good minute, maybe more, and she just seemed to climb from one orgasm to the next as I plowed her slender body. Finally, she pulled her face up from the sheets, let out a soft whine, and then collapsed. I still held onto her hips and had my cock buried in her tunnel, but I knew she was done for a few minutes, so I slid out of her and then took a step left to stand behind Vesta. 
 
    “She’s next?” Morgana groaned. “You already--” 
 
    “If you keep complaining, I’m not going to fuck you at all,” I growled, and then the blue-eyed brunette closed her mouth with a snapping noise. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Vesta sighed. “I’m so turned on right now. I’ll probably climax faster than Akira.” 
 
    “Let’s see about that,” I said as I grabbed my cock and guided it in between her pussy lips. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” we both gasped as soon as we were joined again, and then I hooked my fingers around her wide hips so that I could slam into her. 
 
    Vesta’s body felt incredible, and I marveled at the way her ass rippled every time I buried my cock deep inside her. She didn’t lie about being really turned on. By the tenth time I’d thrust into the green-haired witch’s pussy, her walls were already starting to tighten around me desperately. She came shortly after, and while the climax wasn’t as violent as Akira’s, Vesta still pushed her face into my bed sheets to muffle her screams of ecstasy as her hour-glass shaped body rode wave after wave of pleasure. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I purred once she was done cumming. “That was really nice.” 
 
    “Ohhh, Cole!” Vesta gasped as I slid out of her. “That was … thank you … ” 
 
    “We aren’t done yet,” I chuckled. “We are just getting started.” 
 
    I moved over to Faye and rested my fingers on her trembling hips. She looked back over her shoulder with her wide green eyes, and it was obvious she was almost as scared of my cock penetrating her as she was of the final exam. 
 
    “Will you be gentle?” she whispered. 
 
    “No,” I answered, and then I slammed my cock into her tight little pussy as hard as I could.  
 
    The maneuver only worked because she was sopping wet, and my cock was covered with Akira’s and Vesta’s lubrication, but I still imagined it had to be shocking for her, and her pupils instantly dilated as her mouth opened. 
 
    “Ohhhh, shittttt!” Faye screamed as she tried to dive away from me, but it was too late, and I had a strong grip around her hips. 
 
    The redhead couldn’t escape from my cock, and I thrust into her over and over again until her scream of painful surprise changed into a long moan of carnal pleasure. After she was moaning, she started gasping. Then her tunnel began to clench around my shaft with each of my thrusts, and she frantically clawed at the sheets on my bed. 
 
    “You are close to coming,” I informed her, since I didn’t know if she’d ever climaxed before. “My cock is going to make you cum, Faye. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yesssss,” she groaned, and then she let out a little surprised squeak as her climax punched her in the stomach. Her body twisted back against me so my tip pressed up against the small entrance to her womb, and then she shuddered, vibrated, and screamed my name for a solid thirty seconds. 
 
    Then the redhead was done, and she collapsed forward off my slick dick and whimpered. 
 
    “Finally,” Morgana sighed as I wrapped my fingers around her slender hip bone. 
 
    “So impatient,” I growled. 
 
    “I’ve had to watch you fuck three other--Ohhhhh!” Morgana’s words twisted into a moan as I penetrated her. 
 
    “You like that?” I growled as I yanked her hips back into me while I thrust my cock deep in her. I was actually being a lot rougher than I had been with Faye, and I saw Morgana’s breasts pop out of her dress’ top as I slammed into her. 
 
    “Ohhh! Ohhh! Ohhh! Ohhh!” the brunette screamed out of her open mouth, and her face twisted into an expression of agony mixed with pleasure. 
 
    Morgana didn’t last very long at all. Not even two minutes after I first began to fuck her, she climaxed like a tornado. The brunette threw her long hair back over her shoulder, grabbed my wrist at her hip, and then shook as if her body was having a seizure. The entire time she came, her blue eyes stared into mine, and she couldn’t conceal the absolute adoration in them. 
 
    Then she was done, and I let her slide off my cock and lay down on the bed. 
 
    “You four did good,” I purred as I joined them on the mattress. “Now it’s time to fuck for real.” 
 
    “Fuck for real?” Faye gasped as her green eyes grew wide. 
 
    “One of you rides my cock,” I instructed as I laid on my back. “Another on my face so I can lick her clit. Two others on my hands. I want to fill each of your pussies. Get to it. Now.” 
 
    My last word was an order, and the women quickly complied. Akira, always the quick one, was instantly on my cock, Morgana straddled my face, and both Faye and Vesta occupied my hands. 
 
    And then the rest of the night dissolved into a blissful orgy. 
 
    I lost track of the amount of times I came deep inside of my women, but I knew that each of them received several cups of my seed. They each got dozens more orgasms on top of my own, and as the night gave way to the early glow of dawn, we finally collapsed in one sweaty heap of limbs and satisfied moans.  
 
    As my lovers began to drift off to sleep, I knew the five of us were ecstatic to be alive and out of “preschool.” We were also happy to find pleasure with each other, and each of the women had admitted that they just couldn’t get enough of me. 
 
    And their eagerness to serve me now made me wonder about the other women in the school. 
 
    All of them were powerful. Well, they had to be powerful if they survived the exam we just went through. Was there a way I could add more women to my Blood Pact harem? Faye, Morgana, Vesta, and Akira were certainly beautiful creatures that were amazing to fuck, but they hadn’t developed their powers yet, and they weren’t even close to being my equals. 
 
    I imagined most of the other women in this school were more powerful than me. 
 
    What would happen if I convinced them to join my blood bond? 
 
    What would happen if I acquired a very powerful witch? What if I controlled someone like Vanessa?  
 
    The thought of possessing her magic was almost as arousing as the thought of fucking her. 
 
    It was definitely something to think about. 
 
    After a couple of hours of rest, I took a moment to step out of the sex smelling bedroom and head outside. I needed fresh air and time to think about my next steps. I was grateful, tipsy, and satisfied, but I was also still questioning everything. Even though I had a wand, I’d passed the exam, and I was alive, I still had no idea who I really was.  
 
    “Needed some air, I take it?” a familiar voice asked from behind me. 
 
     I spun around and saw Theodora smiling at me. Her hands were folded in front of her, and her eyes were lowered as she stared down at the grayish-green grass.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I just have a lot on my mind … which you’ve probably already guessed.”  
 
    “Yes,” she chuckled. “I know you do … which is why I think you finally deserve to hear at least a bit of the truth.” 
 
    “You mean, you’ll tell me exactly why I’m here?” I asked, and I didn’t bother to hide the eagerness in my voice. “You’ll finally tell me who I am and where I came from?”  
 
    “One thing at a time.” The headmistress grinned. “Come, let’s go into my office where it’s warm.” 
 
    I took a deep breath before I followed her back into the castle. I had no idea just how much information she was prepared to share with me, but at least it would be a start. After everything I’d been through, this was the greatest reward I could have been given.  
 
    I was finally going to find out who I was.  
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
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