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    Chapter 1 
 
    The sweet, buttery scent of pancakes woke me gently from my sleep, and the warm glow of sunlight stroked my face like a soft feather.  
 
    My dreams had been all over the place, so it took a second for me to adjust to the surroundings. I remembered dreaming about the Elder Lord, and how he’d attacked the school with no notice, but I also dreamed about the wonderful evenings that constantly occurred with the witches of this academy. My wild imagination had conjured up pictures of the witches’ soft, delicate bodies, which contrasted majorly against the harsh, terrorizing images of the Elder Lord and his army.  
 
    It seemed as though every second of every day, whether awake or asleep, the Elder Lord was somewhere at the back of my mind.  
 
    But I was sort of used to it by now.  
 
    When I finally found the energy to open my eyes, I spotted the silver platter placed on the table beside my bed, and I instantly caught my reflection in the shiny dome that sat on top. My black hair was a mess, my blue eyes were still full of sleep, and a rosy hue lightly coated my cheeks from the comforting warmth that cocooned me.  
 
    Then I rolled onto my back as I prepared myself to move, and I found myself stroking the empty side of the bed where Amber had been last night. It felt strange not having someone beside me when I woke up, but I knew it was for my own good.  
 
    Amber had one thing, and one thing only, on her mind, and she didn’t stop until she got it.  
 
    Amber was addicted to my cock, just like everyone else, but she was also addicted to bondage and dominance, and she never stopped until every toy and position had been used in some way. 
 
    Not that I minded this wild side of her, because I fucking loved every second, but even I needed my sleep, and I wasn’t going to get a second of rest if Amber had anything to do with it. And I needed to have a focused mind, especially with everything that’s been going on with the Elder Lord, so I politely told Amber last night we could reconvene again at some point soon.  
 
    But we both came at least six times, so at least neither of us had been left high and dry.  
 
    Once I’d finished reminiscing about Amber’s wonderful pussy, I sat up in bed and relaxed back against the headboard. Cordelia must have sensed I wasn’t in the mood to move to a table just yet, so as well as the platter of food, she’d also left a wooden lap tray on the floor.  
 
    I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I lifted the dome lid and took in the glorious sight before me. As well as four thick, fluffy pancakes, Cordelia had also included several slices of bacon, syrup, scrambled eggs, and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice.  
 
    “Thank you, Cordelia,” I said to the room. “You must have known I needed a big breakfast this morning.” 
 
    “I had a feeling, my lord,” the ghostly voice giggled. “Just let me know when you’d like a bath, and I’ll be sure to have it ready for you.” 
 
    “I think I might go for a shower today,” I said as I thought the answer through in my head. “Yeah, a shower sounds like a nice change.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Cordelia said. “I’ll have everything ready for you.” 
 
    I shoved a forkful of food in my mouth before her words even settled in the air. 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” I groaned as my taste buds were attacked by the various textures and flavors. “You’ve definitely outdone yourself today.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the ghostly maid giggled. “Only the best for you.” 
 
    The sweet pancakes were as light as a cloud, and my knife tore through them without any trouble. The bacon had been fried to perfection so it shattered into several pieces, and the scrambled eggs were made with the ideal amount of butter and seasonings. I could have quite happily sat there all day as I guzzled down more and more of that incredible breakfast, but once I’d washed it all down with the orange juice, I rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom.  
 
    The shower was all prepared for my arrival, as Cordelia had promised. Rolling clouds of steam filled the room, a fresh towel had been hung on the rail, and bottles of various shower gels and shampoos had been left on the wire basket.  
 
    My tired muscles instantly rejoiced as I stood under the hot water, and I simply stood there for a full minute as I allowed my body to get battered by the streams. Then, once the water worked its magic, I forced myself to move and began to wash last night’s events from my body. I worked the shampoo into a foamy lather, and I let out a satisfied sigh as my nails scratched against my scalp. Then, once my hair was clean, I grabbed the first bottle of shower gel my hand touched and completed the process. 
 
    Just like with breakfast, I didn’t want the shower to end, but after I’d spent a few more minutes underneath the hot stream, I turned off the water and grabbed the fresh towel Cordelia had provided. I took a moment to properly dry myself, and then I slipped on the clothes which had been neatly folded and left on my bed. Once all that was done, I was officially ready to start the day, and I plodded downstairs to greet my coven.  
 
    I was surprised to find the common room practically deserted, and only Morgana and a few of the familiars were visible, but the frantic noises that came from the nearby bedrooms told me the others were still getting ready.  
 
    The bedrooms had gone through a few changes in the last couple of weeks. Every witch in the academy was mine to enjoy, so I’d made their old bedrooms more to their liking, and they were free to come spend the evening with me whenever I summoned them. 
 
    But with so many women around, I also made the decision to include extra rooms within these living quarters for when certain witches in particular caught my eye. It had been the same with Revna’s sisters and the Edrian women when they’d first joined us, so I was sure to stick to that plan whenever I decided to add more women to my nightly rotation. 
 
    “Good morning, master.” Morgana smiled up at me from her spot in one of the seats.  
 
    Morgana sat sideways in the chair, with her legs draped over the armrest near the roaring fire, and an open book was perched on her lap. The brunette’s shoes and socks were placed neatly on the floor, and she wriggled her toes like she was trying to warm up her feet.  
 
    “Good morning,” I replied. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Morgana said unconvincingly. “I could have done with a few extra hours in bed, but it’s nothing a strong coffee can’t heal.” 
 
    “I can ask Cordelia to conjure some,” I offered.  
 
    “No need,” Morgana said. Then the bookish brunette slipped her wand out from her pocket and aimed it at a small side table. “Capulus.” 
 
    A white light shot free from her wand, and as the light settled, a mug of steaming hot coffee sat in its place. Morgana gave the mug a hungry smile, and she delicately placed both hands around it as she brought the mug to her lips.  
 
    “Is that better?” I smirked.  
 
    “Mmm… much better.” Morgana sighed as she took another sip. 
 
    I collapsed down on the nearby couch as Morgana continued to read her book and drink her coffee, and I found myself losing concentration as I watched the sleeping familiars resting beside the fire. The blue scales of Akira’s Komodo dragon, Damien, created a glistening, holographic effect as it caught the light of the flames, and Lily, Faye’s white ferret, had curled herself up into a tight ball, so I couldn’t see where the head began and the tail ended.  
 
    Morgana’s black bear had also joined the gang, but Silvia didn’t sit as close to the fireplace, and her yellow eyes roamed around the room as if she was looking for something. I’d yet to see Alexander this morning, but he often spent his mornings out in the wilderness, so I was sure to see him at some point.  
 
    I was brought back to the real world as I heard a door slam from somewhere behind me, and I turned to see Marina, Nyx, and Beatrix heading in our direction. Nyx had one of her pipes perched between her lips, and Beatrix was in the middle of pleating her damp, golden-brown hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry if you’ve been waiting for us, my lord,” Marina said with a guilty look on her face. “Some of us overslept.” 
 
    “There’s no rush.” I smiled at the siren.  
 
    It took several more minutes before the rest of the coven joined us, and Akira, Astrid, and Remy were the last to leave their assigned bedrooms. Astrid and Remy were in the middle of tying back their hair, whereas Akira held half a slice of toast in one hand and an apple in the other. I never saw Vanessa, but she often left the room before us, especially if she had a lesson to prepare for. 
 
    “Fuck,” Akira said around a mouthful of toast. “I swear I set an alarm last night.” 
 
    “So did I,” Astrid joined in.  
 
    “I don’t know why you’re all panicking,” I snickered. “You clearly needed the extra sleep.” 
 
    “I mean, it probably doesn’t help that we were kept up all night,” Akira chuckled. “Honestly, Amber has the ability to wake up the entire school!” 
 
    The room erupted into laughter, and I was certain I heard a throaty laugh coming from one of the familiars.  
 
    “Oooh, yessss, master!” Nyx imitated.  
 
    “Right there!” Akira said in a breathy tone. “Fuck, right there!”  
 
    “You’ve been a bad, bad boy,” Freyja added, which only made the women laugh even harder.  
 
    “Alright, that’s enough.” I smirked as I broke up their fun and games.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, I really am,” Freyja said with humor still in her voice. “But you must admit, that witch sure knows how to have a good time.” 
 
    “You’re right there.” I winked.  
 
    “I’d say I’m jealous, and I’d want to take part, but from the slaps I heard coming from that room, I don’t think I’d be able to survive,” Akira cackled. “Satan, how are you not bruised this morning?” 
 
    “A hot shower did the trick.” I shrugged.  
 
    “At least it wasn’t a cold one, otherwise Amber didn’t do her job properly,” Morgana said with a whisper of a laugh.  
 
    The coven cracked up once again, and this time I joined in with their laughter.  
 
    “Okay, enough,” Samara said firmly. “We shouldn’t comment on who our master fucks, or how she fucks him.” 
 
    Muffled giggles were heard as Nyx and Penelope covered their mouths with their hands.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Penelope said. “You’re both right, we wouldn’t want Amber to say the same things about us, and like Samara said, we shouldn’t comment on who our master fucks, since we all belong to him.” 
 
    “Okay, but was she good…?” Akira asked with a sly smile.  
 
    “Couldn’t you gather that from the noises you just imitated?” I joked.  
 
    “Perhaps I am just jealous.” The black-haired witch shrugged as she bit into her luscious, green apple. “Maybe you could reenact what happened?”  
 
    “Maybe one day, but not right now,” I replied. “We have far more important things to think about just now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Morgana said as she sat upright in her seat. “The Elder Lord, right? Have you heard anything yet?”  
 
    “No, not yet,” I sighed. “It’s like he’s completely vanished since his attacks against Gassotara and The Night Province two weeks ago.”  
 
    “How strange…” Vesta said with a thoughtful expression.  
 
    “I wonder where he’s gone?” Marina asked.  
 
    “There’s no real way of knowing where he’s gone,” Samara replied, and she crossed her arms over her chest as she frowned. “But he’s obviously living off-grid somewhere.” 
 
    “Is there a way for you to find him, my lord?” Revna asked. “Perhaps you could create a spell to track down his location?” 
 
    “I’ve tried,” I said. “But it seems like he’s devoting all his energy into blocking my attempts. I can get flashes of images and wisps of dreams, but little more.” 
 
    A lesser man might have become frustrated, but I was no man. I was the Dark Lord, and I was made of shadows and patience. If the Elder Lord wanted to hide from me now, fine. I could wait.  
 
    And when he least expected it, I would lunge from the darkness and devour him whole. 
 
    “Do you think he wants to attack without anyone picking up on his actions first?” Astrid asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We all know the Elder Lord hasn’t given up yet, so he’s clearly gone somewhere to weigh his options before he attacks.” 
 
    I had to admit, the Elder Lord’s sudden disappearance surprised me at first, but it also wasn’t completely unexpected. I briefly thought back to his attacks against the two realms, and the blockage he’d placed on my premonition, and I knew he’d done that for a reason. The Elder Lord had wanted to distract me, either so I couldn’t get to the realms on time, or so he could catch me off-guard, and since his distractions hadn’t worked, then he thought the best idea was to vanish.  
 
    The Elder Lord knew which games to play, and he knew how to slow me down, but he clearly didn’t know how to stop me. I was far more powerful than that asshole expected, and I was always going to be one step ahead of him. 
 
    “So, what do we do now, master?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “We’ll have to keep an eye out.” I shrugged. “He could be planning anything right now, but I won’t know what that involves until he acts on it.” 
 
    “Why don’t we break down his previous actions and go from there?” Akira suggested. “If we think back to what he’s done before, then we might get a better idea of what he’ll do next.” 
 
    “I think we all know what he’s going to do,” Samara scoffed. “He wants to take down anyone and everyone who follows Cole.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “No realm is safe, not until I’ve defeated the Elder Lord and killed off his pathetic army and all his holy followers.” 
 
    “Then is there a way we could prevent his attacks?” Freyja asked. “We can’t watch over every realm, and the last thing we want is for the Elder Lord to slip through the cracks and kill innocent people.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you could use the same spell you placed over Scholomance?” Della suggested. 
 
    “I know I’m powerful, but I don’t know if I’m that powerful,” I snickered. “The protection spell used my entire source of energy to stimulate it, and that was just the school, let alone an entire realm.” 
 
    The day after the battle against the warlocks, I’d created a protection charm to keep Scholomance under a constant veil of safety. It took days to perfect it, several vials of my blood, and the most powerful witches in the school in order to cast the spell. It now meant my witches were constantly safe, and no amount of magic could break through the tough exterior, but it practically drained my energy, and I’d barely had the power to move for a few days afterward.  
 
    I appreciated Della’s suggestion, and I would have considered it had the previous charm not been so powerful, but we needed to think of another way around the Elder Lord’s plans.  
 
    “Hmm…” Akira mumbled as she took another bite of her apple. “So, there’s absolutely no way to locate him right now?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” I shrugged. “I’ve dissected every theory, and I’ve racked my brain for the smallest suggestion, but I can’t come up with a solid idea.” 
 
    It was hard for me to admit defeat, particularly when it came down to something like this, but I also had to admit sometimes magic wasn’t the answer, and no number of spells were going to give me the result I needed.  
 
    But it wasn’t all bad news, because even though I couldn’t spy on the Elder Lord, at least his absence gave me the opportunity to solidify my empire, increase my army, and gather as many realms together as I possibly could. There were still a large number of nonbelievers out there, and I knew there would always be a few floating around, but I’d used this time and opportunity to change some of their minds.  
 
    As annoying as it was that the Elder Lord had fucked off, I’d made the best of it.  
 
    I also used those rare, peaceful moments to fully enjoy my women and converse with them in the common room without the feeling like I constantly had to shadow-port to another realm, or prepare my army for battle.  
 
    “Oh!” Morgana shouted as she jumped from her seat. “I have to show you what I learned this morning!” 
 
    The segue seemed random, but I knew the bookish brunette was only trying to lift the mood in the room.  
 
    “Is this another thing you’ve read in a book?” Akira smirked.  
 
    “Of course, it is,” Morgana retorted. “Because I, unlike some, like to stock up my powers.” 
 
    I heard the snickers that came from a few other women around me, but Morgana ignored them and focused on her new spell.  
 
    It always pleased me when my coven studied in their spare time.  
 
    Morgana stood up straight and made sure her feet were pressed together, and then she raised her wand, twirled the wooden stick in a circular motion like a halo, and whispered the spell. “Invisibilia corpus.” 
 
    A rain of green light fell down on Morgana, and the more light that fell, the fainter her body became. At first it looked like a trick of the light, but then it wasn’t long before Morgana had completely vanished. I couldn’t help but smile, because while that spell wasn’t new to me, there were a few women who hadn’t seen it happen before.  
 
    “Umm…” Cleo said as she peered around the room. “She’s still here somewhere, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” Circe said after her forked tongue flicked out of her mouth. “I can still taste her.” 
 
    I knew Morgana was still in the room, and it soon became clear to everyone else when a lock of Cleo’s blue hair was lifted from her shoulder and draped over her face.  
 
    Cleo let out an almighty scream as she leaped off the couch and ran to the other side of the room. 
 
    Akira was Morgana’s next victim, and as the black-haired witch went to take the final bite of her apple, Morgana’s invisible form grabbed it from Akira’s hands.  
 
    “Hey!” Akira yelled. “Give that back, I’m not finished yet!” 
 
    Morgana continued to play her little game for several more minutes, and in that time, she pulled on Nyx’s horns, untied Revna’s shoes, and played with Tally’s black hair. The few women who were scared at first quickly joined in with the game, and they all sat back and waited to see what Morgana was going to do next.  
 
    Then the shower of green light appeared again as Morgana returned to the room. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair was a mess, and her labored breathing made it seem like the brunette had just taken part in a marathon. 
 
    “Unholy shit,” the bookish witch panted. “I didn’t think that would make me so out of breath.”  
 
    “That was so cool!” Astrid cried out as she bounced on the couch. “Can you show me how to do that?” 
 
    “Of course.” Morgana grinned. “I’ll teach you all how to do it, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Just as long as no one takes my apple from me again,” Akira sulked. “I was enjoying that.” 
 
    Morgana spent the following few hours teaching each witch how to perform the spell, and I simply sat back and enjoyed the show. At one point, Della thought it was a good idea to pick up one of the sleeping familiars, but as soon as Lily sensed her body being lifted into the air, the ferret let out an almighty shriek like she was being attacked, and once her paws hit the floor, she scarpered underneath one of the couches in search of safety. 
 
    Because my coven and I were as advanced as could be, we no longer saw the need to attend regular lessons, but I never stopped them from taking part if they wanted to. On the other hand, the Edrian women and Revna’s sisters hadn’t been to a school before, so I’d asked Vanessa, Circe, and Samara to help improve their knowledge. The rest of the coven helped out as much as they could, and it pleased me to see them all working together.  
 
    There was a wonderful atmosphere in the room as the coven took part in learning the spell, and without any pressing jobs to complete, I happily sat back to witness the entire event.  
 
    Then, just as it became Revna’s turn to try out the spell, I heard the main door open, and seconds later Alexander soared into the room. The wolverine perched himself on the armrest beside me, and he tucked his wings into his sides.  
 
    “I was wondering where you’d gone off to,” I said.  
 
    I thought I’d make the most out of the morning sun, Alexander replied. There’s nothing better than the warm sun mixed with the chilled breeze as it hits my wings. 
 
    “I’m glad you had a good time.” I smiled.  
 
    I did, he said with a slight smile. I mean, it also could have been because Silvia and I had an argument, but that’s only a minor detail.  
 
    Alexander’s ruby-red eyes looked over at the black bear for a split second, and then he turned his attention back to me. 
 
    “Do I want to know what the argument was about this time?” I snickered.  
 
    Er… probably not, he said as he covered his face with one wing. All you need to know is we’re on good terms now, and the argument has been pushed behind us. But I was wondering if the wonderful Cordelia could magic up some food for me? I’m starving! 
 
    “When are you not hungry?” I asked.  
 
    That is beside the point, sir. He smirked  
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “Cordelia, could you find some food for Alexander?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the ghost maid replied. 
 
    Aaah, thank you! Alexander cried out. I don’t know what we’d do without her.  
 
    Then Alexander spread his wings and lifted off the armrest. He flew to the other side of the room in a flash, and I heard the contented sighs as he chowed down on the feast Cordelia had made for him.  
 
    “Speaking of food…” Faye said with a cheeky grin. “I don’t know about any of you, but I could also do with some lunch.” 
 
    I’d been so relaxed I never even noticed how much time had passed, and I also could have done with something to eat, despite the mountain of food I’d enjoyed that morning. 
 
    “Yes, please!” Akira replied as she jumped up from the couch. “Just as long as Morgana doesn’t try to steal it again…” 
 
    “Hey, I took your apple away from you for five seconds,” the brunette scoffed. 
 
    “Five seconds is still long enough,” Akira said with a pointed look.  
 
    I called the room to attention before the simple conversation could get too out of hand, and then I led my coven through the winding hallways in the direction of the banquet hall. We passed various students on their way toward their next classes, and all of them stopped to bow their heads as they caught sight of me.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Dark One,” one young witch said with a smile.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” I replied. “Enjoy your lesson.” 
 
    “I always feel so powerful when we walk behind you,” Della whispered once the girl had left.  
 
    “You’ll soon get used to that feeling,” Nyx snickered.  
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty used to it already,” the Edrian witch said. “But it still blows my mind.” 
 
    The Edrian women were still fairly new to the coven, so I could see how it would take a while to get used to everything, especially when I considered the lives they used to live. Certain women in Ederia were picked to bear children, and the mothers were treated like queens, but the others were brushed off to the side like they were nothing. Della, Tally, Remy, and Cleo hadn’t felt power like this before, so walking alongside me must have been understandably strange at first. 
 
    The walk to the banquet hall continued in the same fashion, and I heard the buzz of voices that seeped through the double-doors. Then, as soon as I opened the doors and stepped inside, the noise instantly died down, and every witch turned their heads to peer over at me. I sensed their eyes on me as I sauntered down the center of the hall, but when I reached our assigned table, the students picked up their conversations, and the room was full of noise once again. 
 
    “Right… what’s on the menu today?” Akira rubbed her hands excitedly with a gleam in her eyes. 
 
    I clicked my fingers, and platters of food instantly appeared in front of each witch. Everyone had a different meal in front of them, but none of them complained about what they were given. Nyx looked exceptionally pleased with the roast beef sandwich that sat before her, Beatrix barely wasted any time before she tucked into the large plate of pasta, and Circe practically salivated over her salmon salad.  
 
    I hadn’t given much thought about what I wanted to eat, but I was pleasantly surprised to see the stacked sandwich that resided on the platter. The sandwich was made from thick, seeded bread, and I was quick to notice the slivers of tomato, lettuce, ham, cheese, and mustard. It was exactly what I needed after the tremendous breakfast, and I knew it wasn’t going to be on my plate for long.  
 
    But then all of a sudden, just as I’d picked up the first half of the sandwich, a powerful feeling washed over my body as a premonition formed in my mind.  
 
    The sandwich fell from my hands, and then my eyes winced shut as the tsunami ebbed and flowed. 
 
    “Cole?” I heard Circe’s faint voice. “Master, are you okay?”  
 
    I couldn’t find the strength to reply to the serpentine witch, and I felt my body spiral as it fell deeper and deeper into the premonition.  
 
    Then the picture became clearer as the wave of sensations began to calm down, and I caught sight of the figure who’d appeared in front of me. 
 
    It was the Elder Lord.  
 
    He was back. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Cole?” Marina asked.  
 
    I felt her hand on my shoulder, but I couldn’t respond until my body had broken free from the premonition.  
 
    The Elder Lord had decided to return, and he no longer hid off-grid like he’d been before. I saw flashes of light and blurry images race past my eyes, but they vanished before I could make much sense of them. I tried to take note of the various noises that washed through my ears, but the constant whooshing made it difficult for me to differentiate the sounds.  
 
    All I knew was the Elder Lord was up to something, and I probably didn’t have a lot of time before he put his plan into action.  
 
    Then I felt my body regain its energy as I left the premonition, and as I opened my eyes, I spotted the fearful looks on my coven’s faces. Some of them had completely abandoned their lunches, whereas others had their forks raised to their mouths.  
 
    “Master, are you okay?” Marina asked again.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “What did you see?” Faye frowned. “Is it the Elder Lord?”  
 
    “It sure was.” I nodded.  
 
    I closed my eyes and rubbed my temple with one hand as I tried to make sense of the vision I’d seen, but nothing made sense, no matter how hard I tried.  
 
    But I knew of someone who could help.  
 
    “You all stay here and enjoy your meals,” I said as I stood from the table. “I’m going to track down Lilith and see if she witnessed the same thing.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Remy asked.  
 
    “No, it’s okay,” I said with the most confident smile I could muster. “I’ll try and explain everything when I know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay, my lord, only if you’re sure,” Della replied. 
 
    “I am, thank you,” I said, and then I turned away from the table.  
 
    I wandered through the packed hall as quickly as I could, but before I could reach the end of the large room, Vanessa burst through the double-doors with a flustered look on her face.  
 
    “My lord,” she said as she ran over to me. “Lilith sent me to come and find you urgently.” 
 
    “The premonition?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” The professor nodded. “She didn’t tell me what it was about, but she said you’ll want to discuss it with her and my mother in the headmistress’ office.” 
 
    “I was just on my way to see them,” I said as we left the hall.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Vanessa all morning, so I assumed she’d been teaching a lesson, but now I knew she’d been with her mother for the majority of the time.  
 
    The two of us ran in silence through the large academy, and I knew Vanessa was desperate to hear about the premonition, but even if she had asked me about it, I wouldn’t have known what to tell her. Even I couldn’t explain it to myself, so describing it to someone else would have been practically impossible. 
 
    We arrived in the massive ballroom-like chamber and made our way toward Theodora’s office. It didn’t surprise me that the door was already open, and Theodora and Lilith were sitting on either side of the elegant, wooden desk. 
 
    “Dark One,” the headmistress said as she stood from her seat and embraced me in a gentle hug. 
 
    I returned the gesture, and then I collapsed down into the first seat I found. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked Lilith.  
 
    “To be honest, I didn’t see a lot.” My mother shrugged. “But the Elder Lord was part of the vision, that I can be sure of.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw him, too,” I sighed. “Just this morning I was talking about his disappearance, and now here he is…” 
 
    “Did you get any clues from the premonition?” Theodora asked. “Anything that could help you piece together his plan?” 
 
    “All I saw were flashes of light and a mixture of strange sounds,” I said as I thought back to vision. “Unless you saw something, Lilith?” 
 
    “I thought I saw something.” She frowned. “But I couldn’t be certain. Like you said, it was all a blur. However, I thought I caught sight of an object that disappeared a long, long time ago.” 
 
    “An object?” Vanessa spoke up. “What sort of object?” 
 
    “An object that, if in the wrong hands, could create a lot of damage,” Lilith said with a pointed expression.  
 
    I thought back through the vision and battled my way through the constant blurs and flashes of color. Lilith mentioned seeing an object, but the only visible image I’d noticed was the Elder Lord. Then, as I worked harder and concentrated more on the vision, I noticed the flashes of red and orange. It could have just been color, like everything else was, but as I focused on the source of the light, I noticed clouds of a black substance, and that led me to a burning fire.  
 
    “The Elder Lord is going to start a fire,” I said to the room. “I don’t know where, but that’s his plan somewhere.”  
 
    I watched as my mother softly closed her eyes, and a look of concentration crossed her face. We all sat in silence as Lilith thought through the vision, and then she opened her eyes again and stared directly at me.  
 
    “Yes, now I see the fire,” she said with a gentle nod of her head. “But like you, I also can’t see where he’s going to start it.” 
 
    “What was it you said about objects?” I asked. “They disappeared a long time ago?”  
 
    “That was the belief.” Lilith nodded. “However, if I caught sight of one in the premonition, then perhaps they haven’t been destroyed after all.” 
 
    “What are these objects?” I frowned. “I didn’t see anything, so are you sure it wasn’t your mind playing tricks on you?”  
 
    “I’m certain,” Lilith said as she adjusted the way she sat. “Have you ever heard of the Scroll of Malediction?” 
 
    I looked from Theodora and Vanessa in turn as I ran my mother’s words through my mind. The Scroll of Malediction seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it, and I had no idea why I knew those words.  
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of it,” Theodora broke the silence. “I also heard it had been demolished.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” Vanessa frowned.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said with a slight shake of my head. “Why do I know that name?” 
 
    “Come with me, my lord,” Lilith replied as she stood from her seat.  
 
    I followed Lilith silently, and we left Theodora’s office without saying a word. I thought more about the Scroll of Malediction, but the more I dissected those words, the fainter my memory became. I was certain I’d heard of them before, but now it seemed almost impossible to recall.  
 
    “I understand this is confusing for you,” Lilith said as we neared the library. “But all will make sense soon, I promise.” 
 
    “What mystifies me the most is not knowing what’s going on,” I explained. “How am I the only one who doesn’t instantly recognize the Scroll of Malediction?” 
 
    “Because of the life you’ve lived, my son,” she gave me a sweet smile. “There have been so many changes throughout your existence, so it’s understandable that some things are more vague to you than others. It was believed these objects vanished thousands of years ago, and so much has happened since then, especially with the rebirth. It’s almost as if you have to learn certain things all over again.” 
 
    “But if these objects are as important as you make them out to be, then why aren’t they fresh in my mind?” I asked as I held the library door open.  
 
    “Like I said, all will make sense soon.” She smiled again and then walked into the room.  
 
    I followed Lilith past the various bookshelves and deeper into the dimly-lit room, but I had no idea where she was going. The number of times I’d walked through this library, and the number of times I’d rummaged through the shelves, yet now it felt like I was a preschooler once again. I’d read so many of these books, even when I wasn’t supposed to, but now it was like every book was new to me.  
 
    “Right, it should just be along here…” Lilith said as she began to search through a row of books.  
 
    Every book in that particular row had a gold spine with tiny black writing, and the only difference was the size of each tome. Some of the books looked as though I’d need two hands to hold it, whereas others were much thinner, perhaps with barely two hundred pages. The size of the black writing and lack of light made it incredibly difficult to read every spine, but I concentrated on the writing as much as I could.  
 
    “What are we looking for?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s called Artificialia Occultatum,” Lilith replied. “Or, essentially, hidden artifacts. You’ll see each book has been given the same title, but it’s the date that matters. New volumes are released every time new artifacts are destroyed.” 
 
    With that new knowledge in mind, I returned to peering at every book. Now that I knew what I was looking for, it made it much easier to work out each individual word and letter, and like Lilith had said, the dates underneath differentiated ever so slightly. Some of the volumes only had a year in between them, whereas some were separated by only a handful of months.  
 
    “Aha, found it!” Lilith said excitedly as she pulled a book out from the shelf. 
 
    This particular book was quite thick, probably made up of about six-hundred pages. The book had been sitting in this library for so long that a deep layer of dust ran across the top, and the pages were almost orange in color. The wrinkled front cover of the book matched the gold spine, but the back of the book was a dirty, rusted brown in color.  
 
    “So, this will hold all the answers we need?” I asked as I took the book from Lilith’s hands.  
 
    “It certainly should,” she replied. “Otherwise someone’s tampered with it, and that wouldn’t be a good sign.” 
 
    “Especially if these objects are as important as you say they are,” I said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    I skimmed through the first few pages of the book and checked out the information that each page contained. The top of the page held the name of the object, followed by a brief description about them, and then it included a simple black and white picture of the artifacts.  
 
    The Ring of Shadows, the Soul Arch, the Canopic Chest of Transmutation…  
 
    All of those objects I’d read about in the past, and I was instantly reminded of them when I took in the pictures, so I hoped it would have been the same for the Scroll of Malediction.  
 
    Then, just as I reached the middle of the book, I came across the page we were after.  
 
    “Here we go,” I said as I held the book out for Lilith to see.  
 
    “Perfect.” She grinned. “Now, let’s see what it says.” 
 
    I nodded and let my eyes start skimming the page.  
 
    The Scroll of Malediction was an ancient scroll known to have contained the location of the five cursed artifacts, which, when joined together, could cause great destruction. The unholy artifacts were created during the last Wicca-Elder war. Five powerful witches combined their strengths together in order to produce these artifacts as a way to defeat the elders, but the cursed objects created such destruction that the witches knew it wasn’t safe to have them around where anyone could find them. 
 
    Due to their powers, the scroll and the artifacts were demolished before they reached their full potential. Now, some believe it was just a myth, and that the artifacts never existed in the first place.  
 
    I brought my eyes away from the page feeling slightly conflicted. The more I read about the infamous scroll, the more my memories came back to me, and I started to remember bits and pieces of what I’d read during my existence. It was clear the scroll had been disposed of in some way, and something told me newer generations hadn’t been informed of the scroll because of its link to the lethal artifacts.  
 
    So was that why I couldn’t recall hearing about the artifacts until now? 
 
    Also, it mentioned how the artifacts were unholy, so if the Elder Lord really wanted to get his hands on them, then he must have been fucking desperate. No elder wanted to dirty their hands with dark magic, yet the Elder Lord only seemed to have one thing on his mind.  
 
    The apocalypse. 
 
    I shook my head as I tried to put my confusion to one side, and then I focused on the images at the bottom. There were six pictures in total, and the name of each object had been written underneath. The more I looked at each picture, the more the memories came back to me.  
 
    “This one,” I said as I pointed to the drawing. “I remember this one.” 
 
    “Aah, the Urn of Annihilation.” Lilith grinned. “That was the most powerful of all five artifacts, with the Oblivion Inscriptions second to that.” 
 
    Once I’d looked over each image, I closed the book and then held it safely against my chest. 
 
    “Let’s take this back to Theodora’s office and discuss everything in there,” I decided.  
 
    Although I trusted every single person in Scholomance, I also knew this wasn’t the sort of discussion to have in an open place. I needed to know exactly what was happening before I took the plan any further, so until that moment arrived, I wanted a select few people to find out about the Scroll of Malediction.  
 
    The walk through the school seemed to take ten times longer than normal, especially with the weight of the book held in my arms. I passed plenty of students during the walk, and all of them bowed their heads to Lilith and I before they were on their way.  
 
    “They’re all so polite.” Lilith smiled lovingly. “I can’t wait till they begin giving birth to your children.” 
 
    “You should have seen them when I first arrived,” I scoffed. “I was the only male witch in the entire academy, so I think they were plotting their revenge against me.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I remember how apologetic they were when you made your announcement.” My mother smirked. “At least they now know to treat you with the utmost respect.” 
 
    “They didn’t have much of an option,” I snickered. “I once witnessed a witch die in class because she got the question wrong, so the same would have happened if someone was disrespectful to me.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She nodded. “A girl once died in one of my preschool classes because she dropped her books. That quickly made us pay attention.” 
 
    My deep laugh echoed around the hallway, and I could just imagine the fear that ran through those students. It certainly opened my eyes when I’d witnessed it, and that was the day I realized the professors didn’t mess around.  
 
    We’d arrived outside Theodora’s office by the time our conversation came to an end, and as we walked in, Vanessa and Theodora quickly sat up from their seats. They both ran over to us, and Theodora instantly held her hands out for the book.  
 
    “Did you find it?” the Headmistress asked as she flicked through the book.  
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “Look on page two hundred and seven.” 
 
    Theodora placed the book flat on her desk, and we all crowded around it as she flicked to the right page. A tense silence filled the room, and as Theodora read out the small description, I noticed the furrow that formed between Vanessa’s eyebrows.  
 
    “I have read about this…” the professor muttered. “But… now it feels like a distant memory.” 
 
    “I felt the same,” I replied. “The idea is the artifacts were forgotten about after they were destroyed, and no new generations were allowed to hear about them.” 
 
    “Like a spell had been placed on us?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    “Not exactly a spell, more like a change in time,” Theodora explained. “It’s like anything in the world, if it’s not mentioned or remembered, then the new generations won’t be taught about that subject, and it continues on from there.” 
 
    “Then how do I remember it?” Vanessa ran one hand through her thick, black hair.  
 
    “Because you’re my daughter.” Theodora smiled. “Anything Lilith and I know, or have experienced, is a part of you. All you need to do is unlock those hidden cabinets. It’ll all make sense as soon as you know what to look for.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the book as Theodora and Vanessa continued to talk. The Urn of Annihilation seemed to jump off the page, but as I looked at all five artifacts in turn, I started to think about the Elder Lord’s plan and the premonition Lilith and I had encountered.  
 
    “Which object did you see in the premonition?” I asked. “Was it the scroll, or one of the artifacts?” 
 
    “It was this one,” Lilith said as she pointed to a picture near the bottom of the page.  
 
    The Cylinder of Sight.  
 
    I couldn’t tell much about the artifact from the black and white picture, so I couldn’t work out its size or depth, but then I noticed a symbol in the center of the cylinder. It looked like an eye, which made sense, but due to the lack of color, I couldn’t see anything special about that image.  
 
    “It was definitely this one?” I double-checked.  
 
    “I’m certain.” Lilith nodded. “I recognized the circular shape, but I also saw the red eye in the middle.” 
 
    “So, if the premonition showed the Cylinder of Sight, then it must mean the Elder Lord is after the artifacts,” I thought aloud.  
 
    “Which means they’re still out there somewhere,” Vanessa added.  
 
    “We already know about his plan for a realms-wide apocalypse, and if he gets his hands on all five, then nothing will stop him,” I sighed as I crashed down in a seat. “Even the four of us together wouldn’t be powerful enough to stop his destruction, so there’s only one thing to do.” 
 
    “We have to get to them before he does,” Lilith replied.  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. 
 
    The idea sounded so easy in my mind, but if everyone believed the artifacts had vanished, then I didn’t even know where to start in order to track them down.  
 
    I took another look at the book, just in case I’d missed something the first time around, but I didn’t see any new information. I hoped the Elder Lord had the same issues I did, but he could have had the entire list mapped out on paper for all I knew.  
 
    Then an idea sprung to mind.  
 
    “It says the scroll holds the location of the artifacts,” I said. “But does anyone remember what it said? If we can find out what was written on the scroll, we should be able to find these damn objects.” 
 
    A thoughtful look crossed Lilith’s face as she took in my question, and I could imagine she was going as far back in her memory as possible. I wish I remembered more about the artifacts, but that obviously showed how mighty they were, and the reason for their disappearance. 
 
    “I don’t think the scroll held an exact location, but I think it gave off clues as to where the artifacts would have been found,” Lilith replied a moment later.  
 
    “Which means we need to find the scroll first,” I said firmly. “There is a chance the locations no longer match up, but if I can get my hands on that scroll, then we’ll already be one step ahead.” 
 
    “But what if the scroll can no longer be found?” Vanessa asked. “That could be why everyone believes they no longer exist, because without the scroll, the artifacts have practically disappeared.” 
 
    I had to find a way to get that damn scroll, or at least get my hands on a rough location.  
 
    I thought through every spell I’d conjured up in the past and marked them off one by one. I needed something that would give me the answers I required, but I also needed a spell that potentially brought something back to life. Vanessa was right, in order to hide the artifacts, someone would have had to burn the scroll, or destroy it in some way, so I doubt it was still in this world somewhere.  
 
    So perhaps I didn’t have to look in this world… 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” I said as I jumped up from the seat.  
 
    I rummaged through Theodora’s various cupboards and wardrobes, and I ransacked the entire room as I searched for the most important item. Without that item, the spell wasn’t going to work. 
 
    “My lord, what are you doing?” Lilith asked.  
 
    “What are you trying to find?” Theodora followed up.  
 
    “This!” I grinned as I found the large, black cauldron hidden at the back of a wardrobe. 
 
    “Cole…” Vanessa hesitated.  
 
    “Theodora, how long have you owned this cauldron for?” I asked as I placed the large object in the center of the room.  
 
    “It was my mother’s before she died.” Theodora shrugged. “But I don’t know how long she’d had it for.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  
 
    “Why did you need that one?” Theodora asked. “You could have summoned a cauldron with the click of your fingers?” 
 
    “Aah, I get it.” Lilith smirked. 
 
    “Because we’re working with something ancient, something that many people have forgotten about,” I explained to the headmistress. “I imagine this cauldron has been used to create and summon thousands, perhaps millions of spells in its time. These pots store memories, so if I used the first one I could create, then it’s not going to do the job.” 
 
    I noticed the smile that appeared on Theodora’s face as she understood what I meant.  
 
    “I managed to resurrect Lilith from her grave, so perhaps I can do the same with the scroll,” I continued. “I can’t say it’s definitely going to work, but it’s worth giving it a shot.” 
 
    “If anyone can do it, you can, my lord.” Vanessa smiled. 
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned. “Now, no one says a word unless you see the scroll. Do not reach out to touch it, but I need to know if you see it.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Lilith said.  
 
    Then the women stayed in their seats as I crouched down beside the cauldron, and I pulled my dagger from my pocket, held both hands over the top of the black pot, and cleared my mind. Once I was ready, I cut a small slit into my palm and waited for the blood to pool, and then I watched as the droplets fell into the shadows of the cauldron. 
 
    There was a slight pause before anything happened, but then the cauldron began to smoke, and a red light appeared at the bottom. The cauldron had accepted my blood, so now it was time to speak out the spell as firmly and as clearly as possible. 
 
    “Revertetur quae sunt amissa, quae resuscitabit tuus mortuus est,” I said with all my force and energy behind the words.  
 
    I kept my eyes firmly shut, but I imagined the Scroll of Malediction clearly in my mind. I pictured everything, from the slight curl in the edges of the pages, to the stained, aged paper the words sat upon. I thought about the cuts and tears the scroll had collected during its time, and I made the vision as clear as possible.  
 
    Many minutes passed, and the image of the scroll appeared to get weaker in my mind, but I forced myself to keep going. This may be the only way we’d get the scroll back, so I wasn’t going to stop until I had that paper in my hands.  
 
    I grasped onto my cloak with both hands as I strained to keep the image alive, and the amount of sweat that collected in my palms increased as every second ticked by. It was agonizing, but my determination overpowered every negative feeling. I knew I was close, and I had a strong feeling it was going to work, but all of that would have been lost if I gave up before the spell was complete.  
 
    “Cole,” Lilith whispered a few minutes later. “Something’s appearing.” 
 
    As my mother said those words, the image of the scroll appeared again, but this time it was like the paper was right there in front of me. I could practically smell the damp, musty stench of age, and I felt how thin and fragile the paper was against my fingertips. I sensed the power and destruction that was linked to the scroll, and it was almost like I had absorbed its mighty strength.  
 
    A thousand different voices began to pour through my mind, yet none of them belonged to the three women in the room. They were voices I’d never heard before, but as I focused on what they were saying, I realized the voices were reading the words written on the scroll.  
 
    “Look,” Theodora said quietly. “There are words appearing on the paper.” 
 
    You’ll find me where it’s hot, and you’ll find me where it’s cold. You’ll find me regardless of your age, be it new or old. 
 
    Each voice gave me a new clue as to where I’d find the five separate artifacts, but I knew the real test would be to work out each riddle. 
 
    Two minds together work as one, go to where the sand is thick, and there you will be done. 
 
    “Keep going, Cole, it’s working,” Vanessa encouraged.  
 
    You’ll find me in the shallows of water that’s black, place me on your head, and with the others you will attack. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but as quickly as the voices appeared, they vanished into thin air. There was nothing around me apart from total darkness, and the visualization of the scroll had disappeared along with the voices.  
 
    I’d received five separate clues, all of which were complicated, but that didn’t bother me. I was up for the challenge, and I wasn’t going to stop until I had all five artifacts in my possession.  
 
    Then, once I knew the spell was complete, I opened my eyes and stared down at the black cauldron. The red smoke was gone, and it almost looked like nothing had happened.  
 
    That was, until I saw Lilith holding a piece of paper in her hands.  
 
    I stood on shaky legs as I walked around the cauldron, and then I held my hand out for the paper. It definitely wasn’t the scroll I’d seen in the book, but it held every piece of information the original scroll contained, including all the riddles.  
 
    “Now that we’ve got this…” I paused as I glanced over the paper. “All we need to do is work out the clues. I’m going to assume each artifact is found in a separate realm, so that would be the hardest part of the challenge.” 
 
    “I think I’ve already worked out one of them,” Vanessa said as she pointed to one of the riddles. “‘Place me on your head,’ so that has to be the Tiara of Corruption, right? And it says to head to black water, and doesn’t Jinarus have a black sea?”  
 
    “Very good,” I replied.  
 
    “The other realms may be harder to figure out, but even if we only get one artifact, it’ll still prevent the Elder Lord from attacking,” Theodora added. “He’ll need all five in order to power up his apocalypse, so his powers are useless if he only has four of them.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to get any,” I said. “Those five artifacts will be mine.” 
 
    “But we need to remember one thing,” Lilith spoke up. “Regardless of the artifacts, the Elder Lord is still going to attack, and he can still terrorize the realms without this added power.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” I nodded. “And believe me, as soon as I can, I’ll deal with him face to face. But until that happens, and until he rears his ugly head, I’ll search high and low for these objects. My coven and I will split up and take one realm each, then once the artifacts have been found, I’ll destroy them for good.” 
 
    “And we’ll join you,” Theodora decided. 
 
    “We’ll go wherever you need us to,” Lilith said. 
 
    “How about I send you two witches from my coven,” I said as I stood up straight. “Pick any riddle you want, work it out in your group, and then head straight there.” 
 
    “Of course.” Theodora nodded. 
 
    Then Lilith picked the first riddle she came across, and she and Theodora began to break down every word. 
 
    “Vanessa, because you worked out the clue, I want you to head to Jinarus,” I told her. “We’ll break the coven up equally, and you can take a few of them with you.” 
 
    “Absolutely, my lord,” the professor agreed.  
 
    “Good.” I grinned. “I’m going to head to the bedroom now and inform everyone, but meet me up there as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Vanessa nodded. “I’ll finish up here and head straight there.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Lilith and Theodora, if you find the artifact before I do, you cannot break it. I need to have them all together before I destroy them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my son, we won’t harm the artifacts.” Lilith smiled. 
 
    “Okay, good.” I let out a deep sigh, folded the paper in half, and then slipped the book of hidden artifacts under my arm.  
 
    As I left the office, my body was full of trepidation and excitement, and I couldn’t wait to get started on finding and destroying these artifacts for good.  
 
    Especially because now I knew the Elder Lord was truly afraid of me and my growing unholy empire.  
 
    It felt like a race against time to see who could get to the objects first, but I enjoyed the rush. I loved nothing more than to see my enemies lose, and to ruin their plans before they had the chance to enact them filled me with dark delight.  
 
    I knew the worlds wouldn’t be safe until I ended him for good, but that would come in time, and I just needed to be patient.  
 
    I walked down the hall leading from Theodora’s office and headed in the direction of my bedroom, but as I reached the end of the first corridor, I noticed Akira and Faye standing up against one wall. Faye had her head resting on Akira’s shoulder, and Akira wrapped a supportive arm around Faye.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked as I approached them. 
 
    The last time I’d seen my coven was in the banquet hall, so I assumed they’d gone back up to the bedroom when they were finished with their lunches. I couldn’t understand why Akira and Faye were standing right there, and it was almost like they’d been waiting for me.  
 
    “My lord,” Akira said as she rubbed one eye. “We were hoping to talk to you privately.” 
 
    That was when I noticed the tears in the witches’ eyes, and as I glanced over at Faye, I noticed her eyes were similarly bloodshot.  
 
    “Of course, you can.” I frowned. “Is something wrong? Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Um…” Faye hesitated, but the more I inspected their faces, the more clues I picked up on.  
 
    The women had been crying, but excited smiles curled across their lips, so I couldn’t work out what made them act this way. The only theory I came up with was perhaps the coven had a falling out, but that didn’t seem logical. The women teased one another, and they made jokes, but none of them had ever said anything to make the others cry, especially when it came to Akira. 
 
    “Faye and I had a feeling, my lord,” Akira said as she looked down at her feet. “We’ve thought about it all day, and we’ve just had it confirmed for us.” 
 
    “And what was that feeling?” I asked.  
 
    The two witches glanced at each other and seemed to hold a silent conversation, and at least five seconds passed without them saying a single word.  
 
    Then Faye broke the tense silence.  
 
    “We’re pregnant, my lord,” she whispered. 
 
    I took a moment to process what they’d just told me, and I focused on nothing apart from those two important words. It was like my body was cut off from all my senses, and I couldn’t see or hear anything.  
 
    This had been my plan all along, and I wanted nothing more than to see all the witches of this school wander around with swollen stomachs. I couldn’t wait to watch them bring my children into this world, yet I hadn’t thought about the incredible feelings that would wash through my body.  
 
    It was like an odd mix of shock, disbelief, yet also amazement, triumph, and wonder.  
 
    I knew it was going to be several months before anything happened, and I hoped more women would announce their pregnancies before the children were born, but it had started, and that was the main thing.  
 
    “Tell me again.” I grinned. “I need to hear you say it again.” 
 
    “We’re pregnant, Dark One,” Akira said as her own smile stretched from ear to ear. “You planted your seed in our fertile wombs, and now we’re going to bear your children.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    After Akira and Faye announced their news, I took them back up to the bedroom to join the rest of the coven. So much had happened since I’d received the premonition in the banquet hall, and now my head was a fuzzy mess of new information and plans. I had so much to work through, and so much to think about, but I knew I’d work it out in time.  
 
    “I guess this explains why I was so hungry today,” Akira snickered as we ascended the final set of stairs.  
 
    “Is that when you started having those thoughts?” I asked.  
 
    “No, they came the other day, but our suspicions solidified today,” Faye answered. “We both felt off, but we couldn’t explain why, and then neither of us could control our hunger today, so we decided to check.” 
 
    “And now here we are!” Akira bounced on her toes excitedly. 
 
    Then Faye opened the main door into our suite for me, and I wandered in to see the rest of the coven all lounging in the living room. Most of them were busy reading books and studying, whereas some were in conversations with each other and playing with their familiars. It pleased me to see that Astrid, Freyja, Della, Remy, Tally, and Cleo were busy studying. Those women were smart and powerful, and I didn’t see them as weak in the slightest, but there was still a lot for them to learn, so I was glad they used their free time wisely.  
 
    Once the group had noticed my arrival, they all stopped what they were doing and gave me their full attention. The familiars scurried off to a different corner of the room, and Marina and Revna moved to the opposite sides of the couch to give me a place to sit.  
 
    “Are you okay, my lord?” Marina asked as I made myself comfortable.  
 
    “Yes, what did the premonition show you?” Beatrix added, and the timid brunette chewed on her lower lip. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I’d been in Theodora’s office for, but I assumed a couple of hours, so it must have been hard for my coven to be kept in the dark for so long.  
 
    “It showed me a lot, but also nothing at all,” I said as I rolled my eyes playfully. 
 
    “Is it the Elder Lord?” Circe asked, and her forked tongue slid out of her mouth in distaste.  
 
    “It is,” I replied. “And we have a lot of work to do, but first we need to discuss something else.” 
 
    I glanced over at Akira and Faye to see their reactions. Both women had flushed cheeks while Faye nibbled on her bottom lip anxiously, and it looked like they were excited yet nervous to tell everyone their secret.  
 
    But before I could say anything else, and before the women could mutter a single word, the main door opened again.  
 
    Vanessa wandered into the room with a flustered look on her face, and she mumbled a silent apology as she found somewhere to sit.  
 
    “Have I missed anything, master?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    “No, not yet,” I replied. “We were actually about to talk about something else, so you’ve come at just the right time. When I left Theodora’s office, I noticed Akira and Faye waiting for me in the hallway.” 
 
    “Yeah, we wondered where you’d gone to,” Samara said.  
 
    “The two of them wanted to talk to me,” I continued to explain. “Now, would you like to tell them, or should I?” 
 
    I looked at the two women in question again, and seeing as it was their secret to tell, I wanted to give them the option.  
 
    “Um…” Akira mumbled as she played with her fingers. “Faye and I are pregnant.” 
 
    A tense silence followed as the rest of the coven processed that information, but then it was a mess of activity as the women exploded into squeals and brought Akira and Faye into tight hugs. The entire coven congratulated the pair and told them how excited they were, and they shared the embrace with me, too.  
 
    “This is amazing!” Penelope giggled as she tightened her arms around me.  
 
    “You’re the first to receive the Dark Lord’s children!” Della added with wide, adoring eyes. “You both must be ecstatic.” 
 
    “We are,” Faye said with a smile, and she settled her hand on her still flat stomach.  
 
    “I wonder when we’ll experience the same thing…” Nyx said with a faraway look. “Satan, I hope it’s soon.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Tally gasped with her hands clasped in front of her chest, and given her past, the Edrian woman was understandably excited. “I cannot wait to see my stomach swell, but until we’re given that gift, we can watch as Akira and Faye grow and protect those babies.” 
 
    “And soon Scholomance will be filled with the Dark Lord’s powerful children,” Vanessa added with a smirk.  
 
    “His name and power will be passed down for generations to come, and it’ll be a pleasure to watch and experience,” Morgana sighed as she relaxed back into her seat. “And like Nyx, I, too, can’t wait to be given that opportunity.” 
 
    “All of that will come in time,” I said as I motioned for the women to calm down. “But as exciting as this moment is, we have something else to discuss.” 
 
    “The premonition,” Samara said as her expression grew serious.  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “I didn’t see much, but I did see the Elder Lord. He’s returned again, and there seems to be only one thing on his mind. A realms-wide apocalypse.”  
 
    “The same war you sensed before?” Vesta asked.  
 
    “Yes, but since he’s realized he can’t defeat me on his own, he’s decided to take a different route,” I said. “Fortunately, Lilith experienced the same vision, so we managed to put our experiences together to work out what the Elder Lord is up to. The premonition is vague, but Lilith noticed something. She saw the Cylinder of Sight.” 
 
    The room was filled with silence once again, and from the expressions on my women’s faces, I knew some had no idea what I was talking about, but others knew exactly.  
 
    “The Cylinder of Sight?” Morgana echoed as her face paled. “As in, one of the five cursed artifacts?”  
 
    “The very same.” I nodded. “For those who don’t understand, the five cursed artifacts, when put together, have the ability to cause the greatest harm and destruction, especially when put in the wrong hands. The Elder Lord wishes to seek out these objects, and if he does, then no one will be safe.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” Samara frowned. “The artifacts were destroyed long ago.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought, too,” I said. “What we think has happened is the Scroll of Malediction was destroyed, so without that, the objects can no longer be found.” 
 
    “What’s the Scroll of Malediction?” Circe asked.  
 
    “It’s essentially a map for the artifacts,” Morgana said. “There’s no way to find the objects without that scroll.” 
 
    “Wait… how do you know about this?” Vanessa questioned Morgana. “No new generations have been informed about the artifacts, due to the danger they could cause. How did you come across a book that included them?” 
 
    “Um… my grandmother told me.” Morgana shrugged. “She’s very old and knew of the artifacts, and she didn’t want me to grow up without knowing about them. So, despite how my parents felt, my grandmother told me the entire story.” 
 
    “Then you could be the perfect person to help work out the clues,” I said. “We’ll need to stop the Elder Lord from finding the artifacts, so we all need to work together to track them down.” 
 
    “What about the scroll?” Beatrix asked.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve got that.” I smirked. “At least, we’ve got the clues the scroll held.” 
 
    “And what about once we’ve found the objects?” Marina frowned.  
 
    “I’ll destroy them for good.” I shrugged. “But I can’t imagine it’ll be an easy task. These objects are hidden for a reason, so they won’t be in plain sight, and I doubt we’ll be able to walk up and grab them without any issues.” 
 
    “What about Akira and Faye?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “What about us?” Akira responded as she crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “I mean, are you two strong enough to come on the journey with us?” Morgana explained.  
 
    “Um, Morgana, we’re pregnant, not missing all four limbs,” Faye scoffed.  
 
    But Morgana’s question made sense to me, and it made me briefly think about Akira and Faye’s conditions. Of course, the pregnancy wouldn’t weaken them at all, at least not for many months, and they were all covered by the Blood Pact, but it made me consider how far that pact’s power traveled.  
 
    “Morgana’s right,” I said to break up the small squabble. “The Blood Pact protects us all, but does it protect the babies, too?” 
 
    “They’re a part of us, so I assume the charm protects everything about us.” Akira shrugged.  
 
    “But not necessarily,” I replied. “You two are the first to bear my children, so until we know how far the pact goes, it’s not worth the risk.” 
 
    “What do you suggest, master?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    I thought through Vanessa’s question before I fully gave my answer. The Blood Pact connected the witches to me, and that was obviously the case for the children already, but perhaps there was a way to increase the strength of the charm, which, in turn, increased the protection around Akira and Faye. 
 
    “When we initiated the Blood Pact, we summoned the darkness and asked to be bonded by blood and soul,” I said aloud. “So it should be easy enough to increase the bond and have the connection run deeper.” 
 
    “But, my lord, these babies share your blood,” Faye spoke up. “Surely they’ll be protected with or without an added charm.” 
 
    “But can you say that with certainty?” I asked. “Would you want to risk your child’s life?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” The redhead shook her head as one arm slipped around her slim stomach. “I’d never put this child’s life in jeopardy.” 
 
    “Then there you go,” I said with a slow nod. “I cannot have you leave this academy without increasing the pact first.” 
 
    “Of course, master.” Akira bowed her head. “If that’s what you want to do, then Faye and I will be sure to obey your word. Thank you for caring about us and our protection.” 
 
    “It is what I want to do,” I said without a second’s hesitation. “Now, let me think about how to do this, and then we can increase the bond.” 
 
    “Cole, do you think we should work on the clues first?” Vanessa suggested. “Lilith and Theodora have already set off on their quests, so if some of us could go now, it would give us more time to find the artifacts.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” I agreed. “There are four more artifacts for us to find, but there’s nineteen of us. Vanessa, you can plan to head to Jinarus, but make sure to gather a few more students together to assist you.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the professor replied. 
 
    Vanessa selected Cleo, Beatrix, Revna, and Remy, and once they were set, I worked on pairing a few others together.  
 
    “Marina and Morgana,” I said as I looked at both witches in turn. “I want you to head to Theodora’s office and travel with them.” 
 
    “No problem.” Marina nodded. 
 
    Morgana then held onto Marina’s hand, and the two of them vanished into the air as Morgana transported them from the room. 
 
    I then chose Nyx to lead the third group, and she chose Vesta, Freyja, Circe, and Samara. 
 
    The remaining four were Akira, Della, Astrid, and Faye, who would be accompanying me this time. I wanted the two confirmed pregnant witches with me so I could make absolutely sure my protections on them held, and Della and Astrid were new to the coven, so I decided to give them the chance to accompany me. 
 
    And if they weren’t already pregnant, I’d assure they were.  
 
    “I want you all to pick a riddle,” I said to the room. “You’ll work together to decode the words, but you cannot leave before you’ve run the riddle past me. We all need to be absolutely certain of the locations before you head there.” 
 
    My coven nodded their heads, and then I took out the paper of riddles and the book of hidden objects for the women to look through. Once they’d each chosen a riddle to decode, the groups sat in their assigned pairs as I took the remaining Faye and Akira over to a cauldron. I had a spell in mind to increase the blood pact’s potency, so I just had to hope it would work. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I said with my wand aimed into the center of the cauldron.  
 
    The pot began to boil and bubble seconds later, and clouds of red smoke erupted from the cauldron. Then I set my wand beside the pot and brought out my dagger.  
 
    “Do you each remember what to do?” I asked as I looked at Akira and Faye in turn.  
 
    “We do,” they said with a nod.  
 
    “Excellent,” I replied. 
 
    Then, with the tip of the dagger, I sliced a small cut into my palm, waited for the blood to pool, and dropped it into the cauldron.  
 
    “Vocaui, et tenebras petere quod sit conjunctio fiet, et anima per sanguineim,” I said slowly.  
 
    As the smoke in the cauldron increased, Akira and Faye copied my movements and sliced their own palms. They repeated the incantation, and we all watched as the smoke practically enveloped the entire pot. 
 
    Then I asked the darkness to increase the bond both inside us, but most importantly around our unborn children. 
 
    “Diabolus peto ut proventus vinculum inter nos, et operimentum omne intus et extra infans,” I intoned, and my voice was quiet yet firm. 
 
    The light around the pot grew larger and thicker, and all of a sudden, shots of red light flew from the cauldron and attached themselves into the center of the women’s abdomens. Akira and Faye let out squeaks as their eyes grew wide, and no one said a word as the light swarmed into their bodies.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine what the women felt, and whether it was painful or not, but this must have meant the spell was working. 
 
    Once the spell appeared to be complete, we allowed the cauldron to die down again. Akira and Faye kept their hands over their stomachs, but the looks of shock had yet to leave their faces. 
 
    “What was it like?” I asked. 
 
    “Almost like…” Akira began and then hesitated. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It felt like someone had placed a heater in front of my stomach,” Faye laughed. “The warm feeling spread throughout me, and I just knew the spell had attached itself to my child.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled.  
 
    The only way to truly prove whether or not the spell worked was to jeopardize the children they carried, and that wasn’t something any of us wished to try out. So until we knew for certainty, we simply had to hope.  
 
    “Master,” Cleo’s voice interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked as I turned to see her and Vanessa slip on their cloaks. 
 
    Beatrix, Revna, and Remy stood behind them, and they slipped on their own cloaks, so I knew this was Vanessa’s team. 
 
    “We’re going to head to the black waters of Jinarus to see if we can find the tiara,” Cleo informed me.  
 
    “And you’re absolutely certain that’s where it’ll be?” I asked.  
 
    “We can’t think of anywhere else.” Vanessa shrugged. “The riddle said to head to shallow water that’s black, and I’m certain Jinarus only has the one black sea. The main issue will be locating a specific spot, but I hope it won’t take us too long to find it.” 
 
    “The artifact could be anywhere across the shoreline, or it could be in the tide pools,” I thought aloud. “Make sure to have your group searching every area of water, and remember a location spell may not work, so you’ll need to use your senses.” 
 
    “We’ll do our very best, master,” Vanessa said as she bowed her head. “We won’t return until we have that tiara in hand.” 
 
    “I’m confident you’ll find it.” I smiled.  
 
    The two witches then formed a circle as they shadow-ported from the room, and I turned my attention to my group. Akira, Della, Astrid, and Faye had the book and paper laid out before them, and they all appeared to be in deep discussion about something.  
 
    “Which riddles are we working with?” I asked.  
 
    “Well…” Akira paused. “These final two riddles look like they could be in the same realm, so all five of us could go after them both.” 
 
    “These two,” Astrid said as she pointed to the riddles in question. 
 
    The first one said:  
 
    Two minds together work as one, go to where the sand is thick, and there you will be done.  
 
    And the other one was:  
 
    What’s written in stone, but also in fire, hidden there brings your biggest desire. It’s soft to touch, yet bittersweet, make sure to watch what’s under your feet. 
 
    “Sand…” I muttered to myself. “The second riddle also refers to a soft texture, so I guess that’s sand, too.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought,” Akira agreed. “We just need to work out which realm they mean, and also which artifact they’re referring to.” 
 
    Fortunately, I’d always been a natural at decoding riddles, so I chose the first riddle and worked through every word to discover what it meant. It said two minds together worked as one, which, I assumed, meant one needed to be more powerful in order to collect the artifact. It then went on to say ‘there you will be done,’ so all I had to do was work out what that part meant. 
 
    I scanned over the pictures of the artifacts as I attempted to work out the final part of the riddle, and just as I thought I wasn’t going to get anywhere, my eyes landed on one picture in particular.  
 
    The Urn of Annihilation.  
 
    “This one,” I said. “This is the most powerful artifact out of all five.”  
 
    My group was silent for a moment as they processed my words. I was confident of my answer, but I needed them to understand how I came to that conclusion.  
 
    “There you will be done…” Della repeated the words. “You said something about how all the artifacts need to be put together in order to work, so is that what the riddle means? Once you’ve found the Urn, you’ll be done?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it means.” I grinned. “But what does the second riddle refer to?”  
 
    “Well, it mentions writing, so that could either be the Diabolic Headstone or the Oblivion Inscriptions,” Akira mumbled. “But which one?”  
 
    The Oblivion Inscriptions was the second most powerful artifact, so the chances of the Inscriptions and the Urn being placed in the same realm were slim, but not completely impossible, so I stood from the seat and spoke loudly to the room.  
 
    “Has anyone been given a clue about writing?” I asked.  
 
    “We have!” Nyx replied as she jumped up from the ground, and the blue-haired witch skipped over to me and pointed at the riddle she was working on with Vesta.  
 
    I write the words of the fiendish and wicked, but do not trust what I say. Regardless of what you think, on the snow you must lay.  
 
    It seemed like the easiest riddle of the lot.  
 
    “Fiendish and wicked are synonyms of diabolical.” I smirked.  
 
    “So, there’s our answer,” Astrid giggled.  
 
    “Thank you, Nyx,” I said to the witch.  
 
    “No, thank you!” she laughed. “We were still trying to work it out.” 
 
    “We have the two artifacts, but which realm is known for having sand?” Della asked. “Surely every realm has sand somewhere?” 
 
    “But it’s not talking about a small amount of sand,” I explained. “We need to go to the realm which is practically made out of sand. So, can you think about where that could be?” 
 
    I already knew it was Goshotha, and I could already imagine the issues we’d face, but like with the artifacts, I had to make sure my group worked it out by themselves.  
 
    For the next few minutes, the four women worked through every realm and quickly ticked them off the list when they realized they weren’t right. I was confident they’d reach the correct answer, but I also knew to jump in and help them if they took too long.  
 
    “Hovanna?” Della suggested.  
 
    “No, they have more mud than sand,” Akira muttered  
 
    “Abrudolon?” Astrid asked.  
 
    “Too many trees,” Faye said. “What about Ettorea? Isn’t that realm known for its giant sand sculptures?” 
 
    “You’re on the right track,” I said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh!” Akira said suddenly. “Didn’t we once read about this? There are two realms known for their sand sculptures? Fuck, what’s its name?” 
 
    “Guh… gas… fuck,” Faye sighed. “I can’t remember, and it’s on the tip of my tongue!” 
 
    “Goshotha?” Astrid suggested.  
 
    “Yes!” Akira cried out with a laugh. “Goshotha, that’s the one!” 
 
    “Well done.” I smirked. “Both Ettorea and Goshotha have sand sculptures, but Ettorea has far less sand than Goshotha. So, unless I’ve read the riddle wrong, then Goshotha is where we need to go.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then!” Akira said as she jumped up from her seat.  
 
    Then I quickly checked on Nyx’s group to see how they were getting on, and the blue-skinned beauty with the red horns informed me that they had worked out which realm to go to, so they were about to leave, too. My smoking witch told me she hoped she was smart enough to complete the mission, but I wouldn’t have split them into groups if I didn’t think they were capable. These witches were part of my coven for a reason, and they were about to prove themselves wrong.  
 
    I waited until Nyx’s group had left, and then I went back to join Della, Akira, Astrid and Faye.  
 
    “Are you all ready?” I asked them.  
 
    “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Della laughed lightly.  
 
    “Then let’s go.” I grinned. “Alexander, do you want to come along?” 
 
    The wolverine stood up from beside the fireplace and looked at me with excited eyes.  
 
    You know I’ll never say no to an adventure, sir, Alexander said as he flew over toward us. 
 
    “Bring Damien along with you, we could use his help,” I said.  
 
    You got it, Alexander replied as he motioned the Komodo dragon with a swoop of his wing. 
 
    Once the familiars were beside us, we all joined hands, and I visualized Goshotha clearly in my mind.  
 
    Then the purple mist appeared, and we began our journey. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    We landed against the golden sand with an almighty crash, and although I’d planted my feet firmly, the ground beneath me quickly began to sink. The grains swallowed my legs up the ankle, but thankfully the terrain didn’t seem to be quicksand.  
 
    “Be careful of the sand,” I said as I steadied myself. “Especially when we get closer to our destination.” 
 
    “Fuck, I hate the feeling of sand in my shoes,” Akira complained as she hopped on one foot and emptied out the sand from one shoe.  
 
    “It’s even worse when it gets in your underwear,” Della chuckled. “And to the lucky ones who haven’t experienced that before, yes, it’s just as bad as it sounds.” 
 
    As the women fussed about their new surroundings, I glanced over at Alexander and Damien and noticed the familiars looked quite at home. Alexander flapped his little wings and swooped over the grainy substance, whereas Damien whipped his giant tail through the sand and dug his claws deeper. The Komodo dragon must have felt quite comfortable in the desert-like realm, which was exactly why I chose him to join us. 
 
    Goshotha was a realm people rarely visited. It included a few villagers, but they’d found a way to live with the constant heat and the threats of the desert. Those who traveled to Goshotha often fell into the desert’s traps, and some never made it out alive, which was exactly why this realm wasn’t on the top of many people’s lists of places to visit.  
 
    “So, where do we go now?” Astrid asked a moment later.  
 
    “Well… the riddle for the Oblivion Inscriptions mentioned something about stone, but also fire,” I said as I thought it through in my head.  
 
    I was then made aware of the burning sun glancing off my cheek. It was far hotter than any realm I’d been to recently, and I could already feel my skin blistering from the heat.  
 
    But that was what gave me the clue.  
 
    “Fire,” I chuckled. “I think we need to go to the hottest part of the realm.”  
 
    “But that could be anywhere.” Akira frowned. “How are we supposed to find the hottest part of the realm when this place could go on for days?” 
 
    “Think about it, Akira,” Faye said. “What does heat do?” 
 
    “I dunno, it burns stuff?” The black-haired witch shrugged.  
 
    “Well, yes,” Faye sighed. “But I meant it more scientifically. Heat rises, so we need to go to the highest part of the realm, where it’ll be hotter.” 
 
    “Does that really work when it’s heat from the sun?” Astrid frowned. “And aren’t valleys hotter than mountaintops?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Faye pursed her lips.  
 
    “I don’t think it matters,” I answered. “It’s a riddle, right? The answers aren’t supposed to be straight forward, they’re meant to be misleading. The riddle includes words that help to combine the clues together, so I think we need to go up.” 
 
    “Cole and Faye are right,” Della agreed. “Unless you two have another idea?” 
 
    “No, I believe you, master,” Akira said. “You just lead, and I’ll follow.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled. “Alexander, I need you to take flight and let me know if you see any high points nearby.” 
 
    Right on it! the wolverine said as he soared into the sky.  
 
    “Now, while he’s off searching, let’s go and see what we can find,” I decided.  
 
    I considered summoning some of the many beasts I’d bonded with and had at my disposal, but none of them were particularly desert faring species, and I didn’t want to get stuck in the sand. We also could have flown on dragons or other winged mounts, but then we might have missed clues on the ground, so I decided we’d go on foot for now.  
 
    We started to trudge through the thin sand, and I noticed how Damien happily waddled past all of us while his muscular body made light work of the grains beneath his feet. 
 
    “Fuck, it really is hot,” Akira panted a few minutes into the walk.  
 
    “Use your cloak as a shield,” Della suggested. “I know the color black absorbs the heat, but at least it shields the sun from your eyes.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ve got a better idea,” I said as I came to a halt.  
 
    We were all sweltering in the heat, and the Scholomance uniforms weren’t helping in the slightest, so with a flick of my wrist, I changed that. 
 
    A white, shimmering mist swirled all around us, and as I looked down at my chest, my shirt slowly dissolved, and a thinner, lighter shirt took its place. The same thing happened to my pants, and they changed into a pair of beige cargo shorts, and my black shoes were swapped out for a pair of beige hiking boots. I wasn’t used to this sort of climate, but the boots held a decent grip, and the clothes were light and airy enough to protect my skin. Just in case, though, I cast a protective charm on our exposed skin so it didn’t burn to a crisp. 
 
    Then I took Della’s advice and kept the cloaks, but instead of black, they turned white. The cloaks were vital to shield our eyes from the sun, but to also protect our faces from any sandstorms. Once my transformation was complete, I checked out the women, and I smirked at their barely-there bikinis, which just about covered their breasts. Light, flowing skirts were tied around their waists, and the same sort of hiking boots covered their feet, too.  
 
    They all looked incredible, even with those boots on. 
 
    “Why are we in our underwear?” Akira asked as she traced her fingers over the gold material.  
 
    “They’re called bikinis,” I chuckled. “People in other realms use them to go swimming 
 
    “Hmmm… well, I must say I do look sexy.” Akira smirked. “But these boots really don’t match my style.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” Faye snickered. “If you want to walk on this terrain, you’re going to need practical footwear.” 
 
    As well as decent footwear, I also knew we needed to keep ourselves hydrated if we were ever going to complete this task. Then, with a sharp snap of my fingers, five individual water bottles fell from the sky and landed firmly in the sand.  
 
    “There.” I grinned. “But make sure not to drink it too quickly.” 
 
    The group attacked the water bottles like a wake of hungry vultures as they fought over a dead animal, but despite my warning, the women continued to pour some of the chilled water over their foreheads.  
 
    “Fuck, that feels so good!” Astrid sighed peacefully as the water dripped down her red face. “This is the hottest I’ve ever been.”  
 
    Revna’s sister had until very recently lived in a winterized, isolated realm, so I sympathized with her discomfort, but I was also proud of how well she was faring so far.  
 
    “Okay, I can concentrate properly now,” Faye chuckled. 
 
    Up ahead, I noticed how Damien had come to a halt, and he peered back at us as his tail continued to whip through the sand. I couldn’t converse with him like I did with Alexander, but it looked as though he wanted us to follow him. I tried to plan ahead, to see if I could work out what Damien was looking at, but apart from small mounds of sand, I didn’t spot anything apart from the occasional trunk of a nimble tree.  
 
    “Akira, is Damien telling you anything?” I asked as we picked up our pace.  
 
    “He just says he can see something,” Akira said as she fought against the soft sand.  
 
    Once we’d caught up with the Komodo dragon, I wandered through the thin paths the mounds of sand had created. The dunes barely came up to my waist, so it gave me the perfect view of what Damien had found. That was when I realized we were on a small hill, and at the bottom of the hill was the smoothest, flattest plain I’d ever seen. The flat ground continued on as far as the eye could see, but over to my right was a mountain that looked to be at least three times the size of the one we were currently standing on. 
 
    “Do we… need to climb that?” Astrid gulped loudly.  
 
    “We have to reach the highest point somehow.” I shrugged. “Come on, let’s go down.” 
 
    Damien scarpered, and his small, fat legs plodded through the sand as he descended down the hill.  
 
    He seemed to have the right idea.  
 
    “Use your cloaks as a mat and slide down on your butts,” I informed my group as I sat my ass down into the sand.  
 
    I waited until the women had followed my movements, and then with a quick shuffle of my butt, I began to slowly slide down the hill. My speed picked up quickly, and suddenly the landscape beside me whizzed past in a blur.  
 
    “Watch out for rocks!” I yelled as a small, gray rock came into sight.  
 
    I managed to maneuver myself around the obstacle, and a cloud of sand and dust flew into my face every time my ankles skimmed across the ground. Then, before I knew it, I’d reached the bottom, and I slid a couple meters across the solid ground before my movement came to a halt.  
 
    Akira arrived next, followed by Faye, Astrid, and Della. Each witch had the largest, brightest smiles on their faces, but I knew that expression would soon change when we were met with the challenge of scaling the highest mountain.  
 
    I cupped my hands around my eyes as I tried to see past the glare of the sun, and in the distance, I managed to see a black shadow soaring around the tip of the mountain.  
 
    “Alexander, have you found something?” I asked.  
 
    I… think so? he replied. I can’t quite tell what it is, but there’s something at the top of this mountain. The ground doesn’t quite match. It’s like it’s been made from concrete slabs instead of sand.  
 
    “Concrete?” I frowned.  
 
    “What?” Astrid asked.  
 
    “Alexander said he sees concrete slabs at the top of that mountain,” I said as I continued to watch the wolverine soar.  
 
    “How can the slabs stay in place with all that sand underneath?” Della wondered.  
 
    “That’s what we need to find out,” I said with a pointed look. “The concrete is obviously there for a reason.” 
 
    I began to walk across the open plain in the direction of the mountain, and my women followed on behind me. I took another sip from my water bottle, but I kept my eyes focused on Alexander the entire time. Everything looked the same in a place like this, and although that mountain was the highest in the area, it would have been very easy to get lost and wander in a completely different direction.  
 
    As I wandered toward the mountain, I made a list of what we needed to do in my head. Once we’d made it to the top, we needed to sense around to see if the artifact was there and then locate the second one. I had a feeling the second artifact was going to be more of a challenge, mainly because the Urn was the most important artifact, but we’d cross that hurdle when we came to it.  
 
    Right now, all we had to do was reach the mountain and locate the Oblivion Inscriptions as quickly as we could.  
 
    But something felt… off.  
 
    Almost too easy.  
 
    I stopped walking as I mused over that thought, and I properly took in my surroundings. The ground was hard and flat like stone, unlike the sand dunes we’d just battled against, so it made it much easier to get from one side to the other. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy to climb the sand mountain, but there didn’t appear to be any challenges to stop us from getting to said mountain. 
 
    “Master, are you okay?” Della asked. 
 
    “I think we’ll have our work cut out when we get there,” I said as I pointed toward the top of the mountain.  
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s not going to be a walk in the park,” Akira scoffed.  
 
    “No, I mean it’s going to be harder than we first expected,” I told her. “Think about it, these artifacts are hidden, and hidden well, so it’s not going to be as simple as walking up there and grabbing it. Especially with this walk being as easy as it is.” 
 
    Cole, I... Alexander said. Shit, there’s a really heavy wind up here, and I can’t get any closer! 
 
    “A heavy wind?” I frowned.  
 
    I felt nothing but a light breeze, but as I looked up at the wolverine, I noticed how he struggled to control his wings, and he appeared to be hovering in mid-air. I headed toward the bottom of the mountain, just in case I could feel the same wind Alex spoke about, but there was no change in the air, and if anything, the breeze had settled down more due to the obstacle in our way. 
 
    “Alexander, come down here,” I said as I walked back to my coven.  
 
    We needed to get up there, and I needed to see exactly what Alexander meant when he said a heavy wind.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Astrid asked.  
 
    “I’m going up there.” I grinned.  
 
    Then Alexander lowered himself to the ground, and his black wings were tucked neatly into his sides.  
 
    “Alex, you’re going to take me up there,” I ordered. “We’ll try and fight through that wind, and then I’ll see what the cement slabs are all about.” 
 
    Um… okay, the familiar said hesitantly. 
 
    I took out my wand from my short’s pocket and aimed it at the wolverine. “Crescere!” 
 
    A yellow light covered Alexander, and I watched through the light as his body began to shake before he grew at least five sizes larger. The wolverine was now the size of a black bear, and his impressive wingspan was just what I needed to fight through the wind. 
 
    “You know what you’ve got to do,” I said as I climbed onto Alexander’s back. 
 
    Hold on tight, he replied. 
 
    I hooked my feet into his sides and grabbed onto his broad neck to hold my balance. Alexander flapped his enormous wings, and a cloud of sand smacked me straight in the face, but I kept my head low, and soon the two of us lifted into the air. Alexander picked up speed the higher he soared, but I was also quick to notice the heavy breeze he’d spoken about.  
 
    “Fight through it, Alexander!” I shouted as the wind whipped around us.  
 
    I’m. Doing. My. Best, he said, but the struggle was clear in his voice. 
 
    I could just make out the cement slabs Alexander had mentioned before, but the gale was too powerful to get any closer. I knew this journey had been too easy before now, but now I had a feeling the mountain was enchanted. It wanted to stop people from reaching the artifacts, so it was going to fight off any magic that came its way.  
 
    “Okay, Alex, head back to the ground,” I sighed.  
 
    The artifact was right there, I could sense it, but if we wanted to get to it, we needed to go without magic. 
 
    Once Alex lowered himself to the ground, I climbed off his back and then used a reversal spell to bring him back down to normal size again.  
 
    “What happened?” Faye asked.  
 
    “There’s no way to reach the cement unless we climb,” I replied.  
 
    “We have to… climb that?” Akira asked with a loud gulp. 
 
    “It’s the only way up there.” I shrugged.  
 
    “But how do we get up there?” Astrid asked. “Won’t the sand just fall away and take us with it?” 
 
    “Yes, which is why we need to be careful,” I said as I began to walk again. “Watch what Damien does. He digs his claws into the sand and climbs at a fast pace. So we need to dig our feet into the ground to make an impression, but don’t hang around for too long, otherwise you’ll start to go in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “But he has a tail specifically designed for terrain like this,” Della said as she wiped some sweat from her brow.  
 
    “Not really.” I shook my head. “Komodo dragons tend to stick to harsher, tougher ground like what we’re on now. They use their tails as a weapon, so if anything, his tail adds more weight, and it’ll make it harder for him to climb a soft surface.” 
 
    “He’s also heavier than we are, which probably makes it more difficult for him,” Akira added with a smug smirk. “He’s just a badass like me.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said as we reached the base of the mountain. “So, remember what I said and keep climbing.” 
 
    We all took another small sip of water to rehydrate our bodies, and then I began to climb first. It felt like I was walking on a cloud, and every time I took a step, my feet sank further into the sand, but I dug my toes in as far as they would go and kept climbing. I positioned myself closer toward the sand as a way of balancing myself, and I used all the energy in my body to keep moving.  
 
    “Satan, this really is harder than I thought,” Faye panted from somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Try and climb from side to side, instead of going up in a straight line,” I said as I forced my feet further into the sand. “And look out for any rocks. You can use them to get a better grip.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the sun continued to blister my skin, and every time I looked up, the top of the mountain seemed to get further and further away. I’d heard of people experiencing mirages while in desert-like areas, and the heat from the sun could play tricks with people’s minds, so I wondered if that was what I was experiencing. Perhaps the top of the mountain only appeared far away, when in actuality it wasn’t far off at all.  
 
    But then, just as I thought that, my feet slipped deeper into the sand. I couldn’t grip onto anything no matter how hard I tried, and as I peered upwards, I noticed the top of the mountain start to sink.  
 
    “Fuck, go!” I shouted as I repositioned myself.  
 
    Master, the entire mountain is starting to cave in! Alexander said with a panicked voice.  
 
    “I know,” I growled as I found some grip once again. “Keep an eye on the slabs.” 
 
    I’ll do my best, he said. But I can’t get much closer because of this damn wind. 
 
    I forced myself to climb higher, and I used everything I had in me to keep going, but I knew the women behind me found it harder than I did. Their sighs, huffs, and pants echoed around my ears, and whenever I turned my head around to look at them, the witches were struggling against the sudden change in terrain.  
 
    “Come on, you’ve got this,” I said. “If you stop, the sand will simply take you down with it. Fight against the current, and soon all of this will be over. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” my coven panted out, but the strength of my authority buzzed through them and pushed them on faster and harder.  
 
    I found it harder to climb the further up I went, and at one point I was practically knocked down by an avalanche of grainy sand, but I fought past it and kept the top of the mountain in sight. I looked out for anything I could have used to hold myself steady, but not a single rock or boulder was in sight.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours of torture, I reached the top of the mountain, and I managed to grasp onto some stone slabs to haul myself up. But as I peered down, I noticed the women were still several meters away. The base of the mountain had curved inwards at a dangerous angle, and it wasn’t going to be long before the entire thing collapsed. Damien and I were safe on what seemed like cement, but Faye, Akira, Astrid, and Della were moments away from being eaten up by the sand.  
 
    “Come on!” I shouted down. “The mountain is about to collapse!” 
 
    “Master… I…” Faye hesitated as she forced herself to climb further. “My feet… I can’t grip onto anything!” 
 
    “Here, Faye, grab my hand,” Della said with her arm outstretched toward the redhead.  
 
    “No, don’t!” Akira yelled. “The weight of you both put together will pull you under! Like Cole said, you need to climb!”  
 
    A few minutes later, Astrid grasped onto one slab, and I helped her pull herself onto the solid ground, but Della, Akira, and Faye continued to battle against the ever-increasing current.  
 
    Della arrived next, with Akira only a step behind her, but I could see Faye was close to giving up. Her face was stained red, droplets of sweat continuously fell from her forehead, and her steps got smaller with every one that she took.  
 
    “Faye, keep going!” I urged.  
 
    “I… I’m trying, master,” she said, and she was almost close to tears. “I don’t have the strength to fight through it.” 
 
    I had to do something, and I had to do it quickly before Faye became the mountain’s victim. I wanted them to fight through the challenges on their own, but Faye was cutting it close to reach the ledge in time.  
 
    I rummaged around my pockets until I came across my wand, and then I aimed it directly at Faye just as she began to sink into the sand.  
 
    “Supervolo!” I yelled, and my voice carried through the open area around us. 
 
    I felt the strength that shook through my wand, and the ferocious wind had picked up even more than before. The mountain must have known I’d used my wand, so it did everything in its power to stop me from casting a spell.  
 
    I knew I had only seconds to spare in order to save Faye before she completely slipped out of sight. 
 
    I held my balance as the gale tried to knock me off my feet, but the more I fought against the elements, the more of Faye’s body appeared from the mountainside. At first, I could only see her head and shoulders, but then her torso came into view as the spell lifted her into the air. 
 
    Finally, after a couple minutes of fighting against the mountain, Faye was released. She looked practically deflated, and her arms and legs hung lifelessly as she was lifted up the mountain. I lowered the tired witch gently to the ground, and as Faye tried to regain her energy, the other three women crowded around her with bottles of water.  
 
    “Give her some space,” I said as I took a step back. “Faye, are you okay?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” she gasped. “Thank you for saving me, master, but I just need a minute.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need,” I said. “Akira, Della, and Astrid, you three can assist me in finding this damn artifact.” 
 
    “I swear, if we picked the wrong mountain, I won’t be pleased,” Akira said with a scowl.  
 
    “After what we’ve just encountered, I doubt the Oblivion Inscriptions would be anywhere else,” I scoffed.  
 
    “The riddle also mentioned something about watching out for what’s under our feet,” Della added. “And, unless it meant something else, we definitely just experienced that.” 
 
    I took my first proper look at our surroundings and tried to collect as many clues as I could. The Inscriptions could have been anywhere, and all we had to do was find them.  
 
    “What’s written in stone, but not in fire, hidden here brings your biggest desire...” I said aloud as I thought through the riddle. “It’s soft to touch, yet bittersweet, make sure to watch what’s under your feet...” 
 
    The square cement slabs beneath us were about a foot in diameter, with twenty-five slabs in total making up a large square. Each one looked identical to the others, so I didn’t notice any obvious differences there, but I knew the slabs wouldn’t be on top of the mountain for any other reason.  
 
    They clearly had a purpose, so I just needed to work out what that purpose was.  
 
    The riddle mentioned something being written in stone but also in fire, so that could have been either the artifact or the slabs, but the more I thought about it, the more my mind began to wander. There was a clear difference between the cement and the sand, and the grainy substance almost felt like tiny fireballs against my skin, but the slabs were also just as hot which clarified the cement slabs had something to do with the artifact.  
 
    “It’s soft to touch…” I mumbled.  
 
    The sand was soft to touch, and it was bittersweet, but like what my group and I had discussed earlier, the riddle included words that helped link the clues together.  
 
    “Soft to touch yet bittersweet,” I repeated once more.  
 
    And then it came to me.  
 
    “Everyone, feel the slabs and see if you can tell a difference in them,” I urged as I crouched to my knees. “If one feels softer than another, I need you to tell me.” 
 
    “Why?” Astrid asked.  
 
    “The riddle mentioned being soft to touch,” I said as I slid my hands over the slabs. “It might not have just meant the sand, so maybe the artifact is under a specific slab.” 
 
    A few minutes passed as everyone searched around the large square, and then suddenly Faye shouted out she’d found something. I raced over to the slab she’d found, and instantly noticed the difference between that cement compared to the other stones around it.  
 
    It felt like I was stroking velvet, not stone.  
 
    “Okay, stand back,” I said as I positioned myself over the slab.  
 
    I held my wand directly in the center of the cement, and then I used the first spell that came to mind.  
 
    “Quodcumque celas ostendere,” I said.  
 
    A white light surrounded the circumference of the square, yet nothing happened. The square was supposed to show me what hid underneath, so either I needed to use a different spell, or I’d decoded the riddle completely wrong.  
 
    “What happened?” Della asked. “Did we go to the wrong place?” 
 
    “No, I’m certain this is the right place,” I muttered. “But I need to know the exact spell to release the artifact.”  
 
    “Let’s think about the riddle again,” Faye said as she opened her water bottle. “Is the spell maybe hidden in the words?” 
 
    “Written in stone… but also in fire…” Akira whispered under her breath.  
 
    “Hidden here brings your biggest desire!” I grinned as it came to me. “That has to be it! I need to order the stone to show me my biggest desire.” 
 
    “And in this case, the artifact is your desire,” Astrid said.  
 
    “Exactly.” I smirked before I returned to my original position and directed my wand against the slab. “Ostende mihi faciem meam desiderio maximus.”  
 
    Then a blue light shot from my wand and covered the entire slab of cement. The square began to wobble and shake as the force increased in my wand, and then the square slowly broke free from the others and lifted higher into the air. I kept the spell in place and never broke contact with the slab until it began to turn on its axis and the underside of the cement faced me.  
 
    And there, covered in grains of sand, was the Oblivion Inscriptions.  
 
    Various words and markings had been carved into the stone, and although I couldn’t make out what they said, I knew for certain this is what we were after.  
 
    I held the stone gently in my hands, and despite the fact it had been hidden for so many years, there was barely a scratch or mark across the entire thing.  
 
    But no matter how much I wanted to sit and gaze at the artifact, there was still one more to find.  
 
    “I can’t believe we found it,” Akira said in awe.  
 
    “And now we just need to find the Urn,” Faye added.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as that was,” I said as I clicked my fingers, and a cloth bag appeared.  
 
    Then I carefully placed the Inscriptions into the bag and draped the strap over my right shoulder.  
 
    “Umm… if that was easy, then I’d hate to see what difficult looks like,” Astrid snickered.  
 
    “It was easy, if you think about it,” I explained. “We barely walked one hundred steps before the mountain came into view, and all we had to deal with was the falling sand and wind.” 
 
    “Yeah, really easy…” Faye said sarcastically. 
 
    “Come on, we don’t have time to stand around,” I said as I peered over the edge of the square. “I think we should get back down to the bottom and then decide where to go from there.” 
 
    Due to the falling sand, the mountain side dipped and curved all over the place, and I knew the slide down the hill wasn’t going to be as fun as it previously had been, but I saw no other option.  
 
    “Do what we did last time, and use your cloaks as a mat,” I said as I positioned myself. “It’ll be harder and faster than last time, but it shouldn’t take long to get down there.” 
 
    And then suddenly, just as the women were in position, the slabs began to shake violently. It was difficult to keep my balance with the amount of wind that whipped around my head, but then I noticed the mountainsides had started to cave in even more. We now possessed the Inscriptions, so either the enchantments had one last game for us, or they were starting to dissolve completely.  
 
    “Cole, what do we do?” Faye asked as her hair blew wildly around her head. 
 
    “Everyone, grab hands!” I ordered as I tightened my hold against the bag. “The mountain is about to crumble, and we don’t want to go with it.” 
 
    The women all linked hands together, and I noticed how Akira had Damien tucked safely against her. Then, once we were all connected, I clicked my fingers, and a purple mist formed around us.  
 
    Then we shadow-ported into the solid ground seconds before the mountain collapsed and vanished into thin air. The cement was gone, and it looked like the mountain had never been there in the first place. 
 
    “Fuck,” Della groaned. “At least it made it down in one piece…” 
 
    “Okay,” Akira said with a sigh. “Let’s find this damn Urn. 
 
    “Well, like with the Inscriptions, we need to work out where it is first,” I explained. “Then we can use the riddle to decode the finer details.” 
 
    “Two minds together work as one,” Akira repeated the riddle. “Go to where the sand is thick, and there you will be done.” 
 
    “Where the sand is thick…” Faye muttered. “Where could that be?”  
 
    I glanced around the open area as I tried to search for some sort of clue, but everything looked the same. There were hills and mountains of sand on either side, the occasional tree and boulder, but that was it.  
 
    “We obviously need to search for deeper areas of sand, but it could be anywhere around here,” I said as I cupped one hand over my eyes. “Unless there’s another clue hidden in the words.” 
 
    Now that the wind is gone, I’ll see what I can find for you, master! Alexander said as his body swooped through the air. Don’t go anywhere until I say otherwise.  
 
    “Then you’d better hurry up,” I snickered.  
 
    Fast is my middle name, the wolverine chuckled.  
 
    I followed Alexander’s black shadow until he soared over the top of a mountain, and I was desperate to continue walking, but without knowing what was on the other side, the decision to move could have caused more harm than good.  
 
    “Although the heat rises, I swear it’s hotter down here,” Akira laughed as she squinted her eyes against the bright sun. “How anyone could live in Goshotha is beyond me.” 
 
    “I wonder how the others are getting on,” Faye said, and then she placed her cloak over her head again.  
 
    “I wish we were in the black sea, or in the snow like Nyx and Vesta,” Della sighed as she fanned her flushed face.  
 
    “Yeah, but I bet they wish they were somewhere warm, so you can’t win.” I shrugged. “I have faith each group will come back with their artifacts, and it’s only a case of when that happens.” 
 
    I poured a tiny droplet of water into my palm, and then I spread the cool liquid across my forehead. It helped with the heat for a handful of seconds, but the water quickly dried up, and my skin began to blister once again. It made me see just how dangerous the desert was, but at least I had the ability to leave whenever I needed to, some people didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    Another five minutes passed before Alexander was seen again.  
 
    I don’t know if the sand is thicker or deeper on this side, but it definitely looks like there’s more of it, Alex said as he came to land by my feet, and he held one wing out in the direction he came from. I can continue searching, but it might be best if you head over there first. 
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned. “Thank you, Alexander.” 
 
    You got it, sir. Alexander gave me a salute with his wing, and then he lifted himself into the air again.  
 
    “Right, let’s go,” I said to my team.  
 
    “Are you sure we need to go that way?” Astrid asked as she dragged her feet behind her.  
 
    “Look, I understand this is difficult, and we need a minute away from the sun,” I explained. “However, we can’t just sit around and wait for the artifact to appear. The sooner we search, the sooner we’ll find the Urn, and then we can head back to Scholomance.” 
 
    “Of course.” Astrid bowed her head. “I apologize, my lord, I shouldn’t have second-guessed your judgement.” 
 
    Like with the mountain, the open area of sand appeared never-ending, and sometimes it felt like I was walking away from the destination instead of toward it. But we kept going, and thirty minutes later, we arrived at another sand dune. This one was far smaller than the previous mountain, and it only took us five minutes to climb over it.  
 
    “This looks promising,” Faye said as she took in the surroundings.  
 
    “Never underestimate the familiars.” I smirked.  
 
    The new area in front of us looked like various sand dunes all piled into one. It was definitely thicker than the previous terrain, and so far it matched the description of the riddle. I also noticed the sun was now behind us, and the height of a dune had created a dark shadow on the ground.  
 
    “Let’s sit in the shade as we decide our next moves,” I said. “The lack of sun might help us think better.” 
 
    I didn’t have to tell my group twice, and we crashed down into the shade. The sand was cool and cold to the touch, and it felt amazing to fully open my eyes for the first time since we’d arrived in Goshotha.  
 
    Damien had also made himself comfortable, and he used his large tail to flip some cold sand onto his back.  
 
    “Okay, what did the riddle say again?” Della asked as she lounged back against the dune.  
 
    “Two minds together work as one, go to where the sand is thick, and there you will be done,” I replied. 
 
    “So, I assume it means we need to be powerful?” Akira suggested.  
 
    “And it helps that we have the Dark Lord with us,” Faye snickered.  
 
    “But what if it doesn’t mean power?” Della asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Astrid frowned.  
 
    “I mean, so far the riddles have meant many different things, so maybe it’s not as obvious as power,” the Edrian woman explained.  
 
    “You’ve got a point.” I nodded. “However, until we know what it means, there’s not a lot we can do. I suggest we take a look around and see if anything springs to mind.” 
 
    I glanced off into the horizon and tried my best to fight through the burning sun. The sand glistened from the rays, and the more I looked, the more mirages appeared. I couldn’t tell what was real and what was fake, but I knew I had to keep searching, no matter how difficult it seemed.  
 
    Then I spotted a black object in the distance.  
 
    Like with everything else, it was difficult to tell whether it was real or not, but as I focused on the object, I spotted a second one directly next to it. They looked like rocks from where I sat, but they appeared smoother and less jagged than the other rocks we’d seen. 
 
    Something told me to take a look at them, but I wasn’t sure where that sensation came from.  
 
    “I’m going to look over there,” I said with one hand pointed in that direction. “You can stay here if you like, or you can come with me.” 
 
    “We’ll come with you,” Akira said as she stood from the ground. “It’s best we all stick together in this.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I smiled.  
 
    I kept my eyes focused on the black rocks as we wandered closer, and I didn’t realize they were real until they were within touching distance. They were definitely rocks, as I’d expected, but they almost felt as smooth as the cement slabs we’d encountered.  
 
    “Does this feel different to you?” I asked, just to make sure it wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me.  
 
    Akira put her hand out first, but the second her palm was inches away, she pulled it back like she’d been electrocuted. 
 
    “Fuck!” Akira cried out as she held her hand against her chest. “That sun really is hot.” 
 
    “But it didn’t feel hot to me.” I frowned and then went to touch the rocks again.  
 
    They were slightly warm, but nothing that would have caused much pain.  
 
    “Astrid, can you give it a go?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course.” She nodded.  
 
    The blonde-haired witch reached out to touch the rocks, but she had the exact same reaction as Akira.  
 
    “Unholy Satan,” she gasped. “What is that?”  
 
    “No one can get close enough to the rocks apart from me,” I said.  
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense,” Della replied.  
 
    Clearly these rocks had something to do with the hidden artifact, and it made me think about the riddle and words we needed to decode.  
 
    I walked in a circle around the rocks, but as I thought about the riddle, the shape of the stones caught my eye. Not only did they not feel like rocks, but they also didn’t look like them, either. They were curved at the top and made up of much smaller parts all connected together, but the bottom of the boulders were straight and smooth, and it reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    I stared at the obelisks for a couple of minutes, but then it hit me.  
 
    “A brain,” I said aloud. “These rocks resemble a brain.” 
 
    “What?” Faye asked.  
 
    “Look,” I said as I outlined the shape with my finger. “They look like brains with different sections for different lobes. But didn’t the riddle say that two minds together work as one?” 
 
    “Shit!” Della gasped. “Two minds, two brains!”  
 
    “Okay…” Akira frowned. “But then what do we do now?” 
 
    I thought through the words once again and dissected them until I was certain of my answer.  
 
    “I think we need to connect the rocks together,” I said as I located my wand. “If they work as one, then surely they need to become one.” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Faye jumped up and down excitedly. “I think you’ve got it!” 
 
    I wasted no time as I aimed my wand at the closest rock. “Ut simul adiungere!”  
 
    A bolt of green light sparked and shot against the rock, and the stone tried to move, but there was something blocking it. I put everything I had into holding that spell still, but even then the rock refused to budge.  
 
    “Everyone, grab your wands and cast the same spell!” I said as I fought against the power. “But make sure you all aim for this rock, otherwise it won’t be strong enough.” 
 
    “Ut simul adiungere!” the four witches cried out in unison.  
 
    The force against my wand eased up as the women joined in, and within seconds I noticed the rock edge closer and closer toward the second one. There was only a small space between the two stones, so it didn’t take long for them to collide together, but like with the first mission, this one seemed too easy.  
 
    There had to be something else involved, and I knew it wasn’t going to be as simple as putting the rocks together and retrieving the Urn.  
 
    Then I noticed Faye’s eyes widened as she peered off into the distance.  
 
    “Um… Cole?” she said with fear in her voice.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    Faye motioned with her hand to the sand behind me, so I kept my wand aimed at the rocks and turned to look in the direction she’d pointed in.  
 
    And then I saw it.  
 
    The sand was shaking like an earthquake, and it looked like the current was headed in our direction. But as it came closer, I noticed it wasn’t an earthquake after all. 
 
    It was something much more dangerous.  
 
    Small, brown, oval heads appeared from out of the sand. The eyes on those heads were a bright, vibrant red, with the blackest, vertical pupils, and that was when I knew what we were about to face. 
 
    The snakes opened their mouths to reveal long, razor-sharp fangs, and their piercing hisses filled the air around us.  
 
    It was the final part of the mission, and from the look in the snakes’ eyes, they weren’t going to let us take the Urn that easily.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “You need to fight off the snakes, and I’ll focus on the Urn,” I said as I carefully watched the slithering fuckers head toward us.  
 
    There looked to be hundreds of snakes, but it was difficult to count them from the way they constantly ducked underneath the sand. I was the only one who could touch the rocks, so I relied on my coven to keep the beady-eyed beasts away from me as I retrieved the final artifact.  
 
    “Let me at them,” Akira growled. “I’ll rip them in two and watch as their headless bodies squirm around on the ground.” 
 
    “Make me proud.” I smirked.  
 
    The witches kept a close eye on the snakes, and when the serpents were a few feet away from us, my women began to attack.  
 
    I heard various shouts and commands as the witches threw everything they had toward the snakes, and I did my best to ignore the incoming threat as I turned my attention back toward the rocks. I had to think of a way to get the Urn, but apart from the two rocks, I saw no other clue as to where the Urn could have been hidden.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Faye groaned, which caused me to instantly turn around. 
 
    “How are we ever going to get past them?” Astrid asked. 
 
    Every time someone shot at a snake, instead of the snake dying, the number of serpents would increase by at least ten. That had to be the artifact’s enchantment, and I already knew it was going to be far more difficult than our previous challenge. 
 
    Then Astrid shot at another snake, and two more took its place.  
 
    “Will you stop doing that?” Akira shouted. “We now have twice the number than we did before!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to find a fucking way out of this!” Astrid replied. 
 
    But that was my job.  
 
    I had to find a way out of this, but I also needed to find the Urn before it was too late. 
 
    I thought through the riddle once more and tried to pick up on any words that stood out to me. I’d already solved the mystery of two minds together working as one, but there had to be more to it than that. The riddle mentioned something about going to where the sand is thick, and there it will be done.  
 
    We’d already found the thick sand, but what was I missing? 
 
    Then I glanced around the rocks, and I noticed something odd about the snakes. They were headed for the witches and struck whenever they were close enough, but instead of crowding around us, the snakes had congregated to my right.  
 
    “Look,” I said as I motioned toward the reptiles. “Have you noticed how they don’t leave that area?”  
 
    “Shit, I hadn’t even thought of that,” Della muttered. “I was so busy trying to stop the fuckers from multiplying.” 
 
    “Put your wands down, let’s see what they do,” I said.  
 
    We lowered our weapons, but even then, the snakes never moved closer. It was almost like they were stopping us from reaching the dunes behind them, and they’d been instructed not to move from that one spot.  
 
    “The Urn isn’t here,” I muttered as it all became clear to me.  
 
    The snakes were here to protect the Urn, and to stop other people from getting to it, so if the Urn was under these rocks, the snakes would have tried to come closer.  
 
    “What?” Faye asked. “What do you mean it’s not here?”  
 
    “I think it’s over there,” I said as I pointed behind the snakes. “We’ll need to cross their path in order to get to the Urn.” 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Astrid sighed. “I thought we were getting somewhere for a second.” 
 
    “And we are,” I replied. “We just need to be a bit more thorough.” 
 
    All of a sudden, a thick, black shadow swooped overhead, and I caught the sight of Alexander’s red eyes as he circled the sky.  
 
    Look out below! the wolverine bellowed with a deep chuckle.  
 
    Then Alexander soared over the sea of snakes, and he scooped one of them out from the sand like how an eagle caught a fish. The snake hissed and twisted his body around Alexander’s paws, but the wolverine had his claws dug into the snake’s head, which stopped the reptile from biting or striking.  
 
    As Alexander played with his victim, I targeted the beasts that remained in the sand.  
 
    “Conligo,” I said in a firm voice.  
 
    The snakes instantly stopped squirming, and they became as still as statues. The binding hex wasn’t going to keep them still for long, but it also wasn’t making them respawn multiples, so it gave me just enough time to get to the other side.  
 
    I ran as quickly as I could through the sea of snakes, and just as I reached the mound of sand behind them, the serpents began to twitch and move again.  
 
    “Do whatever you can to stop them!” I shouted over to my women. “I’ll search for the Urn while you keep them at bay!” 
 
    The piercing sound of the snakes’ hisses and screams filled my ears, but now that I was on the new sand dune, I had to work out where to locate the Urn.  
 
    “Go to where the sand is thick…” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    The sand was up to my knees, so it was deep all around me, which meant either the Urn was hidden somewhere around me, or the riddle meant something else. Perhaps it was the texture, rather than the overall amount of sand that mattered.  
 
    There was a difference between dry and wet sand, and there was definitely a thicker consistency when the sand was damp, but that didn’t seem to help my situation. Maybe I had to dampen the sand myself, but without knowing where, it could have taken me days to find the right spot.  
 
    I looked back at the snakes and noticed the witches were doing a terrific job at distracting them, so I left them to it and continued to search. I glanced across the horizon, I peered down at my feet, and I looked from left to right as I tried to get an idea of where to go.  
 
    But then, as I peered off into the distance once again, I noticed something shimmering across the surface of the sand. It was the same damn mirage that had infiltrated my head this entire time, but this time it looked clearer, and something about the mirage made it seem as though it held more life and body.  
 
    Almost like it was real, and not just a figment of my imagination.  
 
    The shimmer held shades of blue and orange, which could have just been a reflection from the sky, but it looked like a pool of water across the surface of the sand, and something in me told me to go over there. It was the clearest mirage so far, and I felt like it was something I shouldn’t avoid.  
 
    I couldn’t work out how far away the mirage was, or if I’d ever reach it, but I began to run toward it and hoped for the best. My feet slipped through the thin grains of sand, but I kept my core strong and forced myself to keep going. The echoes from the fight behind me were still strong in the air, and it felt like a driving force to keep moving, no matter how far I had to travel.  
 
    I had to retrieve this Urn, and I wasn’t going to stop until the object was safely in my hands.  
 
    I continued to run for at least five minutes, and the mirage appeared to get further away every time I took a new step, but just as I was about to give up, I noticed the change in the terrain. I no longer slipped and fell through the sand, and instead it appeared firmer beneath my feet. Then I looked down and noticed the sand was a dark brown in color, instead of yellow and gold like the rest of the ground around me.  
 
    I frowned as I crouched down and pressed my hand against the sand. It wasn’t damp, but it also wasn’t dry, and it was more like a strange combination between the two. I dug my fingers into the sand to create a ball in my palm, and I realized I had the right spot.  
 
    The Urn was here somewhere, and I just had to find it.  
 
    I took a few steps back so I could take in the solid ground, and then I reached for my wand and aimed it directly into the center of the sand.  
 
    “Vos,” I commanded. 
 
    I’d once used this spell to part soil around a grave and reveal the corpse underneath, so I assumed it would have the same impact with the Urn.  
 
    As I’d expected, the sand began to crumble and fall away, and the ground shook beneath me as the spell took hold. Mounds of thick, compacted sand formed around the sides, and then a hole appeared in the center.  
 
    A blue and silver domed lid then appeared from inside the crater-like hole, and the more I held the spell against the sand, the more the object revealed itself. The Urn of Annihilation was right there in front of me, and all I had to do was hold the incantation until the entire object lifted from the ground.  
 
    The majority of the Urn was a beautiful, cobalt-blue in color, and with intricate silver details that ran around the base and the top of the lid. The silver details held the same markings I’d seen on the Inscriptions, so I figured the other artifacts held the same thing, and it was those markings together that caused the great destruction. 
 
    Time seemed to tick by so slowly, but once the Urn was high in the air, I dropped the spell, and the artifact carefully lowered to the ground. Then I went to grab it with both hands, but just as my fingers were centimeters away from the Urn, a bolt of lightning shot from the Urn and zapped my hands.  
 
    “Argh, fuck!” I groaned as the pain raced through my bones.  
 
    It felt like the same protection block that had been placed around the rocks, but now I was also affected. I knew I needed to break the block somehow, and until the hex had been lifted, there was no way anyone could get their hands on the artifact.  
 
    “Circa obstructionum conteram in vobis,” I demanded with my wand aimed straight at the Urn.  
 
    A red light shot from the wand, and it created a wall around the entire object. My wand vibrated in my hand, but I kept the spell there, no matter how hard the blockage tried to fight back.  
 
    Beads of sweat fell down my back and across my forehead, and at one point I closed my eyes as I put all my energy into the spell.  
 
    “Come on!” I cried out.  
 
    It felt like there was a brick wall between myself and the Urn, but my spell slowly chipped away at the wall the longer I held it there.  
 
    “Cole?” A familiar voice came from somewhere around me. “Master, you’ve done it!” 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Akira and Della had joined me, but Astrid and Faye weren’t with them.  
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked as I strained against the force of the Urn. 
 
    “We’ve managed to trap half the snakes, so Astrid and Faye are doing the same to the second half,” Akira explained. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “We need to break the block around the Urn,” I grunted. “Do whatever you can to break it.” 
 
    Akira and Della repeated the same spell once I repeated it for them, and the red light around the Urn grew darker as the witches’ forces attacked it. I sensed the pressure on my side ease up, and Akira and Della sighed and groaned as they firmly held onto the Urn. 
 
    Something about this didn’t add up, and the levels of difficulty had changed ever since we’d arrived in Goshotha. It had gone from being pretty straightforward, to challenging, and that spiral then continued until this very point. I couldn’t work out what it was, or why I felt that way, but something definitely didn’t add up.  
 
    I’d focus on that once we had the Urn in our protection, but I was sure to take note of every change that occurred between now and when we arrived back at Scholomance. 
 
    “I can’t… hold it!” Akira groaned.  
 
    “Yes, you can,” I urged. “If we don’t break the blockage, then we won’t get the Urn.” 
 
    “Come on, Akira,” Della encouraged, and the Edrian witch was red in the face as she strained to hold the incantation. “You can’t drop the spell now.” 
 
    I could feel the block loosening, but if either one of the women dropped their spell, then the block would intensify again, and we would have been back to square one.  
 
    Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Astrid and Faye running toward us. They must have trapped the last of the snakes, and as they ran, I noticed Damien sprinting beside them, and Alexander soared through the air. The witches’ strength was just what we needed, and they couldn’t have arrived at a better time.  
 
    “We need to break the hold that’s on the Urn,” I said as the women came closer. “Aim at the artifact and say ‘circa obstructionum conteram in vobis’. Okay?” 
 
    “Absolutely, my lord, whatever we can do to help,” Astrid replied as she held her wand steady in one hand. 
 
    “Yeah, and you might want to do that quickly…” Della said as she pointed behind me. “I don’t think our traps were strong enough.” 
 
    Then I turned around to see the snakes were headed in our direction once again.  
 
    “Fuck!” I roared. “Go, now!”  
 
    Then the two women shouted the spell in unison.  
 
    It was a race against time, and from the speed of the snakes, our timer was going to run out very quickly. The ground was shaking, but from the sheer number of serpents, the deep rumble was heard all around us. There looked to be at least fifty meters between us and the snakes, but the Urn was still refusing to budge. 
 
    I noticed the relief on Akira’s face as the weight was lifted from our shoulders, but the black-haired witch kept the spell firmly held against the Urn. 
 
    The snakes drew closer, and the vibrations from the ground rattled my bones, but I used everything I had to break the hold around the artifact. 
 
    “The snakes are seconds away, master,” Astrid said with fear in her voice. 
 
    “Then you need to be stronger,” I urged. “Come on! We can do this!” 
 
    I spotted the terrifying eyes that poked free above the sand, and I noticed the razor-sharp fangs as the snakes opened their mouths. Astrid was right, we were moments away from being attacked.  
 
    But then something changed. 
 
    I noticed the change in color first, and how the red glow around the Urn had changed to a light pink. Then I saw how the light expanded, and it moved further away from the Urn. Finally, with an almighty bang, the light exploded like tiny fireworks in the sky, and it took a second for me to realize what had happened. 
 
    Then the ground settled, the snakes disappeared, and like with the mountain, it almost appeared as if nothing had happened. The threat was gone, but the Urn was still in sight. 
 
    The artifact hovered in the air, but the red light vanished, and I dropped my wand as the spell was removed. I didn’t know if I was able to touch the artifact now, but there was only one way to find out. 
 
    I took small, even steps toward the Urn, but no one said a word, and I could have heard the faintest sound in the distance. Once I was within touching distance of the artifact, I held out both hands and gently pressed my fingertips against the blue, ceramic pot. 
 
    Not a single jolt of electricity was felt. 
 
    The biggest grin crossed my face as I realized we’d broken the spell, and the artifact was ours to take with us.  
 
    “Yes!” Astrid cheered.  
 
    “Fuck you, Elder Lord!” Faye added. “Good luck getting the artifacts now!” 
 
    Akira and Della laughed hysterically, and I couldn’t help but laugh along with them as I brought the Urn to my chest. So much power hid inside a single, ceramic ornament, and now the power was all ours.  
 
    I carefully slipped it inside the bag along with the Inscriptions, and as I turned my head to glance at my group, I noticed the looks of pure awe that crossed their faces.  
 
    “Dark One, you did it.” Della smiled. “You broke the charm.” 
 
    “I knew you could, but it was still incredible to witness,” Astrid said with the same expression.  
 
    “Mmm… fuck,” Akira sighed as she came over toward me. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you the entire time. I just wanted to lick the sweat off your bulging muscles.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I winked. 
 
    “I couldn’t concentrate on anything else,” she said as she ran her nails across my chest. 
 
    “Neither could I,” Faye purred. “I don’t know what came over me, but I couldn’t look away from you.” 
 
    My body instantly reacted to their innocent, yet sinful expressions. My cock hardened against the zipper of my shorts, and the dark look in their eyes told me my women felt the same way. 
 
    “You said you don’t know what came over you,” I said as I slowly dropped the bag to the ground. “But… perhaps I could?” 
 
    “Oooh, shit,” Della sighed. 
 
    “I’d love nothing more than for you to cum over me,” Faye added as she played with the knot of her skirt. 
 
    “But only if you do it to me, too.” Della smirked, and then she dropped her bikini top to the sand. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” I asked Akira and Astrid as I unbuttoned my shorts.  
 
    “Yessss,” Akira moaned. “Fuck, I want it so baaaad.” 
 
    “Please, my lord, I need to feel you,” Astrid pleaded as she began to unbutton my shirt. 
 
    “Then I shall grant you your wish,” I said.  
 
    But first I wanted to make things a little more comfortable for everyone. Della had already mentioned getting sand in unwanted places, so with that in mind, I snapped my fingers, and a white tent fell from the sky. The tent was fully pitched, like my cock, and it came with a selection of soft blankets inside. 
 
    “Is that better?” I winked. 
 
    Della and Faye had already stripped off their bikinis, and they crawled inside the tent as naked as the day they were born. My cock hardened at the sheer sight of my glorious women, and I couldn’t wait to pound my length into each and every one of them.  
 
    “Astrid, join the others and pleasure yourself,” I said as I pointed at the ground. “Akira, you’re first.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Dark One.” Akira grinned. 
 
    I briefly gave some thought about which position I preferred, and then I laid down on my back as I watched Akira quickly remove her bikini. I didn’t need to tell her what to do, so as Akira straddled my thighs, I tugged on my hard dick to prepare it for what was about to happen.  
 
    I let out an almighty roar as Akira slowly lowered herself onto my cock, and I felt her walls adjust to my size as I forced myself in further. The adrenaline from the day’s events had created a monster inside of me, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before I filled Akira’s body with my seed.  
 
    Astrid, Della, and Faye had obeyed my commands, and they pleasured themselves and each other as Akira allowed her feral instincts to take control. Her small breasts bounced, and her deep groans filled the entire area around us. Anyone in the vicinity would have heard the effect I had on these women, and I wanted someone to come along, just so they could see what I did to these four magnificent witches.  
 
    “Shiiiit, master!” Akira cried out as she quickened her movements. “Yes, fuck, right there!” 
 
    I kept my hands firmly on her thighs, and I sensed Akira’s muscles contract every time she bounced on my cock. 
 
    “I can’t wait to have this child, and then you can plant a second seed in my womb,” Akira said as the speed of her movements increased. “And then again… and again… and again!” 
 
    “I’ll always give you a child, for as long as your body allows it,” I replied. 
 
    “Does this please you, Dark Lord?” she asked as her hands roamed across her breasts. “Does it please you that I’m one of the first to bear your children?” 
 
    “Very much so,” I grunted. “Fuck, you feel so good.” 
 
    “Mmmm, I really need to cummmmm,” Akira moaned. “I don’t know how I’ll ever manage to keep going.” 
 
    “You must,” I ordered. “You cannot cum until I tell you otherwise.” 
 
    Akira continued to let out animalistic sounds as I brought her closer and closer toward her release, and although the monster inside of me was about to erupt, I couldn’t allow it to happen just yet.  
 
    Akira’s wild and erratic movements increased, and at one point she arched her back as she grasped a hold of her black hair with both hands. Her walls tightened around my cock every time she dropped down onto me, and it only made me more desperate to release.  
 
    I reached my breaking point about five minutes later, and no matter how hard I tried to hold on, I could no longer keep the monster at bay.  
 
    “Cum for me, Akira,” I ordered. “Coat my cock with your juices.”  
 
    “Aaargh, fuck!” the witch yelled as she found her release.  
 
    Akira’s pussy spasmed around me, and her body relaxed as I filled her to the brim with my seed. I held her tight against me as our orgasms shook our bodies, and I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest as my breaths came out in deep, labored pants.  
 
    Akira’s tunnel tensed and squeezed around my length once more, but then she slowly lifted off me as she adjusted her position. Wetness dribbled down my inner thighs, and the scent of sex was thick in the air, but that was only going to get stronger. 
 
    Once Akira had found the energy to move, she rolled over onto the blankets while I chose which woman I’d fuck next.  
 
    “Della,” I said as I stood up from the ground. “Present your pussy for me.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she whispered.  
 
    Della moved her hands from between her legs, and then she sat up on all fours so her ass faced me. I stroked the curves of her ass with one hand, and I tugged on my cock with the other. I was already hard, and I needed her badly, so once I’d positioned myself at Della’s entrance, I forced myself inside.  
 
    “Mmm, fuck!” she cried out as her body lurched forward.  
 
    I kept a good hold of Della’s thighs to keep her in place, and I slammed into her pussy with long, hard thrusts. Her tunnel was so warm, and it blissfully squeezed my cock as I moved out and in again. Then I felt a trail of sweat roll down the center of my back, and I knew it was from a mix of both the heat of the sun and the heat of my body as I fucked Della with everything I had.  
 
    “Damn, you feel so good,” I groaned. “I could spend my entire day fucking you and filling you up.” 
 
    “Please do, master,” Della said as she rocked back into me. “All we want to do is please you and bear your children, and… urgh, you feel… fuck!” 
 
    I noticed how Della tried to steady herself, but the light sand made it incredibly difficult to hold herself upright. And at one point, Della threw her head back as her hands grabbed fistfuls of the soft fabric.  
 
    “Hold yourself there,” I commanded. “Don’t you dare fall.” 
 
    “Of course not, my lord,” she whispered. “Nothing could pull myself away from you right now.” 
 
    The sound of my skin slapping against hers ran through my ears, and it was mixed with the pleasurable moans and groans that came from the women beside me. I knew Faye and Astrid were close to reaching their climaxes, but they were well-aware they weren’t allowed to cum before I told them so. 
 
    I winced my eyes closed as I forced through the sudden urge to explode, but the more Della’s tight pussy squeezed against my cock, the harder it became to control my actions. Della purred like a cat as she arched her back, and her skin glistened in the bright sunlight streaming in through the tent entrance. 
 
    “Oooh, my lord!” she gasped as I pushed in harder. “Your cock feels sooo good, I can’t handle it! Please! Please, let me cum.” 
 
    The monster reared his head once again, and the coil tightened inside of me. 
 
    “You may cum on the count of three,” I said with a dark voice. “One… two… three!” 
 
    Our bodies reacted in sync with each other, and as I filled Della with my hot cream, her juices gushed over my cock. My breaths came out in deep, even pants, and my chest rose and fell as I managed to regain my energy and controlled my breathing. Then Della’s knees gave out as I slipped free from her pussy, and the witch braced herself against the sand as she fell.  
 
    “Shit,” she panted. “That was… I have no words except… thank you. I hope my womb is now filled with your child.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I laughed along with Della, and I couldn’t help but feel smug as I noticed my creamy essence dripping out of her swollen pussy lips.  
 
    Then it was Astrid’s turn, and I stared directly into her eyes as I pounded her body with my cock while she wrapped her slim, yet toned legs around my back to hold me as close to her as possible. After Astrid was filled to the brim with my seed, I moved onto Faye, and she rode me just like Akira had done. The redhead nestled her knees against the blankets to keep herself upright, and she trailed her hands down my stomach as her body ebbed and flowed in a steady pace.  
 
    “I can’t control myself when I’m around you, master,” she growled. “The things I want to do to you…” 
 
    “Please, feel free.” I grinned. 
 
    Faye let out a cat-like roar as she increased her pace, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the pregnancy that had caused these crazed movements, or if it was the aftermath of the recent events.  
 
    Either way, I wasn’t going to complain.  
 
    “Fuck, my lord…” Faye panted. “I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to have your child inside me. It feels like the most incredible gift.” 
 
    “And it will happen again,” I said as I gripped onto her thighs. “As soon as you’ve given birth to this baby, I’ll plant another seed in your womb.” 
 
    “Ohhh, yes!” Faye said as she arched her back. “Fuck, right there!” 
 
    I did exactly as she asked, and I fucked Faye until her legs began to tremble, and she coated my cock with her juices.  
 
    Then I took each woman again, and I spent an uncountable amount of time with each one. Despite the constant heat that battered my body, I quickly recovered every time I poured my seed into their bodies, over and over again. 
 
    Unfortunately, we had to return to Scholomance with the Inscriptions and the Urn, but I was sure to relive these scenes as soon as the time allowed. 
 
    As the women put their clothes back on and rubbed the sand off various parts of their bodies, I gathered Alexander and Damien, and then I slipped the bag of artifacts back over my shoulders.  
 
    Once everyone was ready, I gathered us into a circle, and with the clicking of my fingers, the purple mist formed around us all and sent us spiraling through the vortex.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    It felt like only seconds passed before we landed safely in the comfort of our bedroom, but I was quick to notice none of the others had returned yet.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Della asked as she looked around the room.  
 
    “Surely it wouldn’t take them that long to find the artifacts?” Astrid frowned. “They only needed to find one each.” 
 
    I clicked my fingers to change our outfits back to our original uniforms, and then I collapsed down onto a couch as I recalled everything that had happened in Goshotha. The issues we faced with the objects made sense, because they were hidden for a reason, but I was able to touch the rocks when the others couldn’t, yet I couldn’t touch the Urn to begin with.  
 
    “I think the creators of the artifacts placed the block,” I muttered. “They didn’t want anyone to find them, so it makes sense they’d place a barricade around the artifacts.” 
 
    “But we retrieved the Inscriptions without any issue,” Faye replied.  
 
    “Not really,” I said with a pointed look. “Not only did the mountain collapse, but then we had to release the Inscriptions from inside the cement. They could have placed any of those hurdles in our path, so who knows what they’ve done to the other artifacts.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Akira nodded. “We’re lucky we had the Dark Lord with us, but that can’t be said for the other groups.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Della asked.  
 
    “There’s only one thing we can do.” I smirked. “In order to break the blockages, we’ll need to gather as many witches as we can.” 
 
    Nothing was going to stop me from having all five objects in my power.  
 
    As I thought through my theories, I found myself peering at the artifacts we’d collected, and then I compared them to the pictures in the book. The drawings had aged over time, and they were only in black and white, but I noticed the distinct similarities between the two. The slab of concrete where the Inscriptions laid had rows upon rows of various words and markings, which matched what was in the picture, and the same markings were found on the Urn, too.  
 
    Some of the markings looked like stars, some were more square in shape, and there was one that looked like an upside-down ampersand. Perhaps I would research the markings once the Elder Lord was dealt with, but I was so concerned about destroying them all that translating each individual tile wasn’t at the top of my to-do list.  
 
    However, it was a relief to see we had the real artifacts in hand, and we hadn’t gone through the entire process for a fake. I wasn’t sure if it was possible to make fraudulent duplicates of the artifacts, but regardless of that, I had the most powerful two in front of me, and now I just needed the remaining three artifacts to take their rightful places beside the Urn and the Inscriptions. 
 
    But that was where the real issue was found.  
 
    I was powerful enough to destroy the block placed around the Urn, but if I hadn’t been there, the chances of the women breaking the barrier alone were slim. I couldn’t be in three places at one time, so if every artifact held the same blockage, then it was going to be incredibly difficult for us to retrieve them.  
 
    But before I could plan my next move, I needed to know how my coven fared and see if they’d been as successful as we had been. 
 
    “Move these safely out of the way,” I said as I motioned toward the artifacts. “I can’t risk them getting damaged.” 
 
    Akira and Astrid each picked up one artifact and took them over to the side of the room, but they never said a word, or asked what I was up to. And instead of filling in the blanks for them, I stood from the couch, pushed the center table out the way, and then clicked my fingers.  
 
    A thick, purple cloud appeared in the middle of the room, which opened the vortex to the other realms. Slowly but surely, the rest of my coven began to return, and Nyx, Vesta, Freyja, Circe, and Samara arrived first. 
 
    “Damn, I thought we were going to be stuck in that snow forever,” Nyx chuckled as she brushed white flakes out of her blue hair. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see how warm it is here,” Vesta laughed along with her partner. 
 
    “Yeah, laugh all you want.” Akira rolled her eyes. “We were stuck in the middle of the desert, under the blistering sun.” 
 
    “I swear I’ve got sand in places it shouldn’t be.” Astrid squirmed around like she needed to use the bathroom. 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me.” Faye winked. “But I don’t regret what we did on the sand…” 
 
    I found myself thinking back to the positions my women were in, the noises they made, and the sensations of their pussies milking my cock of every last drop of cum.  
 
    But before I could get too distracted by my memories, I sensed more women arriving through the portal. 
 
    Vanessa, Cleo, Beatrix, Revna, and Remy came through moments later, and Remy and Cleo landed hard on their back sides. The two women let out pained groans as they stood up, and just as they cleared the space, the final group arrived. 
 
    Marina and Morgana were a little wobbly as they fell through the fog, but Theodora and Lilith looked as if nothing phased them. Although it had been a sudden transition, and they hadn’t been made aware the portal was about to open, the women took it relatively well. I also noticed Theodora and Vanessa had bags with them, but Nyx’s group had arrived empty-handed, which wasn’t a huge surprise to me. 
 
    “Dark One, what’s the matter?” Theodora asked with one hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “I need to discuss something with you all,” I said to the room. 
 
    I motioned for everyone to take a seat, and then I stood in front of the large windows as I took in my audience. The light of the sun created a shadow of my body across the carpeted flooring, and I found myself staring at my shadow form while I thought about what I was going to say.  
 
    “First off, I want to thank you all for going on that journey, and if it was anything like our mission, then I can imagine the challenges you faced.” I paused for a second. “Now, secondly, I need to know who managed to retrieve their artifacts.” 
 
    I noticed two bags, but someone could have had the third object hidden in their cloak. 
 
    “We did, my lord,” Lilith said as Theodora held up the bag. “We’ve brought you the Cylinder of Sight.” 
 
    “Very good.” I nodded my head once. “And who else? Who was triumphant in their challenge?” 
 
    “We were, my lord,” Vanessa replied. “As you said, it wasn’t easy, but we managed to retrieve the Tiara of Corruption.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” I asked.  
 
    “No, master, I’m sorry,” Nyx said with her head hung low. “We did everything we could, and the Diabolic Headstone was right there, but it was almost impossible to get it.” 
 
    “So, we have the Headstone still to recover,” I explained as I began to walk back and forth in front of the window. “Like we’ve already mentioned, these challenges aren’t easy, and even my group struggled with the final task, but I think I know the reason behind that. Whoever hid the artifacts doesn’t want anyone else to find them, so they’ll do whatever they can to keep us away.” 
 
    “As well as the Elder Lord,” Lilith said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “He’s as desperate for them as we are, but if we can get the Headstone before anyone else, then we’ll hold more power than we already do. But the Elder Lord will also do whatever he can to make sure no one else gets their hands on the artifacts.” 
 
    “That’s why my wand wouldn’t work!” Circe sighed. “It was like the damn artifact had a charm around it, and every time I cast a spell, it would ricochet and shoot right back at me.” 
 
    “That sounds like us and the Urn,” Akira said with a raised eyebrow. “Even Cole couldn’t touch it without getting a painful shock, and I almost thought we weren’t going to break the blockage in time.” 
 
    “It definitely makes sense for them to be that difficult to retrieve,” Theodora replied. “Decoding the riddle is only half the battle, but then you need to fight against the added obstacles that the ancient witches who hid the artifacts placed in your paths.” 
 
    “And we definitely met our fair share of challenges,” Astrid scoffed. 
 
    “Those fucking snakes.” Faye scowled. “How dare they strike at me, don’t they know I’m carrying the Dark Lord’s child?” 
 
    “Hey, I’d take a snake over the snowstorm we had to endure.” Nyx shrugged. “I swear it was like an actual monster, with a fucking face and limbs.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I ended their conversation. “We can discuss all of this once the final artifact has been recovered.” 
 
    I then asked for Theodora and Vanessa to place their items beside the others at the back of the room, and once they were on the table, I managed to get a proper look at them. The Cylinder of Sight looked about the same size as the Urn, and it had been painted entirely in gold, with a few markings etched around the bottom of the tube and a vibrant, red eye in the center of one side. The image had black lashes that curled up, and the lashes reminded me of a spider’s legs. The white of the eye was bloodshot, and the deep, black pupil made it seem like it was staring straight into my soul. 
 
    The Tiara of Corruption, however, was much more delicate and smaller than the other items. The silver of the base had aged slightly over time, but the various gems and diamonds glittered brightly in the light of the room. The middle of the headpiece traveled up in a pyramid-like shape, and there was a beautiful mix of diamonds and sapphires intertwined in the pyramid. Then, from the base of the Tiara, three single rubies hung delicately on diamond-laced chains, and I could just imagine how they would sit across a person’s forehead as they wore the headpiece. 
 
    “What are your plans for them now?” Theodora asked. “Are you going to demolish them straight away?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I want to have them all together before I plan on how to destroy them.” 
 
    “Just as long as you destroy them for good,” Vanessa snickered. “Once they’re gone, they need to stay gone.” 
 
    Then Vanessa and Theodora headed back to their original seats, but as I watched them walk away, I spotted Lilith headed in my direction.  
 
    “They’re simply beautiful,” Lilith whispered as she took in the objects.  
 
    “They are,” I agreed. “But they’re also incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “Which is why we’ll get them back,” my mother said comfortingly. “The Elder Lord may think they’re his to collect, but it’s now time to show him who’s really in charge.” 
 
    “And I will.” I grinned. 
 
    Then I returned to my spot by the window as I thought through my next plan. We had to constantly be one step ahead of the Elder Lord at all times, and that didn’t just mean collecting the artifacts. He could have attacked at any moment, so I needed to make sure my army was as strong as possible. It was going to take a lot of work and effort, so I couldn’t allow myself to get sidetracked just yet, but I’d return to it once the coven had been given their next orders.  
 
    “We have one item remaining,” I said. “Now, you said you had the Diabolic Headstone in sight?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nyx nodded. “It was right there in front of us, but we didn’t have the power to break the enchantment protecting it.” 
 
    “And would you remember where to go to find it?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think we could forget it,” Freyja laughed. “Honestly, my lord, it was torturous.” 
 
    “Especially when we couldn’t use any sort of magic during the journey,” Circe sighed. 
 
    “And did your wands work once the object came into sight?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, it was the strangest thing.” Nyx shrugged. “It was almost like the realm was telling us we couldn’t use our advantages while we located the artifact, but then the magic appeared again when it came time to break the hold around the damn Headstone.” 
 
    “The charms placed around these artifacts are exceedingly powerful, but with the right amount of people, it’ll be easier,” I said. “So, instead of splitting you into three groups, you’ll all return to Yiasilas together to retrieve the Headstone. But Lilith, I want you and I to stay here.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lilith nodded. 
 
     “Are you not coming with us?” Samara frowned.  
 
    “No, I’m going to do something else while you’re away,” I replied.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Vesta asked. 
 
    “You’ll see when I return.” I smirked. “Now, go! Locate the final artifact and bring it back to me before the Elder Lord can get his fucking hands on it.” 
 
    I spotted the wicked grins that crossed my coven’s faces. I clicked my fingers, and the witches instantly vanished into thin air.  
 
    “My lord,” Lilith said as she placed one hand on my shoulder. “What are you planning inside that brilliant head of yours? I know there is something going on in there.” 
 
    I crashed down onto the empty couch as I let out a deep sigh, and Lilith gently sat down beside me. She had a slight look of concern on her face, but she held her emotions well. Lilith never spoke a word, and she kept whichever questions she had at bay until I was ready to explain my thoughts and theories to her.  
 
    “We’re well-aware of the Elder Lord’s powers, but I think we need to be a bit more prepared,” I explained. “Right now we’re obtaining the artifacts, but what happens after that?” 
 
    Lilith paused for a second, as if she was working out whether or not the question was rhetorical.  
 
    “You will do whatever you think is right, my lord.” She smiled. “Our army will follow on behind you, as you are aware, so whatever moves we make will be down to you.” 
 
    “Yes, but are we ready for a battle of that strength?” I asked. “It’s clear the Elder Lord isn’t planning a regular battle like we’ve witnessed in the past. This will be something totally brand-new, and if the hidden artifacts are anything to go by, then we’ll need to increase our numbers in order to defeat the Elder Lord and his fucking army of holy followers.” 
 
    “So, what do you plan on doing?” Lilith frowned.  
 
    I scratched a spot on my right arm as I hesitated to answer. I was sure Lilith had plenty of ideas in mind, but I doubted any of them matched mine.  
 
    Then I looked up at my mother and gave her a wicked grin.  
 
    “I plan on reaching forces far greater than any we can find on land,” I said. “My idea is to gather numbers from much further away. A place I used to call home a long, long time ago.” 
 
    Lilith was silent as she took in my words, and then a sly smile curled across her lips as she understood what I meant.  
 
    “Hell?” she asked. “My lord, do you plan on returning to Hell?” 
 
    “I do.” I nodded. “The creatures I’d find down there are like nothing the Elder Lord has ever witnessed before, and that is exactly who I need in my army. And I plan on bringing them up here.” 
 
    Lilith’s sly smile quickly turned into one of pride, and it was clear she’d support me in every decision I made. Not a lot of people had that potential, and not a lot of them could tell me what to do, or what not to do, but Lilith was different. It felt right to follow my mother’s advice, and to take her word, but her simple look of pride and adoration told me she was just as keen on the idea, and that she’d assist me if I needed it. 
 
    “Then to Hell you must go,” Lilith said. “Return to your former home, Dark One, and do whatever you need to do in order to save the worlds from the Elder Lord. But, I must add, are you aware of the challenges you’ll face?” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded. “I know it isn’t the same as shadow-porting to another realm.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she replied. “It’ll take an extreme amount of strength to open that particular portal. You’ve made the trip to the first couple rings of Hell, but it’s far more difficult to get deeper into the pits.” 
 
    “Which is why I asked you to stay back,” I said. “It’ll take two of us to keep the portal open, and then you’ll need to keep it open while I’m in there.” 
 
    Shadow-porting to Hell was a difficult move to make, and it held many risks, but they were risks I was willing to take. All it took was for the link to break, and then I’d be stuck in the fiery pits. I’d eventually find a way out, but we didn’t have that kind of time, so Lilith needed to keep the portal open while I was gone.  
 
    “I must be honest, this isn’t a spell I’ve channeled before…” Lilith paused for a second. “But I’ll do whatever I can to assist you, and oddly enough, I’m slightly excited to get started.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” I smirked. “There’s no time to lose.” 
 
    I stood up from the couch and waited for Lilith to join me, and then the two of us left the room and headed in the direction of the library. I didn’t know this incantation off the top of my head like I did with every other spell, but I knew which book held the instructions we needed. I also knew we needed a lot of space around us, and we’d need a cauldron far bigger than the one which sat in the bedroom.  
 
    “Vanessa’s classroom should be empty right now,” I said as we descended the final set of stairs. “We can use that room to channel the spell, and it’ll give you enough space to work with.” 
 
    “Whatever you think is best, my lord,” Lilith replied.  
 
    “Right now I don’t know what’s best,” I scoffed. “But I’m going with my gut.” 
 
    “It’s often the right choice to follow your gut.” She nodded. “If you think this is what you need to do, then chances are you’re correct.” 
 
    Lilith and I arrived at the library, and then I took us straight to the back of the room where the book was kept heavily guarded in a small, square, glass cabinet. This book held every dark spell in existence, and like with the artifacts, a lot of damage could be done if the book ended up in the wrong hands.  
 
    Thick, iron chains had been wrapped around the glass cabinet, and there was only one way to release the chains. It involved nothing but my blood and the power that surged through my body. 
 
    A steel strip ran along the top of the clear box, and a singular hole had been formed in the center. In order to open the cabinet, I had to prick my finger and place a droplet of blood on the steel, and then I needed to slot my wand directly in the hole. No amount of force could break the glass, and no spell would ever be strong enough to release the chains. It also needed to be purely my blood, so no relation of mine, be it Lilith or future children, had the ability to open the cabinet.  
 
    I used my dagger to cut my finger, and then I followed the instructions. The pool of red blood appeared to darken in the dim lighting, and as I slotted the tip of my wand into the steel hole, an electric shock danced up the wood and into my hand.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed.  
 
    But then the pain subsided, and I noticed how the chains began to slither like serpents. The sharp sounds of the iron scraping against glass caused me to wince, but fortunately it didn’t last for long, and once the chains were released, the lid of the cabinet sprung open. A musty smell blew from the box, which told me just how long it had been since it was last opened, but at least that gave me confirmation that the spell worked, and only I could release the chains.  
 
    The book was thick, at least five hundred pages, with a maroon cover which had become wrinkled and warped over time, and there was a picture of a cauldron and a poison bottle in the center. The spine of the book was black, with the same cauldron and bottle printed at the top.  
 
    “Apart from yourself and Theodora, no one else can touch this,” I said as I brought out the fat book. “Once the portal has been opened, and Theodora has returned from Yiasilas, you must give this book to her to place back in the cabinet.” 
 
    “You have my word.” Lilith nodded.  
 
    With the book safely held in my arms, Lilith and I left the library and headed toward the Blood Magic classroom. I would always remember the first time I’d entered this space when I met my original coven for the first time and realized what I’d gotten myself into. It was crazy to think back to my preschool days, and at the time I had no idea what was going on, and I certainly had no idea I was Satan reborn. I always knew I shared a special connection to Scholomance, but it took a while to understand the history behind it.  
 
    As we arrived outside the classroom, I spotted the quote scribbled in red above the door.  
 
    The feral she-wolf emerges at night, with only the moon to guide her way. Hide the lambs, the children, the weak - because she will only leave blood and bone in her wake. 
 
    “That was the first thing I noticed when I came here, too,” Lilith laughed as she saw me staring at the quote. “I think every Scholomance student would say the same thing.” 
 
    “I remember having no idea what it meant,” I said as I pushed the classroom door open. “Vanessa mumbled it when I first arrived here, so that was even more confusing.” 
 
    “Yes, I can imagine it was.” Lilith smirked.  
 
    As expected, the classroom was completely empty, which gave us the room to work in. Lilith ordered the desks to clear with a flick of her wrist, and I set the ancient book down on Vanessa’s desk and skimmed through every page until I came to the right one.  
 
    “Aha,” I said as I found what I was looking for. 
 
    A Mortuis - From The Dead.  
 
    “What does it say?” Lilith asked as she came to stand beside me.  
 
    I glanced across the page briefly and picked up on a few vital words.  
 
    “It says here only those who are worthy can channel the vortex into the underworld,” I explained and then looked further down the page and read aloud. “The A Mortuis spell allows the Dark One to return to his place of peace for a limited amount of time. But in order to return, the Dark One must rely on someone equally as worthy to keep the portal open. Those who do not share the Dark One’s blood do not carry the ability to conjure up the portal.” 
 
    “Does it say how long you have down there?” Lilith asked.  
 
    “Um…” I mumbled as I searched the page. “It says I have an hour.” 
 
    “I know time runs differently in Hell,” Lilith said. “But do you know how long an hour is down there?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain it’s the equivalent of a full day,” I replied. “However, without knowing for sure, it’s best I get the job done as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “Not that anything will go wrong, but should it occur, and should this portal close, is there another way for you to return?” Lilith asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I assume there’s a way, otherwise I wouldn’t be here right now, but it might take me some time to find the solution. Perhaps you’d need to wait until my children are old enough to assist you.” 
 
    I wasn’t being serious, and Lilith seemed to realize this because she cracked a smile. 
 
    “Well, you won’t need to think about that, because nothing will go wrong,” she laughed humorlessly. “Right, shall we get started?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Lilith helped me move Vanessa’s giant cauldron into the center of the classroom floor, and then I went back to the book to see what we needed to do next.  
 
    “According to the book, there are three separate parts to this spell,” I said. “A blood sacrifice, a soul connection, and then the transportation itself.” 
 
    Lilith and I sat around the cauldron, and I placed the book in between us so she could read it, too. It gave us a list of everything we needed and the order in which to use each object. The passage said we required our blood and a strand of our hair, as well as some glass vials and some rope. At first, I had no idea what the rope was used for, but I put that thought to one side as Lilith located the items.  
 
    “Does it say how many vials we need?” Lilith asked as she raided Vanessa’s cupboard.  
 
    “We need one for every person who takes part,” I said as I checked the book.  
 
    Lilith checked every shelf and little box Vanessa had stored in the cupboard, and once she had the rope and vials in hand, Lilith returned to the cauldron and set the items carefully beside the book.  
 
    “Right, next we both need to fill the vials with our blood, but we cannot get them confused,” I said. 
 
    “Okay.” Lilith nodded.  
 
    Then my mother and I pulled out the cork lid from inside the glass tubes, and once they were carefully balanced on the floor, we each sliced a small line into the center of our palms. At first, the warm, red liquid poured down the outside of the vial, but the more blood I squeezed from the cut, the more that ran inside the glass tube.  
 
    Once the vial was full, I put the lid back on and then placed it beside me so it didn’t get mixed up with Lilith’s. The cut in my palm had already started to heal, and I felt the stretching of skin as it returned to its original form. There was a slight sting, but nothing I couldn’t handle.  
 
    “Right, what now?” Lilith asked as she placed the cork lid back on.  
 
    “We have to recite the first part of the spell, but we both need to say it at exactly the same time,” I replied. “According to the book, a second’s delay could cause the spell not to work, or it could backfire.” 
 
    “What would happen then?” She frowned.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “But I don’t think we want to find out.” 
 
    Then I used the illuminana spell to light the cauldron, and once a red smoke had appeared, I sat up on my knees so I was sitting in line with the large pot.  
 
    “You ready?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m always ready, my lord.” Lilith smiled.  
 
    I pointed out the spell we had to recite first, and then I prepared myself for whatever was going to happen next.  
 
    “Once we’ve recited the spell, we need to pour our blood into the cauldron,” I explained. “And then before we say the second part, we must add a hair to the mixture.” 
 
    “Okay, on a count of three…” Lilith said as she took a deep breath. “One… two… three.”  
 
    “Haec simul coniungit sanguinis domini quae est moveri in tenebris,” we said in unison. 
 
    I barely waited for our words to take effect before I popped open the vial, and once Lilith was ready, we poured our blood into the pot at the same time. The book didn’t say anything about every step needing to be in unison, but I didn’t want to take any risks with a spell as powerful as this one. 
 
    The red smoke quickly turned black, and the cauldron began to bubble and boil violently. A harsh, metallic stench lifted with the black clouds, but at least it was a sign the blood was working.  
 
    Next, we had to pull out a strand of our hair and add it to the pot. I just chose the first strand I touched, but Lilith unraveled the neat bun which had originally been sitting on the top of her head. Then, once her long, black hair was draped over her shoulders, Lilith separated a single strand from the lock and held it over the cauldron.  
 
    “Once we’ve dropped the hairs into the pot, we need to recite this incantation,” I said as I pointed to the spell in the book. “The smoke will turn clear, which means it’s worked, and then we add in the rope. This spell is to help bind the rope and our blood together so I’m connected to the portal.” 
 
    “I understand.” Lilith nodded.  
 
    The strands of hair were dropped over the side of the cauldron, and they quickly became lost in the darkness below.  
 
    “Ut simul nos uti funem,” Lilith and I said simultaneously. 
 
    I watched the billowing clouds of smoke carefully, and then I noticed how they turned lighter shades of black, then gray, and then completely clear. It still bubbled and boiled furiously, but at least I could see what was going on down below.  
 
    Bubbles of blood popped and spluttered, and there looked to be far more than just the two vials we’d included, but I assumed the mixture was doubling every time we completed another step of the spell.  
 
    I allowed the cauldron to sit for a minute, as instructed by the book, and then I gathered the long rope from the floor and dropped it inside. The wet mixture instantly hissed and crackled as the rope came in contact with it, and as the frantic noise began to soothe down, we went onto our final step of the spell.  
 
    Everything was in place, so this was when we’d find out if it had worked.  
 
    “We need to say the last incantation,” I said to Lilith. “Once that’s happened, the spell should be in place, so all you need to do is open the portal, and the rest is down to me.” 
 
    “Be careful, my lord,” Lilith said. “I’m aware of the strength and abilities you hold, but this is a new spell for both of us. We don’t know what will happen if anything goes wrong, so we can’t make a single mistake until you’ve completed your duties.” 
 
    “Nothing will go wrong.” I smirked. “As long as you stay connected up here, and I don’t run out of time down there, then there’s no reason why I can’t return as normal.”  
 
    I knew it was the maternal instincts inside of Lilith that made her worry, but she didn’t need to. I was confident this was going to work, and if anyone was going to complete this mission, it was going to be me.  
 
    “Okay,” she said with a slight nod of her head. “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    I read over the final spell one last time, peered over at Lilith, and then gave her a sign that I was ready to go.  
 
    “Hic sanguis rogamus obscurum aperire portal,” we said.  
 
    A heavy silence covered the room for a fraction of a second, and then all of a sudden, a wall of blue light cascaded into the air, and it was so strong that both Lilith and I fell onto our backs from the force of it. 
 
    It reminded me of a waterfall, with bright, white sparks that shimmered like the waves, and the more the light grew, the darker it became. Within minutes, the blue light had turned purple, and I half-expected for the waterfall to spill out onto the floor. It was the most mesmerizing thing I’d ever seen, and I had to stop myself from reaching out and touching it.  
 
    “Open the portal,” I said as I stood up. “My time starts now.” 
 
    “Aperire portal,” Lilith ordered firmly.  
 
    The purple wall of light then began to separate, and a black hole appeared in the center. The black space was just large enough for me to crawl into, so I knew this was the portal I needed to travel through. 
 
    I gripped onto the sides of the cauldron, brought my feet up onto the ledge, and then jumped into the black hole. It normally only took a handful of seconds to shadow-port from one realm to another, so I wondered if this would be different. Or was it going to feel longer, just because it was a brand-new experience for me? 
 
    My thoughts were all over the place, and as I felt myself spiral and somersault through the vortex, I tried to keep a track of the time but also the sensations that raced through my body.  
 
    Flashes of light broke through the darkness all around me, and I spotted a mix between the darkest red, the lightest orange, and every shade in between. It was almost like someone had started a bonfire far off in the distance, so all I could see was the bright glow from the flames and the embers that popped and crackled.  
 
    As well as the colors, I also noticed a sudden change in temperature the further I traveled, but it wasn’t like the burning radiation from the sun like in Goshotha. This was different, like I had a naked flame pressed up against my skin. Memories of my previous existence began to swirl through my mind, and although I couldn’t remember much from the days before I arrived at Scholomance, I could recall tiny details, and the familiar heat was one of them. I remembered feeling like I was constantly burning in Hell, which made sense, but I also remembered the comfort it brought me.  
 
    Like the book had said, this was my place of peace, and this truth made more and more sense to me the further I traveled.  
 
    It felt like I’d been in the vortex for at least ten minutes, but it could have been ten seconds for all I knew. The clock was ticking, and I only had a limited amount of time before the portal closed around me, so I did my best not to focus on how long it took to reach my destination, but instead I focused on what would happen once I got there.  
 
    I knew I was about to land when I began to slow down, but also the heat and the lights intensified. The air around me felt thicker, like I needed a special piece of apparatus to stop my lungs from exploding with the pressure. I didn’t have any issues the last time I’d traveled to Hell, but there was a major difference between the lower and upper levels, so perhaps I’d encounter more negative effects the deeper I went. I wondered if my lungs could cope with the change in air, due to my past experience in this place, or maybe I was literally playing with fire because my mortal body couldn’t handle it? 
 
    There was a lot to think about, but before I could answer any of my queries, the ground formed beneath my feet, and the portal opened to reveal my new surroundings.  
 
    The first thing I noticed was the harsh stench of burning flesh mixed with the scents of ash and coal, as well as the smell of hard-boiled eggs and stone. It wafted around me, and no matter how hard I tried to ignore it, the scent continued to linger. I was also pleased to see my breathing hadn’t been affected, and perhaps I was used to the pressure after all, even in my mortal form. 
 
    Then I noticed the small, black, volcano-like mounds which had formed straight up from the ground. They looked to be the same height as myself, and gray clouds of smoke billowed from the tips, which were like little chimneys. The volcanoes were placed in various spots around me, and the deep bubbling noises that came from inside them reminded me of what they held. Should one of the rock formations erupt, a thick, murderous, river of lava would explode and cover the entire vicinity. 
 
    The underworld appeared never-ending, and there was nothing on the horizon apart from burning fires, ominous black mountains, and a wall of darkness in the distance. I recalled more and more memories as I peered around my old home, but I knew I couldn’t stand and inspect this place for too long.  
 
    I had a job to complete, and I wasn’t going to leave until I’d reached my goal. 
 
    Suddenly, a shadowed figure appeared from behind one of the small volcanoes.  
 
    At first, I noticed the horns that curled from the sides of the creature’s head, and then I spotted the wings that appeared to be at least double the size of the monster’s body. The wings and the horns looked familiar to me, but that was as far as my memories went.  
 
    The ground vibrated as the monster took each step, and as he walked away from the volcano, more creatures appeared behind him until I was faced with a wall of monstrous beings. There looked to be about three of them, and the darkness stopped me from seeing finer details, but it didn’t stop me from hearing their angered grunts and snarls.  
 
    “Who goes there?” the horned creature demanded. “Tell me your name!” 
 
    “He must be a new arrival,” a squeaky voice said.  
 
    “Of course, he’s not a new arrival,” a third, female creature replied. “Did you see the fucking portal he came in?” 
 
    “Show me your face, and perhaps I’ll tell you my name.” I smirked. “And trust me, you’ll want to hear what I have to say.” 
 
    I heard a gruff sigh, and then as the creatures came closer, the glare from the fires lit up their bodies.  
 
    All three of them varied in size, with the smallest being a couple feet in height, and the largest creature, the one with the horns, towered over everything around him. He looked double my height, with the face and body of a bull and the enormous wings that shot out from either side of him. The bull stood on his hind legs, and he had matted, brown fur and gray hooves. A gold hoop sat neatly in his nose, and the remains of a silver chain dangled from the ring. 
 
    The female beside him looked human to begin with long, black hair that ran down to her waist, and she wore a black dress that had been ripped and torn in several places. Her pale, silvery legs and arms were on display, and the material of her dress barely covered her breasts and stomach. Her feet were bare, two little horns curled out from her forehead, and a pair of wings fluttered behind her. The wings were white, extremely thin, and reminded me of a spider’s web. She was either a dead fairy, or perhaps a dead witch, but I didn’t know for certain. 
 
    The smallest creature looked to be an elf. His eyes were too big for his face, and he wore nothing but a pair of black pants. His hair was shaggy and blond, and it sat messily behind his pointed, elven ears.  
 
    I could already tell he was the one to have the high-pitched, squeaky voice. 
 
    “Where have you come from?” the bull demanded. 
 
    “I’ve come from a realm far away from here,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’ve returned home to seek assistance from you all.” 
 
    “Returned home?” the bull asked with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Ooh, Dolroth is going to love this,” the elf chuckled.  
 
    I blocked out everything around me as I focused on who Dolroth could be. His name seemed familiar to me, yet I couldn’t picture a face to go along with it, nor could I work out why this man was so important. 
 
    But then it came to me.  
 
    An image formed in my mind, and I saw a pair of piercing, yellow eyes, rows upon rows of snake-like fangs, and pitch-black skin that made it look like the beast had been doused in oil. The rest of my memories were vague, but I briefly remembered having a conversation with this creature, and I recalled telling him to watch over the place because I couldn’t.  
 
    He was my second-in-command. At least down here, anyway. 
 
    “Aah, Dolroth, my good friend.” I grinned.  
 
    “How do you know of the mighty Dolroth?” the female asked.  
 
    I knew my time was limited, so instead of teasing them some more, I decided just to be honest with them. I needed them to help me anyway, so the sooner they understood who I was, the better.  
 
    “My name is Cole, but you all know me as someone else,” I explained. “I came here from Scholomance, the Devil’s Academy.” 
 
    “Scholomance…” the female mumbled. “You’re a witch?” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded. “Well, technically.” 
 
    “But… Scholomance has always been an all-female academy.” She frowned. “This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    The female clearly knew Scholomance well, which made me think she was a witch instead of a fairy, and I hoped her knowledge of the school would help her understand me better. 
 
    “But that doesn’t answer our question,” the bull said with a gruff voice. “Tell us how you know Dolroth, and then we’ll decide whether you live or die.” 
 
    “But technically we--” the elf piped up.  
 
    “Silence!” the bull ordered, and his deep voice echoed around me. “Come on, witch, we don’t have all day.” 
 
    “My name is Cole, but you all know me as the Dark Lord, the Mighty One,” I said in a loud, firm voice. “I am Satan reborn, and--”  
 
    “How dare you!” the bull roared as he stormed toward me. “You think you can portal in here and pretend to be our Dark Lord?” 
 
    The witch and the elf followed behind the bull, and even they looked just as pissed as he did.  
 
    “How do you think I summoned a portal to get here?” I asked.  
 
    “You obviously used your magic spells to cheat the system,” the elf squeaked. “It wouldn’t be the first time a witch has gone against the rules.” 
 
    “Hey.” The woman scowled. “That was one time.” 
 
    “Enough,” the bull rumbled, and he dug at the ground with his hooved foot. “This male witch is an imposter, and we all know what happens to imposters in these parts.” 
 
    The witch and the elf chanted something excitedly, but I was more concerned about the enormous bull headed straight for me. He had both of his arms outstretched, and his dark eyes were narrowed as he took long, thundering steps in my direction. I knew I needed to hold him back somehow, but I also needed them to see how powerful I really was.  
 
    Then, just as the bull was within touching distance, I clicked my fingers, and he came to a sudden halt. He was close enough that I could see every strand of fur on his body, and I saw the look of anger in his eyes, yet that look quickly turned into confusion as he noticed the hold I had on him.  
 
    No matter how hard the bull tried, he couldn’t break free from the charm.  
 
    “How are you…?” His entire body shook and trembled as he strained against the blockage, and his lips curled up to reveal a set of broken, yellow teeth, but that was about all he could do. The witch and the elf behind him were clearly just as confused, but neither of them made a move to do anything about it. Perhaps they were too shocked to act, or maybe they were scared I’d do the same to them.  
 
    Which I would without a second’s hesitation.  
 
    “You should think twice before you act,” I said with a snarl. “For I am your master, and I’m far more than just some mortal witch.” 
 
    “Should I get Dolroth?” the elf asked the witch.  
 
    “No,” I said before she could reply. “You all work for me, including Dolroth, so there’s nothing any of you can do.” 
 
    “I don’t work for anyone,” the witch said as she stormed toward me. “I especially don’t work for some shitty Scholomance student.” 
 
    Before the witch could reach me, I clicked my fingers again, and she experienced the same outcome as the bull. She huffed and spat, and her gray eyes frantically roamed the area around us for some means of escape, but she soon calmed down as she realized there was little she could do.  
 
    The timid little elf stood behind his friends, and I saw the thoughtful look on his tiny face. He was obviously deciding what to do, but I hoped he’d make the right decision and stay exactly where he was.  
 
    “Now, sit,” I said as I lowered my raised hands to my side. 
 
    The bull and the witch followed my hands’ movements, and both of them crouched to the ground, whether they wanted to or not. A look of amazement covered the elf’s face, so I had a feeling he believed me, but I still needed to work on these two stubborn fuckers.  
 
    Then a loud bang came from somewhere behind me. It was loud enough to shake the ground, and it sounded like a firework had been set off right beside me, but those noises were constantly heard in the fiery pits, so I ignored it and continued to stare at my chosen victims.  
 
    “Um…” the elf said as he ran over to us, and he played with his hands anxiously. “Now, I don’t want to alarm anyone, but--” 
 
    “Tell me!” I demanded.  
 
    Instead of voicing his reply, the elf simply pointed behind me with a single finger. I rolled my eyes as I turned my head to look over my shoulder, and at first I thought the elf was going to try and save his teammates while I wasn’t looking, but then I noticed the change in our surroundings and the outcome of the loud bang I’d just heard.  
 
    One of the small volcanoes had erupted, and a healthy stream of molten lava seeped down the sides and onto the ground. The top of the volcano coughed and spluttered, and small balls of lava rained down beside the rocky mound. 
 
    The lava melted everything in its path, and it was headed right for us. 
 
    “I mean absolutely no disrespect,” the elf said with wide eyes. “But that lava will kill us if we don’t move right now. I’ve witnessed the dead die again, and let me tell you, it’s not fun.” 
 
    I wanted to ask the elf more about that, but I also had to do something before the lava reached us.  
 
    The lava rolled toward us at a steady pace, so it gave us enough time to get to higher ground, but it was also the perfect opportunity to show these creatures my full potential. 
 
    I simply stood and watched the lava approach us, but the tiny elf stepped back more and more, and the witch and the bull stared at the incoming threat with fear. Then, when the lava was close enough, I held out my hand that wasn’t controlling the creatures, and I aimed it right at the burning river.  
 
    “Stabit,” I ordered.  
 
    A white light appeared in my palm, and as I closed my fingers around the light, it shot out toward the lava. Then everything came to a sudden halt, and the lava curled up around the white light like a wave of water hitting a sheet of glass. The longer I held the spell, the more the lava settled, and within minutes the entire river had cooled and hardened, and it looked like a sheet of red and orange cement across a black asphalt. 
 
    I didn’t remove the spell until I was certain the lava had calmed down, and then as I turned to see the creatures behind me, I noticed the looks of shock and awe in their eyes. The little elf had even returned to his original spot, and he looked between myself and the lava in turn.  
 
    “What… I…” he stuttered. “No one has ever controlled the lava flow like that.” 
 
    “Only one person has that ability.” I smirked.  
 
    I clicked my fingers to remove the charm from around the bull and the witch, but as their ability to move returned, both of them remained crouched on the ground.  
 
    “I don’t believe it,” the witch said after a moment of silence, and she stared up at me with a slack jaw. “How can this be true?”  
 
    “You were telling the truth all this time,” the elf said with his head cocked to one side.  
 
    “I was.” I nodded. “I didn’t come down here for a fun day out, and I only have a limited amount of time to complete my task.” 
 
    “My lord,” the bull said as he bowed his head. “Please accept my sincere apology. I never meant any disrespect to you.” 
 
    “I understand and accept your apology,” I replied. “You both may stand.” 
 
    The bull and the witch obeyed without a word, and they both stood with their heads hung low.  
 
    “You returned to us, my lord,” the elf said in his high-pitched voice. “We never thought we’d see you again.” 
 
    “I’m almost certain I said I’d return at some point,” I scoffed.  
 
    I couldn’t fully remember every conversation I’d ever had down here, but the memories slowly returned to me every time something came up in discussion. Like the time I ordered Dolroth to take my place, and my parting words to this group. 
 
    But one thing I couldn’t recall were their names, or the names of anyone around here. I knew there were far more creatures hidden within these black walls, but the three that encountered me were clearly guards of some sort.  
 
    “Now, I wish to speak to Dolroth,” I said. “Will you take me to see him?” 
 
    “Of course, Dark One,” the witch replied. “Please, follow us.” 
 
    Then the three of them headed back in the way they came, and I followed on behind them. They took me past a number of rumbling volcanoes and over various hilltops, but our surroundings never changed.  
 
    We could have been going in circles for all I knew. 
 
    “So, what’s brought you down here, my lord?” the elf asked a few minutes later.  
 
    “That’s something I need to discuss with Dolroth, as well as the rest of you,” I said. “But I was telling the truth when I said I needed your assistance.” 
 
    “We’ll do whatever you ask of us, Dark One.” The witch smiled.  
 
    “I must admit I can’t remember your names,” I said. “Many things have happened since I left home.” 
 
    “My name is Vurax, my lord,” the bull said.  
 
    “Mine’s Eldrin,” the elf replied.  
 
    “And my name is Venus Jinx,” the witch said. “But everyone calls me Jinx.” 
 
    “They do?” Eldrin said sarcastically. “Satan, I never knew that!” 
 
    “It’s not like you remind everyone whenever they arrive,” Vurax laughed.  
 
    It was nice to see them getting along, and the feud from earlier had settled.  
 
    But something Vurax said had reminded me of a previous question.  
 
    “Eldrin, earlier on, when the volcano erupted, you mentioned people dying again,” I began. “What did you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” the elf said as he skipped along beside me. “So, down here we don’t technically die, because, you know, we’re already fucking dead, but if we get hit by the lava, our skin and bones melt from the intense heat. Everyone down here will hear the piercing screams, and we’d take in the stench of the burning corpse, but then their body will appear again. They’ll be scarred and warped, and some people won’t ever be the same again, but it’s like a constant spiral. Die, return, die… and so on. Some are away for weeks, whereas someone else could be away for a handful of hours. It depends on their size and shape, and however long it takes for their bodies to rebuild themselves.” 
 
    “I see…” I mumbled, but then an image formed in my mind.  
 
    It was of a human man slowly drowning in the molten river, and his flesh dripped from his bones as the lava took over. Then I remembered the face of the man, and the complete lack of respect he had for me, hence why I added the curse to the lava and threw him in the river.  
 
    “I remember now,” I said after the image vanished. “And I almost wish I could witness it just one more time.” 
 
    “Trust me, my lord, you don’t,” Jinx scoffed. “Unless it’s someone you truly despise, in which case it can be quite rewarding to watch them suffer.” 
 
    All four of us let out dark laughs, and I imagined the Elder Lord clear in my mind. I pictured his holy body being eaten up by the lava, the sound of his deafening screams, and then his warped face as he returned again.  
 
    It wasn’t going to be long before I witnessed his death for myself, and I just had to be patient.  
 
    My internal musing instantly came to a halt as Vurax, Jinx, and Eldrin stopped walking, so I peered around in an attempt to spot something different, but it all looked the same. The volcanoes, the darkness, the mountains. Everything.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked.  
 
    “Exactly where you wanted to go, Dark One,” Vurax replied. “To see Dolroth.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Follow me, Dark One.” Jinx held one hand up beside her head and clicked her fingers, and the ground began to shake and tremble beneath my feet. No one said a word as an orange mist formed around an open plot of land behind Jinx, and suddenly a small building came into view.  
 
    The building certainly hadn’t been there before.  
 
    The mist disappeared once the spell was complete, and I found myself staring at the black building as a grin formed across my face. I instantly remembered the years I’d spent roaming those halls, and it felt oddly peaceful to see it once again. 
 
    The black structure didn’t seem like much from the outside, but the same couldn’t have been said for the inside. What looked like a generic, family home with four square windows and a wooden door was secretly a dark castle that ran deep into the ground and also high into the sky. I could have spent days walking around the castle, and I still wouldn’t have discovered every room.  
 
    I recalled every lavish meal I’d enjoyed in that palace, the glorious sights and sounds that echoed around every wall, but most importantly I remembered the view I had of the new arrivals. I recalled every man, woman, and child who’d arrived into Hell, the fear that laced their faces, and the stories they told me of how they arrived here. The sinful crimes they committed on the outside, or the descriptions of their murder. I remembered it all, down to the very last detail.  
 
    “This way, my lord,” Eldrin said with a motion of his hand. “I’m sure Dolroth has been made aware you’re here, and I bet he’s desperate to see you.” 
 
    I took one last look at the black building, and then I grasped the handle of the wooden door and walked inside. The entryway appeared to go on for miles, and the walls on either side of me traveled high into the sky. A fire was spotted in the distance which filled the castle with dim lighting, and a few pictures had been hung on the walls, but I didn’t look at the portraits long enough to get a good description of them.  
 
    Then Vurax, Jinx, and Eldrin walked up the flight of wooden stairs to my left, so I followed them without saying a word. I heard harsh, painful screams the further up we traveled, but my three leaders simply laughed.  
 
    “Ooh, it sounds like someone’s in trouble,” Jinx giggled. “I wonder who it is this time.” 
 
    “My bet is on Prirm,” Eldrin replied.  
 
    “Yes, or maybe Frudar,” Vurax said. “Those two are always up to something.” 
 
    Those names didn’t mean anything to me, so I assumed they were more recent arrivals. But from the sounds of things, they were clearly receiving the punishment they deserved, and nothing made me prouder. 
 
    We kept walking for another twenty minutes, and then Vurax came to a stop outside of a large, wide door with a red and gold emblem in the center. It was a symbol of my former self, with blood-red eyes, sharp teeth, and horns that curled down toward my face. It had been so long since I’d last seen the image that it took me a second to fully recognize who it was.  
 
    It definitely wasn’t like looking in a mirror anymore, but it did remind me of my crimson shadow double. 
 
    Then Vurax went to knock on the door with his hoof, but my laughing caused him to stop. I assumed they were used to knocking before entering, but I was here now, and I didn’t wait for someone to open the door for me.  
 
    Especially not in my own damn castle.  
 
    A simple flick of my wrist opened the door, and the three creatures beside me all stared at me in shock. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “I own this place, so I can go wherever the fuck I want.” 
 
    Before any of them could reply, a tiny creature scurried over to the open door with a stern look on his face. The creature was barely half the height of Eldrin, and he had the face and body of a cat. He stood on hind legs, and he wore a black outfit which consisted of pants and a blazer.  
 
    “How dare you enter Dolroth’s quarters without an invitation,” the cat-like creature said with an angered tone. “Do you know who you’re dealing with here?”  
 
    His bright green eyes looked at all of us in turn, but he seemed to glance at me for a second longer than the others.  
 
    I was the new arrival, after all. 
 
    “We wish to speak Dolroth,” Vurax said with a gruff voice. “We have brought someone here to see him.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t answer my previous question.” The cat raised an eyebrow. “Master will not be happy to see you broke into his room, but I’m sure there’s a few spaces in the torture chambers for you…”  
 
    “Oh, shut the fuck up, Grendel,” Jinx sighed. “This man you’re looking at is your real master, so you should be careful with how you address him.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the cat and gave him a look to say I wasn’t here to play games. I may not have looked like the emblem on the door, but I was no different in character. That side of me was just hidden away, deep, deep inside my mortal body. 
 
    Grendel must have sensed I meant business, so it didn’t take long for the scared little cat to scurry away, which left space for the four of us to step further into Dolroth’s office. The room was pretty bare, like the rest of the castle, and all it held was a grand, oak desk, a giant fireplace, and a long set of hooks that ran across one wall. Several hoops and chains hung from the hooks, and I assumed they were used for torturing the rogue creatures. 
 
    The hoops also looked like the one in Vurax’s nose, but that could have been a coincidence. 
 
    Situated behind the desk was an enormous floor-to-ceiling window that looked out into the horizon. I remembered it being the perfect spot to view the underworld from, and it was right beside where the new arrivals landed. I wondered if Dolroth had been made aware of my presence, or if other slaves and servants had passed on the message. 
 
    “Who dares to walk into my territory uninvited?” a deep voice boomed around the room, but I couldn’t see where it came from. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, an explosion of light came from the fireplace, and a dark figure stepped out of the flames. The figure matched the creature I’d pictured in my head, with the oil-like skin, yellow eyes, the horns, and rows of teeth.  
 
    Dolroth, Demon of the Underworld, appeared in all his glory and stood high in the center of the room. Every demon down here had been created by me, out of nothing but soot and fire, and the longer I peered at Dolroth, the more I remembered his creation. I’d needed someone to take my place before I chose Lilith as my vessel, so I’d created Dolroth, the mightiest, strongest demon I’d ever sculpted.  
 
    After all, I’d had to make sure the Underworld was left in good hands. 
 
    “Sir, we’ve come to--” Vurax said, but his words were cut off as Dolroth raised one hand.  
 
    “Silence,” he said in a deep tone, and the demon studied me with those yellow eyes. “Cole, a male witch from Scholomance Academy. You’re a long way from home.” 
 
    Dolroth looked me over once more before he walked around the side of the desk and pulled out the seat. Then the demon sat down and kicked his clawed feet onto the desktop so his pale, dirty soles were facing me.  
 
    I knew he didn’t recognize me, but the lack of respect caused a surge of anger to rage through my blood, and I knew I needed to show Dolroth who was really in charge around here.  
 
    “My home is right here,” I snarled as I stepped toward the desk. “Now, show me some fucking respect before I personally send you to the torture chambers.” 
 
    There was a flurry of activity behind me as Grendel tried to side with his ‘master,’ but I was more interested in Dolroth. He kept his clawed feet firmly on the desk, but I noticed the expression on his face changed, and the anger became more and more prominent.  
 
    So, instead of telling him who I was, I had to show him. 
 
    “Qui vocat umbra mea,” I said with a straight face.  
 
    “What the fu--”  
 
    Before Dolroth could finish his sentence, a red smoke materialized in the air around me, and a violent wind swept through the room. Nobody said a word, and as I focused more on the charm, a red shadow lifted from my body.  
 
    But the shadow wasn’t a perfect match for my current appearance. In fact, he looked exactly like the emblem on the door and the various portraits that decorated this room, complete with horns and all.  
 
    I’d shown my true form to the room, and now they knew the real master had returned. 
 
    “M-My lord,” Dolroth gasped as he instantly jumped up from his seat. “Dark One, y-you have returned.” 
 
    The demon fell to his knees and bowed his head, and then I noticed Grendel, Vurax, and Jinx had done the same thing. Eldrin stayed where he was, but he gave me a smug grin, which told me exactly how he felt.  
 
    “My lord, please accept my apology,” Dolroth said to the ground. “For showing you my feet, and for the way I acted since you arrived in the room.” 
 
    “And me, too,” Grendel added. 
 
    I brought my shadow double back to me, and once the red smoke evaporated, I motioned for the group to stand with the gesture of a hand. I realized Dolroth was only doing his job, so I wouldn’t punish him for the way he treated me, but I also made sure to remind him of what would happen should he repeat his actions.  
 
    “The soles of someone’s feet are one of the dirtiest parts of their body,” I said with my arms crossed over my chest. “But showing the soles to another is a symbol of power and hierarchy. That you think little of the person in front of you. Is that what you think of me, Dolroth?” 
 
    “N-No, Dark One, absolutely not.” He shook his head.  
 
    “Do you know what I could do to you?” I asked. “Are you aware of the power I hold? I made you out of ash and soot. I can return you to that form with a snap of my fingers.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand, master,” he groveled. “I’ll accept any punishment you decide on.” 
 
    I wandered back and forth across the room as Dolroth knelt with his hands locked together and his head bowed. I thought I spotted his back trembling with fear, which wouldn’t have been a bad thing. Dolroth needed to learn his lesson, so he needed to experience that fear. 
 
    “I won’t punish you this time,” I said a moment later. “But, should you disrespect me again, then I’ll destroy your body just as quickly as I created it.” 
 
    “Of course, Dark Lord,” Dolroth said. “I cannot believe I was so foolish that I didn’t recognize you.” 
 
    “I accept your apology,” I said. “From the looks of things, you’ve clearly been doing a good job around here, so your reward is my mercy.” 
 
    Dolroth raised his head, and the fear in his yellow eyes slowly began to vanish as a smile formed on his wrinkled face. I had a feeling Dolroth knew me well enough, and he knew the feud was over. 
 
    “Master,” he said as he took a step toward me. “Why, it’s been so many years.” 
 
    “It has.” I nodded. “The last time I saw you was when I’d chosen a powerful Wicca as my vessel into the world.” 
 
    “Yes…” Dolroth mumbled. “Lilith, correct? And Theodora? It looks like your plan worked, my lord.” 
 
    “It did.” I smirked.  
 
    “Lilith…” Jinx whispered.  
 
    “You know her?” I asked as I turned to the dead witch.  
 
    “I do.” Jinx nodded. “Lilith and I were friends, but I died before you chose her.” 
 
    “So, what happened when you left, Dark One?” Eldrin asked, and he bounced on his feet like an excited child. “Is the outside world as crazy and as fucked-up as everyone here says it is?” 
 
    “I was sent to a realm called Earth where I spent my days working in a tattoo shop,” I replied. “I guess you could say it was pretty crazy and fucked up, but then I returned to Scholomance years later, with little to no knowledge of why I was there, or why I’d been chosen to attend the academy. But now my past is clear to me.” 
 
    “And now you’re back here, controlling the lava like you always did.” Dolroth smiled. “Only one person had the ability to do that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a nod of my head.  
 
    “Have you come to reclaim your throne, Dark One?” Jinx asked.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “At least, not yet. For now, I’ve come to reclaim my army.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Dolroth replied. “How can we help?” 
 
    “The Elder Lord has been planning an attack,” I said. “My mortal army and I have fought him several times, but I sense this coming battle will be different, so I came here today to increase our numbers and to increase our power and strength.” 
 
    “You already know what I’m going to say, Dark One,” Jinx snorted. “The fucking Elder Lord has caused problems for as long as I can remember, so I’d be more than happy to watch him die.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and then I looked at the rest of the group.  
 
    “I will.” Eldrin grinned.  
 
    “And me, my lord,” Vurax added.  
 
    “Master, you know I’ll always help you,” Dolroth said. “We will gather as many creatures as possible, and together we’ll save the world from the Elder Lord’s domination.” 
 
    “I won’t need a huge amount at the moment,” I replied as I peered out the window once more. “Pick fifteen of your most powerful men and follow me back to Scholomance to prepare for the incoming war.” 
 
    “Will that be enough, my lord?” Dolroth asked.  
 
    “For now.” I smirked. “But you need to be quick.” 
 
    “Of course.” Dolroth nodded. “I’ll do that right away.” 
 
    “Meet us by the door once you’ve collected them,” I said as Dolroth went to leave the office.  
 
    The demon nodded, and then he ran from the room with the strange cat-like creature at his feet.  
 
    I trusted Dolroth to pick out the best of the bunch, and I would prepare them, at Scholomance, to be my generals in the coming war. Then, once the final battle with the Elder Lord was in full swing, I’d create a portal for the rest of my dark kingdom to join us. 
 
    “My lord, would it be okay if we came along with you?” Jinx asked. “We have brute strength and abilities we can bring with us.” 
 
    I looked at the witch and then Eldrin and Vurax in turn, and I swore the tiny elf was about to burst with excitement from the way he kept fidgeting.  
 
    The trio before me didn’t appear particularly threatening, perhaps aside from Vurax, but appearances could be deceiving.  
 
    Plus, I was feeling in a generous mood.  
 
    “I will allow it,” I said. 
 
    Eldrin leaped into the air and let out a cheerful giggle, while the bull simply nodded his giant head, but I saw the makings of a smile on his face, which was a lot coming from Vurax. 
 
    “I’m quite excited to return to Scholomance,” Jinx said as we left the room.  
 
    “So you knew my mother well?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, very well.” The witch smiled. “Lilith and I started at the same time, so we shared every lesson, and we even shared a room at one point.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what a school looks like,” Eldrin said as he slid down the bannister.  
 
    “You’ve never been to a school?” Vurax asked.  
 
    “Nope,” the elf replied. “But I’ve heard I missed out on wonderful things.” 
 
    I left the two of them to converse, but I was most interested in what Jinx had to say about Lilith. I’d had many people tell me they knew my mother, or they’d heard of her, but Jinx was one of the first people I’d met, apart from Theodora, who was a genuine friend to Lilith.  
 
    “How did you end up here?” I asked.  
 
    “Poison.” Jinx grinned. “Some bitch poured poison in my pumpkin juice one morning. I took one sip, and the next thing I remember was waking up in Hell. But it’s fine, because I’d planned to do the same thing to her anyway. The bitch was just quicker than I was.” 
 
    “At least you’re not angry at her,” I laughed.  
 
    “I was at first, but I quickly got over it.” Jinx shrugged.  
 
    “Maybe Lilith knows something about it…” I said. “I could ask her.” 
 
    “Lilith’s still alive?” Jinx gasped. “I… I was almost certain she’d died.” 
 
    It hadn’t even occurred to me that Jinx wouldn’t have known what had happened to Lilith. She didn’t even know I’d chosen Lilith to be my mother until I said it to Dolroth.  
 
    “Technically, she had,” I said. “Lilith sacrificed herself when she gave birth to me, but then I resurrected her once I’d discovered my true self. And now she lives at Scholomance with everyone else.” 
 
    “I always knew my friend was going to go far in life.” Jinx smirked. “But I never would have imagined this! I bet she’s now incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “Oh, very,” I snickered. “In fact, Lilith is currently keeping the portal open as we speak. I had to have someone who shares my blood to keep the line connected, otherwise I’d have to find a different way out.” 
 
    “So, we’d better hurry up,” the witch said as we reached the main door. “I bet Dolroth won’t take much longer.” 
 
    “No, he won’t,” I replied.  
 
    Then we stepped outside the castle, and as I turned around, the building had transformed into a small house once again. 
 
    I didn’t know where Dolroth went, but I heard raised voices far off in the distance, so I assumed it came from the demon as he gathered some men together. I’d told him to meet us here, so I relaxed back against the black brick wall as I waited.  
 
    Jinx joined me against the wall, Vurax stood guard outside the house, which was his job anyway, and Eldrin kicked a piece of broken rock across the ground like a soccer ball. I could tell from the elf’s face that he wasn’t young, but he had a very child-like mind, which definitely added to his upbeat personality. I had no idea what he was like during battle, but I knew I’d get the answer to that once we went up against the Elder Lord. 
 
    I was eager to see what these three had to offer when it came to the battle, and I was pleased to be taking them with me. This was their reward for taking me to see Dolroth, and as strange as it was to admit, they already felt like a part of my army. I hadn’t known them for very long, but they fit in perfectly.  
 
    Several minutes went by without a word from Dolroth, but then a giant, dark figure was spotted in the distance. As the figure came closer, I noticed it wasn’t just one person, but fifteen of them. Dolroth stood at the front of the crowd, and his chosen men followed on behind him.  
 
    I spotted a large variety of creatures that ranged from elves, like Eldrin, to more demons and witches. And I also noticed a creature far larger than Vurax, and the ground vibrated with every step he took.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Eldrin said as he caught sight of the crowd. “Dolroth chose Japner.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked.  
 
    “Ooh, my lord, have you not heard of Japner before?” Jinx asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” I frowned.  
 
    “Well, then you’re about to find out,” Eldrin said with a smirk. 
 
    I managed to get a better view of the mighty Japner as the crowd came closer toward me. Japner looked to be a giant, but his facial features reminded me somewhat of a gnome. He had a bulbous nose, pointed ears, and a long, bushy beard that hung down to his chest. He wore nothing but a red loincloth around his waist, and he appeared to be at least five times the size of Dolroth. His skin looked sickly-green in color, and there wasn’t a single ounce of fat on him. Japner was nothing but muscle, and I couldn’t wait to see the damage he’d cause when his fists went flying.  
 
    The elves beside Dolroth ranged in size. Some were a couple feet tall like Eldrin, others were the same size as Dolroth, and some sat somewhere in the middle of the two. I also noticed the little cat-like creature, Grendel, wasn’t a part of the group, but that wasn’t a huge surprise to me.  
 
    Then I saw how the elves were all armed with bow and arrows, swords, and other weaponry, but they were the only creatures who came armed with additional tools. The witches and the demons all had their own powers and spells to use, and it was clear from looking at Japner that he didn’t need weapons or magic to defend himself. His sheer size and build were enough.  
 
    “My lord,” Dolroth said as he stood before me. “I’ve gathered the best we have, so I hope this will be enough.” 
 
    I scanned the crowd once more, and then I turned my attention back to the demon.  
 
    “They look perfect.” I grinned. “As long as they can fight, they can assist me in killing the Elder Lord.” 
 
    “Trust me, master, they can do more than that,” Dolroth said with a dark smile.  
 
    “In which case, I’m intrigued to see them in battle,” I replied, and then I turned to the gathered crowd of elves, demons, creatures, and more. “Dolroth told me you’re the strongest souls down here, so you’ll all be my generals in the war to come. Then, when the battle begins, you’ll lead the rest of the legions as I summon them.” 
 
    The crowd of creatures nodded their heads, the elves clapped, and Japner simply grunted, which I assumed was his way of talking. 
 
    “You’ll accompany me to Scholomance right now, where we’ll strategize a plan,” I said. “But don’t make yourselves too comfortable… I will not tolerate weakness or complacency in my army. Nor will I tolerate any sexual behavior toward the women of my academy. All of them belong to me, and if I find out any of you have ignored my warnings, I will destroy you… slowly.” 
 
    There was a reason as to why everyone ended up in Hell in the first place, so my warning was justified. The last thing I needed was for a fight to break out within the academy, just because one of the rogue creatures couldn’t stop themselves from going after a student, or the other way around.  
 
    “We promise to be on our best behaviors, master,” Dolroth said. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    A chorus of agreements and nods came from the crowd, as well as another grunt from Japner.  
 
    “Good, then let’s go,” I ordered. “Jinx, will you lead the way?”  
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the witch said.  
 
    We had to be in the exact spot where I’d first arrived in order for the portal to work, so Jinx led the crowd through the volcano mounds in the direction we’d originally came from. It all looked the same to me, so I had to rely on someone with better knowledge of the surrounding areas.  
 
    “This is going to be so good, my lord,” Eldrin said as he skipped along beside me. “I haven’t been on an adventure in eons.” 
 
    “Do you know how long you’ve been down here for?” I asked.  
 
    “Nope.” The elf shook his head. “But I can’t even remember how I died, so I know it’s been a long, long time.” 
 
    Eldrin was clearly the cheeriest out of everyone here, which was seldom found in the pits of the underworld. I couldn’t even imagine him causing harm to anyone, so I wish he could have told me more about his former life and the sins he’d committed to land himself a place here.  
 
    I put that thought behind me as we wandered through the dark and dismal settings, and twenty minutes passed before Jinx came to a stop. I knew we were at the right place from the hardened lava that decorated the ground, and I felt slightly excited to get back to Scholomance. I was desperate to see how the coven had gotten on collecting the Diabolic Headstone, but I also wanted to get started with the preparations for the war.  
 
    “Everyone, gather around,” I ordered with a motion of my hands.  
 
    The group obeyed my order without question, and they stood in a semi-circle in front of me, with the smallest elves at the front, and Japner towering over the others at the back.  
 
    “Now, the air pressure is different between here and there,” I said. “So, in order for you all to cope, and to stop your lungs from giving out, I’m going to place a charm on you. You can reverse the spell should you feel the need, but I doubt any of you would want to do that.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t dare break your charms, my lord,” Dolroth replied for the group. “That is, unless you order us to do so.” 
 
    “It isn’t my intention.” I shrugged. 
 
    Then I took several steps back so I had the entire crowd in my vision, and I held my right hand up in front of me.  
 
    “Respirare,” I ordered.  
 
    A dull blue light shot free from my palm and covered the entire group of creatures. I held the spell there for a minute, and then, as I noticed a few people grasping onto their chests, I knew the spell had worked. The charm worked away at their lungs, and it had the potential to assist their breathing in any situation, sort of like an internal apparatus.  
 
    Then I dropped the spell, and the blue light settled and vanished into the air.  
 
    “Now, we all must hold hands or stay connected in some way,” I said as I walked back toward them. “Should any of you break the connection, you could find yourselves getting lost in the portal, and who knows where you’ll end up.” 
 
    “Um, my lord?” Eldrin asked with one tiny hand in the air.  
 
    “Yes?” I said.  
 
    “Has anyone ever gotten lost in the portal before?” Eldrin cocked his head to one side.  
 
    “They have.” I nodded. “No one knows where the person ended up, and some think he could still be floating through time and space as we speak.” 
 
    “I see…” the elf said hesitantly.  
 
    “So, as long as you don’t drop the connection, then you’ll portal there and back again without an issue.” I shrugged. 
 
    It was eons ago that the person became lost in the vortex as he shadow-ported from one realm to another, so I genuinely didn’t know what had happened to him, but I had to be sure no one dropped a hold of their partner, and scaring them was the best way to do that. 
 
    “Right, let’s go,” I said. “Aperire portal.” 
 
    Like before in Vanessa’s classroom, a wall of light cascaded into the air, and the black hole appeared in the center. But this time the hole looked much bigger than before, and I assumed it was due to Japner and his enormous body. 
 
    I was pleased to see the portal appeared without an issue, because it meant Lilith still had a hold of it on the other side. Then, as the long line of creatures made their way through the black opening, we all began to spiral and swirl through the vortex. A majority of the people around me hadn’t traveled like this since the day they were brought to Hell, so I could imagine how strange it must have felt for them.  
 
    The original trip into Hell had felt like ten minutes, yet the return to Scholomance only seemed to last for a fraction of that time, so I wondered if the time difference caused it, or whether it was because I was eager to return.  
 
    Either way, I prepared myself to land as the air became thicker and the light began to fade, and before I knew it, I was standing safely in Vanessa’s classroom. The rest of the group arrived seconds after I did, and I was pleased to see everyone had made it safely.  
 
    “My lord,” Lilith sighed as she dropped the portal. “I can relax now.” 
 
    “You can.” I smiled.  
 
    A loud crash suddenly came from the back of the room, and I turned around to see Japner was struggling to crouch beneath the low ceilings. Or, low for him, anyway. His giant head smashed off the ceiling, which then caused him to stumble and crash into the walls, and it continued on like that until he’d finally found his footing.  
 
    “As you can see, I was successful.” I smirked. “Everyone here has offered their assistance, and they promised to stay on their best behaviors as the school prepares itself.” 
 
    Lilith peered around the new arrivals, but then her icy-blue eyes landed on someone in particular.  
 
    “Jinx,” my mother said with a gasp. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I may have found an old friend of yours,” I said.  
 
    Neither of the two witches could control themselves, and they both ran over to embrace the other in a warm hug. The last time Lilith had seen Jinx, the witch was dying from poison and being rushed off to see the nurse, and although they weren’t reunited for long, it was still long enough.  
 
    “I apologize for my rudeness,” Lilith said as she looked at the others in the room. “Welcome to Scholomance Academy. We’re extremely grateful for your help, and we’re excited to share these walls with you.” 
 
    “There’s no need for an apology,” Dolroth said as he took a step forward. “We promise not to harm your school, or the students who live here, and all we wish is to serve the Dark Lord as best we can.” 
 
    “Great.” Lilith smiled. “Let me find someone who can show you to your rooms.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized that rooms had been made up for our guests, but I assumed Lilith had organized that while I was away on my mission. I also noticed the book of dark magic was no longer beside the cauldron, which told me Theodora had returned, along with the rest of my coven. 
 
    Lilith then clicked her fingers, and two young students instantly appeared in the classroom. It took a second for them to notice the large crowd, but as they caught sight of the demons, witches, and Japner, their eyes widened, and the two girls turned sickly pale.  
 
    “There is no need to fear,” Lilith said calmly to the students. “The Dark One has asked these demonic creatures to help with our fight against the Elder Lord. I need you to show them to their accommodations outside the school grounds. Do you know where that is?” 
 
    “Um… I think so,” one girl mumbled.  
 
    “I do,” the second girl said more confidently. “I watched Headmistress Theodora create them.” 
 
    “Excellent, then that’s where they need to go,” my mother replied.  
 
    “I want you all to rest,” I told the group. “Take a minute to get used to your surroundings, and I’ll be sure to come and check in on you soon.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Dolroth nodded.  
 
    The two students then ran from the room as fast as their legs could carry them, and Dolroth, Jinx, Vurax, and the others all followed behind them. Little Eldrin was at the back of the group, and the tiny elf gave me a cheerful wink as he passed.  
 
    “I love schools already!” Eldrin cried out as he skipped from the room.  
 
    “They seem like an interesting bunch,” Lilith snickered.  
 
    “They sure are.” I smirked. “But Dolroth said he’d picked the best, so we just need to wait and see if that’s the case.” 
 
    Lilith and I spent a couple of minutes getting the classroom back in order, then the two of us left and began the long walk through the hallways. If Theodora was here, then the rest of the coven had returned with the Diabolic Headstone, and I was eager to get my hands on it.  
 
    “How long was I down there for?” I asked as we reached the first set of stairs.  
 
    “You were nearing fifteen minutes,” Lilith replied. “So you had plenty of time left to spare.” 
 
    It was strange to think that hardly any time had passed up here, yet I’d been in Hell for several hours. It made me think how the creatures felt, and whether their days up here were going to pass painfully slowly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you found Jinx,” Lilith said a minute later as we reached the main doors to my coven’s suite. 
 
    “I know, she was one of the first people to find me,” I chuckled. “It seemed as though she was familiar with Scholomance at first, but I never knew how far that went.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lilith smiled sadly. “I’ll never forget the day she died. No one had expected it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I could reunite you both, at least for a few days,” I said. 
 
    Before Lilith opened the doors, she wrapped her arms around me and held me tight for a brief second. It was her silent way of thanking me, but it was the least I could have done.  
 
    “But enough of that for now,” Lilith said as she pulled away. “Are you ready to see the last artifact?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I stared in awe at the brilliance of the Diabolic Headstone as it sat among the other four artifacts. The Headstone was smaller than I’d imagined it to be, rectangular in shape, and it was barely half the size of the Inscriptions that sat beside it. It was made from brown granite, but the strange words and markings were in white, and the base of the stone was thicker to help it stand. Apart from the foreign words and symbols, if the Headstone had been used to mark someone’s grave, I probably wouldn’t have looked twice at it.  
 
    I felt the grin form on my face as I imagined how pissed the Elder Lord would be when he found out I’d spoiled his plan, and now I had the ability to cause great destruction.  
 
    But it also made me think about what the Elder Lord was going to do now that he couldn’t take the artifacts for his own benefit. I knew he’d find another way to try and kill me, but what did that include?  
 
    “Isn’t it perfect?” Penelope broke me away from my musing.  
 
    “Extremely,” I said as I turned to look at my coven.  
 
    My large group of women stood together in a huddle on the other side of the common room, and from the sight of them, I could tell it hadn’t been an easy mission. Their hair was messy, they all looked slightly defeated and tired, and there was a large pool of water on the floor from where ice and snow had melted.  
 
    I also noticed Lilith and Theodora had left the room, but Theodora had to run the school, and I had a feeling Lilith left to speak to Jinx some more. 
 
    “Thank you for retrieving the final artifact,” I said to my coven. “I can tell it wasn’t easy, but you worked together and completed your task.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was even harder than Goshotha,” Akira snickered. “I never want to see snow again in my life.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Della said as she slumped against Circe. “I think I was seconds away from getting frostbite.” 
 
    “Also, despite what I was told, allowing snow to melt in your mouth is nothing like drinking water.” Cleo’s eyes widened. “That shit tastes so bad.” 
 
    “I hope it wasn’t yellow.” Nyx smirked.  
 
    Whispered giggles came from the majority of the group, but a stern look from Cleo instantly silenced them.  
 
    “What did you get up to, my lord?” Morgana asked. “You said you had your own mission to complete?”  
 
    “Ah, yes.” I nodded and then wandered over to a couch to take a seat. “I wanted to increase our army as much as we could for the war against the Elder Lord, whatever they may involve.” 
 
    “And did you manage it?” Faye asked as the rest of them took a seat.  
 
    “Of course, I did,” I said with a smirk. “I went in search of creatures who could bring power the Elder Lord hadn’t witnessed before, and I believe I’ve found the perfect group.” 
 
    “Creatures?” Beatrix asked.  
 
    “Creatures,” I said with a nod. “I shadow-ported into Hell, with the assistance of Lilith, and there I managed to collect a large array of beasts and demons all eager and willing to kill off the Elder Lord.” 
 
    “You shadow-ported into Hell.” Astrid frowned. “While we were in Yiasilas, you literally managed to get to Hell and back?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Revna laughed and patted her sister’s shoulder. “You’ll soon learn our master can do anything, and he’ll always do it far quicker than any of us could.” 
 
    “So, which creatures did you come across?” Vesta asked, and her velvety voice dropped into a sensual purr. “Any that are delightfully sinful?”  
 
    “Oh, very,” I said. “A few demons, a giant, some elves… The list goes on and on.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to meet a demon,” Nyx replied. “Do they live up to their reputation? Can they transform into any living thing around them?” 
 
    “Yes, do they kill their prey by ripping their heads off first?” Circe ran her forked tongue across her lips.  
 
    “I heard demons drink the blood of their victims,” Akira said. “But the demons then wear their victims’ skin as a sign of dominance and strength.” 
 
    “I was told they can only come out at night like a vampire,” Remy added. 
 
    “Where is all this coming from?” Samara asked, and the former goddess frowned at the other witches. “Have you been reading fairy stories before you go to bed?”  
 
    “These are ridiculous theories.” Vanessa rolled her eyes. “I’d suggest you do some more research before you meet these demons.” 
 
    “I have to admit,” I said with my hands in the air. “I’ve never heard of a demon only coming out at night, or blending in with their surroundings, but they do rip off the heads of their prey before they devour them.” 
 
    “Yes!” Circe cheered. “I knew I was right!”  
 
    “Damn, I was sure someone had mentioned their camouflage skills to me before,” Nyx sighed as she slumped in her seat.  
 
    “Perhaps you can ask Dolroth when you meet him,” I said. “Or any of the other demons I created…” 
 
    “What?” Circe’s jaw dropped open to reveal her forked tongue. “You… you created the demons?” 
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “From nothing but soot and fire, and I have the ability to give them any strengths or weaknesses that I feel they should receive.” 
 
    “Fuck, that’s so cool.” Nyx grinned.  
 
    “Could you make one for me?” Akira gasped. “Oh, please, master. They could act like a second familiar.” 
 
    “You already get a child, don’t be too greedy,” Circe snickered. 
 
    “We can discuss the demons later,” I laughed. “But for now, I feel it’s best we all get some rest and replenish our energy.” 
 
    “Our lord is right,” Vanessa said as she stood up. “Everyone is tired, so I suggest we enjoy a good meal and get to bed.” 
 
    “Satan,” Akira groaned as she wrapped one arm around her stomach. “I’m so hungry I could eat an onikuma.” 
 
    “Akira, you and I could eat a bear every day before we became pregnant,” Faye snickered. “Today is no different.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true.” The witch shrugged. “Now, I’m going to see what’s available in the banquet hall.” 
 
    The rest of the coven stood from their seats and prepared themselves to leave, but I stayed where I was. I’d experienced a number of different time zones, and I’d gone from the sandy desert of Goshotha to the fiery pits of Hell, so I wanted nothing more than to wash off the grime that coated my body.  
 
    “My lord, would you care to join us?” Freyja asked.  
 
    “No, you all go on ahead,” I replied.  
 
    “Okay, master.” Freyja gave me a sweet smile, and then she followed the rest of the women from the room.  
 
    I remained on the couch for an additional five minutes as I took in the peace and quiet, but then I stood up. I would have felt even worse in the morning if I didn’t have a wash before I fell asleep.  
 
    “Cordelia, can you prepare a bath for me?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course, master,” the ghostly voice said. “It’ll be ready for you by the time you get there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, and I glanced at the familiars by the fire before I plodded up the stairs that took me to my room.  
 
    My body had been running on adrenaline this entire time, so I hadn’t even realized how tired I was until I stopped for a split second. My legs felt like lead, my eyes were heavy, and there were at least three layers of dried sweat all across my body.  
 
    I embraced the warming, comforting scent of lavender as I arrived in my room, and I spotted the clouds of steam leaving the bathroom as I tore off my clothes and threw them over the back of a chair. I ran one hand through my choppy hair as I walked my naked body toward the bath, and my loud yawn filled the entire room.  
 
    “I’ve also prepared some food for you, master,” Cordelia said from somewhere around me. “I know you didn’t ask for it, but I thought you’d appreciate having something to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.” 
 
    “Then it’s good you’ve got me to look out for you,” she giggled.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Cordelia,” I said as I closed the bathroom door.  
 
    I couldn’t even see the bath water from the sheer amount of bubbles Cordelia had added, which I wasn’t going to complain about, and beside the bath, sitting on a small table, was a circular platter of food. Cordelia had included a vast selection of fruit, crudités, cheese, and even some olives, and my mouth watered at the sight. 
 
    The melon looked incredibly juicy and delicious, the carrot and celery had been sliced into equal length batons, and there was a healthy amount of dip spooned into a ceramic bowl. I wasn’t sure what the dip was, but as I sunk deep into the hot water, I collected some of the orange, creamy dip using a carrot stick and threw the whole thing into my mouth. 
 
    There was something relaxing about the texture of the carrot, the sweetness of the dip, and the warm water that soaked my body, and I almost didn’t want to leave. I could have quite happily remained there all night, eating strawberries, popping grapes into my mouth, and watching my fingers become pruney. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time had passed before I finally gave up eating and focused on washing my body instead. I’d gone through all the fruit and vegetables, and I’d eaten a large portion of the cheese and olives, but I saved the leftovers for Alexander to enjoy.  
 
    I poured a large dollop of shampoo into my palm and then applied it to my hair and worked it into a lather. The bubbles dripped down my face and onto my shoulders, and once I’d finished with my hair, I worked on the rest of my body. 
 
    I must have been in that bath for at least an hour, and I constantly made sure the water never cooled down enough to make me shiver. At one point, I heard some of the coven return from the banquet hall, but they left me to relax, and I knew they’d gone to bed when I heard the subtle sounds of their doors closing.  
 
    Finally, it was time to get out, so I stood up, and my body instantly reacted to the sudden change in temperature as I reached for a fresh towel. I wasn’t sure if the room had always been that cold, or if the temperature outside had dropped in the time I’d been taking my bath, but either way, the cotton of the towel worked wonders on my cold, tired body.  
 
    Then, with the towel wrapped around my waist, I took a quick minute to brush my teeth and went to leave the bathroom.  
 
    But I instantly came to a halt when I noticed my bed wasn’t empty. 
 
    For a second, I thought I was dreaming, but the longer I stared, the more real my delightful vision became.  
 
    Vanessa, Della, Tally, Cleo, and Remy had taken comfort across my large bed, and none of them wore a single stitch of clothing.  
 
    “Did you enjoy your bath, my lord?” Vanessa asked as she twirled a strand of her hair around one finger.  
 
    “I did,” I replied. “And I hope you enjoyed your meals.” 
 
    “We did,” Cleo said softly. “But there was one thing on our mind, and we just couldn’t shake it.” 
 
    “Oh, yes?” I asked as I grasped onto my towel. “And what was that?”  
 
    “You,” Remy breathed. “You simply amaze us, master, and we were so distracted by the thought of you that we barely tasted our food.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps I could offer you something else to devour?” I said with a shrug. “That is, if you’re not too tired.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could find the energy somewhere.” Vanessa smirked.  
 
    “In that case, let me see what I can find for you,” I replied.  
 
    Then I dropped my towel, and I saw how the women’s eyes widened as they took in my hardened cock.  
 
    “Which of you deserve to taste me first?” I asked as I grabbed my cock with one hand.  
 
    “Please, my lord,” Remy said first as she scrambled to leave the bed.  
 
    “I would love nothing more than to receive your love.” Cleo winked.  
 
    “Will you put a baby inside of me, master?” Della asked. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I purred as I debated who to take first.  
 
    Tally and Vanessa never voiced their replies, but instead they stared at me with hungry looks in their eyes. Tally played with her long, black hair, and Vanessa nibbled on her bottom lip as her hands roamed across her bare chest. It was an incredibly difficult decision to make, especially as all five of them wanted me as much as I wanted them, but I had to pick one of them to start off with.  
 
    So, I chose the women closest to me.  
 
    “Remy, get on your knees,” I ordered.  
 
    “Oh, thank you, Dark One,” the redhead said as she practically sprinted over to me.  
 
    Remy stared up at me as she positioned herself on the floor, and I spotted the need and desire which ran through her gorgeous green eyes. The Edrian woman placed one hand on my thigh, and then she used the second hand to line my cock up with her mouth. She expertly closed her lips around my length, and a shiver ran down my back as her skillful tongue licked a path around my cock while her head bobbed back and forth. My hands became lost in her soft hair, but I allowed Remy to go at her own pace, and she took in as much of me as she could handle.  
 
    As Remy worked her magic on my cock, I glanced up to see the other women were sitting patiently on the bed. They were clearly waiting on my next order, and I wanted to see them put their talented hands to good use.  
 
    “I want the rest of you to work on each other.” I smirked. “You cannot pleasure yourselves, and should I catch you breaking those rules, you’ll be left to watch as I fuck the others while you stay wet and desperate. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the women replied in unison.  
 
    “Then go,” I said. “Let me see what you are capable of doing.” 
 
    Della paired up with Vanessa while Cleo chose Tally, and the four of them instantly obeyed my rules. Della attacked Vanessa with a feverish kiss, and Tally parted Cleo’s legs and ran the length of her tongue up Cleo’s pussy. 
 
    The sounds that danced through my ears caused my excitement to grow, and I had to close my eyes to stop myself from coming. Remy occasionally gagged when my dick went too far down her throat, but the witch quickly recovered, and she was soon back to sucking and licking the entirety of my length.  
 
    “Mmm, fuuuck,” I groaned as the sensations rippled through me.  
 
    Remy simply hummed in response, but the vibrations felt like a shockwave racing through my dick, and I couldn’t get enough of everything she had to give me.  
 
    Pleasant sighs and moans then came from the bed, and I looked over to see Della was fucking Vanessa with her tongue. Della massaged Vanessa’s breasts with both hands, and from the look on Vanessa’s face, I knew she was about to come. Her blue eyes had squinted shut, a warm blush coated her cheeks, and the professor bit down on her lips as a way of keeping the moans at bay.  
 
    The sinful sights in the room caused the monster inside of me to rear his head, and I could no longer hold back the desire to fill Remy with my white cream.  
 
    “Prepare yourself,” I said through clenched teeth.  
 
    Remy took my cock deep in her mouth, and then as the coil broke, my cock spasmed, and I shot my load down her throat. The witch closed her eyes as she desperately sucked down every last drop, and she didn’t move away until she was certain I’d finished. I still had a lot more where that came from, but I wanted to save that for a different part of her anatomy.  
 
    “I hope that was okay for you, my lord,” Remy said as she shuffled back and licked her swollen lips.  
 
    “It was better than okay,” I replied. “You have an unbelievably talented tongue, and I love seeing what you can do with it.” 
 
    “Thank you, master.” She smiled.  
 
    “Now, I want you to pick someone on the bed who I’ll fuck next,” I ordered. 
 
    “Um…” Remy paused as she thought. “Tally, my lord. I want to watch you fuck Tally.” 
 
    “Very well.” I nodded. “In which case, you must take over for her and bring Cleo to her release.” 
 
    “Of course,” the witch said as she stood to her feet.  
 
    The five women moved aside as I neared the bed, and they made the perfect space for me in the middle. It was clear from the smile on Tally’s face that she was eager for me to take her, and she sat cross-legged in the center of the bed as I planned my next move.  
 
    I could have given her the option of which position I fucked her in, or I could have decided for her. I ran through the choices through my brain as I came upon an answer, and then I looked Tally directly in the eyes once I’d made my choice.  
 
    “Get on your back,” I said with a motion of my hand. “You’re going to watch me fuck you.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Tally sighed.  
 
    “But I want the entire school to hear you,” I added. “I need you to scream my name as loudly as you can, so everyone in the vicinity knows what I’m doing to you.” 
 
    “Of course, master,” she said.  
 
    “Good.” I grinned.  
 
    I stood in silence as Tally slid down the bed and widened her legs for me. Then I took in the sight of her glistening pussy and how Tally had to stop herself from playing with her breasts.  
 
    And, once the witch was in position, I pounced.  
 
    I grasped onto her thighs with both hands to help Tally angle her legs behind them, and then I took one hand and ran a line from her thigh, up her pussy lips, and along her pubic bone. Tally shivered from my touch, and goosebumps broke out across her skin and caused her hair to stand on end. The mouthwatering scent of her dripping pussy filled my nose, and I salivated at the thought of feeling those juices coating my cock.  
 
    Then I lined myself up at her entrance, paused for a dramatic second, and sheathed myself inside her in one smooth thrust.  
 
    “Aaah, fuck!” Tally cried out. “Yes, master, yes!” 
 
    Her tunnel enveloped my length, and I felt how it adjusted to my size every time I pulled back and pounded in again. Her warmth was inviting, and her soft sighs caused the monster to rear his head once again.  
 
    “Tell them,” I ordered. “Tell the school how hungry you are for my cock.” 
 
    “Oh, Dark One!” Tally squealed. “I can’t get enough of you!” 
 
    The entire bed crashed up against the wall as I put all my energy into fucking Tally, and the sounds of our skin slapping together only made me move harder and faster.  
 
    “Mmm, shiiit!” Tally screamed at the top of her lungs. “Fuck, you feel so gooood!” 
 
    My breathing came out in deep, labored pants, and I thought my heart was going to explode out of my chest. I tried to hold back the urge to come, but the sight of Tally’s breasts bouncing from the movement and the sight of the other women made it an almost impossible challenge.  
 
    Remy and Cleo were on my left side, Della and Vanessa were on the right, and it looked as though neither of the pairs had any idea what was going on between them. They were all so caught up bringing pleasure to each other that it seemed as if Tally and I didn’t exist.  
 
    But I was about to change that, especially when I finished with Tally and found someone new to claim.  
 
    “My lord,” Tally said breathlessly. “I need… I need to… I need to cuuuum.” 
 
    The witch arched her back, but she met every thrust I aimed at her. 
 
    “Not yet,” I growled. “Only I can tell you when to cum.” 
 
    A droplet of sweat rolled down my spine as the muscles at the back of my legs began to cramp up, but every time I moved, Tally would adjust her hold around me, and her locked ankles rubbed my back soothingly.  
 
    Several minutes passed as I fought back the need to release, and Tally massaged her breasts in an attempt to keep her emotions at bay. I noticed the shine of sweat on her cheeks and down her neck, and I almost became hypnotized by that reaction.  
 
    Then, as the coil tightened inside my body, I held Tally closer against me to prepare her for what was about to happen. 
 
    “You and I will cum together,” I said.  
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she whimpered.  
 
    Then I pulled out for half a second and pounded back inside Tally’s pussy as my cock exploded, and I filled her with a pint of my warm, white seed. As I emptied inside her, Tally’s walls spasmed, and she coated my length in her juices.  
 
    “Unholy Satan,” she panted. “Yes, plant a baby in my womb.” 
 
    Stars floated around my eyes, and my hearing became muffled, but I stayed settled within Tally as she embraced the rolls of her orgasm. Every time she moved, it sent a gentle shock through my cock, but I held the witch close to me until her movements came to an end.  
 
    Then I slowly slipped out of her gushing tunnel, and then I gave myself a short minute to recover from the incredible experience with Tally before I chose my next woman.  
 
    I picked Della to fuck next, and I was certain the walls vibrated as Della let out her loud, animalistic roars. My cock slipped in and out of her with ease, but there was no better feeling than when her walls would tighten around me, and I practically came from that one movement alone.  
 
    Then I had to make a difficult decision, whether to pick Remy or Cleo to receive my seed, but instead of putting one to the side, I decided to fuck them both at the same time. I made Remy ride my cock as Cleo sat on my face, and I fucked her with my tongue. Like with Della and Tally, the Edrian women screamed my name as I drove them toward their climaxes, and I had them swap places before either of them could cum.  
 
    Then, as my seed begged to be released, I ordered Remy and Cleo to lie on their backs, so I’d have an easier time inseminating both of them. I pulled out of Remy halfway through my orgasm, and then I slammed into Cleo so I could fill her up as well. It took everything I had not to give my seed to just one of them, but the reward was ten times better than the pain. 
 
    It felt as though my body was going to give out as the three of us recovered, but I still had Vanessa to enjoy, and I’d kept her till last for a reason. 
 
    “Come here, Vanessa,” I said with a motion of my hand.  
 
    Vanessa obeyed my command without question, and the four other women made room for the professor to sit in the middle.  
 
    “Have you enjoyed watching me fuck these women?” I asked.  
 
    “I have, my lord,” she purred, and her blue eyes glinted with lust. “It’s a great honor and privilege to watch them receive your love. However, I must admit, it’s been difficult to stay patient and wait for my turn.” 
 
    “Well, there is a reason why you’ve had to wait,” I said as I brought a strand of her pitch-black hair into my hand. “Vanessa, I am incredibly impressed with everything you did with the artifacts, so I’d like to reward you.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” she said with her head bowed. “I was only doing what you asked.” 
 
    “Yes, but you managed your group incredibly well, and you received the artifact as requested,” I replied. “Because of that, you get to decide how I fuck you. You get to decide everything I do while my cock is deep inside of you.” 
 
    Vanessa’s eyes widened, and I noticed the makings of a smirk form across her lips. I didn’t often give my women the decision to decide my every move, so allowing them to be dominant was a reward not many of them have received.  
 
    “Thank you, Dark One,” she said.  
 
    “So, where would you like me?” I winked.  
 
    Vanessa stood from the bed, and she placed both hands on my shoulders. Then the professor looked me deep in the eyes, and I noticed the thoughtful expression that ran through them, like she had to think deeply through her options.  
 
    “I want you to lie on your back,” she said a moment later.  
 
    I followed her command and settled myself against the bed. It felt pleasantly strange to have a woman make the rules, and I enjoyed not knowing what was about to happen, or what was going on inside her head.  
 
    I kept my hands at my sides, and as Vanessa crawled onto the bed, she grabbed my cock in one hand and tugged on it a few times.  
 
    “Would you like me to fuck you with my mouth or my pussy?” she asked innocently.  
 
    “Either,” I said with a deep sigh. “Just as long as you fuck me, I don’t care how you do it.” 
 
    “Hmm…” she mumbled. “In that case…” 
 
    I still had no idea what was going to happen, but then Vanessa stood up straight and straddled my lap with one knee on either side. The dark-haired witch kept her hand firmly around my cock, and I noticed the small drop of pre-cum that pooled at the tip.  
 
    “Please,” I said as she continued to tug on my aching member.  
 
    “Yes?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    “Please, I need to feel you,” I said.  
 
    “Now you know the pain, master.” She winked.  
 
    A pleasurable pain raced through my body, and although I knew it frustrated my women when I teased them, it made the overall outcome so much more satisfying. But now I knew how it felt to be on their side of things, I knew how agonizing it could be for them.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours, Vanessa positioned my cock against her entrance, and then she moaned as she took in every inch of my length.  
 
    “Ooh, Cole!” Vanessa screamed. “Fuck!” 
 
    The professor closed her eyes, arched her back, and took handfuls of her hair as she bounced up and down as fast as she could manage. Her magnificent breasts moved along with the motion, and I had to watch them in order to keep myself sane.  
 
    “Mmm,” I moaned. “Fuck, you feel so good.” 
 
    “What was that?” Vanessa smirked. “I didn’t quite hear you.” 
 
    Then, just to tease me some more, Vanessa sunk all the way down and tightened her walls around me. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” I cried out. “I said… I said you feel so good.” 
 
    “Well, because I’m in charge, I want you to stay as silent as possible until I tell you to cum,” she ordered. “You cannot make a single moan, otherwise I’ll relieve myself, but I’ll leave you to wait.” 
 
    I glanced up at Vanessa with a dark look in my eyes. I knew the game she was playing, but I would be sure to punish her for her actions once this was over.  
 
    But, of course, I couldn’t say that, so I stayed silent and waited until we’d finished before I announced my new decision. 
 
    It was harder than I thought not to make a sound, especially as Vanessa teased and played with my cock as much as she did. I grabbed onto the bed sheets to fight off the need to make a noise, and things only got harder as Vanessa slipped one hand between her legs and began to play with her pussy. I felt every single movement, and I was seconds away from coming, but I knew that also wasn’t part of the plan. 
 
    My skin was coated in sweat, my heart felt like it was going to explode from my chest, and I almost regretted having that bath before this. I was going to need another one, especially if the copious amount of sweat continued to build up and form across my skin.  
 
    I thought I’d never reach my climax, and at one point I thought Vanessa was going to take the pleasure for herself, but that all changed as the tiny mews left her lips. 
 
    “C-Cole,” she stuttered. “I can’t hold on much longer. I’m going to… Oh, I’m going to cuuum.” 
 
    Then, as Vanessa’s moves became even more erratic, she gave me a countdown I had to match, and I was more than willing to meet her on a count of three.  
 
    The second Vanessa climaxed, my cock jerked, and a stream of warm seed shot through her tunnel and poured into her womb. It was one of the most powerful orgasms I’d felt in a long time, and it seemed as though it was going to go on forever. My loud moans filled the room, and Vanessa roared like a mighty lioness as her body came down from the high it was experiencing.  
 
    “Fuck, m-master,” Vanessa said with heavy pants. “That was… I have no words. Thank you, my lord, thank you for allowing me the privilege. Thank you for filling me with your unholy seed.” 
 
    Vanessa then slipped off my cock, and she laid on top of me as she controlled her manic breathing. Her skin was clammy to the touch, but the scent of sex lingered throughout the room, and I never wanted that smell to vanish. 
 
    “That’s what you get for completing your missions as well as you did,” I said as I placed both hands upon her back. “However, for telling me not to talk, I may need to punish you next time…” 
 
    Vanessa shot up from her position and stared at me with wide eyes. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe I will.” I shrugged. “But I suppose we’ll have to see how generous I feel next time.” 
 
    Chances were I wasn’t going to punish her for something like that, but it amused me to see the fear on her face, at least for a fraction of a second.  
 
    The Edrian women then closed in around us, and we all laid in a blissful, satisfied silence for several more minutes before we finally decided to try and get some sleep. My energy levels had dropped dramatically since I’d finished with my women, and I found it hard to keep my eyes open for any longer than a minute. The comforter felt soft, yet also cold against my heated skin, and the peaceful breathing from the women beside me worked like a lullaby to help me drift off to sleep.  
 
    I barely remembered a single dream that flitted through my mind, nor did I remember tossing or turning once throughout the night, but one thing I could recall was the feeling of utter bliss and serenity that overcame me as I awoke from my slumber. I laid in bed with my eyes closed for several seconds, and then I only opened my eyes as I noticed the absence of Vanessa and the Edrian women in my bed.  
 
    Then I sat up and peered across to the window. The sun was shining, but I couldn’t work out whether it was early in the morning, or sometime in the afternoon. It was unlike my women to leave my bed without me telling them to, but perhaps they’d been awake for hours, and they knew I needed my sleep. 
 
    All of a sudden, the sounds of excited laughter came from the common area downstairs. That helped me to realize the time, because my coven weren’t often so chipper first thing in the morning, but I was also intrigued to find out what had caused them such excitement.  
 
    A deep frown formed on my face as I slipped from the bed and threw some clothes onto my naked body.  
 
    “Good afternoon, master,” Cordelia’s voice floated around me.  
 
    “Afternoon…” I mumbled. “So I really did sleep for that long?”  
 
    “My lord, you’ve been through so much recently,” she replied. “It’s only right that you allow your body to recover.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Would you care for some lunch?” Cordelia asked.  
 
    “Not right now, thank you,” I said as I buttoned up my shirt.  
 
    “Just let me know whenever you’re hungry,” the ghost said before she vanished.  
 
    Once I’d finished getting changed, I ran a hand through my messy hair and then wandered down the stairs to see what the party was all about.  
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord.” Akira grinned up at me from the bottom of the stairs. “We wondered when you were going to arise.” 
 
    “I clearly needed my sleep,” I snickered. “Now, tell me what’s going on down here.” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she said cheekily. 
 
    “Akira…” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Alright, fine!” the dark-haired witch sighed sarcastically. “We thought you deserved your own reward, and Faye and I wanted to personally thank you for giving us our children.” 
 
    “My own reward?” I asked. “Why, I was given a reward last night in the form of Vanessa and the Edrian witches.” 
 
    “Yes, but this is different,” the witch said. “Come on, you’ll see.” 
 
    Akira hooked her arm around mine and walked me further into the common area.  
 
    “Something arrived this morning,” she said as we came to a halt. “Or, should I say, someone…” 
 
    “What?” I frowned. “Akira, you’re not making any sense. Just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Someone came for you this morning,” she repeated. “And I think you’re going to like it.” 
 
    I spotted the cheeky grin that formed on Akira’s face, but before I could ask any more questions, one of the bedroom doors opened to reveal my new arrival. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Winnie?” I asked.  
 
    The Vipera witch played with her hands anxiously, and then she twirled a strand of her black hair as her blue eyes darted around the room. She was the last person I would’ve imagined to see standing in the doorway, but it wasn’t a bad surprise.  
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord,” she said quietly.  
 
    “Isn’t this exciting?” Penelope asked as she brought the timid girl in for a hug.  
 
    “We couldn’t believe it when we saw her!” Morgana said as she stood on Winnie’s other side.  
 
    The rest of the coven crowded around us, and it was clear they were all just as excited that Winnie was here.  
 
    “What do you think, Cole?” Faye asked.  
 
    As I glanced at Winnie, I noticed the little witch was nibbling on her bottom lip, almost like she was trying not to cry, so I smiled to reassure her.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s just a shock,” I snickered. “It’s wonderful to see you, Winnie. But I feel like I need a bit more of an explanation.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “I’m sorry, I should have come to you first.” 
 
    “Come,” I said as I left the room. “Why don’t you tell me everything in a more relaxed setting?”  
 
    I led Winnie from the doorway and over to the set of couches beside the fire. The rest of the coven understood I wanted to have this conversation in private, so they mentioned getting some lunch from the banquet hall, and Morgana wanted to visit the library. Some of their familiars left with them, but Alexander, Silvia, and Jezebel continued to sleep.  
 
    “Would you like some lunch?” I asked as I sat down on a couch.  
 
    “Um, yes, please,” Winnie murmured. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Cordelia, you know what to do,” I said to the ceiling.  
 
    Seconds later, a platter of food appeared beside the timid witch. Winnie glanced around the room in shock, and she clearly hadn’t expected for the food to arrive that quickly. But Winnie was quick to pick up the ham salad sandwich once she’d gotten over the initial shock.  
 
    The sandwich had been accompanied by an apple, some potato chips, and some sort of drink in a goblet. It all looked incredible, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a potato chip, but I still wasn’t hungry enough to fully enjoy the meal.  
 
    “Is that better?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s amazing, thank you, my lord,” she said before she looked up toward the ceiling. “And thank you, Cordelia.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, miss,” the ghostly voice replied.  
 
    I waited a few minutes while Winnie enjoyed her lunch, but the urge to hear her story was almost too much to bear.  
 
    “So, what brought you here?” I asked. “I’m pleased to have you, of course, but I had no idea you had plans of transferring.” 
 
    There was a chance Winnie didn’t want to transfer from Vipera, and perhaps she’d just come here for the day to speak to me, but I had a strong feeling Winnie was here for good. 
 
    “Um,” she said as she swallowed a mouthful of food. “Basically, after the last attack, when you made me see my potential, I didn’t feel the same in Vipera anymore.” 
 
    “How did the students act around you?” I asked. “And Headmistress Quinn?” 
 
    Quinn hadn’t been Winnie’s biggest fan the last time I spoke to her, and she’d been quite dismissive with the young student. It angered me at the time, and I wouldn’t hesitate to punish those who’d belittled Winnie.  
 
    “They were okay.” Winnie shrugged. “I mean, some of the students don’t like me, and nothing was going to change that, but I felt so comfortable and at home here.” 
 
    “Is it the same students who saw you as weak and unable?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t really like to name and shame people,” she sighed. “But, yes, it was the same ones.” 
 
    I was grateful Winnie had told me the truth, but I put the topic of students to one side and would decide what to do with them later. I wouldn’t cause them any lasting damage, but I’d remind them of who I was, and who Winnie worked for now.  
 
    That was enough to sort out bullying within my army.  
 
    “And when did you decide about transferring?” I asked. 
 
    “Um, maybe a week ago?” Winnie said as she scrunched up her face in thought. “I don’t know, so much has happened that the days tend to roll into one.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I snickered. “And I’m assuming you had Quinn speak to Theodora about moving?” 
 
    “Yes, I went to see Quinn first, and she set up the meeting with Theodora,” the black-haired witch replied. “I thought they would have said something to you, so I’m sorry about that, my lord.” 
 
    “I may be in charge, but Theodora is still the headmistress of this school,” I said. “Plus, I’ve not been here for a couple of days, so it makes sense that I wasn’t aware of your arrival.” 
 
    “So, you aren’t annoyed I made the move without informing you?” Winnie asked as she picked up a potato chip from the platter.  
 
    “No, absolutely not.” I smirked. “Winnie, like I said before, you’re incredibly powerful, and it’s an honor you picked this school. But how did your family take the news? You told me Vipera has been in your blood for generations.” 
 
    “I think they were shocked at first, because no one’s attended Scholomance before, but they supported my decisions.” The witch smiled. “As long as I get a good education, and I don’t waste my talents, then my family don’t mind.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll certainly get a good education,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes,” Winnie laughed. “I, um, didn’t tell them about you because I didn’t see them face to face, but I’ll tell them as soon as I can, my lord, I promise.” 
 
     I could see this witch had issues with her nerves, and she cowered into her body as if I was going to be angry with her confession.  
 
    “Don’t panic,” I said with a comforting hand on her shoulder. “There’s a chance they already know, seeing as I sent my group to every realm around us, but I trust you to tell them whenever you feel the time is right.” 
 
    Winnie’s family were extremely prestigious and powerful, and her grandparents were famous in Vipera, so I imagined they would be delighted to know Winnie now worked for me, and that I’d be the one to teach her everything she needed to know.  
 
    We spent the next fifteen minutes discussing what Winnie had been taught in Vipera and the classes she’d attended so I had an idea of which class to place her into. According to the little witch, she loved Shadow Magic and Blood Magic, but she enjoyed every class, and she just wanted to learn new things at every given opportunity.  
 
    Then, once I’d informed her of the professors who ran each class, I worked on her uniform. Winnie was currently dressed in her Vipera uniform, but that had to change. I asked her to stand up, and then with a flick of my wrist her outfit began to change. Winnie’s white shirt stayed the same, but her checkered skirt changed to black and white, and a pair of thigh-high black socks appeared on her delicious legs. Finally, a black cloak formed over her shoulders with the Scholomance logo on the top left pocket.  
 
    “How does that feel?” I asked.  
 
    “Amazing.” Winnie grinned, and then she began to twirl around in a circle. “The Vipera uniform really didn’t suit me.” 
 
    The cloak and skirt blew in the breeze and followed Winnie as she twirled, and the excited smile never left her face. It was always nice to have new arrivals in the school, but it felt even better when I noticed how eager the witches were to join us.  
 
    “But this one sure does,” I purred as my eyes focused on the part of her creamy legs just below her skirt but above her socks.  
 
    A stampede of footsteps was suddenly heard coming from outside the room, and Winnie and I turned around to see the coven returning with their meals in hand.  
 
    “Cole, you might need to do something about those Hell creatures,” Vesta snickered as she shoved a forkful of salad into her mouth.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What are they doing?” 
 
    I’d told them to stay out of trouble, and Dolroth had promised they weren’t going to cause any disruptions, but I guess that was easier said than done when it came to creatures from the Underworld.  
 
    “What are they not doing?” Circe said with a raised eyebrow. “Those elves may look cute, but it’s like they’re playing a game of leadership in the banquet hall.” 
 
    “Wait, Hell creatures?” Winnie asked. “Nyx mentioned something about demons roaming the school, but I didn’t think she was being serious.” 
 
    “Oh, I was serious, alright,” Nyx cackled. “Cole wanted to improve our army for whenever the Elder Lord returns, so he took a trip into Hell to collect some additional support.” 
 
    Winnie looked even more baffled the more Nyx talked, and it was quite funny to see the expression on her face as she dissected every word.  
 
    “You took a trip into Hell… just like that?” she asked. “Like it was a walk through the hallway?” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t as easy as that,” I said. “But, yeah, I returned to the Underworld, collected the men I needed, and then brought them up here.” 
 
    “Things like that happen all the time around here,” Revna said as she placed one arm around Winnie’s shoulders. “You’ll soon get used to the Dark One’s antics.” 
 
    “But I should probably see what these damn creatures are up to,” I sighed. “How many of them did you see?” 
 
    “Er, about three,” Vesta replied. “But one was standing on a table, and they weren’t letting anyone through. They didn’t scare us, but some of the younger students ran away screaming.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to put them in their places.” I smirked. “Keep an eye on the artifacts while I’m away.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Vesta said as I stood from the couch.  
 
    “Can I come with you, master?” Akira asked. “I love watching you boss people around.” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. “Come on, then.” 
 
    The pregnant witch cheered as she jumped up from her seat, and then the two of us left the room and headed toward the banquet hall. I heard the screaming witches in the distance, but that was going to stop as soon as I got there.  
 
    “So, what do you think about Winnie joining the academy?” Akira asked.  
 
    “I think she’ll be a great addition,” I replied. “She didn’t get the respect she deserved in Vipera, and that’ll all change now.” 
 
    “I just think she’s very quiet,” Akira said as we reached the final staircase.  
 
    “She is quiet.” I nodded. “But that doesn’t mean she’s any less powerful. Surely you should know it’s not all about someone’s personality that defines their strength.” 
 
    “No, I know,” she snickered. “And I’m sure Winnie’s intelligence is going to shine above the others in her lessons, but it might take a minute for her to break out of that timid shell.” 
 
    “Maybe it will.” I shrugged. “But she’s just left a school full of bullies, so I won’t allow the same thing to happen here.” 
 
    I gave Akira a pointed look which told her I knew what she was like. Akira was the sort of witch who could be your best ally, but also your biggest threat. 
 
    “My lord, you know I wouldn’t do that,” she replied, but when I merely raised an eyebrow, she blushed a little. “Okay, sure, I may have acted that way when we were mere preschoolers, but I’ve grown up since then. Also, I have a child on the way, so I need to be the best role model for that baby.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” I grinned.  
 
    “Do you think you’ll give Winnie a child, too?” Akira asked.  
 
    “Soon,” I said. “But for now, I’m going to focus on training her up for the war against the Elder Lord.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Akira smiled. “In fact, I’m sure everyone would be happy to offer their time in training her.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll probably ask you all to take turns schooling Winnie,” I said. “The more she can learn before the Elder Lord attacks, the stronger she’ll be.” 
 
    Our conversation then came to an end as a group of preschoolers ran through the hall screaming. They barely stopped to acknowledge me, which is when I knew they were far too scared to pay attention to anything around them. Then, as we neared the hall, I heard what sounded like angered snarls and evil giggles. 
 
    At least the creatures were still in the banquet hall, and I didn’t need to search the entire school to locate them.  
 
    I spotted Theodora as she stormed toward the hall with a stern look on her face.  
 
    “I’ve got this, Theodora,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, my lord,” she said with one hand on her chest. “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll send them back to their accommodations,” I replied. “You can continue doing what you were doing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dark One,” she said with a nod of her head. “I’d had enough of the constant screaming.” 
 
    “So have we,” Akira snickered. “They’ll soon be sorry they messed with Cole.” 
 
    Theodora turned to walk back in the way she came, and Akira and I carried on into the banquet hall. I picked up on the loud wall of noise first, and then I noticed the mess, just how Vesta had described it. Eldrin stood on the table, a gremlin stood between the table and the door, and a second elf ran around the table legs as he let out a shrill cry. 
 
    But I was surprised to see Eldrin in the center of the bunch. The seemingly happy elf had taken part in their rambunctious games, and I didn’t think he would have been the sort to do something like that. 
 
    The creatures stopped jumping around when they noticed us near the entrance, and the gremlin and the second elf stared at me with worried looks on their faces. The table was piled high with scraps of food and goblets of wine, and it looked as though their party was going to continue for some time if I didn’t put a stop to it. 
 
    “Hi, Cole!” Eldrin shouted out to me as he waved one hand above his head.  
 
    The elf was covered in various sauces, a slice of ham was perched on his shoulder, and he had mashed potatoes all over his face and hair. Eldrin looked as though he’d had a fantastic time, and so did the two other creatures around him. 
 
    “Um, that’s ‘master’ to you,” Akira sneered.  
 
    “Oops, sorry, my lord.” The elf bowed, and the slice of ham on his shoulder slid off with a wet plop.  
 
    “Eldrin, explain yourself,” I said, but a smirk tugged at the edges of my lips.  
 
    “I just wanted to show them what a real school looked like,” Eldrin giggled. 
 
    “So you thought scaring the students and making a mess of this hall was the right way to do it?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Well, apparently, food fights are a must at school, so it would have been wrong not to have one,” the elf said before he looked up and grinned. “Do you want to join in, master? We were about to bring out the jello!” 
 
    “Urgh, no,” Akira gagged and turned to me. “My lord, are you going to let them get away with this? They’ve terrified half the fucking school.” 
 
    “Please,” I snickered. “No one can even get hurt thanks to my power and the blood pact. Besides, Akira, these creatures came straight from the pits of hell. Did you really think they were going to act like the perfect guests?” 
 
    “But they promised you they weren’t going to do anything to disrupt the academy.” Akira raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ooh, come on, pretty lady.” Eldrin smirked. “Those students needed a decent dose of fear. Now, do you want to take my side in the food fight?” 
 
    The witch clenched her jaw and shot Eldrin a narrow-eyed look, but I just held back a laugh.  
 
    “First of all, don’t you dare fucking call me ‘pretty,’” Akira said. “I could squash you with one foot, so you don’t stand a chance. And secondly, I just washed my hair this morning, so, no, I don’t want to take your side in the fight.”  
 
    I could have watched the two of them argue back and forth all day, but the hall was a disgrace, and I had students waiting to get some food. 
 
    “Clean this up,” I said as I pointed toward the mess. “Eldrin, you’ve had your fun, but now it’s time we get the school working again.” 
 
    “Okay, master…” The elf slumped.  
 
    Akira held back her laughter as the elves scurried around the table and cleaned up every plate and goblet, and the goblin ate every piece of food he could find.  
 
    I could have cleaned it all up with a click of my fingers, but this was more fitting.  
 
    And more entertaining.  
 
    It took roughly half an hour for everything to be cleared away, and the moment the final goblet had vanished from sight, I ordered Eldrin and the others to stand in front of me.  
 
    Although I was amused by their fun and games, they’d still disobeyed my rules, and I couldn’t let that go unpunished. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “I specifically told you not to cause a disruption in this school, and I don’t appreciate you scaring the younger students the way you did.” 
 
    Eldrin giggled again, and he cupped his tiny hand over his mouth to hold back the laughter.  
 
    “You must admit, master, it was very funny,” the elf said. “I’m going to smell like potatoes for days!” 
 
    “It was fun,” I agreed. “However, did you still break the rules?” 
 
    “Yes…” Eldrin sighed.  
 
    “Then you need to be punished for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “What?” Eldrin squeaked, and he stared up at me with wide eyes. “Punished?” 
 
    “But…” the second elf spoke up. “But…” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    “But we didn’t really do anything wrong.” The elf shrugged. 
 
    The elf was right, they hadn’t done anything wrong, but they needed to know I meant business, and I also didn’t have the time to break up a food fight when I had the threat of the Elder Lord breathing down my back. 
 
    “Where’s Dolroth?” I asked. 
 
    “Um, he’s with the others,” Eldrin mumbled. 
 
    “And did you tell him where you were going?” Akira asked.  
 
    “N-No,” the second elf replied. “I mean, Eldrin told him he was taking us on a tour, and…” 
 
    “And?” I motioned for the elf to continue talking.  
 
    “And… he told us not to cause any trouble,” Eldrin sighed. “I guess we kinda broke his rules.” 
 
    “You didn’t break his rules,” Akira said in a sharp tone. “You broke the Dark Lord’s rules, and now you’re really going to pay for it.” 
 
    The elves gulped, and I smirked.  
 
    But before I announced their punishment, I commanded the group to take me to their accommodations.  
 
    I wanted the rest of the herd to see what would happen if they were to follow in Eldrin’s footsteps. 
 
    The elves led us from the building and around the side of the academy, and then I caught sight of the long, gray brick building that lined one side of the courtyard. The building had small windows located just underneath the slanted roof, and a single wooden door that looked far too small for Japner to walk through, but I was sure the giant would have found a way to get in somehow.  
 
    Eldrin walked up to the door, knocked one fist off the wood, and then walked inside. I heard the faint sound of Dolroth greeting Eldrin, but then he must have noticed the cheeky look on the elf’s face.  
 
    “What have you done, Eldrin?” Dolroth asked.  
 
    But I didn’t give the elf the chance to reply before I strode into the building.  
 
    “My lord,” Dolroth said as he stood from his seat. “How can we assist you?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should ask your fucking elf,” Akira sneered. “I was this close to getting food in my hair!” 
 
    The demon looked between myself and the elf with a frown on his face, but then that expression turned to anger, and he must have picked up on why I was there.  
 
    “What did you do?” Dolroth demanded as he turned on the elf. “I specifically ordered you not to cause any trouble!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Eldrin squeaked. “We were only playing games.” 
 
    “They made a mess of our banquet hall, and they taunted my students,” I said. “I admit they could have done something a lot worse, so food in the hall is the biggest sin, but they need to know not to break my rules. I thought I’d made my warnings clear, but clearly these men have an issue with their hearing.” 
 
    “Yeah, and their brains,” Akira snorted.  
 
    The gremlin narrowed his eyes at Akira, but the witch fought back with an even harder stare.  
 
    “Dark One, I apologize for their behavior,” Dolroth said as he bowed his head. “I’ll make sure they don’t leave these walls until you require our assistance.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said with one hand up. “I’ve thought of the perfect punishment, but it comes with a warning.” 
 
    A part of me understood their desire to celebrate being in the mortal world. There were so many pleasures and sins to take part in.  
 
    But I was the Lord of Hell, and I would not stand for blatant disrespect of my orders.  
 
    “A warning?” Eldrin asked. “But… Cole, I thought we had fun back there?” 
 
    “The warning is you’ll need to be careful not to get stepped on.” I smirked. “I’ll reverse the charm once the battle begins, but until then, you should probably get comfortable in these new bodies.” 
 
    Then I clicked my fingers, and a gold mist surrounded Eldrin, the elf, and the gremlin. I saw the looks of confusion that covered their faces, but that expression quickly vanished as their bodies began to shrink. It only took about thirty seconds for the spell to take place, and as the mist cleared, I noticed the new creatures I had in my presence.  
 
    Three tiny beetles. 
 
    The black bugs scurried around on the dusty ground, and I crouched down and scooped them up in my hand. Their tiny faces and beady eyes faced me, and I wondered which one of them was Eldrin.  
 
    “Enjoy your new existences,” I snickered. “Perhaps you should stay away from Japner, or anyone else for that matter.” 
 
    The other creatures around me let out a loud laugh, and Akira had tears in her eyes from laughing so hard.  
 
    “Dark Lord, I picked these three because they are some of the most agile, cunning, and ruthless creatures I have,” Dolroth replied. “I apologize for what they have done, and I’ll be sure not to let that kind of thing happen again.” 
 
    “Good, and unless the rest of you want to become beetles, then you should probably learn from this,” I said as I placed the bugs back on the floor. 
 
    I left the building before anyone could reply, and Akira ran alongside me to keep up. The two of us laughed and smiled, and I almost felt like taking the bugs back with us, just to see how they handled their new lives. 
 
    “Fuck, Cole, that was incredible,” Akira giggled as we entered the school. 
 
    “They’ll soon learn not to disrespect me,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I think they already have,” the witch replied. “I could smell something foul, and I think it came from that fucking giant at the back of the room.” 
 
    “Possibly.” I shrugged. 
 
    Akira and I wandered through the school in silence as we returned to our room. We’d had our fun, but I had work to do.  
 
    And I knew exactly what I was going to do.  
 
    I heard my women talking to me as we entered the common room, but Akira filled them in on what had happened, and I headed straight for the hidden artifacts. 
 
    Then I took in the glorious sight of all five artifacts sitting together in a line. The Oblivion Inscriptions and the Urn of Annihilation sat in the middle, with the Tiara of Corruption, the Diabolic Headstone, and the Cylinder of Sight on either side. They all had mud, sand, and dirt trapped in the tiny cracks and crevices from their years of being hidden, but instead of cleaning them up, I was more interested in destroying them.  
 
    However, I couldn’t just smash them into smithereens and throw away the pieces because that could give someone the opportunity to bring them back to life. No, I had to destroy them in a way that meant the artifacts were gone for good, and no one could get their hands on them, no matter how strong and powerful they were. 
 
    “There has to be a way,” I mumbled as I stared intently at the ornaments. 
 
    “Can we help you, my lord?” Samara asked as she came to stand beside me.  
 
    “I’m just trying to work out what to do with these things,” I sighed.  
 
    “What are they?” Winnie asked. “I’ve been looking at them all day, but I still haven’t worked out what they are.” 
 
     “They’re not just a keepsake, that’s for sure.” Samara smirked.  
 
    But this only confused Winnie more, so Morgana took her aside and offered to inform the witch all about the Scroll of Malediction and the hidden artifacts.  
 
    “I suggest we create a giant fire and throw them in,” Nyx said with an evil look in her eyes.  
 
    “I bet the artifacts are fireproof,” Faye added. “It’s a good idea, but I don’t think it’ll work.” 
 
    “But we don’t know if they’re fireproof.” Marina shrugged. “Shouldn’t we at least test it out first?” 
 
    “No, because that’s how I got the Scroll of Malediction back,” I replied. “The creators probably thought that was gone for good, but I still managed to retrieve it.” 
 
    “But you’re the Dark Lord,” Beatrix spoke up.  
 
    “Yes, but there are others with power out there,” I said. “What we need to do is demolish them, then make sure they’re impossible to find.” 
 
    “What if we smash them into pieces, and then scatter them throughout every realm?” Astrid suggested. “In order to put them together, someone would have to search every inch of ground to collect the missing pieces?” 
 
    Astrid’s idea made sense, and it was the first one I properly gave some thought to, but I still wasn’t sure about it. There had to be a better way, and I was sure to work it out.  
 
    The rest of the coven discussed various theories, but I zoned out of their conversation in order to focus on my thoughts. But as I did that, I caught onto the tail-end of Morgana’s talk with Winnie, and the bookish brunette was telling the timid witch everything about the artifacts and what they’re used for.  
 
    And that was when the idea came to me. 
 
    The artifacts contained the ability to cause great destruction if they were used by the wrong person, but what if that wasn’t all they could do? They were powerful objects, so they clearly held more than just the ability to destroy the world, but would their powers lessen if I used them to increase my own? 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I said, which put an instant halt on the coven’s discussions. “I don’t just need to destroy the objects in order to remove their power.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Beatrix asked. “I thought they only had one purpose?” 
 
    “They have their main purpose, but they include far more than that.” I grinned.  
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” Samara frowned. 
 
    “I’m going to use the artifacts to create an incantation that’ll essentially give us the advantage over the Elder Lord,” I explained. “The spell won’t wipe out entire realms, but it’ll be more than enough to wipe out his army.” 
 
    The women around me smiled, grinned, and nodded their heads as they realized what I was saying.  
 
    “But then what about the objects?” Circe asked. “What will you do with them after that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I shrugged. “They’ll pass over their powers to me, so once the incantation is complete, it’ll be nothing but a fucking urn sitting before us.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could use it for the Elder Lord’s ashes,” Akira snickered.  
 
    “Yeah, and then place it in one of their holy temples for his fucking worshippers to cry over,” Revna cackled.  
 
    “We’ll definitely use the Urn for something,” I said. “But by the time I’m done with him, there won’t be a single ounce of the Elder Lord left for anyone to cry over.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    My coven and I spent several minutes discussing the various spells we could create from the artifacts. I knew the one we came up with had to be powerful, and I knew it had to be something we hadn’t used before, but it wasn’t as easy as I’d first imagined. There were a variety of incantations to choose from, but none of them seemed right.  
 
    “What about the opposite of the blood pact?” Penelope suggested. “Instead of saving the army, it killed them instead?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Samara asked.  
 
    “Say, for example, one of the Elder Lord’s men dies, then they all die,” Penelope said as she flipped her orange hair over one shoulder.  
 
    I liked Penelope’s idea, but it seemed too easy. I didn’t want to kill these men and be done with it. I wanted them to suffer, and I wanted the Elder Lord to see just how powerful I was. I wouldn’t have gotten anything out of the battle if we used that spell, and it wouldn’t have given me the same satisfaction at the end of it.  
 
    “What about a plague?” Nyx offered.  
 
    “Ooh, yeah.” Akira grinned. “It could be a plague of parasites that eat away at their holy skin.” 
 
    “I can hear the delightful sounds of their screams now,” Faye said with a hungry look in her eyes.  
 
    “How about…” Winnie paused. “I mean, what if you do something like immobilizing? It could make the army turn into statues, or at least weaken their abilities to aim at us?” 
 
    “Hmm… I like my idea better,” Nyx laughed.  
 
    “I like the idea of immobilizing,” I said. “However, tearing away at their skin sounds better to me.” 
 
    “So you’ll go with the parasites?” Akira asked with a smile.  
 
    “Sort of,” I replied. “Instead of creating parasites, what if the men did the job instead?” 
 
    I could see my coven hadn’t caught onto my plan, and they all looked at each other to see if any of them could work out what I meant.  
 
    But then Samara’s eyes lit up.  
 
    “Oh, like a mind-control charm?” she asked.  
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned. “If I could control the mind of one man, he’ll do whatever I say. It could be anything from diverting his army away from us, or just killing his teammates on sight.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nyx said as she punched the air with her fist. “That sounds awesome!” 
 
    “It won’t be an easy spell to create, but it’ll be worth the time and effort,” I added. “And I strongly believe this is what we’ll need for when the war begins.” 
 
    “Would you be able to control anything?” Winnie asked. “For example, could you control a creature? Or does it have to be an elder soldier?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said, and then I gave it some thought before I gave her a proper response. “I guess it would depend on which incantation we used. There may be one that allows me to control both men and beasts together.” 
 
    “I think it’s best if we have the option between the two,” Samara replied. “Controlling a man means we can have him converse with the others in the army, but controlling a beast means we have their additional strength and abilities.” 
 
    “You’re quite right.” I nodded.  
 
    “What ingredients would you need for this?” Morgana asked as she crossed the room to grab a book. “Perhaps I have something in here that’ll help?”  
 
    “Morgana, we’re not looking for a preschool spell.” Akira rolled her eyes. “We’re looking for something only the Dark Lord can create.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Morgana said with a huff. “However, this book lists every known ingredient, and it’ll tell you what to use the components for.” 
 
    The bookish brunette laid the rust-orange book flat on a table, and then she flipped open the leather cover with one hand. I wasn’t in the right position to take note of the words on each page, but Morgana ran her finger down the paper as she skimmed through the contents, and then she continued to search the book until she reached the section she was after.  
 
    “Okay, this chapter is all about mind-control charms,” Morgana said as she sat back to look at me. “My lord, do you have a chosen ingredient in mind?” 
 
    “It’ll need to be something powerful,” I said as I moved to sit beside her. “The artifacts have the ability to channel a charm far stronger than my own wand can, so I’m not looking for a weak component.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” the brunette replied. “Okay, then let’s see what we have here…” 
 
    As Morgana searched her special book, I thought through the qualities I wanted in the ingredients we picked. I wanted something to come with an additional skill, which would then pass that skill onto the incantation. Flowers had a variety of different purposes and abilities, and so did tonics and herbs, but I wanted something that made this charm different from the others we channeled on a daily basis.  
 
    This had to be something no one had come across before.  
 
    Morgana and I searched through pages and pages of that book, and we spotted nearly every ingredient under the sun.  
 
    White snakeroot, cleavers’ herb, beech, honey, wishbone…  
 
    But none of them gave me the additional strength I needed for the charm. They were also a list of ingredients I could have found in any classroom around the school, and I didn’t want that. I wanted to have something rare, something no one’s come across before, something no one would think to look for apart from me.  
 
    “Fuck, that’s it,” I said aloud as I pulled the book closer to me.  
 
    “Master, what is it?” Morgana asked.  
 
    I turned the book back to the contents page, scanned the words until I found the one I needed, and then turned to the correct page. 
 
    Mythical Creatures and Other Animals.  
 
    “This,” I said as I pointed at the page. “We don’t need a piece of snakeroot or a dollop of honey. We need this.” 
 
    “A mythical creature?” Nyx frowned.  
 
    “But not just any creature,” I explained. “One that’s so rare, like the artifacts, people believe it no longer exists.” 
 
    “But what if those so-called people are right?” Winnie asked. “These creatures really could have gone extinct over time.” 
 
    “The same was said about the Scroll of Malediction, yet we managed to find it.” I smirked.  
 
    “Yes…” Samara hesitated for a second as she thought. “I remember hearing about a creature that controlled its prey before it attacked. I can’t remember what it’s called, but it definitely had the ability to use mind-control on other animals.” 
 
    “And that’s what we need,” I said. “If we can find this beast and collect its blood, we’ll have its qualities in the spell.” 
 
    “So, all we need to do is find it.” Morgana shrugged. “If this creature really exists, or existed at one point in time, then it’ll be in that book.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned.  
 
    I scanned through every damn page in that section of the book, and I read the information about every beast it contained.  
 
    But, of course, like everything else in the world, the answer we needed was on the final page.  
 
    “The Swamp Wendigo,” I said for all to hear. “Samara, is this the creature you were thinking of?”  
 
    “Um,” the former goddess mumbled as she read the information. “Yes, that’s the one, my lord.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  
 
    “I was taught about them once,” Winnie spoke up. “Not swamp wendigos, but the species in general.” 
 
    “But there’s a number of different breeds,” Morgana said. “It could take us days to find out information on this one exact breed.” 
 
    “What do you remember about them?” I asked.  
 
    Winnie’s blue eyes widened, and she stared off into the corner of the room as she rubbed her hands together. “Satan, it was so long ago. But I remember they hunt in herds, and there’s always a leader of the pack.” 
 
    “Then we need to find the leader,” Samara said.  
 
    “Do you remember where they’re found?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “Um…” the timid witch hesitated again. “I want to say it was Ebon… something.” 
 
    I racked my brain for any realm that had Ebon in the title, and I focused on nothing else in the room apart from that.  
 
    “The Ebon Isles?” I asked a few minutes later.  
 
    “Yes!” Winnie smiled. “That’s the one. Wendigos populated The Ebon Isles, but, again, I don’t know if Swamp Wendigos live, or lived, in the same place.” 
 
    “I assume the book doesn’t give you a location?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “But unless we can come up with another option, then I think it’s best we travel to The Ebon Isles to take a look.” 
 
    “We may not have much time, so it’s best we look while we have the opportunity,” Samara said. 
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded. “I’ll pick a few of you to travel with me, but the rest of you can research other spells, just in case we aren’t successful in hunting down the wendigo.” 
 
    My coven all nodded their heads, and then I worked on picking a few of them to come along with me. I knew they all wanted to come along, but there were far too many of us to all travel. So, instead of picking a witch at random, I thought about the qualities they all held, and which women would be stronger than others.  
 
    In the end, I went with Revna for her hunting skills, Marina for her abilities in water in case I needed her to get into the swamp, Winnie for her knowledge on the wendigos, and Samara for her general knowledge and strength. The former goddess was like the perfect mix of all three women, and I was satisfied with my choices.  
 
    “Aw, man,” Akira huffed as she crossed her arms, but her voice sounded strange. “I wanted to go.” 
 
    The room was silent as everyone turned to look at Akira, and then I spotted how she subtly wiped one eye with the tip of her finger.  
 
    “Akira, are you crying?” Faye asked with a smile.  
 
    “No,” the black-haired witch said. “My eye is just itchy…” 
 
    “Akira, you’re totally crying!” Vesta cackled. “I can’t believe you’re crying just because Cole didn’t pick you to go on an adventure.” 
 
    “Enough,” I said in order to calm down the situation. “Akira, you can come along on the next trip.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” Akira said as more tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t even know why I’m crying. It’s probably the baby.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” I shrugged.  
 
    “But I’m fine now,” Akira said as she straightened out her hair, and in the blink of an eye, her tears were replaced with a grin. “Anyway, I hope you enjoy your trip! I think I’m going to have Cordelia whip me up a snack, and then maybe we can celebrate your victory when you return, my lord.” 
 
    The black-eyed witch fluttered her lashes at me, and I couldn’t help but smirk.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you, master,” she purred, but then her stomach let out a loud gurgle, and her cheeks pinked up. 
 
    I laughed silently as I grabbed my cloak, wand, and dagger, and then I made sure the others were ready to go. Revna had her bow over one shoulder, and the other women slotted their wands safely into their pockets.  
 
    Then everyone held hands, I clicked my fingers, and the purple mist appeared to transport us to The Ebon Isles. It was much easier than my last transportation into Hell, and it lasted for much less time.  
 
    I recalled visiting The Ebon Isles once before, but it was a long time ago, and I’d forgotten the main details of the realm. Then my feet landed on solid ground, and the memories slowly came back to me.  
 
    The Ebon Isles was a large, rainforest-like realm, covered in grass, trees, and mountains, and pools of water were everywhere I looked. I also remembered it was one of the less inhabited realms, and it was rare to see people on this land. Because of that, the creatures that dwelled here weren’t used to seeing humans in their habitat, so it made them more aggressive, and more likely to attack. 
 
    We landed in the center of a thick forest, and the trees around us varied from willow, to pine, to cedar. Some of the trunks were wider than all five of us put together, and they traveled so high into the sky that I couldn’t even see where the branches ended. The foliage was damp and mushy beneath my feet, and there was a strong, spring-like scent in the air. 
 
    It was a beautiful realm, and the view changed everywhere I looked, but we weren’t there to take in the scenery. We had to find the swamp wendigos, and the clue for where we were going to find them was in the name. 
 
    “We have to find a swamp,” I told my team as we trekked through the trees. “But keep an eye out for tracks on the way.” 
 
    “I remember the ice wendigos walked on all fours,” Revna said as she pulled back a tree branch. “I don’t know them well enough to know if all wendigos walk in the same way, but that could be something to look out for.” 
 
    “Yes, some wendigos just walk on their hind legs,” Winnie replied. 
 
    “I think we’ll get a better understanding once we find a trail,” Samara said. “Revna, how good are you at following tracks?” 
 
    “Pretty good.” Revna shrugged. “I’ll be able to tell if it’s the same paws or feet that made them, and if there’s a strong smell, then I can also follow that.” 
 
    “Then let’s keep a look out for prints and go from there,” I decided. 
 
    The five of us continued to battle through the overhanging branches, and despite how much I wanted to use a spell to clear the path, I also didn’t want to create too much noise. If there were wendigos about, they wouldn’t stay around very long if something spooked them. So, as my wand burned a hole in my pocket, and the palms of my hands began to itch, I fought against it and took the long way around.  
 
    As we neared the exit of the forest, Revna took the lead and studied the ground we walked on. She brushed her hands across the fallen leaves, sniffed the air, and studied the soil. Then the wild witch stared intently at the dirt and rubbed it between her thumb and fingers, and she also gave it a quick sniff.  
 
    “Have you found something?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so…” she mumbled. “The scent isn’t strong, but I think it holds some urine.” 
 
    I collected a sample of the same soil and held it against my nose. At first, I could only smell dirt, but then I picked up on something stronger than that. It was a sour smell, with a hint of ammonia, and it was definitely urine, but I had no idea which animal it came from.  
 
    “It’s been here a while,” Revna said as she tested the soil again. “The rain has washed most of it away, but I’d say it’s been here for a couple of days.” 
 
    “What about this?” Marina asked as she crouched to the ground. “I don’t need to smell this to know it’s something’s shit.” 
 
    Revna wandered over to Marina and glanced down at the pile of crap hidden among the leaves.  
 
    “This is much better,” Revna said with a smile. “I’ll be able to tell how long it’s been lying for.” 
 
    “You’re not going to do what I think you are, are you?” Winnie asked with a scared look on her face.  
 
    “Someone’s got to.” Revna shrugged.  
 
    And then the witch didn’t hesitate as she collected a large pile of feces in one hand and used the other hand to probe it. Two of the women covered their mouths and noses with their cloaks, and Winnie coughed back a gag as Revna pierced her finger right into the center of the dung.  
 
    “Yep, just as I thought,” Revna said as she removed her finger. “It’s still warm, so a creature was nearby recently.” 
 
    “What about the owner of the excrement?” Marina asked from behind her cloak. “Can you tell who made it?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Revna mumbled as she began to tear the shit apart. “From the texture, it seems as though the creature mainly ate grass, however… Oh, hold on.” 
 
    Neither of us said a word as Revna used two fingers to tweeze something out of the shit, and then she held the item up to get a better look at it. The object was barely big enough to see it properly, so I didn’t know what Revna was looking at, but the smile on her face told me it was something exciting.  
 
    “This creature eats animals,” she said shortly after. “This is a bone, so they clearly ate another animal recently.” 
 
    “Some wendigos are herbivores, but most are carnivores,” Winnie said. “I don’t know where the swamp wendigo fits in, but considering its powers, I doubt they pull the leaves from these trees.” 
 
    “They would have adapted to their surroundings,” I replied. “If they mainly live in a swamp, then they’d probably go for the wildlife that lives among them.” 
 
    “That was a wonderful finding, Revna.” Samara smiled. “But, for the love of Satan, please wash your hands thoroughly.” 
 
    “You mean, you don’t want to have a go with me?” Revna asked as she held up the broken-up pile of shit. 
 
    The other women gagged again, but Revna and I just laughed. Then, with a click of my fingers, a pail of warm, soapy water appeared on the forest floor, and it had a hand towel draped over the side. Revna thanked me profusely as she dipped her hands into the warm water, and she quickly removed the excess shit and soil that coated her palms. 
 
    Then the pail vanished into thin air, and we continued our search across the grassy plains. The sun was high in the sky, which gave us ample light to work with, and I was confident we were going to find the mysterious swamp wendigo. I always had a backup plan, so I’d figure something out if we returned to Scholomance without the blood sample, but I remained positive we would find the beast.  
 
    I hadn’t paid attention to how long we’d been walking for, but it must have been at least an hour after we’d left the forest when I suddenly felt the ground’s texture changing beneath my feet. My shoes were sticking to the grass, and it was like we were walking through a pile of mud instead of solid terrain.  
 
    “Look,” I said as I crouched down. “We must be nearing a swamp.” 
 
    Then I noticed a large selection of trees up ahead, which was a sign of where to go, but just to be certain, I pressed my hand flat against the grass until pools of water appeared on either side. The water drained back into the soil as I lifted my hand, and it was solid confirmation we’d arrived at a fen.  
 
    But if the wendigos were nearby, they’d see us before we saw them, so we had to be stealthy.  
 
    “We have to find somewhere to hide, but still with a perfect view of the surroundings,” I said as I stood up. “Perhaps behind a large tree, or maybe on a hill.” 
 
    “How about over there?” Marina pointed toward rolls of hills in the distance.  
 
    “That could work.” I nodded. “We just need to make sure it isn’t too marshy, otherwise we could fall straight through.” 
 
    “Well, Revna’s already had shit in her nails, so falling into a swamp wouldn’t be that bad for her,” Samara giggled.  
 
    “If it wasn’t for the shit in my nails, we wouldn’t be here right now.” Revna smirked.  
 
    The rest of us simply laughed as we traipsed through the grass, and the textures beneath my feet changed with every step I took. I kept my eye out for any more shit on the ground, or any sort of scent in the air, and Revna kept her chin up, which told me she was doing the same thing.  
 
    But we never made it to the grassy mounds, because I caught sight of movement out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    “Everyone, get down,” I said as I kneeled to the ground. “Look up there.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Winnie whispered. “It’s a wendigo.” 
 
    “But look where he’s standing,” Revna said as she slipped her bow from her shoulder. “He’s nestled in the center of a swamp. I bet I could get a good shot from here…” 
 
    “No,” I said as I grabbed a hold of Revna’s bow. “If you shoot now, the monster will run, and he could be the only one around.” 
 
    “The Dark One is right, of course,” Samara added. “We have to sneak up on him before we attack.” 
 
    “And how are we going to do that without him sensing us?” Marina asked.  
 
    “We’ll just need to be careful.” I shrugged. 
 
    We kept low to the ground as we creeped closer toward the swamp, and I noticed an interesting smell in the air. It was almost like someone had left onions out in the sun, but they’d gone bad and started to rot. It was painfully sharp and pungent, and I knew the scent had to have come from the wendigo.  
 
    I couldn’t tell much about his appearance, apart from the fact he was taller than any wendigo I’d ever seen, and he had a long muzzle, almost like a werewolf. He had broad shoulders, a hunched back, and long, scrawny limbs, but like Winnie said, he stood on his hind legs, and his arms were kept flat against his sides. His skin looked as dark as night, but that could have been the shadows from the trees, and as he casually turned around in the dirty water, I noticed a line of thin spikes that ran straight down his spine. 
 
    The closer we got to the swamp, the harder it became to keep our balance, but I kept my eyes on our prey the entire time, and he never once looked in our direction. 
 
    I almost thought we were going to reach him without him catching on to us, but as soon as I thought that, the wendigo spun his large head around to look at us. I wasn’t sure if he possessed heightened sight or hearing, but I didn’t have the chance to work it out.  
 
    The wendigo didn’t move a muscle and looked as though he was deciding whether to run or fight, but as we took another step, the beast made up his mind, and he began to run on unsteady legs toward a selection of trees. 
 
    “Go!” I ordered as I stood up and sprinted after the creature.  
 
    A plan formed in my mind as I raced after our chosen victim, and I knew I needed to get to his height in order to collect the blood, or at least overpower him in some way. The wendigo was as tall as a high building, so I only had one option. 
 
    “Don’t let him get away!” I shouted as I ran for the nearest tree.  
 
    My feet slipped against the damp ground, and the swamp water sloshed up against my legs, but I was so determined to grab the wendigo that I didn’t give a shit what happened to my clothing.  
 
    Then, as I reached the sturdiest tree trunk, I pulled my dagger from its sheath, placed the handle between my teeth, and began to climb. A bit of discomfort ran up my jaw as I clenched down on the dagger, and the sharpness of the bark scratched away at my hands, but I continued to climb as quickly as I could.  
 
    In the distance, I heard my women shouting spells left, right, and center, and it was clear they were doing everything they could not to let his beast leave their sight. I wasn’t sure if we were going to find another swamp wendigo, or how long it would take to come across a second, so letting him go wasn’t an option.  
 
    I heard the piercing screech and angered roar as the wendigo tried to show his dominance, and I heard the crashing of water as he maneuvered his giant body though the swamp. He hadn’t made a move at me, so I assumed he hadn’t seen me, and instead his eyes were focused on my women.  
 
    I batted at every branch that got in my way, but I kept my eyes firmly set on our prey, and I just hoped I’d reach the top of the tree before he caught onto my movement. 
 
    Then I finally reached the highest point of the tree, and I hauled myself up and straddled the branch so each leg dangled on either side. I still had the dagger held firmly between my teeth, and I used my hands to balance myself as I stepped toward the end of the branch. I must have been at least eight or nine meters off the ground, and when I compared it to the height of the wendigo, I looked to be taller than he was.  
 
    I managed to get a better look at the red spikes that ran down his spine, his arched back, and the green spots that painted his skin. The scent of rotten onions was even more intense in the tree, but I did my best to ignore his rancid stench as I planned my next moves.  
 
    I didn’t need to kill the wendigo, I just needed to collect a sample of his blood to add to the spell, so I’d let him go, just as long as I sliced open his back and grabbed some blood.  
 
    “Tardesco!” I heard a woman shout only seconds later.  
 
    I peered over the tree to see Samara had ordered the wendigo not to move, and a red glow surrounded the large beast. But the wendigo continued to thrash his arms around, and it was clear Samara needed some backup. 
 
    “Go!” the former goddess said to the other witches. “I can’t hold him all by myself.” 
 
    Revna, Marina, and Winnie repeated the restraining incantation, and as the red lights shot from their wands, the wendigo’s body slowed down even more, and it became harder and harder for him to move.  
 
    Now was my chance to attack.  
 
    I slowly brought each foot onto the branch, and once I was balanced, I stood up and grabbed a hold of the thinner limbs of the tree above my head to hold myself still.  
 
    Then I briefly calculated the distance between myself and the wendigo before I launched myself in the air. Fortunately, the creature was wide enough that I managed to grab onto his long, thin arm before I fell into the swamp below. I felt the muscles tense beneath my hands, and the monster let out deep, powerful snorts through his nose as he curled up his lips to reveal a set of broken, decaying, black teeth. The teeth were long and pointed, and his gray gums were coated in a layer of green drool.  
 
    The rancid stench of onions was so thick in the air that I could almost touch it, but I tried not to get too put off by it as I began to climb up his arm like the tree I was just in.  
 
    “My lord,” Samara called up to me. “I… we can’t hold it for much longer.” 
 
    “Hold on!” I shouted. “I just need to get some blood, and then we’ll be done!” 
 
    The witches could have dropped the spell at any moment, and if that was to happen, the wendigo would have been free to do as he pleased.  
 
    I managed to climb around to his back, and I used his red spikes to keep my feet in position. His back was extremely broad and hunched over, but I knew it was the best place to retrieve the blood sample. I used one hand to slice a line across his shoulder blade, and as the blood began to pour down the wendigo’s back, I clicked my fingers, and a plastic vial appeared in my hand. I couldn’t allow the vial to break on the journey home, so I went for the safest option and was thankful for my Earth knowledge.  
 
    “Cole!” Marina shouted. “The spell’s about to drop!” 
 
    “Hold on for two more minutes,” I said as I held the plastic tube against the cut.  
 
    “I don’t think we can,” Winnie called back.  
 
    “Well, you have to, that is an order!”  
 
    It seemed to take so long for the vial to fill, but as soon as the final drop of blood rolled into the tube, I sealed it shut and placed it safely in my pocket. Then I closed my eyes, imagined the land my women were standing on, and clicked my fingers.  
 
    My body began to spiral through the air, but I didn’t open my eyes again until after I’d landed on the ground.  
 
    “Master, are you okay?” Samara asked with one hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m better than okay,” I snickered as I held up the vial full of blood. 
 
    The four women began to cheer and clap as they celebrated, but as I was wiping my hands clean of blood, an overwhelming force pierced straight through my chest.  
 
    Then my knees buckled, and I fought to keep from falling to the ground.  
 
    My heart pounded as adrenaline rushed through my veins, and I closed my eyes as I allowed the darkness to take over.  
 
    Something was about to happen, and I already knew what it was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The darkness was so disorientating that I couldn’t quite make out where I was, and I could no longer feel the ground beneath me. It was almost like I was floating in the midst of the premonition, but in order to work out what the vision was showing me, I had to focus on what was in front of me.  
 
    I heard a wide variety of screams that attacked me from both sides. Some were male, some were female, and some came from creatures I couldn’t place. Then flashes of light hit my vision. I saw shots of blue, red, white, and green, so the mix of the lights and the screams helped me see I was in the center of an attack, but the time and place of the battle were both unclear.  
 
    Then the premonition softly ended before I picked up on any new clues, and as I tried to piece the information together, the sky appeared above me, and I felt the mushy dampness of the ground beneath my feet.  
 
    “My lord,” Samara said. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Not much,” I replied. “I heard screams, and I saw bright lights, but that was it.” 
 
    “Is it the Elder Lord?” Revna asked.  
 
    “Unless we have another opponent against us.” I shrugged. “But I don’t know the time and place of the attack.” 
 
    It seemed collecting the artifacts hadn’t stopped the Elder Lord from continuing with his plan, and this was his attempt at ending my army, but I’d sensed something else while in that hazy premonition. 
 
    Rage. And desperation.  
 
    The Elder Lord was pissed I’d foiled his plans yet again, and now he was moving forward without the artifacts because it was his last move. In his mind, if he didn’t stop me soon, there would be no stopping me.  
 
    Too bad for him, the time to stop me had long come and gone.  
 
    “So it could be any day from now?” Winnie frowned.  
 
    “Um, we may want to think about this back at Scholomance…” Marina said with an uneasy tone in her voice.  
 
    “We need to get ready,” Samara said firmly. “We have to--” 
 
    “No, really, we don’t have time for this,” Marina interrupted.  
 
    I turned to look at the siren and noticed she was staring off into the distance. Marina had her back to us, but as I looked past her, I spotted what she was looking at.  
 
    A pack of creatures the size of rhinos had formed on the horizon, and they were headed straight toward us.  
 
    It looked like the creatures had caught onto the attack against the swamp wendigo, and they weren’t too pleased with our disruption. 
 
    The beasts were so far away that I couldn’t get a good look at them, but they ran with great speed, and I calculated we only had a few minutes before they arrived.  
 
    “Marina is right,” I said. “We can discuss this back at the academy. Everyone, hold hands.” 
 
    As my women obeyed my commands, I double-checked the vial was still safe in my pocket, and then I took one last look at the stampede before I closed my eyes and transported us back to Scholomance.  
 
    I was so incredibly proud of how my group worked together while in The Ebon Isles, and we’d managed to track down the specific creature we were after.  
 
    But we didn’t have a minute to spare, and we needed to focus on the approaching war before our time ran out.  
 
    We landed safely in the comfort of our common room, and I wasted no time in summoning the rest of my coven to join us, as well as Theodora and Lilith. My mother usually experienced the same premonitions I did, so I hoped that would come in handy when it came to breaking down the clues.  
 
    One by one, the women all arrived in the room. Morgana cradled a new book in her hands, Akira and Faye each held half-eaten sandwiches in theirs, and Astrid had been in the middle of pleating her blonde hair. None of them looked surprised that I’d suddenly pulled them away from whatever they were doing, and the coven simply took a seat without saying a word.  
 
    “We managed to get the blood from the wendigo,” I said as I held up the plastic vial for all to see. “So, next we need to work on the spell, but while we were there, I received a premonition.” 
 
    “I saw the same one,” Lilith said, as I’d hoped she would.  
 
    “Was it just screaming and flashing lights?” I asked.  
 
    “It was.” Lilith nodded. “I never saw anything else.” 
 
    “No, neither did I,” I sighed. “However, I hope we can work on the spell first, and then decode the premonition some more.” 
 
    “What does it involve?” Morgana asked as she opened her book. “I don’t know if this will help, but I searched the library while you were away.” 
 
    The brunette then wandered over to me with the book in her hands, and I spotted the charm she’d marked with a sheet of parchment. I briefly skimmed over the page and noticed it was a charm about controlling someone’s mind, which was exactly what we were after.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I placed the book on the table in front of me. “I’m not sure what the spell will involve right now, but I’ll definitely keep this in mind when it comes to creating it.” 
 
    “My lord, what shall we do with the students?” Theodora asked. “We need to prepare them for the battle, whenever it may occur.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” I nodded. “I think we should split the students into groups, and we’ll each take a group to work with. We also need to send out messages to the other realms to prepare them for battle, too.” 
 
    “And the Hell creatures?” Circe asked.  
 
    “I’ll deal with them.” I smirked. “I’ll summon more legions when the time is right, but for now, I’ll focus on the ones at hand.” 
 
    “And don’t forget the three little beetles,” Akira snickered. “That is, if they haven’t been trampled on yet.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to wait and see,” I said.  
 
    But then, just as I was about to give my women some commandments, a sharp sensation pierced through my chest once again, and a second premonition took over my mind. I stumbled back against a window, but I was stronger than it was, so I fought against its power and focused solely on the vision.  
 
    Fortunately, the premonition was slightly more promising than the last one. As well as the darkness that shadowed my peripheral vision, I spotted landmarks, the height of the sun, and the ground we stood on. There was a stone statue of a person in the distance, but I couldn’t see their face, and the view around me was nothing but rolling, grassy hills. I spotted a vague figure on top of one mound, and although I couldn’t see the figure properly, the height and build helped me work out who it was. The Elder Lord sauntered toward me slowly, but as the angered cries came from my army, the premonition drifted away. 
 
    I found myself staring down at the wooden floorboards beneath my feet as the vision vanished, and I focused on nothing but the sights I’d witnessed. The premonition had given me the location of the battle, which was more than I’d had before, but it still didn’t give me a specific day.  
 
    “Did you see what I saw?” Lilith asked, which broke me away from my musing.  
 
    “The statue and the grassy hills?” I said as I peered up at my mother. 
 
    Lilith simply nodded, and then she stared down at her lap as if she was trying to decode the picture some more.  
 
    “The sun was high in the sky...” Lilith mumbled. “So that could be tomorrow afternoon, or even the day after…” 
 
    “We need to know exactly what day it’ll take place,” I said. “We need to be there before the Elder Lord arrives, and not a minute later.” 
 
    “Is there anything else about the vision that could give you the answer?” Vanessa asked.  
 
    “And what was the statue you mentioned?” Vesta joined in.  
 
    “It was a stone statue of a person,” I replied. “But apart from the position of the sun, I didn’t receive any other clues.” 
 
    The women continued to converse amongst themselves as I closed my eyes and envisioned the premonition once again. There had to be something I’d missed, a way to work out when the battle would take place. The last thing we needed was to turn up a day late and potentially give the Elder Lord the advantage of our tardiness.  
 
    I focused on the sun for a second, but then I directed my attention to the statue. The stone person was in a suit of armor, and it looked as though they held a shield in one hand. The statue stood on a stone block, and carved into the block was a word.  
 
    Dirotall.  
 
    At least this gave me the realm where the battle would take place, even though I wasn’t sure why the Elder Lord had picked this realm for our final showdown, but something about that name created a spark in my mind. Something about Dirotall was familiar to me, and something about the statue caused my mind to wander. It felt like the answer was on the tip of my tongue, and I racked my brain for any and all information I had on that particular place.  
 
    From what I could recall, Dirotall was known for that statue, but there was more to it than that. It wasn’t just in remembrance of someone, it possessed a hidden quality, but it was this hidden quality that held the final clue I was looking for.  
 
    Then it came to me.  
 
    I needed to know when the battle would take place, and the statue was offering me the answer.  
 
    “Lilith,” I said as I opened my eyes once again. “What position was the statue in when you saw it?” 
 
    “Um…” my mother hesitated. “It had its back to us, I’m certain of it.” 
 
    “Yes, but if we went to that realm right now, do you think it would be in the same position?” I asked.  
 
    Lilith simply frowned, and so did the other women in the room. None of them knew what I was on about, but I was certain someone would catch on sooner or later.  
 
    “Which realm is it in?” Theodora asked.  
 
    “Dirotall,” I said.  
 
    Then a loud gasp came from Lilith, and she looked at me with a smile.  
 
    “I get it,” Lilith said. “The statue turns a little bit every day.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “It works somewhat like a calendar for the villagers, so they always know what day they’re on.” 
 
    “But how would you know what day the battle takes place?” Winnie asked. “If the statue has its back to us on the day of the battle, we’d need to know where it sits right now.” 
 
    “Yep.” I grinned. “All we have to do is work out the position it’s in now.” 
 
    “But…” Beatrix paused. “Do we know how much the statue moves as each day passes?”  
 
    “If my memories are correct, the stone makes a full rotation throughout a seven-day week, and the plaque at the front allows you to see which way the statue should be pointing, ” I replied. “I’m unsure if Dirotall shares the same time zone as us, but we’re currently at the beginning of the week, so the statue should have just passed a full rotation.” 
 
    “Which would mean it would be halfway through its axis in a couple of days?” Lilith frowned.  
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “All we need to do is visit the statue, work out where it is now in relation to the days of the week, and then calculate which day we’d be on when the war begins.” 
 
    I was desperate to take a trip to Dirotall, and I was eager to work out the answer myself, but I knew I didn’t have the time to complete every task on my list. The vial of wendigo blood was burning a hole in my pocket, and I also had the Hell creatures to sort out. With the clock ticking, and with a limited number of minutes available, I knew I needed to send others to complete the task for me.  
 
    “Theodora,” I said as I came to my decision. “You need to pick three other women to join you, and then you four will travel to Dirotall.” 
 
    “Of course, master,” the headmistress replied.  
 
    “Return to me as soon as you have the answer, but you cannot delay,” I added. “You’ll have other jobs to complete when you get back, so be sure to complete your mission as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can, my lord.” Theodora bowed her head.  
 
    Theodora chose Astrid, Cleo, and Penelope, and then the four women created a circle before they traveled off to their chosen destination. Next, I had to decide who would stay with me to create the spell, and who would assist the students in preparing for the war.  
 
    “Lilith, Morgana, and Winnie, you three stay with me,” I said as I pointed to each witch in turn. “The rest of you, you must gather up the school. Vanessa, I need you to get all the professors together and teach the students everything they’ll need to know.” 
 
    “You have my word, master,” Vanessa said.  
 
    “What do you need us to teach them?” Freyja asked. 
 
    “Everything.” I shrugged. “Whether they need to be reminded of certain spells, or even the Elder Lord’s abilities, they need to know everything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my lord,” Akira said. “We’ll have the army together by the time the sun sets.” 
 
    I watched as the women stood from their seats, gathered various items to take with them, and then Vanessa led them out the door. The common room suddenly felt incredibly large and open with just four of us remaining, and I could have heard a pin drop with the silence that took over.  
 
    “You three will assist me with the spell,” I said as I took a seat on the couch. “Winnie, I didn’t pick you to join the others because you don’t know the students as well as they do.” 
 
    “I understand.” The timid witch smiled. “I took no offence to it.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “Morgana, I want you to look through that book and see what other incantations you can discover. And Lilith, it could be that I need someone as powerful as myself to channel the spell, hence why I asked you to stay behind.” 
 
    “You don’t need to explain your decisions to us, my lord,” she said softly. “We’ll always agree to your terms, regardless of what they may be.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s important you know the reason why I chose you,” I replied. “This won’t work if one of us is confused. Now, follow me, and bring the artifacts with you.” 
 
    I slipped Morgana’s book under one arm, and then we each collected the delicate objects as we left the room. I held the Urn of Annihilation carefully against my chest, and I noticed how Lilith had both the Cylinder and the Tiara in hand. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if one of the artifacts broke, so I put that thought behind me and continued walking in the direction of Vanessa’s classroom. Her room held more ingredients than the others, so I knew I’d find everything I needed in one of the vast cupboards. 
 
    I heard the footsteps of students running throughout the academy, and the bellowing voice of Vanessa as she brought everyone together. The noise became louder the closer we got to the classroom, but by the time I closed the door behind us, I heard nothing but a muffled wall of noise somewhere in the distance. It gave us the peace and quiet we needed to focus, and I was thankful for that.  
 
    “Okay, let’s put the artifacts up here,” I said as I placed the Urn on a table.  
 
    Once the objects were safe, I opened up the book to the page Morgana had marked with paper.  
 
    “I found another spell on the page before that,” Morgana said as she reached across the table and flipped the page over. “I don’t know if that’s what you were looking for, but it might help.” 
 
    I spent a few minutes looking through each spell, and I flicked the page back and forth as I went from one charm to another. Each of the spells had something to do with mind-control, but neither of them included all the elements I was after. I wanted to take the outcome of one spell, as well as the outcome of the other, so the only reasonable way around it was to combine the two spells together. 
 
    However, I also had to think about including the artifacts in with that combination, but if I couldn’t do it, then it obviously wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Right, here’s what we’ll do,” I said as I stood away from the table. “We’ll position the cauldron in the center of the room, like we did with the portal, and we’ll place the artifacts around the sides. Once that’s done, I’ll combine the two spells together, and the magic from the objects will assist in powering the charm.” 
 
    “Okay.” Lilith nodded. “Morgana and Winnie, you can help me move the cauldron.” 
 
    “Of course, miss,” Winnie said.  
 
    I cleared a space in the center of the room as the three witches carried the cauldron over, and then we moved the artifacts so they created a curved line around the front of the black pot. I set the opened book in front of the objects, and then I placed the vial of wendigo blood beside it. Once those things were in position, the four of us spent a few minutes gathering the rest of the ingredients together.  
 
    We required magnolia petals, the saliva of a bat, nightshade, pink sea salt, cinnamon, and the wendigo blood. Then I lit the cauldron with a flick of my wrist, and white smoke drifted gently in the air. 
 
    One by one, I threw the correct amounts of each ingredient into the cauldron, apart from the blood, and I heard the satisfied sizzle as the pot held each component. Then I sliced open my palm, and I added a few drops of my own blood into the mix.  
 
    “I need you to keep an eye on the artifacts,” I said as I squeezed my bloody palm shut. “I don’t know what they’ll do when I channel their powers, and we have to make sure nothing happens to them.” 
 
    As the women nodded their heads, I flicked to the first spell and repeated the incantation printed in the middle of the page.  
 
    “Sanguis meus controls,” I said with a firm voice.  
 
    Then I returned to the original spell and opened up the vial of wendigo blood as it instructed me to do so.  
 
    “Non des potestatem in me, et imperium,” I said as I poured the liquid into the cauldron.  
 
    A flash of red light exploded from the middle of the pot, and the wendigo’s rancid stench of onions filled the room. But then the light settled, and I noticed the white smoke had been stained pink as the blood was absorbed. All I had to do now was combine the artifacts into the mix, but I knew I needed to hold the spell steady as every last drop of power left the objects.  
 
    I held out my recently cut hand and aimed it over the cauldron. “Interrogabo vos et ego componere obiecti!” 
 
    A white light shot from my palm, and as it hit the mixture below, I felt the force that ran through my body. I was connected with the cauldron, but I couldn’t pull away before the time was up.  
 
    “Cole,” Morgana gasped. “The artifacts!” 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked as I fought against the pressure in my palm.  
 
    “They’re losing their colors,” Winnie replied. “The Tiara is practically white.” 
 
    “Good, that means they’re losing their powers, too,” I said.  
 
    The pink smoke of the cauldron grew stronger, and it began to seep over the sides like a wave of water. The muscles in my arm tingled, and I felt a dull thump against my palm like the skin was pulsating.  
 
    “Keep holding it, my lord,” Lilith said. “The artifacts have almost fully lost their colors.” 
 
    I knew the feeling in my hand wasn’t going to leave until I ended the spell, but I also knew the charm wouldn’t have the same effect unless we’d used all of the artifacts’ powers. The only issue came with not knowing when I’d stolen everything the objects had to offer. I hadn’t seen the artifacts in action before, so I didn’t know what to look out for, but I hoped it would have been obvious for us to see.  
 
    I must have been in that position for at least ten minutes, and as every second ticked by, the pressure in my hand continued. It felt like a flame had been held up against my palm, but I wasn’t going to let go any time soon. The witches around me continued to give me updates whenever something new happened to the artifacts, and I heard the excitement in their voices as the objects began to break and crumble into dust.  
 
    “The Tiara is almost gone,” Winnie said.  
 
    “And there’s only half the Cylinder left!” Morgana added excitedly.  
 
    The Urn was the final object to break, because it was the most powerful, but it felt like a snowball-effect as soon as one disintegrated. A few more minutes passed before the Urn fully disappeared, but soon there was nothing left apart from a pile of dust and sand on the floor.  
 
    I instantly noticed the difference in my body as the new power and the added effects from the artifacts flowed through my bloodstream. It was like a faint vibration buzzed underneath my skin, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt an aftermath like that. It was incredible, and there was no way to fully describe what was going on inside of me, but I was suddenly eager for the war to begin, and for me to put my new powers to the test.  
 
    “Have you done it?” Winnie asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “I believe so, but there’s only one way to find out for sure,” I said as I broke the connection between myself and the cauldron. “Once the Elder Lord arrives, I’ll use the spell against a member of his army, and we’ll see what happens.” 
 
    “There’s no other way to test it?” the witch asked.  
 
    “The spell is far too powerful to test it on anyone who matters,” I replied. “Also, we don’t have the artifacts anymore, so there’s not a lot we can do if the spell doesn’t work.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the artifacts are gone,” Morgana said. “And I mean really gone, not just hidden in a realm somewhere.” 
 
    “There’s still remains of them on the floor,” I said as I pointed toward the ground. “So that’ll need to be cleared up, but apart from that, yes, they’re really gone.” 
 
    The women cleared away the cauldron as I handled the dusty remains, but as we went to leave Vanessa’s classroom, Theodora barged through the door. It seemed to take her a second to recognize who was in the room, and then a bright smile appeared on her beautiful face.  
 
    “My lord, I had a feeling you’d be in here,” she said as she walked over to me.  
 
    “Did you get what you needed in Dirotall?” I asked.  
 
    “We did.” Theodora nodded. “It appears as if the realm runs on the same time zone as us, so the statue will face away from us the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said as I crouched down to pick up Morgana’s spell book. “In that case, we must make sure everyone is ready to leave by tomorrow evening. I want us to travel there before the sun rises on the day of the war, and I won’t allow us to be a second later than planned.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Theodora replied. “I see the other witches are doing a wonderful job with the students.” 
 
    “Good, as they should be,” I said. “But now we need to get the message out to the other realms and academies who offered their assistance. Theodora, I’ll leave it up to you to decide how we get that information out there, but they need to be at the stone statue by the time we get there.” 
 
    “Absolutely, I’ll do everything I can,” she replied.  
 
    Then I turned to look at the other three women as I decided on their new tasks.  
 
    “Lilith and Morgana, I need you to help the others in training the students,” I said. “And Winnie, you need to stay with Lilith and watch everything she does.” 
 
    “I will, master,” Winnie replied.  
 
    “And what about you, my lord?” Lilith asked.  
 
    “I have some other creatures to prepare.” I smirked. “And like Akira said earlier, I need to make sure a few of them haven’t been trampled on.” 
 
    Then we all left the classroom and headed in different directions. I let out a deep sigh as I walked through the main doors of the school, and the chilled breeze gave me some added comfort. I was pleased to know the specific day of the attack and to know we had a bit more time to prepare, but there was still a lot to do.  
 
    And one of the things on my mental list was to speak to Dolroth and the other Hell creatures.  
 
    I wandered around the side of the academy in the direction of the creatures’ assigned building, and then I knocked on the door with a fist, but I didn’t give them the chance to answer before I opened it and walked inside.  
 
    “Dark One,” Dolroth said as he stood from his seat.  
 
    The rest of the creatures were lounging on their beds, and the giant, Japner, was slumped against the back wall. His enormous body took up the entire space, and he sat with his head bowed so it didn’t smash against the ceiling.  
 
    “How have you been finding your accommodations?” I asked as I took the only spare seat available.  
 
    “We’ve been fine, master,” the demon replied. “At first, I thought one of us would have started our own war, but that hasn’t been the case.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed three tiny beetles scurrying along the floor, so at least Eldrin, the second elf, and the gremlin had all survived. 
 
    “Well, it’s because of the war that I came to see you today,” I said as I relaxed back against the seat. “I received a premonition. The Elder Lord has planned his attack, and I know the time and day it will begin.” 
 
    This caught the attention of the other creatures in the room, and Jinx, a demon, and an elf all came closer to hear more.  
 
    “Please tell me it’s soon,” the witch said with a hungry look in her dead eyes. “I’ve been itching to get started this entire time, and I don’t think I can last another night!” 
 
    “Yeah, we know,” a demon snorted. “It’s all you’ve gone on about.” 
 
    “Hey, I have not!” Jinx sneered. “But there’s only so much we can do in this place, so forgive me for starting up a fucking conversation.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a conversation,” an elf squeaked. “But you were stating facts and nothing else.” 
 
    A loud grunt came from Japner, like that was his way of agreeing with the elf, but Dolroth rolled his eyes and stood up to face the room.  
 
    “What have I told you about fighting?” the demon demanded. “Sit down, shut up, and let the Dark Lord speak.” 
 
    Jinx and the elf let out a few mumbled words, but they were too quiet for me to work them out. Instead, I focused on the real reason for my visit, and I waited for the room to quiet down before I announced my plan.  
 
    “The war will take place in a realm called Dirotall,” I announced. “It’ll happen the day after tomorrow when the sun is at its highest, and I need you all to pay attention to everything I say.” 
 
    “Of course, we will, my lord,” Dolroth replied. “Everyone in this room will obey your commands, and we’re all aware of the consequences should we step a claw out of line.” 
 
    “Good.” I grinned. “Then I need you all to stand up. Apart from you, Japner, because I think that’s literally impossible right now.” 
 
    The giant grunted again, but the rest of the creatures all stood from their seats, and even the beetles ran to stand on top of a bed. I would have kept them in their insect forms until the war began, but I needed them to understand everything I said, so it was probably time to change the beings back again.  
 
    With a flick of my wrist, a gold mist surrounded the tiny bugs, and the mist grew in size as the creatures returned. Eldrin stood in the middle with the other elf and the gremlin on either side, and all three of them ran a hand over their bodies as if to count every limb and body part. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Satan!” Eldrin shouted as he dropped down to the bed. “My lord, I promise never to disobey you ever again!” 
 
    “Good, because we don’t have the time for a food fight right now,” I laughed. “As soon as we arrive in Dirotall, I’ll open a portal to allow the other legions to arrive, and you’ll be in command of them as the war continues.” 
 
    I hesitated for a second to allow my words to sink in.  
 
    “You’ll aim for the Elder Lord and his army, and no one else,” I said with a stern look. “Do I make myself clear?”  
 
    “Yes, master,” they all replied.  
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “In that case, let’s get started.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    I jumped out of bed the second my eyes opened, and for once, I didn’t have to wait for my energy to kick in before I moved.  
 
    It was the day of my final battle with the Elder Lord, and I was ready to watch the holy bastard meet the ending he deserved. 
 
    I’d spent the last twenty-four hours getting things prepared, and now that everything was in place, it was time to go. Every witch had been given their assigned tasks, and they all knew where to stand or what to do when the war began. The Hell creatures had spent their time practicing and organizing their moves, and Dolroth informed me they were as ready as they’d ever be.  
 
    Theodora had also completed her task, and she’d informed every realm around us of the day’s plans. Everyone agreed to meet us in Dirotall this morning, and even a few of the High Wicca Court offered to show up with their added assistance. I wasn’t sure of the exact number of people in my army, but it had to be somewhere in the thousands by this point, not including the Hell creatures, and every single witch and warlock promised to fight with everything they had.  
 
    I peered out the window as the previous twenty-four hours ran through my mind, and I noticed the thick layer of dark clouds that covered the moon. A storm was on the horizon, and it matched my mood perfectly. I hoped Dirotall experienced blood rain like we did, because I couldn’t wait to see the rain soak through the Elder Lord’s clothing as I added his own blood into the mix.  
 
    An evil grin spread across my face as I buttoned up my shirt, and I knew that expression wasn’t going to leave until we won the battle. 
 
    Then, once I’d changed, I slipped my dagger and wand into the pockets of my pants and headed for the common room. I’d decided to go without my cloak, but I could have easily summoned a new one if I needed it.  
 
    “My lord,” Revna said as I arrived in the room. “How are you feeling on this glorious day?” 
 
    “Wonderful.” I smirked. “And I’m ready to watch the life leave the elders’ eyes.” 
 
    “So are we,” Faye said from her spot on the couch.  
 
    I glanced over my coven and noticed everyone was present apart from Nyx, and all the familiars were sitting patiently by the fire with their eyes set on me.  
 
    “Have you discussed the plan with the others, Alexander?” I asked.  
 
    I sure have, master! Alexander replied excitedly. They all know to stand back when the fight begins, and you’ll give me the sign when it’s time for us to use our more signature moves... 
 
    I saw the gleam that sparkled in the wolverine’s eyes, and I couldn’t help but laugh. It was harder to see the excitement with the other familiars, but I knew they were just as eager as we were. I wanted to see Ursula constrict someone with her beautiful, ivory body, I wanted to see Damien slice someone in half with his tail, and I wanted to see Trixie claw out someone’s eyes with his talons.  
 
    I wanted to see it all, and I knew that time would come very soon. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a flurry of activity as Nyx ran into the common room. Her blue hair had been tied neatly onto her head, and she had a glazed look in her eyes.  
 
    “Apologies, master,” she said as she took the seat beside Penelope. “I couldn’t find my pipe. But now that I’ve had my breakfast, I’m good to go.” 
 
    “Must have been a very herbal breakfast…” Akira snickered. “Feeling healthy this morning?” 
 
    “I always kill better when I’m high.” Nyx shrugged.  
 
    “Right,” I said with both hands in the air. “Now that everyone’s here, it’s time for us to leave.” 
 
    I heard the excited chatter as everyone gathered their things together, and then I led my large coven from the room. We passed a number of witches as we traveled through the corridors, and each of them appeared just as animated as we were. The Scholomance witches grinned up at me while some fluttered their eyelashes, but none of them said a word, almost like that added distraction was going to throw them off their games.  
 
    As long as we had the outcome we wanted, then I didn’t care how the students acted around me. 
 
    I wandered out onto the grounds of the school and skimmed my eyes across the ever-growing crowd in front of me. Dolroth had led the Hell creatures from their accommodation, Theodora, Lilith, and the professors were all standing together in a huddle, and it seemed as though I was one of the last to arrive.  
 
    “Is everyone here?” I asked with a bellowing voice.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the sea of people replied in unison. 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied.  
 
    Then I nodded toward the professors as a silent way of telling them to get started. There were far too many people for us all to shadow-port together, and there was a high chance someone could have gotten lost in the abyss, so I’d told each professor to take a section of the crowd and travel with them that way.  
 
    Luna, Evanora, Crimson, Olivia, Vanessa, Theodora, and Lilith each gathered a large number of witches together, and I watched in wonder as the purple mist formed all around me until, one by one, the groups vanished.  
 
    This just left my coven, the familiars, and the Hell creatures to go next, and although some of my women didn’t like the idea of holding hands with a demon, they followed my orders regardless.  
 
    Once I saw everyone was connected, I closed my eyes, envisioned Dirotall clearly in my mind, and allowed the mist to take us. There was no better feeling than when my body spiraled and twisted through the vortex, almost like I was as light as a feather, but it seemed different this time. I didn’t know whether it was the anticipation of the war ahead, or perhaps the added effects of the artifacts in my bloodstream, but the journey felt smoother, like I was lying on a river of water that gently took me along for the ride. 
 
    I landed in Dirotall before I could fully work out what had happened in the portal, and I instantly became distracted by the sheer number of people who greeted me. I spotted Viperian witches on the left, Hovanna witches and warlocks on the right, and a vast selection of realms in the middle. I even spotted Sigrid, Revna, Astrid, and Freyja’s old shieldmaiden, standing among a few other beautiful villagers, with their bows hanging off one shoulder. 
 
     The Scholomance students stood at the front, and I noticed a large number of witches had also brought their familiars with them.  
 
    This was by far the largest number of people I’d seen in one place before, and they’d all gathered under my name and awaited my orders.  
 
    Nothing could have made me prouder.  
 
    “Join the others,” I said to my coven with a motion of my hand. “And Alexander, take yourself and the familiars to the back of the group.” 
 
    You’ve got it! Alexander replied as his wings lifted him into the air.  
 
    I waited until everyone had taken their places before I spoke to my audience.  
 
    “We’re all here today to defeat the Elder Lord!” I called out, to which the crowd cheered and clapped. “We will not stop until he’s met his demise, and together we will work as a team to end all the elders’ pitiful lives!”  
 
    A loud, thunderous sound came from somewhere beside me, and I peered around to see Japner clapping his hands together. It was the first proper reaction I’d seen from the giant, so at least he was as desperate as we were to get started.  
 
    “The Elder Lord believes he is the creator of life and the universe. He thinks he bears all holy power and domination over every being and creature in the worlds, but he is wrong!” I continued. “Today, the Elder Lord will see I am the one to fear, that I am Satan reborn, and he should fear my every move!” 
 
    I paused to allow my audience the time to react before I went on.  
 
    “Everyone has been informed of their positions in this war,” I said. “And I need you all to put everything you have into this fight, but the people who surround you are not the only ones you’ll be fighting beside…” 
 
    Then I stood to one side and held out both hands.  
 
    “Aperire portal!” I demanded.  
 
    All of a sudden, a wall of purple light cascaded into the air, and I kept my mind firmly focused on the light as the portal began to open. A black hole then appeared in the center, and without a second’s notice, the creatures began to crawl through the passageway.  
 
    Hundreds of various Hell beings raced through the opening, and they all came at such speeds that I found it difficult to take in each one as they arrived. I spotted some dead witches, demons, goblins, and a few hounds, but I knew there were plenty more creatures that hadn’t caught my attention.  
 
    The pressure in my hands subsided as the final monsters fell into Dirotall, and I closed the portal once I knew they’d all arrived.  
 
    “Dolroth, please take our new arrivals over to the side,” I said as I turned to face the demon.  
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Dolroth bowed his head.  
 
    Then I turned my attention back to the living.  
 
    “I have drained the Underworld of its beings, but you have no reason to fear,” I said. “These creatures are here for the same purpose, so you must treat them as one of your own.” 
 
    My audience nodded their heads, but I saw the looks of fear that some witches found harder to hide. As long as neither party turned on each other, then I was sure they’d soon learn to live with the hellish beings. 
 
    But then an idea came to mind as I took in my enormous army. I couldn’t even count the number of people and creatures who stood before me, possibly somewhere around twenty thousand, probably a lot more than that, but I felt like my army was missing something.  
 
    I’d drained the Underworld, and I had an incredible variety of witches and warlocks from a large number of realms, but I remembered a few creatures I knew had to include.  
 
    It wasn’t going to be a satisfying war without them, so I turned on my feet and spread out my hands once again.  
 
    “Aperire portal!” I ordered.  
 
    A wall of bright, purple light created a circle in the open air, and I channeled the incantation as I ordered my new arrivals to enter.  
 
    A few seconds passed without anything happening, but then I heard a high-pitched scream, and a smirk curled across my lips. I fought against the strong wind as it began to pick up, and soon, a dark shadow was painted across the grass as my arrivals made their entrance.  
 
    At least fifty dragons flew through the opening of the portal, and they blacked out the sun as they tore through the sky. The breeze from their wings was almost powerful enough to push me off-balance, and I heard a few scared squeaks from the younger witches in the crowd. These dragons were a lot to take in, and I knew how intimidating they could appear when they’re right in front of you. 
 
    But that was exactly why I wanted them here.  
 
    I watched as the magnificent, scaled beats soared through the stormy sky before they landed perfectly on the ground. Then I closed the portal once I knew all of the dragons had arrived, and I sauntered over toward the enormous beasts. One dragon took a large step forward so he stood in front of the crowd, and he lowered his scaled head as I came closer. 
 
    His blood-red eyes looked to be the same size as my head, and I noticed the puff of smoke that blew through his nostrils. I recalled the image of the rivers of fire that poured from their mouths, and I couldn’t wait to see some of my witches straddle these beasts as they soared over the Elder Lord’s army.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the dragon with a slow nod. 
 
    I didn’t have to say any more than that. The dragons knew why I’d brought them here, and they knew their job was to kill the elder army until nothing but their dead bodies littered the ground. 
 
    Once my job was done, I turned on my heels to take in our surroundings. The stone statue was in the position I’d seen in my premonition, the rolling hills continued on for as far as I could see, and the sun slowly made its way into the center of the sky.  
 
    But then I noticed a selection of dark clouds in the distance, and I knew it was the same storm I’d seen back in Scholomance.  
 
    Good. Just what I wanted.  
 
    “My lord,” Lilith said a few minutes later. “Can you feel that?”  
 
    I turned to glance over at my mother, but before we could make eye contact, a warm sensation danced over my skin. It was a sign we weren’t alone, and I instantly knew who had caused that reaction.  
 
    The Elder Lord had arrived early.  
 
    “Prepare yourselves!” I said to my army. “But do not make a move until I tell you otherwise.” 
 
    Then I turned back to look across the grassy hills, and I could just make out a dark shadow forming in the distance. The closer the shadow got, the more I managed to see, and it took no time at all for me to recognize the Elder Lord at the front of his large group.  
 
    His blond hair and golden crown caught the sunlight, and I saw he wore the same white toga and bronze breastplate he’d worn the last time I’d encountered him. I even wondered if he still had that disgusting smile on his face, or the mischievous look I’d seen in his blue eyes.  
 
    I heard a few snarls and growls from the creatures around me, but I kept my eyes solely focused on the Elder Lord and his army of elders that followed behind him. Every single one of those men were going to die today, and I wasn’t going to stop until their hearts stopped beating, and their eyes glazed over.  
 
    Then, suddenly, a flash of red light whistled past my head, and I felt the breeze as the shot stroked the skin of my cheek. I followed the light with my eyes, and I watched in delight as Japner batted it away with his enormous arm.  
 
    But my pride was instantly drowned out by the anger that flooded my system. The Elder Lord had made the first move before we could even make eye contact, and that didn’t sit right with me.  
 
    “Go!” I ordered. “No one dares to raise their hand at me!” 
 
    I didn’t have to tell my army twice, and the first two lines of students instantly stepped forward to take their places. The witches at the front crouched down with their wands out in front of them, and the second line stood behind them in the same fighting position. Then I ran over to the side so I wasn’t in the firing line. The second group of witches shouted out their orders and commands, and the first repeated the process seconds after. Showers of light shot across the open ground, but I watched as the elders dodged the spells and sent them back in our direction.  
 
    The war was on, and nothing was going to stop it now. 
 
    “Aim at our enemies,” I said to Dolroth and the creatures. “Remind me of the reason why I picked you.” 
 
    Like with the witches, the hellish beings had their own plan in mind, and they were quick to enact it. Dolroth stayed back as the tiny elves sprinted across the grass and let out high-pitched screams of anger. Then the other creatures ran behind them, but Japner stayed where he was.  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what part the giant had to play, but I was interested to see it.  
 
    I kept a careful eye on the hellish beings as they raced toward the elder army, but Eldrin and the other elves managed to jump and dodge every shot that came their way. Then a loud roar shattered the air as Vurax stormed toward the Elder Lord. The bull held an axe high in the air, and he used the blade of the weapon as a shield to defend his twelve-foot frame. 
 
    Then another, feral cry came from the dragons as their enormous wings lifted them into the sky. The dragon with the red eyes flew first, and the rest followed on behind him. They created a long, snake-like line that slithered through the air, and the dragons aimed their fire down onto the elder men below.  
 
    A few of the elders aimed their own spells at the dragons, but the creatures were either too strong to feel the full effects, or the men missed their targets entirely. A few of the dragons broke away from the line in order to scoop up elders straight from the ground, and I watched in amusement as the feeble motherfuckers screamed and flapped their arms and legs as the dragons soared through the sky. 
 
    I could have watched them all day, but I couldn’t allow myself to get too distracted.  
 
    The living witches and warlocks remained in place as we all watched the Hell monsters and dragons do what they did best, and once the final creature had entered the battle, Dolroth stepped forward. I’d created these demons, so I’d filled them with every power and strength I thought necessary, but I hadn’t seen them in action before.  
 
    Dolroth held his hands out in front of him so his palms faced the floor, and I heard him mumble a few words as an orange-hued light covered his body. Dolroth then shouted the foreign words, and as he threw his hands forward, the orange light targeted the ground before him. The foundation vibrated beneath my feet, but the holy army were the real ones in trouble.  
 
    The demon let out an animalistic growl as he powered up his spell, and as the light whizzed through the ground, the elder army became weak on their feet, like they didn’t have the strength to stay upright. I heard the Elder Lord say something to his men, but he was too far away for me to make out his words. I assumed he’d ordered them to get up, perhaps he needed them to fight back, but I didn’t know for sure.  
 
    “Jinx, go!” Dolroth ordered toward the dead witch. “Now is your time!” 
 
    The dead witch came to a halt a few dozen yards away from our rivals, and I noticed how she tucked one foot behind the other and angled her body to the side. Her childish giggle echoed through the air, and then her web-like wings began to flutter gently, which brought her entire body into the sky.  
 
    The elder army aimed their shots at her, but Jinx had more up her sleeve than just a pair of wings. She waved her arms about in the air, and a silver, shimmering mist formed all around her like a shield. Every arrow and shot of light that hit the silver wall instantly ricocheted back in the elders’ direction, and I watched in delight as men fell to the ground left, right, and center.  
 
    The Hell creatures had caused the perfect distraction, but now it was our turn.  
 
    “You all know what you need to do,” I said with a smirk. “Make me proud.” 
 
    The two rows at the front of the army let out a unified shrill cry as they raced toward our opponents, but then more and more witches followed on after that. The plan was to enter the battle bit by bit, and I’d keep a watchful eye over it all until it was time to face the Elder Lord. I knew when to add more into the mix, and I knew when it was time for the familiars to show off their talents, so as long as everything played out the way I hoped it would, then nothing should go wrong.  
 
    It felt like I’d been waiting my entire existence for this moment, and I wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of that.  
 
    Then a grunt came from behind me, along with the trembling of the ground as Japner made his way over. I peered up at the giant and noticed a determined look in his eyes, so I knew what he was trying to tell me.  
 
    “Is it your turn to go?” I asked, to which Japner grunted again. “Just make sure to leave a couple of them alive for me to kill.” 
 
    I thought I saw a grin curl across the giant’s lips, but it was difficult to tell from the beard and wrinkles that marred his face.  
 
    Japner walked his monstrous body in the direction of the enemy, and no matter how many spells they shot in his direction, the beast wasn’t fazed, and nothing appeared to harm him. A few of the holy men let out fearful cries as Japner came closer, and the braver men even stepped forward to try and fight off the giant. However, Japner kept going, and I heard the satisfying crunching of bones as he trampled over a few men, followed by the screams they made as the giant threw them through the air with a swing of his arms. 
 
    Then one of the dragons collected a man while he was in mid-air, and it was clear Japner and the dragons made a wonderful pair.  
 
    “Fuck, I love that guy!” I heard Akira laugh. “Can we keep him around?” 
 
    “Enough,” Vanessa said sternly. “Prepare yourselves, because you’re up next.” 
 
    “You know what’s worse than an angry witch?” Faye growled, and her emerald eyes flashed with fire. “A pregnant angry witch!” 
 
    I looked back at my opponents as my coven readied themselves, and as I glanced across the sea of men, I noticed the Elder Lord was nowhere to be found. I knew no one had killed him, because that was my job, and I doubt he would have left without trying to end my life, so he had to be around here somewhere. 
 
    But, as I glanced around for the cowardly bastard, I noticed a selection of creatures that appeared through the trees behind the elder army. 
 
    These new winged creatures looked somewhat similar to my dragons, except they were ivory in color, and I instantly remembered them from previous battles.  
 
    “Fucking serpens,” I growled. “I should have known the Elder Lord was going to bring them along with him.” 
 
    Serpens were ancient, holy beasts made from the blood of dragons and elder magic, and they were created to obey elder rules. They didn’t breathe fire, but they were swift as fuck, and I remembered how they acted in battle when we faced them before. Fortunately, I had my dragons, so they’d happily fight against these ivory beasts, but it did make the fight slightly more challenging.  
 
    I needed to locate the fucking Elder Lord.  
 
    Originally, I’d wanted to keep my newly gained power a secret until the battle became serious, but I no longer had a choice. However, in order to control someone’s mind, I became a target for the enemies around me, so I needed to make sure someone watched my back as I channeled the spell.  
 
    “Cover me,” I said as I walked toward my coven. “Forget the plan you had in mind for now, and make sure no one distracts me.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Vanessa replied.  
 
    My women created a wall around me as I’d instructed, and as I reached for my dagger, I noticed the sly wink Akira sent in my direction. Her bloodlust had increased during her pregnancy, so I knew she was eager to get started, but her loyalty to me was more important.  
 
    “Good luck, my lord,” Winnie said with a sweet smile.  
 
    “I don’t need luck.” I smirked.  
 
    I used the tip of my dagger to slice through the flesh of my palm, and then I closed my fist and watched the blood drip to the ground. A pulsing sensation hummed through my hand, and before the wound could heal, I closed my eyes and cleared my mind.  
 
    “Mentis imperium,” I muttered. 
 
    A yellow haze appeared around me, and I had the perfect view of my surroundings, even though my eyes were closed. It was like I was flying through the air, and the yellow haze seemed to direct me along the route I needed to follow. I soared across the witches and creatures, and I managed to see every move they made, but as I neared the elder army, I noticed the men were unfazed by my approach. They couldn’t see the yellow haze, so they didn’t see the incoming threat. 
 
    The haze then covered every holy man, as if to say they were all free to pick from, and I went for one of the men at the back. He had a scrawny frame, a dirty, brown beard coated his jaw, and a look of pure anger glowed in his green eyes. I watched his eyes as he glanced from left to right, like he was taking in the battle, and I flew into his mind before he could take a single step.  
 
    It was the strangest feeling being in someone else’s body, because I felt his heart beating, the sweat that coated his skin, and every inch of fear that raced through his blood. I could see what he saw, and I heard every mumbled, scared thought that entered his brain. I also instantly knew his name was Agelos, so at least I had something to call him by.  
 
     I wondered if he even knew what was going on, so I decided to test the waters to see what would happen. There was a selection of men all standing around my chosen victim, and I chose the first man to my left.  
 
    Ask him where the Elder Lord is, I demanded. 
 
    “Where’s the Holy One?” Agelos asked. 
 
    But he had a slightly monotone voice, so I needed to change that.  
 
    Speak normally, you stupid son of a bitch, I said firmly. Otherwise, I’ll kill you on the spot.  
 
    “I… I mean, I didn’t see him leave,” he tried again.  
 
    “I don’t know.” The other elder shrugged. “He went that way.” 
 
    Then he pointed over to the right, and although that wasn’t much help, it was still more than I had before.  
 
    “Th-Thank you,” Agelos stuttered.  
 
    I ordered the terrified man to head in the direction we were given, and I felt the strain of Agelos’ legs as he wandered across the grassy hills. The screams and cries of holy men came from every angle, and each one of them demanded Agelos to help them, but I was in charge here.  
 
    Ignore them, I said. Keep walking until you find the Elder Lord.  
 
    But then an idea came to mind as we reached a clearing in the battlefield. I needed to know if I had every ounce of control, or if Agelos could refuse certain actions, so I ordered him to stop, and then I made him turn around to get a better view of his teammates. 
 
    The Hell creatures were doing an incredible job at killing and dismembering our opponents, but then I noticed Jinx had an elder under her control. No one else was around them, so he instantly became my target. 
 
    I needed to make it seem as normal as possible, and I couldn’t allow anyone to pick up on Agelos’ strange movements.  
 
    Head over to that man, I ordered. Pretend to save him from the witch.  
 
    Agelos’ tired body wandered toward Jinx, and I constantly felt myself questioning my movements, but I knew that was Agelos talking, and not really myself. I could have replied, but I wanted to save the fun for later.  
 
    As instructed, Agelos tried to save his friend as much as he could, but Jinx was doing her best to kill both men in front of her.  
 
    Get Jinx’s attention, I said. Tell her Cole is in your head, and I need her to play along.  
 
    “Jinx,” Agelos said, and I noticed the confusion in the witch’s eyes. “Cole is in my head, and he needs you to play along.” 
 
    Grab the man by the arms, I ordered. Don’t you dare let him harm her. 
 
    Then Agelos locked his arms around the other elder’s chest, and I felt the restraint as he tried to free himself, but Agelos simply tightened his hold.  
 
    “Cole?” Jinx frowned. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Tell her she is friends with my mother, I said. She died because someone poisoned her pumpkin juice.  
 
    “Believe me,” Agelos urged. “Cole told me you are friends with his mother, and you died because someone poisoned your pumpkin juice.” 
 
    Jinx let out a gasp, and she looked behind each shoulder as if to make sure we were still alone.  
 
    “My lord, it really is you.” She grinned. “How can that be?”  
 
    I’ll explain everything soon, I replied. But for now you need to play along. 
 
    Agelos then repeated my words, and the dead witch smothered her giggle with one hand as her eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    Repeat everything I say, I demanded of the man I possessed. Nod so I know you understand, you stupid, holy fuck. 
 
    Agelos nodded his head.  
 
    Jinx, I need you to keep watch and make sure no one notices what I’m doing, I said. Agelos is going to kill this pathetic motherfucker with his bare hands, but I need you to act like you did it.  
 
    “Of course, master,” Jinx replied.  
 
    The man wriggled and fought against the strength of Agelos’ arms, but his screams and cries for help instantly became lost in the constant noise that surrounded us. Agelos continued to ask what I was doing, and why this man had to die, but I never gave him an answer. 
 
    Jinx, grab the man by the hands to keep him still, I said. Agelos, you then need to place both your hands on either side of his head. 
 
    They each completed their commandments, and as Agelos slapped his hands on the man’s head, I felt the grease from his hair and the sweat that coated his face. It was utterly revolting, but I knew the pleasure of his death was going to overpower any negative feelings.  
 
    Then I told Agelos to grip the man’s head as tight as he could, and once he had a good hold, he needed to break the victim’s neck as swiftly as possible. I wondered if the addition of my powers made Agelos stronger, but regardless of his strength, it didn’t take Agelos long to snap the man’s neck, and the sharp snapping of his bones caused my mouth to salivate. 
 
    The dead elder crumpled to the ground as soon as we let go of him, and the fact Agelos had gone ahead with my orders, despite how much he didn’t want to obey them, told me how powerful my spell was. As long as no one caught onto my little plan, I could have quite easily worked my way around the group, killing any and everyone who got in my way.  
 
    But I hadn’t forgotten the main reason I’d chosen Agelos to begin with.  
 
    Thank Jinx for her help, I ordered.  
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Agelos repeated.  
 
    Good, I said. Now, take me to your Elder Lord. You haven’t finished murdering your kind just yet.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I continued to walk Agelos through the crowd of elder men, and occasionally one of them would call out for his help, but Agelos ignored them and only listened to my commands.  
 
    Which was exactly what I wanted.  
 
    At one point, I made Agelos look across the grassy plains, and I noticed the wall of Scholomance witches that surrounded my body. I couldn’t see through them, so I didn’t know how my body reacted while I was in this form, but at least I had the brief security I needed. 
 
    The serpens continued to fly overhead, often being chased, or chasing my dragons, and the sky was constantly being lit up by streams of fire that flew from my dragons’ throats. 
 
    But then a wild screaming caught my attention, and I ordered Agelos to follow the sound until he came across the owner. It sounded as though it came from a female, perhaps more than one, so I knew it had to have been one of my own, and anger bubbled through my blood at the thought of an elder harming my witches.  
 
    Agelos sauntered through the path of elders as the blood-curdling screams intensified. I tried my best to look out for someone who appeared to be in trouble, but it wasn’t as easy as I first thought. Elders were dying left, right, and center, so everyone was in trouble in one way or another.  
 
    Then Agelos found the source of the screaming, so I ordered him to race over there as fast as his little legs could carry him. Elders called out for Agelos’ help, but he ignored them and continued to run. Then we came across a group of six women all huddled together on the ground, with fear and pain in their eyes. The women all wore Scholomance robes, and two elders towered over them with dirty, evil grins on their faces.  
 
    A selection of wands was scattered across the grass, so I assumed the witches had dropped them during the fight, but now the weapons were slightly out of reach for the women to grab. 
 
    I had to think of a way to make Agelos save the witches without drawing attention to us, but before that could happen, a bright blue light whizzed through the air, and it connected with the group before any of them could react. Then more lights came their way, and it almost pained me to watch the witches cover their heads from the raining lights. I knew I wouldn’t have the time to return to my own physical body, but that was alright. 
 
    My women were strong. Stronger than the elders even knew.  
 
    The women screamed as the lights burned away at their skin. Clouds of smoke billowed into the air like the women were on fire, and the elders around them simply stood there and laughed. They were instantly added to my list of motherfuckers I wished to murder with my bare hands. 
 
    Their screams died down as the smoke increased, and then a small, orange flame appeared in the center of the huddle. The fire erupted, and the harsh stench of burning flesh wafted past Agelos’ nose. The elders all laughed and celebrated, but I would make sure they soon received a punishment worse than death.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Agelos whispered.  
 
    Don’t you fucking move, I spat. These bastards tried to kill my witches, and they’ll soon regret it. 
 
    But then the elders’ laughter came to an end as a golden glow erupted from the pile of dead witches. A few elders stood around with deep frowns between their eyebrows, and it was clear they had no idea what was going on. They mumbled a few words back and forth, but I ordered Agelos to pay close attention.  
 
    This is why your pathetic army won’t live to see another day, I laughed. 
 
    The fire died down, the smoke lifted freely into the air, and the golden glow grew stronger and stronger. It took a handful of minutes for the witches to reappear, and I watched through Agelos’ eyes as their robes were repaired, and their skin returned to normal. It was almost like nothing had ever happened, but I knew the secret behind it all.  
 
    The blood pact had worked, and it was going to take a lot more than a few simple spells to kill us off.  
 
    The elders were in a state of shock, which gave the witches just enough time to grab their wands and aim directly at the gaping idiots. Then I ordered Agelos to walk away before the witches aimed for us, but he was just as confused as the others.  
 
    I was about to explain what happened, and perhaps help him understand, but then someone grabbed our attention once again. 
 
    “Agelos,” an elder said as he ran up to my victim. “Help me, please. I beg of you.” 
 
    The holy man had blood all down his face and chest, his white shirt and black pants were torn, his metal breastplate hung only by a thread, and I felt the pressure of his hands as he held onto Agelos for dear life. I also saw the plea in the elder’s brown eyes, but there was no sympathy to be found in me.  
 
    Kill him, I ordered.  
 
    “W-What?” Agelos asked in fear.  
 
    Don’t question my actions, I growled. Now, kill him.  
 
    The elder continued to beg for Agelos’ help, and in the distance I noticed Eldrin sprinting across the grass toward us, so I wondered if he had been the one to cause such damage to the elder man’s face.  
 
    Agelos finally found a set of balls as he unsheathed a sword from his scabbard, and as the constant flurry of questions filled my head, Agelos forced the weapon straight into the elder’s stomach. A thick stream of blood ran down to the ground, and the holy man let out a gargled scream as his eyes grew wide. Agelos instantly removed the sword before others could see, and a wave of pure emotion flooded my mind.  
 
    Agelos prayed for the lord to forgive him his sins, but I was the only lord he should worry about. 
 
    Very good, I said. Now, catch the elf’s attention before he attacks. Tell him about the food fight in the banquet hall the other day.  
 
    Eldrin let out a high-pitched cry as he flew through the air and grabbed onto Agelos’ neck, but I felt the stinging pain just as much as he did.  
 
    “Cole…” Agelos said as he fought against Eldrin’s sharp nails. “Cole is in my head and controlling my body. He told me you had a food fight the other day.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak to me,” the tiny elf laughed. “You’re nothing but holy trash, and you don’t deserve to speak my master’s name.” 
 
    Make him believe you! I shouted. I turned Eldrin into a beetle for his games in the hall.  
 
    Agelos continued to fight against the elf, but he managed to stutter out my words. It took a second for Eldrin to fully believe the elder, but then I noticed how the realization coated the elf’s large eyes, and like with Jinx, Eldrin let out a gasp as he noticed who he was fighting.  
 
    “My lord,” the elf whispered. “Is that really you?”  
 
    Yes, it’s me, I said, and Agelos copied my words. Pretend to fight me so people don’t get suspicious. 
 
    I had to give it to Agelos and Eldrin, they were both pretty good at play-fighting, and if anyone looked over now, they would have believed the entire thing.  
 
    Jinx is in on the game, I said a minute later. But I need you to try and get the message out there.  
 
    “This is so amazing!” Eldrin punched the air with a fist, and then he directed his fists back at Agelos. “Don’t you worry, master, I’ll tell as many people as I can!” 
 
    But remember, the elders can’t know I’ve taken over this pathetic man, I continued. Find Dolroth first, and he’ll help you with the rest. 
 
    “You can count on me.” Eldrin winked. “Oh, and I expect to see you in Hell after this.” 
 
    The elf prodded Agelos with his tiny finger, shot him a smirk, and then ran away. I needed as much help as possible if I was going to keep this body without someone trying to kill him, so with Jinx and Eldrin in on the plan, it increased my chances of survival.  
 
    I made Agelos start walking again, and the holy man kept silently asking if he was really going to Hell for his actions, even though they weren’t his own. I hadn’t really answered his questions until that point, because I saw no need to, but I decided to respond to this one, mainly for the fun of it.  
 
    You’ll definitely be going to Hell, I said. You’ve murdered your own men, and there will be many more to come. The Elder Lord doesn’t own you anymore, I do. 
 
    Agelos choked back a sob, but this only made me laugh. The elders’ worst nightmare was to end up in the Underworld, so I imagine they did everything they could to avoid it, but I’d changed that for this pathetic man. He wasn’t going to live to see the end of the war, and he’d soon find himself in the portal on the way to the fiery pits.  
 
    I ordered Agelos to stop walking once again so I could take in the scenes around me, but the elder used that time to unleash his childish emotions. His internal cries were almost deafening, but I brushed them off as best as I could and focused on the glorious vision of death and murder.  
 
    Shots of bright lights whizzed through the air as both armies aimed at each other, bloodstains and body parts littered the ground, and all I could hear were loud grunts, screams, and cries for help. It was wonderful to witness, and from the looks of things, my army had the upper-hand.  
 
    But that wasn’t a shock to me. I always knew we were going to come out of this as the victors.  
 
    Right, I’ve surveyed enough, I said a few minutes later. Take me to the Elder Lord, and don’t you fucking dare stop until I have him in my sight. I need to show him who’s really in charge around here.  
 
    Agelos bravely thought I’d never be in charge, and I could have easily killed him for thinking such a thing, but I didn’t have the time to find a new body to control. The Elder Lord could have been anywhere by now, and I had no idea what his plans were, so I needed to find him before time ran out.  
 
    A few elders came up to Agelos as he made his way through the chaos, and every one of them pleaded and begged for him to help them, but I simply told Agelos to kill the motherfuckers and keep walking. I’d been too busy to keep a tally of the number of elders Agelos killed, but it had to be nearing double digits, and that made me incredibly proud.  
 
    My message must have reached the Hell creatures, too, because whenever Agelos came in contact with one, they simply looked him in the eyes and walked away. I only had to worry about the elders, but it didn’t seem as if they’d caught on to my game.  
 
    “Agelos, my brother,” an elder said with relief as he stumbled toward us. “Thank the Great Lord I’ve found you.” 
 
    Kill him and walk away, I sighed.  
 
    Agelos reached for his sword, but then the holy man began to talk again.  
 
    “I overheard someone talking, they said you’ve been taken over by the Devil,” the elder said. “Is this true?” 
 
    “I…” Agelos hesitated.  
 
    You’ll wish you were dead if you even think about telling him the truth, I growled.  
 
    “I mean, no, of course not,” Agelos said as confidently as possible. “Why would you think that?”  
 
    “Because the description I heard sounded just like you,” the man replied.  
 
    Tell him it’s someone else, then kill him. I internally rolled my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this shit.  
 
    Agelos somehow managed to convince his teammate, and he even pointed him in the direction of a man with a beard just like Agelos’, but before the elder could leave, Agelos sliced the man’s throat with his sword and then ran away before anyone else saw.  
 
    I kept an eye out for the Elder Lord as Agelos ran, and I made him stop and ask a few people if they’d seen the holy fucker anywhere. Most of them grumbled a response and turned away, but one soldier said he’d seen the Elder Lord headed for his chosen hideout.  
 
    What’s the hideout? I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Agelos whispered beneath his breath. “My lord told us about a place he’d picked to give him privacy, but he never told us where it was.” 
 
    What a pussy, I laughed. You better find that spot before I rip your heart out from your chest. 
 
    Agelos did everything he could to locate the mysterious hideout, and he asked as many men as possible to see if they could give him any leads. I almost thought I had to find a new body to control, but then Agelos received the details he was after.  
 
    All Agelos had to say was he was in big trouble and needed somewhere safe to hide, and the other elder spilled every ounce of information he knew.  
 
    “Head for that selection of trees,” an elder said with his arm pointing in the right direction. “He’s created a hut only we can enter, so you’ll be safe there. May the Great Lord be with you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Agelos said, and then he turned on his heels and ran.  
 
    I heard the thumping of his pitiful heart in his chest and the loud pants that blew from his lips, and I felt the weight of his sword as it smacked off his thigh. There was also a sharp stench in the air which I guessed came from Agelos’ armpits, or perhaps the shit that had collected in his pants. 
 
    I was glad to see the elder had been telling the truth, and shortly after Agelos entered the trees, a steel hut was seen in the distance. It was a small building, with four walls and a slanted roof, but the ghastly stench of the elders covered every inch of the place. 
 
    I still had no idea why the Elder Lord needed to create a safe spot to hide in, but he must have seen us as a threat, otherwise there would have been no need for one in the first place. 
 
    Agelos made his way toward the steel door, but as he grabbed onto the handle, an electric shock ran up his palm. The elder had said only their men could enter, and even the charm around the hut picked up on my presence. I wondered if it was going to be the same with the Elder Lord, but there was only one way to find out.  
 
    Find a way in there, I demanded. Break down the fucking door for all I care.  
 
    “Great Lord, are you in there?” Agelos asked as he pounded his fist against the door. “Please, you must help me.” 
 
    I heard movement from inside the hut, but no one came to the door.  
 
    “Please, I beg of you,” Agelos tried again. “The demons have tried to take my soul, and only you can save me!” 
 
    The movements were heard again, and then the door finally swung open to reveal the Elder Lord standing on the other side. A frown was painted over his ugly face, and his blond hair was a mess on his head, almost like he’d ran his hands through it one too many times. His white toga had black stains all across it, and he’d taken off his breastplate, but the crown remained firmly on his head. 
 
    Then I noticed an interesting scent that wafted from the hut. It was like a mix between rotten eggs and garlic, and it didn’t take a genius to work out why the Elder Lord had been hiding all this time.  
 
    He’d been creating something, perhaps a toxic gas that potentially had the ability to kill everyone in sight. The Elder Lord couldn’t get his hands on the artifacts, so he’d gone for a poison instead.  
 
    You have to destroy that poison, whatever and wherever it is, I demanded.  
 
    “Agelos, ” the Elder Lord said as he looked us up and down. “What brought you here? I told you to stay out there and kill as many of those sinful beings as you can.”  
 
    “Yes, but you must help me,” Agelos replied. “Please, may I enter?”  
 
    The Elder Lord thought for a second, and I noticed the dark look that coated his blue eyes, which made me think he knew Agelos was up to something.  
 
    “Very well, you may enter,” the holy fucker said a moment later.  
 
    Agelos wandered inside the steel hut, and I instantly noticed it was far bigger on the inside than I’d originally thought. It was all one large room, and there were various tables and chairs set up along the sides. A gold throne sat at the far end of the hut with intricate, red roses painted along the armrests. Beside the throne was another table, but this one was covered in a number of different jars and bottles, which I knew had to be whatever the Elder Lord had been in the middle of creating.  
 
    Do I have to remind you of your duties? I asked Agelos. 
 
    The elder subtly moved his head from right to left as a way of answering my question, and then he casually wandered over to the table with all the bottles.  
 
    “What are you making?” Agelos asked as he lifted up a green bottle to inspect it. 
 
    A faint label had been applied to the front, but no words were written there, and the liquid inside bobbed against the glass as Agelos moved the bottle around in his hand.  
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” the Elder Lord answered. “Now, tell me what caused you such difficulty entering this hut?” 
 
    “I… I, um…” Agelos said. “The demons tried to take over my soul, so that must have affected me somehow.” 
 
    “I see…” the Elder Lord mumbled as he narrowed his eyes. “You know, Agelos, you’ve never been the best at lying.” 
 
    You can’t fool him anymore, I said. Destroy that potion, now! 
 
    Agelos carefully placed the green bottle back on the table, but then with a swing of his arm, Agelos pushed all the bottles onto the metal flooring. An almighty crash filled my ears, as well as the murderous roar from the Elder Lord as his creation burned a hole through everything it touched.  
 
    The stench of eggs and garlic smothered Agelos’ face, and even I felt slightly dizzy and faint from the fumes. I had no idea what the concoction had been made from, but I knew my army wouldn’t have survived if we’d come in contact with the completed poison.  
 
    Then my view suddenly changed as Agelos was lifted into the air and slammed against a wall. The Elder Lord had a dark, dangerous look in his eyes, and he glared at the feeble man he held in his hands.  
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he said with a roar. “Who are you?”  
 
    Tell him the truth, I said. Tell him I’m the Dark Lord. I’m Satan reborn, and I’m about to kill everyone in sight.  
 
    “I’m the Dark Lord,” Agelos said with a smirk. “I am Satan reborn, and I’ll kill every elder in sight.” 
 
    “You don’t have the power or the ability to complete such a task,” the holy leader sneered.  
 
    At least I haven’t been hiding in a shed, I replied. And while you’ve been in here, Agelos has been murdering your precious men with his bare hands. Now, why don’t you leave your hiding place, and come and face me like a real man?  
 
    I spotted the anger deepening across the Elder Lord’s face as Agelos repeated my words. I could have killed the leader there and then, and I could have ordered Agelos to copy my movements, but I felt no excitement in that. I wanted to feel the Elder Lord’s final breaths on my skin, hear his heart thump one last time, and I needed him to look me directly in the eyes as I ended his life.  
 
    The holy motherfucker then slammed Agelos against the wall, but he added much more power and force into his move, and I experienced a dull thump of pain as Agelos smashed his head off the steel. It wouldn’t have taken much to kill the man, and I could see the lack of respect the Elder Lord had for his army if he murdered them without thinking twice.  
 
    But I decided to make it easier for him.  
 
    Tell your so-called lord that he knows where to find me, I said. And then use your sword to end your life.  
 
    Agelos silently begged and pleaded for me to change my mind, but there wasn’t much he could have done. Part of me wanted to thank Agelos for the work he’d done, but then I realized he hadn’t actually done that much, and I was the one to do all the work, so his life meant nothing to me.  
 
    The elder man repeated my words with a shaky voice, and then he managed to unhook one arm out from the Elder Lord’s grasp, grabbed the handle of his sword, and pierced it straight into his stomach. 
 
    A painful, burning sting hit me square in the gut, and a flash of yellow light burned my eyes as Agelos slowly died before I returned to my body once again. I heard the man’s screams and the Elder Lord’s roars, and I felt every ache that radiated through the dying man’s body.  
 
    The journey back to my regular self was much different than before, and instead of soaring through the air, it almost felt like I was spinning and spiraling through a vortex. I wasn’t sure what had caused that, whether it was from Agelos dying or something else, but before I could work out the reason behind it, I was forced back into my body, and every sound and ounce of pain instantly vanished.  
 
    “My lord, are you okay?” I heard Beatrix ask, but her voice was faint and distant, like I was underwater.  
 
    “Give him a second to come to,” Lilith said. “He’s returned, but it’ll take a minute for his body and soul to combine as one.” 
 
    I fought against the pressure that covered my head, and as I slowly opened my eyes, I noticed the wall of witches around me. They weren’t the same ones who were there before I channeled the spell, so they must have taken it in turns to fight and protect my body.  
 
    “Master!” Eldrin’s recognizable voice came from somewhere behind the wall, and then he snuck past Circe to stand in front of me. “That was fucking awesome!” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled. “And thank you for passing on the message, too.” 
 
    Eldrin gave me a salute, and a cheeky grin covered his face. “I was only doing my job.” 
 
    “The Elder Lord was creating a poison,” I said to my audience. “I managed to destroy it, but he isn’t happy about it.” 
 
    “I doubt anything makes him happy,” Marina laughed. 
 
    “I also managed to catch glimpses of the war, but I was more interested in tracking him down,” I added.  
 
    “The war is going well,” Lilith replied. “The elders appear to be dropping like lacewing flies, and we all have an impressive number of kills under our belts.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned. “I imagine the Elder Lord will leave his hiding spot soon in order to find me, so I need you all to focus on the elders, and I’ll deal with him.” 
 
    “Are you sure, master?” Cleo asked. “Should you not have someone around you for when he turns up?”  
 
    Some of the witches snorted at Cleo’s question, but I answered her properly.  
 
    “I’m far stronger than the Elder Lord, despite what he may believe,” I said. “Plus, the less men around to save their leader, the better.” 
 
    “Of course.” The Edrian witch nodded. “In that case, what would you like us to do?” 
 
    “Simple.” I shrugged. “Kill as many men as you can, and don’t stop until the ground is littered with nothing but their deceased bodies.” 
 
    My audience nodded their heads, and then they turned on their heels and ran toward our opponents. Some of them let out war cries, whereas others remained silent and focused on the men before them.  
 
    Master, Alexander said as he came up beside me. Would you like us to get involved now?  
 
    I glanced across the rolling hills as I thought through his question. There were still a large number of the elders to kill, and originally I wanted to wait until they’d decreased rapidly in size before I included the familiars, but I also knew the war would end faster if the animals joined in sooner.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “Aim for the weak, or assist the witches, just make sure you all return to me at the end of things.” 
 
    You can always rely on me, Cole. The wolverine winked.  
 
    Then Alexander lifted himself off the ground, and he swooped his left wing forward in a rolling motion as if to tell the other familiars to follow him. The ground vibrated beneath my feet as the stampede of animals ran past me. They varied in size, but each one of them held the ability to kill a man, and that was all I wanted.  
 
    But suddenly, as I watched the familiars charge, a blood-curdling scream caught my attention. The owner of the scream was clearly female, and I scanned the area around me to try and work out where the scream came from. I briefly wondered if I was going to witness a witch come back to life again, but there was a chance she wasn’t from Scholomance, so she might not have the advantage of the blood pact.  
 
    The witch screamed again, but this time I was able to follow the sound toward a witch near the stone statue. She was flat on her back, and an elder had crouched over her with one hand pinning her to the ground. The witch shook her head from side to side, and she tried her best to wriggle free, but the man was too strong for her. 
 
    I kept my eyes solely focused on the witch as I sprinted toward her. I didn’t recognize the girl, so she wasn’t a Scholomance student, and I wasn’t aware of her hidden powers, but I did see the girl was trying to reach her wand that had been abandoned on the grass. This told me she didn’t have the capability to use her hands to conduct spells, which made her even more vulnerable in the fight.  
 
    The girl continued to scream and sob, and I was still a short distance away, but I reached for my wand just as the elder reached for his sword. 
 
    “Proelium!” I shouted with my weapon aimed directly at him.  
 
    A tangerine-colored light left my wand, and it smacked the elder man straight in the back before he could fully unsheathe his sword. The force of the hit sent the man flying back, and his body smashed into the stone statue as a weakened groan left his lips.  
 
    The girl must have been in a state of shock, because it took her a second to realize she was free to move. But once she noticed the man had gone, the girl jumped up to her feet and wiped the tears off her cheeks. She looked around her, and then her eyes caught mine.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I crouched down to collect her wand.  
 
    “Um… y-yes,” she stuttered. “He came out of nowhere, and he was too strong for me to fight off.” 
 
    I handed the wooden weapon back to the girl, and I noticed a bruise had started to form in the shape of a handprint around her arm.  
 
    “He won’t bother you anymore,” I said. “I’ll make sure of that.” 
 
    “Thank you, my-my lord,” the girl said with a whimper.  
 
    “You are welcome.” I grinned. 
 
    The witch returned my smile, but I wandered over toward the elder before she could voice a response. The man was a crumpled mess on the ground, and a small line of blood trickled down his face, but, unfortunately, he was still very much alive.  
 
    Or perhaps it was a good thing, because it meant I could torture him some more.  
 
    I heaved his unconscious body off the ground, and then I held him flat against the stone statue as I decided on my next move.  
 
    “Wake up,” I ordered as I shook his body slightly.  
 
    The elder mumbled a groggy response as his eyes slowly opened, and then they widened in fear as he caught sight of my face.  
 
    “Did you enjoy torturing that witch?” I asked. “Did it make you feel powerful?”  
 
    The elder was far too scared to speak, so he bobbed his head from left to right, but that was the only answer he gave me.  
 
    “Well, I’m about to show you what real power looks like,” I said. “However, you won’t be alive long enough to see the end of it.” 
 
    The man began to quiver again, and he let out pitiful mewls as he attempted to keep his tears at bay. I’d had enough of his pathetic crying, so I dropped the man to the ground and then slapped my hands on either side of his head.  
 
    “Please, please,” he begged. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have aimed for the girl.” 
 
    “You can cry and beg all you want, but it won’t change my decision,” I replied. “In fact, it only makes me want to kill you faster.” 
 
    I kept a firm hold of his head with one hand and then located my dagger from my pocket. I could have used a spell to end his life, but I wanted to inflict as much pain as possible.  
 
    I positioned the blade of my weapon against his forehead, and then I slowly drew a line down the center of his face. His sweaty skin ripped open, and rivers of dark, holy blood drenched his face and neck. Then, as I reached the base of his throat, I repositioned the dagger and sliced through his jugular vein with one swift movement.  
 
    I heard the satisfying sound of his muscles snapping, and the elder’s head lolled forward as he lost the strength to keep it upright. My hands were covered in his blood, but I ignored the mess and dropped the dying man to the ground. The grass soaked up his blood, and I knew it would have only taken a few moments for his heart to stop beating. 
 
    Then, as I walked away from the elder, a drop of rain landed on my arm, followed quickly by a roll of thunder. The storm had officially started, and it couldn’t have arrived at a better possible moment.  
 
    Because as I inspected the weather, I spotted the Elder Lord in the distance with his eyes firmly set on me. 
 
    I’d been waiting a long time for this moment to arrive, and now it was finally here. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The rain felt like tiny bullets as it pounded against my skin, and the thunder’s roars became the perfect soundtrack for everything that went on around me. It wasn’t blood rain like we experienced in Scholomance, but it was still harsh enough to soak through our clothing. 
 
    I never looked away from the Elder Lord as I planned my next move, and I watched as he easily cleared a path with a swipe of his hands. Men, women, and creatures were forced to the sides from the power in his palms, and he strode along the grass like he owned the damn place.  
 
    Well, I was about to make him see things differently.  
 
    I thought through the various spells and charms I had at my disposal, and I briefly thought about which one would give me the outcome I most desired. As long as he died, that was all that mattered to me, but I wanted to do it in a way that gave me an added rush of adrenaline and excitement. I also knew this bastard was far more powerful than the others I’d faced recently, so it was likely he’d break free from any binding hex I threw his way.  
 
    But before I could finalize my plans, I spotted a burning ball of white light in the Elder Lord’s palm, and he threw it in my direction with a flick of his wrist. The light hurtled through the air at great speeds, but I had just enough time to crouch behind the stone statue before the light could hit me. The burning ball smashed into the statue, and pieces of rock exploded all around me.  
 
    His attack caused my anger to boil, and I jumped to my feet with a strong sense of determination. A red light formed in my hand, and as I stepped into the clearing, I eyed up the Elder Lord and threw the light in his direction. Fortunately, my army had the sense to clear out of the way, but the elder men weren’t as intelligent.  
 
    Before my shot could reach the Elder Lord, a feeble man ran into its path. The red light glanced off his side, and the strength of the charm caused his entire body to explode into chunks of flesh and bones.  
 
    Then, before his blood could settle, I formed a second red light and threw again. 
 
    I watched the light as it made its way toward my enemy, and it appeared as if the shot was going to hit the Elder Lord straight in the chest. The light drew closer and closer until it was barely inches away, but then it suddenly detonated like a bomb in mid-air. The Elder Lord hadn’t moved a muscle, and none of his men around him had caused the shot to fail, so I knew the Elder Lord had created some sort of invisible shield to hide behind.  
 
    “Motherfucker,” I spat under my breath. “Let the games begin.” 
 
    I didn’t know anything about the invisible shield, so I didn’t know what could and couldn’t penetrate it, and I also had no idea how long the feeble lord planned to stay behind it.  
 
    However, what I did know was that I needed to break it if I had any chance at killing him.  
 
    “My lord,” Theodora said as I sauntered across the grassy land. “What do you need us to do?”  
 
    The headmistress placed a caring hand on my shoulder, and although it wasn’t much, the touch alone helped my tense muscles to calm down, and I felt the release as the anger slowly subsided.  
 
    Although this was a one-on-one fight, I wasn’t alone in this war.  
 
    “We need to break that wall,” I said as I stared at my opponent on the other side of the field. “But it won’t be easy. It’s going to take something strong.” 
 
    “Then you’re the best person to do it.” Theodora smiled.  
 
    I brought my eyes away from the Elder Lord for a split second to look over at Theodora. Her purple, laced dress was ripped at the shoulders, and her black hair, which had been styled beautifully on top of her head, was now just a messy knot at the nape of her neck. The headmistress had some blood smeared across her cheeks, but it hadn’t taken away from her stunning beauty. 
 
    “Think about his weaknesses,” Lilith said as she joined us. “Think about what makes him tick.” 
 
    “Me,” I snickered. “There’s nothing he hates more in this world than me. However…” 
 
    I glanced over at the Elder Lord as I ran the thoughts through my head. There was one thing he wanted, and one thing he was after, which I now had in my possession.  
 
    The artifacts.  
 
    It had been his intention to take the five deadly objects to augment his power in the war, but I’d gotten to them first, and I knew how much that angered him. Now that I had the added power in my reborn body, I wondered if it would work in my favor. My mind-control incantation worked on Agelos, but would it work on the Elder Lord, too? 
 
    It could be his mind was too strong for me to take over, but if I managed to get into his head, I could potentially make him break down the wall. Then my army could fire their shots at him while I weakened him from the inside, and I could return to my body with just enough time to kill him.  
 
    I needed to make sure he didn’t create another shield to defend himself with, but it seemed like the only possible plan.  
 
    “I know what I need to do,” I said as I wiped my face clean from the rain. “But in order to do this, I need to have everyone’s full attention.” 
 
    “You know we’ll give you that,” Theodora replied. “Whatever you need us to do, we’ll do it, master.” 
 
    The Elder Lord stood behind his shield with a smug smile on his fucking face, but I noticed he hadn’t aimed more balls of light at me. And it made me think perhaps his shield stopped him from firing his own weapons, and he simply stood there like the pussy he was.  
 
    I wanted to know what was going on inside his head, and why he’d decided to hide like a scared animal, but there was only one way to get my answers.  
 
    The war continued on either side of me, but it was clear my army was winning by a long mile, which made it easier to take a few people away from the fight. I discussed my plan with Theodora and Lilith, and both of them were just as keen on the idea as I was, so then I began to select certain witches to stand guard around me. 
 
    I chose some Viperian witches, some of my own coven, and even a few demons to create a wall as I summoned the mind-control spell. I didn’t want to take the strongest members away from the army, but I also didn’t want to leave myself in a vulnerable position, so I went for an even mix.  
 
    “Lilith and Theodora,” I said as I looked at each woman in turn. “I need you to aim for that fucking shield, and you’ll know once he’s managed to drop it. Don’t use anything too powerful, like one of the killing curses, because we don’t know what that would do to me, but make sure it’s strong enough to break through the barrier.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lilith replied.  
 
    “You have my word.” Theodora nodded.  
 
    “The rest of you,” I said as I peered at my chosen group. “Continue to fire at these men, and kill as many of them as possible, but make sure to protect me. My body will be weakened while I’m channeling that spell, so one shot could be fatal.” 
 
    The group nodded their heads, and all of them, including the demons, promised to work as a team. I never quite knew how the demons were going to react around the witches, but it pleased me to see they followed my commands despite how they may have felt.  
 
    Once everyone was in place, and the wall had been created around me, I took several deep breaths to clear my mind as much as possible, and then I sliced my palm and closed my eyes.  
 
    “Mentis imperium,” I said with a firm tone.  
 
    The same yellow haze from earlier returned, and like last time, I soared through the air with a perfect bird’s-eye view of everything going on down below. The yellow haze reached the elder army, but this time I didn’t have to decide who to pick.  
 
    Then I traveled closer toward the Elder Lord, and that was when I noticed his invisible shield was no longer invisible. This spell had shown its true colors, and the shield was nothing but a solid black wall that covered the Elder Lord from all angles. I forced myself further forward, but I couldn’t get any closer once I’d reached the black wall.  
 
    I used every ounce of strength and energy to try and break the barrier, yet it wouldn’t budge, no matter how hard I tried.  
 
    But I wasn’t going to give up. The Elder Lord proved himself to be a pussy who hid behind walls and inside steel huts, but that wasn’t me. I wouldn’t have come this far if I was going to back down when things didn’t go my way.  
 
    There had to be a way to get through that shield. I just needed to find it.  
 
    It almost felt like I’d reached a bolted door, and no amount of force was going to break it down, but all I needed was a key to unlock it.  
 
    So, where did the Elder Lord hide his spare key? 
 
    As I pushed myself against the shield, I thought back to a time I’d been face to face with the Elder Lord, and when Samara and I had battled him together, I overpowered the asshole because I’d used his holiness against him.  
 
    And if it worked against him then, it should work against the shield now.  
 
    I’d pictured a spell burning through his clothing and penetrating his heart, but this time I imagined it tearing a hole in the black wall instead of his robes. I felt a thumping pain pound against the side of my head as I worked both spells at once, but I ignored the discomfort as best as I could and focused purely on reaching my goal.  
 
    A soft purple light then appeared in the middle of the wall, and it reminded me of a burning ember as it connected with a flammable item. The purple light increased in size, and it trickled further along the wall at a rapid pace. I threw everything I had at the glow, and the thumping pain continued to take over my head, but then something changed.  
 
    The light slowly dimmed, and a hole appeared in its place. I spotted the Elder Lord on the other side, but it didn’t seem as if he knew what had happened. His icy-blue eyes were set on something in the distance, and I could just make out his hands balled into fists at his sides. There was a clear look of anger on his face, and I knew he must have been looking at the wall of witches who’d surrounded my body.  
 
    His mind was within touching distance, and as the yellow mist seeped into his safety bubble, I traveled along with it and reached out to take the Elder Lord in my clutches.  
 
    Like with Agelos, a strange sensation washed over me as I connected with my victim, and the Elder Lord’s constant babble of thoughts were almost enough to drown out my own. Now that I was in his mind, the black wall vanished, and I once again had the perfect view of the war. Dragons soared through the air as they chased after the few remaining serpens, men shouted and screamed from all sides, and my witches and Hell creatures charged and cried out in anger. But I pushed that to the side and focused on the real issue at hand.  
 
    The Elder Lord thought about ways of killing me, how my lifeless body would look in his hands, but he also thought about the witches who protected me. He couldn’t understand how someone could side with someone like me, but I felt the same way about him.  
 
    I show loyalty to my army, I said in a mocking tone. Your men are nothing but fucking cowards, but I guess that sums you up perfectly.  
 
    “Ah, I wondered when you’d arrive,” the Elder Lord cackled.  
 
    I’d prefer it if you’d drop your shield, but clearly you’re too scared to face me in person, I replied. You’ve spent the entire time hiding in that pathetic hut, creating a poison which is now rotting through the floorboards. And all for what? What were your plans?  
 
    The Elder Lord tried his best to keep his thoughts at bay, and he did whatever he could to hide the secret from me, but my spell was far too powerful, and it wasn’t long before I knew the entire thing. He’d wanted to wait on the sidelines as our armies battled each other, and then he’d go after me once my defense had dropped, and my energy was limited. That was his incredible idea, and he was certain it was going to work.  
 
    Clearly your plans weren’t as strong as you thought they were, I snickered. You’re nothing but a terrified elder, and this shield you’ve created says it all. 
 
    “I’m strong enough to kill you,” he spat. “But I’ll make you watch your fucking witches suffer before that happens.” 
 
    As he said those words, strings of light rained down against the wall, and I looked through the elder leader’s eyes to see Lilith and Theodora in the distance. They’d summoned a few more witches and undead warlocks, and everyone shot at the shield with everything they had.  
 
    Drop your protection, I ordered. Go on, I dare you.  
 
    The Elder Lord wanted to obey my rules now that I controlled him, but he was adamant it wasn’t going to happen. I repeated my command, but it felt like I was battling with myself. One side of me ordered the demand, yet the other side refused to listen, and I knew it was going to take much more power on my half to get this miserable motherfucker to play along.  
 
    You’re pissed I got to the artifacts first, I said. You wanted to wipe out every realm, and keep the objects for yourself, but now they’re in my control, and there’s nothing you can do about it.  
 
    “Oh, you sad, puny little Wicca,” the Elder Lord laughed. “You really believe those five objects were going to be enough to overrule me? You clearly know nothing about me, or the god-power I hold. I am the creator of all light and goodness in the universe, and I cannot be stopped.” 
 
    Was that why you hid? I asked. Why you’ve barely been seen since the battle began? Because you hold more strength than anyone on this field? Sure, that makes sense. Now, drop the shield.  
 
    I could sense the Elder Lord was tempted to remove his protective shield, and a string of profanities entered my mind as the leader shouted at himself. Then, as he refused for a second time, I conjured up a different plan. The spell had worked to penetrate the black wall, so now I needed to see if it had the same effect on the Elder Lord.  
 
    I imagined the same purple light as before, but this time I directed it against the leader’s brain. A burning sensation pierced me in the chest as the light took over me, but I fought through it and focused on the body I was inhabiting. 
 
    My army continued to aim their wands at the shield, the harsh rain and thunder attacked us from all sides, and the constant screams echoed through the clear wall. The Elder Lord mentally shouted and roared as he tried to fight me off, but there wasn’t much he could have done.  
 
    Motus. 
 
    I silently mumbled the ancient, Satanic spell, and the purple light began to deepen in both color and size. No matter how much the Elder Lord tried to fight it, nothing could defend him from this spell, but still his holiness ordered him not to succumb to my force. 
 
    The leader let out an ear-splitting scream as I pushed my sinful, Wicca being further into his brain. Every cell in his body refused my presence, and his holy nature battled against my dark, Satanic force.  
 
    Give up, I teased. Admit to yourself that you’re incapable of fighting me off.  
 
     Then a dark, dirty laugh filled my head, and as the Elder Lord mocked my abilities, a white light appeared in his vision. He wrestled against my spell with one of his own, and I could almost see the purple and white lights connecting together. The more I forced into the spell, the more the purple light took over, and I knew it was only going to be a matter of minutes before one of us won.  
 
    And I was determined to be the victor.  
 
    I didn’t know how much time had passed, or how long I’d been in the Elder Lord’s mind for, and then suddenly it all stopped.  
 
    A flash of blinding, purple light hit the Elder Lord straight in the eyes, and he lost his footing as the glare knocked him off-balance.  
 
    I instantly knew I had full control, and had I not cared about how the war ended, I would have made the Elder Lord kill himself there and then.  
 
    Drop the shield, I said one final time. Otherwise, I’ll transport you to Hell quicker than you can even mutter my name. 
 
    “You’re going to suffer a slow, painful--” the Elder Lord growled. 
 
    Ah, ah, ah, I said before the man could finish his sentence. That doesn’t look like you’re dropping your guard. 
 
    Despite how much he didn’t want to back down, there was only so much the Elder Lord could do. Then, as he thought about how much he hated my fucking guts, the leader muttered a spell under his breath, and a silver shimmer appeared in front of him as the wall slowly fell to pieces. 
 
    Theodora and Lilith’s spells rained down on the Elder Lord, and I felt the rush of pain he experienced as they hit his bare flesh.  
 
    “Fucking whores,” he spat. “I’m going to kill every last one of you.” 
 
    I was about to remind the Elder Lord who he was talking about, but I had to get back to my own body as quickly as I could, and I wanted to leave the depths of his mind as quickly as possible.  
 
    Then I forced myself to leave the Elder Lord, and the yellow mist formed around me as I swooped back over toward the wall of protection my body stood behind. I slammed into my body at such speeds that it felt like I’d hit a brick wall, but I was too busy concentrating on the war to feel any possible pain or discomfort. 
 
    When I’d returned from being in Agelos’ mind, it had taken a second for me to fully function again, but I used every ounce of energy I had to get my body moving so I could aim for the Elder Lord in my physical form. I stumbled around on my feet for a brief moment as I found my bearings, and then I pushed two demons aside to let me pass.  
 
    “My lord, are you okay?” Evanora asked as I wandered into the clearing.  
 
    “I’m more than okay.” I smirked at the pink-haired professor. “It’s time this asshole receives the death he deserves.” 
 
    I glared down the grassy field at the Elder Lord and watched his every move. Theodora and Lilith were still aiming at him, but he hadn’t summoned another shield, so he was out in the open like a vulnerable animal. 
 
    Just where I needed him. 
 
    “Stand down,” I said to the women as I came up beside them. 
 
    “My lord, are you sure?” Lilith asked. “Do you need a second to recover from the spell?” 
 
    “I don’t need any time at all,” I replied.  
 
    “Then you know what you need to do.” My mother smiled.  
 
    And Lilith was right, I did know what I needed to do, and so did everyone else on this bloody field.  
 
    I raised my right hand in the air and waited for the Elder Lord to catch sight of me, and then I attacked.  
 
    “Motus!” I shouted.  
 
    “Minimo!” the Elder Lord called out at the same time as I did.  
 
    It was the same thing that had happened while I was in his mind, but this time it happened right in front of me. The purple light from my spell smacked into the white light of his own, and I put everything I had into pushing back against him.  
 
    My feet slipped against the sodden ground as the thunder and lightning crashed and boomed around me, but I focused solely on the Elder Lord. He was too far away for me to see his reactions, but if he was anything like me, then I knew his tense muscles would have been straining against his flesh, and a pool of sweat would have covered his forehead.  
 
    I ignored the cramp that formed in my legs, and then I planted my feet firmly against the ground in order to get as much grip as possible. The Elder Lord could have killed me in a split second if I lost my balance, and from the amount of rain that fell, it was possible it could have happened.  
 
    “Come on!” I yelled as I pushed my body even harder. 
 
    The purple light slowly creeped further forward, but there was still a long way to go before I’d overpowered the Elder Lord. 
 
    “You’ve got this, Cole,” Della said. 
 
    “Keep going, master, you can do it,” Vesta added. 
 
    “Kill that son of a bitch,” Samara snarled. 
 
    I faintly heard the women around me offering their words of support, but I had to drown them out, despite how much I loved hearing them. One tiny mistake could have been the difference between life or death, and I could celebrate with everyone later once we’d won the war.  
 
    Then I began to take slow, short steps toward my opponent, and I noticed he started to do the same. It wouldn’t take long for us to reach each other, and I knew I needed to have the upper-hand by the time I got there, otherwise it would have been too easy for the Elder Lord to win. 
 
    I pushed myself harder with every step I took, and my entire body vibrated from the force that raced through me. My hand began to cramp in the position I held it in, the sharp raindrops battered my face, and my clothes were stuck to me like a second skin, but I powered on and continued to charge forward. 
 
    The closer I got, the more I managed to see. The Elder Lord’s face strained from the pressure, and he grasped onto his arm with his spare hand to keep his spell in place. His toga was so wet I could see through to his chest, and his golden crown sat at an old angle on his head. It looked as though he was struggling to stay upright, and I used his sign of vulnerability to keep going.  
 
    It felt like I was pushing against a brick wall that refused to budge, or perhaps a creature as large and as powerful as Japner. I knew the Elder Lord would have felt the same thing on the other side, but I just needed to find his weakness, and then his life would be mine to take. 
 
    His men around him were all but gone, and I hadn’t lost a single member of my army. The Elder Lord was alone on his field, and he knew that. He didn’t have the ability to summon any other holy followers while he channeled his minimo spell, but even if he did, there wouldn’t have been enough of them to do any damage to us.  
 
    The one thing the Elder Lord hated more than me was the feeling of being alone and unloved. He was used to his followers dropping to their knees, believing the bullshit that spewed from his mouth, and sacrificing themselves for him. But now he was alone, and there was no one around to speak crap about how brilliant and wonderful he was. Even the majority of the faithful, fucking serpens had died, and the dragons only needed to kill off one more. 
 
    That was the weakness I needed to focus on.  
 
    “Look around you, you pathetic fuck,” I growled as I continued to push my body. “Look at what’s left of your miserable army.” 
 
    “I’m not like you, Wicca,” he snorted. “I don’t need these whores to spread their legs for me like they do for you.” 
 
    “Funny, that’s not what you said when you lost Samara,” I laughed. “In fact, I think you were desperate for her to return.” 
 
    My plan was working.  
 
    I felt his spell ease up with every word I said, so I continued to remind him about how alone he was in this world. Minutes passed, and the imaginary wall I faced moved back further and further as I took a step closer. 
 
    Then, suddenly, before either of us could prepare ourselves, an almighty crash echoed around us as the Elder Lord’s spell broke, and I took full control.  
 
    I wanted to laugh and celebrate my victory, but he wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    The purple light from my hands worked its way up the Elder Lord’s body, and it slowly began to wrap itself around his neck. As the light constricted him, the Elder Lord let out a strangled groan, and his eyes widened, yet I just tightened the grip around his throat.  
 
     He still had the ability to shoot his spells in my direction, but he didn’t have an army behind him for defense. I always had someone at my sides to force the spells back in his direction, and the witches seemed to take it in turns to step forward and offer me their protection.  
 
    Then I tightened my hand into a fist, and an evil smirk crossed my face as I felt the pressure that wrapped around his windpipe. His neck was close to snapping, and he only had a few seconds left before he stopped breathing. Then the Elder Lord lowered his hands as his body slumped, and he no longer had the ability to summon any spells. 
 
    This was it, the moment I’d been waiting for, and now it was finally happening. I used my final ounce of strength to force everything I had into my incantation, and as the purple light twisted around his neck like a snake, I heard the beautiful sound of his bones being crushed inside his body. 
 
    Then his blue eyes rolled back into his head, and the color instantly drained from his face. 
 
    At long last, the Elder Lord was dead. 
 
    The only sound I heard as the pathetic god dropped to the ground was the constant thumping of my heart. For a second, I’d almost thought the war wasn’t going to end, but the gray and lifeless body at my feet was proof that only one of us was ever going to win. 
 
    But then an idea came to mind as I stared down at his corpse. I could have easily thrown the Elder Lord into a fire, but there was no fun in that, so instead of leaving his body to rot, I crouched down beside him and clicked my fingers, and a glass jar appeared in my palm.  
 
    I wanted to take the Elder Lord’s soul with me, so his torture could live on forever.  
 
    I held one hand over his cold, dead heart, with the jar positioned at an angle beside my hand, and then I mumbled an incantation. “Anima.” 
 
    The Elder Lord’s chest vibrated beneath my hand, and I felt the sensation move further up his body until it bubbled in his throat. Then his mouth opened, and a string of silver light lifted and twirled out from his body. I followed his soul with the jar, and I used the cork lid to trap it in the small container. The Elder Lord’s soul took up every inch of space, and the silver light floated around the jar like water. 
 
    I slipped the small container safely into my pocket until I found the right person to deal with it. I couldn’t allow his soul to disappear now that I literally had it in my hands.  
 
    Then I stood up straight as the real world came crashing down.  
 
    It took a minute for me to fully grasp onto what had happened, and it took another minute to realize what would happen now.  
 
    The Elder Lord was dead, his deceased army of holy followers littered every inch of the ground around me, and now the universe was mine to control. Every living creature would follow my rules and leadership, and nothing was ever going to change that.  
 
    My entire existence had been spent fighting against these holy fuckers, but it had all vanished in the blink of an eye, and I had a feeling it was going to take a while for that realization to fully sink in. 
 
    I’d been so busy wrapping my head around what had happened that I hadn’t noticed the uproar from the people around me.  
 
    Witches and warlocks cheered and clapped, Dolroth and the Hell creatures laughed and celebrated in their own special ways, and I smiled as I took in their excitement.  
 
    “Cole, you did it!” Faye shouted from somewhere behind me.  
 
    “I knew you could, my lord,” Revna added.  
 
    “I never had any doubt,” Circe said.  
 
    Then I turned around to face my women and noticed the entire coven standing together. Astrid and Freyja held each other in a warm embrace, Theodora, Lilith, and Vanessa had their arms linked together, and the rest of the coven simply grinned and clapped their hands.  
 
    “The Elder Lord is dead!” I shouted with my arms raised up in the air.  
 
    My army cheered louder, and the ground vibrated beneath my feet as everyone jumped up and down in delight. I returned the hugs that came my way, and my women gave me a kiss on the cheek as they thanked me for everything I’d done. Undead warlocks shook my hand, the hellish beings bowed their heads, and I knew it would take a lot to wipe the grins from their faces. Then the sky lit up with fire as the dragons celebrated in their own special way.  
 
    The evening’s celebrations were definitely going to be something to remember, and I couldn’t wait for them to get started.  
 
    But first, we had to deal with the mess we’d left on the field.  
 
    “We’ll work together to burn these bodies or send them straight to Hell where they belong,” I announced as loudly as I could. “Once the dead have been dealt with, our festivities may begin.” 
 
    “Can’t we just start the celebrations now, and leave the men to decompose into the ground?” Akira asked as she kicked a random elder corpse.  
 
    “No,” I replied. “We must show respect to the people of Dirotall, and at least attempt to clean up the mess we’ve made.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” she sighed with a playful roll of her eyes. “But can I eat something first? I mean, this baby needs to eat.” 
 
    Akira rubbed her flat stomach with one hand, and I noticed how Faye had copied the black-haired witch’s movements. 
 
    “Of course, you can,” I said. “Just make sure you help the others while you do it.” 
 
    Then, with a click of their fingers, Akira and Faye made a shiny, red apple appear in their hands, and they each bit into the fruit with a satisfied look in their eyes. The witches let out moans as they chewed and swallowed each bite, but everyone else simply laughed at the women’s sudden need to eat. 
 
    There was a wonderful, pleasant feeling in the air, and that same sensation continued as we worked together to clear the field. Several bonfires were created, which the elders were thrown into, and I noticed some people were using Japner to transport large piles of bodies. The giant held at least fifty corpses in his arms, and then he stormed across the field and practically threw them into the flames. The fire crackled and popped as the bodies were dropped into it, and the delicious scent of burning flesh wafted through the air.  
 
    I noticed the storm had helped to wash away the majority of the blood on the grass, but a group of undead warlocks had been put in charge of cleaning up the rest. All they had to do was click their fingers, and the stains would vanish.  
 
    It was up to me to decide what to do with the Elder Lord, and I got to decide which punishment he deserved. I’d already planned out the first part, so now I just had to put it into place. 
 
    “Dolroth,” I called out and motioned the demon over with my hand. 
 
    “My lord,” he said as he came near. “How can I be of assistance?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and brought out the glass jar, and I noticed the look of confusion that covered Dolroth’s face.  
 
    “This filthy excuse of a man will be transported straight to Hell.” I smirked and then handed Dolroth the jar. “I want you to take his soul with you when you leave, morph him into any creature you please, and then keep a close eye on him.” 
 
    “You know I will, master,” Dolroth replied. “Perhaps I could show him the torture chambers, and practice a few of the devices on him?”  
 
    “I’ll leave that up to you to decide,” I said. “However, I want him to feel fear every second he’s there, and I’ll travel down to see him every once in a while.” 
 
    “Of course.” The demon nodded. “You know I’ll create the cruelest, most delightful punishments for our special guest. I can already feel my palms tingling with excitement to get started.” 
 
    Dolroth wriggled his long, black fingers, and a grin crossed his ghastly face. The two of us let out a wicked laugh, and I was just as eager as Dolroth was to see the Elder Lord writhe in pain, or scream until his dead lungs gave out. I couldn’t wait to see which creature Dolroth decided to turn the soul into, but I knew it was going to be something creative. 
 
    “Now, unfortunately, we can’t plan his torture just yet,” I said once our laughs had come to an end. “But it will happen soon, very soon.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to start taking notes once we’ve dealt with the dead bodies,” Dolroth replied.  
 
    “And, of course, there’s the celebrations to take part in, should you wish to join us,” I said as an open invitation.  
 
    “We’d be honored, my lord.” The demon smiled and bowed his head.  
 
    “Very well,” I replied. “In that case, let’s continue what we were doing. The festivities will begin soon, and it’ll be a night no one wants to miss.” 
 
    Then I created a fire, and Dolroth assisted me in throwing the Elder Lord’s soulless body into the flames. The fire crackled, popped, and let off small explosions as the Elder Lord melted from the heat. I felt the grin that covered my face as I watched him burn, and the stench of charred, holy flesh wafted through the air around me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    It took an hour to clear out the field completely, and I made sure to amend the stone statue back to its original state and remove the steel hut the Elder Lord had created in the trees. I had a smile on my face the entire time, and it felt incredible to watch everything vanish.  
 
    The fires were doused, the charred grass was replenished, and apart from my army around me, it almost looked like nothing had even happened. There was still the occasional spot of blood on the ground, but that would quickly clear with the next rainfall, so I saw no need to clean up every last spot.  
 
    Then, once everything was done, I could focus on the celebrations.  
 
    At first, I thought about returning to Scholomance with those who wanted to attend the feast, and we could have used the entire academy to house everyone. But then I had second thoughts, and I saw no better place than the field we were currently standing on.  
 
    Besides, the elders and their weak lord had all been vanquished, so there was no longer anything for me or my followers to fear.  
 
    I gave my army the option whether they wanted to stay, or if they’d prefer to return home, and it was no surprise to me that everyone wanted to stay. Food and wine seemed to be the first thing on their minds, and no one was going anywhere until they’d filled their stomachs with the finest food.  
 
    I asked Theodora and Vanessa to assist me with the preparations, and together we managed to summon some tents and gazebos, which had been decorated beautifully, and enough chairs and tables for everyone to take a seat. A string of white and orange lights hung around the lip of the tents, cushions, rugs, and seats were placed underneath, and it was the perfect place for people to lounge and relax if they didn’t want to take part in the dancing. 
 
    Theodora added in a few floating candles over every table, and as the sun slowly began to set, the flames flickered and created wonderful, warm shadows across the table settings. 
 
    “My lord, it looks perfect,” Vanessa said once everything was complete.  
 
    “It does.” I smiled. 
 
    “I love every feast we share, of course, but this one feels different,” she said with her head cocked to one side. “There’s usually a hidden issue somewhere at the back of our minds as we think about what the Elder Lord will do next, but that’s gone now. He’s really gone.” 
 
    “He has.” I nodded. “I’ve passed over his soul to Dolroth, and he’ll live out the rest of his days in Hell.” 
 
    “Which is exactly where he deserves to be,” Vanessa laughed, and I joined in, too. 
 
    Once our laughter died down, Vanessa mentioned changing out of her dress so she didn’t eat dinner with blood-stained clothes on, and I even changed my shirt to something fresher. It was still a white, button-up shirt, but it lacked the bloodstains, grass, and mud, so I already felt much cleaner. As I glanced around the field, I noticed flashes of light as everyone copied Vanessa’s movements, and soon all the bloodied outfits were disposed of. 
 
    “What do you think, master?” Akira asked as she twirled around in her new dress.  
 
    Akira’s dress was as black as her hair, and it stopped just above her knees. It had two thin straps that ran over her shoulders, and it came with a corset that emphasized her breasts wonderfully. A thin silver chain wrapped around her neck, which had a snake pendant dangling from it, and the snake’s two emerald eyes caught the light every time the witch moved.  
 
    “You look amazing, Akira,” I said. “You all do.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Circe purred, and her forked tongue flickered out of her mouth sensually.  
 
    The entire coven wore beautiful, delicate dresses that suited their individual styles perfectly, so I spotted purple satin, red velvet, and every color and material in between. Some of the women had heels on, others decided to go barefoot, but all of them had freshened up their hairstyles to match the styles of their dresses. I even noticed Winnie had joined in with the changing of her outfit, and it was the first time I’d seen the witch without a school uniform on. 
 
    The timid witch hadn’t gone for a dress as risque as the others, but she still looked beautiful. Winnie’s dress was made from dark blue satin that ran right down to her feet, and it had a V-neckline to show off her cleavage and two cutouts at the side to show off her slim waist. The long sleeves were made from blue lace, and they stopped halfway down her forearm. Her raven-colored hair had been curled neatly around her shoulders, and a small touch of black makeup had been added around her blue eyes.  
 
    “I almost feel a bit underdressed,” I laughed as I took in my audience. 
 
    “You look perfect, master,” Beatrix replied, and her cheeks pinked up with a nervous blush. “We just wanted to look good for you.” 
 
    “And you do, every one of you,” I said. “Okay, shall we begin?” 
 
    “Yes!” Faye cried out as she rubbed her belly. “That apple didn’t hit the spot as much as I thought it would.” 
 
    My coven and I laughed at Faye’s pregnant outburst, and I knew Faye and Akira’s cravings and attitudes were only going to increase the more the children grew in their stomachs. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like when the majority of the school were pregnant at the same time, but I’d cross that bridge when the time came. Chances were most of the women were probably pregnant at this point, given the number of nights I’d spent with them, and I couldn’t wait for my unholy empire to grow.  
 
    Instead of focusing on what would happen in the future, I turned my attention to what was happening now, and I followed my women along the field until we came to our chosen table. A golden throne had been created at the end of the table with the perfect view of everyone around it, and I let out a deep sigh as I relaxed back into the seat. It felt like I hadn’t sat down in days, so it felt amazing to take the weight off my feet for a minute.  
 
    My coven, Lilith, Theodora, and the professors sat on either side of me, and the rest of the tables formed a circle around the field, which left enough room in the center for dancing. The dragons and Hell creatures preferred to eat on the ground, because apart from Dolroth, none of the hellish beings had ever really experienced furniture in the fiery pits. 
 
    Then, as the final undead warlock took his seat, I stood from the table and brought everyone to attention. 
 
    “I want to thank you all for what you did here today,” my voice echoed across the grassy plains. “Without all of you, the Elder Lord would have still been at large, and who knows what he would have done. This feast is a token of my gratitude, so, please, eat until you cannot move, drink every drop of wine you can get your hands on, and enjoy the night!” 
 
    Their energetic cheers and claps traveled in the air around us, and everyone sported the same smiles on their faces. Then I clicked my fingers, and a mountain of food and wine arrived in front of them. I continued to stand as the undead warlocks and witches fought over the food, and as I glanced across at the hellish beings, I noticed a gremlin was chugging back his goblet of wine like he hadn’t had a drink in years. 
 
    Even the familiars had their own food. Some of them shared the meal we were eating, whereas others were given a more varied diet. Ursula the snake had been given a live animal that looked somewhat like a small deer, and I watched in fascination as Ursula coiled up in an ‘S’ position and then launched at the deer with full force. She caught the animal by the throat, and the rest of her long, muscled body wrapped around the deer to stop it from moving.  
 
    “Master,” Cleo said and broke me away from my distraction. “Please, take a seat.” 
 
    I’d been so caught up in the snake’s hunting skills that I didn’t see everyone else had a plateful of food in front of them, and someone had even made up a plate for me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I sat down.  
 
    The plate was loaded with a bit of everything, and a pool of saliva formed in my mouth. There were slabs of pork, chicken legs, potatoes, greens, sauces, bread, and even bowls of different soups. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I viewed the meal, and I didn’t hesitate to shove a loaded fork into my mouth. 
 
    An abundance of flavors ran through my palate, but I was so busy chewing and swallowing it all that I couldn’t take note of them all. The sauces were sweet, the skin of the chicken was salty, and the potatoes were buttery, but I knew there were a load of other flavors I’d yet to experience. 
 
    Morgana’s cheerful laugh hit my ears, and I looked down the table to see the bookish brunette, along with Circe, Samara, and Revna, were all sharing a humorous joke about something. It was nice to see them all getting on without squabbling, or someone joking about another witch’s abilities, and for once my women could relax, just like what Vanessa had mentioned earlier. We didn’t have to worry about where the Elder Lord was, or what he was planning, and I was looking forward to what the future had in store for us all. 
 
    Then a second noise caught my attention, but this one was louder and harsher than Morgana’s sweet laugh, and I looked over at the Hell creatures to see what had caused such a sound.  
 
    Japner had helped himself to the chicken, and the entire bird was wedged into his mouth. The other beings around him laughed and smacked the giant on the arm, but Japner continued to crush through the bones and meat. Once he was done with the chicken, Japner spat the remains onto the grass, and a thick string of drool hung from his beard. 
 
    The rest of the creatures howled with laughter, and even a few of the witches on the table beside them found it amusing. The Hell creatures’ table habits weren’t the same as theirs, so at least the witches weren’t put off by Japner’s feral eating. 
 
    Once the main courses had been enjoyed, the dishes were cleared away, and dessert took its place. A giant gold bowl sat in the center of each table, and inside were scoops of ice cream in a variety of flavors. I spotted the regular ones being vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry, but there were also balls of purple, green, blue, and black ice cream, and alongside the bowl was a chocolate cake, pies, jello, cream, and a fruit salad.  
 
    “This is what I’ve been waiting for,” Akira said with a greedy look on her face. “Astrid, can you pass me the pie?” 
 
    “Which one?” Astrid asked. “There’s pumpkin, apple, pea--” 
 
    “I don’t care, just pick one,” the black-eyed witch laughed.  
 
    Astrid handed Akira the first pie she came across, and the black-haired witch cut out a healthy slice and threw it into her bowl. The inside of the pie was red, and it wasn’t until I took a bite of it myself that I realized it was a raspberry and rhubarb pie.  
 
    The raspberries were sweet and juicy, yet the rhubarb was sour and sharp, and together they made the perfect match. The pastry had been made to perfection. It held just enough butter and sugar, and the side of the pastry crumbled into dust when I stabbed it with my spoon. I didn’t think I could stomach another thing after the mains, but I received a second wind when the pie entered my mouth, and I quickly became ravenous for more. 
 
    I had scoops of ice cream, a slice of chocolate cake, some jello, and even some of the fruit salad. It almost felt like my stomach increased in size every time another plate appeared in front of me, and I couldn’t stop myself from loading up my spoon. There was a dull ache in the pit of my stomach, but I felt satisfied, and I didn’t regret a single mouthful.  
 
    Finally, I relaxed back in my throne as I allowed the food to settle, and I caught sight of the candles that floated above us. The sun had completely vanished for the night, so the only light came from the candles and the string of bulbs around the tents. A warm, golden glow covered us, and the people furthest away from me were practically hidden in the shadows of the darkness.  
 
    I could have sat there for hours taking in the scenery and the visions from earlier, but the witches were eager to dance for me, so I picked the first one I saw and allowed them to go first.  
 
    The witches simply announced they’d prepared this dance just for me, and they hoped I enjoyed it. Then one witch held her hand in the air, and with a clap of her hands, the music began to play out of nowhere. The tune was soft to begin with, and it took a second for the beat to come in, but then an energetic, cheerful song began to play, and the witches danced along with the tune in perfect rhythm.  
 
    The witches kicked their feet out in front of them while they linked arms and spun around in circles, and then they took turns to perform an individual routine while the others stood on the sidelines.  
 
    Once the witches had finished their dance and bowed their heads, their audience clapped, and I watched as the second group took their places. I recognized these women from the village where Revna, Astrid, and Freyja were from, so I instantly knew their dance was going to be completely different than the last one.  
 
    And I was right  
 
    The tune they chose was made up of mainly percussion instruments, and the booming sounds from the drums and bongos added to the feral tone of their dance. The witches flipped through the air, called out in time with the music, and even included fireballs in their routine. It felt more like gymnastics than dancing, but I thoroughly enjoyed it, and I made a mental note to watch it again in the future. 
 
    It took an hour for all the dancers to perform their routines, and once the final witches had bowed their heads, the group dance began. This wasn’t choreographed like the others, and it was for people to dance together if they felt the need. A few witches remained at the tables, but it didn’t take long for the space in the center to fill, and witches and undead warlocks danced around joyfully as the wine took over their bodies. 
 
    “My lord, do you wish to join us?” Beatrix asked with her arm hocked around Winnie’s. 
 
    Their rosy cheeks and the distant looks in their eyes told me they’d enjoyed their fair share of alcohol.  
 
    “I will soon.” I smiled. “But for now I wish to take in the surroundings.” 
 
    “Come and find us when you decide to dance,” Winnie giggled.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll be the ones in the…” Beatrix hesitated. “Well, we’ll be somewhere on the dance floor.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be able to find you,” I laughed.  
 
    I watched as Beatrix and Winnie ran from the table, and they kept their hands locked together the entire time. A few other coven members joined them, and together the group joined a circle to dance in.  
 
    It didn’t seem to matter what song was playing, the witches danced contentedly like they didn’t have a care in the world.  
 
    And it was all because of me.  
 
    “I don’t think this feeling will change for a while,” Theodora said as she pulled up a seat beside me. “It’s lovely to see them so happy.” 
 
    “It is,” I replied. “Vanessa was just saying that before the meal.” 
 
    “And we have you to thank for it, my lord.” The headmistress smiled. “It was your brilliance and guidance that saved us, and who knows what would have happened if you weren’t there to lead us through the war.” 
 
    “Theodora, regardless of my guidance, this army is strong, and you would have controlled them the same way I did,” I said. “I’ve never met a headmistress like you in all my years, and I just know you would’ve had the same outcome without me there.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Theodora murmured before she took a sip from her wine and placed one hand on my lap.  
 
    I noticed the look of pride and love that swarmed her blue eyes, and it was the same look I’d seen since I first arrived in Scholomance. Theodora always had my back, especially when the others wanted nothing to do with me, and I’d always be grateful for that.  
 
    She knew my secret before I did, and she’d followed my lead since before I chose Lilith as my vessel. They were two of the most important women in my life, and I didn’t know what I’d do without them.  
 
    “I wish to thank you further, my lord,” Theodora broke the silence a moment later.  
 
    “For what?” I asked.  
 
    “For everything.” She shrugged. “You chose me to look out for you while you were on Earth, and because you chose Lilith, it meant I was able to have Vanessa, and I never thought I’d mother someone as beautiful and as wonderful as her.” 
 
    I cupped her cheek with one hand and played with a strand of her black hair with the other, and Theodora rubbed her face against my palm with the sweetest smile on her face.  
 
    “You deserve the best,” I said. “I hope you manage to bear another child someday soon, my own child, and they’ll run Scholomance after Vanessa. Your name will live on for the rest of time, and children in years to come will know of you and everything you did for me.” 
 
    “I cannot wait to watch my stomach swell with your offspring,” Theodora said in a whisper. “I already know how Akira and Faye are going to feel when they give life to their children, and I hope to feel the same way if I’m lucky enough to have another child.” 
 
    Suddenly, a wicked thought came to mind, and I noticed how Theodora caught the grin that crossed my face.  
 
    “I’ll make sure you receive what you’re after,” I said with a slight pause. “But for now I’m going to do whatever I can to plant that seed in your womb.” 
 
    Theodora’s eyes glistened with hunger, and the hand on my lap began to wander toward the buckle of my belt.  
 
    “Not here,” I said with one hand over hers. “Not that I care if people watch, but you are the esteemed Headmistress of Scholomance, and you deserve privacy whenever I fuck you senseless.” 
 
    Theodora barely had the chance to respond before I locked my fingers with hers, closed my eyes, and transported us into an empty tent. My cock was already straining against my pants, and I didn’t have the time to walk there.  
 
    The tent had been equipped with a decent number of plush pillows, cushions, and two large, bronze mirrors on either side. I could just imagine the reflection I’d see as I fucked Theodora, and it suddenly became exceedingly uncomfortable in my pants. The lights outside gave us just enough brightness to work with, and I didn’t give a fuck if our shadows were plastered in the tent walls for all to see.  
 
    I wanted everyone to hear Theodora’s cries as I brought her to her climax.  
 
    I held the headmistress’ face in my hands, and as I stoked back her soft hair, I attacked her mouth with my lips. Theodora left out the lightest moan, which caused her delicate skin to vibrate against mine, and I could taste the wine on her breath as I wrapped my tongue around hers.  
 
    We were caught in that sensual embrace for a number of minutes, and the heat in the tent began to rise as Theodora caught my bottom lip between her teeth. Her hands became lost on my back, and I grasped onto her hair to keep her in place. My entire body ached to feel her warmth and love, and as the headmistress began to unbutton my shirt, I played with the strings at the back of her dress which kept the outfit attached to her body.  
 
    “Oh, master,” she moaned as she pulled my shirt from my body. “I’ve been dreaming of this day for so long, and it feels like a lifetime since we were last together.” 
 
    “That won’t happen anymore,” I whispered as I placed delicate kisses across her shoulders. “I’ll be sure to have a woman in bed every night for the rest of my existence.” 
 
    “We’re so lucky to have you, my lord,” Theodora sighed. “We’re so lucky to have someone who cares for us as much as you do. You took an incredible risk leaving hell and risking your immortal soul to defeat the Elder Lord, but you were victorious, and now you can rule the cosmos. I am happy you chose me as your steward during this journey, and I will always be yours to command, fuck, and impregnate.” 
 
    I brought Theodora in for another kiss as her dress dropped to the floor, but this kiss was hungrier than the last. I needed more, and my cock was about to erupt if I didn’t give it what it needed the most.  
 
    “Get on your knees,” I ordered as I pulled away. 
 
    Theodora obeyed without a word, but she kept her eyes on me the entire time. Then the two of us worked together to remove me from the confines of my pants, and I almost cried out in relief as my dick sprung free. The headmistress held my length with one hand, and then she used the tip of her tongue to mop up the pre-cum that pooled at the tip.  
 
    A violent shiver ran down my spine as the sensations attacked me, but I kept my feet balanced, and I let out a deep groan as Theodora opened her mouth and took me in as far as she could manage. Her tongue played around with my cock, yet she never broke eye contact with me, even when her head began to bob back and forth. My fingers became lost in her hair, and I followed her movements with a slight thrust of my hips. 
 
    The mirror in front of me reflected the scene, and there was no better sight than seeing the headmistress sucking my dick from all angles.  
 
    Theodora was an expert, and she clearly knew what she was doing with her mouth. Whenever she pulled back, she sucked the head of my cock like a popsicle, and then she licked her lips quickly before she got back to work again.  
 
    Her incredible skills were enough to make me cum on the spot, and I felt the coil tighten in the pit of my stomach as I reached my first orgasm of the night.  
 
    “Hold still,” I growled as I pushed my cock further into her mouth. Then I sprayed streams of white cream down her throat. 
 
    “Mmmmm…” she hummed as she gratefully swallowed my gift, and I sighed as she sucked and licked up my cream.  
 
    “Good girl,” I purred once she’d taken my full load, and then I gently slid my hardness out from her plump lips.  
 
    “Master,” Theodora panted as she brought herself away. “I hope that was okay for you.” 
 
    “You pleased me greatly,” I said. “And for that, I believe you deserve a reward. Lay on your back.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Theodora smiled coyly like she knew what the reward was going to be, and I knew both of us were just as eager as the other to receive it.  
 
    I got to work removing our shoes. She wore a pair of black heels with a thin, black strap around the ankles, and although I hated the fucking buckles that kept them in place, I was patient enough to wait until I’d untied them properly before I threw the shoes off to the side behind me.  
 
    Then I held her bare thighs in both hands, and as I positioned Theodora the way I wanted her, she ran one hand down her stomach until it sat between her legs. Her delicate pussy glistened in the soft glow of light, and it was mesmerizing, yet almost painful, to watch Theodora slip the tips of her fingers into what was mine.  
 
    “Remove them,” I grunted as I grasped my cock in my hand. “Only one thing will be penetrating you tonight, and it won’t be your fingers.” 
 
    “I apologize, my lord,” Theodora said with an innocent expression. “My body aches for you, and I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t need to wait much longer.” I winked. 
 
    Then I nestled myself neatly between her thighs, lined my cock up with her wet entrance, and forced it inside with one long thrust. Theodora let out a piercing cry as I filled her warm tunnel, and I held myself in that position for a brief second to allow her walls the chance to adapt to my size.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” she moaned. “Yes, fuck, right there!” 
 
    I pulled myself out almost completely and then slammed back inside her again. The movement was enough to push Theodora back against the cushions, but she met every thrust with her own, and she tightened her legs around my back to hold me in place. Her ample breasts bounced with every move I made, and I found myself staring at her dark nipples and wanting them in my mouth. 
 
    I glanced up at the mirror as I pounded into my gorgeous woman, and every so often I caught Theodora resting her head to the side like she was watching the scene from the mirror behind me. I imagined she could see my back arch, the muscles in my legs tighten, and her locked ankles, and the juices dripping along my shaft said she liked what she saw. That image alone caused me to quicken my movements, and my breaths came out in deep pants.  
 
    “Fuck, you feel so good,” I growled. 
 
    “Mmmm, Cole!” Theodora gasped. “My lord, I… fuck!” 
 
    Her shriek filled the tent, and I knew anyone close by could have heard us, which only made me want to go faster. I was desperate to drown out the music that played outside, and the only thing I wanted my followers to hear was Theodora’s reactions.  
 
    Our sweaty skin slapped together as Theodora ran her nails down my arms, and I held onto her thighs as I drove in harder and faster. The coil in my stomach returned, and from the tense expression on Theodora’s face, I knew the headmistress was close to her climax. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I had two mirrors to use to my advantage. 
 
    “Get on your knees and face the wall,” I ordered as I slipped out from her warm tunnel. 
 
    My body ached to be inside her once more, and it seemed to take an age for Theodora to complete my command, when it was probably really only a handful of seconds.  
 
    But, as she repositioned herself, I peered at the mirror and caught sight of our faces.  
 
    “Look at me,” I said with a grunt. “Look at me as I fuck you.” 
 
    Then I smoothed one hand down her bare ass, and I stared at the mirror once again as I lined my cock up with her entrance and forced myself inside her.  
 
    “Aaah, fuck!” Theodora screamed. “Yes, fuck!”  
 
    The dark-haired Wicca grasped onto the cushions to brace against my thrusts, but she never took her eyes off me. I saw every detail, from the expression on the headmistress’ face, the whites of her knuckles as she squeezed the cushion, and how her breasts and body lurched forward as I pounded my cock deeper.  
 
    “Is this what you wanted?” I asked as I bucked my hips some more.  
 
    “Always,” she said in a breathless voice. “I always wanted to feel your love, and it doesn’t even feel real now. It doesn’t feel real that you’re inside of me, and that you love me as much as I’d hoped.” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I grunted. “I love you all, and I’d be nowhere without all of you. I’ll watch you raise our children, and I’ll hear you scream my name as I fill you with my unholy cream for all eternity.” 
 
    “Yes!” Theodora cried out. “Yes, pleeease! Right now!” 
 
    The monster of my lust reared his head as Theodora begged for my cum, and I wanted to feel her spasm around me and coat my cock with her juices as she milked my cock of every last drop of cum. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked.  
 
    “So, so ready.” Theodora nodded, and her eyes were glassy with desire. “More ready than I’ve ever been before in my life, my lord.” 
 
    “Then prepare yourself.” I grinned. “On the count of three, you’re going to cum, but it must be in time with me.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she panted as she tossed her head from side to side. “Whatever you ask, I’ll always obey your rules.” 
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    Then I gave Theodora the countdown, but I delayed it just to torture her a little more. But on the count of three, her walls spasmed, and I felt her warm juices coat my cock as I exploded for the second time. Spurts of seed burst from the tip of my shaft, and the copious amount of my sperm pooled in the headmistress’ fertile womb. My legs cramped up as my dick gave one last twitch, and a line of sweat ran down my spine as Theodora dropped her head to her chest. 
 
    She let out an animalistic growl as her orgasm ran throughout her body, and as her growl calmed down, the only noises inside the tent were our deep pants as we attempted to control our breathing. I’d lost all my energy, but I had just enough strength left to slip out from inside her pussy before I crashed into the cushions beside her.  
 
    Neither of us said a word for at least a minute, and I kept my eyes closed until Theodora began to play with my hair. Then, as I peered over at the headmistress, I noticed the gentle look that covered her face.  
 
    “I could do that again for hours,” she laughed.  
 
    “We have plenty of time to spare.” I smirked. “In fact, we have all the time in all the realms.”  
 
    A dark look coated her eyes as Theodora threw one leg over my hips, and my cock hardened again.  
 
    I knew it was going to be a long time before we left this tent.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    I was heading into the living quarters when a flash of green light suddenly whizzed past my face, glanced off the door I held open, and created a small, burned hole in the wood. Then I turned my head to see a small, black-haired little boy with a guilty look on his young face, and his hands were held behind his back like he was trying to hide something from me. 
 
    “Blair.” Akira frowned as she ran over. “What have I told you about using your wand indoors?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Blair pouted. “I saw a fly, and I wanted to kill it.” 
 
    Akira crouched down to be at eye level with our son, and she held out her hand for his brand-new wand. That boy seemed to go through a new wand every week, and he’d only had the current one for a day. Blair reluctantly handed over his weapon, but the pout remained firmly on his sulking face. 
 
    “If you’re going to use your wand, you need to make sure you use it properly and actually hit the fly, and not your father,” Akira said as she pointed a finger at her son. “Any more of this, and you won’t have it back for an entire week. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes…” he mumbled.  
 
    “Good,” she replied. “Now, apologize to your father.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Father,” Blair said as he looked up at me with his large, black eyes. “I didn’t mean to miss the fly, and I didn’t mean to almost hit you.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh because I’d seen much worse with the children, but Akira was doing her best to teach her son some manners, so I had to act like a leader, too.  
 
    “Thank you for apologizing,” I replied. “But until you learn to use your wand properly, then you can only train outside. There are plenty of animals out there to target.” 
 
    “Okay,” Blair muttered. “I won’t do it again.”  
 
    “Good,” Akira said as she stood up. “Run along now.” 
 
    Blair glanced at us one more time, and then he turned on his heels and ran away in the direction of his bedroom.  
 
    “Broomfucker, that boy really knows how to test me,” Akira laughed as she pocketed Blair’s wand. “I feel sorry for my parents if this is what they had to put up with.” 
 
    “He’s learning,” I said. “Remember what Faye’s daughter was like when she received her first wand?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” Akira’s eyes widened. “I forgot about that!” 
 
    “So, Blair isn’t that bad,” I laughed. 
 
    “Maybe not, but I should probably make sure he and Alice aren’t up to something,” Akira said with a scared look on her face.  
 
    Faye’s daughter, Alice, received a wand before Blair did. Mine and my coven’s children were exceedingly powerful, some more so than others, so Faye had decided to give Alice a wand for her first birthday. The little girl hadn’t been taught any spells, and she didn’t even know what a wand was, but the second Alice held the weapon in her hands, a small flame began to flicker at the end like a candle.  
 
    I clearly remembered the panic the women all fell into as Alice played with the flaming object, and Faye had to bribe our daughter with candy to get her to let go of the wand. But ever since that day, Alice has been addicted to her wand, and she couldn’t go to sleep without it lying next to her.  
 
    Fortunately, Akira had waited until Blair’s third birthday, but the young boy took after his mother, so no one was safe when he had that wand in his hands.  
 
    Alice and Blair were the oldest of my children at five years old, so the rest of my offspring looked up to them as role models, but I didn’t think a day went past without us putting out fires, repairing furniture, or saving familiars from being thrown around in the sky. Some of the children were sweet and innocent, but the same couldn’t be said about the others.  
 
    After the incident with Alice and Blair, the rest of my coven decided to wait a while before they gave their children a wand, but because they shared my blood, they didn’t need a physical object to cast a spell. I remember when Nyx’s son, Phoenix, didn’t want to eat his vegetables, so he literally turned his meal into a bowl of ice cream when Nyx wasn’t looking. Then there was the time Vesta’s son, Finn, turned her into a frog because he didn’t want to go to bed.  
 
    The days were eventful, and a constant challenge, but we knew what we were getting into.  
 
    The living quarters in the academy had also been changed around in order to fit everyone in here. Instead of having shared accommodations, each mother and child had their own room, but we still shared a common room. Scholomance had been increased in size over the years to fit everyone in here, but we had plenty of free land to work with. 
 
    Instead of it being one large building, the academy was now split up into various sections. There were two main buildings for lessons, a building for dining, and the rest were accommodations for everyone. New students arrived every year, and the majority of the original students had all had a baby, or were currently pregnant with their first child. Some of my coven even had two children. 
 
    My coven and the professors were the only non-students who lived here, but the original students lived close by, and the thousands of children they’d made for me either attended regular lessons, or they would start when they reached a certain age.  
 
    It was chaotic to begin with, but this was what I’d wanted all along, so we made it work. We also used Cordelia whenever possible, and the ghostly maid was often seen, or rather not seen, making beds and preparing bottles of milk.  
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord,” Morgana said as she entered the common room with her identical twin girls walking sweetly beside her.  
 
    “Good afternoon.” I smiled. 
 
    Morgana was the only witch to have twins, and I remembered the shock on her face when I told her the news via premonition, but she was the perfect mother to the girls, Nora and Violet. They’d each inherited her brown hair, my blue eyes, and our brains and talent. The twins had only just turned three years old, but they definitely didn’t act that age. Nora and Violet regularly attended classes, but Morgana also gave them lessons after class time, and they were some of the only children we trusted with a wand.  
 
    Then Morgana sat on the couch beside mine, and her twins chose to sit beside the fire with a new book in hand. They’d gone through nearly every book suitable for their age, so we had to summon up more materials for them to read.  
 
    “I was thinking about getting them both familiars,” Morgana said as she crossed one leg over the other. “Revna and I were discussing it, and we think now is a good time for them.” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied. “I think the twins are the perfect age and maturity, but Matilda might need to wait a few more years.” 
 
    Matilda was Revna’s daughter, and although she was only a year younger than the twins, she was pretty wild, just like her mother.  
 
    “Yes, Revna wasn’t going to get her one just yet,” Morgana said as she glanced down at the twins. “I think something small like a bird would be the perfect animal, but I suppose we’ll need to see what happens.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “You should look into it.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Morgana smiled. “By the way, have you heard from Winnie?”  
 
    “Yes, I have,” I said as I repositioned myself on the chair. “She’s still in the infirmary, but the nurse thinks she should be released this evening.” 
 
    “Oh, excellent!” Morgana grinned. “I cannot wait to meet the baby she made for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll come here first before she introduces her to the rest of the school,” I laughed.  
 
    Winnie had given birth to her first child, Daisy, yesterday, and everyone was so excited to meet the baby. It had been a year since the last coven child arrived, so it had been long awaited. Winnie discussed the idea of her having a child shortly after I’d defeated the Elder Lord six years ago, but the witch was so invested in her studies that she wanted to wait a few years before bearing me a child. 
 
    Now that Winnie was finished with school, she had the time to focus solely on her daughter, and she’d been counting down the days since she’d found out she was pregnant. 
 
    My women worked wonderfully together, and I often saw them helping each other out when it came to the children. Akira, Faye, Nyx, and Penelope had the hardest time with their lot, so the rest of the coven often lent a hand to give the women some time to relax or catch up on sleep.  
 
    Especially when it came to Vanessa’s daughter, Willow. The women often looked after her.  
 
    Vanessa recently took over as Headmistress, so there was a lot for her to learn, and while she was busy with her mother, the coven would look after Willow and Theodora’s daughter, Paige. The four-year-olds were a couple months apart from each other, and they could have easily been mistaken as twins. Both Willow and Paige had the same black hair that curled lightly at the ends and the brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Willow was slightly taller, but that was the only physical difference between them.  
 
    If the coven didn’t have the time to look after the children, then Lilith was always there to lend a hand. My mother was the most excited when a new baby arrived, and she was constantly seen with at least one or two grandchildren in her arms since there were so many. 
 
    At the last count, I was the father to over four thousand five hundred and forty children.  
 
    Morgana and I shared a brief conversation about the goings-on around the school, but she eventually announced it was time for Nora and Violet’s transportation lesson. Then the three of them headed toward their bedroom where the individual lessons took place.  
 
    I continued to lounge on the couch for a couple more minutes before I stood up, and then I headed toward the main building of the academy.  
 
    Although my days were busy, and there was always a devoted witch that needed my seed or an argument between realms that I needed to mediate, it was far more relaxing now than it had been before. I no longer had the threat of other realms breathing down my neck, and without the Elder Lord at large, I could lead these worlds the way I wanted to. 
 
    I’d taken a few trips into Hell since the war against the elder army, and things had been going well. Dolroth stuck to his promise and made the Elder Lord’s afterlife as difficult as possible. His soul had been transformed into a snake-like creature with three heads, and he was constantly taken into the torture rooms to receive various punishments. 
 
    I occasionally came across a few nonbelievers who started making waves, but a brief trip usually sorted them out, and I had more than enough followers to keep the message strong. We hadn’t experienced any more battles since the elders, but my army was constantly growing, so I was ready if a battle came my way.  
 
    I now spent my days meeting with other witches and warlocks from nearby realms, teaching a couple of the classes, and fucking my women whenever I wanted to. That was the main one. Not a single night went past without someone sharing my bed with me, and sometimes I would summon a woman in particular, or I’d take the entire line of witches who appeared at my door every night.  
 
    “Master,” Freyja said as I walked through the doors of the main building. “I was just about to come and find you.” 
 
    “And here I am.” I smirked. “How can I help?”  
 
    “I wanted to discuss that possible new class with you,” the witch said as she played with a strand of her blonde hair. “Astrid and I have been talking, and we think we’ve got it sorted.”  
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “Come on, we’ll discuss it in here.” 
 
    The two of us wandered into a spare classroom which was recently created to hold lessons, like the one Freyja had mentioned. She came up to me a week ago with the idea of adding an extra subject to the curriculum, and I was more than happy for the sisters to take the class.  
 
    The room we entered had been supplied with some desks, cupboards, and a chalkboard, but everything else was left bare until we decided what to do with it. 
 
    “So, what was your idea?” I asked as I took a seat at one of the tables.  
 
    “Astrid and I thought we could teach the students how to hunt,” Freyja replied. “We’ll take turns teaching them, so my lessons will be based around bow handling, and Astrid will focus on scat trails and how to track certain creatures. Revna also seems interested, but I don’t know if she’d like to take part just yet.” 
 
    I thought through Freyja’s idea before I gave her an answer. Vanessa and I agreed the students should have more varied lessons, and it would make the end of term exams more interesting, too.  
 
    “I like it,” I said a moment later. “Would you teach the students about the creatures as well?”  
 
    “We can if you’d like us to, my lord,” Freyja replied. “I think most students already have a good understanding of the animals we’d follow, but there are mythical creatures that some witches may not be as familiar with.” 
 
    “Which is why I think it’s important you teach them,” I said with a light nod of my head. “But I think it sounds excellent, and I’m looking forward to seeing what you do with it.”  
 
    A thoughtful expression crossed Freyja’s face, and she was silent for a second as she ran the thoughts through her mind.  
 
    “What if we teach all ages?” the blonde-haired woman asked. “We could teach the children about animals and mythical creatures, and then the older students could learn how to hunt and track?”  
 
    “I like that.” I smiled. “As long as you don’t feel like you’re putting too much pressure on yourselves.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Freyja shook her head. “With the two of us teaching, potentially three if Revna wants to join, then I don’t think it’ll be too much.” 
 
    Then Freyja and I discussed a few finer details that needed to be sorted. Including the items she required, possible times for each lesson, and the number of students in each class. I also asked if Freyja had given thought to homework, but she said she and Astrid would discuss that closer to the time.  
 
    The rest of the day was spent in my office sorting out paperwork I’d put to one side and replying to Quinn’s invitation. The Vipera Headmistress had asked to meet with me the following week. She wanted to show me the new daughter she had birthed for me, fuck me so she could become pregnant again, and then discuss the end of term exams for her preschool students. She wondered if they could use my property to hold one of the challenges, and I didn’t see why it would be an issue. 
 
    That evening, as the sun settled, I relaxed in an armchair beside the fire with a few of my coven and the familiars at my feet. As well as students, the number of familiars had also increased, and there was always a new animal seen roaming the halls. 
 
    The following morning, I wandered back into the main school building to check up on the class Professor Luna was teaching. The Scholomance professors were all the same, apart from Freyja and Astrid who decided to take a class, and Vanessa and I were thinking of hiring some new professors to join us, but nothing was set in stone just yet.  
 
    Luna was in the middle of giving a number of my children their Shadow Magic class when I walked in, and every head turned around to see me as I walked down the classroom. The children were a mix of three to five years old, and they were all a mix of species, too. I spotted a little girl with black wings, a boy with tiny, brown horns on his head, and another girl with scaled skin and a forked tongue. Due to their species, the children all grew at different speeds, so some appeared far more advanced than others, even though they were younger.  
 
    “Children, what do we say when the Dark One enters?” Luna asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Good morning, Dark Lord,” the children all replied in unison.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said and then turned to look at Luna. “How is the class going today?”  
 
    “It’s going well, master, thank you,” she replied as she reached down to lay her hand on her half-swollen belly. Luna was pregnant with our third child, and she was hoping this one would be a boy, since she had given me two girls so far. “We’re currently in the process of learning how to catch a shadow, and Ebony has done exceedingly well.” 
 
    I turned to gaze at Cleo’s daughter, Ebony, and I noticed the blush that coated her cheeks. I remembered what it was like to be the smartest one in class, and Ebony had to learn that children around her might snicker at her intelligence, but they would soon wish they were as smart as she was. Ebony was only three years old, so I was excited to see how far she’d go in the years to come.  
 
    Once I’d finished in Luna’s class, I went to see Evanora and Olivia briefly, and then I entered my office to see Lilith sitting in a grand armchair with a newborn baby in her arms. The baby had been swaddled in a white blanket, and the pitch-black hair told me it was Winnie’s daughter, Daisy.  
 
    “My lord,” Lilith said as she saw me enter.  
 
    My mother tried to stand, but she found it difficult with Daisy in her arms.  
 
    “Please, stay seated.” I smiled. “I didn’t think I’d find you in here?”  
 
    “Yes, well, these school halls can be awfully busy, and Daisy desperately needed to settle down,” Lilith said as she stroked the baby’s cheek with a finger. “They’re wonderful things.” 
 
    “They are,” I replied as I pulled out the seat behind my desk. “I often forget they’re all mine.” 
 
    “With the incredible number of children you have produced, and continue to make every year, your name will carry on forever,” my mother said.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I snickered. “I’m no longer impregnating a new woman every twenty minutes, but eight or so a day will ensure that my seed spreads across the infinite realms of the universe until all magical beings are descended from me.” 
 
    “To think of how far you’ve come, Cole.” I heard the emotion in Lilith’s voice. “From the lost orphan on Earth who landed a place in Scholomance, and now you’re here, with all of this at your fingertips.” 
 
    “I know,” I laughed. “I can’t say I ever imagined having this life.”  
 
    “I don’t think anybody can.” Lilith smiled.  
 
    “But now everything’s sorted, the Elder Lord is long gone, and the only name the realms will speak is my own,” I said as I relaxed back against my seat. “Scholomance and my other witch schools continue to grow, and I see no reason as to why it won’t stay this way for the rest of our existences.” 
 
    “There are still plenty of realms who have yet to swear allegiance to you, my lord,” Lilith said with a glint in her eyes.  
 
    “I know.” I smirked. While no realm had outright challenged me since the Elder Lord had been defeated, there were still a vast number of realms along the fringes of the universe. I knew of their existences, but they hadn’t posed a problem yet, and I’d spent the last few years steadily growing my army.  
 
    But sooner rather than later, tens of thousands of my powerful children would be fully-grown, and given some of their bloodthirsty tendencies, I suspected they would quickly grow bored of the peace I’d established around Scholomance.  
 
    “Do you have a plan, master?” Lilith asked as she studied me.  
 
    “I always do,” I said with a grin. “It started with you taking my unholy seed and then birthing me, and it ends with all existence coming from my blood. I will be the ultimate ruler of the cosmos. I will bring peace through my seed and magic. I will be the beginning and the end. I will be the one true god in all of creation.” 
 
    I will be everything.  
 
      
 
    The End  
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