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Prologue




Valhalla


Hall of the Gods


Ancient Days





Odin stood in the throne room of the gods, staring down at the swirling mists revealed in the floor beneath his feet. Orkney looked like a sparkling green jewel from up here but truth be it was more of a thorn. Bringing the isles into the Ninth Realm had not sat well with the other gods. Most grumbled that it would end in disaster. They were probably right, but what was he to do? Leave mankind to suffer at the hands of magic? Destroy it completely? No. This choice had been the only one that gave him peace. Time would tell whether it was the right one.


A familiar green creature scampered into view.


“Not now, Fetch,” Odin growled.


Odin’s minion bowed so low, his floppy ears dusted the ground. When he lifted his head, large almond-shaped eyes gazed at Odin nervously. “Your Highestness, there is a situation.”


“What kind of situation?” Were the gods already in revolt?


“The Dagda is here. He wishes to speak with you.”


“The Dagda?” Odin cast back in his memory. Ah, yes. The Tuatha de Danann. Celtic beings to the west that were more troublesome than powerful.


“What does he want?”


“Sanctuary, your Sireness.”


Odin turned at that. “Sanctuary? Where?”


Fetch’s face turned a shade of purple as his hands twisted nervously. “Er … here.”


“Oh curse it, Odin, let me in to speak.” The gruff voice sounded outside the tall double doors made of carved gold that barred entrance to the inner chamber of the gods.


Odin waved a hand and the doors swung open. An old man stood leaning on a crooked staff. He pushed his hooded cloak back, revealing a long white beard and heavily lined face. His robes were made of faded green velvet that had seen better days. He hobbled forward, raising a wrinkled hand in greeting.


“Tis been a long time, brother.” His voice had the lilting accent of his people.


“We are not brothers,” Odin said stiffly.


The old god shrugged. “Aye, but we carry the same burden. I look out for the people of Aran as you look out for yours.”


“How did you come to Valhalla?”


“The Bifrost bridge is a difficult journey to be sure, but not impossible. Your son Thor happened to pass by with his chariot. His goat nearly bit me hand off, but when I told him you were expecting me visit, he was more than happy to deliver me.”


Odin seethed. He would have to have a word with Thor. “What is this nonsense about sanctuary?”


“May I?” The Dagda pointed to one of the thrones and sat himself down before Odin could answer. “My knees t’ain’t what they used to be. Times have changed as you know. Magic is no longer welcome in the world of mankind. I wish to preserve what we have. I am offering a pair of islands to take into your Ninth Realm. Same as you did with the Orkney isles.”


“Impossible,” Odin snorted. “Your people are not my responsibility.”


The god’s eyes sparked with sudden fire. “Are not all people our responsibility? Tis what makes a god, tis it not? You have ample room. You have done a magnificent job fitting in the Orkney isles. Surely a couple more will be no burden?”


Odin sighed, sitting himself down on his throne. “It has not been well received by the others on the council.”


The Dagda’s face turned grave. “Then let me give you a bigger reason. One which threatens your precious mankind.”


Odin stilled. “Tell me. What have you done?”


“T’wasn’t I but me brother Ogma. Centuries ago he created something he shouldn’t have. It was meant to be a gift to our people. It was only later that we came to understand its dangers. We buried it of course. But if it is ever recovered …” The Dagda detailed the events that had transpired centuries ago.


As Odin listened, a chill settled over him. The Dagda was right. If the cursed object were ever recovered, there would be no turning back.


Still Odin hesitated. “Tell me more about your people. Are they a peaceful sort?”


The Dagda’s brow furrowed. “We have seen our share of conflict. The Fomorians will never agree to peace.”


“Then why not leave them out?”


“Their magic is powerful. They will turn their eye toward others even more helpless. Is that your wish?”


Odin drummed his fingers on the arm rest. “Do you have trouble with witches?”


A flicker passed over the old god’s face but he shrugged. “Do not all homes have vermin living among them? They are no more troublesome than your own.”


He was lying, of that Odin was certain, but the truth remained that action was needed.


“I’ll do it.” He clasped the golden Belt of Destiny cinched around his waist. Fine threads of gold had been woven together and imbued with powers far beyond the Belt of Strength that gave Thor his ability to wield the Mjolnir.


“Take me to the Aran Isles.”












Chapter 1





Abigail strode toward the iron gates of the Tarkana Fortress, a cheery lift to her step. Summer had ended, along with her trip to the southern tip of Balfour Island to practice advanced spell casting with Madame Arisa and a select group of witchlings. The other girls walked ahead, chattering excitedly about new classes and the adventures they’d shared.


It had been the most fun Abigail had enjoyed since coming to the Tarkana Academy. Their days had been filled with practicing magic outside the pressure of the classroom and their nights spent around leaping fires hearing stories told by older witchlings. She had felt like she belonged for the first time since arriving. Best of all, Endera had declined the placement with Madame Arisa, which meant Abigail was free from her constant glowering.


She stopped behind the throng of witchlings gathered outside the looming gates, waiting for them to be opened. So much had changed in the two years since she’d arrived. She was eleven now and not the same witchling at all. At times, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to be a witch anymore. She sighed. That wasn’t true. She wanted to be a witch, just not the kind of witch the Tarkana Academy wanted her to be.


For the first time in ages, Abigail felt a certain amount of hope that things were finally going to be okay. Perhaps it was because the spellbook had been destroyed once and for all that lifted her spirits. Or the fact that the world wasn’t in dire danger due to her actions. Even though Abignus, that malevolent creature who had tried to take over her powers, was still out there, the hope in her chest refused to die.


She was excited to see Calla—the witchling always spent summers with her Great Aunt Hestera. She probably had loads of stories and new spells to share. Abigail looked around the crowd of girls but there was no sign of her friend. Perhaps she had returned early. Glorian and Nelly came up behind her. Glorian’s face was sunburned and her nose was peeling, but the two had smiles on their faces.


“Good summer, Abigail?” Nelly asked, casually checking her nails that were perpetually sharpened into points.


“The best. You?”


“Besides the seasickness and meals of salted fish, it was great. Madame Barbosa taught us how to control an akkar. We had one dancing on the surface.” Nelly waved her arms in a seesaw motion.


“Look, there’s a bunch of firstlings,” Glorian sniggered, pointing at some young pigtailed girls who made their way down the path.


“Go easy on them, we were firstlings not so long ago,” Abigail said.


“We’re thirdlings now, almost upperclasslings,” Glorian boasted. “I’m going to see if one of them has some of Old Nan’s jookberry muffins they want to hand over.” She shouted at a tiny sprite of a girl, “Hey you!” and stalked off toward her.


Abigail smiled. It was good to feel like she knew her way about. She was excited to see Hugo and hear about his adventures over the summer.


The gates opened with a loud creak, and the girls poured forward. Abigail headed for the dormitory tower along with the rest of the older girls, eager to stow her bag and change into a clean uniform, but a loud gong sounded and the girls all halted.


A witch dressed in a sweeping emerald stood waiting at the top of the steps of the Great Hall where the firstlings would get their annual welcome lecture from Madame Vex. Her thick raven hair was coiled in a knot atop her head giving her added height. A jolt of recognition hit Abigail.


Anarae. One of the High Witches. The sharp cheekbones and jade green eyes were unmistakable. Her lips were painted so dark they looked almost black.


Her eyes passed over the throng of girls until they found Abigail, and then a flicker of anticipation passed over her face. She raised one finger and the girls fell silent.


“Welcome back to those of you who have traveled afar this summer. And welcome to you firstlings who are newly joining us. This is not your usual welcoming committee. Unfortunately, Madame Hestera has found herself quite ill, so I will be taking over in her place as coven leader.”


“You mean until she recovers,” an older girl blurted out, earning a withering stare from Anarae before a smile creased her painted lips.


“Of course. Until she recovers. In the meantime, I expect you all to be on your best behavior. Any violation of the rules will be met with … unpleasant consequences. You will not find me as tolerant as Madame Hestera. Know that I will be watching.” With a snap of her fingers, she disappeared in a cloud of purple smoke, leaving the firstlings gasping.


Madame Vex hurried forward out of the shadows of the Great Hall. Her face was pinched with worry, but she clapped her hands briskly and squared her shoulders. “Alright girls, everyone but firstlings should be off to their rooms to settle in. Your class schedules will be waiting for you there. We have some new and exciting things for you this year.”


The firstlings pressed forward as Madame Vex began her lecture on expected behavior. Abigail searched the crowd of girls but there was still no sign of Calla. And then it hit her—the girl was probably tending to her Great Aunt.


She lugged her bag up the steps to her small tower room, excited to be home. She opened the door and sighed in relief. There was her bed with the small iron frame, her wooden desk with her schoolbooks, and her few items of clothing hung up on a rack. The ceiling sloped down, making the space even smaller, but it was hers and familiar and she contentedly flung herself back on the bed, arms splayed out.


She felt a crinkle of paper and lifted it out from underneath her. Her class schedule was written out in spidery handwriting.
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Madame Arisa and Madame Vex were familiar of course. She felt a sliver of surprise at seeing Anarae’s name on the list. It was unusual to say the least. The High Witches usually had more important things to attend to than training young witchlings.


There was a light tap at the door. She sat upright, expecting Calla, but it opened to reveal an ashen-faced Endera. The witchling looked over her shoulder, then slipped inside and shut the door behind her, sliding the bolt in place.


“Endera? Whatever’s wrong?”


The girl looked haunted, her hair disheveled and her face blotchy, as if she’d been crying.


Endera scrubbed her fists over her cheeks. “I have to trust someone, and you’re the only one … I don’t … you know I think you’re a traitor … it’s just …”


“Spit it out Endera. What’s wrong?”


“Someone is trying to destroy this coven, and I need your help to stop it.”












Chapter 2





As the tree-lined shores of Balfour Island sailed into view, Hugo felt the biggest grin split his face. His summer had been filled with learning advanced magic with an expedition to the far shores of Garamond with Professor Markus, his Superior Senses teacher. Oskar, the boy who had once bullied him until Hugo had covered up for his cowardice when facing the giants, had become a good mate. Hugo had managed to set aside his worry about where Abignus had gone, and who was behind creating her, but as the ship docked in Jadewick, he felt the weight of it settle again. One thing he knew for certain—problems didn’t go away simply because you didn’t want to think about them.


The ship reached dock and boys eagerly piled off. A few parents were waiting with open arms. Hugo quickly unloaded his gear, eager to head home, when he saw a light flicker on and off on a rickety old sailboat. Early morning fog cloaked the shadowy figure that stood on the deck.


A shiver of fear ran through him. For Jasper to be signaling him, it couldn’t be good news. He hung back as the others headed home and then made his way over to the ship. The deck was deserted. He ducked under the railing and hopped on board. Dropping his bag, he lifted the hatch and peered down below.


“Get down here before someone sees you,” Jasper’s gruff voice called out.


Hugo climbed down, shutting the hatch behind him. The smell of dried fish made him wrinkle his nose. The old sailor sat at the galley table. A small candle burned in a dish, casting shadows on Jasper’s weathered face.


“Jasper. Is something wrong?”


“I have a message from Odin.”


“Odin?” Hugo gulped. So it was bad. He slid onto the bench, resting his elbows on the table. “What is it?”


“It’s better you hear it from the source.”


A green furry creature hobbled forward out of the shadows.


“Fetch!”


The creature’s normally mirth-filled eyes were dark with worry. “Hugo, my visit is grave. We cannot waste time, for much is in play.”


“I don’t understand. What’s wrong now?”


The small creature pulled himself onto the bench next to Jasper. “Two attempts have been made on Odin’s life. The last one nearly succeeded when that serpent struck. If not for your apple, I fear the results would have been dire.”


“That was the work of Abignus.” Hugo quickly explained how the dark spirit had taken over Abigail. “We were hoping to find out who created her, but we didn’t get far before we left on our summer trips.”


“Odin may not survive another attempt,” Fetch continued. “He needs your help to uncover the witch who is behind these attacks. He asks that you seek out Mimir and his Well of Wisdom.”


“Mimir? But isn’t he the one who cost Odin his eye?” Every first year student learned the story in their Introduction to the Gods class. Odin had sacrificed an eye to a sage named Mimir to gain wisdom. What would the price be for this information? Hugo worried. Another eye? An ear perhaps?


Fetch just nodded, waiting for Hugo to answer.


He pushed back his fear and asked, “Why doesn’t Odin ask Mimir himself?


Jasper hesitated. “Odin has agreed to remain in Valhalla safely behind its walls until this matter has been resolved. Are you willing to do this or not?”


Like Hugo would say no to Odin!


“Willing. How do we find this Mimir?”


“His well is never in the same place for long, but Odin has made reasons for him to be on Balfour Island.” Fetch’s face grew even more serious. “You must find him and get him to give you answers on who is behind these attacks before Odin decides to do something drastic.”


“Like what?”


Fetch dropped his eyes, twisting his hands in silence. Hugo looked at Jasper.


The old sailor cleared his throat. “If Odin were to perish it would be catastrophic. Asgard, this world, all of it would become unstable, the gods themselves thrown into chaos. To prevent this, Odin would have no choice but to cast every last one of the witches into the netherworld.”


Hugo felt like he’d been punched in the gut. Cast them away? But that meant Abigail was in danger.


“Time is of the essence, lad,” Jasper added. “Don’t take too long to get the answers we need.”


Hugo’s spirits sank as he retreated up the stairs and began the long walk home. Why was nothing every easy? He stood outside his house, seeing the lights inside and his parents waiting around the table eager to welcome him home.


“What have you done this time?” a voice said from the darkened doorway.


Emenor emerged from where he’d been waiting.


“What—what do you mean?” Hugo asked.


“I can see it all over your face. Ever since you met that witchling, you’ve been in the middle of whatever bad thing is happening, and I can tell you something bad is happening, so spill it.”


“Why, what’s happened?” Hugo asked, worried something had befallen Abigail.


“The coven leader, Madame Hestera, has taken ill. Sudden and all. That’s never happened before. She’s old, but healthy as a turnip. There are rumors everywhere that she’s going to be replaced.”


“By whom?”


“Anarae’s taken charge. She’s the worst of the worst of them. I hear she can freeze your ears off if she doesn’t like you. And I hear some witchlings have gone missing. Strange tales of magic being stripped without their knowing and them being banished.”


Hugo swallowed back his fear. “I’ll go see Abigail tomorrow and see if she knows anything.”


“And then you tell me, or so help me I’ll be the one freezing your ears off.”












Chapter 3





Abigail went to Endera’s side and led her over to the bed, helping her sit. The girl’s hands were cold, and she looked thinner, as if she hadn’t eaten much over the summer. Abigail reached into her satchel and dug out a muffin she’d kept from their camp breakfast and pressed it into the girl’s hands.


“Here, eat this, and then tell me what’s wrong.”


Endera stared at it, and then took a small nibble, before eagerly shoving the whole thing in her mouth. She closed her eyes as she swallowed it. “Thank you, I can’t remember when I last ate.”


“What is so wrong that you’ve stopped eating?”


“Madame Hestera has had a curse put upon her. By someone in this coven.”


“But how? And why? The coven is loyal. Besides me of course,” Abigail added with a wink, trying to lighten the atmosphere.


Endera huffed. “Look at me, confiding in the person I trust the least, but Madame Hestera made me promise if anything happened, I would come to you.”


“Me?” Abigail couldn’t mask her surprise. Madame Hestera was hardly a fan.


“She knows you will do anything to set things right, no matter the cost. We all saw what you did to stop Vertulious, and I was there on Asgard. I know what it took to get there.” She stopped and took a deep breath.


“It started right as summer term began. There were a few of us that stayed back. One fifthling, a girl named Rimera, was stuck doing make-up work for Madame Vex. She’d failed her Maths. Anyway, one day she couldn’t call up her witchfire.”


“Why not?”


“Dunno. She just suddenly couldn’t do a lick of magic. But here’s the thing. She said Calla had visited her in her room. Out of the blue. Just popped in said hi and babbled on and then left. Two days later Rimera was gone.”


“Gone where?”


“No one knows. Hestera was going to send her back to the Creche, but Calla said she overheard her say she was going to run away.”


“Strange.”


“And then a few days later Hestera began to feel weak. She was fine one day and then suddenly she took to her bed unable to call up a spark of witchfire to light a candle.”


“Maybe she’s just sick.”


“Or maybe Calla’s the one who put a curse on Rimera and then Madame Hestera.”


Abigail reeled back in shock. “Calla? She wouldn’t. She’s terribly fond of her great aunt. Besides, she doesn’t have that kind of power.”


Endera’s face tightened. “She’s not the same witchling. She’s cold and icy, like she’s hollow inside. And she shadows Anarae everywhere she goes.”


Abigail frowned. “Wait, Calla was here all summer?”


“Yes, she apprenticed with our glorious new leader.” Endera rolled her eyes as she mentioned Anarae.


Abigail blinked in surprise. Anarae had asked Abigail to be her apprentice, but when Abigail had gone to see her at the end of the school term, she had been dismissed out of hand. Now she knew why.


“There must be another explanation. Hestera’s quite old. Maybe she’s just ill.”


Endera exhaled sharply. “I knew you wouldn’t listen. I’m wasting my time.”


She started to rise, but Abigail pulled her back down.


“I’m sorry. It’s just a lot to take in. Go on.”


“I was on my way to meet with Hestera. We’d been discussing a certain … problem. The door to her room opened just as I approached so I hid. I saw Calla leave her chambers. She had this strange smile on her face. When I went in, Madame Hestera was staring into space with this look of terror on her face like she was locked in a nightmare. I summoned Madame Vex immediately, but she can’t find a cause or a cure.”


“What about a poison? Did you speak with Madame Camomile?”


“She was no help. Vex believes it’s a curse that no one’s seen before. Who knows what that witchling did to her.”


Abigail stood and began pacing. “I can’t believe Calla would be behind this. She would never betray her aunt like that.” Abigail paused to think. “You said she apprenticed with Anarae. What if she’s enchanted Calla somehow?”


“Enchanted?”


“She’s teaching Evil Enchantments this year, haven’t you seen?”


“School has been the last thing on my mind.”


Abigail put a hand on Endera’s shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. I’ve faced a lot worse, and somehow it always works out. I’ll speak to Calla myself and see if I can learn anything new.”


Endera blinked back tears. “I met him, you know.”


“Who?”


“Odin. I nearly killed him. Madame Hestera wanted to warn him, but someone laced the scroll with a poison that could kill even a god like him.”


“What did he do?”


“He thanked me. And told me to warn Madame Hestera. Abigail, he could have killed me on the spot. Why didn’t he?” She looked up at Abigail, her eyes filled with confusion.


“Because he’s Odin. How did you get the scroll in the first place?”


Her face grew shadowed. “I took it off the witchling Madame Vex entrusted it with, a seventhling named Solara.”


“We need to find out if Solara met up with anyone. Maybe that will lead to who tried to poison Odin and put this curse on Hestera.”


Endera shuddered. “Solara’s out for revenge—she’s got the entire seventhling class after me. They nearly jumped me earlier.”


“You’ll just have to avoid her until we sort it out. Look, if Calla is involved, we can’t let her find out we’re working together on this.”


“You mean you want me to pretend I still despise you?” Endera stood, straightening out her dress and looking more like her old self. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I made a promise to Madame Hestera I would get your help. I didn’t promise to actually like you.” With that, she spun on the heel of her boot and left.












Chapter 4





Abigail waited outside her first class, Mastering Magical Charms, searching the crowded hall for a sign of Calla. Glorian and Nelly swaggered into view, shoving aside firstlings that got in their way. They winked at Abigail as they entered the room. Endera followed a few steps behind them. She looked more like herself, still thin, but her eyes held a sparkle of resolve.


“She’s coming now,” Endera whispered as she brushed past.


The hallway parted as a sea dividing. Calla strode in the center, looking neither left nor right.


“Calla,” Abigail called.


Her friend paused, turned her head, and gave her a glassy smile. “Abigail. You’ve returned. How wonderful.”


Then she continued on walking in that same stilted way.


“Aren’t you coming to class?” Abigail called after her.


“I have something more important to do first,” she tossed out without pausing.


Abigail kept her tone friendly. “Fine. I’ll save you a seat.” She stared at the retreating figure of her friend. Endera was right. Calla was different.


She followed the others in and found two empty seats. The scarred wooden desk held a handful of odds and ends in the center. Before she could study them, the side door to the classroom opened and Madame Allura appeared. The witch wore a brightly colored frock of patchwork silk in all different colors that swirled around her ankles. She’d swept her hair up into a messy knot atop her head. She was young, maybe early twenties, and her teeth sparkled when she smiled.


“Welcome thirdlings to your first lesson on Mastering Magical Charms. This is my first year teaching. It wasn’t so long ago I was sitting where you are.” She clasped her hands as if trying to contain her excitement. “On each of your desks you will find the items that you will use to create your first charm. You will notice they are all different. Whatever drew you to sit at a particular desk will determine the charm that you make.”


Abigail looked closer at the items on the wooden top. There was a pink quartz stone, a green hair ribbon, and a shriveled paw that looked like it could have belonged to a rathos at one time. She wrinkled her nose at it, pushing it to the side. She fingered the ribbon. It was velvety and finely made. The quartz sparkled in a stray ray of light. She set the ribbon down and cupped the stone in her palm, unaccountably drawn to it.


Madame Allura paced in front of the class. “A charm is used to transfer a bit of your magic to another object so that it can be used to store and channel your powers. Perhaps you want to have a healing charm on hand in case you are injured. Or perhaps you want to play a trick on a friend and put a charm under their bed so there is a never-ending screaming noise during the night that only they can hear. That’s a fun one, I can attest to,” she said with a wink, earning titters of laughter from the assembled witchlings. “Whatever it is you desire as the outcome must go into creating the charm.”


“What am I supposed to do with a hen’s feather?” Endera asked, holding up a scraggly yellow plume. “It looks as useless as this spoon and this button,” she added, waving a hand at the other items on her desk.


Madame Allura leaned over her. “One hears you have been making enemies out of the seventhlings. Perhaps one should apply herself to trying harder instead of complaining. I once created a masking charm out of a dried frog’s leg, that when shaken, made me appear shriveled and old for just long enough to escape Madame Vex’s wrath at being out of my dormitory room past curfew.”
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