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      In a sea of small, inconspicuous creamy-white homes, back-to-back along a quiet suburban street, my destination isn’t hard to find. The house number is 666. But if that isn’t disturbing enough, the distinctive facade of the two-story destination is painted black. Pitch black. Obsidian. Like a shroud of night over a clear blue sky. It seems to absorb bright light reflected off the surrounding white homes. I glance at my folded triple-A map on the passenger seat. Yep, this should be the place. The neighborhood doesn’t look great either. The homes surrounding this small coffin-house have chipped paint, dented and cracked walls, trash strewn about their front yards, and dead grass. How do I let Alondra talk me into this stuff?

      I climb narrow red brick steps and knock on the black door.

      I hear laughter. So I knock harder.

      “Yeah? What?” asks a girl, swinging the door open.

      She looks like a gypsy with her pale blond hair tied back by a black bandana, strings of beads and necklaces around her neck, and baggy pants. She smiles lasciviously, checking me out from head to toe. Behind her, a man walks in, wearing only white underwear, smoking a joint. He’s adding to an already thick cloud of pot smoke in the house.

      “I’m looking for the doctor,” I say. And that makes me cringe. How does doctor fit into any of this? But that’s the instructions Alondra left me.

      Hung on a scarlet wall behind the girl is a very large black tapestry of a goat, the Baphomet, in an upside-down pentagram. Dozens of candles are lit on tables and on the carpet, making all the smoke in the room seem to glow. Another woman walks by behind the gypsy. This one is pale with short black hair, wearing a thin black robe. I see the curves of her breasts under her robe.

      “Who’s there, Silvia?” asks the passerby.

      “That fella meeting Lumi, Cline,” she hollers back. She spins back toward me, still holding the door, grinning. “Hey. I’ll tell the doctor you’re in, okay? But…did you bring the book?”

      I pat the old leather book under my arm. Apparently, the book is the entire reason Allie wanted me to visit.

      “May I?” she asks, reaching for it.

      It’s weird, but Alondra left explicit instructions to not, under any circumstances, let anyone touch it. She just wanted me to come here and show it to them. So I shake my head.

      “Hey, why the fuck not?” she asks, pouting. But she laughs. “Fuck it then.” She spins around and cries, “Lumi! Hey, Lumes! Falconsong sent her High Priest.”

      “I’m not a High Priest.”

      “Sure you ain’t,” she says, glancing back with another big smile.

      “Bring our guest into the living room, Silvia,” announces a man with a British accent. “I’ll be with our warlock in just a moment.”

      “I’m not a warlock.”

      She reaches for my hand. I don’t give it to her, so she manages to snatch my elbow instead. Then she leads me past an open living room to my right and through another door.

      This room, with those same scarlet walls, scented in sandalwood and marijuana, has a very old ratty brown couch, two matching lounge chairs, and a fireplace. Above the couches, along the walls in the flickering candlelight, is a string of pentagrams and upside-down crosses scratched or marked in black ink. On the end table is a bunch of books—some appear to be as old as the one tucked under my arm—along with crystals, colored gems, animal bones, cards, and black wands. There’s a distinctive large animal skull with horns on the marble hearth.

      Silvia gestures for me to sit on the ratty brown sofa. I finally take off my heavy coat and lay it beside me. And then I sit down.

      She plops down by my side.

      “So, tell me,” she says, “what’s your coven like?” She lays a hand on my leg. I brush it away. “I hear,” she says, looking up dreamily, “that the Hawthorne Witch is sooo powerful. I mean everyone, like everybody, knows Alondra. Our god is fond of her. I’d so like to attend one of her rituals.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I don’t attend her ceremonies.”

      “But you brought the book,” she says, furrowing her brow. “And…” And she pats my hand. “That is like, totally, utterly cool. We have nine members in our group. Nine. But I’m fascinated by theurgy. Thirteen is amazing too. And your tradition of a female leader versus Lumi, our god, is absolutely fabulous. I love how you can create a religion in artful ways. It’s far out, a’ight? That would be my preference for my order. I thought of joining a traditional coven once, you know, when I was little, but I mean wait, I mean, just you wait till you meet him. Lumi’s totally the bomb. I tell you, he is da bomb. There is no better wizard in the whole wide world than our doctor. You’ll see. But…” She scoots closer. “Hey…so, can I touch it now?”

      “No.”

      “Why the fuck not?” she asks, leaning back with a frown.

      “I was told not to let anyone touch it,” I say with a laugh.

      “Jeez, man, I mean just for a second. Lumi told me it’s so powerful.” Then she lifts her palm over it and closes her eyes. “Okay, let me…I tell you what, keep it under your arm and just let me feel it from here for a sec. ’Kay?”

      And that’s really weird. But how is it any stranger than the house?

      “Leave him alone, Silvia,” warns that older girl with short hair in the black robe.

      Cline comes over and hands me a white porcelain cup on a saucer. I can definitely tell she’s not wearing clothes underneath her nearly translucent dark robe.

      “Hey, fuck off, Cline,” Silvia snaps at her. “You leave me the hell alone, ’kay? This guy is hella cute and he’s got the book. Like, the book, Cline. The Book of Shadows. So…I mean, it’s not often that we get a witch from another coven.”

      “I’m not a witch.”

      “Leave him alone or you’re gonna get it, Nancy,” Cline warns, raising her brow. “Remember what the doctor told you?”

      “Fine,” Silvia snaps, jumping up. “Well, nice meeting you.” She reaches out to shake my hand. “By the way, what’s your name?”

      “Liam.”

      “In our order, I go by Silvia. But you can call me Nancy. Or you can call me Silvia. Or you can like, switch it up, and call me Silvia sometimes and Nancy others.” She laughs. “I like both names.”

      “Nice meeting you, Silvia,” I say with a chuckle.

      “Sure.” Then she turns to Cline. “Hey, he’s cute, isn’t he?”

      “The doctor will be with you in a moment, Liam,” Cline says. Then she pulls Silvia hard by the arm, and they start walking out of the room.

      “What’s this?” I ask, lifting the cup.

      “Jasmine tea,” Cline answers, already outside the room.

      Then I’m left alone.

      I cough. I worry I might get high just breathing in the smoky air.

      The fireplace in the room is not just any fireplace. There’s a wood table beside it with, of course, a crimson tablecloth. Atop the red cloth is a golden chalice and knife. I’ve learned enough from my girlfriend to know that this is a ritualistic altar. And on another table, on the opposite side, I see a wand, a whip, and a metal chain beside a smaller animal skull.

      A tall middle-aged man with a goatee enters the room. He is pale-skinned and bald, wearing a cape with a red satin interior and a black robe underneath. He looks like a mix between a stage magician and Satan. Adorning his neck is a large, thick brown and green camouflaged snake.

      “Please, stay seated,” he says, putting his hand up. “I’m so happy to meet one of Alondra’s good friends.”

      “You must be the doctor?”

      Obviously.

      He sits down on one of the beat-up lounge chairs across from me. Meanwhile, the large snake slithers slowly, revealing a black upside-down cross tattoo on his neck.

      “I promised your High Priestess I’d visit your college one day,” he says, petting his snake.

      “You know Hawthorne University?”

      “I’ve had some encounters with your High Priestess,” he replies with a nod. “I met up with her in one of her hauntings with her ghost hunters.” He chuckles. “We’ve even shared ceremony. Her craft is renowned throughout the South—the whole world, for that matter. And she’s proved her power to me more than once. But…no, no, I’ve never been to your college.”

      He steeples his hands. Then he creepily examines me in the flickering candlelight.

      “I heard rumors about your coven’s fallout,” Lucius says. “Of course, I knew of your High Priest’s spellcasting. The former wizard of your coven was as feeble and simple-minded as Alondra is powerful and brilliant.”

      “Capper was an idiot.”

      Lucius slowly nods.

      “Of course, the offer’s tempting,” he says with a sigh, “but…I can’t understand why she doesn’t pick you.”

      “Pick me? For what?”

      “What do you mean, for what?” he asks, laughing. Then he points at the cup and saucer on my lap. “You can drink that. I assure you it’s perfectly safe. Cline brews a delicious jasmine tea.”

      “I think you get my hesitation,” I say, gesturing about the room.

      No, he really doesn’t. He furrows his brow, glancing about the room, seemingly confused.

      “Ah, I see. Well, I am a magician, Liam. I suppose I’ve grown accustomed to the decorations in this house. All this is…shall we say, theater.” He puts a finger to his chin, pensively rubbing his beard. “All ritual is theater. A show to draw power within—our magical intent—to cast spells and do what people call magic. Aleister Crowley called it ritual magic with a “k.” My magic is very real, but all these symbols help draw the circle’s energy. But these things—” He looks about and chuckles again. “Incense, smoke, sigils, our altar under Baphomet, is merely symbolism. Nothing more.” He leans forward. “It’s what it does inside of you that’s important. But why should I tell you? You’re being taught by one of the greatest witches of all time.”

      We’re interrupted by Cline, who walks into the room again and takes a knee before him. Then she bows her head deeply, offering him a fresh cup with a saucer. His cup is steaming, and the way she’s presenting his tea with both hands it looks like she’s offering a sacrifice.

      “Hail, Satan,” she whispers as he takes the cup from her hands.

      “Hail Satan, my blessed Androgyne,” he answers, patting the top of her head. “Blessed be, empress.” She cocks her head back and smiles at me. Then Cline rises from her knees and exits the room.

      He sips his tea.

      “Theater, Liam,” he repeats. “Simply theater. All life is theater.”

      “But our lives aren’t rituals.”

      “No, no, that is not true. Every moment of your existence is a ritual. My order has discovered that the greatest experience, even greater than spellcasting, comes from breaking your resistance from within. Everything you’ve learned since you were born has imprisoned your soul. Society refers to everything in my house as the enemy? Is Satan your adversary? Think harder. Perhaps society’s gods, their one god, the demiurge—Yaldabaoth, as the Gnostics called him—is our true enemy? And darkness by the light of Lucifer might be your true salvation? What would you say to that?”

      He pauses to pet his snake.

      Honestly? I’m about ready to jump up and run out of the room—after I complete Alondra’s weird mission. I have yet to show him the book.

      “The true answer to gnosis is the breaking of your chains. This is what Crowley taught when he instructed his disciples to believe in one thing, do the opposite, counter it, and do the contrary. Such disorder builds spirit. This is the result of the ritual of Abramelin in meeting Choronzon, facing your guardian angel, your demons, or your shadow, and relinquishing your ego and passing over the abyss of D’at into the blessed realms above. Chaos magicians believe in breaking order by conjuring disorder. I decorate my home to remind me of this chaos, a fight with my thoughts, until the blessed scarlet harlot, our revered Babalon, the blessed whore, one day graces me with her presence. Or…” He shrugs, sips some tea, and then runs his fingers along his thick snake again. “I await such abyss upon my death. Either way, it shall one day be revealed to me. Understanding this divine gnosis is very much like the salty taste of blood gliding over skin cut by an athame. Is it not? Such rituals lead to gnosis and salvation. Said more simply: Ninety-three, ninety-three, ninety-three, and blessed be, warlock.”

      Then he pauses and sips more tea.

      I stand up.

      “Observing you,” he says, pointing a finger and squinting, “I believe Alondra shouldn’t be sending me the message. She should be delivering it to you, young man.”

      “I think I should be going. I’m not a witch or warlock, sir. I don’t even practice witchcraft. I’m just a friend of Alondra’s. I was told to show you the book. So, here it is.” I flash the book toward him. “Now that it’s getting late, I really need to head back home to Hawthorne⁠—”

      “May I see it?” he asks, reaching for it.

      “No, she said you can’t touch it.”

      “Please, sit. You are my guest.”

      I shake my head.

      He jumps up. I’m surprised by his vitality. For a middle-aged man, his reflexes surprise me. Then he snatches the book out of my hand before I can stop him.

      “Give it back,” I warn. “Alondra said no one can touch it.”

      “Broomstick?” he asks with eyes wide open, shaking his head and staring at the book. He falls back into his chair with the book in his lap. “Broomstick? What a silly moniker Alondra gave it. It’s hardly a broom. Nor is it a wand. But it is a tool, isn’t it? Perhaps an instrument to wipe away confusion and lead us to the light? Or an object to focus our intent? Like a chalice? Bringing only more power by my wand.”

      “I said, give it back, Lucius.”

      But he’s way too enthralled to be paying attention to me.

      “Fascinating workmanship. This book is said to have belonged to Escoba Hawthorne, Liam, but she was a voodoo Manbo. Such a Book of Shadows is more in line with the tradition of Celtic lunar worship, is it not? I wonder if the book had two witch owners? One voodoo, one Celtic? Falconsong naming this book Broomstick hardly does the work justice. Typical of Alondra to take something so arcane and title it anserine.”

      “Hand it back now,” I demand.

      He raises an index finger. “Allow me to receive her message first.”

      “Revelare,” he says, waving a palm over the book.

      Pages quickly rush by, turned by some invisible force under his palm until it is midway through the book. Looking over his shoulder, I watch as one of the blank pages quickly fills with handwritten words. I recognize the scribbling as my girlfriend’s handwriting, but I can’t fully make out what Allie’s saying.

      He slams the book shut, rubs his beard, and nods slowly. Then he hands the book back to me.

      But then, gazing at me, his eyes widen.

      “Such magic doesn’t surprise you, young man?”

      “I’ve seen worse,” I say with a shrug.

      “I see.” He nods very slowly. “I see. Indeed.” Then he regains his smirk. “Your reaction’s more convincing than the book. I wonder if Alondra realizes sending you was more convincing than her grimoire—she probably did. Thank you for delivering the message, warlock. Tell Alondra I accept her invitation.”
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      “Lee!” Allie jumps into my arms. “Oh, Lee!” Then she sends kisses all over my face and lips. “Oh, Liam, I’ve missed you so much!” I barely get through the door before Alondra’s totally making out with me under the crystal chandelier.

      “Let me put my bags down,” I say with a laugh.

      “Nope, not done kissing you.”

      But finally she snatches my brown leather satchel from my hand.

      “How was it, babe? Tell me everything. I so wish I could have gone with you. Bill kept telling me how fun Myrtle Beach is.”

      “I didn’t go there. I just saw Mom in Raleigh.”

      We make our way down the hallway to “my room.” Yep, this year, Allie convinced me to stay at her amazing house. Halfway down the hallway, we dodge our small black cat, Sheba. I reach out and pick her up.

      “God, I mean, two weeks, Lee? Two weeks! What sort of a winter break was that? Well, Rachel and Holly are planning a birthday party for Beth. They keep asking me about Atlanta. We can probably celebrate there, but it’ll be your birthday around the same time. There’s a really nice place, remember? That fancy vegetarian restaurant we went to on my birthday? It’s got cashew salad. You can get soy burgers or something. But it’s your birthday, so...I don’t know. You tell me. Rachel was going to try to channel you in the fireplace and ask you, but I instructed her not to.” Alondra laughs. (She’s not joking.) “A few days ago, we all helped your friend move into his apartment. It’s like you left Mr. Dullness to take your place.”

      “I can’t believe Bill’s transferring here,” I say with a chuckle.

      “He wants in on our circle. Honestly, I’m not sure I trust him. But…I think that’s—” She opens the door to the guest room. The bedsheets are made on the white canopy bed, and a scented candle on the dresser is emitting oleander. “That’s gotta be why.”

      She puts my satchel on the bed. Then she opens it, helping me unpack. She pulls out the ancient book Broomstick. And she just stares at it. You know, the book I presented to the “doctor.” I tell you, this book is like a drug for her. I think she started unpacking the bag just to see if it was in there. Last year the witch council left it under my care. That nearly ended our relationship altogether.

      She quickly hands the book back.

      “So, whatcha think? Can we celebrate your birthday in Atlanta? Hey, why are you being so quiet?”

      “It was a long drive, Allie.”

      She nods. But then she comes close, takes me in an embrace, and makes out with me again by the doorway.

      “I missed you so much.”

      “Bill’s excited,” I say, pulling away gently. I open my duffel bag on the bed, bringing out a whole pile of shirts and pants. “Mr. Mundane, as you called him, really wants to learn from your coven.”

      “Yeah, well, Mr. Dullness just wants to be around girls. That’s all.”

      “He’s devoted to parapsychology,” I reply, shaking my head.

      “Yes. I respect him for that.”

      “I like what you did to the room.”

      “You do?”

      That’s when I decide to reach deep into my satchel and hand her a souvenir. It’s a small aqua-blue velvet jewelry box. Her emerald eyes open wider than ever.

      “Is this what I think it is, Lee!”

      “No, no,” I say, laughing and raising a hand. “It’s not that.”

      “You never know. I might say yes.”

      She shakes the small jewelry box. Then she pulls off the white bow and opens the box. Inside is a small green emerald on a thin silver chain. I couldn’t resist. North Carolina happens to be renowned for its deposits of emeralds, you know. But the real reason—the color of the gem totally matches my girlfriend’s eyes.

      “I love it! Come on, help me try it on.” She spins around so her back is toward me. “I love it so much.”

      I unclasp the small chain and lay it around her pale neck. She turns and faces me with those gorgeous eyes that inspired the gift.

      “Well?”

      “Beautiful,” I say, running my hand along her cheek. “It reminds me of your eyes.”

      She blinks demurely. And then she’s right back to launching into my arms.

      Somehow, we end up rolling on the bed, messing up those perfectly straightened sheets. She pulls off my shirt and rubs the bare skin and hair on my chest. And then she’s back to kissing my lips, stroking my hair, and running her hand all over my stomach. Before I know it, my pants and underwear are down. Then she lifts up her shirt, revealing her naked breasts.

      “Are we doing this now?” I ask with a laugh. “Shouldn’t we go upstairs?”

      “I’ve been missing you for so long,” she says, leaning down and kissing my lips again. “I kept passing by your room. Don’t leave me like that ever again.”

      And she starts groping between my legs.

      “Allie, wait. Wait…wait just a second.” I turn on my side. “I need to talk to you about that cult you sent me to. Your errand.”

      “You want to talk about that now?” We both laugh again. But then I can’t reply, because she climbs back up to my face, covering my neck and cheeks with kisses again. “What do you want to know, handsome?”

      “When you asked me to visit, I didn’t expect a satanic cult.”

      “The house address was 666.”

      “Yeah, and his place was decorated like the pit of hell. And your so-called doctor looked like Satan.”

      “Actually, Lucius is a chaos magician.”

      “Yeah, well, there was enough smoke to make you think the house was on fire. Everyone was walking around with barely any clothes. Why did you want me to show him, of all people, the book? But then not let him touch it? I couldn’t stop him from grabbing it, by the way. He took it right out of my hands and cast some spell. Then he said, “I accept.” Accept what, Alondra?”

      She’s back to leaning toward my lips. I scoot back.

      “Accept what, Alondra?”

      I tilt her face up because she’s gazing down at my legs. She sighs and glides her breasts slowly along my chest, arousing me more.

      “You’re kinda ruining the mood,” she says.

      “Accept…” I insist on lifting up her chin again. “What?”

      “If I answer, will you fuck me?”

      “I guess so.”

      She sits by my side and smiles, her eyes now matching the gem on her necklace.

      “You’ve told me a million times that you want nothing to do with our witchcraft. Well, I told you that we would arrange, somehow, me being a witch and leaving you out of my coven. But in order for me to practice magic, I need thirteen witches. One of those thirteen witches, Liam, has to be a man. And it ain’t ever gonna be Capper again. And it doesn’t sound like it’s going to be you. Right?”

      “You’re inviting a devil into the coven?” I ask, nodding.

      “You’re so smart, babe,” she says, lightly slapping my shoulder.

      “That’s not funny.”

      She leans down to kiss my lips again, but I gently push her off.

      “You can’t. We agreed to keep me out of the coven, sure, but we also agreed that you would stop practicing satanic witchcraft.”

      “Now hold on a minute, Liam,” she says, turning mad for the first time. She sits up straight and throws her hair back. “When we made up, you said that I would stop doing satanic ceremonies. But we never agreed that I wouldn’t associate myself with warlocks who practice that stuff. That’s asking way too much.”

      “Allie, this man is everything Kenosha accused you of being.”

      “Wow,” she says, “you’re sure messing up the mood.”

      She falls on her back, heaving a sigh. Then she stares up at the ceiling. I catch her playing with the small emerald on her neck between her fingers. She closes her eyes. All the while, I watch her naked breasts move slowly up and down. The whole thing is arousing as hell, and I know her well enough to know that she’s teasing me. She knows I’m watching.

      “Emeralds harness the heart chakra,” she says, closing her eyes tightly. “It’s the perfect gift for us tonight. Not to mention,” she adds, turning to me, “it shows me how much you adore me.”

      “I love you, Alondra.”

      “Well, I love you to death. But you have to accept what I am. The man I asked you to visit is the most powerful warlock in the world. If you spent enough time with him—which I’m sure you didn’t—he’d explain to you that he doesn’t believe in God. He’s an atheist. He challenges your norms and uses symbols against your god to provoke your mind. But I’m not going to get into philosophy and anti-Christian stuff, because you really don’t care, do you? Right now, I just want to make love to you.”

      “Oh, Allie,” I say, turning on my back and hitting my forehead. “I love you.”

      “You don’t have to sound so upset about it,” she says with a laugh. “Babe, just shut up about Lucius, a’ight? I love that you ran my little errand. Thanks. Now you seem tired. Why not rest? Really, it’d be wonderful just falling asleep in your arms. That’d be better than making love to you. But I don’t get why you insist on sleeping down here all the time.” She laughs. “We always end up upstairs in bed anyway.”

      “I don’t want to rest.”

      “Really? My, my, what do you want to do instead then?”

      I answer by turning to my side and running my hand over her breast. Then I touch her erect nipple as I touch my lips gently to hers.

      “Umm,” she says.

      Our tongues dance. She wraps her arms around me, pulling me so close. And one of my hands strays down her leg and touches her side and then moves over her ass.

      “I think you’re casting a spell on me again,” I say.

      “One day you’ll understand,” she whispers between kisses, “that everything I am is a spell.”

      And isn’t that what Lucius said? Everything in life is a ritual.

      She rolls on top of me, still pressing her lips to mine. Below, her hand starts stroking my cock. I hear the tear of a condom wrapper. Then she rolls the condom on, moves over me, and repositions her body until I enter her.

      Slowly, gently, she rides up and down as I feel the pleasure build. I squeeze her breasts. Her nipples are so hard, and the nape of her neck is starting to blush in the flickering candlelight. I’m ravenous. I mean, both of us seem unhinged after being apart for so long. If there’s a spell, it’s only amplifying our desire.

      She moves up and down harder, faster. And then she moans. I squeeze her hips and ass, grasping her closer and squeezing her tight. Then my hands wander up and down, massaging the soft skin along her back until I reach the crack of her ass. She’s stroking my cheek—my fuller beard that I didn’t have a chance to shave on the trip. Then I feel those lips on my cheek, kissing me again.

      I flip her on her back. She gasps in surprise, but laughs, opening those emerald jewels wide.

      “That’s it,” she says. “Come deeper. Yes, deeper. Oh god, Lee, I love you…so much. I love you. And I missed you.”

      I start to fondle her breasts again, but she doesn’t let me. Instead, she pulls my body tightly against hers. She’s panting. So am I. I run my hand over her breasts again, then touch that new pendant with my fingers. I feel her heart pounding.

      “Oh, fuck, Lee! That’s it! Fuck me!”

      Her body falls limp under me.

      Then, quickly, her hands grope along my body to hold me. Her arms grip me so tightly in an embrace.

      “Never let me go,” she says. “Don’t you ever, ever do that. Oh, I love you so much, Liam. I’ve never loved any man more than you. Don’t be away like that ever, ever again. You hear?”

      I turn on my side and hold her in my arms. And then I close my eyes, happy to just sleep with her beside me.
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      The largest lecture hall at Hawthorne University is Drakewood Breyer Hall. They say over four hundred students can fit into all those black fold-out  chairs. It’s windowless, enclosed in drab dark brown walls with a large speaker hanging in each corner. Two side aisles and one central aisle slope down to a raised wood stage. There’s another hall right next door that can be connected remotely through a video monitor. That one seats another hundred and fifty students. This is a huge lecture hall in a school that matriculates only around five thousand students per year. And it’s the greatest hall for the greatest teacher at Hawthorne University, whom Alondra and I love: Dr. Kriegel. Professor Kriegel’s a short, bald, stout guy who never dresses formally. He’s always in sweatpants and a T-shirt. Right now he’s rummaging through our textbook at the podium.

      It’s dark, as the lecture’s about to start, with only the light from the projector screen shining behind him. Last year, when I was a freshman, Alondra and I attended his class on homicidal maniacs. When we heard about his occult class, there was no way we weren’t going to take it together again.
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