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Chapter 1

The tide in Marywill was shoulder high and getting worse.

Dark, muddy water ran down the main thoroughfare of the campus, carrying with it tree branches, bits of buildings, and sundry other types of debris. Foam crackled along the top, breaking apart and reforming further down the line as the effluvia of multiple streets ran into each other like a giant drain.

It had been raining for three days without stopping. On the third night, shortly after midnight, the system of spillways set up around the Marywill river were overrun by a flash flood. The water rose rapidly. The streets of Marywill Women’s College, its campus and its commons and its many administrative buildings, all found themselves come dawn buried beneath five feet of churning, brackish water.

The only silver lining in the black cloud of this situation was that we’d had ample time to prepare. The warning that the spillways were about to fail reached Acting Dean Naomi Nakamura the previous evening, and by the time the first foamy wave of water tore down through Marywill, the residents had been evacuated to high ground.

That last part was a hell of a lot easier to do when your sleepy New England town was crawling with witches.

“Look at this place,” Valeria said. Just ahead of our boat, fish rode the makeshift river that had until recently been the avenue connecting Marywill’s borders with my bookstore. “I barely recognize this town. If it weren’t for you, Maitre, I’d be utterly lost...”

Somehow, I doubted that was true.

The tiny engine of our boat whined in protest as we pushed against the current. We weren’t heading to the Woods Book Company this morning—even though I was worried about how my store had fared in the flood. We had an even more important objective to check on.

My books.

It was one of the last things we’d done before the spillways overflowed and the streets filled with water. Naomi and I had taken care of it personally, along with several of Gwen’s witch friends from up in Birnam—all of whom had come down the night the call went out to help their new allies in Marywill stay safe and prepare. The basement of the Woods Book Company was filled with rare grimoires and occult volumes—a collection my recently-deceased uncle had spent a lifetime putting together.

That basement was no doubt flooded by now. Even if it had somehow managed not to completely collapse, it would be filled to the brim with the same muddy, foamy water that ran through Marywill’s streets. A priceless number of ancient tomes would have been lost if we’d kept them there.

At Naomi’s request, the books had been boxed up and placed on the upper floor of one of Marywill’s administrative buildings, high up enough that the flood wasn’t projected to reach it. That morning, after waking up in Marywill’s makeshift HQ, I’d decided to take out a fisherman’s boat to check on the stockpile.

I wanted to make sure the books hadn’t been damaged. And more than that, that no opportunistic witches had decided to use the storm as cover to steal my uncle’s collection.

“You’ve never lived through a flood before?” I sat at the rear of the boat, near the engine, so that I could massage it through any troubles it had navigating the flooded streets. As a last-ditch option in case of total failure, I had an oversized oar in the back with me, though I wasn’t sure how long I could fight the current in these conditions. “I would’ve thought you’d experienced plenty of them.”

Valeria sat at the boat’s prow, eagerly peering down the street. At my words, she turned and smiled at me over her shoulder, her body seeming almost to glow in the early morning light.

“You forget, Maitre,” she purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “The last time I was a human being, I lived on the other side of the ocean. I’d never even seen the sea until I came to your country...”

With that, Valeria went back to watching the foam.

Despite the fact that the two of us had been an item for nearly six months now, things like this continued to remind me just how little I knew about the latest member of my harem. When I’d first met Valeria, she hadn’t been a human being at all—she’d been trapped inside of a book, a spirit known as a ‘dormant’ who’d been chained up in my uncle’s hidden basement beneath the Woods Book Company.

I’d inherited the whole place after my uncle’s untimely death, including Valeria herself. Which was why, even though she’d regained her human form thanks to our rituals, she still insisted on referring to me as Maitre—her word for ‘Master’ in her sultry French accent.

“I’m surprised you know anything about how to drive a boat, Maitre. Didn’t you grow up on the West Coast?”

I did. Until I’d come to the sleepy New England town of Marywill in order to inherit my uncle’s bookstore, I’d never actually met the man. I worked in Silicon Valley, programming strategy video games with a small but rabid fanbase.

Until I’d lost everything. And the second chapter of my life began.

“I had a girlfriend who was into boating,” I said, my hand on the tiller. A large chunk of what looked like road concrete floated down the street, rapids forming to either side of it. I piloted the boat toward the edge of the road and let it pass us by. “Went out on the water a few times. It was a long while ago—but I guess the instincts never really leave you. It’s like riding a bike, right?”

Fortunately for me, Valeria smiled and didn’t probe any further. It wasn’t that I’d gone boating with an old girlfriend—it was that I’d gone boating with the girlfriend. Jessica, the girl I’d thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with.

Right up until she’d moved to Europe, accepting a job with our parent company. I’d lost her, and my job, in the same week.

The old me might have felt bitter about all that, remembering. But these days, my old life felt more like a bad dream. I cringed, thinking of the man I used to be. The Thomas Cromwell Woods who had his name on a half-dozen collectible card roguelikes would never have been able to save Marywill’s witches from the wrath of Count Bartolomeo. He never would have been able to banish the Wraith who’d stolen Dean Jackson’s face and used it to try and take over the college.

And he certainly wouldn’t have been able to handle having this many girlfriends.

My powers of Bibliomancy had made me a force to be reckoned with at Marywill—and it had helped me win not just one but a whole bevy of beautiful women. There was Valeria, of course, but she wasn’t the first girl who’d hitched her wagon to me. That would be Brenna, a gorgeous and vivacious student studying at Marywill.

Thinking about her made me grin. I’d had to fight like hell to keep Brenna on dry ground today—she’d practically insisted on going with us to check out the books.

But I’d be damned if I was going to let a pregnant woman ride in the boat with us.

Pregnant, I thought. That still blows my mind. I’m gonna be a dad!

I thought about Brenna as I gunned the engine, twisting the tiller as our little boat took the corner from one street to the next. Just up ahead, I could see the great squat bulk of Marywill’s administrative buildings, looming above the waterline like the prows of dark, massive ships.

Normally, it would have been no trouble to point out which of the buildings held my books. I distinctly remembered carting heavy boxes of them up several flights of stairs, flanked by Gwen and Billie along with a half-dozen other woods witches from up in Birnam.

But the water made everything tougher.

I shielded my eyes with a hand as I drove the boat forward, closing in on the buildings. The water lapped against the side of the boat, rocking it beneath us as we did our best to cross. Valeria leaned over and grabbed the side of the boat to steady herself, the pack bound to her hip containing her grimoire bouncing as she did so.

“Careful!” she cried, laughing. “If my book falls into the water, I’ll be swept away, Maitre! Then you’ll have to fish me out of the drink!”

The reminder wasn’t lost on me. While Valeria did have physical form and weight (just far, far less than that of an ordinary woman), she was bound inextricably to the grimoire that contained her spirit. If it were to fall from her hip, or be torn from her body and tossed away, she’d be forced to go right along with it.

“I’ll be careful,” I assured Valeria. “You be careful, too! I’ll jump into this water and save you if I have to, but I’d rather not have to.”

The water really was disgusting. While most of it came from the Marywill River, it had mixed with everything from the insides of trash cans and dumpsters to the contents of overfilled, exploded septic tanks. Every now and then, I could see fish floating along the top of the foam, as if they were trying to escape the stronger currents underneath.

I was still studying the water when I saw the lumps.

I nearly fell back out of the boat. “Hold up,” I said, reaching for the engine’s controls. “You see that? What the hell are those things?”

Two of them floated upstream. No, three. They were large and oddly shaped, and their contours made my stomach do a flip. Those weren’t... they couldn’t be…

No way they’re people, I thought, shaking my head. We got everyone out in time. Didn’t we?

“Oh merde,” Valeria whispered, leaning as far forward as she dared. “TC, get us in closer. If those are people, they might need help...”

Valeria trailed off. Both of us knew that if those were people, then they were beyond any help we could provide. I kicked the engine up a gear and fought the current, leaving the administrative buildings behind for now.

How could we have missed anyone? The first thing Naomi did when she’d found out the spillways were going to fail was to get the most recent copy of the town’s census and start marking off houses. Even then, we’d had witches going door to door to make sure no one was left behind during the flooding.

Maybe a resident had a guest or three over with them.

Or someone had the bright idea to go looting, I thought, gritting my teeth. And they ran into an accident…

As we got closer to the lumps, however, both Valeria and I relaxed. They weren’t bodies at all. They weren’t even alive.

At least, I didn’t think they were alive.

Floating in the water were a handful of bulbous masses made of some strange, plantlike material. As the boat drew alongside them, its bottom thumping against a postbox still bolted to the corner of the street, I noticed the masses weren’t moving the way they should. It was like they were tied to something beneath the churning, brackish water—something that kept them from being swept away with the tide.

“They’re hideous,” Valeria said, covering her mouth with her hand. “Agh, they smell!”

The stench hit my nostrils a moment later. A sweet, rotting stench like roadkill, or something that had died long ago and been left out in the hot sun. For a moment my mind told me that it couldn’t be a plant—that no plant could possibly smell this bad.

Then we were past the lumps, watching them move further behind us rather than approaching from the front.

“What the hell are those things?” I asked, turning the boat. We needed to get to the administrative building and check on my books, yet I felt the urge to turn back around and get a better look at the floating lumps. “Ugh, they reek. Did they come up from the sewer or something?”

Valeria shrugged. “They must have,” she said, her nose wrinkling in confusion. “I’d give them a wide berth, Maitre. They must have dead animals tied up within them or something like to smell so...”

Maybe that was the reason. I tried to imagine some underground pipe, clogged with plant matter and the bodies of animals caught up in the storm surge. The pressure behind it, steadily pushing the whole tangled mass through the underground until it exploded into the street above.

The thought made my stomach turn.

“They didn’t look right,” I said, giving the lumps a final glance as we made our way back toward our destination. “Didn’t look right at all.”

The strange lumps weren’t the only thing that looked wrong as we piloted the boat across the student commons. Everything that hadn’t been nailed down before the storm had been swept away. Everything from street signs to the benches in the park were uprooted, torn from their moorings, and set loose in the sudden, dark sea.

By the time we reached the administrative building, an uneasy feeling had grown in the pit of my stomach. It didn’t help that the atmosphere had gone both hot and stale, the sun beating down on us like a cloud of angry fists through the mist and smoke hanging over the city.

Sweat broke out on my forehead. My clothes felt dam,p and I wished I was back at our headquarters, snuggling up on a cot next to Brenna in a room with some air conditioning. I missed my girl—but not enough to forsake the books.

Those grimoires were our future. The bookstore needed them, if it was going to stay profitable for the next decade and beyond. I’d be a bad boyfriend and a bad father if I was to let them gather mold in some damp storeroom.

Valeria didn’t seem affected at all by the heat. Being part spirit, she probably didn’t even feel it.

“This is the one,” she said, gesturing at the furthest of the administrative buildings. She frowned, already plotting our plan for accessing the building. “The water is not as high as I feared, but also not as high as I’d hoped.”

I understood what she meant. These administrative buildings were old; they’d been built back in the 1970’s, and their foundations were all hefty slabs of brick. The flood hadn’t moved them much.

Along the back of each building lay a series of fire escapes, practically twins to the ones behind the Woods Book Company. We’d used them to cart the boxes of books up to the fourth story of the building, tucking them away in a little used storeroom and jimmying open the window latch just enough to let me regain entry after the storm retreated.

But the metal fire escapes were nowhere near as solidly constructed as the buildings themselves. The ladder leading from the alley behind the administrative building to the structure’s third floor was damaged in the flood—from where I looked, I could see where it had snapped clean off its rivets, riding the river down to God only knew where.

Meaning if we wanted to climb up there via the fire escape, the water would have needed to be roughly three stories high. Right now, it was around midway between the second floor’s ceiling and carpet, and would only continue to slowly sink as the floodwaters rolled back into their respective waterways.

Not that I would have necessarily climbed it, even if the stairs had been bolted on. The whole thing swayed from side to side every time there was a heavy enough breeze of wind—one look at the thing was enough to convince me the whole thing might snap off and float away at any moment. Not safe. Not at all.

So we’d have to find some other way into the building.

I brought the boat around the front of the administrative building, frowning as I turned away from the alley. “There goes our best option for getting to the books,” I said, giving Valeria an ironic smile.

The spirit shrugged. “Better it collapsed during the storm than while you were on it,” she said, her voice slipping into that adorable French accent. “I would rather light my pages on fire than have to be the one to tell poor Brenna and Naomi that you were pulled beneath the waves!”

She had that much right. Although Naomi might be okay, I thought, wondering more about how Gwen and Billie would take it. I never quite knew where I stood with ‘Professor Nakamura’, especially now that she’d slipped into her role as Acting Dean of Marywill Women’s College.

The physical pleasure the two of us gave each other was unlike anything I had ever experienced. And for a while, back when it looked like we were all going to have to watch Valeria be burnt alive at Dean Jackson’s insane whims, it felt like the two of us had a deeper connection than that. That we’d transcended the bounds of friends with benefits, and that she’d truly joined my harem for real.

Maybe if we’d had time to sit down and talk about it, we’d both have had a better idea of where we stood. Unfortunately for both us, the pressures of running an institution like Marywill took up most of Naomi’s time—and things like a hundred year flood spilling through the middle of town certainly didn’t help.

The prow of the boat bumped into the brick wall of the administrative building with a hollow thump. A line of oversized windows looked out onto what would have been the square, making the upper floors look more like some corporate office complex than the offices of an all-women’s college.

Valeria’s gaze traveled down the windows, her eyes narrowing as she reached the end. What was she seeing that I didn’t?

I wasn’t used to people picking up on things that escaped me. As a Bibliomancer, I had the ability to read people the way I read books—quickly and thoroughly, like a brilliant speed reader at the top of their game. Only a few people who also had the power, like Naomi Nakamura, could shield their innermost thoughts from me.

Yet Valeria in her current form managed to side step all of that. Maybe it was connected to the way she was somehow both a human being and a spirit all at once, how she was one of the ‘dormants’ I had the power to pull from ancient books and bring back to life. Or maybe it had something to do with the fact that she came from a time and place so far removed from my own that her social cues were too different for me to discern.

Either way, I wasn’t able to figure out what she was thinking. It wasn’t until she flashed that impish little grin of hers that I knew she’d just come up with some way for us to get inside.

“Maitre,” Valeria purred, sounding so sweet and innocent that I knew immediately she was up to no good. “Have you ever been in a battle at sea?”

“When would I have ever had time for that?” I asked, giving her a laugh. “I’ve never been in the military, Valeria. Have you?”

She didn’t answer. At least not directly.

Suddenly Valeria was crawling into the back of the boat with me, grabbing for the tiller. Amused by her antics, I slid to the side and took up a seat nearer the boat’s middle, curious as to what she was planning.

“Here we go!” Valeria cried. Her eyes lit up as she kicked the engine into a higher gear, pulling us away from the front of the administrative buildings. The boat leapt over the waves, moving perpendicular to the current as we dodged trees and chunks of a billboard that had collapsed out by the highway. “Hold onto something, Maitre!”

“We’re moving away from the books,” I pointed out, laughing. “Where are we going—?”

“Ramming speed!” Valeria screamed.

Her words turned into a high, crazed laugh as she gunned the engine for all it was worth, cutting a neat U-turn across the surface of the water.

Now we were heading back toward the administrative building—and moving toward it with speed! The boat whipped over the surface of the swiftly moving water, kicking up spray that forced me to keep my mouth closed as we raced toward the windows.

Even leaving the bizarre chunks of plant matter aside, there were way too many strange chemicals in this river to risk swallowing some of that water.

Valeria, of course, had no such worries. “Brace yourself!” she cried, sounding like a general about to order her troops to smash through the walls of a castle with a battering ram. “Keep your head down, Maitre! Watch out for glass!”

Glass?

Holy shit, she wasn’t going to stop!

I ducked down low in the boat, turning around to stare at the dark-haired beauty. She always looked a little bit like some goddess from ancient mythology, but right now she looked like a battle goddess. Like someone accustomed to leading crowds of men into the fray, inspiring them like Helen of Troy or Joan of Arc.

Thinking about that tickled something in the back of my brain.

But the explosion blew it right back out again.

The boat hit the glass window and crashed right through, sending up a shower of splinters. I cried out, covering my head with my jacket as the boat sped into the lobby of the administrative building. The engine whined in protest and Valeria was spattered with shards that would have severely injured a normal person, but we were through. We were inside.

The lobby was more like an atrium, three full stories high. Through the dark, churning water, I imagined I could just make out the big reception desk where someone visiting the building would normally check in. None of that today, I thought.

Stairs ran along the rear of the lobby, leading to the second, third, and fourth floors. An escalator ran in parallel with each, though of course those weren’t working under the circumstances.

Each floor had a balcony overlooking the main lobby. The one for the third floor was maybe four feet above our heads, so close that we’d have had to stay kneeling down if it covered the entire lobby. Valeria made her way over, slowing the engine as we cut through what remained of the glass.

“Are you feeling alright, Valeria? That was a little risky,” I said, shaking bits of window off my jacket. I ran my hands through my hair and over my limbs, checking for cuts. Somehow, I’d managed to take the hit completely uninjured.

Part of me suspected Valeria had worked a little magic to make sure I was okay. From her smile, it definitely wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility.

“Oh, that was nothing!” Valeria assured me. “This is just a little paddle boat—you should try it with a trireme!”

“A what?” I asked.

“A very large ship,” Valeria said, her lips twisted in a wicked pout. “The fronts are reinforced with bronze, to punch through the hulls of enemy ships. The one I remember had a great, golden ram on the prow. Its horns killed many boats, Maitre.”

Shit, she seemed almost proud of that fact.

I decided to change the topic as we made our way to the balcony. “So you’re starting to remember more about your past, then?” I asked, picking up a big shard of glass and tossing it over the side of the boat. For another miracle, there didn’t seem to be any more of the stuff around to prick us. “That’s good.”

Valeria’s smile faltered. “It’s… it’s like there is a mist before my eyes, Maitre.” She gently shook her head from side to side, as if the mist she described could be banished by such a motion. “I do not feel like a woman who has lost her memories. A, what do you call it… amnesiac.”

“No?” I’d taught her the word.

“It is more like everything is always there, inside of me,” she said, her eyes taking on a faraway look. “But when I reach for it, the mist is there instead. It slides between my fingers, and everything is… is lost!”

We’d been dealing with this ever since Valeria came back to herself. Some of her memories, such as the contents of the grimoire she’d been living inside ever since I rescued her from her chains, had come right back along with her spirit form. But others—particularly those concerned with her history before she was placed inside of a book—were either gone completely or only coming back with extreme sluggishness.

This was a source of endless frustration for Marywill’s scholars. I didn’t really mind, though. Some of the interest in Valeria from the witch school had her best intentions at heart, and merely wanted to learn more about her and where she’d come from. But too much of it had ulterior motives.

Even with the false Dean Jackson banished and a new regime in place on campus, there were still a number of witches who were overly interested in litigating the past. Mostly the older ones, to be fair, but several of them still held a great deal of institutional sway at Marywill. Even Naomi had to tiptoe around them.

“It’ll come back in good time,” I told Valeria. More and more, this was becoming my stock phrase of support whenever her dicey memory caused her concern.

The truth was, I didn’t really care if Valeria got all her memories back. As far as I was concerned, she was perfect the way she already was.

Valeria slowed the engine as we reached the overhang separating us from the third floor. It looked like the railing had taken a little bit of damage from the storm, but nothing like what had happened to the fire escapes outside. I felt confident enough to grab the rail and use it to lift myself up.

It held.

I climbed onto the third floor and stood up. This level of the building had mostly escaped the carnage unscathed, though there were some nasty looking puddles of water all over the floor that made me worry about my books.

“It looks clear up here,” I told Valeria. “Want me to help you up?”

The dark-haired beauty shook her head. The engine puttered, lifting the boat above the surface of the water, and she disappeared.

Hey! What the hell?

“Valeria?” I asked, leaning over the railing. “Shit, where did you go? Valeria!”

The sound of laughter echoed through the lobby. “I’m fine, Maitre,” the spirit assured me. “I’m just making sure this boat does not escape while you and I are having fun upstairs.”

Having fun? The words clanged in my head, and I frowned.

“This isn’t a pleasure cruise,” I said, turning around. “We’re here on important business.”

Valeria’s head emerged on the other side of the room. She’d piloted the boat over the balcony on the second floor, using the speed of the small vessel to get her over the hump, and had partially beached the boat on the staircase leading to the third story. It wasn’t perfect, but unless there was a second storm while we were up here, we wouldn’t end up trapped.

Given that the water level was predicted to do nothing but sink over the next few hours, it was a good bet that we were safe.

“Of course we are,” Valeria said. She gave me that same innocent look she’d used right before piloting our boat straight through the windows of the administrative building. “But this is also a romantic getaway, no?”

I looked Valeria up and down. She wasn’t even wet—well, at least her clothes weren’t. After a moment, I matched her smile with one of my own.

“Watching you pilot our boat like some Greco-Roman sea captain was kind of a turn on,” I admitted with a shrug.

The dark-haired spirit sashayed across the carpet to me, the fabric squishing gently beneath her heels. When she reached me, she went up on one leg and kissed me deeply.

I won’t lie. After everything we’d just been through, it felt amazing.

“Business first,” I reminded her, breaking the kiss after a few moments. Just that little bit of contact had given me a hell of a hard-on, and if we didn’t cross our professional obligations off soon, I was going to forget them. “We verify the books are safe and undamaged.”

“Of course,” Valeria murmured. “Then we see what furniture we can find on the fourth floor to have some fun on…”

I felt as giddy as a teenager about to get laid for the first time as I followed Valeria up the steps. I kept my eyes on her ass the whole way up, drawn to the seductive sway of her hips and her long, long legs.

But at the same time, I glanced around to assess the damage.

Hardly any water had managed to make it this far up the building, even during the height of the storm. The fourth floor was practically unscathed, which filled me with a relief that even Valeria’s beautiful body couldn’t quite match at that moment. We’d done a good thing to store the books up here—and to think we’d almost settled for the third floor. The amount of water down there would have ruined the pages, no doubt about it.

By the time we made it to the storeroom, I was so thrilled that I had Valeria in my arms. Being a spirit, she had almost no weight at all—carrying her across the threshold was like carrying a bag of groceries.

She squealed and giggled as I kicked the door open, then slammed it behind us with my thigh. There was hardly a need to check on my books now—it was obvious that they were alright. The storeroom was completely dry, the books stacked in cardboard boxes with insulated interiors to try and protect them from water and moisture.

None of it had been needed. We were safe.

My hand was just straying down to the swell of Valeria’s ass when something moved out of the shadows.


Chapter 2

I tossed Valeria behind me and faced the attacker, my hands balled into fists. They didn’t look very big, which meant that I had a decent chance of taking them—especially with Valeria backing me up with spells. My mind immediately flickered through the possibilities, settling on the likelihood of this being some witch from Marywill who’d decided to enrich her personal library. Maybe a friend of Dean Jackson’s, or someone who didn’t like how close I was getting with Professor Nakamura.

The figure froze, then took a step backward into the shadows. Only their eyes could be seen, large and almond shaped in the dim light. From the way they widened, I got the impression they were just as shocked to see me as I was to see them.

“Get the fuck out of here!” I barked, deciding to go full on alpha male. I’d fight this person if I had to, but if I could intimidate them into backing down, into running away, that would be even better. “This is my property! Turn around now and run, and I won’t tell Dean Nakamura about you!”

The figure did not turn around. Nor did they run.

Instead, they stepped from the shadows, a wry smile on their face.

My heart skipped a beat. If Valeria had an ordinary one in her chest, I was pretty sure hers would have, too.

Our attacker was a woman, but there was no way she was part of the Marywill student body. I’d have noticed her already if that was the case. She was tall, almost as tall as me, with long brown hair and an upturned face like one of those high society sorority girls. That face lent itself easily to smirks, to shit-eating grins, to arched eyebrows and knowing looks. I liked that kind of face, even when it made me mad.

No worries about a fight, I thought, giving her a quick once over.

Normally I wasn’t into the super-thin, Kate Moss model look—I liked my girls healthy, maybe even with a little extra meat on their bones.

But on this girl, her thinness only emphasized the delicate beauty of her features. More than any other actress or model, she reminded me of Audrey Hepburn—someone who I’d suspected on more than one occasion had either belonged to a coven or came over to our world from the fairy realm.

But there was something hard in her, too. Something that made me think twice about how easy it would be to stop her in a fight.

“I’m perfectly happy for you to tell the Dean about me,” the newcomer said with a smirk. “Gwen ought to have told her I was coming, but who knows. She’s had enough on her plate over the last week that I probably slipped through the cracks.”

It’s a cliche that you can get anywhere by simply having the confidence to project the image that you’re supposed to be there. Yet at the same time, it’s true. In an instant, most of my suspicions about this girl dropped away. The fact that she’d name checked Gwen was the final nail in the coffin—if she was lying, then she certainly knew who the power players were at Marywill, at least.

So who the hell was she?

I looked into her eyes, scanning her with my Bibliomancy. Those orbs were a deep gray, the color of the sea on a winter’s morning. I was only slightly surprised when I realized I couldn’t read the thoughts of the woman who carried them.

One thing was damned clear, though.

She’s not human.

Not fully human, at least. What the fuck was I dealing with?

The woman met my gaze with one of her own, looking me up and down with another one of those smug smiles. “I apologize for interrupting the two of you,” she said after a moment. Her fingers ran through her long, chestnut hair, as if she’d just remembered she was supposed to be acting like an ordinary human being. “I didn’t mean to cockblock you. I’ll leave now, if that’s what you want—”

“No, stay,” Valeria said, lifting a hand. “Please.”

“Who the hell are you?” I asked.

The woman reached into her jeans and pulled out a small, silver box. At first I thought it must contain cigarettes, but when she snapped it open, there were business cards inside.

“Waterproof,” she said by way of explanation of the case. “This should explain everything.”

It didn’t, but I was starting to get an idea of what was going on here. Printed on the business card in a blocky font was the following:

Alison O’Brien

University of Arkham—Folklore Department

After that was an e-mail address, a contact phone number, and her Twitter. I didn’t use Twitter, so I doubted I’d ever check that last one out. Making a mental note to search up the other two the next time I was online, I tucked the card into my wallet after letting Valeria read it.

“The University of Arkham?” Valeria asked, her brows rising. “You’ve come a long way.”

“Yes, well.” The woman—Alison—rubbed the back of her neck again. “Technically, I’m no longer a member of Arkham’s faculty. I just haven’t had time to update my business cards, for obvious reasons.”

Something clicked inside of my head. “Gwen poached you,” I said, a smile curling the corner of my mouth. “She’s hired you for her new campus, hasn’t she?”

Pretty much every third word out of Gwen’s mouth these days was about the ‘Woodbine League’ and her new educational venture. I didn’t blame her—the witches in and around her hometown of Birnam had been getting a rotten deal for a long time, and they deserved to have a place of their own. We’d talked it over with Naomi, and it had been agreed that Marywill would help Gwen and the other witches get their new campus off the ground, with a tacit agreement that they’d be part of an alliance with Marywill.

A ‘Woodbine League’—a witchy counterpart to the famed Ivy League. Gwen and her mountain witches were over the moon about the whole thing, but I didn’t realize they’d gone as far as actually hiring faculty just yet.

Obviously, this Alison girl was new.

“Birnam College made me a very generous offer,” Alison said. The more she spoke, the more I detected a faint trace of an accent in her voice. Though it was nowhere near as pronounced as Valeria’s Francophone syllables, Alison O’Brien had a definite Scottish brogue to her words. I’d wager that when she talked faster, or got upset, it would come out more clearly.

“The kind you can’t refuse?” I asked.

Alison just shrugged. “A job’s a job,” she said, seeming not to care which educational establishment employed her. “I’m here because I was told that there’s a stockpile of ancient grimoires and tomes that have just come into Marywill’s collection. The amount of occult, arcane data I could glean from those tomes is beyond compare. It could completely blow open the studies of New England folklore that have been done up until this point.”

Something told me this woman really didn’t care who hired her. I’d only just met Alison O’Brien, but there was something strange about her. She talked to me and Valeria like she was only halfway there, like her mind was constantly on something else. I wondered if she was thinking of all the research opportunities she could get from my books.

“And Gwen told you unfettered access to this treasure trove was one of the perks of working for Birnam?” I asked, leaning against one of the stacks of cardboard boxes.

Again, Alison cocked an eyebrow. “Is it not?”

“Well, she didn’t run it by me first,” I said with a laugh. “But yeah, that’s fine. As long as you’re respectful with the materials, I have no problem letting you peruse my uncle’s library.”

It’s not like I don’t have the whole thing memorized, I told myself.

Thanks to my Bibliomancy, I’d absorbed the entire stockpile, along with a second set of tomes my uncle hid in a building in Birnam. Doing so was what allowed me to see through the false Dean Jackson’s disguise and understand that she was really a Wraith—a ‘dormant’ creature anchored to the world through fear and hate.

“Good,” Alison said with a curt nod. “I look forward to the two of us working together. You are TC Woods, correct? Gwen has told me so much about you.”

“I’m sure she has,” I said, my smile widening. “Gwen’s a hell of a girl. She’s going to make one hell of a Dean, too, once Marywill gets out of her way and lets her run the mountains the way she wants to…”

“Um,” Valeria said. The sound cut me off, made me turn to see her staring at Alison like a Wraith had just managed to get into my storeroom. “Alison?”

There was a knowing look on the woman’s face, like she’d been waiting for this. “Yessss?”

Valeria glanced over at me, worry written across her face, and I realized there was something I’d been missing. Me, the guy who prided myself on seeing through liars and rooting out falsehoods.

“How did you get here?” Valeria nibbled her bottom lip, looking from the woman to the closed windows of the stockroom that looked out onto the flooded street below.

I gave a start. How did she get here?

We hadn’t seen any other boats tied up outside the administrative buildings when we’d arrived. And the current running down the streets was too strong for any automobile to make it across Marywill’s campus—even if the waterline hadn’t been too high for anything to cross the water besides maybe a monster truck.

Unless she’d somehow sprouted wings, I couldn’t imagine how she’d managed to reach this place before we did.

Then the obvious hit me: magic. It had to be a spell that got her here.

Alison’s smile spread a touch wider. “Oh,” she said, her expression turning almost sultry. “I swam.”

Swam?

“What!?” Valeria gasped.

Another shrug was the reaction her surprise got from Alison. “It’s Springtide,” the willowy woman explained, as if both of us would hear that and immediately get the point. “Changing forms is a lot easier this time of the year. I don’t even have to wait for the tide.”

It was that last part that made Valeria’s face light up in understanding. “Oh!” the spirit cried, her mouth forming a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. “Oh mon dieu! I’ve heard of your people before, Alison, but I never expected to meet one in the flesh!”

“Will someone please clue me in here?” I asked, looking from one woman to the other. “I’m lost.”

The look Alison gave me told me she already knew that. “You go on ahead and tell him,” she said to Valeria, dismissing the spirit’s look with a gesture. “I’ve done the whole song and dance enough times that it’s gotten stale. Always the same questions…”

Valeria ignored that. She was too excited to tell me about Alison to notice the barbed insult. “Maitre, she’s a Selkie!” the spirit said, grinning from ear to ear.

The name rang a faint bell, way in the back of my brain. “I’ve heard of those before,” I said, though I wasn’t sure exactly where I’d heard the name before. Likely in one of the texts I’d memorized. But the thing with having that much knowledge was that it was hard to dig up; it still required rifling through the tomes in my mind.

Fortunately, I had Valeria to tell me. “They’re a type of magical creature,” she explained, her eyes lighting up like she’d just made a new friend. “A shapeshifter!”

So my initial read on Alison had been right. She wasn’t human. At least, not fully so.

“Like a werewolf?” I asked.

From the annoyed look Alison gave me, I knew that was the wrong comparison to make. “No, not like a werewolf,” she said, staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown a second head. “Werewolves have no control over their powers. And they’re incredibly dangerous, especially around the full moon.”

“Selkies aren’t like that at all,” Valeria explained, waving her hands. “They can shapeshift at will—although, like Alison said, a lot of it depends on the tide and the time of year. It can be easier or harder, depending.”

“Wait,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re saying werewolves are actually real?”

“There’s a lot of things you clearly don’t know,” Alison replied with a snicker. “The witches haven’t taught you yet, TC?”

The witches of Marywill had taught me plenty. So much that I kind of wanted to thumb my nose at Alison with it. Instead, I held myself back.

“I never asked about werewolves,” I said mildly. “Or selkies.”

“We’re part of Scottish folklore,” Alison said with another shrug. “Women who can turn into seals. Sometimes the legends say we have to have the pelt of a seal with us and that we put it on in order to transform, but that’s bunk. I don’t need anything like that, and no selkie I know does, either.”

Scottish folklore, I thought. Well, that certainly explains the accent.

“So you really did just swim here,” I said. I was more than a little amazed, and found it hard to picture Alison transforming into some kind of seal creature and swimming through the flooded streets of Marywill. “That’s crazy.”

Yet another shrug from Alison. I was beginning to realize it was a habit of hers—like a nervous tick would be from someone else. “Not when it’s your life. Then it’s just normal.”

Werewolves are real, I thought, still trying to process it. Men who turn into wolves. Women who turn into seals. What the hell else is real that I thought was just fantasy? Vampires?

I decided I was probably better off not asking.

Alison looked around the room, her gaze settling on the piles of books surrounding us. She must have only just arrived at the administrative building, beating us by mere minutes, because she hadn’t had much time to check out the tomes or grimoires. All the boxes were still closed.

“You said this library originally belonged to your uncle,” Alison said, putting her hand on top of a box. “How well do you know its contents?”

How well? She must really not know me, then. As a Bibliomancer, I had the entire library memorized. It was literally at my fingertips, ready to be recalled whenever it was needed.

Now it was my turn to smirk at the newcomer. “Like the back of my hand,” I said, gesturing around the room. “Anything in particular you want to know?”

Alison gave me a confused look. “Hmm?”

Once again, it fell to Valeria to explain. “TC is a Bibliomancer,” she said, gesturing in my direction. “We suspect that his uncle was as well—that it’s in the blood. His powers have made him such an incredible bookseller. And they saved me, as well.”

Some of the cool, aloof nature dropped off Alison’s face. The willowy woman stared at me, her jaw opening wide in shock as she absorbed Valeria’s words.

“A Bibliomancer?” she asked, grinning. “That’s… that’s perfect, actually.”

Perfect? What did she mean by that?

“I could use a consultation with a Bibliomancer, actually,” Alison said by way of explanation. “I haven’t run into one in a good long while. As you can imagine, they’re extremely useful in my field.”

I could picture that. The life of a folklorist probably involved sifting through all sorts of primary documents—meaning old diaries, records of village rituals, all that good stuff. Someone with my talents could cut down on the amount of necessary work greatly.

“I’m sure,” I said. “I wasn’t lying about knowing this library like the back of my hand, Alison. If there’s something specific you need in my uncle’s books, just let me know and I’ll do some mental digging.” I tapped the side of my head. “It’s all in there.”

A knowing smile spread across Alison’s face. “You and I definitely need to put our heads together.” She was so intensely focused on me that it almost seemed as if Valeria had vanished. She’d completely forgotten the woman was there. “But if you’ve already used your powers to absorb your uncle’s library, it doesn’t contain what I’m looking for. Otherwise, you would know.”

The more Alison said, the less of it I understood. “Come again?”

She made a face. “There’s a specific book I’m looking for,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her small but perky breasts. “You’d know it if you saw it, believe me—and you’d definitely remember if you uploaded its contents directly into your skull. People in my field have been trying to locate it for centuries. Many of us don’t believe it even exists!”

Now that sounded interesting. I knew my uncle collected all sorts of rare books—particularly ones that involved forbidden, occult knowledge.

Alison looked like she was on the verge of saying more. Her mouth was halfway open when she suddenly closed it, a look filling her face like she’d caught herself just before saying something she might have regretted.

Before I could ask her for more details, she made a gesture like she was trying to wave a cloud of gnats away from her face. “But I can see that your books are safe now,” she said, straightening up and clearing her throat. “I’m glad they haven’t been damaged.”

Her behavior seemed sudden, to say the least. “You’re more than welcome to look through them,” I began, checking Valeria for confirmation. The two of us could easily put off our naughty plans for the afternoon. Especially when a mystery was involved.

But Alison seemed to have no more interest in my uncle’s book hoard. “Like I said, if you don’t know what I’m talking about, there’s no point in me looking through all these,” she said, sounding a little disappointed. “I’ll leave you two to whatever you had planned.”

As Alison spoke, she slowly moved toward one of the windows. It hung halfway open, the glass lifted just enough to allow her lithe body the space to enter or exit the room. Suddenly I no longer had to wonder how she’d managed to get into the building.

“You really don’t have to go,” Valeria protested. “Whatever you’re looking for, if it’s as dangerous as you claim, TC should really know about it.”

The selkie smiled. “Look me up when we’re all back on dry land, and we can talk about it,” she said, shaking her head. “I might have need of TC’s services, if he’s willing to work out terms with me. Or terms with Gwen and Billie, and Birnam College…”

She knew just how to get me onto her side. “I owe those girls a whole hell of a lot,” I said, meaning it. “If Gwen vouches for you, I’m sure the two of us will end up working together sooner or later.”

“Alright, then,” Alison said with a smile and a nod. “Catch up with you later.”

And before either Valeria or I could say a word, Alison jumped out of the window into the churning water below.


Chapter 3

“Oh my God!” Valeria’s face filled with panic as she raced for the window. “TC—she jumped!”

I ran to the window with her, pulling it open the rest of the way. Even knowing that Alison was a selkie—a creature stranger and more powerful than a human being, capable of transforming at will—my brain still filled with primal panic as the brunette’s body sank beneath the waves.

What if she was making it all up? I thought, ice filling the pit of my stomach. If there’s a boat we didn’t see earlier, and she’s just some weirdly antisocial human instead of… whatever she claims she is. What if we just got her to risk her own life?

Valeria and I waited, tense and nervous as hell. Alison didn’t surface. No bubbles floated to the surface of the foam, and there was no sign of her lithe, willowy body beneath the water.

“Oh fuck,” I hissed, looking out at the flood. A raging river roared down the center of Marywill’s main street, and it looked like it wasn’t about to calm down any time soon.

I rolled up my sleeves. “I’ve got to do something,” I said, putting one foot on the windowsill. “Watch out!”

I hadn’t thought Valeria could look even more terror stricken than she already did. “TC, no!” she cried, grabbing at me as tightly as she could. Which, with her radically reduced weight, wasn’t very tight at all. “You can’t! You’ll drown!”

I wasn’t sure about that. I’d never been a particularly strong swimmer, but Alison needed me. There was a woman in danger, and every moment I spent arguing was one that she could be slowly drowning, the dark waters of the flooded river filling her lungs.

“I’ve got this,” I assured Valeria. “Just let me go! I’ll save her—”

But suddenly, Alison didn’t need my saving.

A massive shape unfurled beneath the water. For a fraction of a moment, my mind refused to accept it as a living thing—it had to be some piece of a building, or one of those oversized SUV monstrosities that had gotten stuck along the bottom only to finally come free in the flood. Surely that couldn’t be a person?

Then it began to swim, erasing all my doubts.

I fell back from the window, dragging Valeria with me. She let out a confused cry, then replaced it with one of shock and horror as she watched the massive creature streak beneath the waves. I got a fleeting glimpse of something sleek and corpse white, moving much faster than any fish ought to have been able to swim in such choppy waters.

It shot up the street like a rocket, moving completely against the current. Then it was gone.

I felt like the man who’d seen the Loch Ness Monster. Already there was a part of my mind trying to convince me that it wasn’t real—that it had been some crazy hallucination, maybe brought on by climbing through a wet, mold-infested building.

But Valeria had seen the same thing. It was no hallucination. I wasn’t seeing things.

Both of us were quiet for a long moment. Just absorbing what we’d witnessed.

“I thought you said she was a seal,” I finally blurted. “What the fuck?”

Valeria and I exchanged gazes for a long moment, not really sure what to think. Then, as if on cue, both of us burst out in laughter.

“That’s… that’s something you don’t see every day,” the spirit said, shaking her head. “My goodness!”

Both of us were relieved. Both because we didn’t have to doubt the reality of what we’d seen, and because we now knew Alison was perfectly fine. There’d never been any danger.

No wonder she seemed like she was only half listening the whole time, I realized. She’s probably more comfortable in that river than she is on dry land. Wow.

“Apparently the old legends about selkies are even more inaccurate than we knew,” Valeria finally said. She leaned against the window, staring out at the churning water as if Alison was going to swing back around and wave at us from the depths. “Or perhaps she’s not a selkie at all. Maybe she’s something else, and she only says that because it’s more socially acceptable?”

“I can see that.” I could also see Valeria’s ass. She was wiggling it back and forth, arching her back as she leaned out of the window like an open invitation. Clearly, she hadn’t forgotten about the plans we’d made on our way up the stairs. “I mean, what are you supposed to say at parties? ‘Hi, I’m Alison. I turn into the Swamp Thing whenever I dunk my head in a body of water?’”

Valeria giggled at that. She still wasn’t facing me, but with an ass like that, I didn’t mind one bit.

“She’s cute, though,” the spirit said, as if she could read my mind. “I mean, I know she’s not your type, Maitre, but she’s certainly a striking woman! I’ll be thinking of her for quite a while.”

I squeezed Valeria’s ass, then hiked up her skirt to reveal her panties. They were simple peasant cotton, manifested along with the rest of her outfits by her sheer will. The fabric was as much a part of her as her arms and legs—which was why a smug smile spread across my face when the underwear vanished, winking away as if by magic.

“I’m sure you will,” I murmured, putting my other hand on the small of Valeria’s back. No matter how many times the two of us got together, I never lost this feeling of excitement when I touched her. She was so different, so light, that I could do just about anything I wanted with her in the bedroom and she’d love it.

The other girls loved watching me do those things to Valeria, too. For her part, the spirit enjoyed my other harem members almost as much as I did.

Valeria glanced at me over her shoulder, lust in her eyes and an impish grin on her face. “Will you be thinking of her when we make love, Maitre?”

Good God, I thought, amazed. Only a creature as utterly in love with me as Valeria could make something so filthy sound that innocent.

My hand moved to Valeria’s thighs, then went deeper. I loved the feel of her gasp as my fingers entered her, so I was sure to do it as often as possible.

“As if I could ever think of anyone but you,” I told the spirit. “And I wouldn’t call what I’m about to do to you making love, Valeria.”

“Of course not,” she panted. Her eyes narrowed, only the whites showing as I pushed two of my fingers deep into her channel. “Ah, that feels so good! You know I’m at your command, Maitre…!”

I knew she was. And I intended to enjoy it.

What I did next was a move none of my other women could ever have experienced. With my fingers still buried in Valeria’s pussy, I grabbed her inner walls and lifted her from the window, one-handed. Only the fact that she was as light as a bag of groceries in my arms made it possible—picking her up and moving her around by her tight, wet little pussy.

The moan Valeria let out made it all worth it.

“Oh fuck,” the spirit whimpered, her hands caressing my wrist as I carried her over to the nearby wall. “I thought you were going to fuck me against the window, Maitre. You do so love having an audience with me—even the appearance of an audience…”

Valeria had my number, alright. Another benefit of her being so light and controllable was pounding her in any number of situations where two ordinary people couldn’t help but get caught. The amount of public sex I’d had with Valeria in the six months we’d been together outshone even my naughty adventures with Naomi Nakamura—and unlike Naomi, there wasn’t a single suggestion I’d ever made that Valeria hadn’t agreed to wholeheartedly.

In my car, in closets around campus, even in the back of lecture halls that were currently in the middle of a class—the riskier, the better. At the absolute worst case, Valeria could always push herself back into her grimoire, disappearing like she’d never been there. That safety net let us try things we normally never would have dared.

Of course, we were at very low risk of being caught all the way out here. Mystical selkies aside, the number of people sailing through Marywill right now looking for survivors or downed power lines had to number in the single digits. The entire college town was deserted, everyone having been already evacuated to higher ground.

This flooded playground belonged to me and Valeria alone. So we could take our time.

I lifted Valeria and pinned her against the wall, holding her up with a single hand on her taut, flat tummy. She groaned as I hiked up her skirt, revealing her bare, dripping pussy and her round ass.

“I’m going to fuck you,” I assured her, my eyes alight with mischief. “But first, I’m going to have some fun. Why don’t you slip into something more comfortable?”

Valeria smiled. A golden glow surrounded her clothing, flashing for a moment like a sunbeam moving through the room. When it faded, her simple uniform was gone.

In its place, she wore nothing but a push-up bra and a pair of crotchless panties.

Her simple shoes had been replaced with fuck-me pumps, high heels with long strappy bits of leather that circled her legs all the way up to the knee. She looked like a sexpot who’d just stripped off her cocktail dress, not like some ancient battle goddess.

“Good girl,” I grunted, lifting her up a little bit higher. “So good…”

For a moment, Valeria didn’t realize what I was doing. I’d picked her up so high that her head nearly grazed the storeroom ceiling, and her ass was roughly level with my face. Her sex quivered, dripping juice from her pale pink folds that stained her bare thighs and soaked her panties.

“Oh, Maitre,” she groaned, the word coming low from her throat. “Darling, you spoil me…!”

I buried my face between Valeria’s thighs.

Her slit was hot and tight and oh so ready for me. She spread her legs like a bird’s wings as my tongue stabbed into her, then brought her heels down on my back to welcome me even deeper into her glory.

My fingers dug into her ass as I ate her out with gusto. But honestly, they didn’t need to. Just as a test, I let her go completely, pinning her against the wall with nothing but my face. She slid a bit, nearly falling, but stayed upright.

Holy fuck. What did she weigh, ten fucking pounds?

She could certainly scream, though.

Valeria wrapped her legs around me tightly, panting and shuddering as I pleasured her. She tried to squeeze her thighs together, but I spread them roughly with my hand and stabbed two fingers deep into her, seeking out that special spot I always hit every time we were together. There was no way for her to hide from me.

Two fingers entered her deep, then craned upward to hit that spongy spot deep inside of her. Teasing it drove Valeria absolutely wild—it was like a hidden toggle switch to turn on her slut mode, cutting off all her thoughts and turning her into a sassy little fuck machine.

“Yes, baby, eat me!” Valeria’s cries were wild, feral as I ground my face against her cleft. “Oh fuck, fuck that’s so good! I can’t stand it! Ah, Maitre, you know just how to please me! No man’s ever made me feel the way you do!”

I could feel Valeria’s legs quivering, her body going boneless beneath me as I swirled my tongue around her clit and stabbed her g-spot with my fingers. If she weren’t mostly spirit, there’s no way she would have been able to keep herself upright.

She could hardly control the words coming out of her own mouth—her limbs? Forget it!

As I buried my face in her soaked, dripping box, I felt Valeria’s nails dig into my shoulders. I was still wearing a shirt, but I wanted to really feel her, so I pulled back just long enough to tear it off and went back to work, the muscles of my shoulders rippling as she held them.

“I’m so proud to be your woman,” Valeria hissed, her body writhing like she’d been hit with a taser. It wouldn’t be long now before she went over the edge—I could tell. “God, I love it when you do this to me in front of other girls, Maitre! And I love it when you make me worship you in front of your other harem girls!”

This was no exaggeration. She truly loved being made into a servant before the rest of the group.

I knew from experience that it was always the control freaks like Naomi Nakamura who secretly wanted to be dominated. Well, perhaps there was something similar in Valeria. A woman so powerful, so glorious, couldn’t help but want to be debased and treated like a whore.

If Valeria truly had a humiliation fetish, then I was more than happy to let her indulge in it whenever she wanted.

“Yeah, on my hands and knees,” Valeria murmured, her face tilted up to the ceiling as she rode my face. “Crawling to you like a little mouse, begging for your cock… that’s where I ought to be, Maitre! That’s where I belong!”

Valeria’s thighs clenched around me. She was going to come!

“Mmmh, I bet that little minx is listening to us right now,” the spirit sighed, her voice crackling with pleasure. “I bet she came swimming right back to watch the two of us! I bet she couldn’t resist! She’s probably… she’s probably floating by the window right now, getting so turned on listening to me be a little slut for you…!”

Was she? I hadn’t thought so, but Valeria seemed pretty convinced. Or was she just so turned on by the thought that she desperately wanted it to be true?

Either way, the result was the same.

Valeria’s thighs clamped around me, so tightly that I couldn’t escape even if I wanted to. I ground my nose around the swollen nub of her clit and slid my tongue deep inside of her, adding the pleasure to what my fingers were doing to her.

It was more than the spirit could handle. Valeria’s body went weightless in my arms—truly weightless—as she came, screaming my name and digging her nails so deeply into my shoulders that I felt her draw blood. A flood of sweet, hot juice covered my face, and I lapped it up, torturing her clit until she screamed and squealed. Even as she came, I was amping things up, tormenting her with bliss until she practically unraveled against me.

Another man might have been worried about carrying marks like that to Brenna. But I wasn’t another man.

I was one lucky son of a bitch. I loved fucking my girls, breeding the ones who wanted to be bred, and sneaking out with them for fun all around the college campus. Despite being almost middle-aged, it felt like I was a college student again—like I had all the energy I could possibly want.

Not only did Brenna know what Valeria and I were doing today, she liked it. She was going to want all the dirty details later when I slid inside of her and fucked her swollen pussy, milking her clit dry of every drop of pleasure it could give her.

The thought of it made me lose control. I pulled back from Valeria and carried her over to the window, holding her in my arms like a luxury sex doll.

If Alison really was out there somewhere, watching the two of us from the depths of the flooded river, then I was going to give her one hell of a show.

With my free hand, I unhooked my belt and opened my pants. My hard-on was swollen and pulsing from all the pleasure I’d been giving Valeria’s hot, wet pussy. The whole time I’d been priming her for my cock, I’d been imagining how that stiff rod would feel when I sunk it deep into that soft, warm hole.

Now I slammed the spirit onto me, fucking her standing up.

Valeria nearly came all over me a second time from that single thrust.

“Maitre!” the spirit cried, her head lolling back on her shoulders. She seemed shocked that I was fucking her so savagely, so raw. The big grin on her face told me how much she liked it. “Good Lord!”

I couldn’t help it. I needed this woman.

“Relax,” I said, grabbing her legs. “Let me move you, Valeria. Let me get you right where I want you…”

Valeria would never have turned down such a request—not in a million years. Laughing, she let me wrap her legs around my waist, giving me the leverage to thrust deep into her. With my hands on her hips, I was free to grind her down on me as hard as I wanted, using her like a ragdoll in my arms.

I made my way around the room like a conqueror, fucking Valeria’s brains out all the while. I got a handful of her ass through her panties as she rode me for all she was worth, a slutty little fuck machine strapped to me as I upthrust into her.

I hardly even noticed when we hit a stack of books.

One of the cardboard boxes fell from its place, the top of the box flopping open to release a small flood of old, leather-bound tomes. Valeria let out a groan and clutched me tighter, her inner walls gripping me oh so tight with every thrust.

There was something about books that got Valeria all hot and bothered. Maybe it was the fact that she’d been a book—or that she was with a man who could absorb a book’s contents by simply putting his hand on the cover.

Either way, I didn’t question it. I just enjoyed it.

With her legs wrapped around my waist, I could pound Valeria like Superman in mid-flight. When I saw the books all over the floor—and saw Valeria’s reaction to them in our love nest—I couldn’t help but flip her over.

I tilted the spirit down, pushing her shoulders into the pile of books as I fucked her deep and hard.

Valeria groaned like I’d just doubled her pleasure. More boxes of books spilled onto the floor, covering her face, her tits, her belly. She arched her pelvis to meet my cock, giving me even more leverage to go deep inside of her.

I watched my cock disappear and reappear inside of Valeria’s hot, dripping box. She pressed her face against the books, inhaling their ancient scent as she rode me back for everything she was worth.

The irony didn’t escape me. Even through the haze of pure, masculine lust filling my brain, I realized how absurd it was that we’d come all this way to check on these books only to scatter them around the floor like toys. But it was hot, damn it! The way Valeria’s pussy squelched and clenched around me every time some ancient grimoire grazed her perfect skin made me swell harder and thicker inside of her.

The only thing that stopped me was knowing both of us would get our juices all over the priceless tomes if we continued.

Grabbing the spirit’s hips, I lifted her to me again and held her against my chest as I carried her over to the window.

This was what Valeria had been waiting for. A low, knowing groan escaped her ragged throat as I unfastened the back of her bra, freeing her gorgeous, perky tits. The fabric fell to the floor and vanished, unsummoned by the spirit as we reached the window.

“Please,” Valeria begged, glancing out into the flooded street. “Pound my pussy, Maitre. Use me to get yourself off! Cum inside me!”

It was exactly what every red-blooded male wanted to hear.

I turned Valeria around, bending her over the window. Her legs touched the carpet and spread wide, her back arching like a bow as she went face down and ass up for me. Her dripping slit quivered before me, trailing juice down her thighs.

I aimed my rock-hard cock between her legs, pushing the swollen head inside her slowly. She was so tight that I barely fit—if it wasn’t for me getting her off with my mouth beforehand, I might have had trouble bottoming out inside of her.

The sound of skin on skin filled the storeroom. My thighs slapped against her round, soft ass as I drilled her deep, filling her and pushing so deep that the crown of my prick grazed her cervix with every thrust.

Other women might have begged for me to stop. Valeria begged me for more.

“Don’t stop, Maitre!” she whimpered, throwing herself back on me as hard as she could. She gripped the windowsill like her life depended on it—and it very well might have. I fucked her so hard that she could have fallen from the window, her grimoire lost in the churning water below. It wouldn’t have killed her, but it would have been a damned anticlimactic way to end our afternoon of passion.

Every thrust brought wet squelching sounds from Valeria’s pussy. Every time I pushed deep into her, she cried out in utter bliss, saying the filthiest shit I’d ever heard. Praising me. Telling me how badly she wanted to worship me, how she wanted to serve me while I was with my other women. How she wanted me to breed her, to knock her up the way I’d done to Brenna.

Of all her filthy desires, only that last one was something we hadn’t done. I didn’t think it was something we could do, honestly. As a spirit, hundreds if not thousands of years old, Valeria shouldn’t have been able to make a baby.

That didn’t stop us from trying, though.

Valeria’s voice rose higher and higher, turning into a banshee wail as I drove near the peak. If there was anyone out there in Marywill, they’d hear me pounding my girl.

I pictured a whole boat of students, their pussies boiling over as they heard Valeria getting fucked hard and deep. Their bodies filling with arousal as they heard the sounds of utter female satisfaction, of a woman giving herself body and soul to her man and getting total bliss in return…

The thought sent me right to the edge. Suddenly I couldn’t hold back any longer—my balls throbbed as they slapped against Valeria’s ass, boiling over with my hot, sticky cum.

Valeria felt me swell bigger and harder inside of her. She knew it was time, and so she smiled at me over her shoulder, giving me a look of such love and devotion that my heart actually hurt a little bit.

“Cum for me, Maitre,” the spirit begged, her mouth caressing each syllable the way she caressed my cock with her lips and tongue. “I love you so much, Maitre! Please cum inside of me! My pussy needs it! I need to feel you shoot in me! Fill my walls with your cream, Maitre, please put all that hot cum deep inside of me…!”

No man could turn down a request like that. As Valeria babbled her devotion, I thrust myself as hard and deep as I could inside of her, hitting the point of no return and crashing right through.

The pleasure was unbearable. Then I hit the peak, and it turned into bliss.

My cock jerked deep inside of Valeria as I came, twitching and spurting my thick, pearly seed. Hot ropes of cum sprayed deep inside the woman’s pussy, filling her to the brim and then some.

As soon as Valeria felt me erupt inside of her, she grew very still. Slowly, she ground her inner walls around me as tight and slow as she could, milking my cock like her pussy was a greedy mouth drinking every drop my balls could produce. It was like nothing else I’d ever experienced—and no matter how many times she did it, it never got any less awesome.

I groaned, tossing my head back as I shot.

The spirit laughed triumphantly as I unloaded inside of her. The walls of her pussy continued gripping me, insistently begging for every drop of hot man milk I could give her.

“Give it all to me,” she begged sweetly, looking more innocent than any woman with a cock buried hilt-deep inside of her had a right to look. “Keep shooting, Maitre. That’s right, it feels so good…ah, it feels good for me, too! I love knowing I’ve got every drop of your thick cream inside me, right where it belongs…!”

As I came down from my peak, everything turned slow and sweet. I lifted Valeria into my arms and made out with her hot and heavy, my cock never leaving her sweet little enclosure. I literally never wanted to pull out—with someone this light and malleable, I wanted to wear her around my dick like a sock for the rest of my life.

But eventually, I had to pull out.

Afterwards, Valeria and I lay on the floor. The spirit wore nothing but her belt, the grimoire linking her essence to the physical world resting gently against her hip. She was curled up next to me, sighing happily.

I lay on my back, surrounded by books, watching the play of light and shadow on the ceiling. Out on the street, the flood waters continued to churn as the makeshift river rolled between the buildings of Marywill’s campus, but just from the dance on the ceiling I could tell it was beginning to slow. By this time tomorrow, the streets would be empty but soaked.

Once that was done, the reconstruction could truly begin.

I let my hand stray along Valeria’s lower back. Several books nestled there, almost forgotten in the heat and passion of our lovemaking. As pleased as I was with how much pleasure she’d given me, I couldn’t shake a small sense of disappointment. The way she’d begged for me to breed her had been so sweet, but actually doing so was completely impossible. It was like a blind girl begging for me to fuck her sight back into her eyes.

Maybe you ought to focus on the one baby you’ve got coming, I told myself with a smile. Once you and Brenna are on firmer ground with that kid, you can start adding a few more…

Yet something told me I wouldn’t have much problem being a dad. For one thing, my future was taken care of—Marywill owed me, and both the stipend they’d be providing me and the official contract with the campus would ensure my business’s profitability for the long haul, even if I had to take a little paternity leave.

And for another, Brenna was going to have so much help. Valeria, Gwen—even Naomi had indicated she wanted to take some time off and pitch in. Not to mention every one of my new friends from Birnam and Marywill…

I was still thinking about it, and idly groping Valeria’s tits and ass, when the vibration of my phone brought me back to the real world.

“Oh no,” Valeria teased, burying her face in my chest. “We must have gotten a noise complaint, Maitre. Someone’s not happy they had to hear you giving me la petite morte in the middle of the afternoon…”

But it wasn’t that. It was a text from Naomi.

“Come back to HQ,” I read, frowning at the screen. By HQ, she meant the command post she and Marywill’s other bigwigs had set up to ‘manage the crisis’ until the streets could be cleared and the residents of the college town restored to their homes. Brenna was there with her now, along with pretty much anyone who was anybody among the coven set.

“Hmm?” Valeria rolled onto her side, reading the screen. The sight of her naked body made me ache deep inside, and if it weren’t for the urgency of the text, I’d have suggested a second helping of her beautiful body. “You don’t think she heard us, do you?”

I didn’t.

Before I could say anything, three dots filled the bottom of the conversation. The phone vibrated, showing another message from Naomi:

We’re all in big trouble.

That didn’t sound good. That didn’t sound good at all.

I held up the phone so that Valeria could read it, too. When she did, she frowned deeply. “Oh dear,” she whispered. “I wonder what’s happened? More bad weather, perhaps?”

I shook my head. “It’s supposed to be clear for the next few days,” I said. Just what we need to clear the streets and make repairs on the buildings. No, if there’s a problem, it’s something else.

What could have the Acting Dean’s panties in such a twist?

Valeria didn’t seem too terribly worried. She stretched and sighed, rising to a sitting position on the carpet. A golden glow crawled across her body, moving slowly and sinuously, and when it faded, she had on the same clothes that she’d been wearing when we arrived. Neat trick, that.

“I wish we had time to put all these books back where they belong,” she said, surveying the room with a desultory glance. “But I suppose we must get back.”

“Duty calls,” I said with a smile. Damn, now I really did want to tear Valeria’s clothes off all over again. Oh well.

She matched my look with a smile of her own, and I knew she was thinking the same thing. “Get dressed, Maitre,” she said in a kindly tone, picking up a few of the books around the room. “Once you’re ready, I’ll drive us back to headquarters.”

“You?” I cocked an eyebrow. “The last time I gave you the tiller, you crashed our boat through a glass window. I’d be crazy to let you drive the boat again!”

Valeria’s eyes narrowed. “Oh?”

Before I could fasten my belt, she slipped her hand beneath the waistband of my boxers.

I let out a gasp as she squeezed the soft, sensitive part of my anatomy, which was still covered in her juices. Just like that, it was no longer soft.

“The last time I held your tiller,” she said, giving the bulge in my jeans a significant look, “you seemed to enjoy the process very much. Now, would you like to reconsider perhaps allowing me to handle it again in the near future?”

The possibility of boat sex had never even entered my mind. It was definitely there now.

“You can drive,” I said, looking Valeria up and down. “Go for it.”

Just like that, the sweet smile was back on her face. “Thank you, Maitre.”

As I threw my clothes back on and prepared to head back to dry land, something Valeria had said in the heat of the moment came back to the forefront of my mind.

More than anything else, the spirit had been turned on by the thought that Alison was still out there in the water, somewhere, spying on us in her creature form. That she was not only listening to me and Valeria fuck each other’s brains out—she’d been watching, too.

Had she seen Valeria and I together? For real?

And if she did… did she enjoy it?


Chapter 4

Boat sex didn’t end up happening, though not for lack of trying.

The lower the waterline sank on the streets of Marywill, the choppier the water became—and the greater the number of obstacles in our path. Despite Valeria’s boasting, I ended up having to help her at the tiller, slowing and gunning the engine to get us around everything from automobiles to trees. Getting back to headquarters was a nerve-wracking affair, and neither of us were feeling quite up to boning once we realized how difficult it was going to be.

The one thing we didn’t see on the way back to headquarters was more of those strange, floating clumps of plant matter. And for that, I was glad. I wasn’t sure what had caused them, or where they had come from, but there was something just wrong about them. Their smell, their appearance, the way they floated without moving even in the deepest, most swiftly moving water.

Not seeing any more of them was a relief, for sure.

It took more time than I would have liked for us to make it to high ground. With the town’s blessing, Naomi and the other college administrators had moved into an old, abandoned hospital at the top of a hill overlooking the rest of the town and turned it into the temporary headquarters. The floodwaters hadn’t reached that high (if they did, we had a hell of a lot more than temporary flooding to worry about), and so it made a perfect place to temporarily relocate the townspeople and the student body until the waters retreated.

The fact that it was a hospital also made it easier for Marywill’s witches to treat the wounded. Even though the faculty boasted enough healing spells between them to make repairing basic injuries a snap, enough ordinary humans had been injured in the flood to make triaging them a necessity.

And not everyone could be treated with spells. There were plenty of people who somehow managed to live in Marywill while being blissfully unaware that their sleepy New England town was crawling with witches. Those people needed a more mundane form of medicine.

Once we reached the hill, I had Valeria climb out of the boat while I dragged it far enough up the slope that it wouldn’t be caught by the current and swept halfway across town. The boat was borrowed from a local fisherman, and while Marywill would have gladly made him good if the vessel was lost or destroyed, I didn’t like the thought of not returning the thing back to him in good condition.

In marked contrast to the rest of Marywill, the grounds around the hospital were a swirling, buzzing hive of activity. Lacking the time to clean most of the abandoned building’s interior before moving in, Marywill’s witches had erected a number of tents in the parking lot. Now the place looked like some sort of Arabian desert market, a single tall building surrounded by a field of canvas.

The witches lounging around near the entrance straightened up and waved us through. Both of them were students, and they gave Valeria a knowing smile as the two of us stepped into the perimeter of headquarters—as if they knew exactly what the two of us had been up to just an hour before.

Shit, I thought. Maybe they did. We’d been pretty public about it, after all, and Valeria had one hell of a voice. Maybe her moans carried even further than I thought?

If we’d made noise all the way up to headquarters, then I was in for one hell of a ribbing from most of Marywill’s faculty. I braced myself as we made our way inside, ducking past tents and waving to anyone we recognized along the way.

The scene was even more chaotic beyond the first row of tents. students ran back and forth, carrying bandages and IV bags of blood along with their spellbooks. One tent had a large number of gurneys underneath of it, about half of which were occupied by townspeople who’d been hurt during the evacuation process. Most of them couldn’t be helped beyond magic, as the specialized equipment a real hospital would have was currently either underwater or trapped in the midst of the flooded streets.

I looked around, searching for a familiar face. “You see Naomi anywhere?” I asked Valeria, standing up on tiptoe and craning my neck. The Acting Dean of Marywill had to be out somewhere where people could see her—otherwise, they wouldn’t know she was doing her job. Where was Naomi Nakamura?

Just then, I heard someone call my name. “TC!”

I looked up just in time to see Gwen making her way over to me. “Thank God,” I whispered, shaking my head and taking Valeria by the hand. “I was starting to worry we’d been abandoned.”

The sight of Birnam College’s new Dean brought a smile to my face. Gwen was a gorgeous, dark-haired woman a year or so older than me, which made her an ‘elder goth’ according to Billie and some of the other women from the mountains. As the de facto leader of the mountain witches living in and around Birnam, she couldn’t have been more different in temperament from Dean Jackson or Naomi. Gwen had a calm, down to earth, laissez faire attitude about everything—from the administration of her new college to the ever-increasing web of relationships the two of us found ourselves in.

Gwen and I hooked up not long after she came to Marywill. She’d slotted herself so naturally into my harem that it seemed as if she’d always been there—like we couldn’t have done the thing without her. While she wasn’t the most adventurous girl—unlike Brenna or Valeria, she seemed to prefer one-on-one quality time to threesomes and foursomes—the two of us had a connection most of the rest of my harem couldn’t match. Partially because of our ages, and partially because of our similar life circumstances.

Even her new promotion couldn’t change Gwen’s wardrobe. She wore a pair of cutoff jeans with fishnet stockings and boots, along with an old Joy Division t-shirt. Heavy bangles hung from her wrists. Dark makeup encircled her eyes, and her lipstick was as black as midnight. Silver studs shone in her ears, the side of her nose, and her bottom lip.

I knew from experience that she had some piercings no one else saw, as well.

“There you are!” Gwen pulled me into a tight hug, her hands straying down to my ass. That was another thing about her—she certainly wasn’t shy about showing her affection. Most of my women wanted me to grope them, but Gwen enjoyed making me feel like an attractive, sexy man. It was different, but I liked it. “Come on into the main building. Naomi’s been having a conniption, wondering when the two of you were going to make it back.”

“Is everyone inside?” Valeria asked. Everyone in this case meaning my harem.

Gwen nodded. “Naomi called an emergency meeting. Brenna’s taking notes, in case you and Valeria didn’t show up until after.” As if the words reminded Gwen of something, her eyes suddenly narrowed and her mouth curled in a smirk. “You two must have been having fun.”

“We were,” I admitted. No point in hiding it—I wouldn’t have hidden it if Gwen were the one taking a trip through town with me, either. “But what really slowed us down was your new friend. Miss O’Brien.”

Gwen missed a step. She turned around, her brows rising to her hairline. “You met Alison?”

“Yeah, Miss Sea Monster herself,” I said. “What’s the deal with that girl, anyway?”

The look on Gwen’s face told me there was far more to Alison O’Brien than I’d expected.

“She’s top of her field,” Gwen said in a chiding tone. “I need quality teachers for Birnam College, and she came highly recommended.” She paused. “Did you see her…?”

There seemed to be only one answer. “Transform?”

Gwen nodded. “I’ve heard it’s… rather impressive,” was all she said.

“It was,” Valeria said, smiling at me. “I found her to be an interesting and attractive person. Maitre seemed enchanted by her as well.”

“Not like that,” I said hastily. Gwen was already giving me the side eye—I think she’d anticipated something like that might happen when she hired Alison to join the faculty. “Honestly, she’s kinda spooky. Is she in there, too?”

Gwen shook her head and looked surprised. “No, she’s still surveying the town. She’s found two survivors today and brought them to safety. Girl’s a hero.”

Two survivors? I hadn’t heard anything about that.

“I thought we got everybody out,” I said, following Gwen through the crowd.

“So did we.” She glanced at me over her shoulder as she climbed the steps at the front of the abandoned hospital. “But there’s always a handful of assholes who think they can ride out the storm. Apparently, Alison found one of them sitting on their own roof, constructing a big ‘SEND HELP’ sign out of rocks. She scared the guy half to death when she popped out of the water…”

I was sure she had. I tried to picture her sneaking up on an unsuspecting human in her water monster form. It felt too much like something out of a horror movie.

“Anyway, the meeting’s just getting started,” Gwen explained. “We’ve saved you and Valeria seats.”

And so they had. Naomi and company had turned the emergency room of the hospital into a makeshift meeting chamber. Ironic, since it was apparently an emergency that brought Valeria and I back from our scouting expedition early.

I scanned the room, pleased to see so many familiar faces. Gwen’s second in command, Billie, stood by the entrance, keeping one eye on the gathering and the other watching for any trouble. She relaxed visibly when she saw me and Valeria.

“Everyone’s been waiting, dude,” she whispered, gesturing toward an empty seat near the head of the table. “You’d better get in there.”

I grinned and shot Billie a thumbs-up. The two of us never fooled around or did anything like that—Billie didn’t swing that way—but we had become fast friends after Gwen joined the harem. With her tomboy looks and her flannel shirts, it was almost like having another dude to commiserate with. Especially since Billie and I had similar taste in women.

Apparently, she’d plowed through half of Birnam’s students before I showed up in Marywill. She treated the influx of prim, proper little city witches like a buffet dinner, scoring as many dates as she possibly could.

Just then, Brenna noticed me. She’d seated herself next to my empty chair, and had a notebook and a pen in front of her on the table. Her smile lit up my heart as she gestured for me to join her, her face filling with both relief and joy at seeing me.

I made my way over to my seat, then planted a kiss on Brenna’s lips. “Sorry I’m late,” I stage whispered, loud enough for everyone sitting around the table to hear. “It’s a jungle out there!”

Brenna looked so glad to see me she would have forgiven just about anything. “That’s alright,” she said, taking my hand. “We were just getting started. I didn’t even have time to write down any notes.”

I glanced down at the notebook, only to be distracted by the swell of Brenna’s belly. At six months, the student was showing quite a bit—there was no longer anyone at Marywill Women’s College who could look at Brenna and not know that she was carrying a baby. My baby.

That still blew my mind.

Brenna and I lived together now—had been properly living together since before she found out she was pregnant, in fact. I’d been helping her as much as I could through her pregnancy, running out in the middle of the night whenever she had strange cravings or rubbing her lower back when the muscles there knotted. She appreciated it, and I appreciated having her close.

The college was more than willing to move Brenna to fully-virtual classes, but she stubbornly insisted on dragging herself across campus for lessons. She didn’t want to end up lying on the couch, stuck on bedrest until she absolutely had to be. Frankly, I didn’t blame her.

Her hand gave mine another squeeze as the meeting shook off the interruption and kicked back into gear. Then, while no one was looking, her other hand slid up my thigh and gave the bulge between my legs a gentle squeeze.

I smiled. Pickle pizza wasn’t the only craving my pregnant girlfriend had been plagued with lately. I’d always heard the jokes about pregnant women being sexually ravenous, but I’d never expected to experience it first-hand.

“You two have a fun time sailing?” Brenna whispered. Her eyes shone with lust, her bottom lip pursed in a pout as she imagined the fun time the two of us had been having while we were gone. No matter how many times I had it reinforced, there was a part of me that still went a little crazy every time I realized Brenna was actually into me fooling around with other girls.

“It was great,” I said. “Made a new friend—but not the way you’re thinking, so don’t look at me like that. I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“You’d better,” Brenna insisted. The hand between my legs retreated, but the one squeezing my wrist stayed.

Now that we were back on target, Naomi stretched and sighed. It didn’t look like she’d been getting much rest lately. There were bags beneath her eyes, and her normally impeccable sense for makeup and fashion had worn through, leaving her looking like she’d slept in her clothes. A big mug of coffee sat on the table directly in front of her, sending up a thin plume of steam.

I wondered where she got it. I could use a cup, myself.

Naomi glanced over at me and nodded. No hugs from her—today, she was all business. That was fine with me. Once this whole crisis was over, I’d treat her to a little rest and relaxation.

“I have been shoveling shit for this college for the last three days,” Naomi said, settling back in her chair. “And it feels like another bowl’s just been dumped on top of my head. When does this stop?”

Appreciative murmurs filled the room. As Naomi got down to business, I took in the faces around the table, matching them up to names as best as I was able. Other than Gwen and Billie, there were half a dozen woods witches from up in Birnam sitting at attention, dressed far more casually than the Marywill set. Sitting at Naomi’s direct left and right were her two sub lieutenants, members of the college’s administrative board. Bean counters, I thought derisively.

“Some of you know about this,” Naomi began, “and some of you don’t. So I’ll just start from the beginning.”

I leaned forward in my seat, all thoughts of coffee forgotten. This was important.

Naomi made a steeple of her fingers. Her face was unreadable, mostly because she was using her own natural Bibliomancy to shield her emotions. She could have been sweating bullets or in the middle of a panic attack, yet she’d appear cool and in control to a casual audience. It was a neat little trick, and one of the most common uses of Bibliomancy that I knew about.

I could see through it, just a bit. And only because Naomi and I knew each other so well. My own power allowed me to peer through her mask just enough to tell that she was scared shitless.

Something bad has happened, I thought.

How bad was what we were all waiting for.

Naomi looked down at the table and sighed. “As you all know, the town’s been heavily damaged by the flooding.”

Nodding heads surrounded the table.

“We haven’t been able to get an accurate picture of the full scope of the damage just yet,” Naomi continued. “We’ve been eyeballing it, of course, and the college has retained experts to ascertain the most needed sections for repairs as soon as the water level lowers. A few brave souls have been out on boats today, performing scouting missions—”

Several people snickered at that. More than a few heads turned toward me and Valeria, which told me the story of our ‘romantic rendezvous’ had traveled fast. Even if Alison hadn’t been spying on us, we’d definitely been loud enough for a few people to hear.

Naomi cleared her throat, cutting off any further gossip.

“The point is, the amount of damage to the campus’s structures—both internally and externally—greatly outstrip even the most pessimistic projections of the weather service and Marywill’s local government.”

That didn’t sound good. Naomi and all of her fellow Marywill administrators looked like they’d just farted and discovered it was more than a fart. All the mountain witches seemed chill, though. So I wasn’t entirely sure what to think.

“Obviously, the whole spring semester will need to be rescheduled and readjusted for the student body,” Naomi said quickly. She waved her hands, as if a magic spell could do all of that for her. “Virtual learning, lectures over Zoom, tests given via one-on-one proctored sessions. Nothing we haven’t dealt with before in times of trouble, of course, but most times are not like these…”

Gwen raised a hand, cutting Naomi off. “Excuse me?”

“Yes?”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Gwen’s mouth. “Birnam College is still in the planning stages, of course,” she said, gesturing at her fellow mountain witches. “But we have a great deal of experience teaching witchcraft in… let’s say, unconventional settings.”

Gwen’s posse snickered at that.

“I see,” Naomi said, nodding as she pondered that. “Would you be willing to offer your campus to our students? Temporarily, of course.”

Gwen inclined her head. Suddenly, I realized that both of them had figured this part out ahead of time. The Woodbine League, I thought, chuckling to myself. God damn, these witches have it all figured out.

“We would be happy to support our sisters,” Gwen said, her voice taking on the tone of an official proclamation. “Especially in this time of trial and strife.”

That part seemed settled, then. After making a few more promises to get together and figure out the details later, Naomi moved onto more pressing matters.

The Acting Dean of Marywill College hesitated, her lips pulling down into a deep frown. More than anything, I wished I could see through her shield of Bibliomancy and tell what was really going on behind those almond eyes of hers. I could sense a little, but knowing what was coming ahead of time would keep me from being surprised.

I didn’t want to have the same reactions as everyone else.

Naomi ran her fingers over the tabletop, tapping out a complicated rhythm of beats as she gathered her thoughts. Finally, she could hold back no longer. “I’ve had several restoration companies perform estimates of what it will take to make the campus’s buildings safe for lessons once more,” she said, looking up and locking eyes with each person at the table in turn. “In accordance with the campus’s Charter, I received a second opinion—followed by a third, and a fourth. Unfortunately, all of them were more or less in agreement.”

No one seemed to want to speak.

“How bad?” Valeria finally asked.

“Millions of dollars,” Naomi said, frowning deeply. “Between ten and twenty million, to be precise.”

The reactions were different around the table. Everyone from Marywill hissed and gasped, while the mountain witches and my girls merely watched Naomi in mild confusion. What did the administration know that I didn’t?

‘That’s… that’s about what I expected,” I finally said. “I mean, I don’t know how many of you have been out there in the flood, but the campus is really torn up. It’s bad.”

“We know,” Naomi said grimly.

I looked around, trying to figure out what I was missing. “I don’t get it. What’s the issue? Yeah, it’s a lot of money, but the school’s gotta be good for it. I mean, you’ve got an endowment, right?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the meeting room.

Suddenly, everyone on the Marywill side was staring at me.

What had I just stepped into?

“We did,” Naomi explained, her frown deepening. “Unfortunately, there’s been a number of issues with Marywill’s treasury over the last few years. Issues that I was not aware of until I took over as Acting Dean for Administrator Jackson.”

Uh oh. I could feel that other shoe hanging over my head, getting ready to drop. Still, I pushed on.

“Such as what?” I asked, feeling a knot in the pit of my stomach.

“Financial mismanagement,” Naomi explained mildly. “In various forms.”

One of the underlings to Naomi’s right coughed, unable to stand it any longer. “Oh, come on!” she cried, gesturing angrily… at me! “We all know what the problem is, Dean Nakamura! It’s him!”

It felt as if a bolt of lightning had struck me to my seat.

“Me? I didn’t do anything! Unless you count saving your ass!”

“It’s your damned uncle’s fault,” someone else chimed in. “He bled us dry!”

Oh. Oh.

“In what was not one of Dean Jackson’s finest moments,” Naomi explained, still using that mild tone, “the college agreed to several large, low-interest loans to a local business over the span of ten years. Namely, the Woods Book Company.”

My uncle’s bookstore. Mine now, of course. I knew exactly what Naomi was talking about. Up until I’d exposed the fake Dean Jackson as a Wraith, I’d owed Marywill a substantial amount of money. Debts left over from my uncle, incurred so that he could buy up every rare tome and grimoire in all Creation and stash them beneath his store.

Enough debt to force us to foreclose on the business, I remembered the false Dean saying. But millions?

“We were owed a great deal of money,” Naomi said with the faintest of smiles. “Unfortunately, we just forgave the bastard who holds the debt. Seeing as he liberated us from the vengeful spirit who was going to turn our college into a fascist dictatorship.”

She said this last part for the benefit of the table. There were those sitting across from me, mostly on the Marywill side, who looked like they wanted to flip me upside down and slap me until coins came rolling out. These people were angry, and desperate, so it made sense for Naomi to remind them of how much they owed me, too.

I was still having trouble processing this. “You can’t be broke,” I said, laughing a little bit. Who had ever heard of a college running out of money? The big boys like Harvard and Yale, all they did was get bigger and bigger, investing money in hedge funds all around the world. Sure, Marywill wasn’t as prestigious as all that, but surely they had some nest egg laying by…?

Naomi looked at her lieutenants, then sighed. “I have been over the books with a fine-toothed comb,” she admitted, spreading her hands. “Our financial situation is dire. We don’t have the money to pay the contractors to do repairs on our campus’s buildings—and without those repairs, we can’t have classes. We can’t finish the spring semester, or have students enroll in a fall one.”

“No classes, no tuition,” Billie said, shaking her head. “No tuition, no fucking school.”

“No fucking school,” Naomi agreed with a rueful laugh. “We don’t even have enough money right now to repair your bookstore, TC.”

What?

No, that wasn’t possible.

It felt like the most selfish thing in the world to think of just then, when half of Marywill was still underwater, but I’d been promised that. That the college would take care of the building’s designation as a historical site—including upkeep and rent.

No, it wasn’t just that it had been promised, either. I’d earned it. I’d saved the lives of nearly everyone who sat around this table. Marywill owed me.

“You’re kidding.” I tried my best to keep the hurt off my face. I was pretty sure I managed to hide it from everyone except for Naomi. Her Bibliomancy was nearly as strong as mine, unfortunately, which meant she could read me like a book. “Naomi, Brenna and I are living behind that bookstore. I can’t take her back there if the foundation is rotted and filled with mold. For God’s sake, she’s pregnant!”

As if anyone could possibly miss that.

Poor Naomi looked aggrieved. I felt for her, really I did, but I was still pissed off.

“I know!” she said, running her fingers through her dark hair. “I promised that Marywill would always take care of you,” she said, calming herself down slightly. “But I can’t do that if I don’t have a college in the first place. If we have to shut down, I can’t take care of anybody.”

A sobering thought. I tried to picture a world where Marywill was forced to shutter its doors. What would happen to the local coven in that case? Would they keep practicing their magic, just without official sanction? Or would the teachers and students defect to Birnam, begging the woods witches for sanctuary?

It would have been ironic to see that, after how much prejudice this town had against the mountain coven. No doubt the sight of the high society witches begging on their knees would have given many Birnam residents gratification.

But under the circumstances, I’d much rather find a way to fix things.

“TC,” Brenna whispered, clutching my hand. “Are they saying we’re not going to have a home?”

Her words made my heart hurt. The six months of domestic bliss I’d had with Brenna felt like a winning lottery ticket—like a life I’d never expected to be lucky enough to have. The thought of it ending so soon was intolerable. And what about the baby?

Naomi grimaced. It was clear she hated this; maybe even more than I did. But what else could she do?

To my surprise, it was Billie who stepped in to repair the breach. “Alright, look—we can all blame each other later,” she said, as gruff as ever. “Right now, we’ve got a town to save. So what the fuck do we do? Take out a loan? Have a bake sale?”

I expected laughter. Instead, Naomi looked even more awkward than before.

She’s got a plan. The realization felt like I’d taken a shot of good whiskey on an empty stomach. She’d been working herself up to this the whole time, and was trying to get the courage to propose… what, exactly?

Naomi Nakamura turned to me, leaning in close. The mask of Bibliomancy slipped from her face, and I and everyone else in the room could suddenly see how badly she’d been put up against the wall. She looked desperate, and seeing a woman like that filled with desperation scared me worse than pretty much anything else I’d seen so far.

“I hate to do this,” Naomi said, slowly shaking her head back and forth. “I really, really do. I want you to know that, TC.”

Huh? What the fuck was she bracing me for?

Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to like it.

“I’m a big boy,” I said, pushing down my anger. “Just lay it on me. Enough with this coy bullshit.”

Naomi nodded. “There’s a way you can get us out of this, TC. A way you can save us all. But the price… I don’t know if it’s something you’re willing to pay.”

Suddenly everyone at the table was staring at me. It hit me that not only had Naomi worked all of this out beforehand, but she’d told her lieutenants as well. They were all waiting for my reaction.

“Please.” It was Brenna who spoke; her voice was barely above a whisper. “This suspense is killing me. Just tell us what we can do to save our home, Naomi.”

The acting Dean of Marywill College sighed.

And the other shoe dropped.

“We’ve sent out feelers into the greater occult world,” she said quickly, “and Marywill has already identified a number of prospective buyers who would be willing to pay top dollar for your library. Even assuming the slight discount we’d have to apply to any offers involving the purchase of the whole stockpile as a single lot, the sum of money we’d receive from the sale would more than recoup our losses from the flood.”

It all came out in a rush, so quickly that I wasn’t sure I’d heard Naomi correctly.

The world blurred around me, a cold ball of rage forming in my gut.

“Excuse me?” I asked. The hand not holding onto Brenna was gripping the table hard enough to leave a crack. “Tell me I didn’t hear what I think I just heard, Naomi.”

The look on her face told me that wasn’t going to happen.

“Yes, TC,” Naomi said, clearing her throat. “You need to sell your books. All of them.”


Chapter 5

I sat in stunned silence, absorbing Naomi’s words.

Several of Marywill’s lieutenants looked over at Naomi, gesturing for her to keep speaking. To fill the dead air with more pointless words—words that would justify whatever Marywill had already decided needed to be done.

I could see that this hadn’t come from Naomi, that she was simply the mouthpiece, but even then, it infuriated me.

“I find it awkward in the extreme to even have to ask this of you, of course,” Naomi said, forcing a smile onto her face as she continued. “Believe me, if there was another solution, I’d gladly accept it.” Heads nodded around the table, agreeing with her. “If we were working with a different time frame, or if the damage to the campus weren’t so severe… but you see, there’s really no other way—”

“Stop,” I said, holding up a hand.

All around the table, expressions fell. The administrators who’d looked so gleeful about giving away my uncle’s books looked like deer caught in headlights. Like they hadn’t expected this kind of reaction from me.

My collection. My inheritance.

Marywill was going to take it and sell it. After everything I’d done for them.

What a stab in the back.

“I saved this town,” I said, carefully controlling my words. “Twice. I’ve earned those books. My uncle—”

“Your uncle owed us a great deal of money,” one of Naomi’s flunkies said. It was the wrong thing to say, and even Naomi knew it. “You need to pay back your fair share—”

I couldn’t take it anymore. “My fair share?” I asked, half-rising from my seat. “My fair share.”

“TC, please calm down,” Naomi said, practically begging. She held up one hand for me, the other flashing in front of the person who’d spoken out of turn, trying to shut them up. “There’s no reason that this discussion has to get heated!”

“I’ve been told all about my uncle’s debts,” I said, standing up. The edges of my vision flashed red as I thought about all the things I’d been through on Marywill’s behalf. How I’d nearly died defending this town from Count Bartolomeo. Or how every single one of these ‘administrators’ would still be on their knees, licking the boots of the Wraith who’d stolen Dean Jackson’s face if I hadn’t exposed and banished it. “Those debts have been discharged.”

“We’re all in agreement about that,” Naomi said, raising her voice to keep anyone else on her side from speaking up and embarrassing themselves. “But TC…”

“No buts,” I said, cutting her off with a glare. “The last Dean of Marywill threw those debts in my face. She tried to make me betray my best friend in order to get out from under them.” I was working myself up into a lather now, but I couldn’t stop myself. “That bitch Wraith had me jumping through hoops like some kind of trained seal, all while dangling that debt over my head like a fucking sword! Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?”

Naomi looked like she’d just swallowed a lemon whole. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, looking ashamed of herself. “It’s the only way, TC.”

“All of us have been through trauma,” one of the flunkies said. “You act like you’re the only one who’s suffered during Dean Jackson’s tenure!”

“Dean Jackson would still be Dean if it weren’t for me.” I pointed at Naomi, very glad that my finger didn’t shake. “You wouldn’t be in charge if I hadn’t ripped the mask off that Wraith and sent it back to the Beyond. Shit, you’d be dead if Valeria hadn’t stepped in and saved you from Count Bartolomeo—”

Naomi put her head in her hands and sobbed.

In retrospect, it was a shrewd move. It was probably the only thing that could have snapped me out of my anger, made me look at the situation in a more rational manner.

These people were suffering, and they were looking for a way out. My uncle’s debt, and the priceless books of his collection, was the shining beacon of salvation for Marywill. Sure, it might not have been fair to ask me to bear the burden of saving them, but I could at least understand it even if I didn’t entirely agree with it.

After a moment, I sat back down, feeling flat. Brenna rubbed my shoulders, and Valeria snaked her arm around my waist, holding me tight.

Naomi was silent for a few moments, her shoulders silently shaking. Someone handed her a tissue, and she spent a little bit cleaning herself up before she straightened and took back control of the meeting. When she did, she looked almost like her old self.

The mask of Bibliomancy was back on her face, making her look smooth and professional, though I knew inside she must have been breaking.

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” Naomi said, wiping the bags beneath her eyes with the corner of the tissue. “But your uncle’s stockpile—his inheritance for you, as you said—has already fulfilled its purpose.”

“Who are you to say that?” I asked. But some of the anger was already gone from my voice.

Naomi gestured at Valeria. “You learned about your Bibliomancy, thanks to the Malefic Codex,” she said, a faint smile spreading across her face at the memory of my harem. “You saved Valeria, and she saved us. You absorbed both stockpiles, in Marywill and Birnam, and used the knowledge within to strip the mask from the false Dean Jackson and unveil the Wraith. I’d say you’ve gotten a pretty good return on your investment, wouldn’t you say?”

I grit my teeth. Naomi had a point, but it still stung. To give up my inheritance, to sell the very thing I’d been counting on to provide a stable home life for me and Brenna for the next few decades… it felt so terrible as to be almost beyond the pale. I was horrified by the very thought.

Brenna’s fingers stroked the back of my hand. When I looked over at her, there were tears in her eyes.

Maybe it was the pregnancy hormones. Or maybe it was the fact that, growing up with Marywill as her future alma mater and the center of witchy activity in New England, she felt a connection to the place that I was sorely lacking.

Either way, one look in her eyes was all it took to tell which direction she wanted me to go.

“TC,” she whispered, her lips forming a tight little line. “Those books are all inside you now.”

It was a good point, as much as I hated to hear it. Thanks to my Bibliomancy, I’d become a walking encyclopedia of arcane knowledge and occult trivia. I could spout passages from five-hundred-year-old books, and engage in a dissertation of the Malleus Maleficarum on a graduate level. Hell, if I had the time, I probably could have written out copies of the books in my uncle’s stockpile longhand.

That would be the work of a lifetime, no doubt. But wasn’t a lifetime exactly what I had?

“It’s not like the knowledge would be lost,” Naomi chimed in. “It’s all floating around in your head. It might be difficult to dig up, but it is there. I know what that’s like.” She hastened to remind me that she was a Bibliomancer too, blessed with the same gifts as me. Was she worrying that she’d lost me as a partner?

Gwen cleared her throat. “The leadership board of Marywill brought this… plan of action to our attention yesterday,” she admitted, sharing a glance at Billie. “We’ve had our own discussions about it, as well.”

That was something I hadn’t anticipated. “You knew about this?” I asked, my jaw dropping.

“Yes,” Gwen admitted. No hesitation there—after all, it hadn’t been her idea. “Acting Dean Nakamura asked me to keep it under wraps until this meeting. I agreed that she should be the one to tell you.” She shared a glance with Naomi that told me she wasn’t the slightest bit happy about that fact. “I’d like to add a couple of pieces of information, though.”

To my surprise, I wasn’t mad at Gwen. She was right—telling me about the Dean’s plan before the meeting would have probably ended in Valeria and I packing up my uncle’s books and hiding them in some vault somewhere the witches couldn’t reach. First the one in Marywill, then the one in Birnam.

“Firstly, no one is suggesting we simply steal your grimoires,” Gwen said, holding up her hands in a peace gesture. “You would be compensated for your donation to the Woodbine League. It’s Marywill that would be in debt to you, not the other way around.”

I nodded slowly, thinking that over. “Marywill’s already in debt to me,” I said, thinking about the Count and the Wraith. “But I see what you mean.”

“We would pay fair market value for the tomes,” Naomi said, stepping smoothly into the breach. “Marywill will make a pledge to pay you back for what it’s borrowed. But I won’t sugarcoat it. We’re talking about a stockpile conservatively valued in the millions of dollars. Even under the absolute best-case scenario, it would take the college decades to pay you back.”

“More likely they’d be paying your kids back,” Billie said. “Hell, grandchildren, probably.”

I knew how that was likely to go. How many contracts had Marywill managed to wriggle out of over the years? Oh, as long as I was alive, I had little doubt Naomi would make what payments she could. But not enough to provide a life for me, Brenna, and anyone else who’d join our growing family.

“In addition,” Gwen said, “we’re not suggesting that Marywill itself broker this sale. The books would be held in escrow and handled by the Woodbine League itself, acting as a discrete legal entity. So it’s more like Marywill and Birnam would owe you, TC.”

“Plus any other colleges we open,” Billie added. “And we mean it about owing you, dude. None of these girls want to say it, but you’ve got us over a barrel right now—”

“Please,” one of Naomi’s flunkies said. “This is a business negotiation—”

But Billie was already on a roll. “You want a seat on the Board? You got it. I mean, come on—these witches pretty much have to do whatever you want to get access to those books. You want to make sure your investment is managed properly? Tell Naomi you want to be Marywill’s Chief Financial Officer. She’ll backdate the fucking paperwork to yesterday, if that’s what it takes…”

Now that was an interesting thought. Up until now, I’d just been wallowing in self-pity, beating myself up over how much Marywill was ‘stealing’ from me. It hadn’t clicked yet how much power I had in this arrangement.

From the looks on the faces of Naomi’s associates, it was clear they hadn’t yet thought of it, either. They certainly didn’t seem to like the thought of being bossed around and controlled by some bookseller—especially a middle-aged guy.

All at once, I realized I needed to take a step back. Everyone involved in this plan was prepared and ready except for me. They’d been relying on the element of surprise to get me to agree to all this without thinking about my part in it, or what I could get out of it.

Witches, I thought, smirking on the inside. Even when they’re on your side, they’re plotting against you.

Gwen looked a little irritated at Billie for slowing down the proceedings, but it was more like the kind of look you’d give a class clown who you secretly found hilarious as hell.

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” I said with a heavy sigh. “This is something I need to think through.”

Several of the women sitting around Naomi looked pissed, but she at least understood that I needed time. “Of course,” she said. “You can take all the time you need to consider. This is a big thing we’re asking of you, TC. But by doing so, you’d truly be throwing your fortunes in with Marywill. Our successes would be your successes. And we’d be able to take care of you, and Brenna… and whoever else gets added to your family.”

Brenna got all misty eyed at the thought of her alma mater looking after our family. I, on the other hand, wasn’t comfortable with it.

Relying on Marywill felt too much like charity. I wasn’t against charity when it was well and truly necessary, of course—but this wasn’t one of those situations. It was me cutting off my own legs to help someone else walk.

Millions of dollars, a dark little part of my brain thought. Imagine what you could do with that!

It was an awful thing to consider, but it was there. If I sold the stockpile myself, I’d be a multi-millionaire. Forget Marywill, Birnam, and the Woodbine League—Brenna and I could go anywhere, do anything we wanted. We could bring Valeria and Gwen along for the ride, along with anyone else who wanted to sail across the Caribbean on my yacht.

But Brenna would never forgive me. And I’d probably never forgive myself. Not for letting both colleges fail, for leaving these witches in the lurch.

I sighed. “If it weren’t for everything we’ve been through together, I’d say no right here and now. What you’re asking me is kind of insane. I’d be giving away millions of dollars in exchange for promises.”

“The Woodbine League would be in your debt,” Gwen whispered.

“Right now, the Woodbine League is some words you made up and pitched to Naomi,” I said.

Gwen blanched. “I know that,” she said. “But this is my life, TC. I wouldn’t let you down—”

“Anything could happen in the next year. In the next five. Marywill is your ally now—they could stab you in the back. There could be a fire next, instead of a flood. If that happens, how am I ever going to get my investment back? How will Brenna and my baby ever be safe?”

No one had a good answer for that.

“All I can tell you, TC,” Naomi said, “is that we’d be in your debt. I would be in your debt. Anything you ask, anything that is within this college’s power… within my power. It would be yours.”

When I didn’t answer, Naomi cleared her throat. “In the meantime, we’ll continue contacting a number of sellers about the library,” she said, unable to look me in the eye. “Not with the expectation of it actually being sold, mind you. Just to get a ballpark figure of what the grimoires are worth.”

“Making sure it’s worth everyone’s time,” I said.

“Of course.”

I had no doubt that Naomi would wring every last penny she could get out of my uncle’s inheritance. The numbers she’d come back with from her sellers would probably be spectacular.

And they’d put even more pressure on me to cave in.


Chapter 6

After Naomi dropped that explosive bomb of a reveal on the table, the rest of the meeting turned out to be anticlimactic in comparison.

The conversation turned to the rescue efforts in and around town, along with a discussion of the needs of the current administration in treating the wounded. Billie gave a presentation on this latter subject, with enough gross humor thrown in to make me laugh and make the stuffy Marywill set give me the side eye.

Eventually, though, the meeting wrapped up. I admit that I wasn’t really paying attention—after my conversation with Naomi, I pretty much had the same few phrases going through my head. Bouncing around my skull like it was being sung by a chorus.

My inheritance. They want to take my inheritance. They want me to let them sell my uncle’s books!

Naomi tried to come up to me as the meeting let out, but I blew her off. I also blew off Gwen, which shocked everyone a hell of a lot more. Honestly, I was just over things. I needed some time to relax, to get away from all of this bullshit and actually sit down and think about my uncle’s inheritance.

My car was parked behind the hospital. Unlike most of the people who’d been stranded by the floodwaters in Marywill, Brenna and I actually had somewhere to go. The bridge leading out of town was still good, and a half hour’s drive away waited the hotel room we’d booked to give us some privacy during this difficult time.

I was looking forward to getting away from Marywill for a few days.

I took the driver’s seat over Valeria’s objections. Ever since the spirit learned about driver’s licenses and sports cars, she’d been absolutely crazy about learning to drive. I’d caught her watching videos of drag racing on YouTube, which made me worry about the things she was planning to do once she got that license.

Valeria frowned when I jerked a thumb at the backseat, but she climbed in and buckled up. Brenna took shotgun, while I settled down in the driver’s seat. The air conditioning was warm at first, then cooled down rapidly once I kicked it on.

I was pretty happy that no one had followed us. I could totally see Naomi stepping out of the shadows, tapping the driver’s side glass and making some impassioned plea about ‘the greater good’ and doing my part to help the college.

“Nobody start,” I said with a sigh, turning the key. “I don’t want to talk about that meeting. Not now.”

Both Valeria and Brenna nodded.

“Of course, Maitre,” the spirit assured me.

That lasted all of ten minutes.

We were on our way down the highway, with Marywill in our rear-view mirror when Brenna brought it up again. In her defense, we were listening to the radio, which was still beaming warnings about moving to high ground between every two or three songs.

“Are you ready to talk yet, babe?” Brenna asked, batting her long lashes.

I glanced over at her, taking in the swell of her belly and the beatific look on her face. Some women were able to wear pregnancy well, while others looked like they were constantly suffering for the whole nine months. Brenna was the first kind. Every time I looked at her, I got the impression that she was living the life she’d dreamed about her entire life.

I was tempted to tell her no, but that would have just made me look petty. “I guess,” I said, shaking my head and turning the radio down. “Can you believe they sprung all that shit on us like that? The streets are still flooded, and those witches are already trying to shake me down for money…”

Brenna’s lips formed a tight little line. “I’m one of those witches,” she said in a mild voice.

“Of course you are,” I said, one hand on the wheel. “But you’re different. You’re mine. My witch.”

I rubbed her chin. Brenna smiled and rubbed herself against the touch, purring like a kitten.

“I just want you to know that whatever you decide to do, I’ll support you,” Brenna said, crossing one leg over the other. It was tough for her to do that with her big belly, and she leaned the seat back a little bit more in order for her to relax. “But I’d remind you that this little guy isn’t getting any smaller. He’ll be here before we know it.”

He. We didn’t know the sex of our baby yet, but Brenna seemed convinced our firstborn was going to be a boy. Maybe she’d done some kind of spell to see the gender, or she and the other witches had conspired to have her swallow some root that would make sure she’d have boys when the two of us were having raw, unprotected sex.

When asked, I of course said that I just wanted the baby to be healthy. But I won’t lie—in the depths of my heart, I was hoping for a boy. Sure, I’d be pleased with either, but it would be awesome to see a little TC running around.

“Believe me, I know,” I said, shaking my head with a faint smile. “I can’t wait to meet our baby, Brenna.”

“Me either,” Valeria chimed in. “You and Maitre look so beautiful together. I cannot wait for you to start a family.”

“But that doesn’t mean I’m just going to roll over for Marywill,” I said, frowning. “Those books don’t belong to them. They belong to me. That’s my inheritance. My money.”

We needed that money. Without it, how could I give Brenna the life she deserved? How could I give it to my child?

Or my children, I thought. Something told me Brenna wasn’t going to be done with just one baby. There was also the matter of babies with the other members of my harem, including those that might join later.

“It is,” Brenna agreed. “And you should do whatever is best with it. Naomi’s making you an offer, and it’s up to you to consider that offer.”

She had a point, as much as I didn’t want to hear it. “The baby needs money,” I said, keeping my eyes on the road. The highway was pretty much deserted with all the news about the flooding, which meant I could keep one eye on our surroundings while we made the commute to our hotel.

Brenna smiled. “The baby needs stability,” she countered, glancing at Valeria in the rear-view mirror. “We can’t be running around from one crisis to the next and give little TC Junior the care and loving that he deserves. We need a stable home, a place to live. A life, TC.”

“TC Junior?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Did you just call our kid Junior?”

Brenna shrugged. “It’s a good name,” she said, sounding a bit defensive. “What, did you want to pick a different historical figure to name him after?”

Maybe. Maybe we ought to have named him after Genghis Khan. Considering the little empire I was thinking about building in Marywill, and how badly it seemed everyone wanted me to build it.

“We’ll settle down,” I said, laughing. “Believe me, there’s nothing I want more than to do that, Brenna. Maybe even put a ring on your finger, while we’re at it…”

From the look on her face, it was clear that wasn’t something Brenna had even given any thought to. “Not unless you put a ring on Valeria’s finger, too,” she said, an impish gleam in her eyes. “She’s just as much your wife as I am.”

“Wife?” I asked. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Brenna ignored that. “The point is, we need a safe place to land. The apartment behind the bookstore is good for you and me, but it’s going to start getting awfully crowded with a nursery inside.”

“I don’t mind sleeping on the couch,” Valeria chimed in. A worried look flickered across the spirit’s face. “I’ve been a maid before. I can do it again—just watch me. I’ll be glad to take care of your little one, Brenna…”

Valeria had a point, though no one who didn’t understand her unique situation would have seen it. Unlike the rest of the women who surrounded me, Valeria had nowhere else to go. She wasn’t even technically a person.

Oh sure, Marywill would have been glad to hire her if the need arose. But without a social security number, any past history, or even a permanent residence, Valeria would be pretty hopeless navigating the ‘real world’. Her only real advantage was the ability to become a book at will, compressing her essence down into the totem that bound her.

If necessary, someone at Marywill could always store her on a shelf. But there weren’t many other options available to her.

Naomi had her own job. Gwen and Billie, their own college they were busy building. But Valeria didn’t have anything other than me. She had to live with us, even if that sometimes caused some confused glances and a little bit of gossip among the neighbors.

Which meant we needed to find a bigger place. I understood that.

I just didn’t particularly like it.

“Marywill can be the stability we need,” Brenna said. To her credit, she didn’t sound like she was trying to wheedle me or force me into a conclusion. As she’d said, she made it clear that whatever action I chose to take, she’d back up. But these were her opinions, and she wasn’t shy about sharing them.

“You really think so?” I glanced at Valeria in the rear-view mirror, wondering if she was planning to stick up for the college after fearing and distrusting them for so long. “They seem pretty shaky to me. All it takes is one Wraith to slip into a position of power, and it’s game over for those witches…”

Brenna flashed that beatific smile and squeezed my thigh. “That’s why they have you,” she insisted. “You won’t let that happen. And they’ll owe you, TC. They’ll owe you everything. Naomi will put us up somewhere, make sure we’re taken care of. Everything will be safe for the baby, and we’ll be alright. You should think about it.”

“I am,” I said, shaking my head. “Have you thought that maybe I don’t want to be taken care of? That I want to build my own business, instead of having an allowance handed to me by the college like I’m some kind of teenager?”

Brenna’s lips formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. From the look on her face, she’d clearly never thought about it in those terms before.

She got quiet and contemplative. “I can see how that would be emasculating,” she whispered, watching the lines on the road roll beneath our car.

“Exactly. Marywill’s asking me to give up what belongs to me, with the promise that I’ll get paid and pampered for the rest of my life.” The more I thought about it, the more bitter I felt. “I don’t want to be pampered. I want to build—to provide for our family.”

“That’s what I want, too,” Brenna said.

We drove in silence for a while after that. The only sounds were the gentle rumble of the engine, along with the hiss of the air conditioning as the chill blew through the car’s cabin. A light rain fell from the darkening sky, and I cut on the headlights and turned up the windshield wipers.

When Brenna spoke, it was in such a whisper that I almost thought I was hearing things.

“I think you could still do it, though,” she said, looking at me like I was the most important man in the world.

Huh? I didn’t understand. “Do what?” I asked.

Her smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Provide,” she said. “Build something. Take care of me, and Valeria, and our family.”

I still wasn’t sure what she meant. “Come again?”

Brenna let out a merry, tinkling laugh at that. “Even if you gave your books away, started over from scratch… I think you could still do it,” she said, giving me a proud look. “You’ve got what it takes.”

Her faith in me left me speechless.

“She’s right,” Valeria agreed. “You’d work your ass off, Maitre, and we’d all support you. Even if we had to go back to square one, we know you’d take care of us. All of us.”

Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much of my relationship with Brenna and my other girls had been colored by my own internal biases. While I’d accepted the physical reality of so many beautiful women being attracted to me, and wanting to spend time with this wealthy bookseller a decade or more their senior, it had never really sank in that they wanted to be with me.

Even without the money. Even without the store. Even without the prestige.

Brenna and Valeria loved me. For me.

I didn’t have Naomi or Gwen in the car with me, so I couldn’t look into their eyes and discern if they felt the same way. If Naomi was here, I probably wouldn’t have been able to tell in any case. Maybe she’d have let her internal shields drop long enough for me to see, or maybe not.

But these girls? They were ride or die. They’d follow me anywhere. They’d live out of a cardboard box, if that was what it took to stay close to me.

That kind of love was the sort of thing few men could ever achieve—and even fewer could accept.

Suddenly I felt like I could cry. Heat welled behind my eyes, and it was a struggle to hold back tears.

“Thank you,” I said. “Both of you. Honestly, you have no idea how much that means to me…”

Brenna leaned back in her seat and locked eyes with Valeria. Both of them chuckled knowingly, as if they understood exactly what their protestations of love could do to me.

“I think we do,” Brenna said. “Whatever you decide, you know we’ll back you up, TC. We love you.”

So they did. God, that was a good feeling.

“Now tell me all about this seal girl,” Brenna added with a wink. “Is she as crazy as everyone’s saying?”

I laughed. The relief of tension was great, especially after how stressful the afternoon had been. “We had a crazy fucking day,” I said, glancing at Valeria in the rear-view mirror. “Truly crazy.”

Brenna laced her fingers through mine and put her head on my shoulder. “Tell me all about it,” she whispered, her eyes narrowed to slits as she sighed and relaxed. “I want to hear all about what you two got up to. And when we get to the hotel, you can give me a visual demonstration…”

As we drove through the rain to our destination, I regaled my girlfriend with a dramatic reenactment of our scouting expedition. I held back no dirty details.

And when we finally got back to the hotel and managed to put a locked door behind us and a door beneath us, I held nothing else back, either.


Chapter 7

After the flood waters retreated, Brenna and I visited the store.

We had to wait until the local weather service gave the all clear. Even after the worst of the black, murky waters had spilled back into the rivers and creeks surrounding Marywill, the town’s government waited to declare the streets safe enough to drive through.

Classes had been suspended for the near future. The rest of the spring semester was still up in the air, and most of Marywill’s students harbored no illusions that they’d be seeing the interior of a lecture hall until long after summer. For Brenna, who’d been fending off offers to start virtual lessons ever since her baby bump started to show, it was finally time to settle and start turning in her papers long distance.

“Look at it,” Brenna said, her voice close to tears. “It’s so awful…!”

We were driving through Marywill, heading back to the Woods Book Company to check out the extent of the damage to the store. Despite the best efforts of the college to secure temporary help in clearing the streets—and a vigorous volunteer effort from townspeople, along with transplants from Birnam—the whole town was still trashed.

Most of the clean-up crews were still working on campus, and so the streets around my apartment had barely been touched. Every half a block or so I had to stop the car and move some piece of debris, sometimes relying on a touch of my magic to dislodge a particularly sticky chunk of concrete or shuffle an abandoned vehicle to the side. The obstacles only multiplied the closer we got to the store.

I was so busy clearing a path that I hardly noticed when we turned the corner onto the street containing both my apartment and the Woods Book Company. Brenna and Valeria noticed, though.

Both women gasped. The street looked like an utter catastrophe: as if not only a flood but an earthquake had hit this quarter of the quiet, sleepy New England town. Massive potholes had formed on the surface of the pavement, filled with dirty puddles of water. The air was thick with flies and mosquitos, and stank like something rotting.

I pulled the car to a stop. There was no way we were going to be able to drive the rest of the way. No telling how deep those puddles were. The wrong one could have gotten us stuck—or worse, punctured a tire. As far as I knew, no auto mechanics had come back to Marywill, either.

“I guess we walk from here,” I said, shaking my head as I opened the door. “Let’s get this over with and see how bad the damage is.”

Brenna looked like she wanted to wait in the car. The pregnancy hormones were raging within her; her face was on the verge of tears, though from sorrow, anger, or a combination of the two I couldn’t tell.

“This is so awful,” she sniffed, blinking back salt. “I can’t believe the flood did this to our home. Our sanctuary!”

Valeria came around and opened Brenna’s door. The spirit put her hands in the college student’s, giving her the sort of sympathetic smile that a nurse gave a patient in the hospital.

“We’ll put it all right,” she assured Brenna. “You’ll see! Come on, I bet it’s not as bad as you think!”

In the case of the apartment, Valeria was right.

Once we made our way across the pockmarked pavement, it was easy enough to get upstairs to our home. It was on an upper story, and the metal stairs that led to the balcony stretching across the building hadn’t been damaged by the flood, like the one that had led into the administrative building.

The apartment had no power, which surprised no one. But it was clean and dry, with no damage to the walls, the ceiling, or the floor. If we closed the windows, we could almost pretend we were just in the middle of an outage and nothing else untoward had happened.

It was surprisingly chilly in the apartment, so I stripped the comforter off the bed and bundled up Brenna on the couch. She looked happy enough to be taken care of—the long walk across treacherous terrain had tired her out. Valeria flittered around her, worrying over her like a doting aunt as she used several bottles of water from the pantry to fix a mug of tea.

“The apartment’s okay,” I said, settling down on the couch next to Brenna with a sigh. That was a load off my mind, whatever state the bookstore happened to be in. “I told you it would still be here when we got back.”

Brenna tried to smile, but I could tell she was too worried to manage it. “I’ll feel a hell of a lot better once someone comes through and verifies the foundation is still stable,” she said, pulling the blanket up to her chin. “But yes, it looks like we escaped the worst of it.”

“I want you and Valeria to stay up here while I go check on the store,” I said.

Brenna’s brows shot to her hairline. Just then, Valeria came out of the kitchen, a tray with three mugs of steaming hot tea held in her hands. How she’d managed to heat them up without electricity eluded me—probably, she’d used a spell.

“Maitre?” the spirit asked. She set down the tray on the coffee table and sat cross legged in the easy chair next to the couch. If the TV had been working, she’d have the best view of it in the apartment. “Did I hear you correctly?”

“You’ve got to take Valeria,” Brenna said quickly. “What if you get hurt?”

“I won’t,” I promised. “And Valeria ought to be up here taking care of you, sweetheart. You’re in no state to go anywhere right now. Drink your tea.”

Despite her protestations, Brenna did just that. The tea was dark orange, flavored with rind and a little bit of cardamom. The first box of it came to our apartment as yet another one of Brenna’s strange pregnancy cravings, only this one had stuck around. I liked the stuff well enough, though I personally preferred my tea with a little bit more caffeine in it.

“I should be down there with you, too,” Brenna said firmly, holding her mug of tea. “You’re going to need all the help you can get to clean that store, TC. It’s not fair that I should… ahh…!”

Brenna had just tried to rise from the couch, only to hiss at a stitch in her side. She was in no shape to go down there. I wasn’t about to let her follow me into some damp, moldy bookstore. Not when it was safe up here.

“The only places I want you going are the bathroom and back,” I insisted, patting Brenna on the top of her head. “You let Valeria take care of you. That’s what she wants to do. I will be fine.”

Brenna’s lips formed a tight little line. I knew she didn’t want to let me go down there alone, but she didn’t have much of a choice.

“You promise you’ll be careful?” she asked, tugging the covers back up over her body. “If there’s anything that looks dangerous in the store, you come right back. I’m not losing the man I love over some dirty basement!”

“I promise,” I said. No doubt there would be something dangerous in the Woods Book Company, but it was all the kinds of dangerous I could handle. Mold, rickety shelving—a basement that needed to be pumped out and dehumidified. I didn’t expect much else to cause me any trouble. “You stay here and get some rest, okay?”

Brenna let me kiss her. By the time I got off the couch and put my shoes back on, she was snoozing comfortably, the covers bundled up around her and a pillow under her head. I envied her a little bit, but I had a job to do.

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Valeria whispered, planting a kiss on my cheek at the door. Then she frowned. “Are you sure you’ll be alright, Maitre?”

“No big deal,” I insisted. My hands went to Valeria’s waist, the lightness of her frame reminding me of all the fun things the two of us could do together. “I just want to get a decent idea of how screwed we are and how long it’s going to be until the Woods Book Company can reopen. As soon as I know that, I’ll come right back.”

Valeria nodded and saw me off. “Good,” she said, giving me a pat on the ass. “Hurry back, Maitre. If you show up before Mademoiselle Brenna wakes up from her nap, I may give you a special kiss to welcome you home…”

I grinned at the thought.

That fantasy carried me all the way out of the apartment and around the building, to the front of the Woods Book Company.

Night was falling outside, and the temperature was dropping rapidly. Though it had been stiflingly hot only a few hours ago, now I could see little wisps of vapor escaping my lips as I made way across the spattered pavement. The contrast was sharp, and made my sinuses ache.

“Woah,” I whispered, standing before the door. “The storm did a number on you, didn’t it?”

The dark, impassive bulk of the store’s front door had warped almost beyond recognition. Water had gotten in everywhere, swelling the wood so badly that the hinges connecting the door to the frame had nearly given way. My key still worked, but only just barely.

I started coughing as soon as I was inside. A wet odor filled the air, and I was suddenly glad that we’d moved everything in here across town before the storm hit. Anything we’d left behind would have been pulp by now.

There was no light, but I’d brought a flashlight along with me. Its narrow beam illuminated walls covered in overlapping lines of water damage, the upper ones already beginning to turn a dark, unsanitary shade of brown.

“Gross,” I muttered, turning a slow circle. Bits of glass and wood crunched under my heel, and I found myself fighting off a deep wave of depression. How had my life come to this?

I had insurance, of course. That was the sole silver lining in all this bullshit. Even if Marywill fell through on its promise to renovate the water damaged portions of campus, I could count on my own policy protecting me and helping me to fix this. But it would still be a fight.

And without customers, I couldn’t make an income. The college was my single biggest customer. If Marywill didn’t reopen, then it didn’t particularly matter whether or not I reopened the store. I’d be better off making it mobile, or putting it entirely online.

Only a few shelves remained bolted to the walls. Most of them had been washed away in the flood, stacked up together like cordwood next to the property’s lowest wall when the water escaped without them.

Better check the office next, I thought. Let’s see how that fared.

It was disgusting. There was no sign of my desk or my chair. Even the coffee machine I kept back here was MIA. A thick coating of slime covered the walls, which made me retch.

Only now did it hit me that I’d neglected to pull my uncle’s old computer out of here before we evacuated. “Shit,” I said, getting down on my knees. “The tower!”

It was trashed. Uncle Alfonso’s PC was nothing to write home about, an old Gateway from the mid 2000’s. It still had a Windows XP sticker on the beige case, along with a sales stamp proudly proclaiming the device to be ‘never obsolete!’ Apparently there’d been some kind of trade-in program, but my uncle never took advantage of it.

None of that mattered now. All the data that had been on my uncle’s hard drive was likely borked. Dissolved beneath two stories worth of water.

I made a mental note to take the thing to a repair shop just in case they could restore the hard drive, but the thing was probably a total loss.

Main store is trashed, I thought, stepping back out to the counter. Office is so disgusting I’m glad I didn’t Brenna in here.

That only left the basement.

That, at least, had been completely cleaned out. I wasn’t distracted enough to overlook any of my uncle’s rare books, and so we’d gathered up the entire contents of the basement and boxed them up before the storm hit. All those rare tomes and grimoires now waited in cardboard boxes on an upper floor of the school’s administrative buildings, quite literally high and dry.

For all the good it’s done me, I thought. I went to so much trouble to protect those books, and now Marywill’s just going to take them away from me.

I wasn’t sure yet if I was going to say yes to Naomi’s proposal. If I did, you could bet there were going to be a whole hell of a lot of preconditions involved. I intended to make those witches pay for my inheritance, and keep paying for a good, long while.

Damn it. Just thinking about it made me upset.

“Well,” I said, making my way across the room. “Time to check out the basement…”

As I turned the corner, I froze. The bookshelf containing the Malleus Maleficarum was already slid to the side, revealing the stairwell leading deep into my uncle’s subterranean basement.

Water burbled across the stairs. It looked stagnant and foul, like the entire basement had flooded out. The only book sitting on the shelf next to the hidden entrance way was the Malleus itself—the secret switch that would open the bookshelf. It was like something out of a movie.

Had the flood done that? I could picture the walls of water crashing against the bookshelf, maybe shoving the copy of the Malleus out of place and triggering the hidden mechanism. It certainly wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility, especially considering how much damage had been done to the rest of the building.

But it gave me an uneasy feeling all the same.

Most of all, I didn’t want to look at the water.

The flood had retreated from the surface, but all the water that had managed to leak into my uncle’s hidden basement had stayed there. We’re going to have to get someone to pump it out, I thought, shaking my head with disappointment. Either that or collapse the whole thing—but even then, the ground’s going to be too wet. There’ll be mold, and the foundation will sink…

Worst of all, there would no longer be any way to hide the secret stockpile. My uncle’s library depended on the fact that no witches knew about the hidden basement—that they didn’t even suspect its existence. Bringing in a construction crew would ruin that, no matter what else happened afterwards.

Damn it. Maybe we were going to have to give the location up after all.

I walked over to the basement stairs and shone my flashlight at the water. It was dirty and brackish, too dark and deep for me to see more than a few inches. For a moment I thought I saw some of that clumpy plant matter and a chill tingled down my spine. But it was nothing.

“Shit, I don’t like this,” I said, straightening up. “Maybe I could…?”

I ought to check if the mechanism still worked. Whatever latch was connected to that fake copy of the Malleus Maleficarum had probably rusted shut, but it was worth a shot to see if it still worked. Either way, I could shove the bookcase closed and not have to look at the water any longer.

Something about it was fucking spooky.

To my surprise, the book moved. A grinding sound echoed from somewhere inside of the bookshelf when I wiggled the Malleus back and forth, but it seemed as if the mechanism hadn’t completely snapped in the storm. The bookshelf moved with a creak, sliding back into place to hide the hidden stair.

Because of the warped wood, it was no longer flush. But none of the other remaining shelves were, either, so that didn’t bother me.

“The secret can remain secret a little longer, I guess,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Alright. Heading back now.”

I had bad news, but at least I’d be delivering it to two very attractive young women. And after this, I couldn’t wait to strip off my dirty clothes and slide beneath the blankets with Brenna. Maybe Valeria could even heat up some water, so that we could take a bath…

I was halfway across the store when something thumped the bookshelf. From the inside.

I froze. That was just the water, I told myself, sloshing around down there.

Another thump hit the bookshelf. If there’d been any other books hanging out on the shelf besides the Malleus Maleficarum, they’d be on the floor right about now.

“What the fuck?” I whispered. The beam of the flashlight shook in my hand. “No, there’s nothing down there. Maybe the basement collapsed…”

But deep in my heart, I knew that wasn’t it. More visions of those nightmarish clumps of plant matter filled my mind’s eye as the bookshelf shuddered, pounded from behind like someone was trying to use a miniature battering ram to slam right through.

On the next hit, the Malleus clicked. The hidden mechanism gave way, and the bookshelf began to slide to the side, opening just like it did when I did it.

“Hey! No,” I said, racing to the hidden shelf. Whatever was on the other side of that passageway, I realized I did not want to see it. “No, close back, close the fucking shelf—”

Too late.

The bookshelf swung open. A wave of water spilled over the top stair, sending a frothy foam of muddy, brackish water across the boards of the bookstore.

Something large and sleek emerged from the water.


Chapter 8

It’s here! I thought. Panic suffused me.

I didn’t know what it was, but there was no fucking way I wanted to meet it and shake hands. I had to get out of here. Now.

I turned, praying as I did that I’d left the door open. The fading sunlight dipped low on the horizon, like the world where girlfriends slept on couches and everything made sense was fading away from my vision. Leaving only darkness.

“No, no no no,” I said, nearly dropping the flashlight. “Oh fuck!”

My hand was on the doorknob when a voice filled the room behind me.

“You.”

I froze. The street outside was less than a stone’s throw away, but I suddenly felt no desire to run. The fear drained from me like a burst dam, and I had to restrain the urge to roll my eyes.

“Seriously?” I asked, turning on a heel. “You fucking scared me half to death! What are you doing here!?”

Standing in the flashlight’s beam, dripping with murky, brackish water, was Alison O’Brien.

The willowy woman didn’t look surprised to see me, which was in marked contrast to how shocked I was to see her. She didn’t seem disgusted to be covered in gross ass river water, either, when she really probably should have been.

“I was doing a little investigating,” the woman said, stepping into the store. Though her body was still covered in water, her clothes were disturbingly dry—as if she’d summoned them, the same way Valeria did when she entered and exited her grimoire.

“Investigating?” The flashlight’s beam wavered a bit, shining into Alison’s eyes. She didn’t even blink. “You’re spying on me?”

Alison shrugged. “I wanted to verify a few things,” she said, taking another step toward me. “I didn’t find what I was looking for.”

My heart began to slow back down. I forced down the panic I felt, not wanting to look like I’d been thrown off my game in front of Alison. This was the second time she’d managed to startle me practically out of my skin, and I wasn’t getting used to it.

“What were you looking for?” I asked.

With the flashlight beam on her, Alison looked like she was undergoing an interrogation. Her nonplussed expression didn’t change—if anything, she looked a little bored to be the subject of my demands.

“Hidden chambers,” Alison said without hesitation.

My brows rose. “Hidden chambers? In my uncle’s… hidden basement?”

A slow smile spread across the selkie’s face. “There’s nowhere better to hide a secret door than behind another secret door,” she said, like that was obvious. “No one ever expects a second secret.”

That… made a strange kind of sense, actually. So there weren’t any other hidden rooms in my uncle’s basement. That was good, since if there were, they’d have been just as flooded as the rest of the place. Any books stored there would be wood pulp by now.

Books…

“You’re looking for that grimoire,” I said, the realization hitting me. “The same one you were talking about this afternoon, when Valeria and I were boating through the city.”

It felt a little crazy that all that had happened today.

Alison took another step into the room, gently shaking herself free of droplets. It felt strange to make the comparison, but it rose to my mind naturally: Alison looked high. She reminded me of one of my old college roommates who’d had a major pot addiction and spent their entire semester stoned out of their gourd. I’d never seen them again after that, so I’d assumed they hadn’t come back.

Only I didn’t think Alison was on drugs. I kind of figured being a selkie was her drug. She certainly seemed like someone who only had her mind halfway on the land.

The effect seemed more pronounced right after she transformed. Alison stared straight ahead like a woman in a trance, hardly even seeing the world around her. Slowly, she ran a hand over her eyes, wiping away the water on her brow.

When she was done, she looked a little bit more human.

“You okay?” I asked.

Her face was almost totally blank, but my Bibliomancy told me I’d gotten her hackles up. She doesn’t like to be reminded of what she is, I thought, a little pang erupting deep in my gut. She loves who she is, but she hates that she’s so different—that she can hardly relate to ordinary humans. I’ve touched a sore spot with her.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Alison said, slowly rotating her neck. “I’m always a little out of it this time of year. The change comes upon me without warning sometimes. Even when I’m landbound, I feel it whenever I get close to a body of water.”

“That must be hard,” I said, parking my rear on the front counter. “Especially in a town that’s just been flooded.”

Alison could tell that I was making an effort. She appreciated it.

“You have no idea,” she said, wiping her clothes off with a sigh. “Part of me’s always with the sea, and when I’m here, I’m rarely in the present moment. Being a folklorist means standing knee-deep in the past most of the time. Digging through ancient legends, collecting oral traditions… that sort of thing.”

“Try to warn me next time you go for a dive in my store,” I told the selkie, smiling. “You’ve really got a habit of scaring the shit out of me.”

Alison gave me a curt little nod, which was her version of being polite. “Got it.”

She looked around the room, scrutinizing the damage. I got the impression she didn’t have any trouble seeing in the darkness—her selkie’s eyes were probably a lot better calibrated to it, considering the amount of time she spent in deep water.

If a selkie was even what she was. If that thing I’d seen swimming through Marywill’s streets was a seal, I’d buy a hat just so I could eat it.

“So this place is pretty beat up,” Alison said by way of conversation. Her disposition was blunt, which told me she didn’t make small talk very often. She didn’t seem like a ‘chit chat’ kind of girl. Her eyes were strangely serious, even as she tried to keep the tone light. “Are you going to be opening any time soon?”

I laughed. How could she possibly think that?

Maybe a sea creature wasn’t turned off by all this water. But Marywill’s students most certainly would be.

“Nah,” I said, chuckling to myself. “We’ve got to get contractors in here to assess the damage. We’ll be lucky if the place opens up this summer—fall would more likely be my guess.”

“Good,” Alison said with a nod. “Because I have a job for you.”

Wow, I thought. No commiserating, not even a oh wow, that sucks. Alison O’Brien wasn’t just blunt—she was like a human hammer, at least when it came to conversations.

Yet I found I couldn’t be angry with her. It was like being mad at a dolphin for swimming, or a vulture for eating carrion. Alison was just living her life, and if that put some of her social mores to the side of ordinary human ones, then I was just along for the ride.

Besides, it was kind of sexy how aloof and untouchable she was. I wanted to make her care.

“You’d better tell me about this job, then,” I said, a faint hint of a smile on my face. “You know, most people would say that now is not the time.”

Especially after you came out of my basement like some sort of horror movie monster, I thought.

But Alison just gave me another one of those expansive shrugs. “Now is the perfect time,” she corrected, like it was just a matter of course. “I’ve heard from Gwen about the college, and your money trouble. I know Marywill’s in dire financial straits, and they don’t know how they’re going to fund the rebuilding project.”

“Oh, they know,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “They’re going to sell my uncle’s library.”

Alison blanched. “The books?”

It only then occurred to me that the whole reason Alison had come here was to read them.

“Not in the immediate future,” I said, wondering why it was so important for me to reassure this woman I barely knew. “You’ll still have time to scrutinize the stockpile. And I can help you with whatever info you need. I’m a Bibliomancer, remember?”

“I remember,” Alison said. “I wasn’t saying that the college can’t sell your uncle’s collection because of me, though.”

“No?” I was more than a little surprised to hear that.

Alison’s lips pursed in a sexy moue. “They can’t sell the collection because the collection isn’t complete yet.”

Ah! “Your book,” I said, putting my hands on my thighs. “You think my uncle has it. Had it. And that’s why you’re looking for secret passages in my basement.”

And being such a damned weirdo, I mentally added. Saying that out loud would only have hurt Alison’s feelings, though.

Alison gave me a look like she was starting to get excited. “That’s right,” she said, nodding. “I think the book I’m looking for was part of your uncle’s collection. I’m not sure if he sold it before he died or stashed it away some place, but it definitely passed through his hands.”

Cool. “So what’s the book?”

Alison paused. “What’s the most famous occult tome of all time?”

I had to give it a little bit of thought. Several infamous names rolled through my head, but even as they did my gaze settled on the latch keeping my uncle’s hidden basement away from the prying eyes of Marywill’s witches.

“The Malleus Maleficarum?” I guessed.

Alison scoffed. “That’s not an occult book. If anything, it’s an anti occult book. It’s all about how to torture witches, then stone them when you’re done torturing them. Besides, the Malleus is neither rare nor particularly illuminating reading.”

I’d say. Alison looked disgusted just at the mention of it.

“No,” Alison said. “The actual most famous book of occult lore is the Necronomicon.”

My brows rose. “Like from Evil Dead?”

Just as someone else said: “Like from Season of the Witch?”

The door to the bookstore was open. Brenna stood in the doorway, a worried looking Valeria flittering around just behind her. She’d changed into some comfy clothes, but the college student still didn’t look like she was in any position to go traipsing around in what the bookstore had become.

“Sorry!” Brenna said, stepping into the room. “I showed up a little while ago. I just didn’t want to interrupt the two of you, in case…” She trailed off.

In case something happened, I thought. Not like it would. I like Alison, but I don’t think she’s quite into me that way.

Alison didn’t seem fazed in the slightest by the arrival of my two girls. “I haven’t seen either of those movies,” she said, frowning gently. “But the Necronomicon is real. I’ve been tracking it down for a very long time—it’s the holy grail of my profession, and I mean that quite literally.”

The Necronomicon. The Necronomicon. I found it hard to believe that it was a real book, much less that my uncle had a copy of it.

“You think that was in my uncle’s collection?” I sounded even more disgusted than Alison had when discussing the Malleus Maleficarum. “Isn’t that book supposed to be bound in human skin or something?”

“And inked in human blood,” Alison added, as if she were discussing the color of the cover page. “That’s the legend, anyway. The most powerful grimoire on the planet. And the most valuable.”

That last part wasn’t lost on me. I’d found myself in a very great need for valuable things lately. If I was going to have to start from square one in rebuilding my book business after securing Marywill’s eternal thanks, then what better title to start my catalog with than the Necronomicon?

There was Alison to think of, of course. But something told me her interest in the grimoire was merely academic. She’d probably be satisfied getting the credit and letting me keep the book itself, assuming she was allowed to make copies of its pages and take some pictures.

“You really think my uncle had it.” My gaze traveled from the selkie to my harem, then back again. “That it completed his collection?”

“It would be the jewel of his collection,” Alison said excitedly. “I believe your uncle treasured the Necronomicon above all his other rare books. That he would have gladly traded away both stockpiles he’d built over the years just to secure a copy of it.”

That made sense. But it begged a rather obvious question.

“If that’s the case,” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest, “then where is it? Why isn’t it in his collection?”

By Alison’s frown, I gathered that she’d been asking herself the very same question. “I think he hid it somewhere else,” she finally said. “I checked the basement for hidden passages, and I checked the location in Birnam before I traveled here. I’m reasonably certain that if your uncle owned a copy of the Necronomicon prior to his death, he didn’t store it in either of the locations where he kept the rest of his library.”

That was obvious. “Where, then?”

“Somewhere secret,” Alison said, her eyes sparkling. “And safe. I… I have a theory. But I don’t want to offend you.”

Now that was something to hear. Coming from a woman who’d said she was glad my bookstore had been damaged too badly to reopen, I couldn’t imagine what it was she had to say to me. It must have been bad if she was actually worried about it.

“You’re not going to offend Maitre,” Valeria said, stepping into the room. “He’s a difficult man to upset. But when he does become enraged, you had better look out!”

I couldn’t help but notice that the spirit stepped between Brenna and the newcomer. Almost as if her instinct was to defend her, in case something went wrong.

Alison looked at Valeria, then at Brenna. Her eyes lingered on my girlfriend’s pregnant belly, but she either had nothing to say on that scale or knew better than to bring it up. Finally, Alison cleared her throat.

“I believe your uncle placed the Necronomicon somewhere you would be able to get it,” she said, working her way via a roundabout method to the point. “He intended all of these books to be your inheritance, after all. He would want you to locate the Necronomicon. That’s why I believe he put it somewhere you would find it, but no one else would dare to look.”

I frowned. I could feel my brows drawing together. I didn’t know where Alison meant, and I was a little afraid to ask.

Of course Brenna guessed it.

The college student let out a gasp, her hand going to her lips. “You think he took it to the grave with him!” she said, both horrified and excited.

A pencil-thin smile spread across Alison’s face. “That’s my theory.”

I took a step backward. The horror I felt at the selkie’s suggestion wasn’t quite as profound as what I’d felt when Naomi suggested selling my inheritance, but it was close. It felt like kin to it, actually—since in a way, both were about defacing the dead.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Hell no.”

“I thought you might say that,” Alison agreed with a nod. “But it’s a good theory, TC. Your uncle would have wanted you to have the Necronomicon. He wouldn’t have wanted it to molder untouched by his chosen heir.”

“My uncle doesn’t even have a grave!” I protested. “We cremated him!”

If that was the case, then had he been burnt along with the Necronomicon? What kind of smoke came from an ancient, evil occult tome?

Alison was already shaking her head. “I’m aware of that,” the selkie said, as businesslike as ever. “Alfonso was cremated, but his urn was interred in a small crypt in Bentley.”

“Bentley?” Valeria asked. Oh great, now she was getting into it, too.

“A small town about an hour’s drive from Marywill,” Alison explained. “Good, strong river running through the center. Makes transit easy. For me, anyway.”

I was almost speechless. “You think my uncle hid the Necronomicon in his crypt,” I said, shaking my head in amazement. “What, they just stuffed the book in there along with the urn containing his ashes?”

Alison shrugged. I was beginning to both love and loathe those shrugs.

“Possibly,” she said. “Or he might have left a clue for you as to the grimoire’s present location.” I could tell from her face she thought that was way more likely.

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” I said, scoffing. “Lady, you’re crazy.”

“It doesn’t sound that crazy,” Brenna protested. “TC, your uncle was into some weird stuff in Marywill.”

“Now you’re defending her?” I blurted.

“No,” Brenna said, wincing. “But your uncle nearly bankrupted this city, TC. He racked up debts in the millions before he died. So much money that the college is going to have to close its doors if it doesn’t find some way to recoup the costs.”

“I told you already, that’s not my fault—”

“That’s not what she means,” Valeria said. Her tone cut through both of us, stopping our arguing. “She means your uncle borrowed a great deal of money. Too much, even, to have purchased the occult grimoires he currently owns.”

Now I understood. “You think he also bought the Necronomicon,” I said, running a hand over my face. “Of course.”

“It may be nothing,” Alison hastened to assure me. “But it’s a lead. Any possibility that might lead you to a solution for your money problems is one that should be followed up on, yes?”

She’d talked down all of my objections. It really sounded like she wanted me to do this. More than that, Brenna and Valeria seemed interested in finding out if my uncle owned the most famous book of occult power in the world, as well.

One other thing occurred to me. “Why didn’t you just do this without me?”

In marked contrast to her ordinary demeanor, Alison looked almost startled by the question. “Pardon?”

“You know where my uncle’s crypt is,” I said, working through it. “You know where his ashes are stored. If you’re willing to float around my basement looking for hidden passageways, I can’t imagine you’d blanch at digging through a graveyard…”

I’d offended her. I could tell that even before I finished my sentence.

“Basements are one thing,” Alison said. Her face took on a curiously pinched appearance as she crossed her arms beneath her small, perky breasts. “But I would never disturb the dead without permission. As Alfonso’s heir, that permission would fall to you, TC.”

To say I was surprised would have been a major understatement. “You’d really stay away if I told you to?” I said, amazed. “Even if the Necronomicon was there?”

Alison blanched. “I hope you wouldn’t do that,” she whispered. “But… yes.”

She really is different from an ordinary person, I realized. And to think, I believed her to be some kind of book snatcher when I ran into her in Marywill…

It seemed crazy, but I was starting to come around on the idea. “Maybe we should go,” I said, looking at Brenna and Valeria for confirmation. “Just me and Alison. It couldn’t hurt to check.”

Brenna hadn’t expected this part. “No, we have to go with you,” she said.

I shook my head. “You’re not going. Valeria will look after you while I’m gone. We’ll be back in a few hours, right?”

Brenna obviously didn’t like it, but she sighed and nodded.

Alison nodded. “According to Google Maps, the graveyard where TC’s uncle is interred is one hour and nineteen minutes from this store,” she said, rattling off the numbers like she’d memorized them weeks ago. “So there’d be shortly less than three hours of driving. Then any time we spend at the actual crypt, of course.”

Which hopefully wouldn’t be long.

“Yeah, fuck it,” I said, looking out the window. The sun was on its way down, but wasn’t late at night the perfect time to go skulking around a graveyard. “Let’s do it. You and me.”

It was disturbing, to say the least. But after talking to Alison, I was beginning to believe my uncle was hiding even more secrets from me than the ones I already knew about.

Maybe he’d hidden some answers in his final resting place.


Chapter 9

A graveyard at midnight was not where I’d expected to be.

The drive to Bentley unfurled without incident. I drove, while Alison stared at the GPS app on her phone for pretty much the entire trip. She seemed enamored with the thing, ticking down the miles and minutes remaining while we navigated the dark, quiet highways of rural New England. Conversation was sparse, and mostly revolved around where and when we’d stop for gas along the way.

I’d had a bastard of a time convincing Brenna and Valeria to stay behind. Both of them had wanted to go to Bentley with us—Brenna in particular had practically begged not to be separated from me. But I wasn’t about to risk her, or the baby. I didn’t know what might be waiting for us in my uncle’s crypt, but I knew better than to bring her with me. Besides, Valeria would do a perfectly good job keeping her safe.

“You don’t think Alfonso put booby traps in the crypt, did you?” I asked as we cut across the muddy field. A gentle rain fell from the sky, though the big full moon stood out between the clouds like a pale, glowing eye, lighting our way. We’d parked a short distance away from the graveyard and walked to the crypts, ignoring the few reticent townspeople out at this hour.

They didn’t want anything to do with us, and we didn’t want anything to do with them.

Alison frowned. “That seems unlikely, if he was expecting you to check his crypt for the Necronomicon,” she said, giving it some serious thought. “But there’s a possibility he may have armed the location against grave robbers. Perhaps he’d leave some trap you would know how to escape, but someone not related to you would be unable to navigate.”

“What the hell kind of trap is based off a family tree?” I asked. I couldn’t even imagine it.

Alison just shrugged. If I’d hoped for her to reassure me, I was barking up the wrong tree.

Tonight, she was all business.

And that business was locating the Necronomicon.

A half dozen crypts dotted the far side of the hill. These were large stone buildings, partially above the ground but with a concrete basement that extended below. From the graveyard’s website, I’d discovered that most of these were family plots, intended to keep the members of a single clan together in their eternal repose. Only the crypt with my uncle in it wasn’t a single-family, instead containing high-dollar patrons who’d pledged a certain amount to the graveyard before their death.

Something about that arrangement set off faint bells in the back of my brain, but I wasn’t able to figure it out.

I followed Alison up the hill. She had an awkward gait on land, her arms swishing from side to side like someone power walking on a treadmill. It looked a little funny, but I wasn’t laughing. The night was far too creepy for that.

“You know, your comment about a family trap’s got me thinking,” I said. Honestly, I was just talking to talk—to banish the feeling of unease I got walking through a graveyard in the middle of the night. “I never really knew my uncle. I think I only ever met him two or three times, and that was back so far that I barely even remember it.”

“Hmm,” Alison said. She seemed politely interested in my family history, but not much more involved than that. “Curious that he chose you as his heir, then.”

“It always seemed like a cover story, you know?” I forced out a laugh. “Living on the East Coast, buying and selling books for a living. Once, my dad even called Uncle Alfonso a member of the Import/Export Business, which totally sounded like some Mafia shit to me. I thought the guy was mobbed up!”

“He wasn’t mobbed up,” Alison replied with a faint smile. “Instead, he was witched up.”

That was even crazier.

“I don’t know why he picked me to be his heir,” I admitted. “The only thing I can think is that he must have known I was a Bibliomancer. That I had the potential to be one, at the very least. He must have seen it on me, even when I was a kid. And when he died, he decided to give me a shot at it.”

Just then, a howl split the night. I nearly jumped out of my skin. Alison didn’t even flinch.

“What the fuck was that?” I hissed, grabbing the selkie’s shoulder.

“Just a wild dog, I’d imagine,” Alison said. “Nothing to tie yourself into a knot about, TC.”

She certainly sounded nonplussed about the whole thing. I, on the other hand, was terrified. What kind of wild dog sounded like that?

“I’ve never heard anything like that before,” I muttered, following in Alison’s footsteps. We were almost to the crypt now, just approaching its heavy concrete door. “Maybe we should have brought a gun with us.”

Alison’s head moved on a swivel. “Oh, I did,” she said, her brows furrowing together. “You’re not armed?”

For a moment, I thought of mentioning my non-Bibliomancer powers that I’d learned from absorbing countless magical tomes. But it felt right to keep those in my back pocket for now.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. I looked her up and down, frowning. “You’re packing?”

Alison nodded.

I don’t even want to know where you’ve stashed it, I thought, swallowing hard. It doesn’t look there’s anywhere you could hide it…

The temperature dropped several degrees as we stepped into the crypt. At first I thought it was nothing but a psychological trick—places where lots of bodies are stored were creepy, after all—but then I saw the faint vapor streaming from Alison’s nostrils. She didn’t seem to mind the cold, though.

“Alright, let’s get in and out,” I muttered, rubbing my hands together. “If there’s anything down here my uncle wants me to see, I’m sure it won’t take us long to find it…”

We headed downstairs, fighting off the shivers the whole way. Or I was fighting them off, at least. Alison seemed to almost enjoy them. As I treaded down the stone steps, I heard the baying of that same hound in the distance. It sounded further away than before, but maybe that was just because of the stone walls muffling its cries.

Good, I thought, frowning. Go away. Leave us alone.

No one had left the lights on downstairs, so Alison and I pulled out our flashlights. The atmosphere down here was positively medieval, as if we’d stepped back in time to some ancient burial chamber beneath a Puritan church. The hallway stretched maybe fifty feet ahead of us, broken into alcoves along the way. Each of these had a little silver nameplate on it, with information about the deceased.

There were no signs that anyone had come to mourn. I’d only been to a place like this once or twice before in my life, and during those times there’d always been flowers, cards, or other mementos laid out in front of each alcove. Not here.

Alison walked down the hallway shining her flashlight into every alcove. With each one she read each silver nameplate, gave a little shake of her head, and moved on.

“It’ll be the one at the end.” I wasn’t sure how I knew that—only that I assumed a man like my Uncle Alfonso would understand drama. The longer we stayed down here, the more I felt like a character in a movie. Like I’d entered some sort of horror scene halfway through, with no idea of my character’s background or motivation.

Just as I guessed, the final alcove belonged to Alfonso. A silver nameplate, larger than the others, listed his date of birth, date of death, and a number of facts about his life. Just from a quick scan, I could tell they’d copied his obituary verbatim, embossing the words into the silver.

That didn’t interest me.

What did was the safe.

It was bolted into the wall, just where the other occupants of the crypt had their remains stored. In marked contrast to the Puritan-era stone all around us, its door was made of metal, with an electronic keypad on the front. A tiny red light shone like an unblinking eye in the darkness, a silent sentry over my uncle’s final resting place.

Alison saw it and let out a low whistle. “He did leave you something,” she realized, her eyes filling with excitement as she turned to me. “TC, what’s the code?”

The code? I was still trying to process the fact that my uncle had felt it necessary to store his urn in a fucking lockbox. What the hell was going on here?

“I…I have no idea,” I admitted, shaking my head. “You were right. There really is something here at my uncle’s grave…”

Alison wasn’t interested in hearing that she was right. She wanted to get into that safe.

“There must be something,” she said, her voice filling with hope. “Some sequence he included in his will. Something set of numbers that meant something to both of you, that he’d use as a combination lock after he was gone. Think!”

I was already shaking my head. “I told you, I never met the man. He didn’t leave any codes behind, believe me. Just the bookstore.”

It occurred to me then that I’d never fully explored my uncle’s computer. But if he’d stored the combination there, the situation was hopeless. Two stories worth of flood water destroyed that ancient PC.

I didn’t think the code was in the computer, though. Uncle Alfonso wouldn’t have trusted something so ephemeral to carry something so important.

Alison stared at me for a long moment, her face filling with disbelief. Finally, she sighed.

“Shit,” she whispered, arching her beam of light through the darkness. “I had hoped… well, no matter. We’ll just have to put our heads together and figure out the solution.”

Something occurred to me. “Can’t we just blow it open?” I asked, frowning.

Alison’s brows rose. “Blow it open?”

I blanched. “I know it’s a dick move to disturb a graveyard,” I admitted sheepishly. “But couldn’t we… I don’t know. Use magic to open it, or something like that?”

A little laugh escaped Alison’s lips. “With an ordinary safe, sure,” she said, rapping her knuckles on the heavy door. “But not this thing. It’s magic resistant.”

My stomach fell. “You’re sure?”

Alison nodded. “I already tried a quick bit of magic when we walked in here,” she said, running the tips of her fingers gently over the metal of the safe. “It bounced off like the thing was greased. The only way we’re getting into this safe is with the keycode, TC.”

Shit. What was the combination?

My uncle had to have slipped it to me somehow. That was the only explanation that made any sense. He’d put it somewhere; somewhere where I would see, and I’d either missed or hadn’t noticed the importance of it at the time.

I just had to find it.

For her part, Alison gave me space to think. The selkie trailed up and down the hallway, shining her flashlight in every crack and crevice of the walls. “We don’t even know how many digits it is,” she whispered to herself, pondering as she walked. “Could be four, like someone’s PIN at the bank. Could be six. Three two-digit numbers strung together, like an ordinary combination safe.” She turned to me, the beam of the flashlight nearly blinding me. “Is there anything about your uncle that might indicate how many digits he’d use to secure a safe?”

I squinted into the light. “Not that I can recall,” I said in my driest tone.

Alison didn’t seem to get the sarcasm. She shrugged, then continued her walk.

“Maybe Mister Barker could tell us,” the selkie muttered after a few moments. “Or Mister King…”

That brought a laugh out of me. “Haha, yeah,” I said, shaking my head. “This place does seem like something out of a horror movie.”

Alison froze. The flashlight beam moved across the wall, then settled on me—mercifully, on my knees this time.

“TC,” the woman said thickly, as if we were on the verge of some discovery. “What are you talking about?”

Huh? I knew the selkie was sheltered, but really?

“Clive Barker?” I asked, frowning across the hallway. “Stephen King? They’re writers—horror writers. I thought you were making a joke…”

In the beam of my own flashlight, I could see Alison’s expression change. “They’re not dead, are they?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” I muttered. My pulse quickened. “Wait, what?”

Alison gestured for me to come closer. When I did, I saw the alcove she’d been shining her flashlight into. The little silver nameplate sparkled along its edges. I’d seen it when I came in, but I hadn’t bothered to actually take a look at it.

The name written across the metal was Susan Barker.

“That must be a coincidence,” I said, shaking my head. “It says Susan, not Clive. Not the same person—not even the same gender. Show me the ‘King’ one?”

Alison did. That one showed the birth date and death date of a Mr. Travis King, who probably wasn’t related in the slightest to the famous New England horror author. Another coincidence.

It was pretty spooky, though.

Almost as if it was planned.

Suddenly I wanted to check something. “Read me off the rest of these names.” My pulse had been fast already—now it was racing, my heart beating against my breastbone like the thrumming of a hummingbird’s wings. “Start down there and make your way up here.”

The look on Alison’s face told me she thought we were onto something. “Let me check.”

She ran down to the alcove nearest the stairs, then shone her flashlight into the gloom.

“Sheldon Rice,” she said, glancing over at me.

It clicked immediately.

“Like Anne Rice,” I said, not sure what it meant. “She wrote Interview With A Vampire. I don’t suppose you’ve read it?”

Alison’s face lit up. “No. Saw the movie, though. You don’t think this is a coincidence, do you?”

There was an old saying one of my buddies who’d enlisted taught me. Once is happenstance, twice is coincidence. Three is enemy action.

Three tombs, three last names that corresponded to horror authors.

It wasn’t a coincidence, was it?

After that, Alison and I ran down the line. All of the alcoves had occupants with generic first names—but the last names of famous authors. Tricia Lovecraft. Mark Shelley. Helen Ligotti.

Any thought that this was just random chance had already left my mind. There was only one inescapable conclusion.

“The other tombs are empty,” I said, locking eyes with Alison. “That’s why there’s no cards down here, no flowers. None of these other people actually exist!”

Every crypt in the graveyard besides this one was single-family, filled with the members of the same clan. Or so the guide to the place had said. In reality, this was still a single-family crypt.

A single-family crypt with a single fucking occupant.

“We’ve got to pop these open,” Alison said excitedly. “The answer’s got to be inside these fake tombs!”

I had to agree.

Working together, Alison and I pried open each of the little windows in the alcoves, exposing the long, narrow cubby within. Normally these were filled with urns containing the ashes of the deceased—or in other cases, the coffins where their bones had been interred.

The first alcove we opened was completely empty.

The second had a manila folder inside.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, pulling the folder out of its hiding place. In marked contrast to the building surrounding it, the manila envelope looked almost new. It must have been placed there not long before my uncle passed away. “This is it!”

Even under ideal conditions, paper would rot away eventually. Which meant one of two things. Either my uncle periodically had trekked out here to replace the secret of his tomb for his nephew, who he knew would inherit his business someday…

Or my uncle knew he was about to die.

Was he murdered? I’d seen that Wraith in Birnam wearing his face, but I also knew from what had happened with Dean Jackson that a Wraith wasn’t always the spirit of the person whose form it had assumed. The Wraith looking just like him meant he’d been to Birnam at some point, and not necessarily that he’d died there. But it implied a strong correlation.

What was my uncle trying to tell me?

My hand shook as I pulled the parchment from the manila envelope. There was a single sheet inside, and I shone the flashlight onto it, eager to read the contents.

I read them. Then read them again, looking for some kind of secret.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said, frowning. “This is… it’s just a photocopy of a book…”

Hiding within the manila envelope was what looked like a hastily Xeroxed page from one of my uncle’s books. I recognized it instantly, of course—as I would have any tome within his collection. I’d absorbed them all, gaining perfect recall of their contents.

“Is it a clue?” Alison asked over my shoulder. “TC, what is it?”

I turned to her, frowning with disappointment. “It’s a page from one of my uncle’s books.” I held the single sheet up for the selkie to see. “Well, not a page. A copy of one.”

Alison’s expression was guarded as she scanned the document. “Is it from a grimoire?”

I shook my head. “It’s from a piece of Pilgrim literature. Communion with God by John Owen.”

Something that would have been in just about every New England library five hundred years ago. It didn’t mean anything to me—the book was just about faith, not about demons or magic. Why would my uncle hide it down here?

“Maybe there’s more in the other alcoves,” Alison said. “It has to be some kind of puzzle.”

Maybe it was. But if so, it was stranger than I’d anticipated.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Alison and I worked to open all the other tombs. The only sounds were our grunts of exertion, along with an occasional howl from that big wild dog or wolf out in the graveyard. Sometimes it sounded closer, sometimes farther away.

Once we were done, we met in front of my uncle’s alcove to compare notes.

There were five manila envelopes in all, secreted within the tombs. Four of them contained Xeroxed sheets of paper, each of them a crude copy of a page from a book in my uncle’s collection. None of them were from anything particularly dangerous, or even concerned with witchcraft. I tried holding them up to the light, looking for hidden messages that might be written on them with invisible ink, but there was nothing.

I couldn’t think of anything that linked the four books, either. Other than them all being written by New Englanders, and being stored in my uncle’s vast library of tomes, almost nothing connected them.

The fifth and final envelope was where we hit pay dirt. Only it wasn’t the answer we’d been expecting.

The final sheet of paper was handwritten, with thick, sloping cursive. My uncle’s handwriting:

Dear Thomas,

If you’re the man I think you are, then you ought to be able to put all of this together.

Remember: That is not dead which can eternal lie. And with strange aeons, even death may die.

Good luck.

A.W.

P.S. If someone else finds this—seven wrong guesses will seal the crypt forever.

It was short, cryptic, and held no answers that I could see. Just like my old Uncle Alfonso.

Great.

“I have no idea what I’m supposed to make of this,” I said, frowning deeply. “You were right, Alison—there is a puzzle here. This whole crypt is a fucking puzzle.”

Alison looked so hopeful that it made my heart hurt a little bit. In contrast to her usually aloof manner, she was on the edge of her seat. She had the other pages hidden in the tombs in her hands, and was leafing through them again and again, looking for answers.

“You have to know what this means,” Alison said, giving a significant look. “You can’t tell me none of this makes sense to you!”

“It’s four random books from my uncle’s library and a bullshit horror quote,” I said, shaking my head. “That line’s from H.P. Lovecraft—The Call of Cthulhu, I think. Which is one of the names on the tombs, too. Except I don’t know what the fuck any of that means…”

It was a keypad. A keypad lock, with buttons from one to nine. Under better circumstances, I could just hit the keys until we stumbled onto the password. Ten keys meant anything from 0000 to 9999—a very, very long process, but not an insurmountable one.

Except there was that postscript.

“Three wrong guesses closes the crypt forever,” I muttered, looking at the little red light next to the keypad. “So we can’t just sit here and brute force the lock. There’s an answer, and I’ve got to find it.”

Four pages, four numbers. One number per page.

Each corresponding to a book in my uncle’s library.

With an H.P. Lovecraft quote as a sign off.

As I stared at the bare stone wall, something clicked inside my head. A wave of dizziness washed over me as I accessed my Bibliomancy, pulling up each book like I’d done an internet search in a fancy database for them.

“No,” I said, amazed. “It couldn’t really be that simple, could it?”

Alison’s face lit up. “You’ve got it?”

I grabbed the pages, looking at them again. Then at the note my uncle left me.

“The quote’s the key,” I said, laughing to myself. “Without it, there’s no way I could get the answer in three guesses. Shit, he gave me the fucking code!”

“I don’t understand,” Alison said, her hands beginning to shake. “But if you’ve figured it out, TC, then open it up!”

I went over to the keypad, rubbing my hands together. “I’ve only got three chances at this,” I said, cracking my neck as I ran through my Bibliomancy one last time. “Fortunately, three is all I need.”

I hit the one, then the three. After that, the seven and the two.

The keypad let out a mechanical bleep. The red light flashed a single time, then went still.

“TC!?” Alison’s voice was filled with alarm. “That wasn’t it! That was one of your three guesses!”

“It’s cool!” I held up a hand, doing my best to calm her down. “I’ve got this!”

First the one, then the two. The three and the seven…

Again, that mechanical bleep. The light flashed two times, probably to let me know this was the second guess I’d been allowed.

Alison nearly jumped out of her skin. For someone who’d been so calm and collected the whole time I’d known her, watching this change in behavior felt like whiplash.

“TC, stop!” the selkie cried, trying to pull me away from the keypad. “You’re going to lock it forever!”

No I wasn’t. “I know the code,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s only seven possible answers. That’s why my uncle said seven wrong inputs will lock the fucking thing. He knew!”

Guesses three and four were wrong. The light blinked three times, then four. Alison’s panic grew, and I could tell she wanted to stop me. If I’d made a mistake, I’d just fucked us.

It occurred to me that I was lucky no one else had come down here to check on the keypad. Maybe it doesn’t really lock forever, I thought. Just for long enough to deter thieves. A few days, perhaps.

Either way, I wasn’t going to find out. Because I knew the code.

In the end, it was a near thing. After inputting guess number six—one, seven, three, two—the light next to the keypad turned green. Something deep inside the mechanism clicked, and the safe door slid open.

Neither one of us moved.

“You did it,” Alison whispered. The relief that thrummed through her made me wonder if she needed a cigarette. “Holy shit, TC, you solved the puzzle. How did you figure it out?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, peering into the darkness. The alcove seemed deeper than the others in the crypt, as if whatever my uncle had decided needed to be hidden down here was dangerous. “It was the quote and the ‘seven tries’ thing that did it.”

“How so?”

I grinned. “If you know the first digit of a four-digit number, then there are seven possibilities that it could be. I learned that in freshman math. Then it was just matching up the quotes—which meant the page we found in Miss Lovecraft’s tomb had to be first.”

Alison nodded. “And the numbers?”

“Last digit of the year each book released,” I said, sounding almost bored now. My uncle’s puzzle hadn’t turned out to be all that complicated, but it did teach me something about the man I hadn’t known. Namely, that he knew about my Bibliomancy.

Only a Bibliomancer could have held all the data in his head. So my uncle not only knew that I had the gift, he’d assumed I’d have already absorbed his entire library. Otherwise, why select such random books?

I reached into the shadowed alcove and felt something hard against my fingers.

For a moment, my face fell. Whatever it was felt sleek and glossy, exactly like an urn that contained ashes. The thought flickered through my head—what if there was nothing down here but Alfonso’s remains? What if he’d just been a paranoid old man, who wanted to make sure no one could ever disturb his eternal slumber?

“Shit,” I whispered, looking over at Alison. “I think it’s just my uncle’s ashes…”

I trailed off as I pulled the item into the light.

It was not my uncle’s ashes.


Chapter 10

“What the hell is this thing?”

Alison and I stood before my uncle’s crypt, each shining our flashlights onto the object hidden inside of his tomb. The light bounced off it, refracting into dozens of smaller beams that lit up the crypt like a spotlight. Both of us stared, not really knowing what to say.

In my hand, I held a small black pyramid. Its surface was glossy and black, so dark that I didn’t understand how light managed to reflect off its surface. It seemed like it should have eaten any illumination around it, the way a black hole did.

These weren’t my uncle’s remains. This wasn’t anything I’d expected to find.

Alison took a step forward and held out her hands. Not knowing what else to do, I handed the black pyramid to her. She squeezed it from various angles, tugging and twisting as if some secret motion would snap the object open. Like she could reveal that it was just some vessel, containing the real thing my uncle had sent me to find.

The pyramid remained stubbornly solid and whole. After a few moments, Alison gave up.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Alison admitted, holding the pyramid up to the light. “It’s beautiful, though.”

“Fuck beautiful,” I said, shaking my head. I shone my flashlight into the safe, searching Alfonso’s final resting place. “Where are my uncle’s ashes?”

Alison seemed flummoxed. “They must not be here,” she blurted, turning the pyramid this way and that. “I… I don’t understand, TC. Why would your uncle spend so much effort hiding something like this?”

Before I could answer, another howl split the night. “That damn dog,” I said, glancing up at the stone ceiling.

Another howl joined the first. It even sounded like it was harmonizing with it.

“Um.” My jaw fell open. “Did you hear that?”

A third howl joined the chorus. Then a fourth. They were still far off, but each of them sounded a little bit closer. As if a whole pack of somethings were making their way to our doorstep.

Alison’s lips formed a tight little line. “I should have paid more attention,” she whispered, looking from the ceiling to the pyramid and back again. “TC, I think we need to get out of here!”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said, slamming the safe door closed. “Let’s beat it!”

Together, we made our way out of the crypt. The rain had stopped falling, and a green, gibbous moon had emerged from behind the clouds. Its shade reminded me so much of the dark magic surrounding Count Bartolomeo that I was momentarily taken aback. In the ghostly light, I could see the path leading back to my car, which was parked near the top of the closest hill. It waited for us just outside of the graveyard.

And now that we were no longer beneath a floor of stone, I could hear the hounds clearly.

Their cries echoed through the mournful night, layered on top of each other like the voices of a Greek chorus. With each passing moment, they seemed to draw ever closer, louder each time I heard them. In my heart of hearts, I compared the amount of time I guessed it would take us to reach the car with the amount of time it would take them to reach us. The results made a cold sweat break out on my forehead.

“Run!” I yelled, pushing Alison ahead of me.

She didn’t need me to tell her twice.

Both of us raced across the graveyard, throwing caution to the wind. The beasts—it sounded as if there were dozens of them now, roaring over top of each other in a competition to be the loudest—grew ever closer, their cries taking on an excited overtone. I kept glancing at the tree line on the opposite side of the graveyard, expecting any moment for the animals to break right through.

Had moving the black pyramid spurred them into action? I couldn’t imagine how, but none of this made any sense.

Then I was at the car, fumbling for the keys. It took several moments to remember that they weren’t in my pockets, that I’d handed them to Alison when we originally pulled up in the parking lot.

She shoved past me, gesturing at the passenger seat. “Get in!” she shouted, casting a worried glance back at the graveyard. “Now!”

“Do you even know how to drive?” I protested.

“No time!” Alison said, gesturing wildly at the tree line. “Come on, TC!”

Grunting with frustration, I hopped into the passenger seat. Alison got the car going. The roar of the engine split the night, so loud that it seemed it might wake the dead.

Unless we already had.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Alison threw the car into reverse, backing out of the parking space. “It’s too late! They’re coming!”

They?

I turned around just as Alison gunned the engine. The acceleration jammed my shoulder into the headrest of the seat behind me, but I didn’t even feel it. I was staring at the creatures emerging from the fog behind the graveyard, my eyes widening and my face contorting in what I felt certain was an expression of pure horror.

And I thought they were wild dogs, I told myself, a cold chill traveling down my spine. Good God!

The things that padded from the fog were hounds indeed, but none that anyone would ever throw a bone to or want to play with. Ragged flaps of rotted flesh hung from their frames, which were stripped down to bare bone. Their paws barely touched the ground as they ran, as if their bodies were suspended between the realms of the living and the dead. Each step left behind glowing green pawprints on the muddy ground, which lingered for several moments before fading away into the gloom.

They were macabre and hideous. I took one look at them and realized we’d stumbled into something man was never meant to see.

“Drive!” I yelled, staring out the back window as the creatures approached. My first estimation of their size was wildly inaccurate—they towered above the tombstones, their skeletal frames so large that they almost seemed to dwarf the automobile we were counting on for our escape.

As they drew nearer, their jaws opened wide to reveal rows of jagged, chipped teeth. Their eyes glowed the same green as the rest of their magic, each set like two tiny flames burning in the altar of their skulls. One stared directly at me. A long tongue, too long for any living beast, slid from the side of its mouth and licked its slavering jaws.

That was the last thing I saw as Alison hit the gas.

The hounds disappeared behind a fog of tailgate smoke as we sped from the parking lot. The car’s suspension snapped up and down like a bucking bronco as we peeled out onto the gravel drive leading to the graveyard.

The woods enveloped us, wrapping around the car like a thick blanket of night. Beyond the tree line, I could hear the hounds, baying for our blood. They were close! It sounded like any moment they’d be breaking through the trees and attacking us.

Alison turned to me, her hand at her hip. At first, I thought she was trying to buckle her seatbelt, but she hadn’t even reached for it. She was going for something hidden beneath her outfit.

“Do you know how to shoot a gun?” she asked, tugging something from her waistband.

The weapon was smaller than I’d expected. It looked huge in her hands, but of course Alison was a very thin, petite girl. It had a short, stubby trigger, like it was meant to be concealed in a woman’s purse. It could probably scare off a mugger, but stop one of those things?

“I… yeah,” I said, taking the gun. “I’ve been to the range a few times.”

And I’ve played video games, I thought but didn’t say. Something told me a fantasy wasn’t much training for the real thing.

“Good.” Alison turned her attention back to the road. “Slow them down. I’m going to try and make a break for it!”

Slow them down? I doubted this thing would do much more than piss them off.

Before I could respond, Alison’s eyes widened like saucers. “Hurry! They’re coming!”

And they were.

A black shadow loped from between the trees, moving so fast that its legs were a blur. I caught a glimpse of pearly white bone and glowing red eyes as the thing raced alongside us for a moment, keeping pace with our car. It didn’t even seem to be breaking a sweat.

“Shoot it!” Alison screamed. “Fuck!”

I lifted the trigger and sighted.

The monster threw itself to the side, slamming against my car.

It lost momentum in its jump. If it had still been running, it would have crashed into the passenger window and probably bitten my face off—as it was, it slammed into the rear passenger door, snarling and howling.

It tried to get one skeletal claw between the window and the interior ceiling. Like a salesman literally trying to get his foot in the door.

With a grunt of pure disgust, I pointed the barrel at the creature and fired. The gun erupted with a mighty crack, and the bullet struck the hound directly between the eyes.

“Whoo!” I roared, recoiling from the shot. “Hot damn!”

It tumbled from the car and landed in the dirt next to the road. Within a handful of heartbeats, it was in our rear-view mirror.

“Holy shit!” I yelled, rubbing my ear. A horrible buzzing sound filled the one that had been on the same side as the gun. Dimly, I wondered if I needed to worry about going deaf. Was that blood seeping from the hole, or just a trick of my imagination?

No time to worry about it.

More howls echoed through the trees. Shadows moved alongside our car, keeping pace with Alison’s frantic driving as we tried our damndest to get away.

“How’s the window?” Alison asked. I wished she’d keep her eyes on the road—she kept stealing little glances over at me to see how I was doing. Which normally would have been alright, but not with these monsters bearing down on us. “Do you think it can take another hit?”

“I don’t know,” I said, deciding to look on the bright side. “But I sure as shit got one!”

Three more of the beasts emerged behind us, racing down the lane. One of them stopped for a moment to nuzzle the skeletal creature I’d shot, but it quickly rejoined the others in the chase.

I guess it’s really not getting back up, I thought, amazed. Who would have thought bullets would be so effective against the undead?

Alison took a corner so fast the tires screeched. We lost sight of the monsters, and I dared to hope that we might somehow lose them in the forest.

Another beast shot from the undergrowth. This one slammed directly between the front and back passenger side doors, its jaws snapping madly at the hand containing Alison’s gun.

Holy shit!

I screamed as I fired three times. Each shot sent a massive pop through the air, nearly deafening me as Alison lost control and fishtailed down the muddy gravel road. The first two shots slammed into the trees, sending up a shower of splinters, but the third took the beast right in its side.

Bone splintered, and the creature let go of the car.

“Aww, geez,” I grunted, looking at the dents in my ride the hounds had left behind. “I’m gonna need so much body work when this is all over!”

“Look at the bright side!” Alison called, twisting the wheel as we screeched around another corner. “At least you’ve already got a harem, so you won’t have to worry about asking women out on dates—”

A hound shot out from between the trees, directly in our path.

It was far too late for Alison to do anything other than mow it over. It was far too late for Alison to do anything other than mow it over.

The car hit the hound head-on, sending it flying over the hood. The creature struck the windshield with a horrible crash, cracking the glass like a spider’s web. Alison shrieked, losing control of the wheel as the vehicle hydroplaned over the muddy road.

I was thrown right from my seat. The upper half of my body went out the passenger side window, giving me a view of the startled hounds as they repositioned themselves to go on the attack. I lifted the gun and fired again and again, the shots mingling with the sound of the rain as it began to pour from the sky.

I couldn’t tell if any of the shots hit. Alison screamed as the car left the road completely, going up on two wheels.

We were driving through the trees now, hell bent for leather. Branches whipped my back, and I retreated inside the car, with only the barrel of Alison’s gun sticking out. The hounds continued to give chase, but they were forced into a narrow formation—only two of them could run side to side in such a tight, confined space.

Another thump shook the car. Damn it, how were they getting around us?

“You know, an old friend of mine was just telling me about how the Greeks rammed warships down the middle to split them in half!” A crazed laugh escaped my lips as Alison tried desperately to keep us from hitting a tree. “I didn’t realize I’d be living it so soon!”

“Just keep firing!” Alison shouted back. “Keep them off us! Your car can’t take much more of this!”

It was possible that the car had already reached its limit for punishment. Plumes of thick, dark smoke poured from beneath the hood, which was all torn up from the collision with the skeletal hound. A horrible whining sound filled the air, not from the hounds giving us chase but from the engine itself.

The thing was on its last legs, one way or the other. My car wasn’t going to make it much further. My only hope was that somehow we’d either manage to get away in time, or we’d frighten the hounds away from us.

Frighten these fucking things, I thought, taking aim and firing again. Fat chance!

All the while, the black pyramid bounced around in the back seat like the ball at the bottom of a bottle of spray paint.

Another monstrous hound emerged from the woods, moving perpendicular to our vehicle. I pointed the gun at it and fired, but nothing happened. The weapon gave a hollow little click—empty. Shit.

“We’re out of bullets!” I yelled, sticking my head back into the car. “You don’t have any more, do you?”

I had no idea where Alison might hide them, if that were the case.

The selkie shook her head, her eyes focused on the road. “We’re gonna have to outrun them. Hold on tight!”

As she said it, the car crashed from between the trees. We’d left the forest behind and were streaking down a low slope, headed toward a narrow bridge. Beneath it a raging river churned, sprays of foam running up the rocks. Beyond that lay the highway.

If we could make it that far, we were home free.

“Gun it!” I shouted, clinging to the car seat’s headrest. More of those strange, horrible beasts were pouring from the woods—dozens of them, as if those who’d given chase had roused their friends and neighbors by doing so. Even if I’d had more bullets, I wouldn’t have been able to stop them all.

Hell, a minigun mounted on the roof of the car might not have been able to bring them all down.

Alison put the pedal to the metal. The car screamed in protest, the wheels spinning against the muddy ground before settling into place and launching us forward. She let out a whoop of exultation, crying out in excitement even as the monsters surrounded us.

“Here we go!” Alison yelled, her fingers digging into the steering wheel. “Hold on, TC!”

I held on. The bumpy gravel road beneath us gave way to smooth wooden slats as we reached the bridge. The car shot across the narrow gap like an arrow, aimed for the other side.

We were going to make it. A few more moments and we’d be across.

Once we were on the other side, the hounds would have to follow us in twos and threes. We’d have the advantage. As soon as we got to the highway—where other vehicles were, both civilian and police—they’d have to give up and go away. They had to.

Then the back half of the car dropped, and the bottom dropped out of my stomach.

The front end of the car tilted up into the air. One of the boards beneath us had cracked—our back wheels were trapped. Alison let out a growl of frustration and gave it as much gas as she could, but the vehicle refused to move.

“Damn it!” The selkie slapped the steering wheel, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “No, no! Move it, please--!”

Glowing red eyes illuminated the path ahead.

I looked up to see three of the glowing, spectral hounds standing just in front of the bridge. On the other side of the bridge—the place we’d been running to, the spot that represented freedom and escape.

We were trapped. We’d always been trapped.

The hounds were playing with us.

Two of the beasts bit into the supports holding the bridge fixed to the other side. Their attacks shouldn’t have done anything at all. This was human construction, pillars of concrete set into the hillside to hold up either end of the narrow bridge over the ravine.

The hounds’ magic didn’t give a fuck. Their jaws snapped through the supports like they were pretzel sticks.

“Uh, Alison?” My eyes widened in their sockets. The selkie was still slamming the heels of her hands on the steering wheel, hissing with anger and trying to rock the car out of the gap. “I think you’d better hold on tight—”

The world gave way.

For a moment I was suspended in air, like a cartoon character who’s run off a ledge and hasn’t looked down yet. Then the car fell. The top of my head hit the roof as we tumbled, the bridge snapping to pieces beneath us as the struts on the far side desperately tried to hold the weight of the entire bridge.

The car hit the water. I blacked out. It must have only lasted for a few seconds, because if I’d gone unconscious any longer, I’d have been dead.

The cold, salty water snapped me to my senses. I woke thrashing, the cabin of the car already three-fourths filled with churning river water. Only a few inches of empty space remained between my head and the roof.

I couldn’t see the sky. And I couldn’t see Alison, either. The selkie was gone.

“Alison!” I yelled, looking all around. “Where are you?”

Maybe she’d jumped. Either way, she could probably handle the river a whole lot easier than me.

I filled my lungs, then dunked myself into the churning water. Visibility was low, and the car was slowly sinking to the bottom of the murky depths. I followed the roof as far as I could, wincing only when my hand came down on something sharp.

I was holding a ragged chunk of our broken windshield. I’d reached the front of the vehicle.

Kicking off as hard as I could, I rose. Bubbles erupted from my mouth as I screamed, the world blurring and going dark at the edges of my vision as my lungs cried out for relief.

My head broke the surface of the water.

I coughed and sputtered, trying to clear my eyes enough to see what was happening. Even without my vision, I could tell I’d been washed downstream from where the accident had happened. I was moving swiftly with the current, flailing for anything that might keep me from moving further away from Alison.

“Hello?” I yelled, coughing up more of the foul, dark liquid. “Anyone?”

I managed to open my eyes.

And instantly wanted to shut them again.

A fire blazed in the center of the ravine. Chunks of the bridge mingled with bits of my car, which had broken clean off the rest of the vehicle and apparently exploded during the crash. Hounds danced in front of the wreck, their spectral paws floating above the surface of the water as they gave chase.

They were still coming after me.

The beasts closed rapidly. They snarled and spat, slobber trailing from their disgusting, skeletal jaws as they jogged across the surface of the river. For them it was as solid as pavement. Their bodies, practically weightless with the power of their magic, couldn’t be stopped by something as small and unimportant as raging rapids.

Shit, I thought. I’m done for.

Maybe I could duck beneath the surface of the water and escape. But there was no telling how far it would be before the ravine gave way to shore.

One hound charged further than the others, picking up speed like a horse about to win the Kentucky Derby. As its jaws opened and the red coals in the hollow of its eye sockets burned, I suddenly realized why it was so excited.

Something floated in the water just in front of me, keeping pace exactly. The black pyramid.

The fact that it stuck to me so closely ought to have chilled me. Instead, I was just pissed off.

“Is this what you want?” I shouted, grabbing the floating pyramid from the surf and lifting it over my head.

The hounds let out a chorus of howls.

My lips peeled back over my teeth. “Then come and get it, fuckers!”

Despite the danger, I didn’t think for a moment of giving the thing to them. They didn’t deserve it. It was my inheritance, not theirs.  My uncle—whatever the fuck he’d intended with such a bizarre gift—wanted this pyramid to go to me. I wasn’t about to let some glowing mutts take that away!

The water in front of me bubbled. A howl reached my ears that had nothing to do with the monsters chasing me down the river. In fact, they looked even more surprised by the sound than I did.

Something broke the surface of the water, roaring like a hellcat.

I would have seen more of it if there hadn’t been a bend in the river just then. Something flat yet somehow sharp slammed into me between my shoulder blades, and unconsciousness fell upon me like a shroud.

But before everything went black, the last thing I saw was a massive water monster. A creature of scale and rage that tossed the hounds near me away like a child’s toys. A beast so large it could bite through the spectral, skeletal monsters, and spit them out like someone discarding a sour candy.

As the curtain of darkness fell upon me, I saw Alison transformed.


Chapter 11

The next time I opened my eyes, I wished I hadn’t.

Consciousness returned slowly, riding on a carpet of pain. Every muscle in my body ached, like I’d run a marathon and decided to celebrate by entering a kickboxing competition. My mouth was dry, my head ached—and worst of all, I appeared to be completely alone. Where the hell was I? And why was it so dark?

I reached for the curtains. Instead of the fabric I expected, my fingers touched a cool, damp wall of bare stone. Huh?

Groaning, I tried to sit up. The mattress I lay on wasn’t comfortable in the slightest—and as I fought the dizziness in my head, I realized why. It wasn’t a mattress.

I was lying on a bed of reeds. Beneath them lay a slab of stone, slightly elevated compared to the bare dirt floor all around me. A musty smell filled my nostrils, and the sound of running water faintly reached my ears.

“The fuck?” I grunted. Just speaking was painful. My voice sounded harsh and raspy to my own ears, as if it had been put through an electronic filter. “Where am I?”

From the looks of things, a cave.

I lay back down on the bed of reeds for a few minutes, gathering my strength. As I did, I cast my gaze around the room, trying to get a bead on my surroundings. How the hell had I managed to get in here?

One thing was for sure—I wasn’t alone down here. The fact that someone had made a bed for me was proof positive of that.

The cave was long and deep, with a gently sloped floor leading to a small, flat expanse of stone. The only light came from a single large crack in the cave’s roof, which allowed a single beam of light to fill the chamber. Stalactites hung from the ceiling.

Once I felt capable of doing more than sitting up, I swung my feet over the side and tried to stand. To my surprise, doing so felt easier than it had a few minutes ago. My legs felt shaky beneath me, but I managed to rise.

Going down the slope felt easier than going up it, so I staggered down toward the chamber’s bottom. As I did, the sound of running water grew louder in my ears. The stone beneath my feet grew moist and watery, and soon I was staring down into a small, fast-moving stream. It was only a few feet across, emerging from one large opening in the rocks to disappear into another a few moments later.

I stuck my fingers in the water and felt the current. The water was shockingly cold, and I suddenly realized just how thirsty I was. I stuck my face in the stream and drank. As I did, water battered my face. The current ran even faster a few inches beneath the surface, as if this were just some temporary break in a mighty river.

Once I’d had my fill, I rocked back on my heels and sat for a bit. Then I walked the perimeter of the cave, looking for any entrances and exits.

I didn’t find any.

What I did find was a small campfire, positioned near another crack in the cavern’s ceiling. From the faint smell of smoke surrounding it and the heat I felt in my fingertips when I held my hand over where it had been, I could tell that it had been burning until a short while ago. Whoever had lit it had probably left it running while I slept, trusting that it would keep the underground cave warm.

I’d always thought of myself as a fairly capable man, but there was no way I could have lit this campfire. Not even if my life depended on it. Which led me to one inescapable conclusion.

Someone else had been down here with me.

But there were no entrances or exits to this cave that I could see.

So where had they gone?

Even as I thought it, the sound of a splash echoed in the cavern. By the time I turned, a huge figure had begun to emerge from the small, fast-moving stream. Their body bulged against the stone walls, cracking them gently as they pushed their way through.

The sight of it filled me with a strange combination of fear and awkwardness. I turned around, crossing my arms and waiting until the monster emerging from the pool finished her transformation back into a human being.

“You can turn around now,” Alison said. “Thank you for preserving my modesty.”

I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. Modest?

When I turned back around, Alison was fully clothed. I wasn’t sure how she managed to do that—maybe some magical cousin of the power Valeria had to make her outfit appear and disappear at will. She stood on a step within the stream with her black jeans rolled up to her knees, the surf lapping at her bare feet. In her hands she carried a slick brown parcel, wrapped up in oilskin to keep it dry in the water.

“I brought you this,” she said, stepping forward. Water dripped from her as she crossed the smooth bare floor. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be up by the time I got back. You took a pretty nasty bump on the head when you went under.”

Went under?

Memory flashed before my eyes. The hounds, ducking and dashing like the flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz. Alison moving among them in full-on monster form, snapping spines and biting through ribcages like an ancient beast unleashed. The feeling of sharp, stiff rock between my shoulder blades as I hit a bend in the river…

No wonder I was so banged up.

“How are you feeling?” Alison asked me.

Slowly, I nodded. “I’m alright.” I walked back over to the bed of reeds and sat back down, wincing slightly as the edge of a stone ground itself against my lower back. “How long have I been down here?”

“It’s been a day and a half,” Alison said. She delivered the news without adornment, letting me work through my shock. “You were out all day, then the next night. It’s morning now.”

I put my head in my hands. “Shit. And my car?”

The hint of a smile spread across Alison’s face. Was that really my second question? “It’s totaled,” she said with a shrug. “But there are plenty of cars in the world.”

That was true.

“Besides,” Alison added, “the most important thing is that you’re alright. You look like you’re doing a hell of a lot better than when I left, but looks can be deceiving. You’d better stay sitting down and rest for a bit. Here, I brought food.”

Alison took a seat next to me and unrolled the oilskin. Inside were several Ziplock bags, giving the items within them an extra layer of protection as Alison… what? Swam across an underground river?

That’s exactly what she did, I realized, staring at the little plastic bags. And I’m lucky she did.

One bag held food. I tore this open with my teeth, my stomach growling as I realized it had been almost two days since I’d eaten. There was nothing but simple fare inside—two ham sandwiches and a couple of individual portions of string cheese—but after the ordeal I’d been through, it tasted like fucking ambrosia.

“Woah, slow down!” Alison said with a laugh. “Here, wash it down with this.”

She popped open a second bag. This one had three bottles of water inside. I grabbed one and drank from it, polishing nearly the whole thing off in a single gulp.

“I drank from the stream earlier,” I admitted after I chewed and swallowed. “That’s not going to hurt me, is it?”

Alison looked a little startled. “No, it should be fine,” she said after a few moment’s thought. She glanced back at the pool over her shoulder. “But from now on, you should boil the water first. That or just rely on what I bring you. Here.”

The last bag had medicine. Painkillers, which were incredibly welcome, along with some antibiotics. I didn’t think I needed those, but Alison insisted I force them down.

“Just in case you’ve got some internal damage I don’t know about.” The selkie watched me eat, which made me feel a little self-conscious. If I hadn’t been so ravenous, I might have offered her a bite of my sandwich.

The food wasn’t just delicious. It helped me gather my strength and sharpened my thoughts. As I chewed, something else occurred to me—something I should have responded to as soon as Alison said it.

“From now on?” I asked, glancing over at the stream. “How long am I going to be down here, Alison?”

When I said it, I had hope that there was some crew digging its way to the both of us. Maybe my harem had gotten the attention of the local authorities, who were making their way to the cavern now with a couple of backhoes.

The longer I looked at Alison, the more my hope withered. The selkie looked like she’d eaten one of my sandwiches on the way and it hadn’t agreed with her.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted, glancing down at her feet. “It’s a long way to the surface, TC.”

Shit. “The river, you mean?”

Alison was already nodding. “It’s an underwater stream,” she said, gesturing at the pool at the bottom of the cave. “It runs parallel to the river we crashed your car into. It meanders back and forth beneath the forest for a bit, before part of it dumps out into Vainspur Lake. There’s a big drainage pipe about a half-mile down, to the right of the stream itself.”

A half mile? I did some math in my head. Even swimming about as fast as it was possible for a human being to swim, going a half-mile in this current would take me well over three minutes. No human being could hold out that long.

But I wasn’t just a human being. I had all the knowledge of my uncle’s library. There had to be a spell in there that could help me breathe underwater, right?

I closed my eyes for a moment and attempted to rifle through my memory banks, except they were empty. Well, not empty. I still remembered everything that had happened to me in my life, but none of the books I had absorbed through my Bibliomancy were there.

Feeling a little panicked, I reached for my Bibliomancy powers, staring into Alison’s eyes to use my magic to read her.

Except it didn’t work.

“Shit,” I said. “I must have bumped my head harder than I thought.”

Alison must have been able to see the worry on my face. “Don’t worry,” she said, putting a hand on my knee. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

She must have thought that my worries were about being stuck down here and not that I was suddenly powerless.

But if anyone could successfully navigate that underwater stream, it was Alison. Without some workaround, I couldn’t picture myself going down there—into the pitch black, murky water. And I damn sure couldn’t picture myself navigating a half-mile of fast-moving water, with god only knew how many jagged rocks and sharp turns along the way.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Alison said. That strange smile was back on her face. “The way here was even longer than that. We’re actually three quarters of the way through the stream over here. You can do this.”

I cleared my throat.

“Seriously?” I asked, my eyes widening.

Alison nodded. “I thought you’d drowned. You took a really bad hit while I was fighting off those hounds, and I had to break away from the rest and come rescue you. These tunnels—they’re terrifying. I carried you and carried you, and I knew the whole while that I was running out of time. That I had to find you some air…”

I hadn’t realized it had been that nerve wracking. Alison, who was normally so calm and collected, looked like she was on the verge of tears.

“But I’m strong,” Alison said, looking up at me. “And fast. I saved you, TC—and I’ll save you again. That’s the least I can do for you.”

I wasn’t used to this much emotion being in Alison’s voice. I wasn’t really sure how to respond to it.

“Thanks,” I said.

Alison nodded. “Don’t thank me yet. Once you’re in the sun again, I’ll consider it a job well done.”

The two sandwiches and the string cheese were gone, and my stomach was no longer crying out for sustenance. Still, I was nowhere close to full. I needed to think.

“My girls.” It had been a day and a half since I’d been in the land of the living, which meant Alison must have been busy. After all, she’d found time to make a couple of sandwiches and buy some Advil—she’d been out and about. “You’ve told them I’m okay?”

“It was the first thing I did,” Alison assured me. “Well, after I circled back to the wreck to make sure the rest of the hounds had fled. I couldn’t risk one of them accidentally finding its way to this cave.”

I tried to picture one of the hounds popping out of the water instead of Alison. It sounded like something from a horror movie, and I shuddered at the thought.

“They know you’re alive,” Alison explained. “Of course, they have no idea you’re conscious, because I didn’t know until I got back. But I’ve given them updates. Brenna, Valeria, Naomi, and Gwen… they all know you’re down here.”

That cheered me. “You’d think they could… I don’t know. Blow a hole through the ceiling and toss down a rope ladder. They are witches, after all.”

Alison chuckled at that, which was also unlike her. The longer we talked, the more I was getting the distinct impression that things had changed between us since the crypt. It was like a wall between me and the beautiful selkie had fallen, and I was seeing the real her for the first time.

To my surprise, I liked it. After all, I liked her.

“There’s been some discussion in that direction,” Alison said. “Unfortunately, the witches of Marywill have been unable to locate this cave. Their best attempts at divination have only been able to narrow its potential location down to a small area. Which, unfortunately, doesn’t help us at all.”

“No, I suppose it wouldn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sure Brenna’s probably begging the elders to raze the whole forest right now, just to bring me back.”

Alison’s brows rose. For a moment, I thought I’d spoken out of turn, then she said: “TC. They’d all gladly burn this entire forest down in order to save you.”

Deep down in my heart of hearts, I think I knew that. But hearing it from her still made me feel like I was about ten feet tall.

“You mean that?” I asked.

“Of course!” Alison looked surprised that I even had to ask. “Those women think the world of you. If they could locate the exact position of this cage, Naomi Nakamura and a dozen of Marywill’s finest witches would be channeling Force Beams directly downward until they found you. No question.”

“I appreciate that,” I said with a smile. Just the compliment made me feel better, like I was regaining some of the strength I’d lost during the flight from the hounds. I still didn’t have access to my magic, but maybe I could survive the long swim from the caves, after all?

Alison was quiet for a long moment. “If it were possible, then I’d be right there with them,” she added, not able to meet my eye. “I… I owe you greatly, TC. And I fear that I’ve used you poorly, and taken advantage of your generosity.”

Huh? Where the hell was this coming from?

“I don’t think you’ve taken advantage of anything,” I said, shaking my head. “If anything, I’m the one who owes you, Alison. If it weren’t for you, I’d have drowned in that river. Either that, or the hounds would have gotten me—”

Alison cut me off. “It’s because of me that you were in that situation in the first place,” she snapped, sounding angry with herself. “And all because I had to find it. Because I needed the goddamn Necronomicon so badly that I’ve been willing to act like a fool.” She sniffed, and I realized she was trying to hold back tears. “I know I’m a monster, TC. But that doesn’t mean that I need to act like one.”

To say I was taken aback would have been a major understatement. Not only was Alison opening herself up to me in a way that would have been unthinkable a few days ago, she was also criticizing herself? I could hardly believe it.

One thing she’d said stuck out to me, though. “You’re not a monster,” I insisted. I looked down at the remains of the plastic baggies Alison had smuggled to me, holding them in her claws while she navigated the underground river. “Would a monster have brought me all this? Would a monster have saved my life?”

“Possibly,” Alison said with another one of those expansive shrugs. “If there was profit in it, or self-gain.”

“But there wasn’t,” I retorted. “Look, just because you’re a selkie—”

Alison’s harsh bark of a laugh cut me off. It sounded surprisingly monstrous, as if it came from a part of her that didn’t fully transform when she went back to being a human.

“I think we both know I’m no selkie,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s just a convenient fiction. Something that lets Marywill and your friends in the Woodbine League hire me and pretend I’m a polite, ordinary member of magical society.” She raised her head and looked at me. “You saw me fight those hounds, TC. Did the creature I became look like a seal to you?”

I didn’t even think to lie. “Honestly, I didn’t even see you,” I said, shaking my head. “It all happened so fast, I hardly got more than a glimpse.”

Alison scoffed. “Good for you, then,” she said, shaking her head. “Better for you that you didn’t see—”

“But I want to,” I said, straightening up.

Alison couldn’t have looked more shocked if I’d announced my intention to drop the whole bookselling thing and go climb Mount Everest. She looked at me like she didn’t believe me, like she suspected this was some kind of trick.

“No you don’t,” Alison insisted. “I’m a fiend.”

I leaned forward. “Show me,” I said in a tiny voice. “I want to see the real you, Alison.”

It was this, I think, that finally convinced her I was for real. Disbelief filled her face for a long moment, then Alison rose from her seat and paddled over to the pond. She dropped down to the little stone step next to the rushing stream, letting the water lap against her calves.

“Alright,” she whispered. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Alison’s clothes disappeared.

For a moment she was revealed before me, sleek and coltish in her nakedness. Her breasts were gorgeous, apple-sized orbs, each topped with a small, pink nipple. There was a gap between her thighs, and I could see the lips of her sex, along with a narrow band of dark pubic hair running above her slit.

I was only given a moment to bask in the sight. Then her transformation began.

Alison’s skin erupted in masses of gray and green scales. The violence of it shocked me—it was as if the creature she became lurked inside of her, and tore its way out the moment she gave it permission.

Her fingers and toes were webbed, and splayed out like those of a frog. Her scales darkened, redoubling on top of each other so that they resembled nature’s version of tempered steel. Her eyes turned a dull, sickly yellow, and her nose elongated into a snout. Beneath it, her mouth brimmed with curved, vicious teeth.

All of this would have been far less disturbing if Alison vanished completely. If the human woman disappeared within the creature, it would have been easy to rationalize her state of being as resembling something akin to a werewolf. That would have made her a shapeshifter who lost control of her faculties, who became feral and animalistic beneath the rays of the moon.

But when I looked at the creature’s face, I saw Alison. Despite their jaundiced hue, the eyes were the same. Her high cheekbones translated onto the creature’s face, and the sharp contours of her chin were plainly visible in the way the water monster’s jaw stretched and snapped.

I think she expected me to flee. To hide somewhere—even though there was nowhere in the cave to hide. And to be perfectly honest, there was a dark, caveman part of my brain that screamed in fright at being in such a tightly enclosed space with something that could easily rip me in two.

But I was not afraid. If Alison had wanted me dead, it would have been as easy as letting the river take me.

I just sat there, taking her all in.

After a few moments, her scaly brows furrowed together.

“You’re not afraid?” she asked. What the transformation had done to her throat made her voice almost unrecognizable. That part of her, at least, I wouldn’t have been able to recognize if I didn’t know who I was sharing the cave with.

I shook my head. “You’re beautiful,” I said, meaning it.

Alison was stunned. The transformation faltered, and she slipped back into her human form. The details were no more palatable in reverse—only that her human form ripped out from within the monster, rather than the other way around. In the space of two dozen heartbeats, the woman stood before me once more.

This time, Alison hadn’t changed back into clothes—at least not human ones.

Instead of fabric, she wore what could only be described as a corset of scale. It wrapped around her waist and bust like a second skin, trailing down her thighs just far enough to cover the amount of skin a miniskirt would have hidden from the world. Bits of seaweed crisscrossed over her pale legs, like fishnet stockings designed by The Creature From The Black Lagoon.

Water dripped from Alison’s body. Her eyes were filled with disbelief.

“Beautiful?” she spat, looking down at her body with disgust. “You’re mocking me. I’m hideous!”

I was already shaking my head. “No. You’re powerful.” A smirk rose to my face. “I’m sure those hounds thought you were plenty hideous, though. Right before you ripped them in half…”

Alison walked the short distance to the mat of reeds and plopped down on it. Something in her manner made me think of a balloon with the air let out of it.

“You didn’t run,” she whispered, looking at me with something that felt almost like disappointment. “You didn’t even scream!”

Now it was my turn to shrug. “Why would I do that?” I asked.

Alison looked down at her hands. “You… you’re okay,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Oh God! Did I really do all of this for nothing!?”

Her words reminded me that we’d gone to that crypt to do more than just get closer. “The black pyramid,” I said, deciding that a change of topic might be for the best. “Did we lose that? I didn’t see it anywhere in the cave.”

I assumed Alison had it. That strange bauble stuck to me like white on rice the whole trip down the river, so it probably wouldn’t have left my side unless Alison had taken it somewhere safe. It really felt like that pyramid had a mind of its own. I wondered why my uncle had found it important enough to hide behind so much security.

“It’s at Marywill,” Alison said, putting a hand over her mouth. “Analysis is still pending, but Naomi had a couple of witches look at it under a microscope. It’s covered in ancient writing—the script is literally chiseled into the pyramid’s sides, written almost too small to see.”

Now that she mentioned it, I remembered the pyramid feeling a little… fuzzy. Hidden writing would explain that. “What does it say?”

Another shrug. “We’re trying to translate it. Hopefully, it leads to the Necronomicon. That was the idea, anyway.”

I didn’t like the way all the fight had gone out of Alison. She looked almost lost—like I’d taken something from her that she’d been holding onto for a long time. I decided I needed to know more.

“Why do you want to find the Necronomicon so badly?” I asked, leaning forward. “I get the impression there’s more to it for you than just fame and fortune.”

A bitter little smile spread across Alison’s face. “You figured that out, huh?”

I laughed. After a moment, so did she.

“I’m… you already know I’m not normal,” Alison said. “My clan—that’s not what they are, but that’s the closest human word that applies—they were against me ever coming here. They don’t walk on the land, typically. There was one of us, a long time ago, who involved herself in the affairs of the human world. It… well, it didn’t end well.”

I nodded along. “Is that how you learned how to take the form of a human?”

Alison nodded. “There’s human blood in my veins,” she said, glancing down at her wrists. “People from our clan have had relations with humans, over the centuries. Enough that we’re able to shapeshift into the form of a person whenever we need to.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “So all that Springtide shit was just cover?”

“You got me.” Alison held up her hands. “The whole selkie thing is a cover story. A polite fiction, agreed upon to please my relatives down South. A necessity in order for me to interact with human society.”

While Alison spoke, I’d been thinking. I had a theory, and I was just about ready to voice it.

“They want the Necronomicon,” I said in a low voice. “Don’t they? Your family, I mean.”

“Huh?” Alison looked surprised, and I knew immediately that I’d guessed wrong. “No, not at all. They don’t even know things like that exist.”

Damn.

She batted the thought away with a gesture. “Mom and Dad, they don’t leave the water much,” she said with a faint smile. “The last time they paid attention to what was going on in the human world was that big oil spill in the Gulf a few years back—and even then, it was just more fuel for the idea that they should avoid interacting with people entirely.”

That was interesting. I was tempted to ask for more information about Alison’s strange clan, and the sort of water monsters they could become. But she’d only opened herself up to me so far—and if I tried to pry further, I might hurt her feelings. Worse, I might ruin what the two of us had going.

So I kept to a safer topic.

“So why do you want the Necronomicon?” I asked.

Funny, that the Book of the Dead should be the safer conversation starter. Alison certainly wasn’t like other girls.

The selkie (who wasn’t a selkie at all) stared at me for a long moment. It almost seemed like she needed to marshal her courage in order to answer me, but that didn’t make any sense. Alison was so powerful—she shouldn’t have needed anything like that.

“The Necronomicon contains great power,” she said, her gaze taking on a thousand-yard stare. Her head was aimed at the wall of the cave, but her eyes were no longer seeing the bare stone. They were watching a vision of the future, a possibility of what might be. “Enough to change the nature of a man. Or a woman.”

My jaw hit the floor. I understood what Alison was saying, but the implication sounded impossible. Surely that couldn’t be the real reason why she was doing this?

“You think the Necronomicon can what?” I asked. “Make you human?”

“Make me normal,” Alison whispered. Her voice filled with anger. “You don’t understand what it’s like, TC! Always having one foot in the water and one on the land. Never feeling like you fit in: not with humans, and not with your own kind. Everyone looking at you like you’re some kind of freak—like you don’t listen to them, like you don’t feel, even though you feel things deeper than any of them—!”

I couldn’t take it any longer. Alison was hurting, and hurting badly. While I couldn’t lie and say there wasn’t a part of me that had wanted to do this since the first time I saw her, it was that impulse that spurred me on. I wanted to make her feel better. To stop her hurt.

I leaned forward, took her in my arms, and kissed her.


Chapter 12

Deep in the underground cave, untold depths beneath the earth, my lips met Alison O’Brien’s.

For a moment, every muscle in her body tensed up like she’d been hit with a taser. Then whatever wall kept her from feeling the same way about me that I felt about her crumbled, and she melted against me. Her suit of scales ground against my side as she made out with me, her warm wet mouth opening against mine to admit my tongue.

My hands went to her hair, pulling her in deeper. Once the two of us were making out hot and heavy, those hands roamed to other parts of her body.

“TC,” Alison groaned. Only the whites of her eyes showed. “Mmh, maybe we shouldn’t…”

“You’re beautiful,” I told her, my hands sliding up her thighs. “Inside and out.”

The corset of scales she wore rode up as my hands quested, lifting until her bare ass was beneath my palms. Alison gave a little squeal as I lifted her into my lap, my hands digging into the supple flesh of her rear as I ground her against me.

“You really want this?” She sounded amazed. “You really want to do this, even after you saw the real me?”

“This is the real you,” I murmured, holding her tight. She was so tiny—almost as light as Valeria was in spirit form. Part of me wondered just then how hard the spirit had lobbied to have Alison carry her to this underground cave, her grimoire wrapped up in plastic, but I was glad she hadn’t.

Alison gasped. As if she’d pulled a hidden cord, the suit of scales she wore dissolved, breaking apart into a shower of tiny bits all over the floor of the cave. In the blink of an eye, she was naked in my arms, soaking wet and wriggling.

My hands went everywhere. I squeezed her small, perky tits as I nibbled her bottom lip, adding a spike of pain to her pleasure. Alison had a fever dream look in her eyes, as if her soul were suspended somewhere between a human being and a beast.

I knew instinctively that the sex between us would be rough and primal. Alison wouldn’t want anything less—she wouldn’t respect anything less, either. God damn, I hoped my body was up to the task. I was still sore as hell from the tumble I’d taken through the river.

Alison straddled my waist as we made out, grinding herself against me. I could feel the heat between her thighs, rolling off her like an open furnace as she humped the bulge in my pants. She dripped all over me, her clit throbbing as she bucked and thrashed against me. It made me feel like a piece of meat—and let me know she wanted to do even more to me.

She broke the kiss with a wet pop. “Carry me to the water,” she begged, her fingers digging into the back of my head. “I’m going to show you the real me. Then I’m going to fuck your brains out…!”

No force on Earth would have allowed me to stumble just then.

Grinning, I lifted Alison into my arms and covered the short distance to the pool. I was lucky that the stream ran at the bottom of the slope rather than the top, so that I was moving downhill the whole way.

I kicked off my shoes as I walked. By the time I reached the small step in the water, my feet were bare. Alison’s fingers tugged at my clothes, skillfully removing my shirt and unfastening my belt.

With the way she moved, those fingers felt almost like claws.

She was starting to change in other ways, too. Though she’d yet to regrow those plates of scale that separated her human form from her bestial one, Alison barely sounded like a woman in my arms. She hissed and growled, grinding her needy sex against me in a way that felt less like an incredibly turned-on woman than an animal marking its territory.

As if Alison was saying: mine. My dick.

The last of my clothes went in a little pile, just outside of the water. Alison wasted no time, grabbing my cock and aiming it at the slit between her legs like the ‘X’ on a treasure map. I was as hard as a girder, throbbing against her fingers. I couldn’t remember the last time I was this turned on.

With a growl, Alison slammed herself down on me. No foreplay—no need for me to lick her, or for her to kiss all over my cock and balls before we got down and dirty. We were two animals in rut, deep in the need to fuck and breed, and we fit together perfectly.

“Yeah,” Alison panted, wrapping her legs around my hips. “Fuck yeah!”

She shifted her body downward, and I lost my balance. I slipped into the water completely, my feet hitting the cave bottom. The water was chilly, but the warmth of Alison’s body formed such an incredible contrast that I didn’t mind one bit.

Only my shoulders and up stayed out of the water. I had little leverage to thrust, but I didn’t need it—Alison was doing more than enough fucking for both of us.

What can I say? She blew my mind.

Shorn of her hangups and free to embrace her animalistic nature, Alison O’Brien transformed into my personal fuck machine. It felt less like sex and more like getting used, like my dick was little more than a living dildo for her pleasure.

It would have been insulting if it didn’t feel so incredible.

Every thrust made me bottom out inside of Alison’s tight, wet pussy. She groaned and arched her back, thrusting her perky tits into my face and inviting—or demanding—that I suck them as she rode me.

Her walls gripped me like a vise, milking my cock as she bounced up and down on me like a cork. I’d had some pretty incredible sex since embracing my powers as a Bibliomancer, but I’d never fucked like this before.

Like the two of us didn’t even like each other.

Like this was a life-and-death struggle for power, and we were two animals locked in erotic combat.

Alison bit down on my bottom lip so hard that I tasted blood. “God damn!”

The woman in my arms laughed, grinding herself down on me even harder. As if my blood triggered something within her, her face began to change. Her eyes took on a yellowish tint, and in the dim light of the cave, her face looked grayish green.

She grinned. Her teeth were long and sharp.

“Fuck me,” the monster begged. “Harder!”

Alison’s legs continued to grip me, but suddenly they no longer felt like legs. Her lower half shifted, hidden by the churning water from my eyes. I wasn’t sure what she was doing—transforming partially? Altering her body to better fit my own?

All I knew was that the next time I upthrust into her tightness, it felt like the whole world was unraveling.

I tossed my head back and roared with bliss. The walls of the cave echoed with our cries as the two of us rutted like animals in the chest-deep water. I thrust hard and deep into Alison, like I wanted to break her in half. She did her damndest to do the same thing to me.

“Yes!” Alison growled, her voice taking on an inhuman pitch and timbre. “Your cock feels so good, TC! Keep fucking me, baby! Harder! Deeper!”

I eagerly complied. My cock moved through the water like a Great White Shark, attacking Alison’s slit again and again and again. Each time, whatever she’d done to her legs tangled around me further, binding the two of us even tighter.

Soon it felt like we were two halves of the same body, moving in perfect time.

Alison rocked back as she rode me, her human half giving way to something darker and more primal beneath the surface of the water. I couldn’t tell exactly what she’d become, whether she’d assumed her water monster body or altered herself into something else entirely. I could only feel the contours of what she’d become.

Whatever it was, it gave me pleasure like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

Appendages gripped me tight, squeezing my balls and milking my cock and massaging the underside of my crown as I thrust deep into Alison’s tight, perfect channel. Fucking her felt like getting jerked off, getting blown, having oral and anal all at the same time. I couldn’t believe how incredible it felt!

With a growl, Alison pinned me to the cave wall. Her eyes glowed in the dim light as her fingers lengthened into claws, pricking me and adding pain to my pleasure. She was feral, animalistic—caught somewhere between using me to get off and just claiming me.

I couldn’t hold back much longer. Every muscle in my body tensed as I tried to resist the irresistible urge to go over the edge, to bury myself hard and deep and shoot inside of her. But it was so good!

Alison’s human half flushed as she held me, pinning me to the rock wall with a surprising strength. “Yes!” she growled, her voice taking on an extra note that shook the walls. “Yes! Oh, fuck yes!”

When Alison finally came, it was so hard that I felt it. Everything beneath the water went all squelchy and tight, gripping so hard that it made me feel like I’d wrapped my entire lower half in a blood pressure cuff for a few moments. She howled with bliss, her tits bouncing up and down right before she lowered her face to my shoulder and bit down into my flesh, groaning with utter ecstasy.

Shit! That hurt! But oh, it felt so good at the same time.

Alison withdrew her fangs and kissed the wound she’d left behind. To my surprise, it began to seal itself up right before my eyes—as if she’d used a magic spell to heal me. Her long, forked tongue worked up and down my shoulder, treating my body like an object of worship.

“Mine,” the water monster hissed, looking me square in the eyes. Even in her half-transformed visage, I could see the all too familiar smirk that was Alison’s trademark. “Cum for me, human! Shoot in me now!”

Alison ground her appendages around me like a horny little fuck machine, kicking herself into high gear. Suddenly I knew that everything we’d been doing, all the hot, primal fucking we’d been engaging in in this cave—it was all her going easy on me. She’d been pulling her punches the whole time, making sure she didn’t accidentally hurt me.

“I want to feel it,” she commanded, holding me against the wall. “I want to feel you cum! Fill me up, TC—fucking shoot for me!”

I couldn’t stop myself. The pleasure was too good—every thrust into whatever was going on underneath the water felt like heaven.

She said her ancestors bred with humans, came the thought. Does that mean that she and I could…?

I didn’t dare ask. Even if I did, it was pretty obvious that Alison wanted my hot cum. Maybe she’d taken precautions—or maybe she wanted it risky and unprotected. Like the rest of her monstrous clan, slithering out of the swamp to feel raw human cock pulsing and shooting deep inside of them.

Were Alison’s people addicted to this?

The thought was ripped away by a tidal wave of pleasure. I hit the point of no return and sailed right over, bucking and thrashing and burying myself deep with no rhythm as the pleasure reached the breaking point. Alison’s cries matched my own, hers triumphant where mine were half-crazed.

Then the wave broke, and I was cumming inside of her.

All my worries dropped out of my head. Whatever happened was going to happen—it wasn’t like I could pull the seed back now. So I just focused on grinding my prick deep inside of Alison, letting those strange and inhuman muscles milk me dry.

And oh how she milked me!

“Good boy,” Alison groaned, her fangs flashing in the darkness. She grabbed the back of my head and kissed me, then pressed my face between her soft, perky breasts. “Fill me, human! Ah, God, you’re shooting so much! I’m going to… gonna cum…!”

I’m not sure which of us was more surprised when Alison had her second orgasm: her, or me. Her inner walls clenched around me, pulling my seed deep into her womb as I grunted and spurted and held onto her for dear life. The pleasure was amazing, refusing to retreat even as the last few ropes of hot seed sprayed from my balls. Her insides kept massaging me, working from the base of my shaft to my crown like a milking machine.

By the time I was done, I was delirious with bliss.

The strangeness beneath the water began to shrink. By the time I came down from my peak, Alison was fully human again and in my arms. A big smile was on her face, and there wasn’t a trace of fang to be seen. She looked like any young woman who’d just gotten a deep, hard fucking and enjoyed it.

“Mmmh, shit,” Alison purred. It was incredible how fast she changed, like flipping a switch. When her eyes were yellow and her lower half something else, she’d been so dominant that I’d felt a little bit intimidated by her. Now she was a purring, submissive sex kitten, all kisses and cuddles. Afterglow suffused her cheeks, and she giggled as she nibbled my bottom lip and played with my feet beneath the water.

I let my hands stray down to the curve of her ass. That, blessed be, was fully human.

“That was amazing,” I gasped, closing my eyes. I still felt high off what Alison had done to me. My whole body trembled a bit from the bliss.

If sex with monsters is this good, I thought, chuckling on the inside, then I need to find some more of them.

“Oh my God, yes,” Alison panted. She nuzzled my chest, her face just above the surface of the water. “I’d heard about this before. But I never expected it to be so intense!”

Wait a second. Was she saying what I thought she was saying?

“You’ve… you’ve never done this before?” I asked, amazed. “You’re a virgin?”

Impossible. The sex between us had been so great. This couldn’t possibly be Alison’s first time.

The monster girl blushed, looking at the cave wall for a long moment. “Yes and no,” she finally admitted. “Of course I’ve been with members of my own clan before, back in the swamp. I’m not some blushing flower who knows nothing about her own body, or her own pleasure. But as a human, I…”

I understood. “You’d never had the opportunity,” I said, giving her ass a squeeze. “You’ve really never been with a human male before? Seriously?”

“Don’t make fun of me!” Alison insisted, giving me a gentle slap on the chest. “No, I haven’t. If I’d known it was this good, I would have jumped your bones the first time I met you. God, that was incredible.”

No matter how many times I got a compliment about my skills in the sack, it never failed to make me feel like the most awesome guy on Earth. I was brimming with confidence, proud that I’d been Alison’s first. From the sounds of it, I was her best, too.

“You were only kinda human, I guess,” I said, gesturing at the water with my chin. “But that was pretty incredible, too.”

Alison blushed again. “You noticed that, huh? I thought you were going to try and stop me. I didn’t realize a human could actually enjoy sex with a creature like me…”

Uh, seriously? The things Alison could do with her body blew my mind. I wasn’t going to forget the way her tight walls and inhuman muscles had treated my cock any time soon.

“Why not?” I teased. “You enjoyed sex with a creature like me, after all. Honestly, I’m kind of surprised I could compete. The swamp monsters back home must be all big and bad, after all.”

Alison gave me another one of those expansive shrugs. “They’re large,” she said, running the last syllable over her tongue for an extra beat. “In some places.”

Oh. Oh.

“The males of my species are… not excellent lovers,” Alison admitted, looking a little sheepish. “They rut for procreation first and foremost. Unlike the females, they don’t give much thought to their own pleasure. It’s like they’re just built differently than the females of our species.”

That sounded like an awful fate, indeed. “So they’re not packing much in the bedroom?” I asked. “Do your swamps even have a bedroom?”

“Stop it!” Alison giggled, giving me another one of those swats. “I’m already embarrassed enough! If the folks back home heard me talking about our men this way, they’d be scandalized…”

I had no doubt that they would. It just made me glad to know that I was giving Alison something she’d never had before. If the male water monsters all acted and thought the way Alison described, then I totally understood why the ladies snuck up onto the land and took human lovers so much of the time.

The two of us floated a while longer, just enjoying the closeness of each other’s bodies. The chilly water didn’t bother me overmuch, not with Alison against me. She radiated heat like my own personal campfire, her skin warm to the touch as I pressed her against me.

“I want to do that again,” I whispered in her ear.

Alison’s eyes widened. “Again? Good Lord! I’d heard humans had large sexual appetites, but that’s incredible! If you were a male of my species, you’d be hibernating for the next week…”

I felt like I could probably hibernate for a bit, actually.

“Not right this second,” I told her, squeezing her behind. “But, you know. Regularly. Would that be something you’d be interested in, too?”

Alison’s eyes narrowed. “TC,” she said, as if she’d caught me with my hand in a cookie jar. “Are you asking me to be one of your girlfriends?”

Fuck yes, I thought. I kept my face studiously neutral, so that my desire didn’t show.

“You seemed pretty intent on claiming me earlier,” I teased, giving her shoulder a little nibble. From the look on her face, Alison had forgotten the whole ‘sinking her fangs into me’ thing until I reminded her with a gentle bite. “Just so you know, I’m cool with that, but I am sort of spoken for. So if you want to keep this up, you’re going to have to share me with a couple other girls…”

“Your harem,” Alison purred.

It never failed to amuse me, the way women said that word. They always sounded like they were talking about some disgusting practice of the distant past—and yet at the same time, like they were not-so-secretly turned on by the whole thing. Like they longed to be a part of one.

I figured it was kind of like the way women tended to flirt with men wearing wedding rings more often than guys who were obviously single. Forbidden fruit was sweeter, and being married meant at least one woman in the world had vetted the man and was apparently willing to vouch for his abilities to satisfy in the bedroom.

With a harem, that effect was amplified by however many women the guy surrounded himself with. And I already had four.

Alison would make five. Assuming she decided to take the plunge.

And speaking of plunges, we had another one we needed to ready ourselves for.

“I don’t think your women like me very much.” She made a sour face as she spoke, in marked contrast to the sweet way she ground her tight body against mine. “Are you sure they’d be willing to share you with me?”

Does it matter? I wanted to ask. As my harem grew in size, it seemed inevitable that some of the women in it would harbor antipathy toward each other. To be honest, it was lucky that I’d managed to end up with a group of such agreeable girls so far. Even Naomi, who loved me dearly, was a little aloof with the rest of the group compared to, say, Brenna and Valeria.

As long as they all had the common thread, they’d stick together.

That common thread was me.

“I’m sure they’ll find some way to work it out,” I assured Alison. “Are you sure you’ll be able to get along with them?”

It was a valid point. Alison wasn’t exactly what you’d call a people person. She seemed like even at the best of times, she had about one foot in the present moment. I sensed that no matter how deep the connection between us, there would always be a part of her that belonged to the water. A creature like her was destined to spend her life suspended between two worlds, living partially on land and partially beneath the waves.

Alison thought it over for a long moment. Then she gave me another one of those expansive shrugs.

“I don’t mind one bit,” she said, evidently alright with my harem. “As long as I get plenty of TC time.”

I’d have to make sure not to get her angry. Under some circumstances, a catfight between two of my women could be kind of hot. With Alison, it was likely to be a bloodbath.

“You’ll be right at the top of the list,” I assured her. I paused, bracing myself. “I’m ready.”

Alison’s brows furrowed together. “Ready?”

“To go,” I said, nodding at the swiftly moving water. “If this ends up being my last day on Earth, then at least I went out having one hell of a good time.”

Even Alison couldn’t help but smile at that. “I wasn’t planning on leaving just yet,” she said, shaking her head. “You need more time to rest before we make the trek—”

“I’m as ready as I’m ever going to be,” I countered. “If you give me more time to think it over, Alison, I’m just going to scare the shit out of myself. I’m chill, I’m relaxed, and I just got finished having some of the best sex of my life. If there’s a good time to try and risk my life, it’s right now.”

Alison looked like she’d rather not have taken the risk. Still, both of us knew we’d have to leave the cave sooner or later. I couldn’t exactly live down here—at least, not for any long period of time. I’d go crazy without any companionship. And my women needed me.

Hell. Marywill needed me.

Alison looked from me to the swiftly moving stream and nodded. “Alright.” She cracked a smile. “At least you won’t be frightened by my true form. Glad we got that out of the way.”

As was I. “You’re going to carry me?”

Alison looked to be giving the matter some thought. “I’m going to wrap you up,” she said, gesturing at the empty plastic packets sitting by the campfire. “It might—emphasis on might—give you a few moments’ protection against the elements. And it will shield you, if I end up slamming into any of the rock formations down there in the stream.”

I didn’t want to think about that. Alison was going to move like a bat of hell, no doubt about that, and she’d literally have my life in her hands while she did it.

Or whatever her hands transformed into when she became a monster.

“I’ve practiced the route a number of times while you were unconscious,” Alison explained. “I know it well. If I hold you tight, and you keep yourself still and conserve your air as much as possible, we should be able to make it.”

She sounded pretty confident in her own abilities. And yet there was that nasty little word. Should.

Not would.

Fuck it, I thought, shaking my head. You only live once, right?

Besides, it didn’t seem like I’d be casting any spells anytime soon.

“Alright,” I said, cracking my neck. “Let’s do this.”

Alison’s gaze traveled from my body to the interior of the cave. A strange smile flickered across her face. “You’re not going to put some clothes on first?”

“Nah. Either my girls are going to be very happy to see me, in which case it won’t matter, or I’ll be dead. However it shakes out, I’m not going to care about my dick being visible.”

Alison shrugged. “Suit yourself. Get ready to grab me.”

I braced myself for the ride of my life.


Chapter 13

In the blink of an eye, Alison transformed.

Later on, when the thrill of the whole thing had settled and I was able to think like a rational human being again, I’d realize that her previous transformations had been slow rolled for my benefit. It made sense that the creatures of Alison’s species would need to be able to shift forms with extreme speed—especially if they were being hunted by their natural predators, human beings.

Us.

So there was no slow mottling of scale. No elongation of Alison’s face until her human visage was swallowed up within the new monster she became. The beast that was Alison O’Brien’s true birthright simply ripped itself free from inside of her, dark and scaly and covered in brine.

Her entire lower half was something other than human. It opened like a Venus Fly Trap, then snapped shut around my body.

Inside, it smelled like a fish market. I coughed, my arms grazing the slimy scales of Alison’s interior. Water leaked into the pouch she’d created, but it did so slowly.

“Are you okay in there?”

Alison’s voice came to me muffled, which was probably for the best. Altered as her throat was by her transformation, she hardly sounded like the woman I knew and already felt such affection for.

“I’m alright.” My voice was louder than necessary, as if I were yelling up to Alison from the bottom of a deep, dark well. “Can you make the seal any tighter? There’s water leaking in!”

I felt her shift. “That’s the best I can do. Any better?”

The water slowed to a trickle. “Almost perfect!” I shouted, giving a thumbs-up before realizing she couldn’t see it.

Almost would have to do.

Outside of the pouch, Alison’s transformation continued and finalized. I wasn’t exactly Jonah, trapped in the belly of a whale, but it felt pretty damned close. Hopefully I’d have a much smoother time getting to dry land than he had.

“You should be okay,” Alison said, her voice rumbling through the walls of scale around me. “If the pouch I’ve created get close to completely filling up with water, make sure you get a big lungful it reaches the top.”

“Can do,” I said.

Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that, though. I was impressed at how tightly Alison managed to enclose me with her monster body. She lifted herself out of the water and opened her pouch a crack, just enough for the water that had trickled in to drain back out again.

“Ready?” Her voice was no longer muffled, though it still sounded like something out of a horror movie.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m ready,” I said, holding on tight. “Let’s do this!”

The pouch snapped shut, closing even tighter than before.

A moment later, we were under water.

Good Lord! Even sheathed in Alison’s scales, I could feel how fast we were going. The water pressure down here must have been incredible—when I opened my eyes a crack, I could tell the walls Alison put around me were bulging inward. If this were a submarine, I’d have been freaking out right about now. But in Alison’s arms, or whatever else she wanted to wrap around me, I was safe.

The world was cold and dark. I wasn’t claustrophobic, but being wrapped up like this certainly wasn’t the most comfortable experience. I could feel the water roaring, pushing against Alison’s monstrous body as she tore through the water like a stone loosed from a sling.

Despite her best efforts, water seeped in. The seal she’d created was imperfect, like trying to hold liquid that was cupped between your hands. My ears popped as the pressure began to equalize.

A thin stream of dark, murky water shot past my face. No residential shower could have matched its pressure—it felt like it took the tips of my beard hair off as it grazed me.

Still, I was safe. I reached down and felt the water as it filled up the pouch—it was up to my knees.

We’ve been down here for thirty seconds, I told myself, calming down my rapid heartbeat. Alison told me it took her less than three minutes to get to the reservoir from my cave.

If the pouch kept on filling up at this rate, I ought to be fine. I wouldn’t even have to be completely submerged. On the off chance that it did fill up, I’d make sure to get a big gulp and pump up my lungs as much as possible beforehand.

“TC? How are you doing in there?”

I felt the voice more than I heard it. Alison’s growl carried through her body, which vibrated just enough for me to make out what she was saying. Still, it felt like trying to read someone’s lips underwater—which, technically, was exactly what I was doing.

“I’m alright!” I yelled, clinging to the walls. The water was almost to my cock now; the chill seeped into my limbs. “Keep at it, Allie! You’ve got this!”

I could feel her respond to my compliment. Suddenly her body moved faster in the water, swishing back and forth like a fish’s fins. We were making great time. Every now and then, Alison’s body bumped up against one of the walls of the underground river, but she quickly righted herself and got going again.

I hoped she wasn’t hurting herself too badly. I wanted her hale and hearty when I formally introduced her to the rest of my harem—

The pouch opened.

Cold water flooded into the empty space, so much that it nearly knocked me unconscious with the force of it. I had barely enough time to get my lungs halfway full before the cold hit me, shocking me so badly that I nearly let out the air I’d already taken in.

I smacked into the cave’s ceiling, hitting so hard that I saw stars. The current shoved my body forward, grinding my arms against the bare, craggy stone. My elbows suddenly felt warm, and I realized I was bleeding.

What the fuck?

A huge, dark shape floated just ahead of me. It was Alison. I saw what had happened immediately. She’d collided with a massive crag of rock in the middle of the river—it stuck out like an angry driver’s middle finger. She probably hadn’t seen it coming until it was too late, the water was so dark.

The hit had been so hard that it had forced her pouch open. Or maybe she’d come close to blacking out, and whatever muscles she’d been clenching in order to keep me safe had automatically relaxed. Whatever it was, I was out of my protective pouch—and in the middle of the dark, seemingly endless cave.

Trapped in a watery tomb.

Her yellow eyes opened beneath the surface of the river. When they saw me, they filled with pure panic.

There was no time to speak. If Alison did, I wouldn’t even have been able to hear it. She grabbed me in her claws, the tips of them digging into my naked skin. If it hadn’t been a life or death situation, I’d have cried out from the pain—but I couldn’t afford to lose any more air than I already had.

Alison lowered her head and charged.

What happened over the ninety seconds was nothing I’d ever seen before. I hoped to never see it again. Only later, when I was able to correlate the contents of my mind, would I be able to remember her sleek body unfurling like a flag in the freezing water.

Like a battleship going to war. An enemy submarine traveling under the ice.

Alison pressed me against her heart as she tore through the water. I could feel the organ beating right through her scales, thumping faster and faster as she pushed her monstrous body to its absolute limit. She roared as she picked up even more speed, her eyes open in a frenzy of need.

She hit another crag as she rounded a corner. This time she didn’t even slow. Stone broke against her body as she shrugged off the blow, ignoring the injury to her body as carried me to safety. Inky black blood spilled from the back of her head, yet still she pushed on, as if she wasn’t even hurt.

It was about the most heroic damned thing I’d ever seen.

And if I hadn’t been on the verge of drowning to death, I might have been able to appreciate it.

Instead, I was too busy focusing on the fact that my lungs were on fire and I couldn’t see anything but dark, disgusting water all around me. I couldn’t hold on much longer. My body was on the verge of collapse, even after everything Alison had done to try and save me.

This was it. A valiant effort, to be sure, but nowhere near enough to save me.

Strange, I thought, the color leaching out of my vision. I’m about to die. I ought to be panicking right about now.

I’d always heard that drowning was actually one of the more peaceful ways to die. I hadn’t expected it to be true. Or to learn firsthand.

Instead of terror, a sense of peace washed over me. Alison’s massive heart continued to beat against the back of my head, but its pulse no longer sounded like an alarm.

More like a melody. One whose notes I could almost hear if I closed my eyes and listened closely…

Light.

A burst of air forced itself into my lungs. My lungs, irritated by the sudden and unannounced arrival of a guest they hadn’t been expecting, reacted by coughing up huge, gross amounts of dark brown fluid. I gasped, sputtered, and came back to the land of the living.

The pressure eased from behind my eyes. God, the relief was incredible! It made the sex I’d just had with Alison look like peanuts in comparison. Tears streamed down my face, even as I struggled to remember where I was and what I’d been doing. I felt as if I’d just laid down for a quick nap, only to be rudely awoken on the verge of my rest.

My lids opened. A pair of massive yellow orbs floated in front of my face.

“Wake up!” a voice roared.

Another blast of air filled my lungs. In my delirious, half-dead state, it took me several moments to connect the blast with the pair of glowing yellow circles above me and realize that these were eyes, not some sort of alien moons.

Alison O’Brien’s eyes.

She’d been wrong about it being morning. Or she’d been so right about it being morning that the sun hadn’t caught up to her and wasn’t fully up yet. It was still dark outside, and raining so hard that it was tough to tell the difference between the river and the sky. Something held me up, keeping my head above the surface of the water—otherwise, I never would have been able to stay afloat.

I looked up into the gray, predawn dim, and felt the clouds piss down rainwater on my head.

I’ve never seen anything so beautiful, I thought.

Then I threw up some more.

Something blunt and heavy smacked me between the shoulder blades, helping me along. More thick, dark sludge shot from my mouth, filling it with a taste so nasty that I almost wished Alison had kept my head under the water for a few more minutes. But survival instincts took over. I filled my lungs, coughed up more, then began to live again.

“Get it all out,” a feminine voice whispered. “Shit, TC, I thought you were a goner…”

So did I, I thought.

More stuff came up, but it was thinner this time—the worst of it had already been flushed out of my system. The hand hit me between the shoulder blades one more time, more for good luck than as any real attempt at bringing me back from the brink.

I opened my eyes. Alison O’Brian floated next to me in the water, fully transformed and back inside of her human body. Whether she’d burst free from her monster form I didn’t know, as I’d had my eyes closed the entire time.

Alison wasn’t naked. I still was.

“I’m alright!” I cried, coughing and sputtering. It was at least a mild surprise to find myself both alive and well, despite the underwater river’s best attempts to drown me. I owed all of that to the woman holding me. “Am I alright?”

Alison laughed. “You’re still here,” she said, holding me tight. “You’re still here.”

Now that I could see better, I couldn’t help but notice the damage to Alison’s face. Several angry bruises marred her pale, smooth skin, and blood trickled from a wound in the side of her head. Dimly, I remembered her going monster mode and slamming through a bunch of rocks in order to get me out before I drowned.

“You’re hurt…” I stroked the side of her face.

Alison flinched, but quickly recovered. “It’s nothing,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s not the first beating I’ve taken,” she confessed, grinning in a way that was almost mad. “At least this one was for a good reason.”

As she smiled, a flash of her the way she’d been filtered into my mind. I saw shining, crooked fangs in my memory and shuddered.

Just then, I became aware that the two of us weren’t alone.

Alison must have warned my harem ahead of time—they’d sent a search party. Dozens of witches with flashlights combed the shore in the early morning light, stopping occasionally to raise their voices and call out my name. It was one of those calls that I’d heard, snapping my attention away from the water and toward the shore.

From this far away, the search party looked like ants. The ambulance they’d brought resembled a toy car.

Alison grabbed my arm and lifted it. The motion made me think of a marathon runner crossing the finish line, and filled me with a similar sense of triumph.

No matter what happens now, I thought, watching as one of the figures on the shore motioned to another as they saw me, things between us will never be the same.

“Hey!” Alison roared. Her voice was surprisingly loud. “I’ve got him! He’s over here!”


Chapter 14

My triumphant return to Marywill was nowhere near as heroic as I’d anticipated. For one thing, most of the campus hadn’t even realized I was gone—and for another, I was far from the center of attention for most of the student body. Naomi Nakamura was currently embroiled in a legal battle with both the county and the parent company of Marywill’s insurance issuer, trying to get somebody to show up and start cleaning the waterlogged streets of the college town.

Bonhomie and shared suffering only carried people so far. The residents of Marywill were too close to the top of the income pyramid to put up with slumming it for long. Living in shelters had begun to cramp the style of students and teachers alike, and everyone was looking forward to the day when they could move back into their old apartments and dorms.

Unfortunately, that day didn’t look like it was approaching any time soon. Without payment, the various reclamation services available in and around Marywill weren’t budging. Naomi could pout and stamp her feet all she wanted, but these guys were like that little imp in the Star Wars prequels—mind tricks didn’t work on them, only money.

So she wasn’t terribly popular as acting Dean. And the news that I’d run off to Bentley with the campus’s new folklorist and nearly drowned when I crashed my car into a ravine didn’t quite take over the headlines the way I’d been expecting.

My girls, though? God, they sure were happy to see me.

I’d been waited on hand and foot since coming back to town. Though I forbid Brenna from doing any strenuous activity with her baby belly, Valeria and the girls from Birnam insisted on taking good care of me while I recovered from my ordeal. Mostly that involved lying in bed and feeling slightly guilty about being the center of so many women’s attention, with an occasional long after noon cuddle and sex session with Brenna. Sometimes Gwen joined in. Sometimes Valeria did, too.

I didn’t see Naomi much, which didn’t surprise me. What did surprise me was that I wasn’t seeing much of Alison O’Brien, either. The folklorist was just as busy as Marywill’s top administrator, only in a completely different way. Where Naomi was trying to move people and equipment around efficiently, in order to get her city cleaned up, Alison was running around trying to solve a different mystery.

Namely: what the fuck was the point of that black pyramid my uncle stashed in his tomb.

We’d told everyone about it, of course. We’d had a little love-in as soon as I got back to Marywill and settled. Brenna and I moved back into my apartment, over the objections of some of the county folks—who seemed to prefer the idea of everyone evacuating Marywill like it was some radioactive wasteland.

“I thought you were dead,” Brenna had sobbed into my shirt. “We found out you were trapped in that cave, and I couldn’t stop picturing you clawing at the ceiling, like you were trying to dig your way out of your own grave!”

“Like TC would do anything like that,” Gwen said, her lips pursed in a wicked little smirk. “You know he was living it up down there, Brenna. Treating it like a vacation—no social media, no nagging. Food delivered by hand, like DoorDash from a selkie…”

By now, everyone knew that Alison was no selkie. Fortunately for us, Marywill and its witches had long, practical experience with embracing ‘polite fictions’ about the people living within its borders. Though enough people to fill a soccer team had seen Alison transform into a monster that could have given most Godzilla villains a run for their money, no one dared refer to her as anything other than a selkie—a seal shapeshifter. As if by pretending, they could make it true.

Hell, they were witches. Maybe they could.

Thankfully, after a good few days’ rest, a decent amount of food, and a check-in with the local medical witch at the college, my powers came back. Turns out that serious trauma to the cranium could mess with a Bibliomancer’s abilities.

Given my recently drowned state and the intensity of my near-death experience, Naomi gave me four days after I got back before bringing up the sale of my uncle’s books. In true Marywill fashion, she didn’t even do it directly.

“There’s a meeting at headquarters today,” Brenna informed me sleepily as I trudged bleary-eyed out to the breakfast table. “Naomi wants you to be there.”

I nodded. Of course she did. I’d already forgiven her for how she’d brought up the subject of my uncle’s debt and what I could do to help the college. I hadn’t told her as much yet, but a little time had made me understand her. I still didn’t agree with her she went about it, so we would have to have a conversation about it to make sure things like that didn’t happen again.

“Do you want me to go?” Brenna asked, perking up. “Or should I just stay here?”

I looked her up and down, deciding that I leaned toward the latter. The state of Brenna’s pregnancy had only been growing… well, more stately since I got back. Any half-decent doctor would have ordered her to take it easy, if only I could convince her it was necessary for her to see one.

This far along, she only confided in Marywill’s witches. I didn’t dare argue. After all, witchery and midwifery were kissing cousins, and who was I to try and argue against centuries of tradition?

“You stay put,” I told Brenna. “I’ll have plenty of back up there.”

Her eyes narrowed. “She’s going to push the sale again,” she surmised.

Obviously. Naomi was in dire straits. Some of the direst.

“Have you made a decision yet?” Brenna asked, looking me up and down. “You know that whatever you decide, I’ll back you up. We’re a team, you and I. No matter how big this harem gets, you know I’ll always be your number one fan.”

I smiled. Jealousy wasn’t the most attractive or stable emotion in a harem, but somehow Brenna managed to say things like that in such a way that you couldn’t help but find it cute. Even the other women in the group doted on her.

Hell, I thought. They’d probably agree on that whole ‘number one fan’ thing.

After breakfast, I drove up the hill to headquarters. Naomi might have been broke, but my insurance was still good—and covered car rentals in the event of an accident as bad as the one I’d been in. I drove through the streets of Marywill in a late-model luxury sedan, a car that made the rustbucket I’d crashed on the bridge outside of Bentley look like a Model T in comparison.

The insurance company had come out and looked at the site of the accident. When they discovered the entire bridge had collapsed, I could have sworn I saw literal dollar signs in their eyes. Apparently, we were going to have one hell of a lawsuit on our hands against the municipal road authority.

I felt a little bad for them, but it wasn’t like I could tell the truth. Who would believe me if I said that spectral hounds had torn the bridge from its fastenings and sent us plunging into the river? Nobody, that’s who.

The car pulled smoothly into the parking lot of the hospital. Several Marywill staff members were waiting for me just inside the door, which extinguished the last hopes I had that this meeting wasn’t going to be all about me.

“Mr. Woods,” they said, both grinning on cue like agents from The Matrix. “We’re so happy to see you up and walking around again.”

Uh huh, I thought. I’m sure.

By the time I got to the meeting room, the party was in full swing. Everyone I recognized from the last meeting was there, along with a bunch of new faces I couldn’t place. From the slightly dazed expressions on their faces, I got the impressions they were from the county. That might explain why the room felt less witchy than normal—like Naomi and everyone else were holding back.

I grabbed a hot cup of coffee and a donut from the snack tray and took my seat. Gwen had saved it for me, and she’d taken the liberty of bringing Valeria with her in book form. Gwen sat with one leg over the other in the seat opposite mine, a knowing smile on her face as I approached with my second breakfast.

“Didn’t Brenna feed you?” she teased.

“Are you kidding?” I flashed my most winning grin. “I’m waiting on that girl hand and foot most mornings. I’m lucky I had time to drive up here and be with you all today…”

I bit into the donut. It was lemon filled: my favorite. The coffee wasn’t bad, either.

“Alright everyone, settle down,” Naomi said—though the room hadn’t exactly been lively to begin with. “We have several topics to discuss.”

She looked over at me, her brow furrowing with worry. Behind her partial mask of Bibliomancy, I could tell she was both happy to see me and a little worried about how I was doing. But she couldn’t let that show right now. Right now, she wasn’t Naomi—she was Acting Dean Nakamura, and she had all of Marywill Women’s College on her shoulders.

I winked at her, intent on enjoying my donut.

The prefatory matters were dispatched with a speed that made my head spin. Marywill and Birnam might not have been able to get the funds together to hire a dog catcher, much less a fleet of construction vehicles, but they certainly had their bureaucracy down to a well-oiled machine. First Naomi made a quick, cursory report, then the representative from Birnam—Gwen’s best friend, Billie. After that, we all got a quick update from the local county government. The main takeaway was that they were even more helpless than we were.

After that, the topic of conversation shifted to me.

I could tell, because Naomi paused to clear her throat in a way that could only be considered significant. “I’ve been researching the topic of fundraising for quite some time,” she said, turning her full attention to me. “It was brought up in an earlier meeting that you, Mr. Woods, might be willing to part with the library of rare tomes and grimoires you received along with your bookstore location in Marywill. Is that something you’d still be willing to consider?”

Heads around the room turned to me, though their owners tried not to look like they were staring too hard. Everyone in that room knew that I had them over a barrel: that any sale of my uncle’s library could only proceed with my permission. Which meant that these people were trying to pressure me as much as they could possibly get away with.

What’s this ‘Mr. Woods’ crap? Was what I wanted to say. Naomi, I’ve fucked you in the ass. You liked it. You can call me TC.

But I didn’t. I didn’t want to embarrass her that badly.

Maybe embarrass her a little bit. And in private, later.

“It’s something I’m willing to hear more about,” I said, leaning forward. “As you might have heard, Alison O’Brien and I were recently in an automobile accident, while tracking down a portion of my uncle’s inheritance.”

“We have,” Naomi assured me. The mask dropped from her face, and her true concern shone through. “Marywill is very, very glad that you’re still with us, Mr. Woods. If I may be permitted a moment to editorialize, I am extremely glad as well.”

“I’m sure,” I said, unable to keep the shit-eating grin off my face.

“Even if this… matter were not on the table,” Naomi added, leaning in closer, “my feelings would be the same. I want you to know that, TC. I need you to believe that.”

Um. This was a little uncomfortable. Several of the county’s representatives looked scandalized, like they were seeing something they weren’t meant to see. Naomi realized it, and pulled back a bit. I could tell she wished she could say more, though.

It was good to know she was still on my side. Sometimes it was hard to tell through all the bureaucracy.

“I’ve located a buyer,” Naomi continued. “They’ve made Marywill, and by extension you, an offer. A very generous one, I might add. While I’m not at liberty to discuss the specific amounts involved—”

“Of course you’re not,” Billie whispered, rolling her eyes.

“I can tell this panel with an extremely glad heart that it will be enough to secure the construction and reclamation companies we need.” Naomi smiled then, the smile of someone who’s run a long way to achieve her goal and didn’t regret it. “Marywill’s residents will be able to return to their homes and rebuild. By the fall semester, we estimate we’ll be able to begin in-person classes again.”

A round of applause spontaneously broke out around the table. Everyone who’d been forced to live in what Naomi and the rest of the big wigs at Marywill euphemistically referred to as ‘emergency housing’ was probably rubbing their hands together at the thought of sleeping in their own beds again.

“Assuming TC is willing to accept the offer,” Naomi continued, “work can begin almost immediately. The client is willing to send us a small percentage of the total sale price as a good faith offer, in exchange for receiving a small portion of the library’s books in a similar good faith offer. This will allow them to verify with their own eyes that the library is in pristine condition—”

“Hold up,” I said.

Everyone froze. I was the one man who could put the brakes on this whole operation, and I’d just decided to speak up.

Naomi held it together well, but I could see how close she was to trembling. “Yes, TC?” she asked.

“Who’s this buyer?” I asked, looking around the room. It surprised me a bit that nobody seemed to want to know—but then again, they were probably just absurdly relieved that anyone wanted to buy the books. “Another college? A corporation?”

Naomi’s lips formed a tight little line. “An investor,” she said. “A Mr. Flood.”

Flood?

“A flood’s what got us into this mess,” Billie snorted.

Several people around the table chuckled at that. I wasn’t one of them. A Mr. Flood being the man who was going to get Marywill back up and running—that sounded almost too strange to be true. Too much of a coincidence.

“Who is this guy?” I asked.

It was clear that Naomi had expected me to have questions about the deal. But these weren’t the ones she’d been bracing herself for. She looked honestly confused.

“He’s from Eastern Europe,” she said, shuffling some papers around on her desk. “He has stakes in a number of oil and gas companies, along with electronics consortiums, internet apps, cryptocurrency…”

“You can write that part off as bogus,” Billie said, rolling her eyes.

“Yes, well, he’s apparently a billionaire,” Naomi said, putting the papers down. “So I’m sure he can write it off on his taxes. This sale will likely be little more than a rounding error to him.”

He sounded like a bad man. But if he was willing to throw down the millions of dollars it would take to get Marywill back up and running—and to give my friends their lives back—I supposed I could see my books go to some rich guy.

I would’ve preferred the college, of course, but who was going to buy the things? Harvard? They wouldn’t have known what to do with books about demonology and witchcraft.

“Mediterranean,” Naomi muttered, tapping the edge of one of the sheets. “Or Arabic, perhaps. Where else could he be from, with a name like Swasoon?”

It was no name I’d ever heard of before.

“Swanson?” Gwen asked, her brows furrowing together.

Naomi shook her head. “Anyway, I’m sure you have plenty of questions for Mr. Flood. And you’ll get an opportunity to ask them—in person. He’d like you to be the one to make the good faith gesture.”

“Me?” I couldn’t help it. I blurted it out. “Naomi, I’ve got a pregnant girl at home—”

“Brenna will be fine,” Naomi assured me. Her façade softened a bit as she looked across the table at Gwen, Billie, and Valeria. “She’ll have plenty of care. And she’s nowhere near her due date—we both know that.”

I knew that academically, of course. The risk of anything happening to Brenna while I was gone was small. But tell that to the overprotective caveman in my brain.

“Where am I meeting this Mr. Flood?” I asked. It was a struggle not to make air quotes—his name was just too appropriate for the situation. “Is he coming to Marywill? Birnam?”

“New York City,” Naomi said, which surprised me.

I whistled. “All that way?”

“It’s barely an hour’s flight,” she insisted. “He’s already chartered a private plane at the regional airfield. It leaves first thing in the morning. And if you agree to this, TC, you’ll be on it. Along with a small box of books—several titles the client is most excited about possessing.”

This all felt extremely sudden. I hadn’t even officially agreed to give my uncle’s books away to Marywill, and now it felt as if I were being railroaded into taking a plane ride that was less than twenty-four hours away.

Naomi nibbled her bottom lip. “Let’s table this for the moment,” she said suddenly. “TC, I’d like to speak with you after the meeting, if you don’t mind…”

Yeah, I bet you would, I thought. Deep in my heart of hearts, I knew I was going to do this. It was for the good of Marywill, but more than that, it was for my family. Not to mention my own future.

But it sure felt good making Naomi and the others sweat.

The meeting wrapped up shortly after that. Everyone left, but Naomi stayed put—and so did Gwen, Valeria, and Billie. Valeria got up to escort everyone out, like the good little maid she loved to play act as, but she came sashaying back as soon as we had the room to ourselves.

“That went well,” she purred in her French accent as she took her place at my side. “Would you like a blow job, Maitre?”

The question was so unexpected that I did a double take. “Pardon?”

Valeria grinned. “You’re saving the school,” she said, leaning in close. “As far as I’m concerned, a little head is the least of what every woman in this room owes you. No offense, Billie.”

“None taken,” the woman replied. “If I had a single straight bone in my body, I’d be all over TC.”

“I’m just saying,” Valeria purred, her hand straying to the bulge in my pants. “You’ve got us all right where you want us, Maitre. You shouldn’t be shy about pressing the advantage, wherever and whenever you want…”

Naomi cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should keep this on topic?”

Saved by the bell, I thought. Or by the Dean, in this case.

“Raincheck,” I told Valeria with a chuckle. “What’s up, Naomi?”

Miss Nakamura looked uncomfortable. “I know I’m asking a lot from you,” she said, lowering her voice. “Especially after everything you’ve been through. You have every right to take your ball and go home—and to put it plainly, there’s a part of me that wishes you would.”

“A small part, surely,” I said.

My part was anything but small. Though she’d held back on the BJ for now, Valeria’s hand kept massaging me through my pants. I was hard as a rock, especially with Naomi sitting right across from me, carrying on a conversation like this was normal behavior.

Shit. Maybe it was normal behavior, now.

“I have my duty to the school,” Naomi said. “But I also have you to think about. I don’t want to do anything to strain our relationship, TC. Just the amount it’s already driven a wedge between us is driving me crazy—”

I decided to drive her a little crazier. “Valeria,” I said, glancing over at the French woman rubbing the heel of her hand against the crown of my cock. “I’ve changed my mind.”

She didn’t even flinch. “Yes, Maitre.”

The maid unbuttoned my fly, lowering her head into my lap.

Naomi’s eyes widened like saucers. “You’re going to do that here? Now?”

“Technically, she’s doing it,” I said, grinning. “She’s… oh fuck yeah, that’s good… completely in control.”

She most definitely was. Valeria wrapped her lips around me, bathing my cock in warmth from her hot, wet mouth. She was so eager that I knew she’d been fantasizing about doing this the entire time she’d been sitting next to me—that she’d just been waiting for permission to do what came to her naturally.

Somehow, Naomi managed to keep her composure. “You expect me to discuss the details of this sale with you while another woman has your cock buried in her throat?” she asked.

Wet squelching sounds filled the room as Valeria pulled back, covering my prick in licks and kisses. She sucked on the side of my shaft, giggling like this was her favorite thing in the world to do, then took me deep, swallowing me all the way down to the base.

I ran my fingers through her hair and guided her down deeper on my shaft. “New York,” I said, answering for Naomi. “When’s the flight? And what books?”

Naomi stared at me for a long moment. When she realized I wasn’t going to take Valeria’s head out of my lap and claim I was joking, she refocused.

“First thing in the morning,” she said, ignoring Valeria as best as she was able. “As for the titles, well…”

She quoted a list. None of them sounded particularly dangerous, though each of them were valuable as hell. I was mad about that for a second, before realizing that every title in my uncle’s library was going to Mr. Flood anyway. Why care which volumes got delivered to him first?

“That sounds alright, then,” I grunted. Valeria’s cheeks hollowed around me as she sucked, her lips coming off me with wet little popping motions that made me feel like she was trying to milk me with her mouth. She was loving what she was doing, nuzzling my crotch like a cherished pet as she sucked me off.

A moan from the other side of the table made me turn. When I looked, Gwen had hiked up her skirt and had her hand in her panties, rubbing herself while she watched Valeria going down on me.

“Fuck it,” the goth girl said. She slunk from her chair and went down on her knees next to me, her on my right and Valeria on my left.

Valeria’s lips left my dick with another wet sound. She grinned as she stroked me, angling my manhood toward Gwen’s lips. “Kiss it,” she purred in that seductive accent of hers. “Show Maitre how much you like it!”

Gwen planted a dainty little kiss on the underside of my swollen crown. Then she opened her mouth and swallowed my dick whole.

If one girl sucking me off during my meeting with Naomi felt good, two made me feel like I was a king. Naomi watched both of my women go, her thighs clenching together as both Gwen and Valeria did their best to worship my rod.

The sound of a chair squeaked across the meeting room. When I looked over, Billie had risen from her seat and was halfway to the door.

“Just figured I’d give you lovebirds some privacy,” she said, grinning back at me. “Gwen, touch base later?”

The goth girl shot her best friend a thumbs-up. She couldn’t talk, since she was currently doing her best to gargle my balls.

Then Billie was gone, and Naomi was the only girl in the room not having sex with me.

“You want to join in on this?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

From the look on her face, I knew she did. “We should really be focused on the meeting…” she said, unable to tear her eyes away from Gwen and Valeria’s mouths as they kissed with my cock between them.

“Business later,” I said. “Pleasure now.”

It was delivered with the force of a command. Evidently, it was exactly what Naomi needed.

With a divine little whimper, she slunk from her chair and made her way over to me on her hands and knees. She arched her back as she joined the other two women pleasuring me, taking her place in the center like she was owed it.

I couldn’t lie. It was one hell of an ego boost to have the Queen of Marywill College crawling for me.

“Make room,” Valeria purred, playfully shoving Gwen to the side. “Naomi wants to get in on the fun.”

Naomi kissed the underside of my shaft. She closed her eyes, her nostrils flaring as my masculine scent filled her. I could feel something within her groaning, relaxing—dropping the whole ‘Acting Dean’ routine as she gave in to her inner lusts.

“My pussy’s so horny for you,” she cooed, looking up at me with my cock resting across her face. Her thick glasses did things to me. “My ass, too. I felt you for a week after last time, whenever I sat down…”

I was tempted to make her feel it again. But right now, I wanted mouths. Also I was still a little diminished from my brush with death. Maybe one-on-one I could have mounted Naomi from behind and pounded her into the table, but if I’d done that then the other two women would have wanted the same thing.

If I was going on a flight tomorrow, I’d need to conserve my energy.

“Look at her go,” Valeria purred. She was pure hype woman, running her hands through Naomi’s hair and squeezing her tits together while she blew me. “Fuck, she looks so hot, Maitre! Which one of us is going to get your load?”

“It had better be all three of us,” Gwen said. Her fingers were a blur in her panties—she was rubbing herself shamelessly beneath her black skirt. Juice stained her thighs, soaking her fishnet stockings.

“Yeah!” Valeria agreed. Her eyes flashed with lust as she wrapped her fingers around the base of my dick, squeezing my balls as Naomi bobbed up and down on my swollen head like a cork. “Shoot for all of us, Maitre! Paint us! Make us pretty!”

Fuck! Had any guy ever been this lucky?

My load boiled inside of my balls. Each of the three women kneeling before me could feel me swelling, bigger and thicker as I prepared to shoot my load.

It spurred them to action, and suddenly all three of them were making out with my cock between them. Their lips, their tongues, their noses and chins—they all worked together, adding so much sensation to the most sensitive region of my body that I couldn’t possibly hold back.

They cooed and sighed as I hit the point of no return, but only Valeria truly coaxed me.

“Cum for us, Maitre!” the maid begged, opening her mouth wide and sticking out her tongue. “Give it to me! Give it to all three of us…!”

I did. The world dissolved in a haze of bliss as I shot, my cock jerking and spurting as thick ropes of hot, salty seed erupted from the crown. The first jet sprayed directly into Valeria’s mouth, and she swallowed it down, grinning like it was ice cream.

All three of the women pressed their faces together, trying to get as much as possible. I shot across their beautiful, smiling faces, then watched as both Valeria and Naomi arched their backs and presented their cleavage for my seed. Gwen was busy cumming her brains out right next to them, licking my glossy cum from her lips as she rode her own bliss.

The implication couldn’t have been more obvious. Even as the pleasure still ebbed within me, the post nut clarity hit me like a slap in the face.

This can be your life now, I thought. Everyone owes you, everyone loves you. As long as you give up those books and give us all a life…

Well, hell. I was going to do it anyway, but it was nice for them all to be so slutty for me.

“Good God,” Naomi was saying. I’d sprayed across her glasses, and now she was trying to clean my load from them without making it obvious to the next official she talked to that she’d just got finished sucking my dick. “Have you not had an orgasm since Alison saved you from that cave? That was like a fire hose!”

“Maitre never fails to impress,” Valeria purred. Unlike the other two women, Valeria didn’t look the least bit interested in cleaning up my load. For one thing, she could magic it away—and for another, she’d rather wear it for as long as possible. “Thank you for letting us please you, sir.”

“Any time,” I said, leaning back and closing my eyes. “We can do this again when I get back from my flight, too.”

I watched understanding dance in their eyes.

“So you’ll do it?” Naomi whispered. “You’ll approve the sale?”

What choice did I really have? It was either that, or go down in local history as the miser who’d let Marywill sink. Might as well get as many triple blowjobs as I could along the way.

“Why the fuck not?” I asked. “It’s only paper.”

Naomi grinned. “Thank you, TC. We owe you.”

“I’ll take it out on that ass when I’m feeling up to it.”

Naomi blushed. “I’m holding you to that,” she said seriously.

I most definitely would.


Chapter 15

I’d flown on an airplane before. But this was different.

Marywill’s regional airport was little more than an empty field, cleared and mowed. A single airplane hangar housed a pair of small, single-engine planes, and a chain link fence enclosed the whole thing—though who’d want to break into such a place, I couldn’t fathom. The two flying machines they had on hand looked like toys.

Evidently, one of those little prop planes was going to carry me to New York City.

Brenna had wanted to drive me to the airport and say goodbye, but I wouldn’t hear of it. I had to be on my way so early that I wasn’t even sure it was truly morning—it still felt like I was driving through the remains of the previous night. Besides, both Valeria and Gwen were staying over at our apartment for the time being in order to look after her, and the last thing I wanted was to disrupt three sleep schedules at the same time.

A guy in an aviator jacket stepped out of the airplane hangar as I parked my car. He even had the thick-framed glasses to match. I half expected him to have a scarf wrapped around his neck like Charles Lindbergh.

“Mr. Woods?” the man asked. Any thought that I’d be able to joke around with my pilot fell out of the back of my head the moment I heard him speak. This guy was all business. He’d probably been here for an hour, doing pushups and listening to motivational tapes while he waited for his passenger to finish ‘sleeping in’.

“That’d be me.” I lifted the messenger bag I carried on my shoulder—a gift from Naomi Nakamura—and rubbed my hands together. “Cold out here today!”

“It’ll warm up quick,” the man assured me. “Mr. Flood wanted me to thank you for agreeing to meet with him today. Our flight will take slightly over an hour to reach LaGuardia. Once we touch down, there’ll be a vehicle waiting to take you to the meeting.”

“LaGuardia?” I asked. That wasn’t part of the plan—at least, not a part of the plan I recognized. “Kind of a big airport for such a little plane, don’t you think?”

The pilot smiled. “Precautions,” he explained. “Mr. Flood prefers the safety of crowds. Private airfields are much easier to surveil—not to mention attack in cases of corporate espionage.”

Yeah, unlike one of New York City’s biggest airports. Although maybe he was right. Maybe you could use data like a blanket, shielding yourself in the knowledge that by the time your enemy had finished processing it, you’d be long gone.

“You deal with a lot of that?” I asked. “Corporate espionage?”

The man’s smile widened. “Sawsoon Flood is a careful man.”

I got in the back with my bag and tried to relax. The engines roared to life, and the plane took off down the makeshift runway. My pilot was as steely as an iron girder, completely unfazed even as the tree line loomed dangerously close toward the end of our ascent.

I’d been clutching the sides of my seat, so hard that my knuckles turned white. “If that’s uneventful, I’d hate to see a notable takeoff…”

Once we were in the air, things quieted down considerably. My pilot must have been pretty experienced—he didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered by anything. He didn’t even seem to move very much. It felt sort of like he’d been replaced by a crash test dummy at some point between takeoff and reaching our maximum altitude.

As I thought it, the man decided to prove me wrong. He looked over his shoulder, a faint smile on his face. “It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?” he asked.

I nodded. There wasn’t much to see—we were high up enough that we were over the clouds, which meant we flew just slightly above a dense carpet of fog. Underneath us it was still pissing down rain, but up here we were dry as a bone. I could see for miles.

“You make a lot of trips like this for your boss?” I asked.

The man shrugged. “I go where I’m needed.” His gaze traveled down, to the bag between my legs. From the way his eyebrows moved I thought his eyes narrowed, though of course it was hard to tell behind those thick aviator frames. “You brought the merchandise Mr. Flood requested, yes? I forgot to check prior to takeoff.”

Merchandise, I thought. As if my uncle’s legacy could be boiled down to figures on a page.

Forget it, I told myself. No one cares about the knowledge in these books. They’re only valuable because they’re old and rare. This Flood guy probably isn’t even interested in the occult.

The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed. Someone with so many varied business interests probably thought of my uncle’s library as just another investment. A way to diversify their great and mighty portfolio.

Suddenly I felt angry, but I was careful not to take it out on the pilot. It wasn’t his fault he worked for some billionaire dickhead.

“They’re here,” I said, patting the messenger bag. “Six titles, just like Mr. Flood requested.”

If I’d had to rank every title in my uncle’s library from most to least valuable, only one of the six grimoires would be in the top twenty. Most of them were solidly middle of the pack—interesting enough to be worth a high five or low six-digit payment to the right kind of buyer, but not the sort of thing people dug through ancient ruins or set up hostile takeovers for.

Test books, in other words. I got the impression Mr. Flood wanted to make sure I actually had the merchandise—and that it was in good enough condition to buy.

The man nodded, then acted like I didn’t exist. His hands went back to the controls, his eyes on the skies, and we flew slowly and surely toward our destination.

Inside, I was bristling. I didn’t like the thought of having to prove myself to some rich guy. Especially one who likely didn’t even care about the tomes he was buying. It felt too much like a peasant having to bow and scrape before his lord.

Calm down, TC, I told myself, looking out the window. You’re going to be a dad. Swallow your pride and secure the payout.

As our aircraft soared above a carpet of clouds, my thoughts traveled back to Marywill. What was Brenna doing right now? Probably still in bed, no doubt. I pictured myself beneath the plush, warm covers with her, my arm beneath her breasts as I held her close to me.

Her breasts had been growing right along with her belly, keeping pace. She’d been joking about how much more I liked her boobs now that she was knocked up, and how she’d have to do it again sometime soon. It was true that I enjoyed a busty girl, but I had nothing against Brenna’s knockers. I liked them—liked holding them, manhandling them a bit whenever she wanted me to be dominant and rough in bed.

Thinking about that made my cock perk up. Damn it.

I crossed one leg over the other and tried to think about my future. This was a time to be introspective—I could literally look down on the world and see it unfurl like a carpet, see buildings like scale models and people like ants. Only the clouds blocked all that. Maybe if the skies were clear, I would’ve been thinking about how big the world was and how small my place within it sometimes felt.

Instead, I drifted off.

I always fell asleep on planes, and this was no exception. The few times I’d been on a commercial aircraft—a much larger one, of course—I’d been out like a light by the time we were fully in the air. Most people got nervous when they flew, but for me, it was like I’d swallowed a sleeping pill.

I leaned back and closed my eyes, feeling the reassuring weight of the messenger bag between my legs. The next thing I knew, the pilot was shaking me awake.

“Mr. Woods?” He arched an eyebrow, as if he were amused that I’d fallen asleep. “Mr. Woods, we’ve arrived.”

Indeed we had. We were parked on the tarmac, just to the side of the wide lanes where the big commercial passenger jets touched down. The pilot had landed us without any fuss, then taxied over to where passengers could walk through their disembarking rituals. I could see people walking back and forth in the terminals through the big bay windows, people sitting and people on their phones and people doing work on laptops.

“Shit.” I ran a hand over my face and yawned. “How long was I out?”

“About forty-five minutes,” the pilot said. He didn’t even need to check his watch.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Thanks for the nap.”

“No problem.” He gestured at a set of double doors near one of the hangers. “Go right through there, Mr. Woods. Someone will be waiting to drive you to your meeting with Mr. Flood.”

It seemed like there was nothing else to say after that. I was tempted to thank the pilot, but he didn’t look like the thanking sort. More like he was eager to get back into the air and start his next errand for his billionaire boss. To him, I was probably just another piece of cargo.

I grabbed my bag and stepped out of the plane. It felt strange to be hopping out right on the tarmac—usually, there was a connecting hallway that led you directly from the plane to the terminal. What was there to stop me from deciding to sprint out into the middle of the runway and disrupt the next plane’s landing? I could cause a hell of a lot of chaos that way.

As I thought it, I looked back at the plane. I guess when you’re rich, they trust you not to make a fool of yourself, I thought. Then I grinned. Or they assume you’ve got enough money to clean up any messes you make.

I whistled a jaunty tune as I crossed the pavement. Something about the whole experience of being in the air left me feeling light and free, as if some quality of the atmosphere had imprinted itself onto me while I’d been airborne.

I glanced back at the pilot, intending to yell a few final words, but he’d already climbed back into the cockpit and appeared busy with some preparations.

Probably heading back out as soon as I was gone.

LaGuardia loomed before me like a shopping mall on steroids. Behind it, the New York skyline. I’d never seen it before outside of movies and TV shows—I’d always been a West Coaster. I’d only come east after Uncle Alfonso died, and only then to New England to claim my inheritance and settle his affairs.

“Look at this place,” I thought, grinning to myself. “The Big Apple. And me, the guest of a fucking billionaire…”

Maybe I could have some fun while I was here in New York. After all, I felt certain that a rich asshole like this Flood guy probably got up to all sorts of debauchery. What else did people do with money, after all?

I could use my powers, even. Not enough to let anyone in on the secret—my Bibliomancy was something I needed to guard closely, to ensure that my harem and I were always protected from those who’d try to use it against me. But face reading was fairly harmless. Seeing what people were thinking, what they wanted—what could make them happy—that could all make me a pretty popular guy.

In fact, by the time I reached the hangar, I was feeling pretty great. Maybe I’ll come back with a couple extra girls, I thought, already picturing the look on Naomi Nakamura’s face when I dropped into Marywill with a couple of girls who looked like they belonged in the Victoria’s Secret catalog on my arm. Won’t those witches just freak the fuck out?

The interior of the hangar resembled a corporate office in the middle of a move. The floors and wall were covered in gray carpet, and there were a few florescent lights hanging high up. They didn’t cast much light, but they lit my way to the terminal.

“Here I come, Mr. Flood,” I said, hoisting my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s hope you rolled out the red carpet for me…”

Something moved in the shadows.

“Huh?” I pivoted on a heel, my eyes scanning the side of the hangar. “Who’s there?”

Even then, I didn’t immediately panic. This could just be the guy Mr. Flood hired to drive me to the meeting. Maybe he’d taken his cue from me and fallen asleep while waiting for me to show up.

But the man who stepped into the light was no chauffeur. He wore black robes and a wooden mask, along with black boots and gloves. He cracked his knuckles as he looked me up and down, obviously with ill intent.

I slid the bag from my shoulders. “I don’t know who you are,” I said, readying myself for a fight. “But you’d better back the fuck up—”

Two more men shot off from the wall. They’d been camouflaged so well that I hadn’t even seen them.

Each of them grabbed one of my arms and twisted. As my vision watered, I saw the first man step directly beneath the florescent lights. His hood slipped down from behind his head, though that wooden mask remained on his face.

Painted on the front where you’d expect to see a smiley face or some kind of expression was a symbol.

A black octopus.

“Let me go!” I yelled, kicking out at my attackers. Neither of them was particularly beefy, but it was like they didn’t feel pain. I got a swift strike in between the legs of the guy holding my right arm, but he didn’t even flinch. Who were these guys?

“Hold still,” a muffled voice said. It was the first guy—the one with the octopus mask.

I didn’t hold still. “What are you doing!?” I growled, trying my darndest to get away.

To my great surprise, one of the guards holding onto me let go. One of my arms swung free, smacking the other guard right in the face. He acted like I’d done nothing more than giving him a love tap.

The guard who let go of me swung something at my face. It wasn’t until he held it tight against my nose and mouth that I recognized it for what it was: a wet rag. Only it had been soaked in something much more sinister than water.

“Relax,” the first guard commanded. “We’re taking you to Mr. Flood.”

A stinging, medicinal smell filled my nostrils. My thrashing grew weaker, and before I knew it, I was out like a light.


Chapter 16

When my eyes snapped open, at first I thought I hadn’t left the hangar.

I awoke tied to a chair, which had been bolted to the ground. The floor beneath me was gray carpet, the same shade as the room where I’d been attacked, and so at first it was natural to think that I’d only been out for a few seconds. Long enough for my attackers to subdue me, but not for them to do any other nefarious things.

It wasn’t until I managed to lift my head that I realized I was no longer anywhere near LaGuardia.

Firstly, this room was much smaller than the hangar. Even without the harsh florescent lights, I could see the walls. This space wasn’t much larger than my living room back at my apartment.

Shit, my apartment, I thought, anger filling my chest. Brenna’s back there right now, hoping everything goes well with this meeting. I’ve got to get out of here!

The longer I scrutinized the room I’d found myself in, the more I felt certain I could escape. The walls felt… fake, somehow. As if I’d found myself tied up in a theme park’s haunted house, and all the decorations around me were just set dressing that hid the back of a warehouse.

The wall behind me was made of metal, and looked like it could roll up and down. It was currently closed and fastened with a sturdy looking padlock. No escape there. My best option was the door on the opposite side of the room—which looked like a single swift kick could knock it off its hinges.

In fact, the longer I stared at it, the more I began to suspect that the door was mostly… plastic?

That didn’t make any sense. Who used a room with a plastic door to imprison somebody?

The door at the end of the room opened. A figure stepped through the doorway—the man I’d seen before at the airplane hangar. He still wore his black robes, along with the wooden mask with a design of a black octopus over his face.

Looking at him, I could feel my lips peeling back over my teeth.

“Let me go,” I growled, thrashing back and forth on the chair. It didn’t budge. “Untie me! Let me out of here!”

The man shook his head. “You need to relax, Mr. Woods,” he said, his voice as implacable as a set of iron bars. “It’s important that you remain calm throughout this process.”

Process? I didn’t understand what the fuck was going on here. Frankly, I didn’t want to.

“Let me out of here, you piece of shit!” The effect was spoiled somewhat by the way my legs kicked out beneath me. They flailed across the carpet, scrambling for the leverage they couldn’t quite reach. “What do you think you’re doing, anyway!?”

The figure cocked its head to the side. “Inspecting the merchandise.” His voice was muffled slightly behind his wooden mask. “What else did you think you were doing in New York, Mr. Woods?”

A horrible thought occurred to me just then. “You’re kidding me,” I spat, my face twisting in disbelief. “You’re him?”

Something changed in the man’s stance. “Swasoon Flood,” he said, extending a hand. A cruel joke, as mine were bound. “At your service.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Some of the terror in my heart faded, now that I knew I was looking at the man who’d called me to New York. But there was still something very, very wrong here. If there wasn’t, I’d have been able to get up and move around freely.

Not only that, but I couldn’t use my magic. It was completely blocked off. Something was preventing me from using my powers.

“I wish you’d told me that to begin with,” I said, shaking my head. “What, do you kidnap people for fun or something?”

“Or something,” the man agreed. He didn’t seem like he was all there. Of course, you’d have to be a little bit cracked to do all this to me.

I decided to move the conversation along. “Look, clearly this has all been some kind of big misunderstanding,” I said, trying my best to sound forgiving. I wasn’t, of course—as far as I was concerned, this Flood guy was a total psychopath and I was getting out of here as soon as my legs could carry me—but I had to sound like I was capable of playing nice. “I’m not sure where the merchandise is, but I’m sure your men picked it up at the same time they picked up me. So you’ve probably verified that the books are good—”

“I’m looking at the merchandise right now,” Mr. Flood said.

Ice filled the pit of my gut. Was he talking about me?

Oh shit.

“I’m the merchandise?” I already knew the answer.

Mr. Flood didn’t respond right away. He took a step forward, then another, until his shadow loomed over me. The effect was probably meant to intimidate me, but I wasn’t cowed by some billionaire who liked to dress up in cultist cosplay. All I felt toward Mr. Flood was a faint sense of ridicule, especially at the absurdity of his name.

“Bibliomancer,” he said. Despite the mask covering his face, I thought there was a smile somewhere in there. “You have the power. I purchased your treasure trove, Bibliomancer. But what you didn’t realize was, I also purchased you.”

As the man spoke, the floor shifted beneath me. At first I thought I’d somehow managed to loosen the spokes binding the chair to the carpet, then it occurred to me that the carpet was moving right along with me. The whole room had begun to shift, gently pushing me backward toward the rolled down wall directly behind me.

“Are we moving?” I asked, my jaw falling open. “Where the hell am I?”

Mr. Flood looked around the room and sniffed. “We’re inside of what’s known as a fifth wheel,” he said derisively. “A recreational vehicle designed to be carried by truck and unhitched in the wilderness.”

I blinked. “You have me tied up in a camper!?”

“I believe the specific classification of this unit is known as a toy hauler,” Mr. Flood said. He rolled the phrase over his tongue like it was in a foreign language, like he didn’t want to get his mouth dirty handling it. “This large storage space at the rear is designed for toys, you see: all-terrain vehicles, jet skis, that sort of thing. Hence the lack of windows, or any of the usual comforts a home away from home provides.”

Mr. Flood had me tied up inside of a big-ass camper. That meant we probably weren’t in New York City any longer. A vehicle like that would stand out like a sore thumb on those urban streets—if it were parked somewhere, it might even attract the attention of the police.

“The vehicle has been renovated for my purposes,” Mr. Flood said in response to a question I hadn’t asked. He rubbed his hands together like a serial killer, and for a few moments I wondered if he planned to disembowel me and turn me into some kind of macabre trophy.

But no. He knew I was a Bibliomancer. He’d chosen me to come here specifically because of my ability. Which meant he needed to make use of it, somehow.

Wait.

“How the fuck did you find out I’m a Bibliomancer?” I asked.

Mr. Flood coughed—a rattling, wheezing cough that sounded like it came from the throat of a hundred-year-old man. It took me a few seconds to realize this was his version of laughing.

“You’re really asking how I know that?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Me, of all people?”

Well. I supposed he could find out. Enough money could do anything—even bribe the members of Marywill’s educational board to spill the beans about the new guy with magical powers in their midst. I could definitely think of a few of Naomi’s cronies who’d turn double agent, especially if the right amount of money was dangled in front of their face.

That just meant I needed to focus. I could get out of this, but I had to keep my head on straight. Rely on your cool, I told myself.

More than anything, I wished I still had my powers. I wasn’t sure whether there were any quick and easy spells I could use with my hands tied, but if I’d had access to the library of arcane knowledge inside my brain, I could have at least tried.

“Listen, you can’t just abduct me,” I said, changing tack. I had to believe I was still dealing with a person capable of rational thought. If Mr. Flood was merely a psychopath, my goose was cooked. “Plenty of people know where I went. The entire board of Marywill Women’s College is depending on this deal going off without a hitch.”

He watched me impassively, unmoved.

I decided to tip my hand a bit. If he already knew about my Bibliomancy, it was a safe bet he knew all the rest of it, too. “You know these women are witches, right?” I asked, forcing out a laugh. “You have no idea what kind of powers they have, dude. Hexes, curses, magic spells that shrink their enemy’s dicks… you really, really don’t want to fuck with these women, dude. They won’t take this lying down.”

“Of course they won’t,” Mr. Flood said.

Huh? I didn’t understand.

He shrugged. “That’s exactly what I’m counting on.”

Before I could say anything, the man reached behind his back. It turned out he had a book hidden back there—though I wasn’t sure how. Maybe it had been tucked into the waistband of his pants, hidden beneath his shirt, or maybe he’d just magicked it up out of thin air, solely for my benefit.

“Is that one of mine?” I asked, putting as much scorn into my tone as I could. “Did you get a good look at my collection, asshole? Is it worth enough for you to bother buying…?”

I trailed off. This wasn’t one of the books I’d brought with me to New York.

It was the Necronomicon.

Holy shit, I thought, my eyes widening at the sight. Though I’d never seen the fabled Book of the Dead in person before, I knew the moment I laid eyes on it that this was the book Alison O’Brien had spent so much time and effort looking for. Its cover faintly crackled as Mr. Flood waved it back and forth, like the grimoire had been bound in pork rinds and then slow roasted until it was crispy.

Suddenly I wanted to retch. I knew what that infamous book had been bound in, and it wasn’t pork.

“You’ve had it all along,” I said, amazed. “You’ve got the Necronomicon. The Book of the Dead.”

“Indeed,” Mr. Flood said with another shrug. “Would you like to see inside of it, TC? Perhaps you’d like to whittle away the time by perusing the prologue of the most famous book of magic in existence?”

The camper was really moving now. I was more than a little surprised Mr. Flood managed to keep his footing. It felt like we’d turned onto a highway, and our driver was really gunning it. It occurred to me to wonder where we were going, but my thoughts were mostly on the ancient tome in front of me.

Part of me feared looking inside of the Necronomicon. If you took movies and TV shows at face value, then nothing good could come from reading that book. At best, it would open a portal into the world of demons—at worst, the knowledge inside would obliterate your mind, leaving you a gibbering, insane mess.

“Here,” Mr. Flood said. It sounded like he was laughing behind his mask. “Take a look…”

He opened the book to a random page, holding the covers open before me. The thought of closing my eyes and hiding occurred to me, but in the end, curiosity overtook my fear. I wanted to know what was inside that book. Whatever it was, it made it the most valuable tome in the entire magical world.

I opened my eyes.

Two blank pages greeted me.

What? “It’s blank,” I blurted.

Mr. Flood turned the pages, as if to confirm my suspicion. Each and every one of the pages within the Necronomicon were blank—like a journal you could buy at a stationary store. Only this was probably the most expensive art journal in the world.

I was still looking when the masked man snapped the book shut. “The book is not the key,” he said cryptically, waving a finger in my face. “The book is the lock. Your friends will be providing the key.”

A key? A key to what?

“My friends won’t be giving you shit,” I snarled, shaking my head. “Except a beating.”

But Mr. Flood no longer seemed interested in anything I had to say. He tucked the book behind his back once more, either hiding it in a secret pocket or simply making it disappear with magic. He didn’t say a word as he withdrew from the room. Most surprising of all, he radiated a vague sense of disappointment.

Was I supposed to have said something different?

Maybe he’d grown so disconnected from the real world, he actually thought I’d be down for whatever psychotic plan he’d cooked up. Perhaps he thought I cared about the Necronomicon just as much as he did, and would gladly risk my own life and those of my friends in order to see it completed.

Whatever he thought about me, he was dead wrong.

I just wanted to get the fuck out of here. From what Mr. Flood said about my friends giving him the key, I figured he’d probably already let Marywill know he’d had me abducted from the airport. If that was the case, then every witch in New England was readying themselves for war.

Only they’re walking right into a trap, I thought. This guy WANTS them to come to him. He’s planning for it.

What was he planning? What did the Necronomicon need in order to become whole once again? Ink?

As I recalled, movies and TV shows commonly claimed the Necronomicon was inked in human blood. A blood sacrifice, I thought, my hackles rising. No, he couldn’t!

Whatever he had planned, it meant my friends were in danger. And while they were heading straight into the lion’s den, I was sitting here in some glamper’s garage, bolted to the floor in the spot some aging boomer ought to be storing his Harley.

It was impossible to tell the time inside that room. I don’t know how long I sat in the back of that fifth wheel, struggling to escape my bonds or tip over the chair. I just know that eventually, the whole front end of my prison cell tipped upward, and I realized we were climbing.

“Mountains,” I whispered, redoubling my efforts.

We must have been upstate somewhere. Way out in the middle of nowhere, where there weren’t any police officers or neighbors to raise a ruckus. Where a billionaire like Sawsoon Flood could stretch his legs, let his hair down, and indulge his worst, most fucked up instincts.

The back end of the fifth wheel rocked dramatically with every turn. We were climbing high up now, wherever we were—my ears popped as the altitude changed. It made sense that wherever we were going was at the top of a mountain—that was where all the rich people lived.

And if this guy could buy a whole camper just to transport one prisoner, then he was very rich, indeed.

My legs were cramping by the time the camper rolled to a stop. I heard muffled voices outside, then the big rolling door behind me slid upward like someone had opened the back of a cargo truck. Rough hands grabbed me, futzing with my bonds as they did something to the chair that freed it from its restraints.

“Put me down,” I growled.

“Shortly,” Mr. Flood said. “We’ll be heading inside presently, TC. I wanted you to be fully awake and aware for this part, however. I’m glad you didn’t nap along the way.”

The goons holding my chair flipped me around, and I got my first look at our destination.

“Welcome home,” said Mr. Flood.


Chapter 17

Holy fuck, I thought. It’s a mansion.

Mr. Flood’s house perched majestically at the summit of a towering mountain peak, built directly into the rock. Gray stone spires stretched to the sky like something out of a Gothic novel, making me think of Count Dracula’s castle. High, narrow windows, adorned with ornate ironwork, peered from the misty peak like hollow, empty eyes.

My first thought was that it was amazing, incredible. My second was that Mr. Flood obviously hadn’t been here in quite a while.

The gardens surrounding the mansion were overgrown with weeds, with plants and flowers spreading over what have must been a tidy lawn like the force of entropy itself. What would have been a stately hedge a decade ago had grown into a tangled, gnarled labyrinth of trees and shrubs, casting long shadows that gave the whole place an aura of foreboding.

If this place wasn’t haunted, I’d eat my hat.

“Nice place,” I said, looking over at Mr. Flood. “Very subtle. Understated.”

Behind his mask, I could feel Flood’s eyes narrow. “You mock me.”

“No, I’m sure the Vincent Price Film Festival gives you great rates,” I said, plastering a big shit-eating grin on my face. “Or maybe you Airbnb it for people who are obsessed with Disney’s Haunted Mansion—”

One of the goons shoved me in the back. They’d freed me from the chair, but hadn’t untied me, and they frog marched me up the overgrown lawn and in through the vestibule.

“Move,” Mr. Flood grunted. “We have much to do today.”

Inside, the aura of decay deepened. The great room was dominated by a massive stone staircase, cracked and weathered with age. A threadbare carpet covered its steps, with a number of massive floor-to-ceiling paintings leading the way to the second and third stories. A chandelier, caked in cobwebs and covered in dust, added a bit of faded grandeur to the vestibule along with its feeble illumination.

“You know, this is a really bad time to mention I’ve got a dust allergy,” I said, wriggling against my captors. “None of you would happen to have an antihistamine on you, would—ouch!”

One of the goons struck me in the back of the head.

Mr. Flood turned on a heel, his whole body swiveling like an animatronic. “Do not do that again!” he snarled, his anger directed not at me but at the goon. He sounded so pissed off that I felt the two big, beefy men behind me wither, chastised.

Ha! I thought. Good!

They led me beneath Gothic arches and through tapestry-strewn hallways until we reached the study. In here, the conveniences of modern life had won a temporary battle with the rot and decay suffusing the rest of the mansion, even if they’d only gotten their foot in the door.

Modern lighting lit up the space, and the large wraparound windows had modern sills and panes to let in plenty of natural light. Several leather couches formed a rough semicircle in the room’s center, while the walls were completely covered in shelving cabinets filled with books—each fronted by frosted glass.

It felt strange to see such luxury in the middle of nowhere.

The goons led me to one of the couches then sat me down. One of them pulled out a knife and I cringed, but they merely cut through the ropes binding my wrists. Evidently now that I was in the center of the spider’s web, there was no longer any fear that I’d bolt.

“This room should suffice for our purposes,” Mr. Flood said. “Leave us.”

The goons withdrew as quickly as they’d come. They slammed the doors shut behind them as they left, as if to remind me that they’d be right on the other side, waiting in case I tried to make a break for it.

Was I going to make a break for it? For the moment, I rubbed my wrists, hissing at the pain.

“Thomas Cromwell Woods,” Mr. Flood said.

I turned. The man stood before the windows, surveying the stately study like a king looking over his throne room. I couldn’t read him, but he certainly radiated smugness.

“Can you feel it?” he asked. “Have you begun to sense it yet? This room is your destiny. The entire reason you are here on this Earth—why blood pumps through your ungrateful veins.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m ungrateful,” I countered. “I think I have a healthy appreciation for all the good things in my life.”

Mr. Flood didn’t respond to that. Instead, he walked across the room and reached for something behind the closest shelving unit to my couch. His hand darted into the darkness, and came back with a long, white rope.

In marked contrast to the rest of Mr. Flood’s mansion, this looked clean and free of dust. In fact, it looked as if it had been carefully stored away—like something he truly treasured. Suddenly I realized that the rope, and the books behind the glass, must have been the only things this guy actually considered valuable in this mansion.

No wonder he’d let the whole thing go to hell while he was gone.

The man dragged the rope to the couch. He had plenty of room; there was lots of give in it. As I watched him, I wondered how long the thick cord was. Where the hell did it go? From the looks of it, it ran behind most of the shelves.

“I want you to use your powers on this,” he said, dumping the rope in my lap. “Read it.”

I stared at the white rope for a long moment, then looked up into Mr. Flood’s face. The mask hid his true face from my view, so I couldn’t tell if he was actually serious. But he sure as hell seemed to be.

I let my confusion show. “I don’t know what you’ve been told about Bibliomancy,” I said, holding up my end of the rope, “But I can’t read this. It’s just a rope.”

“No, but you can absorb what is connected to it.” He was insistent, almost excited. “I have been reliably informed that you did so in Birnam, at the site of your second bookstore. I would like you to do that again, right here. Right now.”

My eyes traveled along the length of the rope. The dominos were falling in my mind, and I didn’t like the picture they added up to. The cord disappeared behind a shelf, which was connected to another shelf. Dozens of them ran along the walls, all filled with rare-looking books hidden behind frosted glass.

“What are these books?” I could feel panic beginning to bubble in my gut, like I’d taken a shot of something strong on an empty stomach. “They’re grimoires, aren’t they? Are they connected to the Necronomicon?”

“Read them and see,” Flood insisted. “Use your Bibliomancy, Mr. Woods. I give you permission; your block is gone. Everything has been laid out and prepared for you. You will have no trouble touching every volume in this chamber. They have all been linked together, so they may be absorbed by your powers.”

The longer I looked at the library, the less it seemed like a quaint old room filled with books and more like a computer. A massive database, shot through with a single circuit and connected to a device capable of reading it all: a Bibliomancer.

Me.

“I don’t know what you’ve been told about my Bibliomancy,” I said, trying to think of some way out of this. “But I can’t eat an entire library!”

I remembered all too well the way I’d felt immediately after absorbing the libraries in Marywill and Birnam. There were few feelings on Earth I’d less like to go through again than that tidal wave of knowledge and trivia, threatening to sweep away my consciousness and send me into the void.

And that was when I’d had some knowledge of the trove I was about to absorb. I had no idea what secrets lay in this library—for all I knew, these books were full of forbidden knowledge that would turn my brain to mush and leave me gibbering like a madman.

Flood nodded eagerly. “You have done it twice before,” he said, rubbing his hands together. God damn, but this guy knew a lot about me. “Once in Marywill, and once in Birnam. Two thirds of the Archive have been correlated. The wisdom of the ancients rests within that skull of yours! But not all of it. It is not yet complete!”

Not yet complete?

The implication hit me like a slap in the face. “These… these belonged to my uncle?” I gasped. “These are his books?”

“Now they are mine,” Flood said, shrugging through his excitement. “They’re ready for you, Thomas Cromwell Woods. You must complete the task laid before you. You must learn. And in doing so, you will grant me what it is that I seek!”

I couldn’t even imagine what that was. World domination, maybe?

“Listen, normally I’d love to spend a quiet evening doing a little speedreading,” I said, glancing down at the white rope clutched in my hands. I could feel it whispering in the back of my brain, calling out for me to absorb the knowledge of the library.

Flood leaned forward. “Yes?”

I cleared my throat. “It always messes with my head,” I admitted. “Unless I’ve got a pretty girl around to take the edge off after I’m done, I’m pretty much useless. I won’t be able to give you whatever it is that you seek—”

“But that is fine!” Flood clapped his hands, like he’d been waiting for this objection all along. “You will have one.”

Huh? This was getting weirder and weirder.

“You may take your pick.” Flood leaned in and dropped his voice to a chummy, conspirator whisper, which set off alarm bells in the back of my brain. “We were aware of this… quirk of your Bibliomancy as well. Rest assured, you will not be swept away. You will be provided a vessel to stabilize you immediately after the Great Work.”

“A vessel?” I said, my brows furrowing together. “That’s a hell of a way to talk about a human woman—”

Just then, the doors of the study opened. Flood’s clapping must have summoned his goons—let them know they were needed. They filed into the room, looking none too happy to be there. And they weren’t alone.

“Oh no,” I grunted, shooting from the couch. “No, you son of a bitch!”

He had my women. My harem.

Gwen, Brenna, and Naomi were being dragged in front of the goons. Each of them had been tied up and gagged, their bodies wrapped in thick rope and some silk bandanna thing knotted over their mouths. There were tears in their eyes as the men led them into the room.

“When Marywill college learned that you had been captured, they sent a delegation to negotiate your release,” Flood narrated in a bored tone. “Of course they had no intention of actually bartering for you. The witches intended to attack me, destroying my home and freeing you in the process.”

Of course they did. I’d have expected nothing less from Naomi and the others.

I ran to them. A pair of strong arms encircled my waist, lifting me right off the ground.

“Let me go!” I demanded. It felt like someone had wrapped an iron band around my chest. I looked over my shoulder and saw another goon, except this one didn’t seem fully human. I kicked him, but he didn’t flinch. “Untie them right fucking now, before I kill you all!”

“Hmm.” Flood seemed supremely uninterested in whether his guards survived or not. “The Bibliomancer requires more convincing. Ungag the Oriental bitch.”

“Oriental!?” I gasped, glaring over my shoulder.

“Please, everyone stop!” Naomi begged.

One of the goons had just loosened the silk bandanna in her mouth. She’d spit it out the moment it was clear, and hadn’t even taken a moment to collect herself before jumping in the fray. “There is no need for this violence!”

“Ever the diplomat,” Flood chuckled. “You truly think you can talk your way out of this, Nakamura?”

She probably couldn’t—but Naomi was going to try. “Please, this has all been a misunderstanding,” she said, looking from me to the other women bound up with her. “You can still have the pyramid. Marywill is still willing to negotiate terms for our prisoners—”

“The black pyramid is with Alison O’Brien,” Flood said. His voice took on a strange note as he spoke, like he was talking from underwater. “You never brought it with you. You never intended to give it to me. You are frightened of me.”

“You’re damned right she is,” I grunted. “Who wouldn’t be?”

“This is why I took your women prisoner,” Flood explained. “Oh yes, there are other witches out in the woods, surrounding the mansion. I feel them, Nakamura, so don’t look so surprised. I know they will not attack. Not while there’s a chance you could be killed. Or TC. Or this darling looking pregnant girl…”

My vision turned bright red. “I swear to God,” I said, “if you lay a fucking finger on Brenna, I’ll choke you to death with your own teeth.”

A snort sounded from behind Flood’s mask. “They will be fine,” he assured me. “Or they will be tortured and killed. That decision is entirely up to you.”

As one, the guards unfurled the gags around Gwen and Brenna’s mouths.

“TC, don’t fucking listen to them,” the goth girl hissed the moment she could speak. “This guy’s bad news! I don’t know what he’s planning, but you can’t let him pull it off!”

Wise words. And if it weren’t for Brenna, standing on the opposite side of Naomi with her big pregnant belly, I might have listened to them.

Tears sprang to Brenna’s eyes. I wished she’d stayed at home, even though it wouldn’t have helped. I wished she’d hidden under the bed, rather than let Flood’s forces take her and use her like a beautiful bargaining chip.

The worst part was that she knew it, too.

“TC, I’m sorry,” Brenna whimpered. Tears rolled down her face as she sobbed. “None of this was supposed to happen! I’m scared, baby, I’m so fucking scared!”

“It’s going to be alright,” I told her. Fuck, my heart hurt so much. Right then and there, I decided—no matter what happened with Flood and these prisoners, I was going to murder that son of a bitch. Slowly, and painfully. “Everything will be fine, Brenna! You just hang on tight!”

“I love you!” she cried.

“I love you, too,” I said. Something thunked into place in my heart, and I knew what I had to do. “I love all of you. Even the ones of you who aren’t here right now.”

The masked man known as Flood yawned. “Enough,” he said, sounding bored with the proceedings. “Absorb the library, or I’ll begin torturing your women. Because it will hurt you more, I’ll start with the one carrying your child.”

Shit. This guy really had my number.

“Don’t do it, TC,” Gwen said. She gave me a fierce expression and shook her head, looking like a goth battle goddess.

“What are these books?” Naomi seemed to see the library we were standing in for the very first time. “Wait—you want TC to use his Bibliomancy on these? Are you crazy? This stockpile is so much larger than the one in Marywill!”

It was. I wasn’t looking forward to the side effects.

“TC,” Flood said. “Thomas Cromwell. Will you save your harem? Or will you let them die?”

I looked down at the rope and heaved a heavy sigh.

“Fine,” I said, bracing myself. “But not for you. For them.”

I grabbed the rope tightly and opened myself to my Bibliomancy.


Chapter 18

Everything hurt.

The moment I touched the white rope with my Bibliomancy, it was like I’d stuck a coin into an electrical socket. Power flowed through the conduit, filling me like a strong drink—like a bolt of lightning. My hands vibrated, my teeth chattered, and the world around me became a hazy blur of colors and sounds as the connection ripped my other senses away.

I’d already eaten the first shelf. All it had told me was how much further I had to go. This wasn’t a hastily thrown together stockpile of books, like I’d discovered in Birnam. It wasn’t even the small, curated collection my uncle had put together in Marywill, designed to fetch as much money as possible for his future heir.

This was an entire library. An arcane clearing house.

And Flood wanted me to absorb all of it.

I couldn’t even do anything about the repeat volumes. Every now and then, I hit a tome that I’d already memorized—either from Marywill or Birnam. It didn’t matter—I still had to pull it into my brain, making an exact duplicate of it deep in my memory banks. If there were any typos, ripped pages, or errors between printings, I’d notice them.

“TC!” Naomi struggled against the guard holding her. “No! Stop!”

But it was too late to stop. Naomi should have known that better than anybody.

The link was intoxicating. Touching it felt like taking a sip of water in the desert after wandering in a heat wave for forty days and nights. Even if a SWAT team had kicked in the door at that very moment, shot Flood full of holes and rescued my women from harm, I wouldn’t have been able to pull away. I couldn’t stop the chain reaction bubbling in my brain—it was like a chemical reaction, a runaway train with no breaks.

Shelf led to shelf. Cabinet to cabinet.

Whoever had designed this place—and I was beginning to suspect who they were—had done a damned good job. Their work with the cords and the books made my attempts to create a single line of texts in Birnam look like child’s play by comparison.

No sooner had I finished popping open my brainpan and tossing in a witchcraft encyclopedia than the connection led me naturally to the next treasure trove of books. It was as sleek and intuitive as a well-designed computer program, and I found myself in awe even as I struggled to keep my sanity intact.

There were so many books.

People were screaming outside of me, fighting, but I could no longer see or hear them. All of reality was in my mind’s eye—every second, I watched thousands of pages flicker in my vision, copying themselves indelibly within my memory.

The puzzle was only partially complete, but already I was beginning to make leaps of logic, to put things together. I didn’t like what I’d found.

This library? It belonged to my uncle. To Alfonso.

Oh, the mansion probably wasn’t his. He wouldn’t have been able to hide that, even if he’d purchased it through a shell company or a third-party buyer. It would have come out during his inquest, when his estate was parceled out. No, these had been given to Flood for safekeeping, probably right before his death. Either that, or they’d been stolen by the billionaire.

Given the fact that my uncle had never pointed me toward a third library of arcane tomes in his possession, I was leaning toward the latter.

If Marywill and Birnam were the beginner courses, these were the big leagues. The books I absorbed were complex, complicated, filled with esoteric lore and facts that would blow tinier minds completely out of the water. Only everything I’d learned so far kept my sanity from snapping in one clean stroke.

Compartmentalize. Dissociate. Read the world as it is, not as the way you wish it was. Keep absorbing tomes!

“Yes!” someone yelled. I thought it was Flood, and what I heard next confirmed it. “Bring the book! He is ready!”

The book?

I gripped the white rope so tightly that it felt as if there was no circulation in my fingers. Yet somehow, the guards managed to tuck a book between my legs. I didn’t even need to touch it to sense that it was the Necronomicon.

They brought it to me, I thought. Just thinking it was hard—my consciousness was constantly on the verge of being swept away by the tidal wave of facts and figures in my mind. It felt like I was hanging on the edge of a cliff, with water pouring constantly in my face to try and get me to let go and fall. Why did they bring it to me?

And then I began to understand.

It started right around the halfway point of absorbing the library. Even the most clever and self-deluding individual can’t help but notice certain things once they’re pointed out to them. If you’ve ever noticed the FedEx arrow, for instance, and then been unable to not see it every time you see their logo plastered across the side of a truck, you know what I’m talking about. It’s like trying to not think about a pink elephant: simply by doing it, you end up thinking about what you’re trying to avoid.

My FedEx arrow was a code.

It was hidden, stashed down deep in my uncle’s library. A letter larger than the others here, some text that was written in a different shade of ink there. At times, there were portions of one book copied and pasted into another, as if my uncle were trying to send me a message. Telling me where one sentence ended and the next began.

I was beginning to feel it. Oh God, it was starting to happen.

The worst part was, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. It was like trying to hold back a sneeze, or keep yourself from cumming while inside of the hottest woman in the world. The urge to push my Bibliomancy into the empty page, to fill it with the code buried in my uncle’s library, was almost irresistible.

My mind ached. It felt as if my skull were about to leak out of my ears. And still I worked—absorbing, scanning, transcribing. I felt like I’d lost my mind, or maybe I’d lost it a long, long time ago.

I was glowing. Guards and girls alike shrank back from me as a cyclone wind blew through the library. Frosted glass cabinets slammed open, scattering volumes of arcane lore to the floor. I hoped Brenna stayed away from the broken glass.

“You fools!” Flood cried. “Get those tomes back in place!”

I could have laughed. He didn’t realize I’d already memorized those. In fact, I was almost at the end. I could feel blood trickling from my nostrils, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to manage to stay sane once I’d completed what Flood called his ‘Great Work’.

But there was no turning back now.

My hand paused above the blank first page of the Necronomicon. I could feel the words bubbling in the back of my brain, coming to the surface…

Vertuyw awasd nourah…

Huh?

They’re gibberish, I realized. Relief flooded me, so strong and sweet that I nearly cried out. They’re gibberish!

My uncle’s code wasn’t complete! Even with all three libraries combined, stuffed into the brain of an expert Bibliomancer, the message didn’t form words—not in English, and not in whatever dread language the Necronomicon had originally been written in. Despite Flood’s best efforts, he hadn’t cracked the code.

This was a bust.

Grinning internally, I prepared to slam the code onto the pages of the Book of the Dead. Let Flood pore over them, trying to determine their secrets. I’d let him dig through that garbage for the rest of his life. However long that might be…

I was nearly free. Just a few more tomes.

And then the door to the study opened, and everything was ruined.

“Master!” a goon cried. Two robed men in octopus masks entered the study, carrying a slender woman between them. The scene blurred and distorted with every beat of my heart, as I was completely unable to keep my focus on the physical world for long. I couldn’t make out the prisoner’s face, but they looked so small in the men’s burly arms. “We found someone breaking into the mansion!”

“Excellent!” Flood raced past me, his voice brimming with excitement. “Give that to me, now! Hand it to the Bibliomancer!”

What?

Something was pressed into my hand—the one currently balanced over the Necronomicon. As I felt what it was, my heart sank into my stomach and my veins ignited with panic. No. There was no fucking way.

I held the black pyramid from my uncle’s tomb.

The prisoner was Alison O’Brien.

“We caught this one skulking through the halls, Master!” One of the goons said. He sounded so proud of himself that it turned my stomach. “She carried the black pyramid in her bag! Seemed she thought she needed to get it to the prisoner!”

“She did,” Flood said, sounding so smug I wanted to scream. “But not for the reason she thinks. Thomas, touch the pyramid while you work…”

I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help myself.

Just as Alison had said, miniature lines of script covered the pyramid’s glossy black faces. It was easy to mistake the lines for fuzz, or for dirt, unless you knew what you were looking for.

My thumb grazed the pyramid’s surface, reading the runes written across it the way I imagined a blind man read something written in Braille. I didn’t want to see it, didn’t want to understand what I was reading. And yet I did.

God damn it!

The easiest way to make a code that was very difficult to break, without resorting to a computer algorithm, was to key it to a book or some other piece of prose. A novel both you and the recipient owned, a page of the Bible or another holy book—anything would do. The important thing was that you both had it.

Each individual letter of the code I’d pulled from my uncle’s library was unintelligible gibberish. But if you altered each letter, moving it forward or back a certain number of spaces, it would become something else entirely.

The key was the pyramid.

The runes across its surface—we’d spent so much time wondering what they represented. Alison had practically made a whole dissertation about it. And all this time, they’d been indecipherable on purpose.

They were nothing on their own. My uncle’s final secret was in three parts: the Necronomicon, the library, and the black pyramid.

The book, the text, and the key.

Even as I thought it, ink began to flood the pages of the Book of the Dead. I couldn’t control it—it was like trying not to think about the pink elephant. I tried everything I could think of to distract my mind, yet my mind refused to be distracted.

“It’s working!” A voice cried from a distance. It was Flood. The bastard was getting off on this!

More wriggling lines of text spilled from my fingers. I felt like I was vomiting, except it wasn’t coming out of my stomach—just my mind. Page after page of ancient text filled the crumpled vellum, forming lines of incantations and sadistic looking illustrations.

In the blink of an eye, the Book of the Dead had been restored.

My uncle’s final treasure had been revealed.

And we were all doomed.

The masked man raced across the room. His motion distracted the guards, and Gwen took advantage of the opportunity to drive the heel of her boot into the foot of the man holding her. He let go of her with a yelp, and she slugged him hard enough to knock him out.

“Let them go!” Gwen cried, wiggling her fingers. “Now!”

Lightning flared between the witch’s outstretched palms. Two forked bolts of it struck the man charged with holding back Naomi. He went down in a heap, smoke pouring from his ears, and together the two witches shoved aside the final guard and began untying Brenna.

My women were freeing themselves. Too bad we were far too late to escape.

A casual observer might have assumed Flood was going for the Necronomicon. I knew better. I understood him now—understood him in ways the old me never could have hoped. There was so much that made sense to me now, even as I despaired.

Flood grabbed one of the frosted glass cabinet doors and swung it open. Inside, tucked in front of a row of encyclopedias dating back to before the Civil War, lay a small black urn. As if fate had a sense of irony, it seemed to be made of the same glossy, dark material as the pyramid hidden inside of my uncle’s tomb.

Flood didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the urn and tossed it to the ground, shattering it. The sound was shockingly loud, even with everything else that was going on.

Ash flew from between the cracked pieces of glossy black shell. The Necronomicon blazed with power, forming a vortex of glowing green light in the center of the library. Flood lifted his fists above his head and howled in triumph, roaring with delight.

I felt hands tugging at my shoulders. It was no guard—it was my women.

“TC, are you in there?” Brenna looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Baby, we’ve got to get out of here!”

They didn’t understand. “Mr. Flood,” I said, snickering with the irony. “Swasoon Flood. My uncle loved books and words, didn’t he? I guess he was a fan of anagrams, too.”

The three women stared at me, not comprehending. In front of us, the man who’d called himself Flood ripped off his octopus mask, basking in the presence of the growing cloud of ash.

Beneath his mask lay no human face, but a creature of green fire and smoke.

A fucking Wraith. He’d always just been a wraith.

“Welcome home, Master,” the Wraith said, a beatific smile splitting its inhuman visage. “Finally, you live again!”

Swasoon Flood. Alfonso Woods.

Those were my uncle’s ashes.

And the Necronomicon had just resurrected him.


Chapter 19

“Gwen,” I said, turning to the women. “Naomi. Alison. Listen to me very closely.”

A creature of ash and dust turned circles in the center of the mansion’s library. In the swirling of its visage, I saw the face of my long-dead uncle, Alfonso. He walked the Earth. He lived again—not fully, not yet, but soon. The Necronomicon had made it more or less an inevitability.

My harem had to get the fuck out of here, before Alfonso made good on his threats.

All of my women were listening to me, with the sole exception of Brenna. The pregnant college student tugged at the hem of my shirt, trying her best to drag me away from the growing maelstrom at the center of the library. She didn’t understand yet that this was something I had to do.

That this was my destiny.

I saw it clearly now. Though the knowledge from three different libraries burned in my brain, I was somehow able to hold back the tidal wave of useless trivia that had come so close to overwhelming me on previous occasions. I understood everything.

Most importantly, I understood how I’d been tricked.

Uncle Alfonso knew his stuff, that was beyond question. How long had he been planning all of this? Since he’d learned he was near death? Or had it begun way, way back, when he’d first realized that another member of his family tree carried the gift of magic—of Bibliomancy?

Like all good adventures, it started with a woman in trouble. Valeria, who’d been waiting beneath my new bookstore, tied up like the love interest in an old Western who’d been bound to the railroad tracks. Had my uncle done that himself, or had one of his goons tie up the book beneath the Woods Book Company after he was gone? It didn’t really matter, I supposed.

He’d left a trail of breadcrumbs—ones he knew I’d find irresistible. The bookstore in Birnam was one; the black pyramid hidden in the depths of his tomb was another. Like a moth to a flame I’d found myself drawn to the mystery of my uncle’s library. Who wouldn’t be? Even as I built my harem and racked up accolades in Marywill, my mind was fixed on it.

I’d helped bring my uncle back to life. Whatever havoc he wrought, whatever hell he rained down on those who’d opposed him in life, I would share in part of the blame. Me.

Unless I brought him down here and now.

My women didn’t understand this. Maybe Naomi did a little bit—her Bibliomancy was nearly as strong as my own. She could read the face swirling in the ash as clearly as I could. But of course, she’d have to recognize it for what it was, first.

My harem was too busy getting clear of the maelstrom to worry about things like that.

“They’re Wraiths!” Brenna shouted. “TC, we’ve got to get out of here!”

I couldn’t agree more. But suddenly, there was nowhere to run.

Flames filled the green. Beyond the big bay windows, dozens of figures appeared out of nowhere, emerging in puffs of smoke as they surrounded the mansion. My uncle must have summoned them somehow, though I had no idea how he’d done it. Magic, probably.

“There’s more of them,” Gwen hissed. “This whole fucking place is surrounded—”

A blurred figure shot past me, moving fast. I had just enough time to throw up my hands and use my body as a shield for Brenna before the figure slammed into the library’s biggest window, shattering it into a million pieces.

All across the yard, Wraiths looked up. Alison O’Brien was halfway through her transformation—when the creatures on the green realized what they were up against, fear filled the burning coals of their faces.

“Get the women out of here!” Alison roared. “I’ll hold them off!”

It was a good thought, and also a ridiculously brave thing to do. Unfortunately, she wasn’t buying me any time. She couldn’t.

I had to face my uncle down, here and now. It was the only thing that mattered. The only thing separating us from life and death. Otherwise, I could kiss my harem goodbye.

There was no time to explain any of this. I had to trust my women to understand me—that they’d learned along the way when to step back and let me kick some ass. Hopefully they’d have my back, now that it truly counted.

I stood between them and the figure made of ash, bracing myself for its attack. More cries of inchoate rage filled the yard outside of the mansion, while my uncle’s Wraith troops threw themselves into the attack. They prepared themselves for war, encircling Alison O’Brien as she finished the final phase of her monstrous transformation.

Say this for Alison: she didn’t even flinch.

With an ear-splitting roar, she lowered her snout and charged the frontline. Wraiths scattered, but not fast enough. Several of the glowing creatures were thrown to the sides, while the unlucky one who’d stood directly in Alison’s path was lifted from the ground.

“Raaaagh!”

Alison’s jaws clenched, moonlight glowing on her fangs as she threw back her head and tossed the wayward Wraith into the air. The creature had just enough time to understand its fate before those jaws snapped shut like a guillotine, ripping it in two.

Blasts of magical gore rained down over the battlefield as the Wraith’s dying cry filled the sky. As it faded over to the other side, its roar took on a dissonant note that made everyone around—human and monster alike—throw their hands over their ears.

It was as if this kill was the starting gun that heralded the beginning of a race. The Wraiths on the lawn threw themselves into the fight, swarming Alison like a group of neolithic hunters trying to bring down a wooly mammoth.

“Get the girls out of here!” I yelled, not caring which member of my harem took the initiative. “I’ll hold back the leader!”

I had just enough time to mentally wish Alison and the others good luck before I turned to face the ash creature. Face-to-face with my uncle’s reconstituted shade, I stared down my destiny.

No part of the creature was still. It flowed like water instead of ash, shifting from stance to stance like the bubbles inside of a lava lamp. It hurt my eyes to stare at it too long—watching it felt like looking at something man was never meant to see. One moment it had the ordinary human number of arms and legs, and in a blink it shifted to the multi-limbed form of an octopus.

The black octopus, I thought, wincing internally. Alfonso’s still a fucking Wraith. For now, at least…

But maybe not for long. Even as I watched, the swirling ash that made up his face twisted into a cruel, knowing expression. I hadn’t met my uncle enough times in life to recognize him instinctively, but I’d seen enough pictures of him since coming to Marywill to know whose face it was I was staring at when I looked deep into the ash strewn maelstrom.

“Can you hear me?” I asked, raising my voice over the sound of swirling ash. There still existed a small part of me that wanted to believe my uncle was better than this.

That he wouldn’t have sent his only nephew on a wild goose chase for the splintered fragments of his final treasure, like a scientist building a maze for a lab rat to make sure it was smart enough to pass tests. That he wouldn’t turn his own tomb into a puzzle for me to solve—a miniature version of the whole gauntlet he’d designed to torment me.

The shade of Alfonso smiled at me. And in that smile, I knew every awful thing I’d ever thought about my uncle was true.

“Nephew.” The voice rattled on the edges of my hearing, like a dog whistle attuned specifically to my brain’s wavelength. “It’s so wonderful to see you again.”

I knew that no one else could hear that voice. It was for my ears and my ears alone—a special little ‘fuck you’ from the man who’d been pulling my strings all this time.

“I never saw you in the first place!” I yelled, my hands balling into fists.

Hands grabbed me from behind. I whirled around, expecting an attacker, only to find Brenna looking at me like she’d seen a ghost. Her eyes were wide, and her face was pale. The sight of her baby bump shocked me out of my reverie.

“TC, who are you talking to?” she asked, eyeing the ash monster.

“You can’t hear it?” I already knew. Of course my uncle’s words were meant only for me. He’d intended it that way.

Brenna shook her head. “I’m scared! We need to get the hell out of here—”

Just then, Naomi grabbed the pregnant woman. “I’ve got her,” she said, giving the ash monster a significant glance. “You handle this. I’ll make sure you don’t have to worry about the harem.”

It took me a moment to understand. When it clicked, it made perfect sense.

Of course Naomi knew what we were facing. She was a Bibliomancer, just like me. And she’d been a Wraith. Hell, she probably knew Alfonso even better than I did—she’d been with Marywill through most of his career, after all. She could definitely recognize that sinister smirk.

“Thanks,” I said, handing Brenna over to her. “Any tips you want to share?”

Naomi didn’t need to ask questions to understand what I meant. Her eyes narrowed as she glanced over my shoulder at the ash monster. In marked contrast to his goons outside, Alfonso wasn’t making any moves to attack. Like he knew we had nowhere to run, and no hope of escaping him whatever we did.

Naomi gave me a curt nod. “Your powers will guide you,” she said, pushing Brenna over toward Gwen and Billie. “Kick his ass for me, okay? I have old resentments toward that bastard…”

No doubt she did. He’d almost bankrupted the organization she’d given her entire life to. She had plenty of reasons to hate him.

Almost as many as I did.

“Can do,” I said, grinning. As I did, I glanced out the window. Alison raged across the overgrown, weed-strewn lawn, tossing Wraiths around like children’s toys. A handful of them had drawn weapons and were trying to goad her away from the mansion itself, putting some space between her and the rest of the harem. Doing so would let them pick us off one by one.

As Naomi shuffled the rest of my harem away, I turned to face my uncle’s Wraith. Alfonso was in no hurry to fight me, and I understood why. The longer he waited to test his mettle against me, the stronger he’d be. Even now, he looked a touch more human than he had a few moments ago—as if he were drawing strength from the maelstrom around him.

“I really thought you left me all this for a good reason,” I said, shaking my head. The hurt, the anger, the bitterness—I couldn’t hold them back. Though they were the emotions I would have concealed from my harem, here with my uncle’s shade I could finally drop the walls and let me be me.

“Oh, I did,” Alfonso hissed. “A very good reason.”

The words stung.

“You did all this just to come back to life?” I growled, my hands balling into fists. Even as we sized each other up, I reached for my Bibliomancy. I was ready to tear my uncle apart, piece by piece, just as I’d done to the Wraith I’d found in that attic in Birnam.

Then he decided to shock me.

“No,” the Wraith cackled. His voice was unearthly, with a strange, distorted note running through it like someone screaming into a voice box. Deep within its center I could hear the familiar sound of my uncle’s tone, but it was as if he spoke within a cloud of demons.

“Then what?”

My uncle smiled.

In the blink of an eye, he was in my face. There was no time in between—he was just suddenly there, the cloud of ash surrounding him winking across the room as if teleported by magic. This close, his face no longer looked like my uncle’s. It looked freakish and inhuman, like something I never wanted to see again.

“Why would I start a whole new life?” Uncle Alfonso asked. The ash making up his face split in a monstrous grin. “When I have a perfectly good one right here?”

His words struck me through the chest like a spear.

“No,” I grunted, shaking my head. “No, you can’t. You fucking bastard…”

Deep in my heart of hearts, I think I’d known it all along. Or at least since Birnam, since I realized that resurrection was a real possibility for witches and wizards. Why else would he leave everything to me, from his business to his collection of outrageously expensive, rare, books?

He’d never intended to lose them. I was just keeping my uncle’s little empire warm, until the day I figured out his puzzle and brought him back into the world.

“You’ve done well for yourself,” Alfonso chortled. “In truth, I expected you to have squandered everything I worked for—to burn through it in a few months, chasing after cars or women or some fancy cryptocurrency scheme. But you did the rarest of all things, nephew. You left me more than I left to you!”

I didn’t know what to say. This man was crazy. Had my uncle always been like this, or had death maddened him to the point of insanity?

“I never had the respect of those Marywill bitches,” he snarled as the ash swirled around me. “Oh, they’d buy from me, of course—I was the only game in town—but they wouldn’t like it! How they laughed and joked behind my back! Those whores!”

I’d never heard anything of the sort about Alfonso. I had no way of knowing whether Marywill had actually given my uncle ill treatment, or if he was just exaggerating. Knowing how much money the college had been willing to lend my uncle right up until his untimely demise, I was willing to guess the latter.

“Those whores have saved my life,” I countered. “I don’t think you ever truly understood Marywill, Uncle Alfonso.”

The ash monster was already shaking its inhuman head. “I understand it much better than you do, TC. You’ve never had what it takes to truly take advantage of your situation. But you did bring me everything I could want, nephew. For that, I’m forced to thank you.”

“I’m not giving you anything.”

Alfonso’s laugh was a harsh bark. “You’ve earned the respect of those witches,” he said, his grin widening. “They won’t suspect a thing when you start turning Marywill into your own personal fiefdom. You’ve got guaranteed money, too. Oh yes, I’ve heard about your stipend from the new Dean!”

His words sickened me. “Shut up.”

He wasn’t going to stop. “I never could have received such generous terms from Dean Jackson. But you—ha! Golden boy, all you have to do is smile and Marywill gladly spreads its legs for you!”

“You’re disgusting,” I spat. It was beyond time for me to start attacking this freak, but I felt tempted to wait just a little bit longer. Every moment I tarried was another my women could use to get away—to put some distance between themselves and the danger here. “No wonder you could never get ahead here, even with all your advantages!”

The thing carrying my uncle’s soul laughed deep in its throat. “Well, there’s certainly one thing I could never do,” he agreed. That hideous, discordant note wrapped around his words, enveloping them like a distortion filter. “I could never trick so many gorgeous women into sharing me!”

There it was. The money, the power, the respect—all of them were important, of course. But there was one thing my uncle coveted above all. That any red-blooded man would have killed to take from me. My harem.

“You really think they’d be fooled?” I asked. My brows rose. There was simply no way.

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Alfonso assured me. “Of course, that little skank Nakamura being a Bibliomancer herself complicates things. I never knew that about her, by the way, so thank you for revealing that little tidbit.”

I could feel my lips pulling back over my teeth. “That’s none of your business.”

Alfonso shrugged. “Either way, she’ll be able to see me shining out from behind your eyes.” The way he spoke about something so horrible in such a calm, businesslike manner chilled me to the bone. It reminded me of interviews with serial killers from true crime documentaries. “Which means she’ll have to die, of course. But you wouldn’t believe how easy it is to fool most people. Especially when they can blame it on your injuries.”

“Injuries?” I didn’t understand.

“Oh yes!” Alfonso was cackling now. “I plan to rough you up a bit before I take over your body, nephew. A quick concussion, maybe a little cracking of the skull—these make it oh so easy for people around you to accept a few personality quirks. Or when you forget a few things, mix up dates—that sort of thing.”

My stomach dropped. “You’ve done this before,” I realized.

“Of course I have! You didn’t think this was my first time jumping bodies, did you?”

A wave of revulsion washed over me. “What are you?” I gasped, taking a step back.

Alfonso just laughed. “I’m very old, and very tenacious. That is not dead which can eternal lie, nephew. Your friends, your lovers, your acquaintances at Marywill—all of them will think that you won today. That you defeated your bad old uncle and set him over to the Other Side, to rest in peace. Only I will know the truth. That it was you who were defeated, TC. I’ll live as you going forward, enjoying all the wonderful things you went out and got for me.”

“Shut up,” I snarled. The horror of it was too much for me to fathom. “You bastard, you’re even worse than I thought! You’re inhuman! You don’t deserve to live—!”

Alfonso wasn’t listening. “And once I’m ready to jump vessels again,” he cackled, his eyes looking to the future, “I’ll have plenty of new blood ready to carry me into the next generation. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to take good care of that little college slut of yours. Maybe I’ll even name that brat in her belly Alfonso. I always did like that name—”

“Shut up!” I roared. Magic swirled around me, mingling with the ash forming my uncle’s vessel. “I won’t let you hurt them!”

Bibliomancy flared between my fingers. Alfonso had made a tactical error in getting this close to me—with this little distance between us, I could read the swirl of ash around his face the way a computer program read a field of ones and zeroes. I reached out and grabbed a chunk of his Wraith form, exorcising it using the same technique I’d learned in Birnam.

A portion of his body flared up, turning into green flame like lighter fluid tossed onto a campfire. But it was a small portion—too small. He’d anticipated my attack, and he’d taken the proper measures to defend himself.

Alfonso’s false face grimaced. “Good,” he said, twisting away to hide the portion of his body I’d damaged. “I was beginning to feel bad about killing you and taking your soul, nephew. Now it’s self-defense!”

Self-defense, I thought ruefully. What a cruel joke!

I wondered how many lives my uncle had lived before this one. How many times had this spirit stolen a young man’s life, ripping away his soul to wear his body like an expensive suit? From the way Alfonso—or the thing that wore Alfonso’s face—spoke about it, he’d done this many times before.

This thing was older than Marywill College. It was likely more ancient than the hills itself. It had fought—and triumphed—over people like me a thousand times.

How could I possibly defeat such a force?

I have to try, I told myself. My thoughts filled with images of Brenna’s face, of Gwen and Valeria and Naomi. Of Alison O’Brien, who fought like a fucking hellcat out on the lawn in order to give my harem enough time to escape. If I laid down and died now, what would they think? How could they possibly ever look up to me as a man worth following, worth loving, worth sharing?

I didn’t know. And I never wanted to find out.

Right before my eyes, Alfonso shifted. His human limbs wrapped together like the cords of a good, stiff rope, then exploded before my eyes. In an instant, he was the thing I’d feared the most while watching the maelstrom of ash—the black octopus.

His human face floated at the center, surrounded by a mass of writhing tendrils. One struck out at my face, shards of black material swirling around the central line like bits of glass in an inquisitor’s whip.

I ducked beneath it, charging up another blast of Bibliomancy. On a logical level, I didn’t understand what I was doing. I moved on pure instinct, trying to comprehend the creature in front of me so that I could properly exorcise it.

Just gotta keep hitting him like I did the first time, I assured myself. He can be beaten! I’ve made him bleed, and that means he can be destroyed—

Tendrils wrapped around my legs.

My stomach did a flip as the Wraith lifted me into the air, twisting my center of gravity as I toppled. The ceiling and the floor switched positions, and my legs were suddenly above my head as the Wraith swung me back and forth. Alfonso’s mocking laughter filled my ears.

“You’re nothing,” he said, cackling with glee. “Your bloodline is trash! I only chose you to continue my legacy because there were no other options! Only one child among your entire family tree carried the potential for Bibliomancy!”

I didn’t fall for his jibes. Rather than let myself be distracted by his insults, I narrowed my eyes and scanned his face.

Trying to exercise my Bibliomancy under these conditions felt like playing a game of chess in my head while running a 10k. Yet somehow, I made the pieces fall into place.

It was probably the whole ‘hurting Brenna and the baby’ thing that did it. A man like me could keep his cool under a surprisingly large number of situations—but threaten his woman, and you’d be in for a whole world of hurt.

And when you threw his firstborn son into the mix, well… I didn’t see red so much as become it.

“Die!” I snarled, shoving a fist in my uncle’s face. Flashes of golden light erupted from between my fingers, filling the library with a brilliant white glow like a noonday sun. When it faded, some of the haughty disdain had fled from Alfonso’s visage.

That hurt him! My lips peeled back in a savage, feral grin. Good, you fucker!

Then Alfonso tossed me through the air.

I tumbled end over end, throwing my arms over my head to protect it as I sailed across the library. I slammed into a frosted glass cabinet and hit the floor, while the whole shelving unit behind me rocked sickeningly on its axis. By some miracle, it didn’t fall forward and crush me.

My vision blurred. I looked up as it cleared to see Alfonso floating in the midst of an eye-watering fractal, tentacles of darkness shooting this way and that from his body. Thorns erupted from the cloud of ash at random intervals, striking the walls and the ceiling like railroad spikes being punched through virgin soil.

He’s pissed, I thought, grinning. Good.

Blood trickled down the side of my face. I’d taken a nasty hit to the top of my head. I couldn’t help but think of Alfonso’s boast: that any changes in personality I displayed after he took control of my body could be explained away by head injuries. I guess this was just how he operated.

“Good, good!” Alfonso somehow managed to look happy about the damage to his ash body. Several of the tentacles around his core drooped, incapable of straightening out or striking at me. “You’re much stronger than I expected, nephew! Your body will make an excellent vessel for my next incarnation!”

I shook my head and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “You never really left me anything,” I said, staggering to my feet despite my injuries. “Your inheritance was a lie. You were just greasing the rails for your grand return.” I spit on the floor; the metallic tang in my mouth told me there was more than a little blood in it. “You had me do your fucking dirty work!”

Alfonso’s face looked ridiculous floating in that massive octopus’s body. And yet he was still threatening as hell. If he struck out at me now, with the full force of his power, I wasn’t sure I could endure through it. I’d wounded him, but nowhere near enough to triumph.

“When you get to be my age,” Alfonso said, his voice turning almost human again, “you’d give just about anything to be young and handsome again. With a working cock, a bevy of beautiful women—and most importantly, some fucking respect!”

I shook my head, feeling suddenly weary. It was always the same old shit.

“No one could ever respect you,” I said, meaning it.

“Bah!” Alfonso waved a tentacle in my general direction, giving a derisive sniff. “If you were allowed to live, nephew, you’d understand before too long. No one thinks it’ll happen to them—that they’ll get old. That their desires will calcify, their hopes will shrink, and they’ll eventually come to the conclusion that they have more good days behind them than they do left in their future…”

I squinted, trying to read the face at the center of all that mess. Alfonso was protecting himself tightly now, sacrificing attack power to keep his core safe. This was a war of attrition now, and both of us understood that. Unfortunately for me, I was bleeding. My power ebbed away with each beat of my heart.

“My life isn’t yours to steal,” I countered. I had to think of a way to get him mad. That was my only chance. I had to make him lose control.

If I could piss him off enough to let his guard down long enough for me to get in one more good hit, I could triumph. But he didn’t look like he was going to give me the opportunity.

The face at the center of the formation snorted. “Of course it is,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “You’ve fulfilled your purpose, little nephew. Marywill respects you! A man, currying the favor of a college filled with witches. Not only did I never believe it was possible, but I also doubt they believed it, either.” Two of the tentacles rubbed together, like he was eagerly picturing the possibilities. “Once you’ve ‘won’ and you’re the big hero, it’ll be the easiest thing in the world to become the school’s new Dean.”

“That’s your plan?” I asked, ducking to the side. He was trying to tangle up my feet again with those tentacles of his. I sensed that if he managed to get me off the ground a second time, I wouldn’t be as lucky as I’d been the first. “Really? Dean of Marywill?”

He chuckled. “Dean Jackson got them all warmed up for it,” he said, his knowing look letting me know he’d been watching the drama at Brenna’s alma mater all along. “Every student and teacher at that rotten, wretched place got a taste of what it’s like to have your face crushed beneath the bootheel of an authoritarian power. And none of them even fought it!” He cackled. “If it wasn’t for you, TC, they’d all still be bowing and scraping before that Wraith wearing the dear old Dean’s face.”

It was true. But that didn’t mean I had to like it.

“No one’s going to raise any objections,” he said, slowly shaking his head back and forth. “Not when everyone’s still busy mourning Naomi Nakamura. I didn’t realize that little skank had the gift of Bibliomancy, too—if you hadn’t clued me into it, TC, it might have spoiled all my plans! Imagine, me and her hooking up in the bedroom, and she looks into my eyes and sees Alfonso peering out from the depths of your face—”

I should have seen it coming. All this time, I’d been thinking that I needed to piss Alfonso off—to get him to miss a step, to ignore his surroundings and open himself for a counterattack.

I hadn’t expected Alfonso to be doing the same thing to me.

“You son of a bitch,” I snarled, charging forward. Bibliomancy leapt between my fingers, glowing the same golden hue as the aura of magic that surrounded Valeria when she transformed. “I’ll fucking kill you—”

But suddenly I’d do nothing of the sort.

The tentacles stretched across the floor snapped upward, catching me as neatly as a mouse in a trap. I hadn’t even seen them.

My legs went up over my head as the ashy tendrils wrapped around my ankles. My head thumped against the carpet as Alfonso lifted me from the ground, giving me a good shake just to remind me who was in charge.

“Ha! Fool!” Alfonso held me close, lowering my face to the monstrous visage at the center of his configuration. “That’s the problem with the young. They can’t control their tempers. If only you had ice in your veins like me, TC, you could stand strong.”

No! I had to fight. I couldn’t let this bastard steal my life! I pictured Brenna, Gwen, Valeria, and Alison, doting on me as I recovered from my wounds. And every time I looked at them, it wasn’t with the love and devotion of TC—but the cold, calculating glare of Alfonso.

They would never know I was gone. They’d know that something changed in me, that I’d become dark and brooding, but they’d never put two and two together. They’d never discover that Alfonso had won…

“Don’t worry, nephew,” Alfonso assured me. He sounded almost nice. “I’ll do a much better job keeping your cool than you ever could!”

His face dissolved into a beam of ash.


Chapter 20

Oh God! I thought, choking on ashes. I’m drowning!

Black material flowed into my mouth. It filled my eyes, pushing into my sockets like the motion of two inexorable, merciless thumbs. A sick pressure filled my ears as tiny tendrils pressed against the membranes of my eardrums, trying to force their way into my very brain. I coughed, sputtered—choked.

I was dying.

Alfonso was stealing my soul.

I could feel him working inside of me. More ash poured into my mouth, filling my stomach and my lungs at the same time. Each tiny piece of the whole was stamped with my uncle’s essence. He’d turned himself into the ash, distilling himself down to his essential salts in the urn which had kept him stable for years. Now he’d found a new vessel, a new flesh to inhabit.

And he was doing everything he could to redecorate the place.

I couldn’t see. I couldn’t fight. Enough of Alfonso held me aloft that all I could do was writhe and scream, reaching out with my hands for something I could punch or strangle to make the man let me go. My fingers found only ash—only more shifting, endless darkness surrounding my body.

“Oh wow!” Alfonso’s voice filled my skull, no longer carrying the distorted note that it had out in the real world. “There’s so much information in here! You managed to absorb my entire library, nephew. I’ll make good use of this going forward!”

I could feel his phantom fingers rooting around in my brain. It was the most horrifying violation I could imagine—to have him pouring through my soul, deciding what to keep and what to throw away. My thoughts, my memories, my loves and hopes and fears… all of them were unprotected.

I was dead.

I felt him snort. He was deep inside me now, near the stem of my brain. A few more moments and he’d be dislodged deeply enough that no force on Earth could get him out of me.

I felt him laughing, got the impression of him shaking his head derisively deep inside of my mind’s eye.

“It looks like you delved a little too deeply, TC. Your mind can’t handle the amount of information you absorbed in that final library. Your whole body’s running on fumes right now!”

I knew that. Deep down, I’d known it from the moment the Wraith forced me to pick up my uncle’s library and force it into my skull. But it still hurt to hear. Even if I somehow managed to fight off my uncle, I was in deep, deep trouble.

My brain was the mental equivalent of a cartoon character who’s run off the side of a cliff, but hasn’t looked down yet. As soon as the crisis was over, I was going to fall—whether I was on the winning side or the losing one.

“Well, no matter,” Alfonso chortled. “I can handle this. Just as soon as I turn that troublesome consciousness of yours into goo—”

At first, I thought the flash of light and scream of pain meant Alfonso was in the deepest regions of my brain, burning me out with ruthless efficiency. It was a handful of heartbeats before I realized those tendrils had retreated, and I could see again.

The tentacles around my ankles went slack. Unfortunately, I didn’t recover quickly enough in time to throw up my hands before I hit the ground, but it was a short fall. Enough to stun me, but not enough to do serious damage.

When I came back up, I was no longer alone.

Naomi Nakamura stood between me and the tentacle monster, her face like that of an enraged battle goddess. Standing next to her, with every inch of her body blazing with an unearthly aura of heavenly goodness, was Valeria.

Together, they faced the monster down.

“I see you for what you are!” Naomi said. Righteous fury filled her every move as she threw up her hands, filling the space in front of the monster with red and black blasts of raw magic. She threw herself into the attack with vigor, pushing the tentacled beast away and putting it on the back foot.

Alfonso was stunned, but only for a second. “I know,” he said, groaning in sepulchral tones. “And that’s why you have to die!”

Suddenly Valeria was at my side. A wave of healing magic rolled over my body, soothing me and filling my mouth with the taste of mint. My aches and pains retreated, though the churning insanity Alfonso mentioned while he was inside my skull was still there, just beneath the surface. I’d have to do something about that, sooner or later.

“I told you all to get out of here,” I said, looking up into Valeria’s eyes. God, she was beautiful.

The spirit smiled. “Brenna is safe,” she said in that gorgeous French accent of hers. “We got her out, TC. And then we came back for you.”

Behind her, Naomi Nakamura did battle with the creature. Tentacles struck out this way and that, while Naomi’s hands glowed like miniature suns. I heard her spitting out rapid fire syllables, unleashing the most guttural and primal sorts of magic. Alfonso had roused something fierce and vicious within her, and now she was giving it full reign to destroy.

“Nakamura,” Alfonso chortled. His voice was filled with strain, yet I could tell he was nowhere near finished. “You did such a good job hiding yourself from me. I never would have clocked you as a closet Bibliomancer if it wasn’t for my nephew. To think, you could have lived as my servant, rather than dying like a dog!”

“I’d rather die!” Naomi spat. She pushed inward, ducking and dodging Alfonso’s tentacles like a prizefighter. She moved like a blur, flowing like water as she sought the face at the center of the writhing mass. Naomi had just seen an opportunity to give my uncle an uppercut, and she was going to take it.

Blinded by rage, she couldn’t see that it was a trap.

“Naomi, look out!” I called, gesturing at the tentacles. Even as the beautiful woman waded toward the center, more of the writhing tendrils gathered behind her, cutting off her escape. She couldn’t see the trap forming, but I could. “Back up!”

She heard me, but it was already too late. Naomi turned—and saw a wall of black, ashy tentacles behind her. They swept across the floor like the straws of a broom, grabbing her in a dozen places below the waist and ripping her from her feet.

Naomi flipped upside down as the tentacles lifted her into the air. She let out an enraged cry, her arms flailing back and forth as she unleashed all of her stored-up magic at once in Alfonso’s general direction.

The Wraith staggered backward, momentarily shocked. For a few seconds, it seemed as if her attack might have freed her, that Alfonso was going to have to let her go.

Then the tentacles stiffened up, clenching around her like cords of muscle.

They wormed their way up Naomi’s beautiful body, wrapping around her hips and her stomach. By the time they reached her breasts she was screaming, but she wouldn’t be screaming for long. A thicker tendril than the rest wrapped itself around her neck, cutting off her air as neatly as pinching the end of a straw.

Her eyes went as wide as saucers as she fought the monster.

It was the Blessing Ceremony all over again. I couldn’t let this happen—I had to do something!

As if on cue, another one of Valeria’s healing spells rippled over my body. It tore away my tiredness, giving me the strength to stand—and more importantly, to throw myself back into the fray.

It was time to give Uncle Alfonso some payback.

“Let her go!” I roared, leaping at the mass of tendrils. I went for the one around Naomi’s throat, trying to pull it loose so that she could get some air, but the whole mass shifted and swelled like sand. Every time I thought I had my fingers on the right spot, everything I held tumbled into ash. Alfonso’s harsh laughter echoed in my ears as he watched me realize the hopelessness of our condition.

“Say goodbye to your whore,” Alfonso’s face said mockingly. He looked more human than he had a few moments ago, as if he were pulling vitality and power straight from Naomi’s body as he choked her to death. “Always a shame to waste a cutie like her, but there’ll be others. No doubt there’ll be no shortage of women at Marywill lining up to comfort poor TC after the loss of his girlfriend—”

A beam of brilliant white light struck Alfonso in the face.

The black octopus staggered backward, blinded by the attack. Magic crackled across his dark tentacles, turning ash into smoke as he roared, retreating away from the witch who’d done it.

Or in this case, the spirit.

I’d seen Valeria in nearly every condition a man could think of. I’d watched her cry, watched her comfort those who’d been hurt—watched her climb to the heights of passion in the bedroom and come shuddering in my arms, declaring her love for me and my harem.

But I’d only ever seen Valeria like this one other time.

At the Blessing Ceremony, when she’d saved both mine and Naomi Nakamura’s lives.

“You filth!” Valeria shouted. Golden light streamed from her fingers, from the very pores of her skin, and swirled around the top of her head like a halo. “I thought you were my friend, Alfonso! You betrayed me! You betrayed your nephew!”

Alfonso squinted against the glare. More tentacles retreated from Naomi’s body, and—thank God!—withdrew from around her neck. She drew a shuddering, ragged through her cracked lips, her eyes wide with amazement as she slumped to the ground.

“Tell me why you did it,” Valeria demanded to know. She seemed to loom larger in that room, as if the walls of my uncle’s mansion couldn’t possibly contain her or her glory. Her shadow loomed over Alfonso, making him seem so small he could be plucked from the carpet with two fingers and be thrown away. “Confess now, and unburden yourself before your journey to the Great Beyond!”

I could hear cheering behind me. I turned to see a half-dozen of Marywill’s finest witches standing in the doorway, having just kicked down the door and knocked the Wraith guards Alfonso left behind into unconsciousness. They looked like they were ready to celebrate our victory.

I wasn’t fooled.

Alfonso wasn’t weakening. The attacks from Naomi and Valeria might have made him retreat, but he was far from being down and out. In fact, he looked better than before. As his tentacles retracted, the humanoid form he’d had when his ash first spilled came back—only stronger and sharper than ever.

He looks almost human now, I realized. Something deep and primal inside of me told me that once he looked completely like his old self, he’d be able to reach out and claim me. I felt the sizzle of ash behind my eyes, as if he’d already planted the seeds of the transformation that would rip away my consciousness and replace it with my uncle’s.

Metaphysical vultures circled my soul, ready to rip and tear. I pushed them away and threw myself at the figure.

“Valeria, watch out,” I called, seeing the counterattack before it materialized. “He’s going to hit you like he hit Naomi!”

But Valeria refused to budge. “I am not afraid of Alfonso,” she said, never tearing her eyes away from the ash-covered thing standing in her midst. “He should be afraid of me!”

The thing wearing my uncle’s face stared at Valeria for a long moment, its face slack and uncomprehending. Slowly, the light of memory flared up behind his eyes, and a sickly smile spread across his almost completed face.

“I remember you!” His face lit up, as if he’d just been reintroduced to a long-lost friend. He looked almost merry to be seeing her again. “The most self-absorbed book to ever pass through my collection!”

“I’d take that as a compliment, coming from you,” Valeria shot back.

Alfonso merely grinned. “Ah, still as haughty as ever, Valeria. Or should I call you Jeanne?”

Valeria froze, her eyes agog. The revelation washed over me, but without much in the way of shock. Honestly, I’d halfway figured all this out a while ago.

“That’s right, I know,” Alfonso continued. “A little piece of her soul contained in this grimoire. Torn out and floating around in the void. With just enough of it left over to mouth off at me every now and then.” He grinned fiercely, his eyes narrowing to slits in the ash of his face. “I hope those chains hurt you, Valeria. I really hope they did.”

Valeria’s face changed. “That was you!?” she gasped, her eyes going big and wide.

“An associate,” Alfonso replied with a shrug. “One of Santa’s little helpers.”

This enraged Valeria. Threads of gold surrounded her body as she charged, her fingers extended into claws as she attacked the man she’d once called her Maitre.

She swung again and again, rage powering her strikes. Alfonso grinned, backing up this way and that as he darted out of her range. He danced just beyond her fingertips, portions of his body transfiguring to ash whenever it was necessary to escape her grip.

Valeria’s power flared like a miniature sun.

“I will end you!” she shouted, her French accent turning the declaration into a battle cry.

She struck out once, twice, three times—and each time, she landed a blow that would have been fatal if Alfonso was fully human. Each time her golden fists struck the monster, ash fell from his body, tumbling to the ground in burning embers that smoldered on the carpet.

But still, Alfonso refused to die.

Finally, she overextended herself. A swing went wild, and Alfonso counterattacked with every ounce of energy he’d been storing up while defending himself from the vivacious spirit’s attacks. A beam of darkness emerged from my uncle’s twisted, rotted heart, striking Valeria right between the eyes.

It was like watching someone blow out their birthday candles. The golden glow around Valeria’s body disappeared with the quickness of a light switch, and she tumbled to her knees.

With the illumination around her extinguished, I could see the thin line of ethereal smoke connecting her to her grimoire. It lay on the ground next to her, a tiny tendril of green linked to a narrow band around her ankle. It, and only it, were what kept Valeria in the physical realm.

Alfonso stepped on it, laughing.

The heel of his boot—he had boots now?—ground into the smoke, dissipating it to either side of his foot. Valeria cried out in shock and pain, her spirit body shimmering like an image on the surface of a pool of water.

“Stop it!” Naomi cried, reaching out feebly toward the ash monster. “You’re killing her!”

Alfonso didn’t care. He kept on grinning, his face transforming into something wicked and inhuman as he ground Valeria into the dirt. For her part, all the haughty grandeur she’d had just a few moments before had collapsed. Tears streamed down the spirit’s face as she helplessly clutched her grimoire to her breasts, writhing in the dirt.

“What are you!?” Valeria howled.

It was the most heartbreaking thing I’d ever heard.

Both Naomi and Valeria had been felled. Even those of my women who were still fighting, like Alison outside, had no idea that their struggle was completely in vain. A few more heartbeats of life, and Alfonso would be fully human once more. Ready to reach into me, hollow out my skull, and settle in.

He’d do it without guilt or shame—like someone moving into a new apartment.

What are you?

Valeria’s question bounced around my ears.

A short distance away, Alfonso kicked Valeria onto her back. His legs were fully formed now, long and covered in vicious looking leather boots. His ashes surrounded him like a military uniform, giving the impression of a general surveying a recently conquered battlefield.

“I’ve decided both of you will die,” Alfonso said, looking from one woman to the other. “And so, you’ll get to die united in the knowledge that the rest of TC’s harem lacks.” His gaze traveled to me. “That is about to be someone other than the man you know. It’s about to become the vessel for my latest incarnation. My new body, young and healthy and ready for a lifetime of domination…!”

What are you? The question rebounded in my skull, taking on more echoes every time it repeated. What are you? What are you?

WHAT ARE YOU—!?

“A failure!” I roared.

Alfonso froze. Slowly, his nearly human head turned to me. “What did you just say?” he hissed.

The metaphysics didn’t matter. Whatever this monster was: a chunk of my uncle’s soul, or his memories given form, or a Wraith wearing his consciousness like a skin suit—none of those were the answers to Valeria’s question.

But this was.

“I said,” I repeated, somehow managing to get back on my feet, “that you’re a fucking failure, Alfonso.”

Tentacles whipped past me on all sides. They laced together like someone’s fingers, pushing back toward my uncle as they struck me in the back. I was lifted off my feet, carried in a thick cocoon of ash past the thunderstruck Naomi and Valeria to where my uncle waited. He dangled me before his monstrous face, like a cat playing with a mouse before eating it.

“Me? A failure?” he crooned.

Big mistake, pal, I thought, smiling on the inside. You should have never let me get this close to you.

“You’re damned right,” I said, smirking in Alfonso’s face. “What a loser. What a fucking dud.”

Alfonso stared at me, seething. Then he forced out a laugh, trying his best to sound like he didn’t care. In my opinion, he failed miserably.

“I see what you’re doing,” he said, waggling a tendril back and forth in front of my face. “I warn you, nephew, it won’t work—”

“All I’m doing is telling you what you really are,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m a Bibliomancer, pal, remember? Reading people is second nature to me. And what I see when I look at you... well, shit. It isn’t pretty!”

Rage bubbled in my uncle’s eyes. “Shut up!” he roared, trying to deafen me. Or maybe he was trying to deafen himself, so he didn’t have to listen to anything else I had to say.

Either way, it wasn’t going to work.

“I would say you’d wasted your life,” I said, not just unperturbed by Alfonso’s anger but energized by it. “But you’ve wasted way more than that, haven’t you? How many times have you switched bodies by now, uncle Alfonso? How many lives have you lived, how many people’s futures have you stolen? What’s your real name? Do you even still remember it?”

“I’ll crush you,” Alfonso snarled, shaking his great head back and forth. Trails of ash followed it like dreadlocks, swaying back and forth. “You were never anything at all, TC. A little piece of trash I picked up along my way! You’d be nothing without me—”

“In six months, I did what you couldn’t do in thirty years,” I snapped back.

My Bibliomancy was firing on all cylinders now, pushing me right through the pain and insanity of my great effort transcribing the Necronomicon. I knew just where my uncle’s insecurities were. How to hurt him most. And I sought those points out like a predator going for the jugular.

“You played right into my hands,” Alfonso tried to say.

I wasn’t having it. “I made Marywill love me! I saved the city, twice, and laid the groundwork for a network of colleges to study witchcraft all around this country. I got a girlfriend, and made a fucking life!” I spread my arms, grinning. “What did you do with all your time, uncle? Collect books and jerk off thinking about how much power you’d have once you stole the body of a guy half your age?”

“Fuck you!” Alfonso screamed.

Profanity, I thought. The last resort of the man who knows he’s lost the argument.

“You threw Marywill into chaos and threatened its entire livelihood,” I said, punching each word in deep. I used language the way a carpenter used nails—hammering home my arguments, digging them in beneath Alfonso’s skin where I knew they’d sting and seethe. “And you did it all for what? An opportunity to be great?” I snorted, putting every ounce of derision I could into the motion. “You already had an opportunity. You had dozens of them. And every time, you squandered it. Your short, precious life.”

“Shut up, shut up!”

I laughed, shaking my head. “You’d think you would have at least stumbled into the principle of compound interest once in all your many lives,” I said, dismissing all of Alfonso’s work in a single statement. “Instead, you just screwed up, over and over and over again. You’ve had to rebuild, every time you’ve jumped into a new body. You’ve had to lose.”

Alfonso wasn’t screaming at me anymore. He stared at me like he hated me more than anyone else in the world—the phrase ‘if looks could kill’ flickered through my mind, and it occurred to me that my uncle would have made that a reality if he could. His eyes had gone bloodshot, and his tentacles trembled with pure rage as he held me aloft.

“And you want to know the real truth, Uncle Alfonso? The thing you’ve been trying to deny, through every one of your stolen, secondhand lives?”

Tentacles whipped up from around my uncle’s feet. These weren’t coming after me—they came for him, shooting for his ears in a desperate attempt to silence me before I could read him any further.

But he was too slow.

“Even if you did get to be me,” I said, laughing and shaking my head. “You’d just find a way to fuck it up all over again!”

As I spoke, I thrust out both hands as if to choke Alfonso Woods. A blast of pure magic erupted from between my outstretched hands, crackling with both the power of my Bibliomancy and the strange energy I sometimes tapped into when exercising my abilities. Twin strands of pure magical force wrapped around each other, striking my uncle directly in his nearly human face.

The thing deep within him resisted me for a moment.

And then it gave.

My first, fevered thought as the tentacles slackened around my body was this: it’s Birnam all over again. The feeling as the essence of the Wraith inside of my uncle’s body was ripped away from the ash forming his carapace was so similar to what I’d felt in that dark, dingy attic that I was momentarily ripped away from the present moment. I was back there, exorcising the spirit along with my companions, staring in shock at Alfonso’s face as the thing wearing it went over to the other side.

I saw all of that in my mind’s eye.

And in my real one, a mirror of the memory.

Alfonso’s face collapsed, turning to ash as the spirit inside of it crumpled before the force of my Bibliomancy. The tentacles that had been choking Naomi, the boot that had been stamping on the link between Valeria and her grimoire—they stopped, each arrested at the moment before their damage would have been irreversible.

Alfonso swayed like a tower. Back, forth—and then back again, without retreating this time.

He landed in front of me, toppling to what would have been his knees if he still had them. A look of shock filled what was left of Alfonso’s expression as the ash around him boiled, burning away like the residue on the end of a match when the final, flickering flame has been extinguished.

At the very last moment, I saw a wisp of something rise from the mass and fade away. His soul, perhaps? Alfonso’s missing conscience, freed at last from his earthly bounds?

It didn’t really matter. I’d won. That was what was important.

I sank to my knees on the carpet, exhausted. Bibliomancy always took it out of me—and it had never taken more than it had at that very moment. I felt like a rag that had been wrung dry, rehydrated, then placed in a mechanical press until every drop of moisture inside was gone.

Outside in the yard, the clouds retreated. The sun emerged from behind a cloud, and Wraiths began popping like soap bubbles in the sunshine. Alison tossed a creature straight up and bit through it, only to find that it had already disappeared—gone over to the other side, its power drained by Alfonso’s final trip through the black.

Neither Naomi nor Valeria could move very fast. But what energy they had left, they used to reach me. Both of them crawled across the carpet, putting their hands on me once they reached the space where I was kneeling.

Alfonso’s body bubbled and boiled, dissolving across the threads. Within the span of a few heartbeats, nothing was left of the man save for an inky stain.

“You… you did it,” Naomi gasped. A nasty bruise circled her throat, and her words came out like a barely audible growl. But she was okay. She would be okay.

All of my women would.

“Maitre, you saved us,” Valeria managed. The wisp of smoke connecting her to her grimoire appeared ragged and frayed, flickering in and out of my view like smoke. Yet it already looked a little better than it had a few minutes ago. “I was so close—I could feel my soul traveling to the other side. If you hadn’t acted when you did, I would be gone…”

I knew that. I was glad to have saved her.

The sound of breaking glass informed me that Alison O’Brien had just punched through what was left of the window and joined us. Something wet and huge thumped across the carpet, followed by the daintier steps of the woman’s human form.

“TC?” I saw her in my peripheral vision, staring down at the messy smear where Alfonso had been a few moments ago. “Holy shit, you got him. Way to fucking go…!”

More figures crowded in behind us. I turned and saw a dozen witches from Marywill and Birnam, their faces covered in soot and sweat. There must have been one hell of a battle outside, I thought. Glad they made it through okay.

At the front of the pack were Gwen and Billie. Gwen stared nakedly at the remains of Alfonso, her gorgeously pale face even paler than usual. Her makeup had gotten smeared and her black goth lipstick was stained from the fighting, but she still looked incredible.

“I knew he’d done it,” Gwen said, smiling. “It’s over.”

“Fuck yeah!” Billie agreed. She gave me a hearty thump on the back. “Way to go, TC—”

I toppled to the side, my cheek hitting the carpet.

Women screamed above me, but their voices sounded like they were coming from the top of a deep, dark well. I could hardly hear them—their voices were muffled, as if they were speaking on the other side of a thick, fluffy blanket.

“TC!?” someone cried out. “TC!?”

It was all too much. Speed-reading the library I maybe could have handled on my own, or transcribing the Necronomicon. Even the fight with Alfonso, on its own, wouldn’t have been enough to break me.

But all three at once?

There was no single straw that broke the camel’s back. It was a whole fucking avalanche.

My women surrounded me as I sank into the darkness. The taste of mint filled my mouth as consciousness left me, and I was gone.


Epilogue

Autumn in Marywill was even more gorgeous than I could have imagined. Probably because there was still hardly anyone living there.

In the two months following the flood, reconstruction had been slow and steady. Most of the students and faculty who’d been living in the dorms had been allowed to return to their homes back in the city, but plenty of them had grown tired of waiting and decided to move back home and do virtual learning. The college had handed out more virtual diplomas than paper ones over the last three months, and the streets had only been halfway cleansed of the dirt and debris left over from the flooding.

Of the things that had happened after, Marywill didn’t speak. That was just fine with me, as far as everything was concerned. I didn’t need gossip about my Uncle Alfonso spreading through campus, making a mess of everything. Better to let the man rest in peace, as he’d been doing since before I came to town.

Despite the damage, life had mostly gone back to normal. Brenna and I moved out of our apartment and into a starter home on the edge of town, reckoning we’d need more space for the nursery—not to mention any more babies to come. None of my other harem girls had found themselves pregnant just yet, but it was only a matter of time.

Over the summer we dropped the ‘acting’ from Acting Dean Naomi Nakamura. She was just Dean now, as the previous Dean had turned her indefinite hiatus into a permanent one shortly after the flood. She was widely credited with the turnaround in the town’s repairs, having secured the bids of several construction companies through the sale of ‘a heretofore undeclared set of rare paintings, donated to the institute by a European count.’ A nice story, and one that most of the town swallowed without question.

Of course it was a lie.

The ‘paintings’ were cover for the fact that we’d sold off the library we’d found in my uncle’s mansion, along with everything else that wasn’t nailed down. Brenna had briefly floated the idea of moving there once everything settled down, since it had so much space. Part of me was tempted, but every time I thought of bringing my harem into the space where Alfonso had nearly killed us all, my lips peeled back over my teeth and I had to fight the urge to snarl like a wolfhound.

So no mansion for me. I kinda preferred the white picket fence, anyway. Especially when my beautiful pregnant girlfriend watched me paint it.

According to Naomi, Marywill would be ready for in-person learning in the fall—though I couldn’t quite see how we would make it happen. It felt like there was too much work to be done, but at least there were many hands to do it. The alliance between Marywill and Birnam was stronger than ever, thanks to the mutual combat at my uncle’s mansion. The Woodbine League grew by leaps and bounds, and there was even talk of opening up a third and fourth college in Maine and Vermont, respectively. Alison O’Brien was in talks with witches there to organize, and sometimes she sent us back postcards.

Other times, naughty pictures of herself showed up on my phone.

Any way you looked at it, my future looked bright. I had my harem, Marywill owed me more than ever before, and I had the distinct possibility of opening up even more franchises in the Woods Book Company in the future. I hadn’t even had to sell off my uncle’s two stockpiles of books in order to do it: those, according to cursory Google searches, were worth more than ever before.

So why was it that I felt like the city in which I lived? Damaged, full of hope, but not quite repaired?

The reason was quite simple.

Since the day I defeated Alfonso and saved my harem, I’d been unable to access my Bibliomancy.

“TC?” Brenna’s voice snapped me out of my reverie. “Are you alright?”

I shook my head to clear it. “Yeah,” I said, lacing my fingers through hers. “I was just thinking.”

We were at a meeting. It felt like my life over the last few months had been nothing but meetings and sex, but at least this one was taking place in Marywill proper, and not at the abandoned hospital Naomi Nakamura had press ganged into a temporary headquarters for the college. Everyone who could make it was in attendance, with the glaring exceptions of Alison O’Brien and Gwen. Both of them were out and about, scoping out new locations for colleges and meeting with clutches of mountain witches.

I missed them. Almost as much as Brenna did.

“The construction around the auditorium is what’s really killing us,” Naomi was saying. The bruises around her throat had faded, but her voice still sounded a little scratchy. “There’s no way we can assure commuter students that they’ll be able to make it into and out of their in-person classes if we don’t have clear access to the auditorium and the lecture halls behind it.”

One of Naomi’s lieutenants began to rattle off facts and figures in a dry voice, checking a sheet of paper on the table every now and then to make sure they had the situation straight. Everyone else leaned forward to listen, while I focused on Naomi.

I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

This shouldn’t have been surprising, seeing as it was the default state of men everywhere. But for me, who’d seen into Naomi’s soul through her eyes and stoked the love and devotion I’d found there to bonfire proportions, looking at her beautiful face and seeing only a face was like scratching at a missing limb.

I couldn’t even tell if she was wearing her shield of Bibliomancy. I wouldn’t have been able to see through it one way or the other.

As the meeting rattled on, I tried my best to tamper down the deep sense of despair I felt in my chest. I shouldn’t have been upset—after all, I had everything that I wanted. The respect of the college, a growing business, a harem of women: everything a guy heading into the next phase of his adult life could ask for.

And yet, without my Bibliomancy, it felt bittersweet.

My women knew, of course. I’d told them shortly after I recovered from my uncle’s attacks. Every member of my harem told me they didn’t care—that they’d love and support me no matter what. Most of them seemed convinced that my powers would come back any day now; that I’d merely experienced a small speed bump on my road to glory.

I believed my harem. The problem was, I couldn’t verify that.

The old me would have been able to see if Naomi was thinking about letting me mount her across the table after this meeting was over, or if her mind was solely on business. The old me would have been able to do whatever she needed, be whatever she needed—while the man I was now would shoot his shot, and turn out to have been wrong half the time. It ruined some of my mystique. It dampened my magic.

It pissed me off.

I hadn’t realized how much I relied on being able to read the people around me until that power was taken away. Despite everything I’d been told about my future at Marywill, I found it impossible to believe I could really continue to be supported without my powers.

How would I help Gwen build new colleges and make contacts with groups of witches without my natural ability to navigate any conversation? How would I grow the Woods Book Company without my unerring powers to choose the right tome, or absorb a full grimoire merely by touching it?

The future frightened me. I hated to admit that, but it was true.

I felt Brenna’s hand grip mine, so tight that I nearly cried out. “TC?”

“Hmmm?” Shit. My mind had been drifting again. Half the table was staring at me.

Naomi must have asked me a question, and I hadn’t said anything in response.

“I’m sorry,” I said, flashing a sheepish grin. “My mind was wandering a bit…”

I looked over at Brenna. Her face was pale, and her bottom lip trembled like a miniature earthquake. Okay—so I hadn’t missed a question from the table.

What I had missed was Brenna’s water breaking.

“Oh shit!” Billie shot out of her seat in a whirl of flannel, racing to the pregnant woman’s side. “It’s time! We’ve got to get her to the hospital!”

“TC,” Brenna repeated, staring at me. In her face was the most perfect, unalloyed love I’d ever seen, tempered with fear of the unknown. “Oh my gosh, I think the baby’s coming…”

Her face clouded over with pain as a contraction wracked her body. Her hands went to her bulge, gently squeezing it as only the whites of her eyes showed.

“Yep, it’s definitely coming,” I said as I helped Brenna to her feet. “Come on, babe. Lean on me.”

“Um… meeting adjourned,” Naomi blurted. I only wished my Bibliomancy was active so I could read the emotions behind her shield. “Shit, wait, we need to move to adjourn, don’t we? Um, who’s the current meeting chair—”

“We’ll table this for now!” Valeria said, shooting from her seat. “Let’s go!”

Together, we packed Brenna in my car and drove her to the hospital. Not the abandoned hospital, mind you, but the one that had been servicing Marywill for years.

Billie drove, while Valeria piled into the passenger seat. Naomi and I sat in the back with Brenna, flanking her as she huffed and puffed and cried out with every contraction. Her body looked too slender for the big baby bump on her belly, and each time she cried out I worried that we might not make it to our destination in time.

Brenna shared my concern. “It’s coming!” she cried, her voice filled with panic. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she hyperventilated, her whole body shaking like a leaf. “Pull over! Oh my gawd, I’m not going to make it!”

Billie drove like a bat out of hell. The wet, muddy streets of Marywill had never seen such a display—either before or after the flood. Valeria clutched the headrest of the passenger seat, kneeling the opposite way like a gargoyle as she watched Brenna eagerly.

To my surprise, it was Naomi of all people who took point. “Shh,” she said, using such an authoritative tone that it sounded like the Dean herself was commanding Brenna not to give birth. “You’re going to be fine, Brenna. You’re nowhere near dilated enough to have this baby yet. Your water just broke. Now relax, and take my hand…”

Brenna squeezed Naomi’s hand so hard that it nearly broke. Naomi didn’t wince, but I could tell that she was in some serious pain.

“That’s good,” Naomi said, nodding. “In and out, just like that. You’re doing great, Brenna. You’re going to be such a good mom…”

“Am I?” Brenna’s eyes bulged from their sockets. “Do you really think I will?”

“You have so much help,” Valeria assured her from the front. “That baby’s going to have so many people who love them that you’re always going to have someone who wants to take over when you need a rest!”

“You’ll probably be the first new mother in history who gets a decent night’s sleep,” I said with a chuckle. “Me too, for that matter.”

“Oh, please.” Naomi rolled her eyes. “The second these bitches see that cute little baby in Brenna’s arms, they’re going to be absolutely crazy to get one of their own. They’re going to be taking turns keeping you up all night long, stud.”

I couldn’t help but grin from a compliment like that. “Will you be one of them?”

Naomi blanched. “I have my duty to the college to think about,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “But… if something were to happen between you and me… I don’t think I’d be unhappy about it.”

“We’ll see what you have to say after you meet this baby,” I said, patting Brenna on the shoulder. “Hang on, babygirl. We’re almost there…”

In fact, Billie was navigating us through the emergency room circle that very moment. A handful of witches in white coats were waiting to receive us—Naomi had telephoned along the way, letting them know that they had a VIP maternity patient incoming.

The next few hours unfolded as hours have since the dawn of humanity: in hope and fear, in tension and joy. Brenna was swaddled in doctors and surrounded by witches, which for her was pretty much the best of both worlds. For my part I found myself with little to do besides sitting next to Brenna and holding her hand, supporting her as best as I could.

Finally, after a lot of blood and screaming, it was done.

“Congratulations,” Naomi said, peering over the shoulder of the witch in attendance as she passed the newborn to Brenna. “It’s a boy!”

Of course it was. Brenna had known that it would be, and Brenna was never wrong.

The new mother held the baby close to her, her eyes welling with tears. “Hello there,” she whispered, her voice shaking with emotion. “I’m Brenna. I’m your mommy. And this is TC, your daddy…”

I stared into the eyes of my newborn son. The Earth shifted on its axis, and my whole world realigned with a new set of priorities. Hello there, little guy, I thought, placing my pinkie finger in my new son’s hand. Welcome to the show.

I turned from the boy to see Brenna crying. Tears of joy streamed down her face as she watched me hold our son for the first time. I could see how proud she was of me, and how much she was looking forward to raising this boy in the middle of our large and growing family.

“I’m so happy,” Brenna whispered, beaming from ear to ear. “Have you ever been this happy, TC?”

I hadn’t.

Still grinning like a fool, I turned to the rest of the women in the room. They were all crying, clutching each other and cooing at how beautiful the baby was.

Suddenly I froze.

I could see them.

When I looked at Valeria’s face, I saw how deeply she was looking forward to getting Brenna home so she could care for both her and the new baby. Beneath that, I felt her faint stab of bittersweet longing, her knowledge that no matter what happened, a bound and dormant spirit like her could never give me a child.

When I looked at Gwen, I saw how badly she wanted to be the next woman to bear my child. I could see her counting the days in her head, estimating how much time was left on her biological clock to make it happen. There wasn’t a lot, but if anybody could pull off a buzzer beater, it would be my hot goth girlfriend.

Billie’s relief that Brenna was okay. The nurse’s amazement at how cute the two of us looked together. Even Naomi—sweet, shielded Naomi. I could see through to her, piercing the essence of her thoughts and feelings.

My Bibliomancy had returned.

Tears of relief streamed down my face. My harem likely mistook them for tears of joy about my son, and there were plenty of those, too. I’d give them the good news later. This was enough for one day.

As I placed my infant son in Brenna’s arms, I felt myself in full control of my powers. By using them, I’d protect these people—I’d make sure that nothing like what happened with my uncle could ever threaten them again.

“I’m going to give you one hell of an inheritance,” I promised my son in a whisper.

The Woods Book Company had two locations. By the time I was done, I was going to own an empire. One rich enough that no matter what happened, my women and those who depended on me would never need to worry.

One I could pass on to my descendants once I was gone.

End of Book 3
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