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 Chapter 1 
 
    The sharp scent of pinewood drifted through the icy air as I made my way toward the dark forest. The steel gray sky that loomed high above me promised cold, afternoon rain, and the drifting, thick charcoal clouds suggested a violent storm was on the horizon, but that didn’t matter. Not to me, at least. In fact, this was the ideal weather for a nice, long walk around the school grounds, and since our next level classes didn’t start for another day, I thought I’d take advantage of this intoxicating, melancholy weather.  
 
    I walked briskly, and my coven wasn’t too far behind me. I could hear them whispering feverishly to one another, and occasionally, I heard them giggle and shush each other. I caught a couple of words that suggested they were reminiscing about our time in my bedroom last night after the banquet, and I couldn’t help but smile because they were chattering on like a group of horny schoolgirls. It didn’t take advanced premonition skills to know my coven had the time of their fucking lives last night in my bed. Their cries, pleas, and echoing moans had told me everything I needed to know. They fucking wanted me, no matter how many times they tried to deny it, and I could have them whenever I damn well pleased. 
 
    They were my possessions. My slaves. My women. And they loved being mine.  
 
    I kept my distance, remained silent, and let them have their girl-time. We walked across the hills and into the depths of the forest, and that’s when they finally changed the subject and caught up with me.  
 
    “And how far do you plan on venturing forward, Cole?” Akira snapped before she tripped on a jagged stone. “Ouch! Motherfucker!”  
 
    “Be more careful, Akira,” I snickered. “And I already told you, I just wanted to go for a walk… you were the ones who insisted on following me.”  
 
    “Oh, come on, Cole,” Vesta whined. “Our mortality is connected to you. It’s not like we can let you go outside without us escorting you. I thought we were just going for a light stroll, but we’ve been wandering around the grounds for at least an hour, and you haven’t said one word. What are you planning to do? Hunt for a new blood-herb in the woods and name it after yourself?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I’m not Morgana.”  
 
    “Well, is it some kind of brooding man-thing?” Morgana quipped in defense. “You need to walk out your frustrations? I would have thought you had worked those out last night when—”  
 
    “I’m just trying to take advantage of our last free day before we begin classes again tomorrow,” I snickered. “Is that a crime?”  
 
    “Last free day?” Morgana gasped. “What do you mean by that? Why would you take… advantage of it? I’m confused, and that doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “He means the rest of us normal witches would actually like to take a break from studying every now and then.” Akira grinned. “Maybe one day you’ll understand that concept, but I highly doubt it.” 
 
    “No way, not me.” Morgana smiled. “Come on, guys, aren’t you excited to begin the next semester? Can you imagine all the new spells, hexes, brews, potions, and curses we’ll learn? I have been carrying at least four different books everywhere I go, just to be prepared for--” 
 
    “We get it, nerd,” Akira scoffed. “You’re excited about class… what else is new?”  
 
    “I bet you are, too,” the curly brunette replied. “You’re just trying to pretend like you’re not, but I can see right through the rebellious facade of yours.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Akira laughed bitterly under her breath as we pushed forward.  
 
    We walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes before I stopped to gather my bearings. I didn’t want to venture too deeply into these woods for several reasons. Even if they technically belonged to Scholomance, it didn’t mean it was a safe place to aimlessly wander around in. Demons, monsters, and beasts lurked within these woods and beneath the soil, but I knew exactly where we were, so we weren’t in any serious danger.  
 
    At least not here. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be working with more animals this semester?” Faye asked in a faint voice when we ventured onward.  
 
    “Who knows,” I replied with a shrug. “Honestly, with the way things work around here, nothing would surprise me… in fact, if a faun started to teach one of our classes, that wouldn’t even shock me, not in the slightest.” 
 
     “Fauns are filthy feral pests,” Akira said with her small nose upturned in disgust. “Don’t even joke about things like that, Cole.”  
 
    “Okay,” I laughed with my hands raised in defense. “Noted.”  
 
    “Maybe this semester, we’ll learn how to shapeshift,” Faye sighed in a dream-like voice. “I’d love to be able to transform into any kind of creature.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Akira added. “That sounds badass.”  
 
    “Hey, Faye,” Vesta muttered, “didn’t you mention your mother was a shapeshifter?”  
 
    “She was.” Faye smiled proudly. “She was one of the most successful shapeshifters of her soul class.”  
 
    “Wicked cool.” Akira grinned. 
 
    The rest of the women muttered their agreements, and we continued to march ahead until a sudden shuffle behind some trees made us stop dead in our tracks. At that moment, I sensed something with power lurking ahead of us in the thorny thicket.  
 
    “Stop,” I ordered. 
 
    “What is it?” Vesta asked as she walked up beside me. 
 
    “I’m not sure… ” I said slowly.  
 
    What happened next occurred in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Before I could react or pull out my wand, a bright green blast of light appeared out of nowhere and hit Vesta square in the chest. It sent her flying back, and she slammed right into a thick tree trunk and hit her head with a painful thud. She slumped down to the ground with her head positioned in a bizarre angle, and there was dark blood trailing down the bark of the tree.  
 
    “Vesta!” Faye cried out. 
 
    The lavender-skinned witch was utterly unresponsive, though. Whatever spell was cast upon her, it had definitely knocked her out cold, and maybe even killed her. 
 
    At least she was immortal, since her soul belonged to me.  
 
    As I stared at my obviously unconscious purple-skinned lover, a feral rage coursed through my body, and a raw hunger to get revenge on the person who had attacked her made me snarl.  
 
    “Take cover!” I shouted. 
 
    Without another word, we dove behind a grove of trees and pressed our backs against the bark, and then my coven turned to look at me for further instruction. 
 
    “Now, what?” Akira shouted. 
 
    Her black eyes were filled with bloodlust and revenge, and I shared her determination to kill the fucker who had attacked one of our own for no reason. 
 
    “Pull out your wands and be prepared to fire at my command,” I ordered, and my women did as I ordered.  
 
    I waited a moment, and even though the air was abnormally quiet, I knew our attackers were just waiting for us to emerge.  
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted. 
 
    My coven bared their teeth in determination, and then we began to shoot spell after spell in our mysterious attackers’ direction. Someone or something was watching us closely, and I sensed their bloodlust from here, even if I couldn’t physically see the attacker.  
 
    “Who in the unholy fuck did that?” Akira demanded as she hurtled another hex into the underbrush.  
 
    “I have a feeling they won’t have the balls to show themselves,” I barked, loud enough for our opponents to hear.  
 
    I thought I heard a deep chuckle, and all I could see was red. I was beyond infuriated at this point.  
 
    I was ready to kill. 
 
    “Volant!” I cried out.  
 
    My spell shot through the trees, and when I heard a deep scream, I realized it sounded like another man.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Faye asked me with wide green-gold eyes.  
 
    “I did,” I growled. “Doesn’t mean we should stop firing.” 
 
    My coven did as they were told, and after we fired a few more spells, we stopped to listen.  
 
    “Do you think we got them?” Akira asked.  
 
    “Who knows?” I growled, so I stepped away from behind the tree and cupped my hands around my mouth. “They’re probably scared shitless since it’s us against them. Why don’t you show yourself? Fucking coward!” 
 
    “Now, that’s just a low blow,” a deep voice said from afar.  
 
    We all swirled our wands in the same direction and waited for whoever, or whatever, to appear. Whoever it was, he sounded young, cocky, and arrogant.  
 
    I didn’t like it one fucking bit. 
 
    “Just show yourself for fuck’s sake,” I growled. “No more dicking around. I’ve hit you once, and I’ll do worse, whether you’re hiding or not. So, you might as well be a man and come out to face us.”  
 
    The deep emerald thicket began to rustle, and then a pair of pale hands pushed the brush apart. I kept my wand aimed high, and not a second later, a young man emerged from the wilderness with a wicked grin on his unusually white face.  
 
    As soon as our eyes met, I knew I hated this guy, and I studied him for a moment to try and determine how much of a threat he really was. He had the fairest skin I’d ever seen, and it was a sharp contrast against the black bark of the forest and the deep dark green of the leaves.  
 
    Something that also stuck out to me was the texture of his skin. The man was completely translucent all over, and I could see his blue, red, and purple veins right through his skin from at least seven feet away. It was as if I was looking at a man who had the texture of a translucent underwater creature. I remembered reading something in the Book of Deadly Beasts that referred to a creature called a jolt fish. They were transparent, jelly-like animals, and their texture reminded me of this man and his unusual skin. His hair was also white as milk, and his eyes were the darkest shade of gray I’d ever seen, just like one of the storm clouds above us. A massive scar ran from the corner of his right temple, all the way down across his sharply pointed nose and past his thin, parchment-white colored lips. He was wearing an all-black suit and tie with a pair of sleek, leather boots, and instead of a cloak, he wore an ebony blazer with a red and gold crest sewn into the breast pocket.  
 
    As soon as the man saw us, his grin widened, and he whistled, low and sharp.  
 
    “Actually, you did hit someone.” He smirked. “It just wasn’t me.”  
 
    “Not yet,” I snarled before I fired off another spell at his smug, smirking face, but to my surprise, he waved off the hex with a flourish of his wand. 
 
    “Come, now,” the man sighed. “If you kill me, I’m sure your headmistress won’t be very happy.”  
 
    The mention of Theodora gave me pause, and the red tinge of bloodlust faded from my vision a little bit. Why would Theodora care if I killed this piece of shit? Was I missing something?  
 
    “Satan, you’re pale as death,” Akira blurted out before I could say another word, or fire off another spell. “And I don’t mean that as a compliment, you underhanded asshole. What the hell did you do to our friend?”  
 
    “Chill, Akira,” Faye warned under her breath.  
 
    “Um, are you fucking kidding me, freckles?” Akira retorted. “He just blasted poor Vesta into a motherfucking tree, and you want me to chill?”  
 
    “Yeah, fuck that,” Morgana added, and her blue eyes blazed with fury as she pointed her wand at the newcomer. “You’ve crossed a line… you… you son of a bastard fucker!”  
 
    “Nice try, Morgana,” Akira snickered. “But I think we still need to work on your insults.”  
 
    “The point is,” I said with my voice and wand raised, “you’ve attacked a Scholomance student on our grounds. I don’t think my headmistress will give a fuck if I turn you to ice and let you slowly melt to death out here.”  
 
    The white man laughed and revealed a set of small, sharp teeth that disturbingly resembled a rat.  
 
     “I guess you haven’t heard yet.” He grinned. “My name is Malcolm Black. I’m a student at the Mors Academy. And if I were you, I wouldn’t be so quick to kill me just yet.”  
 
    The academy name sounded familiar, and it took a second to remember where I’d heard it before. It was the school the stone beast Geryon mentioned when Theodora sent me into his cave to kill him.  
 
    “That still doesn’t answer my question,” I growled.  
 
    “And remind me again,” Malcom drawled as he fiddled with his nails. “What was your question?”  
 
    “Fuck it,” I snarled. “I’m done messing around.”  
 
    We all held our wands tightly and kept them aimed at the ghostly man, but he seemed utterly unbothered that it was four against one. He simply grinned, ear to ear, and shrugged as if this was some kind of game. His smug face enraged me, and I was ready to turn into this asshole into winter-fucking-land, so I raised my wand even higher.  
 
    “Glaci--” I started to say, but he just laughed, and his shrill laughter caused a murder of crows to scream up into the air.  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” Malcolm replied with the same shit-eating grin. “Not unless you want to piss the hell out of your Headmistress Theodora. I can tell you right now she would prefer to see me alive and well.”  
 
    My arm shook with fury, and as strange as it was that he knew the headmistress’ name, I couldn’t let him get away with this.  
 
    “Use any spell you can to distract this pasty motherfucker,” I hissed to my coven.  
 
    They obediently nodded their heads and began to shoot spells in his direction. Malcom’s eyes widened as he tried to deflect spell after spell, and I grinned before I pointed my wand at him. 
 
    “Colingo!” I shouted.  
 
    The warlock’s eyes widened in fear just before he froze in place, and then I took a step forward and prepared to do my worst.  
 
    “Cole, what are you doing?” Morgana whispered. “Maybe we should bring the headmistress here--” 
 
    I ignored her as I slowly approached the still warlock, and satisfaction spread through my body as I stared at his frozen, terrified face. I was ready to kill him right on the spot, but then his words echoed in my head. He knew about our headmistress, and it definitely struck me as odd. 
 
    Why would killing him piss off Theodora? Part of me wanted to kill him anyway, but the headmistress had answers about my past that I still needed, so I didn’t exactly want to get on her bad side.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t have some fun and get some revenge at the same time.  
 
    So, instead of killing this bastard, I could beat him into a bloody pulp and get more information out of him that way. There were a dozen questions roaming through my mind. How did he get here? Why did he attack Vesta for no reason? Why did he assume Theodora would want to keep him alive after he attacked a Scholomance student? 
 
    I was going to find out.  
 
    As soon as I was in front of Malcolm, I raised my fist and punched him as hard as I could. His cheek split open under the force of my blow, and blood bathed my knuckles. So, I hit him again, harder this time, and more blood and a tooth spurted out of his parted lips as he tipped over and collapsed on to the ground. My spell kept him frozen, so I kneeled down, clenched my fist, and began to wail on his face. His pasty skin turned crimson with his blood, but even as his nose broke and his lip split open, his facial expression never changed.  
 
    “I’m going to keep beating the shit out of you for what you did to my woman,” I hissed in between punches. “As soon as the spell wears off, you’d better answer all my questions. Or else, this is going to start all over again. I have all fucking day.”  
 
    Before I could raise my fist to deliver another punch, though, a shuffle in the underbrush made me jump back and raise my wand. This time, a skinnier man with pitch-black hair and red lips appeared before my eyes. He was dressed exactly the same, and his dark, almond-shaped green eyes flashed around in confusion before he curled up his crimson lips in disgust. He had a deep gash in his right cheek, and a bruise was forming around his left eye.  
 
    He must have been the one who screamed out earlier when one of our spells hit him.  
 
    A small satisfied smile spread across my face, but I still kept my wand aimed at this new stranger. 
 
    “So, this is the magnificent Scholomance we’ve read about?” he snarled. “I don’t see what the big fucking deal is. Apparently, it’s just acres of dead woodland and baby-faced witches.” 
 
    “Well, apparently, you’re just as stupid as your idiot friend,” I growled before I flicked my wand. “Colingo!” 
 
    Unfortunately, the second man was more prepared than Malcom had been, because he ducked out of the way of my spell.  
 
    “Now, that’s not a very nice welcome, is it?” He grinned before his eyes flickered to Malcolm. “Looks like you’ve got something on your face there, Mal.” 
 
    The frozen man glared up at his companion as his blood continued to drip out of every orifice on his face, but he couldn’t say a word.  
 
    I wanted nothing more than to pummel this second bastard into oblivion, too, but before I could, someone grabbed my arm and jerked me back.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I snapped, but Akira ignored me as she dropped my arm.  
 
    “Okay, now who the fuck are you?” the short-haired witch demanded as she aimed her wand in the new man’s direction.  
 
    “I’m Bram,” he explained. “Another Mors student.”  
 
    “Great,” I snarled, “so fucking what?”  
 
    “Hey, how are you doing, short skirts?” Bram nodded suggestively toward the coven. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen attractive women.”  
 
    “Shut the hell up, warlock scum,” Faye shrieked. “Now, answer our damn questions… why the hell are you here, and just how many of you are there?”  
 
    Instead of a reply, Bram muttered a spell under his breath with his wand pointed at his counterpart. Malcolm jerked and then shakily rose to his feet, and he stared at me before he bared his teeth in a bloody grin as he and Bram raised their wands.  
 
    I thought they would aim for me, but instead their wands shifted to either side of my body.  
 
    “Stupefaciunt!” the two men cried out in unison.  
 
    Twin blasts of red light flew from the tips of their wands and headed straight for Morgana and Akira, but I was already prepared for whatever they had in mind. 
 
    “Novis!” I yelled. 
 
    I expected only one of the spells to go flying back, but to my amazement, my light caught both spells, and they backfired and hit the two warlocks straight in their chests. Their eyes widened in shock as they went flying back into the thicket with a loud and painful sounding thud.  
 
    “Ha! Look at those dumb bitches! That’s what you get when you fuck with our coven!” Akira started to howl with laughter, but my other women turned to look at me with their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?” Faye cried out. “I was about to counterattack until I saw your light ate up both spells.”  
 
    “I don’t know… ” I breathed. “That’s never happened before.” 
 
    “Who the hell cares how he did it?” Akira shrugged. “The point is, he sent those assholes flying backward onto their warlock asses. In my book, that’s a job well fucking done.”  
 
    “Ugh… well… that certainly was interesting,” I heard Malcolm groan as he returned to his spot with Bram by his side. “How about round two?”  
 
    Malcolm bared his teeth, and I noticed another one of his teeth was missing. Bram also had a lump that was beginning to form on his forehead, and a sense of pure satisfaction flooded through my body.  
 
    “Uhhhh, you two idiots are clearly outmatched,” Faye snickered. “Maybe you should just fuck off with your tails between your legs?” 
 
    “No,” Malcolm grunted. “We won’t lose to a bunch of witch-bitches. We are Satan’s chosen, and--” 
 
    “Are you two going to fight, or flap your cock holster?” Akira sassed. “We’ve got shit to do after we kill you fucks.”  
 
    “We are going to fight,” Bram growled.  
 
    “Ugh,” Morgana sighed. “Ugly, cocky, and stupid. We are doing Satan a favor by wiping you from existence.”  
 
    It had been a minute, and I could fire as many spells as I wanted to, but as soon as I raised my wand, my arm was being pushed down by some magical force. I tried to fight it, but it was just too powerful, and the warlocks stared at me in confusion as my arm shot down and remained stuck at my side. I had no idea what was going on, and when I looked at the others, they seemed to be going through the same problem.  
 
    “What the hell?” Akira demanded through her teeth as she struggled and failed to lift her arm.  
 
    “Now, that’s not any way to treat our new guests,” a familiar voice said from behind us. 
 
    I turned my head and saw Headmistress Theodora slowly approaching us with a placid smile on her face. Her dark hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she was wearing a deep purple gown adorned with black lace at the hem and around her high neck collar. Her boots dug into the soft earth as she neared us, and the bottom of her dress was covered in a thick layer of mud.  
 
    “Headmistress!” Morgana gasped. “These warlocks just attacked Vesta for no reason! We should take them as hostages back to the castle.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Akira nodded, and then she used her free hand to point at Vesta, who was still slumped unconscious against the tree trunk. “She’s all kinds of fucked up. We were only acting in self-defense!” 
 
    “Oh?” Theodora responded in a dark tone, and she shot a sharp look toward the warlocks. “Well, that’s no good… I would have expected our guests to behave. You never know what could happen to those who disrespect a Scholomance student. Those who have done so in the past have suffered very gruesome, excruciating deaths.”  
 
    “Guests?” I repeated with wide eyes. “Headmistress, guests or not, we could kill them, or at least lock them up in the dungeon to use for class experiments.”  
 
    “Tempting,” she replied as her pale blue eyes darkened, and for a moment, I thought she was about to agree with me, but she shook her head instead. “But that won’t be necessary… not for a first offense, at least.”  
 
    She retrieved her wand from her sleeve, aimed it at Vesta, and muttered an incantation under her breath. In the next moment, Vesta’s silver eyes fluttered open, and she looked around with wide, vacant eyes. 
 
    “W-What happened?” she asked.  
 
    “You were knocked out,” Akira said before she rushed over to help the purple elf to her feet. 
 
    “By those assholes,” Morgana added before she shot the two men a dirty look.  
 
    “They haven’t even explained why they attacked her out of nowhere,” Faye said.  
 
    “That’s true,” I snarled as I glared daggers at Malcolm. “And I for one would like some fucking answers, before I kill them both. I’d be willing to sacrifice some of my soul to see them both dead at my feet.” 
 
    “As I said,” Theodora replied in a firm tone, and her eyes stared deep into mine, “they are our guests, and I’m sure that they’ve realized what a terrible mistake they’ve made. Should they repeat such an offense, the consequences will be severe to say the least.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said after a long moment. Theodora obviously had something up her sleeve, since there was no reason she’d let these fuckers live otherwise. 
 
     The beautiful headmistress turned to look at the two warlocks, and her frown deepened. “Now, I’m sure you two understand the gravity of the situation. There will be no more tomfoolery or attacks against my students. As I said, you will deeply regret it. Now, let us go, the welcoming ceremony will begin shortly.” 
 
    “The welcoming ceremony?” Faye asked.  
 
    “You’ll understand soon enough,” Theodora responded with a serene smile. “Come along now. We don’t want to keep the others waiting.”  
 
    “Thank you, Madame Theodora,” the two men answered in unison. “We sincerely appreciate your hospitality, and we deeply apologize for our uncharacteristic behavior. It won’t happen again… we simply made a grave error.”  
 
    Theodora nodded, and as they passed by me, Malcolm leaned in close to whisper something into my ear.  
 
    “I know you think you’re hot shit,” he sneered. “But the only reason you won this round is because you caught us off guard, and you had your bitches with you. We’ll be ready for you next time.” 
 
    It took all my willpower not to raise my mobile arm and punch him in the face, but I trusted Theodora, and I wasn’t about to disrespect her by going against her orders. As the warlocks made their way toward the headmistress, though, I stared long and hard at them with nothing but contempt in my chest.  
 
    “Now,” Theodora said as she looked at us, “let’s drop this little paralysis spell and forget all about this little misunderstanding, shall we?”  
 
    She flicked her wrist, and my arm returned to normal. Then my coven breathed a sigh of relief when their arms were also set free. 
 
    “Now, let’s get back inside before people begin to wonder where we are,” the headmistress added.  
 
    Why would people wonder where we were?  
 
    I shook my head and gritted my teeth as I watched Malcolm and Bram follow Theodora back to the castle, and my coven and I kept our distance as we slowly trailed after them.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Faye whispered as we neared the black iron gates.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I responded, “but we’re about to find out.”  
 
    “Well, we know it has something to do with warlocks,” Akira sneered. “Filthy bastards.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said as I slowed down. “Explain the difference between a witch and warlock. You guys said I was the first male witch in history, but there are male magic people in other schools? What’s the deal?”  
 
    “You were the first male witch in Scholomance’s history,” Morgana corrected. “Only witches are accepted into this academy, and only powerful witches are summoned by the ritual Theodora and the other professors performed when you arrived, so by default, you’re a witch.”  
 
    “In short, warlocks are magical males with an adequate amount of power,” Akira scoffed. “They think they are the best at everything, but really they are nothing but a species of arrogant pricks that possess some skills… nothing more or less in my opinion. They never seem to understand when to quit, even when they’re outmatched. Hence, the two idiots we encountered in the woods.”  
 
    “Most warlocks also have a slightly different belief system than us witches,” Morgana added. 
 
    “Different belief system?” I muttered, but then I noticed Vesta stumble out of the corner of my eye, and I turned to make sure she was alright and keeping up. She took a nasty hit, but she was pushing through like the warrior she was. 
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” I asked, just as a precaution. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied with a slight smile. “I can already feel myself healing thanks to our bond, but thanks for asking.”  
 
    I nodded, and we quietly marched past the black gates and headed upstairs to the banquet hall, and when the doors swung open, my jaw nearly hit the ground.  
 
    The entire room had expanded to about twice its usual size, and there were hundreds of tables lined up with the most fantastical dishes I’d ever seen here at Scholomance. I spotted roasted swan, five-foot tall pumpkin cake, tender harpies, goblets of blackberry wine, purple apples and pink grapes, sweet potato and parrotfish pie, venison with peppered potatoes, and rabbit with raspberry powder. Even all the tables were decorated with ice sculpture centerpieces. Each one resembled a different mythical creature, and I spotted a swan-maiden figure centered right in the middle of the professors’ table.  
 
    As magnificent as it all was, there was something else that really caught my eye, and it was the groups of students who stood at the front of the grand hall. They were shifting their feet awkwardly, and the rest of the Scholomance students were deadly quiet in their usual seats.  
 
    I immediately noticed one of the new groups consisted only of men, and they were all dressed the same as the two pricks we met in the woods. The other group was solely composed of women and beautiful women at that. They all wore a uniform similar to the Scholomance dress code, except their skirts were dark green plaid instead of our black and white. The air of the banquet hall felt awkward and heavy as no one made a move to eat or even speak, but when we walked through the doors, everyone’s eyes were fixated entirely on us.  
 
    “You may take your seats at your usual table,” Theodora said as she looked back at me. Then she turned to Malcolm and Bram and looked at them with a forced smile. “You two may join your school at the front of the room. The announcement will begin in just a moment.” 
 
    Before the pair took their leave, they both flashed me a smirk that grated on my nerves. All I wanted to do was beat the teeth out of their faces, but I knew I had to keep my composure. Something strange was going on, and my top priority was figuring out what that was. 
 
    My coven and I took our usual seats, and we watched as the headmistress glided to the front of the banquet hall and turned to look over the gathered crowd.  
 
    “Welcome, everyone!” Theodora’s elegant voice roared through the room. “It is my immense pleasure to introduce you to the Mors Academy and the Vipera Conservatoire! Please give them a warm welcome.”  
 
    Slowly and awkwardly, people began to clap, and when I glanced at the other witches from Scholomance, I could tell they were just as confused as we were. 
 
    “Now, I’m sure all of you have plenty of questions,” the headmistress continued.  
 
    “No shit,” Akira muttered. 
 
    “So, allow me to explain… ” Theodora went on. “Not too long ago, we used to hold grand tournaments that tested only the strongest of students and their abilities. We have collectively decided to host the games once again, and Scholomance has the immense honor of accommodating the competing schools. Official tryouts will be held tomorrow evening, after class, for all students who wish to enter. Now, that’s enough of that… everyone, please dig in and enjoy this magnificent feast!”  
 
    The students slowly began to dig into the food, and when I looked down, a full plate of food appeared in front of me on a golden platter. Even though it looked amazing, I wasn’t in the mood to eat. My mind was a whirlwind of questions, and I wondered what the hell Theodora was up to now. Whatever it was, I had a deep, unsettling feeling about it, and I couldn’t push it away, because there was something she wasn’t sharing with us.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time, though, and just like before, I intended to find out what it was, no matter what it took.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I continued to watch the pupils from the other schools, and as I observed them, I couldn’t help but wonder how they felt about being in a completely different atmosphere. I remembered how exotic and terrifying it was to be in Scholomance for the first time, and I wondered if any of them wished they could return home.  
 
    However, the more I studied them, the more I realized how aloof and quiet both schools were. Neither tables bothered to touch much of their food, and I couldn’t help but notice each school sat as far away from each other as possible. The women, in particular, were eerily quiet compared to the Scholomance students. The warlocks, however, seemed to be content enough, and despite their reserve, they drank and whispered amongst themselves as if they were the only ones in the banquet hall.  
 
    I averted my attention back to the Wicca school. They were an outlandish group of women, and some were more monstrous than others, but even so, the majority of them were ridiculously attractive. As I studied them from a distance, I accidentally caught the eye of a witch with long silver hair that sparkled like twilight. She had pale white skin, and her bright aqua-colored eyes grew a few shades darker when she narrowed her gaze at me. Despite her noticeable glare, I just couldn’t find the strength to look away. Her delicate features curled up in disgust, and when she realized I wasn’t going to break eye contact, she looked away and stared down at her plate.  
 
    “Heh,” I snickered, and then I tried to focus on my meal, but it was difficult. Between the arrival of these new schools and Theodora’s chummy facade, there were a thousand different questions frantically roaming through my mind, but I knew there was no point dwelling on matters that could not yet be answered. Well, at least not until later, when I could grab a moment alone with Theodora.  
 
    “What are you thinking about, Cole?” Vesta asked. Her light and airy voice snapped me back to reality. “You seem to be in your own little world… and you’re scowling more than usual. What’s up?”  
 
    “Well,” I said before I glanced around to see if anyone was eavesdropping. When I realized everyone was too busy chatting and drinking, I focused my attention back to the lavender elf. “It’s all a little strange, isn’t it? This entire competition thing.” 
 
    “I suppose for someone like you, it must seem… odd,” Morgana said, “but really, the Ludi Mortiferum is a well-renowned tournament dating back to the early ages, as far back as the first dawn of Wicca, so, really, it’s not that strange of a--” 
 
    “I think what Cole meant was holding a deadly tournament after just barely saving the academy from a deranged duke seems a little bizarre, even for Theodora,” Akira cut in. “Not to mention we also stole a stone from some wrathful wizard, and she hasn’t even told us why yet.”  
 
    “You’ve got to let that go--” Morgana started to say, but I cut in before she could finish. 
 
    “Wait, what did you call it, Morgana?” I asked with a frown. “The Ludi what… ?”  
 
    “The Ludi Mortiferum,” she repeated, “or also known more crudely as the Deadly Games.” 
 
    “Why does everything have to murder or kill everyone around here?” I snickered. 
 
    “Cause it’s fucking fun?” Akira laughed. “Sort out the weak, and let the cream rise to the top. We are the cream.” 
 
    “You like my cream.” I winked at her. 
 
    “Oh, for Satan’s sake,” Akira groaned. “You are so fucking full of your--” 
 
    “Tell the truth,” I commanded, and her pretty little mouth froze. 
 
    “Yes,” Akira said as her cheeks began to turn bright red. “I love your cream inside of me, Cole.” 
 
    “Where inside of you?” I whispered. 
 
    “In my mouth, in my pussy, and in my womb,” Akira gasped as her cheeks turned the color of tomatoes. “I… Everywhere… It’s really good. I love it. I need your cream. I want it…” 
 
    “And how often do you want it?” I purred as the other three women also started to blush and squirm in their seats. 
 
    “All the time,” Akira admitted with a whine. “I want it all the time, Cole.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled as our eyes continued to stare into each others’. “Maybe, if you are a good girl, I’ll give you some. Will you be a good girl for me?” 
 
    “Yes, Cole,” Akira whispered. “Please… I’ll be good. I’m sorry I spoke against you.” 
 
    “You are forgiven,” I said, and then I turned to the beautiful green-haired woman. “Continue.” 
 
    “As Theodora mentioned, these games are a way to bring the most powerful and gifted students together,” Vesta said as she twirled a purple finger through her sage-green locks. “I think it’s all extremely exciting if you ask me. I can’t wait to watch the tournament. My grandmother said it was one of the highlights of her year here… and I, for one, am dying to see what the first game will be like.” 
 
    “As am I,” Faye said. 
 
    “Same.” Morgana nodded.  
 
    “Me, too.” Akira smirked as her blush started to fade. “I’d love to see some warlock guts get spilled all over a stadium.”  
 
    “We aren’t alone in that mindset,” I responded. “Look around you… every single Scholomance student is just buzzing with excitement.”  
 
    “That’s because they want to officially try out for the games,” Akira replied before she popped a piece of roasted harpy into her purple mouth, and I could hear the small bones crunching before she swallowed. “I’d love to see Scholomance kick those princesses’ asses.”  
 
    “What about the warlocks?” Vesta asked. “Don’t you want to beat them, too?”  
 
    “That’s who I meant,” Akira clarified as she furrowed her brows in confusion.  
 
    “Oh,” Morgana laughed.  
 
    “So… are we going to try out then, too?” I asked. 
 
    Vesta nearly spat her wine out, and Morgana looked as if she were about to fall out of her chair. Akira grinned, though, and Faye looked paler than usual.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Morgana hissed. “We can’t do that.”  
 
    “Well, why not?” I demanded. “You just said they were looking for the most capable witches? Doesn’t that also include us?”  
 
    “Okay, first of all, we do not possess the proper skills to even try out for the games,” Morgana scoffed, “and two, those games are designed to kill… don’t you think we’ve already put our lives at risk enough?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Faye agreed, and her pink lips turned down into a frown. “Our time so far at Scholomance has been… unconventional, to say the least.”  
 
    “Oh, fuck you guys,” Akira laughed. “I’m with Cole, I think we should do it.” 
 
    “Akira, you’re insane,” Morgan huffed before she crossed her arms over her chest. “Of course, you would want to submit yourself."  
 
    “Come on, nerd, you’re just being a dreary Debbie Downer,” the black-haired witch responded. “Why don’t you live a little for once in your life?”  
 
    “I do plenty of living,” Morgana grumbled in defense.  
 
    “Yeah, inside your books,” Akira muttered.  
 
    “Look, it was just a question,” I said with my hands raised. “Let’s drop it for now.”  
 
    The coven went quiet, and again, I focused my attention on the other two schools. It was difficult not to stare at the new witches in particular. They were so alike, yet so different from the Scholomance students, and I couldn’t figure out why. I regarded them as discreetly as possible, and I caught another witch with plum colored hair and salamander pink skin staring right at our table. She had a pair of small, deep red horns that protruded from her forehead and cynical crimson eyes. 
 
    When I met her ruby-red eyes, the corners of her bright red lips curled up into a smirk, and she slowly raised her glass to take a greedy sip of black wine. Her gaze was penetrating and alluring, but there was also something else, something deep within her eyes I couldn’t quite put my finger on. It took me a good, long moment until I realized what it was. I sensed her determination, her bloodlust, and her desire for power from here. I knew just by looking at her that she was definitely going to try out for the games. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind about it.  
 
    “Cole, who are you looking at so intently?” Faye asked as she tried to follow my gaze.  
 
    “Someone fun,” I said after I broke eye contact with the red-eyed witch. “Anyway, what do you know about the opposing academies, Morgana? Tell us everything you know.”  
 
    “Oh, well… let’s see.” The brunette smiled and straightened in her seat, since she never passed up an opportunity to show off her book smarts. “The Vipera Conservatoire is an ancient school, dating back to the early ages, but for the past century, they have been known to worship Asbeel… which, according to Scholomance law, is technically considered blasphemy… and it’s just plain idiotic if you ask me.”
“Wait, they worship who?” I asked. 
 
    “Asbeel… the deserter of God?” the curly-haired brunette replied as if it were obvious. “It’s all explained in Fictional Devils and How to Avoid Them… you know, volume nine?"  
 
    When no one said a word or even hinted they knew what she was talking about, she rolled her pale blue eyes. 
 
    “Seriously?” Morgana sighed. “It’s in chapter forty-eight--”  
 
    “Not everyone memorizes chapters and volumes, Morgana,” Akira sighed impatiently. “What’s your fucking point?”  
 
    “The point is they believe he is one of the five ‘Satans,’” Morgana said with finger quotations. “And to them, Asbeel is the most powerful Satan of all.”  
 
    “What a total group of primitive idiots,” Akira scoffed. “How can they believe in something so foolish? There is only one Satan. Ugh it just makes me hate them even more… I can’t wait to see them all die terrible, bloody, gruesome deaths during the games.” 
 
     “Unholy fuck, Akira,” Morgana chuckled. “Why don’t you tell us how you really feel?”  
 
    “It was just a comment.” Akira rolled her black eyes. “Don’t pretend like you weren’t thinking the same exact thing.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Morgana scoffed. “Anyway, Cole, why are you asking me about the other schools? Do you think something’s up?”  
 
    “He’s only thinking about entering the competition.” Akira smirked. “Aren’t you, Cole? You want to try and get the dirt on the opposing sides… I admire that.” 
 
    “No, Akira, that’s not what I was thinking,” I sighed. “Look, I really don’t know how to explain it, but there’s something off about them, and I can’t quite figure out what that is yet. Haven’t you felt like something is seriously wrong? It can’t just be me… ”  
 
    “Hmm, well, maybe it’s because warlocks are absolutely vile creatures,” Faye commented as she tossed back her red hair. “I personally would like as little to do with those disgusting creatures as possible, thank you very much.”  
 
    “You and all of Scholomance,” Akira agreed.  
 
    “Well, what about the Mors Academy?” I asked. “How many warlock schools are there in the Wicca world?”  
 
    “Too many, if you ask me,” Morgana hissed. “No one knows for certain, because some schools practice in secret, but it is estimated there are at least ten known warlock schools out there.”  
 
    “They should all be blown to bits,” Akira remarked. “If I could, I would go and light up a torch and set each and every one of them on fire.”  
 
    “Damn, why do you hate them so much?” I asked. “Besides, for the obvious reason they’re men and some of them are idiots.” 
 
    “Because, Cole,” Akira growled. “They think they are better than witches. Can you believe that troll-shit?”  
 
    “They also believe there are seven devils in hell,” Morgana scoffed. “Now, that’s some utter nonsense.” 
 
    “So, you hate them because they refuse to acknowledge that Satan is the one true master?” I questioned.  
 
    “Precisely.” Morgana nodded. “Anyone with common sense would loathe their sacrilegious guts. We are the only true school with the true faith in Satan. The others defy our dark lord.”  
 
    As the coven continued with their meals, I looked toward the table where the Mors Academy continued to whisper amongst themselves. I studied them from my seat and regarded them as nothing but a potential threat. I didn’t care what the hell they believed in. All I cared about was discovering if they had some secret agenda. As I observed them more closely, it didn’t shock me to see some of the warlocks were more beast-like than others. I’d noticed it earlier, but now, I was trying to decide who would be taking part in the games and fighting against Scholomance and the other academy.  
 
    As I scanned the table of men, my eyes landed on Malcolm and Bram. The idiotic duo had cleaned the blood off their faces and were seated side by side as they whispered to each other. Bram said something to Malcolm, which made him laugh so hard, wine practically shot out from his nostrils. I hated seeing them so cozy and comfortable at our table and in our school, but a slow smile broke across my face as I pictured fighting against them in the games and beating them both into bloody pulps. The more I thought about it, the more driven I became to enter the games, but I knew it wasn’t possible. Not after what Morgana just said about the games being designed explicitly for higher-level students.  
 
    But still, something inside me continued to push and prod at me, as if there was a small voice telling me to try out anyway. The voice only grew louder when I tried to push it away, and, at that moment, I felt morally compelled to be a part of the tournament, even if I had no sensible explanation as to why.  
 
    The feeling was so overwhelming, and when I looked at the hundreds of tables and listened to the incoherent chitter-chatter, I decided I needed to be somewhere else. I needed to get away from the boisterous sea of people. No matter how large Theodora could adjust this room, it didn’t matter, since I felt a strange sense of claustrophobia that made my head spin and my chest feel heavy. Crowds had never irked me before, but right now, I was dying for a moment alone.  
 
    “I need some air,” I said before I abruptly stood up.  
 
    “But you’re going to miss the second round of desserts,” Faye protested. 
 
    Golden bowls of a strange-looking pudding appeared on the tables as she spoke, and the coven’s eyes grew wide before they started to dig into the brown, goopy dessert. I looked at it more closely, and my stomach turned at the way it was bubbling in the bowl. It also smelled strange, like wet bark mixed with berries.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked with my nose wrinkled in disgust.  
 
    “It’s called graveyard pudding,” Morgana replied after swallowing a mouthful. “No one really knows what is in it, but it’s my absolute favorite.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Vesta said. 
 
    “Mine, three,” Akira groaned in pleasure.  
 
    “Okay, well,” I said as I took one last look at the odd dish, “I think I’ll pass. I’ll see you all later. You four enjoy yourselves.”  
 
    They bid me their muffled goodbyes as I headed past the crowded tables and through the banquet hall doors, and I was about to turn a corner until a flash of cerulean blue stopped me dead in my tracks.  
 
    “Fuck!” I cried out in surprise.  
 
    I was staring at a tall witch with ocean-sapphire blue skin and small horns protruding from her forehead. Her hair was the same shade of blue as her skin, and it was wrapped into a braided bun. She was dressed in a white button-down collared shirt and a deep green plaid mini skirt with knee-high socks and black high heeled boots. She was also smoking a small, brown pipe, and her sapphire blue lips parted open in surprise when she saw me.  
 
    “Satan, I didn’t mean to scare the shit out of you,” she breathed in a sultry voice. “You look as if one of these paintings just popped out from the frame.” 
 
    “It’s actually happened before,” I chuckled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude… my name is Cole.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of you, of course.” She grinned mischievously. “A fucking man who just inserted himself into an all Wicca school… everyone has heard of you.”  
 
    She had a perfect set of ivory white teeth, and her eyes were the deepest color of purple I’d ever seen in my life. Then she took a long puff out of her pipe and blew perfect circles of purple smoke out from her full lips.  
 
    “Ah, well, good to know,” I mumbled.  
 
    “They also said you were a hideous looking brute of a man.” She smirked. “Seems they were lying about that.”  
 
    “Oh?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m glad you happened to show up.” She ran her eyes down my chest for an instant and then looked back at my face.  
 
    “Why aren’t you with the rest of your group?” I questioned before I shoved my hands into my pockets.  
 
    “Oh, they are overly dramatic about this entire scenario,” she sighed. “All they can do is go on and on about the tournament.”  
 
    “What do you mean by overly dramatic?” I frowned. “I thought they’d be excited.”  
 
    “Didn’t you notice?” she replied before she exhaled another puff of purple smoke. “No one from my school is even enjoying themselves. It’s supposed to be a celebration, for fuck’s sake… you know, before the tryouts begin? But they are acting as if it’s the end of the fucking world. Everyone wants to be in the games, but only eight will be selected in total. So, long story short, everyone is worried they won’t be selected.”  
 
    “Right… ” I replied slowly. 
 
    “Do you want a hit?” she asked with a raised blue eyebrow, and she extended her arm to me. “You’ll enjoy it. I promise.” 
 
    I studied the small pipe and shook my head.  
 
    “No, thanks.” I smiled. “So, are you going to try out?”  
 
    “Yes.” She rolled her eyes. “Every member in my family has participated, so it’s expected of me.”  
 
    “You don’t really sound too thrilled about the idea,” I remarked. 
 
    “Whatever.” She shrugged. “We’ll see how this all plays out.” 
 
    A noise, like the banquet doors slamming shut, echoed through the hallway, and she quickly tucked the pipe into her robes. 
 
    “Well, I’d better be off before someone comes looking for me,” she sighed and rolled her eyes again. “I’m Nyx, by the way.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that.” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, and do me a favor,” she called out over her shoulder when she was halfway down the hall. “Don’t tell anyone I was decent toward you, I have a reputation to uphold, you know.”  
 
    I shrugged in response, and she twirled around and bounced on her heels toward the banquet hall. I smiled and shook my head to myself as I turned around and prepared to make my way back to my room, but before I could take another step, a familiar voice stopped me cold.  
 
    “Couldn't take any more of the festivities, I gather?” Theodora asked.  
 
    “I just needed some air,” I replied with my back still turned. 
 
    “Ah, well, I don’t blame you,” she sighed. “It’s quite the crowd in there--” 
 
    “Yeah, but why?” I blurted out as I whirled around to face her. “Of all the possible times to hold a grand tournament or whatever, why did you pick right now? Don’t you think we already have enough to worry about?”  
 
    The headmistress sighed and looked at me from head to toe. Then she slowly smiled, and her blue eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “I knew you would come to me with questions,” she said, “in fact, that’s why I followed you out here.”  
 
    “Okay, great,” I responded with a quick shrug. “So, for starters, why are there--” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no,” she tutted. “Let’s go to my office. This is something that must be discussed in private.”  
 
    I sighed impatiently but followed her down to her office. I noticed as we walked through the corridors that all the eyes of the paintings were following us, and more closely than usual. I supposed the portraits were also on edge. They probably didn’t want to see all these new students wandering through the hallways and staring at them, and I could see their eyes were filled with distrust and irritation.  
 
    As soon as we were in Theodora’s office, she slowly closed the door and headed over to her desk. She quietly pulled out a goblet from one of her drawers, and then she hummed a dark and melancholy tune as she moved to her bookcase. Finally, she pulled out a rather large bottle of wine and popped the cork out before pouring herself a healthy portion.  
 
    “Would you care for a glass?” she asked. “It’s an eighteenth-century Lilsolet Sec.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that is, Headmistress,” I sighed.  
 
    “So, I guess that means you won’t be having any.” She shrugged. “Oh, well, then, more for me, I suppose.” 
 
    “Headmistress,” I breathed. “With all due respect, could you please tell me what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” she asked. “I just explained everything in the grand hall.”  
 
    I nearly shook my head in disbelief. She’d just asked me to follow her into her office for a private discussion, and now she was pretending like she had no idea what I was talking about. 
 
    “Look, I know there’s something you’re not saying,” I pushed. “Tell me what you’re hiding… I know you too well by now, so don’t even try to fool me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to try and fool you,” she replied with an innocent smile. “Not in the slightest… trust me, I know that nothing gets past you.” 
 
    “Alright, so spill it,” I urged her. “No more games or riddles. Why did you decide to host the tournament now? Don’t you think we have enough to worry about with the Elder Gods and their rise to power?”  
 
    “That’s precisely why I’m hosting the games,” Theodora said after a long moment. Then she took a deep sip of wine and tilted her head at me. “As everyone knows, the Ludi Mortiferum has been the ultimate way of narrowing down the most valuable and skilled witches of various academies. It’s a great way to connect with other academies… and yes, I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “That some schools don’t even have the same belief system we do?” I replied.  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded gravely. “It is a known fact other schools happen to have different faiths, and while that is not the most ideal case in terms of building stronger alliances, it is the harsh reality of our worlds.”  
 
    “Building stronger alliances?” I repeated.  
 
    “Yes, Cole.” She grinned before she took another long, deep sip. “These games are not merely for pure sport, but they are a way to work together against the elder gods. We all share one common enemy, and alliances have been difficult to achieve since academies have only grown more secretive and prideful over the years… but now, this is our chance to change all of that and work collectively to defeat the one true enemy. Not only will we be able to build up our coalitions, but we can determine who the strongest witches are across all academies.”  
 
    “I see,” I said slowly.  
 
    Now, I wished I had accepted that goblet of wine. This was a lot of information to take in all at once.  
 
    “I know it’s sudden,” she said after a moment. “After everything you and your coven went through to ensure we would still be standing… I know it’s a lot to ask for.”  
 
    For a moment, I wasn’t entirely sure what she was talking about, and then it hit me like a spell.  
 
    She wanted my coven and I to join in the games. 
 
    “You want us to try out… I should have known,” I chuckled. “You never cease to amaze me.”  
 
    “I know.” She smiled. “It’s part of my undeniable charm.”  
 
    “So.” I shrugged. “I suppose this means we’re trying out tomorrow?” 
 
    “It does.” She nodded. “But be warned… our little conversation does not guarantee you will secure yourselves an entry.” 
 
    “But you--” I tried to cut in, but she refused to let me finish. 
 
    “Just because I wish to see your coven compete in the games, doesn’t mean that you will,” she explained. “That’s an endeavor you will have to achieve all on your own. So, I suggest you get a good night’s rest.”  
 
    “Fine,” I replied with a long, drawn-out sigh. “As you wish, Headmistress.”  
 
    “I have faith in you, Cole.” She smiled. “I know you have all been through more than any other students could imagine, but I’m counting on you… all of you.”  
 
    “Understood, Headmistress,” I answered. 
 
    We stood there for a moment, and she downed the last of her wine. Then she crossed over to her bookshelf, and I thought she was about to pour herself another serving, but instead, she pulled out a dusty, small black and brown leather book.  
 
    “Here,” she said as she placed it into my hands. “Read this before you go to sleep. It will help you with the tryouts tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded. “Well… if that’s all, Headmistress, I think I’d better get to it.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she replied with a wave of her delicate hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow, bright-eyed and well-rested.” 
 
    I forced myself to smile before I left her office. Thoughts raced through my mind as I headed down the corridor, and when I reached my staircase, I thought I heard footsteps behind me. When I turned around, I saw my coven, and they were all red-faced and blotchy. They were having a tough time standing upright, which I could only guess meant they had drunk their fair share of wine.  
 
    “Cole, wait up!” Vesta slurred.  
 
    “I’m not moving,” I responded. 
 
    “Really?” she roared. “It looks like you’re moving.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re druuuuuunk,” Akira snorted with laughter.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” Faye mumbled. 
 
    “She wasn’t even talking to you, Faye,” Morgana giggled.  
 
    They all laughed and held on to each other to make sure they wouldn’t fall over. I wanted to laugh at them, but I was too concerned about my conversation with Theodora.  
 
    “Too bad you’re all intoxicated out of your minds.” I shrugged. “I actually had something interesting to tell you… but I guess it will have to wait.”  
 
    “Oh, noooo,” Faye cooed. “Tell us now, what is it?” 
 
    “Will you actually remember what it is I’m telling you?” I asked, half-amused.  
 
    “Of course, she will,” Morgana scoffed with watery eyes and rosy cheeks. “In fact, I can guarantee you we’ll all remember. Every single word.” 
 
    “Okay, well,” I sighed. “Here it goes… tomorrow we will be trying out for the games.” 
 
    There was a long silence as each woman slowly took in the news. Akira seemed amused and proud, while the rest looked petrified with their wide eyes and pursed lips.  
 
    “You’re joking… right?” Morgana finally asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid not.” I shrugged. “I just had a meeting with Theodora, and she told me we’ll officially be in the games… well, I mean, once we pass the tryouts, that is.”  
 
    “Which we won’t,” Vesta wailed and clutched at her green hair. 
 
    “I wish I had been sober for this information,” Morgana whined.  
 
    “Stop your moaning and bitching,” Akira said as if she were out of breath. “I, for one, am pleased to the core… and I think it’s the best fucking news I’ve heard all day.”  
 
    “Akira,” Morgana said softly. “Are you kidding? These kinds of games require years of training and preparations! We probably don’t even know half the hexes we need to pass--”  
 
    “And so fucking what?” the black-eyed witch retorted. “Look, we passed a lethal exam, broke into a wizard’s mansion, and infiltrated the castle of a powerful duke and stopped him from destroying all of Scholomance! I think we can compete in some games.”  
 
    “It’s not just a game, and you damn well know it,” Morgana growled. 
 
    The bookworm’s giddiness had vanished entirely and was now replaced with pure anger and frustration, and the rest of the coven remained silent while Morgana and Akira argued. 
“I know it’s not just a game,” Akira barked back. “But my point is we can do it.”  
 
    “Okay,” Morgana said as she stuck out her bottom lip. “What’s the first four ingredients required to make a sleeping curse?”  
 
    “Ugh… ” Akira trailed off and scrunched up her face in thought. “Nutmeg, the eye of newt… um… root of… something.”  
 
    “See!” Morgana wailed as she threw her hands up into the air. “We’re fucked in the ass.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” I reassured her. “Look, we all have our own set of skills here. Akira, you’re a beast when it comes to battling shit out, and Morgana, you can name over a hundred different hexes and spells from the top of your head.”  
 
    “Three-hundred-and-ninety-eight, actually,” the bookish brunette muttered.  
 
    “My point exactly, and you, Faye.” I grinned at the redhead. “You can control animals like no one else I’ve ever seen before. And Vesta, you’re the coolest under pressure. You know how to act fast and well, for that matter.”  
 
    All the witches blushed a deeper shade of red and looked down at their feet, and I could feel the tension leaving the air as they all exchanged glances with one another. 
 
    “Well, then,” Morgana finally said. “What time are the tryouts?” 
 
    I broke into a smile and laughed.  
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” I said, “so I suggest you all get some sleep now so you don’t end up with hangovers first thing in the morning.”  
 
    “Good call,” Vesta remarked with a sigh.  
 
    “I’ll see you all tomorrow,” I said before I turned around. 
 
    We parted ways, and I headed upstairs to my room. When I stepped inside, Alexander was already deep asleep on the pillow and didn’t even stir when I shut the door. So, I quickly headed over to my desk and plopped Theodora's book open. My eyes began to devour the text, and I vowed to spend all night learning about the history of the games. 
 
    And, more importantly, how to beat them.  
 
    Our lives depended on it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I could feel the sunlight streaming across my face before I even opened my eyes. Last night, I’d actually managed to fall asleep without any morbid or ominous dreams. Tryouts were today, and I knew I should have been more nervous, but actually, I was excited about the tests. As I slowly sat up, I heard a little squeak and squeal, and when I turned my head to the side, Alexander was staring right at me with his chocolate brown eyes.  
 
    “Hey, there,” I muttered, and my voice was still heavy with sleep. “How was your night? Any dreams you’d like to share?”  
 
    Alexander was still the size of a small dog, and I wondered when he would hit his next evolutionary step. I knew I had to worry about it eventually, but with the tournament on my mind, I realized it would be challenging to find the time.  
 
    However, something strange did happen. Instead of returning to sleep like he usually did, the bulky mouse started to jump on the pillow and pointed to his small wrist with a sense of urgency. He continued the process over and over again, and I broke into laughter.  
 
    “What’s your deal?” I asked.  
 
    He rolled his eyes and then pointed to the thin, stained-glass window.  
 
    When I turned to look at what he was pointing at, I cursed under my breath and threw the covers off. The sun was higher up than usual, which meant I was going to be late for tryouts if I didn’t hurry out the door. I dressed as quickly as possible, and as I was struggling to put on my boots, my bedroom door suddenly swung open.  
 
    “Satan!” I cried out in surprise, and I nearly fell over with one boot on. When I turned to look at the coven, they were all staring at me with blank expressions, except for Akira, who was smirking proudly, so I knew she was the one who decided to just barge in. “Have you ever heard of knocking, Akira?’”  
 
    “Why bother?” she replied with a shrug. “It’s not like we haven’t seen you naked before.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” I sighed as I put on my other boot.  
 
    “Well, the point is that we’re here to fetch you,” Morgana said. “We received a raven this morning. Tryouts will start in fifteen minutes and will begin just on the outskirts of the black forest.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Akira added, “bookworm is right, so you’d better haul ass.” 
 
    “There will be a ton of people trying out,” Vesta commented. “We don’t want to be the last ones there.” 
 
    “Hundreds of volunteers and only a few will make the final cut,” Faye sighed. 
 
    “We’ve got the best shot.” I winked, and as soon as I was fully dressed, I flashed them a confident grin. “Come on, let’s get out there and show them what we can do.”  
 
    We left the room and quickly headed down the stairs, past the corridors, and down to the black gates, and then we sprinted down the greenish-gray hills and to the meeting spot.  
 
    As soon as we approached the rendezvous point, my jaw nearly hit the ground. Vesta had been right. There were at least five hundred Scholomance witches all gathered in clusters of groups. They all sounded like a hive of busy bees as they buzzed amongst each other, but when we arrived, I couldn’t help but notice that several witches stared long and hard at my coven and I as we made our way downhill.  
 
    “People are staring,” Faye said under her breath as we carried onward.  
 
    “And what else is fucking new?” Akira demanded. “Who gives a shit… they’re just worried about us because we have more potential than a hundred of them combined.”  
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit of an overstatement?” Faye snorted.  
 
    “No,” the black-eyed witch responded in defense. “In fact, I’m pretty sure we’re better than all of them.”  
 
    “Well, how about we let the tryouts determine whether or not that’s true?” a familiar voice said from behind us.  
 
    We all whipped around and Headmistress Theodora was standing there with a serene smile plastered across her beautiful face. Today, she sported a gown that was the brightest shade of red I’d ever seen her wear. It cut just across her shoulders and exposed her creamy white shoulders, and her hair was half up and half down in long, dark waves that cascaded down to her waist.  
 
    “You look lovely, Headmistress,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Thank you, Morgana,” she replied with her chin raised. “I do like to put in a little extra effort for these trials… even if I don’t watch them. We just haven’t had one in so long.” 
 
    “When do we begin?” I asked. 
 
    “Right now.” She grinned. Then she raised her hands up high, and her blue eyes flashed across all the students. “Silentium!”  
 
    At once, everyone fell deadly quiet, and the only sounds we could hear were the ravens cawing high above us and the shrill wind as it blew through the trees. There was a presence among the students, though. I could feel their energy radiating off them, and it was a mixture of excitement, fear, and determination.  
 
    “Firstly, I would like to thank you all for your bravery and spirit,” the headmistress began in a loud voice. “You will be representing Scholomance, and your willingness to try out demonstrates your character and determination. Now, let us formally begin! You will all be split into groups, and each professor will lead you to your series of tests. Whoever passes through each obstacle without fail will make it to the final round, where we will determine who the finalists are. Only eight of you will make the cut, and once this is over, some of you may never see the light of day again. You may, however, quit at any time, should you feel you’re too weak to see it through to the end. All you have to do is call out the word: ‘defectum,’ and one of the professors will send you back to the academy. Now, I hope you all understand the severity of what I am telling you. If you choose to back out now, this is your one and only chance.”  
 
    I looked around me and saw heads nod in agreement. There was fear in some of their eyes, and I briefly wondered how many of them would die by the end of tryouts. How many of them were actually terrified and just trying to put on a brave show for the headmistress? How many of them were solely trying out because of their pride and hatred toward the warlocks and possibly the other witches? 
 
    “Professors, you may come out now!” Theodora instructed.  
 
    A line of professors appeared from the gates and headed steadily down to us. Vanessa was leading the group, and she flashed me a dark look before she lined up next to her mother. I stared at the other professors, and I noticed Luna, the gorgeous, pale blonde professor looked absolutely animated, as if it were Hallow’s Eve, while the fiery redheaded Crimson and the pink-haired Evanora looked mildly concerned. I could tell they didn’t want to spill Scholomance blood unless it was vital, but they didn’t really have a say in the matter.  
 
    “Vanessa,” Theodora said as she turned to her daughter, “I will leave you to it, then. If you need anything, I shall be in my study.” 
 
    “Yes, headmistress,” Vanessa replied as she bowed her head.  
 
    Theodora then turned to look at the students one last time and smiled. “May the dark spirits be with you all.”  
 
    Theodora flashed me a mysterious smile before she whipped her skirts around and headed slowly back to the castle with her arms folded behind her back as if she were just taking a leisurely morning stroll and not sending her own students off to their deaths.  
 
    As I turned my attention to the headmistress’ daughter, I realized she was just as dressed up as her mother. On this dark, gray morning, Vanessa wore a long, vivid red gown that exposed the top curve of her breasts and slid down to her bellybutton. Her long, dark, straight hair was loose, and a bone pin necklace around her creamy neck dangled whenever she moved.  
 
    “Now, you heard the headmistress,” Vanessa said, “we’ll need to split you up into groups. Everyone, please stay still and remain quiet. If you don’t, you might lose a limb or two.”  
 
    I stood as still as stone as Vanessa pulled out her long wand and pointed it up at the sky.  
 
    “Struo!” she shouted.  
 
    A spark of orange light emerged from the tip of her wand and hit a silver cloud that hung directly above us, and a strong wind picked up and started to push students into different directions. I felt myself being pushed closer to Akira, Vesta, Faye, and Morgana, and we were all huddled into a group. Next to us, several other witches looked both puzzled and startled at the same time as they were shoved closer to each other.  
 
    “You can all move now.” Vanessa grinned. “I was only joking when I said you could lose a limb.”  
 
    “Yeah, right,” Akira growled under her breath. “She never fucking jokes.”  
 
    When I glanced around, I noticed each professor was standing in front of a large group of students, and since Vanessa was still in front of us, I figured she was going to be our leader. I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. Of course, the professor who gave me the most shit was going to be in charge of our group. 
 
    Fucking perfect. 
 
    “Alright!” Vanessa roared. “Split off with your professors, and may the darkness guide you and yours… you’ll need it.” 
 
    We waited until the rest of the students headed off with their respective professors, and those of us who were stuck with Vanessa remained in the same spot. I glanced discreetly at my coven and tried to figure out what they were thinking and how they were feeling. I could sense their apprehension, their fear, but also their excitement. So, I smiled to myself because I knew they would fight tooth and nail to win this, and so would I.  
 
    Vanessa rubbed her hands together and glanced at her groups of students. “Let’s go, shall we?”  
 
    We silently followed the professor down to the black forest, and no one dared to say a single word as we trailed along after her. I had no clue where we were going or what we were going to do, but I had a feeling it was going to be gritty, bloody, and monstrous. We finally came to an open patch of dirt surrounded by dead, black trees. Ravens and crows were perched on the branches, and they stared down at us with their beady, black eyes as we struggled to all fit in this one space.  
 
    “Split up into groups of four,” the professor commanded. “Now, hurry. I don’t care who you’re with.” 
 
    Everyone, aside from my own coven, began to gather up into their groups. Akira looked amused as everyone struggled to find compatible partners, but Vanessa, on the other hand, was growing impatient. She finally let out a long, dramatic sigh and flicked her wand. Anyone who didn’t have a partner was pushed into a group, and soon, we were all organized into several distinct teams.  
 
    “Finally,” she huffed. “Now, the first test will begin in a moment. As higher-level students, you should all be familiar with the poterant bat, so who can tell me what that is?”  
 
    To my surprise, Faye’s hand managed to shoot up before Morgana’s, and the brunette almost looked offended when Vanessa pointed to the freckled redhead instead of her. 
 
    “Yes, Faye?” she asked. 
 
    “They are flesh-eating bats,” the redhead replied, “exceedingly rare and tremendously difficult to overcome, especially when they attack in a colony.”  
 
    “Precisely,” Vanessa chuckled. “Which is why this is going to be so terrifying for you all.”  
 
    Everyone’s faces fell as Vanessa directed her wand toward the sky. She began to mutter an incantation, and slowly, the steel gray sky began to form to black, but before darkness fell upon us, one of the clouds split into two as a group of giant bats began to flutter down from the sky. They were fat, with massive heads and beady red eyes, and when they opened their mouths to screech, they had massive yellow fangs dripping with thick drool. Witches started to scream, and most of them ran in different directions through the forest. 
 
    “You can’t run or hide from them!” Vanessa called out, obviously pleased with herself. “They will smell you from miles away.”  
 
    “Come on!” Morgana hissed as she pulled on my arm. “We have to find pennyroyal!”  
 
    “Penny, what?” Akira shrieked with her hands held up over her head. 
 
    “It’s the only way to keep yourself protected from their venom and their appetite!” Morgana shouted over the shrill screams that filled the air. “They could take one bite out of you and die from the plant in your bloodstream, not a second later.”  
 
    “What if you’ve got the wrong plant in mind?” Akira cried out over the screams.  
 
    “It’s Morgana,” Faye yelled, “she knows the right plant!”  
 
    We sped through the thicket and frantically pushed thorny vines and broken branches out of our way. As we ran for our lives, we could hear screaming in the distance, and some witches even called out the safeword. We finally came to a patch of bushes that were emerald in color, and even in the darkness, they glowed a vibrant green. It was the liveliest thing I’d ever seen in the black forest, and I knew this had to be the pennyroyal.  
 
    “Vanessa must have purposely lured us near a patch of pennyroyal,” Morgana said as she quickly scanned the plants. “I guess she’s not as heartless as we assumed… the only problem is we have no time to brew this properly, so you’re just going to have to eat it. I think it will have the same effect.” 
 
    “Eat it?” Akira shrieked. “What if it’s poison, and this is just one of Vanessa’s tricks?” 
 
    In the next moment, a young witch with dark purple hair and pale green skin fell from a tree in front of us. She landed in the bushes, and right as she looked at us, bats came swarming down on her and began to tear her into bits. She tried to yell out the safeword, but it was too late. They covered her entire body, and she screeched as they dug into her flesh, little by little. She was screaming frantically until she finally collapsed to the ground, and the bats continued to devour her. They ripped off her skin and picked out her eyeballs, and we could hear her bones crunching and her organs tearing as they munched away. Once the bats were too focused on finishing their meal, Akira turned to Morgana, and the black-eyed witch was white as snow.  
 
    “Give me the fucking plant,” she demanded in a whisper.  
 
    Morgana handed us each a pinch of pennyroyal, and we quickly stuffed the bitter green leaves into our mouths and chewed. It was difficult to swallow the thick, waxy plant, but as soon as they made their way down my throat, I was ready to haul ass again.  
 
    “We’d better get the fuck out of here,” I suggested. 
 
    “Agreed.” Faye nodded. 
 
    We bolted through the trees and ran hard and fast, past the dead witch and her attackers. We had no idea where we were going or what we were looking for, but all I knew was I wanted to get as far away from those things as possible, even if we just ate the antidote.  
 
    There was no room for taking chances.  
 
    “Where are we even going?” Akira panted behind me. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we just have to keep moving,” I shouted back. “Look what happened to that girl who hid in the tree? It didn’t work out too well for her.”  
 
    “Point taken,” the short-haired witch grumbled.  
 
    We were running when suddenly, one of my witches screamed bloody murder. I stopped, whipped around, and saw Akira had four or five bats swarming all over her. They were nipping at her skin, and some were taking rather large chunks out of her. Bright red blood arched into the air, and the bats descended into a frenzy.  
 
    “Akira!” I pushed past the others who were utterly petrified and yanked the witch away as hard as I could. As I did so, some of the bats started to attack me instead. I swatted at them and managed to hit one hard enough that it went flying into a tree and broke its wing.  
 
    Finally, something happened. The bats stopped biting us, and, one by one, they began to drop dead to the ground.  
 
    “It… it worked,” Akira gasped with cuts all over her.  
 
    “You’re a fucking genius, Morgana!” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Akira panted with her hand over her chest. “That was not fucking fun.” 
 
    “Are you doing okay over there, Akira?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “Yeah… I thought those fuckers were going to eat us alive,” she replied with wide, black eyes. “Satan, that felt like a close one.”  
 
    She stepped forward and flinched. Then she looked down at her body, and when I followed her gaze, I noticed several chunks of her thigh and calf had been bitten off, and blood was pouring out onto the ground. 
 
    Without our bond, she would have probably bled to death in a few minutes.  
 
    “Your wounds should heal up soon,” I said, and when I touched my own cheek, I flinched from intense, sharp pain. “Mine, too, hopefully.”  
 
    Before any one of us could say another word, the black sky began to morph back into daylight, and all the screams died down at once. We slowly straightened up and looked around, and when I stared up into the sky, I noticed there was red smoke forming above us, like crimson clouds. It was creating a sentence, and I knew it had to be Vanessa directing us to the next challenge.  
 
    “Look!” I said as I pointed up to the sky.  
 
    If you survived, make your way north until you find me once again.  
 
    “That bitch is totally enjoying this,” Akira growled. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I said, “we need to keep going. Akira, can you walk?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded to her closing wounds. “I’m already starting to heal. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I replied, “let’s go.”  
 
    We headed through the forest and followed the direction of the smoke. The letters had now dissolved and became a smoky line that was guiding us true north. We followed the red trail in the sky and finally came to another round patch of dirt where Vanessa was standing. She was settled right in the middle of it, and there were strange, intricate carvings beneath her feet.  
 
    “I see you all made it without a scratch,” she said as she cocked an eyebrow in our direction. Then her blue eyes focused intently on my face. “Well… maybe that was a poor choice of words.” 
 
    I worked my jaw in frustration. Akira almost had a point. Vanessa was pushing us to the very edge. She wanted to see us fight as hard as we could, even if it killed us. I knew she wanted us to become stronger, but her tactics were too cutthroat at times.  
 
    Other witches slowly started to appear from the forest, and some of them were bitten to shreds.  
 
    “Well, is this all?” Vanessa asked in a faux-innocent voice after about half the number of witches had made it to the field. “What a shame… so little of you returned.”  
 
    I could sense everyone’s pain, fear, and regret from here. Some were more resilient than others, but for the most part, I could sense many of the witches regretted entering the tryouts. I could feel it, but it was too late to turn back now.  
 
    “Now that everyone is here,” Vanessa said, “we shall move on to phase two.”  
 
    She twirled around and looped her wand about three times in a circular motion. The air started to grow incredibly chilly, and I was beginning to breathe puffs of mist. Then snow started to fall, and it quickly coated our lashes and hair. The snow was starting to build upon the ground, and it rose like a tub being filled with water. By how quickly it was rising, I thought we were going to drown in snow, but then it suddenly stopped, just below my knees.  
 
    Every single witch had their feet buried in the snow, except for Vanessa, who remained untouched by it, as if some invisible umbrella had protected her from it.  
 
    “Weather can be highly unpredictable in different realms.” She grinned. “Knowing how to escape or manipulate the weather can be quite tricky if you don’t possess the right skills.”  
 
    What the hell was going on? Was she going to try and kill us with snowballs next? 
 
    “In fact, most of you are buried in this snow,” she laughed. “Could you imagine how impossible it would be for you to escape in this condition? How the hell would you run?”  
 
    She snapped her fingers, and this time, the snow turned into sand. Red, hot sand that seeped into my boots and stung like thorns. The air had also turned hot, sticky, and sweltering. Sweat dripped down my forehead, and I was finding it difficult to even breathe. The sky was now a blood red, and the sun was beating down on us.  
 
    Witches groaned in protest, and a few of them recluntactly said the safe word and instantly disappeared, while several others fainted before they could even utter the word.  
 
    “Well, I guess that means they’re disqualified.” Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Tough luck… but let’s not dwell on that, shall we?”  
 
    No one could even reply because of the intense, barbaric heat.  
 
    Vanessa snapped her fingers again, and this time, the trees began to wilt, and the soil cracked beneath her. Everything was dying until she raised her wand and twirled it above her head. Suddenly, the weather returned to normal, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t get too comfortable,” she laughed, “we haven’t even begun the second test.”  
 
    Witches swallowed hard, and beads of sweat collected under my arms and on my forehead and upper lip.  
 
    “I think a lovely storm will do for this one,” Vanessa muttered as she looked at us all with bloodlust in her eyes.  
 
    She murmured an incantation under her breath, and suddenly, the sky turned an even deeper shade of red, and the air grew painfully cold once more. Instead of white snow, a red slush began to fall from the sky, and it started to rise up to our ankles. Teeth chattered, and people huddled closer together until there was a loud, low pitched scream that almost sounded like the wind, but I knew it was something else. Something darker and deadlier. 
 
    “Manes,” Morgana hissed.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Akira asked in a faint voice. 
 
    “What are manes?” I asked. 
 
    “Phantoms of winter,” Morgana responded in a trembling voice. “They turn you inside out if they get a hold of you, and your blood becomes soaked into the snow.”  
 
    The screaming grew louder, and some witches began to run back into the woods. Vanessa just stood there calmly, though, with the hem of her red gown soaked in the bloody snow.  
 
    “We have to find a safe spot to conduct a sapiens spell!” Morgana cried out. “Magic from our wands isn’t going to save us from the phantoms.” 
 
    Suddenly, a shadow descended downward and screamed before it flew inside a nearby witch with long dark hair and a small round freckled face. We watched in horror as she violently convulsed, and the top of her head began to flip inside out, and her scalp slowly peeled back to expose her brains and facial muscles.  
 
    “I can’t watch this,” I hissed as my stomach rolled. “Let’s find somewhere to hide, and then we can do the sapia spell.”  
 
    “Sapiens,” Morgana corrected before we made a run into the dark forest.  
 
    “Now’s not the time for corrections, Morgana,” Akira panted as we struggled to run through the thick, bloody snow.  
 
    Vanessa had been right, running through the snow was nearly impossible. The smell was also unbearable, and the air reeked of metallic metal and rotting flesh. We pushed onward, though, and I did my best to ignore the howls of the phantoms mixed with the screams of the students who couldn’t get away fast enough.  
 
    We finally came to the mouth of a small cave, and we sprinted inside. As soon as we were in the dark shelter, Morgana pulled out her wand and chewed on her rosy lip.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Akira groaned.  
 
    “I’m trying to remember how it goes,” Morgana whispered without making eye contact with anyone.  
 
    “You mean you don’t remember?” Akira sneered. 
 
    “It was out of a book that was two levels above us!” the beautiful bookworm retorted in defense.  
 
    “What are we going to do if you can’t remember it?” Faye wailed. “I’m not turning inside out for a stupid fucking game.” 
 
    “What if we do a simple memory enchantment?” I suggested. “I read about it last semester one night in a hex book. It should work.” 
 
    “Do you remember the entire spell?” Vesta asked with a raised green eyebrow. 
 
    “I do,” I nodded. 
 
    At least I thought I did, but I knew it would be better to keep that part to myself. So, I pulled out my wand and aimed it at Morgana. 
 
    “Hold still,” I ordered. “Memento Sapiens.”  
 
    A light pink stream of light left the tip of my wand and seeped through Morgana’s pale blue eyes. She inhaled sharply, and her eyes began to glow rosy pink as she was illuminated for a moment, and then it all faded away in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “I remember it now!” she cried out. 
 
    “Great,” Akira growled. “Could you remember it a little more quietly?” 
 
    “Oh.” Morgana blushed. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said quickly, “just do the spell.” 
 
    Morgana closed her eyes and began to recite the incantation. Then she brought her hand up to her lips and bit into it. She let the blood drip onto the wand, and she continued with the rest of the spell. Soon, a light, airy blue light began to seep out from her wand and divided into five bolts of light that hit all of us in the chest. It felt like invisible fingers were wrapped around my heart, and for a brief moment, I was concerned she had enacted the wrong spell. I could barely breathe, and it was like ice was collecting into my lungs. 
 
    “What… what’s happening?” I struggled to ask. 
 
    “You’re becoming visibly dead,” Morgana panted as the light hit her, too. 
 
    “What?” Akira demanded through her teeth. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Morgana said. “It’s supposed to happen… our bodies will be invisible to the phantoms, and they won’t be interested in us.”  
 
    When the painful feeling finally faded, I breathed in a long, steady breath. We had all collapsed down to the ground in pain, and the air was deadly quiet.  
 
    “Are you sure we’re safe?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Positive,” the brunette responded.  
 
    We slowly stood up, and my legs nearly buckled underneath me as I struggled to stand upright.  
 
    “It won’t last forever,” Morgana said while we all groaned in protest. 
 
    “I feel like I’m made out of tin, and my joints are all rusted,” Vesta moaned.  
 
    “Like I said,” Morgana sighed, “it will pass.”  
 
    We headed out of the cave, and as soon as we stepped past the mouth, a transparent ghost swarmed down and stared right at us. She had a withered face and a missing eye, and she regarded us as if we were a strange-looking painting.  
 
    “She won’t do anything,” Morgana said under her breath. 
 
    The phantom continued to look at us, and when she decided she couldn't turn any of us inside out, she screamed and dissolved into nothingness.  
 
    “Satan,” Faye sighed. “It worked.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cole,” Morgana said as she turned to me. “If it hadn’t been for you, then I would never have remembered the spell.” 
 
    “Well, you were the one who did it,” I smiled. 
 
    “Guys, look,” Akira said, “the snow is melting.”  
 
    She was right. When I looked down, the red snow was beginning to melt into the soil, and the crimson clouds were returning to a deep gray. The sound of violent wind died down, and the air settled into normality. 
 
    “Now what?” Vesta said after a moment. “Did we win?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Morgana answered. “At least, I don’t think so.” 
 
    As soon as her words left her lips, a deep black smoke appeared in the sky, and once again, it was guiding us north.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I muttered. “I have a feeling this will be the last one.” 
 
    My coven followed behind me closely, and we did our best not to pay attention to the dead bodies that littered the forest floor. 
 
    “Unholy fuck,” Akira muttered. “I wonder how many people already died.”  
 
    “Too many,” I sighed. “Come on, just try and ignore it.”  
 
    We marched through the dark woods and followed the inky black smoke until we saw Vanessa standing on another patch of soil with a serene smile on her hauntingly beautiful face.  
 
    “And I see you’re all still together and in one piece… it’s almost impressive,” she said.  
 
    “Almost.” I smirked. 
 
    The sharp featured brunette ignored me, and we all waited for whoever was left to make their way to the professor. Every witch who came crawling or walking through the woods looked absolutely exhausted and to be in severe pain, except for a few exceptions. There was this one group of four witches who seemed to be enjoying this. One had bright orange hair and pale skin with thick dark eyebrows, and a sarcastic grin stretched across her pretty face. By her side were a set of twins with black pixie cuts and pointed ears that were slightly larger than Vesta’s. One had a streak of blue in her hair, while the other had a pink one, but they were both heavily pierced, made up, and tattooed. The fourth witch was a short, slim witch with light brown, long, sleek hair and a set of heavy bangs that hung just over her large, dark-brown eyes.  
 
    “Now that we have our remaining groups here,” Vanessa said, “this final round will determine the two groups who will compete in the tournament.” 
 
    The other group flashed us a smirk, and I could feel myself growing more competitive. I followed my coven’s eyes, and I noticed they were also staring hard at this other group.  
 
    “We’ve got this,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “No doubt,” Akira agreed.  
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Vanessa said before she raised her wand up into the air. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground shook, we all started to sink into the soil, and I watched as every single witch stared down in horror as they tried to wriggle against it. 
 
    “Don’t fight it,” Morgana told us. 
 
    “I’m not even going to ask how you know that,” Akira said through her teeth. 
 
    I relaxed my body and let myself sink into the soil. For a moment, I couldn't breathe, and all I could taste was dirt as it seeped into my mouth and nostrils. I thought I was going to suffocate until my body started to fall downward.  
 
    I landed hard on something that felt like metal. My face hit the surface first, and I was sure I almost broke my nose from the impact. Then I gently pulled myself up and looked at my coven. The girls groaned and rubbed their heads and looked around in confusion. We were in some underground dungeon with a metal floor and matching metal walls. There were carvings all around the walls, and there was only one light, and it shone down on three black doors that stood in front of us. 
 
    “Where the hell is everyone else?” I asked.  
 
    “Vanessa must have designed some kind of premonition room for the different groups,” Morgana breathed. “Can you imagine the work that went into creating a distinct test for--” 
 
    “Not now, Morgana,” Akira groaned. “Can you figure this one out, or not?” 
 
    “It’s premonition… advanced premonition,” the brunette whispered. 
 
    The coven all turned to me, and they didn’t have to say a word for me to figure out what they were thinking.  
 
    “Give me a second,” I said as I looked at the three doors in front of me. 
 
    They were identical, and anything could be waiting on the other side. So, I took a deep breath and tried my best to concentrate on the task in front of me. All I had to do was pick the right door, and we’d win.  
 
    I extended my hand and tried to feel the energy of the first door. There was a violent, bloody, and chaotic presence behind it, and it felt as sharp as a dagger prickling at my fingertips.  
 
    When I pulled away and edged toward the other doors, I didn’t feel anything at all. It was a dead sensation as if there was absolutely nothing but oblivion behind those doors.  
 
    “It’s the first one,” I said, “the first door will lead us back to the gates of Scholomance.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Vesta whispered with wide silver eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered firmly. “I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “Well,” Akira sighed. “We can’t stay down in this dungeon forever… open it, Cole.”  
 
    I took in a long deep breath and curled my fingers around the black doorknob. My hands were sweating, and my heart was hammering in my chest before I pushed the door open. Then I gasped with a pleasant surprise when I saw the familiar gray sky and iron gates in front of us. 
 
    “We did it!” Morgana shouted with glee as soon as we were through the door. 
 
    As soon as each one of us was past the threshold, the door vanished as if it were never there in the first place. 
 
    “So, you did,” Vanessa’s harsh voice echoed, and when we spun around, the professor was standing there with a frown, while the other professors beside her looked fairly pleased. “Well done.” 
 
    In the next second, another door appeared and out walked the same group I noticed before. The orange haired witch flashed me a wicked smile as her group left the door.  
 
    “Excellent, Penelope.” Vanessa smiled when she saw them.  
 
    “Thank you, Professor,” she replied with a smug smile.  
 
    “Well, now that you two groups have appeared, the tryouts are officially over,” Vanessa said as she waved her wand in the air.  
 
    Hundreds of students all started to appear in clouds of smoke, and most of them looked defeated and exhausted. Then they groaned when they realized the two groups had been selected, and they’d failed.  
 
    “Silence!” Vanessa commanded. 
 
    Everyone grew quiet and focused their attention on her, and she tossed back her long, pin-straight hair and cleared her throat.  
 
    “Well done to those of you who survived,” she began. “I know it wasn’t easy, but at least you’re still alive. Those who chose to use the safeword are now recovering in the infirmary, and you can at least take comfort in the fact that you tried to make it to the end. Be that as it may, I’d like to officially announce the two groups of students who will be taking part in the Ludi Mortiferum. Normally, it is just four students per group, but since one group is a coven, it would be considered blasphemy to separate them in the game… which is the only reason why we’ll have one group of five. Congratulations to the winners.” 
 
    People slowly started to clap, and while I felt accomplished and satisfied with our outcome, I couldn’t help but feel the other group glowering in our direction. I already knew they would do their best to make sure our training was going to be as hellish as possible because they would rather die than see a man at the finishing line.  
 
    But they had no idea what I was capable of, or how far I would go to see us win.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Despite the absolute madness of yesterday morning, I woke up feeling refreshed and ready to seize the fucking day. We’d been ordered to rest up after the tryouts, and I spent the night thinking about what was going to happen next. All I knew was now that we were officially a part of the tournament, every single second of class was fundamental to our progress.  
 
    I quickly pulled off my covers, and Alexander twitched in his sleep. He was curled up into a fluffy brown ball of fur, and I gently poked his back to try and rouse him. 
 
    “Come on, Alexander,” I said, “it’s time to wake up.”  
 
    As a response, he only curled up into a tighter ball and covered his eyes with his small paws. 
 
    “Fine,” I laughed. “You can have five more minutes, but as soon as I’m dressed, you’re coming with me.”  
 
    I planted my bare feet on the wooden floor and stretched myself out. Then I found a clean uniform all folded up and ready for me on the blue velvet chair by the window. 
 
    “Thanks, Cordelia,” I said as I picked up my shirt.  
 
    “No problem, sir,” her voice echoed through the room. “Could I also interest you in some breakfast?”  
 
    “No, thanks,” I said as I buttoned up. “I have to get to class.” 
 
    “You do know breakfast is the most crucial meal of the day, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “And do you know how important it is to not be late to class?” I smirked. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the invisible maid replied. “I had a cousin once who burst into flames when she was late to her blood magic class.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I chuckled darkly to myself.  
 
    As soon as I was dressed, I poked Alexander again. He refused to wake up, though, so I just picked him up, and he squeaked in protest as I placed him into my large cloak pocket.  
 
    “Hey, now,” I laughed. “I gave you a chance to get up, so you have no one to blame but yourself.”  
 
    He squeaked again, and I shook my head as I left the bedroom. Then I ran down the spiral staircase and through the corridors. 
 
    “No running!” one of the paintings yelled as I flew by. 
 
    I ignored her as I made my way to my Advanced Soul magic class. Like usual, I wanted to be one of the first to arrive and grab a good seat. When I pushed the arched, brown door open, though, I was surprised to see no one was inside. At first, I thought I had the wrong room, but I knew this had to be it. The walls were adorned with strange paintings of owls, and I knew Evanora was obsessed with them.  
 
    So, I shrugged and took a seat at a long desk situated in the front of the room. Then I stared at the bookcases along the walls and at the massive iron chandelier that hung directly above me. The floors were covered in exotic looking carpets that were completely mismatched in patterns and colors, as if someone had randomly pieced together different rugs to complete one whole one. The walls were painted black, and there was only one small window that let in a stream of pale light.  
 
    “Ah, Cole,” a familiar voice said, “always the first one to arrive.” 
 
    “Professor Evanora?” I asked as I looked around. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Right here,” she said before she popped up from below her desk.  
 
    Her long pink hair was loose, and it tumbled down her shoulders in perfect, sleek waves. Her eyelids were painted with shimmering green eyeshadow, and her lips were a deep red, almost black. She also wore a long, deep blue gown with quarter-length sleeves and a black choker around her creamy neck.  
 
    “Um.” I blinked. “What were you doing behind there?”  
 
    “I dropped a fundi,” she answered before she disappeared under her desk again, and I could hear her cursing under her breath. “Squirmy little buggers.”  
 
    “A… what?” I asked.  
 
    “A fundi,” she repeated as if this answered my question.  
 
    “Sorry, but what is a fundi?” I laughed. 
 
    “They are a type of newt,” Morgana replied from the doorway. 
 
    I turned to look at her, and she flashed me a satisfied smile before she sat down next to me. Her dark curly hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and her shirt was buttoned up to her neck.  
 
    “Correct, Morgana.” Evanora smiled as she raised her head again. “They are fantastic to test on… except for this one… he’s a stubborn little fellow, and I’m tempted to just squeeze him into jelly once I get my hands on him.”  
 
    “How are you?” I asked Morgana as soon as she’d settled into her seat.  
 
    “I’m doing fairly well,” she replied as she bit down on her rosy lips and then tugged at the cuffs of her sleeves. “I mean, I’m doing as well as can be expected.”  
 
    “You’re nervous,” I said, “that’s okay.”  
 
    “Just a bit,” she admitted. “But don’t tell Akira, she’ll never let me hear the end of it.”  
 
    “Your secret is safe with me.” I grinned. 
 
    “Thanks,” she responded, and a pale blush tinted her cheeks a rosy pink.  
 
    “Got you!” Evanora shouted in triumph.  
 
    The pink-haired professor stood up with a flourish, and in her hand, there was a small, brown salamander looking creature with little horns on its head and along its thick tail.  
 
    Then it opened its mouth and bit down on her finger. 
 
    “Ouch!” she cried out before she squeezed it.  
 
    The fundi’s eyes bulged before it exploded into blood and guts in her hand, and Evanora curled up her face in disgust before she dropped the newt’s remains onto the floor.  
 
    “Oops,” she chuckled. “I didn’t actually intend to kill it… oh, well.”  
 
    As she used a spell to clean up the mess, other students started to pour in. Akira, Faye, and Vesta all strolled through the door together, and out of all of them, Akira seemed to be the giddiest out of the bunch.  
 
    “Good fucking morning,” she chirped before she sat down. Then she stared at Morgana, and her smile fell. “Morgana, what’s with your shirt?”  
 
    “I’m just cold,” the brunette muttered.  
 
    “Are you covering up a hickey or something?” Akira chuckled.  
 
    “No,” Morgana answered defensively.  
 
    “So… ” Akira pushed. “Why are you buttoned up like a nun?”  
 
    “It’s only a rash,” Morgana sighed. “It’s no big deal.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Faye asked with a furrowed, freckled brow. 
 
    “Yeah.” Morgana nodded. “It just happens once in a while.” 
 
    “It’s from stress, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    When Morgana didn’t answer, Akira’s face softened, and she breathed a long sigh. 
 
    “Don't worry, Morgana,” the black-eyed witch murmured. “We beat the stupid tryouts, and a lot of it was thanks to you… there’s no need to freak out about the games.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I added. “We’re all in this together.” 
 
    Morgana smiled, but then a shrill laugh broke into the air, and when I turned my head to look behind us, the entire group of witches who would be competing against us were laughing. Penelope whispered something to one of the pixie-haired twins, and the ginger witch’s laugh went up by three octaves. The light-haired brunette with the pink streak was doing her best not to cackle, and she was covering up her mouth with her hand while her shoulders shook.  
 
    “Oh, how sweet,” Penelope said as she stuck out her bottom lip. “The man is comforting his woman. What’s the matter, Morgana? Are you so scared you need a cock between your thighs?” 
 
    “Fuck off, cunt.” Akira sneered.  
 
    Penelope’s face fell, but the short-haired witch just laughed and then leaned forward on her desk. 
 
    “No, wait,” she pushed. “Penelope, I have a serious question.” 
 
    “What is it?” the orange-haired witch growled. 
 
    “I’m dying to know… do the curtains match the carpet?” Akira grinned. “Everyone thinks that orange clown-hair is just as fake as your personality.”  
 
    Penelope only scoffed and turned away, and the rest of her group shot us dirty looks before heavy textbooks began to appear in front of us. They were deep blue with silver writing embellished on the cover, and Morgana frowned beside me.  
 
    “Um, Professor,” the bookish witch said as she raised her hand. “This isn’t the textbooks for our class.”  
 
    “No.” Evanora smiled. “Good eye, Morgana… these are older versions that were used during the last tournament.”  
 
    “Wait,” a dark-haired witch who sat in the back of the room said. “Professor, are you saying everyone will have to follow a new curriculum just because we happen to be stuck with the competitors? The other group doesn’t even belong in our class… they are upper-level students!”  
 
    “This is useful magic for everyone, Ms. Hogarth,” Evanora replied in a firm voice. “So, I suggest you do your best to carefully follow along without asking pointless questions. Is that understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” the witch muttered with her head bowed low.  
 
    The rest of the class snickered until Evanora clapped her hands to grab their undivided attention. A heavy silence followed, and Evanora flashed the classroom a satisfied smile.  
 
    “Now, that’s much better,” she sighed. “Everyone, please open your books to page six-hundred-and-fifty-seven.”  
 
    We all flipped to the correct page, and the first thing I noticed was an illustration of a full moon. By the moon, there was a mouse, and it showed the various stages a familiar would go through to transform into its pure form. This chapter displayed the stages of a hyena, and according to the text, it could take years until it fully formed. This wasn’t news to me, but still, I wondered if we could find some kind of loophole to make Alexander stronger and more powerful before the games officially began.  
 
    As if Alexander could read my mind, he started to squirm in my pocket, but I patted him on the head and hoped he would cool it.  
 
    “Not yet,” I whispered.  
 
    “Now, familiars are truly a tricky subject,” Evanora said as she slowly began to pace around the room. “We’ve briefly discussed how they transform, but we didn’t cover their powers and strengths… and least not in great detail. I want you all to study the chapter in front of you, and once we have all covered this section, we can begin to practice.”  
 
    Everyone quietly did as they were told, and as I read the text, I was surprised to find familiars could read your own thoughts as they grew stronger. They would also be able to wield magic and heal you if you were injured.  
 
    “Is everyone done?” Evanora asked after a few minutes.  
 
    People slowly began to nod in response, and I guessed that even if they hadn’t finished, they didn’t want the pink-haired professor to grow impatient.  
 
    “Fantastic!” She clapped her hands together. “Let’s get started, then.”  
 
    The professor glided over to her wardrobe and pulled the doors apart. Then she started to frantically search for something, and she noisily ruffled through her belongings.  
 
    “Aha!” she said before she pulled out a massive jar that had fundi inside of it. 
 
    The little brown creatures were crawling on top of each other and desperately trying to escape from their confinements, and Evanora took the jar over to her desk and set it down.  
 
    “Now, the next round of spells will be conducted on these little beasts,” she said. “I do not want you to try and practice soul magic on your actual familiars… at least not until after some practice. That would be idiotic.”  
 
    We all watched as she unscrewed the lid of her jar and pulled out a brown fundi. It tried to squirm away from her, but she was too quick for it. She grabbed it and showed it to the class with a smile plastered on her perfect face. 
 
    "The first thing you’re going to want to do is to make sure they don’t escape from you,” she chuckled. “They are very good at blending into their surroundings.”  
 
    “They can even camouflage into clothing,” Morgana whispered to me. 
 
    “Now, once you have it firmly in your grasp, you’re going to want to raise your wand and aim it right in between their beady little eyes,” Evanora explained.  
 
    The creature cried out like a small bird as Evanora aimed her wand at its tiny head. I saw its little feet try and kick out of her hold, but it was useless. It didn't stand a chance. 
 
    “Crescere!” the pink-haired professor recited.  
 
    The fundi wiggled and squirmed before a yellow light hit it, and then its small body jolted as lightning coursed through it. The small creature shook and glowed until it grew two sizes bigger. The class applauded, and Evanora raised her wand up into the air.  
 
    “Thank you.” Evanora grinned. “Obviously, you wouldn’t want to use this spell on a person, unless you wanted a giant opponent. Also, if you used it more than once on say a familiar, the change might be too rapid for the subject to survive. But now watch what happens when you say the spell incorrectly.” 
 
    Everyone went silent as she pointed her wand at the creature once more.  
 
    “Crezcere!” she incanted. 
 
    Instead of yellow light, a bright green bolt hit the poor creature, and its body started to expand like the air was building up inside of it. It grew and grew, and its eyes bulged out as it became a full, round thing that floated from her hand and then popped in the air. Guts, blood, and bone flew across the room, and a detached foot landed on our table. 
 
    “Yuck,” Akira groaned before she tossed the limb to the group behind us. “Here you go! A little present.”  
 
    “Hey!” Penelope growled. “That’s really fucking mature.”  
 
    “Now, everyone be quiet,” Evanora demanded. “Do you see what I mean? Just one little mistake and poof… no more familiar.”  
 
    Fuck that! Alexander said in my head. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you do that to me. Nope, no sir, no fucking way.  
 
    “Wait, what?” I said aloud.  
 
    Evanora looked at me strangely, and so did the rest of my coven. 
 
    “Cole, are you alright?” Vesta muttered.  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied slowly. “It’s just that, I heard Alexander speak, and it’s been a long time since I’ve heard his voice.” 
 
    “What was that, Cole?” Evanora asked. “Is there something you’d like to share with the rest of the class?”  
 
    “No, sorry, Professor,” I replied.  
 
    “Ah, well.” She shrugged. “Let us continue, then.”  
 
    Professor Evanora carried on and on about how common it was to accidentally incant the wrong spell on a familiar. I listened carefully, but I couldn't help but wonder why I could suddenly hear Alexander’s squeaky voice again. It had been ages, and I wondered if it meant I was making progress without realizing it.  
 
    “Alright, the first thing we’re going to do is a test on a fundi,” the professor announced and drew me from my thoughts. 
 
    Evanora started to go around the room, and she placed a fundi in front of each student. We had to quickly grab it before it could leap off the desk and escape, and mine was quite bulky and slimy to the touch. It stared at me with vacant brown eyes, and its tongue was lolling out of its small mouth. 
 
    “They look so fucking stupid,” Akira giggled.  
 
    “I think they’re kind of cute,” Morgana said as she smiled down at her little newt. 
 
    “Don’t get too attached then,” Akira commented. “You know, just in case you turn yours into graveyard pudding.” 
 
    “That’s not funny,” Morgana replied darkly. 
 
    “It’s just a dumb animal.” Akira shrugged. “You don’t have to be so defensive about it.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was defensive about,” the brunette huffed. “I was offended that you would even consider the possibility of me failing at a spell.”  
 
    “Oh… of course,” Akira snorted as she rolled her black eyes. “How silly of me.” 
 
    “Is everyone ready to practice on their fundi?” the professor asked. “If so, then you may begin!” 
 
    My coven all aimed their wands at their targets, and I did the same. Their eyes all narrowed down on their creature, and they scrunched up their faces in determination. Around us, the room echoed with spells, and occasionally, there was the sound of a fundi exploding into bits.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I fuck this up,” I whispered. 
 
    You’d better not fuck it up, Alexander’s voice echoed in my head.  
 
    “Be quiet,” I demanded under my breath. 
 
    Then I inhaled sharply and narrowed my eyes at the little creature in my hand. It tried to wriggle out of my hold and squealed in protest as I kept a tight grasp around it.  
 
    “Stop it,” I whispered.  
 
    The fundi looked up at me, and to my surprise, it actually relaxed.  
 
    “Crescere,” I said.  
 
    The creature’s small body started to grow, and it looked at me with confusion, but there was no pain in his eyes as he grew at least two sizes larger. My coven managed to accomplish the same exact thing, and we all laughed at our oversized fundi as they wobbled on the table. Once the task was complete, Evanora gathered up everyone’s fundi and put them in a larger jar and back in her wardrobe.  
 
    “Now, everyone, please pull out your familiar,” Evanora instructed. “Aim your wand between their eyes and recite the spell correctly. Pronounce the incantation as clearly as possible.”  
 
    I slowly reached into my pocket and felt a sharp pain on the edge of my finger as teeth sunk into my flesh. 
 
    “Ouch!” I said.  
 
    I said, no fucking way!  
 
    “Stop being a little bitch,” I whispered. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Morgana said as she pulled out her own mouse. 
 
    “Not you,” I said, “Alexander is just acting like a stubborn little coward.”  
 
    No, I’m not… I’m being smart. 
 
    “Look, I’m not in the mood to play games,” I growled before I pulled him out of my pocket and held him in my hand. 
 
    Alexander flashed me an angry glare as he stood on the table. The coven howled with laughter at his little bouts of protest, but I shook my head at him. 
 
    “Trust me,” I said, “this is for your own benefit.”  
 
    He just huffed, folded his small arms, and waited.  
 
    My coven conducted their own growth spells, and even though their mice grew a couple of sizes larger, Alexander was still throwing a fit, and he balled up his little fists and shook them at me.  
 
    “Just hold still,” I said. 
 
    Alexander sighed and did as he was told, so I aimed my wand at him and recited the spell. At first, I thought it was working, but then he started to convulse on the desk, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. His tongue lolled from his mouth, and he wouldn’t stop shaking. The coven started to cry out in terror, but all I could do was sit there paralyzed as I stared at him. 
 
    It looked as if he were dying.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Alexander!” I cried out as my stomach dropped. 
 
    All eyes turned to our table, and Evanora lingered over us. I searched her face for some kind of answer, but she looked just as confused as I felt.  
 
    “Oh, Satan,” Vesta breathed as she stared at my convulsing familiar with wide, silver eyes. “What’s happening, Professor?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the pink-haired woman responded slowly. “The only explanation I can think of is he’s evolving toward the next stage, but it’s such a rapid transformation that it could kill him.” 
 
    “Kill him?” I repeated as my heart hammered in my chest.  
 
    “It’s a possibility,” Evanora replied. 
 
    I turned away from her and stared down at Alexander. His body continued to convulse, and his glassy brown eyes looked up toward the ceiling. He was paralyzed with fear, and I felt the same way. I had done this to him, and I wasn’t sure if I could ever forgive myself if something happened to him.  
 
    “Come on, buddy,” I muttered. “Fight it.” 
 
    He quivered on the desk and started to squeal out in pain, and I sucked in a sharp breath as he rolled onto his back and extended out all his limbs. His arms and legs trembled violently as he squeaked in agony, and as his dark eyes rolled into the back of his head, I thought this was the end for him, but to my amazement, something remarkable happened.  
 
    His body slowly started to morph.  
 
    I watched in fascination as his legs, arms, and head began to turn black, and as his back arched upward, his entire body grew gradually. His brown eyes shifted to red, his whiskers grew longer, and his paws swelled to at least three sizes their original size.  
 
    It took me a good second to realize he had turned into a black rabbit, and I exhaled sharply.  
 
    “Alexander?” I murmured, and he suddenly hopped on the desk and twitched his new whiskers.  
 
    I breathed a long sigh of relief, and my coven started to clap while the entire class muttered in excitement as they stared at the new Alexander. He sniffed at the air with his small black nose and turned his crimson eyes toward me. 
 
    Well, that fucking hurt, asshole, he growled.  
 
    I laughed and softly patted his head. He could have called me anything, and it didn’t matter. He was alive, and that’s all I cared about.  
 
    “How are you feeling, Alexander?” I asked aloud.  
 
    Fine, I guess… I mean, I’m a rabbit now, he sighed. That’s fine… I guess… Do you know if there are any female rabbits in this castle? I wanna fuck so bad. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I bet being a rabbit is better than being a mouse,” I laughed. “Count your unholy blessings.” 
 
    “What is he saying?” Vesta grinned. 
 
    “He’s just being a little shit,” I teased.  
 
    Am not! he protested. 
 
    “Are, too,” I chuckled.  
 
    The class continued to mummer amongst each other until Evanora clapped her hands and looked at each of us. The room grew silent, and the professor simply smiled before her eyes flashed to the door. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” she chimed. “I think that’s enough excitement for one class. You are officially dismissed for the day. You can continue practicing with your familiars, but I do highly suggest you proceed with caution. You don’t want to end up with splattered guts instead of a healthy, growing familiar. Just because Cole successfully managed to transform his animal doesn’t mean you will, too.”  
 
    Everyone groaned as they slammed their books shut and then made their way to the door. The table behind us all began to collect their belongings as well until Evanora stepped in between our desks.  
 
    “No, not you nine,” she said. “We’ll be taking our tournament practice outside for today.”  
 
     “We’re practicing all together?” Akira grumbled, unable to hide her disdain. “But--” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” Evanora cut her off. “Did you think that you’d be taught separately just because you’re opposing teams? You’re all representing Scholomance, and you will all receive the same amount of dedication and time from each professor. There will be no special treatment of any kind.” 
 
    When she spoke those last words, her bright eyes darted in my direction, but I ignored the remark and maintained a neutral expression. Then Evanora flashed us another smile and headed over to her cabinet.  
 
    “A common theme we see in soul magic is the ability to control one’s familiar in the battlefield,” she said. “The strength and power of a mental connection are essential. We will practice again with different creatures so we won’t hurt your actual familiars, and if you make quick progress, we can move on to your actual familiars… but it depends on how well you succeed with the test subjects, so don’t get too excited.”  
 
    I furrowed my brow and stared at my coven’s familiars. They hadn’t evolved into anything new, and I wondered if they’d be able to evolve into anything more substantial before the first game.  
 
    “Professor,” I said as she rummaged through the clutter. “Why did Alexander change into another creature after one incantation? No one else--” 
 
    “Your bond must be stronger than anyone else’s,” she said without turning around to look at me. “It’s the only explanation that I can think of… although I have to admit, it was the first time I’ve seen such a rapid transition after one try.”  
 
    “It’s troll-shit,” one of the twins behind me muttered, and when I turned to glance over my shoulder, the twin with the pink streak in her hair glared at me. 
 
    “Shut up, Iris,” Akira growled. “You think we’d be in Cole’s coven if he wasn’t a badass? Don’t be a dumb bitch.”  
 
    “Don’t tell my sister to shut up,” the twin with the blue streak of hair snapped. “You’re the dumb bitch; obeying a man. It’s pathetic.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t insult Cole, Ivy.” Morgana smirked. “It never ends well for anyone.” 
 
    The light-haired brunette with the heavy bangs rolled her eyes and looked at her nails as if she couldn’t be bothered with this conversation.  
 
    “Can we just get this practice over with?” she sighed. “The less time we have to spend together, the better.”  
 
    “You do realize I have the hearing of an owl, right, Beatrix?” Evanora asked before she turned around. “I’d be careful with my words. You’re all in this together, and repeating myself is getting to be tiresome.”  
 
    She was holding a jar filled with bright red crab looking creatures, and when I looked closer, I noticed they had suction cups along their legs and bright yellow eyes. They crawled all over each other and plastered their limbs against the glass in protest, and they were clearly pissed off about their small confinement.  
 
    “What are those?” Penelope asked with her small nose turned up.  
 
    “A carcinus,” Faye replied. “They originate from Marina, a realm that mostly consists of saltwater--” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking you,” the orange-haired witch sneered.  
 
    “She answered your fucking question, didn’t she?” Akira barked.  
 
    “Excuse me!” Penelope roared. “Just who the hell do you think you are, you man-loving slut?”  
 
    “Are you quite finished?” Evanora hissed.  
 
     Everyone went deadly quiet as the professor stared long and hard at us. Her eyes narrowed at the groups as if we were a bunch of children in need of a good scolding, but she finally sighed and then closed the cabinets. 
 
    “You all need to understand something,” she said, “and I’m only going to say this once. You need to work together when it comes to practice. You may technically be competing against each other, but as I said, you are still Scholomance students. Treat each other with respect whenever I’m around because I won’t tolerate such juvenile behavior. Understood?"  
 
    We obediently nodded our heads, but I still caught Akira glaring at Penelope. I knew my black-eyed witch would respect Evanoras' wishes, but I also knew there would be plenty of tension out on the grounds.  
 
    I could feel it.  
 
    “Now,” Evanora said, “let’s stop wasting time and head down to the woods.”  
 
     We nodded again and followed the pink-haired professor down the halls before she led us past the iron gates and toward the grounds. We stopped right at the edge of the forest, and she whipped around to face us, with the jar of carcinus in her slender pale hands.  
 
    “Our first exercise will involve a little bit of a cat and mouse game.” She smiled. “This is something you will face during the first game, so pay close attention. You need to maintain a strong mental bond to know exactly where your familiar is at all times.” 
 
    “So, how do these creatures help us with that?” Ivy asked as she ran her hand through her blue-streaked hair.  
 
     “She’s obviously going to set them loose, and we’re going to have to keep up with our respective pair.” Morgana rolled her blue eyes.  
 
    “I wasn’t asking--” Ivy started to argue, but Evanora shot her a warning glare. “Um… never mind.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Evanora muttered. “Anyway, the first spell we’ll learn is a soul-binding incantation. This will help you locate your familiar, no matter where they are. A successful partnership relies on constant communication. It is important to bear in mind that this kind of connection is not the same as… other wicca bonds. Animals and witches can only hear each other’s thoughts, but we cannot force them to do anything against their will. Now, repeat after me… without your wands, of course. Vinculum meam.” 
 
     We repeated the spell, and Evanora nodded slowly. She was about to unscrew the lid but then stopped to look at each of us.  
 
     “Do I have to remind you what will happen should you misquote the spell?” she asked with a pink arched eyebrow.  
 
    “No, professor,” we replied in unison. 
 
    “Fantastic,” she said. “Now, as soon as I release the creatures, you must choose one to connect with and blast it with the incantation as quickly as possible. Is everyone ready?”  
 
     Everyone retrieved their wands, and Evanora bent down to release the creatures. Then she muttered under her breath as nine small crab-like animals escaped from their confinement and quickly began to scurry away. 
 
    “Quickly,” Evanora urged. “Blast them with the spell.” 
 
     Everyone swiftly aimed their wands, and I focused on a small one that was a couple of feet in front of me. I recited the spell and missed by an inch, but before I could try again, another pink blast came out of nowhere, and I jumped back before it could hit my foot. When I whipped my head around to see who was trying to catch my carcinus, I caught Penelope smiling at me. 
 
    “Oops,” she said in a sing-song voice.  
 
     I shook my head, ignored her attempts to piss me off, and only focused on catching one of the critters before it wandered deeper into the woods. 
 
    “Vinculum meam!” I said as I aimed my wand at one of them. 
 
    The carcinus squeaked as soon as my spell hit it, and the creature flinched as it tried to regain its balance. Then it shook its small head and started to head into the forest. 
 
    Just try and catch me again, motherfucker, a shrill, feminine voice said in my head.  
 
    “Huh?” I muttered, momentarily caught off guard. 
 
    Wow, Alexander snickered, she sounds like a bitch… maybe you should just let the forest kill her. 
 
    “Quiet, Alexander,” I demanded. “She may be a bitch, but I need to find her.”  
 
    While the others were still trying to catch their own creatures, I ran into the woods and tried to follow the voice of the carcinus. Meanwhile, Alexander was running by my feet as we bolted into the thicket. I tried to home in on the female crab-monster, but I couldn’t hear a thing, and I began to worry I’d already lost her.  
 
    “Where the hell are you?” I whispered to myself.  
 
    I took in a deep, steady breath and tried to feel for her. It took a moment, but I sensed she was heading east, so I took off again with Alexander running by my side. 
 
    Oh, well done! she giggled. Come and catch me, human! See if you can. 
 
    I huffed under my breath and continued to run. Broken tree branches crunched under my feet as I sped through the woods, and I could still hear her cackling in my head as I struggled to keep going.  
 
    Worthless human… you can’t find me, no matter how hard you try, she cackled.  
 
    “Yeah, but I can still hear you,” I panted. 
 
    We should totally kill her once we’re done with her, Alexander said as he bounded at my heels. My diet might technically be considered vegetarian, but I’m willing to make an exception.  
 
    “Easy there,” I breathed. “One problem at a time… first, I need to find her.” 
 
    She’s a bit of a cunt, Alexander chirped at my feet.  
 
    “Stop talking,” I told him. “If she gets too far away, then I won’t be able to hear her.”  
 
    Fine, he agreed. But I’m not looking forward to my turn. 
 
    “You won’t even have a turn if I can’t find her,” I grumbled, and by now I was completely out of breath. 
 
    I had to stop. I could barely breathe, and there was no use running through the woods if I was going to pass out from exhaustion at any moment.  
 
    “Satan,” I sighed as I skidded to a stop. “Where are you?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and at first, all I could hear was the sound of the wind rustling the dead leaves beneath my feet. So, I closed my eyes and strained to listen to my surroundings. I heard ravens and crows cawing above me and the sound of an owl hooting off in the distance, and again, I thought I’d lost her until I heard a familiar and eerie cackle. 
 
    Come and find meeee, my carcinus taunted. You’ll never catch meeee.  
 
    “There you are,” I muttered.  
 
    I looked down at Alexander, who was just staring at me with eagerness in his red eyes. 
 
    “Let’s get this bitch.” I grinned. 
 
    We sped onward and ran down a grayish-green hill and past the black trees and thick, prickly branches that tried to stop us from moving ahead. I was running so fast I could hear the blood pumping in my ears, and my chest felt tight as my heart continued to hammer violently against my chest.  
 
    She was nearby. I could feel it. 
 
    Well done, human, the carcinus said. You’re getting closer than I thought you would.  
 
    I thought I’d have to keep running until I passed out, but then, in the distance, I spotted something red and still straight ahead of me. I stopped dead in my tracks, and Alexander came up quietly behind me.  
 
    You can see me, can’t you? she asked. I bet you want to squish me for being such a little pest. 
 
    “No,” I muttered, “I just want to catch you.”  
 
    Well, you found me… she giggled. I didn’t expect our connection to last this long… there is a strength that lingers in you… one others do not possess.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked as I took a small step forward. 
 
    The carcinus still hadn’t moved, and I was hoping she would remain still enough for me to catch her.  
 
    I’m just a simple creature, with thoughts of my own, she replied mysteriously. What do I know?  
 
    “Maybe you know more than you’re letting on,” I replied as I took another small step.  
 
    Perhaps, she answered. Even so, I don’t feel like talking to you or returning to that jar, so if you don’t mind, I’ll be on my way now.  
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I growled before I quickly raised my wand.  
 
    She was about to wriggle away, but I was too quick for her. 
 
    “Conligo!” I shouted. 
 
    The creature stopped right in her tracks as a blast of light hit her in the back. 
 
    Shit, she screeched. Foul, loathsome human!  
 
    Nice one, Cole! Alexander squeaked.  
 
    “Thanks,” I breathed. 
 
    I headed down to pick up the carcinus, and when I snatched her, she remained frozen in my hand. I knew once the spell faded, she would put up a fight, so I held on to her tightly, and Alexander hopped by my side as we made our way back to the professor.  
 
    “So,” I said after a while. “What did you mean back there?” 
 
    There was no response, and I looked down at the red creature in my hand. She blinked her eyes, but there was no voice in my head. 
 
    “Um,” I said slowly, “hello?”  
 
    She can’t speak anymore, Alexander replied. I think once you held her, the spell faded away.  
 
    “Oh,” I muttered, and I was somewhat disappointed. “Well, that makes sense, I suppose.”  
 
    When we returned to the border of the forest, Professor Evanora was waiting there with a small smile on her beautiful face. Her hands were clasped together, and she looked like a goddess on the field.  
 
    Then I spotted one of the twins on the ground, and she was twirling grass in between her fingers. I noticed bits and pieces of red crustacean around her, and I figured she accidentally killed her creature before she could actually hunt it down using soul senses. It was the twin with the pink strand of hair, and she glared at me when I approached Evanora with the creature in my hands. 
 
    “Well done, Cole,” the pink-haired woman said before I handed her the strange little beast.  
 
    “Professor,” I muttered, “that thing… she said something strange while I was hunting her down--” 
 
    “Oh, pay no need to that,” she chuckled. “These little troublemakers are known for being tricksters when placed under a soul spell.” 
 
    “But--” I started to say until she interrupted me.  
 
    “Look, here comes your coven.” She gestured.  
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was trying to distract me, or if she was genuinely glad to see they had returned. Either way, I turned around and my face broke out into a smile. My witches each carried a carcinus in their hands, and they’d successfully completed the task.  
 
    “Nasty little fuckers.” Akira smirked before she handed hers over to Evanora. “That wasn’t as fun as I thought it would be.”  
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Faye added. “I might love animals, but this one was just a pain in the ass.”  
 
    “Not to mention how incredibly rude they were,” Morgana sighed as she handed her creature off and dusted her hands. “Mine felt the need to continuously call me a ‘beastly little bitch.’”  
 
     Akira burst out laughing, and Morgana just rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled. “I think the most important thing here is we completed the exercise and made it back before the others.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Vesta nodded. “He’s right… we managed to do what we set out to do.” 
 
    “Which is why you can stop bragging and return to the castle,” Evanora replied with a small smile. “Well done, you lot. Now, if I were you, ladies, I would spend the rest of your valuable time trying to grow those familiars of yours. The first game is in three days, and you won’t find mice to be all that useful. In the meantime, I’ll be waiting for the other group to return, which could be a while.”  
 
    “Yes, Professor.” Morgana nodded. “We won’t stop until we succeed.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” The pink-haired woman smiled.  
 
    We left Evanora and the grounds to make our way to the library. As the pink-haired professor mentioned, we only had three days to grow the rest of the familiars, and I was worried we wouldn’t be able to in time.  
 
    For the next two days, we went to Evanora’s lessons and then spent all our spare time in the study hall. We tried to grow the other familiars, but so far, nothing had happened.  
 
    Finally, on the day before the first game, Akira lost all her patience. 
 
    “What in the fucking hell?” she cried out as she glared down at her familiar, a squirrel named Damien. “Why won’t they just grow?”  
 
    “You have to be patient, Akira,” Morgana said.  
 
    “We have been patient,” she hissed. “And what good has it done us? The first tournament is tomorrow, for fuck’s sake.”  
 
    “Yelling isn’t going to get you anywhere,” Morgana snapped. 
 
    “You know what, Morgana--” Akira growled until I raised my hand up to interrupt her. 
 
    “She’s right, Akira,” I said. “We need to be free of all emotion when we do this. You’re completely angry, frustrated, and impatient, and it’s blocking your ability to use soul magic. It’s similar to premonition… you need to clear your mind. Not constantly worry.”  
 
    “Can you blame me for being anxious?” she bit back. “The first game is tomorrow!”  
 
    “No, I don’t blame you,” I sighed. “But you’re not the only one feeling this way.” 
 
    “Whatever,” the black-eyed witch grumbled as she slumped in her seat.  
 
    “You’re all stressed out,” I said as I turned to look at the others and forced a smile. “I get it, and I know it’s a difficult feeling to control, but you’re going to have to try and manage your feelings.” 
 
    “How?” Akira demanded.  
 
    “Everyone take a long, deep breath,” I ordered. “Close your eyes, and just focus on the air around you. Feel the darkness and soak it up.” 
 
    My women did as they were told, and I carefully watched them as they sat there, still as stone. Their breasts heaved up and down in a steady rhythm as they took in deep, steady breaths, and I could feel their turbulent emotions through our bond. 
 
    “Now, I know it may seem silly, but just try and free your mind from all the chaos that is preventing you from excelling,” I said. “Do not worry about the things you cannot control. Focus instead on the presence around you.” 
 
    They remained quiet and kept their eyes squeezed shut. I briefly wondered if this would work, because if it didn’t, they wouldn’t be able to compete with a full-grown familiar. When I felt like the air around me had settled, and their minds had been freed, though, I knew it was time for them to try one more time. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “open your eyes.  
 
    They slowly peeled their eyes open and stared right at me.  
 
    “Now, try again,” I whispered. “You can do this.” 
 
    The witches slowly closed their eyes again and began to mutter the spell. At first, nothing happened, and I was nearly prepared to give up entirely until my eyes widened in amazement.  
 
    Slowly, each familiar started to morph into something else. Akira’s familiar began to tremble and squeal as scales started to replace its fur. It was beginning to change into a baby-sized, blue komodo dragon with bright golden eyes and a bulky tail with spikes on the end.  
 
    Faye’s creature continued to grow a long neck as its fur started to shift to white, and it took me a moment to realize it was turning into a ferret.  
 
    Morgana’s animal also began to grow, and its eyes turned black as its fur changed from brown to black, white, and gray. A small raccoon had replaced the pathetic little mouse, and finally, Vesta’s familiar turned into a chevrotain, with hooved feet and tiny, curious dark eyes.  
 
    Even though the process had caused the familiars to squeak and squawk, none of the witches opened their eyes during the transformation. Perhaps they were afraid to see what laid beneath them.  
 
    “You did it!” I exclaimed. “Hey, open your eyes! You did it!” 
 
    Each witch slowly peeled their eyes open, as if they couldn’t believe what they were hearing, but when they looked down and saw their familiars’ new forms, the coven couldn’t contain their excitement.  
 
    “Oh, Damien!” Akira exclaimed, and a broad grin stretched across her usually sour face. “You look fucking fantastic.” 
 
    The blue komodo dragon looked up at the short-haired witch and playfully stuck its tongue out at her, so Akira giggled and scooped him up to look at him more closely.  
 
    Morgana started to whisper with her own familiar and shook her head whenever the raccoon said something she didn’t approve of, while Vesta and Faye couldn’t stop smiling as they petted their individual animals.  
 
    Well, they did it! Alexander cheered. Nice work.  
 
    “Yep, they did,” I quietly replied.  
 
    I knew they would.  
 
    We were all laughing amongst each other until Morgana’s familiar suddenly jumped away from the table and made a run for it.  
 
    “Silvia!” the brunette cried out. “Just where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
 
    She ran off and followed after her disobedient raccoon, and we all grabbed our own familiars and bolted after her.  
 
    “Wow,” Akira panted, “Silvia is a bit of a bitch, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Well, she did say that you and Silvia had a lot in common,” Vesta snickered.  
 
    We struggled to not laugh as we followed Morgana down a corridor I was not familiar with and through a small arched doorway. An unsettling feeling coursed through me as we headed through it, though. There was a flight of stone steps leading downstairs to a level I’d never been down to before. Morgana had already flown down the steps and was probably halfway down there, but I had a bad feeling about something or someone who was down there.  
 
    “Wait!” I called out. “Morgana, wait up!”  
 
    She didn’t listen. She continued to fly down the steps, and we all followed behind her. When we finally came to a stop, we all stood there and stared down the pale stone hallway. There were no paintings down here, which seemed highly unusual. The floors were also bare, and the only thing down here were wall sconces to light the way and plain wooden doors along the walls.  
 
    When we spotted Morgana, she was crouched down, and even with her back turned, we could tell she was struggling to control Silvia. When she finally stood up and turned around, she held the squirming raccoon in her hands again.  
 
    “Great, you have the little bitch,” Akira breathed. “Can we go, now? Something feels weird about these hallways.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because you’re not supposed to be down here?” a familiar voice giggled.  
 
    I saw a flash of blue appear from the corner of the hall, and I realized it was Nyx. Her bright, piercing eyes bored into mine as she smiled at me, but she turned away and focused on Morgana before she broke into cruel laughter.  
 
    “Did you have a little trouble with your familiar?” she snickered. “They can be tricky little pests, can’t they?”  
 
    “They’re only tricky if you don’t know what you’re doing,” another voice said.  
 
    Another witch turned around the same corner and laughed. It was the witch I’d made eye contact with from the banquet hall. She tossed back her long, burgundy hair and grinned a sharp-toothed smile. Her small red horns twinkled under the dim firelight, and she crossed her arms before leaning against the wall.  
 
    “You’re going to have to learn to control your beasts before the game,” Nyx told Morgana. “Or, actually, on second thought, maybe don’t. Let us just have an easy win. We all know Scholomance doesn’t stand a chance, isn’t that right, Esther?” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Akira growled. “Why don’t you go back to wherever you crawled out from, and we can settle this tomorrow, witch to witch?”  
 
    “Maybe you should crawl back upstairs where you belong,” the horned witch spat. “You’re the ones who are trespassing. These halls were assigned for Vipera students, by your own headmistress, so I suggest you make yourselves scarce.”  
 
    “Fine, we’ll leave,” Vesta replied. “Try not to worry too much about tomorrow, where we can settle this on the field.”  
 
    “Oh, we can’t wait for that,” the burgundy witch giggled. “We’re going to crush you, and those warlock pricks.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Morgana said with her chin raised.  
 
    “Would you rather settle it now?” Nyx teased. 
 
    “Nah, fuck that,” Faye growled, and her green-gold eyes flashed in the dim light. “Come on, let’s get out of here… they aren’t worth it.”  
 
    We glared at them one last time before we turned our backs on them.  
 
    “Ta-ta,” the Vipera witches cooed before bursting into laughter.  
 
    “What a bunch of bitches,” Akira said as we climbed back up the stairs.  
 
    “You only met two of them,” Morgana pointed out. “Technically, it was a couple of bitches.” 
 
    “Well, two were enough,” the black-eyed witch hissed. “Satan, I wanted to punch both of them in their smug little faces.” 
 
    “Just save that anger for the game,” I said.  
 
    We were all about to head our separate ways until we heard quick, angry footsteps approaching, and we turned around and saw Vanessa marching toward us in a long deep emerald gown and black boots. She looked irritated, more so than usual, and I wondered if it had anything to do with our little trespassing down at the Vipera level.  
 
    “Professor,” Morgana greeted when Vanessa approached us. “Is something wrong--?” 
 
    “Come with me,” she interrupted in a firm voice before she whipped around and went through a door on our right-hand side.  
 
    We all looked at each other and shrugged before we followed her through the corridor. We flew up a flight of stairs before we reached a massive painting of a beautiful, blonde woman in long, dark robes and piercing blue eyes. Vanessa muttered the spell “templum” under her breath, and the painting swung open and revealed a long, black stone stairwell that led up to another level. As soon as she pushed past an arched, black wood doorway, my jaw nearly dropped to the floor.  
 
    We were staring at a massive living room with an extensive fireplace and a wall covered in books. Deep red carpets covered the sleek wooden floors, and there were black antique sofas placed in front of the fire. A gorgeous and intricate black iron and diamond chandelier dangled from the ceiling, but what really caught my attention was the massive clear window placed in between two narrow staircases. It was the only window in the castle that was large and clear enough to see the grounds down below. The sky was a deep crimson, and purple clouds had drifted over the woodlands.  
 
    I was rendered speechless by the magnificent view. I could hardly believe it.  
 
    “Professor?” I began in an awed tone. “What--?” 
 
    “These are your new quarters,” Vanessa cut me off in a bored tone. “I don’t care if you like it, but we decided it would make more sense for you all to share a space so I don’t have to keep running around trying to collect you lot. The meeting room is here, as you can obviously see, and Cole, your room is up on the right staircase, and ladies, you are on the left. Have a good night.”  
 
    Before we could even say a word, she left and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    “Something tells me she didn’t approve of this idea,” Morgana muttered. 
 
    “She probably hates that we’re getting special treatment.” Akira shrugged with a grin. “But who gives a broom-flying fuck! Look at this space, it’s all ours!” 
 
    “It is incredible.” Morgana nodded. 
 
    “Well, as amazing as it is,” I said, “I suggest we take full advantage of it after the game tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Vesta nodded. “We should probably get to sleep.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I said before I headed up the small flight of stairs and into my own bedroom.  
 
    For a moment, I was confused because it looked just like my old room. The only difference was the bed was slightly larger, and so was the bathroom. Alexander, who had been hopping by my side, sprung up onto the bed and curled up into a ball. 
 
    Nice digs, he said before he softly began to snore.  
 
    I was also ready to fall asleep, even though my mind was racing with thoughts about tomorrow. There was no point in dwelling on what I could not control, so I forced myself to fall asleep, and when I woke up the next morning, I smiled to myself. 
 
    I was ready to win this fucking game, and all the rest to come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I quickly pulled myself out of bed and let Alexander catch a few more winks before I got dressed. Today was the day. It was our very first game, and I wondered what it would be like. I’d dreamt of various scenarios. Some were of dragons in an abandoned castle, and others included mermaids and underwater caves. 
 
    It really could have been anything, but with Theodora in charge, I knew whatever awaited us was going to be brutal as hell.  
 
    I edged toward the similar blue velvet chair in the corner of the room, and I noticed a new uniform was laid out for me. It was all black, but what really stood out was the new cloak. The inside was crimson, there was a larger crest of Scholomance plastered on the breast pocket, and the fabric was elegant and thick, probably made for colder weather.  
 
    I was about to get dressed, but then I heard a small noise that resembled a soft sneeze.  
 
    “Cordelia?” I called out. “Is that you? Are you here?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the loyal maid replied. “I’m still bound to you. Just because you changed rooms doesn’t mean you will lose me. I am always here at your beck and call.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I chuckled. “I’m growing more fond of you with each passing day.”  
 
    “Oh, sir,” she giggled. “You’re too much… but as much as I’d like for you to go on, I think you’d better hurry. The first game will begin in an hour, and you still haven’t eaten.” 
 
    “Eaten?” I repeated. “I don’t think I’ll have time for that, Cordelia.”  
 
    “You will if you dress and go down to the living room,” she tutted. “Now, hurry up! Your women are already eating.”  
 
    “Whatever you say.” I grinned. 
 
    So, I quickly slipped on my black collared shirt and matching dark pants and boots before I tossed on my ebony and crimson cloak. Then I headed back to the bed and tried to rouse Alexander from his sleep. I shook him a few times, and his large pointed black ears twitched, but he refused to open his eyes.  
 
    “Wake up!” I demanded. “Let’s go, I need you for the first game.”  
 
    He kicked one of his large rabbit feet in protest, and I shook him harder, but he only yelped and squeezed his eyes shut even tighter.  
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “There’s no time to mess around.”  
 
    Ugh, fine! the testy rabbit snapped as he squinted open his eyes to glare at me. But you owe me one. 
 
    “Whatever,” I laughed. “Just get up, will you?”  
 
    He huffed, stretched, and yawned, and then he followed me out the door and bounced down the small staircase. When I came down to the living room, the women were all digging into a breakfast that had been laid out on the black marble coffee table. They were all wearing the same hairstyle and matching uniforms with the same cloaks I wore over my shoulders. Their familiars were also enjoying the elaborate breakfast, and everyone’s heads shot up when they heard me coming down the stairs.  
 
    “Cole!” Vesta grinned as soon as she saw me. “Hurry, grab a pumpkin muffin.” 
 
    “Or a fairy cake,” Akira suggested. 
 
    “Does it have real fairies in it?” I asked with my nose scrunched up. 
 
    “Well, duh,” the black-eyed witch responded, and a wicked grin spread across her face. “The flavor is in their wings. Adds a sweet crunch.” 
 
    “Pass,” I chuckled before I grabbed something that looked like a blueberry scone. 
 
    Don’t forget to share, Alexander reminded me. 
 
    “Oh, here you go,” I laughed as I handed him a corner of the scone. “Can’t forget you.” 
 
    “So, are you guys feeling as nervous as me?” Faye asked after a moment, and the redhead chewed on her thumb nail as her gold-green eyes darted around the table. 
 
    “Probably,” Akira muttered. “I can’t stop shaking.”  
 
    “Wow, Akira,” Morgana breathed with wide eyes. “You were the last person I expected to admit that.”  
 
    “Well, it’s the truth.” The short-haired witch shrugged. “Think about it, these games are just as cutthroat as our preschool exams. Maybe even worse, because our enemies know we are coming for them.” 
 
    “And just as deadly as those tasks we were set to do last semester.” Vesta nodded. 
 
    “Once again, we’re putting our lives at risk,” Faye sighed.  
 
    “But we’ve got this,” I reassured them. “Come on… let’s enjoy this breakfast and wait for Vanessa to come banging on the door.”  
 
    We chuckled and ate the rest of Cordelia’s breakfast. As soon as we cleared the table, we heard a heavy knock on the door, and before anyone could actually respond, Vanessa came strolling in. 
 
    Today, she was wearing something I’d never seen before. It was a black gown with a bright red insert, and she had the Scholomance crest pinned above her breasts. Her dark hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and her cheeks were flushed.  
 
    “Let’s go,” she said in a firm voice. “We need to prep you all before we send you off into the game.”  
 
    We grabbed our familiars and obediently stood up to follow the professor out the door. Then we trailed after her down to the banquet hall, and when we stepped inside, the entire school, along with the other visiting students, were all waiting for us.  
 
    The room grew quiet, and all eyes were on us as we joined the other groups of competitors. They stood at the front of the room, in the same spot where we’d first earned our wands, and as we moved forward to join them, my eyes landed on the opposing Scholomance team. They were wearing the same uniform, but instead of black cloaks, they wore crimson capes with the same academy crest on their breast pockets.  
 
    Penelope smirked as soon as she saw me, and I could hear Akira scoff by my side, but I averted my eyes and focused on the other team of women.  
 
    The Vipera students were all wearing deep emerald cloaks and smirks across their beautiful faces. They had their hair pulled up into neat buns, and their faces were clean of any makeup. I recognized the horned witch and Nyx, but I didn’t recognize the other two, at least not at first. One of them had caramel-brown skin, apple-green hair, and light, purple eyes, and I knew I’d never seen her before. When I looked at the last Vipera, though, there was something strangely familiar about her. She had silver, glittering hair and bright aqua-colored eyes. It took a long moment for me to recognize her, but then I remembered how her eyes had darkened when she looked at me in the banquet hall on that first day. Today, she didn’t even look in my direction, and I could tell she was too focused on winning to even bother looking our way.  
 
    Damn, they are smoking hot! Alexander said.  
 
    “Easy there, buddy,” I whispered. “They are our competition.”  
 
    Sexy competition, he replied. When you win, do you get to fuck ‘em? 
 
    “Uhh, that’s not how this works. I don’t think.” 
 
    It should, but who the hell are those guys?  
 
    I turned to look at the warlocks, and my nose scrunched up in disdain. The Mors students were all wearing white suits and didn’t even bother to wear any cloaks. I quickly spotted Bram and Malcolm, and that familiar rage coursed through me as I stared at them. They were with two other students. One of them was a tall man with light, sage green skin and a head of thick, brown hair and matching dark eyes. The other was a stern-faced warlock with bright orange-red hair and an ocean of freckles across his pale skin. One of his eyes was black, and the other was crystal blue.  
 
    Each student of the opposing teams had their familiar at their feet, and I was a little disappointed to see they were all fully formed animals. The warlocks of Mors Academy had a crocodile, an overgrow tarantula, a markhor, and a bat-eared fox. The Vipera team’s familiars were also unique, including Nyx’s indigo cobra with bright sapphire colored eyes. The other Scholomance team had a group of impressive familiars as well, and I couldn’t help but notice the fur of Penelope’s red panda was more orange than red, probably to match her hair. The twins Ivy and Iris had a pair of panthers, one pink and one blue, to match the streaks in their hair, and the brunette named Beatrix had something that resembled an antelope, but its neck was unusually long.  
 
    I stared at all the impressive looking familiars for a long moment, but then I reminded myself it didn’t matter.  
 
    We were going to fucking win this.  
 
    Theodora was the last one to enter the room, and all eyes turned to look at her. She was dressed in a simple black dress with a high collar and black leather gloves, and she glanced around the entire hall as she made her way to the front of the room. It was difficult to read her expression as she waltzed past the sea of different students. When she approached us, though, I could have sworn I saw her wink in my direction, but it could have been a trick of the light. Then she turned away from us and faced the rest of the pupils.  
 
    “Attention, students!” she roared. “It is my immense pleasure to welcome you all to our very first game of the Ludi Mortiferum! Today, the objective is simple. The teams must work together to find an artifact in a snowstorm, and their familiars will help them along the way.”  
 
    Thunderous applause broke out into the room, and I discreetly glanced at my coven. Akira smirked like she was having the time of her life, and I half expected her to start waving and blowing kisses at the other students. The rest of the coven, however, looked terrified and excited all at the same time.  
 
    “Before we send off our teams into the nether region,” the headmistress went on, “I would just like to remind everyone of the rules… ”  
 
    A deadly silence filled the air as students looked at each other in confusion, and Theodora’s lips twitched as if she were doing her best not to laugh.  
 
    Was there some kind of joke no one else was in on? 
 
    “Oh, that was only a small jest,” she laughed. “There are no rules! May the blood thirstiest and most skillful group win.” 
 
    Vanessa turned around and approached our coven, and her pale blue eyes darted between us before she gently pulled me aside.  
 
    “Your objective is to find a golden chalice somewhere in the mountain,” she whispered into my ear as she pretended to adjust my collar. “You must set your familiars free and allow them to help you guide your way. Be careful of snow beasts and traps… and may Satan be with you all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vanessa,” I murmured. 
 
    She flinched, and I wasn’t sure if it was because I used her first name, or because she realized she’d given us a useful heads up.  
 
    “Is everything alright, Professor?” Theodora asked Vanessa with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, Headmistress,” Vanessa coughed as she stepped away from me and then roughly pushed me back to my coven. “I’m just adjusting Mr. Cole’s collar… he can’t go into the games looking disheveled. It wouldn’t represent us well.”  
 
    “Ahh, well spotted.” Theodora nodded before she turned to look at the massive crowd and raised her hands up into the air. “Now, let the game begin!”  
 
    As the headmistress’ voice echoed throughout the large room, the gathered students began to cheer, clap, and holler at us.  
 
    Then a deep purple smoke appeared at our feet as our bodies were twisted and turned in the air. My stomach lunged upward as we spun through realms and abyss until finally, we all came crashing down into the snow. I landed face-first into the white slush, and when I glanced up, all I could see was a deep gray sky and a tall mountain directly in front of us. A sudden bolt of lightning split the sky in half, and the violent rumble made snow from the top of the mountain cascade downward. Ice pellets rained down on us, and the ferocious wind screeched and howled as if nature herself was trying to convince us to turn back.  
 
    But there was no going back now.  
 
    “Fuck me sideways,” Akira growled as she pushed herself out of the snow. “That was one of the worst experiences of teleporting ever.”  
 
    “I-It’s f-f-freezing,” Vesta said through chattering teeth.  
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” Akira grumbled, and she wrapped her thin arms around herself. “You’d think they would have provided us with more suitable clothing.” 
 
    “Theodora would never make things easy for us,” I said as I gently released Alexander into the snow.  
 
    I hate the snow, Alexander whined, and he huddled at my feet as his large ears drooped around his head. It’s clinging onto my fur for fuck’s sake. 
 
    “Too bad,” I replied, but I could already feel the frozen temperature numbing my face and fingers. “We’re all going to have to deal with it… and you’re going to have to lead the way.” 
 
    Alexander pouted, but he started to bounce off into the snow and toward the mountain. My coven released their own familiars, and we slowly followed them as they headed in the same direction. It was nearly impossible to see through the growing snowstorm, and the farther up we trekked, the harsher the wind grew, and the more difficult it became to navigate onward. Now, I was beginning to understand why the animals were meant to lead the way. Their senses were more adept at dealing with environmental obstacles.  
 
    “I wonder where the other groups are,” Akira cried out over the wind. “Aren’t we all supposed to be heading into that mountain?” 
 
    “Yes,” I called back as shards of ice tore at my cheeks, “we need to find a chalice somewhere in there.”  
 
    “How do you know it’s a chalice?” Morgana screamed over the growing snowstorm.  
 
    Before I could answer her question, a flash of orange light hit Akira in the back and sent her flying forward. She landed face-first into the snow as she snarled. We didn’t even get a chance to help her up, because the first thing she did was twirl around and aim her wand in the same direction from where she’d been hit. 
 
    “Stupefaciunt!” she yelled. 
 
    Even over the violent wind, we heard a scream and then a loud thump, like something heavy hitting against a rock. I squinted my eyes and tried to see through the blizzard. I saw a glimpse of blue, and immediately I knew it was Nyx. She was struggling to stand, and behind her, I saw dark burgundy hair heading toward us. There was a small wolverine by Nyx’s side and a bear cub that ran by Esther. Even through the snowstorm, I knew Esther had her wand raised and was about to attack, so I quickly aimed my own wand at her, and without hesitation, I flicked my wrist. 
 
    “Conligo!” I shouted over the snowstorm.  
 
    The bright light hit the horned witch, and she froze in place. Her red eyes burned through the snowstorm, and even from this distance, I could sense her anger and resentment. 
 
    “Let’s get to the mountain,” I shouted. 
 
    “But which way?” Akira demanded. “We can see the mountain, but there obviously has to be some kind of secret entrance.”  
 
    “Wait!” Faye yelled. “I can hear Lily! She says we need to head east. There is a small open archway that leads inside.”  
 
    I hadn’t even noticed our familiars had disappeared from view.  
 
    “And where the hell is east?” Akira shouted, and snow was clumping up on her dark eyelashes. “We don’t have the sun to guide our way.” 
 
    “But we do have Cole,” Vesta cried out as she turned to look at me, and her eyes were the same shade of silver as the stormy sky above us. “Can you sense which way is east?” 
 
    “Give me a second,” I replied.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to feel for the right direction, but it was challenging to concentrate with the biting cold and the howling wind. Not to mention there were groups of bloodthirsty witches and warlocks behind us.  
 
    “Alexander, can you hear me? We don’t know where to go.” 
 
    My heart dropped when I didn’t hear a response. We had to move quickly, though, and just as I was beginning to lose hope in my furry familiar, I heard him call out to me. 
 
    It’s to your right, he directed. Hurry! I can see those warlock fuckers approaching.  
 
    “I know where to go,” I called out to my coven. “Follow me!”  
 
    We treaded upward through the snow and pushed onward. Moving through the thick slush was a challenge, but soon, we would be in front of the mountain. We were so close to finding the entranceway I could feel it, but before we could get inside the small archway, something growled behind us.  
 
    The sound was loud enough that we heard it over the blistering wind, and when I slowly turned around with my wand out, I saw a towering, white gruesome creature. It had thick fur, and its face appeared as if it were made out of a rubbery gray texture. But that wasn’t the strangest thing about this beast. The odd part was his face mostly consisted of an enormous, round mouth with multiple sets of teeth and a tiny pair of coal-black eyes, and the monster had no nose, only small slits that served as nostrils.  
 
    I pulled out my wand to attack it, but the beast quickly raised a massive paw and swatted at Faye.  
 
    She screamed just as I uttered the first spell that came to mind.  
 
    “Volant!” I shouted.  
 
    The beast went flying back, and it howled as it crashed into the snow several feet away from us.  
 
    Before it could regain its bearings, I hoisted an injured Faye upward and dragged her into the mountain. As soon as we stepped inside, the air felt strangely damp and not as cold. It also looked like we were in a building, not a cave. There were stairwells, balconies, and furniture in here, which truly caught me off guard, and all our familiars were huddled into a group with bored expressions on their faces.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered. “What is this place? I was expecting rocks and grit.” 
 
    “It would seem this used to be a dwelling for snow Wiccas,” Morgana breathed in a dream-like voice as her blue eyes darted around. “How fascinating… I’ve only read about these places in books.”  
 
    “Great,” Akira grumbled as she brushed snow and ice from her hair and cloak, “but who cares? Can we get a move on, please? Damien just told me we need to find some kind of hidden doorway.” 
 
    “It’s amazing how they can sense these things,” Morgana mused. 
 
    Faye groaned in agreement, and I couldn’t help but wince as I stared at the three perfectly symmetrical cuts along her chest.  
 
    “How are you doing there, Faye?” I asked. 
 
    “Fantastic,” she muttered, and her face was twisted into a grimace. “But I’m with Akira on this one. Can we please just find the secret passageway before any more animals or opponents attack us?”  
 
    “Too late,” an echoey voice cackled. 
 
    I spun around and saw one of the warlocks standing there at the mountain opening. He was the one with the bright orange hair and freckles, and he smiled a yellow-toothed grin as he took a step closer. At his feet was a small red and yellow spotted crocodile with stubby legs and a slim snout, and it parted its jaws to growl at us.  
 
    “What the hell are you even doing?” I chuckled. “You do realize that it is us five against you and your little pet.” 
 
    “My group is not too far behind me.” He smirked. “We can battle it out then.”  
 
    He quickly pulled out his wand, and I did the same. Then I took a step sideways and stood in front of my coven as I silently dared him to try and attack. I saw a shadow behind him, and for a moment, I thought it was his own team coming to join him, but when I looked closer, I realized the shadow belonged to something else entirely.  
 
    My face remained neutral as the snow beast quickly lunged out, brought his massive paw down on the warlocks’ head, and started to squeeze. The ginger-haired warlock’s two-toned eyes widened, and he began to scream as the beast lifted him up from the ground. Then he dropped his wand, and it landed with a clank onto the stone floor.  
 
    I couldn’t look away as the beast squeezed his head with just one paw. The warlock’s eyes bulged out of his face, and blood began to drip down from the top of his skull as the creature gripped even harder. He cried out in pain and fear as we heard bones starting to crunch, and then his eyes abruptly popped out from their sockets and dangled out of his head. Finally, with one final squeeze and cry of agony, his head completely smashed open like a watermelon, and blood, brains, and bone splattered everywhere.  
 
    The beast dropped the headless body and began to pull the corpse out of the mountain by the legs. None of us said a word until the creature disappeared from view, and then the crocodile turned away from us and just slowly sauntered out of the cave. I thought it interesting the crocodile didn’t protect his master, but perhaps he realized he was no match for the beast, and that his master’s fate had been sealed the moment he was grabbed.  
 
    “That was nasty,” Akira finally whispered. “Even for me.” 
 
    “One less dickbag to worry about, though.” Morgana shrugged. 
 
    “Still,” I reminded my women, “it doesn’t mean we’re in the clear yet. He said his team was right behind him.” 
 
    “So, let’s haul ass.” Vesta nodded. 
 
    How are you going to haul ass when you don’t even know where to go? Alexander giggled. 
 
    “Hey, man, if you know where to go, be my guest,” I sighed. “But in case you haven’t noticed, we aren’t exactly playing a little fun game here.”  
 
    Fine, fine, follow me, he muttered. Damn, you are grumpy. Was it because you didn’t fuck your women last night?  
 
    I didn’t answer, and Alexander hopped over to the other familiars, and they grouped together before they scurried across the stone floor and toward a red, Persian carpet that was frozen at the edges.  
 
    Check under the rug, Alexander ordered. Hurry. 
 
    I started to drag the carpet out of the way, and the witches all gasped as I revealed what was underneath. When I looked down, I saw the hidden doorway against the floor and grinned. 
 
    “Well done, Alexander,” I laughed. 
 
    Don’t thank me yet, boss, he warned. We still have several obstacles ahead of us.  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. Then I tried to pull the doorway open, but it was frozen solid. “Shit.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Morgana said as she pulled out her wand and aimed it at the knob, “step aside. Templum!”  
 
    The door below started to shake before it finally swung open, and all we could see was darkness down below us. Icy air wafted up and hit me like small knives against my skin, and I shivered before I aimed my wand at the hole.  
 
    “Illuminana,” I said. 
 
    My wand glowed with fire, and all we could see was a rickety wooden stairwell that led down to Satan knows where.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked Alexander. 
 
    Positive, the black rabbit replied. I can sense a magical pull from down there.  
 
    The familiars began to crawl down, and we followed suit. As soon as we were inside, we heard deep masculine screams from above us, and I realized it must have been the warlock team and their discovery of the headless body.  
 
    “Morgana, seal the door,” I commanded. 
 
    The brunette pulled out her wand and aimed it at the opening above us. “Glacio!”  
 
    The opening above us sealed shut, and the secret door froze at the hinges.  
 
    “Great job, let’s go,” I urged. 
 
    “Wait,” the genius brunette breathed, “one more thing. Invisibilis.”  
 
    Slowly, the door above us morphed into stone, and it was as if no entry had ever existed.  
 
    “Nice work, nerd,” Akira commented. 
 
    “It will only last for a little while,” Morgana responded. “So, we’d better hurry… Silvia, where to next?" 
 
    The raccoon below started to furiously squeak as we headed down the stairs.  
 
    “What did she say?” I asked. 
 
    “She said, ‘hurry the hell up, and you’ll find the chalice,’” the brunette replied. “But she warned that we have to be careful… there are snow goblins and massive ice rats down here.” 
 
    “Are they difficult to combat?” I questioned. 
 
    “Well, one or two won’t be a problem,” Morgana nervously laughed. “But a pack of them… that might be tricky, and I don’t think we should wait around to find out.” 
 
    “So, let’s move it before we have to deal with it,” Akira growled.  
 
    We moved quickly down the stairs and finally came to a cold, dark corridor. My light was still showing us the way, and we crept through the mysterious hallway. We were halfway down the aisle, and I thought we were in the clear until we heard a menacing laugh. It didn’t belong to any witch or warlock, though, of that, I was sure.  
 
    “Snow goblins,” Faye whispered as she tiptoed behind me, and I noticed the cuts on her chest had healed, so the only remnants of her injury was her bloodied and tattered shirt. “They may be small, but they would love to make our familiars into meals, so Lily, stay close.” 
 
    “How about we all stay close?” I muttered.  
 
    Before anyone could respond, there was the sound of something breaking through the mountain walls, and when I turned around to see what it was, I was face to face with a small white beast. It had burrowed a hole through the wall, and it was staring at me with its ragged looking face. The goblin had bright yellow eyes and a skeletal nose and mouth, and when it opened its mouth to screech, it flashed rows of blood stained sharp teeth.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. 
 
    The snow goblin cackled, looked down at Alexander, and licked its thin lips, but before it could pounce down and take a bite out of my familiar, I snatched it midair by its puppy scruff.  
 
    “Not today, ugly,” I growled as I started to squeeze.  
 
    Then its eyes bulged from its small head, and I twisted its neck and let it fall limply to the ground.  
 
    “Nice one,” Morgana said from behind me.  
 
    “Let’s keep going,” I replied, “before more of them show up.”  
 
    As soon as the words left my lips, we heard a deep rumbling coming from within the walls. We all exchanged panicked looks, and Faye’s small ferret turned up her little pink nose, squealed, and ran in front of us. The other creatures followed after her, and we all sped toward the end of the hall, where I could make out a plain wooden door ahead of us.  
 
    “That’s where the chalice must be,” I shouted. “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    As we tried to move faster, though, we heard more screeching all around us. The goblins were breaking through the ice walls, and I knew that soon, they would be gaining on us.  
 
    “More of them are coming!” Vesta yelled. 
 
    “So, let’s move it!” I ordered. 
 
    I could hear the little beasts scurrying behind us, and their screams grew louder and louder. As I ran, I turned and saw a mass of them right at our feet, and then one fell from the ceiling in front of us and landed right in front of Alexander. The goblin opened its mouth and prepared to take a chunk out of my familiar, but Alexander was too quick for the goblin. My black rabbit pounced on the small creature, tore its throat out with his large teeth, and continued to run onward as if nothing had even happened.  
 
    We were ahead of the pack, but if we didn’t get to the end of the hall, they would surely kill us all.  
 
    There were just too many of them.  
 
    We looked at the door, and we could hear the snow goblins right on our heels. So, we sprinted hard and fast down the hall, and when we came to the mysterious door, I yanked on the handle. I half-expected it to be locked, but it opened with ease.  
 
    As soon as we stepped into the next room, we slammed the door shut, and my witches pressed their backs against it. My light went out, and I struggled to see what the hell I was doing. It wasn’t pitch-black, but it was still difficult to see where we were. The space we were in looked like a small room with junk all splayed against the stone walls of the mountain, but everything was just obscure shapes in the gloom, and I needed light if I was going to find the chalice in all this rubbish.  
 
    “Illuminana,” I repeated as I lifted my wand. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Morgana wailed. “It’s a spell proof room… I bet the only way to break the barrier is to find the chalice.”  
 
    “Okay, that’s a small setback, but so what?” Akira hissed from somewhere to my left. “Let’s use our fucking brains and barricade the door before we start looking for the chalice.”  
 
    We frantically searched the barely lit room, and my leg knocked against something in one of the corners. It felt heavy, like a wooden piece of furniture, and when my eyes adjusted and I studied the shadow, I realized it was a wooden chest. As quickly as possible, I started to push it toward the door we came in through, and the others helped me. The trunk was much heavier than it looked, though, and despite the cold, I was sweating by the time we had it against the wall. 
 
    And we did it just in time, too. As soon as the chest was against the door, there was banging and screaming on the other side.  
 
    “We’re going to get in there,” one of the other witches screeched.  
 
    “Like hell, you are!” Akira yelled back.  
 
    “Looks like they took care of the snow goblins,” I muttered.  
 
    “We need to hurry,” Faye whimpered. 
 
    We had two groups of murderous teams after us and possibly a herd of snow goblins that could attack at any moment.  
 
    So far, this wasn’t looking too good.  
 
    “Let’s find the fucking chalice,” Akira said. “Damien, do you sense anything magical?” 
 
    Well, duh, we all do, hot stuff, Alexander laughed. Check the fucking chest!  
 
    I squinted my eyes and stared at the wooden chest we’d shoved against the door, and it took me a moment to realize there was a massive gold lock on it. The lock looked kind of like an ordinary padlock, with the hooped shackle piece threaded through the latch of the chest. There wasn’t a space for the key on the bottom, though, but then I noticed the face of the lock was peculiar. The edges of the device made a kind of frame, and a number of golden jagged pieces, almost like a jigsaw puzzle, loosely jostled against each other as I tilted the lock this way and that. I guessed the pieces were meant to be arranged in some kind of pattern, but I had no idea what it was. My thumb slid one of the pieces to the side, and I felt something in the lock catch like the piece was in the right place, so I was confident I could eventually figure this out.  
 
    The problem was, I wasn’t sure how much more time we had.  
 
    “Well, fuck,” I grunted. “This might take me a moment.” 
 
    The witches on the other side of the door banged harder, and the force nearly sent the chest flying forward. I braced the heavy chest as hard as I could against the door, and then I gripped onto the lock and focused all my willpower on figuring out the puzzle, but it was difficult when the opposing teams wouldn’t shut the fuck up.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “They could blast the door open at any moment.” 
 
    “No,” Morgana replied, “not with the forcefield preventing magic of any kind.” 
 
    “Forcefield or no forcefield,” Akira snapped, “we need to hurry! Come on, Cole, use those premonition skills of yours and figure out the lock combination.”  
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can,” I huffed as I continued to mess with the lock. The pieces slid smoothly beneath my thumb, but none of them were clicking into place. I growled under my breath as I swiped my finger to the left again, and then something caught my eye. I squinted and finally saw what looked like the profile of a face, and I didn’t know if that was the pattern I needed, but it was my only lead right now. So, I fiddled and turned the parts of the lock as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Hurry, Cole,” Vesta urged.  
 
    “One more second,” I muttered. 
 
    I continued to twist and turn the pieces of the lock to fill out the face’s profile, and I got several parts to latch into place, but then I couldn’t get the final pieces to line up, so I had to start over.  
 
    The pounding on the door was getting louder, though, and sweat dripped down my forehead and into my eyes, but I couldn’t let any of that distract me.  
 
    I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and tried to hone in on my premonition power. Theodora always said my premonition skills were unparalleled, and they hadn’t failed me yet, so I continued to let my fingers blindly slide the golden pieces around.  
 
    Suddenly, the lock gave a satisfying loud click in my hands, and my eyes shot open. The puzzle pieces had snapped together and formed a woman’s face. Her chin and nose were sharp, her eyes large, and her mouth was set into an open scream. Then I gave the lock a sharp tug, the shackle clicked open, and my coven gasped when the lid slowly lifted.  
 
    “Damn,” I gasped as we all stared down at a glittering, golden chalice. I grabbed it, and as soon as we stepped away from the door, a blast of purple light shot and splintered the wooden barricade.  
 
    The others were breaking in. The barrier had been lifted as soon as I touched the chalice.  
 
    “How the hell are we going to get out of here?” Faye asked as she pressed against me. 
 
    Why, through the secret passageway, of course, Alexander snickered as he stood on his large feet and pointed at a massive crack in the wall. I can sense a draft right through there. Just blast it open.  
 
    So, I aimed my wand at the crumbling wall and hoped it wouldn’t cave in on us.  
 
    “Oblitero!” I shouted. 
 
    The rocks of the mountain blasted apart, and a strong gust of wind seeped through. The snow was painfully white compared to the darkness of being inside the mountain, and I squinted my eyes as I squeezed through the opening. Then my coven and our familiars followed closely as we headed back outside. 
 
    As soon as we stepped out of that damp mountain, I breathed in the sharp, icy air and looked around. The wind pierced my skin and snow quickly coated my lashes as I turned to see where we should move on to.  
 
    “We need to keep going,” I said.  
 
    “Where to, though?” Akira asked. 
 
    “Yeah, shouldn’t we be teleported back by now?” Vesta asked with wide silver eyes.  
 
    Before anyone could respond, a blue blast of light shot out of nowhere and missed Morgana by an inch, and we whipped around to see a furious Nyx trying to squeeze through the opening I created. Her spell hit something that caused a crack as loud as thunder to roar behind us, and when I spun in that direction, I saw heavy snowfall was rapidly tumbling down another mountain. 
 
    “Avalanche!” I cried out. 
 
    All the witches gasped, and I wondered what the hell we were going to do. I stared down at the golden chalice, and for some reason, my mind flashed back to when we’d been stuck in that wizard's mansion. When we’d placed our hands on the stone, we’d been teleported back to the school. 
 
    Maybe that would work again. 
 
    “Everyone grab your familiar and then touch the chalice!” I yelled. 
 
    My coven did as they were told, and they touched the chalice with pale, panic-stricken faces. This was our only chance at an escape, and if it didn’t work, I knew we would all die a horribly painful death. 
 
    So, I willed us back to Scholomance as the white tsunami roared toward us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The next thing I knew, we came crashing down onto the banquet hall floor, and I landed face first with a painful thud. I could hear people wildly whispering amongst each other, and when I finally managed to open my eyes, my coven was splayed out on the ground with their familiars by their sides. Everyone’s eyes were on us, and when I stared back at the enormous crowd, everyone stopped talking at once. Now, a heavy, uncomfortable silence hung in the room.  
 
    “Ouch,” Akira suddenly broke the silence. “Motherfucker, that hurt!”  
 
    I didn’t think she realized just how many people were staring at her, so I coughed awkwardly and nudged her, while her blue komodo dragon crawled up to her shoulder and started to lick her face.  
 
    “What?” she snapped before I gestured to the ocean of students in front of us. Then her face turned beet red when she realized everyone was staring at us. “Oh, shit.”  
 
    “Satan, we did it!” Morgana grinned as she pushed herself off the floor. “We won!”  
 
    Vanessa finally broke through the crowd and stood in front of us. Then she raised her hands up into the air as she addressed the gathered students. 
 
    “Congratulations, we have our first set of winners!” she roared.  
 
    Scholomance students began to wildly clap as we all stumbled to our feet. Then Vanessa turned around and stared down at us with a mixture of amusement and bewilderment.  
 
    “Bow, for hell’s sake,” Vanessa hissed.  
 
    We all took a bow, and the headmistress clapped before she glided over to us.  
 
    “As everyone can see,” she shouted over the applause. “Scholomance is officially in the lead!”  
 
    As Scholomance students continued to clap and cheer, I could hardly believe we’d made it out of there in one piece. We all bowed and waved at our fellow students, while the Vipera and Mors students stood still with grim faces and folded arms.  
 
    “Tonight, we shall celebrate their victory with a grand feast!” Theodora added before she turned to us and leaned forward. “You all may return to your quarters, but be sure to return in an hour.” 
 
    “Um, Mother,” Vanessa whispered. “Why don’t you bring the other students back before they are buried under the snow?”  
 
    “Oh, right, yes,” the headmistress replied quickly, “how thoughtless of me.”  
 
    Theodora flicked her wrist, and a massive cloud appeared in the middle of the hall. It hovered over the students, and in the cloud, I could see the other contestants back in the snowy hell world as they tried to use spells to keep the avalanche from overwhelming and burying them.  
 
    So, that’s how the entire school had been watching us.  
 
    “Recupero!” Theodora shouted. 
 
    In the next moment, warlocks and witches poured down from the cloud, and their familiars fell along with them. They landed roughly onto the floor, and each member was blue from the cold. The Vipera women all had their hair loose and were covered in flecks of snow and ice, and their cheeks were flushed a deep rosy red. Only three warlocks returned, though, and their eyes were wide with shock and anger. Malcolm, in particular, was glaring at me like an angry ghost, as if he silently blamed me for his teammate’s fate. 
 
    “It would seem Mors Academy lost a student,” Theodora mused as she studied the frostbitten students. “This is an unfortunate turn of events, but it does not disqualify them from competing in the future games. Now, as I was saying, I suggest that all the teams take an hour or so to clean up and compose themselves before they return to the banquet hall for the grand feast. It is tradition to celebrate the first victory of the Ludi Mortiferum, and I expect everyone to wear their absolute best.” 
 
    Theodora gestured for us to leave as she discreetly pointed to the doors with a small smile. My coven and I slowly headed past the Scholomance students, and as we passed them by, they continued to clap and cheer for us.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as we made our way to the doors. I was finally being accepted by my own academy, and I loved every moment of it. 
 
    When we left the hall, we walked back to our quarters, and no one said a word. I had a feeling my coven was beyond exhausted by the entire endeavor, and the last thing they wanted to do was show up to a congratulatory ball.  
 
    But judging by the way Theodora boasted about its tradition, I had a feeling it wasn’t optional to attend.  
 
    We climbed up the stairs, and as soon as we passed the beautiful painting and slipped into the warm common room, Akira practically bolted to the sofa before dramatically collapsing onto it.  
 
    “You really should shower first,” Morgana suggested. “You’re going to get your sweat and snow all over the sofa that we all share.”  
 
    “You really should mind your own business first,” Akira snapped as she buried her head into the cushions. 
 
    “That comeback doesn’t even make sense,” the brunette scoffed.  
 
    “Your face doesn’t even make sense,” Akira grunted with a small, satisfied smile. 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Vesta hissed. “Both of you. I don’t want to hear another word.” 
 
    “Hey, come on now,” Faye said in a lighthearted tone. “Why are you all in such a foul mood? We should be over the moon. We won, for fuck’s sake!” 
 
    “Yeah, but just barely,” Akira growled as she stretched out on the couch. “Look, I’m tired, alright? And the last thing I want to do is get all gussied up for some ball, and then pretend as if I’m cordial with all those other bitches from the other academy… not to mention Penelope and her posse of skanks.”  
 
    “Well, we don’t have to stay long.” I shrugged. “Why don’t you just go upstairs and take a nice hot bath? That will help you relax.”  
 
    A long bath was exactly what I had in mind for myself, and I was sure it would also help others to calm down. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” the raven-eyed witch replied after a moment before she pushed herself upright. “Fine, I’ll go to the stupid fucking ball, but I won’t be happy about it.”  
 
    “You never are,” Morgana muttered under her breath. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and left my coven to get cleaned up. As soon as I was in my own bedroom, I peeled off my half-frozen clothes, and as I was changing, a shrill but familiar voice nearly made me jump out of my skin. 
 
    “Sir, would you like me to fill up the tub?” Cordelia asked. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I mumbled. “I could really use it. You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve just had.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing a nice bath can’t fix,” she replied. “Perhaps a nice cup of mugwort tea would help?”  
 
    “No, thanks,” I chuckled as I walked toward the bathroom.  
 
    “Very well,” she said.  
 
    The tub slowly began to fill up with steamy hot water, and I didn’t even wait until it was completely full before I submerged myself in the scorching hot liquid. My body instantly relaxed, and I could feel myself slowly returning to normal. It was like I was thawing out, and I groaned in pleasure as the water continued to bubble with heat. I could have stayed in there all night, but I knew I had to get ready. 
 
    If I didn’t, then I knew Vanessa would come here and drag me by the hair if necessary. I laughed at the image in my head as I climbed out of the tub and dried off. When I stepped back into my room, I saw a black suit laid out for me on the bed, and there was also a matching tie and a pair of leather boots. 
 
    “Thanks, Cordelia.” I grinned. “What would I ever do without you?” 
 
    “Run around naked, I imagine,” she chuckled. “I don’t think that would be a problem for the ladies, though, if you don’t mind me saying, sir.” 
 
    “Not at all.” I smirked. 
 
    I changed into my suit and ran my fingers through my damp black hair. Then I took out my wand and aimed it at my head. 
 
    “Sicco,” I muttered. 
 
    My hair instantly dried, and I studied myself in the mirror that hung by the bed. Although I was exhausted, my eyes were bright and clear as an open blue sky. My pale skin had some color to it, and I looked well put together. So, I sighed and adjusted my collar before I petted Alexander behind the ears.  
 
    “You can rest now,” I said, “lucky bastard.” 
 
    One of the perks about being an animal, I guess, he replied in a sleepy voice. 
 
    I chuckled and made my way back to the living room. It was empty, and a fire crackled by the sofa, so I took a seat and waited for the others to arrive. I studied the flames and thought more about the games. I knew this first game had been the easiest and that the tournament would only become more difficult from this point onward, and I wondered just how deadly our last game would be. How many students would still be alive by then?  
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts I almost didn’t hear the footsteps coming down the stairwell.  
 
    When I turned around, though, my jaw nearly hit the floor. The women had changed from their tattered uniforms and into revealing elegant dresses, and I looked at each one carefully.  
 
    Akira wore a long, sheer lace black gown, and slits ran down both sides that displayed her long, toned legs. She also wore a thick black choker around her creamy white neck with a jewel in the middle. Her exotic almond eyes were lined with black eyeliner, and her lips were a shade darker than usual.  
 
    “You look yummy,” I purred.  
 
    “Thanks,” Akira said, and then she blushed a bit and looked at my feet.  
 
    I smiled, and then I turned to stare at the bookworm beside her.  
 
    Morgana had opted for a wine-red dress that highlighted her porcelain shoulders and the curve of her breasts. It was a figure-hugging gown that showed off her sensual hips and slender body. Her lips were painted the same shade of red, and her long, thick eyelashes batted like butterfly wings when she caught me staring. 
 
    “Yes, we know we look incredible.” Faye grinned. 
 
    She was right. The redhead was wearing an emerald green dress with long sleeves, but no fabric covered her smooth, freckled back. Her cheeks were flushed, and her vivid red hair was tied up into a messy but sexy bun. She also wore a deep red lipstick that made her greenish-gold eyes appear even brighter and her skin paler.  
 
    Vesta giggled, and when I turned to her, she blushed. I gave her the once over and noticed parts of her dress were sheer and similar to Akira’s. Except, instead of a black gown, she wore a deep purple dress that had sequined sleeves and a heart-shaped neckline. Her light green hair fell down in loose waves over her shoulders, and her lips were as pink as a rose. 
 
    They all looked absolutely beautiful and sexy as hell.  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled. “Look at you all.” 
 
    “You don’t look so bad yourself.” Akira smirked.  
 
    “She’s right.” Vesta winked. “You clean up pretty well.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Akira huffed after a moment. “Let’s stop kissing each other’s asses and just get this over with, shall we?”  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We left the common room and headed back down to the banquet hall. The women’s heels clicked and clacked against the marble floors and reverberated through the corridors, and when we finally reached the banquet hall doors, we could hear wild laughter and music echoing inside. 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” Akira growled before she pushed the doors open.  
 
    As soon as we stepped inside, my mouth hung open in amazement.  
 
    The banquet hall looked completely different, and it took me a moment to adjust to my new surroundings. The ceiling had expanded, and shooting stars were sprinting across the hall and past the large silver and iron chandeliers that glittered high above us. The entire room was glowing with light, since tonight, all the candles were lit, and they were taller than the usual ones. The tables had all been pushed to the sides and were covered with different platters of food and drinks, including roasted goose, crispy swan, pitchers of wolfberry wine, assortments of cheeses, spiced greens, and pink caviar. There were also rows of strange-looking desserts, which included a green layered cake at least fifteen feet tall.  
 
    Music played through the expansive room, and when I looked around to try and discover where the hauntingly beautiful melody was coming from, I spotted a set of instruments playing on their own at the front of the room. Any women who were dancing were dancing on their own, and the warlocks were awkwardly hanging by the food. They stared at the dancing women with a mixture of loathing and lust, and I laughed internally.  
 
    The poor bastards would never stand a chance with any one of these women.  
 
    I chose to ignore the competition, though, and paid more attention to our glorious surroundings.  
 
    “Unholy fuck,” I breathed. “Theodora really outdid herself this time.”  
 
    “Yes, she did, didn’t she?” a familiar voice said from behind us. 
 
    When I whipped around, Penelope was standing there in a long, sexy black gown with matching gloves. Her vivid orange hair was in loose waves that framed and flattered her heart-shaped face. Beatrix was by her side, and as always, the brunette looked bored and tired, but still, she was breathtaking. She was wearing a red and white dress with no sleeves, and a skeleton necklace dangled just above her voluptuous breasts.  
 
    “What the hell do you want, Penelope?” Akira sneered. “We didn’t come here to fight.’ 
 
    “I don’t want anything.” The orange-haired witch shrugged. “I was only coming over here to congratulate you.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” Morgana hissed. “You always have an agenda.” 
 
    “Nope” she replied, “not this time.” 
 
    “Honestly, we just wanted to say you did well out there today,” Beatrix drawled. “We may be on opposite teams, but still… we’re representing Scholomance, so well done." 
 
    “Err, thanks,” I answered. I was doing my best not to sound awkward, but it was just such an unusual situation. I never expected them to come up to us like this, but at this point, I’d take it. “You did well, too.” 
 
    “They did?” Akira scoffed.  
 
    Morgana discreetly nudged her, and Akira forced a smile. 
 
    “I suppose you didn’t die,” Akira snickered. “Yay, you.” 
 
    “Well, anyway,” Penelope sighed. “Enjoy your night.”  
 
    The pair glided off to join the other two witches of their group, and we slowly walked through the clusters of crowds and looked around. I noticed Nyx and the horned witch talking with the other two women of their team, and for some reason, I found myself walking over to them. 
 
    “Cole, what are you doing?” I heard Vesta gasp, but I was already halfway toward them. 
 
    The blue witch was the first one to notice me, and she arched an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “Ah, look who it is, ladies.” She grinned. 
 
    “The man.” The silver-haired witch smiled. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced… my name is Ash, and this green-haired demon is Lena.” 
 
    I turned to look at the witch with the apple-green hair and smiled tightly. 
 
    “Look, I just wanted to say--” I began, but then Ash raised her hand. 
 
    “I get it.” She nodded. “You want to tell us we fought well and no hard feelings, all that shit, right?” 
 
    “Something along those lines,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s cool.” She winked. “I’m just relieved we didn’t lose to warlocks.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I replied. 
 
    Ash studied me for a moment before she bit down on her bottom lip and leaned closer.  
 
    “I think we can be cordial with one another, you know in the hallways and shit… but don’t get it twisted.” She smirked. “Once we’re back on the field, it’s on. No mercy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I grinned.  
 
    “Cool,” Lena laughed.  
 
    I glanced behind the women and noticed an abnormally tall witch with a shadow across her upper lip, thick arms, and short dark hair. 
 
    “Is that your headmistress?” I asked.  
 
    “It is.” Lena nodded. 
 
    “Why haven’t I seen her before?” I wondered.  
 
    “Well,” Ash sighed, “she’s a little insecure about her looks, especially with the way your headmistress looks… so she tries to stay behind the scenes as much as possible. She’s comfortable around us, of course, but I’m sure this integration is getting on her nerves.” 
 
    I nodded and searched among the warlocks for their headmistress. I thought it was strange I hadn’t heard or seen them yet, either. Finally, I spotted a tall, skinny man with a long black beard and matching black eyes. His skin was sallow, and his cheeks were hollow. He looked ill and much older than the other students, so naturally, I assumed he was the headmaster.  
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “And what’s his excuse for not showing up until now?” I asked as I glared at the creepy old man. 
 
    The women turned to follow my gaze and then chuckled under their breath.  
 
    “Who knows?” Ash shrugged. 
 
    “And who cares,” Nyx laughed. “I’m just glad to hear one of the warlocks died during the first game.” 
 
    “They are a bunch of idiots.” Esther shook her head. “They have no respect for these games, it’s just a giant pissing contest for them.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I said as I remembered how Bram and Malcolm attacked Vesta out of nowhere.  
 
    I wished it had been one of them who had died out there, but then I told myself there were still a few more games to get through, and plenty of opportunities to kill them along the way.  
 
    “Anyway,” I sighed. “I’d better get back to my coven.” 
 
    “We’ll see you around.” Ash winked. 
 
    I left them and returned to my women, and they all had golden goblets in their hands and were swaying to the music.  
 
    “What was that about?” Akira demanded once I reached them. 
 
    “Nothing important,” I replied, and then I grinned at my coven. “Do any of you want to dance?”  
 
    “I do!” Faye grinned before she shoved her goblet at Akira. 
 
    I laughed as Akira rolled her black eyes and suppressed a smile, and then I led the eager redhead over to the dance floor and pulled her voluptuous body against mine. I could feel people’s eyes on us as we gently swayed to the music, but Faye was grinning from ear to ear as we moved our bodies to the gentle notes of the violin and piano. The redhead looked up at me with lust in her eyes, and I couldn’t help but picture her naked freckled body splayed out on my bed as I slowly slid my cock between her pink pussy lips.  
 
    I was about to command her to return to my room, where I could fuck her Wicca brains out, but something in the air stopped me. I felt as if someone was speaking to me, and for a moment, I thought it was Theodora. Sometimes, I could sense her presence, and I wondered if that might be it, but when I searched the banquet hall, I didn’t see her. 
 
    “That’s odd,” I whispered. 
 
    “What is?” Faye asked.  
 
    “I don’t see the headmistress,” I answered. “You’d think she’d be here.”  
 
    “I wonder where she is… ” the redhead mused as she looked around and scrunched up her freckled nose. "I don’t see Vanessa anywhere, either.”  
 
    “Are you two finished?” Akira asked before she tapped on my shoulder. “I’d like to get myself a refill if that’s alright with you, Faye. And I don’t want to approach the table with two goblets, because then the entire school will start a rumor that I have a drinking problem.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Faye laughed before she took back her goblet. “Sorry.” 
 
    Akira glanced at me, and her face fell. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Cole?” she asked.  
 
    “I just have this strange feeling,” I muttered as the weight in my chest grew heavier. 
 
    Then I turned to look at the headmaster of the Mors Academy, and his eyes were burning into mine. My entire body went ice-cold, and my head instantly felt as if it were going to split open. I buckled over in pain, and Vesta grabbed me before I could fall over. 
 
    “Cole!” she gasped. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Something’s wrong… I have to find Theodora,” I breathed as my vision doubled, but I could still feel the headmaster’s eyes on me. “Right now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I ran away from my coven and crashed through the doors on my way out. There was no time to explain what had happened, and I bolted through the corridors and down several staircases toward Theodora’s office. I was prepared to demand some answers this time. I needed to speak with her and find out why that headmaster had caused me such incredible pain by merely looking at me. 
 
     I’d never felt anything like that before, and I knew it couldn’t possibly be good.  
 
    When I reached Theodora's door, I tried to pull it open, but it was locked, so I banged on it like a madman. 
 
    “Headmistress?” I called out. “Headmistress, please open up! I need to talk to you! Please, it’s urgent!”  
 
    After a long moment, the door swung open, but instead of staring at the headmistress, I was looking at a younger and angrier version of her.  
 
    “What the hell do you want?” Vanessa sneered.  
 
    She was dressed for the ball, but it was difficult to focus on her eyes when half her perfect creamy breasts were spilling out of her black corset dress. Her cheeks and lips were rosy red, and she looked incredible, but as usual, her beautiful face was turned up into a bitchy scowl.  
 
    I tried to focus on her face, but it was difficult when her voluptuous chest was heaving up and down in anger.  
 
    “Hello?” she snapped. “Are you deaf? What do you want? You should be in the banquet hall.” 
 
    “I need to speak to Theodora--” I panted as I shook my head and snapped back to reality. 
 
    “I think you meant to say, Headmistress Theodora,” Vanessa corrected with her chin raised. “You disrespectful--”  
 
    “Let him in, Vanessa,” I heard Theodora call out. “It’s quite alright.”  
 
    Vanessa’s mouth snapped closed, and her lips set into a tight line before she shot me another glare. Then she glided out of my way and finally let me in, and I lightly brushed past her before I approached the headmistress.  
 
    Theodora was at her desk drinking a goblet of wine and searching through a pile of old books. I couldn’t help but notice she was also dressed in a black Victorian-style gown, and I quickly wondered why she wasn’t at the ball. The very same ball she’d boasted about and demanded we all attend. It just didn’t sit well with me, and I knew something wasn’t right.  
 
    I could feel it. 
 
    “Cole, what brings you to my office?” she asked as her eyes found mine. “You should be celebrating with your fellow students.”  
 
    “I should be telling you the same thing,” I replied with a cocked eyebrow. “Why are you hiding out here?”  
 
    “Hiding? How dare you speak to the headmistress that way!” Vanessa growled behind me, but Theodora raised a hand to stop her. 
 
    “That’s quite alright,” she tutted as she gave me a quick once over and then focused on her daughter. “Vanessa, you may join the others in the banquet hall. I shall be up there, momentarily.” 
 
    “But--” the angry woman argued.  
 
    “I said I’d be there,” the headmistress repeated with a little more firmness in her voice. “You may leave us.”  
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Vanessa muttered.  
 
    Vanessa shot me another dirty look before she left the office. As soon as she shut the door, the air grew heavy with silence, and all I could focus on was the crackling fire, but I quickly snapped out of it.  
 
    “Headmistress,” I began, “something strange happened in the banquet hall, and I think you need to know about it.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked as she tilted her head. “And what might that be?”  
 
    “It was the strangest thing, but when I looked at the headmaster of the Mors Academy, I thought my skull was going to split in half,” I explained. “I’d never felt anything like it before, not from looking at another person. What was it? I know you know… your premonition skills are greater than any other living Wicca.” 
 
    She narrowed her pale blue eyes at me as if she were trying to assess the situation. Then she took in a deep breath and sighed.  
 
    “Cole,” Theodora said, “I think you should know by now I can’t answer that for you. Warlocks are powerful… and there could be several reasons why you felt what you did. I’m sure he is a tad bit resentful toward you, considering you beat his students today.” 
 
    “Well, with all due respect, Headmistress, what can you tell me?" I demanded. “Every time something strange happens to me, no one is there to give me a straight answer. Like, take for example, that day in Vanessa’s class when we were learning about the killing hex? Everyone’s rose died, but mine went up in flames. Vanessa said I had the aeterna ignis, and that’s what caused the flower to catch fire, but I don’t even know what that means--”  
 
    “It means eternal fire,” Theodora supplied.  
 
    “But what does that mean, and what does it have to do with me?” I asked.  
 
    “It means you have more power than most,” the headmistress answered as she leaned forward in her chair. “There will be many spells in your life that will not affect you the same way it affects others, and you must learn how to control it.” 
 
    “But why?” I pressed. “Why me?” 
 
    “Ah, now that.” She smiled. “That you must answer for yourself.” 
 
    “But how--”  
 
    “Did you know the study hall has a secret passageway?” she asked out of nowhere. 
 
    “Um… no… ” I replied slowly. 
 
    “Most people don’t,” she answered.  
 
    I was about to question her more until something on her desk caught my eye. It was a solid black stone, and I realized with a jolt it was the same stone we had stolen from Gregor the Great’s mansion. 
 
    “Here’s another question I’ve been dying to ask you,” I said as I pointed to the stone. “What the hell is that? And why is it so important?” 
 
    “It’s called a Defero.” The headmistress grinned. “It is used to communicate with those who are tethered in between worlds.”  
 
    “And you’re trying to reach someone in particular,” I mused. “Someone you know who’s been lost and in between worlds for a long time.”  
 
    “Something like that,” she said with the same serene smile on her face. “Anyway, I suggest you head back to the ball. Your coven will be wondering where you are.” 
 
    “Headmistress--” I started, but she was already standing up.  
 
    “I’ll see you down in the banquet hall shortly,” she purred. “Take your time, though. The halls are dark at night, and it’s easy to get turned around.”  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded slowly. “But you’ll keep an eye on the Headmaster of Mors Academy?” 
 
    “Both eyes, if I can spare them.” She smiled at me as I headed over to the door, and I shook my head as I left her office. Obviously, she wanted me to go into the study hall and find the secret passageway, but why? And why could she never be direct with her answers or wishes?  
 
    I sighed and rubbed at my face. There was no point in dwelling over questions that would never be answered. So, I quickly made my way to the study hall and ignored the paintings that scolded me for running through the corridors.  
 
    As soon as I was inside, I stopped dead in my tracks. The study hall was massive, and I had no idea where the hell I would start looking for a secret entranceway. There were thousands of books in here and hundreds of tables, so I sighed and slowly began to walk through the hall. As I glided through the empty study hall, I opened my senses up to feel for anything out of the ordinary. The air felt calm here, though, and nothing weird caught my attention as I walked past several tables and bookshelves. It just seemed like an empty, cold hall.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    I took in a deep breath and tried again. I walked past the windows and focused on my heartbeat and the musty air around me, but I wasn’t picking up on anything.  
 
    I was ready to give up when something in the air suddenly shifted. It felt as if a cold gust of wind came from out of nowhere and was urging me to move to the very end of the room. So, I followed the feeling and went to another wooden bookcase. It looked just like the others, but I knew there had to be something different about it. It was screaming at me without even making a sound, so I stared at the books and traced the edges of the spines before I gently pulled each one back. I tilted every book, but nothing happened. I’d expected there to be a secret entrance behind this bookcase, but maybe my mind was just playing tricks on me.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed.  
 
    I was about to give up and turn around, but something caught my eye. It was a bright blue book entitled, “Mysterious Mermaids and Troublesome Tooth-fairies, Volume One.”  
 
    At first glance, there was nothing unusual about it. The strange thing was it clearly belonged to a set, but there was only the one. I pulled it back, and nothing happened, so I took a step back and glanced at all the spines.  
 
    Then I smiled when I spotted the same shade of blue, three books away to the right.  
 
    It was the same book, only this was volume two. Why the hell would they be separated like that? There had to be a reason. Without further hesitation, I reached out and pulled both books back at the same time. At first, nothing happened, and my stomach turned with disappointment, but when I pulled my hands away, there was a low rattling sound as the bookcase vibrated and slowly peeled open. A gust of freezing wind and thick dust hit me in the face when the bookcase had opened entirely, and I stared into the darkness in front of me and grinned. 
 
    I’d found it.  
 
    “Illuminana,” I muttered with my wand raised.  
 
    A bright light sprang from the tip of my wand, and all I saw was a stone stairwell that led down to another floor. I stepped past the threshold, and the sound of dripping water echoed all around me as I slowly made my way down to the mysterious level. I heard rats squeaking and scurrying past me as I crept lower, and by the time I reached the last couple of steps, the air had grown thick, and it was becoming more and more difficult to breathe. I briefly wondered when the last time someone had been down here, and I guessed it had been at least ten or twenty years judging by the accumulated cobwebs, dust, and grime.  
 
    I finally found the last step and looked around me. There wasn’t much down here, and the only choice was to walk down a narrow corridor that led to an arched wooden door at the end of the hall. So, I took in a deep breath and headed in that direction with the wand to guide my way. A few moments later, I pushed the heavy door open, even though I half-expected it to be locked. As soon as I was inside, a chilly wind swept over me, and I could have sworn I heard a woman whisper my name. An icy shiver crept up my spine, and the hairs on my arm stood on end.  
 
    I knew I wasn’t alone.  
 
    “Who’s there?” I said aloud. “I heard you… show yourself.”  
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    “I know you’re there!” I shouted. 
 
    Still, nothing.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. Then my light spell faded, and I cursed under my breath. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I repeated.  
 
    My wand lit up the room, and I quickly scanned my surroundings. I’d been so distracted by the sound of my name, I didn’t even realize I was in a small bedroom. There was a small, dusty cot pushed up against the wall with a moth-eaten blanket on top of it, a tattered carpet covered the dirt-covered floor, and there were melted candles and shattered plates on the ground. It was a pathetic little room, but the most interesting thing were the mountains of antique-looking books that towered up against the pale stone wall.  
 
    “Cole,” the same voice suddenly whispered. 
 
    I whipped around, but I didn’t see anything or anyone.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” I growled.  
 
    There was no answer. All I could hear were the rats that continued to scurry around in the shadows.  
 
    I shook my head and tried to ignore the heavy feeling in my chest. Instead, I turned my attention to the books. Someone must have lived down here and spent hours studying these books. Whoever they were, they were a dedicated student. There were at least a hundred books here, and when I stepped closer to get a better look at the tomes, I realized they were ancient. I could tell by the worn-out leather, peeling titles, and tattered brown pages.  
 
    I found myself pulling a deep red book from the top of a pile, and a smile broke across my face when I read the title.  
 
    How to Overcome Obstacles of Unimaginable Proportions: A History of the Ludi Mortiferum 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe it. Theodora knew these were down here, and that’s why she’d sent me here.  
 
    So, I quickly tucked the book under my arm and glanced at the next book underneath it. I realized it was another advanced book of hexes and spells to help students survive the games, and I smirked to myself as I grabbed that one and then another one underneath it. Then I quickly realized there were too many books to carry with me at once. I’d have to bring the others down here to study instead. Maybe Morgana would know a way to quickly spruce the place up?  
 
    I made up my mind that I would return later, so I gently placed the books back onto the dusty pile. I did, however, decide to take a couple of books with me. One was about advanced hexes and curses used in the games, while the other was the first one I’d picked up. With my books in hand, I was ready to leave. I had spent too much time away from the others, and they were probably worried about me. 
 
    As I slowly turned around, though, I heard my name again, only this time, it was much louder and angrier. My heart hammered against my chest, and beads of sweat collected on my forehead.  
 
    “Cole!” a woman’s voice echoed around me. “Cole, come here! Let me see you.”  
 
    I glanced around the empty room and opened my mouth to speak, but no words escaped my lips. 
 
    “You look so young and promising,” the voice hissed from everywhere and nowhere. “Let me look into your eyes.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I snickered. “The freaky voice wants to look into my eyes. How about you go fuck yourself?” 
 
    There was no answer this time, but a strong gust of wind nearly knocked me off my feet. I almost dropped my wand, but I managed to quickly compose myself and stand straight. Then I pointed my wand in front of me, and again, another gust of wind blew past me. I couldn’t say for sure, but it felt as if the wind wanted me to leave this pitiful little bedroom. So, I took in a deep, steady breath and followed my instincts. I headed back out into the corridor and followed the gust, but when I was by the stairwell, the wind completely stopped. I looked around and tried to figure out what the hell I was looking for, but all I saw was the narrow passageway and pale, cracked stone walls.  
 
    “What the hell are you trying to show me?” I asked aloud. “Huh? What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    Again, there was nothing. There was no response or sign that someone or something was down here with me.  
 
    Maybe I was going insane?  
 
    I shook my head and thought about heading back up the stairs until something caught my eye. It was a painting of some kind half-covered by a tattered cloth. It hung by the stairwell, and I could feel the dark energy radiating through the hall coming from it. I’d nearly missed it because the fabric was the same color as the wall.  
 
    “That’s it,” the voice murmured into my ear. “Just a little bit closer.” 
 
    I didn’t answer her. Instead, I extended my fingers and reached out to pull the fabric away, but when I did, I flinched back from a sharp heat that burned at my fingertips. Then I dropped the cloth, and my mouth hung open as I stared at the grotesque portrait before me.  
 
    It was a monstrous-looking woman with deep green, cracked skin. She was covered with boils and bumps, and maggots crawled through the crevices. Her eyes were drooping, and it appeared as if they were melting out of her sockets. Her teeth were brown and broken, her nails were long and piss yellow, and she had thin strands of dark hair along her scalp. She was ancient, hideous, but there was something preventing me from covering her back up. 
 
    I tried to look away, but before I could turn around, another gust of wind made my skin prickle and my neck hairs stand up. I waited, and slowly, before my eyes, the painting started to change. The woman’s green, decayed skin was gradually turning into a soft, creamy white, but that wasn’t the only thing changing. Her skeletal face slowly dissolved into a youthful visage, and thick black hair started to grow from her head and tumbled over her shoulders. Then her drooping eyes morphed, and they were suddenly the brightest and lightest shade of blue I’d ever seen.  
 
    When the transformation was complete, I took a small step back. The woman was breathtakingly beautiful and somewhat familiar, but the strangest thing was she looked a lot like myself, and when I stared into her ice-blue eyes, I knew where I’d seen her before. 
 
    She was the woman from my dreams. Unmasked and uncloaked. 
 
    “You,” I whispered. “It’s you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak again, but I could utter no words. I was in a daze, completely mesmerized by the portrait in front of me, and I stared deeply into this mysterious woman’s eyes. They were cold, ice-blue orbs that penetrated my soul at first glance. The more I looked at her, the more I realized there was something truly remarkable about her, and I wished I knew what it was.  
 
    “I know you can see me,” I said after a minute of hard silence. “What do you want from me?”  
 
    The woman didn’t say a word, so I continued to stare at her.  
 
    I knew she could speak. All the paintings in the castle were alive, so what made her any different? True, the transformation had been a new experience, but it didn’t change the fact she could speak to me if she wanted to. I couldn’t understand it. She’d been calling me to her, and now, she was as silent as the grave. It was a strange turn of events, and with each passing minute, I grew more impatient.  
 
    “Come on,” I whispered after another long moment. “Speak… I know you want to. What is it you want to tell me? I’m here.”  
 
    I strained to listen, even for a whisper, but all I could hear was the sound of water dripping and rats squeaking. The air remained the same, and there were no gusts of wind or whispering of any kind. 
 
    She was gone.  
 
    I sighed and threw the cover back over the portrait. There was no point lingering down here in the cold while asking myself the same fucking questions over and over again. Who was this woman? Why was her portrait hidden deep beneath the castle? Why did I keep seeing her? What did it mean? I promised myself I would eventually find out who this woman was, but for now, I had other things to take care of.  
 
    I stared down at the book in my hands and decided to return to the common room. I didn’t want to head back to the banquet hall. I was too preoccupied with my thoughts, and I knew the coven would know something was up as soon as they saw me. Our bond was growing stronger every day, and I wasn’t in the mood to explain myself.  
 
    I headed up the stairs and made my way back to the common room. Once I passed the blonde-haired woman’s portrait, I opened the door and slipped inside. The room was empty, aside from Alexander, who was curled up into a ball and sleeping on one of the sofas, so I quietly sat down next to him and in front of the fire.  
 
    There was a pitcher of wine on the coffee table, as well as a few goblets, so I poured myself a full glass and drank deeply before I retrieved one of the cellar books tucked under the pillow. I sipped thoughtfully, and a thousand different questions roamed through my mind. Tonight had been more eventful than I anticipated. When I stared down at the book, I knew it was going to be challenging to concentrate, but I also knew I needed to start reading. There was a reason Theodora sent me down there, and I had a feeling this was it. 
 
    So, I peeled the book open, and my eyes began to devour the text and gorgeous illustrations. Entire chapters were dedicated to ancient hexes and curses that were no longer taught in classes but served well in the games. They were laid out before me, and I was both amazed and concerned about the complicated spells and fatal tasks. Some witches had to defeat deadly dragons, murderous mermaids, and fickle fairies. The only creatures we’d come across so far were the annoying snow goblins and the huge snow beast, which, according to the text, was called an ice wendigo. Once they consumed an individual, the poor soul became bonded to the wendigo, and the soul eventually turned into a wendigo itself. For a brief moment, I almost felt sorry for that warlock who had his head ripped off. Who knew what would become of him now? 
 
    I continued to study hard until I heard footsteps by the door, and when I looked up, I caught Vesta and Faye staring at me with red cheeks and glassy eyes. They were swaying and laughing, and I knew they were tipsy from their flushed faces.  
 
    “Cole,” Faye giggled and stumbled on her heels. “You never came back to the party. Where did you go?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” I nodded as I discreetly shut the book and tucked it under a pillow. “I just didn’t really feel up to any more socializing, so I came back here." 
 
    “We missed you.” Vesta grinned suggestively. “Akira and Morgana are still at the party.” 
 
    “Well.” I smirked. “The three of us can have some fun.”  
 
    “Oh?” Vesta purred. “What did you have in mind?”  
 
    “Several things,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Like what?” Faye purred as she licked her lips, and I could almost feel the warm and wet tightness of her pretty mouth around my cock.  
 
    “Go to my bedroom,” I ordered. “Both of you.” 
 
    The witches flushed a deeper shade of red and smiled coyly at me, and I watched as they scurried up the stairs and into my bedroom. I downed the rest of my wine and stood up. Then I slowly headed up the stairs, and when I was in my room, I shut the door and took in the sight before me.  
 
    Flames crackled in the fireplace as Vesta and Faye both sat primly on the edge of my bed, and I looked between the purple witch and the redhead as I tried to decide who I wanted to fuck first. Then I took off my shirt and tossed it into a corner before running my fingers through my hair.  
 
    It was a tough decision.  
 
    “Get up and stand in front of the bed,” I commanded, and the witches complied. Then I walked over, sat in the space they had just occupied, and leaned back to lounge on my hands. 
 
    “What next, master?” Vesta breathed, and her silver eyes were dilated with arousal.  
 
    “Undress each other,” I ordered. “Slowly.” 
 
    The witches nodded their heads obediently before they began to slowly peel off each other’s dresses. Blood rushed to my cock as Faye turned around, while Vesta slowly untied her dress, and the purple witch planted soft kisses along the back of Faye’s freckled neck as she gently pulled down the redhead’s gown. Faye was naked underneath, and her nipples pebbled the moment her pale, perky breasts were exposed to the air.  
 
    “Touch her, Vesta,” I grunted, and my voice rang with authority.  
 
    “Yes, master,” the purple witch sighed, and she reached out and plucked at Faye’s nipples until they were as red as her hair.  
 
    “Okay, stop,” I said after a moment, and Vesta froze. “Now, Faye, you do the same to Vesta.” 
 
    “Yes, Cole.” The redhead bit down on her lip as she turned to the other witch, and then Faye slowly started to peel off Vesta’s sheer gown.  
 
    To my pleasant surprise, the purple-skinned witch was also naked underneath her dress, and she moaned when Faye immediately latched onto her plum colored nipples and tugged.  
 
    Once both witches were squirming and flushed with arousal, I palmed the growing erection in my pants and studied their beautiful figures in the dim firelight.  
 
    “Come closer,” I demanded. “Both of you.”  
 
    They both sauntered over, and I turned my attention to the redhead first. Faye’s thighs were trembling, and her breasts moved up and down in a rapid rhythm. Her vibrant red hair was still tied up into a bun, but I wanted to see it tumble down across her shoulders and spill over my face. I wanted her to be completely free.  
 
    “Take your hair down,” I commanded. “Quickly.”  
 
    The redhead nodded before she reached up and undid her hair, and it came cascading down like a bloody waterfall. Her vibrant green eyes were shimmering with lust and desire, and I beckoned for her to come even closer.  
 
    “Get over here,” I ordered.  
 
    She took a small step forward, and I sat on the edge of the bed and reached in between her legs. The redhead was hot to the touch, and I smirked as I gently caressed her pussy.  
 
    Her entrance immediately twitched under my fingers, and a breathy moan slipped out from her mouth as I slid a finger inside her hot tunnel. Then I slipped another digit into her and crooked both, and Faye gasped as her nails dug into my shoulder. A moment later, I could feel drops of blood trickle down my back, and the bite of pain made my cock throb.  
 
    “You’re already wet.” I grinned. “We haven’t even begun yet.”  
 
    “Oooh,” she groaned and tossed back her head, “Cole, right there, please keep going. Don’t stop… w-whatever you do, don’t stoooop.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want with you,” I growled. “Or did you forget you are mine?” 
 
    “Noooo,” she whined. “Sorry, Cole. I’m yours. Do what you want with me. I belong to you.” 
 
    “Good,” I purred. “Now, stay still.”  
 
    Faye moaned as I swiped my thumb over her throbbing clit, and she whimpered with pleasure as I continued to thrust my fingers in and out of her.  
 
    “Vesta,” I said as I looked at the purple witch. “Get on the bed.”  
 
    She nodded and slowly crawled up behind me, and she pressed her breasts against my back and gently nibbled on my earlobe as I continued to pleasure the moaning redhead.  
 
    I stared up at Faye, and my gaze wandered over her sharp, golden-green eyes, small freckled nose, and full rosy lips.  
 
    “Do you like this?” I murmured, and the redhead’s thighs trembled as I slipped my fingers deeper inside of her.  
 
    “Yesssss,” Faye whimpered as I sawed in and out of her wet tunnel, and the deeper I went, the louder she moaned.  
 
    Then, with my free hand, I reached up and cupped one of her large breasts. I brushed my thumb over her rosy, perky nipple, and she groaned softly as I gently pinched her bud. She squeezed her eyes shut as I rolled my thumb over her nipple, and when I squeezed harder, she bit down on her lip and groaned.  
 
    When her breathing grew faster after five or so minutes, I gently pulled my fingers out of her, and she gasped as her eyes flew open.  
 
    “Coooole,” she hissed through full pouty lips. “Why did you stop? I was so close.”  
 
    “Because it’s my turn,” I growled. “Both of you get down on your knees in front of me.” 
 
    I stood up from the bed, and both witches knelt before me. They didn’t dare break eye contact as I slowly unbuttoned my pants and pulled out my throbbing cock, and their glassy eyes widened and filled with primal desire as I held it out before them. 
 
    “Who shall have the first taste of me?” I whispered. 
 
    “Me, please,” Vesta begged. “Oh, Cole, I want to suck your cock so bad. Please let me be first.” 
 
    “Me, Cole,” Faye whined. “You just… you just brought me to the edge. I need something else inside of me. Let me taste you. Please.”  
 
    “Vesta,” I said after a moment of consideration, “come closer.” 
 
    The purple witch did as she was told, and as soon as she was close enough, I grabbed her head and slowly pushed myself inside her mouth. Before she engulfed me whole, she slowly ran her hot tongue along my tip and smiled wickedly at me.  
 
    “Open wider,” I demanded. “You can do it.”  
 
    She obeyed and took me in, and I groaned in instant gratification as my tip scraped against the back of her throat. Then she bobbed her green head back and forth while Faye started to run her own fingers down to her pussy. With one hand, I guided Vesta along my cock, and with the other, I snapped my fingers to stop the redhead from touching herself.  
 
    “No,” I panted, “not yet. Not until I tell you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she pouted. 
 
    “Okay…” I hissed. 
 
    “Master.” The redhead bit her lip and stared up at me with adoration clear in her eyes. 
 
    “Hmmmmm…” Vesta moaned as she licked and sucked on the head of my dick before moving down to the shaft.  
 
    “Sooo good, Vesta. Your mouth feels fantastic.” I groaned as she deepthroated my entire cock, and it took all my willpower not to explode in her mouth. 
 
    “I love the way your dick tastes,” Vesta whispered as she popped her mouth off my cock for a second, then she hastily took it all back in with one gulp, and I almost lost it as her tongue swirled around the base. 
 
    “Faye, I want you to spread your legs for me,” I ordered, “and then I want you to gently finger yourself… but you can’t come until I say so.”  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Faye grunted as she adjusted herself on the floor.  
 
    The redhead spread her legs and started to lightly tap on her bright pink pussy. She painted slow circles around her engorged clit, and I could see the wetness of her arousal glisten on her lower lips. Then she slipped two of her dainty fingers into her hungry hole, and her head dropped back with a stuttering moan.  
 
    I watched and listened as Faye finger fucked herself for several minutes, and all the while Vesta continued to suck and slurp around my cock like she was starving and only my seed could satiate her. Finally, I clenched my fingers in Vesta’s green, wavy hair, and I shoved her head down until she gagged around my shaft.  
 
    “That’s it, swallow my cock,” I crooned as Vesta twitched under my hand. “Good girl.” 
 
    Faye whimpered on the floor, and I glanced over to see her green-gold eyes were locked onto Vesta choking on my dick. The redhead had her fingers buried in her sopping wet pussy now, and her legs were starting to shake. 
 
    It was also growing more difficult not to cum in Vesta’s hungry mouth, so I decided to change things up a little bit. 
 
    “Faye, come here and get on the bed,” I grunted.  
 
    The redhead scrambled to her feet, and as she walked over to climb onto the mattress, I pried Vesta off my cock.  
 
    “Was that good, master?” the purple witch panted, and her silver eyes were dilated with desire as she planted one last kiss onto the head of my shaft.  
 
    “Very good,” I growled as I got to my feet. “Now, get on the bed next to Faye.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Vesta moaned, and then she moved aside and clambered up onto the mattress.  
 
    Now, both witches were splayed on their backs across the red sheets, and they squirmed as I stared down at them. Vesta ran her fingers up her lithe body to pluck at her pebbled plum nipples, and Faye spread her legs so she could delve her fingers into her wet slit again.  
 
    “Did I say you could touch yourself?” I growled as I zeroed in on the redhead. “That pussy is mine, not yours.” 
 
    Faye froze and moaned as she withdrew her fingers from her pussy. “Sorry, master.” 
 
    “You better be,” I rumbled as I crawled onto the bed, grabbed Faye by her red hair, and pulled her toward me.  
 
    Our mouths crashed together, and I immediately nipped at Faye’s lower lip until I drew blood. The redhead whimpered as I pressed her down into the mattress, and our tongues snaked together as our kiss deepened and grew more demanding.  
 
    “Cole,” the redhead gasped as she ripped her mouth away from mine. “I want you inside me. Please don’t make me beg for it.” 
 
    “Really?” I smirked as I lightly tapped my cock around the inside of her thighs. “I think good girls would beg, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, p-please,” she panted. “Master, fuck me, fuck me until I scream. Fuck me until you flood my womb with your seed. Satan, I need it so much. Please give it to me, Cole.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I chuckled as I pushed her legs apart and slowly slid my cock inside her.  
 
    Faye’s pussy was incredibly wet and tight, and a guttural groan resonated in her chest when I bottomed out inside of her. I didn’t start moving, though. Instead, I paused there, with my shaft buried into her womb up to the hilt, and then I lifted my head and found Vesta.  
 
    The purple witch was sprawled against the pillows, and her lavender skin stood out in sharp contrast with the crimson sheets. She was still plucking at her nipples, but she instantly froze when my eyes met hers.  
 
    “Vesta,” I growled, “you’re going to lay there and watch me fuck Faye. And you’re not going to touch yourself. Am I understood? I want your hands flat against the sheets until I’m ready for you. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Coleeeee,” Vesta groaned like she was in agony, but she couldn’t defy a direct command from me, so her hands immediately snapped to her sides and pressed against the mattress.  
 
    “Good girl.” I smirked, and then I looked back down at the redhead spread out beneath me. “And thank you for waiting patiently, Faye. You get a reward.” 
 
    “A rewar--?” she started to ask, but before she could finish, I pulled my hips back until my cock nearly slipped out of her, and then I slammed forward until I was beyond deep inside of her.  
 
    Faye cried out sharply as I began to thrust into her, and she felt so fucking wet and tight. I started slowly at first, but then my strokes became faster, and her red lips parted open as she desperately gasped for air. My shaft sawed in and out of her spasming tunnel, and the quicker I went, the louder she moaned and cried out for more.  
 
    “You don’t get to come until I say so,” I growled into Faye’s ear, and she whimpered as she clawed desperately at my spine. Then I leaned back, grabbed her legs, and slung them over my shoulders, and when I thrust back inside of her from this new angle, a startled scream tore out of her mouth.  
 
    “Coleeeeeee, oh, yesssss! Just like that. Fuck me harder, master!” 
 
    I pounded into her in this position for several minutes, and her breasts jostled with the force of my thrusts. Soon, I could tell she was close, but before she could cum, I grabbed her thighs and flipped us over so she was perched on top of me with her legs straddling my hips.  
 
    “Ride me,” I commanded, and then I slapped her on the ass for good measure.  
 
    “Yes, Cole!” Faye gasped, and then she began to bounce and swivel on my cock in a way that nearly made me explode. Her tunnel was so tight in this position, and her walls spasmed around me with every movement. Her nails dug into my chest as she continued to fuck me, and wet, sloppy noises came from where were were joined.  
 
    “Satan, just like that,” I grunted as I reached up to grab her pale, freckled breasts, and then I pinched and rolled her nipples between my fingers.  
 
    “Fuck, Cole!” she cried out as the sound of our skin slapping together filled the room, and her breathing grew more labored. “You feel soooooo goood. Satan, I want your seed inside me. Please, fill me up. Please, master!” 
 
    Her voice reached a fevered-pitch, and her pussy clamped down around me, so I knew she was close. 
 
    “Come for me,” I snarled as I grabbed her bucking hips, and then I shoved her down onto my cock until my tip met her womb.  
 
    As Faye came, her eyes widened, her back arched, and she screamed so loudly I thought the entire castle would hear. Her body seized on top of me, and I grunted as my cock throbbed and shot pulse after pulse of my seed into her welcoming tunnel.  
 
    After a long moment, Faye collapsed against my chest, and I could feel our combined juices leaking out onto my thighs.  
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as I shoved my still hard cock into her sopping tunnel.  
 
    “What about me?” Vesta pouted from the head of the bed, and I felt her wiggle against the sheets. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I grinned, lifted Faye off me, and deposited her limp body onto the sheets on my other side. “I haven’t forgotten about you. Get on all fours.”  
 
    I turned to face the lavender witch, and she smiled before she shifted to get into position like I ordered.  
 
    On the other side of the bed, Faye moaned weakly as she rolled fully onto her back, and I smirked as I saw my creamy seed spilling out from in between her splayed thighs.  
 
    Then I climbed up onto my knees behind Vesta, and I draped myself across her back.  
 
    “Do you want me?” I whispered into her ear.  
 
    “Yes, Cole,” she moaned as she shoved her hips back against me.  
 
    “Well, you were a good girl and didn’t touch yourself like I asked,” I mused, and I shifted closer so my wet cock bumped between her spread thighs. “So, I think you should get a reward, too.”  
 
    Before Vesta could respond, I braced myself on my knees, grabbed my hard shaft, and guided it into her wet pussy. She moaned as her lips spread around my considerable girth, and I pushed in deeper as her wide hips moved back and forth. 
 
    “Oh, that feels so fucking good,” she whimpered. “It feels like you’re splitting me in half. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “How about this?” I said before I snapped my hips forward. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” Vesta cried out in ecstasy and bunched up her fists into the sheets as she shoved her hips back against me. Then she moaned as I began to pound into her at a punishing pace, and she was so wet my cock met no resistance as it slipped in and out of her quivering pussy.  
 
    The force behind my thrusts jostled Vesta’s curvy ass, and she whimpered as she collapsed down onto her elbows. The slope of her back made my blood burn with desire, so I leaned forward, placed my hand in the center of her spine, and shoved her down until her face was buried into the pillows.  
 
    “Fucckkkkk, Coleeeeee.” Her screams were muffled by the fabric, and her fingers twisted into the sheets as I fucked down into her womb. “Yesss, just like that! Fuck me, harder. Ohhhhhhhh!” 
 
    “Take it, take my cock,” I growled, and I slapped her ass so hard I left an imprint of my hand. I could feel my own orgasm bubbling to the surface, and I chased that feeling as I picked up the pace until I was pistoning in and out of Vesta’s pussy.  
 
    “P-Please let me c-cum, Cole,” Vesta screamed as she turned her head to gasp for air, and her legs started to quiver around me.  
 
    “Do it,” I growled while I continued to pound deep inside her spasming pussy, and Vesta shouted out as she climaxed. Her pussy clamped down around my shaft like a vise, and I felt a gush of liquid coat my balls and thighs.  
 
    Her screams of ecstasy reached a crescendo as she kept cumming, and the sound of her orgasm was like music to my fucking ears. I grabbed onto her hips as they continued to jerk beneath me, and then I rammed forward, bottomed out inside of her womb, and let go.  
 
    My cock jerked and throbbed as it released what felt like a gallon of my seed into Vesta’s pussy, and my muscles seized like a jolt of electricity raced down my spine. I shoved my hips forward, once, twice, and each time another pulse of sperm left the tip of my shaft. My orgasm went on for what seemed like eternity, but finally my dick gave one last twitch, and a long, drawn out moan escaped my lips.  
 
    “Thank you, master,” Vesta whimpered in satisfaction as I pulled away, and more of my seed slipped out of her abused entrance and dribbled down her thighs.  
 
    “Good girls,” I chuckled, and I collapsed onto the bed between the two witches.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Faye sighed as she draped an arm across my chest. 
 
    “Yeahhhh,” Vesta moaned with her face still half buried in the pillow. “Sooo good, Cole. I’m going to sleep like a baby.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” I laughed. 
 
    “Huh?” Vesta asked as her eyebrows came together with worry. 
 
    “Nope.” I smirked. “We are just getting started. I’m fucking both of you all night long.” 
 
    Then I flipped over on top of Faye, grabbed the redhead’s legs, pulled her to my hips, angled my cum-soaked cock toward her cum-dripping pussy, and slid right back into her. 
 
    “Ohhh, fuckkkk, Cole,” she moaned as her green-gold eyes rolled into the back of her head. 
 
    But then neither said any more sensible words for the rest of the night while I fucked each of them over and over again. 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, Faye and Vesta were cuddled up on either side of my chest, and I couldn’t help but smile as I trailed my fingers along their naked curves.  
 
    My cock also gave a twitch as I recalled fucking the two witches last night, but my stomach grumbled just then, so I knew I needed to get some food before I could go another round.  
 
    After a few minutes, I gently pulled myself away from the two sleeping witches and quietly got dressed. Once I slipped on my usual uniform, I headed down to the living room. Akira and Morgana were awake, and they were sitting on the sofa and nibbling on some buttered toast while all the familiars were curled up into a giant pile in the corner. Akira’s blue komodo dragon was curled up against Faye’s ferret, and Morgana’s feisty racoon was deep asleep by Vesta’s chevrotain.  
 
    “Good morning.” I grinned.  
 
    “Good morning,” Morgana answered as she flashed me a small smile. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” I chuckled, mostly to myself.  
 
    Akira muttered a good morning through a mouthful of toast, and her black eyes darted around the room before she swallowed. 
 
    “Where the hell are Vesta and Faye?” she asked. 
 
    Before I could respond, my bedroom door opened, and the two witches emerged from my room with red faces and crumpled up ballroom dresses. They tugged at their wrinkled fabric, and Akira just burst out into laughter. 
 
    “Look, it’s only a walk of shame if you have something to be ashamed about.” She winked. “I trust you all had a fabulous night.” 
 
    “It was… eventful.” I smirked. “Perhaps you’ll join us next time.” 
 
    “I thought you promised me some cream the other day,” the dark-eyed witch sighed, but then she turned her attention back to the two bashful witches, who were still standing at the staircase. “You two should probably hurry up and get dressed… our lesson for the day is with Professor Vanessa.” 
 
    “Oh, how delightful,” Vesta groaned as she rubbed at her temples. “Satan, I’m so exhausted.”  
 
    “Damn, Cole,” Akira snickered. “What did you do to her?”  
 
    “Come on, Vesta,” Faye mumbled before I could answer. “Let’s put on our uniforms.” 
 
    With that, the two witches sauntered up to their room.  
 
    “Hurry up!” Morgana called after them.  
 
    I sat down on the sofa right next to Morgana, and a hard corner edged into my back. I turned around and saw the advanced book of hexes and spells under the pillow, so I pulled it out, and Morgana gasped as soon as she saw it.  
 
    “What is that?” she breathed. 
 
    “A book,” I chuckled. “I found it last night--” 
 
    “Found it where?” she cut me off.  
 
    “Well, that’s what I was going to tell you,” I said. “Last night… I found a secret room in the study hall.” 
 
    “What?” both witches shrieked.  
 
    “And you’re just telling us this now?” Akira demanded.  
 
    “Better now than never,” I replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Don’t be like that,” the black-eyed witch huffed. “Anyway, I bet there are a ton of cheats in there… we could totally use it to beat everyone’s asses.” 
 
    “Akira!” Morgana gasped. “We can’t cheat… it’s against the Wicca code. Cole, you should put that back where you found it." 
 
     “Uh, hell, no?” I laughed. “Morgana, come on… this is pure gold in my hands. And since when are Wiccas against cheating? We cheat to win all the fucking time. The blood rite was totally cheating.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Akira grinned. “And we’re going to crush the other teams with it.” 
 
    “Where exactly did you find it?” Morgana pressed. 
 
    “Find what?” Faye asked as she came down the stairs. 
 
    I turned my head and saw Vesta and Faye, both fresh-faced and dressed in their uniforms, with their hair tied up.  
 
    “Cole stole a book--” the brunette began, but I cut her off. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, “I did not steal it, and even if I did, so what?”  
 
    “Yeah, so what?” Akira teased. “Don’t be such a stick in the mud, Morgana.”  
 
    “Fine,” Morgana huffed. “Whatever, I don’t care where you got it.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters right now, anyway,” Vesta said quickly. 
 
    “Why?” Akira asked. 
 
    “Because if we don’t leave right now, then we’ll definitely be late to advanced hexes and curses,” she answered as she pointed to the skeleton clock over the fireplace. “And testing Vanessa’s patience is not something I want to accomplish today, so can we talk about the book a little later?”  
 
    “She’s right,” I said before I slammed it shut and stuffed it into a small satchel. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We left our familiars to rest and sped down the corridors toward the advanced set of classrooms. I breathed in an instant sigh of relief when I saw the door was still open and students were slowly pouring in.  
 
    “We made it,” I panted. 
 
    “Just barely,” Morgana growled as we stepped inside. 
 
    The sleek, black classroom was decorated in a way that matched Vanessa’s personality perfectly: dark, cold, and devoid of any emotions. When I took a seat at the front of the room, Vanessa looked up at me from her desk. Today, she was wearing a simple wool dress with a black petticoat, her hands were gloved, and black pearls dangled from her slender pale neck.  
 
    “You’re cutting it dangerously close today, coven,” she tutted.  
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” Morgana replied quickly. “Last night was… tiring.”  
 
    “You know I don’t care for excuses, Miss Morgana,” Vanessa scolded as she narrowed her ice blue eyes.  
 
    “Err… right,” the bookworm muttered and dropped her gaze, “sorry.” 
 
    When the last student scurried inside, the door slammed shut on its own, and everyone went quiet. Then Vanessa stood up from her desk and smiled tightly at the class.  
 
    “Who can tell me what useful hexes and spells can be used when combating an umbra daemonium?” she asked. 
 
    Morgana’s hand shot up in the air, but Vanessa turned to the table on our right and smiled. It was our opposing team, and they all sat a little straighter when the professor looked at them.  
 
    “Penelope?” Vanessa said. “Perhaps you know the answer to this?” 
 
    “O-Oh,” the orange-haired witch stuttered. “Um, well… actually, I’m afraid I don’t know, Professor.”  
 
    “That is unfortunate,” Vanessa replied curtly. “Can you at least tell me what an umbra daemonium is?” 
 
    Morgana’s hand trembled slightly in the air as she bit down on her lower lip, and I knew it was killing her not to answer the question. 
 
    “It is… a demon of darkness?” Penelope replied slowly.  
 
    “It’s a shadow demon.” Vanessa nodded. “And you should know all about them, since they have a habit of showing up during the Ludi Mortiferum. Now, Penelope, please tell us a little more about them.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” Penelope mumbled as she furiously flipped through the pages of her textbook. She finally landed on the correct page and awkwardly looked at the professor. “Umbra deamoniums are shadow creatures that tend to hunt witches and warlocks for sport… and they can only be killed when forging sunlight from a wand.” 
 
    “Correct.” Vanessa grinned. 
 
    “What a waste of time,” Morgana huffed as she finally dropped her arm. “I could have saved us five minutes.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Akira muttered back. “At least it made Penelope look stupid.” 
 
    “Now,” Vanessa said, a little louder. “If everyone could be quiet and listen to the rest of the lesson, that would be excellent.” 
 
    Morgana and Akira exchanged embarrassed looks with one another as Vanessa glided across the classroom.  
 
    “We all know how to cast a spell of light,” the professor said. “It is one of the simplest spells to enact, even a mortal child could do it.” 
 
    “And your point is what… ?” Akira grumbled under her breath.  
 
    “The point, Akira, is that a daylight hex is similar to the illuminana spell,” Vanessa snapped, and Akira’s face turned beet red as the professor stared her down. After a long, tense moment, Vanessa finally averted her gaze from the black-eyed witch and focused on the entire class. “All it takes to enact the spell is a simple incantation… but there’s a tricky part to the process. First, you must be able to focus on something in particular before you utter the hex. It is not a spell you can just blabber out loud. It takes a picture in your mind to execute it successfully.”  
 
    “A picture of what?” I asked. 
 
    “A picture of a clear blue sky,” she responded. “Now, I know when most of you think of the daytime, you picture thick gray clouds and rainstorms… believe me, so do I. But for this spell, you must imagine the clearest and brightest blue sky imaginable and then say ‘lux.’” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so hard,” I muttered. “It’s not even a complicated spell.” 
 
    “Maybe not for you, human,” Morgana whispered, “but we were born to loathe the sun and blue sky.” 
 
    “You look pretty human to me,” I snickered. 
 
    “Now, let’s practice, shall we?” Vanessa said before Morgana could reply to me.  
 
    Suddenly, each student had a plant in front of them. It was a sickly green color, and parts of it resembled a thick, prickly vine. They were odd-looking plants, but the strangest thing about them was the fact they were wailing like infants.  
 
    Each student placed their hands over their ears and groaned in protest.  
 
    “If you want them to be quiet,” Vanessa called out, “you must kill them.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Akira said before she aimed her wand at her plant. “Lux! Lux! Lux! Shut the fuck up!”  
 
    Nothing happened, and she cursed multiple times out loud.  
 
    “Focus, Akira!” I reminded her. “Don’t just say the spell. You have to mean it.”  
 
    “How about you do it, then?” she demanded. 
 
    I shrugged and pointed my wand at my plant. I envisioned a beautiful, clear blue sky and a bright sun beating down on my skin. I even pictured what an ocean would look like under the sun, and I almost smiled at the thought but forced myself to remain composed. Then I took in a deep breath and narrowed my eyes at the howling plant.  
 
    “Lux!” I cried out.  
 
    My plant started to shake, and its body began to slowly expand and grow. Within seconds, it was towering up to the ceiling, and for a moment, I thought I had recited the wrong spell.  
 
    But then the plant started to sway back and forth before it suddenly blew up.  
 
    Green sludge splattered all over the room, and the students all groaned in protest when the ichor hit them. I thought that was the end of it until the other plants in the room started to violently shake and wail so loudly the glass chandelier shattered above us. Everyone covered their ears as their plants grew taller, and then each one of them popped. Plant goop was plastered all over the classroom and the students, and a heavy silence followed as each witch glared in my direction.  
 
    “Well,” Vanessa coughed. “That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind… ” 
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” I mumbled with a wince.  
 
    “It’s fine,” she sighed. “Let’s just clean this up.” 
 
    She waved her wand, and the room was spotless once again. Students exchanged confused looks with one another before she addressed the room with her hands raised. 
 
    “Let’s try something else, shall we?” she said.  
 
    “But, Professor,” Iris protested as she gave me the side eye, “because of Cole, we didn’t even get a chance to practice.” 
 
    “You’ll be able to do that during private lessons,” Vanessa snapped. “As for the rest of the class, we need to stick to the schedule. Is that alright with you?” 
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” she mumbled.  
 
    “Good,” Vanessa sighed. “Now, let us move on to common defense spells, shall we?” 
 
    Vanessa gave a brief lesson on the history of defense hexes and curses, and we spent the rest of the class learning her favorite standard spells to use in a battle. We didn’t practice on anything physical until we came to the last curse on her list.  
 
    “Now, this one is one of my favorites,” she gushed. “Is anyone, besides Miss Morgana, familiar with the plaga hex?”  
 
    Morgana huffed under her breath and crossed her arms.  
 
    I turned to look at the rest of the class, and no one seemed to know what she was talking about, so Vanessa finally sighed and rolled her pale blue eyes. 
 
    “Very well,” she snapped. “Morgana, why don’t you enlighten the rest of the class?” 
 
    The bookish brunette smiled and cleared her throat before responding. She was clearly enjoying her little moment of supremacy.  
 
    “A plaga hex is used to conjure up a deadly illness on one’s opponent,” she answered with her chin raised. “It won’t kill your enemy, but it will certainly cause them excruciating pain and turmoil.”  
 
    “Which is why we will be using my favorite kind of test subject for this one.” Vanessa grinned.  
 
    The beautiful professor flicked her wrist, and a cloud of gray smoke appeared at the front of the room. As soon as the mist evaporated, a man in a loincloth was trembling by her desk. He had his hands and legs chained together, and judging by his yellow teeth and red-rimmed eyes, he’d been down in the dungeons for a long time.  
 
    “Please,” he coughed. “Have mercy, my lady.” 
 
    “I’m not your lady,” Vanessa cackled. “And I certainly won’t show you any mercy.” 
 
    “Please!” he wailed. 
 
    “Vomica!” she shouted. 
 
    The man started to violently convulse, and his eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. Piss dripped along his leg as boils and scabs began to cover his entire body, and I could tell he wanted to pick and scratch at himself, but the chains prevented him from even coming close to touching his own skin.  
 
    “No!” he cried out. “Please, it burns! Make it stop!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Vanessa said in a sugary-sweet tone, “I think we’ll send you back to the dungeons instead.” 
 
    He cried out one last time before Vanessa flicked her wand and made him disappear. She then turned to look at the class and smiled proudly. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid that’s enough fun for one day,” she said. “Tomorrow, we will be combining blood magic and curses, so you’d better be prepared for an intensive lesson. Do your reading and memorize the three major curses in chapter fifteen.”  
 
    Everyone began to collect their belongings, but the table next to us remained in their seats. When they didn’t move, Vanessa stared at them with mild curiosity and annoyance.  
 
    “Why are you still sitting there?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Aren’t we going to have a private lesson, Professor?” Beatrix asked.  
 
    “No.” Vanessa shook her head. “It will be tomorrow after class.”  
 
    “Oh,” Penelope muttered awkwardly.  
 
    My own coven took the hint, and we also packed up our belongings. The other table finished before us, and they headed out of the classroom. I could feel Vanessa’s eyes on me as I grabbed my quill and books, but I did my best to ignore her. As I was placing my books into my satchel, though, Vanessa shot up from her seat.  
 
    “Wait,” she said, “what is that in your bag, Cole?”  
 
    “Uhhhh,” I said slowly. Shit. She’d seen the book. Maybe if I played dumb she wouldn’t press me about it. “My books?” 
 
    “Don’t play the fool,” she snapped. “That red one… let me see it.”  
 
    I sighed and handed her the advanced book of hexes and curses, and Morgana shot me an ‘I told you so look’ as the professor flipped through the pages. 
 
    “Were you planning on practicing these spells?” Vanessa asked in a calm voice. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted.  
 
    “Well,” she replied as she shut the book. “If you’re going to practice forbidden spells, you might as well learn about them properly… follow me, and bring your coven.” 
 
    She kept the book in her hands and glided over to the door, but when no one moved, she sighed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, come on, now,” she snapped, “let’s go into the dungeons and practice some ancient magic… I haven’t got all day.”  
 
    I grinned and turned to the others.  
 
    I had a feeling this was going to be one lesson we’d never forget.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    We followed Vanessa down a long spiral staircase we’d never seen before, and she walked with a sense of urgency as if she were afraid someone would spot us. Her heels clicked and echoed along the stone floor, and she continued to look around her as she guided us down a series of lower levels. There were older paintings plastered along these dark walls, and the floors were bare and dusty. There were no windows, and the only light that guided our way came from candle nubs placed on small sconces along the upper walls.  
 
    “Professor,” Morgana said after we had passed through a large, barred, arched wooden door. “Just out of curiosity… are you taking us to a forbidden part of the academy castle?” 
 
    “Technically yes,” Vanessa replied, “but since I’m with you, we’re not breaking any rules. I just think it’s safer to practice more… advanced spells with no one else around.” 
 
    She didn’t have to say it out loud, but I had a feeling she wanted us to keep this little lesson to ourselves. It was strange she would be willing to help us out like this, but I wasn’t about to question her about it. Vanessa would always have her own secret agenda, and no matter how much time we spent with her, I’d never been able to see through her or her motives. She was a mysterious woman, but that was a part of her intrigue. 
 
    “It always amazes me how many levels are in this castle,” Vesta said in a low but excited voice.  
 
    Once we passed through the doorway, we came to another level of stairs. It was pitch black, and Vanessa lit the way for us as we crept down the stone stairwell. I noticed the deeper we ventured, the danker the air became. Not only was it growing colder and damper, but it was beginning to smell foul. The stench was rank, putrid, and sour, and it was so overpowering it was almost difficult to breathe.  
 
    “Professor,” Vesta mumbled as she pinched her nose. “What is that horrid smell?” 
 
    “It’s the stench of mortals,” Vanessa answered. “We keep them locked down here and away from the students because we’ve been running on short supply lately… and students used to break in and conduct their own experiments.” 
 
    “Evanora mentioned that before,” Morgana whispered in excitement.  
 
    “Who cares?” Akira muttered. “Satan, it smells like troll shit.”  
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to get used to it,” Vanessa snapped without turning around to face us. “Do you or do you not want to learn about those advanced hexes and curses?”  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she growled after we shook our heads, and then she continued to lead us down the stairs. 
 
    We finally reached the last step, and as I looked around, it was clear we were in a dungeon. The walls were bleak and bare, and when I looked closer, I could make out brown stains along the cracked stone. I didn’t even want to think about whether or not it was blood or shit, so I glanced to my right and saw a series of prison cells along the wall. As we neared the cells, a sea of murmurs filled the air, and hands began to emerge from behind the bars. I saw dirty and broken fingernails along the floor, and whoever was down here began to wail and whimper as we neared them.  
 
    “Help!” several voices croaked in unison. “Please, oh, please! Help us!”  
 
    “Wow,” Akira breathed, and she was clearly impressed. “Just how many prisoners are down here, Professor?” 
 
    “A hundred and three,” Vanessa answered with a proud smile. “We keep them under a starvation spell.” 
 
    “A starvation spell?” I repeated. 
 
    “It essentially keeps them in starvation mode for as long as the person who wields the spell wishes,” Morgana muttered. “They can live a lifetime without any food or drink.” 
 
    “Satan,” I breathed. 
 
    “Huh,” Faye muttered. “That’s low maintenance. Quite useful.” 
 
    “Illuminana,” Vanessa recited a moment later. 
 
    All the sconces and candelabras lit up at once, and now I could see every prisoner clearly. They were a pathetic looking sight, and I quickly noticed they were all men. They ranged from all ages, and they all wore grime-covered loin cloths and had rusty chains shackled along their wrists and ankles. They continued to croak and groan when they saw us, and their eyes were all yellow, blood-shot, and crusty along the edges. They were begging us to release them, but the more they pleaded, the wider Vanessa smiled.  
 
    “Do they ever sleep?” I asked out of curiosity.  
 
    “Once a month,” Vanessa replied with her chin raised, “and we ensure they have the most awful nightmares imaginable when they do.”  
 
    “Awesome,” Akira sighed.  
 
    “Now,” Vanessa said as she swung her skirts to look at us, “the first thing we will do is cover the basic defense curses and hexes you will find in that precious book of yours. Who can tell me what defense curses were used in the first dawn of the Wicca?” 
 
    She turned to look at Morgana, and the brunette blushed. 
 
    “Go on, Morgana,” Vanessa laughed. “Fire away.”  
 
    “Plaga curses… ” Morgana replied, although for once, she sounded unsure of herself. “I believe.”  
 
    “Hmm… that’s half-correct.” Vanessa nodded. “They were called languorem curses back then, but the concept is the same as a plaga curse. They are a series of curses that cause immense pain and suffering in the form of ancient diseases. They will not kill your attacker, but they will cause them serious harm and prevent them from attacking you any further. You can use them on beasts and humans, but back then, during the Elder Wars, they were mostly used on mixta genus.”  
 
    “What’s a mixta genus?” I asked. 
 
    “They are half-breeds,” Vanessa responded. “They were cultivated by the elder gods, and they are a mix between humans and elder magic.”  
 
    “They’re known to be beautifully hideous creatures,” Morgana added. “Their skin is the darkest color of red, and their eyes are as bright as fire. They can suck the life right out of you if they get close enough to you, or rip your limbs right out of their sockets with just one pull… and they have been known to be used as obstacles during the Ludi Mortiferum.” 
 
    “Which is why the Wicca conjured up languorem curses,” Vanessa explained. “It is one of the only ways to stop a half-breed from attacking you. You can use other spells, of course, but none of them will harm a half-breed as much as a disease hex or curse.”  
 
    As she spoke, she pulled out her wand from her sleeve and aimed it at one of the prison cells. Then she muttered a spell, and the lock clicked open. As the bars slowly pulled open, the prisoner trembled in place and didn’t dare move an inch. He could have made a run for it, but he knew that would have been a deadly foolish thing to do.  
 
    “W-What… what do you want from me?” he whimpered. “I have nothing to give you.” 
 
    “Now, that’s not true,” Vanessa cooed. “Come on out before I make you.”  
 
    “Please… don’t make me,” he wailed. “I beg you… I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    Vanessa rolled her pale blue eyes and then aimed her wand at the bony prisoner.  
 
    “Fructum!” she said.  
 
    His body jerked, and his eyes widened as Vanessa’s spell dragged him forward. He was a pale, pallid looking man, and judging by his gray hair and wrinkled eyes, there was no doubt he was middle-aged. He had a swollen belly and bony legs that trembled as he stood before the merciless professor, and he covered his head in terror.  
 
    “No, please, please, please,” he cried out. “I’ll do whatever you want! Forgive me!” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Vanessa growled. 
 
    The professor continued to use her power to drag him forward, and he put up such a fight against the spell that a trail of blood from his broken toenails trailed behind him as he was yanked forward. By the time he was in front of the professor, he was sobbing wildly, and the only thing keeping him standing upright was Vanessa’s magic. 
 
    “Stop your bawling,” Vanessa ordered. “Or I’ll make you.” 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “Please, I can be useful! I’m a gifted blacksmith, and I--”  
 
    “How would you feel about stitches along your mouth?” Vanessa asked with a faux-sweet smile.  
 
    “No, please!” he whimpered.  
 
    He was sobbing beyond control now, and it was a pitiful and pathetic sight.  
 
    I shook my head as he blubbered and wailed like a child.  
 
    “Look, I gave you a fair warning,” Vanessa sighed. “But enough is enough. I have a lesson to teach.”  
 
    She flicked her wand, and thick, barbed black stitches began to sew the man’s mouth shut. His eyes bulged as he struggled to speak through the confinements, but it was useless. He simply trembled under the dim light without uttering another word, and Vanessa never broke eye contact with him. I could tell she loathed this man in particular. I could feel her hard hatred and resentment against him, and I briefly wondered why.  
 
    What did he do to earn such contempt from her? 
 
    “Did you know this man has been alive for fifty years in the dungeon?” she suddenly asked in a matter of fact tone, and it was as if she read my thoughts. “He was brought here because he burned fifteen witches at the stake. Isn’t that right, mortal scum?” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened to the size of plates as he violently shook his head.  
 
    “Do you deny it?” she shrieked.  
 
    Plump tears welled up in his eyes as he continued to furiously shake his head. There was no point denying anything, though. We all knew he was wasting his time, and we also knew Vanessa was going to enjoy torturing him. Right now, all she was doing was toying with him, and she reminded me of a feral wolf tormenting a lame lamb.  
 
    “Now, observe carefully.” Vanessa grinned as she looked at each of us, and then she flicked her wand three times and stared right into her victim’s eyes. “Spina adtremo.”  
 
    At once, the man’s back started to hunch over and crack. He tried to cry out in pain, but it was impossible with the thick wires that ran through his mouth, so silent tears spilled out from his eyes as his spine continued to bend and break. The sound of bones cracking echoed through the dungeon, and it caused other prisoners to cry out in fear. By the time the spell was complete, the man was totally hunched over and silently sobbing, and when he looked up at Vanessa, he appeared as if he’d lost his mind.  
 
    I couldn’t read the expression behind his wretched eyes, though. It was if the pain had rendered him devoid of emotion.  
 
    “As you can see.” Vanessa smiled. “The spell completely destroys the spine and makes it impossible for your opponent or attacker to hunt you down. There is only one problem with this particular hex.” 
 
    “Of course, there is,” Akira grumbled. 
 
    “You have to make sure your opponent is weak-minded,” Morgana blurted out. “Isn’t that right, Professor?”  
 
    “That is correct,” Vanessa said. “Cole, would you hand me the book, please?”  
 
    I strolled over to her, and my fingers brushed against her ice-cold skin as I passed her the textbook. She flashed me a strange look before she opened the textbook and furiously flipped through the pages. When she was near the end of the book, she traced a finger along the page as she quietly muttered to herself.  
 
    “Ah, here we are.” She grinned. “Let’s all try one spell from this list and see how we do? Morgana, why don’t you come up here first?” 
 
    Morgana swallowed hard but did as she was told, and I watched as the nervous brunette stood next to Vanessa and aimed her wand at the hunchback prisoner. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Vanessa laughed. “Let’s start with something fresh.” 
 
    Vanessa raised her hand and sent the man flying back into his cell with a loud crash. His door swung closed and locked itself, and he didn’t make another sound. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Vanessa asked the nervous bookworm. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” Morgana stammered.  
 
    The brunette was obviously desperate to try and impress the professor, and we all knew that’s why she was more nervous than usual.  
 
    “Now, the first thing I want you to do is pick one of the plaga curses from this page,” Vanessa instructed. “Don’t be shy… pick whichever one your heart desires.”  
 
    “I thought you said they weren’t called plaga--” Morgana started until Vanessa interrupted her.  
 
    “We’ll just call them that for now,” she snapped. “Pick one.”  
 
    Morgana nodded nervously before she took the book from the professor’s small and dainty hands. The curly-haired brunette studied the page and then looked back to the older witch with hesitation in her blue eyes.  
 
    “Did you find one you fancy?” Vanessa asked. 
 
    “Um, yes,” Morgana gulped. “I think I’m ready.”  
 
    “Well, alright then,” Vanessa replied. “Give it a go.”  
 
    The beautiful professor unlocked another cell, and using her magic, she violently yanked out the next prisoner. This man appeared to be a few years younger than the previous one. He had thick, greasy brown hair and a lean build, even though he was technically being starved to death, so perhaps he was a newer addition.  
 
    “Please,” he panted as soon as he was in front of the long-haired brunettes. “Don’t, I beg you--” 
 
    Vanessa flicked her wand, and his mouth sewed shut.  
 
    “There.” She smiled sweetly at Morgana. “Go on… do whatever you please.”  
 
    Morgana glanced down at the book and swallowed hard before she brought her eyes back to her victim. Then she raised a wavering hand and took in a deep breath to steady herself. The man looked at her with wide eyes before she parted her rosy lips and narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “Pustulis correptus!” she yelled with as much confidence as she could muster.  
 
    The man’s eyes went as wide as saucers when a pink bolt of light hit him square in the chest, and then his face contorted into a grimace as small, red bumps began to form all over his entire body. They covered him from head to toe, and he was obviously desperate to try and scratch at his skin, but the chains prevented him from even coming close. He wriggled and squirmed as the spots continued to spread all over him, and then he fell to the ground and started to rub his skin against the stone floor. Blood smeared along the gray, dirty stones as he broke open his skin along the jagged ground, and he quietly whimpered from the ache as tears spilled out from his eyes.  
 
    “Pathetic,” Vanessa whispered, but she turned to look at Morgana and grinned. “Well done, Miss Morgana.”  
 
    Vanessa then pointed her wand at the prisoner and sent him soaring back into his cell. The other captives all began to shout slurs, curses, and pleas at Vanessa, and her perfect face darkened under the firelight. 
 
    “Unless you all want to be silenced with barbed wire running through your vile lips, I’d suggest you keep quiet,” she ordered. 
 
    All the protests died down at once, and she smiled in satisfaction.  
 
    “Alright.” She clapped her hands together. “Let’s do this, shall we? Everyone, aside from you, Morgana, go on and pick a prisoner. Don’t be shy.” 
 
    We all took a step forward and lined up in a row in front of the cells, and I ended up in front of a gaunt man with thinning black hair, red-rimmed eyes, and chattering yellow teeth. He didn’t dare utter a word of protest, though, because he knew precisely what Vanessa would do to him if he said anything at all. 
 
    “Akira, you may go next,” Vanessa said. “Be sure to concentrate on your host and recite the spell correctly… do not mispronounce any words.”  
 
    The short-haired witch took the book from Morgana, and her dark eyes darted over the text. I knew she would probably choose the most gruesome spell she could find, and when her eyes landed on the next page, her face lit up, and she broke out into a smile.  
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Akira,” Vanessa said.  
 
    Akira cleared her throat, threw back her shoulders, and continued to smile at her victim with her wand raised and aimed right in between his green, red-rimmed eyes.  
 
    “Pulmones sanguine repleti!” she cried out.  
 
    The blond man made a gurgling sound as a cobalt blue light struck him in the chest. He heaved and hurled, but there was no vomit coming out of his mouth, and I was confused by the effects of the spell until I caught blood dripping from the corners of his lips. He was having trouble breathing, and every time he coughed, dark blood spurted out from between his broken teeth.  
 
    “Oh, that’s a lovely one,” Vanessa purred. “Blood-filled lungs… well done, Akira.” 
 
    The black-eyed witch grinned as Vanessa magically shoved the gagging prisoner back into his cell.  
 
    The next man in line was a gaunt, bald-headed man with large brown eyes, and he was staring at Faye and muttering something under his breath. 
 
    “Go on, Faye,” Vanessa urged. “Take the book.” 
 
    The redhead slowly took the book from Akira and quickly skimmed the pages. She finally decided on a spell, and with her free hand, she raised her hand and pointed her wand at the bald captive. 
 
    “Siccabitur!” she shouted.  
 
    The already deadly thin man began to shrivel and cower forward. His bones looked as if they were shaking inside his body, and his skin grew paper-thin, to the point where we could see his organs, bones, and muscles. The man was becoming thinner and thinner before our eyes, and by the time the spell was complete, I was surprised he was still alive, since he looked like nothing but a skeleton as he wobbled in front of Faye. 
 
    “Well done, Faye!” Vanessa clapped. “A diminishing hex, another personal favorite of mine.”  
 
    “Thank you, Professor,” the redhead replied, and her green-gold eyes shimmered with pride.  
 
    Vanessa couldn’t stop smiling, and I could tell she was thoroughly enjoying this.  
 
    “Alright, Vesta.” She grinned. “You’re up. Don’t be afraid to pick a difficult one.” 
 
    The purple witch took the book from Faye, and I watched as her large silver eyes darted over the pages. She chewed thoughtfully on her bottom lip before she pointed to a spell and nodded to herself.  
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” Vanessa said. 
 
    Vesta took in a deep breath and narrowed her large silver eyes at her victim. He was a freakishly tall man with a gaunt face and a fuzzy shadow across his cheeks and chin, and his large dark eyes stared at Vesta as she pointed her wand and parted her lips. 
 
    “Soluta genua erigite!” she said. 
 
    A quick bolt of light hit the man in the face, and he howled in agony as his knees buckled beneath him and snapped in two. Fragments of bone were sticking out of his skin, and he went crashing down onto the floor. Blood pooled around him, and he trembled and whimpered for mercy. 
 
    “Oh, another of my personal favorites,” Vanessa cackled as she used her wand to shove him back into his tiny cell. Then she slowly turned to me, and the corners of her red lips tugged into a small smile. “And last but not least… Cole? Would you like to give it a go?”  
 
    “Of course.” I grinned. 
 
    The last man in the row stood there, and as his deep gray eyes bored into mine, it took me a moment to realize he was not like the others. He did not cry out or beg for mercy. In fact, there was a challenging look in his dark eyes. He was daring me to do my worst, and I would show him exactly what I was capable of.  
 
    So, I took the book from Vesta and looked through the spells. A few looked interesting, but I wanted something that spoke to me.  
 
    That’s when I spotted the perfect hex. It was designed to give your victim a series of fever dreams until they collapsed from the trauma.  
 
    I cleared my throat and adjusted my feet, and the prisoner glared at me as I slowly raised my wand and maintained eye-contact.  
 
    “Allucinatio!” I recited. 
 
    A bright yellow light hit the man in the chest, and his mouth slowly started to twitch. He didn’t move much at first, and I was beginning to worry I didn’t recite the spell correctly. But then, his body began to convulse, and his steel-colored eyes rolled into the back of his head. Then he collapsed down to the ground, and his body shook like a leaf. He finally cried out in pain and tried to raise his hands to place them over his head, but it was no use.  
 
    I thought that was the end of it until his head started to quiver uncontrollably and finally exploded. Blood and bone flew everywhere, and speckles of gore splattered on the witches.  
 
    “Satan!” Akira cried out in disgust. “You didn’t have to make a mess!” 
 
    “You killed him?” Morgana said with wide blue eyes. “How did you manage to kill him? These spells are solely designed to cause immense harm, not immediate death.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to kill him… ” I replied, and I frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Morgana speaks the truth, normally a plaga curse doesn’t kill your victim,” Vanessa mused as her eyebrows furrowed over her sharp eyes, “but I suppose with you, Cole, we never know what to expect. So, with that being said, I suggest we stop for the day. Well done, everyone.” 
 
    I looked down at the book in my hands, and I felt even more drawn to its power and control. I squeezed it until my knuckles turned white and forced myself to look at Vanessa, who was staring at me with this unusually devoid expression in her cold eyes.  
 
    “Professor,” I said, “I’m going to keep the book.” 
 
    I said it as a statement, rather than a request, and she arched a dark eyebrow at me before she smiled slowly. 
 
    “Very well.” she shrugged. “You were the one who found it after all… I’d just be careful if I were you. Clearly, these spells are more powerful than you think… especially when you’re the one wielding them.” 
 
    I nodded, and we followed the professor out of the dungeon. As soon as we were back in the warm corridors, she turned to look at each of us. She flicked a chunk of brain matter off her cheek and then gracefully folded her hands in front of her.  
 
    “Well done,” she praised. “As I said, I’d be cautious with that book. Study it carefully and keep it safe.” 
 
    She turned to go, but Morgana stopped her before she could leave.  
 
    “Professor,” Morgana said in a small voice. “Why are you letting us keep the book? Aren’t we breaking the rules of the game by keeping it and studying it?” 
 
    Before she could respond, I had another question to add upon that one.  
 
    “Also, why did you choose to help us instead of turning the book into the headmistress?” I added.  
 
    “And why would I do that?” Vanessa scoffed. “You found it… I was simply doing my duty as your teacher by showing you how to execute the more complicated spells properly. There’s no need to turn it in, and I personally do not see this as cheating. You just happened to have a slight advantage, be it luck or skill. Anyway, you should learn the spells listed in there, they will come in handy during the second game.”  
 
    With that, she twirled her skirts around and headed down the hall.  
 
    As soon as she was out of sight, Akira glanced at us with eager, dark eyes. She still had blood and gore splattered on her white shirt, but she didn’t seem to care anymore. 
 
    “That was fucking awesome,” she breathed. “I still can’t believe she took us into the forbidden dungeons!” 
 
    “I can’t believe she helped us,” Vesta muttered. 
 
    “She’s certainly full of surprises, there’s no doubt about that,” I replied. “She didn’t even bother to ask me where I found it.”  
 
    “Speaking of,” Faye said with a frown, “weren’t you going to show us this mysterious room of yours?”  
 
    “Yeah, and now that I think about it, it’s actually a good room to study these spells without anyone barging in on us--” I started to say. 
 
    “Well, before we do that,” Akira cut me off with a raised hand, “let’s clean up first… and in the traditional sense. I’m not walking around with mortal brains all over my top.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded.  
 
    So, we headed to the common room, and we all split up to wash up. By the time we were cleaned and dressed, I was ready to show them exactly where I’d found the books and the mysterious painting.  
 
    “I’m so excited,” Akira gushed as we rushed down the corridors. “I’ve been dying to see this place since you mentioned it this morning.” 
 
    “I still think it’s a bit strange,” Morgana commented. “You just happened to come across a secret room, thanks to Theodora… but have you even talked to her about it since she sent you down there? What does she know that she’s not telling you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “But I intend to find out… eventually.”  
 
    It was true. I’d planned to talk to the headmistress about the strange painting, but in between classes and training, it was hard to find even a single moment to spare. So, I shook my head and just focused on showing my coven the secret passageway. We headed through the empty study hall, and I pulled back the two books. The coven was awed as the bookcase pulled open, and we headed down the stairwell. Then, as soon as we were at the bottom, I ran over to the covered painting.  
 
    “Are you ready to see something strange?” I said before I prepared to tug the cloth off. 
 
    Their eyes widened, and they nodded eagerly as I ripped the fabric off the portrait, but then my coven turned to me in confusion as soon as the cloth hit the floor.  
 
    “What are we looking at, Cole?” Akira asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered, but when I turned to look at the painting, my stomach dropped.  
 
    The woman from my dreams was gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    We stood in front of a black, empty painting that was surrounded by a heavy wooden frame, and I felt as if the wind had been knocked right out of me.  
 
    She was gone, and I didn’t understand.  
 
    “What are we looking at, Cole?” Vesta whispered. “There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “Yeah, what the fuck, Cole?” Akira demanded. “Have you been smoking dragon breath?”  
 
    “No…” I said as I shook my head slowly. “I don’t understand…she was here last time.” 
 
    “Who was?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “The woman from my dreams,” I replied.  
 
    “As in a literal woman from your dreams… ” Akira said with a stifled laugh. “Or as in--?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head impatiently. “There was a painting of a woman yesterday, and I’d seen her in my dreams several times before.”  
 
    “Ah, well,” Akira huffed. “Paintings just don’t up and vanish, Cole. Maybe you imagined it.”  
 
    “Well, actually,” Morgana mused, and her brow furrowed over her bright blue eyes, “they have been known to take a stroll every now and then, but the thing is, they must always return to their home--” 
 
    “What about Cordelia?” I asked in a rushed voice. “She’s always hovering around in my room.” 
 
    “The horny old maid who draws your baths and leaves us breakfast?” Akira giggled. “You just answered your own question, Cole… she always hovers, but she’s never really there. I mean, her spirit is there, but she’s physically in her painting.”  
 
    “Wait,” Vesta interjected as she shot us a pensive stare. “When has Cole ever been wrong about something like this? He must be on to something… why would there be an empty painting down here, along with whatever else is hidden in this secret room?”  
 
    “That’s true,” Morgana said. “Maybe we can wait for her to return? It’s impossible for a painting to just leave her home for longer than an hour. They need to stick to their portrait in order for their spirit to survive.” 
 
    “So, we’ll check again before we leave,” I suggested.  
 
    “Good idea.” Faye nodded. “I’m sure there’s an explanation.” 
 
    We stood there for a long moment and just stared at the painting. Finally Akira sighed and turned to look at us.  
 
    “Well, let’s not stand here like a bunch of squirrels waiting for autumn.” The black-eyed witch smirked. “Let’s check out the rest of this place.” 
 
    My coven turned their backs on the empty painting, and I wondered what the hell was going on. Was Morgana right? Would the mysterious woman return?  
 
    I shook my head as I followed my coven into the abandoned bedroom, and they immediately began searching through the mountain of books.  
 
    “Check out all these books!” I heard Morgana squeal in excitement. “There are hundreds in here.”  
 
    “Yeah, at least,” I muttered. 
 
    “We should start studying them.” Faye grinned.  
 
    The witches huddled around the textbooks, and their eyes lit up each time they snatched a different book. I grabbed a blue one, entitled Abnormal Ghouls and Goblins, and we all sat together and studied our asses off. 
 
    Morgana used a quick cleaning spell to spruce the place up, and we ended up studying for hours. The evening quickly bled into night, and we all fell asleep reading by the dim candlelight.  
 
    By the time I woke up, all the witches were deep asleep, and I gently pulled myself away from Vesta and Morgana, who both had their heads on my shoulders. They groaned as I scooted away from them, and then they slowly opened their eyes. 
 
    “What time is it?” Morgana asked, and her voice was thick with sleep.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered. “All I know is it’s morning… at least I feel like it’s morning. We’ve been down here for hours.”  
 
    I rubbed at my tired eyes and tried to massage the knots out of my neck. I’d fallen asleep at a strange angle, and I knew it would affect me all day long. As soon as I thought about the day ahead of me, though, I realized we had to get to class.  
 
    Vanessa’s class.  
 
    “Shit,” I gasped before I stood up. “We’ve got to go, get up!”  
 
    “What is it?” Akira mumbled as she bolted upright, and her short hair was a messy halo around her head. 
 
    “We need to get to class,” I replied. “Now!”  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Morgana repeated, and now she was completely awake and alert.  
 
    We shot up and ran out of the room, but before I followed my coven up the stairs, I glanced at the painting. The woman was still gone, and my stomach turned with an uneasy feeling as I continued to stare at the empty frame. Then my trance was broken when one of the witches started to shake me by my shoulders.  
 
    “Do you want to be punished for being late?” Vesta snapped. “Let’s go!”  
 
    I shook my head and followed them up the stairs, and then we ran down the corridors and sped into Vanessa’s classroom. All eyes were on us as we slammed ourselves down into the chairs and tried to compose ourselves. Vanessa was sitting at her desk, wearing a long velvet collared dress with black trimming and puffy, oversized sleeves, and she shot us a dark look before she cleared her throat and stood up.  
 
    “Just in time,” she said. “One more minute, and you would have been late.” 
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” Morgana panted and swept her long dark curls out of her eyes. “We--” 
 
    “Overslept,” I cut in. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Vanessa responded, even though it was clear she didn’t believe me. “Be quiet and sit there until it is time to begin.” 
 
    “Looks like you all had a long, eventful night,” Penelope hissed from the desk next to us.  
 
    I turned to look at our opposing group, and they were all seated neatly in their seats.  
 
    “Why don’t you focus on your own shit?” Akira sneered. “Instead of worrying about what we do all night long?”  
 
    “She’s just making an observation.” Beatrix smiled. “Why do you always want to pick a fight, Akira?”  
 
    Beatrix’s lips were painted red today, and her hair was flowing over her shoulders in long, loose curls. Her cheeks were rouged, and she wasn’t the only one who was made up. All the witches at her table had perfectly done hair and makeup, and they seemed to enjoy the fact my coven had arrived bare-faced and unkempt.  
 
    “We don’t need your observations,” Vesta growled.  
 
    “But what we do need is everyone’s undivided attention,” Vanessa said as she cleared her throat. “So, if you would all pay attention and stop chattering amongst yourselves, that would be fantastic. All eyes up here, please.”  
 
    “Apologies, Professor,” all the witches muttered.  
 
    Vanessa nodded and focused on the entire class, and we spent the rest of the lesson covering the history of blood curses and advanced spells. The table beside us took vigorous notes, and every now and then, I caught one of them staring in our direction. Penelope, in particular, would continually stare at us, and I knew it was grating on my coven’s nerves.  
 
    As soon as the lecture was finished, everyone started to pack up, and while students poured out the door, Vanessa glided over to our table and smiled at us. Then she turned to look at Penelope's group, and her smile remained the same.  
 
    “We’ll be having our extra lesson outside, today,” she said.  
 
    “On the grounds?” Akira asked. 
 
    “No.” Vanessa shook her head.  
 
    “Then where?” I asked, both curious and confused.  
 
    “If everyone could huddle into a circle, then you’ll find out.” She smirked.  
 
    We did as we were told, and Vanessa raised her wand above us.  
 
    “Velut umbra,” she recited. 
 
    Purple smoke rose up, and we all started to spin in circles. My stomach lurched as we tumbled and tossed through the air, and finally, we all came crashing down into wet grass. It took me a moment to adjust to our new surroundings, and I realized we were in some kind of swamp or lagoon.  
 
    “Ouch,” someone mumbled beside me.  
 
    I turned and saw one of the pixie-haired witches rubbing the back of her head. We were all sprawled out, and when I looked around, I noticed the mist was growing heavier around us.  
 
    “What the--?” the twin with the blue stripe in her hair said.  
 
    The air was thick with fog, and it was difficult to see as everyone started to pull themselves up from the gray-green grass and looked around. All I could see were marshlands spreading out for miles. It was a desolate and gloomy place, and it was clear no humans or beings of any kind lived here.  
 
    “Where are we?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “We’re in the stagna aquarum… or better known as the abandoned marshlands,” Vanessa replied. “As you can tell, it’s nearly impossible to see.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Penelope growled.  
 
    “Stop complaining,” Akira snapped. “I swear every single time you open your mouth--” 
 
    “You two better not begin arguing,” Vanessa said in a dangerously low voice. “This is a lesson, and I expect everyone to treat each other with respect.”  
 
    “Yes, Professor,” everyone replied in unison, but Penelope and Akira were still glaring at each other.  
 
    “Good.” Vanessa nodded. “Now, we’ll first begin our lesson… we’re going to control the weather using blood curses.”  
 
    “What?” Morgana breathed with wide blue eyes. “That’s highly advanced material--” 
 
    “So, consider this your lucky day.” Vanessa smirked. “Now, I want everyone to quickly line up and observe me.”  
 
    Vanessa turned her back on us and raised both her hands up into the air. As she muttered something under her breath, her hand began to bleed, and the blood dripped down her wrist and onto her wand. Then the sky started to turn darker, and the air grew even colder. Black clouds swarmed over us, and thick droplets of rain began to pour down from the livid sky. Lighting cracked, and thunder roared, and soon, the rain turned to ice. No one screamed or shouted in protest, and just as quickly as the weather had turned unbearable, it grew calm once more. The black sky turned into a light gray, and the air became chilly but still. 
 
    Vanessa turned to look at us with a proud smile on her face, and I saw she hadn’t been affected by the rain or sleet at all. She was dry from head to toe, but the other witches, including myself, were absolutely soaked.  
 
    “T-That w-was i-i-incredible,” Morgana said through chattering teeth.  
 
    “It’s not as simple as it looks,” Vanessa tutted. “It takes immense concentration and willpower. Your mood will determine what affect the spell will have once it is enacted. Now, who would like to begin first?” 
 
    Morgana and Penelope both raised their hands at the same time, and Vanessa looked between the two and finally pointed at Penelope. 
 
    “Come here,” she ordered. 
 
    The orange-haired witch smirked and took a step forward, and Morgana did her best to hide her disappointment while the other witch stepped up.  
 
    “The first thing you will have to do is magically cut your hand open,” Vanessa said, “and you must be able to transition from one spell to the next while proclaiming the full blood curse.”  
 
    “Yes, Professor.” Penelope nodded.  
 
    “Stand straight and focus on the air around you,” the older witch continued. “You must be able to work under pressure and not be distracted by external factors surrounding you… and when you’re ready, say: ‘interficiam carne mea, mutata tempestate.’”  
 
    “Alright,” Penelope responded in a shaky voice.  
 
    It seemed as if her confidence had evaporated into thin air.  
 
    “Be sure to picture exactly what you want,” Vanessa instructed. “You can make anything happen… you are solely in control.” 
 
    Penelope nodded her orange head and swallowed hard. 
 
    “This should be good,” Akira muttered next to me. “She’s trembling like a fucking leaf.” 
 
    Penelope stood as still as her nerves would allow and raised up her hands in the same way Vanessa had, but she was visibly shaking as she incanted the spell. Still, we all watched as the sky turned a darker shade of gray and small droplets of rain poured down from the sky. 
 
    “Good,” Vanessa muttered. “Now, let’s try and make things a little more difficult.”  
 
    Vanessa raised her hands again, and this time, a horrible wind picked up, and it nearly knocked us all over. I tried to steady myself, and I watched as Penelope almost let go of her wand.  
 
    “Fight it!” Vanessa roared over the hurricane. “You must be able to overcome it!”  
 
    I watched as Penelope struggled to raise her hand again, but I could tell the witch was a bundle of nerves and was struggling to focus.  
 
    So, I raised my own wand and aimed it at the black clouds above us. 
 
    “Onterficiam carne mea, mutata tempestate,” I muttered.  
 
    I could feel a gash cutting across my palm, and hot blood dripped down my wrist as I raised my hand and pointed it at the violent sky. In my mind, I pictured snowfall, and I saw a thick white blanket of snow covering the grass all around us. I imagined frozen lagoons, bare trees, and a silver sky, and as I thought about all this, the hurricane started to come to a gradual halt. I could feel the air settling, and everyone breathed in awe as the sky lightened, and snow began to fall down.  
 
    “How lovely,” Vanessa said as she looked up at the sky. “Although, technically, it wasn’t your turn, Cole.” 
 
    “I just thought I’d help her out.” I shrugged. “No harm done.”  
 
    “I had it, asshole,” Penelope grumbled and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Akira muttered. “You are lucky Cole decided to save your bitch ass.” 
 
    “Why don’t you say that to my fucking face, you--” 
 
    “Anyway,” Vanessa hissed, “perhaps I overestimated you all… let’s try again with something a little simpler.”  
 
    She conjured up a small cloud in the sky, and each witch took their turn to change the cloud into an unusual color. Akira managed to turn her cloud into a crimson red, while Vesta turned hers into the same color as her skin. The others managed to morph theirs into other colors, including azure blue, rose-pink, and key-lime pie green.  
 
    “Well done,” Vanessa said once we all completed our transformations. “Now, let us return to the academy.”  
 
    “Professor,” Ivy spoke up, and she twirled her blue streak of hair around her finger, “can’t we practice more?” 
 
    “I think we’ve covered everything we can cover for today,” Vanessa replied. “I’ve done what I can, the rest is up to you.” 
 
    Before anyone could argue, she flicked her wrist and shadow ported us all back to Scholomance. This time, we all landed on our feet, and Vanessa was already sitting at her desk. 
 
    “Off with you all, now,” she said and pointed to the door. 
 
    Penelope, Ivy, Iris, and Beatrix all left the room, but my coven still lingered behind. 
 
    “What are you still doing here?” Vanessa sighed. “I thought I made it clear the lesson was over for today.” 
 
    “Oh, Professor,” Morgana whispered. “Aren’t we going to go over more spells before the game tomorrow?” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” the sharp-featured witch asked with her head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Well, yesterday--” Morgana started. 
 
    “That was yesterday,” she replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I have other work to attend to. I’m sure if you continue to study your books, you will find everything you need to know. I would flip to chapter eighteen, page thirty-six in Weather for Wicca.”  
 
    We all exchanged a knowing glance with one another and smiled. Then we left the classroom, skipped lunch, and headed down to the secret room to study. I ignored the painting, and we immediately began searching for the book Vanessa mentioned.  
 
    “I found the book,” I announced after a few minutes.  
 
    I flipped through the pages until I found the page Vanessa mentioned, and the chapter went into great detail about weather transformations. According to the book, Wiccas were able to transform the weather since the first dawn, and these types of spells were used during battles and as ways to control villages. They could cause droughts, floods, and other extreme forms of weather.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, “it says here we can drain oceans and create deserts.”  
 
    “With the same incantation?” Akira asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “We can do almost anything… so long as we can maintain focus.” 
 
    “Let’s sneak outside and practice,” Vesta suggested with glittering eyes.  
 
    “Good idea.” Akira grinned. “But let’s not do anything too dramatic.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Morgana nodded. “We don’t want to draw any unwanted attention.”  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said.  
 
    We left the room, and as we headed to the stairs, I was tempted to look behind the cloth again, but instead, I left her alone.  
 
    The halls were empty since it was supper time, so we quietly walked down the corridors, slipped down the stairwell, and headed outside. It was sunset, and the sky was a dark mixture of pinks and reds.  
 
    “Perfect timing for a little bit of practice,” I said as I looked up at the sky.  
 
    “You go first,” Faye suggested as she pushed me forward. “Let’s see if you can turn the sunset into night.”  
 
     My coven all grinned in excitement as I took a step forward, and then I raised my hands and recited the spell. Blood dripped down my hand as I stood there and took control of the sun. I pictured nightfall, and I saw the stars in the sky as clearly as if it were right in front of me. As I stood there, the sun began to seep below the horizon at an incredible pace, and then I thought I heard a voice calling out to me. 
 
    Cole, it whispered. Can you hear me?  
 
    It was the woman’s voice, and her smooth and light tone made my hair stand on end. Suddenly, my head started to feel as if it were about to split open, but I gritted my teeth in agony and struggled to focus with all my might.  
 
    Cole! she said a little louder. 
 
    Storm clouds started to appear out of nowhere, and the air grew chillier. Lighting cracked in the sky, and a heavy wind picked up. I had no control over what I was doing, and the more she spoke to me, the less in control I became.  
 
    “Cole, what are you doing?” Faye shouted over the storm. 
 
    “Cole, stop!” Akira demanded.  
 
    I couldn’t stop, though, even if I wanted to. She was in control now, and as hard as I pushed her away, she wouldn’t quit. My head grew lighter, and as everything became blurry, I could barely hear the other witches calling out my name.  
 
    All I could hear was that woman’s voice right before my entire world went black. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Sudden and overwhelming darkness took over my body and soul. It felt as if I were sinking into the depths of a black ocean, and the harder I tried to swim to the surface, the more useless it became. I was drowning, and I could barely breathe. I could practically taste the saltwater as it flooded into my lungs, and I knew it was just an illusion and that I needed to open my eyes, but no matter how hard I tried, it was impossible. My mind was pure black, and all I could hear was the mysterious woman’s voice as she repeated my name over and over again.  
 
    Cole, she whispered. Wake up, Cole.  
 
    I wanted to tell her I was trying, but it was no use. My mouth was clamped shut, and my body felt heavy as lead. Panic built up inside me as the darkness continued to swallow me whole. Her voice became more distant, and I wanted to reach out and find her, but she was nothing but an echo.  
 
    Finally, when I thought I would never wake up, someone clutched onto my shoulder and gently squeezed. 
 
    “Cole,” a familiar voice said. “Can you hear me?”  
 
    To my surprise, I managed to force my eyes open, and when I did, I saw my coven. They were staring at me with concerned expressions and trembling lips. I looked down and saw I was tightly swaddled in one of the infirmary cots. My head was throbbing, and the last thing I could remember was being outside and in the middle of a brewing storm.  
 
    “Oh, thank Satan, he’s awake!” Morgana breathed. “You had us worried there for a moment.”  
 
    Her dark hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and her skin was flushed. All the women had their hair pulled back and were wearing the same cloaks we’d worn during the first game. That’s when I shot up with a terrible realization. Today was the day of the second game of the tournament, and I would never be able to forgive myself if we missed the second game.  
 
    “Did I wake up too late?” I breathed. “Did we miss the second game?”  
 
     “No,” a voice by the doorway said. “Not yet, anyway.”  
 
    We all turned our heads to see Vanessa standing at the threshold of the infirmary, and she was wearing a dark plum-colored gown with full, multi-layered skirts and thick black gloves. The professor looked irritated, which wasn’t unusual, but there was something dark and furious in her ice-blue eyes. Her red lips were set into a tight line, and when she looked at me, it was if she were glaring at a filthy gnome.  
 
    I’d angered her, and I had a feeling it had something to do with the fact I was lying in this bed. 
 
    “Hello, Professor,” I muttered. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” she demanded. “All I told you to do was practice! Not put yourself into a coma.”  
 
    “I was actually hoping someone else could tell me what happened,” I said, and I was mildly annoyed with her overly bitchy attitude. “The last thing I remember was trying to control the sunset, but then something… or rather someone took over my mind, and then it’s nothing but a blur from there on.”  
 
    “Who was it, Cole?" Morgana whispered with excitement in her blue eyes. “Was it that woman? The one from your dreams?”  
 
     Morgana was quick as a whip, so I nodded slowly, and she put a hand to her mouth. The rest of the coven, though, still appeared unsure about this mysterious woman who haunted my dreams and invaded my mind without warning.  
 
    “What woman?” Vanessa snapped. “What on earth are you talking about?”  
 
    “Cole believes there is a woman from a painting who has been visiting him in his sleep--” Morgana started to explain, but I had to cut her off. There was no time to discuss this right now, and I knew Vanessa was running thin on patience.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “We need to get to the game.” 
 
    “Are you positive you’re up for it?” Vanessa asked with furrowed eyebrows. “You were knocked out cold.”  
 
    “I can do it,” I replied in a firm voice. 
 
    True, I felt like a storm of heavy stones had rained down onto me, but there was no way I could forgo the game. It was going to be difficult, though. My head was heavy, and there was a stinging sensation behind my eyes as I raised my body upright. My arms trembled from the effort, and I nearly collapsed back into the bed as I sat up, but I didn’t give a damn. I couldn’t let my coven down, and even if it killed me, I’d win this game.  
 
     “Very well,” Vanessa said, even though she didn’t look happy, “it’s your choice.”  
 
    “You’d better get dressed.” Morgana smiled faintly. “We need to be down in the banquet hall--” 
 
    “In ten minutes,” Akira finished for her. “So, haul that ass.”  
 
    I nodded as Vanessa and my coven left the infirmary, and then I sighed and forced myself to get out of bed. I was wearing some kind of white nightgown, and my uniform and cloak were neatly folded in a chair by the bed. I smiled as I picked up the clothes, and I suspected Cordelia had something to do with the convenient change of clothing.  
 
    As I bent down to pull off the gown, though, a sharp pain shot through my body.  
 
    “Shit!” I muttered.  
 
    I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut. Every bone ached as I stood upright and got dressed, and I hoped by the time we entered the tournament, I would be feeling better, but that was a slim possibility.  
 
     As soon as I stepped out into the corridor, Morgana slipped me something into my hand. It was cold and small, and when I looked down, it was a vial, filled with a dark blue liquid. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s a remedy,” she whispered. “Technically, we’re not supposed to take anything before a game, but I figured we could make an exception for you.” 
 
     “You were the last person I’d expect to break a rule.” I smiled as I tilted my head back and drank the sour brew. “Thanks, though… I appreciate it.”  
 
    “Right?” Akira smirked. “I almost didn’t believe her when she first suggested it.”  
 
    “Alright, I get it,” Morgana huffed before she took the empty vial from my hands. “I’m the tedious rule follower. Anyway, you guys go on. I need to hide this.” 
 
    We did as she asked and made our way down to the banquet hall, and some of the portraits cheered as we passed them.  
 
    “Even the paintings want us to win,” Faye giggled.  
 
     “Don’t even say the word painting,” I grumbled under my breath, 
 
    “Oh, right.” The redhead blushed. “Sorry, I forgot.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I sighed. “It’s my own problem… one I’ll have to deal with later.” 
 
    “Your problem is our problem, Cole,” Vesta sighed, and the other three witches nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” Morgana agreed. “You are our master, and you give us power. We need you.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I smiled at them. “Thanks.” 
 
    When we reached the banquet hall doors, Morgana had returned to us. Clearly, she’d run the entire way because she was breathing heavily, and her cheeks were flushed. 
 
    “Damn, woman,” Akira said, “breathe… we still have five minutes before Theodora announces the trial.”  
 
    “I-I-I’m trying,” Morgana panted.  
 
    “In and out.” Faye smiled.  
 
    Morgana wasn’t the only one who needed to breathe, so I took in a long, deep breath and instantly relaxed. Whatever Morgana had slipped me was already beginning to work. I could feel the ache leaving my head, and the pains in my body were slowly fading away.  
 
    At this moment, I was ready to take on whatever the game had to offer. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “Morgana, I order you to relax. Be confident, alright?”  
 
     She nodded in my direction, and her breathing became steady and quiet.  
 
    I looked at each witch and grinned. “We’ve got this.”  
 
    Then I pushed the heavy doors open and took in the sight before me.  
 
    Students were lined up against the walls, and the moment we stepped inside, everyone’s eyes turned to us. I lifted my chin proudly, and we made our way to the front of the room and joined the other three groups. I turned to glance at the Vipera academy, and I noticed Nyx and Esther were smiling in my direction. Ash and Lena, however, had their focus elsewhere. No matter where they looked or how they grinned, I could see their competitive nature shining through them. They were here to win or die, and they weren’t the only ones.  
 
    The other Scholomance group had their heads held up high, and they grinned maliciously when they saw us approaching them. The Mors team, though, now with one less teammate, didn’t even bother to acknowledge us. They simply stood there with their chins raised and shoulders pushed back. Their headmaster, however, glared right at me as we stood in our assigned spots. I tried to ignore his glare, but it felt as if it were penetrating my soul.  
 
    I did my best to shove the notion aside and focus on what was ahead of me.  
 
    Headmistress Theodora nodded in our direction and flashed me a small smile. She was wearing a long gold and black gown, and her long dark hair was spilling over her shoulders. Vanessa stood by her mother, and as usual, she didn’t look pleased. Her pale blue eyes darted over to my direction, and her expression remained as cold as ice.  
 
    I looked away and fixated on the sea of Scholomance students staring at us with wide, eager eyes and broad smiles. Some were even carrying little flags with the Scholomance crest on it and wearing small golden pins.  
 
     “Welcome, all!” Theodora grinned. “To the second Ludi Mortiferum game!”  
 
     Thunderous applause followed, and the headmistress had to settle everyone down.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” she said with the same smile, “I know it’s all incredibly exciting, but we must get to it. The objective of this game requires quick-wit, patience, and willpower. The teams will be sent to a mysterious realm where they must locate an extraordinary cave. Inside that cave lies an even more extraordinary artifact that will shadow port them back to the academy. Obviously, the first team to retrieve the key wins. Now, let us commence!" 
 
     She raised up her wand and twirled it three times above her head, and a massive cloud appeared in the middle of the banquet hall. I could see an island in the distance, and before I knew what was happening, a deep purple smoke had engulfed all the teams, and we were spinning through the air. We tumbled and turned, and my stomach did flips as we sped quickly through different realms and portals. I thought it would go on forever, but then the next thing I knew, I landed face-first into the hot sand. I spat out a mouthful, shook my head, and looked around for my coven. They were sprawled out on a strange-looking beach, and they groaned as they gently pulled themselves up from the sand.  
 
    “No matter how many times we’re shadow ported to another realm, I’ll never get used to the landing,” Faye groaned as she dusted herself off.  
 
    “Me, either,” Akira grunted. 
 
     I pushed myself up from the sand and looked around. We were on a beach, but everything felt as if it were backward. There was an ocean in front of us, but the water was a light, whitish brown, and the sand was teal blue. The sky was white, and the palm trees were an assortment of colors. Some leaves were bright red, and others were indigo, yellow, and orange. It almost gave me a headache to take everything in at once. I wasn’t used to all these colors, and it felt strange to be here.  
 
    “Where the hell are we?” Akira asked with her small nose scrunched up. “It looks horrible.”  
 
    “It must be the contrarium realm,” Morgana breathed. “I’ve read about these places before.” 
 
    “Great,” Akira snapped. “So, what do we have to know?”  
 
    “Well,” Morgana chewed on her lower lip. “One of the most important things to remember is we can’t touch anything that looks normal.” 
 
    “What the hell does that even mean?” Akira demanded. 
 
    “Yes, could you be a little more specific, Morgana?” Faye added. 
 
     “Well, for example,” the brunette started, “a sunflower is normally black and yellow, right?" 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” Akira replied as she rolled her dark eyes. “So what?” 
 
     “Well, here, the petals are black, and the middle is yellow,” Morgana explained. “So, if you saw a normal-looking plant, then you need to stay far away from it.”  
 
    “What happens if we don’t?” Vesta asked, and she bit harshly at her lower lilac lip. 
 
    “It could transform into a flesh-eating parasitus and will devour you little by little from the inside out,” the bookish witch said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Or it could turn into a mutated, carnivorous rabbit with a snake’s head. The possibilities are endless.”  
 
    “Fantastic.” I nodded. “That’s good to know.”  
 
    “Before we worry about that, I think we might actually have another problem,” Faye muttered as she looked up at the sky.  
 
     I followed her gaze, and I noticed the sky was turning a dark shade of purple, and deep red clouds began to hover over the sand-colored ocean. Thunder roared, and red lightning split open the sky. Then thick crimson droplets fell down from the clouds, and when I licked my lips, I knew it was raining blood. Horrid flashes of my first night at Scholomance came rushing back to me, but I had to shove them in a deep dark corner of my mind.  
 
    There was no time to think about the past. 
 
    “Fuck!” Akira screamed over the sound of the growing storm. “Cole, do you think you can stop it?”  
 
    “I can try!” I called back. 
 
     I stood by the water, and the ocean was now a light red, while the waves were growing more violent as they crashed against the shoreline and swept across my ankles. My feet were soaked, but I didn’t care. I simply closed my eyes and tried to drown out the sound of thunder and the violent wind. Then I raised my hands up into the air and muttered the incantation Vanessa taught us. Part of me feared the mysterious woman would return to me, but I couldn’t let dread prevent me from performing the spell.  
 
    As I muttered the blood curse, I winced when my skin split open, and blood dripped down my palm and coated my wand. In my head, I pictured an open sky and a calm ocean. The image was so clear in my mind, but nothing happened. Nothing seemed to change as the wind continued to howl and screech and blood poured from the sky. I feared I’d somehow messed up the spell, but then, the wind began to settle, and the rain came to a slow stop.  
 
    “You did it!” Faye shouted. 
 
    “Big fucking deal,” a deep voice growled. 
 
     We all swung our heads and spotted Bram, Malcolm, and their third teammate with the light green skin and thick, brown hair. Their white suits were drenched in blood, and they were smiling like a group of madmen with their wands aimed at us.  
 
    I raised my wand and just in time. The nameless teammate had tried to cast a spell in our direction, but not before I deflected it. 
 
    “Novis!” I shouted. 
 
    His bright green spell backfired and sent him flying back into the jungle. He crashed into the thicket, and his counterparts turned to look at us with venom in their eyes.  
 
    I had an idea, but because of the reversal spell I’d just used, I needed a minute before I could proceed with my plan. 
 
    “I order you to cover me,” I said as I spun around to face my coven.  
 
    The witches nodded, raised their wands, and aimed at the warlocks. Then both teams started to spew spells back and forth. 
 
    “Secare!” Faye screamed.  
 
    Malcolm and Bram managed to dodge her spell, and it blasted a tree behind them. The bark turned into a rain of splinters, and the warlocks spun to retaliate with scowling, red faces.  
 
    “Cicatrix!” Bram growled.  
 
    His spell was aimed at Faye, but Akira shoved her out of the way before the red light could hit the redhead. Unfortunately, Akira ended up getting hit in the face, and she was knocked off her feet before she landed on the ground with a thud. Morgana helped the black-eyed witch to her feet first, and when Akira stood up, she had a deep blue and purple bruise forming around one of her eyes.  
 
    “Fucker,” she hissed, and I cursed every second that ticked by until I could use another spell. 
 
    The hot-tempered witch whipped around, and without hesitation, she aimed her wand back at the warlocks. Morgana raised her wand at the same time, and together they fired their spells.  
 
    “Colingo!” Akira screamed. 
 
    “Glacio!” Morgana yelled.  
 
    The two men managed to swerve out of the way, and both spells missed them by an inch. They grinned, and I could tell they thought they were unbeatable, but the minute timer had passed, and I was ready.  
 
    I started to lift my arm, but Akira wasn’t finished. Before I could even say a word, she pointed her want right at Malcolm and smiled.  
 
    “Volant!” the short-haired witch cried out, and a bolt of light struck Malcom straight in the chest. 
 
    Akira managed to send Malcolm flying back into the jungle, and she laughed when he hit his head on a tall, jagged stone. Bram turned to the coven with hatred in his eyes and pointed his wand right at Akira, but before he could do anything, I began to picture a small twister in their path.  
 
    Then I raised my hands, muttered the spell, and fresh blood dripped down my hands as a small whirlpool of wind began to form and headed for the trio.  
 
    “Fuck!” Bram yelled as he stumbled back across the sand. 
 
    “Run!” Malcolm shouted. 
 
     The three tried to make a run for it, but my little tornado was too fast for them. It swept the warlocks up and carried them into the depths of the jungle. I had no idea how long the spell would last, but hearing their screams as they were carried off by my own personal storm made me smile. 
 
    “Good one, Cole,” Vesta snickered. 
 
    “Yeah, did you see their fucking faces?” Akira cackled. “That was priceless.”  
 
    “It only temporarily took care of them,” I reminded them. “We might bump into them later… so I suggest we move it.”  
 
    “Well, where the hell do we start?” Akira groaned as she wiped the remnants of the bloody rain off her face. “We don’t even know how big this place is. Where should we begin looking for the cave?” 
 
    “We need to find a map,” Morgana said, “that must be the first step.” 
 
    “No shit,” Akira grunted.  
 
    “Maybe that has something to do with finding the map,” Faye said as she pointed up the shoreline.  
 
    We all turned to look at what she was pointing at, and I grinned as a wooden chest washed up in the surf. We quickly ran over, and we dragged it onto the sand. The box had a golden lock on it, and some kind of inscription was engraved into the metal.  
 
    “Non possumus aperire secreti quicquid sanguinis,” I muttered. 
 
    “Only blood can open my secrets,” Morgana whispered. “Cole--”  
 
    “I’m on it,” I said.  
 
    I wiped my bloody hand on the chest lock, and it immediately popped open. Smoke emerged from the chest, but I still reached down to pull out a rolled-up scroll of parchment. When I opened it, I realized it was a map of the island. The entire island was shaped like a giant skull, and we were on the edge of its jaw.  
 
    “That’s where we are,” I said as I pointed to the map. “We need to get here.” 
 
    I pointed to a small x on the map in the middle of the jungle and inside a cave.  
 
    “How do you know that’s where we are?” Vesta asked and cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “You see that jagged rock over there?” I said as I pointed to a tall, jagged stone by the shore. “It’s here on the map.” 
 
    “Good eye.” Akira nodded. 
 
    “We’d better get a move on,” Morgana suggested. “The others will probably be getting their own maps soon.” 
 
    “How do you know there isn’t just one map?” Akira asked. 
 
    Morgana pointed to a small number two on the lock. “Something tells me there are four chests on the islands, and each team landed on a different spot on the island to find it.”  
 
    “Well, let’s hurry up then, and figure out where we have to go,” Faye ordered.  
 
     We were all staring down at the map until something incredibly strange happened. The parchment began to dissolve, and the witches all gasped in shock. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Akira wailed. “What’s happening? We didn’t get a chance to even memorize it!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said in a rushed voice.  
 
    As the map disappeared, I suddenly felt a sharp sting in my back, and I gritted my teeth in pain and hunched over. The pain continued to split my skin, and I could feel warm blood trickling down my back as I squeezed my eyes closed.  
 
    “Cole, what’s wrong?” Faye asked in a panicked voice.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I grunted as I unbuttoned my shirt and turned around.  
 
    All the witches gasped in horror, and my heart started to beat faster. 
 
    “Well?” I breathed. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The map is being carved into your flesh… ” Akira muttered. “Morgana, what is this?”  
 
    “He was the one who opened the chest,” Morgana whispered. “I guess that’s the price he has to pay.” 
 
    My skin was still burning as I felt the outline of the map cultivating on my back. It burned, and I could feel the blood as it continued to trickle down my back. When it was finally over, I breathed in and tried to stand straight.  
 
    “You’re going to have to lead the way,” I said to my coven. “Which way should we head?”  
 
    One of them took a step forward and lightly touched my back, and I flinched from the burning sensation of their fingertip but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “We should head north, toward the pink sun,” Morgana murmured. “That will lead us to the cave.”  
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I said.  
 
    I left my shirt on the sand, and we dipped into the rainbow-colored jungle. We passed by large, yellow trees with vibrant purple leaves, and birds as large as cats flew over our heads and cawed furiously above us. The soil was a bright orange, and all kinds of strange plants were growing from the earth. Some of the flora even had eyes that watched our every move. When I glanced up to look at the trees, I saw a faint light from the white sky above us peeked through the leaves and beat down on us, but it wasn’t too humid or hot, which was a small blessing.  
 
    When we came across a blue river about half an hour later, Morgana gasped. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she hissed.  
 
    “What?” Vesta asked. 
 
    “Remember what I said about things that appear to be abnormally normal?” she said with a raised eyebrow. “There has to be something wrong with this river.”  
 
    “Yeah, and I think I know what that is,” Akira muttered.  
 
    We all followed her gaze and took a small step back. A giant, squid-like creature was slowly emerging from the water, and its black eyes were focused on us. The beast was a sickly pink color, and as its massive tentacles began to pull itself out of the water, I saw the monster was as large as a bear. Then it opened its beak-like mouth and hissed so loud that birds flew up from their perched positions on the trees and cawed loudly in the air, just before the creature started to speed up and crawl toward us. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Akira growled.  
 
    The squid monster shot out one of its tentacles faster than the blink of an eye, and Faye suddenly cried out as she went flying into the river. 
 
    “Go and get her!” I shouted to the others. “I’ll take care of this bastard.”  
 
    The monster’s black eyes glared at me, and it growled low and furiously.  
 
    I planted my feet on the ground and raised my wand at the creature. Then I remembered back to Vanessa’s lesson in the dungeon with the prisoner, and I grinned. 
 
    “Allucinatio!” I shouted. 
 
    The squid’s head began to vibrate, and it stopped dead in its tracks. Then its dark eyes bulged, and it started to screech a loud and terrible cry.  
 
    When my coven successfully pulled Faye out from the water, they placed their hands over their ears and crouched down in pain, but I maintained my stance and stared hard at the creature. I willed it nothing but pain and agony, and when its head burst open, I smiled.  
 
    The air settled again, and bits and pieces of squid and green blood were splattered across the riverbed.  
 
    “We need to go,” I said as the others all stared at me. “Someone from another team might have heard that.” 
 
    The women nodded, and we made a run for it. We sprinted past the river, and soon, we came across a vast, empty patch of brown dirt. It was eerily quiet, and there were no birds, monkeys, or other jungle critters around us. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” I said in a faint voice.  
 
    “And what makes you say that?” a familiar voice purred from behind me. 
 
    I whipped around with my wand out and saw a half-naked Nyx standing in front of me. She was only wearing a black bra, and her voluptuous, blue breasts heaved up and down as she fought to catch her breath. Her teammates were behind her, and they were all smiling at us.  
 
    “Back off, bitches,” Akira snapped. “Find another way around.”  
 
    “Why would we do that?” Ash asked as she flipped back her long, silver hair. “This is the shortest route to the cave. It says so on Nyx’s back.” 
 
    “You want to walk across this dirt?” Morgana sneered. “Be our guests.”  
 
    “No way.” Esther grinned. “We know all about the little tricks of the jungle… why don’t you walk across it first?”  
 
    “Fat fucking chance,” Akira growled as she raised her wand.  
 
    The other witches raised their wands, too, but before anyone could utter a word, something started to growl. The sound was unnerving, and it made all the hairs on my skin stand on end. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Faye whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I muttered. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the dirt, and something was slowly digging itself out. Small, snake-headed creatures began to lift their heads out of the soil, and the women all gasped in horror as a sea of snake-headed, giant red ants snapped their fangs at us and ran forward on their hunched legs.  
 
    “Run!” Nyx shouted.  
 
    Her team dove back into the jungle, but I knew we had to move across the dirt, so I turned to my coven and snapped my fingers to get their attention. 
 
    “We’re going to have to get across this patch,” I said. “If it’s on the map, it must be the only way to the cave. Raise your wands, and when I tell you to, I want you to imagine quicksand. But make sure that it’s blue. Together, we can make it more powerful and quicker.” 
 
    My coven nodded their heads and aimed their wands at the dirt. Then we all began to mutter under our breaths.  
 
    My hand bled onto my wand as the dirt began to turn into blue quicksand. The small monsters started to squeal out in protest as they sank down into the earth, but then others leaped up and landed near our feet. I kicked one before it could crawl up my leg, but another managed to latch its claws onto Morgana before it bit into her skin. The snake-ant monster tore off a good chunk of her calf, and she screamed out in pain.  
 
    Akira turned to look at her companion with wide, fearful dark eyes, and she aimed her wand at the monster and scrunched up her face in determination.  
 
    “Volant!” she screamed. 
 
    The little beast went flying off Morgana and landed in the quicksand, and it screeched as it began to sink into the hungry sand.  
 
    We thought that was the last of it until we heard another sound behind the leaves. When I turned to look at what was approaching, I half-expected to see Nyx and her group, but instead, it was Malcolm, Bram, and their other teammate. The third nameless teammate wasn’t wearing a shirt, and I guessed the map was also engraved into his back.  
 
    “Look who it is.” Malcolm grinned.  
 
    “Shut your fucking face.” Akira rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I always knew you were a bitch with claws,” Bram chuckled. “It’s cute, but you’re going to have to step out of the way.”  
 
    The three of them raised their wands at us, and I began to laugh wildly.  
 
    “What the hell is so funny?” Malcolm growled.  
 
    “You are more idiotic than I presumed,” I sneered. “Do you really think you stand a chance against us? It’s five against three, and I kicked your asses by myself not too long ago. What do you think the odds are?”  
 
    “Here’s a hint.” Faye smiled sweetly. “They aren’t good.” 
 
    “Nor are they in your favor.” Akira smirked. “You dumb fucks.” 
 
    The three warlocks exchanged annoyed looks with one another, and even though they were clearly outnumbered, Bram narrowed his eyes at me and chuckled. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Are you too afraid to cross the sand? You know it’s the quickest way to the cave, don’t you?” 
 
    I looked over at the patch of sand and grinned. It appeared like normal blue sand, but there was no way to tell it was actually quicksand.  
 
    And there was no way to know there were little monsters inside it as well.  
 
    “We know that.” I nodded. “We were just about to cross until you came out of nowhere and distracted us.”  
 
    “Well, if you’re not going to fucking do anything,” Bram snarled. “We’re going to cross over.”  
 
    “Not unless we cross over first,” I taunted. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Bram growled before he turned to the others and turned up his nose. “Let’s go.”  
 
    The trio walked over the baby blue sand, and they smirked as they treaded over it, but by the time they reached the middle, they slowly started to sink.  
 
    Bram glanced in my direction, and his face darkened. 
 
    “You fucking bastard,” he called out. “You did this!”  
 
    He raised his wand and aimed it at me, but I was too quick. 
 
    “Conligo!” I shouted.  
 
    He froze in place, and the others raised their wands to attack, but then something yanked them down, and they dropped their wands as they screamed. Then the snake-headed ants started to crawl up their legs and bite them. The little creatures ripped at their clothes, and the warlocks cried out in terror as more of them climbed up their bodies.  
 
    I watched with giddy fascination as the creatures bit into their flesh and took out chunks of their skin. Blood dripped down their faces and spread like red ink splotches through their clothes, and their visible skin turned even paler as the little monsters nipped and clawed at them.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted. 
 
    My coven and I ran back into the jungle and sprinted through the trees. We had no idea where we were going, but we weren’t going to stick around and wait for the spell to wear off and have a colony of murderous snake-ants following us. We’d have to find another way to the cave, so we ran hard and fast until we eventually came to a halt to catch our breaths.  
 
    “Unholy fucking shit,” Akira panted as she doubled over her knees. “Do you think they’re dead?”  
 
    “I have no idea.” I shrugged.  
 
    “I think that’s the least of our worries,” Faye breathed. 
 
    “Why?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “Don’t you see that?” Faye raised a trembling finger and pointed to something behind me. 
 
    I slowly turned around, and my heart sank.  
 
    There, right in front of me was a giant, sixteen-foot-tall, one-footed man, and when I met his yellow, beady eyes, his mouth curled up into a hungry and malicious smile.  
 
    We’d walked right into his territory, and I wasn’t sure how we’d escape him, but whatever we needed to do, we had to be quick.  
 
    I could tell this bastard was starving for raw flesh, and we were the next item on the menu.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The monopod beast towered over us, and his shadow shielded the entire coven from the light. I could hear the witches panting in fear as we took small steps back, and the creature lowered its large head and studied us with his yellow eyes.  
 
    As he came closer, I noticed how odd his features were. He had a human nose that looked as if it had been broken several times over, and his eyes were mismatched, with the right one lower than the left. His face was droopy and dumb-looking, and his lips reminded me of two fat oversized worms.  
 
    “Who dares come into my home?” he growled in a low, deep voice.  
 
    His breath hit us like a foul fog, and each word echoed around us. His voice made the trees and stones tremble, and birds cawed out in fear as they swarmed all around him. When none of us said a word, his broad face scrunched up in disapproval, as if he was appalled we weren’t responding to him.  
 
    “Well?” he demanded. “Why do you not speak? Do you think you’re better than me?”  
 
    “No, of course not,” I said as I hid my wand behind my back.  
 
    We’d never studied this kind of creature before, and I wondered if we could get out of this without resorting to magic. Who knew which spells would or would not work on such a magnificently large creature? So, I decided I’d do my best to find another way around.  
 
    If that was possible.  
 
    “We are foreigners,” I continued, “and we just so happen to have stumbled upon your abode. We meant no disrespect.  
 
    “Even if you didn’t mean any disrespect,” the creature growled, “trespassing is generally considered rude.”  
 
    “Cole,” Morgana whispered behind me, “what are you doing?” 
 
    The massive beast took a step forward, and when I looked into his eyes, I knew a conversation was not going to get us out of here.  
 
    If we wanted to get out of this alive, then we’d all have to work together and at the same time.  
 
    “Get your wands ready,” I hissed. “We need to attack at once.”  
 
    “What did you say, boy?” the monopod growled. 
 
    “I said we might need to head back at once.” I smiled. “We meant no harm, you see. So, we’d best be getting back.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” the beast snarled. “I hate to be the rude one, but I can’t just let you go, even if I accepted you as my guests.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.  
 
    “I haven’t fed for days… and while it’s true I’m not usually partial to Wicca meat, I suppose you’ll have to do.” He grinned.  
 
    Then the monopod took another, hopping step closer, and I knew it was time.  
 
    “Now!” I called out. 
 
    Each witch raised their wand and incanted a plaga curse. All our spells hit the creature at once, and he wailed and took a clumsy step back. His eyes grew wide in pain and agony as his one foot tumbled backward, and he almost went crashing down to the ground as he stumbled around and knocked trees from their roots and sent them flying. He must have been in excruciating pain because large boils, scabs, and rashes began to cover his sallow skin, and the more he picked and scratched at them, the more he began to bleed.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I yelled.  
 
    My coven nodded vigorously, and we dashed into the jungle. We ran hard and fast and didn’t stop for a breath until we came to the edge of a cliff, and when I looked down, I saw the sand-colored ocean below us and the jagged red rocks surrounding the cliff wall. It was a long way down, and I thanked Satan I had stopped in time. 
 
    “Shit,” Akira muttered. “We’re going to have to turn back.” 
 
    “But that creature could be right behind us,” Faye argued. 
 
    “Would you rather jump?” Vesta asked.  
 
    “I know I wouldn’t,” Morgana huffed and folded her arms. 
 
    “So, it’s settled,” I sighed impatiently. “We turn around and find a safe spot to gather our bearings. And by the way, that’s a command, not a suggestion.” 
 
    My coven obediently turned around and began to make their way back into the jungle, but I stopped when I heard a rustling of leaves in front of us. Then my face fell when I saw the Mors trio right in front of us.  
 
    They were covered head to toe in blood and sand, but their eyes were visible. They glared hard at us, and I knew murder was on their minds.  
 
    “Stop,” I called out. 
 
    My coven stopped in their tracks, and it was a long, heavy moment before anyone said anything.  
 
    “You left us there to die,” Bram finally growled, and his green eyes were filled with feral rage.  
 
    “Well, you didn’t die.” Akira shrugged. “So, perk up and fuck off.”  
 
    “We should kill you all,” Malcolm spat as he flicked his white hair out of his pale face. “I wouldn’t care if it took away a bit of my soul… you’d all be worth the killing curse.”  
 
    “You just try,” Morgana sneered before she pulled out her wand. 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, trees began to come crashing down behind the Mors team. Then they all slowly turned around and screamed as the monopod ran right into them.  
 
    The dark-haired warlock nearly got crushed underneath the beast’s heavy, boil-covered foot, but he managed to roll out its way just in time. The creature was wild with rage and pain, and it was apparent he didn’t care who he killed, as long as he got to take out his anger on something or someone. He reached for Bram, and the warlock cried out as he was picked up by the monster. The warlock wriggled and squirmed in the giant’s massive, clenched hand as his teammates tried to hit the creature with their spells, but no matter what they did, the monopod wouldn’t let Bram go. Then he used his other hand to pinch his arm, and I watched as the monster twisted and ripped Bram’s arm right out of its socket. Dark blood spurted like a fountain through the air, and Bram let out a terrible scream.  
 
    “We need to go,” I hissed as I looked around. 
 
    “Maybe we can get around the monopod,” Morgana suggested.  
 
    Right as the words left her lips, though, we heard something like a giant stampede heading toward us. Trees were being knocked over, and when the trees parted, I realized with horror that at least five other monopods were heading this way.  
 
    “Maybe not,” Akira whispered. 
 
    I turned around and stared at the cliff. It was our only other choice, whether the women liked it or not. 
 
    “We’re going to have to jump,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Faye shrieked. “I can’t even swim.”  
 
    “Why worry about swimming when we’re probably going to die from the fall?” Morgana groaned. 
 
    “Look, I order you all to stop questioning me and just fucking jump!” I shouted as the beasts grew too close for my liking.  
 
    My coven whipped around, and as we sped toward the cliff, I didn’t even look down before I leaped. The witches screamed as we fell through the air, and I closed my eyes before we landed in the water. The impact was like slamming into stone, but I was still alive, so I guessed my immortal coven would be fine as well.  
 
    I sunk down into the depths of the lukewarm water, and when I recovered from the shock, I pushed my arms upward and swam to the surface. I gulped for air as soon as my head shot up from the surface, and as I swiped the water away from my face, I saw my witches above the surface with wet hair and red faces. They were coughing wildly, but my heart sank when I didn’t see Faye. 
 
    “Where’s Faye?” Akira cried out.  
 
    Without answering, I dove back under the water and opened my eyes. I searched for the redheaded witch, but I didn’t see anything in the murky brown water. I swam a little further, and then, behind some towering yellow seaweed, I saw red hair floating in the current. I pushed my body forward, and when I reached the unconscious witch, I pulled her by her underarms and swam upward.  
 
    I gasped for air when I broke through the surface, but Faye didn’t open her eyes or mouth when her head emerged from the water.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I dragged her toward the shore. 
 
    The other witches were all on the beach, and their eyes were filled with terror as I carried the unconscious redhead back onto the teal sand.  
 
    “She’s not breathing,” I panted as I gently placed Faye down on the sand. 
 
    “But she can’t be dead.” Akira shook her head. “The pact won’t let her die.”  
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Morgana said as she swept a green strand out of Faye’s face.  
 
    “Let’s just rest here for a moment before we run back into the jungle,” I suggested as I tried to regain my breath. “We need to gather our bearings anyway.”  
 
    “At least this isn’t the same beach we started at,” Morgana sighed. 
 
    I looked around, and I realized she was right. The rocks were different, and this sand was a deeper shade of blue than the other beach. 
 
    “Check my back, Morgana,” I said.  
 
    The brunette stood up and examined the map. She didn’t say anything as she stared at my skin, though, and finally, Akira lost her patience.  
 
    “Well?” the black-eyed witch demanded. “Do I have to remind you time is not on our side? Who knows where the other teams are?”  
 
    “I’m taking my time because that’s the smart thing to do,” Morgana scoffed. “Sometimes, these maps are solely designed to trick you.”  
 
    The short-haired witch sighed but didn’t argue further, since we all knew when Morgana said something, it was best to follow her lead.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Faye groaned as she slowly sat up.  
 
    “You were knocked out, but Cole brought you back.” Vesta smiled. “Now, we’re just waiting for Morgana to lead the way.”  
 
    We waited for another long moment, and finally, Morgana nodded slowly.  
 
    “Alright,” the bookworm said. “I think I know where we have to go… follow me.”  
 
    Morgana stood up, and we followed her back into the multicolored thicket. She led us past three-eyed monkeys, pink elks with flowers in their antlers, translucent birds, and other whacky-looking creatures. We treaded through the jungle, and the deeper we went, the quieter it became, and I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as the air grew colder.  
 
    “Are you sure you know where you’re going, Morgana?” Akira asked after a while. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a strange feeling about this place,” Faye added and wrapped her freckled arms around herself. “There aren’t any animals around… it’s too quiet.”  
 
    “Trust me,” Morgana replied, and her tone was confident.  
 
    We trailed after the brunette, and finally, we reached a long, golden cave that glittered off in the distance. It sparkled like real gold under the pale light that streamed through the canopy, and a smile spread across my face.  
 
    This had to be it.  
 
    “You did it, Morgana!” Akira grinned. “Well fucking done.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Morgana giggled. 
 
    We headed down to the cave, and when we looked around, we noticed no one else was around. We must have been the first ones to reach the finishing line.  
 
    “We did it,” Akira breathed. “We won!”  
 
    “Not just yet,” I reminded her.  
 
    When we reached the mouth of the cave, though, all our faces fell. The entrance was blocked by a massive golden stone with carvings on the front, and something told me we wouldn’t be able to physically move or use any spell against it.  
 
    “In lunam, ut non revelare secreta mea,” I read the inscription off the statue’s base.  
 
    “Only the moonlight may reveal my secrets,” Morgana muttered before she looked up to the sky and grinned. “We need to bring the moon out.” 
 
    “That requires a lot of energy, Morgana,” Faye said, and she chewed on her lower lip with worry. “We read about that in the books down in the cellar. Only the most powerful Wicca can turn day into night with a full moon… and also, remember where we are? We’d need to imagine a normal night sky, and what if we mess that up and create a black moon and a white sky?” 
 
    “What if we recite the spell together?” I suggested. “It’s a blood curse… and we’re bound by blood.”  
 
    “That’s brilliant.” Morgana smiled. “He’s right!”  
 
    “How do you know?” Akira grumbled. 
 
    “Did you see how much damage we inflicted on that monopod when we combined our powers?” she reminded us. “Well, imagine what we can do with a blood curse when our blood is bonded by a pact? I’m sure we can bring the real moon out.”  
 
    The witches took a deep breath and nodded their heads before we raised our hands above our heads. Then I stared right into the blank sky partially hidden by the bright canopy. All these colors that surrounded us would make it difficult to think of a dark night with a full moon, but we had to try.  
 
    We all closed our eyes, and, in my mind, I pictured a deep, blue night sky. I imagined a full yellow moon and how brightly it would shine on our faces. I could smell the cold, crisp night air in my head and the gentle night breeze that followed. As I continued to picture this, a small wind picked up around our ankles, and the air grew colder. I could feel the light leaving the jungle and night falling down upon us, and when I opened my eyes, I smirked in satisfaction. We’d managed to turn the sky into a midnight blue, and stars sparkled above us.  
 
    But more importantly, there was a full moon that shone through the canopy, and its light hit the cave door.  
 
    “We did it!” Faye squealed with joy.  
 
    The cave stone slowly started to rumble, and it gently rolled away from the entranceway.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Akira breathed.  
 
    “Wait,” I said before she stepped inside the darkness, and I raised my wand in front of me. “Illuminana.”  
 
    A small light illuminated the way, and when we stepped inside, it seemed like an ordinary cave, aside from the golden walls that surrounded us, of course. We ventured deeper into the tunnel, and we all stopped in our tracks when we saw a tall, golden column with a small chest on top of it. It glittered even brighter than the golden stone walls, and we all circled the tiny container. There was no key, and for some reason, I thought that was too easy. There must have been a trap of some kind, I was sure of it.  
 
    Faye reached out to touch it, but I snatched her hand before she could.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” I said. “Let’s not open it in here.” 
 
    “But we have to,” Akira hissed. “The key is in there, and that’s our way back to the school.”  
 
    “Just… give me a moment,” I sighed.  
 
    “You don’t have one,” Morgana breathed as she pointed to something behind me, and I turned to see Penelope, Ivy, Iris, and Beatrix all standing there.  
 
    The second Scholomance team looked like hell. Each one of them had blood and gore splattered all over their uniforms, and small cuts were bleeding all over their faces. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” Akira scoffed. 
 
    “A pack of lutins, if you must know,” Penelope grumbled.  
 
    “Don’t bother talking to her, Penelope!” Beatrix hissed. “Let’s just get them out of the way.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said with my own wand raised.  
 
    “Get out of the way,” Penelope sneered as she glared into my eyes. “We’re not going to kill you. We just want you to move away from the chest… and carefully.”  
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be doing that,” Morgana muttered.  
 
    Then the bookworm closed her eyes and raised her wand, and her palm split open as fresh blood began to drip down her wand. A heavy wind picked up, and it blew across the other Scholomance team. They tried to push against it, but the wind knocked their wands out of their hands.  
 
    When the gusts settled, the witches all looked at us with pale faces and wide, fearful eyes. 
 
    “Please,” Ivy pleaded. “Don’t hurt us… w-we said we wouldn’t kill you.” 
 
    “We won’t hurt you,” Morgana replied with a light shrug. “As long as you leave now, then we’ll spare you any pain.”  
 
    The twins tugged Penelope back, but the orange-haired witch didn’t budge. Beatrix looked torn as if she couldn’t decide to stay or abandon her teammates, but Penelope shot daggers at us all and refused to move.  
 
    “I’m not fucking leaving,” she growled. “They won the first game, and I promised myself they wouldn’t win the second.”  
 
    “Come on, Penelope,” Iris begged, and I noticed the blue streak in her hair had been ripped out at the scalp. “It’s no use. Our wands are gone."  
 
    “Yeah, Penelope,” Akira mocked. “How about you go, too?”  
 
    Without further hesitation, Penelope lunged forward, but Morgana was too quick. 
 
    “Volant!” the brunette cried out.  
 
    The blast of light hit the orange-haired witch right in the chest, and it sent her flying back. Her scream echoed for a long while, so Morgana’s spell must have sent her to the mouth of the cave.  
 
    “Who else wants to try the express route?” Morgana asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    The rest of the team shook their heads and turned on their heels. Then they left the cave and didn’t look back. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Morgana smirked. 
 
    “That was badass, nerd,” Akira snickered as she nudged the brunette. “I like it when you are sassy. It’s super hot.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Morgana chuckled.  
 
    “Hey, I hate to break up your moment,” Vesta snapped, “but we need to find out how to open this chest.” 
 
    “Yeah, according to you, Cole,” Akira said with her arms crossed, “we can’t open it here.”  
 
    “Don’t you get it?” I smiled.  
 
    They stared at me as if I were a madman, though, so I sighed and looked away.  
 
    “The stone said only the moonlight can unlock my secrets… we need to open this under the moonlight!” I explained. 
 
    Morgana began to laugh, and the others turned to her in confusion. 
 
    “How could I have missed that?” She shook her head. “Oh, I'll never forgive myself for not thinking of that first.”  
 
    “Well, you can self-loathe later,” Akira said. “Let’s take this chest and open it outside.”  
 
    I gently grabbed the box, and we carried it out of the cave, but when we stepped outside, I was surprised to see none of the witches or warlocks were around. But then again, who knew which ones were still alive? Especially now, when the darkness had fallen upon us. The night would only bring out more deadly creatures, and I knew the sooner we returned to the academy, the better.  
 
    So, I set the chest down on the soil, exactly where a beam of moonlight was hitting the jungle floor, and as soon as the light hit it, the chest slowly turned from wood to solid gold. My coven gasped as the lid popped open, and glittering gold light emerged from inside the chest.  
 
    I reached into the small container and pulled out an intricate and heavy gold key, and the moment I lifted it up in my hands and twirled it under the light, we heard thunderous applause from above us.  
 
    We had won the second game.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Scholomance students gathered all around us when we landed in the banquet hall, and their cheers and applause were deafening.  
 
    I’d been squeezing the key so hard I managed to reopen my wound, so when I opened my hand to stare down at the artifact, dark blood coated the entire thing.  
 
    We slowly sat up, and witches clapped our backs and cheered as we stood on shaky legs. The air felt cheerful until I glanced around the hall and met a pair of dark eyes. The Mors Academy professor was glaring right at me, and his eyes screamed murder. I could feel his hatred and ill-intent from across the massive hall, and if he could get away with it, I knew he would kill me with his bare hands.  
 
    When I averted my eyes away from his cold ones, I spotted Malcolm. He was giving me the same menacing look, and I briefly wondered if he was the only one who made it back alive. He stood among his classmates, and not one of them smiled or cheered. They remained still, with their arms crossed and shadows over their faces.  
 
    “Well done, Cole,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    The soothing voice broke me away from my trance, and I turned to see Theodora smiling at me.  
 
    “Thank you, Headmistress.” I grinned.  
 
    “The key, if you please,” she said as she extended her hand.  
 
    I dropped the bloody key into the palm of her hand, and she nodded. Then she turned aside and faced the sea of cheering Scholomance students. In the crowd, I spotted the unattractive headmistress and the Vipera academy. Those witches remained neutral faced as they lightly clapped, aside from Nyx, Ash, Esther, and Lena, who were huddled together with venom in their eyes.  
 
     “Now,” Theodora roared with her arms up in the air. “There will be a dinner tonight to honor those who made it back alive and in one piece, as well as the victors, of course.”  
 
    The witches applauded even harder, and I wanted to smile, but for some reason, the thought of eating held no appeal to me. Instead, I wanted to return to my room and do some research in those ancient books. I felt as if there was something Theodora wanted me to find, but I had no idea what.  
 
    When Theodora turned around, I leaned forward to whisper into her ear.  
 
    “I think I’m going to slip off,” I muttered.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” she asked as she glanced at me.  
 
    “Yes, I’m just tired,” I lied. 
 
    “I’m sure you all are.” She nodded before she turned back to stare at the crowd before her. “The contestants shall go and rest and clean up before dinner is served.” 
 
    “Thank Satan,” Akira muttered beside me.  
 
    Theodora turned to face me and winked. “You don’t have to attend if you don’t feel up to it.”  
 
    “Thank you, Headmistress.” I smiled.  
 
     I marched past Theodora and gestured for my coven to follow, and the crowd parted for us as we made our way through the banquet hall and toward the doors. When we slipped out and closed the door behind us, I could hear the students return to their cheering and chattering.  
 
    My coven and I headed to our room, and minutes later, we passed by a sleeping Alexander on the common room couch.  
 
    The women split off to go to their own room, and I headed to my own quarters. Once inside my bedroom, I cleaned myself up and put on a fresh set of clothing, and then I sat down at my desk and studied book after book. The thought of joining the others for dinner did cross my mind once or twice, but I was determined to find what I was looking for. I knew as soon as I came across it, my instincts would tell me.  
 
    When I came across a deep, green velvet book, I narrowed my eyes at the title. 
 
    “Pracpeditis Numidarum Inferorum Animas Excitat,” I read aloud.  
 
     I opened the book and realized it was the study of tethered souls. Theodora had mentioned something about the stone in her office that allowed Wicca to communicate with souls torn in between worlds, and as my eyes devoured the information, I came across a chapter that explained an ancient method for summoning lost souls.  
 
    I had to draw a pentagram on the floor and place a candle at each corner, so I found an old piece of chalk in one of the drawers, and I began to follow the instructions in the book. When I was done, I placed a candle on each corner and read the incantation.  
 
    “Ego te ab ignotis,” I chanted.  
 
    Nothing happened, and I cursed under my breath. 
 
    “Ego te ab ignotis!” I repeated, only much louder this time.  
 
     The air remained still, and when it was clear the spell didn’t work, I shut the book in frustration and tossed it back onto the desk.  
 
    I was thinking about going down to the banquet hall until there was a gentle knock on the door. I quickly strode to the threshold and turned the knob, and my mouth hung open as I stared at the vision before me.  
 
    Akira was standing there, and coincidently, she was wearing a pentagram leather shaped bra that exposed her creamy and perky breasts. Her dark nipples glowed under the candlelight, and the only other things she was wearing was her school-girl mini skirt and blocky, black high-heels. I could see the edges of her black underwear peeking through the top of her skirt. The lacy fabric hugged her sharp hip bones, and blood rushed to my cock at the sight of her.  
 
    “Hey,” she purred.  
 
    Her dark eyes were lined with a thick, black eyeliner that reminded me of a wild, feral cat, and her red painted lips parted open as she eyed me from head to toe.  
 
    “You weren’t hungry, I take it?” I smirked. 
 
    “I was hungry.” She grinned. “But for something else. Remember how you promised me some cream if I was a good girl?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I whispered.  
 
    “I think I’ve been a good girl for you. So, now I want all your cream.” She reached up and chewed on my earlobe while her hand found its way down my pants, and then she gently grabbed my cock and began to rub the shaft.  
 
    “I want you to fuck me until I’m screaming your name,” she whispered into my ear. “The way you took control like that in the game, all I could think about was fucking your brains out while we were out there.”  
 
     “I--” I started to say, but then she bit down on my lobe hard enough to draw blood. 
 
     “You don’t talk unless I say so,” she purred. “This time, I want you to do as I say.” 
 
     There was something so incredibly sexy about her demand for control, so I smirked, grabbed her by the waist, and yanked her forward.  
 
     “I’ll allow it,” I growled. “But I’ll decide when it’s my turn.”  
 
    “Deal,” Akira breathed before she licked my bottom lip.  
 
    Her full lips pressed against mine, and her wet, hot tongue slipped into my mouth. Her kiss grew more demanding, and she pressed her naked breasts against my chest as she snaked her tongue with mine.  
 
     I reached under her skirt, and I gently pulled down her small black thong. Once it had slid down her long legs, she kicked them free. 
 
    “Now, undress,” she ordered me with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    I was growing more and more aroused by her demanding attitude, and as soon as I stripped naked, she pushed me back into my room and down onto the bed before she climbed on top of me. Then the short-haired witch spread her legs apart and placed one on each side of me. Her wet pussy hovered over my erect, throbbing cock, and she grinned as she remained perched over my splayed body.  
 
    “Ooooh,” she cooed, and she stared down at my rock-hard shaft with excitement in her dark eyes. 
 
    “Well?” I asked and smirked. “Are you just going to stare at it?  
 
    Akira bent down and locked eyes with me before she began to lick the tip of my dick. Her lips curled into a small smile as she slowly took me inside her mouth, and she moaned as she bobbed her head back and forth. Her red tongue ran from my base to the tip, and pleasure coursed through me. I let out a ragged breath before she planted a small kiss on the tip of my cock, and I let out a groan as she hoisted herself upright and licked her lips.  
 
    “Now, I want you to rub that hard cock against my wet pussy,” she hissed. “Don’t put it in until I beg you to.”  
 
    “As you wish,” I chuckled.  
 
    I reached down and teased her wet folds with the tip of my cock, and the more I neared her wet hole, the more she moaned and gasped. I tapped her with my mushroom shaped head, and she began to get closer and closer, but each time she did, I pulled away just in time.  
 
    “N-Now,” she panted and arched her back so her leather wrapped tits pushed into my face. “I can’t wait any longer. Cole, I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    “Actually.” I grinned. “I think I’ll wait a little longer.” 
 
    “Noooo," she groaned as she writhed on top of me. “Cole, please, please, fuck me now. It’s throbbing so badly, it hurts. I need you inside me.”  
 
    “Beg me,” I ordered. “Beg me until I do it.” 
 
    “Pleeeeeease,” she mewled and started to rock against my throbbing shaft. “Please, Cole. Please, Master, fuck me, hard. I need you to be deep inside of me. I need your creamy cum filling up my pussy.” 
 
    “Good girl.” I grinned before I slowly slid inside her.  
 
    Akira’s dark eyes closed, and she slowly parted her red lips as I pushed in deeper. A guttural groan rattled out of her throat as I bottomed out in her pussy, and then she grinned in pleasure when I grabbed onto her sides and dug my nails into her skin.  
 
    I moved her body in faster motions, and she gasped and slammed her hands down on my chest. Her nails were now biting into my flesh, and when she opened her black eyes, she stared deeply into mine. There was something so erotic about how she refused to break eye contact as she rocked back and forth, and then she slowly licked her lips and moaned quietly before leaning down to whisper into my ear.  
 
    “Satan, your cock fills me up,” she panted. “I want all of you inside me. Don’t you dare stop what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Shut up and ride my cock,” I breathed.  
 
    “Make me,” Akira panted. “Make me shut up, Master.”  
 
    With our sweat coated bodies still connected, I reached up and stuck my thumb into her mouth. She gently sucked on the appendage and smiled before she nibbled on it. Then I pulled out my thumb and gently wrapped my hand around her pale neck.  
 
    “Tighter,” she panted. 
 
    I flexed my fingers, and her pussy clenched as she sped up her movements. Her tits bounced in their leather, pentagram harness as she thrust against me wildly, and her cheeks flushed a deep red as her breathing grew more demanding. Then her moans became louder, and her eyes widened, and I knew she was at her threshold.  
 
    “I order you not to cum yet,” I said as I grinned and gripped her harder.  
 
    “No,” she panted, “Cole, don’t be a son of a bitch--” 
 
    “I command you,” I growled. 
 
    A sharp moan escaped her lips as I thrust deeper into her, and she bit down on her lower lip and drew blood. The crimson liquid trickled down her chin, and I reached up to lick it off her. She tasted so salty and sweet, and as I moved her up and down my cock, she leaned over, bit down on my shoulder, and moaned for more. 
 
    “Cole,” Akira whimpered as she bounced in a rough and wild rhythm, but I kept my grip on her hips tight as I guided her up and down my cock. Her juices were flowing like rain and puddling on my stomach and balls, so I knew she was near orgasm.  
 
    “Do you want more?” I teased. “What if I stopped right now? What would you do?”  
 
    “D-Don’t stop,” she growled. “I’d fucking kill you if you stopped.” 
 
    I chuckled, and as she bounced up and down, I grabbed her leather bound breasts. She groaned and panted as her movements became erratic, and I harshly pincher her pebbled nipples to make her go crazy. I could feel my own orgasm bubbling to the surface, but before I exploded inside her, I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Cum now,” I demanded. “And cum as hard as you can.”  
 
    “Cooolllleeeeeee!” Akira screamed out a long moan, and her wet, hot pussy clenched and unclenched as I began to spray my seed deep into her womb.  
 
    “Yesssss,” I growled as I grabbed her ass and pulled her down harder onto my cock.  
 
    “Ohhhh, soooo muchhhhh, Coleeeee.” The black-eyed witch gasped for air as she collapsed against me, and my cock throbbed and poured my cum into her spasming pussy for several minutes.  
 
    It really felt like I’d painted the inside of her pussy with a gallon of my cream, but finally our climaxes ended, and we both gasped for breath as she fell against my chest.  
 
    “Damn,” she whispered. 
 
    “Did you get all the cream you wanted?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Akira purred into my ear. “Lots of cream. I’m filled up to the brim with you. Fuck. Your cock is still really hard inside of me.” 
 
    “Well, if you had told me you wanted to be filled up more, I could give you more.” 
 
    “I want more,” she whispered as she pulled her face away from my ear so she could look at me. “Make me cum again, and cum deep inside of me again.” 
 
    “I give the orders,” I laughed.  
 
    “Please, Cole,” she whined. “You still feel so hard and hot in me. I want to be flooded.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything else, I just flipped her over onto her back and began to plow into her tight body again. She was wetter than a lake during a rainstorm, and every thrust inside of her tight tunnel caused a bit of my sperm to drip out of her and trickle down to her puckered asshole. 
 
    Finally, Akira’s moans and orgasm peaked again, and we both cried out as our releases flooded her tunnel once more. 
 
    “Fuck,” she gasped after we had both come down for a second time. “I think this is the most you’ve ever put in me.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said as I slid my cock out from between her tan pussy lips.  
 
    As soon as my cock had left Akira’s accepting body, her tunnel let out a cute little gasp, and then a river of my cum flowed out of her and dripped down onto the bed.  
 
    “Yeah,” she laughed as she leaned her head up. “Look at that. My entire body is filled with your cream.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I moaned. “Looks like I did a good job. Makes me wonder how easily you would bear me a child.” 
 
    Akira’s dark eyes opened wide as she stared at me.  
 
    “Cat got your tongue for once?” I snickered.  
 
    “Do… is… is… that what you want?” she asked. “I thought you were joking last time.” 
 
    “Oh, the four of you will give me children soon,” I said. “Your bodies and wombs belong to me, after all, and our brood will be very powerful.” 
 
    “Okay,” Akira whispered hesitantly.  
 
    “How do you keep from getting pregnant?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s a ritual every morning,” she explained. 
 
    “So, I could order you not to do the ritual tomorrow, and you’d probably become pregnant?” I asked.  
 
    “Well… ” she hesitated. “If your seed took in my womb.” 
 
    “Seems like there is plenty of my cum dripping out of you,” I chuckled as I gestured to her well fucked pussy. 
 
    “Yes,” Akira whispered, as her cheeks began to flush a bit. “It would take.” 
 
    “I think you’ve hated me the most,” I said. “But now… I dunno… I--” 
 
    “Please, Cole,” she whispered meekly.  
 
    “Please?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Please don’t command me to speak the truth,” she whimpered. “That is what you are about to do, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Ahhh,” I chuckled. “But now I have to. Akira, do you want to feel my child growing in your womb? Do you want to give me a baby?” 
 
    “Yessss,” she gasped, and then her hands moved to cover her mouth as her eyes narrowed at me.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I laughed again. “I wondered as much when you kept begging for my cream.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Cole,” she groaned through her fingers covering her mouth.  
 
    “Your spicy words lack a lot of conviction now that I know you really want my baby,” I laughed, and then I rolled over onto my back and pointed at my half-erect cock. “Lick me clean, and then you can go back to your room and rest.” 
 
    “Yes, Cole,” Akira said, and then she came up onto her elbows so she could take my tip into her mouth. 
 
    Out of all my women, Akira had the most aggressive and greedy mouth, and she tended to moan and whimper dramatically whenever she had my cock between her lips. In half a moment, I was hard as a steel rod again, and ten minutes later I was gasping as my third orgasm of the night poured down her esophagus and into her stomach. 
 
    “Now, you are clean,” she muttered as she licked the last drops of my cum out of the tip of my cock, “and I’m filled everywhere.” 
 
    “You did well,” I sighed as she lifted herself off me and flashed me a satisfied smile. 
 
    “What… what about this?” she asked as she pointed to the white cream trickling down her quivering thighs. 
 
    “You can perform your ritual tomorrow,” I said. “As I said before, we have a few things to do before I want you all to become pregnant, but you all will give me children… eventually.” 
 
    “Yes, Cole.” She smiled at me, and I guessed she was a bit relieved. 
 
    “You may go to bed now,” I dismissed her. “Give me a kiss first.” 
 
    “Have a good night, Cole,” she said before she kissed me. “That was amazing.”  
 
    “You’re fucking right, it was.” I grinned. 
 
    Akira bit down on my lip right before she pulled away and winked. Then she skipped toward my bedroom door and left, and I suspected she forgot her underwear on the floor on purpose.  
 
    I chuckled to myself as the door clicked shut behind her, and then I closed my eyes and leaned back into my pillow. The room still smelled of sex, and I grinned before I fell into a deep, satisfying sleep.  
 
     When I woke up, I felt utterly refreshed. I pulled off the covers and headed into the bathroom, naked, and I ignored the burnt-out candles and the pentagram on the floor on my way in.  
 
    Just because I failed the spell the first couple of times, didn’t mean I was ready to give up just yet.  
 
    “Would you care for a quick bath to start off your day, sir?” Cordelia asked, and her disembodied voice echoed through the empty bathroom.  
 
    “Yes, thank you, Cordelia.” I smiled. “That would be fan-fucking-tastic.”  
 
    The tub filled up with baby-blue water and bubbles, and when it was full, I dipped myself into the bath and let the water work its magic. All my muscles instantly relaxed, and I wished I could have stayed in longer, but our next class was Advanced Bone and Necromancy, and I didn’t want to even entertain the idea of being late. 
 
    So, I stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around my waist, and when I returned to my book, Alexander was lounging on my desk. I guessed he spent the night in the common room, and as soon as he saw me, his small nose twitched in the air.  
 
    I’m not sleeping in that bed until someone changes those sheets, he huffed. I could hear everything from the common room, you know. You humans are loud and take too long, in my opinion.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” I chuckled. “Cordelia, could you please change the sheets while I’m away?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” she replied. “That won’t be a problem.”  
 
    “Alright, thanks,” I said before I rubbed Alexander’s ears, “I’m off… try not to get into too much trouble.” 
 
    Have fun, he responded in a sleepy voice.  
 
    I shook my head and headed down to the common room, and I found my witches all seated comfortably on the sofa and sipping on tea and coffee. They raised their heads and smiled when they saw me, aside from Akira, who decided to discreetly flash me a wink instead. Images of last night popped into my mind, and I had to take in a deep breath to try and regain my self-control, even though part of me just wanted to fuck her brains out all over again on that sofa.  
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Morgana asked, and I shook my head to clear my dirty thoughts before I stared at the beautiful bookworm.  
 
    “Did I sleep well?” I repeated. “Uhm--”  
 
    “I mean, you didn’t eat dinner, so I can’t imagine you had a good night,” she interjected.  
 
    “Oh, you’d be surprised,” I replied with a repressed laugh.  
 
    Akira chuckled and looked away. 
 
    “Hey, we should probably get going,” Faye said as she looked at the clock. “I want to be there early before the other team shows up.” 
 
    “Why?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “To remind them we’re better than they are at everything,” the redhead responded with a sly smile.  
 
    “I like the way you think.” Akira smirked and nodded in Faye’s direction. 
 
    “Well, let’s go, then,” Morgana said before she grabbed her books and pulled her long, curly hair back into a bun.  
 
     We left the common room and headed down to Professor Crimson’s classroom, and when we reached the doorway, I couldn’t help but take a step back and study the new room.  
 
    The walls were a ruby velvet, and the floors were sleek cherry wood. Blood red carpets covered the floor, a fireplace sat on the right side of the room, and a giant black iron candelabra hung above us. The professor’s desk was a massive piece of wooden furniture that took up most of the room’s front, and it had lion legs and a glass surface, with plenty of drawers on every side. There was also an enormous painting of another witch with bright red hair and a long dark gown that hung behind the desk. No doubt, it was someone who was related to Crimson. Possibly a mother or grandmother, since she had the same red hair and red eyes.  
 
    When I looked toward the back of the room, I spotted hundreds of books along the walls, and beneath the books were rows of long desks made out of dark redwood. Several witches had already arrived, and they were quietly taking their places.  
 
    “What a room!” Morgana exclaimed as we took our seats. “This is my favorite one so far.”  
 
    “It’s a little tacky,” Akira scoffed, and she rolled her eyes and flipped back her short hair. “You just like the books.”  
 
    “I--” Morgana opened her mouth to speak, but then clamped it shut when her pale blue eyes fixated on something by the door.  
 
    We followed her gaze and figured out what had grabbed her attention. The opposite Scholomance team was standing in the threshold, and each one of them glared or sneered in our direction. None of them said a word as they slowly headed to a desk by the back of the room, so I guessed their neutral attitude toward us during the ball had diminished.  
 
    I knew they wanted to be as far away from us as possible.  
 
    “Wow,” Akira snorted. “What the hell did they expect us to do? Just hand them the key? I don’t understand why they’re acting like a bunch of juvenile bitches.” 
 
    “Yeah, what happened to Scholomance students unite?” Morgana giggled.  
 
    “It was all troll shit,” Akira growled. “Let’s forget it. All we have to do is put up with them during class and private lessons.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s all just be mature and civil about the whole thing. It will make life a little easier. By the way, I’m mostly talking to you, Akira.” 
 
    “What?” she asked with an innocent face. “Me? Are you insinuating I’m the one who always starts a fight?”  
 
    Each of my witches tilted their heads at her, and she burst out into laughter. 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “Fine, I’ll behave… but only because you asked me to, and I want to be a good little girl for you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I snickered.  
 
    As more students poured in and took their seats, the room quickly began to fill up. Professor Crimson was the last one to walk in, and her long, red hair caught under the candelabra light. The stands gleamed like wet blood as she stood by her desk with her hands folded delicately in front of her, and she was wearing a long, deep red gown with a plunging neckline that showed off her small but perfectly perky tits.  
 
    “Welcome, class,” she purred. “I’m pleased to see you all here this morning. Now, there’s no time to waste. The first subject we will be tackling is a Wicca’s resurrection. Now to start off with, who can tell me a little bit about a Wicca’s resurrection?"  
 
     Morgana’s hand shot up into the air, and Akira chuckled. I could hear some other witches sigh with irritation, but the brunette didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “Yes, Morgana?” Crimson smiled. “Go on, dear.”  
 
    Morgana cleared her throat and straightened her back before she delivered her response.  
 
    “Wicca resurrection is unlike any other type of resurrection because it is considered far more dangerous and difficult than mortal resurrection. Some would even argue that raising a Wicca from the dead is considered blasphemy.”  
 
    “Which is why we only bring back a certain kind of Wicca.” Professor Crimson nodded. “When practicing these spells in a classroom, we always use a witch who has committed treason as the test subject.”  
 
     Crimson flicked her wrist, and dark red smoke appeared at the front of the class. When the mist parted, there was a long wooden table by Crimson’s desk and a corpse lying on top of it. The body was half-decayed, and it made the entire class smell like rancid meat. Witches pinched their noses and grunted in disgust, and Crimson rolled her red eyes. 
 
    “Oh, please,” she sighed. “I’m sure you’ve smelled worse. Now, Morgana, could you tell the rest of the class what must be done to resurrect a Wicca? What is the first step?”  
 
    “You must retrieve something from the dead subject,” Morgana explained. “Some people choose to pull out a tooth, or maybe a strand of hair--” 
 
    “Or even an eye,” Crimson suggested before she dug her fingers into the witch’s eye-socket.  
 
    The professor smiled as she proceeded to yank out a half-rotten eyeball, and the nerves dangled in the air before she dropped the eye into a small cauldron.  
 
    “Now, what’s next?” Crimson asked. 
 
    Morgana opened her mouth to speak, but Penelope’s voice broke through the air.  
 
    “You need the Herb of Hades,” the orange-haired witch said, and when I turned to look at her, she was smirking at our table. “And plenty of it.” 
 
    “Well, done, Penelope.” Crimson nodded.  
 
    The professor grabbed a jar from one of her desk drawers and set it down in front of the class. Then she lifted the lid and pulled out deep blue herbs.  
 
    “Now, don’t be shy when you add this key ingredient,” she said as she let the herbs fall into the cauldron. “We have plenty in stock, and the more you use, the more likely you’ll be able to successfully revive your host.”  
 
     The class took notes with their quills and parchment, and when the ingredient was added, Crimson flashed the class another smile.  
 
    “And who knows what the final ingredient is?” Crimson asked. 
 
    “Persephone’s flower,” Penelope and Morgana answered at the same exact time.  
 
    “Correct,” Crimson chuckled. “Well done, ladies.”  
 
    Morgana turned around and shot the orange-haired witch a dark look before turning back around to watch the professor. Crimson pulled out another jar from her desk, and this time, she also withdrew a handful of vibrant red flower petals and let them fall into the cauldron.  
 
    “Now, once everything is combined, you light it on fire,” she said before she pointed her wand at the cauldron. “Observe. Illuminana.”  
 
    The fire from her wand quickly lit the cauldron, and bright orange and yellow flames sparked upward. Curls of smoke rose to the ceiling, and the room now smelled less of death and more of life. The flowers spread a lovely scent across the room, and I could hear witches breathing in deeply. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a wonderful smell, isn’t it?” Crimson purred. “It’s often referred to as the scent of life.”  
 
    The witches all nodded in approval as she stirred the contents with a large wooden spoon. She then took a spoonful of the brew and headed over to the dead witch.  
 
    “As you pour the concoction into the mouth of your host, be sure to recite the spell,” Crimson instructed.  
 
    She began to pour the brew into the parted dead lips of the witch, and every student watched her wide, eager eyes. Finally, the professor took a step back and set the spoon aside before she aimed her wand at the dead witch.  
 
    “Revenite!” she roared.  
 
    The room grew cold, and the candle lights above us flickered. Then everyone gasped in awe as the dead, rotting witch slowly sat up and stared at us with one, pale green eye. Her skin was still half-rotted, and her mouth was partially gone, only to reveal half a yellow jaw bone and a set of brown teeth. Her empty eye socket was bleeding, and when she opened her mouth to speak, greenish-brown vomit spurted out, and maggots crawled through her spew.  
 
    The classroom groaned as the smell of bile and decay filled the air again, but the professor clicked her tongue.  
 
    “Yes, well,” Crimson sighed. “No one said bringing back the dead was a clean and tidy task, now did they?”  
 
    The dead witch turned her attention to me, and a cold chill coursed through my body as she continued to stare right at me. Then she slowly lifted a broken finger and pointed in my direction. 
 
    “Lilith!” she croaked.  
 
    Crimson’s beautiful face fell, and as her eyes darted from the witch to me, I could also feel everyone’s gaze as the resurrected witch continued to point right at me. 
 
    “Lilith,” she said a little louder.  
 
    I stared at her with nothing but morbid curiosity and confusion. I could see a deep fear in her remaining eye, and what remained of her lips trembled. Then she started to shake, and she brought her decaying knees up to her chest.  
 
    “Lilith!” she screamed. 
 
    The resurrected witch began to rock back and forth and muttered the name over and over again, and everyone stared at me as Crimson rushed to her desk and pulled open a drawer. She retrieved a knife with a golden hilt, and as quick as lightning, she cut the witch’s throat from ear to ear. The dead witch’s eye went wide with surprise and pain, and the last thing she did was point to me and gurgle the name “Lilith” one more time.  
 
     A deadly silence filled the air, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I was in shock and bewilderment, and it took me a moment for me to compose myself.  
 
    “Ah, well,” Crimson said breathlessly. “Sometimes they can return with strange notions and behaviors… no need to be offended, Cole.”  
 
    I nodded but didn’t believe a word she said, and I could tell by my coven’s stares that they didn’t buy it, either. I felt like the entire classroom was burning a hole into the back of my head as I just sat there, but I refused to meet their gazes. Not that it mattered, but I knew this little incident would just give them something else to gossip about.  
 
    Crimson cleared her throat and slowly waved her wand in a circle. Red smoke appeared, and it engulfed the dead witch. In the next moment, she was gone, and only Crimson was standing at the front of the room. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for one day,” the professor said in a shaky voice. “We can continue the lesson tomorrow.” 
 
     The class grunted and groaned before they shut their books and slowly headed out of the room. I started to pack up my own belongings, but then Crimson glided over to our table.  
 
    “We will practice before class tomorrow at the crack of dawn,” she said. “You and the other team. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes, Professor.” Morgana nodded. 
 
    “Very well,” Crimson said with a forced smile before she looked at me. “I must apologize again for that little show… I wouldn’t pay it any mind. A Wicca’s resurrection can be tricky.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “It’s no problem, Professor.”  
 
    She eyed me curiously before I grabbed my books and headed out the door. My coven followed me out into the busy corridor, and as soon as we found a quiet corner, I turned to look at them. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. “What’s the consensus?”  
 
    “I didn’t believe her,” Akira scoffed with a black arched eyebrow. “Did any of you?” 
 
    “Not for a second,” Morgana agreed.  
 
    “Do you realize what this means?” I asked. “It means we’re going to have to search through those books for someone named Lilith.”  
 
    “What makes you think we’ll find anything in there?” Akira asked as she crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s a common name in ancient lore, you know. How would we even know what we’re looking for?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said, “you can call it a premonition or just a feeling, but I know the answer will be in one of those books. And when we find it, I’ll know it.” 
 
     The witches all exchanged anxious looks with one another until Morgana shook her dark hair.  
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    We skipped lunch and headed down to the secret room behind the study hall bookcase. We read by candlelight for hours, and I was one the verge of giving up when I came across a small brown leather book without a title.  
 
    When I opened the front page, I noticed it had been ripped in half. Only the top half remained, and my eyes skimmed over the handwritten cursive.  
 
    This diary belongs to…  
 
    And then the page ended. Whoever had access to these books clearly didn’t want me or anyone else to find out who this diary belonged to. I cursed under my breath but shoved the journal into my pocket anyway. 
 
    “What’s that?” Morgana asked with red-rimmed eyes.  
 
    She was the only one who’d stayed up to keep searching. The others had all fallen asleep, and I allowed it because I knew they were still exhausted from the last game.  
 
    “It’s a diary,” I replied.  
 
    “Well, who does it belong to?” she questioned. “It must be someone important if you’re taking it.”  
 
    “Lilith,” I answered. 
 
    “What?” she gasped. “You mean you found her name, and you didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “The first page is missing. I don’t know who it belongs to.”  
 
    “Then how do you know?” she asked with her head tilted.  
 
    “Just a feeling,” I sighed. “Come on. Let’s wake up the others and go to bed.”  
 
    “Cole--” she started to say, but I stood up and roused the other witches from their sleep before she could argue. Then I convinced them all to go to bed, even Morgana, while I stayed down in the cellar.  
 
    I didn’t plan on leaving this room until I found some answers, and I’d read the whole damn diary if I had to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The diary had been difficult to get through. Not because it was a challenging read, but because more than one page had been torn out from the journal. Once I felt like I was beginning to understand this mysterious witch, something would abruptly end, and by the time I reached the final page, I had more questions than I started off with.  
 
    The only thing I really learned was this woman had been at the top of her class and often came down here to study alone. She was seen as an outcast herself, which I could relate strongly to. Her name was never mentioned, but deep down, I knew it was Lilith. Whoever she was, she must have had some kind of connection with me, so I’d just need to dig a little deeper to find out exactly what that was.  
 
    I shut the diary and rubbed my tired eyes. I knew I’d only have a couple of hours to sleep before our private lesson began, and I mentally debated what to do. I could either catch a little bit of sleep or grab some fresh air on the grounds and wait for the others to arrive, and I finally decided to leave this dusty cellar and take in the brisk morning air.  
 
    Before I left the secret room, though, I stared hard at the covered painting. I reached out and snatched the fabric away, but once again, the woman from the picture was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where the hell are you?” I whispered. 
 
    No answer came, so I sighed, tossed the cloth back over the empty portrait, and headed up the stairs. I made my way down to the castle doors, and as soon as I stepped outside, a cool breeze swept across my skin. I took in a deep breath and relished in the crisp early morning air. The sky was slowly growing lighter, and when I walked across the green-gray grass, frost crunched underneath my boots. A pale sun was rising on the horizon, and the sky was a dark mixture of gray, orange, and pink.  
 
    For me, it was a perfect morning.  
 
    As I walked toward the black forest, I thought more about the woman from the painting who looked just like me. I also pondered about the Wicca who had been brought back from the dead. The way she’d looked at me with pure terror in her eyes made me think the two were connected somehow. The woman in the painting had to be Lilith, and that was her diary.  
 
    But what connection did she have with me? Who was she? I’d come to this place with no recollection of where I was from, so was she an ancient ancestor of mine?  
 
    I knew asking Theodora would be useless. She wouldn’t give me a straight answer, even if I pushed and pestered her.  
 
    I sighed and continued to stroll around until I heard a group of voices coming from the gates. When I looked up, I saw my coven, the opposing Scholomance team, and Professor Crimson walking as a group toward me. Crimson was wearing a striking red gown that stood out against the muted colors around her, and the rest of the witches wore their hair pulled back and heavy black cardigans over their blouses and miniskirts.  
 
    “Good morning, Professor,” I greeted when the group came to a stop before me.  
 
    “Cole,” Crimson purred. “It’s good to see you up and at ‘em already.”  
 
    “Yeah, we wondered where you were,” Akira growled.  
 
    “Aw, were you worried about your man?” Penelope sneered. “How fucking adorable.” 
 
    “Shut it, carrot-bitch,” Akira snarled.  
 
    “Enough,” Crimson sighed and rolled her red eyes. “Honestly, it’s like dealing with preschoolers all over again.” 
 
    “Apologies, Professor.” Morgana smiled. “Akira is not a morning person.” 
 
    “More like she’s not a people person,” Beatrix muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    The short-haired witch made a rude gesture with a sweet smile, and Crimson shook her head and pulled out her wand.  
 
    “Do I need to separate you all and bind your mouths so you’ll listen?” she asked. 
 
    “No, Professor,” everyone answered in unison. 
 
    “Lovely,” she responded. “Now, let’s all get into a straight line.”  
 
    Akira rushed to my side and made sure she was also next to Morgana. Faye was the one who ended up being next to Vesta, but she was also shoulder to shoulder with Penelope, and both looked pretty displeased about it. 
 
    “For hell’s sake,” Crimson sighed. “You’re not going to catch merrow measles from each other. Now, the first thing we’re going to do is focus on controlling a dead Wicca. We learned how to raise one from the dead, but this will be a little different. Control and power over other Wiccas has always been a challenging task to accomplish… only Blood Pacts can allow total control over another Wicca.”  
 
    She turned to look in our direction, and the corners of her lips turned up into an unusual smile.  
 
    I smirked in response but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “A dead Wicca, however, is nearly impossible to control,” Crimson continued, “and that is something you will need to do during the third game.”  
 
    We all nodded and grasped our wands, and then Professor Crimson closed her eyes and began to shadow port us to only Satan knew where. We spun through the air, and we all came crashing down on the solid ground. I landed on my back, and when I stared up at the sky, I noticed the clouds were a deep purple, instead of the usual gray I was used to. The other witches groaned as they slowly sat up from the dirt, but Crimson was standing upright, and her red eyes wavered over the two groups.  
 
    “Where are we?” I grunted as I sat up. 
 
    “We’re on sacrilegious ground,” the professor replied.  
 
    I stood up and looked around. We were completely surrounded by peculiar-looking graves that were made out of jagged red rocks, and none of the makeshift tombstones bore any names. A strange presence overcame me as soon as my eyes fell upon the mass of graves, and I felt as if the air was thick with regret and misery.  
 
    “Satan,” Morgana breathed, and her blue eyes widened. “We’re in one of the prævaricatrix graveyards.”  
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, well spotted, Morgana.” Crimson smiled. Then she turned to me and folded her hands behind her back. “It is one of the five prævaricatrix graveyards. This one is the nearest to the academy, and I figured it would be a perfect place to practice. The graveyard is filled with treacherous dead witches. We care nothing for them, or their memories, so you may all take your pick. Of course, before we do that, you will need to learn how to control the dead.” 
 
    Crimson gracefully glided over to a grave and lowered herself to the earth. Then she shifted onto her knees and began to dig into the dry dirt. After a moment, she pulled out the same ingredients she’d used yesterday from her dress pockets and placed them into the small hole she made. Next, she lit it all on fire, using the Illuminana spell, and then aimed her wand at the grave. 
 
    “Vos!” she bellowed.  
 
    The dirt beneath the grave parted, and a green-skinned witch with a bald head and no eyes and no teeth was lying in the grave with no coffin. Crimson bent down and ripped a strand of hair from the corpse’s scalp, and then she added the hair to the brew and took a small vial from her pocket. Next, she retrieved some of the potion from the hole and approached the dead witch, and finally she poured the concoction into the gaping mouth of her host and aimed her wand at the rotting skull.  
 
    “Revenite,” Crimson incanted. 
 
    After a moment, the corpse slowly sat up and turned her head around, and maggots, worms, and cockroaches were crawling in and out of her eye sockets and her mouth. She couldn’t see anything, and she tried to raise her hands to rub at her sockets.  
 
    “Now, this next part is the portion you’re all unfamiliar with, so watch closely.” Crimson grinned, and then the fiery redhead pointed her wand at the undead Wicca. “Praecipio tibi ut facias.”  
 
    A deep red smoke seeped out from the tip of Crimson’s wand and began to swirl around the risen witch, and then the mist went up to her nostrils and into her eye sockets and mouth. The Wicca started to cough, and green bile spurted out from her mouth, but luckily for the professor, the putrid liquid missed her by an inch.  
 
    “Get up,” Crimson demanded.  
 
    The undead traitor gingerly pulled herself up from the soil, and I noticed she was wearing nothing but tattered rags and no shoes. Parts of her skin were missing, and we could see her yellow bones peeking through the holes in her clothes.  
 
    “Tear off your right arm,” Crimson ordered. 
 
    The zombie witch grunted before she curled her bony fingers around her right arm. She gently pulled it out of her socket and let it fall down to the earth, and then she gurgled and swayed back and forth with only one arm.  
 
    “Wicked cool,” Akira muttered.  
 
    “See?” Crimson smiled. “It’s not that difficult. Now everyone head over to a gravestone and bring your own witch back from the dead. Feel free to have fun and be creative… oh, and please be sure to kill them after practice." 
 
    “How?” Ivy asked as she ran her hands through her short, dark hair with the blue streak.  
 
    “I know I’m not wasting a portion of my soul on one of these bitches,” Penelope said with her arms crossed. 
 
    “Oh, do I really need to spell it out for you?” Crimson sighed. “Watch me.” 
 
    Then the professor stared back at her undead slave and smiled. 
 
    “Hit your head against the gravestone until your skull caves in,” she ordered. 
 
    The Wicca groaned and slowly turned around, and she began to hit her head against her own gravestone over and over again. We heard her bones crunch with each hit, and finally, she fell forward and back into her grave.  
 
    “See?” Crimson said. “There’s nothing to it. Now, off with you. I don’t need to hold your damn hands. You’re not children.” 
 
    She handed us each a portion of the ingredients we needed, and everyone quickly split off to find their own grave.  
 
    I came across a small, red headstone, and as I studied the rock, I sensed a strange presence beneath my feet. I could practically feel claws reaching up to the surface to snatch at my ankles, so whoever was down there had been tormented horribly before she died.  
 
    Whatever act of treason she committed, it must have been terrible.  
 
    I cleared my throat and pulled out the ingredients before I quickly dug a reasonably sized hole into the earth and placed the elements inside. Next, I lit everything on fire, and when the concoction brewed, I took a vial and collected a reasonable amount. Then I muttered the spell to dig up the witch, and the earth parted for me in one swoop.  
 
    When I peered down into the open grave, I saw a pale witch that was partly decomposed. Strings of mahogany brown hair were attached to her rotting scalp, and she’d been wearing some kind of white tunic splattered with brown stains. I was disgusted by the smell and appearance, but I forced myself to reach down and parted her green lips. I let the brew flow down her throat, and then I took a step back. 
 
    “Revenite!” I said.  
 
    The corpse’s eyes flickered open, and they were a deep red as she stared right at me and slowly sat up. Then she groaned and tried to stand, but her bones were too brittle.  
 
    Still, I wanted to see if I could make her stand up.  
 
    “Praecipio tibi ut facias,” I muttered with my wand pointed right at her.  
 
    A cloud of red smoke swirled around the dead witch and seeped into her mouth and nostrils. Her eyes glowed an even brighter shade of ruby red, and she stared right at me.  
 
    “Stand up,” I commanded. 
 
    She groaned as she gingerly pulled herself up, and when she finally stood up in the grave, her bony knees wobbled from the effort. I could see her kneecap bones sticking out from her skin, and they were slowly cracking.  
 
    “Take a step out of the grave,” I ordered.  
 
    The resurrected witch parted her mouth and took one step out of the ditch, but as soon as she did, her kneecap snapped, and she went falling forward into the dirt.  
 
    I chuckled as she struggled to stand back up, but I knew it was useless.  
 
    “Well done,” I heard Crimson say from behind me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I turned around to face her. 
 
    “The others are still struggling, but I think they’ll get the hang of it soon,” she mused.  
 
    I nodded and stared at Crimson.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked as she arched a bright red eyebrow. 
 
    “I had a question,” I replied slowly. “It doesn’t have anything to do with controlling the dead--”  
 
    “Then why ask an irrelevant question?” she cut me off. 
 
    “Because it’s distracting me.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Well, kill your host first,” she tutted. “Then ask whatever it is you want to know.” 
 
    I turned back to my undead Wicca, and I saw she was still crawling on the ground with one leg. Now that I accomplished what I had to do, I focused all my energy on her.  
 
    “Sit up and snap your neck until your head comes off,” I ordered. 
 
    The ghoulish witch sat up slowly and placed her hands over her head. Then she snapped her neck all the way around until her head popped off and rolled back into the ditch, and the rest of her body collapsed motionless onto the ground. 
 
    “Should I put her back in?" I asked. 
 
    “No.” Crimson shook her head. “Just leave her. The crows can eat her.” 
 
    I nodded, and the professor folded her hands in front of her. Then she smiled at me and tilted her head. 
 
    “What is it you wanted to ask?” she questioned. 
 
    “Well,” I said slowly, “it has to do with bringing back tethered souls.” 
 
    Her red eyes widened in surprise, and she just stared at me for a long, silent moment.  
 
    “That’s ancient magic,” she finally responded. “It requires a combination of soul magic and necromancy.”  
 
    “Can it be done?” I asked. 
 
    “Only by an elder Wicca,” she replied.  
 
    “Like Theodora?” I pushed. 
 
    Her red mouth tightened into a line, and I knew I got as far as I could. Then she shook her head and looked away. 
 
    “Theoretically speaking, it could be possible,” the evasive professor murmured. 
 
    Before I could say anything else, the redhead whipped around and stared at the other students. Everyone was messing around with their subjects, and Crimson clapped to get their undivided attention. 
 
    “Well done, everyone,” she called out. “That’s enough for now, we should be returning to class now.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and killed off their undead witches. Then we were shadow ported back to Crimson’s classroom, and we took our seats.  
 
    “Well, that was fun.” Akira grinned. “How did you kill your victims? Mine still had her tongue, and I made her bite it off and choke on it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s very creative,” Morgana gasped with wide blue eyes. “Now I feel a little bland with my choice.” 
 
    “Well, what did you do?” Faye asked.  
 
    “I told her to rip out her heart.” The brunette shrugged.  
 
    “I--” Faye started, but then the table next to us began to snicker. 
 
    I glanced over at the opposing team, and Penelope grinned before she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What the hell are you smiling at?” Akira snapped.  
 
    “At you brownnosers, obviously.” The orange-haired witch smirked, and her table laughed as she leaned forward and smiled nastily at each of us. “Do you really think Professor Crimson was impressed by your skills? Grow up. It’s all about survival, so who gives a broom-flying fuck how you killed the undead. We all managed to do the task, and that’s all that mattered. You’re no better than us.” 
 
    Penelope then turned to glare at Morgana, and her lips pulled up into a wolfish grin. “I expected only the nerd to be bragging about her accomplishments, but I guess I was wrong. You’re all just as pathetic and needy.” 
 
    “Oh, shut the hell up, Penelope,” Vesta spat, and her silver eyes burned with rage. “You’re just miserable because we’ve beat you at both games.” 
 
    “How about we settle this outside--?” the ginger witch started to say, but suddenly, we could all feel eyes on us.  
 
    We turned to see Crimson staring at us with a scowl on her beautiful face, and she didn’t even need to tell us to shut up. We could all read her expression, and we shut our mouths. 
 
    Other students started to fill up the classroom, and we had a typical lesson. Crimson went into detail about reading bones and other interesting talents, but they had no relation to the games.  
 
    By the time class was over, I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept a wink last night, and all I wanted to do was climb upstairs and head to bed. I collected my books, and my coven waited for me by the door. The opposing team glared at me before they swept past, but I only chuckled under my breath and shook my head.  
 
    Before I could leave, though, Crimson stood up and blocked my way. Then she turned to look at my coven and waved her hand. 
 
    “Go on, you lot,” she demanded. “He’ll catch up with you later. I just need a moment.” 
 
    My coven looked confused, but they nodded and left the room. Once we were alone, Crimson turned to look back at me, and her red eyes seemed darker than usual.  
 
    “Cole,” she sighed. “If I were you, I wouldn’t worry about tethered souls right now. Your head should be in the game.”  
 
    “But--” I started to say, but she put a slender finger to my lips. Her touch was hot and electric, and it sent a pleasant chill through my body.  
 
    “You will solely focus on the game,” she whispered. “Trust me, you will need all your strength and willpower for this next one, so I strongly suggest you go and rest before the next tournament game.”  
 
    I nodded slowly, and she smiled. Then she pulled away from me and gestured for me to leave. 
 
    “Have a pleasant night, Cole,” she purred.  
 
    I left the classroom and felt a great many things, but mainly, I was confused as to why she didn’t want me to ask any more questions regarding tethered and lost souls. I knew a part of her cared about my well-being, and I understood why she would want me to focus only on the game, but I thought there was more to it than that. 
 
    Just what that was, I had no idea, but I intended to find out.  
 
    Eventually.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Wake the fuck up!  
 
    I stirred in the bed and slowly peeled my eyes open. A pale light was streaming in through the stained glass window, and it cast a ray of colors to shine across the wooden floor.  
 
    Alexander was lying on my chest and staring at me with his red eyes, and I blinked groggily at the black rabbit. Who knew how long he had been staring at me for?  
 
    When I said nothing, he extended one of his feet and kicked me in the face.  
 
    “Hey!” I grumbled. “I was already up!”  
 
    No, you were awake, he said, but you weren’t up. There’s a significant difference.  
 
    “Great,” I muttered as I shook my head, “my familiar is a smart-ass.”  
 
    And you better get used to it, he said as he sniffed the air. I’m here to serve you, and to take care of you. Now, stop lying about and get up. You should take an ice-cold bath. It will help you wake up. 
 
    “Sure,” I sighed. “Why not? Since you seem to know what’s best for me, all of a sudden.” 
 
    One perk of being a familiar, he replied, is that we always know best. Now, hurry the hell up! You’ve got a game to win. 
 
    I shook my head before I pulled the red covers off. Then I stepped onto the floor, stretched, and yawned. When I glanced back at Alexander, I could have sworn he rolled his eyes, but I just chuckled under my breath.  
 
    “Cordelia?” I hollered. “Could you please draw me a freezing cold bath?”  
 
    “But of course, sir,” the obedient ghost-maid replied. “Are you sure you want it to be freezing cold, though?” 
 
    “Apparently, that’s what’s best.” I winked at Alexander. 
 
    “As you wish, sir,” she responded. 
 
    Once I’d done some stretches to limber myself up, I headed into the bathroom and stepped into the tub, and I shivered violently as I submerged myself into the icy water. It was like needles were piercing my nerves as I forced myself to soak in the tub. Ice coated the edges of the bathtub, and it felt like my bones were shaking.  
 
    “W-Well, I-I’m certainly a-awake now,” I said through chattering teeth. 
 
    Good, Alexander said as he hopped into the bathroom. You should come out now, though, your lips are turning purple.  
 
    “Oh, are they?” I responded sarcastically. 
 
    I rolled my eyes before I stepped carefully out of the tub and quickly wrapped myself up in a towel. Goosebumps pricked my skin, and I shivered in the cold air. Then I headed slowly into the bedroom and spotted a clean set of clothing on the blue velvet chair by the window. I was still shaking as I buttoned up my black shirt and slipped on the matching black trousers, but by the time I tossed my cloak over my shoulders and strapped on my boots, I was back to a normal body temperature.  
 
    Before I left, I took one quick glance in the mirror that hung by the bathroom door and studied my reflection. The color had returned to my lips and cheeks, and I didn’t look like a ghost. My black hair was plastered over my forehead, and as I pushed it out of my eyes, I thought I saw someone else staring back at me in the mirror. 
 
    I thought I saw her. The woman from the painting.  
 
    I shook my head and tried to forget about the dark-haired beauty with the same color of eyes as mine. There was no use dwelling on matters that would only distract me during the game. I’d question Theodora about it when the time was right.  
 
    You look ready to kick some ass, boss, Alexander said.  
 
    His voice broke me away from my thoughts, and I glanced down at him as he twitched his nose and stood on his hind legs.  
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. “Wish me luck.”  
 
    Good luck… but you don’t need it, he snorted. You are the best. You are my master.  
 
    I nodded at my little buddy, and when I came downstairs into the common room, I was surprised to see no one was in sight. I mentally debated going into the witches’ bedroom to retrieve them, but then their door opened, and I smiled as I watched them come down the stairs.  
 
    Each witch had worn their hair in a unique style for the third game. Morgana had her dark curly strands in a long, intricate braid. Faye wore hers in two high red ponytails, and Vesta had hers wrapped in a sage-green bun. Akira wore her short hair down, with just the sides pinned back with bone pins. They all wore their plaid short skirts and button-up white blouses with knee-high socks and leather thigh-high boots, and their cloaks floated behind them as they swept down the stairs and talked amongst each other.  
 
    “I’m just saying we should treat newts with more respect,” Morgana sighed. “Do you know how good they are for the environment?” 
 
    “So what?” Akira laughed. “Now, you’re going to be a leo?”  
 
    “A what?” I asked as they reached the bottom of the stairs, one by one.  
 
    “A leo,” Akira repeated. “You know, a plant-eater?”  
 
    “Are you all seriously discussing dietary preferences before the third tournament game?” I asked in amusement.  
 
    “The nerd started it,” Akira snickered. “I’m just giving her a hard time.”  
 
    “Well, excuse me, but initiating random conversations helps to calm me down,” the bookworm replied in a defensive tone. “Especially when I find the topic to be interesting.”  
 
    “I see.” I nodded before I stared at each witch. They all wore neutral expressions on their beautiful faces, and I knew even if they were a little nervous, they were ready to go kick some fucking ass.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I finally asked.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s get this over with,” Vesta sighed.  
 
    “Agreed.” I smirked. “Let’s kick some ass.” 
 
    We headed out the common room door and sauntered down the halls, and it was eerily quiet, aside from the occasional portraits that waved and cheered as we passed them by. As soon as we reached the banquet hall, I took in a deep breath and mentally prepared to open the doors, but before I did so, I turned to look at my coven. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked again. I wanted to be sure they were solid before we faced the masses.  
 
    “As ready as we’ll ever be.” Faye grinned as she tossed back her shoulders.  
 
    “Yeah, not like we can back out now,” Akira snorted. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    I nodded and took in a long deep breath before I pushed the doors open, and as soon as the entranceway parted, the cheers and screams from the Scholomance students deafened me.  
 
    Pride swelled in my chest as I walked past my fellow classmates, though. It still felt strange to see these witches cheer for me and my coven, but I relished in it. I’d grown used to the side eyes and the disgusted looks, but I couldn’t deny this was a pleasant change of pace.  
 
    We continued to march onward, and Theodora and Vanessa were at the front of the hall, with the other two headmasters behind them.  
 
    What completely caught me off guard, though, was the Mors team.  
 
    Bram was standing there with only one arm left, but somehow a smirk played across his face as his other two teammates stood by his side. Malcolm shot me a cold glare, and I briefly wondered how the hell they had survived the last game. By all rights, they should have died where we left them, and it just didn’t seem possible they’d somehow made it out alive. I had a feeling that something, or rather, someone, had interfered, and I intended to find out what exactly happened after we completed the third game.  
 
    Still, the warlocks looked pretty beat to shit, and satisfaction burned in my gut.  
 
    I smirked in their direction until I caught Theodora staring right at me, and as we approached her, I had a feeling she knew exactly what I was thinking. If she could, I knew she would tell me to ignore the idiots for now and just focus on the games. 
 
    So, that’s exactly what I did.  
 
    When we reached the front of the room, we all took our spots among the other teams. Then I stared at the students in front of me, who continued to cheer until Theodora raised her pale hands up into the air.  
 
    “Welcome to the third game of the Ludi Mortiferum!” she roared. 
 
    Everyone began to clap wildly, and the headmistress had to raise her hands even higher to calm everyone down. When I discreetly turned to look at my coven, I noticed Akira was smirking, while the others wore forced smiles plastered across their faces.  
 
    I turned away from them and discreetly checked out the other Scholomance team. They all appeared straight-faced, and it was hard to read their genuine expressions. The Vipera women, however, all looked incredibly pleased with themselves, and when Nyx caught me staring, she flashed me a discreet wink.  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how to feel about it.  
 
    “Now, this game is one of my personal favorites,” Theodora continued. “It is the Battle of Bones, and the task is simple, in theory.”  
 
    Everyone stared at us with wide eyes, and it felt as if the entire room was holding their collective breaths. Theodora was good at making this into a real fucking show, and she waited and teased the students before carrying on.  
 
    “For this game, the teams must enter a graveyard and bring a Wicca back from the dead,” she explained. “They will be given the proper ingredients to concoct the right spell, but it is up to them to find the strength to battle against shadow demons and other beasts while they locate a golden locket somewhere in the graveyard.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too bad,” Akira muttered at my side.  
 
    “And what makes these undead Wicca so special,” Theodora went on, “is the fact they possessed elder magic when they were alive. Of course, these witches were tried and prosecuted for forming relationships with Elder Gods in exchange for power, which is why they were kept in pristine condition for educational purposes. Should any team member fail to resurrect them properly, or if they lose control of their witch, their souls will be tethered to their hosts, and they will be forever trapped in purgatory.”  
 
    “I retract my last statement,” the short-haired witch gulped.  
 
    I remained composed as I tried not to think about being dragged into a grave and stuck with a law-breaking Wicca for all eternity, and when I glanced back at my coven, I could tell they were all thinking the same thing.  
 
    “Now, without further ado,” Theodora announced. “Let the Battle of Bones begin!” 
 
    As the crowd roared, the headmistress whipped around and smiled at us before she twirled her wand around three times. A purple smoke began to engulf all the teams, and I could feel myself being tossed and turned in between realms. The banquet hall disappeared from view, and I squeezed my eyes shut before I landed on something hard, like dry dirt.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I stared all around me, and I saw my coven and I were lying on a massive patch of deep, red soil that extended for as far as the eye could see. The sky was the same color as the dirt, and the only other things that surrounded us were bare, black trees that grew from the earth.  
 
    But other than that, there was not much else.  
 
    “Where are the others?” Akira asked as she slowly sat up. 
 
    “I’m sure they are nearby,” I replied. 
 
    “Wait, where are the graves?” Morgana wondered, and she whipped her head back and forth like she’d missed something. “I thought she said we would land in a graveyard?”  
 
    “I don’t know about the graves,” Faye said, “but we have the ingredients with us.” 
 
    I followed her gaze and spotted a small cauldron right behind us. It had been placed carefully against a tree, and I headed over and peered inside the small pot while the others all got to their feet. Inside, I spotted the bright red flowers and blue herbs needed for the spell, and next to the small pot were a wooden spoon and a small vial.  
 
    “Great,” Morgana said as she hovered over me. “So, we have Persephone’s flower and the herb of Hades… but we have no corpse to resurrect.”  
 
    As soon as her pessimistic words left her lips, I felt something beneath my feet, like a voice calling up to me, and when I peered down, I noticed the dirt was covering something up. So, I crouched down, swept the soil away, and smiled.  
 
    There, beneath my feet, was a stone with the word “traitor” and the name “Magda” marked across it.  
 
    “I think we found it.” I grinned. “Whoever this Magda is, she’s our assigned Wicca.”  
 
    “Well done, Cole,” Morgana gasped, and then the brunette cleared her throat and pointed her wand at the stone. “Vos!”  
 
    The dirt in front of the stone parted, and we were staring down at a chained-up coffin. Worms, maggots, cockroaches, and other critters were crawling all over the grave, and I wrinkled my nose at the sight.  
 
    “Well, that’s new,” Akira muttered. “I’ve never seen a chained-up coffin before.”  
 
    “This Wicca used elder magic when she was alive,” Morgana reminded us. “That’s why she’s marked a traitor. Who knows how this resurrection will play out… the ones who buried her probably didn’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Let’s find out who we’re dealing with, then,” I said. 
 
    The coven nodded, and Morgana raised her chin up into the air and looked at each of us. Then she placed her hands on her hips, and I knew she was ready to take charge, but she still glanced at me for permission.  
 
    I really enjoyed being their master.  
 
    “Go ahead,” I chuckled. The bookish witch was excellent with plans and spells, so I’d let her take the reins for a bit.  
 
    “Alright, here’s what we’re going to do,” the brunette said in a firm voice, “Faye, stand guard and make sure no one comes out to surprise us.”  
 
    “Got it.” The redhead nodded.  
 
    “Akira, you will work with Vesta to mix the ingredients,” Morgana continued. “And Cole, you will keep watch over me while I bust this lock open and take something from the Wicca. We have no idea why she’s chained up, and if you need to kill her on the spot, then do so… even if it means we lose the game.” 
 
    I nodded and took out my wand, and Akira and Vesta began to mix the ingredients while Faye stood in front of us with her wand extended outright. Then Morgana looked at me with wide, pale blue eyes before she glanced down at the coffin.  
 
    “You’ve got this,” I whispered.  
 
    She nodded, and her long eyelashes fluttered downward as she aimed her wand at the coffin.  
 
    “Recludo,” she muttered. 
 
    The thick chains fell off the coffin, and then the lid slowly lifted open. It began to hover up into the air, and when I caught a glimpse of the corpse inside, my mouth parted open in surprise. It wasn’t a corpse at all. Instead, I was glancing down at a beautiful, pale woman with long blonde hair and a white gown, and she looked like an angel that had fallen into a deep, peaceful sleep. 
 
    “What--?” I said slowly. 
 
    “She’s preserved,” Morgana said as if she could read my mind. “Elder magic keeps her beautiful in death, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t suffering. She’s still torn between the dead and the living.”  
 
    “She deserves whatever punishment was given to her,” Akira huffed from behind us where she was still with Vesta by the tree.  
 
    “That may be,” Morgana replied, “but that’s not important right now. Have you lit the herbs and flowers on fire?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Vesta responded, “we just need something from her.”  
 
    Morgana bent down and quickly plucked a long blonde lock from the beautiful corpse, and her hands were trembling as she handed it over to Vesta and Akira.  
 
    The black-eyed witch snatched the hair and placed it into the cauldron.  
 
    “Here we go,” Morgana breathed. 
 
    The brunette took the vial and scooped up just enough of what was needed. Then she looked at me with her large, blue eyes, and her hand hovered over the body.  
 
    “I’ll part her lips,” I said without breaking eye contact. 
 
    Morgana nodded in gratitude, and I lowered myself down into the shallow ditch, but when I touched the dead Wicca’s rosy red lips, a strange jolt shot up my arm. A vision took over my mind, and all I could see was this woman as she laughed like a maniac while two other witches burned at the stake. I nearly flinched back from the suddenness of it all, and Morgana must have noticed because she stared hard at me.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Cole?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I lied. “Sorry.”  
 
    I forced myself to touch the woman again, and I parted her lips just wide enough for Morgana to seep the brew into her mouth. As soon as Morgana poured the mixture into her mouth, she aimed her wand at the Wicca and took in a deep breath.  
 
    But then she just stood there for a long moment. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I offered. 
 
    “Okay.” She nodded and bit her lip. “Thanks.” 
 
    I pulled out my wand and pointed it at the witch named Magda. “Revenite!”  
 
    The air grew ice cold all around us, and we all held our breaths as we stared at the dead blonde Wicca. Then she slowly peeled her eyes open to reveal black orbs. They were even darker than Akira’s, and there was no white around her irises, so the eyeballs were as dark as a night with no moon.  
 
    After a long moment, the resurrected witch slowly sat up, looked at each of us, opened her mouth, and let out a terrible screech. Her white teeth were jagged at the edges, and I knew if she wanted to rip out someone’s throat with one bite, she would be able to do so easily.  
 
    All the witches covered their ears, except for Morgana, who pointed her wand at the Wicca’s chest. The brunette’s blue eyes were filled with determination, and if she was afraid, she was doing an excellent job of concealing it.  
 
    “Praecipio tibi ut facias!” she screamed over the dead woman’s wails.  
 
    A red cloud of smoke emerged from the tip of Morgana’s wand, and it seeped around the blonde Wicca. Her screaming instantly came to a stop as the smoke shot up her nostrils and into her mouth. Then her face set into a neutral expression, and we all breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    When I knew no one was going to say anything, I cleared my throat and looked at the beautiful, still creature.  
 
    “Rise,” I commanded. “Come out of your home.”  
 
    Magda slowly rose from the grave, and another chill coursed through my entire body. She looked perfectly alive as she stood before us, and her long blonde hair swept through the wind as her gown blew across her body. Her perky breasts, pointed nipples, and the gap between her slim thighs were visible under her sheer dress, and she seemed even more hauntingly beautiful outside of the coffin. 
 
    “Take us to the golden locket,” I ordered. 
 
    “Yes, master,” she echoed.  
 
    As she slowly spun around to guide us, I turned to look at Morgana.  
 
    “Fill up the vial with more potion,” I said, “then give it to me.” 
 
    The brunette nodded quickly and did as she was told, and when she handed me the glass vial, I tucked it into my trouser pocket. Something told me it would be safer to travel with the potion in case we needed it for whatever reason.  
 
    We followed Magda across the red field, and we walked for about twenty minutes until Morgana tugged at my arm. Then she leaned in to whisper into my ear as we walked. 
 
    “Are we sure we can trust her?” she muttered. 
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. “But these are the rules of the game. We just have to be smart about how we proceed from here on out.” 
 
    “What I want to know is where are the others,” Akira added as her black eyes darted to and fro. “I think it’s just too weird we haven’t seen them yet.”  
 
    “Yeah, I mean, when Theodora said graveyard, I thought she meant an actual graveyard, you know, with proper graves to mark the dead,” Faye said, and her red eyebrows furrowed over her freckled face.  
 
    “Some graveyards can range for miles,” Morgana remarked. “And considering this is a graveyard for witches who committed treason, it makes sense they would place them far apart from each other.”  
 
    I nodded as we continued to follow the undead woman. She was like a ghost leading us over miles of red earth, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what Akira said. She was right, it was strange we hadn’t encountered anyone else yet, even if we considered Morgana’s explanation.  
 
    We were still walking across desolate lands when suddenly, the earth began to tremble beneath our feet. Then the dirt just gave way beneath us, and as I started to fall, I looked at our guide, who was still walking smoothly as if nothing was happening. 
 
    “Stop!” I ordered. “Magda, I command you to stop!”  
 
    The ghostly woman came to an abrupt halt as we all fell down. We tried to stand upright, but the earth continued to convulse, and it was impossible to get to our feet.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Vesta screamed and fell to her knees again.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I responded as I looked ahead and saw a crack beginning to split the earth. Then it widened, and I scrambled back. “Look out!”  
 
    The coven crawled backwards as the earth continued to pull apart, and when the shaking stopped, I took in a sharp breath and waited. The crack was over ten feet wide now, and nearly twice as long, but it didn’t seem to be growing anymore. Finally, we stood up, but I could hear a faint menacing laughter coming from the opening.  
 
    Then massive, red spider legs emerged from the crack, and we all stared in horror as these gigantic creatures, at least six feet tall with round, black heads and large pointed ears, popped from the earth. They had the mouths of a goblin, but multiple eyes like those of a spider.  
 
    “Djieiens!” Morgana whispered. “They can’t be killed… their hearts are buried in the ground.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Akira snapped.  
 
    Three of the monsters started scuttling toward us at a lightning fast speed, and we stumbled several steps back. Suddenly, one of them shot a leg out and pierced Morgana straight through the stomach. She screamed, and bright red blood spurted out from her lips.  
 
    In retaliation, I aimed my wand at the creature’s leg, and with all my anger and hatred, I cast the only spell I could think of. 
 
    “Secare!” I shouted. 
 
    The leg tore in two, and the beast shrieked in agony.  
 
    Vesta and Akira dragged Morgana back, and Faye pulled the leg out of the brunette’s stomach. Her face went pale as they continued to yank her away from the crack and the spider monsters, and all I could do was stare at the massive creatures while my blood boiled with a primitive fury. 
 
    That’s when I did the only thing I could think of.  
 
    “Magda, destroy the djieiens!” I shouted.  
 
    The resurrected witch turned around slowly and glided toward us. Then she hovered over the crack on the earth and raised a pale hand at the monsters. 
 
    “Immortui potestate meo moriar,” she echoed. 
 
    The earth trembled again, and a bright green glow surrounded the spider-like beasts. They wailed as their bodies shook violently, and then they all burst into a blue flame. Whatever she was doing, it wasn’t killing them, but it certainly was hurting them.  
 
    The djieiens screeched as they returned to the crack in the earth and slipped inside, still on fire and crying out in pain. Then the earth slowly closed back up, and the air settled as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    “Morgana,” I breathed as I rushed over to the brunette.  
 
    Her blouse was stained with dark blood, and she was alarmingly pale as she coughed and looked up at me.  
 
    “Well done,” she rasped as blood trickled out from between her red lips. 
 
    “She needs a moment to recover,” Akira said, and I could tell she was stubbornly fighting back tears. “I hate seeing her in so much pain.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Morgana choked. “I… knew… you… liked me.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” The short-haired witch was holding Morgana’s head in her lap and stroking her hair, and the others all turned to me as if they had no idea what to do.  
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I reassured her. “The Blood Pact, remember? It’s going to be alright.”  
 
    “I know,” Akira sniffed.  
 
    I squeezed Morgana’s hand in reassurance and smiled at her, and we stayed like that for a moment, until I heard something like boots brushing against the soil.  
 
    “Now, what’s this?” a familiar voice that grated on every single nerve drawled.  
 
    I scowled and turned around, and I saw Bram, Malcolm, and their loyal teammate all grinning at me. They had a witch with them, and she was dressed the same as Magda and had the same black eyes, but this woman had long, auburn hair.  
 
    “Did you have a little mishap with your bitch?” Bram cackled. “She doesn’t look like she’s doing too well over there.”  
 
    “I dare you to say one more fucking word,” I growled as I aimed my wand at the trio, and it took all my willpower not to use the killing curse on all of them. These bastards weren’t worth a piece of my soul, though, and with Morgana still hurt, I needed to be smart with my next move.  
 
    “You know what?” Their third teammate grinned. “I think I’ll take you up on that dare… Kiara, I command you to kill their resurrected Wicca. With her gone, the Scholomance bitches will lose.”  
 
    The auburn witch bowed her head and took a step closer to Magda, and I gritted my teeth and focused all my anger and hatred against them.  
 
    “Magda,” I growled. “Murder that bitch.”  
 
    “Yes, master,” Magda echoed.  
 
    We all watched as the blonde witch took a step closer to the undead Wicca named Kiara, and the two black-eyed beauties glared at each other.  
 
    “Dilacerant ex toto corde suo!” Kiara shouted, and a wind picked up as an orange light rocketed straight toward Magda.  
 
    The blonde witch ducked, and the light hit a tree behind us and made the entire thing split in half. Then the tree fell apart and went crashing into the red earth.  
 
    “Excorio fructus eius tamquam aperto,” Magda replied in a calm voice.  
 
    She raised her hand, and her black eyes were solely focused on her opponent. The air began to pick up again, and it blew across our faces as a bright, white light hit the auburn-haired witch right in the chest. At first, nothing happened, and everyone seemed to be holding their breath.  
 
    “Your Wicca is useless,” Bram cackled. “You’re all going to die here.” 
 
    Just as the words left his lips, though, something happened. Their witch convulsed, and her reddish-brown hair fell out in clumps. A moment later, she opened her mouth and wailed as her scalp peeled downward over her beautiful face.  
 
    My lips curled up in disgust as her skin continued to turn inside out. Muscle and bone replaced her creamy white skin, and she slowly started to crumble down into the earth. By the time her bones melted away, she was nothing more than a puddle of blood and gore, and Bram screamed out in a fury.  
 
    “You son of a bitch,” he roared as he looked at me. “Just wait… this isn’t over… wait until we find another corpse.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works, asshole,” Morgana muttered, just loud enough for them to hear. 
 
    “What are you--?” he started to say, but then his eyes widened in fear.  
 
    Their Wicca might have died again, but a transparent entity of her began to float upward from the pile of gore. Except, she was no longer beautiful. Her face had aged decades, and when she opened her mouth to screech, my head felt like it was going to explode.  
 
    Hot blood trickled down my cheeks, and I crouched down and covered my ears. Then I watched in both horror and fascination as the ghost hovered toward the nameless teammate who had given her the order to attack. His eyes widened as she screamed at him, and when her mouth opened, she began to suck his soul right out of his body. His eyes went black as the last bit of life left him, and then both the ghost and the warlock vanished from sight.  
 
    The air grew quiet until Akira laughed like a madwoman.  
 
    “You fucking idiots,” she chortled.  
 
    “W-What happened?” Bram stuttered as he stumbled back a step.  
 
    “Were you not paying attention?” Morgana sneered with more strength in her voice. “If you fail, your soul becomes bound to your host for all eternity… your friend is stuck in purgatory.” 
 
    “Serves him right,” Akira snarled. 
 
    The idiotic duo took a step closer to us before Vesta tutted and shook her head.  
 
    “Unless you want to stick around and find out what else our undead minion can do, I suggest you get the hell out of here,” she warned.  
 
    Bram and Malcolm exchanged furious looks with each other before they glared back at us.  
 
    “This isn’t fucking over,” Malcolm growled. 
 
    As I stared at the two pricks, I realized just how sick and tired I was of their warlock bullshit. I could kill them right now. Slowly and painfully if I wanted to, but first, I thought I’d mess with them for fun.  
 
    “It’s over when I say it’s over.” I smiled as I raised my wand. “Volant!” 
 
    “Novis!” the duo screamed simultaneously, and just in time, too.  
 
    My spell had nearly hit the warlocks, and my coven began to fire more spells in their direction. Malcolm and Bram may have been idiots, but at least they knew they didn’t stand a fucking chance. They had used a reversal spell, and there was no way for them to defend themselves for a full minute. 
 
    So, they ducked and bobbed and weaved before they both bolted off. My coven continued to throw spells in their direction, but I raised up a hand.  
 
    “Stop,” I ordered, and the coven turned to me as confusion swept across their faces. “We can always kill them later. It will be more satisfying to win this game and rub it in their fucking faces back at the academy.”  
 
    The women nodded, and I glanced down at the injured bookworm and noticed she seemed to be healing quickly. So, I crouched down to examine her more closely, and a wave of relief washed over me when I lifted her shirt and saw the wound on her stomach had closed up.  
 
    “How are you holding up?” I asked her.  
 
    “Better than before.” She grinned. “Seeing those guys get their asses kicked seemed to speed up the recovery process.” 
 
     I laughed before I held out a hand to help her up. She took it and slowly rose to her feet, and then I looked at each witch.  
 
    “Now, let’s find that fucking locket.” I grinned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Magda continued to lead us down the red fields, and we trekked on for hours. The sun was setting, but for some reason, the air was growing even hotter. We were sweltering as we passed by the fenced in fields of red soil, and there was still no one else in sight. 
 
    “Why is it so fucking hot?” Akira groaned, and her pale cheeks were bright red from the heat. 
 
    “We must be in a retrorsum graveyard,” Morgana replied. 
 
    “Where?” I breathed as I mopped at the sweat on my brow. 
 
    “A backward realm,” she answered. 
 
    “Like the island?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” The brunette shook her head. “This is different.” 
 
    “How so?” Vesta asked as she fanned her flushed, purple face. 
 
    “In retrorsum, the night brings out a reversed environment,” Morgana explained. “But in the daytime, everything is seemingly normal… at least that’s what I’ve read. When night falls… there will be other obstacles we’ll have to worry about.” 
 
    “Such as?” I asked. 
 
    “Demons and ghouls that guard the Wicca graves,” Morgana answered slowly. “That must be a part of the test… we have to find the locket, even if the sun sets and all literal hell breaks loose.”  
 
    “Well, shit,” I sighed. 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention this before?” Akira snapped. 
 
    “Because I wasn’t sure if we were actually in one,” the bookish Wicca replied. “I was just as lost as you were, but when the heat set in… I knew something was dangerously wrong.” 
 
    “You seriously--” Akira started, but I cut in. 
 
    “No arguing during the rest of the game,” I ordered. “That’s a command.” 
 
    “Fine… let’s just hope that blondie knows where she’s going,” Akira growled as she gestured toward Magda. “She’s been walking for hours now.” 
 
    I sighed as I tried to ignore the sweat trickling down my back and forehead, and we pushed forward. As the sky grew a darker shade of red, the heat became more intense. At one point, we collectively decided to toss our cloaks away and leave them behind, since the weather was becoming more unbearable by the second. 
 
    “Satan,” Akira panted. “Where do you think the others are?” 
 
    “Who knows?” I responded. “As long as we don’t bump into them, I don’t really care.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Faye said, and I saw her flushed skin was almost as red as her hair now. “I have a feeling we’ll have a lot more to worry about once the sun has completely set.” 
 
    “Just keep your eyes peeled,” I warned them. 
 
    The coven nodded, and we carried onward, and after another hour or so, there was only a sliver of sunlight left. Time was running out, and if we had an hourglass with us, there would only be a few grains of sand left. 
 
    “Be prepared for anything,” I cautioned once more. “As soon as the darkness falls, we’ll need to be on high alert. Magda, how much farther until we reach the locket?” 
 
    “Only a few more miles,” she replied in an echoing voice. 
 
    “Great,” Akira huffed. “We’re going to die out here.” 
 
    I glanced up at the dark, blood-red sky and pursed my lips. We would certainly have to fight, there was no question about it. 
 
    “The sun has nearly set,” I warned. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Vesta replied, and her silver eyes shone with confidence. 
 
    I nodded as we kept close to our guide. Magda glided forward, and my heart lifted when I thought I saw something off in the distance. It was a black peak that towered over the horizon, and a smile broke across my face, since it was the first thing we’d seen in this red and desolate desert. 
 
    “Is that a castle?” I asked.  
 
    “Where?” Morgana gasped as she wildly looked around. Her eyes squinted toward the black shadow in the distance, but she looked skeptical. 
 
    “Right where you’re looking.” I pointed ahead. 
 
    Morgana narrowed her eyes at the castle, and then her face broke into a smile. 
 
    “You’re right, it is!” she squealed. “The locket has to be there!” 
 
    I grinned, but then the last bit of sunlight disappeared from view, and the air immediately grew hotter and thicker. We all began to cough, and I struggled to breathe. Then I thought I heard laughter and rustling around us, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw a great, drifting shadow approaching us from behind. 
 
    “Uh, what’s that?” I struggled to ask. 
 
    I pointed to the silhouette that seemed to be moving quickly toward us, and Morgana gasped and violently coughed. 
 
    “It’s a group of umbra daemonium,” she panted. 
 
    The shadow demons. I remember Theodora had mentioned them before the game, and I also read about them in one of the books down in the cellar.  
 
    If that demon army caught up to us, we would be dead within seconds. 
 
    “Run for your fucking lives!” I commanded. “Now! Magda, that includes you! Head toward the castle as fast as you possibly can!” 
 
    We started to sprint toward the palace, but it still felt like we were swimming through hot soup. The thick, muggy air sawed in and out of my lungs, and my chest felt like it was going to burst. My coven and I tripped over the dry, uneven ground, but I refused to look back. Still, I could sense the demon army closing in on us, so I pushed my arms and legs faster.  
 
    Finally, the castle loomed above us, and we stumbled into the courtyard. Magda had evaporated into the air when we started running, but she reappeared beside us once we paused to catch our breath. 
 
    “Satan’s… fucking… balls,” Akira panted as she doubled over her knees.  
 
    My lungs felt like they were full of broken glass, but I managed to stay upright as I quickly scanned our surroundings. The palace was a ruin. The dark stones were crumbling, and the stained-glass windows were shattered into pieces. The towers had been cut in half, and only bits and pieces of the roof remained. I could feel the history of this castle hanging in the air. It was once a magnificent palace, filled with life, love, and riches. Now, it was nothing but a pile of rubble.  
 
    I shook my head and focused back on the task at hand. When I glanced over my shoulder, I could see we’d put a good amount of distance between us and the shadow demons, but they were still coming, so even though we were panting and out of breath, we had no time to rest. 
 
    We needed to find the locket and get the hell out of here. 
 
    “Magda, take us to the locket,” I ordered. “And quickly.” 
 
    The resurrected witch led us through the broken wooden portcullis and inside the castle keep. The palace was entirely in ruins, and there was moss growing all around the stone walls. The grand scale paintings along the walls were shredded as if a wild animal had scratched out the faces of royalty that once hung up on the walls, the carpets were moldy and tattered, and every time we took a step, glass from the windows crunched under our feet. The furniture was either burned to a crisp or completely shattered into pieces, and I could tell whoever was the master of this castle had long since abandoned it. It was filled with nothing but discarded memories, and the farther we ventured forward, the more I sensed the haunted atmosphere. There must have been a great battle here, long ago, one that robbed the lives of most of the people who lived in the castle, and royal blood had flooded down these abandoned, dusty corridors.  
 
    There was no time to dwell on the past, though, so I remained focused as Magda led us through the abandoned halls, and I used the illuminana spell to guide our way. We went up three flights of stairs, and my heart pounded wildly as I pictured the herd of shadow demons behind us.  
 
    They could catch up at any moment. 
 
    “How much farther is it?” I asked our walking corpse. 
 
    “Not much farther now, master,” she echoed. 
 
    “She’s been saying that for ages,” Akira grumbled. 
 
    I ignored her smart-ass remark and focused solely on Magda.  
 
    The undead blonde Wicca led us down another long corridor, and finally, we came across a wide wooden door. It was an intricate entrance with gold roses painted on the outside, like the room had once belonged to a young girl.  
 
    As soon as Magda pushed the doors apart, we stepped into a grand bedroom. The bed was covered with a dusty, rose-pink quilt and draped with sheer curtains that hung down from the canopy, but the curtains were torn up as if a sword had shredded through them. Dark blood was splattered all along the walls, and a small skeleton in a decaying pink dress was lying in the corner.  
 
    And around her neck was a bright, golden, heart-shaped locket. 
 
    “There it is,” I muttered. 
 
    I slowly approached the small corpse and extended my fingers, but before I could touch her, a vision of a young princess entered my mind. She had long blonde hair and sky-blue eyes that were wide with fear and the promise of death, and she was screaming as she cowered in this very corner. The last thing she saw before she left this world was a golden knight and a long sword that gleamed in the light, right before it came swinging down on her.  
 
    I flinched back, and a searing pain shot through my entire body.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Faye asked as she tentatively touched my arm. 
 
    “We can’t just take it off her,” I muttered. “Don’t ask me how I know… I just have a strong feeling about it.” 
 
    Suddenly, a loud screech echoed from the lower level of the castle, and we all jumped. Akira whipped around to stare at me, and her face contorted into a mixture of rage and fear. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s true or not,” Akira said with wide, black eyes, “but you’d better find out soon.” 
 
    “Barricade the door,” I commanded. 
 
    “How?” Faye asked, and her freckles stood out starkly against her pale face. 
 
    “We can try a temporary forcefield,” Morgana suggested. “One that prevents death from entering.” 
 
    “That’s advanced magic,” Akira said. “Can you do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Morgana answered and bit her lip. “This would be my first time trying.” 
 
    “What if Magda stopped them?” I asked, but before anyone could answer, I stared into Magda’s soulless eyes. “I command you to keep the shadows away. Go downstairs and stall them for as long as you can.” 
 
    “As you wish, master,” she said. 
 
    Then she glided out of the door, and soon, we heard even louder screams.  
 
    Those cries did not belong to any shadow demon, though. 
 
    It was the sound of living Wiccans, and I heard their screams grow louder and footsteps running through the halls.  
 
    “We’re in here!” I called out. 
 
    “You’re leading the other team right to us?” Akira snapped. “Why the hell would you do that?” 
 
    “Just let them in,” I responded. “That’s an order.” 
 
    Akira sighed and stood by the open doors. Moments later, Penelope, Ivy, Iris, and Beatrix all flooded inside, and their faces were whitewashed and filled with panic. 
 
    “Oh, look who it is,” Akira said in a faux-sugary-sweet voice. 
 
    “T-Thank you,” Penelope panted. “Thank you for letting us in.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have done the same for us,” Morgana growled. “Be happy Cole saved your fucking lives.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cole.” The orange-haired witch looked down at her feet, and that told us everything we needed to know. Yes, she wouldn’t have done the same for us, but I didn’t care. There was no point letting other beautiful witches die, not if I could help it.  
 
    Plus, now they were indebted to me, which could come in handy later.  
 
    Beatrix pushed her brown fringe out of her face and stared at the small skeleton in the corner. 
 
    “You found the locket,” she breathed and took a small step forward, but then Akira stepped in front of her and pointed her wand right at her throat. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” the black-eyed witch growled. “We found it first.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Penelope said. “Just… stay back.” 
 
    A shadow of disappointment washed over Beatrix’s face, but she raised her hands up in surrender and took a step back.  
 
    “Where is your guide?” Vesta asked the other group. 
 
    “She’s downstairs with your blonde one,” Ivy responded, and her ivory face was even paler than usual. 
 
    “We were nearly snatched by the shadow demons,” her sister, Iris, added as she pushed back the strand of pink hair plastered over her sweaty face. “It would have been the end for us until your witch showed up and started to kick some ass.”  
 
    “It doesn’t mean we’re safe, though,” Morgana said. “The shadow demons can drag them back to purgatory at any moment and then come up for us.”  
 
    “Not if I can help it,” I muttered. 
 
    I ran over to the skeleton of the little girl and stared at the simple gold locket. I desperately wanted to reach out and yank the chain off her, but deep down I knew that would be a great mistake. So, I lowered myself to the little skeleton’s level and studied the golden jewelry around her small neck. 
 
    “Cole, I don’t want to pressure you,” Morgana said over my shoulder, and her voice was high-pitched with anxiety, “but whatever you’re doing, you need to be quick.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered back. “Just give me a moment to think.” 
 
    I stared at the dead girl, and my fingers found their way into my pants pocket. Then I pulled out the vial I’d saved from earlier, and an idea sprung to mind. 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered to myself. “How did I not think of this before?” 
 
    “What is it?” Morgana asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer as I ripped out a small tooth from the dead girl, slipped it into the vial, and began to open the jaw of the skeleton. Then I slid the brew down into her mouth, and the liquid spilled onto the floor as it passed through her ribcage. 
 
    “Revenite,” I said. 
 
    Her small skeleton began to tremble, and the humid, stifling air grew ice-cold. The brittle, small bones continued to rattle, and a moment later, a small voice echoed in the air. 
 
    “Help,” she called out. “Help me, please.” 
 
    No one said a word as the skeleton stopped shaking. Then she slowly turned her skull toward me, and when she opened her mouth, a long, terrible scream followed. It nearly made our ears bleed again until I aimed my wand at her. 
 
    “Praecipio tibi ut facias!” I shouted. 
 
    The girl turned and stared at me with empty eyes, and I could feel her confusion as she blindly looked around. She had very innocent energy about her, and something told me she’d been a human girl, not a monster or a witch. 
 
    “Let me take your locket,” I said. “That’s a command.” 
 
    The skeleton leaned forward, extending her small, frail neck, and allowed me to remove the necklace, but as soon as I pulled it off her, the castle began to quiver. Rocks from the ceiling started to come crashing down, and I backed away as quickly as possible with the locket still in my hand. Then one stone landed on the small skeleton right in front of me, and her bones were instantly crushed. 
 
    “Why haven’t we shadow-ported back?” Morgana cried out. 
 
    “Is the headmistress just going to let us die here?” Penelope shrieked. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, maybe just you!” Akira shouted over the chaos. 
 
    Suddenly, I thought I heard a voice among the crumbling rocks and shrill screams outside, so I closed my eyes and drowned out everything besides the small voice. 
 
    Touch it, I heard the voice say. Touch the locket. 
 
    It sounded like a little girl, and I looked down at the locket and then back at my coven. 
 
    “We need to touch it,” I said. “Right now, touch a piece of the locket! The rest of you grab onto our shoulders.” 
 
    I hoped this would work.  
 
    My coven reached over, and they each placed a finger on the locket. Then the other team held onto our shoulders, and a purple smoke surrounded us. That familiar feeling of tumbling and twirling through the air returned, and the next thing I knew, we were back at Scholomance.  
 
    Deafening applause followed as soon as we landed in the front of the banquet hall, and all the students were jumping up and down with red cheeks and wide smiles.  
 
    I stared down at the locket and watched as it slowly evaporated in my hands. 
 
    “W-What?” I stammered. “Where did it go?” 
 
    “Well, Cole,” Theodora’s voice said from behind me, and when I whipped around, the headmistress was smiling down at me from ear to ear. “You didn’t expect to keep the locket, now did you? It belongs to the dead.” 
 
    “Ah.” I blinked and nodded. “Of course, it does.” 
 
    As I slowly stood up and dusted myself off, I looked around the hall to see if I could spot the other teams. I thought it was strange we hadn’t run into any Vipera witches while we were out there, and it took me a moment, but I eventually spotted them in the corner of the hall. They looked absolutely miserable and wouldn’t even make eye contact with anyone. They were all looking down at the floor in shame, and their hideous headmistress seemed to be berating them viciously. She was waving her arms in the air, and her mouth was flapping open at a great speed. 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked Theodora as quietly as possible. 
 
    “They were disqualified,” she responded under her breath. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “They failed to resurrect their assigned Wicca.” She smiled. “They forgot to add a piece of the corpse to the brew.” 
 
    “Idiots,” Akira snickered. 
 
    “Who won, though?” Morgana asked. “We all touched the locket in the end.” 
 
    “Well, Ms. Morgana,” Theodora chuckled. “What matters, in the end, was that Scholomance prevailed, but if we’re going to get into the specifics of the game, technically you won because you woke up the princess.” 
 
    Morgana attempted to look bashful for even asking, but inside, I knew she was grinning.  
 
    Penelope shot us a grateful nod, just before she whispered something to Beatrix, who nodded gravely in return. Then the two walked away from the front of the banquet hall, and the twins followed their lead. 
 
    “She better not forget Cole saved them,” Akira grumbled as soon as they were out of sight.  
 
    “I’m sure she won’t forget it any time soon,” I chuckled. “But with her… who knows?” 
 
    Scholomance students continued to cheer for us, and behind the crowd, I spotted Bram and Malcolm. Now, more than ever, they looked like the pathetic duo they indeed were, and their headmaster appeared just as peeved as the Vipera Headmistress, if not more so. He was towering over the two warlocks, and his face was beet red, so I knew he was giving them shit for not only losing the game but also losing another teammate. 
 
    I chuckled under my breath as their headmaster shoved the warlocks out of the banquet hall, and once they were out of sight, Theodora finally raised her hands up and silenced the crowd. 
 
    “As usual, there will be a grand feast to commend the victors,” she roared. “But first, let us allow our winners to clean themselves up and change. They’ve earned that, and so much more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Headmistress.” I smiled. 
 
    Theodora nodded and gestured for us to leave. The crowd cheered as we walked past them, and a smile broke across my face as we walked through the banquet doors.  
 
    “We won!” Morgana squeaked as soon as we were in the hall, and my coven all exchanged excited expressions with one another. “I almost thought we were all done for back there.” 
 
    “Shit, me, too,” Akira sighed. “Especially when the ceiling started to fall apart.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Vesta nodded slowly, and when the green-haired witch slowly turned to face me, her silver eyes were filled with confusion and awe. “Cole, how did you know we were supposed to touch the locket?” 
 
    “That girl,” I replied. “She told me.” 
 
    “She spoke to you?” Morgana asked with furrowed eyebrows. “That’s strange… I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Faye and Vesta replied in unison. 
 
    “Who cares?” Akira shrugged. “The point is, we won. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m in desperate need of a bath.” 
 
    “Same,” Morgana sighed. “I’ve never sweated so much in my entire life.” 
 
    We all headed to the common room and split up at the bottom of the staircase. I went into my room, and Cordelia set up a bath for me. As I soaked in the water, I wondered if it meant something that I could hear the little girl when the rest of my coven could not. It seemed odd, but then again, strange things always seemed to be happening to me. I could ask Theodora about it, but I’d probably just be left with more questions.  
 
    After a while, I stepped out of the tub and thought about going downstairs and joining the academy for the celebratory dinner, but my body felt broken, even after the hot bath. So, instead of getting dressed, I laid down naked on my bed and closed my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t intend to fall asleep, but the next thing I knew, Alexander was tapping on my forehead. I opened my eyes, and he was staring right into my face. 
 
    You need to wake up, he said, it’s morning. 
 
    I groaned and rubbed at my eyes as I slowly sat up and looked around. The morning light was streaming into the room, and I saw a clean uniform folded on the chair by the window. So, I sighed, stood up, and got dressed. When I went downstairs, my coven was already seated on the sofa and chairs, and they were in the middle of breakfast when they looked up and saw me. 
 
    “Ah, Cole,” Morgana said, “you’re finally awake.” 
 
    “Yeah, how’s it going, sleeping beauty?” Akira asked before she took a bite out of a piece of toast with a green jam. 
 
    “Did I really sleep all night?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Yeah, we went upstairs to get you for dinner, but you refused to wake up,” Faye explained. “We asked the headmistress if it was anything to worry about, but she said bringing the dead back to life can be an exhausting endeavor.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I groaned and rubbed at my temples. I could feel a sharp headache coming on. 
 
    “Stop your moaning and drink some spiced coffee,” Akira ordered. “Our next class is Advanced Shadow, with Professor Luna.”  
 
    “That should be interesting.” I grinned. “Luna always does have the most… fascinating lessons.” 
 
    “So, what the hell are you waiting for?” Akira smirked. “Drink the fuck up, and let’s get a move on.” 
 
    This time, I did as she commanded without any arguments, and I knew I was ready to take on anything Luna had to throw our way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    All the students sat quietly in the Advanced Shadow classroom as we waited for Professor Luna. Time was almost up, and Luna was cutting it close, but that didn’t surprise anyone. 
 
    The erratic professor always liked to make an entrance. 
 
    “I wonder what we’ll be learning today.” Morgana grinned and wiggled in her seat. “I’m so excited.” 
 
    “You say that about every class.” Akira rolled her dark eyes. 
 
    “But I truly mean it this time,” the brunette argued with a pout. 
 
    “Whatever, nerd,” Akira chuckled. “I have to admit, though… she’s truly outdone herself with this classroom.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. This room was just as bizarre as the last. Stars glittered on the ceiling and shone down upon the classroom. The chandeliers that hung down in rows were all made out of crystal and silver, and tall white candles lit the entire room with a cool, blue glow. The floors were a sleek sapphire blue and covered with strangely patterned carpets, and books hovered in the air instead of being placed along the empty bookcases that were situated at the back of the room. One large stained-glass window along the far wall depicted the black forest with a large blue moon hanging in the sky, and wolves and owls surrounded one witch with pale hair and a white dress. 
 
    “Where the hell is she?” Akira muttered under her breath. 
 
    “She’ll be here any moment,” Vesta sighed and tucked a lock of green hair behind her ear. “Just try and work on your patience, Akira.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the short-haired witch bit back. 
 
    “It means success comes to those who wait,” Luna said out of nowhere. 
 
    We all searched around the room, but we couldn’t see the professor anywhere. As usual, she was playing a little game of hide and seek. 
 
    “Where are you, Professor?” Morgana asked. 
 
    The entire classroom looked baffled when she didn’t reply, but then I turned to look at the stained-glass window, and I thought I saw something move. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” I muttered, and I turned to look at my coven and stared at their blank faces. “Don’t tell me you didn’t see that?” 
 
    “See what?” Faye asked as she tossed back her long red hair. 
 
    “The stained-glass window,” I replied, “I thought I saw the lady move.” 
 
    “Nothing gets past you, does it, Cole?” Luna’s voice giggled. 
 
    Everyone turned to look toward the window, and gasps filled the air as the young woman began to move again. The small figure waved her hand, and the owl from the painting swept down and landed on her arm. Then the duo slowly started to vanish from the artwork, and a cloud of light blue smoke swirled by Luna's massive, silver desk.  
 
    A moment later, the beautiful professor stood in front of the entire class with her white, loyal bird by her side, and then her owl flew up to the ceiling and perched itself on one of the chandeliers. Luna’s mystic face broke into a mischievous smile, and she ran a delicate finger through her long, wavy white-blonde hair. She was wearing the same long white gown with a plunging neckline I’d seen in the window, and an upside-down glass cross hung from her slender pale neck. 
 
    “You should have seen your faces!” she chuckled. “That was absolutely priceless! Don’t tell me you’ve never seen someone perform a shadow alligatum?” 
 
    “I’ve read about them,” Morgana said with her hand raised. “But this is the first time I’ve seen it done.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Luna giggled. “It’s a useful trick to learn, especially if you’d like a place to go and think on your own where no one can bother you.” 
 
    Morgana sat up higher in her seat and snatched her quill as if she were prepared to furiously scribble down some notes, and Luna cocked her head at the brunette as her smile grew. 
 
    “I shouldn’t tease you like that,” she said as she shook her head. 
 
    “What do you mean, Professor?” Faye asked. 
 
    “Well, as interesting as shadow alligatums are, that’s not what we’ll be learning today.” She grinned. 
 
    “Oh,” Morgana pouted. 
 
    “Not to fear, though,” Luna reassured the brunette. “We’ll be focusing on something that’s just as interesting and difficult.” 
 
    Morgana’s face shifted from disappointed to eager in a matter of seconds, and Akira noticed and playfully rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Now, Morgana, I know you know the answer to my next question, so I’m going to pick on someone randomly,” Luna said as she looked around, and her eyes landed on our opposite team, who was seated at the back of the room. “Iris, can you tell me a little bit about umbra animos?” 
 
    The attractive, pixie-haired witch with the pink streak in her hair looked mildly surprised, but she was able to compose herself before responding to the question. 
 
    “It’s… the ability to enter another entity’s mind as a shadow and consume their thoughts,” she said. 
 
    “That’s the gist of it,” Luna replied with a small smile. “It’s the power to enter someone’s entire consciousness and take control over their deepest thoughts, desires, memories, and abilities. Most Wicca used it as a form of torture in the first dawn. It was a clever way to cause mortals to go mad. The damage one can inflict on another through umbra aminos is both deadly and permanent. So, hopefully, we don’t end up killing each other during today’s lesson. Just be sure not to utter the spell ‘insanire.’ Unless of course, you want your opponent to turn mad. ” 
 
    The air grew heavy as the beautiful professor glanced at each student and clasped her hands together. 
 
    “Right, well,” she said, “let’s get started… I’ll need two volunteers to come up here.” 
 
    As I predicted, not one student raised their hand, and Luna sighed and looked mildly disappointed. 
 
    “Don’t be a bunch of scared little rats,” she huffed. “Fine, if no one will volunteer, then I suppose I’ll just have to pick a random pair.” 
 
    Everyone lowered their gazes and stared at their desks, but when I met the professor’s stare, I knew she’d pick me. 
 
    “Cole!” she said in a sugary-sweet voice. “Come on up here.” 
 
    I sighed, pushed myself out of my chair, and headed to the front of the classroom as Luna stared at my coven, and then her face twisted into another playful grin. 
 
    “Faye, darling,” she cooed. “Come up here as well.” 
 
    Faye shot me a nervous glance before she stood up and dragged herself to the front of the classroom. 
 
    “Oh, don’t look so worried.” Luna waved her hand dismissively. “You all look so serious! The worst that can happen is a lifetime of madness, and what’s life without a little insanity?” 
 
    I heard Faye gulp as she stood by my side, but I took in a deep breath and focused on the professor. 
 
    “Now, the spell is simple,” Luna said, “just focus on your opponent and block out their will to enter your mind while trying to penetrate theirs, all while reciting the incantation.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” I heard Faye grumble under her breath. 
 
    “Tut, tut,” Luna said, “it gets easier with practice, Faye. Now the spell is ‘mentis imperium.’ See? Super simple.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath and glanced at Faye. The redhead’s gold-green eyes were wide with fear, so I gave her a reassuring smile. I knew she was afraid, but I would never do anything to hurt her. 
 
    “Let us begin!” Luna clapped. “You two, stand at least six feet apart and face each other… and Cole, no cheating if you please.” 
 
    I nodded and took a step away from Faye. Then we stared at each other, and her golden-green eyes were filled with anxiety. I nodded slowly at her, and I hoped my calm demeanor would help ease her fears. 
 
     “Wands at the ready!” Luna chimed as we slowly raised our wands and aimed them at each other. “Ready… set… go!” 
 
    “Mentis imperium!” we said in unison. 
 
    Our spells met in the middle with a small blast that made the entire class gasp in surprise. This reminded me of the novis spell, only it was even more difficult to hold. Faye was tough, and sweat dripped down her forehead as she continued to block me out. I pushed hard against the redhead, though, and her mouth was set into a thin, trembling line.  
 
    She was struggling and losing control.  
 
    I focused on her as a whole, and I even counted her freckles and the gold streaks of color in her emerald eyes as I blocked her will to enter my mind. I could feel myself growing lighter and tried not to break my concentration when I noticed my hand was turning into a blue shadow and wafting over toward Faye. My spell ate at hers while I continued to vanish, and her eyes grew wide with panic before my light hit her right in the forehead. The last thing I saw before everything around me disappeared were her eyes, which had gone entirely white. At the same time, I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me, and I squeezed my eyes shut as an instinctive reaction.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was shocked to see I was in a green forest with golden light streaming through the canopy. White deer were galloping through the woods, and pink birds were chirping on the tree branches. I glanced around in confusion until I spotted Faye ahead of me. She looked just as confused as I felt, but when she saw me, her eyes filled with instant relief. 
 
    “Cole!” she exclaimed. “Are we in my mind?” 
 
    “I think so… ” I replied slowly. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She blushed. “But what are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered. “Does anything seem familiar to you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she breathed. 
 
    I spotted a pale stone ahead of me, and I found myself drawn to it. So, I headed over to it, and I gently lifted it up. As soon as I did, a youthful girl with red hair emerged from the trees ahead of us and giggled as she chased blue butterflies. 
 
    “That’s me,” Faye muttered. “I remember I used to catch butterflies for my mother… she would use them to make her own perfume.” 
 
    “Your memories are scattered all around here,” I said as I studied my surroundings in amazement. 
 
    “That must include everything,” she whispered. “Even the bad ones.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the world evaporated around me, and I found myself back in the classroom. Luna had her wand pointed right at my chest, and she was smiling.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” she said, “but I couldn’t let you stay there forever, now could I?” 
 
    “But… ” I started, “we were only in there for a minute at most.”  
 
    “No,” she said as she shook her head, “you were in there for much longer. I’d say, ten minutes, at least.” 
 
    “What?” I frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Time works differently when you’re under an umbra animo,” she explained. “All I wanted to do was see if one of you could enter the other’s mind, which you did, Cole, so well done. You two have been very cooperative, now take your seats.” 
 
    We nodded and sat back down at our table. 
 
    “Now, entering one’s mind is a tricky endeavor to accomplish, as we just saw,” the white-haired professor went on as she faced the class. “However, what we didn’t get into was the ability to manipulate and trick someone once you’re inside their consciousness. You can cause them to have memories which never belonged to them, or even trick them into thinking they’re someone else entirely.” 
 
    Luna continued to discuss the various ways someone could manipulate another mind without inflicting insanity or death. She focused on our table when she spoke, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out this would be a massive part of the next game.  
 
    So, I took down notes and listened carefully to every word Luna said. When time was up, my coven remained in their seats, and the other team continued to sit at their desk, too.  
 
    As soon as everyone else left, the professor turned to us and grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “Now,” she said as she rubbed her hand together. “Let the fun officially begin!” 
 
    “Why am I suddenly so terrified?” Faye muttered. 
 
    “Because it’s Professor Luna,” Vesta sighed quietly. 
 
    “What was that, ladies?” Luna asked with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Nothing, Professor,” they answered in unison. 
 
    “Very well.” She nodded. “Now, I want everyone to pair up if you please… aside from you, Faye. You’ve had enough for one day, I think.” 
 
    The redhead looked relieved as she sat back in her seat. 
 
    “How should we pair off, Professor?” Vesta asked. 
 
    “I’ll be the one to decide that,” Luna replied. “You will go off with… Beatrix. The twins, pair off with each other, I’m curious to see which one of you is the strongest. Akira and Morgana, you two pair up… and finally, Cole and Penelope, you will be a pair.” 
 
    I sighed and stood up. Penelope had been acting civil, but who knew how long that would last? 
 
    Luna used a spell to spread the desks apart, and we all moved toward the middle of the room. I stood in front of Penelope, and the orange-haired witch stared at me with vacant eyes and a neutral expression on her pretty face. It was impossible to know what she was thinking, but I figured I’d discover that soon enough. 
 
    “Raise your wands,” Luna instructed. 
 
    We did as we were told, and Penelope remained calm. So, I kept my arm straight and steady and focused on the witch in front of me. 
 
    “Go!” Luna shouted. 
 
    “Mentis imperium!” I cried out as the other’s voices echoed all around me. 
 
    Everyone’s spells met in the middle, but I only focused on my own. Penelope’s face was glowing from the blue light that sparked between us, but I fixated all my energy on the spell and blocked Penelope’s attempt to penetrate my mind. She was strong, though, and I could feel her voice in my head as she tried to break through the barrier. Still, I pushed back and fought her until my skin started dissolving into smoke. 
 
    The last thing I heard before the room disappeared was Penelope’s voice. 
 
    “No!” she called out. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was standing on top of a massive chessboard. The pieces were all placed on the correct squares, and they were towering over me. Then I noticed something move, and I saw Penelope standing in front of me by a giant white knight.  
 
    “Well,” she sighed. “You did it.” 
 
    “So, this is your mind, huh?” I asked as my eyes studied the chess pieces. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Impressed?” she chuckled. “Impressive would have been overpowering you.” 
 
    I shrugged and looked up. Inky clouds hovered above our heads, and it looked as if it were about to rain down on us.  
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to take advantage of the situation?” she questioned as she cocked her head to the side. “You could do whatever you wanted to me in here.” 
 
    “Oh?” I snickered. “Do you want me to do things to you?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Please… Cole… I’m at your mercy.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything to you,” I laughed. “As long as you don’t try anything cute with me. There’s no point in attacking each other when we have the next game coming up.” 
 
    The orange-haired witch nodded and chewed on her bottom lip as she studied me for a long moment. 
 
    “Thanks, Cole,” she finally said, and a slight smile twitched across her mouth. 
 
    Before I could answer, I could feel myself being pulled out of Penelope's mind, and the chessboard vanished slowly and was replaced with the classroom. When my vision cleared, I saw the rest of the witches were struggling to breathe, and their faces were red.  
 
    “I know.” Luna nodded. “It’s a very draining process… I would suggest a glass of blackberry wine or a cup of spiced coffee to help you regain your strength.” 
 
    “Wait,” Akira panted. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, Akira?” Luna asked. “I thought that was a very informative lesson.” 
 
    “I mean… no offense, Professor, but Morgana and I were just going back and forth between each other,” she said. “How can we learn to control it?” 
 
    “You have to find the strength within,” she answered ominously. “That’s all I can tell you… the rest is up to you.” 
 
    Akira looked disappointed with that response but nodded her head. 
 
    “Well.” Luna shrugged. “Go and get some lunch, and make sure to study before the game tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning?” I asked. “Professor, we normally have more time to prepare for the games--” 
 
    “Cole, you’re the last person I’d expect to be nervous,” she giggled. “I’m sorry, but this decision was not my doing.” 
 
    “But why?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s part of Ludi Mortiferum tradition,” Morgana replied before Luna could answer. “The closer we get to the final games, the less time we get to practice.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” I muttered, mostly to myself. 
 
    “Now, off with you all,” Luna said as she waved us away, “I would like to return to my window.” 
 
    The witches nodded and made their way toward the door, and Penelope shot me a small smile as she passed by.  
 
    Akira noticed, and as soon as we were outside of the classroom, she gave me a strange look. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I saw you and Penelope.” She grinned. “You guys shared a weird moment back there.” 
 
     “Turns out she’s not as irritating as I thought she was.” I shrugged. “Who knew, huh?” 
 
    “Who gives a toad’s foot about Penelope,” Vesta sighed. “We have to worry about the game.” 
 
    “I say we ask Cordelia for a pot of spiced coffee and study all night if we have to,” I suggested. 
 
    The others nodded in agreement, and we sped up the stairs and to the common room. We searched the ancient texts and discovered everything we needed to know about umbra animos. Luna had pretty much covered every form of practice she could. The books said some people were just more strong-willed than others, and it depended on how well they would take control of the spell.  
 
    By the time I slammed the books down and prepared to catch a couple of hours of sleep, there was a quick knock on the door. We all exchanged confused looks with each other before Vanessa appeared on the threshold. She was wearing a dark blue dress with a low square-cut collar and a raven skull velvet choker, and her mouth was pursed into its usual thin line. 
 
    “It is customary to open the door when someone knocks,” she said as she shook her head. 
 
    “Err, Professor,” Morgana said shyly. “It’s four in the morning… is there a reason you’re here?” 
 
    “We decided we’d start the game a little earlier than usual,” Vanessa answered in a flat voice. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask her why, but she beat me to it. 
 
    “Don’t bother, Cole,” she sighed. “I’m not telling you why or who gave the order… so, come along now. The rest of the school is already awake and waiting for you in the banquet hall.” 
 
    “Bloodthirsty bitches,” Akira muttered. “Of course, they are.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Vanessa snapped her fingers impatiently. “We haven’t got all morning.” 
 
    Exhausted, we all followed the dark-haired professor out of the door and down the hall, and none of us said a word as Vanessa’s heels clicked along the floor and bounced off the walls. I gritted my teeth before Vanessa pushed through the banquet hall doors, and we were met with a firelit banquet hall with roaring students.  
 
    As I turned to stare at the students and the headmasters, I met the Mors Headmaster’s stare, and I could have sworn his dark eyes were alight with bloodlust. I couldn’t say for sure, but I had a strong feeling he had something to do with this. 
 
    Even so, I was fucking ready to take on this next game.  
 
    Not only would I survive it, but I would beat those warlocks once and for all, even if it killed me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “Everyone, please settle down now,” Theodora’s elegant voice boomed out across the hall. “I know you’re all excited, but we must get this show on the road.” 
 
    Students from all schools were bouncing up and down with joy, and the only one who didn’t seem thrilled was the Mors headmaster. He only had two students left, and one of them had a missing arm. It wasn’t looking promising for them, and I couldn’t help but grin at their misfortune. By all rights, they should have left the game, but I knew their stubborn warlock nature wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    So, I couldn’t wait to thoroughly kick their asses once again.  
 
    Maybe I’d even get to kill them. The games were bloodthirsty, after all.  
 
    “Now,” Theodora continued, “this game will test the mental strength of each witch and warlock. We will pair each contestant with a legit animo, a creature that enters the mind of its host and drains them of all memories and their sense of self until one goes utterly mad.” 
 
    Instead of gasping or showing any sign that it shocked them, the students all wildly whistled and cheered. Akira was right, they were a group of bloodthirsty witches. I was reasonably certain even the Scholomance students wouldn’t mind seeing one of their own go completely mad by the end of this game. 
 
     “This game differs slightly from the others,” Theodora went on. “There is no teamwork required for this obstacle. The game will end once each team member has broken out of their trance. However, if someone has succumbed to madness, or says the safeword “defectum,” we will pull them out. The first team to be released from their legit aminos will be declared the winners.” 
 
    Theodora slowly turned around to face me, and she leaned in close to whisper into my ear. 
 
    “Cole, I know you’ve been following the rules all along, but I must remind you not to use your Blood Pact privileges during this game, no matter how tempting the circumstances may be,” she whispered. 
 
    I swallowed hard and nodded. Then I turned to look at my coven, and I could also sense their worry and fear. The other teams were projecting the same energy, and it was difficult to ignore the growing dread that surrounded all four teams. It weighed heavily on us, like a dark cloud just expanding with each passing moment.  
 
    “Now, without further ado.” Theodora grinned. “Let the game begin!” 
 
    The headmistress turned to look at the teams and flashed us one quick smile before she twirled her wand in the air. Once again, we were engulfed in a cloud of thick purple smoke. I could feel myself being tossed and turned through the ether, and my stomach dropped as the movements grew more erratic and almost violent.  
 
    Finally, it all came to an abrupt stop, and when I looked around, it surprised me to see we were in a small, black room. It was empty, except for a row of open coffins that were placed upright against the wall. The air was so icy that mist emerged from my lips with each exhale, my entire body was trembling, and I rubbed my hands together as my fingertips turned numb. 
 
    “Where are we?” Akira asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Nowhere good,” I replied. 
 
    This room felt grim, and an ominous and bloodthirsty presence hung in the air.  
 
    “Where are the other teams?” Vesta wondered as she looked around. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered. 
 
    Suddenly, a violent wind pushed us back, and the coven screamed as we slammed into the coffins. Then heavy metal chains wrapped around our bodies, which kept us pressed against the cold wood, and I wriggled against the confinements, but I knew it was useless.  
 
    The game had already begun. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Faye panted somewhere to my left. 
 
    “No shit,” Akira grunted on my right, and I could tell she was struggling against her chains. 
 
    “Akira,” I said, “don’t bother… there’s no point.” 
 
    “But how the hell are we supposed to retrieve our wands?” Morgana cried out in a panic. 
 
    “Holy hell,” Akira gasped. “She’s right.” 
 
    “It’s all about using your mind,” I growled. “I think we can do this without using our wands or hands.” 
 
    “But we’ve never done that before!” Vesta cried out. 
 
    “I think that’s the point of the game,” I responded. “They want to make this as difficult as possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no one ever mentioned this before,” Akira growled. “Luna probably knew this would happen… that crazy bitch!” 
 
    “Who cares about that?” Morgana shouted. “Let’s try and find a way out of here--” 
 
    Before she could utter another word, a group of white, cloaked figures floated down from the black ceiling and slowly descended upon us. The air grew colder, and it felt as if my blood had stopped flowing and turned to ice in my veins. I fought against the cold, though, and focused on the transparent creatures before us.  
 
    There was one in front of each Wicca, including myself, and they were translucent creatures with gaping holes for eyes and a skeletal nose. Their lips were thin, but when they opened their mouths, I could see rows of sharp teeth. They looked like ghosts, but there was something far more malevolent about them. 
 
    “On my count,” I said, “incant the spell.” 
 
    “But we can’t even move,” Faye argued. 
 
    “It doesn’t fucking matter,” I shouted back. “I know you can do this… on my mark, recite the spell and with all your mental strength, defeat these ugly motherfuckers! That’s an order!” 
 
    Not one of my coven said another word, but I knew they took my words to heart. The ghost-like creatures edged closer toward us, and as they opened their mouths wider, I knew it was time. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted. 
 
    We all screamed “mentis imperium,” and at that moment, it seemed like my head was about to split in half. The more I focused, the more it felt like a dagger was being pressed against my temple, but I gritted my teeth and did my best to ignore the searing pain spreading throughout my entire body.  
 
    The creature smiled cruelly at me before it opened its mouth even wider. I fought back, and as much as I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, I kept them focused on my enemy. It pushed against my will, and I could feel it was growing frustrated with me. It wanted to eat away at my soul, my mind, and my entire being. 
 
    But I refused to let that happen. 
 
    The creatures screeched so loudly I thought my ears would bleed, but I ground my jaw and fought against their dirty, petty tricks. I knew they wanted to terrify us and force us to let our guards down so they could penetrate our minds. 
 
    “Fight against it,” I said through gritted teeth. “Don’t let it overtake you.” 
 
    “We’re trying,” Akira growled. 
 
    I knew this was hard as fuck, but we had to fight against it. If we were all going to make it out of here alive, we needed to fight with every last ounce of strength we possessed.  
 
    As I battled with all my willpower, I could feel the creature’s own irritation bubbling to the surface, and I couldn’t help but smirk. These translucent bitches really thought we’d just open ourselves to them and let them feed on our minds. 
 
    Well, they had another fucking thing coming. 
 
    I furrowed my eyebrows and focused on the terrifying, transparent creature in front of me, and its horrid, haggard face scrunched up in agony as I pushed against it. It tried to pry its mouth open to suck out my deepest thoughts, memories, and my entire being, but I refused to let that happen. My entire body shook as I pushed hard against the creature, and then suddenly, everything turned pitch black. 
 
    Now, I was in another dark, chilly room, and I was no longer bound to the coffin. I could freely walk around, and I wondered what kind of creature had a black, lifeless mind. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?” 
 
    “So, you’ve seeped into my subconscious,” a deep, and sultry, but feminine voice growled. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded as I looked around. “Show yourself.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it would be rude to stay hidden,” she replied. “This is my mind, after all.” 
 
    I saw someone dressed in all white slowly emerge from the shadows in front of me. The woman was no longer a hideous, genderless ghost, but a beautiful witch with cascading purple hair and an angelic face with sharp cheekbones. She also had doll-like blue eyes with the longest and darkest eyelashes I’d ever seen. She was breathtakingly beautiful, but I knew it was only a facade. She was nothing but an evil and conniving entity that guessed I had a love for fucking good looking women.  
 
    Lucky for me, I still had my wand, so I whipped it out and aimed it at the woman before me.  
 
    “And what do you plan to do with that?” she cooed. 
 
    “Whatever I have to do,” I answered. 
 
    The woman giggled and gave me the once over. 
 
    “This is nowhere finished,” she said in an ominous tone. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I growled. 
 
    “I can see this little test of yours will not end with me.” She smirked. “I’m nothing but a tool they’ve used to do their bidding, time and time again.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked again with my wand still raised high. “Are you talking about Theodora?” 
 
    “Correct.” She nodded. “She gave you to me, but you’re the first person to push through my mind, and I must admit I’m impressed. There is something incredibly unique about you, and I feel you don’t even know half of your story.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I questioned. 
 
    “I saw bits and pieces of your mind,” she explained. “I saw blank slates… and many questions. They did this to you, but the real question is: did you ask them to? Was this your plan all along? To start over? It would seem to me it’s incredibly risky, but perhaps that is the only thing you thought would work to defeat them. After all, aren’t we all just pawns in your game?” 
 
    I tried not to pay too much attention to what she was saying, because she could have been toying with me, possibly buying time for thinking up a plan.  
 
    “You realize I have to kill you, right?” I asked. 
 
    “It would be a pleasure.” She grinned. “I’m sure Theodora knew you would kill me. I’m tired, and I wish to be put to rest… but since this is a game, I’ll make it a little challenging for you.” 
 
    Her beautiful blue eyes suddenly turned into a deep, crimson red, and she charged toward me with her hands raised. She had long claws instead of fingernails, but just before she was about to reach for my throat, I took a quick breath and fired my shot. 
 
    “Mortuus cadunt!” I cried out without hesitation. 
 
    A red light emerged from the tip of my wand, and the killing curse hit the mysterious woman right in her chest. She stopped in her tracks, and her lips parted open as she looked down. Then she pressed a hand against her sternum, and I could see the shape of her heart beating hard between her breasts. Suddenly, she groaned in pain and hunched over, with a pale hand still pressed against her.  
 
    My body grew weak, and I knew a piece of my soul was being drained while she was slowly dying. The sound of her heartbeat increased, and it echoed in the black, empty room. I thought it strange that although her heartbeat was louder; it was also beating slower. She was still hunched over, and when she looked up at me, her eyes were back to blue. They were filled with tears, but she was also smiling. 
 
    “Thank you, master,” she whispered before she reached into her chest and pulled out her own heart. 
 
    “Master?” I stood there with my mouth hanging open as she looked at the bloody muscle in her hands. It was still beating, but ever so gently, and viscera dripped onto the floor between her clenched fingers. Then she sighed one last time, and her heart came to a complete stop. As soon as she crumpled to the floor, I could feel myself being sucked out of this strange, cold void, and I closed my eyes as the woman’s body, dead on a black floor, faded away.  
 
    When I opened my eyes again, I was back in the room with my coven, but as soon as I came to, I knew something was wrong. Someone was screaming, and panic flooded through me as I turned and saw Morgana, Faye, and Vesta were surrounding Akira’s coffin. She was the only one still chained up, and her black eyes were staring up at the ceiling while blood dripped out from her nostrils and ears. She was shaking against the coffin and banging her head against the wood. 
 
    “Akira!” I cried out. 
 
    The chains had already fallen off me, so I scrambled out of the coffin and rushed to her side. Her ghost-like demon was in front of her, with white eyes and an evil grin across its face. My blood boiled, and without thinking, I pulled out my wand and aimed it right at Akira’s torturer.  
 
    “Mortuus cadunt!” I yelled. 
 
    Another red light hit the creature, and the other witches all turned to me in shock, but I didn’t care. I felt myself growing weaker, and my breathing was becoming shallow, but I had to fight back against the faintness. My knees trembled as the demon slowly faded away, and it screamed out in fury before it completely disappeared from view.  
 
    Akira gradually stopped shaking, but she was as pale as death. Then her chains came undone, and she fell unconscious into my open arms, so I lifted her up and looked at the others. 
 
    “We did it,” I said without breaking eye-contact with the group, and then I looked up at the black ceiling and hoped Theodora could hear me. “Bring us back to Scholomance.” 
 
    “But, Cole, that’s not how-- ” Morgana started. 
 
    A cloud of purple smoke stopped the brunette’s protest, and I clung tightly to Akira as we spun through the air and landed back in the banquet hall. I landed on my feet, and my body was still weak, but I kept a tight hold on Akira. This time, when I looked around, there was no roaring applause, and everyone glanced at each other for some kind of answer. The silence around us was deafening, and I shook my head and snapped back into action. Then, with a limp Akira in my arms, I turned to the headmistress. 
 
    “She needs to go to the infirmary,” I said. 
 
    “Why, yes, of course,” Theodora replied in a soothing voice. 
 
    She swirled her wand, and another cloud of smoke surrounded Akira. The short-haired witch slowly disappeared from my hold, and I looked back up at the headmistress, unable to hide my concern. 
 
    “Will she--?” I asked, but she raised a hand up to cut me off. 
 
    “She will recover,” she muttered. “Now, turn around and face the students.” 
 
    I was still confused and worried, but still, I did as I was told. 
 
    “Congratulations!” Theodora cried out. “We have our winners! They were the first ones to return in one piece--” 
 
    “What?” a deep, male voice roared. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the source, and the headmaster of the Mors Academy was red-faced as sweat trickled down his crooked nose. His dark, beady eyes burned into mine, and he stomped a boot and flung his arms into the air. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” he growled. 
 
    “Why, no,” Theodora gasped. “Why in hell’s sake would you think that?” 
 
    “He cheated!” the ugly headmaster bellowed. 
 
    The entire hall remained deadly quiet, and when I cast a discreet glance at the sea of students, different expressions ranged throughout the room. Some witches looked amused, while others appeared deeply concerned. 
 
    “I don’t believe he cheated at all,” Theodora replied in a calm voice, and it sounded like she was trying to calm down an irrational child. 
 
    “And how in Satan’s name did you come to that quick conclusion?” he demanded. “Perhaps it has something to do with the fact he’s one of yours?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Theodora answered in an unaffected tone. “If you were paying close attention, I believe I said teamwork wasn’t required, but I never said it wasn’t permitted. You came to that conclusion all on your own, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Before the headmaster could hurl another argument at Theodora, another cloud of smoke appeared, and Bram and Malcolm returned. They were grinning ear to ear until they spotted us, but then their faces fell, and a shadow of hatred spread across their features. 
 
    “Fuck,” Bram hissed, loud enough for us to hear. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” his headmaster growled. “This isn’t over. I demand a rematch.” 
 
    “That’s hardly appropriate--” Theodora started, but the bastard rudely cut her off before she could finish. 
 
    “I think it’s fair,” he snapped. “Perhaps a rematch between Cole, Bram, and Malcolm.” 
 
    “Two against one?” Theodora said and cocked an eyebrow. “Now, that’s hardly fair.” 
 
    The Mors headmaster threw back his head in fake laughter. 
 
    “Fair?” he spat. “You’ve had two teams representing your school, and one of them consisted of five students, simply because they are a coven.” 
 
    “You expressed no anger toward our decision to let them take part before,” Theodora replied evenly. “In fact, if I recall correctly, you were certain they… now how did you put it? Oh, yes, you were certain they didn’t stand a chance against your students.” 
 
    I balled up my fists by my side and glared at the Mors Headmaster. I was sick of these warlocks, and I knew exactly what I had to do. 
 
    “I’m in,” I growled. 
 
    “What?” Theodora whirled on me. 
 
    “I’ll compete against those two bastards,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “Neither are we,” Bram snarled. 
 
    “So, let’s fucking go,” I countered. 
 
    “Cole!” Morgana gasped as she pulled me by my arm. “You don’t have to do this… you don’t have to prove anything.” 
 
    “It’s not about proving anything,” I said, “I just want to kill them, and the best way to do it is in front of our school so that everyone knows I don’t have a problem murdering those who cross us.” 
 
    Morgana bit her lip, but she nodded slowly and let me go. The intelligent brunette knew me well enough by now that when my mind was made up, there was no turning back. 
 
    “Just be careful,” she whispered before she stepped on her toes and planted a light kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “I will.” I winked. 
 
    Then I turned to face Theodora, and her face was set in a disapproving frown. 
 
    “You know she’s right,” the headmistress said, “you do not have to do this. You didn’t break any rules by saving Akira.” 
 
    “I still want to kill them.” I nodded firmly. 
 
    “Yes, but the question is, can you do it?” she whispered. “I can tell you now, they will enter your mind. It’s two against one… and you’ve been weakened by using the death curse.” 
 
    “And I can still fight them inside my mind.” I grinned. “Don’t worry, Headmistress, I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Theodora sighed but nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Go,” she said, and then she leaned in closer, as if we were sharing an intimate secret. “And be sure to kick their asses.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh before I turned to face the Mors Headmaster. 
 
    “All right, you weak bitches,” I said, “let’s do this, shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s.” Bram grinned. 
 
    Even after me beating him bloody and him losing a fucking arm and every single game so far, he was still convinced he could beat me. It was almost amusing, but I had to focus. I didn’t want to enter this feeling too cocksure about myself. Bram and Malcolm had that mentality throughout the games, and what good did it do for them? 
 
    “Take your places,” Theodora instructed. 
 
    I nodded and stood at least six feet away from the warlock pair. They curled their mouths into ugly grins, but I remained stony faced as I glared at them. 
 
    “On your mark, get set--” Theodora started, but then the warlocks raised their wands and aimed it at me. 
 
    “Mentis imperium!” they shouted. 
 
    I raised my wand and uttered the same spell right before it blasted me square in the face. Our spells met, but it was two against one. Their combined force was powerful, and it felt like my skull was about to be split in two. I gritted my teeth as I pushed against them, and it was like I was fighting a losing battle. My body was weak, and I was sure I was seconds away from passing the fuck out. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to give up. Instead, I thought of an alternative plan. 
 
    It was fucking crazy, but it just might work. 
 
    And if it did work, it would show everyone just how powerful I really was.  
 
    So, I lowered my wand and let their spell hit me, and the last thing I heard before everything went black was my coven screaming my name. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I was face to face with Malcolm and Bram. They were smirking at me, and I knew there was only one thing on their minds. 
 
    A cold, brutal murder. 
 
    If they were going to murder me, though, I was sure they would want to torture the hell out of me first. The warlocks weren’t the type to just kill without toying with their prey. They were like a pair of greedy wolves. They wanted their fill and fun, too. 
 
    But I wanted to do the same thing to them.  
 
    I was outnumbered and in a vulnerable position, but despite this, the air felt unusually warm and inviting. I quickly scanned my surroundings and tried to think of a plan or some form of defense. Perhaps there was something in here that would help me escape, both sane and alive.  
 
    As I darted my eyes around the room, I noticed this place was both lavish and noble. The walls were made from ebony stone, and massive oil paintings with intricate gold frames hung all around us. To my right, there was also a long spiral wooden staircase with a thick crimson carpet that cascaded down every step, and above us hung a massive gothic chandelier with hundreds of candles that cast a warm glow. The ceiling itself was an enormous mural, with inky clouds and demonic cherub babies that floated in the air with bat wings and fangs for teeth. Behind the two warlocks stood a row of gold, armored knights with long lances extended forward, and I thought this place looked as if it belonged to a dark royal family.  
 
    Is this really what my mind looked like? I was both amazed and confused. 
 
    “Of course, this would be what your fucking mind looks like,” Bram growled as if he could read my thoughts.  
 
    His thick venomous voice broke me out from my small trance, and I turned to see him throw his one remaining arm up into the air and gestured around. 
 
    “What?” he snarled. “You think you’re hot shit? Do you seriously consider yourself fucking royalty?” 
 
    Although every inch of my body was screaming with pain, I couldn’t help but laugh. My lungs burned as I continued to laugh in their stupid faces, so I hunched over and tried to contain myself, but the furious and dumbfounded looks on their faces were just too damn good.  
 
    “What the hell is so funny?” Malcolm demanded, and his gray eyes flashed with fury. “You’re going to die here! Why the hell are you laughing?” 
 
    “Because I’ve beaten you at everything so far, and you already think you’ve won,” I chuckled before I pulled out my wand and raised it at them.  
 
    “It’s two against one--” Bram started, but again, I laughed in his arrogant, contemptuous face.  
 
    The fucker actually thought he had the upper hand.  
 
    “You fucking idiots.” I grinned. “I wanted you both to be here. Everyone thinks you need to go into someone else’s mind to win, but I own this place. Observe.” 
 
    The warlocks glanced around the magnificent and elegant room, and with all my willpower, I urged our surroundings to shake. Everything trembled, and my grin grew wider as their smug faces fell. Then giant chunks of stone began to fall down from the ceiling, and the warlocks cried out in alarm as they tried to dodge the debris. The stones smashed into the marble floor, and smoke billowed up into the air. The warlocks’ faces were pale and their eyes were wide open, so I knew they were finally beginning to see reason, but instead of admitting defeat, Bram just shot me a cold glare.  
 
    “You think we’re afraid of you?” he growled. “Like I said, you’re going to die in here, and you’ll no longer be able to protect those bitches of yours --”  
 
    “I don’t fucking think so,” I said as the room stopped shaking, and I glowered at the both of them. “Now, why don’t we just skip the two of you blowing each other and get this fucking over with?”  
 
    Malcolm and Bram scowled, but before they could respond, I attacked.  
 
    “Colingo!” I shouted.  
 
    The two warlocks ducked under my hex, and I took cover behind a red velvet sofa directly at my back before they could retaliate. A moment later, I heard them snarl out their own spells, and bolts of energy slammed into the cushions of the couch. I hunkered down as close to the floor as I could get, and various colors of lights shot above me as the warlocks yelled spell after spell. An explosion blasted over my head, and I knew I had to do something else to distract them.  
 
    This was my fucking mind, after all.  
 
    So, I closed my eyes and focused on the room. I knew the darker it was, the more difficult it would be for them to see me. Even with all the chaos surrounding me, I managed to pivot all my energy into creating another diversion, and my heart beat pounded in my ears like a wardrum. A moment later, I could feel a shift in the air, and when I opened my eyes, the room was engulfed in a dark crimson haze. Then I gasped as I suddenly felt sapped of my strength, and I realized changing my mindscape took a lot out of me.  
 
    My plan had worked, though. The room was murky and filled with scarlet smoke, and the warlocks coughed as their spells became less frequent.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Bram shouted.  
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to it,” Malcolm sneered. “He’s just trying to freak us out! Keep going!”  
 
    “But I can barely see--” Bram started, but Malcolm wasn’t having it.  
 
    “Just shut the fuck up and aim!” he growled.  
 
    At this point, I knew they were just waiting for a clear sighting of my face, so I had to be quick and precise if I cast a spell on either of them. I couldn’t afford to miss, because if I did, they would hit me, and it would be game over.  
 
    But what spell to use? I knew I couldn’t use the killing curse for the third time. It would drain too much energy from me. I also knew that as long as I had cover and distance from them, they wouldn’t dare use the same curse since they’d already used it themselves in the last round. They were stupid but not idiotic enough to risk missing me and wasting their valuable energy and souls. 
 
    So, I’d have to think of another way to beat these assholes, once and for all. And I had to do it quickly. The longer we spent in here, the more likely it was that some shit could happen, and I’d be fucked. Creating distractions was draining my energy, and it was two-against-one. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t kick their fucking asses.  
 
    A few beats later, the barrage of spells petered out, and then I remembered the golden knights situated behind the warlocks. With all my willpower, I urged them to step forward, and my temples throbbed with a sharp pain as I focused all my energy on the soldiers. I could hear their metal joints creaking as they took heavy steps toward Bram and Malcolm, and a strained grin spread across my face.  
 
    “Fuck!” Bram shouted. “The soldiers! They’re coming right at us!” 
 
    “Don’t be a motherfucking pussy,” Malcolm yelled back. “Hey, Cole, why don’t you just show yourself instead of messing around? It’s now or never!”  
 
    He was right. This needed to end.  
 
    But I couldn’t just jump up without a plan. Somehow, I had to find a way to disarm Bram and distract Malcolm at the same time.  
 
    That’s when it hit me. I’d literally disarm Bram.  
 
    Before either of them could utter another spell, I shot to my feet and pointed my wand at Bram and his only remaining arm. 
 
    “Secare!” I shouted.  
 
    A bright light hit Bram’s upper arm and shoulder, and the spell sliced clean through his skin. Blood arced into the air, and my magic had been so powerful that the warlock’s only good arm now dangled by its shredded tendons and muscles. Bram howled with pain and doubled over, and his wand clattered to the floor as he collapsed down to his knees.  
 
    His screams were like music to my fucking ears, but it still wasn’t enough. They needed to suffer even more. I’d make sure they’d both crumble to the floor and scream for mercy.  
 
    In that moment, all my fury, bloodlust, and determination to see these two assholes in unbearable pain bubbled to the surface like a brewing cauldron. I could feel my body growing hotter by the second, and soon, thick, sticky red droplets of blood began to pour down from the ceiling like rainfall.  
 
    “Bram!” Malcolm’s pale lips were parted in shock and disgust as blood continued to pool around Bram’s prone body and fall from above, and then he hissed as crimson droplets cascaded down his face. “Fuck! That burns!” 
 
    I frowned in confusion for a moment, but when Malcom started to try and shield himself from the raining blood, and the stench of burning flesh wafted over to me, I realized the scarlet rain was scalding his skin, even though it didn’t affect me in any way. The warlock cursed and tried to find cover, but there was nothing for him in my mindscape, and his pale skin started to blister in pink and red splotches.  
 
    That’s when I saw my chance.  
 
    I grinned as I took my aim, and Malcolm’s stormy gray eyes darted up and caught mine just as I opened my mouth 
 
    “Insanire!” I yelled. 
 
    A bright yellow blast hit the warlock in the face, and he fell back with a hard thud. His wand flew out from his hand, and the piece of wood skittered across the bloody marbled floor. After a moment, Malcolm dragged himself upright and looked at me with blood in his eyes. He was gasping at first, but then his eyes widened, and he smiled, even though his face was now covered in blisters. 
 
    “Ha!” he cackled like a wild dog. “You failed! I’m still--” 
 
    He never finished his last sentence because in the next moment, his eyes rolled back into his head, and his pale body convulsed violently. Then he started rolling on the floor, and he gasped for breath as his own blood ran down his nose, eyes, and ears.  
 
    I turned my attention away from Malcolm and back to the other motherfucker. Bram was bleeding heavily, and his skin was drenched and scalded from the burning blood fall. He was desperately trying to reach for his wand with his fucked up arm, but the appendage was practically useless, so his blistered fingers just twitched in the pool of blood he sat in. Then the warlock’s face paled in panic when he saw me approaching him, and I grinned before I reached down, picked up his wand, and snapped it in half. 
 
    “You may be inside my mind,” I whispered, “but I’m still the one in fucking control.” 
 
    Bram raised his hand in an attempt to beg for mercy, but I fired my last shot. 
 
    “Volant!” I snarled as I pointed my wand right at his face. 
 
    The spell sent Bram flying back into the air, and he crashed right into the sharpened, golden lances the armored knights were holding half a dozen yards away. The blades pierced right through the warlock’s chest, and blood spurted out from his lips before he looked at me one last time. 
 
    “Y-You bastard,” he gurgled, right before the last trace of life left his green eyes. Then his body went limp as his head dropped, and he just hung there, impaled on the line of lances.  
 
    I smirked and looked down at Malcolm. His eyes were devoid of any emotion, and he was staring blindly up at the ceiling. The blank expression on his pale face told me he was no longer the impulsive, stubborn, weak warlock he once was, and I knew it was over. 
 
    Malcolm was nothing, and he now suffered a fate worse than death. 
 
    “Good fucking riddance,” I chuckled as I kicked Malcolm in the ribs, and he didn’t even flinch. 
 
    As I stared at the bloody scene before me, I could feel the palace slowly fading away, and I knew I was returning to the academy. I closed my eyes, and the next thing I heard was deafening applause followed by wild cheering.  
 
    I blinked my eyes open, and the banquet hall swam unsteadily before me. Now that I’d used the death curse twice, as well as the insanity spell, I could barely even see my coven running toward me. My muscles were as heavy as lead, and my breathing became shallow. Then my vision doubled, my head spun, and the last thing I remembered seeing before everything faded to black was the fierce eyes of the Mors headmaster.  
 
    It felt as if I’d been beaten with a sack of rocks by the time I opened my eyes, and in my groggy and confused state, it took me a moment to realize I was in the infirmary. Once my vision cleared, I saw my coven was seated all around my bed, and Theodora stood at the foot, dressed in a long, black gown. I gazed back at my coven, and each witch looked positively radiant. Even Akira was back to her usual self, with rosy cheeks and a smile on her beautiful face, and she squeezed my hand as she pushed back her black hair. 
 
    “You’re finally awake!” she gasped. “About fucking time.” 
 
    “Akira,” I mumbled. “You’re okay.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m okay, I’m a fucking badass.” The black-eyed witch smirked, but then her expression softened a little. “Thank you for saving me, though. That animo was a real bitch.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” I chuckled, but then I winced as pain shot through my muscles.  
 
    “We were a little worried there.” Faye grinned from beside her. “But we knew you’d pull through like you always do.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled, although I was still feeling sore. My throat was dry, and when I spoke, my voice was hoarse. “What happened? Did we officially win?” 
 
    “You officially won that round.” Theodora nodded. “But I wouldn’t get too cocksure over it, there will still be one final game to complete before you can call yourselves the ultimate victors. Not to mention all the intensive courses you’ll have before that.” 
 
    “Who even cares?” Akira laughed. “You killed that one-armed asshole and turned Malcolm completely bonkers. You should have seen their headmaster’s face. It looked like someone took a shit in his cauldron.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vesta drawled, and she pushed her green hair out of her eyes and stared down at me with a confused frown. “Out of curiosity, why didn’t you just kill them both? Why only kill Bram?” 
 
    “Because.” I lightly shrugged. “Bram may have been an asshole, but Malcolm was the first one to attack you out of nowhere. Death was a mercy compared to the madness I put Malcolm through, and I wanted him to suffer for what he did. No one touches my women without my permission.” 
 
     Vesta blushed a deep purple, and the other witches giggled under their breaths. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Theodora replied with a slight smile, “there will be more trials, so I suggest you get some rest. You’ll be returning to a normal class schedule first thing in the morning. Now, ladies, let’s leave Cole to recover, shall we?” 
 
    “We’ll be back to check in on you later.” Morgana smiled. “The headmistress is right, you need to get some rest.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” I asked. 
 
    “There is another damn dinner,” Akira muttered under her breath. 
 
     “Which is mandatory, even though you always seem to disappear or miss them altogether,” Theodora tutted. “Now, I hate to repeat myself, but you should all leave.” 
 
    The coven blushed from her reprimand, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “I’ll see you all later,” I whispered. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    The women bade me another goodbye and left the infirmary, but Theodora stayed behind and looked down at me with a small smile. 
 
    “I must say,” she said, “that was quite impressive, Cole.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine the Mors headmaster is too pleased,” I grunted. “Now what is he going to do? Have they officially lost?” 
 
    “Do not worry about him.” She waved a hand. “You won’t like it, but I feel that he will remain in the games, and he’ll do whatever he can in his power to make sure he still has a winning chance.” 
 
    Of fucking course, he would. 
 
     I sighed and shook my head. I was about to argue against the idea, but then, something came back to me. Something I meant to ask Theodora for some time now. 
 
    “Professor,” I intoned, “I couldn’t help but wonder about something after the second game.” 
 
    “Oh?” She arched an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. “And what might that be?” 
 
    “How did the warlocks escape with their lives?” I asked. “It made no sense… we left them to die. There were at least five giant monopods heading for the warlocks by the time we jumped off the cliff. I just don’t understand how they survived on that island.” 
 
    “I wondered the same thing myself,” she replied. “By all rights, they should have died, but when you left them, all hostile factors vanished simultaneously from the game.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “I mean that all threats near the warlocks seemed to vanish as soon as your coven fled from the scene,” she explained. “Lightning struck the monopods dead, and it was the most peculiar thing. I wonder if, perhaps… oh, never mind.” 
 
    “What?” I pushed. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later,” she said before she placed a hand on my shoulder. “In fact, I think we have a few more things to talk about.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest but decided against it. Theodora always revealed what she wanted to, on her own terms, and I was finally coming to accept that. So, instead, I flashed her a small smile. 
 
    “All right.” I nodded. “I just hope you don’t expect me to play nice with that prick of a headmaster.” 
 
    “Not at all.” She smiled. “Now rest up, I’ll be back to check in on you later.” 
 
    I returned the smile before she turned on her heels and walked out of the infirmary. Then I sighed and leaned back into my pillow. I knew everyone would be in the banquet hall, and the rest of the academy corridors would be empty. I fidgeted in my bed and realized that even though my body was still sore, I was too wired to lay down.  
 
    So, I slipped out of bed, and I realized I was clad in a white robe. There was a fresh set of clothing by the bed, though, and I felt Cordelia had something to do with it. I slowly changed into a crisp, white button-down shirt and a pair of black trousers. Finally, I slipped on my boots, and as soon as I was dressed, I grabbed my wand from the table by my bed. 
 
    Now dressed and armed, I quickly left the infirmary. I walked past the curious-eyed portraits, and at first, I had no idea if I was returning to my room or if I had other intentions. It wasn’t until I was standing in front of the study hall that I knew exactly where I was going. 
 
    I had to see her again. Even if she wasn’t there. 
 
    I headed through the study hall and toward the bookcase that doubled as a secret door. Then I pulled the books back, and as always, the way down was pitch black, so I raised my wand. 
 
    “Illuminana,” I said. 
 
    A small light guided the way as I headed down the stairs, and then I stopped at the bottom and turned to stare at the covered painting. Before I ripped off the cloth, I took in a deep breath and prepared myself for anything, but as soon as I tugged the covering off, my mouth hung open, and I took a small step back. 
 
    She had returned. 
 
    “There you are,” I whispered. 
 
    I never left. 
 
    Her voice nearly made me jump back in surprise as it filtered through my mind, and the hairs on my neck stood on end as I looked at her hauntingly beautiful face. Her eyes, which were similar to mine, were piercing, and I felt as if she were staring right into my soul. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    I waited, but there was no answer. Then the air went cold, and when I blinked, the painting was empty again.  
 
    More mysteries.  
 
    I sighed and covered the portrait back up. I knew that, like Theodora, this woman wouldn’t respond to my never-ending questions until she was ready. So, I left the room and headed up to the common room, and by the time I reached the top of the stairs, I was prepared to go back to bed.  
 
    When I entered the common room, Alexander was curled up into a black ball on one loveseat, but his head shot up when he saw me, and my rabbit familiar flashed me a wicked little smile.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Ooooh, you’re in for a treat.  
 
    “What do you--?” I started, but he cut me off. 
 
    You’ll see, he snickered and winked. 
 
    I shook my head and headed up the stairs, but when I opened the door to my bedroom, my mouth dropped to the floor in pleasant surprise.  
 
    My coven was curled up naked on the bed with broad smiles on their rosy faces. There were candles all around the room, and the air smelled like sweet perfume. As I marveled at their bodies that glowed under the firelight, I could feel myself growing hard as a rock. Suddenly, my body was less sore, and every nerve felt like it was jolting with electricity.  
 
    “We knew you wouldn’t stay in that infirmary long,” Akira laughed as I closed the door behind me. “And it wasn’t like we cared about that stupid dinner.” 
 
    “We decided to set up a little feast for you, instead, master,” Morgana purred. 
 
    “For winning the game,” Vesta added.  
 
    “Do you like it?” Faye breathed.  
 
    “Hell yeah.” I grinned as I neared the naked coven, and then I looked between the women and tried to decide who to play with first. Finally, my eyes landed on Faye, and my lips lifted into a smirk. The redhead was breathing hard, and her green-gold eyes glittered under the firelight. She slowly chewed on the bottom of her red lip, and then she tossed back her long, red hair to give me a proper view of her perky, freckled tits.  
 
    “Faye,” I growled. “Come here.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” she purred as she crawled off the bed and stood on her feet, but I slowly shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I ordered. “Come closer and get down on your knees.” 
 
    Faye smiled before she slowly dropped to her knees, and her eyes never left mine as she knelt before me.  
 
    “I want you to take off my pants,” I commanded. “Since I’m still a little sore, you know.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Cole. It would be my pleasure,” she cooed. 
 
    The redhead slowly unzipped my trousers and pulled down my underwear while eye-fucking me, and I smiled as my hard cock sprang into view. I didn’t even ask her to take off my briefs. She was just that eager.  
 
    The other women all stared longingly at us, and I enjoyed watching them as they licked their lips and moaned for some attention.  
 
    “Gently pleasure yourselves,” I commanded the rest of the coven. “Spread those legs nice and wide for me and tease each other however you desire. There’s just one rule… you can’t cum until I allow you to.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the three women on the bed chorused before they splayed their legs wide open.  
 
    Even though I was still standing at the edge of the bed with Faye at my feet, I could practically feel their hot, throbbing pussies quivering under my touch. I longed to reach for them, I wanted to touch and tease them, but first, I wanted something from my little redheaded vixen.  
 
    Faye was already on the right track, though, because when I looked down, she was reaching for my hard cock with wide eager eyes. She wrapped her delicate hands around my penis, and I stared hungrily at her full, pink, wet lips. 
 
    “Take it all in as deep as you can until you gag,” I ordered.  
 
    “Yes, master.” The redhead smiled before she wrapped her lips around my cock. Her tongue batted against my tip for a moment, and then she slid her mouth down my dick, all the way to my balls, until she gagged.  
 
    I groaned and tossed my head back, but not before grabbing a fistful of her red hair. I guided her along my member while she moaned and sucked, and I could tell she was hungry for a taste of my seed. I jerked forward and rocked my hips as she slurped and hummed for more, and I thrust my cock hard until I hit the back of her throat. The sensation of her fiery tongue running along my dick felt mind-blowing, and the deeper she took me in, the harder it was to not lose control. 
 
    But I couldn’t cum. Not before I had my fun with each witch. 
 
    “Good girl,” I breathed. “Keep going.”  
 
    Faye’s golden-green eyes stared up at me with absolute adoration as she bobbed her head up and down, with both hands wrapped around my cock. Her cheeks were red, her eyes were watery, and she gagged as my tip scraped the back of her throat again.  
 
    “Ah, fuuuuck, yes,” I panted. “Don’t stop until I tell you to.” 
 
    Faye obediently swallowed around my shaft, and I looked at the others, who were gently pleasuring each other and themselves, and licked my lips. Akira and Vesta were fondling each other’s breasts and kissing passionately, while Morgana took matters into her own hands as she played with her own wet pussy. It was time to change things up a bit, but who to choose next? It was like trying to choose between a row of different deserts.  
 
    My eyes finally landed on Morgana, and there was something about how she was rocking her creamy hips against a pillow that drew me toward her. I wanted to feel that hot, wet pussy on my fingertips, so I grinned at her and snapped my fingers.  
 
    “Come here, Morgana,” I said. “Stand by my side.” 
 
    The sexy brunette did as she was told, and when she was next to me, I slowly turned to look at her. I didn’t break eye contact as I reached in between her legs, and then I slid two fingers inside her sopping wet pussy. 
 
    “You’re already soaked.” I grinned. “Good, I like that.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Morgana squeezed her eyes shut and bit down on her lip as I prodded deeper. She moaned as I sawed in and out of her wet folds, and she tossed back her long, dark curls. Now, I had one witch on her knees and another by my side, and I teased Morgana as Faye continued to bob her head back and forth along my dick.  
 
    After a few minutes, I was tired of standing, so I gently pulled myself out of the redhead’s greedy lips. Her mouth made a wet, popping sound as my shaft slipped off her tongue, and she kissed the tip of my cock before I took a small step back. My fingers were still thrusting in and out of Morgana, but my eyes were on Faye. 
 
    “Now what should I do, master?” Faye moaned, and she licked her lips before pouting a little. 
 
    “You’ve done a fantastic fucking job.” I grinned down at her. “So, now you get a little reward.” 
 
    I pulled my fingers out of Morgana, and the brunette gasped and pouted when I was no longer inside her. Then I nodded and motioned for her to get on the bed.  
 
    “Get over there,” I said to Morgana. “Akira, I want you to lick Morgana’s throbbing clit. Vesta, sit up against the headboard with your legs wide open. Faye, I want you on the bed on all fours, with your face in Vesta’s pussy.” 
 
    The witches took their places, and I tore off my shirt before I climbed onto the bed and adjusted myself behind Faye. I batted my cock along her wet lips and teased her with my tip, and she moaned and leaned her ass back. I could tell she was hoping I would give in and slide inside her, but I loved teasing her too much.  
 
    “Did you want something?” I chuckled as my head caught on the slick lips of her entrance.  
 
    “Oh, pleeeeeease, Cole,” Faye whimpered. “Don’t tease me. I want you inside me. I want you to fill me up.” 
 
    “Beg for it first,” I hissed. “Beg for me to fuck you.” 
 
    “Please, master,” she whimpered. “Fuck me until I scream. I need it so bad. I need you to fill me up, my master.” 
 
    “Good girl,” I groaned.  
 
    Then I slowly slid into her soaking wet tunnel, and the deeper I went, the louder she groaned in pleasure. I rocked my hips in a steady motion, and her tight walls spasmed around my cock as I thrust faster and faster into her.  
 
    “Faye, lick Vesta’s pussy,” I ordered in between breaths. “Tease her clit and make her moan.” 
 
    “Yes, sirrrrr.” The redhead lowered her face and leaned toward Vesta’s lavender thighs, and as I prodded deeper into Faye, the freckled witch started to tease the purple woman with her tongue.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, that feels soo goood.” Vesta slowly closed her silver eyes, and her breathing grew more demanding as Faye ate her out.  
 
    The redhead groaned and did her best to keep sucking, licking, and nibbling Vesta’s pussy, but I knew it was difficult for her to concentrate as I thrust deeper and faster into her slit. Faye moaned and moved her hips as I continued to pound into her. Then I slapped her ass, and she jerked a little but continued to please Vesta. My arousal grew as I watched the redhead suck on Vesta’s clit and slick pussy lips, and the elvish witch moaned as a smile broke across my face.  
 
    I loved owning these women, both body and soul.  
 
    I glanced over toward Morgana and Akira and saw the short-haired witch was prodding her delicate fingers in and out of Morgana’s pussy. Akira grinned as the bookworm moaned and chewed on her lower lip, and a slight chuckle escaped my lips as I watched them. They argued like cats and dogs, but in bed, they enjoyed doing my bidding and pleasuring each other.  
 
    After a moment, I focused my attention back to Faye and Vesta. Even though the redhead had her face buried in Vesta’s pussy, her own groans were growing louder as she continued to lick and suck the lavender witch’s clit. Then my movements grew even more erratic, and I could tell by the way Faye’s walls were clenching that she was on the verge of cumming.  
 
    “Enough, Faye,” I demanded. “Stop touching Vesta… and wait for me to make you scream.”  
 
    Vesta pouted as Faye pulled away, and I stared down at her wet, lilac pussy and grinned.  
 
    “You’ll have your turn soon enough, Vesta,” I chuckled. “Just be patient.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cole,” the purple elf-girl purred. “I can’t wait until you spread me open with your cock.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the rosy redhead, and she gasped and panted as I slammed my hips against her skin and slapped her ass again.  
 
    “Come for me,” I ordered. “Scream.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh!” Faye cried out with her back arched, and I could feel her juices flowing down my dick as her velvety walls clenched down around me like a vise. When I finally pulled out, her arousal gushed down the sides of her thighs like a waterfall, and I smirked at the sight. 
 
    “Why didn’t you fill me with your seed?” Faye panted, and she glanced back at me with a pout.  
 
    “Because I want to make you wait for it.” I grinned. “I want you desperate for my cum, so when I fuck you again in a little bit, you’ll lose you’re fucking mind.” 
 
    “Satan,” the redhead gasped as her eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed onto the bed with her head between Vesta’s thighs.  
 
    “Now, it’s your turn,” I whispered to the purple-skinned witch. “Get over here. Faye, you can play with Akira and Morgana in the meantime.”  
 
    Vesta smiled from ear to ear as Faye moved aside and joined Akira and Morgana, who were teasing and kissing each other softly on the other side of the bed.  
 
    I slowly made my way closer to Vesta and gently caressed the insides of her thighs before I lowered my head and stuck out my tongue. I reached her warm, wet pussy and plunged my tongue inside her, and she tasted sweet and salty. I drew my tongue in and out of her and then licked and sucked on her clit. When I came up for air, I saw she was panting and that her purple thighs were quivering. She was also squeezing her breasts and plucking at her nipples, and even her hands were shaking.  
 
    “Don’t cum yet,” I demanded. “Not yet… I want you to ride me first.” 
 
    “Can I?” she moaned. “Please, let me ride you, master.” 
 
    I chuckled and pulled away. “Straddle me.”  
 
    The lavender skinned witch scooted to the side while I positioned myself down on the mattress and rested my head on the pillow. Then I turned to her and grinned. She took the hint, bit down on her lip, and moved closer, and the green-haired witch adjusted herself above me until her pussy hovered over my tip. She was about to slide her quivering lips down onto my cock, but I grabbed her hips and stopped her. 
 
    “Did I say you could do that?” I growled. “Or did you forget who’s in charge here?” 
 
    “No, master,” she whined as she shook her long, green locks. Her cheeks were dark purple, and her eyes were glistening. “I’m sorry, I just want you sooooo badly. Please, I can’t take it anymore. I need you inside me.” 
 
    “Actually, I want Morgana to come here first,” I said as I turned to the brunette. 
 
    The bookish witch smiled as she gently pulled away from Akira and Faye, and she crawled over with flushed cheeks and eager blue eyes. 
 
    “Yes, maser?” she purred.  
 
    “Come over here and sit on my face,” I ordered. “Hover over me and let me taste you.” 
 
    The curly-haired brunette did as she was told, and as soon as she had her pussy over my face, I gave her a long lick.  
 
    “More, Coooole,” she begged and shuddered as she tossed back her head. “Please.” 
 
    “In a moment,” I replied as I looked back at Vesta, who was waiting for my next command. “Vesta, ride me until you cum… Morgana, let me taste you until you explode all over my face… and Akira, you be patient. I haven’t forgotten about you.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” the coven replied in unison. 
 
    I groaned as Vesta slowly slid down on my cock, and the lavender witch hissed with pleasure as soon as I bottomed out inside her. Once she adjusted to my girth, Vesta rolled her hips, and I stuck my tongue inside Morgana.  
 
    The brunette quivered over my face, and she gently rocked back and forth as my tongue worked along her wet, throbbing insides. While I relished in the taste of Morgana’s hot, wet pussy, Vesta bounced up and down on my dick, and her movements grew feral and erratic. Morgana also could not control herself, and she moaned and rocked her hips against my mouth until she was crying out. 
 
    “I-I’m going to cum!” the brunette screamed. 
 
    “Not just yet,” I growled against her clit.  
 
    “Master, please,” Morgana sobbed as my tongue delved deeper into her, and she shuddered as I continued to tease her. Her thighs were convulsing on either side of my head, and her breathing grew labored as she rocked back and forth.  
 
    “Now, you can cum,” I said, right before I reached up and shoved two fingers right into her hungry, clenching hole.  
 
    Morgana screamed as she came, and her juices squirted over my face in hot waves.  
 
    “Good girl.” I licked her cum off my lips, and after she crawled off, I turned to look up at Vesta. Her eyes were squeezed shut as she rode on my dick, and her full breasts bounced in time with her movements. I knew she was close, and I wanted to tease her as long as possible.  
 
    “Fuck, she looks good taking your cock,” Akira panted from beside us, and I looked over and smirked at her. The black-eyed witch had been patient and played with herself or the others the entire time, and I knew she deserved a reward.  
 
    But she could wait a little longer. The anticipation would make it that much more satisfying when I finally fucked her.  
 
    “Vesta,” I ordered as I gazed back at the witch perched on my cock. “Don’t cum yet.” 
 
    “But, master,” she whined and dug her nails into my chest. “I’m so close.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I growled. “Keep going.” 
 
    Vesta whimpered, but she rocked her hips and swayed in circles on my dick like a good girl. Her plum lips parted open as she let out continuous moans, and then I snapped my hips up and ground deeper into her.  
 
    “Coleeeee!” She tossed back her green hair, and her panting grew more erratic. Her walls were fluttering around my cock by now, and sweat dripped down her tits and toned stomach.  
 
    I knew it was time. 
 
    “You can cum now,” I chuckled. 
 
    Vesta screamed out in satisfaction as she came, and her body seized and twitched on top of me like she was being struck by lightning.  
 
    I grunted as her orgasm sparked my own, and I slapped her ass as my cock throbbed and pulsed spurt after spurt of seed deep inside her womb. There was so much, it leaked out around my shaft, and Vesta whimpered as the sloppy noises echoed throughout the room.  
 
    “Thank you, master,” she sighed before she gently pulled her abused, soaking wet pussy away, and more of my sperm cascaded down her purple thighs.  
 
    I sat up against the headboard, and with my cock still throbbing and hard, I motioned for Akira to come closer. 
 
    “I know how much you like being on top.” I winked at the black-eyed witch. “Climb on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Akira bit down on her lip and hoisted herself on top of me. Her pussy was scorching hot as it enveloped my cum-slick cock, and a groan rattled in my throat.  
 
    The short-haired witch rolled her toned body up and down on my cock like she was an expert horse rider, and she didn’t even break eye contact as she moved her hips.  
 
    “Does that feel good, master?” she crooned.  
 
    “Fuck yes,” I hissed before I reached out and pinched her brown nipples.  
 
    Akira grinned as she pressed her hands against my chest and dug her nails into my skin, and then I grabbed her hips and guided her athletic body. My rock-hard shaft slid in and out of her sopping wet pussy with ease, and she reached up to grab her own hair with one hand and whimpered as she bounced up and down in faster motions.  
 
    I was close to cuming, so I bit down on my lip until I drew blood. Then I grabbed Akira and pulled her off me.  
 
    “Wha--?” she gasped before I turned her over on her side and spooned her from behind.  
 
    “Like this,” I murmured into her ear, and then I slid back into her wet pussy and moved back and forth slowly. She moaned as I reached down to pinch one of her nipples, and she gasped and giggled when I sped up my movements. Soon, I was pistoning in and out of her wet hole again, and the rest of the coven watched and smiled as they played with their own pussies and tits.  
 
    The sound of skin slapping against skin echoed in the room, and I knew I was close again. I kissed Akira’s neck as I pushed in deeper, and then I reached down and hoisted one of her legs up into the air.  
 
    “Cole!” she gasped as I sped up my movements, and when I was ready to explode inside her, I whispered into her ear.  
 
    “Cum with me,” I muttered. “Now, take all of my seed.” 
 
    “Yesssss.” she panted. “Yesssss!” 
 
    We both groaned as our orgasms reached the surface, and I squeezed my eyes shut and growled like a bear eating his first meal of the spring. I saw fucking stars as cum spewed out of my cock like a firehose, and our juices mixed together in her womb as our bodies tensed. Our climax lasted an agonizing minute or two, but once my shaft gave one last valiant splurt of seed, I gently pulled out, wrapped my arms around Akira’s slender shoulders, and pulled her against my chest. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the black-haired beauty sighed. “Every time you cum in me, it feels like I’ve taken a warm ocean inside. How do you have so much sperm?” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I do,” I chuckled, “since you all are hungry for it.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Vesta muttered. Then the rest of the coven all crawled closer, and I looked into their satisfied eyes. 
 
    “You have so much to give us,” Faye sighed as she ran a hand over my chest. “We are lucky you are our master.” 
 
    “So lucky,” Morgana agreed. 
 
    “Hmmm,” I purred as I laid back and enjoyed the touch of my women’s silky skin. “We do have a great thing here with our coven. We have all become more powerful, and we all have become so much… closer. Do you four enjoy being mine?” 
 
    “Yeah, absolutely.” Akira blurted out first, which surprised me, but she’d really come around in the last few days, and her admission that she wanted my baby had sealed our relationship. 
 
    “Yessss,” Fay groaned. “I love being yours, Cole.” 
 
    “It’s hard to argue with the results, or the feelings I have for you,” Morgana stated before she leaned in to kiss my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, Cole,” Vesta purred. “Ever since the first day you saved my life, I knew we were connected. Looking back, I feel very bad at how mean I was to you. It wasn--” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I interrupted her. “We don’t need to dwell on the past. Instead, let’s talk about the future, and let’s talk about growing our coven.” 
 
    “Growing the coven?” Morgana gasped. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I want more women and more power, and you four will help me.” 
 
    “Who did you have in mind?” Akira snickered. “I have a good guess.” 
 
    “You won’t be surprised,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Penelope,” Akira laughed. “By Satan, she’s such a bitch, but she is quite gorgeous.” 
 
    “Penelope?” Morgana gasped. “Really? But she hates you, and us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “In fact, I think it will be even more delicious that way. After all, you four didn’t really like me that much before you became mine. Well, Vesta did, even though she didn’t want to admit it.” 
 
    “But…” Vesta cleared her throat. “Penelope really doesn’t like you. Like, really. There is no way she’d perform the rite with you.” 
 
    “Then you four will figure out a way,” I said. “I want her, so you will get her for me. Whether she wants to be mine or not, she will be mine. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I’m down,” Akira said. “I want to see her gag on your cock, and I want to spread her legs so you can pour your seed into her squirming body while she tries to pretend she hates how good it makes her feel.” 
 
    “But… What about us?” Faye whispered. “Will you have--” 
 
    “Stop,” I said as I raised a finger to her full red lips. “You four are my first, and as we get more to join us, I will grow more powerful, and therefore you will, too. You four will be the first I gift power to, and you will be the first to bear my children. Next, we’ll take Penelope. She’ll become mine whether she wants to or not, and the rest of the women on her team will be next. Then… we’ll decide who to claim afterward. Soon, the school will be ours, and no one will be able to stop us.” 
 
    “It’s… interesting,” Morgana whispered. “I suppose if we held her down or controlled her body, we could make her complete the rite.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we use the mind control to--” Vesta started to say, but I raised a hand to cut her off. 
 
    “Let’s worry about it later,” I said. “I want to enjoy you four right now, and I want to fuck each of you over and over again for the rest of the night. Sounds good?” 
 
    The witches giggled and moaned as they cuddled up to me, and I grinned with satisfaction. The room was thick with the smell of sex and perfume, and although I should have been exhausted, my mind was racing.  
 
    All I could think about was the next and final game. What would we have to do to win? What else would we need to learn? There were just so many unanswered questions, but instead of dwelling on the unknown, I focused on the beautiful women in my bed. I smiled as I studied their gorgeous, flushed faces. I had them in the palm of my hand, and together, I knew we could face anything. 
 
    No matter how deadly or dangerous. 
 
    Then we’d make more women join us. 
 
    Until I owned the entire Scholomance. 
 
    Including the teachers. 
 
    And also the headmistress. 
 
    “Alright,” I announced with a grin, and I blindly reached down and found the closest wet pussy. “Who wants my cock next?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book 3 
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