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  Author Note



Please note that I’m a British author and use UK English spelling and grammar throughout this series.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




I should have stayed home and kept my mouth shut about liking Halloween. With overplayed spooky music and a bar and dance area lit in lurid shades of orange and green, The Witch’s Brew’s Halloween event was more farce than hair-raising.

‘This place is… full on,’ I said. And that was as nice as I could phrase it. Despite the marketing promises, this new club had nothing dark or scary about it.

Finn’s lip-balm-frosted lips sprang into a cheeky grin, and his spiked white icicle hair bounced as he nodded to the chest-vibrating bass. ‘Isn’t it great?’

My heart sank. He liked this travesty. The last thing I wanted was to kill his smile, but this place fell far short of what I’d call a perfect Halloween.

I suppose I couldn’t blame him for getting it so wrong. Most people loved this kind of thing. But I wasn’t after fake frights. On my stranger investigations into haunted houses, Ouija boards, and fortune tellers, I’d felt an uneasy craving, like there was something real under the surface. I wouldn’t find that here.

But Finn was the picture of a mischievous Jack Frost as he tugged me towards the cloakroom, and, damn it, I went with him.

I hadn’t seen him this happy in the whole year and a half since us ex-foster kids moved in together. The memory of that early morning, Finn and Rhea debating a million ways to decorate our new space – to make it a real home… I could give him a few hours of fun before I called it a night.

Finn passed me the ticket for the cloakroom, and I unzipped my coat.

He looked me up and down, much like he had before we caught the taxi here. ‘Look at you, Bee! I’m so happy you finally agreed to come out. You’ll wow mankind with those toned legs on the dance floor.’

I looked at my amazon-inspired outfit and very high, strappy heels, and then at the dance floor full of grinning students in sweaty masks and slathered-on face paint, and cringed. Gads, I could almost smell the oil and hairspray from the door. Commercialism at its finest.

‘I need a drink. You go. I’ll catch up.’ If I hoped to convince him I was having a good time, I’d need to be a little off-kilter.

‘Okay, no problem. See you out there.’

Finn practically ran to join an impromptu zombie dance, hands clawed and up in the air as he staggered side to side. I’d never have imagined the big, pierced, and heavily tattooed playboy could be so dorky. At least, that would be the case if I hadn’t heard him singing pop-rock songs at the top of his lungs in the shower. I smiled and left for the bar.

The songs passed as slowly as the service, but I ordered and downed three bourbons and cola before returning to the dance floor.

I found Finn running his hands over the PVC-clad curves of a pretty redheaded girl in a devil outfit. The skimpy costume wasn’t terribly imaginative, but she had sold Finn. And he clearly didn’t need me here to have a good time.

Finn spotted me and mumbled his excuses into the devil’s ear.

I waited for him to get within earshot, shaking my head. From the way the two of them rubbed on each other, her costume was fitting. ‘That was an eyeful and a half. You’re like a horny fresher desperate to make the most of the first week.’

He actually blushed. ‘Sorry.’ He turned away from the devil’s waving pitchfork.

I bit my tongue, damning myself for such a straight-faced joke. If he wanted a night with a tempting devil woman, I was all for it. ‘I’m only teasing. You shouldn’t leave her alone on my part.’

‘No, Bee. I said I’d party with you, and you haven’t even danced through one song. We finally got a night off together, and for Halloween! I can’t run off.’

I nudged him back to his dancing partner. ‘Don’t worry about me. We came here to have fun. Go back to her. Hell, go home with her. I know you want to.’

I’d find someone, too, if everyone here wasn’t so young and carefree. First years were only a year younger than me, but I couldn’t connect to their willingness to throw themselves into silly costumes and heavily themed events. It was all so… superficial. They were still discovering the world of independence my housemates and I had been thrown into the minute we entered foster care.

‘I don’t want to ruin your night,’ Finn said.

‘I’m heading back soon anyway.’

‘But you love Halloween.’

‘I know, but I’m getting a headache. I’ll get a few dances in and snuggle under the covers.’ He’d have a better night without me cramping his style anyway.

Finn stuck out his bottom lip. ‘Fine. But you have to promise me you’ll get a taxi. I want to know you’ll get home in one piece.’

‘Sure.’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘I mean it, Bianca. Straight to the taxi rank.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I ken you mean it. I’ll get one. Now go!’ I shoved him towards his new lady friend and went back to the bar, chuckling at how I’d drawn my accent out with how keen I was to couple him with a devil.

We’d both worked far too many weekends and holidays in the last year. He needed to let off some steam. And if the devil suited him for longer, all the better.

By the time they served me my next drink, Finn and his devilish lady were headed for the exit, his hand curled around her bum and her nuzzling into his side. I’d not see either of them until morning, at earliest.

I took my drink onto the dance floor and traded dance moves with some of the more talented dancers for a few songs to make sure the new couple were well and truly on their way home, but I wasn’t fitting in. The crowd were into pop music and a pantomime of Halloween, and I… I shouldn’t spend any more money if I wasn’t enjoying myself.

My new acquaintances were probably too rubbered or high to remember me by morning, but I waved goodbye anyway and went to the cloakroom, where a plastic-fanged boy waited behind the window. He was tall and gangly, and those overly large plastic vampire teeth did nothing to help. Still, awful dressing-up props would have been my fate if I hadn’t booked the night off work.

‘What’s your number?’ the boy asked, the words mangled through the teeth.

I spluttered but quickly turned it into a cough. He meant the ticket number for my coat. Credit to him, he didn’t blink at my reaction.

‘Seventy-two, please,’ I said, pulling the crumpled ticket out of my purse.

He checked it, then went through the hangers until he found my coat. ‘Here you go.’

‘Thanks.’ I left the ticket on the counter for him to dispose of. ‘Have a good night.’

Flashing lights made the tight and twisting turns to the exit hazardous, with more than one near miss straight into especially inebriated new arrivals. But I was just sober enough to dodge until I saw the amber glow of the security light outside.

Hot from dancing and toasty under the skin from probably one too many bourbons, the draught had teeth, so I donned my coat.

And then I dawdled on the doorstep by the bouncers and the long queue.

Fog-like rain coated Edinburgh’s old town streets, a light wind bringing the smell of gunpowder to match the distant crack and fizzle of fireworks.

Taxis waited for drunk travellers a one hundred metre walk away. And Finn would murder me if I didn’t take one. But I wasn’t ready for the night to end.

Something about October and its rich, earthy air before the frosts kicked in always left me charged with energy, even when I wasn’t drinking. And after all the wigs, sweat, and fakery inside, I needed something real to cleanse my senses.

So I zipped my coat and walked in the opposite direction. I’d catch a look at the Greyfriars Kirkyard and order a taxi after.

That place was what a good Halloween was about – ghosts and graveyards, mysterious happenings, and chilling histories. And with the stories of a resident ghost leaving scratches and bruises on visiting tourists after a homeless man broke into his tomb years ago, you couldn’t get much better than Greyfriars.

Mist softened the edge of the pavement as I passed wasteland and old, partly blackened stone fronts of shops, bars, and residential apartments. The mist even hid the top of the low arched tunnel towards Candlemaker Row. Though it didn’t dampen the piss stench. That smacked the back of my throat as it always did around here, courtesy of hammered men who couldn’t hold their bladders, or their sense of decency.

Booms vibrated through the tunnel from the bigger fireworks. Between the bangs came quiet barks, yips, and keening howls. The dogs sounded young and scared. Probably hadn’t heard fireworks before.

The barks and growls grew louder as I walked by a hostel on Candlemaker Row, and more frequent. Had someone left their dog out? Or were they walking the dog and it got spooked? They were coming from across the street…

Two taxis zoomed by before I could cross the road.

I couldn’t see anyone. Edinburgh was mostly sleeping. Nothing in the windows of the surrounding houses, shops, and hostel.

The stone wall and arched gate into Greyfriars Kirkyard drew my eye, and my ear. That’s where the barks were coming from. And when I reached the other side of the road, I heard a faint clinking.

I climbed the leaf-covered steps into the grassy graveyard. A familiar niggling tug that always accompanied something worth seeing drew me on. Halloween often highlighted new places to explore, but I’d visited the kirkyard dozens of times without that feeling. What changed?

The mist was thicker here, my phone flashlight reflecting off the water drops rather than lighting the way, so I continued without it.

A swirling wind blew leaves past my head to the ground and buffeted some back into the air, lifting my coat. I pulled it tighter, but the wind burrowed through the fabric’s weave and the zip’s teeth.

Gravestones threw crooked, ghoulish shadows, and I struggled to see more than a few metres. Why was visibility so much worse than the road, and why was it so much colder? It wasn’t much higher up. Was there something to the black mausoleum ghost? Only, ghosts couldn’t affect the weather, could they?

Another dog howled. This one seemed farther off, back the way I’d come. I turned but found nothing but an empty path. And that’s when I slid keys through my fingers to make brass knuckles. It felt like I was being lured deeper into the graveyard. But no one else was here, at least no one else I could see.

I peered over the stones, searching for a shadow that didn’t belong, but it was too dark to see anything more than looming crosses, angels, and stones.

A throaty scream split the quiet.

Halloween prank or not, that was enough horror for one night.

I headed for the gate, but my back prickled.

I glanced back.

Twin flames pierced the mist behind me, flickering within a large, bear-sized body, where its eyes should be. A snapped chain dangled from the creature’s manacles, clinking over the ground.

Nothing came out but a squeak. I didn’t think it’d seen me, so I slowly backed away. Keys wouldn’t deter whatever that was. I had to get out of here.

But I only got a few metres before its smouldering eyes met mine. And I knew, from the ice in my bones to the abrasive need to run and not look back, that this might be it. Well over six feet tall with a wide, muscular body, this thing’s huge claws could impale me with a light jab. And with those burning red-and-orange eyes, this creature wasn’t natural.

I heaved in a deep breath and ran, picking up speed as fast as I could in heels. For a few precious seconds, I thought I might be gaining ground. But then the dark creature loped past me, blocked my way, and reared to its hind legs.

Its growl rumbled through my belly, its sharp teeth dripping with saliva.

‘Easy, bear. I’m leaving.’ I wished that came out calm and confident, not wavering and breathy.

The bear fell onto its front paws and lashed at my legs.

I tried to jump aside, but its claws caught my calf.

Pain seared my lower leg. I hit the ground hard and scurried backwards, pushing with my hands and feet. Mud got into my wound, but I didn’t care. I had to get away from this thing, before it did far worse.

The creature lunged again. I rolled, dodging the chain it whipped at me. Not a normal bear.

Another roar rent the air. More of them? I hauled myself to standing and staggered into a limping run for the road, pain biting with every second step. The gates were within sight now, even through the thick mist.

Yet I almost felt the creature’s hot, smoky breath on my back. And then my injured leg misstepped, my ankle overturning, and I fell, face-first into the rough path. Damn heels to hell and back.

My head thunked off the ground, too hard for me to do much more than turn and cover my face.

The creature pounced, slashing my arm. Then it rested on my chest, its eyes burning hot through my coat.

Blood ran down my sleeve. Damp, musky fur overpowered the smell of mud and wet grass. This was real. Very real.

Pinned without the breath to scream, I closed my eyes and willed the creature away. Warmth filled me from the centre out. It’d claw me again any second. But there was no getting out of this. If I moved for my keys, it’d strike a fatal blow.

But no new blow came.

Its weight lifted.

I opened my eyes and found the creature a few metres away, on its back. I didnae ken how it got there, but I didnae stop to think any more about my good fortune. I got up and ran for the exit.

Voices yelled behind me.

I glanced back from the road.

The fog had cleared enough to spot two men running towards the monster. One waved me down, but I wasn’t going to wait and see if they won their fight. I barely got away the first time.

‘Hey, you! Stop! Get back here!’

‘Chase her. We need both of them.’

Crap. Move, Bee, move! I dashed up the road and flagged down a passing taxi. Please stop. Please stop.
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Each blink took longer and longer. Even sipping the long-stewed black coffee with its sugary shot of caramel syrup that cut into my tongue with over-the-top sweetness, I couldn’t convince my tired, stinging eyes to stay open long enough to go to work for eight hours and get paid.

Of course, they hadn’t wanted to sleep after hours of researching supernatural bear-like creatures, and they’d ignored my pleading to sleep throughout the day. Probably because of flashbacks of the creature I’d tentatively identified as a ‘barghest’. Every time I’d drifted off, I’d seen those twin fires, burning into me… I shivered.

It didn’t help my clawed skin still throbbed. I’d washed out the cuts and slathered on antiseptics and dressings at three in the morning. I’d been lucky. Much deeper, and I’d have needed stitches.

I stared out the window, almost feeling the chill of the evening wind. The more I thought about it, the more I thought the barghest played with me before the kill.

The door swung open, jolting me more awake. But it was only Finn, his Jack Frost jacket crinkled and askew, and his white spikes now flat and droopy, but his grin was anything but. He was a man full of energy. I almost felt it rolling off him. Shame I couldn’t capture some for myself, like an emotional vampire. I sipped my coffee and had to clear my throat when it went down wrong. What if they existed, too?

I shook off those thoughts as Finn came over. ‘Good night?’ I asked.

He reeled back. ‘What happened to you?’

I turned my mug in a circle. ‘Nothing.’

He slid into the kitchen chair opposite. ‘Oh no. Something happened. Did you get a taxi home like I asked?’

I gulped more coffee and scrunched my nose. It was getting cold.

‘You didn’t!’

‘I did. Eventually.’ A passing taxi had let me in, but I’d had to hide my clawed leg and arm in case the driver added an extortionate cleaning charge for any blood spots on the upholstery.

Finn looked me over, shaking his head. Then he rubbed my arm.

I tried not to wince. He couldn’t see the dressing through my hoodie, and I’d rather keep it that way.

‘What happened? Did someone hurt you? Follow you?’ He nibbled on his lip ring. ‘I knew I should have stayed.’

‘This is not your fault.’ I put my mug down and pulled my arm free.

He just stared at me.

He wasn’t letting this go, but I couldn’t tell him a monster mauled me and went from being maybe one swipe away from killing me to being metres away, could I? I hardly believed it myself, and I lived it.

‘I got a few cuts. Not a big deal.’

‘How?’ His brows lowered into a smouldering glower. ‘If someone hurt you, I’ll find them and deal with them.’

I pursed my lips. ‘It wasn’t anyone, okay? Just a big animal. I got away. It’s fine. Leave it.’

‘What kind of animal? And shouldn’t you get the wounds checked out? Animals can have all kinds of diseases on their claws. And that’s ignoring infection.’

Finn’s protective streak was sweet, but there was nothing he could do about supernatural bears. They weren’t in the first-aid rulebook. ‘I disinfected the wound last night. If it doesn’t heal, I’ll see the doctor.’

‘I really think–’

I didn’t have the energy for an interrogation and I couldn’t tell him what happened. He’d think I’d lost my mind. ‘It’s not your problem.’ I left the table and washed out my mug.

‘You’re always so damned closed off, like a bloody bank vault.’

‘Gads, drop it already!’

‘You can’t push people away forever.’ He stalked to his room and snapped the door shut.

Shite. For once I hadn’t been bottling up my emotions, I just couldn’t explain what happened without showing him, and there was no way I was taking Finn or Rhea anywhere near that shitshow. I stared at the door for a minute, then left for work. I’d deal with it later.

* * *

I cut through Hunter’s Square onto the High Street. A black ghost tour bus passed in front of me, its windows fogged so I could barely see inside. Time for another night of rowdy tourists and local drunks. Whoopee.

Now that I was on the Royal Mile, people pressed in on all sides. I gritted my teeth after the third time I dodged a charmed visitor. They had an infuriating tendency to pause mid-step to admire a bagpipes player or the advertisements for walking tours or a new club opening. Anything, really. And every single time my heart jumped and I swivelled around, like a monster might appear at any moment.

I doubled my pace to the fake Irish pub that kept the roof over my head. Yet, at each tiny gap in the buildings, I peered into the shadows of the claustrophobic alleys. You couldn’t see most until you were on top of them. I clenched the handle of the wee penknife in my pocket. If I came across that creature again, I was not fighting it with my hands and blunt keys.

I was doing everything I could to stay safe, and I was only one of many people in one of the most populated, touristy areas of Edinburgh, and yet, right between my shoulder blades, I felt itchy, like I was being watched. I looked around at the bustle of faces but didn’t see anyone I recognised. Certainly no supernatural bears. I was just shaken up. That was all. Some decent sleep and healing time and… what?

It wasn’t like I could take back the supernatural bombshell. All this time I’d been searching for magic in tarot, psychic churches, and séances, and it’d found me. But what did that mean, or change? It wasn’t like I could ask the barghest questions. That creature had nothing on its mind but blood.

Though it wasn’t just me who was there. The screamer had seen something. And those guys who intervened had to know something. But why had they wanted to keep me there?

‘Bianca!’

I almost pulled the knife. But I knew that voice.

‘Wow, you’re on edge.’ It was my other housemate. Rhea tugged her flaming-red hair out of her messily thrown-on scarf. ‘You’re late. Boss said to get in there and get your hands dirty. It’s going to be a busy one.’

‘Okay, thanks.’                  

Rhea held the door open but stood in my way. ‘I heard you got hurt last night. Are you going to be okay for your shift?’

Ugh, I didn’t have time for this. ‘No need for the kiddie gloves. It’s a scratch.’ I brushed past her, already unzipping my coat.

‘I can’t believe you didn’t see a doctor or wake one of us.’

Not this again. ‘My body, my business.’

‘But we–’

‘Now I’m late.’

‘Fine, Bianca.’ Rhea put her hands up in surrender and left.

I’d apologise later. I hadn’t meant to snap, with either of them. But I needed time to think. Not that I thought time would help me rationalise that creature, but maybe it’d help me find a way to explain it to my housemates.

I sighed and grabbed my apron off the hook to begin my shift. At least I could only piss off tourists and drunks until I got home.

* * *

By the time my shift ended, the alleyways that were creepy before were pitch-black and dead silent. My boss made a quick exit into his girlfriend’s waiting car, not bothering to offer me a lift. So I walked home, hands in my pockets, one tight around the penknife. At least it was milder tonight, and the tall buildings on the mile sheltered me from most of the wind.

Hammered men and women staggered down the street in packs. Or alone, sunk into their phone screens. Hardly anyone looked my way for more than a curious or lustful glance. Though with my boring black polo shirt, bulky coat, and jeans, I wasn’t sure why they bothered. I avoided eye contact anyway, and they moved on. There were tarted up, drunker women out there who seemed far more likely to roll the dice with a drunk stranger than I did.

The street was much quieter when I turned onto Hunter’s Square. My phone buzzed with a text from Finn to ask what time I’d get home. It wasn’t worth replying. I’d be home in less than ten minutes.

A few couples passed me, carrying on downhill, until a quiet group of three approached. Their very quietness put me on edge, and when I looked at them more closely, my breath hiked.

Black cargo trousers, black reinforced boots, black padded jackets. They had a dangerous air to them, spines straight, head high. Muscular. Soldiers, maybe. They watched every person who passed them, inspected every noise, exit, and camera. They were not good news. And their gaze kept returning to me.

I clutched my knife while the other hand fumbled for my phone. I wasn’t going anywhere with these three. I upped my pace onto Blair Street. Hopefully, they’d pass me by. Continue down the street so I could get into my flat.

‘Evening,’ the leader said.

And there went all my luck. Should have known after last night.

The tall blond man was in his mid-thirties with sharp cheekbones, perfect teeth, and thin lips. Power radiated from him with a dizzying, gut-wrenching tug, the same instinct that led me to the barghest.

Sweat slid down my spine. These guys weren’t just human.

The blond faced me. His men covered my back, penning me in.

I tensed, adrenaline pulsing through my veins.

‘Sorry, my taxi’s waiting,’ I lied and turned downhill to make a run for it.

But the blond’s hand dropped onto my shoulder and held me in place. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths.

I had to get out of this. ‘Get off me.’

‘I’m sorry. I can’t do that. We need to talk.’ His accent was strange. Foreign. Maybe Swedish, with the blond hair?

I twisted out of his grip and tried to face the three of them at once, but it was impossible. And I couldn’t fight one of them, let alone three. I could scream, but the street was far quieter than it was before the pubs shut, and who’d take on the odds? They had at least three to four inches on me, and they were thick with muscle. Which left me one choice.

I clamped my hand around my phone. ‘Leave me alone, or I’ll call the police.’

‘No, you won’t.’

‘Want to bet?’ I pulled my knife out and moved to hit the emergency call icon, when I froze. I couldn’t move. To hit the button, or anything else. ‘What did you do?’

All I could do was speak and breathe. Every other move felt like I was lifting an elephant. Something pressed on the air, holding me in place like a statue.

Blondy watched me with an aggravating patience.

‘What. Did. You. Do?’

He plucked the puny knife from my hand. ‘I think we’ve both had enough wounds this weekend, no?’ He pushed up his sleeve and peeled back a bandage to show ragged, swollen claw marks a lot like my own.

Were these the guys from the kirkyard?

Blondy dropped the knife into his pocket and crossed his arms, head tilted to the side. ‘Either of you get a reading on her?’

The man to his right, out of my peripheral vision, said, ‘The air signature is the same. It’s her.’ He spoke through gritted teeth, almost grunting, as if he was concentrating. It was him. He was holding me in place. What were these guys?

My breathing sped. I tried to force my body to twist and face him, but it was pointless. I was helpless. ‘Let me go. I need to get home. I’ll be missed. Please.’ And I hated myself for that word. The pleading in it.

The blond prised my phone from my fingers and pressed my fingerprint to the scanner to unlock it. ‘Messages… ah. You text a Finn most often. Looks like you live with him.’ He typed a message. ‘Change of plans. Will be away for a few days. Xx. That’ll do.’

That’s what pleading got me. But Finn knew I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and if he wasn’t too mad about this afternoon, he might try to find me. But I couldn’t rely on that.

Blondy cupped my chin and stared into my eyes. ‘Now, Bee, like I said, we need to talk.’

I swallowed, wondering how he knew my nickname, and then sighed out my breath when I realised he’d read it in my texts.

‘Talk about what? I don’t even ken who you are. What any of you are.’

‘Exactly what we must talk about. But we’re running late. We’ll talk on the way.’

‘The way where?’

Blondy circled his raised finger, and the statue maker picked me up. He was younger than the other two, late twenties, with brown hair, a square jaw, round cheeks, and a button nose I’d be itching to poke if he wasn’t abducting me.

I tested his magical restraints. I could move again, a wee bit, but my limbs had no give in them, invisibly bound at the wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles. To anyone else I’d look like a stupid drunk getting carried home. And I was not that woman.

‘You can’t just take me off the street.’

‘No?’

‘It’s not like Button Nose here can keep me trapped in place forever. Where are you going to put me? A dark cellar? For what? An air signature? What even is that?’

Blondy sighed. ‘We’re trying to help you.’

Kidnapping didn’t go under ‘help’ in my dictionary.

He put a phone to his ear. ‘Is the car ready? Good. We have her, but we need to floor it to catch the plane.’
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I tried jumping from the car early on but failed. Yay, child lock. And my non-communicative abductors weren’t kidding about flooring it. Once we reached the main roads, they’d beat street racers at the speed they coaxed from the engine.

My pulse was going haywire. Emergency services had high-speed training for a reason. These guys clipped two wing mirrors in the first ten minutes.

I tore my eyes from the road and focused on my captors. All three had a stereotypical military build, a clean-cut face, short hair… They were average. Forgettable. But they wouldn’t show their faces if they planned to let me go.

‘Can we talk now?’ I asked, cursing inwardly when my voice cracked at the end. I needed to hold on to my anger. I couldn’t act scared, or they’d see me as easy prey.

Blondy was driving. He wasn’t going to give up any control to his henchmen. And yet it wasn’t him who replied.

Button Nose faced me. ‘We’re not the bad guys here. We want to help you, but it took so long to trace your air signature.’

‘Why follow me at all?’

He looked to Blondy for guidance but got nothing more than a glance in the rear-view mirror.

Maybe they released the barghest and tracked me to finish the job but… no. A plane journey left a trail, which was stupid when there was plenty of empty countryside around Scotland for murder and burial purposes.

I twisted my charm bracelet round and round my wrist. ‘You didn’t think this through very well. I can’t board a plane. I don’t even have my ID, let alone a passport. You should let me go.’

‘We can’t leave you on the street.’

‘Why the hell not?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, this shouldn’t be so rushed.’

The car slowed as it approached a secure gated area with a runway. We were maybe a mile or so out from the parking area.

‘I’m not going anywhere until I ken what’s going on.’ Okay, maybe I didnae have much choice, but if they cared at all, they owed me an explanation.

Button Nose blew out his breath. ‘Where to start… Okay. When you defended yourself from the barghest, you created an air signature. It was faint once you got in the taxi, but eventually we tracked you to the Royal Mile.’

‘So it was a barghest.’

‘What did you do, search it?’ the black-haired henchman asked, his cupid lips twisting into a sneer.

‘What else could I do? It’s not like I have a fiery-eyed monster handbook to look it up in.’

He snorted. ‘Great title.’

I glared at him and turned back to the less sarcastic one. Him, I might still get answers from before they forced me onto the plane.

‘What do you mean, when I defended myself? When I threw my hands up against its claws? Or when I ran? I did nothing special. Nothing like how you stopped me in the street.’

‘You might not have seen it, but what you did was exactly like what I did, only you didn’t hold something still. You threw it away.’

I… The creature had been on me, then metres away. I thought it moved back or teleported or something, but I’d flung it off? The creature wouldn’t have knocked its own head on the ground, but…

‘I don’t have special abilities. Trust me, I’d ken by now. I’m a standard human.’

Black Hair chuckled again. ‘You’d not be here, or have survived that fight, if you were.’

‘It’s not possible,’ I said.

Button Nose raised an eyebrow. ‘What, because you’ve searched for the supernatural all your life and couldn’t find it in yourself?’

‘How could you ken that?’ How long had these guys been following me?

‘All witches have that draw to the supernatural. It’s like an addiction until their magic bursts out. Like calls to like,’ Blondy said. He parked the car and turned off the engine. ‘We’re here. Let’s get her inside.’

The henchmen opened the doors, but I couldn’t bring myself to undo my buckle.

Witch. He’d said witch. I couldn’t be. Why hadn’t I known? Had some hint? Being obsessed with the paranormal didn’t make me more likely to become paranormal. And yet, here I was. Like calls to like. Was that why I had that tugging need to investigate the supernatural?

‘Come on!’ Blondy said, releasing my buckle and striding off over the concrete. ‘We can’t afford to miss our takeoff slot. Justin, get her.’

And that’s when I took in the private plane. We weren’t travelling commercial, and we sure hadn’t gone through passport control or any other security. Who were these people? They had to have real money, enough to hide me and stop me ever finding my way back home.

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t get on that plane.

Button Nose clamped me to his side in a bruising grip, one finger deep in my inner arm and hurting like hell. What happened to the ‘we’re the good guys’ speech?

I scratched his arms, but he didn’t even flinch. And when I went for his face, he moved me in front of him. I kicked back but only hit bone.

He guarded his sensitive spots well. And from the pain in my feet and his blank, focused expression, I’d done more harm to my toes than his shins. He didn’t just make statues. He was one.

Wind and rain swatted my cheeks as he frogmarched me across the airfield and up the metal steps to the plane. I dug in my heels and grabbed the railing, finally slowing us.

Justin grunted, and his eyes narrowed. A moment later, I could barely move.

‘Why won’t you let me go?’ And why didn’t my magic work when I needed it, if I really was a witch? My heart was racing as hard as it had in the kirkyard. The only difference was these monsters were human… well, witches. Close enough.

‘We have orders to get you on this plane.’

‘Why?’

He huffed, and his magic pushed me towards the door.

I fought with everything I had, but he didn’t slow. ‘At least tell me why. I deserve that much.’

‘Because you activated your magic. You know what’s out there, what you can do. We can’t leave you in the human world, untrained.’

‘Why not?’

Blondy peered around the door. ‘We’re leaving.’

Justin redoubled his efforts. The air turned into a solid, invisible wall, forcing me in the plane and over to the nearest seat. My knees buckled, and I fell against the headrest.

He held me there long enough for Blondy to close and lock the outer door. And then he let his magic go.

The engines were powering up. I wasn’t going to escape this flight. So I twisted around to see the rest of the wee cabin area.

Other than the henchmen and Blondy, the only other occupants were another guard, and a girl around my age, maybe eighteen. She was Asian with an elfin chin and long legs, and she’d stretched out in the ample leg room, like she hadn’t a care in the world.

She waved. ‘Hi! I’m Kaylee. You must be the other girl from the graveyard. I hear we’ll be roommates.’

So, she was the screamer. I gave her a limp wave back.

Looking around was putting a crick in my neck, but she seemed happy enough that she might have answers. That should’ve put me at ease, but she didn’t look the type to ask hard questions.

‘Roommates where?’

She frowned and smoothed her hair, showing her manicured nails. ‘They haven’t told you yet? Some place called Latvia.’

‘Latvia?’ I’d heard of the country but couldn’t place it on the globe. Wasn’t there some joke about it being backwards and small? And their five food groups being mashed, fried, boiled, roasted, and baked potatoes?

The engines were in full gear now, hurtling us down the runway.

Justin finished his conversation with Blondy and buckled into a seat across from me. ‘It’s a country around the size of Wales on the Baltic sea.’

‘Not helping.’

‘It borders Estonia, Lithuania, Russia, and Belarus.’

Well, the only one of those I was that familiar with was Russia, and that meant eastern Europe. Maybe that explained Blondy’s strange accent?

‘So why are we going to this tiny country?’ I lowered my voice. ‘And why do I need a roommate?’

Justin glanced at Blondy.

‘Tell her. I need to call ahead.’ And Blondy actually got on his phone there and then. On the plane. The privileges of money. ‘The headmaster, please. Thank you. Yes, we’re on our way now. We have the second girl. Yes, from the Kirkyard. Unusual, yes. You’re prepared? Good.’

‘You’ll be joining a school,’ Justin said, interrupting my eavesdropping.

Still, I’d get more from him than a one-sided phone conversation from a man that barely talked.

‘A school? I’m nineteen, not twelve.’ And where did they get off thinking they could force me into school anyway? Magic couldn’t make me listen in class or complete homework, could it?

‘They’ll teach you how to use your powers. And you’ll fit right in. It’s university age, not secondary school.’

‘It’s all magic classes?’ Didn’t sound much use in the real world.

‘Many ordinary subjects are available, too. In certain careers, those in the know can charge a premium.’

‘I guessed that from the private plane.’ And all the wallets they’d have to fill to smuggle me out of the country.

But ordinary subjects did sound appealing. I’d been saving for a management and marketing degree at UEA since I left foster care. If this school had useful subjects, was it worth going?

‘What does this place cost? And what about my place in Edinburgh? I can’t leave the people I live with to cover my rent.’

‘That’s already taken care of.’

‘Taken care of? You’re paying my rent?’ I couldn’t believe they’d do that. No one paid that kind of money out of pocket because they wanted me at some school. I wasn’t that special. Yet, they’d stuck me on a private plane to another country. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy to them.

‘Yes, your room and bills in Edinburgh are fully covered.’

‘Why would you do that?’

‘As much as I’d love to take the credit, it’s not me personally. Wildes Witch Academy has a fund to welcome witches who come into their powers outside the community and have to leave their commitments suddenly.’

‘No strings attached?’

‘None.’

I didn’t believe that for a minute. ‘So this fund is for, what, surprise witches?’

‘We call them throwback witches.’

‘Rude.’ He made it sound like I was prehistoric.

He didn’t even blink. So much for catching him off-guard.

‘It’s not intended that way. It means you have magic in your blood. You’re a throwback to a witch ancestor.’

‘But my mother isn’t a witch.’ And she hadn’t been drawn to the supernatural. Her vices were all human. They had to have their facts mixed up.

‘She may not have been. Your father might have been a witch. Or sometimes throwbacks have magic much farther back in their tree.’

I frowned. The dad angle was possible, since dear Dad was a one-night stand Maw didn’t even get the number for. He could’ve been into anything. And I barely knew my maw’s parents, but they’d not said anything about witches or the occult before they died.

‘How does this work? If it’s in my family, why has no one else shown any magic or told me to expect it? How haven’t I found magic in myself?’

‘Outside our community, we only find witches when their magic is activated, and it takes a traumatic, life-threatening event, usually against a supernatural force, to shock that instinctive magic into action.’

‘So that’s why you only found me after I saw that thing in the kirkyard?’

‘Yes.’

He had an answer for everything, didn’t he? My head hurt. This was a lot to take in all at once. And probably too complex to make up. But I needed proof. ‘Can I have my phone back?’

‘Why?’

‘I want to see where I’m being sent.’

‘Andris is holding your phone for now. He thinks you’ll call the police.’

So Blondy was Andris. Good to know. ‘You did kidnap me.’

‘Kidnapping is a strong word, don’t you think? I think it’s exciting. The school is an amazing opportunity,’ Kaylee said.

Of course she’d look at this as an adventure. They probably hadn’t had to feed her much to gain her trust. She didnae ken how easily those closest to you could betray you. These guys owed us nothing.

‘I need something more than your word about what I’m getting into here.’

Justin put up a finger, fished inside his jacket, and brought out his own phone. He unlocked it and showed me photos of a large castle-like building with multiple towers, wings, and massive, picturesque grounds landscaped around a braw lake.

‘That’s Wildes Witch Academy?’

It even had storks nesting in the roof. There was no way this was where they were sending me. I hadn’t seen luxury like that my whole life. Hell, I hadn’t even visited luxury like that. Maw and I had rarely left our bedsit, and the fanciest outing in foster care had been to the local park.

‘I could never afford that place.’ Even if Maw hadn’t fraudulently used my name and ruined my credit score to continue her gambling habit, a place like that was beyond people like me.

‘Like I said, the fund will cover you. You’ll get a small allowance, and room and board. You’re a witch now, like all of us, and you’ll be treated the same.’

Treated the same. I’d heard that one in multiple foster homes, but they never treated everyone the same, not when the authorities weren’t looking. And the contrast between Kaylee’s reactions and mine told me these guys were no different. No, the moment I saw an out, I was taking it.
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We landed in Latvia around two and a half hours after we took off, a much shorter flight than I’d expected. We’d be leaving Kaylee’s extra guard with the plane, but Blondy, or Andris, ordered the rest of us to the door.

He took the lead onto the airfield, and the others cushioned me and Kaylee between them, probably so we couldn’t make a run for it. Nose in her phone, she didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered. I still wasn’t allowed mine.

The weak morning sun barely peeked through the grey clouds, but the wind sliced into my pores, arctic cold, even for early November.

We hurried inside, where our minders ushered us through a private airport on the outskirts of Riga.

The staff barely glanced at the stamped papers Andris provided and ignored anything I said. Perhaps they didn’t speak English, or they’d been paid to ignore me. Either way, the smooth organisation behind this journey told me how often they must have made this journey before. Perhaps that fund they talked about was real after all. Or… they brought girls here a lot. I winced. Not a good thought.

Our guards tucked us into an empty hire car waiting outside the airport doors, engine running. And there went my chance to escape.

The five of us were close enough to bump shoulders and well padded in our bad weather coats, but Andris still had to crank up the heating to battle the six-degree weather outside.

I watched the landscape with the vague thought of finding my way back to the airport, but the longer I was with these men, the less optimistic I was about escaping. They were professionals, and they weren’t taking their eyes off me.

After Andris sped through the industrial area and retail parks surrounding the airport, the landscape was much like it was from the air.

Trees lined the road for miles. And I mean hundreds of them. Latvia was more forest than farms or fields. And farther out the long, straight routes rolled to dirt at the edges with no barriers. With a landscape like that, even if I escaped, finding someone to help me might be difficult.

Signs in a strange language passed me by. Latvian was far different to Russian. It used the Roman alphabet with accents I hadn’t seen in French or Spanish, though the sign colours and shapes were familiar as a European standard, with the expected miles to kilometres switch.

The wilderness around the road was like a forgotten land. Pine tree after pine tree, broken by wee farms with oaks and large rocks left in the middle of fields.

Most buildings were wooden, many abandoned and falling apart. Bar a few modern buildings with large glass fronts, we could’ve gone back in time. No two were ever the same.

And it was quiet. Maybe a third of the vehicles passing us were logging trucks, loaded with freshly cut trees.

My mind drank it all in as I stumbled over what I would’ve been doing at home. What my housemates might be doing – if they were looking for me, if I’d lose my job when I didn’t turn up. I rubbed my aching head and sighed. Nothing I could do about any of that stuck in this car without my phone. I was safe enough until we got where we were going, at least.

After a few hours, the trees and fields grew too repetitive, and I dozed off.

‘Will they speak English at this school?’ Kaylee asked.

The sharpness to her question jolted me from my dream. I rubbed my sore head. Windows didn’t make good pillows.

Kaylee was frowning at the even more rural landscape, hands clasped in her lap, the picture of a prim and proper middle to upper class woman, while my hair was nest-like from my nap. Kaylee didn’t need to worry about fitting in at this new castle-like school, no matter what language they spoke.

‘Yes, you’ll be taught in English,’ Justin said. ‘Only the locals, if you ever pop into town, will speak Latvian.’

‘Is it difficult to learn?’ I asked.

‘Oh, yes. It has cases like Latin, and the grammar is a nightmare.’

None of the schools I’d attended were posh enough to have taught Latin, so I’d take his word for it.

The language barrier would make any escape attempt difficult, but I had to wonder if escaping would even be worth it at this point. I’d not get far before they found me, and they’d offered to pay for my education, and my rent back home. An amazing offer if it was genuine. And if the price for this ‘gift’ wasn’t too high.

Should I hear them out? I’d moved around enough in foster care for a move to another country not to bother me much, but they’d dragged me thousands of miles away from home without a passport, basically as an illegal immigrant, and right now I relied on them almost completely. I needed proof I would be a normal student and not a prisoner.

Well, I could test what was acceptable to them…

‘How far out are we?’ I asked. ‘And will I have fresh clothes when I arrive? I need to change.’

And a hairbrush. I was beyond finger combing. My eyes must be zombie-like, too. A day on the road after a night at work did not make for a happy Bianca. I felt sweaty, and manky, and rumpled. Pure travel grumpy.

Kaylee still looked perfect and mostly content. They’d taken the time to get her bag from her house and explain her new schooling situation to her parents as a scholarship. She probably even got a full night’s sleep last night and a nap on the plane when they collected me.

It explained why she was so keen, though it did nothing to explain why I got such shoddy treatment.

‘Yes, they’ll have organised new clothes.’ Justin checked his phone. ‘We’re near the town the school is in now. Sorry for the long trip. The school is a good one hundred and sixty kilometres out from the capital, but they’ll have everything you need.’

He’d flipped back into tour guide mode.

I wasn’t sure if them having everything ready was considerate or creepy. It felt… prepared. ‘Is that distance intentional?’ I asked.

‘We like keeping to ourselves.’

Yes, I’d imagine a country as small as Latvia kept their kind, my kind, below the radar far more than France or the States could. Much easier to hide unwilling captives in the middle of nowhere, too.

‘Is this the only magic school?’ If they’d found two of us in Edinburgh in one night, it couldn’t be that small a community.

‘No. We have others. The schools in Afghanistan and Cambodia are the largest.’

Also obscure, unexpected places for a magic school.

‘And so why are we going to this one?’ Kaylee asked. ‘Is it because it’s closest, or is this the one you recruit for?’

‘We’re not recruiters.’

I could’ve told her that much. These guys screamed military or security. They had far too much danger to them to be simple school recruiters. Their magic was suffocatingly strong. How Kaylee didn’t sense it, I had no idea.

‘If you’re not recruiters, what are you?’ Kaylee asked.

‘We work for the wild magic containment force, or WMCF. Think of it like the supernatural police. We bring in throwback witches like you two and protect the human world from supernatural creatures. Like those barghests you found. After we drop you off, we’ll be working out where they came from.’

I blew out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Why didn’t they say that from the start? I’d not have gone quietly – what’s the proper identification for supernatural police anyway? But I’d not have been half as worried they might kill me. Police described that dangerous edge to them. I frowned. Perhaps too perfectly?

‘Two kilometres out,’ Andris said.

We were in a small town called Cesvaine, which Andris pronounced like ‘sess-vay-nah’, but not quite.

The town had wide, almost empty roads. Many houses were low-lying with drab, peeling paint and faded brickwork. A few taller apartment buildings had the unmistakeable look of the USSR, all concrete and brick with cracked, wonky walls and damp spots. But a few more modern houses were cheerfully painted in yellows or a light peach.

After we crossed a wee bridge, I even spotted one long building with a Tudor-style wood effect on the upper walls. But all in all, it was a small, country place. No coffee or fast food chains here.

The trees had thinned, too, more cultivated with greater variety now we were off the road through the forests. Gardens were braw, carefully tended. And I kind of liked the change of pace from Edinburgh. The city had its own beauty in the brick, the history, and the architecture. The very medieval buzz of it, particularly in the old town. But this place had a beauty in how it blended with nature.

The car slowed. We turned a corner, and I drew in a small breath. It caught in my throat. Creating all this for a lie would be overkill.

This school, castle, manor, or whatever you want to call it, was stunning. A looped driveway swept from the main road in mirror curves around a large grass-and-flower-filled garden to meet in front of the solid wooden double doors to the academy. Two wings with countless windows took up the left and right sides of the building, and round, peaked towers ended each wing where they met the main building. The roof extended back, suggesting even more around the far side. I couldn’t wait to explore. This school far outdid any of the pictures on Justin’s phone.

And the rest of the grounds were just as braw, peppered with large trees like the landscaped garden of a posh country house.

The calm surface of the lake from Justin’s phone was tucked around the right side of the building and marked by a few birds flying from tree to tree.

I twisted in my seat to see more. Another large, but much more modern, building faced the school on the other side of the road. A sign outside its parking area read ‘WMCF headquarters’ in large block letters, followed by ‘meetings by appointment only’ and a telephone number, which explained why Andris and his colleagues brought us here. They’d probably report in after dropping us off. Which meant I knew where to direct my complaints.

Andris parked in a WMCF bay.

I didn’t need any prompting. I was smelling the fresh, sweet-tasting country air and striding towards the entrance while Kaylee presided over the removal of her things from the car.

Justin followed me with Andris lagging behind, while black hair – Luka – dealt with Kaylee’s demands.

Time to find out how much of this was real.

As we approached the large stone arch over the doors and climbed the short, shallow steps, I took a closer look at the craftsmanship of the building. It had an older architectural style but was probably built later than my first guess, going on the light weathering of ornaments on the doors and roof and the relatively good state of the brickwork and mortar. The attention to detail was exquisite. Including the brass door knockers. One was a small, half mummified skull biting a metal ring. The other was a dragon, the ring looped through its tail.

I lifted my hand, touched the right-hand ring, and caught Justin grinning out of my peripheral vision.

The ring yanked my hand into a loud series of knocks. Urgent, piercing bells wailed inside the building.

I snatched my hand back, but whatever magic was in the knocker had done me no damage. ‘Does it always do that?’ The screeching bells sounded more like an alarm than a doorbell.

Andris shrugged. ‘Only for humans, and for witches and supernaturals not currently in its system. You’re new, so you get the special treatment.’

‘What special treatment?’ And what did he mean by ‘in the system’? Was I in some kind of magical database now? I should have hung back and let them open the damned door.

The doors opened a crack. I glimpsed marble floors and wood-panelled walls before a petite blonde woman walked into my view.

She wasn’t the threatening army I’d expected after the alarm. Her blindingly yellow dress and cream cardigan reminded me of lemon meringue pie, and her stick-thin arms seemed almost incapable of opening the two-inches-thick, double-sized doors.

‘The headmaster is on his way,’ she said. ‘I assume this is Bianca Nash and Kaylee Spenser?’

I frowned. ‘When did you get my surname?’ That hadn’t been in my texts, and my phone locked shortly after Andris sent his message to Finn. Were the door knockers able to get that much from my hand?

Andris sighed. ‘We’re not technologically challenged. You have social media, like most in your generation. It wasn’t difficult to find you.’

The yellow dress lady raised an eyebrow. ‘Andris. These girls have enough to adjust to without your attitude. Bianca, it is lovely to meet you. My name’s Mel Sumner. You will see me again tomorrow to collect your schedule and choose your vocational subjects, but please ask if you have questions. I’m here to help.’ She signalled to her left. ‘My office is in the corner of the foyer.’

I gave her a curt nod and pushed my hands into my pockets. I’d judge for myself who was here to help and who wasn’t.

‘Ah, good!’ A spatter of footsteps came from my right, and a man in his mid-forties joined us.

He stuck his hand out, greeting Andris, Justin, and nodding to Luka, who’d just hauled Kaylee’s humungous suitcase in the door.

Then he looked at me.

I averted my gaze, but Kaylee swept forward and clasped his hand before he greeted her, the suck-up.

‘So good to meet you, sir. Thank you for offering me the opportunity.’

That didn’t sound stilted and fake at all.

‘It’s good to meet you both,’ he said, watching Kaylee more than me with a wee quirk to his lips. ‘I’m Eugene McKee, the headmaster here at Wildes Witch Academy. I was surprised we found two of you in the same place. But then, Scotland has always been a rich home for witches.’ His eyes crinkled with his smile, but something about it didn’t sit right. He was too happy. Weren’t heads normally stern and humourless?

McKee turned to our guards. ‘Thank you for bringing them in. Do thank the force for arranging their transport on such short notice.’ He turned back to us. ‘For now, let’s get you to your dorm room. I’m sure you’ll want to rest after the long journey. Follow me.’ He took hold of Kaylee’s suitcase, closed his eyes, and let go. Rather than falling, the suitcase floated behind him.

Well, that beat Luka’s brute force method. So why hadn’t Luka done the same? Were his magical strengths in a different area?

McKee crossed the foyer, back the way he’d come.

I nodded to Mel, and the men, and hurried to catch up, looking all around the bag to see how McKee floated it. A yellow glow clung to its edge, so faint I could be imagining it. Unlike Justin, McKee wasn’t strained. Maybe because the bag was lighter than a person. And he walked fast. I felt like I was in the middle of a busy Christmas Eve shift in the bar with how hard I had to hustle to keep up.

‘Where is everyone?’ I asked. I should have been dodging students, but the place was echoing with our steps.

‘Most students arrive tomorrow. You’ll get your schedules sorted then,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘You two have excellent timing. The next term starts the day after tomorrow.’

Ha. I didn’t think the barghest had any appreciation for its timing.

‘Are we starting in the middle of the school year?’ Kaylee asked.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t done that. Though it’d be odd to start a term in November. But… witch school. What counted as odd here?

‘Oh, no. This is actually the start of the school year, technically, but we have new arrivals every term. Students arrive when their power manifests, such as yourselves, or they can join from the first term after their eighteenth birthday. Later, if they wish. So, students mark each year from the term they arrive. Compulsory modules alternate each term so every student completes the required content.’

That meant I’d have no idea which students were new or old faces, even in beginner classes. I’d have to go on trial and error.

McKee waited for us at the top of the stairs.

Ah, the bragging area.

Oil portraits of old headmasters lined the wood-panelled walls, labelled with their names and years of tenure, the last finishing a year ago, which went some way to explaining McKee’s enthusiasm. He was still new.

A section of the wall was spared for a glass trophy cabinet opposite the stairs. The awards weren’t the usual sports achievements. They included ‘elemental all-rounder’, ‘fire champion’, and ‘ice sculpture creativity winner’.

And on a wooden plaque to the right was a long list of head boys and head girls, their names hand-painted in calligraphy.

That settled it. Tension drained from my shoulders and jaw. This school was real. No one went through this much effort for a lie.

‘There are only two houses?’ Kaylee asked, pointing to the two head boy and girl columns labelled Animalis and Cognata.

‘Yes. Houses are assigned based on your familiar.’

‘Familiar? Are you expecting me to adopt a cat?’ I wasn’t ready to take on that kind of responsibility. Especially when our landlord didn’t allow pets.

‘No.’ McKee chuckled. ‘No, not at all. Familiars are a magical guide. Aether chooses their form. You’ll first see them after the initiation ceremony.’

He missed a lot of details. Did they have personalities, form? Did they follow me around?

I sighed. This place had to improve their intake procedures. They’d thrown me from one big reveal to another with no time to catch my breath.

I’d met social workers like that. Talking a mile a minute and running out the door before you had a chance to explain the situation. Or object.

McKee swept down the left corridor, taking us the entire length of the building, up a few flights of stairs, and around a tight turn until he got to another large wooden door, this one with a regal woman’s painting to its left. ‘This is the women’s wing, where you’ll be staying.’

‘You don’t mix genders?’ Kaylee asked, frowning. ‘Most universities do.’

‘Rarely across one floor. We’ve found our students feel safer and more secure when separated at night.’

‘Of course,’ Kaylee said.

I internally rolled my eyes. All these rules. The second they turned their back, they’d be broken. Or did they plan to station monitors in the hallways like we were still children?

‘Ah, here. This is yours. Room eighty-four.’ He reached into his pocket and took out two silver bracelets. ‘These unlock your bedroom and all doors you’re permitted to access. Please keep them on your wrist at all times. If you lose your bracelet, speak to Mel to get a replacement and have your old bracelet deactivated.’

Kaylee nodded and held her wrist out.

I waited and took mine from him. Then stared at it. The flat bangle-like design looked like real silver. It even had maker’s marks. And it was weighty. For all students to have these, they had more than enough money to spare. I gripped the bracelet tight. The fund had to be real, too.

McKee gestured for Kaylee to open the door to our room. She twisted the handle.

The room was a decent size with two single beds, two desks, a bookshelf filled with books, and two chests of drawers, which I hoped held something for me to wear because Kaylee and I did not share the same sense of style, or the same height. She was maybe five foot six to my five foot nine.

McKee gestured to our beds. Thick wads of paper bound by metal rings rested on the jewel-blue bedspreads. ‘Please read the orientation chapters before you see Mel about your schedules. You’ll find everything you need about our school, its rules, and what you can expect there. Even familiars, if that’s your worry.’ He winked at me, and I cringed inside. ‘If you have questions, Mel will be happy to enlighten you.’

‘Where’s the bathroom?’ I asked. Our room didn’t have any other doors, and I desperately needed a shower.

‘Left and down the hall. There’s a map of the building and grounds in your books.’

‘And towels?’

‘Provided in the drawers.’ He gestured to them and took a deep breath. ‘Great. If that’s it, I’ll let you rest.’

‘How about my phone?’ I needed to call Finn and Rhea.

‘Who has it?’ McKee asked, eyebrow raised.

‘Andris, I think.’

‘Then you’d best talk to Mel when she’s back in her office tomorrow. He listens to her more than the rest of us.’

Tomorrow would make it more than a day since they’d scooped me up. ‘You can’t get it back tonight? I should talk to my housemates, tell them what’s going on.’ And I’d find out if the school was keeping their promises.

He nodded slowly. ‘Yes, your intake was rather rushed. I’ll tell Mel to update them.’

I bit my tongue, wincing inwardly. That wasn’t the plan. But too late now.

McKee looked between us and, on receiving no further questions, ducked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

I gazed out of the arched window to our top-floor room. It looked out onto the trees and the lake bank to the side of the property. It’d be nice to wake up to that each morning, providing I got my only link to the outside world back. That’d do a lot to make this place feel more like a school and less like a prison.

‘I’ll take this one,’ Kaylee said, leaving her suitcase by the end of the left bed and plunking herself on the covers.

‘No problem.’ No point arguing unless I cared about the result. Especially since it seemed like we were stuck in a room together. The more civil we kept our relationship, the better for both of us.

I rummaged through my chest of drawers and found jeans, tops, hoodies, jackets, coats, and an unopened pack of underwear and socks. Even towels and spare bedsheets. Enough to hold me over until my stuff arrived.

I flung a towel over my shoulder. After a long shower, I’d tackle that doorstop of a rule book to find out what this school offered me. And what everyone’s crappy explanations missed.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




I woke late to thrown open curtains and the sun streaming onto my face. Hot and sweaty. A wonderful way to ruin last night’s shower, especially since the school forgot to include deodorant in my supplies. And Kaylee was nowhere to be seen, though she’d left her suitcase wide open and her clothes strewn across her bed. She wasn’t as neat at home as she was in public. Figured. I’d use something suitable from her collection of bathroom supplies before I left for the day.

Stretching to sitting, I searched for the guide to the school and found it on the floor. I must have dropped it when I read about the vocational subjects. It didn’t make sense to choose them when I didn’t understand this world, but I could switch later, and most of the magic modules were mandatory. My main choices were for things like business and art.

Still, as interesting as this exploration of what my university life might be like was, what I wanted most was my phone. My housemates needed to know I was okay.

I changed into a thick, fleece-lined hoodie and loose jeans, and slipped my feet in my usual black Converse, then braved the halls.

No echoing footsteps today. The dorm bustled with people, most of them chatting. They hurried in and out of their rooms, slamming doors, bringing boys into the area, and animatedly discussing which house they expected people to be sorted into, or which subject would be the hardest.

It was almost impossible to pinpoint who belonged to this world and who arrived in it recently. Although some older students were obvious since they used magic to carry stacks of books, read and turn pages on the move, or hold their drink between sips.

A few people smiled, nodded, or opened their mouths to start conversation, but I felt woefully unprepared for whatever they might want to talk about. So I hugged the wall until I reached the trophy cabinet and the stairs. Mel was in an admin office to the left of the front door, if I was reading my map correctly. That had been where she said she’d be, right? I turned the map sideways, double-checking, but the map was definitely the right way around.

I went through my subject choices again as I stared at the map, and my arguments for getting my phone back. The orientation book confirmed my stay here was covered and claimed the academy was well respected. So Andris didn’t have a reason to hold on to my phone any longer. I was willing to give this place a try, providing they kept their promises.

‘New here?’ a deep voice asked.

I looked over the paper and met the eyes of a guy who turned my knees to goo. My cheeks heated.

He glanced over my shoulder and guided me to the left, out the way of a group of guys stampeding downstairs.

I smiled my thanks, and he smiled back.

Sinfully sexy, he oozed dark, rough charm. Intricate landscape and wildlife tattoos curled over his forearm towards his pushed-up black leather jacket sleeves. And he had the richest hazel eyes, like a leaf turning from green to brown.

I took a slow breath, only to take a shaky step back.

He smelt like the outdoors, fresh and woodsy. And he was tall, too, over six foot and tanned with strong cheekbones.

He frowned, sending my head into meltdown. Bad boy leant closer, hands now stuffed in his pockets. ‘Are you new?’ he repeated.

Right. Talking. ‘I arrived yesterday.’

‘So you’re one of the Edinburgh finds.’

Wow. I stuffed my attraction back in the bottle. ‘I’m not a find.’

He waved his words away but he’d already shown how he saw me. ‘You’ll be going to Mel for your schedule?’

I nodded towards the stairs. ‘That’s the plan.’

‘Did I miss our other new arrival?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not her keeper.’

And why was he asking? Was it him wanting to meet the new witches? That could’ve been friendly, but that didn’t explain the frown. Or referring to me like I was lost property. This guy may be good for a spicy night indulging my fantasies, but that was it. The way he talked about me and Kaylee as arrivals he wanted to inspect, he had to be a heartbreaker. But that didn’t feel quite right, either. He acted more accusing than flirty.

He ran his tongue over his bottom lip and opened his mouth to say something when a group of guys came upstairs. All were varying degrees of muscular apart from one.

The skinny one nodded to me and my map, and then to Mr Gorgeous. ‘You ready, Shane?’ he asked.

Shane – why did he have to have a sexy name? – nodded, and they trooped downstairs, like he’d never stopped me.

What the hell was that all about?

* * *

I left Mel’s office with my new schedule folded and shoved in my back pocket beside the school grounds map. But Mel – my new hero – put the smile on my face. She’d stomped across the road and returned with my phone.

My lifeline to the outside world was back in my hands. I was low on battery, but I had to check in.

Finn didn’t let it ring long. ‘Bee! What happened? I got a strange call yesterday about you going off to some school. Then people came around today saying you’d got a scholarship to some university in another country? You never said you’d applied anywhere. You should have warned me.’

‘People came around?’

‘Yes, to get your things?’

‘Right. Of course. Sorry. My head’s a mess.’

I climbed to my dorm room. He probably fretted all night ’til the school called him. Maybe even longer than that. I’d even wanted that kind of reaction then. Now… now I wasn’t sure what I wanted. Acceptance? Reassurance? Familiarity? Whatever word fit, just hearing his voice was helping me feel more like myself.

‘I’m sorry. It was all last minute. They basically scooped me off the street and said I had to start today.’

Best to stick close to the truth when hiding a bombshell like this. As much as I wanted to spill what had really happened and that I apparently had magic now, I couldn’t. The introductory rulebook said humans who learned about the supernatural had their memories wiped. And it wasn’t a straightforward process. They often ended up in the mental hospital or in need of serious therapy. I’d have to make do with imagining Finn’s slack-jawed reaction and Rhea’s careful examination of my supposed powers.

‘Was there a dropout or something?’ he asked.

‘Must have been.’

He sounded more reasonable now. I was convincing him all this was in the plan. And I actually wanted to. Going to university had always been an aim. I just couldn’t afford it. And here it was, given to me, expenses paid.

I wasn’t going to relax yet. They could kick me out at any moment. But, for the time being, I’d see how well this worked out.

‘Well, I made sure they got everything you’d need. Rhea helped.’

Good. I didn’t want him going through my more personal drawers.

‘Did they say when it’ll arrive?’

‘No, but I checked the airlines. There are a few flights a week, depending which airport you fly from. Next flight to Riga is tomorrow.’

Right, he’d search for commercial flights. So my stuff could come earlier, depending how much they valued it getting here. At least I had more to wear than my manky work clothes. Oh, shit! ‘How did my boss take it?’

Finn snorted. ‘How do you think? You upped and left without notice. I’d not ask him for a reference. You blew that one.’

‘Damn.’ I bit my tongue. If this didn’t work out, I’d need good references to get a new job.

‘Yeah, well. It could be worse. The guy is an arsehole.’

‘Too true.’ I smiled as I walked along the corridor, almost at my dorm room. ‘I should go. We start tomorrow, and I need to make sure I’ve got my schedule straight.’

‘Wow. You weren’t kidding about it being last minute. Did they give you a reading list yet?’

I smiled, thinking of my ‘name’ for a book of monsters that Luka so enjoyed. ‘No, not yet. But I think it’ll be a long one.’

I’d have a lot to catch up on. The tome on my bed said students raised in magical families went to junior magic schools where they learned preparatory material, especially the theory behind handling instinctive magic, like what I’d used to save myself. Which meant I was at a huge disadvantage if I didn’t throw myself into all there was to learn. And I wasn’t a big reader.

I’d have thought there was a magic shortcut, but the older students levitating books wasn’t promising.

‘Okay, well, you’ll let us know how it goes?’

Ugh. I’d been quiet too long. ‘Sorry, Finn. A lot is on my mind. This place is insane. Of course I’ll update you. And they settled the rent, aye?’ I bit my tongue, holding the phone in a death grip as I waited to hear if they’d kept their promises.

‘Yeah. Can’t believe that was included. They paid for an entire year!’

I blew out my breath, the last of my suspicion dying. A whole year was incredibly generous.

‘Amazing, right? You lucked out, Bee.’

It seemed so. ‘You should see this place, Finn. They must have enough to pay for all of us one thousand times over.’

‘Send pics! And get me an invite.’

‘Will do. And I think they’re full, but I’ll try.’

I hung up and looked around my room, smiling. It was real. All of it.

So what now? Nerves had wrung me out the last day and a bit. I needed something normal. I could find the gym and get some dancing stretches in to my favourite songs, but I wasn’t in the mood to meet anyone else yet, so I stuck on some R&B while the bedroom was empty, and ran through my flexibility stretches in the space between the beds. The familiar moves backed up the confidence I’d gained from calling Finn, and by the time I was through I felt like I was ready to handle all this magic school had to throw at me.

* * *

The next day I woke early to my alarm – a blaring reggaeton song in full Spanish from Wisin y Yandel.

‘Turn that crap off!’ Kaylee clamped her pillow to her head, her voice muffled. ‘What are they even saying?’

I let the alarm ring for fifteen full seconds. She deserved some pain. She’d kept me awake half the night typing, with the sound on, and without reducing the screen brightness. And then she had a late-night phone call to her parents who were overjoyed she was accepted into such a prestigious university and eager to ken what clubs she’d joined and which subjects she’d chosen. They’d ranted about how good various lecturers were for over an hour.

The front to the human world was complete. The school’s website and records even convinced Finn, and he was a stickler for investigating potential schools, reading reports at least five years old.

I threw the covers back and plucked jeans, a hoodie, and a long-sleeved top from the dresser. From what I’d seen of the other students, I shouldn’t stand out, but I was new to the school and to magic, and likely to be stared at for that alone, if my introduction to Shane was anything to go by. The book had said throwbacks were rare. Just my luck. I finally get thrown into a magical world, and I find out I’m a curiosity.

Like calls to like. I had to remember that. I could find my people here. Or at least people who understood me.

I grabbed my school map and schedule and headed out the door. The initiation thing was scheduled before breakfast, which had to be a new kind of torture. No one wanted to hear the headmaster go on and on about school rules and houses when their belly was crying out for food. And coffee. Coffee was an important food group.

Kaylee stirred behind me as I shut the door.

I hurried downstairs through a positive sea of students and frowned. All of them had leather jackets. I definitely hadn’t missed mine. I’d gone through all the drawers, and nothing like that was there or I’d have worn it.

The arched double doors to the main hall were an exact replica of the entrance. Even the knockers. I wasn’t touching them this time.

‘Bianca! Wait over here, please, with the other new students.’ Mel pointed me to a small huddle of students without the leather jackets.

So, I hadn’t missed it.

I joined the group but didn’t offer much more than a hello. I didn’t do good mornings. Good mornings involved coffee. Or lie-ins.

Other students streamed past. I kept my eye out for Mr Gorgeous, but Shane must already be inside the hall. It was so weird how he’d asked if I was a new find, and then left. What was I, some kind of circus freak? The more I thought about the encounter, the weirder it got.

Kaylee snuck downstairs at a minute to eight.

Mel beamed. ‘That’s everyone! Let’s get you inside.’

She opened the doors and, I swear, every single student in the room turned and looked.

That’s when I noticed their jackets had different patches on the sleeves. Students on the left side of the room sported the dragon and the right the weird skull thing. They must represent the houses. Though far more students sat on the left than the right of the room. Didn’t most schools try to equalise the students in each house? How could competitions be fair if one team was three times larger than the other?

Mel led us between the two groups, towards two empty rows of seats by the stage.

And I did not like the circled pentagram they’d drawn in black powder, surrounded by strange runic symbols. I rubbed my arms. What did they have to do to get our familiar to appear? Summon demons?

‘Hurry now. We’re ready to begin.’ Mel was almost giddy.

I kept to the back of the group and claimed a seat at the end of a row. Whatever this was, I wanted to see it happen before I got involved. They’d taken pretty much every decision since I left work out of my hands, including my clothes. But if I didn’t like this initiation, I wasn’t getting on that stage unless they brought Justin back to force me up there.

The headmaster stood, and the room quietened until I heard the howl of wind battering the walls.

‘Another term begins today.’ McKee walked the stage, a few steps in front of the strange symbols. ‘Which means it’s time to match our new arrivals, old faces and new, to their familiars.’ He gestured to our seats.

Thumping feet and loud hoots came from both sides of the large hall. Even some of the people sitting with us applauded. They must ken what was going on here. I’d love to be them. Not knowing was sending my thoughts in dark circles.

Kaylee, sitting beside me, was a wee bit pale, her foot tapping the floor. It surprised me. I didn’t think that girl had any nerves.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

Her gaze didn’t move from the stage. ‘I will be once I see this happen.’

‘I feel the same.’ Hard to trust in the process when the whole setup wasn’t… normal. Or explained – at all.

‘I couldn’t tell. You sit there all calm like this means nothing.’

‘Better at hiding it, I guess.’ Mainly because I was busy telling myself that if I didn’t like what happened here, I was running out the door before they dragged me on stage.

Kaylee cringed. ‘I was throwing up in the bathroom.’

‘You’re that nervous?’ Maybe I misjudged her. A know-it-all people pleaser didn’t have that level of nerves.

‘I’m going to meet my familiar. The book says they follow us everywhere, like a piece of our soul. What if I don’t like them?’

‘I don’t think you can dislike your own guide.’

‘But what if I do? What if they’re horrible? What if they’re useless?’

I didn’t have an answer for her, so I turned back to the stage, where McKee was finishing this year’s academic pep talk.

‘Now, let’s get on to the good bit, shall we?’ He raised a corked jar of syrupy black liquid from a collection to the side of the stage. ‘As many of you know, we need this potion for the initiation ceremony. It draws your familiar out of you for the first time. It also helps you and other witches see them, and talk with them. Without taking a potion once a week, familiars can only be spectres in your life. You can’t see them, speak to them, hear them, and they can’t amplify your magic. Without this, intentional magic is shut off to you.’

So, the plan was to drink the weird liquid. That didn’t have trust problems attached at all. It better not taste like feet.

Though, seeing others’ familiars might be kind of cool. At least then I’d be able to identify who was a witch and who wasn’t.

‘Once you’ve drunk the potion, you will step into the circle and your familiar will appear for the first time.’ His eyes twinkled as he looked over us new students. ‘The spell around the circle will ensure your familiar appears in its true form. This form shows your elemental strengths to aid us in teaching you, but the spell will also allow the new students who haven’t yet taken their potions to watch the ceremony.’

Basically, they wanted to see what we were made of. I supposed knowing our strengths made sense, for the sake of where to place us in lessons and how to tutor us, but I sensed it was more than that, too, and that put me on edge. More on edge, I should say.

‘I think it’s best that I show you how this works,’ McKee said, with a quick smile. ‘We’ll go in alphabetical order. First up is Sian Ackley.’ He swept his hand to acknowledge her.

Sian jumped to her feet and climbed the stairs to the stage, almost bouncing from one step to another. She beamed at the crowd. She had to understand what was going on to be so excited, but at least that meant the first guinea pig wasn’t scared shitless.

‘Are you ready to meet your familiar?’ McKee asked.

Sian held out her hand.

McKee passed the flask over and laughed when she snatched it from him. ‘We like a bit of enthusiasm!’

The crowd chuckled.

Sian drank the entire potion with only a slight grimace. She then stepped inside the black powder circle, careful not to smudge any of the symbols.

A line of teachers joined hands behind her and formed a semi-circle. Focused and almost unblinking, they chanted in a strange language, increasing in pitch and volume until a bright white light with subtle rainbow colours flew across the symbols and the circle, hiding Sian from view.

My heart pounded. I blinked against the blinding light. Was she okay?

As quickly as the light appeared, it disappeared, leaving the untouched black powder, and Sian. She watched a new, glowing ball.

The teachers dropped hands to watch with the rest of us. One pulled out a pocket-sized notebook and pen.

Slowly, slowly, the rounded form morphed into a body, and four legs, then a reptilian head, and claws. It was a lizard, maybe a gecko, with mottled orange-and-black scales and rounded black eyes.

The glowing light dulled. Sian held out her hands, and the familiar dropped into them. She tilted her head as if she was talking to it, though her mouth didn’t move. And the slight frown between her eyes was curious. Was it about something it said or the form it took?

The teacher with the pocketbook scrawled a note onto his pad.

‘Excellent!’ McKee took a jacket with a dragon patch on the sleeve from a helper on the right of the stage. ‘Sian, please accept your jacket for Animalis house and take your seat among your peers.’

As soon as she left the circle, her familiar, now on her jacketed shoulder, poofed out of sight, the spell no longer affecting her, and no longer letting me watch on.

The left side of the room cheered and clapped. Sian stepped off the stage to join them, a space already being made for her in one of the centre rows next to a waving guy. He looked a lot like her, so he was probably a relative. My guess about her being born to a witch family had been right.

And that set the tone for the next dozen or so names, until we got to Angus MacDuff.

Like the first girl, Angus didn’t hesitate. He strode onto the stage and downed the potion. Then he leapt into the circle, the teachers hurrying into their chant to keep up with him.

After the flash of light, he stared down the glowing orb as it took a long body, with two legs, and two arms. It was soon recognisable as a young woman with flaming-red hair. She looked like him. Something around the slim nose and pointy chin.

McKee’s loud slow clap interrupted the silence of the students waiting and started thunderous applause from the right side of the room. They finally had a student to call their own, and I now understood why they were so outnumbered. This was the first person in the last thirteen to have a human familiar. And once again, the pocketbook teacher was scrawling a note. He had a smile that hadn’t been present for any of the Animalis students. But why prefer one form over another?

‘Angus, please join Cognata.’ McKee passed Angus his patched jacket.

The lad snatched it and jumped off the stage. His house embraced him with loud back claps and questions about who his familiar might be.

‘Who she might be?’ Kaylee asked. ‘What does that even mean?’

Mel, who’d sat farther along our row, heard the question. ‘Aether chooses the guide it thinks most complements the witch, but familiars that take a human form are almost always a relation, and usually a fairly recent one.’

That explained why the woman had looked similar to the boy.

‘So they’d never be someone we’d dislike?’ Kaylee asked.

Mel’s lips pinched. ‘Not unless that’s what you need. Your familiar will challenge you, whatever form or personality aether chooses. They’re not here to be your friend.’

Yes, that may be something Kaylee needed to learn. She was so keen to please, she was willing to accept whatever demands her parents made. She’d agreed to join and participate in more things than I think one person could fit into a week and still sleep for more than five hours.

‘Why are there so many more Cognata than Animalis?’ I asked.

Mel smiled. ‘Good question. The short story is that it’s up for debate. But witches in Cognata almost always come from long lines of witches with very little human blood in their recent ancestry.’

‘Is there an advantage to having one over the other?’ Kaylee asked, her cheeks rosier now. Perhaps the nerves settled.

‘Cognata witches have more power with spirit and are often stronger all around. Animalis are more specialised, but we each have our strengths.’ Mel turned back to the stage.

Our row emptied fast. Only eleven of us remained.

‘The next initiate is Bianca Nash,’ McKee said.

Crap.

‘Go on,’ Mel said.

I didn’t need encouragement. I needed everyone to stop staring.

Focusing on my shoes, I climbed the stairs and grabbed the potion from McKee before he asked how I felt. I wanted this over with.

I popped off the stopper and swallowed the syrupy liquid. Its sharpness cleared my nose. I tapped my tongue on the roof of my mouth, but the taste lingered, hardly covered by the cloying sweetener they’d added.

‘Are you ready to meet your familiar?’ McKee asked.

I raised an eyebrow but didn’t give him the snappy comment I wanted to. That’d only bring even more attention. Instead, I stepped into the black circle and waited for the rush of light to spring up around me.

After some shuffling and a rising chant from the teachers, I was near blinded by the bright rainbow of colour. And I was still blinking away the aftershocks when the glowing orb appeared in front of me. Damn it. I should have closed my eyes. Now I’d first see my familiar with black and coloured dots over my vision.

The glowing orb lengthened, and I held my breath as it gained two legs. It looked human. But I didn’t come from a long line of witches. I didn’t even know my closest witch ancestor. Unless… did this mean my father was a witch? Had he been a part of this world? Hell, was he here?

My familiar hovered in that ambiguous form. It stayed there far longer than the others did. Like it stalled.

Whispers crossed the hall, and I gritted my teeth. Why did my familiar have to be the awkward one?

‘Come on, hurry up,’ I muttered.

And then its legs thinned to be far too slim for a human’s, its arms grew too wide, and it shrunk to around the size of a human head, darkening to show blue-black feathers and a sharp beak, with intelligent, gleaming eyes. It was a raven.

McKee cleared his throat and held out a dragon patched jacket.

I took it and looked up at a smattering of applause from Animalis house.

Then I stepped out of the circle and almost jumped back at my new vision of the hall. Familiars, human or animal, accompanied everyone except the newbies who hadn’t had their ceremony yet. Now that I saw them, it was overwhelming how much movement filled the hall. A whole new world I’d had no idea existed.

Shaking my head, I pulled on the jacket and sent a wee smile to Kaylee.

And then I left the stage, my raven flying by my shoulder.

No one waved for me to join them, but I didn’t expect that. I found an empty seat on the end of an aisle towards the back.

Everyone in front should be watching the stage, but one dark-haired guy twisted around to stare at me. Shane. I tried to meet his gaze but found he wasn’t staring at me. He was staring at my familiar.

‘What?’ I mouthed.

Shane’s lips twitched, but he faced the front.

It had taken much longer for my familiar to take its form, almost like it was pushing itself out of the amorphous orb bit by bit. Did that mean I was less powerful, that my magic had diluted enough that, even with the potion, my familiar might find it hard to guide me? Did that make me even more of a freak to him?

I wondered if my raven had a name, if it could talk, like the other girl’s familiar.

Done staring?

That was you? I squinted at the bird’s beady eyes.

The raven flapped its wings and settled on my shoulder. It’s not your mind playing tricks on you.

Brilliant. He was sarcastic. Well, at least that matched the way I worked. Can you tell me much about the witch world?

Some. What did you wish to know?

I wasn’t born into this. Everything is new to me.

Yes, that is a challenge.

I rolled my eyes. This raven didn’t seem to want to give information off his own back. Though perhaps that’s how they worked. It wasn’t like the introductory tome covered the intricacies of all this. Huge as it was, it was the basics.

We watched the remaining students get sorted into their houses. Three joined the right side of the room, and twenty or so joined my new house, including myself. That put the ratios in a wee better stead, but not by much.

As a Spenser, Kaylee was almost the last, but I couldn’t see nerves in her confident stride.

She swallowed the potion and scrunched her nose, then stepped inside the magic circle.

The teachers gathered around, joined hands, and chanted their spell.

The same blinding light shot up, then drew back to reveal the orb-like form before her. Her familiar.

Like mine first had, its body lengthened, and two legs shot out, then two arms, a head. And unlike my familiar, this one fully formed into a person. She was Asian, with dark hair and a navy, robe-like dress. Perhaps Japanese?

Kaylee’s eyes sparkled in the bright stage lights. She mouthed a ‘wow’. After that, the look between them intensified. They were probably getting to know each other.

Will she know who the familiar is to her, how they may be related?

Probably not.

No? Why not?

Human familiars are not allowed to tell their personal history to their witches, only to offer guidance in the witch’s own path. And she didn’t come from a witch family, so she is unlikely to know the ancestor already.

So what, she has to work out who they are for herself?

If she thinks that is important to her path, yes.

The last student was sorted into my new house to a raucous applause which I quietly joined in with.

Then a helper brushed away the black pentagram and symbols as if they were nothing more than dust.

McKee opened his arms wide. ‘Welcome, new students. I hope you like your new houses and, for the throwback witches among you, I hope you enjoy learning more about your magical heritage. Classes begin after breakfast. Please be on time. Let’s have a good start to the new term. Thank you.’

He stepped back to join the other teachers. I took it from their hushed conversation and the students rising around me that it was time to leave.

I joined the queue out the doors. Then I stepped aside in the foyer to study my schedule.

My first class was a compulsory one, and more than welcome: Introduction to Magic. After maybe a gallon of coffee and some toast, I’d grab my bag and school stuff, and find out what I could expect from my magic. After all, I still hadn’t seen it yet. Maybe once I did, I’d start to feel more at home here.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




Despite the headmaster’s warning, I was late for Introduction to Magic. My hands were twitchy, my eyes flicking from corner to corner, for anyone slow enough to ask for directions. But it seemed like people sped past rather than talk to me.

‘Where the hell is this staircase? The map says it’s right here!’

I jabbed the spot on my map like that might make it materialise. Why was this map a simple floor plan anyway? Shouldn’t there be more detailed directions when the map didn’t make sense?

A student with a Cognata patch veered wide around me, chuckling.

‘You could stop laughing and tell me where to look.’

‘And you could use your brain, Animalis.’ She stuck her nose in the air and waltzed into a classroom. The closed door felt like a slap.

I scrunched the map into my pocket. Maybe I should go back to my room.

Look to your left.

I glanced at the raven, waddling behind me. My left? There’s nothing there. Nothing but a large bookcase and bookending statues of strange creatures with claws and sabre teeth. If I didn’t know about the magical world, I might have thought them some kind of gargoyle.

The bookcase is a door.

Of course it bloody is! No one in their right mind thinks it’s a normal bloody bookcase!

I found the hidden hinge on its right side, and a subtle handle on the left. It opened with a slight pull to reveal a spiral staircase lit by electric lanterns. The stairs must climb up one of the towers. How the hell was I supposed to work that one out? And how had everyone else found it? I was the only one waiting like a numpty outside the hidden door.

My thighs and knees ached as I pushed upstairs.

I wanted the only classroom on the top floor. I twisted the doorknob, but it didn’t budge.

Do they want me to get into this lesson, or not?

Other hand.

That time, the door creaked open. Right. The bracelet. I took it back. My familiar wasn’t all sarcasm. He offered help. After a good thirty minutes of me being lost and ridiculed. He had to have been laughing his feathers off.

The teacher was an older man with a shaved head, wispy grey beard, and bushy black eyebrows. ‘Bianca Nash, I assume?’ He pointed at the only spare seat, front and centre.

I settled into it under his glare, and the eyes of most the class.

Then I set my bag under the table and took out a notebook and pen, trying to make as little noise as possible, when a familiar scurried across the teacher’s desk. It was small and furry with a long neck and tiny ears. A weasel? Maybe? What did that say? Did that even say anything at all about his character, or his magic?

‘Now that we’re all here,’ the teacher said, ‘my name is Rufus Daniels. Like most the teachers at Wildes Witch Academy, I’m happy to be addressed by my first name. None of you are children anymore.’ He smiled then, the lingering dislike over my late arrival dissipating. ‘Today we’ll be covering the absolute basics of a witch’s magic to get the throwback witches up to speed, but this class will move through the basics within the first few weeks of term, so don’t get complacent. Understood?’

A few students nodded.

I ducked my head. The less he noticed me after my late arrival, the better. I was just here to soak up knowledge. Like he said, they were only going over the basics for throwbacks like me. The least I could do was keep up.

You shouldn’t hide. Just because you don’t know everything, that does not mean you are inferior.

I blinked at my raven, my prickly impression of him losing a few of its thorns.

He stood on the edge of my desk, his beak pointing at my nose like a general barking orders.

I don’t think I’m inferior. I’m overwhelmed. All these people, this new place. I couldn’t even find the classroom. And now they’re going slow for me.

Witch life will be an adjustment. That is normal. You are doing well.

I scoffed under my breath. Well. What a glowing compliment. He was definitely male. Do you have a name, raven?

I do, but I cannot share it.

Then what should I call you? I can’t keep calling you raven.

Lyall will suffice.

Suffice. What kind of word was that?

Rufus cleared his throat and waved his hand over the white wall behind him, stealing my attention.

A series of short sentences appeared, formed by a gel-like blue gas which settled into letters and words, easily visible against the bright background. He spoke along with the note-like word accompaniment. I should be impressed, but it was a magical slideshow. Why not do it the old way and save energy?

‘Witches are one of the sentient races within the supernatural community on Earth. Like vampires, shifters, and demi-fae, we are descended from the full fae which once inhabited this world, and humans.’

Never mind the magical slideshow, this was getting interesting. This meant I had fae blood in me. But like fairies, or like the greater world of fae?

Rufus waved his hand, and a family tree for supernaturals appeared with fae at the top and the other races below, separated into sentient and non-sentient. Non-sentient didn’t have any sub-categories marked, at least not yet, but I was sure it’d include barghests. Those things weren’t much more than a fierce survival instinct.

‘Fae retreated from this world many centuries ago due to mankind’s mass destruction of nature and wildlife, particularly during the industrial revolutions. The fae are far more attuned to aether than ourselves and couldn’t live in a place with too much industry. It left them pained, like a discordant noise screeching in their ears and bubbling through their blood.’

Kaylee raised her hand. How had I missed her in my mad search for this place? How had she found it?

‘Yes?’ Rufus asked.

‘How do we know how it felt for the fae if they all left?’

Rufus smiled. ‘When the portals closed, some fae stayed behind. Mostly non-sentients who weren’t shepherded out in time, but also a few sentients who are closely linked to humans, such as the banshees. It is from them and their descendants that we know how uncomfortable a home Earth came to be. They say it grows worse each year. Some even speak about finding a way back to the fae world.’

He swiped a hand over his writing. It disappeared. A pentagram replaced it. Each tip was a different colour. Red, blue, green, yellow, and a rainbow-like fusion of hues that reminded me of the flash at the initiation.

‘Most of you will have heard of elemental magic. This is what witch magic is based on. Fire is red, water is blue, earth is green, and air is yellow.’

Did that explain the yellow glow around Kaylee’s floating suitcase on our brief tour?

‘And the multi-coloured part?’ Kaylee asked, raising her hand even as she asked the question.

Rufus didn’t seem to mind the interruption. In fact, he smiled. ‘All colours, or a rainbow-like gradient, is for spirit. But most important is the circle around the pentagram. This represents aether, the web or energy pool which everything living or dead returns to.’

Is aether another element or sentient? Mel had said aether chose our familiars so it didn’t seem the same as the other elements.

Think of it like magic’s fuel.

‘There are two kinds of magic: instinctive, and intentional,’ Rufus continued. ‘A witch’s natural connection to aether powers instinctive magic, but this is limited to subconscious magic such as a fight-or-flight reaction. Intentional magic is far more versatile, but it requires your familiar to channel their superior connection to aether.’

So I’m reliant on their potions to speak with you and to do proper magic?

Yes, that summarises his argument.

Argument?

Lyall picked through his feathers, straightening them.

Are you here to help me or drive me insane?

Living in an insane person’s head wouldn’t be much fun. I heard the damned smirk in his voice.

* * *

My next lesson, Elemental Strengths, was a floor down in the same tower, so was at least easy to find, though descending the spiralling steps with the other students pushing me to descend faster was far worse than the climb. I kept a hand flat to the wall to balance against the steep drop.

When we reached the next floor, the other students hurried through the open door to the classroom, but I paused outside. Shane was leaning on the doorframe.

‘Shane, isn’t it?’

I tried to ignore the way his muscles bunched beneath his thin shirt, the casual way his jacket dropped from his broad shoulders. And the ruffle to his black hair. Okay, I failed. The guy was droolworthy.

And his familiar – shit. His familiar was a large cat, its fur light grey with streaks of white and black. Its lazy, half-lidded eyes tracked me with a wildness in their golden core, barely leashed, as if it was accusing me of something or wondering how I’d taste.

Shane’s eyebrows raised, and his familiar tilted a tufted ear towards me. ‘You’re the girl I met on the stairs yesterday.’

‘Bianca.’

He smiled. ‘Interesting familiar you have, Bianca. A raven, was it?’

‘Can’t you see him?’

‘Of course. But you had us all going for a minute, thinking you might have a human familiar like that throwback roommate of yours. What was her name?’

‘Kaylee.’ Hadn’t he asked about her last time I met him, too?

‘Right.’ He pushed off the wall and touched my arm. ‘Better get inside, no?’

He slunk into the classroom, his familiar padding behind him, and I realised I was the last person out in the hallway.

I huffed. I couldn’t be late to every class.

He really affects you.

I glared at Lyall’s beady eyes. I don’t need your commentary.

Oh, but I think you do. Be careful with him.

Oh, I was well aware that Shane screamed bad choices, heartbreak, and duvet-scrunchingly good sex.

And damn it if the only seat still available was directly behind him. I’d have to look past his broad shoulders and block out the delicious pine-and-mint scent that clung to him for the whole hour of… what was this class again? Right. Elemental Strengths. If lust was an element, he had it in spades.

I tried my best to focus on the young, petite teacher, but it was hard. Shane’s frame filled my vision, and his pen had this scratchy squeak, drawing me back to my droolathon.

This was pathetic. What was it, six months since the last man I took home? Far too long. Maybe Shane would go for a quick roll in the sheets, or a few rolls. I didn’t have to fall for the playboy or like his strange questions about my familiar to fuck him. Then I could put him behind me. I’d done it before.

My raven squawked, jolting me out of my daydreams.

Shane glanced back with a slow, sexy, smirk and then faced front. Like he knew what he did to me. Oh, a cat suited him just fine.

Lyall flapped his wings. Get your head into this lesson. Knowing your strengths is important.

Can I magic away my attraction to him?

No. But you must have some willpower.

Some. But did he see this guy? I bit my tongue and scooted my seat to get a clearer view of the teacher.

She’d dressed down in black jeans with holes in the knees and a green plaid shirt, and she’d hung a grey leather jacket over the back of her chair. I couldn’t see from where I sat whether it had a patch from her school days or not, but I’d bet it did.

Her name, Daria Line, floated behind her, but not in the gas-like form the other teacher used. Her words were a trail of sparks that constantly refreshed, like sparklers writing the words over and over, embedding them on my eyelids. Her familiar, another young woman rocking a dark, revealing dress, leant on the desk. Charismatic and confident with hourglass figures, they drew most of the boys’ eyes like glue.

But not Shane. I hid my smile behind my hand. His attention was firmly on the notebook in front of him. What had so caught his attention?

‘Continuing from Rufus’s lesson, at least if it hasn’t changed like it hasn’t for the last five years, witches are better at some elements than others. This lesson will identify your strengths. And no, spells aren’t needed to find out. Look to your familiars.’

Most students faced their familiars, and a few had that frown of concentration which suggested they were listening to their guides.

‘Enough. I’m the teacher today, not them.’ Daria laughed at her own joke. ‘Depending how sarcastic your new friends are, they may already have told you what I mean. For Animalis witches, it’s their form you should assess. Are they at home in water, snow, forests, or deserts? And what do they symbolise in folklore? Some of these affiliations will be less obvious than others. Cognata witches should study their familiar’s temperament. Work with a partner to guess their strengths. I’ll check on your progress in a few minutes.’

She sat on her desk and swung her legs in the gap below.

I preferred working through a problem by myself. Partners or groups complicated things and made marking less fair. And who was I going to work with anyway? I scanned the students for potentials, but Kaylee had already cosied up to another Cognata witch. So much for any comradery I’d built there. No doubt that’s how she’d found the first class, too.

I jumped at the ghost of a touch on my calf.

The cat was by my foot, head tilted back to watch me.

Shane’s hands rested on the back of his chair. And that straddling pose gave me far too many ideas.

‘Uh, so, you wanted to work together then?’ I asked. Like an eejit.

His cat wasn’t watching me anymore, though its ears twitched when I spoke.

‘Yes, I think so,’ he said.

‘Why?’ It came out before I could stop it, but I couldn’t take it back.

‘Throwbacks intrigue me.’ His gaze dropped to my lips and lingered there.

I would’ve accepted that as simple flirting and given in to it whole-heartedly, but after our first meeting, I suspected his interest went far beyond curiosity or attraction. ‘Are you from an old family?’

‘I am.’

‘That must make learning all this easier.’

He lifted and dropped his shoulders, still watching me oh so carefully, but there was no heat in his eyes now. ‘It’s not the advantage you might think. I’d rather have a blank slate.’

‘Why?’

‘Witches can have certain… expectations.’ His lips pinched.

‘Like what?’

His shoulders tensed, and he nodded to his familiar.

I frowned. ‘They don’t like your cat? Why not? It’s gorgeous.’

‘She is a Canadian lynx.’

‘Well your Canadian lynx is gorgeous, then.’ I rolled my eyes. How specific was this guy?

Shane bristled. ‘What do you know about your familiar’s elements?’

Wow, okay. Back to business. Did I hit a sore spot? ‘Didn’t Daria want us to assess our partner’s familiar?’

‘If you insist.’ He propped his chin on his hands.

I swallowed hard. He was pin-up sexy without even trying.

‘What can you tell about my familiar’s elements?’

His lynx tilted her head.

I licked my lips. ‘Okay… well, her colouring suggests she’s at home in the snow and rock.’

‘Which means?’

‘A water element? Or maybe air.’

‘Both, yes. Good. What’s the next strongest element? You should look beyond appearances.’

That had to be a hint. I thought earth next for the rock, but I couldn’t get away from that deadly look in the lynx’s eyes. She was ferociously protective and wild, like her very glare could burn… ‘Fire.’

‘Why?’

‘She looks like she wants to eat me.’

His deep rumbling laugh sent shivers through me. ‘Yes, Mira often looks like that. But you’re right. She has fire, too. Most predators do.’

I smiled, glad the awkward tension was gone. ‘That leaves earth and spirit.’

‘Which order should they go in?’

‘Well, she lives on the earth, so I suppose earth first? But I don’t know what to look for with spirit.’

‘Good.’ He straightened and looked beyond me at Lyall. ‘Want to know more about your familiar?’

I don’t trust him.

‘Sure. I’d love to.’ Why the hell not?

He’s sizing you up.

That’s a bad thing? Didn’t everyone put people in boxes when they first got talking to them?

It might be.

Going to tell me why?

And silence. Perfect. I’d have to find out for myself if it was something that Lyall couldn’t say, or if he was being obstinate on purpose.

Shane rubbed his hands together and leant over the table, almost nose to nose with my familiar, which made me uneasy. Why did he need to be so close? It reminded me of the way he’d inspected us after the initiation. Like something was wrong with us.

‘Your familiar is an odd one. From your initiation, I was sure you’d have a human guide.’ He looked askance at me.

‘Why?’

‘You saw. The orb was shaped like human legs, and then changed, as if aether hadn’t decided what you needed.’

Pressure pushed on my chest with the expectation in his gaze. ‘I don’t ken what you want me to say.’

He turned back to Lyall, breaking the moment. ‘You must have a strong spirit element.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Spirit governs messages between the known and the unknown – think mind manipulation, clairvoyance, prophecy. And ravens are messengers of death.’

I glanced around the room, wondering who else might be high in spirit. ‘Should I be guarding my thoughts?’

Shane smiled. ‘No. Spirit magic that strong is almost unheard of in modern times. Now, what else… air magic seems likely.’ He sat back. ‘I heard you fought a barghest to get here?’

‘So they said.’ How had word of that got out to the other students? Were throwbacks that interesting?

‘Quite an achievement. They’re vicious creatures.’

‘Thank you?’

‘How did you do it?’

He was less direct now, but this still felt like an inquisition. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see. It was on top of me and then metres away. They said I threw it, or pushed it?’

‘Metres? With a barghest? You’re sure?’

I nodded.

‘Well, then I’d say air is your first strength. To push a creature of that weight and determination so far away, it has to be. Remarkable.’ He eyed me, devouring every little expression with a thoughtful tilt to his brow.

I couldn’t decide whether I was flattered by his interest or annoyed. ‘Anything else?’

‘Fire.’

‘Why? My creature doesn’t look like it’s going to kill you.’

‘No, but you have a fire about you.’

‘How so?’

I wondered if he knew what went through my head every time I looked at him. I hoped not, because that’d either be convenient or mortifying.

‘You glare at things that annoy you and respond with snap, like you’re unable to hold yourself back. That’s fire.’

He got all this from a few minutes alone with me?

‘Since ravens can’t swim, I suspect earth will be your fourth element, and then water. So that means air, spirit, fire, earth, water, in that order.’

‘Excellent, Shane, as expected from a McKee,’ Daria said.

Shane rolled his shoulder. ‘Bianca did well, too.’

‘I missed that, but I’m glad.’ The teacher smiled at me and then moved on to the next grouping.

Lyall squawked. Of course he’s a McKee. He has the colouring.

I frowned, sure I’d heard that name before. Was that the head’s name, too?

Yes. They’ll be related. McKee is an old family in the witch world. They used to have influence in most continents.

I hadn’t put the two of them together more than anyone else, but now that I thought about it, they both had black hair and a similar height and build. Though McKee had a human familiar and seemed more straight-laced. Shane looked more at home in a rock band than a school office.

The teacher returned to her desk. ‘Okay, that’s everyone. Next you’ll be reading into each element’s strengths and which kinds of magic this will help you with. Start with chapter three.’ She dumped a huge pile of textbooks onto the first student’s table. ‘Take one and pass the others back.’

Shane handed me a book. His fingers brushed mine, sending a shiver along my spine and heat to more private places. ‘I enjoyed partnering with you, Bianca.’

I could only nod. The quiet rumble in his voice was ambiguous. He might be being nice or he might be flirting, but my hormones had got happy at the idea. Partnering with me. Oh god. I needed to get him out of my system. Stat.
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My head was swimming with magic theory by the time dinner swung around and my stomach was growling. I headed straight from class to the ground level to find out if they did a castle level evening meal after the continental spread of cold meats, cheese, bread, and fish they had for breakfast.

My nose could’ve led me there. I smelt gravy, roast potatoes, meats, cheese, fresh veg dishes. Everything good in the world. And on entering the main hall, I was swept away all over again by the scale of a meal in this school. Huge banquet tables, four running the length of the room, all neatly laid with shining cutlery and fresh floral centrepieces, were laid thick with food.

And in the first hint of integration I’d seen so far, houses hadn’t claimed a table each. Instead, small groups of Cognata or Animalis and the occasional mixed group scattered around the room. Familiars hovered, perched, leant, and sat, all around the witches. I blinked. Like the initiation, something was moving everywhere, all the time. The familiars doubled the student population and made every room seem cramped.

I found a seat by the far-left wall where a decent-sized gap in the people and familiars beckoned, and helped myself to small portions of every dish.

Kaylee settled in beside me.

‘Hi.’ She filled her plate. ‘How’s your day gone?’

‘Wild. How did you even find the first class?’ I wasn’t convinced leaving me out there wasn’t a joke on the new kid.

‘Oh, I found Amélie in the halls. Another Cognata. She runs a group I might join… I saw you partnered with Shane.’ She fanned her face. ‘How did that go? Get much done around your drooling?’

I scoffed. ‘We did fine, thank you.’

‘Uh-huh. So lucky. If he’d partnered with me, I’m not sure I’d let him go when class ended.’

‘I don’t think that’s socially acceptable.’

‘Uh-huh. I don’t care.’ She grinned and stopped pestering me so she could eat.

Shane was sitting with his friends from our first meeting, kicking back and laughing loud enough to hear across the room.

‘You like him, don’t you?’ Kaylee asked. ‘Go over there. Say hi.’

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’

‘Sure it is. It’s not like he’s going to tell you to get lost. He asked to partner with you. He probably likes you, too.’

I smiled. Supportive Kaylee was a new leaf, and one I liked. ‘I’m not so sure.’

His pointed questions and glowers at my familiar weren’t normal flirting behaviour. His interest in me had felt more like a means to an end, and not the kind that involved a bed, which was a real shame…

I sighed and stood to scrape my food scraps into the bin.

When I turned back, Shane and his slim friend had joined Kaylee. She looked between them and her familiar. Something was going on.

I went back over. ‘Hi, Shane.’

‘Hey, Bianca.’

He smiled at me, but the way his lynx prowled around the feet of Kaylee’s familiar had my instincts screaming this was more than a normal meet and greet.

This was what he’d done with my familiar, like he was trying to work out what made us tick. I gritted my teeth. Was this why he’d partnered with me in class? To get to Kaylee? Or was he going through this routine with all the throwbacks? He had said they intrigued him…

The way he looks at the two of you, it’s like he’s suspicious, but I can’t work out why.

My raven was perched on the table where I’d been sitting, watching Shane and his friend, and, come to think of it, I didn’t think he’d joined me when I scraped my plate.

Were you watching them this whole time?

Yes.

I guessed that meant he could separate from me, at least for small distances. What did they say?

Shane wanted to know if she recognised her familiar or knew of any witches in her family.

I thought you said she’d not know who they are?

She shouldn’t.

What did she say?

That she didn’t.

I frowned. I was missing something again. I grabbed a seat across the table from the three of them.

The thinner guy gave me a wave. ‘Don’t think we’ve properly met. I’m Cameron.’

‘Bianca.’

He nodded. ‘I was telling Shane I almost thought you’d be joining our house.’

I looked to his side and realised the wee woman standing behind him must be his familiar. And his words were eerily similar to what Shane had said.

I glanced at my raven and shrugged. ‘I guess not. From what I understand, it’s not that likely for someone like me.’ Why was it such a big deal, anyway? From what Mel said, it didn’t make that much difference.

‘No, but we’ve been surprised with some throwbacks like Kaylee lately.’

‘Lately?’

‘Yes, we’ve seen an increase in throwbacks the last few years, and a few must be closer connected to the witch community than they first thought as there have been more Cognata than expected.’

Shane’s lynx slapped her tail on the floor, her deadly gaze snapping onto Cameron. Was she telling him to shut it?

This all had to mean something. But more throwbacks – even those with human familiars – just meant more recent shenanigans in their family tree, didn’t it?

‘We should go,’ Shane said, watching the clock.

Cameron nodded, ducking his head.

I frowned. Why had Shane wanted Cameron to wrap up his conversation early? What was the danger in Kaylee or I hearing what he had to say?

‘Good meeting you, Kaylee,’ Shane said, giving her a smile. Then he turned to me. ‘Maybe I’ll see you both at the party?’

‘Yes, you should come,’ Cameron gushed, enthusiasm beating back his embarrassment. ‘You only join the supernatural world once! And trust me, you won’t have much time to party around studying in a week or two.’

Kaylee thanked them for the invite for me. I was too busy trying and failing to puzzle out what was going on between the lines in that conversation. A party wouldn’t easily derail me.

They left.

Kaylee checked the time. ‘Did you want to get ready with me? The party sounds like a lot of fun. They have one every term to welcome the new witches.’

I should get to know her better, and getting ready with her would be the perfect opportunity, but my gut was wrenching me out of the canteen in the strongest tug I’d ever felt. Like I should follow it.

‘Catch up with you? I want to do something first.’

The boys had almost left the room.

‘Are you going to ask him out?’

I forced a laugh. ‘No, but I’ll think about it.’ Or rather, I’d think about finding another hot guy I could get with to get my mind off bad boy handsome.

‘You should. He’s hot.’

Yes. Yes, he was. And he was also hiding something. And the yank after them suggested it was something I needed to know about. So what was it? His familiar was no longer treating me as an outright threat, but neither of them were completely relaxed around me either. If it was just a case of me being new and unknown, brilliant. But I was sure it was more…

I feel like I have to follow them.

Hurry. It’s not a hunch pulling you after them. It’s spirit magic.

Really? That explained why it felt like a hand had grabbed my intestines and was stretching them taut between me and the boys. Was the reaction so strong because my magic had been activated?

Move.

‘Got to go. Meet you back in our room, Kaylee!’

‘Sure. Good luck!’

Following the unpleasant jerk in my belly, I spotted the boys walking out the front doors and around the side of the building. I slowed so the gravel driveway’s crunch didn’t give me away and shadowed them at a distance. My gut wouldn’t lose them.

I peered around the corner. They were on the lake bank by a small thicket of trees. I couldn’t get much closer without them hearing me, so I stopped. They could be out here for how pretty it looked. Maybe Shane wasn’t into women and he and Cameron were taking a romantic walk.

But then a man stepped out of the trees and clasped hands with them. Unless they were kinky, this wasn’t a romantic tryst.

I didn’t recognise the new man, but the way he searched the horizon put me on edge. I tucked behind the building.

Lyall pumped his wings and landed on a tree closer to the meeting.

What are you doing?

Finding out what’s going on.

Is that safe?

I’m a raven. They won’t realise I’m your familiar unless they look really closely.

I bit my lip. Is the guy they’re meeting still looking this way?

No. You’re safe.

I peeked. The three of them had huddled together.

Can you hear?

Hush. I need to concentrate.

Damned bird. I watched for body language. They knew each other well from how close they stood, and the guy looking around told me they didn’t want to be seen.

But almost as soon as this weird meeting started, it finished. Cameron and Shane turned back. The guy they’d met disappeared as quickly as he appeared.

Shit. Lyall, I’ve got to move.

I know. I’ll follow you in once they’ve gone.

What did they say?

They reported the familiar types each throwback witch received this term.

I broke out in a clammy sweat. The tugging sensation pinged my intestines back into my stomach. This must be what I needed to ken.

Who is this guy? And why tell him that?

My familiar should be my business, shouldn’t it? I mean, everyone who’d gone through the ceremony could see them, but telling someone their form the day they were revealed felt intrusive. Couldn’t the guy visit the school if he wanted to know? Didn’t they keep statistics he could ask for? That teacher in the initiation took notes.

Is he a reporter?

I don’t think so.

I didn’t either. Not with that calculated look towards the school. This man had more to hide than his sources.

I made for the stairs. I didn’t want the boys to know I’d followed them, and I didn’t have an excuse to stay in the foyer. But this gave me an excellent reason to approach Shane at the party. I knew there was something weird about him. Whatever this was had to have something to do with it, and I had to find out what it was in case not knowing backfired on me.
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My dresser had nothing semi-formal, so while Kaylee rocked a sparkly dress with a slit in the side, I was reduced to dark jeans and a strappy white top which was probably supposed to be for the gym rather than a top to wear under my hoodie and school jacket. But didn’t people say you shouldn’t try too hard? It was far too cold for a dress anyway. Kaylee was mad to try it.

Lyall perched on my shoulder. I checked my bag and my bracelet, but I was good to go.

‘You ready, Kaylee?’

She was reapplying her lip gloss for maybe the third time, but I watched with more amusement than annoyance now. The girl was boy crazy, and far too eager to please everyone she came across, but she wasn’t as much of an arse as I first thought.

‘Yeah.’ She rubbed her lips together and stashed the gloss in her purse. ‘Let’s go!’

We joined the stragglers heading for the lake. A couple smiled and waved at Kaylee, and she called a hello back. She was making friends faster than I was. Though that wasn’t too surprising. She had a personality that appealed to people. I was more of a loner. I’d learned if you let people in too early, before they’ve earned your trust, they can destroy you.

I sized Kaylee up, wondering which elements she was strongest in, if we might have any in common. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask, how did you get away from the other barghest in Edinburgh? Did the guys from the WMCF arrive in time?’

Their complaints department got back to me this evening, apologising for my ‘rushed treatment’, with a few caveats. They said they’d detained Kaylee on the scene, which was why she’d got a more thorough introduction to this world. They found me less than an hour before the plane was due to leave. Reading between the lines, my comfort and peace of mind was less important than the cost of delaying the trip.

‘Fire,’ Kaylee said.

I jolted back into the present. ‘Fire? Like, shooting it out of your fingertips?’

She didn’t seem to have that kind of heat to her. Though it was harder to tell the strengths of Cognata witches. With all that she did for others, I wondered if she was like a ticking time bomb and all the expectations on her meant she’d explode.

‘Fireballs, to be precise.’

I choked. ‘Wow. That must have been a shock.’ I didn’t even see what I did to get away. I couldn’t imagine how much of a heart attack I’d have had if fireballs appeared out of nowhere.

‘Not as much of a shock as when I first saw those things. I was running about for ten minutes before they cornered me. By then, I was glad for the fire.’

‘So how did you end up in the kirkyard?’ I asked.

‘I was drunk enough to think a super-secret Halloween ghost tour was a good idea.’ She rolled a shoulder with an embarrassed smile. ‘Might have taken too long to leave and lost my group. Serves me right, right?’

‘No.’ No one deserved an attack like that. ‘I’m glad we both got out of there.’

‘Yeah. I was beyond glad when Justin arrived and forced the singed barghest into a truck.’ She frowned. ‘Are you healing okay? I heard you got clawed, and I know it’s my fault. When I started firing, one of them made a run for it. They must have found you.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

Kaylee eyed my arm. She’d seen me apply a fresh dressing earlier. ‘You’d think they’d have healing in a witch school.’

‘Apparently it costs so much energy it’s risky, and not worth doing for something as simple as a scratch.’

‘You asked?’

‘No. I found it in the school handbook, rule book, or whatever you want to call that doorstop.’

‘I only got as far as the scheduling and initiation stuff. And the clubs.’

‘Aye.’ I laughed. ‘I don’t usually like reading that kind of thing, but I’ve been looking for the supernatural my whole life, you know?’ It almost made studying seem fun. Almost.

‘Oh, I do. I was addicted to ghost tours and scary movies.’

‘Scary movies? I can’t picture it.’

She made a hacking gesture as if she was holding a knife over her head. ‘You better believe it!’

‘That’s an easy one!’

‘Yeah, well, it’s a good one, too.’

We stepped out onto the drive and retraced the steps I’d taken earlier, only this time we curved around the school.

A band played under the arched pillars which supported the upper floor. The song wasn’t familiar but had a brilliant beat and soft guitar. And the singer’s voice was haunting, echoing through the trees and over the water without a microphone. She must be amplifying her voice with magic. I squinted. A yellow glow around her throat confirmed it. Amazing.

She poured her heart out, clutching her chest in the high notes and throwing her arms out for the full voice parts. She moved with a commanding swagger and subtle roll of her hips. Red-hot stage presence. The crowd lapped her up.

Her next song was more upbeat with a reggaeton vibe. I grinned. This I could dance to.

I spun, threw my head back to the stars, and took a deep breath of the fresh pine in the night air as I rolled with the music, throwing my body into interpreting each rise, fall, and lyric. My jumps lasted longer than they ever had before, as if I floated for a moment, and my landings were so soft I barely felt the jar in my knees, giving me far more energy for the next jump or spin. It was like the air was honey, slowing my falls.

‘She can really dance.’ A low drawl I shouldn’t have heard over the beat and cry of the music. But it brought me back to Earth.

Shane stood by Kaylee, staring at me like he’d seen something extraordinary.

I walked over. ‘Hey.’

‘You’re amazing.’

I laughed. ‘I don’t know about that, but that dance was something else. I felt like I was weightless.’ I was giddy from all the extra energy I shouldn’t have. I should be tired, not ready to run a marathon.

Kaylee nodded so fast her hair bobbed. ‘Weightless is right. I didn’t know you could dance like that. Amélie said there are lots of sports clubs. There has to be a dance one you could join.’

‘Aye, maybe.’

‘You used air magic. Your instinctive control is spectacular.’ Shane grinned and shook his head. ‘Told you air is your strongest element.’

That was… unsettling. I didn’t want to stick out in the human world. ‘Maybe I should join that dance class.’

‘You’d blow them all out the water,’ Kaylee said.

‘Yeah, maybe.’ But that wouldn’t be the aim.

The singer was jumping back into the chorus, and Kaylee was swaying side to side with the beat, but I didn’t feel like dancing anymore.

‘Where’s the drinks table?’

Kaylee pointed towards the side of the crowd.

‘Thanks. Do you want anything?’

‘No.’

‘Okay.’ I glanced between her and Shane. ‘See you in a minute.’

I turned and shoved my shaky hands in my jacket pockets. This must be why the WMCF had insisted I come here. Using magic without realising could mean my friends saw it. And if their minds were wiped to forget, they’d never be the same again. I’d never forgive myself if that happened to Rhea or Finn because of me.

Two guys stood behind the incredibly well-stocked drinks table, filling up the ice and serving people. The school had to have sponsored the dance to have this much choice. We had as many spirits and kegs as a normal bar. Well… I’d not say no to free alcohol.

‘A dram of whisky, please.’

One filled a shot glass. I downed it and signalled for another when someone brushed against my back.

I turned and frowned. ‘Shane?’ Maybe I should have asked him if he wanted a drink, too?

I downed my next dram of whisky, but Shane didn’t order anything. He squeezed my arm, looking at my shaky hands.

My skin tingled under his grip. I met his gaze, noting the creases around his eyes – his irises so dark they looked like syrup. I blinked a few times to clear the image.

He let my arm go. ‘Want to talk?’ He nodded towards the lake.

I swallowed hard. Talking about my feelings was never my first instinct, but it was probably a better long-term solution than drinking. And maybe he’d reveal more about whatever he was up to. ‘Yeah, sure.’

He pushed through the thickening crowd towards the waterline. Dark shadows of other witches were out this way, but they’d spread out enough we could hear each other speak without being overheard.

Shane faced the water and slid his hands into his back pockets, while his familiar curled around his feet. ‘It must be hard, adjusting to all this.’

‘I’m coping.’

His eyes darted to mine with a soft shake of his head. ‘I saw you freak out. You’re worried about fitting into your old life again, right?’

He saw far more than a stranger should. ‘I don’t want Finn or Rhea to see something they shouldn’t. If something happened to them…’ They were the only family I had. I ducked my head, gritting my teeth to push the emotion back down.

Shane tipped my chin up to meet his eyes.

I wasn’t at risk of tears anymore, so I let him.

‘Your magic has only just been released,’ he said, his voice so quiet it seemed to travel on the breeze. ‘Give it a few weeks. By Christmas, you’ll have a much better hold on how and when you’re using the elements.’

‘Maybe.’

He took my shoulders. ‘You will. Trust me.’

I glanced at his firm grip, feeling numb. I wasn’t so sure. Going back to normal life after this place wouldn’t be straightforward. I saw that now.

He frowned and dropped his hold to get his phone. ‘What’s your number?’

I blinked. Was he interested, or was this just him being a good guy? I gave him my number anyway, and he sent me a quick hello text so I’d have his.

‘If you ever need to ask questions or talk things over, message me,’ he said, smiling.

I saved his number and shifted my feet. He seemed like a nice guy. I mean, he’d gone out of his way to settle my nerves about my powers. My first impression that he was an arsehole who thought little of me wasn’t bearing out. So why was he sneaking around talking to strangers about throwbacks? There had to be a good reason.

‘I saw something earlier today,’ I said.

‘Oh?’

‘You met with someone on the grounds.’

Shane stiffened, and his familiar vibrated with a growl. Her teeth peeked between her lips.

My heart beat faster. But the cat couldn’t hurt me. She wasn’t corporeal.

‘I’m not going to tell the teachers, but why does that guy need to know what my familiar is? Can’t he meet us like normal people?’

Shane blew out his breath. ‘You heard?’

‘My familiar did.’

For a moment we stood facing each other, the silence deafening as I waited for answers and he resisted them.

Then he dropped eye contact and cursed. ‘Look, don’t worry about it.’

Did he expect that line to work? ‘I know something is going on. The moment I arrived you sought me out and wanted to ken about me. And then you were staring at my familiar as if you couldn’t believe he was a raven. What’s this about?’

‘You don’t need to know.’

‘I really do.’ No one else cared what our familiars were, beyond the applications to our magic. ‘This place is mad enough already. Secrets like this don’t help.’

Shane’s jaw tensed. He watched the water and the reflections from the coloured band lights.

I stepped into his personal space, close enough to feel his breath on my cheeks, and searched his dark eyes.

‘This involves me. I need to ken what this is.’

Shane stepped back and crossed his arms. ‘No.’

‘Please, Shane.’ I’d never relax in this place until I knew what was going on.

His cat’s lips drew back in a loud hiss, her face a gargoyle of its usual expression. Shane wasn’t giving an inch.

I stared at a sky of stars that were suddenly filled with much less promise. I should never have expected Shane to come clean. He’d been nice to the baby witch, and that was as far as this went. I got it. These people were no different to the world outside. Everyone had an agenda. But the risk this secret would come back to bite me was too high for me to leave things there.

‘Don’t think I won’t find out what you’re hiding. This was your chance to come clean. Next time, I will report you.’ And hell if I was calling him, however weird things got here.

* * *

I dumped my jacket on the bed and threw myself after it, my feet dangling off the edge. How could I ever have thought I’d sleep with Shane? Hiding stuff like this and practically threatening me when I demanded answers wasn’t okay. But I still wanted him.

I groaned and hid my head under my pillow. How could he be nice and an arse at the same time?

Bianca?

What, Lyall? I’m not in the mood for half answers and sarcasm.

It’s not that.

I pulled my head out. Then what – oh. Oh. My heart pounded.

Lyall wasn’t perched on the side or on the floor or flying through the room. He was standing on the floor, and nearly six feet tall with a straight nose, heavy brow, strong jawline, and a fit body. His very human figure couldn’t be much older than thirty. And I was somehow sure this was my very feathered raven familiar.

This is my true form.

It couldn’t be. The headmaster said the initiation spell showed your true form.

There’s a reason I took so long to appear.

…Say that’s right, why are you only showing yourself now?

This is the first time you’ve been alone. I didn’t know how you’d react. I didn’t want to announce this in the middle of a lesson without proof. He gestured to his new form.

The smooth glaze of my shock was wearing off, and I opened my mouth to yell at him, sure he could’ve found another time, but then I ran through what’d happened since I met him. Other than the bathroom – which was beyond inappropriate – he was right.

I rubbed my neck and snorted to myself. Whatever Shane’s secret was, I doubted it was this big. And maybe I was petty enough for that to give me some kind of perverse pleasure.

So you’re an ancestor, not an animal guide?

Correct.

Why hide? From what I can tell, Cognata are better respected. More powerful, usually.

That, I can’t tell you.

And suddenly much of his evasion and sarcasm made sense. Familiars weren’t supposed to reveal their lives before they came to be our guide, which was much harder for a human ancestor’s spirit than an animal guide.

Is this all linked to what’s going on with Shane?

Could that scrutiny be why Lyall hid his form? Did he know it was coming, what it was about?

I don’t think so. I’m not sure what he wants.

I squinted at Lyall, trying to place him, but he didn’t look like anyone on Maw’s side of the family. At least no one I knew of.

Are you from Dad’s side of the tree or Maw’s?

That’s not for me to say.

This rule is stupid. Who came up with it?

Aether, I suppose. There are some things we must leave behind when we die.

Still stupid.

He laughed. There’s much I’d change. But then, I’ve passed. It’s no longer my place to change things here. Not for my sake.

I bit my tongue, still staring at his new form. He was family to me. Family I had no idea existed. Whatever he said about his identity not necessarily being important, I had to find out who he was. I needed to know how my family fit into this magical world. How I fit. Maybe… maybe I’d even find blood family worth keeping in my life.
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Class was over and, in what was becoming a habit, I hurried through the back of the school to the library. The grandness was still stunning.

The double-height ground floor allowed for huge curtained windows overlooking the lake. Bookcases covered every wall and stood in a maze-like pattern through the main floor, tall enough to need the frequent ladders. The top shelf must be at least ten feet off the floor. But I couldn’t stare at it all day. I wasn’t here for the scenery.

I nodded at the resident librarian and his bawdy female familiar. Both tried and failed to keep a straight face. I rolled my eyes. A few days ago, I’d asked for directions to the ancestry section, and they’d doubled over in hysterics. Apparently, searching through those books was something witches from old families did to check a potential boyfriend wasn’t related to them. And the joke never seemed to get old.

My reading table was under a small window on the front side of the school, away from the lake and hidden from immediate view behind a few turns of the bookcases.

I settled into the wingback armchair, pushed off my shoes, and pulled a fluffy blanket out of my bag to get comfortable.

A stack of witch family tomes sat in front of me. Only three more large families to flick through. Then I got into the lesser-known offshoots, most of which fizzled out. I thought it more likely Lyall and I belonged there, unless I was some mishap in a tree somewhere. Either way, scanning through all the names, portraits, and old photographs felt like searching for a needle in a haystack. But how else could I search for my familiar and my family? Lyall had to be in there somewhere, hopefully in a photograph with a clear shot of his face.

Must you look through these?

I don’t see why you can’t be more supportive.

I was doing this to find him. The way he’d spoken about his life, I could do something to remember him, to make him feel better about the way he left. Maybe I could pass on messages to his descendants, other than myself. I mean, I could have siblings out there. Aunts, uncles, cousins. I could have a huge family, just out of reach. People that could offer me more than a roof over my head. That blood connection. If Lyall was a human familiar, I had much closer connections than I thought to this world. Close enough to be remembered, to have living relatives.

This isn’t your path.

How can you be so sure?

You could look through all these books and still not find what you’re looking for.

Are you saying you’re not in here?

I don’t know. I might be. What I’m saying is that this isn’t what you need right now.

Always so evasive.

It’s–

What aether demands. I know. It’s still irritating.

He landed on top of the book stack and squawked at me. Your studies are falling behind for this. That should be your focus. Or making friends. Have you spoken to anyone other than Shane, your teachers, and your roommate?

You’ve only known me a few days. How can you ken what’s good for me?

Why is shutting yourself away a better path? These dusty tomes have nothing to do with you.

I snapped shut the latest book. Is this because I haven’t done my homework yet? Or are you bored?

No. It’ s because you haven’t gone to anything since the party. Shane upset you, but that is no reason to hide in the library.

I wished I could send him an internal hmmf because that’s all the response that statement deserved.

Don’t be so mopey. There are better subjects to investigate than me, anyway. You can’t find out what Shane’s up to in these musty old books.

No. And I also couldn’t convince myself to overrule logic and sleep with him if I avoided him. I thought you wanted me to stay away from Shane.

Better him than this nonsense.

My phone buzzed. It was Kaylee. She messaged me every night, inviting me to a variety of events. She wasn’t in our room much, and face-planted the bed around midnight. Later, sometimes.

I opened the message.

‘Hey, B. I’m going out with the girls tonight. Some people are coming from dance club, too. You should come. Message me if you want to join! xx’

‘Which girls?’

‘Amélie, and a few others from my familiar support group.’

Right. She’d been spending more and more time with others in her house, especially that group. But I always got the impression they didn’t want me around.

To hell with it. Going out would shut Lyall up for the night.

‘Okay. I’ll meet you for drinks when I’m done studying. Name the place.’

‘Pils Virtuve. It’s just off the high street. I’ll message when we leave. See you soon! xx.’

I locked my phone and reopened the book on the McKee family. I had a lot to cover if I was going to take the night off.

Though I should have tackled this book first. The longer I left it since my argument with Shane, the more I wondered if he had good reasons to not trust me yet. He had only just met me. I gritted my teeth. No. Explaining away his actions was my sex drive talking. I needed to find another hot guy and do away with that wee problem. Then I could stop tying myself into knots over a guy who didn’t give a shit.

A few hours later, and the McKee book was done. I’d found out Shane was the head’s nephew, but nothing else seemed significant. And I’d finished the introduction to the next family book when boots clipped the floor, coming this way.

Kaylee peered around the corner, throwing me a wave.

I couldn’t believe it. How had she even found me over here? Had she asked the librarians? ‘Kaylee. I thought you were texting.’

She pawed through the books on my table. ‘I thought you were studying. This is more like a family tree obsession. What’s going on?’

Lyall fluffed his feathers. You should have been more careful. Only one book out at a time.

I ken. I ken. Too late now.

There wasn’t a good explanation for researching the family trees of all the main witch houses. She was in most of my classes and knew it couldn’t be a history project. But she knew that I grew up in foster care. That might work.

Try it, because you are not telling her about me.

As much as Lyall drove me mad, he hadn’t hidden his form for the hell of it. He had to have a reason. And he’d only revealed himself to me. I’d protect his secret.

I rubbed my neck. ‘I feel kind of stupid admitting it. You’re right. I’ve not been studying.’

Kaylee crossed her arms. ‘Then what have you been doing?’

‘I’ve been searching for my witch family. It was just me and Maw growing up, and then I was in foster care. I didn’t have a close family. I was hoping I might, I don’t know, see someone I recognised.’

Kaylee’s eyes softened. ‘I wish you’d said something. I’d have helped, halved the work. You could come to one of our meetings!’

She cannot tell her friends we’re researching your past.

Agreed.

I shook my head. ‘It’s personal for me.’

The very last thing I wanted was for the prejudiced gossips at her familiar support group to look into my family history.

‘I don’t understand, but okay, if that’s what you want.’ She flicked through a book, slower this time. ‘Did you find anything useful? Anyone who looked like you?’ She frowned. ‘You know they might not, if the connection is too far back? You might look like your human side. It’s not like you have a human familiar you can look for in the photos.’

My throat tightened. Lying sucked. ‘Aye, it felt like a needle in a haystack, but I had to try.’

‘Well, this explains why you caught the “studying” bug. But I thought you’d be far more into Shane McKee.’ She smacked her lips in a pretend kiss.

I groaned. ‘Let’s not talk about him.’

‘What happened? You’ve barely talked since you ditched the party.’

I shrugged.

She huffed. ‘Fine. But this is all the more reason for you to get your sorry arse into some nice clothes and out the door.’ She grabbed my hand, tugged me out of my seat, and stuffed my blanket into my bag. ‘Because this?’ She pinched the blanket. ‘This is sad.’

‘Rude.’

She shoved my pack into my arms and winked.

I shouldered the straps. ‘Please tell me it’s more than the familiar support group going? Because those guys don’t like me.’

‘They don’t know you.’

‘Come on. I have ears. I hear what they say about Animalis students.’ That girl refusing to help me before introduction to magic hadn’t been the only incident I’d had with Cognata witches.

‘Give them a chance. You could learn something.’

‘For my research? Maybe. But I’m not telling them anything. I’m there as your friend. Nothing else.’

‘Fine, but listen to the success stories. It can’t be the best method, thumbing your way through these old books.’

She has that much right.

Thanks. So helpful.

‘Okay.’

Kaylee grinned. ‘One of the dance guys begged to meet you the other day. Maybe they’ll come out.’

I frowned. ‘Who?’ I hadn’t done much to stick out since I got here.

‘Find out!’ Kaylee poked around on her phone, probably texting the poor guy.

I followed her, rolling my eyes at her enthusiasm. She and Finn could never meet, or they’d orchestrate the next five years of my life.

* * *

The walk was baltic, but the pub was swelteringly hot in comparison with a roaring fire in the main room and half- to one-litre helpings of amber lager to make sure that warmth got all the way inside. I was more of a spirit drinker, but I’d gone with the bartender’s recommendation, and it was a good one.

‘Kaylee! You made it!’ An older girl with dark hair waved from a corner.

The girls crowded around the table whispered as I followed Kaylee over. Jeez, they were even wearing their school jackets beneath their coats. Weird how familiars were the dividing line over income.

They huddled together to give Kaylee room.

I sat beside her. The girls glanced at me, but none of them said anything. Then I caught movement by the bar. A few guys were coming over with drinks. Two had a human familiar, but one had an animal familiar, a swan.

He sat beside me. ‘Ciao. I’m Gio. I started the term before you.’

And Gio was pretty. Braw in an effeminate way. His features were delicate, his skin smooth, and he moved with an almost weightless grace.

This must be the guy Kaylee was talking about. Not what I’d usually go for, though he was lovely to look at.

‘Bianca. Nice to meet you.’ I clasped his hand and shivered at the tingly warmth that sparked along my chilled fingers.

‘What brings you out?’ he asked.

‘Kaylee.’ I laughed. ‘That and I was going stir crazy in the library.’

‘Work getting to you already? We’re only a week into term.’

‘I’m not a big book person.’

‘So you spend all your time in the library?’

‘Thought I’d get it over with.’

He snorted. ‘I felt decades behind my first term. But you can catch up. The school is designed so we do.’

I smiled. He was a throwback, too. ‘I just hate that they’re going slow for me.’ Truth was, the schoolwork and the magic wasn’t so bad. But he didn’t need to know that wasn’t why I was in the library. ‘I’ll get there.’

‘Sì, naturalmente!’ He raised his glass.

I clinked it and tuned in to the other conversations. The girls were going through various dead ends in their familiar research, and the guys were offering suggestions they quickly discounted.

Kaylee kept glancing at me and Gio. I couldn’t tell if she wanted me to join their conversation or if she hoped I’d hit it off with Gio.

‘So what brings you out with people from the other house?’ I asked. ‘People don’t seem to mix much.’

Gio shrugged. ‘The guys are in dance. And when Kaylee said you might join us, I had to come.’ He looked to the ceiling and sighed. ‘Your dance at the initiation party was bellissima.’

I hid my cheeks. ‘You saw that?’

‘I couldn’t look away. You use air so wonderfully. It doesn’t come so easily to me. Please say you’ll come to practices.’

‘I… okay.’ If I wasn’t going to spend as much time in the library, I could go. And it’d be nice to practice magic with a fellow air user. Especially one so easy on the eyes. ‘I’ll come. When’s the next session?’

He grinned. ‘Tomorrow night. An hour after dinner.’

‘Roped me into that one, huh?’

‘You bet!’ He slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into a quick, sideways hug.

I tried to relish in the warmth of his lithe body, but the feral eyes of a lynx kept coming back to me, and I almost groaned.

Gio pulled back. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Yes, sorry.’ But I didn’t think sleeping with Gio would fix my Shane obsession. I needed to go straight to the source.
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Gio, Kaylee, and some Cognata girls joined me for dinner the next day. The girls didn’t involve me in their conversation, but I didn’t mind, because I couldn’t take my eyes off Shane. A mixed group from each house sat with him, unusual outside friendships groomed through school groups and clubs. And as far as I knew, he hadn’t joined any.

‘You’ve heard the rumours, too, huh?’ Gio asked, following my eyeline.

‘What rumours?’

Gio laid his cutlery on his plate. ‘Cognata are obsessed with him. His father took him out of prep school five or six years ago and moved hours away from the witch community.’

‘That’s news?’

Gio shrugged. ‘Maybe that would have blown over. But ever since Shane got sorted into Animalis, he and his uncle aren’t speaking.’

‘The head, McKee?’ That’d go a long way to explaining Shane’s prickliness in class. But I didn’t think the head could be that black and white. He’d welcomed Animalis students with as much enthusiasm as Cognata.

‘One and the same.’

A Cognata witch joined Shane’s table. She spoke for a few minutes with some hushed asides to Shane, laying her hand on his arm in the cloying, bitchy way women gave pretend sympathy. He stiffened, his nose flaring. Cameron whispered in her ear, and she left, shoulders thrown back in a huff.

Shane glowered into his drink, rubbing the arm she’d touched. What the hell had she said? And was this sideshow why so many people gathered around his table? He should tell them all to do one.

‘Everything okay, Bee? You’re zoning out something terrible.’ Kaylee looked between me and Gio.

‘Sorry. Just thinking.’

‘You ready for dance in an hour?’ she asked.

I glanced at my scraped plate. ‘Aye. I’ll be there.’ A good workout might get my mind off Shane for an hour or two, and I had promised Gio.

‘Great! Want to join me and the girls in the library first? We’re tackling Rufus’s homework.’

I’d like homework help, but the librarians might pass comment on my frequent visits. I didn’t need that fallout. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Okay. See you later then.’ Kaylee and the girls left.

Gio nudged me. ‘You know, you won’t make friends with them if you don’t try.’

‘I don’t think they want me to.’

‘You don’t know that.’

I shrugged. My instincts rarely steered me far wrong, and people didn’t ignore people they wanted to know.

‘Okay, I won’t push. See you at dance?’

‘Aye. See you.’

He caught up with the girls and joined their conversation. He made it look so easy.

I sighed at the space around me and caught movement from Shane’s table. This time, he and Cameron were headed for the door. And I knew who they were meeting.

My gut tugged me into the foyer, and I turned to the entrance doors. But that was the wrong way. No one was out there, and I wasn’t that far behind. I spun around and spotted the boys in a corridor which went to the back of the school.

But when I walked into the open, arched area where the band had played, I didn’t see any sign of them. Not on the grass, among the trees, or by the lake, and there was no sign of the person they’d met before. Or anyone else. But it was November, and with this biting cold, no one went outside unless they had somewhere to go.

I’ll get a better view. Lyall pumped his wings into the clear night sky and circled the roof.

I walked under the arched pillars, checking the garden side first, and then the building. On my second sweep, I spotted a window cracked about an inch. How did I miss that? The lights were off, so it wasn’t someone airing the room. And that was unlikely now we were down to minus two anyway.

Back to the wall, I snuck to the window and peered inside.

The moon gave enough light to spot shadowed figures by a large desk. A desk with a picture of the headmaster on it.

They opened drawers, flicked through books, and swivelled the mouse on the desk. From the clack of keys, they tried to get past the password. And then I caught the wave of a tail and drew back.

That looked like a lynx tail.

I bit my tongue. This was breaking, entering, and snooping. This had to be illegal, even in the witch community. So what did I do? Tell on them? Say nothing? Confront them? I’d said I’d report them the next time I found them doing something suspicious. I should’ve gone straight to Mel and told her they’d got around the bracelets somehow. But I didn’t. I had to know why first.

‘I can’t find anything useful!’ Shane hissed.

‘Me neither,’ Cameron said.

So it was them.

The tugging in my gut eased. I’d discovered what it wanted me to, but I didn’t feel any better. I’d known Shane was bad news from the moment I met him, but I didn’t think he could do something like this. Especially with Cameron. He wasn’t the type. He was slim, meek, academic. Breaking the rules didn’t come naturally to him. So that had to mean they had a good reason. Or was I kidding myself?

‘Why hide it when he doesn’t think we’re onto him?’ Shane muttered. ‘He hasn’t even blocked my bracelet.’

At least that meant they hadn’t broken in. But what were they looking for? And why would McKee lock the doors? They’d had a falling out, sure, but that was no reason to bar his office to his nephew.

‘Are you sure your uncle is involved? We’re still checking people. He could be in the clear.’

Shane grunted. ‘The way he preened over that new Cognata throwback, he has to be. If we could get into his computer, we’d find something. He’s useless with technology.’

What did the head ‘preening’ over Kaylee’s sorting have to do with this? Could it be jealousy? Shane didn’t get the familiar he expected, or the reaction he wanted from McKee. It’d be easy to resent a positive reaction to a Cognata throwback. But why raid his uncle’s office?

‘We’re out of guesses on the password.’ A pause. ‘We should have waited for more evidence. If he knows we broke in–’

‘I know. But we found nothing useful in months playing by the rules.’

What rules?

‘You can’t snoop in his house? He might not bring that stuff to the office.’

‘No. I was told I wasn’t welcome. After I got Mira, I’m an annoying first year to him. Not his nephew.’

Damn. I didn’t think the rumours were so accurate. Turning on his own family over something they couldn’t control was cruel. I’d wanted to think it was a misunderstanding, that the dividing line between Cognata and Animalis was only a student rivalry. Pride shouldn’t tear apart a family.

‘I’m sorry,’ Cameron said.

‘It doesn’t matter. Can we get anything else tonight?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Then let’s go.’

Decision time.

I jumped. I hadn’t realised Lyall had looped back to my side.

Right. Should I go, or confront them? I took one step towards the doors when something jumped onto the windowsill and loomed over my shoulder. A ghostly breath tickled my neck, and low growls rumbled through the air. Shane’s lynx.

I guess Mira decided for you.

I gritted my teeth. Thank you. As always, so helpful.

You’re most welcome.

I turned. Her golden eyes pinned me with that people-eating glare she did so well.

Confrontation it was. And I wasn’t in the wrong here. I stared her down.

She dropped onto the covered walkway. Shane climbed out behind her, his eyes harder on my skin, burning into my blood. Cameron flanked him, and they crossed their arms, as if they had a right to be there. It’d be comical, if the anger coming from Shane wasn’t thick enough to lick off of him.

‘What are you doing here?’ Shane asked.

I pointed to the window. ‘You’re trashing the head’s office, and you ask me what I’m doing here?’

‘You followed us? Again?’

I crossed my arms, too. ‘What do you think, Sherlock?’

‘Shane, we should just tell her. She could be useful.’

‘Tell me what?’

Cameron dropped his arms and played with the hem of his jumper. The weak link. ‘She’ll report us otherwise.’

‘I damn well should.’ Someone better explain themselves, or I was going to.

Shane’s jaw tensed. ‘It’s family business. Nothing for you to worry about.’

A patronising dismissal. So convincing. Not. I was well aware the head was his uncle, and this mess still made no sense.

‘If it’s family business, why is Cameron here? And why are you trying to get into McKee’s computer? You won’t find out why your uncle is a prejudiced arsehole in his office, or his browser history.’

The lynx hissed, and Cameron’s eyebrows shot up. My gut squirmed. I’d gone too far. But it was done now.

Shane looked at the lake for a long minute. When he turned back, his gaze was more tired than hard. ‘Why won’t you leave this alone?’

It wasn’t just because the guy was hot. He’d made this personal. ‘Because throwbacks are involved. Especially throwbacks who are stronger than expected, like my roommate. Right?’

Careful, Bianca.

I won’t give you away.

Shane’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why do you ask that?’

‘You brought it up! In the office. Even if you hadn’t, you didnae hide your interest too well.’ He’d asked about Kaylee when I first met him and had been more interested in Lyall than me.

Shane didn’t move an inch. Didn’t even blink.

‘You’re right,’ Cameron said. ‘We’re not here because Shane’s uncle is an arsehole.’

I circled my hand for him to get on with the explanation.

‘We’ve seen a sharp increase in throwbacks over the last few years across all academies.’

‘Yes?’ I thought he’d said something like that over lunch the first day. But why did it matter?

‘Don’t say a word more, Cameron. She’s not cleared,’ Shane said.

‘Cleared? By who?’ My blood bubbled. ‘You can’t fob me off without answers this time.’ I thought back to the guy they met by the lake. Someone was running this operation. ‘Who are you working for? The WMCF?’

Cameron put his hands in his pockets and nodded.

Shane cursed, but I ignored him.

‘So you’re what, undercover?’

‘Exactly.’ Shane eyed me. ‘But you can’t keep your nose out.’

‘Maybe you should have been more discreet.’

Shane’s lynx hissed but I was too caught up in questions to care. Why would Shane or Cameron work for the WMCF in any capacity, let alone undercover? It didn’t sound like a legitimate operation to me.

Cameron checked the grounds. ‘I think we should get out of the open, no?’

Shane closed his uncle’s window and followed his friend to the back doors.

Lyall landed on my shoulder, his wingtips tickling my ear and his claws gripping my shoulder in a phantom hold.

Cameron slipped inside, but Shane raised his finger and pulled the door to.

He faced me, arms crossed. His lynx sat beside him, her tail flicking side to side and her teeth glinting through her lips.

Oh boy. My chest heated at all that concentrated anger, but I tried to hold on to my frustration. If he’d had his way, I’d know nothing.

‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘I have a dance class to get to.’

‘You weren’t worried about that when you followed us out here.’

‘I said I’d find out what was going on.’ He couldn’t be surprised I’d followed through.

His lips thinned. ‘You need to speak to our liaison.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re involved now.’

‘You mean because I ken more than nothing about what’s going on here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Fine. I can do that. But I want you to tell me everything. Look into me, clear me, whatever. But I want to know.’ And I’d do my own digging into the WMCF, and the two of them.

‘I’ll tell him.’

‘Good. When do we meet?’

‘Tomorrow. I’ll come by your room and collect you for breakfast in town.’

I snorted. Kaylee would love that.

He quirked an eyebrow.

Shit. I shouldn’t give away how much we talked about him. ‘Nothing.’

Shane’s lips twitched, but he uncrossed his arms and opened the door, the anger slowly draining away. ‘After you, Trouble.’

I ducked under his arm. Pine and mint surrounded me like a hug. I shook my head, threw a quick wave over my shoulder, and ran to my room to get ready for dance class.

He was still watching when I peeked from the top of the stairs. As was his lynx, tail waving at her side.

* * *

Kaylee was still dead asleep when Shane knocked.

We’d not set a time last night, so I’d been awake since six, waiting. And cursing myself for running off. I should tell him I liked him and see what happened. But he was infuriating. Every time I thought we could get close, he turned into an arse.

Another knock.

Kaylee was stirring, and I did not need her to see who was at the door.

Okay. Purse, Euros from my allowance, phone, coat, scarf, shoes. Done. I opened the door with my braceleted hand and almost bumped into Shane.

He was particularly fine for a little after eight in the morning. His eyes were positively dangerous, their greens and browns sharper against his all-black outfit.

‘Planning a heist?’ I asked.

‘Sleep well?’ His voice was almost a purr.

God, that did things to my insides Satan would grin at and God would punish me for. Time to get this wee chat back under control. ‘Okay. You?’

‘Very well.’ His lynx watched me through half-lidded eyes, and Shane’s sleepy look was so similar it almost undid me there and then.

I felt myself moving closer and shook myself out of it. ‘Where are we going?’

Shane checked his watch. ‘I booked a table at Ligzda.’ He met my eyes. ‘And I should apologise. For last night. I was more mad at myself than you.’

I nodded. I’d judge the merits of his apology once I found out what this was all about. ‘What kind of food does the Ligzda do?’

‘Does it matter? We’re there for the privacy.’

‘You’re saying the food is bad?’ I wasn’t enduring bad coffee and breakfast, not after waiting two hours for him to arrive.

‘It’ll satisfy you.’

Argh! Was he trying to turn me on here? He confused the hell out of me.

He glanced over my shoulder, into my room. ‘Do you have a hat? The Siberian weather front arrived. It’s minus ten outside.’

‘Shit, that’s cold. One minute.’ I ducked back inside and cursed.

Kaylee blinked at me. ‘Where you going so early? Who’s out there?’ she asked.

‘A friend.’

‘Oh my god. Is it him?’ She threw the covers back and half fell out of the bed in an attempt to see him.

I pushed her back and pulled the covers to her neck.

‘It’s him.’ She grinned. ‘Couldn’t stay away, huh?’

‘Shut up. Please, shut up.’ I rummaged through my drawers and found my hat. It wasn’t my favourite, but I was lucky Finn packed one at all. ‘I’m going now. Bye!’

‘Have fuuun!’

I snapped the door shut behind me and plonked the hat on. ‘Okay. Good to go.’

‘That’s an interesting choice.’

I glared from beneath the bright-pink fuzzy material and double pom poms. ‘I didn’t pack it. It’s the pleasure I get from having a jokester for a housemate.’ Finn always loved this hat. Said it made me baby Britney cute. Damn him.

Shane poked each of the pom poms with a smirk.

I huffed and brushed his hand clear. ‘Let’s go meet this friend of yours.’

‘Sure.’ He led the way, and I almost groaned. That musky body spray. I wanted to roll in him.

* * *

The moment we stepped outside, I was glad for the hat. The fluffy overnight snowfall reached my shins, and the double-width pavements were hip high with displaced snow, but the roads were clear, scattered with a larger, heavier salt than I was used to. So why was Shane walking to the lake?

‘Shane?’

He beckoned me over a bridge. With all the snow covering the iced-over water, it looked like a simple dip in the ground.

‘Is this a shortcut?’ I asked. I hadn’t been across the lake and through the trees on my wanderings yet.

‘Sort of.’

Shane pushed aside spiny branches, knocking off handfuls of snow. He held them back for me and led us to a building almost hidden by bushes and trees. Though ‘building’ might be too generous. The structure hadn’t had attention in some time, the wooden walls warped with wee gaps between the planks, but a shiny new padlock hung from the door.

‘What’s in there?’

‘You’ll see.’ Shane took a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door.

It was only three-by-five metres, basically a large shed. Empty shelving ran along one side, and a dusty old boat was propped against the wall, so maybe it was once a boathouse.

But Shane didn’t have eyes for any of that. He went straight to the middle of the room and pulled back a large blue tarp to reveal a motorbike and two helmets.

He plonked one over my hat, squishing the pompoms. ‘This is how we avoid a thirty-minute walk in the snow.’ He cracked a grin as he looked over the body of the bike. ‘I’ve missed this thing.’

‘Did the weather stop you riding?’ It didn’t seem to fit if he was willing to go out in the snow.

‘No. My brother and I went travelling before I started at the academy. I couldn’t ride with my injury, and my brother didn’t want to huck bikes through each country, so we left them behind.’

‘Bad injury?’

He shrugged. ‘Broken leg.’

That didn’t raise my confidence about riding through the snow. ‘So how did you find this place?’

‘My brother found it his first year and used it to store his bike.’ He jangled the keys to the door. ‘This was his “welcome to the school” present.’ And he couldn’t look more pleased.

‘Are you two close?’

‘We rib each other a lot, but yeah.’

He wheeled the bike out and locked up behind him. And then crunched the tyres through the snow to the main road, where he threw his leg over the bike and kicked it to life.

Smoke funnelled from the exhaust. Grinning, he fastened his helmet and patted the seat behind him. ‘Let’s go.’

I wasn’t getting out of this ride unless I chickened out, but he was confident about driving, and the thought of being pressed behind him warmed me all the way through. To hell with it. I climbed on.

The seat wasn’t too big, so I sat flush with his back, and I didn’t feel comfortable hanging on to the wee rail behind me, so I slipped my hands around his waist, hoping that’d be enough to keep me on the bike. His chest was hard and warm. It felt natural to rest my cheek against his shoulder and draw in the smell of his body spray. It’d definitely been too long.

Shane revved the engine, and we were away.

The wind rushed past, the cold whittling through my coat, but I couldn’t get my mind off how close we were, how well his body moved with the bike, like it was part of him. Each curve in the road bumped me against him. Flutters swarmed through my stomach. Paired with one or two heart-in-the-mouth corners, all my senses were alive.

* * *

Shane propped the bike up outside the restaurant. I missed his warmth when I got off the bike but not the awkward position. I stretched my legs and popped the visor. It was so cold, my eyes were drying out when the wind blew. I edged closer to Shane before I stopped myself.

Inside, the wall of heat I was used to from the school hit me, and the last thing I wanted was to cosy up to anyone. In seconds, I was sweating. This country knew how to heat a building right. I stripped off the helmet and my outerwear and hung them on a long rail by the door. Not many coats were there, so we should get the privacy Shane wanted.

‘This way,’ he said, pointing down the hall.

I kicked the remaining snow off my boots, into the doormat, and followed.

The main restaurant area was small but beautifully done. The ceiling had exposed wooden beams, and the walls were hung with scattered black-and-white photographs. I recognised the school with a different garden layout, WMCF HQ, and the town centre. They must be decades old.

‘How long has the school been here?’

‘Centuries. It survived the Baltic Crusades.’

What? So much to unpack there. I needed to go back over my introductory tome and see if they had any witch history classes.

‘Labrīt!’ An aproned woman hurried out of the kitchen and rested her hands on the beer pumps.

Shane took over, speaking in what must be decent Latvian because the woman pointed us around a corner.

We passed two tables where bearded men in work clothes tucked into a meaty brown soup or sausages and sauerkraut. My mouth watered, and I’d have lingered, but Shane tugged me towards the door on the far wall.

Inside was a cubby-like room with three tables lined by booth seats on one side and chairs on the other. One seat was occupied. With a very familiar face.

‘You!’

Shane eyed me as he sat across from Justin. ‘He said you’ve met?’

‘You could call it that. He helped kidnap me.’ But I joined the table anyway.

Justin put up his hands. ‘Was it so bad coming here?’

I’d bet the complaints department hadn’t even slapped his wrists. ‘I’d have liked a choice, and a better explanation.’ And time to pack my things, and say goodbye, and keep my phone…

‘Me, too.’

I frowned until I spotted the wee bird on the back of his seat. ‘You’re not from an old family?’

‘Hell no. I grew up in Manchester. Mum’s a dental hygienist, and Dad’s a solicitor.’

‘So you were taken, too?’ You’d think the bampot could explain the situation better if he’d gone through the same thing.

‘Years ago now, but yes.’

‘What happened?’

‘I stumbled across something I shouldn’t have. But that’s not why we’re here.’

‘No.’ I was going to check the ‘liaison’ I spoke to worked for the WMCF, but there was no need with Justin. ‘Shane and Cameron told me they’re working for you.’

Justin nodded. ‘Strange, I know, but students are the best candidates to move freely around the academy.’

‘I still don’t see what the problem is.’

Justin glanced at Shane.

But they were not censoring this. ‘In the last nine days, the WMCF have kidnapped me, condoned secret reports on throwbacks, and searches of the head’s office. Probably a dozen other things besides. I don’t trust you, so if you want my silence, I’m going to need a very good reason.’

The bartender pushed open the door, balancing two coffees and a herbal tea. We each took our cup, but I didn’t take my eyes off Justin, even as I breathed in the sweet smell of freshly ground beans.

A minute later, the server returned with croissants, jam, and butter. My stomach growled. I grabbed my helping, dolloped on toppings, and stuffed the first in my mouth.

Justin still hadn’t said anything.

‘Well?’

‘We think a group is… orchestrating more throwbacks.’

‘So they’re sleeping around.’ I shrugged. ‘So what?’

‘If they were simply sleeping around, there’d not be an uptick in non-sentient fae attacks that matches the increase in throwback numbers.’

Oh.

Icy chills shot through my back, and my bandaged wounds burned with the memory of the barghest’s fiery eyes.

I put down my coffee cup. I got it now.

More throwbacks meant more than bedroom shenanigans. To be found, those witches had to have their magic triggered, usually in a near-fatal attack. And the barghests that found Kaylee and me had been chained. That didn’t scream coincidence.

I couldn’t fathom why someone would return to a child they’d left in the human world and do that to them. All to hide an unplanned pregnancy?

‘Don’t old families have risk-free ways to activate instinctive magic? I’m sure they could organise one of those quietly, and far more easily than an attack.’ The effort and organisation needed to control beasts like that would be off the charts.

‘That’s the mystery we’re trying to solve.’

‘These cowards want to keep their involvement in the throwbacks’ lives secret,’ Shane snarled. His familiar knotted through his legs, and he held his cup so tight the saucer was full of coffee.

‘Are you okay?’

His lips pinched. ‘I got my magic in a bike crash.’ He pushed his cup away. ‘Inflicting that fear, that risk, is criminal.’

We had more in common than I’d thought. ‘Is that how you broke your leg?’

‘Yes.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t want to believe my uncle could be involved in this mess, but I saw him smirk when Kaylee was sorted. The only time I’ve seen that expression on him is when he gets away with something, like bluffing to win a hand of poker.’

And now his anger over me finding out about his operation made sense. It was personal for him, too. Maybe he’d even wondered how much I might know about the mysterious group they were investigating.

Justin watched us over his tea. ‘It’s more than his reaction to that. McKee started a familiar support group shortly after joining the academy. He’s helped new Cognata find their witch families. Including the few throwback Cognata. So far, none have been McKees, but he finds their family incredibly quickly. It’s not proof, but… something to look into.’

I blew out my breath. ‘Okay. I won’t say anything.’

At least until I was done with my digging. If someone was doing what they thought, they deserved to be punished, but I didn’t like the WMCF having their fingers in my business.

‘I understand you want to keep the team small, but can I help?’ The closer I was, the more I’d find out.

‘I’ll need to run it by my bosses, but I don’t see why not. They already cleared you to be read in.’

‘Okay then. See you soon?’

He nodded.

Shane and I walked back through the restaurant. He’d revealed a lot today. ‘Thank you.’

He passed me my hat. ‘For what?’

‘For trusting me.’ Even if that trust came after the WMCF looked into me, it meant something.

He pulled on his helmet, eying me through the visor. ‘Do you feel better, knowing it all?’

Didn’t most people?

Shane opened the door. A blast of cold slapped us, like walking into a freezer.

Was it better to know my witch relative might know about me? That my life might have been risked for no reason? It wasn’t comforting, but…

‘It’s nearly always better to understand what you’re getting into.’ If only I was sure that was everything.

‘I agree.’ He looked at the bright morning sun. ‘But I bet this wasn’t what you expected from the academy.’

‘Drama, secrets, prejudice? That’s almost exactly what I expected.’

I felt the ghostly touch of Shane’s lynx on my leg.

Shane had a curious sparkle in his eyes. ‘It will be interesting working with you.’

‘Why?’

‘You’re different.’

‘Different?’ What the hell did he mean?

Shane shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Snow’s melting. We should get back, before the road turns into an ice rink.’

‘Oh no.’ I grabbed his arm, yanking his hand out of his pocket. His shoes slipped, almost toppling him, but I held him upright. ‘You can’t leave it like that.’

He gazed into my eyes with that half-lidded look and stroked my cheek. The path he drew along my cheekbone and down the side of my face, my neck, simmered in his wake. ‘You are trouble.’

I held my breath. Now I knew his secret, he was letting his thorns fall away. He no longer had a reason to hide his questions behind a mask of flirting. This was all on him.

But Shane dropped his hand and hopped on his bike. ‘Helmet on!’

Such a tease. And for some stupid reason, I only wanted him more.
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Shane had rolled his bike halfway across the lake bridge when someone puffed behind us, running from the school.

Cheeks ruddy, McKee yelled, ‘Why the hell are you on that bike?’ He skidded to a stop. ‘You’re as bad as your brother. Wooing girls is not worth another accident.’ He tutted at me and turned back to Shane. ‘Your mother would wring my neck if she saw you on that thing. In this weather!’

Where did he get off telling Shane what to do, with the way he’d acted? I glanced at Shane, sure he was about to tell McKee off, but he’d frozen in place, shoulders hunched in. Hell no.

Stay out of it, Bianca.

Not happening.

‘What Shane does in his free time is none of your business.’

‘Oh, but it is. If I let him keep his precious bike on school property, everyone will want to park their flashy cars on the drive.’

So that’s what this was about. ‘Maybe you should talk to your nephew privately, rather than chase him across the school yelling?’

McKee huffed. ‘You have two days. I want that bike gone.’ He stomped back into the school.

Shane stared at the doors as they banged shut, and then continued to the boathouse, dragging his feet.

That bastard had snatched his joy away and snuffed out his fight. I hated it. No one had the right to hurt someone so badly they froze. Hell, I wanted to snatch up the fight for him.

Shane locked his bike up but dawdled on the way back in. ‘Thank you for talking to him.’

‘My pleasure.’ And it was. McKee deserved a reality check. But I wished Shane had the confidence to fight that battle himself.

‘You know, I don’t make a habit of wooing girls with my bike.’ He tried a smile. ‘You’re the first girl who’s been on it.’

I shrugged. ‘He’s an arsehole trying to embarrass you. I didn’t take him seriously.’

Shane caught my fingers and kissed my cheek.

The flash of warmth ignited a dizzy spark in my chest.

‘I should be able to face him, yell at him,’ Shane said, shaking his head. ‘The way he treated me when I got Mira is just too fresh.’

I smiled, amazed at how easily he could talk about his feelings, admitting how deep his wounds went like it was nothing. The strength he had in himself and the trust he put in me to do that… Maybe… I’d been in his place. I’d felt that deep emotional pain. Maybe I could share, too.

‘It’s never easy. My maw wanted to gamble more than she wanted to take care of me. I still hide away all the pictures of her. It’d be too easy to imagine the good days, pretend I could go back to that life.’

‘I’m sorry.’

He hugged me, and it took a moment for me to hug him back. I’d braced for him to ignore my words, but he’d comforted me instead. My throat tightened. Trusting him would be so easy.

But when Shane stepped back, his smile was bitter. ‘It’s not quite the same for me. All the days I had with my uncle were good days. Visiting him was always a treat. He was like another father to me and then he dropped me, like I was nothing. How can it not all be a lie if he can throw me away so easily?’

I blew out my breath, wishing I could shelter him from that hurt. Someone turning on you out of nowhere, when you’d let them in, trusted them completely… it was a devastating blow. I still hadn’t come close to opening up again since I’d pulled up my walls.

‘Maybe it was a lie and maybe it wasn’t, but is he worth tearing yourself up over?’

Shane fisted his hands, and that fire reignited in his eyes. ‘I don’t know, but I have to know why. Is he really that elitist, or is something else influencing him? You’re right, I should move on, but I have to know what happened first.’

I nodded. I understood that. I’d known what my mother’s problems were and I’d come to terms with them. Not knowing would drive me crazy. Hell, maybe that mystery was what had got him through all this so much better than me.

‘Well, if you want me to yell at him some more for you in the meantime, let me know.’

Shane laughed, that sharp tension easing out of him. ‘I may just might.’

I grinned. We’d managed to turn our suspicions into common ground, and that lit a spark of a different kind. That Shane, fighting for – demanding – answers, was so damn attractive. And so was the way he’d listened to my pain.

* * *

Shane walked me to my dorm room. Neither of us had much more to say, but we kept stealing glances at each other. And I so wanted to take the initiative. But how would he react if I pinned him to the wall?

I was about to pounce when Shane took my waist and kissed me, slow and sweet. He backed me into a dark corner. Fresh snow and pine enveloped me, and that musky smell he wore.

He grinned against my mouth, his stubble scratching my chin, flaring that tiny spark to my core.

I grabbed his arse and pulled him tight to my hips. And I could’ve sighed out my relief. He was hard. He wanted this as much as I did.

He pressed his lips to mine, harder, demanding entrance. I gave it to him. He fisted his hand in my hair. I groaned, sharp sparks of pain adding fuel to my need.

His other hand slipped inside my underwear. Slowly, he stroked my sensitive nub. Pleasure shot through me, and I pushed into him. But he moved away, teasing.

And then his fingers filled me, stretching in a way that deliciously walked the pain-pleasure line.

He stroked my clit, and I shivered.

My legs tingled as he pumped his fingers. My breath was almost a pant. I dug my nails into him. He was in the perfect place.

And then he drew back, the same sparkle in his eyes that was there outside in the snow. ‘See you later, Trouble!’ His lynx was already padding downstairs.

‘No!’ Shit, that was too breathy. ‘Get back here. Now.’

Screw it. I wasn’t waiting. I thundered downstairs and grabbed his shirt, twisting it to reclaim his mouth. He still tasted like the outdoors.

Fingers shaky, I undid his belt and held him through his jeans, not caring one bit who might stumble across us. He was so big. I rubbed his length and unzipped him. He’d feel so right inside me.

He licked his lips.

I stroked him and watched his defences fall. His hands tightened on my waist, his eyes almost shut. God, that was hot.

This time, I pulled away.

He followed, but I put my hand on his chest. ‘Turnabout is fair play.’

Shane straightened my top and rezipped my coat. Then he sorted himself out. ‘Mesmerising, inside and out.’ He kissed my cheek and turned for the stairs.

But I had to say something. ‘Shane?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m not looking for anything serious.’

He chuckled. ‘I can live with that.’

My heart sang and, this time, I let him go.

I opened my door and sank onto the bed, the insistent throbbing below almost making me wish I’d fucked him by the stairs.

‘What happened?’

And there came reality. ‘Hi, Kaylee.’

She’d sprawled across her bed, chin propped on her arms. ‘No bad boy sex?’

‘No.’

‘Not even a kiss?’

‘No.’

‘Liar. Your lips are all pouty and your hat is halfway off your head. You, my dear, have been well kissed, and it sure wasn’t Gio.’

‘Shut up.’

‘I’m just saying, you should have taken my advice earlier. But I’ll let you live with that. I need to get going.’ She rolled out off the bed, picked up her purse, and opened the door.

‘Wait, what is it today?’

‘Familiar support group.’ She paused in the doorway. ‘Sure you don’t want to come? We have a special guest.’

‘Who?’

‘McKee. He’s hosting in his office.’

‘He is? Why?’ Could this be something I needed to tell Shane? Or Justin? Eyes in the room might crack how McKee matched witches to their families.

‘It’s a recurring thing. Every term he asks the group if he can help.’

‘And how could he do that?’

‘Well, he knows a lot of the community, so if my familiar passed in living memory… why are you looking at me like that?’

‘Is it only Cognatas who go to this thing?’

Kaylee frowned and pulled the door to. ‘You want to go?’

‘Maybe. If they could help me…’

‘I thought you wanted to keep your search private.’

‘I do. Did. But he might know something.’ And scouting him out myself gave me a much better indication of his involvement than listening to Justin and Shane. But I had just shat all over McKee’s day.

‘So are you coming, or not?’

‘Think I’d be welcome?’

‘You’re really nervous about this, aren’t you? Should I sound it out for you?’

I was nervous. But not for the reasons she thought.

I don’t think you should see him so soon after that scene.

Yeah, but it could help me work out what’s going on with the WMCF.

Ah, back to helping Shane.

No. Shane was hot, but I wasn’t looking into this for a fling.

Kaylee tapped her temple. ‘You still in there?’

Shit. ‘Can I think about it?’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘And can you maybe take notes?’

‘Fine, whatever, but I need to go.’ She left.

Lyall shifted into his human form. It used to make me jump, but he often shifted when we were alone. He said it reduced the strain of maintaining an unnatural form for so long.

‘Do you trust her?’ he asked.

‘Kaylee? Does it matter? If she talks to them, she’ll give them the same sob story I gave her.’

A thumping knock rattled the door. I checked Lyall was back in feathers before I opened it, and found Shane, slipping his phone into his pocket.

I grinned and pulled the door fully open, only to have him push me inside and kick the door shut behind him. He gripped my arms and cornered me. His hot breath hit my cheeks. And his eyes were lightning bright, a match to his familiar’s growls.

‘Did you wait for Kaylee to leave?’ I asked, leaning into his hold, kind of liking the dominance display.

His familiar hissed, her fur bristling.

‘Is Mira always like that? And maybe ease up on the arms.’ He’d tightened them to a bruising grip.

‘Stop it,’ he said.

‘Stop what?’

‘Lying.’

‘What?’ I squinted at him, trying to work out what I’d missed. This was white-hot anger, not lust.

Shane cursed. ‘You’ve manipulated us, from the moment you were “attacked”.’

‘What are you on about?’ Why the hell was he treating me like the enemy?

Shane jabbed his finger at Lyall. ‘Him.’

Cold sweat gathered at my back. ‘What about him?’

‘You think we don’t check the people we bring in?’ His voice was dangerously quiet. ‘A familiar was in the trees, watching how you reacted to this breakfast meeting. Imagine my surprise to get a call so soon after I left, to learn you’re not an Animalis, you’re a Cognata. What are you, a spy?’

‘No!’

‘Is Kaylee going to tell my uncle what we’re doing here? Is that why she left so quickly?’

‘No! Hell no.’

‘Why else get in on this operation, if not to spy? How did you disguise Lyall as a raven through the initiation in the first place? You must have had help. And Uncle Eugene is perfectly placed.’ He shook his head and backed up to the door. ‘I can’t believe I kissed someone as twisted as you.’

That wasn’t fair. ‘Shane, wait. Your uncle’s barely spoken a hundred words to me since I arrived.’ Convincing him it was all a coincidence was almost impossible now, but I had to try.

‘It was staring me in the face. Forcing barghests metres away. Metres! How could I have dismissed that so easily?’ He threw his hand through his hair and grunted in disgust. ‘Of course you weren’t really interested in me.’

Whoa. How could he even think that? ‘Let me explain.’

‘No. Stay the hell away from me.’

‘I didn’t plan this.’

He jabbed his finger at me and then let it drop, shoulders slumped. ‘No.’ And quieter, ‘No.’ He opened the door, ending the conversation, and left.

Does that put an end to this romance?

I glared at Lyall. Did you plan this?

No. But perhaps I should have. I didn’t realise he’d embroil you in a WMCF investigation.

You aren’t curious?

Yes. But do I think you should be an undercover agent? No. Whoever’s behind this is dangerous. You should focus on becoming a better, more powerful witch. Then you can chase conspiracy theories to your heart’s content. Fully trained.

I stared at the door. I should go after him.

That’s a terrible idea.

Okay, I’d not get through to him in this state but… He knows what you are.

And he won’t say a thing.

You can’t know that.

He thought I’d lied, that I’d got close to him to spy for McKee. It wasn’t true, but that knock to his trust could make him lash out. His reaction sure as shit made me wish I’d never told him a thing about my maw. I had to hope he’d see sense and hear me out. If he didn’t, he wasn’t worth it.

Lyall fluffed his wings. Shane’s too focused on his mission. If he reveals my form, he’ll be the centre of gossip for weeks. Even more than he already is. That’ll put too much of a kink in his ability to investigate.

Shane was determined to find out if his uncle was hiding something. But I couldn’t imagine the fallout if he told the school about Lyall’s real form.

Stop worrying.

I twisted my pillow in my lap and stared at the door. Screw it, I had better things to do than mope.

* * *

The second I walked into the headmaster’s office, he’d pick at my story. I twisted the doorknob, but I wasn’t pre-approved for access. I’d have to knock.

I rapped my knuckles on the wood and prayed this didn’t end in disaster.

A few seconds later, the door swung open. Kaylee ushered me in. ‘You came?’ She looked over her shoulder, to her friends.

‘Is that a problem?’ I asked.

‘No, no.’

McKee broke away from the Cognata he was talking to. ‘Bianca? Kaylee said you’re curious about your heritage, but we didn’t expect you tonight.’

I bet he didn’t.

He took a wine glass from his table and offered it to me.

Good. He was ignoring our wee incident. ’Last-minute decision,’ I said, sipping the red. Rich and fruity. I’d have to pace myself.

He smiled. I couldn’t see anything dark there, anything that said he’d put lives at risk.

Don’t let your guard down.

I choked on my wine and covered it with a light cough. ‘Sorry. Familiar humour,’ I lied.

I don’t trust him yet. Bad liars and honest people didn’t get powerful jobs. And McKee was doing a spectacular job of pretending he had no problem with me.

McKee nodded to his office chair, where his familiar lounged, half on and half off the seat. ‘I fully understand. Mine likes to embody boredom.’

‘Are you bored?’

‘No, I’m intrigued.’ He gestured to Kaylee, hovering halfway between us and her Cognata friends. ‘Kaylee felt finding your witch relatives might fill a hole?’

Trust Kaylee to put it like that. But sob stories got results. ‘Did the force say much about my situation before I came here?’

‘I know you had commitments, rent. The throwback fund covered that?’

‘Yes.’ I sipped more wine and stared into the glass. ‘The state took me from my mother when I was twelve, nearly thirteen. I was in foster care until eighteen. Mostly group homes.’

He blinked rapidly, a stumble in this overly polite conversation. ‘I’m sorry.’

People never knew what to say. That platitude was a common reaction. ‘It is what it is…’ I shook away the memories. ‘Maybe my witch side has a happier ending? It’d be wonderful to meet even distant family.’ God, I was laying it on thick.

McKee placed his empty wine glass on his desk. ‘Was anyone drawn to the supernatural?’

‘Only me. But I didnae ken my dad.’

He frowned. ‘It won’t be easy. Without a human familiar to look at, to see a resemblance…’ He spread his hands.

‘That can’t be the only method up your sleeve.’

‘Oh, but research can take years. We’d have to trawl through family books and personal diaries. And we don’t know the time period…’ He was leading into something.

‘Well, I’m here for three years.’

‘Yes, yes.’ He squinted at me. ‘Are you a natural blonde?’

‘I am.’

‘Well, that’s something. But you aren’t distinctive enough to easily place. Do you have a picture of your mother?’

My heart panged. Like I’d said to Shane, I didn’t keep photos close. It was too easy to fall back into old habits and wonder about her, what she’s doing, if she missed me. I shook it off. This was a fact-finding mission. I couldn’t afford to be emotional. ‘Probably. Back in Edinburgh.’ I had an album somewhere. ‘Why? Are they useful?’

‘If I compare her features and yours, I can guess what your father looked like.’

Ah. Logical. ‘Okay.’ I’d ask Finn to find them. ‘Did you need anything else?’

‘To get started? Your birthday, and where you were born.’

I looked past him, but the girls were fully focused on filling in papers. They weren’t listening. ‘Valentine’s day. In Edinburgh.’

He chuckled. ‘Sorry, I’m terrible at keeping the details straight. You’ll need to fill in the form.’ He topped up his drink and clinked my glass. ‘I hope I can help you. It’s a beautiful thing, reuniting witches with their families.’

And this time, I saw a crack in his veneer, a slight downturn to his smile. Was that distaste, a lie, something else? And was it because of our confrontation outside or something more?

‘What form?’

‘Oh! You missed the start. Detail forms and envelopes are on my desk. The girls have pens. Help yourself and slip the envelope under my door if I’m not in when you’re done.’

My stomach twisted. ‘Under your door?’

‘Yes. I prefer to keep personal files separate from my work.’

‘Right.’

Mel took and sorted his post. And he had pigeonholes outside his door. Was he worried someone might root through them and find out things they shouldn’t, or was he hiding this from the people he worked with? I’d have to have a good look at that form and see if anything was out of the ordinary.
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Daria gave us yet another group project for Elemental Strengths. And for once, I was grinning at the news. She wanted us to practice summoning fire in pairs.

Shane was already signalling to Dylan, an Animalis witch he was friends with, but I tapped his shoulder and kept tapping until he turned around.

He glanced at his well-poked shoulder, then me. ‘Work with someone else.’

‘We need to talk.’ I may not be ready to share my past with him, but he needed to know what I’d found out.

He looked for Dylan, but the other guy shrugged and indicated he’d chosen another partner. Shane gritted his teeth. ‘I guess I can’t ignore you forever.’

‘Not least because I’m an anomaly you want to study.’

‘You’re still saying you’re a throwback?’

‘You still think I was planted here?’ I’d fit in more if I was. ‘The WMCF can investigate me all they like. I had no idea I had magic. And I fought them from the street to the plane.’

‘That’s what a good actress does – plants a good backstory.’

‘A story nineteen years long?’ Come on, Shane, you can’t let your hang-ups blind you that badly.

‘Fire, please, Shane, Bianca.’ Daria swept past us. ‘No, Dylan. Oh dear.’

I smelt burning wood and turned to see Dylan’s desk ablaze.

Daria waved her hands. A yellow glow encircled the fire. The flames dropped lower and lower, until they snuffed out. She’d suffocated them. Not terrifying at all. ‘Start small, please. Especially if you have an affinity for the element.’

‘Looks like you lucked out, partner,’ I said.

‘Let’s just get this done.’

‘I can help you.’

‘I don’t need help to summon fire. I doubt you do, either.’

‘Help with the other stuff, not that. This is new to me.’

‘Whatever, Bianca.’

I did understand. He was supposed to have a human familiar and me an animal guide. We’d switched places. Hiding Lyall’s form was a sucker punch even if we hadn’t kissed. But I didn’t choose this.

Let him be, Bianca.

Things might be simpler if I did, but I didn’t want him to think I’d betrayed him. I didn’t want to be another person who hurt him.

‘Could you meet me after class?’ I’d asked him to meet or talk dozens of times over the last week and a half. Eventually, I’d wear him down.

‘For what?’ Shane flicked Lyall’s beak. ‘We have nothing to discuss.’

‘But I have news.’ And I couldn’t tell him about my in with the head’s group in class. I should have told Cameron, or Justin, but if it’d convince Shane to hear me out…

‘Uh-huh. Summon fire already.’ He glanced at Daria, who was circling back round.

Fine. I’d give him a minute.

I closed my eyes, imagining the air in my open palm heating until it lit a spark. Imagining was half the battle. Then Lyall breathed life into my concept. See it, Lyall?

Already done.

I opened my eyes. A tiny ember warmed my hand. But as I watched, entranced with its movements, it grew, and grew, until it covered my entire palm. Stop, Lyall. I didn’t want him to burn my desk. Stop!

Shane grabbed my hands. I jolted, but he held me still. ‘Steady, or you’ll lose control completely.’

A blue glow coated my hands. I wriggled my fingers. They were wet, and cold, like I’d plunged them into a stream. Shane blinked, and a splash of water extinguished the fire.

He watched me, hands still around mine as he dispersed the water into the air. ‘You’re shaking.’

‘I lost control.’

‘You got lost in the element.’ He glanced at Dylan’s desk and back. ‘It’s not unusual for a beginner.’

I wasn’t sure if he thought I’d copied the idea from Dylan, or if he believed me, but when he squeezed my hands, I couldn’t swallow. No matter how much I guarded my feelings, the idiot still got to me.

‘It’s instinctive. You can’t fake it.’ He looked out the window and sighed. ‘I’ll hear you out.’

‘When?’

‘I’ll be outside the library at seven.’

‘Thank you.’ I held back a smile. I couldn’t let myself get my hopes up. He was just as likely to dismiss me again as he was to appreciate my news and accept my help.

* * *

I paced in front of the library doors. Where was he? It was quarter past already. My shoulders slumped. Maybe he’d changed his mind and wasn’t coming. Still, I’d wait a little longer to be sure.

Bianca?

What now? Lyall had spent the last twenty minutes trying to persuade me not to turn up to this meeting.

Lyall huffed, and on my next turn I walked straight into Shane as he came out of the library. Damn it. No doubt Lyall was smirking behind his feathers.

‘You were waiting inside the whole time?’ He could’ve told me.

‘I had to check something.’

‘What?’

‘Your reading choices.’

That wasn’t invasive at all. ‘You can do that?’ Was just as well I read my more risqué reads on my phone.

‘Strictly, no. But the WMCF approved it.’

‘They hacked the system?’ It didn’t surprise me in the slightest that the WMCF crossed that boundary. But what could I be reading in a school library that was worth so much effort?

‘No. I traced what you’d touched. I can only see about a month back, but you were concentrated in the family tree section.’ He cracked a grin. ‘The librarians had a good laugh at your expense, I imagine?’

‘Yes.’ He was acting much closer to his old self. Had he changed his mind about me being a spy?

‘It’s an old joke. Those books were how our great- and great-great-grandparents found an appropriate suitor.’

‘You mean someone who’s not your second cousin.’

‘Exactly!’

I eyed him. ‘You’re in a better mood.’

‘A bit, maybe.’ His smile dropped, and I regretted mentioning it. ‘But you know searching through those books is a bad idea, if it’s relatives you’re after?’

‘Oh?’

‘Those stuffy old portraits aren’t accurate. They wanted to look glamorous and dashing to attract the best proposals. I think my third great-grandmother told them to paint her with red hair. Hers was dark brown. And only the last one to two hundred years have complete portraits or photos for all known descendants. They didn’t bother earlier on. You’d be lucky to get a full name.’

The latter years were so well documented, names neat rather than scrawled, misspelled, and crossed out to be written again. But I’d put it down to photos and painters becoming more accessible. And a new scribe.

I studied him. All this information, so freely given. Something was up. ‘What changed?’

‘We were getting fewer and fewer Cognatas. They weren’t sure if it was the number of generations since we had full fae blood, or the mixing with humans, but most families demanded arranged marriages. They didn’t want their children’s magic to become more specialised.’

‘Ah, so everyone was catalogued and partnered for the best bairns.’

‘For the most powerful, yes.’

Now I got the joke. ‘Library order spouse?’

‘Quite.’

‘So what’s next on the list? Are you going to interrogate the kids I went to primary school with?’ They’d had eleven days. If they hadn’t cleared me yet, they never would. I bit my tongue, bracing for his reply.

‘The library was our last check.’ Shane smirked. ‘You’d have to be a dedicated spy to search the ancestry section that thoroughly.’

‘Then you believe me?’ I tried to keep a hold of the hope rising inside my chest.

‘Mostly. But how did your familiar get around that spell without help?’

Lyall? Can you explain?

No.

Shane quirked an eyebrow. ‘What did he say?’

I sighed. ‘Not much. He claims aether won’t let him tell me how he did it.’

‘Hiding his form doesn’t help you. Aether should have blocked it.’

‘Well, that’s what happened.’

His phone chirped.

I grabbed his arm before he could get to it. ‘I really do have news.’

He eyed my hold. ‘Your familiar isn’t something else entirely, is he?’

‘No. Nothing like that.’ I kept his gaze, trying to show him I wasn’t hiding anything. I wasn’t trying to dupe him.

‘And you are a throwback?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh. Is it about the mission? Because that text will probably clear you. Officially.’

‘Will. You. Let. Me. Speak?’ I poked his chest with each word. Sparks flew from my fingers.

Shane tapped his shirt, smothering the smoke. ‘You don’t need to burn me.’

‘Kaylee told me about a special club meeting the day you yelled at me about Lyall.’

‘Which one? The girl has like twenty.’

‘Shut up.’

‘Right. Sorry.’

An apology! I smirked and caught the answering smile from Shane. For a moment, it felt like we’d gone back to that day in the snow. ‘Anyway. It was a meeting for the familiar support group.’

‘The one my uncle founded?’

‘Yes, that. Your uncle was hosting one of their meetings, so I went.’

Shane’s eyes widened. ‘Does he know about…?’ He gestured to my familiar.

‘No. I gave him a sob story about growing up in foster care.’

He nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘He’d printed forms to fill in with birthdates, photos, professions, locations, family illness. Normal stuff, but he didn’t want them in his pigeonhole or with the admin department. He wanted them slid under the door to his office.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘He said it was a privacy thing, but…’ Every time I thought about the way he’d said it, my gut squirmed.

Shane’s phone dinged again. He checked it and put it back into his pocket. ‘You’re cleared.’ He searched my face. ‘So this is what you’ve been trying to tell me – that you have a way into McKee’s group?’

‘Yes.’

He made it sound like a gift.

‘Okay.’ His eyes had that distant look they got when he thought about his uncle, but when he looked at me he was all business. ‘We’ve got your back.’

God, seeing his militant, protective side was sexy. I kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you.’

He softened, enough to let me ken he’d missed me. And then he pulled away. 
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Studying for mid-term exams had my eyes so shot I was seeing text between blinks. So Kaylee bursting through the door and spinning in front of me was a relief.

Her grin was blinding, and her hair was all over the place. Like she’d run here.

‘Everything okay?’

She clapped. ‘Perfect.’ She threw her arms out. ‘McKee found my family!’

‘He did? He just told you this?’ I didn’t think it’d make her so happy.

‘He called me into his office. Another guy was there. An old man. And they told me I was a member of the McKee family.’

‘You’re related to the head?’ I tried not to let suspicion seep into my words.

‘I know. I didn’t expect it, with my ethnicity, but…’ She shrugged. ‘They have family all over.’

So, Kaylee was the first person directly connected to the head. I needed to tell Justin. They’d want to double their investigation into him now that he had a recent throwback relative.

‘How are they so sure?’ Did they give away a hint of how they found throwback relatives so quickly?

‘The older man said he recognised my nose and chin. Their third great-grandparent on their mother’s side resembles me. They’ll do DNA next to confirm.’

I’d bet the DNA was more to confirm the connection to her than for them. ‘They don’t have a magical equivalent?’

She shrugged. ‘I did the cheek swabs today.’ Her smile wilted. ‘It will be odd, having two families.’

I understood all too well. I didn’t feel like I belonged anywhere after foster care. But perhaps it’d be different for Kaylee. She had the magic world, and the human world. That put a different spin on things. ‘Are they talking to anyone else?’ Meeting this old guy might be another clue to who was behind this glut of Cognata throwbacks.

‘They want you next.’

Me? I smiled. That was all too perfect. And was that why she’d run here? Bless her, that was sweet. ‘Did they find my family?’ I hadn’t expected anything yet.

‘They didn’t say.’

‘But they want me to come down?’

‘Yes!’ She hugged me. ‘I hope your family is everything you’re looking for.’

‘Thanks.’ I stepped out of the hug, the reality of it hitting me suddenly. This wasn’t just about finding clues. If they’d found my family… that meant something. I grabbed my things. ‘Do I go to his office?’

She nodded. ‘Hurry back.’

I should have messaged Shane, Justin, or Cameron, but my head was stuck on repeat. I couldn’t hope for too much. I’d been let down too many times by people who were lovely to my face but rejected me around the corner. But, somehow, I’d already made it to McKee’s office. I knocked.

McKee opened the door. ‘Bianca, welcome.’

Books covered his table and the floor around it. I recognised a few from the library. But I’d expected that. I hadn’t been sure the ‘old man’ would still be here. He had white hair, more wispy than coarse, and he hadn’t left his seat to greet me. I’d place him in his seventies.

‘There’s someone I want you to meet. Please, take your seat.’ McKee indicated the chair beside this stranger.

My gut squirmed. Maybe it was the downturn to the older man’s lips, or the scratches on the back of his hands, but he didn’t fit McKee’s circle. His skin was wrinkled but tough. The type to work his way up from the bottom.

‘Bianca Nash.’ His dark eyes looked at me like I was a worm on his plate. He didn’t offer his hand. ‘The first Animalis witch to ask for this society’s help.’

I glanced at McKee.

‘Bianca, this is my uncle, Russell McKee.’

‘Charmed… Kaylee says you might have found something?’ I peered at the open books.

‘No.’

My shoulders slumped. Every time, I tried not to care, and every time, I still felt like I’d had the air sucked out of me. This wasn’t supposed to be personal.

‘I’m sorry. I tried my best not to give Kaylee that impression.’

‘So why call me here? You said research might take years.’ They had to want something.

‘Russell can’t place you, which limits our options. It might mean your link is farther back.’

I waited for him to expand.

‘We can try a DNA test. That’d narrow the search.’

‘You have each family’s DNA?’

That’d go far beyond matching suspected relatives. For that you only needed to ask the throwback and one other person to test. To find my family, you’d need a database of witch families’ DNA. Was that another side effect of the arranged marriages, or something they’d arranged themselves? Either way, it put a new spin on how they were helping the group’s witches.

‘A small database. But it’s worth a go, isn’t it?’

Absolutely not. Say no. Immediately.

I could’ve sworn Lyall’s voice broke at the start. Why are you so worried?

Don’t do it. This is not something to overrule me on. It won’t end well.

Asking for details was pointless, but the whole setup gave me a bad vibe anyway. It was enough to know DNA was an option for them.

‘I’d like to continue on the research path for now,’ I said.

McKee’s nostrils flared, and then he put on false concern. He seemed genuine, until you spotted the switch. ‘You’re sure? That will take so much longer. And we’ll have to prioritise students with a higher likelihood of success.’

I plastered on a fake smile to cover up how much of a sleazeball I thought McKee was. ‘I understand. If I change my mind, you’ll be the first to know.’

I thanked them both again and left. Walking at pace towards the back of the school, I texted Shane: ‘Meet me outside. Got news.’

* * *

Shane prowled the grass by the lake. Shadows played against his cheekbones. I should be focused on the news and the mission now that I’d seen a real chink in McKee’s mask, but when Shane pinned me in his gaze, I faltered. He was so intense.

‘What happened?’ he asked, covering the space between us in quick strides.

I smiled, trying to put him at ease. ‘I met your uncle, and someone new.’

‘Who?’ So protective.

Nope. I couldn’t think about how hot that was. ‘His uncle. Russell.’

Shane squinted towards the school. ‘Why was he there? He should be running the family business.’

‘McKee said he helped identify potential families, but that doesn’t feel right.’ He felt more… involved.

‘You don’t believe him?’

It’s not just a hunch.

You think this is a magical hunch?

I’d bet on it. Spirit is your strongest element.

I hadn’t felt that tugging I had when Shane was up to something. This was more subtle. But then, a lie or a secret was more subtle than a meeting or ransacking an office.

Shane waited, hands in his pockets.

‘I thought it was a gut reaction, but Lyall thinks it’s more.’

Shane and his lynx shared a look. ‘I don’t know Russell well. He lives at the factory, but he came to see me after my accident. I felt uncomfortable. I thought it was the drugs and what he said, but maybe it was a psychic reaction.’

‘Psychic?’ I’d been hesitant to use that kind of word, but he’d put it out there.

‘Another word for a magical nudge, no?’ He sighed. ‘Uncle Eugene would have loved it.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s rare. And useful.’

‘Or dangerous.’ That nudge could pull me into all kinds of trouble.

‘It can’t hurt you.’

Maybe not. And maybe I could ignore that nudge if I had to. But it told me a lot about people. If I learned how to use it, and people knew, they’d avoid me. Or worse. But Shane hadn’t.

‘Did you ever get a feeling from me?’

His lips quirked. ‘Oh, yes.’

‘Tell me.’

‘You’re trouble. From the start.’

I laughed. Like he wasn’t the same.

Shane stroked my cheek and stepped back, taking his phone out of his pocket. ‘I’ll ask Justin to put a watch on Russell.’ He typed the message. ‘Did they say anything else worth reporting?’

‘Definitely. They suggested I take a DNA test. I declined, but how do they have DNA on file?’

‘Could be from other students they’ve helped, or they could have someone checking the force’s database…’

My breath caught, and red danger lights flashed in my mind. If the force was helping these people, that put us all at risk. Even if Justin was trustworthy, whoever was triggering the throwbacks’ magic had powerful friends to hide it for this long. How long before they found out what we were doing?

McKee’s family had connections. He also bridged the gap between throwback witches attending school, and the WMCF who brought them in and defended against non-sentient fae. He was looking more and more like a good candidate for this secretive group.

‘Is there anything we can do?’ I hated sitting around, and I didn’t want to leave the WMCF to it. Especially now their own officers might be involved.

Shane’s lynx nudged his hand. ‘Mira’s a genius! We should test throwbacks. Do our own DNA tests.’

That made sense. The families they were linked to were the ones we’d need to investigate. ‘How do we get them to take the swab?’

‘We use something else. Blood, hairs. The WMCF is set up for testing that stuff. Results only take a week or two with dedicated researchers.’

‘We can trust their researchers?’

‘Justin will pick good people.’

Okay, but… ‘How will we get the blood or hair? Witches won’t give it to us.’

Shane grinned.

I sighed, but inside I lit up. Shane knew how to make life interesting. ‘I’ll help, but I’m not doing anything weird, or gross.’ Despite my protestations, I was just happy to be working with Shane again. Together, we could get to the heart of this mystery. And… being on the same side again felt right, like I belonged.

* * *

A week later, and a good number of samples were in the lab. Including the plaster I’d scooped out of the bin from Kaylee’s paper cut. Dumpster diving. So stylish. And Kaylee had no idea. None of them did.

Kaylee checked through her purse.

‘Do you still need to go to that group?’ I asked. She had her answers now, pending the DNA.

Kaylee huffed. ‘My friends go. I’m showing support.’ She shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe you didn’t go the DNA route.’

When had she become so judgemental? ‘I didn’t feel comfortable. Did you know they’re tracing serial killers from their third or fourth cousins and stuff?’

‘Are you a secret serial killer?’

‘Well, no. It’s the principle of it. My DNA, my business.’ I felt like such a hypocrite. Who knew which WMCF databases she’d be in now?

‘Fine. Whatever. I’m going. McKee has DNA results for a few second-year guys.’ She snapped her purse shut but paused at the door. ‘I hope you reconsider the test. You could find your family overnight.’

‘Maybe.’

Don’t even think about it.

I know! Shut up already.

And do your homework. Your mid-term results could’ve been better. Much better.

Thanks so much, Dad.

‘Bianca?’

‘Aye?’ I thought she’d already left.

‘How often do you have those dreams?’

A shiver tickled my spine. I didn’t think I’d woken her. It’d been months since the last time I woke up crying. ‘Not often.’

Flashes came back. Stealing twenty pounds from Maw’s pay packet so we had enough to eat before she spent the lot on bets and scratch cards. Trying to persuade her that her luck wouldn’t be different this time, this month. Or that one win didn’t mean another was around the corner. And the horror at finding her stash of credit cards with my name on them. Then the sickening realisation I’d have to get help…

‘Are you okay?’

I waved her off. ‘Fine. Go to your thing.’

She left, but I couldn’t shake it from my mind. I texted Shane.

‘Want to come over?’

‘Everything okay?’

‘Wanted company.’

‘Leaving now.’

A few minutes later, Shane knocked. ‘Hey.’ He walked inside and sat on my bed. ‘No Kaylee?’

‘She’s out.’

He looked around the room. ‘Did you want to go out?’

‘No.’ I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I didn’t want to be alone.

He caught and squeezed my hands. ‘What’s going on? Did something upset you?’

I sat next to him and stared at my feet. I focused on my breath – in and out – because if I said anything, the waterworks would start.

Shane put his arm around me. I rested on him, his musky, minty scent surrounding me. My throat clogged. I cursed and pulled away, but he held me.

‘Talk to me.’

Like it was that easy. I never talked about my maw and last time we talked it’d gone so wrong.

Shane tilted my chin until we were only a few inches apart. ‘You can trust me.’

Shit. It wasn’t like it was a big secret. ‘It’s only a dream.’ Tears welled up. I blinked them back.

‘Must be a bad one.’ He smoothed my hair and rubbed the base of my back.

I sniffed, and he put both arms around me, protecting me. In that moment, I felt safe, and I let the hard shell around my emotions crack. I fell apart. I couldn’t stop crying. Ugly crying, sniffing and choking, but he kept rubbing my back, and that’s exactly what I needed. No solutions. No questions. Only comfort. 








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  




Daria clutched papers to her chest. ‘You’re all making progress. Some of you more than others, or in some elements over others. That’s normal, but you should have an idea where your strengths lie.’

Shane had been more or less right about the order of my elements. Only air and spirit had swapped places, and he couldn’t have known I’d be so strong in spirit.

I looked at his broad back and hid a smile behind my hand. He’d insisted on working with me for every project since we made up. He’d quizzed other students and researched to make sure my spirit strength and my overall power didn’t appear out of place with what the teachers expected from Animalis witches. And after class, he’d coached me in spirit as best he could.

Lyall didn’t even have a snide thing to say since I was doing my homework days ahead of schedule.

Daria walked the rows, placing papers on each person’s desk. She thumbed through the sheets for mine. ‘Good job.’ She raised an eyebrow and then moved on.

Eighty-two percent. Maybe we hadn’t hidden my skills well enough. That was the very high end of what they might expect. ‘Shane?’ I nudged his chair at full stretch.

‘What?’ he mouthed.

I held the sheet and pointed to my score.

‘Good job.’

I tapped the score a few more times, rattling the paper.

‘It’s fine.’

My phone vibrated. I checked it to see: ‘Strong, but not unheard of’. That boy was quick with his fingers, and sneaky. I hadn’t even seen him move for the phone. But if he wasn’t worried, I’d brush it off.

‘Are we seeing Cameron after class?’ We were due another meeting with Justin.

‘No. He’s got ice hockey.’

‘Right.’

Ice hockey was the national sport here, and perfect for blood samples. Cameron didn’t have the ideal build for it, but he was fast, and a good shooter. And it wasn’t like he was trying out for the team.

I envied him. I’d rather pick a fight with a hockey player than root through the bins in the ladies’ toilets, but we each had our strengths. And we’d done well. We almost had the full set of throwbacks for the first two years. The last year and what remained of the other years were standoffish. We’d had to get to them through the groups.

‘Don’t you have a meeting anyway?’ Shane asked. He faced front as Daria spelled out our homework. ‘Don’t be late!’

I locked my screen. The very last thing I wanted after class was a familiar support group meeting, but, stupid me, I’d missed the last one, and this time they were planning a social. I’d get to see Amélie and her older clones for a whole hour. I couldn’t wait to see them go cross-eyed with how hard they tried to look down on me.

‘Come with me.’

‘No.’

‘Please.’

Shane turned and rolled his eyes, but I saw him weakening.

* * *

Amélie and the other Cognata stared at the side of my head for the entire car ride into town, barely saying a word. But once we were ensconced in the café with herbal teas and coffee, the silence had to give.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ Amélie said, stirring much-needed sugar into her latte. Though she didn’t touch the biscuit.

‘Why’s that?’ Though I almost hadn’t when Shane said he’d be busy.

‘We thought you’d lost interest. Kaylee said you didn’t test your DNA?’

Kaylee ducked into her drink’s steam. She needed a firmer backbone and to learn when to keep her mouth shut. ‘I have my reasons, none of which I need to explain to you.’

‘But it is odd. Someone like you, refusing the most useful method to find your witch family, however distant the connection might be.’ She scrunched her nose at Lyall.

If only she knew what he was. ‘We all have our own journey, don’t we?’

It was beyond annoying that this bampot was one of the few people I still needed DNA from. No doubt McKee found her at the front of his queue. She’d love boasting about being from a powerful witch family. I hoped she was from a powerless offshoot.

‘Some of us have a much shorter journey than others.’ She frowned. ‘Where did you come from again?’

She talked like the WMCF had dragged me out of a slum on the other side of the world. ‘Scotland.’

‘And your family was absent?’

She was trying for a reaction here, scratching at my rough past. She knew enough to ken it’d hurt. Her minions had that quiet cough giggle going on. They were in on it.

I gritted my teeth. Someone had been talking, and not just about DNA. I hadn’t been close enough, or loud enough, for any of them to overhear in the head’s office. This was all Kaylee.

‘Yes, I was in care until eighteen. But it’s not something I share often.’

‘Oh, word travels. Throwbacks are rare enough to be a talking point, as I’m sure you know. Shane has such an interest in them. Perhaps that’s why he’s so close to you?’ She sipped her drink. ‘I can’t see why he’d have much interest otherwise.’

Kaylee pushed her drink away. ‘Stop, Amélie. I asked you to be nice.’

‘Oh, so you need to ask her?’ So much for good coffee. It’d taste like dishwater with this company. I stood. ‘I’m not here for you to mock me.’

Amélie shrugged. ‘Then leave.’

Kaylee stared into her tea like that could save her.

‘Really?’ Ice chilled my skin while my throat felt hot and scratchy.

She wasn’t going to say anything else. Some friend. When had these people become the ones she sided with, the ones she shared my secrets with, despite her knowing I didn’t like them? If her familiar was different, they wouldn’t want anything to do with her. And that was a terrible foundation for a friendship.

‘Do us all a favour and leave.’ Amélie crossed her arms. Her minions backed her, staring me down.

The bell over the door rang behind me, as if calling me back to the academy. I clenched my hands, anger warming me through. Not much point staying where I wasn’t wanted. I’d be unlikely to get hold of a DNA sample with them treating me like this anyway. But, two steps to the bar, I got a terrible idea. I needed Amélie’s DNA, and she’d given me the perfect excuse. Grinning, I walked right up to her and punched her pretty nose flat.

‘Putain de merde!’ Her hands flew to her nose, her words muffled by blood.

So satisfying. I turned over my knuckles and grabbed a tissue from the bar to wipe the blood. I’d only just shoved it in my pocket when Kaylee wrenched me around. So now she was on the warpath. Yep, our friendship was as done as burnt toast.

‘You didn’t need to do that,’ she said.

Oh no she didn’t. She was not claiming the moral high ground here. ‘You pick your times to complain. You had to ken this might be an ambush. And you ken I won’t let them treat me like dog shit.’

‘I’ve been trying to persuade you not to come to meetings, to deal with McKee instead. Not only because of Amélie. You have a better chance of finding answers with McKee, if you try. But you won’t listen.’

‘Shit, Kaylee.’

The pleading in her eyes undid me. She actually believed these people were her friends. I threw money on the bar for the meal I didn’t get to eat, and double-checked the tissue was in my pocket. It was safe. And that was the last first year off my list. Shame I had to strike a friend off along with it.

‘She’s bleeding a lot. You should apologise.’

‘Not happening.’ Now I had Amélie’s DNA, I’d leave her group of bigots to their own devices. And I’d ask for a new room when the next term started. I couldn’t share a room with someone who exchanged my secrets for friendship.

‘Don’t do it for her,’ Kaylee said. ‘Her friends have clout, and so do their families. They’ll cause trouble over this.’

I shrugged. Kaylee may be scared to say anything against these entitled bampots, but I wasn’t. ‘She can do her worst.’

* * *

Shane came by my room late, long after Kaylee had fallen into bed and asleep. I cracked the door a few inches. What had he done for the last two hours? His sample run was supposed to be fast.

‘Do you have it?’ he asked.

‘Where’ve you been?’ I’d been half asleep when he said he was on his way.

‘My witch wasn’t on campus.’

‘Were they as obnoxious as Amélie?’

‘Well, I didn’t break his nose.’ He reached for my hand and checked the knuckles, but I knew how to punch. ‘Are you trying to live up to your nickname?’

‘Got to live up to the hype.’ I took the tissue from my jumper pocket and stuffed it into his hand. ‘Here. Take it.’ I checked on Kaylee, but she was still asleep, turned away from the door. When I looked back, he’d secreted the tissue away.

‘I’m glad you’re happy, because you’re out of action until Amélie gets over her swollen nose.’

‘Justin benched me?’

I grabbed my phone but had no new messages. He’d sent Shane to deliver the news, the coward. I opened a message to him. He needed to know how much that girl deserved what she got. The glee she took in hurting people. It didn’t get me off the sidelines – at least not officially – but it’d stop him lecturing me next time I saw him.

‘I know she’s a bitch, but punching her brings too much attention. She knows people.’

‘That’s what Kaylee said.’

‘Bee, you need to take this seriously. She won’t let it blow over without a fight.’ He pushed my phone down and searched my face.

He’d not find concern. ‘What happens will happen. I’ll deal with it.’ I’d dealt with plenty of people like her, and they didn’t listen to words. They needed fast, physical punishment.

‘And I’ll help you.’

He stroked my cheek and stepped in – close enough I smelled that delicious musky body spray and the fresh mint underneath. Then he drew me into the hall and caged me against the wall.

My heart jumped. We’d been flirting, getting back to where we were, but would he–?

His lips met mine, and I moaned. I tasted the night air and a chill that soon warmed through. Hell, was he refreshing. Like an icy mojito.

‘I’m glad you weren’t hurt.’ He ran a finger down my nose and smiled. ‘Though I kind of like you taking care of yourself.’

I grabbed his shirt and pulled him into a more heated kiss, my tongue twisting with his. He returned everything I gave him, but my heart still ached for more. And I mewled when he broke away. ‘You can’t leave this here.’

We’d done the tease-and-leave thing already. I didn’t want to go to bed without him.

Around Shane, I felt like I was contributing to something and, more than that, I felt like I was appreciated. Unlike Kaylee, he cared. Even when things broke down, he’d never given up my secrets.

‘We have to.’ He glanced at my door. ‘Kaylee–’

Screwing in front of that traitor wasn’t ideal. ‘Your room?’

‘Cameron is in.’

I growled so low it could’ve come from Mira. I wasn’t having a night with Shane stolen from me. ‘I’m not going back to bed.’ If we were officially making up, we were sealing the deal tonight. I couldn’t keep wondering if we were doing this or not.

‘I want you, too, Trouble.’

‘It doesn’t have to be in a bedroom…’ I’d had a few dreams of screwing in the hallway since our last adventure. And it was late enough no one else was about.

Shane nibbled his lower lip. ‘I might know a place, if we’re quiet.’

‘Where?’

‘Grab a blanket and your duvet.’

‘Will the comforter do?’ That was the closest I had to a blanket.

‘Does the job.’

I’m staying in your room.

Aye. Fine.

And there went Mira, padding downstairs.

I was in and out of my room in less than thirty seconds, the covers balanced over my arms. Shane took them from me and slung them over his shoulder before marching me ahead of him, guiding me with his hands at my waist.

‘Still not telling me where we’re going?’

He tapped my bum, and I swatted back at him but only hit his arm. I’d get him back later.

‘In here.’

He ducked into a rarely used corridor running parallel to the dorms and took us to the far side of the building, through a door almost invisible in a busy floral wallpaper, and down endless stairs.

Even in my fleecy jumper, the cold crept in. How the hell had he found this place? Or did the other students know about it, like a lookout point?

When I was about to ask how much farther, the steps opened onto a room with stone slab flooring, scattered with sandy dirt. Dozens of brick arches held the floors above. No windows, no rooms, no doors. A whole lot of private, open space.

‘Are we in the basement?’ We had to be. I didn’t even know this place had one.

He turned me to face him. ‘Will this do?’

I threw the comforter on the floor, and with his help stretched the duvet on top. Nothing was down here, so we’d be undisturbed. And that meant I had the whole night to enjoy him. To get his broad shoulders and feline swagger out of my head. Or at least satisfy the ache I had for him.

‘It’s perfect.’

I kicked off my shoes at the edge of the duvet and stepped onto the covers, scrunching my toes into the soft inches that’d protect us from the cold floor.

Then I bent straight-legged, giving him a full view of my bum through the thin, tight leggings. I smiled to myself as I removed my socks and placed them inside my shoes. But when I stood, his socks and shoes were lined up by mine, and his warm heat shadowed me.

Slowly, I rubbed myself on his cock. He was rock-hard. I rubbed harder, loving the feel of him so close. He held my hips to him, then ran his hand inside my leggings. Slow circle motions stroked around my clit, never quite touching but edging closer.

I melted into him. With foreplay this good, he could have control. But I still reached back and grabbed his arse through his jeans. Hard.

He chuckled by my neck, each breath tickling deliciously. ‘Revenge?’

‘Maybe.’ I nudged back against him. Again and again, teasing.

He took my earlobe in his mouth and swirled his tongue around it, then kissed my neck, sucking and licking. A draught blew over my skin, pebbling it. I shivered. He’d got more than his fair revenge. And he knew what he was doing.

My turn. I twisted in his arms and bunched his top up to his shoulders. ‘Off.’

He looked at me through half-lidded eyes and obliged, pulling the top off one arm, then the other. Delicious torture. I licked my lips and undid his belt, and the top button on his jeans. Then the zip, stroking him on the way down. His cock bulged free, the open jeans unable to take the strain. I mouthed ‘off’. Again, he obeyed, pushing the jeans to his ankles and stepping out of them.

His hands moved to lift my jumper, but I slapped them away with a smile. I wanted to take him in first. I ran my hand over his tanned, toned stomach and planted light kisses on each of his nipples. Then I stepped back to enjoy the rest of him.

What was most sexy was how he stood so still, arms at his sides. He felt as comfortable as I did.

I didn’t need much time to drink him in. A body like his wasn’t easily forgotten and shouldn’t go untouched for long. He even had those lines inside his hips, pointing towards his groin. Nothing forgettable in that department, either.

Two slow steps brought him to me. This time, I raised my arms.

He removed my top with my jumper and let them drop to the floor. Then he pushed aside my bra and rolled my sensitive nipples between his fingers. Quick tingling flashes of pain and pleasure ran through me. I wanted him. Bad.

He undid my bra and guided my arms out of the straps, watching me. His gaze heated every inch of my skin. Hell, did I want him. Now.

Shane pointed to my leggings. I smirked. Turnabout was fair play.

I inched them down my thighs. Shane’s chest barely moved as he watched the slow tease.

My thin, lacy blue knickers were all that stood between us. I stalked towards him, each step brushing my folds in a way that made me want to play with myself through the fabric. Instead, I stalked to him and slid his boxers all the way to his feet.

On the way back up, I sucked the end of him.

Shane groaned. I took him deeper, coating his cock until he was wet. He moved in small strokes, eyes closed as he swayed back and forth.

I flicked the end of him with my tongue and drew out of reach, then hooked my thumbs through my knickers.

‘Let me.’

I stopped.

Shane wrapped his arms around me, his cock pressing into my thigh.

I sucked in air and got the woody taste of pine. And then Shane swept me off my feet and lowered me onto the duvet. He kissed along my collarbone, then licked down my stomach to the top of my knickers. He pulled them out of the way, feathering kisses over my mound until my hands shook.

‘You have a condom?’ My voice was beyond breathy, barely a whisper.

He smirked. ‘Oh, I have one, but I’m not there yet.’

I bit my lip. I was more than ready for him, so wet I felt it on my thighs.

He ducked his head and blew over my clit.

Oh, holy hell, that’s what he meant. I bucked my hips.

He licked me and slid his fingers inside, pumping with every touch of his tongue until I panted, meeting each finger thrust.

‘I need you.’

‘Not yet.’

I wasn’t having it. I found his jeans, his wallet in the back pocket, and threw it at him. ‘Condom. Now.’

Shane raised an eyebrow but opened the packet and placed the condom over his long, wide cock.

I licked my lips and pushed his shoulders until he lay on the duvet. And then I straddled him.

He placed his hands on my hips, but I didn’t let him control the pace. I took his girth in one and moaned.

He stretched all the right places, riding the edge of pain. I curled my hips, each thrust massaging my G-spot. Shane’s heavy eyes watched me work us both closer. Each thrust filled me so I forgot what it felt like to be empty, and each movement away felt like a loss. I upped the pace, and he positioned so he could thrust into me.

I was so close. I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore, so when he claimed my mouth, I lost myself in the kiss, our bodies slick with sweat. He drove me to the brink.

And then I stopped thinking, stopped breathing for a few seconds. All my muscles went tight. I gripped him and bit his neck. A few thrusts later he joined me, his cock throbbing as he came.

Fast breaths brought me down to earth. He held me to him.

That joyous, limp-limbed glow filled me. We’d have to find a bathroom soon, but for now I wanted to linger in this. He’d been more than I’d hoped. And, as I sat enough to look at him, I knew this hadn’t got him out of my system. It made me greedy for more.

Shane traced his finger along my spine. Shivers racked my boneless body but his slightly parted lips brought a flicker of fresh desire.

‘Again?’ I asked.

Shane’s chest bounced below me with his laugh. ‘I’m not letting you get away now.’

Normally I’d brush off words like that as post-sex sweet talk, but he held me against him and pulled the covers over my chilled hip like I was precious. ‘You mean that?’

‘Yes.’

Those simple words changed everything. Usually I’d be running out of here before my feelings could be put in another person’s hands, but I stared into the dashes of green in his hazel eyes and realised this was more than just lust for both of us. He’d known I needed time away from my thoughts, from Kaylee and the mess with her friends tonight, almost as much as I’d needed him. He was there for me, in a way no one else had been.

Smiling, I dipped my head and kissed his neck. He’d kept my secrets even when he thought I’d betrayed him and he’d held me when my emotions got too much. He was more than I thought I could find in a man. And I trusted him. Completely.

‘I’d like that.’

* * *

I stumbled into my room in the early hours and slipped on manky washing. I almost fell headfirst into my bedframe. And then the light switched on. I blinked rapidly, my night vision shot. ‘You’re up?’

Kaylee sat in bed, arms crossed and brows lowered. Oh, this was trouble. I’d pretended to sleep when she got in from the social to avoid this very confrontation, but I wasn’t getting out of it now.

‘That boy is no good for you.’

‘He’s trouble. I know.’ Trouble that’d snuck around my trust walls even before he’d given me a mind-blowing orgasm. ‘But I think I like him.’

‘You’re a different person around him. Always out, jumping from person to person and group to group like you can’t find where you belong.’

Just the opposite, really. Around Shane, I felt like I’d found a home here.

Kaylee pointed at my hoodie pocket. ‘And why in the world did you hold on to that bloody tissue and pass it to Shane? I saw you.’

Shit. So much for spending the night swimming in my after-sex glow. I was sure she’d been asleep.

Go careful.

Thanks, Lyall. Any useful ideas?

None forthcoming. So, how did I spin this? Had to be the sob story. It’d worked so far. ‘I wanted to compare her DNA to mine.’

‘Why?’

‘I didn’t trust McKee with my DNA.’

‘Why not? All he’s done is help you.’

‘Didn’t you get a bad vibe from his uncle? Or how he’s handling all of this, under the radar like he shouldn’t be helping at all?’

‘He helps witches every term. It’s not a secret.’

‘Okay, what about the DNA? How did he get access to a database to compare samples?’

Kaylee shook her head. ‘Is this from Shane? You know he has a reputation, right? He’s not exactly unbiased when it comes to his uncle.’

‘This has nothing to do with Shane.’

‘Doesn’t it? I’d bet he’s helping you. Don’t think I haven’t seen him and his friend Cameron joining odd groups the last few weeks. And if it’s DNA you’re after, isn’t your method about a million times worse than going to McKee? His database is from consenting witches he’s helped, not stolen tissues.’

I swallowed, throat so dry I almost choked. Was that where McKee got his samples from? If it was, she was right. What I was doing was beyond shady in comparison. Totally immoral. But I didn’t believe it. Maybe witches he’d helped were in there, but he had to find their ancestors somehow. He had to have some kind of starting point. And it couldn’t be from just one family.

‘Are you sure about that? Did he offer you proof?’

‘He doesn’t have to! All this is crazy talk.’ She shook her head. ‘I should go straight to McKee and turn you in.’

‘Please, don’t.’ He’d piece the truth together. I’d only be grabbing DNA samples from known witch families if I wanted to find my family. Unidentified throwbacks like Amélie were almost useless.

Kaylee scrutinised me, frowning. ‘Will you stop?’

Justin had benched me anyway, so that was an easy one. ‘Yes. I’ll stop.’

‘Because if I see you do anything else weird, I will report you.’

I looked at the floor, as if I felt bad about what I’d done. ‘I know.’

Kaylee was too enamoured with these people to believe anything bad about them. And she wouldn’t be the only one. People in positions of power had this bulletproof reputation around them. We’d have to prove their lies to her, and the rest of the school.
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Rufus was grilling us on the different types of fae and how they influenced the strengths of witches descended from them, when Mel knocked and pushed open the door. I’d never seen her so stiff. Even in a bright-pink dress, she was… stern. And then her eyes met mine, and I cursed under my breath. Was this about the DNA or Amélie? Hell, did I hope it was Amélie.

‘I need Bianca.’ Mel nodded to me.

Rufus gestured to the door.

I gathered my things with Lyall perched on my shoulder and followed Mel out of the classroom.

She didn’t say a word, just led me down the stairs and through twisting corridors that soon became familiar. She was taking me to McKee’s office. Was this Amélie’s revenge? She’d been fine in class. Her nose was a bit red, but it wasn’t like it was broken. Just bruised. And swollen. And Kaylee had been curt with me but seemed like she was going to keep quiet.

Are they really going to lecture me over hitting Amélie?

Violence isn’t appreciated in most schools.

I ken but I’m not a bairn. It’s not their place to tell me off.

Would you rather an assault charge?

I cursed again as we stopped in front of the head’s doors.

‘I’d not go in there with that attitude,’ Mel said, lips pinched. ‘I expected better of you.’ She turned the handle and left me to the lecture.

Going in or not?

Shut up. But I smiled all the same. Lyall was sarcastic, always, but he knew how to cheer me up and push me on.

‘Bianca, please take a seat.’

I looked around the head’s study, at the unlocked computer, the bookcases, the wingback chairs and miniature bar. In daylight, it seemed a wee bit more stately and less like something out of high society. But it was still far too grand for a school.

‘Why am I here?’

‘I think you know that.’

‘Amélie snitched, huh?’ Better to guess that than the other thing…

‘You did read the orientation book?’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘Regardless, by your age you should know hitting another student isn’t acceptable.’

‘She insulted my family, poked at where I came from, and turned the rest of the group against me. They were laughing, like I was the entertainment.’

‘That’s not the report I had. But still, a woman with your history has encountered worse, likely without punching them in the face.’ He raised an eyebrow, as if demanding to know what had gone wrong.

He was clever. Most men would’ve put the incident down to a catty argument that escalated. But he wasn’t ready to accept that.

‘I wanted to show her the line, that she couldn’t push me around like she does Kaylee.’

McKee templed his fingers. ‘Yes, Kaylee.’

Shit, shit, shit. My breath felt strangled. But no, she hadn’t said anything about the DNA. If she had, he’d have led with that, searched my room, or suspended me. I’d not be sitting across from him in his office.

‘She talked to you?’ I asked.

‘Well, we are family now.’

Distantly, and I didn’t see how that made a difference.

‘She’s worried about you.’

‘Why? I’m fine. My grades have improved, and I have other friends.’ Please say she hadn’t mentioned what I was up to.

‘And you’re easily aggravated.’

‘I’ve always been easily aggravated.’

‘It’s not about your search for family?’ He looked me over.

I tried to keep my breath even, but I was about to have a heart attack. ‘No, it’s not about that.’

‘Because the DNA route is still open. All I need is a sample and I can work on it. For you, I’ll put it high on the priority list. It might solve this… anxiety you have. You could feel more at home here, more like you belong.’

A DNA test. That’s all he wanted. My tight lungs eased until I could breathe more easily. That was far more stress than I could handle. ‘I’m good, thanks.’

He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Well, then we should go back to the incident. Perhaps Amélie said some things that were out of line, but you can’t hit her without punishment. And she’ll want an apology.’

I scrunched my nose.

He chuckled. ‘Suck it up, Bianca. You got in a punch. Pay your dues.’ And in that moment, I saw a younger man in his joyful face, a man who had got into as many scrapes as me. What’d happened to that guy?

‘Is that everything?’

I could manage a non-apology apology. And I needed to message Shane before he tore his hair out wondering if I’d been caught for something more serious.

‘No. You’ll work with me on family tree research. Maybe that will keep you out of trouble.’

I worked very hard to keep my nose scrunched. He couldn’t think this was what I wanted, or suspect why I wanted to spend more time around his research operation. Who knew punishment was the way to get close to a suspect’s secrets? ‘When?’

‘Every weekday for an hour after class.’

I sighed and made it one worthy of a teenager forced on a hike without internet. ‘For how long?’

‘Until the end of term.‘

Did he mean the mid-term break for the winter holidays, or the term break at the end of January? Either way, it should give me decent time to assess his extracurricular activities.

‘Fine. Should I come here, or do you work somewhere else?’

‘Here will do.’

That didn’t answer the question. Though perhaps it explained why Shane had found nothing useful in his office. ‘Will Russell be joining us?’

‘Sometimes, but his work keeps him busy.’

‘He works in the family business, right?’

‘Yes. He oversees potion production for the witch community.’

Well, that was something Shane didn’t mention. ‘The ones that allow us to talk to our familiars?’ Making those had to be a large operation. No wonder this family held so much power. And no wonder Shane’s family were ‘strange’ for distancing themselves. That kind of monopoly was lucrative.

‘Yes, that potion. We ship it all around the world.’

‘How does he have time left over to help with your research?’ They must have hundreds of shipments to organise paperwork and taxes for. And Shane had said Russell liked to take on a lot of the work himself.

‘Research is a pleasure of his, a hobby. But this is why his visits are infrequent.’

‘I see.’ Now I was even more sure that this wasn’t just a hobby. ‘Can I get back to class?’

He shooed me.

I closed the door behind me and texted Shane: ‘What does the force have on your great uncle?’

‘Not much to report yet. He splits his time between his business and the school.’

‘Look closer. He’s taking a lot of time away from the potion-making business for a simple hobby.’

‘I’ll pass your message on.’

I locked my phone. My gut was churning again. I was onto something. Something about the McKee business.

Be careful, Bianca.

I glanced at Lyall, perched on the banister. I will. Because that was the other thing I was sure of. Whatever was going on here was dangerous.

* * *

Justin came into our morning appointment late and breathless.

Shane and I glanced at each other.

I tried to ignore my heart jumping. ‘What did you find? Is it the DNA results?’

‘Sorry, no. We’re still analysing them. I don’t have much to report today, but I caught up with the people watching Russell. He barely ever goes home, he spends so much time at the office. But he still makes it to the school.’

‘And?’ He had to have something more than that.

‘We can’t see anything strange from the outside. We need someone to get inside the business. Do you think either of you might manage that? You’re both well placed. Shane, because they’re blood, and Bianca through your punishment. Maybe you could ask to see the family factory?’

‘Maybe.’ I licked my lips, my mouth dry. And my gut squirming. Again.

You’re right to worry. These people are not used to having their secrets poked by outsiders.

Throwbacks?

Yes. They won’t welcome an intrusion into their world. Russell especially. The way he talked to you, you are like… what was the phrase… shit on his shoe.

You are such a confidence booster.

Lyall fluffed his wings. He didn’t like it? Too bad.

‘I’ll do what I can. But I don’t think Russell likes me very much. Or any Animalis witch.’

‘I can attest to that,’ Shane said, rubbing my thigh. ‘He’s prejudiced, always focused on making the bloodline stronger, purer. It’s fascist how fanatical he is about it. And I suppose it was enough to seep into Uncle Eugene.’

Mira’s hair stood on end with his words. Shane’s face was carefully blank, but it was a mask I’d worn many times before, and so I heard the edge of bitterness in his tone. Underneath that mask, he’d be as emotionally beaten and exposed as he was hearing McKee’s lecture on the driveway.

‘He’ll learn.’

‘At his age? Doubtful.’

Maybe so, but I hoped there was time for Eugene to change and apologise to his nephew before his wounds dictated how he dealt with people longer term. Those kinds of scars – learned reactions – could take decades to heal.

I laced my hand through Shane’s and rubbed my thumb over his palm. Shane didn’t deserve McKee’s hate.

I looked to Justin. ‘Is there anything else we should ken or can help with?’

‘Not for now. Meeting adjourned?’ He checked his watch.

Justin managed multiple clandestine operations. Investigating the increase in Cognata throwbacks and non-sentient fae attacks were just two of them, if time consuming.

‘Go,’ Shane said.

Justin nodded, and then it was just me and Shane.

‘Shall we make a morning of it?’ Shane asked. He glanced at me for a fraction of a second, and then reception. ‘They have rooms upstairs.’

The warmth in his tone sent me back to our first night together. His fingers through my hair, tugging just so, and the comfort he’d offered me in his arms. I nodded. I wasn’t the best at dealing with emotions – mine or other people’s – but I’d happily chase any hint of rejection out of his mind.

Shane took Euros out of his wallet, placed them under his glass, and collected our coats.

We went to reception together. The receptionist was trying to hide a knowing smile.

Screw it. We were only young once, right? Who cared what they thought?

* * *

My very first punishment date with McKee was interrupted by his uncle. Russell rushed in, cheeks heated, and drew up short. ‘You.’ If possible, he got even redder.

Yep. He really didn’t like me. ‘Good to see you again. Are you here for research? I’m helping McKee today.’

He grimaced. At least he didn’t hide his distaste. Or did that make it worse? ‘Wonderful.’ His tone sounded anything but. And then he turned his back on me. ‘Eugene, I need to talk to you. Privately.’

McKee stood and pushed his chair in. ‘If you’ll excuse us for a few minutes, Bianca?’ He nodded to the door.

Brilliant. I’d been here twenty minutes and they were already chucking me out. For the good bits, too.

‘Should I wait outside?’

Russell shook his head, such a small movement I almost missed it.

‘No. This will take a while. Come back tomorrow.’

Instead of heading for the door, I approached Russell. He had nothing on him, no bag or papers.

‘Nice seeing you again.’ I stuck out my hand, trying to hide my smile. I loved rubbing arseholes like him the wrong way.

He barely slid his palm over mine, but it triggered a reaction. I was thrown out of the room.

It was dark, almost pitch-black, and it stank of piss and shit, like a backed-up club toilet partway through a busy Saturday night. And as I squinted into the darkness through a barred window, I Saw a small lump curled on a bed against a wall. That was where the stink was coming from. So rancid I felt like I was swallowing it.

Whoever I was shone a light onto the lump. I glimpsed a mucky face and bleached-blonde hair showing its dark roots. And then the light blinked out, ruining my night vision. I hadn’t Seen enough to recognise her or sketch her. But I’d Seen enough to ken she was scared. And she wanted out.

And then I was staring at Russell, my hand limp at my side. I felt clammy and manky. And couldn’t get that stench out of my nose. I wrinkled it. Was that a vision? I’d read about people that Saw things from touching objects or people. But whatever that was, if it had anything to do with Russell, it more than backed up the bad vibes I’d had around him.

‘Are you leaving, Animalis?’ he asked, sneering.

I turned on my heel and closed the door behind me. Then I pressed my ear to the gap to hear their conversation, but their words were too muffled. They must have done something to block eavesdroppers. I’d seen hints that a spell like that might exist from some of the training we’d done, including spells which protected our ears at concerts, or on building sites.

So, I had to make a decision based on what I already knew. Did I tell Shane about my weird experience, or Lyall? I couldn’t keep it to myself. If it was real, that woman needed help.

Lyall, something happened when I shook his hand.

I saw that. It looked like your brain went on holiday to Australia. What were you thinking about?

I don’t know. About being thrown out before it got good, that I needed to find out what they’re up to, that I couldn’t ask Russell to invite me around his workplace. I’m not sure that’s important, though. It wasn’t thinking about things that made me freeze. I Saw something. Like a vision or a hallucination.

Was it a full sensory experience?

I smelled it. I wasn’t forgetting the smell anytime soon. I still tasted it on the back of my tongue.

Then that’s no hallucination. That’s a glimpse from the past or future. Talented spirit witches, maybe one per generation, could get them. The vision should be seen as an answer to your questions.

All that from touching him? That’s possible?

It isn’t widespread. It’s rare and runs in few families. You should be careful who you tell.

Runs in families… A flicker of hope warmed my chest. I’d have to ask Shane, see if this ability might help me find answers about my family. But I wasn’t sure I should trust the WMCF with this. Lyall had been so cagey about which family I was from. And even ignoring that, a one-in-a-generation ability felt like something an organisation might try to abuse.
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Shane wasn’t answering his phone, so I knocked on his dorm room door. A full two minutes later, Cameron answered, in a towel.

‘Is Shane in?’

Cameron glanced over my shoulder and waved me in the room. ‘Did you find something?’

He shut the door, but the rest of the room was empty, and I felt unsure. Nervous. Ridiculous really. I’d been around naked men before. ‘So he’s not here?’

‘He went for dinner a while ago. Should be back soon.’

‘I’ll look for him.’ I wasn’t sure if Cameron knew about Lyall’s true form, and I didn’t want to spill the beans if he didn’t.

‘You don’t want to share?’

Healing green bruises littered his arms and torso from all the ice hockey matches he’d played for us. He should be someone I kept up to date. He’d earned it. But.

‘I should tell Shane first.’ Secrets in this place were guarded closer than gold. And having a vision from touching someone… aye. That wasn’t something I wanted widely shared.

You’re finally getting it.

Cameron sighed. ‘Fine. Go, tell your lovercat.’

I opened the door and stepped back, my heart racing. Shane was close enough for our noses to touch. But he, the bastard, only smirked. Not a hint of a jump in him, like he’d known I was about to open the door and have a panic attack. Typical cat reaction.

‘Bianca, good. We need to head out.’ He slipped his phone back in his pocket. But why hadn’t he answered my texts if it was on him? Was he about to?

‘I need to talk to you.’

He faltered and looked at me more closely.

I huffed a laugh. ‘Not like that. It’s a magic thing.’ The last thing I wanted was him questioning whatever was happening between us.

‘Okay, good. Can it wait, or can you tell me on the way? Justin’s tech finished analysing the DNA.’

Lyall, what do you think?

See what news they have. Don’t reveal too much if you don’t have to.

You must have led a very secretive life.

Maybe not secretive enough.

And that had to be the closest I’d ever got to a clue about how he died. It didn’t seem from his hang-ups and worries that he died as an older man. I felt like with the right hints, I’d work out who he was. If I could bet on it, he wasn’t born too long ago to be known today, or he’d not hide so much. Most people wouldn’t remember who a three times great-grandfather was. And that thing he said about visions often running in families… I needed to look into that, too.

Shane placed his hand on my shoulder. ‘Bianca?’

I blinked. ‘Sorry. It can wait.’ At least, I hoped it could. I still didn’t know if that vision was from the past, present, or future, but it looked like the woman had been in that cell some time. A few hours shouldn’t make much difference. The DNA evidence would likely help us find her without my input anyway.

Cameron had already found trousers and was pulling on a jumper. They weren’t wasting time.

‘Then let’s go!’ Shane nudged me out the door.

‘Should I get my coat?’

‘No, I booked a car.’

Shane kept checking his phone and moving foot to foot as we got the last of our things together. The DNA results could confirm his suspicions or contradict them. This might be his proof his uncle knew something. He’d been waiting months for this. And it was far more than the culmination of our investigation. This was his family. I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. We’d face the answers together.

* * *

Justin sat in his normal cubby seat in the Ligzda restaurant, head bowed. He glanced up as we approached, a tic in his cheek. His knee bounced under the table, shaking his coffee cup and clinking the spoon against the saucer.

I slid into the seat. ‘Well, you look like shit. Have you slept?’

It looked like coffee was the only thing keeping him off the table.

‘The DNA came back.’ He unclasped his hands and then clasped them again, the other hand on top, and the jiggling of his knee intensified.

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ I asked.

‘We don’t have to collect it again, do we?’ Cameron asked, massaging one arm.

‘We have all the results we’ll need. But…’ Justin shook his head. ‘The Cognata throwbacks have less human DNA than they should, radically less than the Animalis throwbacks.’

‘And more fae? Isn’t that what we expected?’ Shane asked. ‘Cognata witches should have more fae DNA through their more recent witch relative.’

‘Yes, and no. We expected a little more fae DNA, but this amount is as if there is fae in recent ancestry. Very recent. Like a parent or a grandparent.’

Shane and I glanced at each other. From what Rufus had told us, the only fae still around were non-sentients, and select groups of fae with strong links to humans. Had they agreed to help increase witch strength? It didn’t seem likely.

The vision of that woman came back to me with the awful stench. Shivers ran through my gut. I felt like she was connected, but she’d seemed human.

‘What do you suspect?’ Cameron asked. ‘That fae are sleeping around? I can’t see it.’

‘No, this is too organised,’ Justin said. And the witch DNA comes from several different families. All powerful, so we’d need something stronger to point fingers.’ He cursed. ‘I know they’re working together, but I can’t prove it. The sheer scale of this thing works in their favour.’

‘Did you look closer at Russell McKee?’ I asked.

Justin inclined his head. ‘We have men stationed outside his office twenty-four hours a day, every day. So far, nothing out of the ordinary.’

‘And you haven’t gone inside, searched their deliveries and exports?’

‘We can’t do much more without permission from the coven. It’s why I wanted the two of you to get close to him. I’m assuming you’ve had no luck?’

‘No.’

Does my vision count as proof?

I don’t know. Maybe, if they believe you. But they’d have to prove your visions are real, and they’d name you on search orders. You’d become a target.

But that woman with her dirt-stained features, looking at whoever I was with pure terror… I couldn’t leave her in that squalor. I Saw her to help her, to do something. Not sit on it.

Then an idea hit me. ‘Justin, you said the Animalis throwbacks had less fae DNA?’

‘Much less. Not all witch either. My best guess is they’re a mix of shifters and witches, or some of the families with more fae in their blood.’

‘And the spread across witch families is the same?’

‘Yes.’

So why’d they have higher fae blood in some and less in others? ‘Were the Animalis throwbacks older than the Cognata throwbacks?’

‘Some, but not all.’

My mind rushed through a possibility, and my gut tugged in a way that felt like agreement. Okay, spirit powers, let’s see what the others think of you. ‘What if the Animalis throwbacks, or at least a portion of them, were what they tried first? Then they gained access to someone with more fae blood. Or multiple people with more fae blood. So they changed strategy.’

‘And now it’s panning out in more Cognata throwbacks,’ Cameron said, nodding.

And that might explain who that woman was. What if she was being used to birth these babies? What if she was an earlier attempt, now replaced? They couldn’t let her go if she wasn’t a willing participant. But how could I get the WMCF to find her without giving myself away?

The more I thought about it, the more of a headache I got. But if I didn’t trust these three, who did I trust? Ice stabbed through my lungs, reminding me how bad I was at choosing people to put my faith in. But this wasn’t just about me.

Bianca…

They’ll protect me.

More importantly, if I didn’t say anything and something happened to that woman, it’d be on me. I wasn’t sure I could live with that. Even waiting this long to mention her grated.

Lyall kept trying to persuade me of the dangers, but I’d made up my mind.

‘I might know something,’ I said.

All the guys looked at me.

‘Is it what you wanted to tell me earlier?’ Shane asked.

‘Yes. Lyall doesn’t think I should say anything, but I have to.’

Shane put his arm around me and leaned his head against mine. ‘We’ve got you.’

I shivered at the play of his breath over my skin and pulled his arm tighter around me. His support made talking about these things so much easier. ‘Russell came to visit the head last night.’

‘What did you see?’ Cameron asked. ‘Anything we can use?’

‘It wasn’t anything… in the room. And it’ll sound crazy.’ I glanced at Shane, but he smiled and nodded, urging me on. ‘I shook Russell’s hand but… disconnected. I wasn’t in the room anymore. I was someone else, standing over a woman.’

‘A vision?’ Shane’s hand jumped on my arm, his voice shaky, breathy. ‘That’s rare.’ He looked pale. Did he not believe me?

Justin and Cameron’s eyes were riveted on me. My skin buzzed with everyone’s attention, demanding I run, get out of this conversation before they turned on me, but I fought through it.

I’d started, so I should finish. ‘The stench of the place was a presence in the room, but I couldn’t See anything until whoever I was lit a light and shone it into a cell. I Saw a woman on a tiny bed, her own waste in buckets around her. Then I was back in McKee’s office with Russell and he was asking why I hadn’t left yet.’

None of them said anything. They were still staring. I drew back a few inches from Shane, bracing for a complete denial of what I’d Seen, but the silence stretched on. I played with my bracelet, inching it around my wrist, but each moment that went by, I felt worse. I had to ken what they thought.

‘Can you use it?’ I asked.

Justin cleared his throat. ‘That is… powerful. But using it is a bad idea.’

Shane gripped my shoulder, his jaw clenched tight. ‘It puts you at risk. Too much risk.’ His gaze dared me to disagree with him.

My heart stopped jumping around. He believed me.

‘Not just that,’ Justin said. ‘You’d have to convince the WMCF, and other witches, that what you Saw was real.’ He glanced at Lyall so quick I almost missed it. ‘It’s a rare power, and unheard of among Animalis witches.’

I blinked. Did he know? It didn’t matter. He believed me. I glanced at Shane, still fired up but biting his lower lip. If we couldn’t use my vision to solve this mystery, had telling them even done any good? Did we have a way forward?

Cameron sat straighter, his chair squeaking. ‘It might give us something else to work with.’

‘What?’ Shane asked, his gaze swinging to Cameron.

‘Something to look for. Russell won’t keep captive women in his factory. But they have to be somewhere accessible for feeding and watering. People will come and go. We could go through sales records for his properties, see if anything is remote enough to be a good hit.’

Justin slapped the table. ‘Thank you! Finally, something we can actively work on.’ He turned to me. ‘And thank you, for trusting us.’

My cheeks warmed, and I ducked my head. This went beyond trust. It was the right thing to do. We had to find that woman. And I hoped what we had was enough. ‘You’re sure the person in the vision was Russell? I was in his body and didn’t see myself. It could’ve been anyone.’

‘It’s the most likely explanation,’ Shane said. ‘Visions are spurred by physical contact or questions about a person. Since you were touching Russell, it was either him in the vision, or he’s involved with what happened.’

Then Shane was right. This mystery had his family in the middle of it. I looked up at him. He still held me close, but his voice had sounded distant, and he was staring a hole into the table.

I kissed his cheek, but he didn’t react. Shit. I had no idea how to fix that. Though, maybe it wasn’t about fixing, just being at his side as he fought through the news. That I could do.

‘I’ll organise routine customs checks on business vehicles,’ Justin said. ‘Maybe we’ll find something that shouldn’t be there. Restraints, drugs. Anything that’d be evidence for a larger search.’

They’d put so much faith in me. They were basing so much on a glimpse into another room. Something over so quick I almost could’ve imagined it. As much as they believed in spirit’s power to show me the truth, it was just in my head.

‘Is there anything else we can do at the school?’ I asked. Doing something might help Shane get over the confirmation his family were involved.

‘Maybe. The techs have been working on the password problem. They were putting together something to bypass it. Strictly speaking, anything we find this way isn’t usable. But it might help us find something that is.’

‘Brilliant! When can you get it to us?’

Justin edged out of his seat. ‘I’ll check in with the tech.’

Shane blinked out of his death stare. ‘Are you sure about this? We’ve already searched his office once.’

‘But we didn’t get into his computer.’ Why wasn’t he jumping on this? Wasn’t he as desperate as me to do something? Usually he was leaping into any opportunity to dig down to the truth. Or… was it because of the news? Was he not ready to know more? ‘We don’t have to if you think it’s a bad idea.’

Shane sighed. ‘No, it’s okay, we’ll try.’

I frowned and turned away from Cameron to face Shane head-on. ‘How are you holding up?’ I asked. His emotions were all over the map.

Shane shook his head. ‘Don’t ask me that.’ He fisted his hands in his lap.

I rested my hand on them. ‘It’ll be okay.’

But he was staring past me, towards the doors. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘You’re sure?’

His eyes flashed. ‘You keep your secrets!’

I jerked back and gritted my teeth. He was upset. He didn’t mean that. He’d accepted that I couldn’t open up as easily as him. Hadn’t he?

Cameron studied his phone, giving us a moment, but I didn’t know what else to say.

Usually I dealt with my emotions by blocking them out and waiting for the worst to fade. Maybe that’s what Shane needed – space and time to sort through everything. I sighed, wishing I’d had one of those close touchy-feely friendships where we shared everything. Maybe then I’d feel less useless.

* * *

The next night, Shane, Cameron, and I went to the head’s window. Shane was still distant, and Cameron was as serious as I’d ever seen him. They meant to get this done quick, so I pushed aside my worries about Shane until later.

The cool wind outside slipped under the collar of my coat. I shivered and shoved my hands in my pockets, then padded along behind the boys. They paused outside the head’s office window.

Shane looked inside, then tried to turn the handle. It stuck – locked. ‘I was afraid of that,’ he muttered, his tone regretful.

Had he suspected McKee might be on to us? ‘You were worried he’d lock you out? Why? He didn’t before.’

‘Maybe he had a hunch and checked for recent air signatures.’

‘Will he say anything about it?’ Cameron asked.

‘Not yet. He makes decisions slowly. But you don’t need to worry. He doesn’t know your signature. But he’d know mine. And Bee’s.’

Well, shit. ‘Can you scrub the handle? A second visit raises more questions.’ The first we could probably explain away, if we had to.

Shane grimaced. ‘I can try.’ He closed his eyes and worked his hands around the handle, not quite touching it. Yellow and multicoloured light. He was using spirit and air to cleanse it.

‘You think that will work?’ I asked.

‘It’s the only idea I’ve got.’

‘Cameron? What about you?’

‘That was my idea.’

Well, it was done now. Nothing we could do except speed up our operation. ‘Cameron, tell Justin he needs to work fast.’ We’d need hard proof that implicated McKee before our investigations crashed down on us, or we’d likely be booted out of the academy.

Cameron pulled out his phone. ‘On it.’

‘And we should get back inside.’ I nudged Cameron towards the door. Shane, too, once he’d finished up. We didn’t want to get caught in the act, as well.

‘We should just go to bed,’ Cameron said.

Shane scuffed the ground and nodded. He kept his friend between us. I frowned. He was still acting weird. Was this more serious than I’d thought? Had I done something wrong? The guys walked with me until our paths split. My heart beat so hard it pulsed in my ears. Should I say something, or just leave things be?

Cameron waved. ‘Night!’

I glanced at Shane. He hadn’t moved. I hesitated, then moved to kiss him, but he hugged me instead. My heart stuttered. I scrutinised him as I stepped back.

‘You didn’t want a kiss?’ I tried to make it a joke, but Shane just shrugged.

‘Not feeling it.’

I clenched my teeth, fighting the hot, sharp threat of tears. Was he done with me already? Or was he just not in the mood? Guys were usually literal, right? ‘A lot on your mind?’

‘What do you think?’ he snapped, more statement than question.

I blinked. That was a lot of anger. I put up my hands. ‘I’m going now.’ Whatever I said or did, I wasn’t making things better. Best to remove myself instead, before he said something that really hurt.

I turned to the girl’s wing but when I was sure he’d gone into his room, I doubled back for the library. The whole Shane situation would prey on me if I tried to sleep. But that wasn’t the only thing swirling around my head. That woman’s face clung to me, too. But I couldn’t do anything for either of them right now. Those comments about visions being rare and running in families… at least I could put that to rest.

But what did I look under? Magical skills, especially rare ones, had to be researched by someone. It could count as a difference resulting from a family descending from a certain type of fae…

Haven’t you got into enough trouble tonight? Get some rest. Shane will apologise in the morning.

Not happening.

He was probably right about Shane. I’d bet he was turning his fight inward, arguing with himself about what he should’ve seen in his uncle. I smirked – who knew trusting someone would help toughen me up? But for Lyall, mentioning Shane was usually a distraction.

Between what my familiar had let slip about not many families having visions, and what the guys had said about it only being Cognata witches, and rare, I had a good shot at working out which witch family I came from. That might lead me to Lyall. And him telling me to go to bed was the hook. If he thought I could find trouble, then I could find answers. Maybe I’d even find a way to do more with my spirit powers – discover some way to locate that woman.
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The night was clear and icy, the large library windows foggy, but I could ignore the weather, curled in my favourite nook. I’d brought one book to the table at a time, searching for the right category and topic. And I’d already been here hours.

The latest text was a hefty tome on the history of witches and their connections to the fae. And it was one of those technical research essays, which took chapters to get to the point, so keen on proving itself one way or another against other academic texts and ideas I hadn’t yet read. Dry as tinder. But I kept scanning the pages for the types of fae that witch families have been linked to and what differences that caused. Some of the more promising ones had some psychic ability, increasing intuitive ability, but no visions.

I felt the burn of the paper as I checked the pages hadn’t stuck together. Dust tickled my nose, and I sneezed. Tiredness was creeping in, blurring my vision. I rubbed my eyes and ran my finger over the list of referenced texts I’d compiled. I stopped. One title tingled under my finger. Good enough reason to pick that one up first.

The relevant section was on the third floor, and the moment I stepped into the aisle, the tingling in my finger spread to my whole hand.

Promising. I trailed my hand over the books in each shelf and felt stinging pinpricks in one area. Slowly, I touched each book.

Shit! I sucked the tip of my finger and tasted blood. That was the book.

I touch-tested the book, but this time it had no effect. So I took it back to my nook. Lyall fluttered overhead the whole way, circling and eying the title. But he didn’t say anything. This book looked as dry as the others, so I doubted he’d read it.

The book was so old, it gave off a sweet smell when I opened the cover. And it rustled as I turned the thick pages, the glue creaking in the spine. I skimmed, waiting for inspiration. When none came, I flicked through and stopped on a random page. And kept doing so. I didn’t have the energy to read the whole thing tonight, but spirit was on my side, and if luck wanted to give me answers tonight… I’d take it.

Wait. I scanned the page, sure I’d seen ‘vision’ in there somewhere, and found it. I tapped the page and smiled at that one word, then read around it to find only three witch families had been linked to visions. Two had occasional visions in some generations but not consistently, and one had someone with strong psychic ability in almost every generation. All the families were thought to be descended from fae with an alignment to spirit. Probably a banshee.

And right there were the family names. Lacey, Salter, and Wildes. Wildes, like the school’s name. I stared at it, my finger not moving. I’d seen the other two names in the ancestry books, but not Wildes. If they had such a strong connection to visions, why didn’t they have their own book? They should have been prime marriage material. Powerful, with rare abilities. And influential enough to have a school named after them! It wasn’t like they were insignificant and disappeared from history through irrelevance. So where were they? Even if they’d died out, there should be traces.

Lyall, what do you know about the Wildes family?

He walked the edge of a shelf, balancing with his wings.

You’re not going to answer, are you?

No.

Frustratingly, I had no idea if that was because he knew the Wildes family in life and so aether wasn’t letting him speak, or if he was a Wildes himself. But I had to be onto something. If they were hidden from history, maybe that was why Lyall didn’t reveal his human form? But to be removed from history so thoroughly, with only a mention in a boring book on the potential connections between fae and witches… I needed to look into this further, work out what made this Wildes family so secretive. Shane might know. But how did I broach the topic? Should I? He had enough going on.

What are you going to do?

I’ll let you know when I work it out.

* * *

Rufus’s lessons had turned to the more detailed aspects of where witches got their magic and how to guess which of the rarer abilities you might possess, if any. And how to recognise those skills if they materialised. A lot of the lesson echoed what I’d read in the library, which made me perk up. Lyall was alert, too, stalking my desk from corner to corner, his beady eyes on me.

‘As you can see from the lists here, witch powers are extensive, and some are limited to particular family lines, those descended from certain species of fae. Can anyone name any of those skills?’

Don’t bring attention to yourself.

Oh, screw you. I raised my hand.

Rufus’s eyebrows shot up. He wasn’t used to me contributing. ‘Yes, Bianca?’

‘How about visions?’

If possible, Rufus’s eyebrows jumped even higher. ‘Yes, that is an extremely rare skill. Only two families have recorded visionaries in the last fifty years.’

‘But didn’t three families have people with this power?’

Rufus stilled. ‘And where did you hear that?’

My classmates watched with open curiosity or surprise, but no one else froze like I’d said something wrong. ‘In The Impact of Fae Heritage on Elemental Ability.’

Rufus blew out his breath. ‘That is not easy reading. I’m surprised anyone picked that book up of their own free will.’ He forced a chuckle, but his heart wasn’t in it. ‘Yes, that book mentions a third family, but they’re no longer living.’

My fingers twitched around my pen. ‘They all died?’

‘Yes.’

‘When?’ The way Rufus looked at me, I was treading into areas I shouldn’t. How did I spin this? ‘A family like that dying out is so sad. They had so much power.’

‘Losing the Wildes was no loss,’ Rufus hissed.

Someone gasped. Mutters about the Wildes and my questions surrounded me the moment the Wildes name was first mentioned. What was it that made them so unspeakable? They acted like they were the magical bogeymen.

Lyall, any guidance?

I gave you advice earlier. But okay, here it is again: shut the hell up, before you make this worse.

* * *

I was about to go through the door to Elemental Strengths when Shane grabbed my wrist and pulled me into an empty classroom.

I blinked at him and his hand, still wrapped around my wrist. ‘This isn’t a normal way to apologise.’

He let go. ‘I heard what happened.’

‘When?’

‘In your last class. You mentioned the Wildes, of all people? Justin will bench you forever.’

I huffed. ‘I didnae ken it meant so much.’ Why the hell was he attacking me over this?

Shane shook his head, his fight dying. ‘I’m sorry. I keep forgetting how little you know about our history.’

‘What did they do?’

Shane sighed. ‘They killed a lot of people.’ He looked me over for a reaction.

My throat was dry as ash. My family might be murderers. If I was a Wildes, was that why Lyall hid his form? Did that mean he killed people, too? Why would aether give me a murdering guide? God, my head was spinning. I gripped a table and took a deep, shaky breath.

‘Everything okay?’ Shane pulled out a chair for me, but I waved him off.

‘No wonder they acted like I mentioned the Devil.’ My voice gave out a wee bit. I hoped he’d put it down to shock.

His lips thinned. ‘There’s nothing more to this? It’s just something you read? You’re not hiding anything?’

‘No, I’m not hiding anything.’ If I told him what I suspected now, he’d bite my head off for not telling him earlier. And I didn’t need him to comfort me over ancient history. I wasn’t even sure. Two other families were possibilities. ‘Come on, let’s get to class.’

* * *

Kaylee threw her bag on the bed. ‘What is going on with you?’

‘What do you mean?’

Kaylee spent all her time with her Cognata friends now. We’d come to a cordial, non-speaking arrangement. So why was she confronting me?

‘Why did you bring up the Wildes? For a reaction?’

Gads, not her, too. ‘No.’ How could she think I’d seek attention like that? ‘I’d read about them having visions in their family. It seemed relevant.’

Kaylee huffed. ‘Whatever. It’s just another weird thing to add to the list. Look, I wasn’t going to tell you until the results were in, but they should be here any day now.’

Ice cut into my bones. ‘What results?’

‘I spoke to McKee about your family.’

I already knew that, or did she mean more than when she first introduced me wanting to find my witch family? ‘What did you say?’

‘I went to him after you punched Amélie.’ She put her hands up. ‘No, I didn’t tell him why you punched her. But I asked him to test your DNA, said you’d changed your mind but couldn’t admit it.’

‘What! I never said that.’

Kaylee’s foot tapped the floor. ‘Well, stealing DNA said it for you. He used the envelope you licked when you gave him your family details, at extra expense. He even had them fast tracked. Like me, he thought the results might help you settle here.’

I could only blink at her. The dobber thought she’d helped me, but she might have condemned me. If I was a Wildes, what would they think? They thought they were all dead.

‘You’ll get your answers soon. I’ve got to go.’ She grabbed her bag and left.

She thought she’d helped me because of what I’d told her. McKee thought he was helping me because I’d exaggerated the sob story around my past.

I hadn’t respected the privacy of the people I’d had tested. But I was still mad. Shaking with it. Tempted to throttle Kaylee in her sleep. I got it. The lie I fed her was awful. Crazy talk. But now…

Anger didn’t help me. But with what she’d done, I couldn’t ignore the possibility I was a Wildes. I’d go to the library. In the Wildes academy, at least one book must mention the witches they named it after, and what happened.

* * *

I threw the tenth or eleventh book on the floor. I’d stopped counting. None mentioned the Wildes. It was like they obliterated them from history.

Another book stared at me, but I couldn’t face reading it only to get no answers, so I picked up my phone and checked the ten unread messages. Shane sent me an apology and a picture of him in bed with a sad face. Justin wanted to meet soon for an update. Finn was sending me selfies of him and Rhea, holding extravagant hot chocolates at a Christmas market and posing in front of elves on their smoke break. I snorted. Their photos got more and more blurry once they found a bar selling Christmas cocktails. I sent him a quick reply, then returned to Shane’s message. I’d exhausted the library. And I should come clean.

‘Any chance I can come over?’

A long pause. He must have fallen asleep. ‘I was hoping you’d say that. Cameron’s in, but I think we can be good?’

I didn’t think either of us would be fooling around under the covers once he knew what I suspected. ‘That’s fine. When do you want me?’

‘Come on up.’

I pocketed my phone, put my discarded books on the return shelf, and blearily climbed the stairs to the male dorms, a wee bit light-headed after being up for so long. I knocked.

My phone vibrated. ‘You have access! I’m keeping the bed warm for you.’

I smiled, but when I opened the door, my breath shot out of me in one go.

‘Shut the door, Trouble.’

It definitely wasn’t me who should be called trouble right now. Shane lied. He’d got rid of Cameron and was lying on top of the covers with only a pillow over his privates. And what a sight he was. He’d thrown a top over the light to soften it, which threw deeper shadows across his handsome form. His legs were sculpted muscle, his stomach was flat and toned from years on his motorbike, and his eyes were shadowed and slightly lidded as he beckoned me closer.

My kind of apology! I kicked the door shut and dropped my things by the bed. Then, pushing the pillow aside, I climbed into his lap and kissed him. ‘Hi.’

It didn’t hurt to delay the serious stuff a wee bit.

He pulled me closer, moulding me to him. ‘Hi yourself.’ He pressed his lips to mine for one long, sweet kiss. And as his hands massaged my back, all my worries left me. I needed this, and so did he. With his distance, our connection had felt fragile. A night together would do a lot to put that right.

The Wildes drama could wait until morning.

I broke the kiss and sat on him, then removed my jacket and my top. Tonight, I was all his. And this delicious bad boy with his bed-ruffled hair was all mine.

* * *

I woke with a start to a loud slam. Disorientated, I looked around. This wasn’t my room, and that wasn’t Cameron slamming the door. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. I pulled the covers over my bare top half and searched for my clothes, but they were out of easy reach. I’d have to handle this situation from the bed.

Shane sat and moved to cover me from clear view. ‘What the hell are you doing here? You can’t come in without knocking.’

McKee scoffed. ‘Does that not apply to my office?’

‘Is that what this is about?’ Shane crossed his arms. ‘Leave. Now. This is not how a head should behave, and you know it.’

As awkward as all this was, I had to smile. He was finally standing up for himself.

And then McKee ripped the duvet from the bed.

I was so shocked I didnae ken whether to cover myself or run to my clothes. I ended up sitting there, frozen in place. I couldn’t get my clothes without revealing more of myself. And the hardness in McKee’s eyes rivalled Russell’s. This couldn’t all be about his office.

‘Have a little respect!’ Shane grabbed my top and passed it to me.

I put it on. My cheeks were hot enough to cook bacon, and I hated it. It was only nudity but… this was Shane’s uncle.

‘No, Shane,’ McKee said, still glaring at me without an ounce of mercy. ‘That breaking and entering stint is not why I’m here. It seems you have no clue what kind of witch you fell into bed with.’

‘Don’t you dare speak to Bianca that way.’

Mira backed Shane, growling, fur on end.

My heart stuttered. He did care. More than that, he was backing me in front of family. My remaining worries that he cared less for me than I did for him melted away. Those moments of stiffness and distance from him after the news about the McKees had just been a reaction – not personal.

But McKee didn’t even blink at Shane’s aggressive tone. ‘Be in my office in five minutes. I’ll wait outside the door.’

Shane and I tugged on enough clothes to be presentable.

‘I’m so, so sorry, Bee. He could’ve said all that through the door. He has no right to treat you like that. It’s unacceptable.’ Shane glared at the floor, grinding his teeth loud enough I heard squeaks. ‘This was over the line. Way over the line. I should report him to the coven. They’ll fire him for this.’

I loved seeing him rivalling his uncle rather than poking at his hurt and feeling powerless. He was taking control of his emotions and the situation – far healthier, in the long run.

The problem was, I was almost sure this was about far more than a rifling through the head’s office. Kaylee warned me the DNA results were in soon. I had a feeling I was about to find out whether I really was a Wildes, and what that meant.

I looked at Shane’s fiery glare and swallowed hard. Could I tell him? In this state, he was likely to bite my head off.

Shit. He’d already stormed off, towards McKee’s office. How the hell did I defuse this?








  
  
  Chapter 18

  
  




McKee’s door was ajar, the dull yellow light within splaying out onto the marble corridor.

Back straight as a rod and hand firmly clasped in mine, Shane walked in. I trailed behind him and forced myself to look McKee in the eye. He was sitting behind his desk, leant back in the chair lazily. His smug smile didn’t bode well.

McKee steepled his fingers and waited. And after a good minute, he nodded to the door. ‘Close it, please.’

Shane slammed the door. I winced.

‘Childish.’ McKee shook his head. ‘I had such hopes for your future. And now you’ve chosen to play with this Animalis witch.’

Shane bristled. ‘The same witch you’ve been working with for weeks after class.’

‘That was punishment, not pleasure.’

‘Well, get over your shit, because Bee is perfect for me. She’s been there for me. She understands and supports me in ways you aren’t capable of matching. You’re just a duplicitous shit.’

‘You think so?’ McKee pushed back his chair, opened a cabinet drawer, and dropped a small sheaf of stapled papers onto the table. ‘Read that.’

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Bianca’s DNA report.’

Shit. I should have called Shane back, dealt with the fallout in his room.

Shane glanced at me, picked up the papers, and went white. He took one large step away from me.

‘What does it say?’ My voice was so quiet. Cold dread was already pooling in my stomach. For Shane to react like that, I had some idea. I should’ve shared my worries earlier.

‘This is why you were looking into the Wildes, wasn’t it? You knew. And you didn’t tell me. Then, or last night. Or this morning.’ Shane couldn’t look at me. He was staring at my ear with such intensity it felt like he’d burn through me. ‘I even asked you outright!’

I peeked at the paper, and there it was, in black and white. I was a Wildes witch with a predicted connection to the known family line between the great-grandparent and the great-great-grandparent level.

My cheeks heated. To Shane, not telling him would feel like another lie. ‘I’m sorry. You had a lot going on. I didn’t want to add to it when I wasn’t sure.’ Especially when he’d been so distant.

And what did this change, really? It was only a name, and one I knew very little about. Why would being blood to some old murderers be bad enough to haul me into the head’s office like this?

‘How long did you know?’ Shane asked.

‘I didn’t know. I got my first inkling this week. I’d only just looked deeper into it.’

Shane shook his head. I recognised that disbelief. That hurt. It was the same broken look he got when he talked about how his uncle wasn’t who he thought he was. How he’d changed overnight. He thought I’d done the same. He thought I’d lied to him, kept him in the dark because I didn’t trust him, didn’t care about him. And that split my lungs open. Each breath stung against my sore throat.

‘I asked you if something was wrong, Bee, and you lied. Your name, your familiar, your dreams, am I that hard to talk to?’ He glared at me. ‘Or did you never really care about me in the first place?’

‘What about her familiar?’ McKee snapped.

Shane froze, then switched back to his glare. I was sure he hadn’t meant to let that slip, but it was out there now.

‘I see. There’s even more to this.’ McKee stared at Lyall with a wee smile. ‘We’ll find out what that means soon enough. But I won’t keep an unknown Wildes in my school. I notified the coven this morning. The WMCF will investigate her time here, and how she got here.’

Whoa, what? This wasn’t just some reveal to shock his nephew with? He was kicking me out over this? Did that mean I was going back to the human world? Already? We still had eight days until the school break. I never thought this mess would get such a big reaction. What did they even have to investigate?

Shane clasped his shaking hands behind his back. ‘And if you find anything incriminating?’

He couldn’t think they’d find anything. They’d already investigated me – twice! I clenched my hands to hide the shaking. How could he turn on me so easily?

‘Then she’ll go on trial in the new year.’

I hadn’t done anything! Was it a crime to be related to the Wildes now? I understood Shane feeling betrayed. I should’ve told him. I’d known he was sensitive about people hiding things. But why was I a threat for being a descendant of this family – generations removed? Did they think they were still around? Working through me somehow?

Lyall gripped my shoulder hard enough it felt like a pinprick.

You knew this might happen, didn’t you?

Under the right circumstances, yes.

This had to be why he hid his identity. He must be recognisable as a Wildes witch, a member of a family which should no longer exist, and a bloodline that shouldn’t be so close to mine. No wonder he hadn’t wanted me to look into his history and had been so ambivalent about what might be said about him.

Were you involved in the murders?

I can’t say.

‘Will officers need to talk to me?’ Shane’s voice was raspy.

‘As soon as possible.’

‘I’ll give what information I can.’ His jaw was tight, and a sheen coated his eyes.

The accusation in that stare… I’d lost him. I’d finally let someone in, trusted them, and he’d thrown me away like I was nothing. I bit my tongue against my swollen throat. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of tears.

Whatever situation I was in, I had to handle it myself. I couldn’t count on Shane, Justin, or anyone else to keep me safe through this. I was alone. Again. And I had no idea how to fight this. The worst part was, they could find a lot about my time here that didn’t add up, with all I’d done to help the WMCF. And Justin and the others… they might not out me as Cognata, but I couldn’t rely on them outing their operation to save me from some paranoid accusations.

‘What did the Wildes do to scare you so bad?’ I was a nineteen-year-old witch without family to help me and no money except what they gave me. What the hell did they think I could do to them? ‘Shane?’

He ran his hand through his hair, almost tearing at it. ‘You got close to me and lied. And lied again.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what your angle is, but the WMCF will find out.’

And there it was, out in the open. Was what we’d had that fragile, that easy to throw away? I felt dizzy and sick. My gut was squirming, but there was nothing new to learn here.

McKee eyed me, a flicker in his eyes that made me think he wanted me gone – permanently. And in that second, my gut stopped squirming. The dizziness went. Shit. This was way more serious than being chucked out of the academy. Or some quickly dropped investigation.

He picked up his phone. ‘Mel? Yes, send them over now, please.’

The doors opened, and Andris stepped inside with Justin on his heels. I tried to appeal to Justin, but his face was closed off, like a soldier’s.

‘Here to take possession of the suspected Wildes descendant,’ Andris said, stepping forward.

‘Where’s she going?’ McKee asked.

‘Edinburgh. Under a round-the-clock guard.’ Andris eyed me. ‘The coven think she’s less likely to harm humans than witches.’

What the hell did your family do?

If I could tell you, I would. Don’t trust anyone. Say as little as possible. You need to focus on surviving this.

Surviving? You mean they might kill me? Even if McKee had wanted to, I didnae think he’d get away with it.

Maybe.

My skin tingled and then numbed. I needed to find allies. Fast.

I looked to Shane, but he’d turned his back and was chatting with his uncle. My heart jerked sideways. He wasn’t going to say or do anything to stop this. He’d rather talk to his arsehole of an uncle than me.

Justin and Andris each took one of my arms in their hard clasp and marched me from the room. Everything was a blur I wanted to hold on to. But then I was on the snowy driveway, facing a waiting car, steam rising into the morning air.

Andris opened a back door and shoved me in. This time, it was more prison vehicle than escort. A mesh blocked the gap between the front and back seats with a multicoloured sheen that meant it was spelled.

Well, fuck. I couldn’t even talk to Justin because I had no idea what Andris did and didn’t know about their operations.

Seatbelt.

If I could, I’d pluck your feathers right now.

Survive. Hate me if you like, but survive first.

‘Fucking bird.’

Andris glanced at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘What was that?’

‘Just cursing my familiar.’

He put the car in gear and barrelled out of the school drive, onto the main road out of town. I’d not felt so alone since I went into foster care.

* * *

The flight was a long, boring affair. Like last time, it was a private plane. But this time I was always under watch, like at any moment I might attack. And neither of them said a word to me. Even when Andris went for toilet breaks, Justin didn’t smile or ask what happened. He stared through me rather than at me and stilled anytime I stood to stretch my legs. I’d become the bogeyman overnight.

I begged for us to stop so I could grab a sandwich once we were in the car on Scottish soil. We’d left the academy without anything, and the plane hadn’t had trolley service. My stomach was ready to eat itself. But both Justin and Andris blanked me.

‘Are you going to ignore me for the entire trip?’

Andris glanced in the rear-view mirror, and his eyes narrowed. ‘Forgive me if the comfort of a Wildes isn’t important to me.’

‘Can you at least tell me what the Wildes did?’

Andris looked at the passing road sign. ‘Give her the short version to shut her up. We’re almost there.’

We were. Edinburgh Castle was on the horizon. But, condensed or not, I needed to know what happened with my ancestors, how deep this hatred went, and how likely I was to get out of this.

Justin sighed and twisted around, pulling against the seatbelt. ‘The Wildes were an influential, powerful old family. They had witches in many of the highest roles in our society, and they were respected to a fault.’

‘So what happened?’

Justin’s lips thinned. ‘The Wildes had such strong spirit witches. They helped people and avoided a lot of problems with extreme groups or planned attacks. But their powers also made them paranoid. One day, they must have snapped. Maybe the psychic was wrong or crazy. I don’t know. But they worked with witches from other, lesser-known families and murdered over two hundred witches. Few families went untouched.’ Justin cleared his throat. ‘Eventually, the WMCF tracked them down and executed them for their crimes.’

‘All of them? Without trial?’ My gut tugged. Groups didn’t kill people without a reason, and they hadn’t said what that might be, which meant they probably hadn’t asked. ‘Who spearheaded the lynch mob?’

‘Be careful how you talk about this,’ Andris snapped. ‘You’re in enough trouble as it is. Sympathising with those murderers will get you nowhere. There were plenty of witnesses to what they did. A trial delayed justice.’

Justin glanced at Andris, then back to me. ‘The families were grieving. Some lost five or six people. It wasn’t as democratic as it should have been, but the Wildes used their power in all the wrong ways, bypassing security and spells to get inside homes and cause maximum damage. An example needed to be made.’

‘But all the Wildes were killed? Every mother and bairn?’ However grieved they were, that wasn’t right. Bairns were innocent.

‘By then, they weren’t a large family. The youngest was fifteen. Old enough to know better.’

I’d done some crazy stuff at fifteen. That didn’t mean I should be killed for it. The human world had juvenile detention for a reason. And if the whole family were urging the teen on… that couldn’t have been easy. ‘You said this happened when witch numbers were on the rise?’

‘Yes. My great-grandparent’s generation.’

Lyall, were you there?

His beady eyes peered into mine. He didn’t give me an answer, but as I thought about yes and no, yes got a much more forceful tug.

So you were.

I wish I could tell you more.

Jesus.

I rubbed my face, but the car was slowing, and when I looked up, we were in Blair street. I was home. Back in the real world. Flashing Christmas lights lined the inside of our flat’s windows.

Justin opened my door and waited for me to get out. Then he turned so Andris couldn’t see him. ‘Find good representation. They’ll throw everything they can at you.’

My heart fluttered. Was he still on my side?

Andris motioned for Justin to hurry.

‘Don’t run.’ He hopped back into the passenger side.

The car trailed around the corner.

I stared at the main door to my building. They’d had a bag with my wallet, keys, and clothes waiting in the car, but I wanted a friendly voice right now. So I pushed the buzzer for my flat.

‘Hello?’ A groggy Finn.

‘Hi. It’s Bee. Can you let me in?’

‘Bee!’

The door unlocked, and I dragged myself upstairs. If anyone could cheer me up now, it’d be Finn.
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I stared into my breakfast cereal and circled my spoon through the milk, pushing the mushy flakes one way and then the other. I’d loved this stuff before the academy, but it wasn’t much compared to croissants or fruit and yoghurt. Nothing better in the cupboards, either. Rhea skipped breakfast, and Finn loved his Pop Tarts – way too sweet for me.

The flat was quiet. I heard the creaks as people moved around downstairs, the bustle of the street, but in here it was just me. Never thought I’d miss the communal life.

Get something from the shop.

I swallowed a spoonful of cereal and chomped through it. Then I peered through the living room window onto the street. Busy as always for this time of day. I couldn’t see any of my watchers. But I felt eyes on me all the same.

I’m fine in here. I didn’t want someone following me everywhere, judging everything I did.

My head thumped, so full of things I could’ve done better, how I might’ve avoided this situation. But I didn’t have any way to battle that. So I finished my cereal and curled under my blanket to binge-watch the series I’d missed while at the academy.

Lyall wandered off after a few hours, but I wasn’t sure when. I wasn’t paying that much attention, even to the programme. That was the joy of blocking everything out – time flew by, and so did people.

Finn was the first to finish his shift. He looked at me and shook his head. ‘You been there all day? Again?’

I shrugged. I had nothing better to do. I was back to lounging on the sofa and waiting. Before I’d waited for enough money to go to uni. Now I was waiting on people I didn’t know to investigate me. And I had no way to influence them from a flat in the middle of Edinburgh, surrounded by humans.

Finn tutted. ‘We’re going out. Put on something decent.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know yet. Get ready so I can make plans.’

I snuggled farther into my covers, but Finn wrenched them away from me. ‘Now, Bee.’

I groaned and dragged my feet into my room. Normally I’d have told him where to go. But the flat, lovely as it was, felt claustrophobic.

Leggings swapped out for jeans, I met Finn in the living room.

He smiled. ‘First time you’ve listened to my advice.’

I huffed but didn’t argue.

* * *

A hot chocolate identical to the one from Finn’s selfies warmed my hand, his treat. And now he was trying on his fifth scarf and silly hat. I snorted despite myself. He really was great at cheering people up – that loveable dorky charm did it.

Job done, Finn unwound the scarf, took off the hat, and put them back on the stall. ‘What do you want to do next?’

I turned in a big circle. Stalls were everywhere, but I didn’t want to spend much more. Money wasn’t as secure a thing as it was at the academy or when I still had a job. But I didn’t want to go back to the flat yet, either.

The market air smelled like candyfloss, and the night was lit with Christmas lights, fairground rides, and people battling the crowds on their phones. All so much more attractive than a quiet flat. A better distraction, too.

‘How about the ice rink?’ Dancing put things in perspective. Ice skating might be the next best thing.

Finn looked at the stars, grinning. ‘Perfect!’ He slung his arm around my waist and drew me through the crowds for the five-minute walk to the looped ice rink.

Some kids were out, doing their best to stay upright with wee penguin helpers, but most the young ones were in bed by now. The crowd was a mixture of people clinging to the walls and those doing tricks and spins or lapping everyone at top speed.

Finn pointed to the kiosk. ‘Skates hire is over there. What’s your size? Seven?’

‘Good memory.’

‘Wait here. I won’t be a minute.’

He hurried through the crowd before I could tell him I’d pay for myself. Smiling, I shook my head. How had I never spent more time with Finn before?

‘Bianca?’ A man’s voice, quiet.

There. Behind me. I spotted Justin in the dark beyond the lights. I hurried over, the grass crunching beneath my feet. ‘Is everything okay?’ He was alone, but I’d thought the WMCF worked in pairs for guard shifts.

Justin wrung his hands and stared into the lights around the ice rink. ‘I wanted to apologise for the trip here.’

‘You were just doing your job.’

‘No, I should have said something. We’d already researched you. I knew you lived a human life until the academy. You didn’t have any expectations or aims going in.’

If he believed me, why was he so anxious, meeting me in the shadows?

‘How is the investigation going?’ I asked.

Justin buried his hands in his pockets. ‘Not well. McKee and others on the coven are scrutinising everything you did like you’re a criminal mastermind. They’re pushing that agenda so strong, people believe it. And I’m sorry, but someone said Lyall was human.’

‘Shane?’

‘No, someone I work with.’ Justin shook his head. ‘And then Kaylee told them about you collecting DNA…’

I bit my tongue. Aye, I couldn’t expect her to keep that one quiet after all this came out.

‘The coven announced an inquest.’

‘But they were already looking into me.’

‘Yes, but now they’ll host a hearing, going over the evidence of what you may have done to see if criminal charges apply.’ Justin squeezed my arm. ‘All they’ve found is you somehow hiding Lyall’s form and what you did to help me with the operation. I’ll tell them you were helping me. They’ll have no reason to charge you.’

‘Won’t that ruin your case?’

‘You’d rather it go to trial?’

‘No, but how is this all so serious? None of this is worth a trial.’

He sighed. ‘The Wildes killed a lot of people. The idea they’re still out there, that witches might want revenge… they have to be sure you don’t have an agenda, and the things you did at the academy for me don’t look good. I’ll sort it, I promise.’

Justin checked his phone and cursed. ‘I’ve got to go. Be good. We’ll fix this.’ He crossed the grass into the city, and I felt my first flicker of hope. I had a friend, someone trustworthy, someone who understood their world. Maybe that gave me a shot.

* * *

The days after our trip to the Christmas market went quick. Without anything to do, I’d turned nocturnal.

Justin messaged a few times with updates on Shane and Cameron, and how the school were reacting to what they saw as my extremely suspicious behaviour, but the WMCF kept him busy, and chatting to him wasn’t the same as being with Shane.

Justin said Shane spent a lot of time in his room, avoiding people who blamed him for my actions, accusing him of helping me do something awful with everyone’s DNA.

I’d ruined both his investigation into his uncle and his reputation. He had to hate me.

I curled the covers tighter around me and checked my phone again. Nothing from Justin today, or from the WMCF.

A soft knock at my door. ‘Bee, are you in?’

‘I’m here.’

Finn peered around the door and pouted. ‘Enough moping over that stupid boy. You need to get in the holiday spirit.’

‘I’m really not in the mood, Finn.’

‘Holiday. Spirit.’ He brought his hands out from behind his back and pushed a glass into my hands.

Ice clinked inside the milky drink, and the whiff of alcohol was eye-watering. ‘What is this?’

‘Drink up!’

I side-eyed him but then shrugged. The last time I gave in to his fun and games, Justin had offered to help me. Getting off my bum might be a good luck charm. So I put the drink to my lips and downed it, trying not to swallow ice along with the alcohol. And then I coughed. That was much stronger than I expected.

Finn clapped and dragged me out of bed. ‘Plenty more holiday spirit in the living room.’

‘Okay, but what’s everyone doing?’

‘Drinking and watching Christmas movies. Come on, we miss you.’

He gave me the puppy dog eyes, and I caved. It shouldn’t work on a guy with so many piercings and tats… but that just made it more convincing. ‘You had to give me the eyes.’

‘Bee, if I didn’t, you’d have hibernated.’

I huffed but donned my slippers, balanced a fluffy blanket around my shoulders, and hugged him. ‘Thanks, Finn.’

He froze, then squeezed me back. ‘I’m sorry it hurts so much.’

I kissed his cheek, fighting a tight throat, and waddled into the living room, searching for that next glass of holiday spirit. Drinking wasn’t the way to keep these feelings at bay forever. But I had to do something different.

After my third glass, the others went to bed as the credits rolled.

I took out my phone to check the time and strayed again to Shane’s name in the contacts. I hovered over it, over the picture I’d taken of him with his cheeky smile, leant on his motorbike. My heart ached. He’d pushed me to be better, to get involved in the world around me, to let people in.

I closed my eyes and battled the tears. I wanted him back. I wanted my life at the academy back. Even that bitch Amélie. I’d had a place there, a purpose I didn’t have working odd jobs and saving money for university. But how could I get him back? Or should I suck it up and fight through the heartbreak?

He’d rejected me, abandoned me when I needed him, but… I’d hurt him, too. He’d already forgiven me for hiding Lyall from him. I should have told him what I suspected. I had the time. I just hadn’t opened up.

Biting my lip, I clicked on his number and pressed dial before I lost the nerve. Opening up was exactly what I had to do. I had to tell him how I felt, how much I wanted him back, how much all of this was tearing me up. How I’d never meant to hurt him. And I couldn’t hold anything back. Now was the time to be completely, brutally honest about how much I hurt, too.

His phone went to the answer machine, but I took a deep breath and waited for the dial tone. I could do this. And if he rejected me again, if I didn’t hear anything, then I’d drink more holiday spirit and throw myself into the meals and movies until I didn’t have time to think about him.

* * *

Boxing Day, my belly was complaining about the holiday spirit and the rich food. I’d still clawed myself out of bed and into clothes and I’d lined up a run of Christmas movies when the door buzzed. Repeatedly. I stilled, remote in hand, and waited for someone else to get it. But no one so much as turned over in bed. And our visitor wasn’t going away.

‘Bloody bastarding hangover queens.’ I stuck my head through a hoodie and stumbled to the intercom, closing my eyes a few times against the wooziness. I jabbed the button. ‘Yes?’

No one replied, and I cursed. Had someone buzzed that long just to drop and run? We didn’t have a camera, so I couldn’t check from here. But I was enough of a hungover bitch to put the door on the latch and slump downstairs to the entrance.

The doorstep and the street were empty, but a towering pile of books as big as me was waiting with a handwritten note sticking out the middle. The paper and the books had a multicoloured glow that told me this pile had to be for me.

I plucked the note: ‘These trial and judiciary procedure books should help you with the inquest. I’ve also included books on the Wildes family’s past. They are invisible to humans, including your housemates.’ I turned the note over. It wasn’t signed, but the back held a long list of names and phone numbers. The page was titled ‘Lawyers’.

Someone wants to help you.

Yes, they did. I messaged Justin: ‘These books from you?’

I locked my phone and stared at the titles. These pages had answers, things that might help me beyond Justin’s testimony. The top book had the academy library stamp. I ran my finger over its edges, wishing I could get back to my cosy nook behind the bookcases. But, if I played things right, I could still get back there.

I glanced at the stairs. The books almost reached my chin. Way too many to carry upstairs in one go. And the note said they were spelled… Yes, it was worth a try. I envisioned the books floating in my mind. Lyall, you got this?

Already done.

I opened my eyes to find the books floating a few inches off the ground, and kept my concentration as I climbed the stairs, adjusting the vision to have them follow me.

You don’t need to concentrate that hard. I’ve got this.

Lyall flew up and down the stairs, watching me. And for the first time in at least a week, I could look at him without wanting to pluck him and roast him. Thanks for helping.

That’s what I’m here for.

And as much as I hated how all this turned out, I knew Lyall tried to help. He’d pushed me away from the conspiracy, he’d pushed me to improve my magic skills before searching for his family. He’d wanted me to be as prepared as possible for whatever happened, and ideally avoid it.

I’m sorry for getting mad at you.

In your place, I’m sure I’d have done much the same.

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I wasn’t about to quibble now we were getting along. Any preference which order I read these in?

I’ll read the titles and let you know.

I walked through the deadly quiet apartment and into my room, then shut and locked the door. The books sank to the ground. There had to be twenty or thirty. So were the most useful ones on top, at the bottom, or spread throughout? Or had they dumped them all together?

The spines seemed to be in alphabetical order, by author. So neither of those options. I frowned and ran my finger over them, wondering whether any were useful, when I got a familiar tingle in my hands. Slower this time, I ran my fingers over the spines until I pinpointed the three causing the reaction, one more than the other two. I plucked that one out first.

The Rising of the Wildes Rebels. A promising title. The first page was a wide shot photograph of people, enough to populate a classroom. And right in the centre standing next to a young woman, was Lyall. The human version of him, down to the freckles across his cheeks and nose, and the straggly cut of his hair. Even the scattering of moles over his neck were the same.

‘It’s you.’

Lyall changed from his raven form into his human one in a moment. And I couldn’t stop looking at him, the picture, and back. The picture was subtitled: The Wildes Rebels. So he’d really done it, been there. And he seemed high up in the operation, not a simple puppet. Why would aether send someone who did something like that to guide me? Was it because I’d need that kind of power? I didn’t think so.

‘If I read this, can you tell me what happened? Tell me which parts are a lie?’

‘No.’

I sighed. No wonder he’d like to change what was written about him. He didn’t have a voice to dispute it anymore. ‘Can’t you tell aether I need to know?’

Lyall rolled his eyes. ‘Tried that. Many times.’

Either aether was far more stubborn than me, or it was laughing at me. But I’d got through tough odds before.

I opened the book to the introduction. ‘The Wildes Rebels were largely recent graduates from a variety of witch academies. Apart from the Wildes, the witches came from minor witch families, with a greater concentration of Animalis than Cognata witches. Historians have found no link between these witches prior to the formation of their group. Their occupations were varied, though many worked in higher spheres of witch society, with access to people and events that may have made them a promising recruit. Statements and family accounts of their movements suggest the group was founded and regularly met for up to two years before the murders.’

Lyall peered over my shoulder, reading with me. I didn’t see the dangerous rebel they’d portrayed. If anything, he looked resigned.

The rest of the introduction covered which families the minor witches were from, but at the end of the chapter were labelled portraits and photographs of all the witches involved in the group. Lyall was near the centre, and his real name stared at me. Dougal Aidan Wildes. Born 1864, died 1892. But as I scanned the other names, a familiar one stood out: Lyall Tomas Fraser.

I tapped the picture. Lyall - or should I say Dougal - reached out a hand as if to stroke the man’s cheek.

‘Was he a friend?’

‘A lover.’

From his sad smile, I figured there was more to the story, but I didn’t pry. Instead, I turned to chapter two, which detailed the murders. The report was dry but included statements from the rebels, made before their execution. One came from the alleged ringleader, Dougal.

Lyall’s smile was gone, and he’d drawn back from the book to sit cross-legged on the floor.

Dougal Wildes stated he’d had visions and other indications which pointed to corruption among the most influential families. But rather than taking diplomatic action through the coven, his team confronted suspect witches during ‘the night of ghosts’. Half their group died during these confrontations. The rest defeated their marks, or came to a stalemate, before the authorities arrived to arrest them.

Little covered why Dougal and the others felt this course of action was necessary, and no one went into detail about the corruption. Most academics discredited Dougal as a psychic that’d gone mad, hungry for power and blood. But I’d known Lyall – Dougal – for months, and he wasn’t mad.

Should I call you Lyall or Dougal now?

I’ve grown used to Lyall.

Because of what they’ve said about you? Anyone reading this history would feel the name Dougal was as tarnished as Adolf.

No. He wrapped his arms around his knees and stared into space.

From the way he’d looked at that picture, he must want to keep the name for his lover. I felt for him. It was one thing to be in the web of spirit, watching from above, but quite another to live the Wildes hatred with me, read the intricate detail of what they’d written about him and his group. But I was glad I’d started with the history. It explained the reaction I’d had – how many people were demanding I face trial. Winning this case wasn’t straightforward, even with Justin’s support.
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I’d skimmed five books when my phone vibrated. Lyall peered at it, then carefully sat on the bed. When he didn’t tell me for the hundredth time it wasn’t from the school or Shane, I closed the current book and crossed to my bedside table.

It was Justin. ‘The books aren’t from me. But I think I know who sent them. Look at this.’

I clicked the link and found a video of Shane, standing outside the academy. He must’ve stayed after they broke up for the holidays.

Flashes peppered his face from the media, but he stared straight into the camera.

‘I’m here today to refute the rumours against Bianca Nash. She may have Wildes blood, but she isn’t an evil spy for the Wildes, and she hasn’t committed a crime. I’m supporting her in the coming inquest and I’m more than happy to speak for her, if she’ll have me.’

Reporters yelled out questions, but I couldn’t hear them. Shane had come out – publicly – to defend me. He’d not do that if he didn’t mean it.

Tears welled up, and I quickly wiped them away. I’d never really had anyone fight for me.

The interview ended abruptly when McKee dragged his nephew back inside, but Shane yanked his arm away and walked in under his own steam. And the media reported he left the school soon after, with his bags.

‘Are you still in Edinburgh?’

At first I thought the text was from Justin, but it was Shane.

I drew in a slow breath. ‘Yes, I’m in the flat. I just saw the news. Can I call you?’

The door buzzed, and I gripped my phone tighter. The others had to get it this time. But it kept buzzing and buzzing. Were they all out? Stuff it, I wasn’t expecting anyone. I turned back to my phone and found a new message.

‘Get the door.’

‘Here? In Edinburgh?’ I felt clammy. I couldn’t let myself believe he was actually here. I couldn’t live with that kind of disappointment.

‘Please.’

My eyes welled up. Then I was on my feet and flying downstairs, holding the rail in case I tumbled down. I looked through the door to the apartment building. A blurred shape of someone shifted foot to foot.

I had to pull it together. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, only opening the door when my arms had stopped shaking.

‘Bee.’ Shane’s voice was clear, but tired, his cheeks red from the cold. ‘This is for you.’ He handed me a bouquet of wildflowers.

‘Thank you.’ My voice was choked up.

‘Can I come in?’

I stepped back and led the way. He followed, hands shoved in his pockets. But he didn’t say anything else until I closed my bedroom door behind us.

‘The things they’re saying…’ He had no fire or hardness in his eyes. Some pain, and some confusion. ‘I’m so, so sorry. They’re using what I let slip about Lyall against you. Making it seem like you’re some evil intruder. I know that’s not true.’

‘I should have told you what I suspected about my family.’

He could’ve told me everything I needed to know.

‘No, I shouldn’t have pushed you away. I know you find it hard talking about personal stuff, and I made it almost impossible. I shouldn’t have reacted like I did. I should’ve tried to hear you out. I’m so sorry.’ He took my hand in his. ‘Will you forgive me?’

I ducked my head. ‘I should have got past my hang-ups. You were upset and angry, but you would have listened.’

Shane screwed his eyes shut, then drew me flush against him. ‘None of this is your fault, Bee. I’m with you. And I’ll make it up to you.’

He kissed the top of my head, and I melted into him.

He wanted me. He actually wanted me back. To fly out here in the face of everything being said about me, to stand with me through this, he had to want more than a fling. And with him, I wanted more, too. Being with him, sharing my life with him – I’d been happier than I could remember.

I linked my arms behind his head and pressed my mouth to his, relishing in the minty taste of him, the pine and musk, the soft feel of his hoodie in my hands. I’d missed this. I’d missed him. His demands for answers, for justice, his passion, his open emotion. Everything.

I backed up to the bed until my knees went. Shane fell with me, that playful sparkle back in his eyes.

‘If you want to make it up to me…’ I put his hands under my jumper, on my skin.

He slow walked his hands to my breasts and tweaked my nipples. I groaned. It’d be next to impossible to stay quiet for this. So my housemates had better have decent headphones.

‘I missed you.’ His voice was breathy, a whisper, his eyes searching mine.

‘Same here.’ I pressed my lips to his again. ‘But right now, we’re apologising.’

More than that, I’d been so used to dealing with my emotions without words. I needed that physical connection again, and I was sure he did, too.

I grinned against his mouth and unbuckled his belt. Then I tugged at his jeans until they were halfway down his hips, showing me the edge of his boxers and that tantalising trail of hair.

‘Now?’

He ditched his jumper and top in one. ‘No.’

I pouted, but his look was so soft, my complaint died in my throat. He was looking at me with sheer adoration, like he could kiss every inch of me and not be done, like I was perfect.

He peppered kisses down my neck, lighting a fire in my belly. He already knew all those delicious places that made my toes curl, but so did I.

His firm cock in hand, I stroked him. Again and again, until he stopped kissing my jaw and growled, pulling my hand away and yanking my top over my head.

He undid my bra one-handed and threw my bra away. Then he took my breast in his mouth, playing with one nipple, then the other, flicking them with his tongue, play biting.

‘Oh, hell.’ My heart was thumping hard, pleased to have my man back, and my knickers were so, so wet.

Shane undid my jeans, each accidental brush of his hands making me buck my hips. But I didn’t take my eyes off him. I wanted him. I wanted to be together again. And I was not going to wait much longer.

Shane took my jeans off. They landed somewhere by the door, but as he climbed back up my body, his hand massaged my clit. Each soft stroke brought me closer. He had me. Completely.

‘Now, please,’ I whispered, stroking him until he groaned against my mouth.

He removed my knickers, then moved back and forth over my entrance and clit, teasing. He reached for a condom and prepared himself.

I didn’t take my eyes off him.

He pushed inside, letting me get used to him and stretch around him. I groaned for more. He watched me, smiling at my little noises. Then he stroked my cheek like I was made of glass.

‘Thank you for taking me back.’

The pain in his voice and the passion and care he’d shown in coming here broke me, and tore down the walls I’d built between us like they were made of cardboard.

I felt connected to him again, spiritually and physically. I was about to tell him the same, that we’d make this work, but then my vision went black.

Shane had his phone to his ear, frowning. He teared at his hair, eyes glassy, then stormed to the academy library and demanded the librarian tell him where to find books on court procedure. Then he was back on the phone, arms loaded with books, telling Justin to book him a flight.

Vision gone, I stared into Shane’s eyes.

He was watching me, propped on his arms. ‘You Saw something.’ He smoothed back my hair. ‘Is everything okay?’

I nodded, my throat swollen. ‘The moment you got my phone message, you rushed to help.’ My voice broke at the end.

This was what he hadn’t said on the doorstep. The moment I’d told him how I felt in that voicemail, he’d come for me. That’s how much I meant to him. He’d come because I asked, because he believed I never meant to hurt him, because he cared as much as I did. The panic in his eyes and the demand in his voice as he fought for me, to help me fight the accusations against me, said it all.

He kissed my cheek. ‘I should have come earlier.’

‘No, I should’ve called earlier.’

He smiled and pressed his lips to mine, his hands tugging my hair, his cock hitting that sweet spot inside me, nudging me closer and closer to the cliff. Sweat coated us, each thrust slick. I grabbed his shoulders and dug in my nails as I cried his name. And I sank my teeth into his shoulder. I was close. So close.

‘Faster, please.’

Shane did what I asked, and I was undone. Waves and waves of pleasure rolled over me, and I clenched around Shane’s cock. He came, too, and I groaned anew.

The way down from that high was long and slow. I breathed hard into his shoulder as my lungs adjusted, and kissed all down his collarbone.

‘Thank you. For coming back.’

He’d get hell for supporting me.

‘I’m not leaving you again.’ He kissed my nose.

‘I don’t want you to.’ I wasn’t sure I’d survive another rejection like that.

* * *

I woke to a soft knock and blinked against sleep to find the door opening.

‘Bee? You can’t stay in here all day. Food’s almost ready.’

I glanced across the pillows to see Shane sitting in bed, the covers draped over his now boxered arse, while I was naked. Déjà vu much? I pulled the covers to my collarbone and held them there as the door swung open to reveal us in all our post-sex rufflement.

Finn appraised us, eyebrows raised, then crossed his arms. ‘So, this is Shane. I can see why you moped. Made up now, hmmm?’

‘Shut up, Finn.’ I’d have chucked a pillow at him but I was worried Shane might yank the covers away. He had that playful sparkle to his eye as he assessed Finn. The two of them would be the death of me.

‘We settled our differences.’ Shane kissed the top of my head. ‘Believe it or not, this is the second time we’ve been walked in on this month. Must say, I prefer your approach.’

My cheeks heated, but I couldn’t escape in my undressed state, only watch them enjoy my awkwardness. May as well introduce the bastards. ‘Finn, this is Shane. Shane, Finn.’

Finn sighed. ‘He’s completely straight, right?’

Shane nodded. ‘Sorry.’

I groaned. ‘Can you leave so I can get dressed?’

Finn pointed between the two of us. ‘Fine. But don’t think we won’t ask about this at dinner. Shane is our guest of honour. No bailing on us, either of you.’

Shane put up his hands in mock surrender. ‘I’d never do that to Bianca’s friends.’

‘Then welcome to the family! And for the record, I think you’re good for her. Look at her – squirming, dealing with her feelings. We haven’t got her close to that in years.’ He swept from the room, leaving my mouth open like a bloody goldfish.

Shane stroked my neck, snapping me out of it, but that damned gleeful sparkle was back. This time, I didn’t grab hold of the covers fast enough. He yanked them from me and took them with him across the room. But when he dropped them to the floor, his eyes were all for me, looking over every inch of my body. And I couldn’t help but reciprocate.

‘I think I really like you.’

‘And I really, really like you.’ He stalked towards me.

I put up my hand before he rolled me back into bed. ‘Stop. Where’s my jumper? Finn will come back for an eyeful of bum and boobs if we don’t hurry.’

Shane laughed and stooped, showing his wonderfully curved bum to my hungry eyes. He scrunched my jumper and threw it at me.

‘Thanks. Now find your clothes, or I’ll risk Finn walking in on us again.’

Despite my half threats, we changed in less than five minutes.

Finn had been busy. He’d moved the kitchen table into the centre of the room, lined the chairs with cushions, and set our plates and cutlery like a posh Christmas dinner, minus the crackers.

‘You guys weren’t kidding about treating him like a guest of honour, huh?’ I slid into one of the two spare chairs and left the end chair for Shane, who pulled it out and sat, nodding at my housemates without a hint of embarrassment.

‘I’m Shane, Bee’s… friend.’ He squeezed my thigh under the table. ‘Can we make it official yet?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Fine.’ But inside, I was brimming with happiness.

Shane lifted his wine glass. ‘Then a toast, to me and Bee!’

‘Isn’t it bad luck to toast yourself?’ I muttered.

Everyone else ignored me, lifting their glasses.

Rhea nudged me, until I sighed and clinked glasses. Her glass wobbled when she put it down. She was a brilliant cook but tended to drink while she was prepping, and the red to her cheeks suggested today was no exception. ‘I, for one, am glad someone got through Bee’s shell. It’s worth a little heartache and moody hermit syndrome to see her like this.’

They do realise I’m still in the room, right?

They’re trying to be nice.

And, as I looked around the table at Rhea making small talk about my mopiest moments and Finn commenting on how Shane was such a good catch, I basked in the feeling of belonging. All three of them drove me mental, but they cared, and they wanted to see me happy. In all the ways that mattered, they were my family, and that meant everything.
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The flat’s intercom buzzed at eight in the morning the day before my inquest hearing. At least they were punctual.

I checked I’d packed everything important in my suitcase and purse. Shane didn’t have the same obsessive need to ensure he had everything for the dozenth time. He simply slung his backpack over his shoulder and floated the books behind us.

Finn sauntered into the hallway, still in his slippers and pyjamas. He opened his arms and hugged me. ‘I’ll miss you.’ He patted Shane’s back, then returned to me. ‘Now, go give that fancy school all you’ve got.’

We hadn’t told him what I’d face on my way back, but somehow his advice hit the mark all the same. ‘I will. Say goodbye to Rhea for me.’

Andris waited on the doorstep outside.

A man I hadn’t met pushed off the wall beside Andris, almost giving me a heart attack. Must be his watch partner.

I nodded, but Andris only spun the keys around his finger. Where Justin had softened, Andris hadn’t.

Shane stuffed our books and bags in the boot. I buckled my seatbelt and took out my phone. No updates from Justin on the state of play, but Cameron was meeting us at the coven hearing.

‘Is Justin on a mission?’ I asked.

The radio silence frazzled my nerves. If he wasn’t busy, it could be bad news. He’d be sure to say if things were going better than he thought.

Andris started the engine and turned onto the main road.

His partner looked through the spelled barrier. ‘Why isn’t she in handcuffs?’

‘Because she’s under watch, not arrest,’ Shane said, putting his arm around me.

‘So far,’ the new man said.

‘A delightful journey awaits us,’ I muttered.

Shane checked his phone. ‘Hopefully Justin’s already there, organising your witnesses.’

It wasn’t what we’d planned. He’d promised to update me as much as he could so I knew what I’d walk into. I bit my lip and rang his number, but the line rang until it hit voice mail. If he didn’t show up, I had maybe a fifty percent chance of this going to trial.

* * *

Andris pulled into the parking lot at the WMCF headquarters in Cesvaine, but it wasn’t the quiet town it usually was. People lined the streets, their animal and human familiars marking them as witches. A few people bent and threw stones as we approached. They ricocheted off the windows but weren’t big enough to smash the glass. My heart jumped, and not just at the spray of stones. Justin should have told me it’d be this bad. Where was he?

‘Is this normal?’ The road had no WMCF cordon or magical fencing. Not even a bit of tape to mark the area I’d walk through. We were completely exposed.

‘You’re lucky it’s not worse,’ Andris said.

Shane glared at the crowds. ‘They’ve been stirred into this state.’

Justin said McKee and other powerful families were demanding the most severe punishment for me, no matter the facts. But this went further. This crowd was an angry mob, baying for blood. My blood. Those chanting near the doors were loud enough for me to pick out words. ‘Kill the Wildes bitch’ was popular, and ‘lock her up’.

If this crowd got their hands on me, I’d get more than bruises, but I couldn’t hide in the car forever. I had to cross the car park into the building, and those ten or twenty metres felt like miles.

Our guards exited the car and pushed the witches back, enough for Shane to open my door. I didn’t want to go out there, but if I didn’t, the guards would drag me out, and that looked worse.

Shane gripped my hand, his lips pressed to a thin line. ‘I’ll protect you.’

That’s what I was worried about. He had that glint in his eye that told me he was seething with rage. But if he tried to attack all those people, he’s the one who’d get hurt. Still, it wasn’t like I had much choice. I had to get out of the car.

I let Shane pull me towards him.

The moment I left the car’s shelter, the crowd threw more stones. I ducked and closed my eyes to avoid a shard to the eye.

Ouch. I rubbed out grit and dust but still couldn’t open the eye. It stung and watered like a tap. And I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Hundreds of witches were here. If they charged past Andris and his partner, I was dead and Shane wouldn’t just let it happen. We had to get out of here. Now.

Shane shielded my head and back and hurried me to the door. But that meant he got pebbles to the back of the head. How could this arrangement be acceptable? This wasn’t the Middle Ages, and we were right outside the WMCF headquarters. Couldn’t they do better than this? Or didn’t they care?

‘Stop hurting him. Shane hasn’t done anything!’ I yelled.

Shane closed the entrance door behind us. A last spray of rocks hit the wood and clattered onto the ground. Our guards had backed up with us and were almost to us, but we had a few seconds of privacy. I traced a jagged cut along Shane’s cheek. Those arseholes would pay for this.

‘It’s nothing.’ He held me and tilted my chin up to check my eye. ‘I think you’re okay.’

I huffed but didn’t get to say anything. Our guards were back, locking the door behind them.

‘This way,’ Andris said, leading us deeper into the blank white corridors.

I didn’t need to be told to leave that crowd behind. I looked at Shane’s cut and sighed. He’d never distance himself from me now, even if that might be the best way to protect himself. What the hell had I got him into?

Our steps echoed along the empty hallways, but mumbles from the rooms we passed told me this was still a working HQ. Yet, with a mob outside their doors, they’d only sent two people to escort me inside. That showed how much they valued my safety. They’d wanted me to go through that. To be scared and hurting. I rubbed harder at my sore eye until I could look through it despite the slight sting. Then I checked my blouse and trousers were in good condition. Best to be presentable…

Two turns later, we stood in front of large wooden doors, much like those inside the academy. A loud rumble came from inside as people talked and, presumably, found their seats. But Andris didn’t wait for us to collect ourselves. He twisted the knob and pushed open the doors.

Everyone sank into their seats. Thirteen witches stared at me from the back of the room, sitting behind a curved table, separated from the public seats by a large floor, empty except for the island-like witness stand.

Heart pounding, I studied each of the coven members. The atmosphere gave me frostbite. Some glared or refused eye contact. Others acted bored, as if I was beneath them.

We’d researched the coven before we left, but no one else in the public area was familiar, so they must be keeping potential witnesses isolated. But at least I had Shane beside me. One supporter against all this…

The doors clanked shut behind us. Our guards were gone.

I looked at all the staring, accusing eyes and took a deep breath. The sooner I got this over with, the sooner I could tell them all to fuck off.

I gave Shane a limp smile. ‘Showtime.’

He nodded, glaring at the most hostile faces in the room, and walked with me down the central aisle. At the moment we had to part, he gripped my hand even tighter, then let go and turned onto the front pew.

The witches sitting there couldn’t move away fast enough, so he easily cleared a space behind the stand. And from then, he didn’t take his eyes off me. Neither did anyone else, but having Shane here made me feel safer.

I stepped through the aisle gate and climbed the steps to the enclosed witness stand.

The central coven member stood. Tibor Sabol. He was one of the older ones, balding with a short grey beard. He’d led the coven for the last ten years.

He adjusted his stance. ‘Members of the coven and the witch community, we’re here for the inquest into Bianca Nash, a proven descendant of the Wildes family.’ He looked over my head, into the crowd. ‘Discovering someone of her line at the academy was distressing for many of us. We thought her family were gone after the Wildes Rebels attacks.’ He cleared his throat and met my eyes.

A studied boredom lingered in his gaze, but I didn’t believe it. His family lost three people in those attacks, and one was the familiar standing behind him.

‘Bianca Nash is the first witness and the defendant for this fact-finding hearing. Do you have anything you wish to admit to?’

I laid my hands on the stand’s grainy wood. Its solidity grounded me. But I knew what to say. Shane and I had gone over it a couple hundred times in Edinburgh, and Justin had given me the best advice he could.

‘I didn’t know who my witch ancestors were.’ Mutters ran through the pews behind me, but I pushed on. ‘The academy librarian will tell you I asked for ancestry books to find my family. Kaylee Spenser saw me reading them.’ I took a breath. This was the more difficult bit. ‘What Kaylee didnae ken, was that shortly after joining the academy, I witnessed Shane McKee and his friend, Cameron Murphy, reporting on throwback witches to strangers on campus. Later, I caught them searching the head’s office. I confronted them and learned that they had good reason. They were working for Justin Holt as part of an undercover operation into the increase in throwback numbers across the witch community.’

The public’s mutters increased in volume, but Tibor waved them back to quiet. ‘Continue.’

‘It’s why Cameron, Shane, and I collected blood and other DNA samples from throwback students. A WMCF technician then compared them to their database to find out if they all came from the same witch family.’

‘And did they?’ the lead coven member asked.

‘No. They came from a mixture of families, mainly the most influential.’

‘So it could be down to chance.’

‘No. Their statistician confirmed the rise in throwback numbers went well beyond chance. And even if it didn’t, she also confirmed the accompanying rise in fae attacks on people who subsequently became throwback witches could not be a coincidence.’

He inclined his head, but I saw the clench to his jaw. ‘Then it is a shame Justin is not here to corroborate your claims.’

I bit my tongue. Something must be wrong. ‘He agreed to testify for me. Maybe work took him away? You could start with Shane and Cameron instead.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

What did he expect me to do, magic Justin out of thin air? ‘I’m sure if you speak to the WMCF, they could contact Justin and ask him to speak via video link. Or you could find the technician and the others who knew about the operation.’

Tibor’s neck gained colour, from the bottom up. I looked down the line of coven members. Some pursed their lips, clenched their hands, glared. What had I said that was so wrong? Suggesting witnesses to support my story must be part of this fact-finding process, no?

‘That is not possible,’ Tibor said. ‘Because, conveniently for your absurd story, the WMCF found Justin dead two days ago, attacked on your overnight watch. His partner was lucky to survive.’

The crowd erupted. The same chants as the ones outside gained momentum. But all that noise turned to a roaring buzz in my ears.

Justin, dead? Shane looked as shocked as me. I’d seen Justin a few days ago! Talked to him… shit, the night he died. Shit, shit, shit. I took slow, deep breaths. I couldn’t freak out. I had to think this through. My plan was out the window. Someone killed Justin. Someone who wanted me out of the way before the throwback operation came into the open. Pinning me for Justin’s murder was the perfect way to do it. Witches suspected me automatically, and now they’d think anything I said was a lie.

‘Quiet please! This is a hearing. That means I need to be able to hear my witness.’ The crowd noise decreased to a low mumble, and Tibor turned his eyes heavenward. ‘That’ll have to do. Bianca, do you have anything to say in your defence?’

‘I didn’t leave the house two nights ago.’

‘Can anyone attest to that?’

‘Shane was with me. My flatmates, too. I didn’t leave.’ I’d spoken to Justin, sure, but Shane had been right next to me when I was on the phone.

Tibor swiped his hand through the air. ‘Hardly objective witnesses.’

‘That’s all I have.’ The flat didn’t have cameras I could use.

‘Then I motion we hear from our other witnesses before Bianca returns to the stand. Agreed?’

One after the other, the coven witches agreed, and I was excused.

* * *

I held my head in my hands, tears falling down my cheeks, my breath hitched. Shane opened the door and sat beside me. He rubbed my back but he was stiff, bristling with rage. I sniffed. His testimony hadn’t gone well, then. If the coven were already done with Shane, I’d be back in the stand before dinner.

‘How bad was it?’ I asked.

‘They acted like I was a lovesick fool, too stupid to realise what was happening around me, going along with it to keep you happy.’

They’ll discredit the other students, too.

I know. Anything useful to contribute?

I’m thinking it through.

Perfect.

I wiped my nose. ‘Justin was my chance to get out of this hearing without a trial.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do. After him, you and Cameron were my best witnesses, but the coven are attacking your character, making you seem subjective so your testimony can be thrown aside. Justin’s death has blinded them if they weren’t before. They think I did it and they want to make the witness testimony suit that conclusion.’

‘But you were with me all night!’

‘Who’d believe it? They think I killed my witness so he couldn’t talk.’

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

But it did, in a horrible, dark sort of way. ‘They’ll say I pressured him, that he was going to tell the “truth” on the stand and told me so. That I killed him to keep his version quiet.’

Shane cursed. ‘Some of those streets must have CCTV.’

‘I’d bet on the WMCF already getting to it and erasing it.’

‘What makes you think they’re in on this?’

‘What makes you think they’re not? They must have records of Justin’s investigation, and they’d still have that statistician on staff. Do you see them offering any of that up in my defence?’

‘No, but that doesn’t mean they’d cover up a murder!’

‘Oh, and failing to defend me isn’t doing just that? They think I killed their friend, Shane. Hell, even before that, Justin said one of them gave up that Lyall is Cognata, not Animalis.’

They either hated me for killing him, or they were corrupt. Otherwise someone would’ve come forward to give evidence. Justin didn’t run his operation alone. He had the technician, a liaison, and his boss, and those were just the people I knew about.

Shane pinched his nose and sighed.

We both knew I’d been set up. And I didnae ken anyone who could convince the coven otherwise. Hell, most the coven could be in on it. At least half of them were in the same family line as a recent throwback, and two had a Cognata throwback in an academy. Then four of them had dead relatives, courtesy of my Wildes ancestors. Plenty of reasons to get rid of me.

The door to the waiting room creaked open. Andris peered in. ‘They’re ready for you.’

‘Already?’

‘They’ve heard enough to make a decision.’

I hugged Shane and followed Andris through the halls into the courtroom. I walked out through a door on the back wall, near the coven’s table, but they’d schooled their expressions. It was when I looked at the crowd and saw the witnesses in the pews that I knew what was coming. McKee was front and centre, and his gleeful smirk said it all.

Andris nudged me. ‘In the stand.’

I walked on numb legs and stared through, rather than at, the coven as the leader stood.

He spread his hands, indicating the witnesses on the pews and me in the stand. ‘We’ve heard summary statements from the main witnesses to Bianca’s behaviour at the academy and after she returned to her flat in Edinburgh, and we have come to a decision.’ Tibor dropped his hands and met my eyes. ‘Bianca Nash is hereby arrested pending trial for the illegal acquisition of DNA and for the murder of Justin Holt. A lawyer will be suggested if she doesn’t yet have one, and the trial date will be set in due course. In the meantime, she is to be kept in custody. Thank you.’

The coven stood and left through the same back door I’d walked through as a free woman only minutes before.

Andris’s partner had the cockiest grin as he advanced, twirling his handcuffs. I searched for Shane, but he was lost in the celebrating crowd. Andris’s partner yanked me around and slammed the magical cuffs on my wrists, tightening them until they bit into my flesh.

‘You’re going where Wildes belong.’ He dragged me towards the back doors.

I twisted around. Shane was pushing against the crowd, his uncle tugging him back. Shane smacked away his grip but couldn’t get clear before the door closed and my guard threw me handcuffed into a waiting car.

Door locks clunked into place. I swallowed hard. My chances of winning the coming trial were so low. Getting out… it felt hopeless.

But Shane would fight any odds. I forced a smile, thinking about that fiery glint in his eye as he’d stared down everyone in that crowd and courtroom. My chest warmed, cutting through the weight of what I’d face at trial.

I raised my head and glared at the backs of the seats in front of me. I wasn’t alone – not anymore – and I’d find a way to clear my name.
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The WMCF processed me quickly, with little fuss. But Andris’s partner, Eryk, marched me from place to place, often shoving me into tables or against doorjambs. He made it seem accidental, but the fake surprise and monotone apologies said otherwise.

At our next stop, he waited outside.

Two female guards supervised while I changed into the black prison uniform. Efficient and emotionless, one took my personal clothes and the other joined Eryk and I for the walk to the cells.

We were miles and miles from Cesvaine, in a dark, cement building. Of course, the cells were downstairs.

The lighting on this level was dimmer. Every five metres, another security door cut through the corridor, the barred metal covered with a multicoloured sheen that told me a jailbreak would be far more difficult than one in the human world. It still seemed surreal. Like it wasn’t really me this was happening to.

We walked past dozens of empty cells. They were all the same, barred where they met the corridor and walled on the other three sides. An off-the-floor, two-by-one-metre ‘bed’ of wooden slats with a five-centimetre foam mattress, a toilet behind a very low wall, and a sink. Bare essentials.

Wait, there. An excruciatingly thin man with a coarse beard grown to his stomach. A human-sized lump curled under a thin blanket occupied his neighbouring cell. So I wasn’t alone.

But the other cells were empty, right to the end wall.

My female guard opened the right-hand cell. When I didn’t move, she shoved me through. I shuffled to stop myself from sprawling. Andris’s partner laughed, but the woman didn’t say anything. She waited for me to regain my footing and then signalled me over.

I eyed her, but she didn’t look like she’d push me again. So I went back, and she removed my handcuffs. I went to rub my wrists, but she stopped me.

She and Andris’s partner flicked their hands and chanted a strange phrase. A multicoloured spell looped around each of my wrists. I could move freely, but I felt weaker.

‘What did you do?’

‘Jail procedure,’ Andris’s partner said. ‘It binds your magic. You can’t hurt yourself or anyone else in here.’

The woman physically and magically locked my door, and they left.

I stared at the empty cell opposite for a good minute before I padded over to the bed. The wooden boards poked me through the mattress, and there was no pillow. The blanket was so thin it was see-through in the dim lighting. I brought my knees to my chest and leant against the wall. The chill from the cement seeped through my top.

No windows either, not underground. And no company. It’d be so easy for them to forget me down here.

Footsteps raced along the hall. They skittered to a stop outside my cell.

‘Shane! They let you in?’

He glared down the hall. ‘They did their best not to, but they had to. It’s visiting hours.’ He shook his head at my cell. ‘This is high security. They didn’t have to put you here. Or bind you.’ He eyed the multicoloured bracelets. ‘Did they tell you what those do?’

‘They said they’d bound my magic.’

‘Not strictly true. They bind offensive magic, but not all your magic. That solution is far more… permanent.’

Yes, we’d read about that. It required an entire coven of powerful witches to funnel enough power through a witch that the familiar, as the conduit, burned out.

‘They’d have done that if they could. Wildes witches never seem to get a fair trial.’

I bit my lip. My determination had faded when I’d arrived at the prison, but I shouldn’t talk like this. I couldn’t wallow in the injustice of Justin’s death and my incarceration. If that’s all I did, they’d win.

But I needed help. Desperately. A year ago, I wouldn’t have been happy asking for it, but with Shane it felt natural.

‘You need to find the people at the WMCF who helped Justin with his operation. They won’t want to talk, but we need to find a way.’ We only needed one of them to speak for me.

‘That could take a while.’

I stared at the smooth cement floor. ‘I know.’

Shane put his hands through the bars, reaching out for me. I took them. He was so warm and strong. I wished I had that much fight. In here, I’d need every ounce I had.

‘Are you sure you want me to leave? I can stay, be here every day, every visiting hour they allow.’

I pressed between the bars and kissed him. ‘I’d love that, but I need help. I can’t do anything in here, but you can find people who can make a difference. A lawyer, and witnesses the coven has to listen to.’

I stared into his hazel eyes. It was so dingy I couldn’t see the green in them, only the brown. He nodded, squeezed my hands, and opened his mouth to say something, but I put my finger to his lips.

‘Go now, please.’

‘We have another hour.’

It was so tempting to give in to another hour with him. Every moment he was here, I felt filled with purpose, with confidence. But I couldn’t risk it. ‘Whoever organised this won’t take an hour off. They’ll be reinforcing their story.’

The quicker we moved, the less they’d have against me. And if he didn’t go now, I’d want to keep him here all night. We had to focus on the way forward.

Shane dropped my hand and stared hard into my eyes but, eventually, he stepped back. ‘Don’t do anything stupid. And I’m still visiting. Every day. Anything that helps your case, you’ll be the second to know, after me.’

I smiled. I hadn’t thought a total ban would work. ‘Be careful out there, okay?’ They’d set me up for murder, and witches had already thrown rocks at him. I eyed his cut. ‘No more war wounds.’

‘No promises!’ He blew me a kiss and backed out of sight.

I kept hold of the bars. It wasn’t strictly true I couldn’t do anything… My offensive magic was bound, but that didn’t include spirit.

McKee’s evil smirk flew into my head, and the look where he seemed to promise to get rid of me. I couldn’t let him win.

So while Shane found people to help us the official way, I’d brush hands or skin with everyone I met or passed from now through the trial. I’d use anything I Saw that helped the case. I’d get out of here. And then I was coming for the bastards who killed Justin and put me in here.

* * *

Bee and Shane must discover who framed her, or the coven will sentence her to death. The powerful forces pulling the strings won’t make that easy, and witches are baying for Bee’s head on a platter. Redemption might be beyond her reach.

Find out how Shane and Bee tackle the impossible odds in the next thrilling instalment in the Wildes Witch Academy series: http://tiny.cc/lazqlz
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Bee and Shane must discover who framed her, or the coven will sentence her to death. The powerful forces pulling the strings won’t make that easy, and witches are baying for Bee’s head on a platter. Redemption might be beyond her reach.




You can also pick up Shane’s prequel story to learn more about Shane’s past and how the investigation first started here: http://tiny.cc/yndklz




‘You can’t fix everything, Shane.’ Words I’m damn tired of hearing. 
A feud tore my family apart, and their secrets are rotting what’s left. 
The deeper I dig, the darker things get – lives are at risk, and my family might be behind it.




Until next time!




Holly







  Acknowledgements



My greatest thanks goes to my designer, Mary at MiblArt, for creating such a beautiful book cover, to my copyeditor, Emmy at StudioENP, and to all my friends who have read and given feedback to improve this story: Mae, Paige, Ian, Jordane, Kaz, Michaela, and Maddy. My mum and dad also have my thanks for offering their expertise as ex-bikers, so that I can better understand Shane and the kind of bike he might own. Finally, my wonderful family in Latvia have my thanks for introducing me to Cesvaines pils, the castle-like mansion which inspired the setting for Wildes Witch Academy. The building was even a school for many years!







  About the Author



Holly Ice is based in the rural outskirts of Bristol in south-west England. She lives with two adopted cats with a dose of Maine Coon, a boyfriend of many years, and an overactive imagination. She writes speculative fiction (mostly sci-fi and urban fantasy), often with a touch of romance, and she’d love it if the monsters were real – so long as they didn’t fancy her as a snack.




Her main social media hot spots are below.




Newsletter:  
https://www.subscribepage.com/wildeswitchacademy




Author website:
https://www.hollyice.co.uk/




Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/HollyIceTheAuthor/




GoodReads:
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7098210.Holly_Ice




Pinterest:
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/hollyemmaice/boards/













OEBPS/475ae1473e253e94f02a758c18bad6ddd5628eaa_smallRaw.jpg
THROWBACK
WITCH

—~ G TR
WILDES WITCH ACADEMY | BOOK ONE





OEBPS/images/475ae1473e253e94f02a758c18bad6ddd5628eaa_smallRaw.jpg
THROWBACK
WITCH

WILDES WITCH ACADFMV | BOOK ONE





