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Chapter One
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“Another headache?”

I did my best to ignore the pain, my hands clutching my phone so tight that I might have worried that the screen would crack if I’d had the wherewithal to worry about anything other than my head potentially exploding.

I eventually managed to pry my eyes open to see my mum giving me a worried look from the front seat of the car.

“Yeah,” I said as I managed to force a sheepish smile despite the throbbing behind my eyes.

She sighed. “Maybe we should go back to the doctor and get them to adjust the dosage of your medication. They warned that headaches could be a side-effect.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. And I’m sure it’s not the pills. My last dosage adjustment was six months ago, and these headaches have only been happening for the past two months.”

In fact, as soon as my mum had started to suggest that my medication might be the problem, I had started recording and tracking every single aspect of my life, trying to find a different trigger.

I wasn’t willing to give up my newfound freedom so quickly.

It hadn’t taken long to figure out that the headaches had started when my Auntie Jess and cousin Nightingale had moved back to town, and that the headaches usually happened around seeing them.

Which meant that they were probably stress headaches.

But I wasn’t going to tell my parents that.

I doubted that there was any way to phrase the problem that wouldn’t sound like I was being rude.

Like I was saying that I didn’t want to see my auntie and cousin.

Which was ridiculous. I loved them.

But that didn’t mean things hadn’t been stressful ever since Auntie Jess had announced her new job.

“It’ll be the stress about starting Sixth Form,” my dad said as he pulled the car into the high street’s car park.

My mum sighed as he shut off the engine and she opened her door to get out of the car. “I suppose. But you know that there’s nothing to be stressed about, right, Amy? You’ve been studying since before you even got your GCSE results. In fact, if you are stressed, it might be because you’re pushing yourself too hard.”

I gave her a wry smile as I left the car, straightening my mustard yellow shirt and black jeans. “So I’ve heard.”

She shook her head. “Well, if you’re not going to listen to me, then I’m going to keep repeating myself until you do.”

My dad smiled as he made his way over and ruffled my short puff of platinum blonde hair. “You know, there are worse things she could be doing than studying too hard.”

My mum glared as we headed toward the restaurant, and I got the feeling that the ‘worse things’ were what the conversation had become about, not the studying.

Specifically, my hair.

An old classmate had invited everyone from school to a party at their new place. They’d moved to Newcastle and it was meant as a goodbye. I hadn’t known them that well, but my mum had insisted that I go.

She didn’t get that most of my classmates hadn’t really liked me all that much.

Anyway, being out of town, and wanting the last impression my old classmates had of me to be a good one, I’d gone to a hairdresser on the way, and used up a good chunk of the meagre savings left from my birthday to have my hair cut off and dyed.

My mum hadn’t been impressed, and there had been more than a few sly comments about how I should at least buy more skirts and dresses.

“You look like a lesbian,” she’d said bluntly, and I’d spent the rest of the day in my room ‘studying’.

By which I mean, trying not to cry.

Which was ridiculous, it wasn’t even that cutting of a comment, but then...

I pushed that thought aside before it could fully form, not wanting to dwell on that stupid party. In the end, the haircut had been the only positive of that trip.

And something I probably wouldn’t have done before the medication.

Maybe that was why my mum was so eager for it to be a problem. She didn’t like the fact that I no longer had to rely on her for everything.

That I was finally capable of doing something as basic as booking a hair appointment on my own.

I was pulled from my thoughts as we arrived at the restaurant. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t realised we were almost there until we stopped.

A stark reminder that my pills had now worn off. I didn’t take them when going out in the evening. As much as it made it harder to follow conversation, I didn’t like not drinking. Even though Dad wouldn’t be drinking either, it made me feel like a little kid.

Auntie Jess and Nightingale were standing outside the restaurant, and as soon as I saw them, a sharp burst of pain shot through my skull.

I gritted my teeth and did my best not to show it. Again, I knew that it was just stress over what was to come.

Hopefully, a glass of wine would sort me out.

“Ryan, Margaret, it’s so good to see you.” Auntie Jess grabbed her brother in a tight hug, the proximity to my parents highlighting the stark difference in their styles.

Dad was dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt, but it was a nice t-shirt that my mum had picked out from some department store designer range for Christmas.

Mum was wearing a smart black dress with a black and white bag – again, department store designer – and matching heels.

But Auntie Jess was wearing baggy jeans, along with a baggy t-shirt, a leather jacket, more necklaces than I could count, and Doc Martens that were similar to my own, though hers were far more worn.

And then, where my mum had her hair dyed blonde, Auntie Jess had dyed the ends of her mousy brown hair bright blue, though it was a different colour every time I saw her.

Nightingale’s style of dress drew slightly less ire from my mother, with a sleek crimson top to match her plaited hair, and form-fitting black jeans, but she still had heavy, sensible boots on, and a lip ring that my mother had warned me I was never allowed to emulate.

I’d never had piercings before – not even my ears – too afraid that I wouldn’t remember to keep them clean. But maybe now I could manage it. Though the hair might have been testing the bounds of my mum’s patience a little too much.

Maybe a lip-ring was something for uni, after I’d moved down south.

Hopefully to Oxford or Cambridge...

And yes, that did make me a potential Oxbridge student who until six months ago couldn’t master basic life skills. And in my Auntie Jess’ words, if that’s confusing to you, then you’ve never met an academic.

“Come on,” my mum said. “Let’s head inside. I’m starving.”

#
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IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG into the meal for the suspected source of my headaches to rear its head.

I was just glad that it was at least after the wine had arrived.

“So,” Auntie Jess said, “I went to Ember Academy today to check out my new place. The teachers’ houses are surprisingly spacious.”

My mum sighed, shaking her head. “Here we go again.”

Auntie Jess raised an eyebrow, though the small smile she wore told me that she knew exactly what she was doing. “What do you mean? Am I not allowed to talk about my new job?”

“You’re allowed to talk about it as long as you can do so without bringing up the idea of Amy going to this school.”

“Well, I wasn’t the one to bring it up this time.”

Mum glared at Auntie Jess and I took a large gulp of wine.

“It’s a good school,” Auntie Jess said with a shrug. “And Amy has her sights set high when it comes to university. This would help her.”

“She’s not going to a boarding school.” Mum took a moment before continuing. “I have friends who sent their kids to private schools on scholarships, and their kids hated the fact that they couldn’t afford to have the lifestyles of their peers. They were bullied relentlessly. Amy would be better off if she stayed at home.”

I just kept drinking. You might imagine that this was something that I should have a say in, but no, no one ever asked me.

“Ember isn’t like that. Most kids are there on scholarships.”

“Why? Because they can’t get people to pay to go?”

“Because Gail is committed to every young girl getting a good education.”

“And that’s another thing. An all-girls school? Really, Jessica? Amy should be able to date and socialise with boys.”

The unspoken implication there being that I’d never really dated before.

The most I’d ever done with a guy was at that party, and I dismissed that thought as soon as it came, not wanting to think about that night.

My glass was almost empty...

Auntie Jess shook her head. “It’s not all-girls by design. It just happens that no boys have enrolled yet.”

“But why? I’m sorry, Jess, but this all sounds a bit fishy. I know the headmistress is your friend, but I don’t trust a school that just opened last year. Maybe if you’d already been working there, I’d be more inclined, but you don’t know this school that well, either.”

I put my glass down with a little more force than I intended, sick of listening to this argument.

My mother gave me a warning look, but I just glared right back at her.

Why did she keep trying to decide everything for me? I wasn’t a child anymore. I wasn’t broken. I didn’t need her help.

“I think I should go.”

Everyone stared at me, and I couldn’t blame them.

I’d never found the courage to admit my feelings on the topic before.

Though I wasn’t sure that I would label this courage, as my head continued to throb.

It was more that I had reached the end of my patience, and the mix of pain and alcohol had eroded what little restraint I usually had.

“My current school is terrible, and we all know it. The teachers know that I’ll pass my subjects no matter what they do, so they don’t have time to focus on helping me reach the top marks when the other kids need their help not to fail. At least if most of the other students at Ember are there on scholarships, then all of the teachers’ focus will be on helping us hit those top marks.”

My mum glared at me. “Amy, you are not going to a boarding school, and that’s final.”

“I’m sixteen! Don’t I get a say in my own education at this point?”

“No. I am your mother and as long as you live under my roof, you will do as I say.”

“I wouldn’t be living under your roof if I went to Ember.”

The gleam in my mother’s eyes told me that I had perhaps gone too far with that one.

Auntie Jess looked like she was going to say something, but then the waiter arrived with our food.

“Let’s talk about something else for a while,” Dad said firmly, and thankfully, no one argued.

#
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“MUM’S STILL MAD AT me, isn’t she?” I asked Dad as we waited for the waiter to come with the card machine for the bill. Auntie Jess and Nightingale had gone to the loo, and Mum had gotten a work call she’d needed to take outside.

He sighed, running a hand through his thinning brown hair. “You did yell at her in a restaurant.”

“I didn’t yell.”

He just raised an eyebrow and I folded my arms.

“I didn’t mean to yell,” I eventually muttered.

“I know, Amy. I just wish that you had brought this up at home, where we could have had a real conversation about it. It’s going to be a lot harder to convince your mum now, you know?”

I nodded, but then raised an eyebrow as I realised what he’d said. “Do you think I should go to Ember Academy?”

“I think that your Auntie Jess knows what’s best for you here.”

“Better than Mum?”

He sighed, focusing on his wallet, though he’d already gotten his card ready on the table. Eventually, he met my gaze again. “I think that you want to go, and I think that that’s all that matters.”

Before I had a chance to let that vote of confidence really sink in, everyone arrived back, quickly followed by the waiter.

“Well, I guess we should get going.” Mum said before turning to Auntie Jess. “I suppose you two got the bus?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yes, but we’ll walk down with you to the car park. The bus stop is just further down.”

“I can run you home, if you want,” Dad said.

Auntie Jess smiled. “Thanks, Ryan. Are you sure it’s not too far out of your way?”

“Yeah, it’s just five minutes.”

I braced myself, hoping that this wasn’t another chance to argue about Ember Academy.

Dad was right, arguing wasn’t the best path here.

I would apologise to Mum when we got home, and hopefully we could have the conversation again in a couple of days when we’d both had a chance to calm down.

Thankfully, everyone stayed quiet as we made our way to the car park, though it seemed darker than it should have for the middle of summer.

I hugged my arms tight around my chest, a chill running through me as my ears pricked up, as if waiting for something.

I was being ridiculous, I told myself. But then I looked over to Auntie Jess and Nightingale.

Both of them were standing straight, their eyes scanning the environment.

Before I could figure out exactly what that meant, my legs froze, refusing to move.

What the hell?

I tugged, thinking my shoe must be caught.

But no.

My legs were stuck, my muscles ignoring me.

I tried to force myself forward, straining with everything I had against whatever force held me there.

But it was futile.

I tried to look down, to find the issue, but my head wouldn’t budge either.

Every inch of my body was frozen.

Trapped.

Including my mouth, a plea for help unable to leave my throat.

The strangled cry I’d made was matched by two more to the side of me as I realised that neither of my parents were moving, either, though it was tough to make them out from the corner of my eye.

All three of us were frozen stiff, held hostage by some invisible force.

“Shit,” Auntie Jess said, still moving. “Nightingale, watch my back. I’ll try to break the curse.”

Nightingale nodded, her arms coming up to a defensive position as Auntie Jess reached down to her boot, pulling out a stick of wood.

How the hell did she think a stick would help?

But then she started to mutter something and the end of the stick glowed blue as the wind whipped up around us.

Before stopping dead.

“Mum!” Nightingale cried, just as several figures appeared around us.

They were cloaked in shadow, but I could just make out paper white skin and glowing red eyes.

Something primal inside of me reacted to the sight, screaming with warning.

Get out.

Danger.

But no matter how I struggled, my legs refused to move.

And with every spike of fear, I swore that the crimson eyes glowed brighter.

“Shit,” Auntie Jess muttered again before raising the stick to the sky and yelling something I didn’t catch.

A purple light shot from the end before exploding in the sky above.

The figure with glowing eyes closest to her smirked. “Call for help all you like, it’s too late now.”

More strained noises came from next to me, more frantic this time.

I struggled to look, just barely able to see my mum from the corner of my eye.

My vision swam, but when it came into focus, my blood ran cold.

I hadn’t seen much, but the glint of the blade at my mum’s throat was enough.

Nightingale glared at the man who held her. “Let her go.”

My cousin moved faster than I could see.

But not fast enough.

“Stop,” the attacker growled.

I strained to see once more, but all I saw this time was red.

Blood.

Nightingale stopped dead in her tracks, and all I had to judge the extent of my mum’s injury was her reaction.

But I couldn’t parse her wide-eyed stare and my stomach twisted with the thought of how bad it might be, my breath refusing to come in anything but short, sharp spurts.

He’d had the knife at her throat, if he’d cut her...

I struggled against whatever was holding me, but it was no use.

I remained frozen.

“Come any closer, and I will kill her. Then him.”

My stomach lurched. She wasn’t dead.

Not yet.

But that didn’t do anything to calm my racing heart.

Nightingale didn’t move.

“Now,” the first figure said, “hand over the little Witch, and we’ll let the Humans live.”

It took me a moment too long to realise who the ‘little Witch’ he was referring to was.

But he was looking right at me.

Nightingale immediately moved to my side as my auntie pointed her glowing stick at him.

“Never,” she growled.

“You cannot protect her alone.”

“You underestimate my friends if you think I’m still alone.”

A sword burst through his chest, cutting off any response he might have had.

I stared, my mind taking a moment to catch up with the sight before me as he collapsed to the ground, revealing a woman with a long golden ponytail and crimson eyes holding the sword.

“You know, it ruins the surprise if you tell them that we’re here,” she said to Auntie Jess.

But before my auntie could answer, a voice cried out from next to me.

“Caroline! Quick, my healing spell isn’t working.”

I strained as best I could to see a woman with short, dark hair and dark brown skin holding my mother, a glowing stick just like my auntie’s in-hand.

The golden-haired woman – Caroline – rushed over with a frown. “Shit. Something’s clinging to her, but I can’t identify it. We need to get her to Sarah.”
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Chapter Two
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I barely registered what happened next. It was all a blur, and then I was in a hospital waiting room, able to move again.

I wasn’t even sure how I’d gotten there. One moment, I’d been in the car park, and then I was in the waiting room.

Dad sat in a chair in the corner. I wanted to sit next to him, but I was too restless, and I knew that if I sat down, I wouldn’t sit still.

Being on my feet seemed less annoying.

I wanted to ask him what was going on – what was happening with Mum, and what had happened in the car park – but I wasn’t sure that he would be able to answer.

Maybe Auntie Jess could, but she wasn’t with us.

She’d disappeared along with everyone else when we’d arrived.

I wasn’t sure how long we’d been waiting, but it was long enough for me to be at the point of almost pulling my hair out when Auntie Jess finally returned.

“You can go through and see her now,” she said, and Dad bolted from his chair, both of us hurrying after Auntie Jess as she led us through to the otherwise empty ward where Mum was.

The lights were dark compared to the rest of the hospital, and I briefly wondered what time it must be before I stepped forward, close enough to see my mum.

I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t to find her unconscious, her skin a sickly pale grey.

“How is she?” Dad asked as he moved to Mum’s side.

I stayed where I was, a few feet away.

Would she even want me close after...?

Tears pricked in my eyes and my throat burned.

Auntie Jess grimaced. “She’s stable. There’s not much more we can say. We have no idea what he did to her...” She moved over to her brother, her hand going to his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

He jerked away, glaring at her. “Don’t. Don’t, Jess. If you try to take my memories again, I’ll never forgive you. It never sticks anyway, and I can’t lose another daughter. Not like last time.”

I frowned. Another daughter? What was he talking about? I was an only child.

Pain shot through my skull once more, but I ignored the fire coursing through my brain, gritting my teeth to keep my focus.

A headache was the least of my worries right now.

Auntie Jess’ eyes shone with tears as she struggled to meet her brother’s gaze. “I’m so sorry, Ryan. I had no idea that you remembered.”

Dad looked down at Mum, taking her hand in his. “Yeah, well, I guess not everything skipped me.” He then looked over at me, and I shuddered at the pain in his gaze.

What could possibly have him looking at me like that?

“Amy’s like you, isn’t she?” he asked, the words clearly meant for my auntie, though he kept his gaze on me. “That’s why you were so insistent on her going away to that school. It’s for people like you.”

“Yes, she is. And yes, Ember Academy is a school for young Witches.”

I almost gasped in agony as pain tore through my head, far more intense than before, as I struggled to reconcile the words my auntie was saying with reality.

Yes, the man who’d attacked us had called me a Witch, but...

They couldn’t be talking about real magic, right?

I knew that my auntie dabbled in Wicca/Pagan-esque practices, but I always thought that it was just one of her quirks.

Until I had been frozen solid, unable to move, while men with glowing red eyes had attacked me and my family.

My auntie continued as if nothing strange had been said. “I thought Amy might come into her magic in the next year, and I thought it would be the best place for her. No need for the pain of last time. But I guess I should have acted faster...”

I had already figured out that she was talking about magic, but there was something about her saying it that made it tangible.

Real.

That I was going to have magic like her.

That thought should have freaked me out.

I knew that the rational thing would be to reject the idea out of hand.

But I couldn’t.

Something deep inside of me refused to reject this new knowledge, accepting it without question.

As if part of me had always known.

Or maybe my rational thoughts just weren’t processing my underlying disbelief, which might explain why I felt as if needles were stabbing through my eyes.

The door opened, and I was glad for the relief of a doctor stepping through and distracting me from these thoughts.

Returning to some sense of normalcy.

Or as normal as anything could be when my mum was still lying there, not moving.

I frowned as the doctor approached my mum’s bedside. She looked vaguely familiar. She was tall and thin with dark, black skin, her hair tied back in braids, and large glasses over her dark eyes. But as I tried to place her, my headache grew stronger, causing my vision to swim.

I averted my eyes, and the headache abated, though I suspected that it would only be for a short time.

It had never been this bad before...

“Are you Mr Bennett?” she asked Dad, and he nodded. “I’m your wife’s doctor. The good news is that she’s stable for now, and we’ve got no reason to think that will change. Unfortunately, we’re not sure what’s wrong with her, and until we’re sure, we can’t treat her.”

Dad turned to Auntie Jess. “Isn’t that something you can help with?”

She shook her head. “We brought Margaret here because of Sarah.” She nodded to the doctor. “She’s a Witch like me, and one of the best healers around. If she says that there’s nothing we can do, there’s really nothing. Not until we figure out what kind of magic this is, but if it’s a curse, it’s unlike any I’ve ever seen. The only information we have is that the curse was probably transferred through the knife that cut her, but even that’s not certain, and we haven’t been able to find the weapon. It’s as if it disappeared.”

Sarah frowned at Jess. “There’s no point in telling him this now. He won’t remember-”

“I’m not taking his memories, Sarah. Screw the secrecy rules. He may not be able to carry a wand, but spells never stick to my brother. All that ends up happening is that he remembers and has no explanation for what happened.”

“Oh,” Sarah said, her voice suddenly soft and understanding. She turned to Dad. “So, you remember the last time Demons attacked you?”

He looked her over. “I knew I recognised you. You worked at the coffee shop with...” He trailed off and Sarah nodded.

“Yes, I did. And we can talk about that later, if you want. For now, my worry is for your wife and daughter. As I said, Margaret is safe for now, but until we can figure out how she was cursed, we can’t figure out how to lift it. And if they were after Amy, then I fear for her safety.”

The door opened once more and Caroline stepped through, along with the other woman who had been with her during the attack. “Apologies for interrupting, but it sounded like you were talking about something we could help with.”

The woman next to her gave them a small smile. “I apologise for my wife. She has a tendency to get straight to business. I’m Mina, and this is Caroline. We’re friends of Jess’.”

As she’d said that Caroline had a tendency to get straight to business, Caroline had frowned, but then Mina had put her hand on her arm, in an unambiguously intimate move.

It was simple, but I found myself unable to look away from the sight.

I knew that women married other women. Of course, I was aware of it. But it had always been hypothetical. Like American food chains or Disneyland.

I believed that it existed, and I was familiar with it from TV, but seeing it in person was something different.

Like it made it real in a way that it hadn’t been before.

They were older, married, and they seemed happy. Though that was a snap-judgement after two moments of seeing them together...

I was pulled from my thoughts – which had jumped away from the conversation in a way that had me cursing my decision not to take my medication before coming out – by Mina turning to me.

“Your aunt says that you’re new to all this.”

I nodded, too surprised by her addressing me to figure out an answer. I didn’t think anyone had spoken to me since I’d come into the room.

“I know it’s not easy, and you’re probably overwhelmed right now, but you’ll be okay. Trust me, it takes some getting used to, but you will get used to it.”

I nodded, but my thoughts remained with my mum.

Sarah had said that she wouldn’t get better until they figured out how she was cursed. And she’d only been cursed because of me.

How could I ever get used to that?

Jess turned to Caroline, bringing the conversation back. “Do you have any idea who attacked us?”

Caroline sighed. “Yes. And I doubt you’re going to like it. Tell me, what do you know of Maria Brown?”

Jess frowned. “Just the basics. She invented about half a dozen strains of spellcraft still in use today, but she had no respect for the balance. Other Witches tried to reason with her and her followers, but they couldn’t, and then an Angel was forced to step in. They entombed her and her entire coven under a thousand spells to keep them from continuing their work. But that was hundreds of years ago.”

“It was, but the tomb is now empty. We don’t know when she got out – it could have been weeks ago, or it could have been years – but what little trail there is leads to Lord Uther’s old hideouts. We think she might be looking to continue his work. Which might be why she went after Amelia. According to the history books, she always had an interest in unusual magic, especially from Angels, and if she’s looking for examples of that...” She gave me a significant look that I couldn’t decipher.

“Amelia?” I blurted out, my mind sticking on her use of my full name.

Caroline frowned and Mina softly nudged her. “I don’t think she uses her full name yet.” She turned to me. “Sorry, it’s one of the hazards of being married to an Oracle. We’ve gotten used to referring to you as ‘Amelia’.”

I was so utterly lost by that statement that I just nodded, unable to think of another response beyond asking everyone to stop and explain everything from the top. Slowly.

“Regardless,” Caroline continued, “it’s not safe for her here, even with the Guardians watching her around the clock. We weren’t quick enough today.” She glanced over to my mother. “I think it’s time to contact the Underworld. She’ll be safe there.”

Jess shook her head. “Only if she declared herself a Dark Witch. No, she’s too young. She hasn’t even come into her magic yet, she has no idea if she’ll pull more from Dark or Light. No, Gail can protect her at Ember Academy.”

Caroline frowned for a moment, but then nodded. “She’d be safer in the Underworld, but you’re right. That safety would come with a price. And at Ember, she’ll be around other Witches.”

Jess finally turned to address me, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s get you home and packed.”

I was too exhausted to do anything but nod.
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Chapter Three
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Thankfully, by ‘home and packed’, Auntie Jess meant ‘you get some sleep and I’ll pack up your things’.

I wasn’t sure if that had been her original intent, but I think she started to notice how I was swaying on my feet, barely able to keep my eyes open.

Dad stayed at the hospital with Mum, so it was just me and my auntie.

“Go on, get some rest,” she said, nodding to my bed as we entered my room. “I’ll try to be quiet as I pack up your things.”

“All of my things?” I asked as I kicked off my boots and pulled my bra out from under my shirt, before getting into bed in my shirt and jeans.

“I’ll take all of your clothes, so you’re not left without choice on the weekends, though there is a uniform through the week. And then I’ll bring your make-up, tablet, medication and laptop, along with chargers, headphones, and other bits. If you’ve got your phone and purse in your handbag, that should cover everything you’ll need. Unless you can think of anything else.”

My hand reached under my covers and found the old, worn toy rabbit that I’d had since I was a child. Mr Fluffy. It seemed silly to ask to pack him – I was sixteen, and I doubted the other kids at Ember would be kind about me still having a soft toy – but still, I clutched him to my chest, feeling a little better for his presence.

To my surprise, Auntie Jess made her way over, smiling and leaning over to gently stroke where the rabbit’s ears popped out from the top of the covers.

“I’m surprised my charm lasted this long.”

“Charm?” I asked, my voice a little muffled from my cheek being pressed into my pillow.

“I spelled the rabbit with a soothing charm when you were little. Though, I doubted it would have lasted this long with just my magic. Maybe your sister-” She cut herself off, as if realising what she had just said.

I frowned. “What sister? Dad said before that he couldn’t lose ‘another’ daughter. What did he mean? Does it have something to do with why we were attacked tonight? They were after me, weren’t they?” As I spoke, another headache formed, the burning behind my eyes getting worse with each word that left my lips. But I couldn’t stop. Not until I had answers.

Auntie Jess sighed. “How’s your head?”

My frown deepened at the random question. “Killing. Why?”

“Because your father wasn’t the only one who had his memories tampered with.”

“Then untamper them.” My words had a little more bite than intended but I couldn’t bring myself to care. “If you took the memories, then surely you can give them back. Dad got his back.”

“I wasn’t the one to take your memories, Amy. And ‘taken’ isn’t really what happened, anyway. A block was placed on both your memories and your magic. The former was intentional, but the latter... Well, intentional or not, it gave you longer than most to have a normal childhood.

“Regardless, I don’t think I need to remove the block. You’ve been fighting it for the past few months, which is why I moved back here and why you’ve been getting the headaches. And why I’ve been pushing you to go to Ember. Gail knows more about this kind of magic than me, so she can take a look in the morning and see if she can help.”

I nodded, holding Mr Fluffy tighter. “You didn’t answer any of my questions.”

“No, I didn’t. I think answering them will weaken the block further, and I don’t want to risk that until Gail has had a chance to have a look.”

I nodded, having to admit that I didn’t want her to mess with something in my head until we were sure it was safe, despite my need to understand.

Despite the fact that people kept referring to a sister that I couldn’t remember.

Who was she? Where was she now? Did she have magic like me?

Even just thinking the questions caused my vision to swim with pain.

Right. The more I pushed the block on my memories, the worse the headaches would get.

Still, there was one question I couldn’t let go.

“But those attackers, they were there for me, weren’t they?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “The rogue Demons. The Demon Queen has tried to bring as many as possible back under the law, but many followed a Demon Lord – Lord Uther – who tried to lead a coup against her. There are still those who refuse to renounce Lord Uther’s cause, and they go around causing trouble. If Maria Brown has escaped and joined up with them... Then yes, you’ll be in danger.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you that without weakening the block. But no one must know, Amy. You can’t say anything. Not even to Gail.”

“I don’t know anything to say.”

“You know enough that someone more versed in magical lore could figure it out. If the reason these Demons came after you becomes common knowledge, more will follow. No, better that you disappear into Ember as a normal Witch. The school is well-guarded, no one should be able to get in, so no one needs to know about this attack.”

“I thought Gail was your friend. Don’t you trust her?”

Auntie Jess looked away, her jaw clenching. “I don’t really trust anyone, Amy. Now, you should get some rest.”

I nodded and hugged Mr Fluffy tighter, though I doubted I would sleep.

Not when I knew that my mother was cursed, and might never recover, because of me.
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I MUST HAVE UNDERESTIMATED my exhaustion, as I did fall asleep, waking to light streaming through my window, and my clock telling me that I’d slept through the morning.

Over the back of my desk chair lay a smart black dress that I hadn’t worn since my grandfather’s funeral.

I shuddered at the thought of wearing it now.

I got out of bed, heading to my wardrobe, but found it empty.

Auntie Jess must have sent everything to Ember Academy already.

As I moved away from the wardrobe, however, I smelled the familiar aroma of M&S fresh decaf coffee.

Mum sometimes made it on weekends, along with eggs and vegetarian sausage for me, and a full English for her and Dad.

She didn’t cook much, but she’d gotten into weekend breakfasts. She and Dad were so busy with work, it was the one guaranteed time in the week that we could all sit together.

But now...

Now she was in some kind of magical coma, and I was leaving.

I didn’t even know how long I would be gone.

I looked around the room, wondering if it would be the last time I would ever see it.

There was a cautious knock at my door, and I went to answer.

I expected to find Auntie Jess there, but tears welled in my eyes as I instead saw my dad, standing there with a cup of coffee and a plate of avocado on toast.

My stomach twisted at the reminder that Mum had bought the avocado as a way to change up the breakfast routine for me, as I didn’t eat meat.

She hadn’t appreciated the subsequent lecture on the impacts of fad-foods on labour practices and the environment. At least, not at first, but then she had smiled and told me how lucky she was to have a daughter so thoughtful. 

I found myself unable to speak, tears welling in my eyes, so I simply wrapped my arms around my dad and held him tight.

“Hey there, Amy-bear,” he said softly. “Careful for the coffee. It’s hot.”

I nodded but didn’t pull away for several moments.

When I did, Dad went over to my desk and put the food and drink down. “You need something to take your tablet with.”

I nodded once more. I didn’t feel like eating, but he was right. And if Auntie Jess really was taking me to this new school, I would definitely need my tablet.

I opted for sipping the coffee first, hoping that it would kick-start my appetite.

“How’s Mum?” I asked, not sure if I was ready for the answer.

Dad obviously tried to hide his pained expression, but he did a poor job of it. “The same. Caroline and Mina have promised that they’re going to do everything they can to figure out what kind of curse it is affecting her, but there’s nothing anyone can do until then.”

I frowned a little at the easy way he was talking about magic. “How long have you known about all this stuff?”

“About magic? I’ve known since I was a kid. Like I told Jess, the memory spells she used whenever she slipped up always wore off. My mum never slipped up enough to need memory spells, but I picked up enough to figure things out, anyway.”

“And did you know that I would be a Witch like them?”

He shook his head. “I knew it was a possibility, but I’d hoped not. Especially not after...” He sighed. “Sorry, Amy. Jess said I’m not allowed to tell you about... Well, about a lot of things. Not until you come into your magic, anyway.”

“And after that? Then we can talk? Then I can...”

I couldn’t finish my question, almost too afraid to voice my fear.

The fear that I could never come home.

But my dad seemed to know what I was saying, regardless. “It’s not safe for you here right now. But we can still call. And once this danger has passed, then you can come home again.”

“Do you know when that will be?”

“No, but I’m not having it like last...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I’m not having you disappear on me. This won’t be forever. And your auntie will keep you safe.”

That last bit seemed to be for him as much as me, so I just nodded as I nibbled at my toast.

“I’ll miss you,” I eventually said, my gaze stuck on the end of my coffee as I tried to blink away the tears starting to form.

“I’ll miss you, too, Amy-bear.”
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AFTER EATING, I HAD a shower and got dressed, feeling marginally better than the night before, but that wasn’t saying much...

I arrived downstairs to see my auntie in the living room, a strange design drawn on the wall with chalk. It was circular and taller than Auntie Jess.

“Sorry about your wall,” she said to my dad. “I would have driven her, but with everything that happened... A portal seemed the safest option.”

He nodded. “It’s fine.”

Auntie Jess took a vial from her pocket then and threw the contents at the wall.

As soon as the shimmering powder within hit the chalk, it started to glow. The glow expanded until it covered the entire design, forming a glowing circle on the wall.

The portal.

Auntie Jess turned to me. “Okay, we just need to step through.”

I turned to my dad, suddenly realising that as soon as Auntie Jess and I headed through the portal, he would be left alone.

I rushed over and hugged him tight once more

“Will you be okay?” I asked.

I felt him smile. “I’ll be fine, Amy-bear. Your cousin’s starting her master’s at the local uni, so she’s going to come and stay with me. You don’t have to worry, I’m not alone, and your cousin can take care of both of us if any attackers come back.”

I nodded, remembering how Nightingale had moved almost faster than I could see when the Demons had attacked.

“I love you,” I eventually said.

“I love you, too, Amy-bear. Now, go on. And try to have fun at this new school. You’ll be learning about magic after all.”

I nodded as I pulled away, having to admit that if this revelation had come in any other way, I would have been eager to go to Ember Academy.

But now, going meant leaving everything behind.

That was the last thing I wanted.

“Bye,” I said as I reached the portal and my auntie offered out her hand to lead me through. “I’ll see you soon.”

I had no idea if I could keep that promise, but I didn’t think that I could leave without making it.

My dad smiled. “Yeah, see you soon.”

I took my auntie’s hand at that and stepped through the portal.
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Chapter Four
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“Here we are.”

It took me a moment to shake off the strange sensation of the portal – like walking through a thick bubble until it popped – and focus on my surroundings.

I looked back to see that the portal we had stepped through had appeared over a set of large, iron gates, and as the portal closed, I caught a shimmer.

“What was that blue light rippling over the metal?” I asked, focusing to see if it would reappear.

My auntie gave me a small smile. “You could see that?”

“Yes. What was it?”

“The protective spells over the school. They keep us safe from prying Human eyes, as well as any would-be intruders. Don’t worry, Amy, you’re safe here.”

I nodded, trying to believe her as I turned around to look at the school itself.

I almost stopped dead at the sight.

Several large buildings were in front of me, all white and covered in gothic spires, with stone paths cutting through the well-kept gardens between them.

“I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen that many flying buttresses in person before,” I admitted under my breath. “And are all the windows stained glass?”

Auntie Jess smiled. “I know, right? But, well, the money came from...” She trailed off. “Let’s just say that the school’s investors have a certain taste.”

I nodded, trying not to be intimidated.

“I know it looks like a lot, but remember, I’m a teacher here. How posh could it be?”

I tried to smile, but the more I thought about the fact that my auntie was a teacher, the more nervous I became.

I couldn’t imagine a school where that wasn’t a potential source of bullying. And what did magical bullying even look like?

I suppressed a shudder as I hoped that I would never find out.

“Well,” Auntie Jess said, pointing to the nearest building, “we should head inside. Gail’s office is just through here.”

“Right. Okay.” I wiped my hands on my dress, hoping that the sweat wouldn’t leave marks as I struggled to remember how to breathe.

What if Gail didn’t like me? What if Auntie Jess was wrong about me having magic like her, and I was sent back to face those Demons alone?

“You’ll do fine,” my auntie assured me. “Now, come on. She’s waiting for us.”

I nodded, though it took me a moment after my auntie headed towards the building to gather my wits enough to follow.

The buildings looked even taller and more intimidating up close, but I swallowed my nerves and focused on my auntie, refusing to look at anything else as she led me through, into one of the buildings.

The inside was just as intimidating as the outside, and the heels my mum had bought me to go with the dress clacked on the wooden floor, making me feel as if I were broadcasting my arrival to the entire school.

I should have just worn my boots, no matter how odd it would have looked.

Thankfully, Auntie Jess only walked to the third door down before turning and knocking on it.

“Come in,” came the response. It was mostly accent-less but not in that overly posh way. More like my mum’s work voice. Respectably middle-class.

That was ground I was slightly more comfortable with.

We may not have been able to afford a holiday every year, but my parents were both university graduates. I could work with respectably middle-class.

Auntie Jess opened the door to reveal a room lined from floor to ceiling with bookshelves, except for the two spaces for tall, narrow windows with small diamond grilles.

In the middle of the room was a large desk, though where I might have expected to see a computer, there were just a few books scattered about and a large, unlit candle.

“Ah, Jessica,” the woman behind the desk said with a polite smile. She was slightly taller than my auntie, which was impressive given how tall she was, and she had olive skin and long, dark hair that she kept out of her warm brown eyes with a large silver clip.

I wasn’t sure what I had thought the headteacher of a school for Witches would be like, but I realised as I took in her sensible black trousers and the black waistcoat over her lilac blouse that it wasn’t anything like the woman in front of me.

“It’s good to see you again.”

Auntie Jess gave her a stiff nod in return. “And you, Gail.”

Gail then turned to me. “And this must be Amelia. Come, let me see you.”

I turned to Auntie Jess, who just gave me a reassuring nod.

I stepped forward as Gail looked me up and down, making her way around the room to circle me.

“Yes, hmm... Intriguing indeed.”

I frowned as Gail made her way back in front of me. “What’s intriguing?”

Gail smiled. “If I knew that, then it wouldn’t be intriguing, would it?” Her hand went to her pocket. “Would you mind if I took a closer look?”

“I... What would that involve?”

“Nothing invasive, I assure you. Just close your eyes, and it will be over in a moment.”

I wanted to ask how something ‘closer’ than circling and ogling at me could be anything but invasive, but I was silenced by my bafflement.

Out of morbid curiosity, I closed my eyes, figuring that this might as well happen.

I frowned as the back of my eyes ached and my head spun.

I opened my eyes, hoping that it would reorient me, only to find myself not in Gail’s office, but in the middle of a vast desert.

I blinked several times, hoping it would clear away the strange vision.

The strange vision that was overly reminiscent of dreams I only half-remembered.

I turned around, spreading my arms wide, half expecting my arms to hit something in Gail’s office and bring me back to sense.

But no, I felt nothing but dry, desert air.

It felt real. As if I really had somehow been transported from Gail’s office to the middle of a desert.

How the hell had I gotten there?

Could Gail teleport people? Had she sent me to the middle of the desert as some kind of test?

“Hello?” I called, but there was no answer.

As I turned, the expanse of desert before me was finally broken by a cylindrical structure made of stone.

I couldn’t see any entrance or windows, but I headed towards it regardless as the merciless sun beat down on me and I felt a few beads of sweat trickle down my neck.

Hopefully, someone would be there who could give me answers.

Or at least the structure could shelter me from the sun.

I hurried forward, anxiety starting to kick in. I still couldn’t see an entrance into whatever this structure was as I struggled to keep my footing on the desert sand.

The heels lasted only moments before I took them off and threw them over my shoulder, navigating the slippery terrain in just my black tights.

While all black had been a sensible choice for meeting the headteacher of my new school, it did me no favours here as my clothes absorbed the sun’s heat, cooking me alive in the fabric.

As I neared the structure, I saw a small gap in the stone wall where a few bricks had come loose, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Even if I couldn’t get through, maybe I could shout into the gap until someone heard.

I didn’t know what I expected as I approached, but it certainly wasn’t what I saw inside.

As I finally reached the wall, my hands hitting the rough stone to stop me from barrelling straight into it, I found that I could see through the gap.

To the garden beyond.

While outside the circular wall was a vast, lifeless desert, inside was a sea of green, broken up by bright colours as the tall grass occasionally gave way to various flowers in full bloom, and the trees all seemed to be sprouting assorted fruits and flowers.

I stared in awe as a butterfly with bright blue and pink wings fluttered up to me.

It looked almost unreal, the colours were so saturated, and I found myself fascinated by it, unable to look away.

And then I blinked, and I was back in Gail’s office, sitting on one of the chairs with a dull ache across my head.

I wanted to ask what the hell had just happened, but I didn’t even know how to begin phrasing my question.

I looked up to see Gail still watching me thoughtfully as she leaned back against her desk. “What did you see?” she eventually asked, her voice soft and understanding.

I frowned. What did I see? So, Gail knew about the strange vision? Was it to do with her “non-intrusive” examination?

“What the hell did you do to me?”

Gail gave me an apologetic smile. “You’re more sensitive than I realised. In my attempt to examine you, I prompted you to look inwards as well.”

“What does that mean?”

“What did you see?” Gail asked, ignoring my question.

I shrugged, figuring that she wasn’t going to let it go until I answered. “I was in a vast, lifeless desert, and in the middle, there was a walled garden. A few of the bricks had come loose, so I could see inside, and it was beautiful, but the gap wasn’t big enough for me to get through.”

Gail nodded, as if what I’d said was perfectly normal. “Tell me, Amelia, do you ever have strange dreams?”

I shrugged. “When I’m stressed, I guess. But doesn’t everyone?”

Gail just hummed in thought as she looked me over once more before shaking her head. “You’ve been too close to the threshold between worlds for too long, Amelia. Your subconscious is screaming at you.”

“What is it trying to say?”

“What do you think? It’s your subconscious, after all.”

I shrugged. “I mean, I guess I would say that the garden is something within me. And I used to have dreams... I remember that garden. I used to see my auntie and cousin playing in the garden while I stood across a river from them in a desert. I tried to cross the river, but the currents were too strong... So, it’s something we all share, but I’m cut off from. My magic?” I shook my head as I heard the words coming out of my mouth. “I’m sorry, that’s ridiculous. I didn’t know about magic until a couple of days ago. I shouldn’t have... They’re just dreams.”

“Why are you apologising? You were simply answering my question honestly.”

I frowned. “Honesty isn’t always the best approach. Not when it results in gibberish and I sound...” I trailed off.

I knew I wasn’t supposed to say ‘crazy’. It was ableist.

But when my brain went off track and landed me in hot water, I didn’t have another word that covered the way I felt about myself quite as accurately.

“Do you usually end up saying things that sound like gibberish or...?” Gail waved her hand to refer to the word I had refused to say.

I cringed as I turned to my aunt. Hadn’t she told Gail?

She had been so sure that I would make it through this interview, I had assumed that she had thought to bring up my ADHD with Gail when talking about me with her.

But if she hadn’t...

I’m not sure that I could cope with being sent away from this school just because my brain was wired differently.

Of course, that would probably be illegal, but I would have to be able to definitively prove that that was why I had been sent away, and then any case would likely be crushed in court by the army of lawyers this school could undoubtedly afford.

Legality meant nothing if the laws weren’t actually enforced.

And that was assuming that Human laws applied to Witches...

Which meant that Gail could turn me away over something I had no control over.

Despite all of my hard work, I would never be free, would I? Not even in this world of magic. The constant scrambling to stay ahead so that my account balanced and people saw me as a person, and not just a problem that needed to be solved, would never be over.

Auntie Jess gave me a reassuring smile before turning to Gail with a firm look. “You can’t ask a neurodivergent kid a question like that and expect them to come to the conclusion you’re looking for, Gail.”

Gail sighed before turning to me once more. “I’m sorry, Jessica is right. I was attempting to figure out exactly what is going on with your magic, but I got carried away once I realised what you’d seen. It’s clear from your dreams that you’ve not been listening to your instincts. You knew about magic deep down before your aunt told you, but you refused to see what was right in front of you until it needed to be explained. It’s likely something you picked up as a survival mechanism, but it will be of no help to you here.”

My stomach twisted, and I wondered, if I had figured it out... Could I have done something different? Could I have pushed to go to Ember Academy before my mum had been hurt?

“Gail,” Auntie Jess said, placing a hand on my shoulder, “now isn’t the time. Not after how she left.”

Gail’s face fell, and she turned to me with an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Your aunt told me about the attack on you and your parents. Sometimes rogue Demons hunt strong Humans, and with your magic blocked, that’s probably what they thought you were.”

I nodded, figuring that that’s what Auntie Jess had said to explain the attack.

Though that didn’t really do anything to answer the question of what might have happened if I had figured it out earlier.

“I didn’t mean to imply that you should have figured it out, or that figuring things out would have changed anything,” Gail continued, seemingly realising where my thoughts were. Or perhaps figuring it out through other means... I would have to ask Auntie Jess exactly how invasive her ‘examination’ had truly been. “Especially when you have yet to come into your own magic. But don’t worry, you’re not the only Witch from a mostly Human family attending this school. There will be plenty of others who didn’t grow up with magic either. This school prides itself on being an inclusive place for everyone to learn their craft.”

“Everyone? So, other magical beings, too? Or just Witches?” I wasn’t sure how my auntie could think I would be safe if the school let in Demons.

“Just Witches for now,” Gail said. “This school is an experiment of sorts, so we decided to start with teaching Witches. Though our plan is to eventually include all magical beings and help foster better relationships between different factions. And while we only accept Witches for now, we don’t discriminate against Witches with mixed blood, so there are plenty of students here from all kinds of magical backgrounds.”

She moved to her desk and picked up one of the notebooks, rifling through it. “Now, down to practicalities. We keep separate dormitories for those who have already broken through – that’s how we refer to coming into your magic – and those who are still waiting. However, you’re a little older than most in the ‘still waiting’ building, so I thought it would be best to give you a room of your own.”

“Wait,” Auntie Jess said, stepping forward to halt her friend’s rapid speech. “You still haven’t said what you found when you examined her.”

Gail frowned for a moment before nodding with a smile, putting her notebook back down. “Of course. I’m sorry. I got carried away, and I didn’t think. As far as I can tell, whatever was done to Amelia to block her from her magic is breaking down, and in a magic-heavy environment, I expect it will break down for good in next to no time.”

I frowned. “So, what exactly do you think was done to me?”

Gail turned her attention back to me, mirroring my frown. “I am still a little perplexed by that. There have been many discussions over the years about the possibility of blocking the powers of those who break through too young. The problem is that it requires so much power, it’s not worth it. But someone apparently deemed it worth it for you.” She sighed, her gaze flickering back to Auntie Jess for a moment. “I have tried to ask Jessica several times who might have such an interest in you, but she has never given me a straight answer. Perhaps you will have better luck.” Then she shrugged. “Regardless, you’re not in any danger, as far as I can tell, and I suppose it really is none of my business past that point. As long as it’s not hurting you, all this block means is that you’re a little older than usual to be coming into your magic. But it shouldn’t be long now, and I have no issue admitting you into the Academy this year. You can focus more on your A-Levels until you finally break through.”

“And you really think that it won’t be long?”

It took everything I had not to bounce up and down with restless anticipation.

I had magic.

I was going to learn how to use magic.

A missing piece of myself that I had always known was there but had spent so long ignoring was finally going to be revealed to me.

For a moment, I almost forgot the horrors that had led me there.

But then I remembered, and a pang of guilt kept me from fully enjoying the moment.

Gail, annoyingly, shrugged. “I’m not sure when exactly the block will break down, but I’m not worried. I’m sure that it will be soon enough and like I said, you can use the extra time to focus on your Human studies and get acclimatised to the school and magic in general.” She turned to Auntie Jess. “Unfortunately, with term starting tomorrow, I’m swamped. Do you remember where the dormitories are? She’s in Room 308, in the pre-breakthrough building.”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yeah, I remember. Don’t worry, I can take Amy there, and I can show her around as well. It’ll be good for me to get reacquainted with the place before my first lesson tomorrow.”

Gail smiled before reaching down to her desk and picking up a silver pin with a strange design on it, like several ropes twisted into a circle. She passed the pin to Auntie Jess. “Then here. You’re officially a teacher here now. The students should recognise you as such.”

“I’m not wearing a uniform if you don’t.”

Gail frowned before glancing down at herself and sighing. “I swear, one of these days, I’ll start remembering to wear it.”

Auntie Jess smiled as she attached the pin to the front of her jacket. “Well then, I guess I should probably set a good example for you.”
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Chapter Five
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“Okay, I think the dormitories for those yet to come into their magic are this way.” Auntie Jess nodded across the courtyard as we left the administration building that housed Gail’s office. The building she nodded to was long and thin, mirroring the identical building across the courtyard from it.

The thin courtyard between the two buildings stretched down until opening into a large garden, with dozens of trees and flowers growing in the grass and what appeared to be a hedge maze in the middle. Several cobblestone paths wound through the garden, all dotted with benches and leading to more surrounding buildings.

“Aren’t there any signs?”

Auntie Jess sighed before reaching down to her boot to bring out the stick she’d used when the Demons had attacked us.

“What’s that?” I asked, pretty sure that I knew the answer, but not wanting to say it aloud.

Magic might be real, and I might be a Witch, but saying the word ‘wand’ still seemed like crossing a boundary.

Or maybe falling down the rabbit hole.

Auntie Jess frowned for a moment before shaking her head. “Sorry, Amy. I forget how new you still are to this. This is my wand. You’ll get one of your own when you break through. And as for the lack of signs, as the point of this school is to teach you how to use your magic, nothing is done the Human way when there is a magical alternative. Not that I think teaching you to over-rely on your magic and then throwing you back into the Human world where you have to hide it is a good idea, but I’m not in charge here.”

She placed her wand flat in her palm and took a deep breath before muttering something I didn’t catch.

After she spoke, the wand spun to face the building she’d nodded to.

“Yeah, I was right, we’re going the right way.”

“What about those of us who haven’t come into our magic yet?” I asked as we walked through to the dormitories. “How am I supposed to find my way around?”

“You’ll be given a map, along with your timetable.”

“And then I’ll be taught that spell once I come into my magic?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “I think it’s in the Basics of Spellcraft class, if I remember rightly from my conversation with Mary.”

“Mary?”

“Well, Ms Maltere to you. She’s nice, you’ll like her. I think Gail chose her because she’s got a more scientific approach to magic than most, so it’ll ease in the students who are used to that style of teaching from the Human world. She’ll be your Basics of Spellcraft teacher. And she also teaches several more specific spellcasting classes. She’s been trying to convince Gail to let her run a course on spell composition as well, but I think if she does get it, it’ll be a night course for older students or something. Creating your own spells is more advanced than most Witches ever get to.”

My ears couldn’t help but prick up at that.

Creating my own spells certainly sounded advanced, and if I could do that...

Maybe I could make a spell that could break the curse on my mum.

Maybe if I buckled down and got ahead in my regular classes, I could start learning it early.

You know, assuming I could also fit it around my A-Level studies.

Though as much as I knew that I would still be expected to study my A-Levels, they seemed so distant now.

It was strange to think how much I had cared about them just a few days ago.

We headed into the dormitory building without needing a key.

I raised an eyebrow. “I take it the door isn’t normally unlocked?”

“The doors on campus know who is supposed to be where. I have access because I’m a teacher, and you have access because your room is inside. Once that stops being the case, you’ll need a friend to let you in.”

I nodded as we headed upstairs, and I sighed with relief as I realised that the doors had the room numbers on them in small wooden plaques. Even with a map, I would have probably been reduced to trying every door and seeing which one opened for me if I didn’t have the numbers as a guide.

My sense of direction was not one of my strong points.

“You’ll have to open the door to your room,” Auntie Jess said. “Being a teacher only gets me into the building.”

I nodded, opening the door to a room with two single beds.

I frowned at them as I moved far enough into the room for Auntie Jess to follow. “Gail said I had the room to myself for now, right?”

“Yes. Most here do have roommates, but odd rooms do happen. Especially in this building, as people move when they come into their magic. Since Gail thinks you’ll be moving soon, you’ve got the room to yourself.”

I nodded, not sure how to feel about potentially sharing a room with someone else. I’d never had siblings or anything, so I’d always been alone.

My thoughts were cut off by a sharp stabbing pain in my skull.

“Are you all right?” Auntie Jess asked, and I realised that I was frowning.

“Yeah,” I managed. “Just another headache.”

Auntie Jess nodded, though her worried look didn’t lift as she looked me over. “Come on, you can settle in later. Let’s get you some food.”

I looked around the room, suddenly aware of my lack of things. “Where are my clothes?”

“They’re already in your wardrobe, I sent them ahead. Now, come on, we should head back to mine. I’ll order us some pizza.”

I raised an eyebrow as we headed back out of the room. “We can order pizza to campus? I thought the gates wouldn’t let just anyone in.”

“Well, I’m not ordering pizza directly here. I’ll order it back home and then portal over to get it.”

“Just as long as you order vegetarian pizza for me.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten. Though I suspect you’ll be singing a different tune once your magic kicks in. You’re going to need as much fuel for your magic as possible.”

“Tofu has plenty of protein in it.”

“All right. But you also know that I’m going to make you work with meat in class, right?”

“Really? What do you teach?”

“Potions. Don’t worry, I ethically source everything, but there’s not exactly a meat-free substitute for eye balls.”

I grimaced at the thought, despite my attempts to not let my disgust show.

Much better that people thought being vegetarian was a moral stance, and not just me being squeamish.

Not that it couldn’t be both, but yeah, meat was gross.

And I didn’t really like to think too much about the animals that needed to be killed to get the food on my plate.

But that was a thought I kept to myself. No one wants to see a sixteen-year-old bawling her eyes out over farm animals.

And I would like to maintain at least a passably cool facade.

“So,” I said as we got back to the courtyard, “why do they separate the dormitories for those who have magic and those who don’t? I mean, I would have thought people moving all the time would be disruptive.”

“It is, but it’s a safety issue,” Auntie Jess said as orbs of light started to form around us, presumably in response to the darkening sky. Auntie Jess ignored them, as if there was nothing spectacular about a dancing display of floating orbs, from tiny specs to those the size of tennis balls, all moving across the air just above head height, the edges softly changing colour as they went, eventually making their way across the rainbow.

“A Witch new to her magic can cause havoc without meaning to, and a Witch without magic might struggle to deal with that,” Auntie Jess continued, oblivious to my distraction.

I raised an eyebrow. “Cause havoc?”

Auntie Jess shrugged once more. “It’s nothing to worry about – the school is designed to handle any damage young Witches may cause – and other Witches with magic are more than capable of handling the outbursts of their fellow students.”

“Damage?” I frowned as pieces fell into place. “Auntie Jess, what would have happened if I had stayed at home? If I had come into my magic there, with my parents? I mean, before the attack, Mum didn’t know anything about this, and Dad didn’t know much.”

Auntie Jess gave me a sympathetic look. “No, they didn’t.” She grimaced. “I, um, I probably would have had to resort to a little bit of magical persuasion to get them to let you go to this school, if things had gone on much longer. And as much as I hate to admit it, if I had just done it sooner...”

I tried not to think about that, not sure anyone would have been happy with more mind-tampering. But if it could have saved my mum, maybe it would have been worth it.

“But me staying home would have been catastrophic enough to warrant it?” I asked, deciding not to dwell on what might have saved her. She was cursed now, and nothing was going to change that. “Is that why this school exists? So that people don’t hurt their Human parents?”

“In part,” Auntie Jess admitted, her voice soft. “There were other systems in place before, however, and not every young Witch comes here. If the school wouldn’t take you, you could have come to live with me.”

“But you still would have had to use magic to convince my parents?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Most likely, yes.”

“Couldn’t you just tell them about magic? I know Sarah said something about secrecy laws, but even she let Dad know.”

“Humans can’t know. Trust me, there have been mistakes in the past, and the cost of fixing them was high. The penalty for telling a Human about magic is execution, for both the magical being who told them and the Human. The Demons have started to make exceptions for family members, but we’re not Demons, so their laws don’t apply. Sarah did us a favour by letting your dad remember, and I don’t think she would have for anyone else.”

I winced at the thought of facing execution – both for me and my parents – if I slipped up and let them know about magic outside of Dad’s strange exemption. “It really needs to be so harsh?”

“Well, I think the Demons have the right idea, in truth, though even they have been careful in relaxing things. But I think anything more detailed on the topic will be for your History of Magic teacher.”

“Is my History of Magic teacher nice?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Gail had to make an emergency hire, I think, and I haven’t heard much. There was a rumour that they’re not a Witch, though.”

We moved past the other dormitory building and through a gate into a little side passage, eventually coming out in another courtyard. This one was smaller and surrounded by townhouses.

“Is this where the teachers live?” I asked as we made our way to one of the houses.

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yes, it is, though not everyone lives here. Some will just portal in every morning and then portal back home at night. Most students can’t get through the gate, but you’re allowed through, and I’ll also allow your roommate through when you finally have one. And if you’re with someone else, the gate should open for you both. Just in case there’s ever an emergency.”

“Do you think that’s likely?”

“No, no,” Auntie Jess said, and I took a moment to decide if I believed her.

“I just meant if you’re sick or something. I thought you might want to see me, rather than the school nurse.”

I nodded, figuring that she was right. “So, you’re living on campus, then? Not portaling in?” My stomach twisted with guilt at the thought that she might have moved all this way just for me.

Auntie Jess nodded. “Of course, Amy. I wasn’t going to leave you, no matter what happened. I’ve known this was coming since you were a toddler.” She smiled. “You showed all the signs of being a powerful Witch when you finally broke through.”

“But wouldn’t that mean that I should have broken through early?”

“Usually, but it would appear that you’re a unique case.”

“Because of whatever was done to me? Whatever is blocking both my memories and magic?”

“Perhaps.”

I sighed. “You’re not going to tell me anything more about what it was, are you?”

“Not yet. These things are delicate, and I don’t want to rush anything.”

I suppressed the urge to sigh again, opting to tug at my dress instead, as if straightening some imagined crease.

“So, why bring me here?” I eventually asked as Auntie Jess opened the door to her house and led me through the hallway to the back, where the kitchen was. It was small, but I supposed that it was more than big enough for one person. “If you knew that you were going to look after me anyway, why bring me to this school? I mean, you’ve had to move here and get a new job.”

Auntie Jess gave a wry smile as she went to lean against the kitchen bench.

I hoisted myself up onto a bench across from her without a second thought, only realising what I had done when Auntie Jess raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said, and I took that to mean that I didn’t have to get down. “As for why I brought you here,” her wry smile returned, “Gail has actually been trying to get me to come and teach here since the Academy opened last year. I was only turning her down to keep an eye on you, but I figured this year, it would be best to bring you here and get a second opinion on when you might break through. As you heard, it’s likely to be soon.”

“Did you want to be a teacher?”

She shrugged. “Well, I like the idea of what Gail’s doing here. I remember what it was like to be one of only a couple of magical beings at a Human school and it wasn’t fun. Especially not when the primal part of Human brains tends to recognise us for what we are and make Humans wary of us, even if they don’t know why.”

I stared at her. “Wait... Was that why no one wanted to be my friend growing up?” I swallowed hard. “I always just thought that I was too talkative, or not talkative enough, or that people just got sick of me zoning out in conversations...”

My auntie gave me a sympathetic look. “It might have been both. I know that ADHD can cause social difficulties regardless of magic, but the magic likely didn’t help. I’m sorry, I wish there had been a way to spare you that. But at least here, everyone else will have magic too. If that has been a hurdle, it won’t be any longer.”

I nodded, not sure that I would be able to talk if I tried.

I’d just accepted that people didn’t like me. And when I discovered that I had ADHD, I’d assumed that it was that.

But to know that there was another reason that might no longer count...

That was almost as terrifying as it was exciting.

Thankfully, before I had to say anything else, she took out her wand. “I should go and get that pizza. I’ll be back soon.”
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Chapter Six
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I awoke with a groan as my phone alarm blared at me.

I was glad that I didn’t have a roommate as I rolled out of bed and onto the floor, knowing that if I didn’t propel myself from the comfy duvet, I would stay there all day.

For a single twin bed, it was surprisingly comfortable.

I was glad to have slept through the night, but the comfort also meant that there was a much higher chance of me sleeping through the morning as well.

And that was the last kind of impression I needed to make on my first day at a new school.

I reached around my bedside table, blindly grasping for my phone while my eyes adjusted to the soft light making its way through the sides of the curtains.

Only before my hand found my phone, it found a thick piece of paper that I was sure hadn’t been there the night before.

I left the paper alone – as curious as I was, I was going to lose my mind if I didn’t stop my phone from blaring – and finally found my phone, grabbing it as I stopped reaching for the table and sat down properly on the floor, leaning back against the side of my bed.

I dismissed the alarm before rubbing my eyes and wondering briefly if I could get away with five more minutes of sleep if I was really quick putting on my make-up.

But no, as tempting as that was, I knew that if I gave into said temptation, I wouldn’t make it to my first class.

Good first impressions, I reminded myself, though the more I tried to use that thought as motivation, the more it lost its bite.

My hand went back to the bedside table, looking for my speaker. Maybe if I had a good audiobook to keep my interest, I would no longer be tempted by my bed.

Only my hand once again found the paper, reminding me of its existence.

I grabbed the paper to examine it, quickly realising that it had a school map on one side, with the same design that my Auntie’s pin had in the corner – the school badge, I assumed – though I frowned as I realised that the map and design lacked any kind of printed quality. It looked almost hand-drawn in ink, but I doubted it could have been. Presumably, every student would get a map, and there was no way that someone would hand-draw one of these for every student.

I briefly looked up to the door as it occurred to me that the paper had just appeared in my room overnight.

Had someone sneaked in to deliver it? I’d thought Auntie Jess had said that teachers couldn’t come into the rooms without permission.

But then I remembered that magic existed.

Of course, that was how they had delivered the map.

And probably why it looked hand-drawn, even if they’d had to make copies.

Yeah, that was going to take some getting used to.

I flipped the paper over to see a timetable on the other side and quickly scanned to the ‘Monday’ section.

Auntie Jess had said that classes started that morning, though as eager as I was, I did wish that I’d had a day or two to acclimatise to the school in general before everyone else arrived.

I frowned as I read, realising that it started with ‘breakfast’.

Of course. It was a boarding school.

I’d never really been a breakfast person, but my ADHD medication worked better if taken with food, so I didn’t have a choice in the matter.

I looked back to my phone to see that I only had twenty minutes to get ready.

“Shit,” I muttered, scrambling to my feet and heading to the bathroom, all my focus on not forgetting anything important while not being late.

#
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I WAS LATE, IN THE end.

And I’d only remembered to brush my teeth after I’d put my make-up on.

That had been a fun test of dexterity and precision that I’d utterly failed.

Hence why I was late.

It was either that or show up with half of my make-up wiped away.

Yeah, I chose to redo my make-up.

It was fine, I could eat fast.

But then I’d been half-way down the hall before I’d remembered that I hadn’t taken my tablets, and I’d had to run back.

I swear, I wasn’t usually this bad, but a new school meant that everything was new, and that was far too much for me to keep track of.

I knew it would settle, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t frustrating.

Especially when I wanted to make a good first impression.

I barrelled downstairs, hoping that I remembered the way to the dining hall from the map.

Thankfully, as I approached the rough area where the building should be, I saw other students entering.

I tried not to frown as I noticed most were wearing skirts.

My wardrobe had both purple tartan skirts and black trousers as options, along with lilac blouses, and black blazers with purple piping.

I’d opted for the trousers.

And it looked as if I might have been the only one.

Thankfully, I saw a girl with curly, dark red hair that went down past her waist enter the dining hall and realised that she was also wearing trousers.

So, it wasn’t the popular choice, but it wasn’t completely unheard of.

Unfortunately, as I entered the hall, the other girl disappeared, and I found myself alone in the crowd as I turned to see that the large wooden hall, with thin windows from floor to ceiling, had several long tables of food lining the walls, and circular tables in the centre, forcing everyone to sit in groups.

My jaw tightened at the thought, but I figured that I should deal with things one at a time.

And the first thing was acquiring food.

I frowned as I made my way over to the tables lining the walls.

Where were the heaters or fridges to keep the food-

I almost groaned as I realised the answer.

I swore, at some point, the fact that magic existed would settle in my mind, and I would stop forgetting.

It was just taking a while...

I grabbed a plate as I reached the table and decided to settle for some toast. Though, then I saw the pastries.

Pastries were easily the best breakfast food.

As soon as I stepped away from the toast, a girl came to stand next to me, though her gaze was firmly on the toast, not the croissants I was eyeing.

I wondered if I should try to say something.

After all, I was nervous because I didn’t know anyone, and that would only be solved by getting to know someone.

“Hi,” I forced myself to squeak at the other girl.

I tried not to visibly cringe at the awkward sound of my voice, but it was hard.

Thankfully, she smiled. “Hi. I’m Victoria Warren.” She said it as if I was supposed to know what it meant. “Are you new here? I don’t think I saw you last year.”

I nodded. “Yes. I just arrived yesterday. I’m Amelia. Amelia Bennett.”

I’d kind of liked Gail using my full name yesterday. It had sounded more... Well, more like the name of a Witch.

Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Bennett? Like the new Potions teacher?”

“Yeah.” I shrugged, hoping that that wouldn’t cause me any problems. “She’s my auntie.”

“So, you must be a hedge Witch like her.” Her tone made it clear that she didn’t consider that a good thing. “I don’t know how anyone could stand not living in a coven. Didn’t you feel lonely when you came into your powers? Didn’t you want to be somewhere where you didn’t have to hide?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, I haven’t come into my powers yet.”

Victoria frowned, looking me over. “Wait, how old are you?”

“Sixteen.”

“That’s not... That’s not possible. If you’re a Witch, you should have come into your powers by now. Even if you’re Litcorde.”

“Litcorde?”

Victoria’s frown deepened. “Don’t you know anything?”

“Not really. I didn’t even know about magic until a couple of days ago.”

“So, your parents are Human?”

I nodded, straightening my back.

I was far from amused by her tone, and I knew when to get ready for a fight.

Some might argue that I was too ready.

Specifically, that one guy I sent home from school with a black eye.

But he’d grabbed my arse first, so I felt that I was entirely justified.

And it was definitely nothing to do with my ADHD affecting my impulse control.

Plus, the school hadn’t punished me over it. Though they didn’t punish him either, so I think it was just that they’d wanted it to go away as soon as I’d said the words ‘sexual assault’.

Which, again, were entirely justified as far as I was concerned.

Victoria looked me up and down. “So, your parents were Human, and you haven’t come into your magic at sixteen?” She rolled her eyes. “You’re not even a Witch, are you? So, what? Is the school just letting in Sensitives now? You’re just a Human.”

Any retort I might have given was cut off by my stomach twisting with anxiety.

What if she was right? What if Gail had made a mistake?

What if I never developed magic?

“Why do you care?”

I turned to the calm, almost languid voice to see a tall girl, with sleek dark hair past her shoulders, contrasting her pale skin and crimson eyes.

She seemed to almost glide over to us, her pace slow and deliberate.

Victoria just glared at her in response.

“Why do you care, Victoria?” the girl asked again. “It’s none of your business who Ms Griffin lets into the school. It’s her school to run.”

“She promised us an environment free from Humans.”

“And you have no proof that she hasn’t delivered this. All you’ve done is shame a girl for being late coming into her magic.”

“Fourteen is late, Natalie. Sixteen is an aberration.”

“Again, I don’t see how that’s any of your business. It’s not up to you who gets into the school.”

The closer Natalie got, the more I got the sense that I recognised her, but I couldn’t figure out where from.

Victoria continued to glare at Natalie, and I got the distinct impression that she was lost for words, but then, another girl came up to Victoria’s side.

“Well, it’s no wonder you’re defending her,” Victoria’s friend sneered at Natalie. “You’re more Vampire than Witch, anyway.”

Two other girls then came up to stand beside Natalie. One was taller than Natalie again, with dark eyes, curly brown hair and olive skin.

And the other was blue.

I blinked, wondering if my eyes were deceiving me.

But, no. Where the other girls had skin, she had dark scales that looked like the ocean at night. The only thing that told me that the skin was a very dark blue, and not black, was the contrast with her pitch-black eyes, the dark depths of which were only broken for a light blue ring, where the outside of her irises should have been.

Her hair, cut into a short bob, was probably the most normal thing about her, and that was a bright shade of cerulean.

I frowned, a slight headache forming behind my eyes.

I looked down at my food, realising that I still hadn’t eaten.

But I had apparently sparked some kind of magical-bigot fight, so... 

I sighed. This was not the best start to my first day.

The girl beside Natalie – the not-blue one – raised an eyebrow at Victoria. “You and your friends should probably just stop talking. You’re giving pure-blooded Witches a bad name.”

“Well, your friends wouldn’t know. You should really look for better company, Charlotte. I don’t think I’m the one damaging the reputation of pure-blooded Witches here. Not with the company you keep. But then, I suppose we should allow Litcorde their eccentricities.”

At that, Victoria spun on her heel and stormed off across the room.

Once she was gone, the blue girl turned to me with an apologetic smile. “Please tell me that she wasn’t the first person you spoke to here.”

I gave a sheepish shrug. “You mean aside from Ga- Ms Griffin?”

She shook her head before glaring after Victoria. “I swear, most of us aren’t so elitist. Victoria was the only pureblood at her coven before she came here, so she was used to people being overly nice to her, despite her rotten personality. And now she has to compete with nice, well-liked purebloods like Charlotte.”

Charlotte folded her arms. “I think you’re exaggerating the ‘well-liked’ part.”

“Well, the teachers like you.”

“Teachers always like quiet smart girls. We make their jobs easier.”

I frowned a little, wondering if she’d meant that as a joke. It sounded like a joke, but she’d said it in such a matter-of-fact way.

“Well, regardless, it still makes Victoria look bad in comparison, proving that not all purebloods have their heads permanently stuck up their arses.”

I frowned. “What’s the big deal about purebloods? Sounds kind of...”

The blue girl snorted, clearly taking my meaning. “I know, right? As if I’m not more awesome than them. I mean, I have command of the sea, and I can cast spells. The whole thing is ridiculous, and isolationist, and twenty-first century Witches should be past that kind of nonsense.”

“Wait, you can control water?”

Charlotte nodded to my plate before her friend could answer. “Why don’t we sit down? You must be starving. I know I am.”

She turned to the table closest to us and I saw three plates of food, presumably belonging to the three girls who came to my rescue.

“Thank you,” I said, unsure if Charlotte knew what it meant to me that she’d invited me to sit with them.

“I’m Charlotte,” Charlotte said, rather than acknowledging my thanks. Maybe she just didn’t think that it was needed, though I did find it a little abrupt. “And this is Natalie, and that’s Lena.”

“I’m Amelia.”

“Is it your first day here?”

I nodded, but Lena piped up.

“Hey, I didn’t get to tell her about my magic, and if she doesn’t already know, then clearly we need to explain. We can’t have her missing out on the fundamentals.”

I frowned. “Fundamentals?”

It was Natalie who answered with a sigh, and it took me a moment of self-conscious panic to realise that the sigh was directed at Lena, not me. “Lena is referring to the fact that she’s half-Mermaid. That’s why she has scales and can control water. I’m part-Vampire. Mostly Vampire, in all honesty.”

I stared at her for a moment, my mind struggling to process her words.

She was a Vampire...

She raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”

“I... No. It’s just... You don’t really look like a Vampire.”

Lena smirked. “It’s the uniform. It’s hard for her to look like she’s seconds away from biting you in that outfit.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “I don’t look like that out of the uniform either. It’s not as if I walk around with my fangs constantly out.”

“Maybe if you did, Amelia wouldn’t be having such a hard time accepting that you’re a Vampire. I mean, she’s not struggling with me being a Mermaid.”

I looked Lena over. In all honesty, the scales did help. It was an explanation of something bizarre I was already seeing, rather than something bizarre that came out of the blue.

Natalie gave a small sigh as she turned back to me. “Would it help if I showed you my fangs?”

“I... You don’t have to do that. Really. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” I sighed, deciding to just be honest. “I only found out about magic – and that I was a Witch – a couple of days ago. I’m still adjusting.”

The slight frown Natalie had been giving me melted. “I’m sorry. This must be overwhelming.”

I shrugged. “It’s fine. I’m dealing. I just... I’m not really sure what’s going to happen moment to moment anymore.”

Natalie smiled, and I saw a flicker of light catch a pair of fangs in her mouth.

My hand went instinctively to my neck as I finally remembered where I knew her from, the memory of fangs trailing over my skin finally making sense.

I wished that I had never gone to that damn party...

Look, I had gotten very drunk, okay? It didn’t mean anything. I’d just been drunk and upset.

And she had been too.

Or, at least, she’d been drunk.

She hadn’t been upset. She’d been the one listening to me while I blathered on about how boys were the worst and why I didn’t understand what everyone else saw in them, and why couldn’t I just be normal and like someone...

And then she’d been the one kissing me.

Or maybe I’d been the one kissing her?

But that didn’t make sense. Why would I have done that?

I didn’t remember. Though, I did remember moving over to get closer, and then I was straddling her waist...

Which would seem like a big clue that I had been the one doing the kissing, but again, I had no idea why I would have done that.

The next clearest memory was something scraping the skin of my neck.

Something sharper than I had been expecting, given the softness that had come before.

And then Natalie had thrown me off her and ran out of there as fast as she could.

I should have probably realised that she had superhuman strength to be able to manage that, but by that point, I was just furious.

Whether it was with her or myself, I wasn’t sure.

When the morning had come, and I’d made my way back home, I’d just done my best to forget everything that had happened.

Except here she was.

Was that why she’d come over to save me from Victoria?

But then, she hadn’t mentioned it.

Though, I hadn’t mentioned it either.

Had she forgotten as well, or was she just pretending?

Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to bring it up.

“Something wrong?” Natalie asked, bringing me back to the present.

Her fangs were now gone.

“Too much?” she asked, waving to her mouth.

I swallowed, guilt twisting my stomach.

Maybe she really didn’t remember me.

Which meant that she probably thought that my reaction was just that I couldn’t deal with Vampires.

I forced a smile, hoping that it was enough. “No, not at all.”

She smiled back, though it was muted.

“Really, I mean it. Sorry, I’m just kind of distractible and-”

Lena held up her hand, cutting me off. “She believes you. But if you’re looking for a grin or something, you’re not going to get it.”

Natalie shrugged. “Lena’s right. Magic draws from emotion, and while most magical beings produce more to compensate, Vampires don’t. I’m more emotive than most because I’m also a Witch, but if I seem a little distant at times, it’s just that.”

“That’s okay. Actually, my cousin is a little like that. Not really emotive, I mean. Not a Vampire.” But then I stopped and remembered how fast Nightingale had moved when we’d been attacked. And she hadn’t drawn a wand like her mother. “At least, not that I know of...”

I decided to change the subject. “So, I take it you were all here last year?”

Charlotte nodded. “Yeah. Lena and I are roommates, and we met Natalie pretty early on. We’ve been friends ever since. But it’s nice to see a new face. I take it you didn’t attend last year because you hadn’t come into your powers yet?”

“Yeah,” I admitted, a little sheepishly. “Like I said, I only learned about magic a couple of days ago when... When I arrived with my auntie.” I looked away, my stomach twisting at the reminder of how I had gotten there.

But I pushed past it, not wanting the others to ask about it. Bursting into tears would make a terrible first impression. “My auntie took me to see Ms Griffin, and she examined me. She thinks I’ll break through this year, so that’s why I’m here.”

Natalie frowned ever so slightly. “Do you know why it’s taken you so long to come into your magic? You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to, I’m just curious.”

I shrugged. “I have no idea.” That wasn’t strictly true, but Auntie Jess had said not to tell anyone.

“Really?” Lena asked, giving me an incredulous look. “Ms Griffin didn’t have any theories?”

Natalie turned to her friend, frowning once more. “Lena. Leave it alone. If she wants to talk about it, she can, but we shouldn’t pry.”

I smiled, more than a little thankful for that. As much as I wasn’t that bothered by the prying, I was glad that someone was willing to stick up for me after my run-in with Victoria.

And though Lena rolled her eyes, she didn’t try to press me further.

“So,” Charlotte said, “what does your timetable look like if you haven’t broken through yet? We all already had access to our magic when we arrived.”

I pulled my timetable from my pocket and gave it a scan. “It looks like I have my regular A-Level classes in the morning, and then nothing after lunch.”

Charlotte nodded. “That makes sense. I was curious to see if they filled your afternoons with something else, but I guess that would be too much of a headache with everyone leaving afternoon classes halfway through the year.”

Lena shook her head. “You’re so lucky. I would kill to only have half days.”

I raised an eyebrow. Was she serious? “I’d go to classes until midnight if those classes were about magic.”

Charlotte grinned, and even Natalie gave a small quirk of her lips. I suspected that was as close to a smile as she ever got.

“That is a sentiment I wish more of our fellow students shared,” Natalie said. “So many people are quick to dismiss the learning process.”

I reached for my croissant, realising that it was getting cold, as Charlotte sighed.

“Unfortunately, it’s a side-effect of so many Witches growing up in covens,” Charlotte said. “When you grow up around other Witches, magic becomes normal, and you pick up a lot of it before you ever get to classes. And while most enjoy having magic, so many of them think of it as purely innate. As if there’s nothing left for them to learn.”

“I didn’t grow up in a coven, either,” Natalie said, still giving me that small, half smile. “My grandmother was half-Witch, but the genes skipped my dad and my brothers. I grew up surrounded entirely by Vampires, so being around Witches is new for me, too.”

Lena chimed in with a grin. “And now you prefer us, don’t you, Nat?”

Natalie shook her head. “I don’t prefer one over the other.”

“Then why did you spend all summer with your Witch cousins out in Newcastle?”

“It wasn’t all summer. I was only there a week.”

I looked down at my plate, trying not to look guilty as I hoped that Natalie continued not to recognise me.

“You okay?”

I was snapped out of my daze by Charlotte’s words, realising that I’d been sitting with my croissant in hand, not eating it.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just not hungry.”

That was a lie, but there was no way I was telling her the truth.

Thankfully, Charlotte just nodded as the bell rang.

“Anyone got History next?” I asked.

Everyone shook their heads.

Natalie stood up and made her way over to look at my timetable. “I think you’re in the same building as Charlotte, though.”

Charlotte smiled. “Then come on, I’ll show you the way.”
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Chapter Seven
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Charlotte showed me the way to my History classroom, and thankfully, it was a double lesson, so I didn’t have to leave the room until break.

I was also thankful that my summer reading had, indeed, put me ahead of my classes. Nothing was said that I didn’t already know, meaning that I didn’t have to worry about my focus wandering.

And it did wander. It had been fine when I was with other people, but now, with nothing to distract me but a particularly droning teacher, I found myself unable to think of anything but home.

Was my dad doing okay? Had the Demons given up now that I was at the academy? Was anyone any closer to figuring out a cure to the curse on my mum?

If I knew more about magic, maybe I could help, but I knew nothing, and it looked as if I wouldn’t start to learn until I came into my powers, and who knew when that would be...

I was finally pulled from my thoughts by the bell ringing, and I realised that I hadn’t bothered to pay attention for the past two hours.

I hoped I hadn’t missed any homework being assigned.

That would be a less than stellar introduction to the school.

As I headed out of the room, I looked over to the one Charlotte had been in. People only started to file out of the room once I was in the corridor, but I didn’t see Charlotte.

She probably hadn’t had a double period.

Which meant that she was somewhere else in the school, and I had no idea where.

I looked around, hoping to see someone I recognised, but there was no one.

I realised people were starting to look at me. Probably because I was standing in the middle of a busy corridor, blocking the way.

I couldn’t just stand there waiting, but I had no idea where the others would be, so I just took a random guess and headed back to the dining hall.

Thankfully, I remembered the way, but when I got there, I couldn’t see anyone I recognised. It wasn’t busy, so if they were there, I would have been able to see them.

But no, they must have been somewhere else on campus. The problem being, I wasn’t sure where, and I also didn’t know the school well enough to make an educated guess.

And just getting to the dining hall had already eaten into a huge chunk of break. Even if I found the others, it would probably be minutes before the bell.

And the tables that had previously been filled with breakfast were now covered in snack food and cups and mugs.

I frowned as I made my way over to the empty mugs, wondering how to fill them. I looked around for a coffee machine or a kettle but saw nothing.

I inspected the mug, finally getting the hang of checking for magic – even if it took a few moments – and saw a design on the side that I was sure was a magical mark of some kind, but I couldn’t tell more than that.

Again, I didn’t understand why I had to wait to learn about magic, even if I couldn’t wield it.

Another girl made her way over, thankfully far enough from me that my confusion wasn’t obvious, and picked up a mug before saying, “Almond milk latte.”

The mug filled with milky coffee, and she walked away with it as I tried not to look like I was staring.

Right, just say what you want. That should be simple enough.

Assuming that the magic worked even when I didn’t have any, and I wasn’t left staring gormlessly at the empty mug.

“Black decaf coffee,” I said, quiet enough so that no one could overhear if it didn’t work, or if I’d done it wrong.

Thankfully, the cup filled with coffee and I smiled, taking a sip. It was just the right temperature.

I knew it was just coffee, but I still appreciated the small victory.

It was almost enough to distract me from my lack of friends.

Almost, but not quite, as worry began to gnaw at my insides. If they’d wanted me to spend break with them, they would have told me where to meet them.

But they hadn’t.

Did that mean that they didn’t really want to be my friends? That they had just felt pity for me after Victoria’s display and that was why they’d been nice to me?

I’d experienced that more than a few times over the years. I was rarely outright bullied, but when I was, some group of nice girls would usually make sure I was okay.

But they were then quick to make it clear that I’d simply been an obligation to them. They’d never want to be my friend, but nice girls show pity to the broken kids when they’re bullied, so they had done exactly that.

And nothing more.

I’d let my guard down here, but I shouldn’t have. I should have expected this.

I knew that I could be wrong – maybe they’d just forgotten to tell me but had really meant to – but I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

The bell rang before I’d finished my coffee and I looked to see where everyone was putting their mugs, but they all seemed to be leaving the room with them.

I followed, not wanting to put my mug down somewhere I shouldn’t, and I ended up making my way all the way to my next class, seeing that plenty of my classmates still had mugs or glasses, all with the same design on.

“White coffee,” one girl said as I passed her to get to a seat at the back of the room, refilling her mug.

It was almost depressing that the idea of having drinks in a class was so revolutionary to me, but my old high school had only allowed clear bottles so that they could check that you were drinking water.

I’d even been told off and given a detention warning when I’d accidentally brought in a bottle of sparkling water instead of still.

Had people brought their cups and mugs into class after breakfast as well? I really hadn’t been paying attention in History...

And the more I looked, the more I realised it wasn’t just the drinks. Some people had brought their snacks with them as well and were keeping them on their desks. Snacks, and even phones.

I frowned, expecting people to be asked to put them away, but as the teacher walked into the room, she simply introduced herself and the subject – Philosophy and Religious Studies – before continuing on with the class, not even batting an eye as the girl in the first row propped up her phone in front of her before pulling a Bluetooth keyboard from her bag.

I had a similar one for my tablet, but my school had never let me use it. Technically, they were supposed to, given my ADHD, but most teachers had given me hell for it, and the higher ups had sided with them, making it clear that the hell had been unofficial school policy.

And that a teacher loudly saying that it wasn’t fair to other students that I got special treatment for being ‘lazy’ in front of the rest of the class was also part of said policy. That particular teacher hadn’t believed in ADHD at all and had also loudly proclaimed that my medication was bad for me and that my parents allowing me to take it was basically child abuse.

And of course, with the teachers painting a clear target on my back, there was no way some of the students wouldn’t follow.

I’d heard other schools were better, but I’d been trapped by GCSE exam boards – leaving would have meant starting my qualifications all over again – and I hadn’t thought to ask about Ember Academy’s attitude to such things.

But if I was allowed my tablet and keyboard, I would definitely find them at lunch.

Of course, then I remembered that I had no classes after lunch.

No, they were only for the magical students.

By the time the bell rang, and I headed for the dining hall, my mood had soured, and I found that I hadn’t paid attention to a single word the teacher had said.

That only made me feel worse.

I’d gotten through my entire first day of Sixth Form without paying a single moment of attention to anything that had been said.

Yes, I could catch up after school, but how long would it be before I also had magical studies to deal with?

I wanted to learn magic, I really did, but I also wanted to get into the university of my choice and have a real future and...

The thoughts were familiar, but they felt different now.

Almost pointless.

Yes, I wanted to go to Oxford or Cambridge, but to what end? Would the curse have been lifted from my mum at that point? Would they have found Maria Brown and locked her away again?

Or would I still be trapped here?

But no, I’d worked too hard to give up on my A-Levels and dreams of university now.

Auntie Jess and her friends would sort this all out, and I would have my parents and my future back.

I just had to be patient, which was never something I’d been good at.

“There you are!”

I spun around to see Lena approaching, followed by Charlotte and Natalie.

“See?” Lena said to the others. “I told you she’d be in the dining hall.”

I frowned. “It’s lunch time.”

“See? You have no idea that you can go elsewhere at breaks.”

“I mean, I assumed you could, but this is where the food is, isn’t it?”

Lena just continued to give her other friends ‘I-told-you-so’ looks.

Natalie gave a small sigh before turning to me. “I apologise. I should have thought to say that we tend to spend break in the library. There is a small coffee bar there, and it’s quiet.”

I frowned. “They let you have coffee near the books?”

“They’re enchanted for protection. And sound dampening spells allow us to talk. None of us thought to tell you that we would be there, and we also didn’t get your phone number. We should remedy that now. I’ll add you to the WhatsApp group.”

I blinked away the tears threatening to form in my eyes as relief crashed over me.

If they were adding me to the WhatsApp group, that had to mean that they wanted to be my friends, right?

That they weren’t just being polite.

I brought out my phone to allow her to add me, trying to play it cool and not show how much it meant to me.

“Yeah,” I said, still doing my best to seem as if their acceptance wasn’t a surprise – no, I was a totally cool kid who made friends this easily all the time – “I actually found it weird how everyone had their drinks in classes and stuff. Not to mention their phones.”

Charlotte nodded as they made their way through to the dining hall. “Yes, I suppose that would be a shock. We should have explained more, but there wasn’t much time this morning.” She turned to the others. “I was going to get a sandwich today. Does anyone want anything else?”

The others shook their heads.

She turned to me. “And how about you, Amelia?” She waved around the room. “There are various tables around the hall with different foods. I’m craving a salmon sandwich, but we could go somewhere else after the sandwiches.”

I shrugged. “As long as there’s something vegetarian, I’m fine.”

Natalie nodded. “There are plenty of supernatural food restrictions, so there are always options for any restriction you could imagine. For example, I can eat little outside of raw meat when not consuming blood.”

“Really? How does that work?”

Lena held up her hand. “Nope. I do not want a supernatural anatomy lesson just before I eat.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling a little guilty for not thinking of that before I asked, but Natalie gave me a reassuring smile, and my cheeks heated.

Dammit, what the hell was wrong with me? Why was I reacting to her like this?

Was it just embarrassment?

If it was, then I needed to get over it. If she didn’t remember, then I couldn’t risk jogging her memory.

I refocused on the food, as it turned out that, yes, they did have vegetarian sandwiches. Quite a few, in fact, all on really nice baguettes.

I hesitated over the egg and avocado sandwich, though.

Natalie smiled, presumably guessing at the cause of my hesitation. “We grow all of our own vegetables here. We have to know how to grow potion ingredients outside of their native climates, so we grow everything else here as well. Magic kind of deals with the environmental impact and labour practices.”

Charlotte sighed. “It’s a shame that Humans react so badly to learning about magic. And that there are so few of us. Even during the Seventh Alternate Timeline, it took years for us to get close to improving agriculture on a large-scale.”

Natalie raised an eyebrow. “Actually, that was more to do with Human stubbornness than our lack of numbers. We wanted to use our magic to make food more accessible. But the landowners wanted to take home all the profits from reduced labour costs. And they wanted to trade environmental sustainability for more of said profits. We refused to work with them until they changed their attitudes.”

Lena rolled her eyes as we all got our food and left, heading for the same table we’d sat at for breakfast. Was this their table? Was I part of a friend group that had their own table now?

“You don’t have to show off because you’re the top of your History of Magic class,” Lena said as she dropped her plate onto the table.

Natalie shrugged. “I was merely informing you.”

I chimed in as we sat down. “Um, what’s an ‘Alternate Timeline’?”

Lena groaned. “Why do you have to ask all the heavy and boring questions about magic, Lia? Why can’t you ask about how to use your wand as a flamethrower or something?”

“Because that hasn’t come up in conversation yet,” I said with a shrug, trying not to show how much her comment stung.

Natalie must have picked up on it, however, as she glared at her friend. “Have you ever thought about toning down your brashness when you first meet someone until you’re sure they know that you’re not being malicious?”

Lena frowned. “What do you mean? Of course, Lia knows I’m not being malicious. I shortened her name and everything. I only do that for people I like.”

I smiled. “Well, I promise to ask about more cool stuff if you bring it up more.”

Lena smiled back. “Don’t worry, I will. The second I’m out of here, I’m joining the Guardians.”

I frowned, the name familiar. “You mean Caroline’s team?”

Lena stared at me. “You know Caroline?”

“I only met her once.” I decided not to mention the exact circumstances, sticking only to what Auntie Jess had told Gail. “But my Auntie knows her.”

“She’s a hedge Witch, right?” Natalie asked. “It makes sense that she might have worked with the Guardians from time to time. Some covens accept their help, but, well, it’s diplomatically murky waters. Caroline Raven was exiled from the Underworld years ago, so covens who deal a lot with the Demonic Crown can’t be seen to be too involved with her. And the Council of Light don’t like her because she’s a Demon.”

“Then who do the Guardians work for?”

“No one,” Lena said proudly. “They’re there for all of us in the middle, who wouldn’t have traditionally been supported by the Underworld or the Council.”

Charlotte gave a hum of disagreement. “Even if they weren’t traditionally supported by them, the Demonic Crown have broadened support in recent years. Aren’t they the biggest funders of this school?”

Lena rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but with a monarchy, that only lasts as long as the Queen does. Who knows if the Princess will grow up to be any good at her job?”

I kept out of it, only understanding half of the conversation, and not wanting to bog anyone down with questions.

But then Lena turned to me.

“So, what are you thinking, Lia? Feeling any inclination towards Dark or Light magic, or are you going to stay in the middle like me?”

Charlotte snorted. “You’re not in the middle, Lena. You show a clear preference for Dark magic. And Amelia doesn’t have her magic yet, so she won’t know.”

“The ideological middle, I meant. Which she is free to join me on.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know enough about magical politics to say.”

Natalie smiled. “Well, when it comes to making a decision, it would perhaps help if Lena articulated her point better. The Guardians aren’t in ‘the middle’ of Light and Dark. They transcend it. They don’t care about factions or bloodlines, they just want to make sure no one is left behind when other groups do start drawing faction lines. But I am not attempting to persuade you. I don’t think you should have an opinion on these things until you understand them more.”

I tried not to take that as a slight, especially when I had just admitted that I didn’t know much about magical politics, but it was hard with all my hackles rising. “Well, I’d be caught up sooner if I was actually allowed to attend afternoon classes. I don’t get it, why can’t I attend theoretical lessons even without magic?”

Natalie gave me a sympathetic shrug. “I don’t know. But I agree, it doesn’t seem fair.”

I sighed before deciding not to whine too much. It had only been a day, after all, and I didn’t want my new friends to think that all I was good for was complaining. “I guess I can use the afternoon to catch up on my A-Levels.”
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Chapter Eight
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I checked my phone, sure that it must be late into the night.

But no, I hadn’t even been studying for an hour yet.

And ‘studying’ was an exaggeration. It was more like staring into space as my mind jumped between what had happened with the attack, thinking over everything I had learned about magic so far – which was frustratingly little – and brainstorming ways to figure out what kind of curse my mum was under.

If I hadn’t been paying attention, and I couldn’t focus enough to study this afternoon...

I could afford one day. I was far enough ahead from my summer studying to afford one day.

But if it was more than one... What if I was this distracted for the next week? Or two?

If I fell behind, I would never catch up, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to catch up once I started learning about magic.

What if I failed my A-levels and couldn’t even get into the local red-brick uni?

What if I couldn’t get into uni at all?

I stood up, closing my textbook.

If I couldn’t focus on my work, my mind would choose to focus on my anxieties instead.

I needed to do something else.

I was tempted to open my laptop and start up a game of Civ, but I knew that while it would likely distract me, I would be giving up completely on getting any work done this afternoon.

As much as I knew I probably wouldn’t get any done anyway, I wasn’t ready to give up on it so completely.

I groaned. It would be so much easier if I was learning about magic, instead of boring Human stuff.

Not that I found my chosen subjects boring in and of themselves, but it was as if they chose the most boring parts of it to teach us for our exams.

Sometimes, when I needed the kick, I would look up the parts that interested me on Google Scholar and remind myself why I was interested in the subjects in the first place.

I just had to get through this part first.

But I couldn’t deny that I would much rather be learning about magic.

I frowned, looking down, out of my window, to the building Natalie, Charlotte and Lena had headed to earlier.

Yes, magic classes might not be on my timetable yet, but surely there wouldn’t be a problem with me going early and just observing?

And if it kept my attention, then the afternoon wouldn’t be a total waste.

Not to mention, if I knew more about magic, I would probably understand more about what happened to my mum.

That made the decision for me, and I grabbed my bag before heading out of the room, though I paused and picked up my Bluetooth keyboard.

If they were going to let me use it, I wasn’t going to pass that up.

I headed out of my room and straightened my back as I realised that I was skulking.

I was still in the dormitories. I was allowed to be there. It wasn’t as if I was confined to my room or anything. And if anyone asked where I was going, I could just say the library.

I headed downstairs, only to pause at the sound of people in the common room.

Shouldn’t they all be in classes?

But then I remembered that these were the dormitories for people who had yet to come into their magic.

No one here had afternoon classes.

Maybe someone else had tried to join in the magic classes early before. Or maybe I could find a study partner to keep me on-task with my Human work for now.

I peered into the room and froze as I looked at the girls within.

No one looked over twelve, and they were young twelves at that.

What was it Victoria had said?

Fourteen is late, sixteen is an aberration.

And it looked as if no one else in the school was even a little bit late.

No, no one else here had even hit puberty yet.

I headed out of the room, stalking towards the magical classes building, determination in every step.

If I was so late into my magic, I should be able to sit in the classes so that I wasn’t so behind my peers when I finally broke through.

Of course, once I got into the building, I had no idea which room I should try.

Obviously, I would prefer to be in a class with my new friends, but I had no idea which classes any of them were in.

I peered through the small window in the door to one classroom.

No one seemed to be practicing magic yet, all just sitting and listening to the teacher talk. She was tall and had a kind smile that I could barely see through her mass of curly dark hair.

I was about to knock on the door when I heard a voice from down the hall.

“Hey, you’re Amy, right?”

“Amelia,” I corrected, having grown attached to using my full name, before turning and freezing at the sight in front of me.

At the crimson eyes and the chill that went down my spine.

“You’re a Demon,” I blurted out as he approached, and I caught a glimpse of the school badge pinned to his shirt.

He was a teacher.

He gave a sheepish shrug before pushing a loose strand of hair back into his long ponytail.

Only the image didn’t look right. I blinked, my eyes struggling to focus, and for a moment, I could have sworn that there was a streak of white down the front of his hair, and a tattoo on his wrist.

But a moment later, they were gone.

“Yes, I am. Gail- Ms Griffin needed a new History of Magic teacher on short notice, and I decided to volunteer. Plus, there are more than a few Witches here with Demon blood.”

I nodded, but his words did nothing to soothe the panic coursing through me.

“I’m Mr Stiles. Ms Griffin mentioned that you would be starting this year, but she also said that you didn’t have your magic yet.”

I nodded once more, not trusting myself to speak.

“Well, what are you doing here, then? Did you get lost?”

Part of me wanted to explain why I was there, but I didn’t trust this Demon.

So, I just nodded.

“Well, come on. I’ll escort you back to your room.”

I wanted to argue, but the words wouldn’t come out right, so I just nodded once more.

“Shy one, huh?”

I shrugged.

“That’s fine. I’m used to shy.”

When it was clear that I wasn’t going to say anything, he continued.

“This isn’t my first teaching gig. Plus, my... My partner’s on the shy side, too.”

I tried not to frown, but it was hard. It was obvious that he was censoring his words there, but why? Why was he lying to me, and why had he looked different before?

I tried to focus on him once more, glad that he was looking straight ahead so that he wouldn’t notice my staring.

Once again, my eyes struggled to focus, and I got another flash of white hair and a clearer look at the tattoo.

It looked almost like a dog chasing its tail.

“I guess it must be hard to come to this school all alone. I was in a similar position when I was around your age, but I didn’t have my aunt there with me. And I was more than eager to leave home. Being the youngest sibling is always hard, don’t you think?”

I was about to say that I wouldn’t know, but I was cut off by a gasp of pain, my head feeling as if someone had thrown a harpoon through it.

“Are you all right?” Mr Stiles asked, stepping closer to me.

I backed away. “I’m fine. Just a headache.”

He frowned. “Maybe I should take you to the nurse instead.”

“It’s fine. I’ve got paracetamol in my room.”

“You know, magical painkillers are a little more effective.”

I shook my head, and thankfully, he relented.

“Okay, well, here are the dormitories. I would escort you inside, but I think it’s best if a male teacher stays outside. There aren’t many male Witches, and I don’t think any have enrolled yet. Hopefully when Gail expands the school to other species, the gender balance will even out.”

I just nodded and said, “Thanks,” out of habit more than feeling, before heading back inside.

Part of me was tempted to try to return to the magical classes once Mr Stiles was gone, but my headache refused to budge as I made my way to my room.

I loaded up a game of Civ once I was there, waiting for the painkillers to kick in.

I only looked up from my game when there was a knock at my door, and I realised that it was around dinner time.

I went to answer, only to be taken aback by the teacher whose class I had almost interrupted.

She had the same kind smile as before and coupled with her peach cardigan and light brown dress, it instantly had me at ease. She had a pin just like the other teachers attached to the collar of her cardigan.

“Are you Amelia?”

I nodded.

“I’m Ms Maltere. I saw you outside my class earlier, and I was wondering if you needed me for anything.”

I shrugged, wondering if my request was going to seem silly. But still, I wouldn’t get anywhere if I didn’t ask. “I know I’m not supposed to join magical classes until I have magic, but I also know that I’m older than most without magic. I want to catch up.”

Ms Maltere’s smile widened. “Students who are eager to learn make my job worthwhile. I would love for you to sit in on my classes, but I’m afraid Ms Griffin is quite strict about her structure. For now, I have brought you one of my favourite magical texts. If you’re new to magic, you will likely need a study partner to understand it, but if you can find one, I would suggest starting with this book, and then I’ll give you a list of books in the library to continue with your studies.”

“Thank you,” I managed, staring at the book as she passed it to me, almost afraid to touch it. It looked ancient.

“Don’t worry, it’s spelled to prevent damage. But this is one of the original copies. The library copy has been... edited. There is a belief that some magic is too intense for young Witches, but I do not believe in withholding knowledge.”

I smiled. “Me neither.”

“Then I think we’ll get on just fine. I look forward to finally having you in my class, Amelia.”

“I look forward to it too.”

Her smile widened once more. “Well, I should get going. I’ll be making you late for dinner. See you later?”

“Yeah, I’ll see you.”

She turned and left as I headed back to grab my handbag and head downstairs for food.
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I ARRIVED AT THE DINING hall to see Natalie, Charlotte, and Lena grabbing some paella, and I eagerly joined them.

“Hi,” Natalie said as I approached. “How was your afternoon?”

I gave a sheepish shrug before grabbing a plate and making myself a hefty portion of the vegetarian bowl. “It was okay. Though I might have gotten bored and decided to see if I could join in on the magical classes. I mean, if I’m older than everyone else just starting out, shouldn’t I try to get ahead?”

“How did it go?”

I sighed. “I ran into Mr Stiles before I could get anywhere and... Well, he kind of weirded me out, so I didn’t want to ask him.”

Natalie frowned. “Weirded you out? How? He seemed nice in History of Magic this afternoon.”

I shrugged once more as I grabbed a glass before we headed to a table. “I’m not sure. I just felt... It was like a chill down my spine.”

Charlotte gave me a sympathetic look. “That will likely pass once you come into your magic. He’s a Demon, and a powerful one at that. It’s probably just an instinctual reaction.”

Lena frowned at me as we sat down at the table. “But you said that you met Caroline Raven?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, she’s a Demon, and a powerful one. She used to be Lady Caroline of House Raven before she was exiled, along with Queen Persephone and her brothers.”

“Yeah, you said she was exiled before. Do you know why?”

Lena smirked. “She was involved in an anarchist group trying to take down the monarchy, and apparently Queen Persephone and her younger brother, Lord Gregor, knew and were also in on it from the inside.”

“So... Why would my auntie be friends with her? And why...” I stopped myself before I blurted out that she had suggested that I go to the Underworld for protection. That would lead to questions about why I needed protection. “She didn’t seem to hate the Underworld.”

Lena’s smirk only widened. “I think the real question is why was she only exiled and not executed for treason.”

I shrugged. “Okay, so why is that?”

Charlotte sighed. “It’s just a conspiracy theory, and one that Lena shouldn’t be feeding you when you’re still new to magic. The more important point I think she was originally trying to make was that if Mr Stiles is unsettling you, Caroline probably should have unsettled you as well.”

I frowned at my food as I stabbed my fork into it, pushing the rice from side to side. It wasn’t as if I was thinking clearly when I met Caroline, so maybe she would have had this effect on me.

But I didn’t want to tell my new friends that.

“I only saw her briefly, and she was mostly there to talk to my auntie. I don’t think there was time for me to be unsettled.”

“Then you probably were just unsettled by him being a Demon. Like I said, it will pass when you come into your magic.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure that I bought the explanation.

“So,” Natalie said, thankfully changing the subject, “what did you do for the rest of the afternoon?”

I shrugged, not wanting to admit that I’d been slacking off, but also not wanting to add more lies to the necessary ones. “I was playing Civ.”

Natalie gave a small smile. “You like Civ? Me too. I’ll add you on Steam and we can play multiplayer some time.”

I smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that.” I shrugged. “I actually might have forgotten to come down to eat, but Ms Maltere stopped by my room. She’d seen me approaching her class and wanted to ask why. I told her about getting a head start on my studies, and she gave me a book and suggested I get a study partner to go over it with.”

“I’d be happy to help, if you want,” Natalie said. “I was supposed to have Potions all afternoon tomorrow, but we’re working on individual projects and I need a full week for my ingredients to dry, so I have a free lesson. I could go with you to the library and help you out.”

“Yeah, that sounds great.”
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Chapter Nine
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I clambered over the broken branches and rocks littering the forest floor, propelling myself from tree to tree with my arms, trying to get there as quick as I could.

I had no idea where ‘there’ was, I just knew that I had to get there before...

Before it was too late.

I eventually stumbled out of the trees and into a clearing, only to see Natalie standing in the middle, wearing a white dress that almost glowed in the white moonlight.

“Natalie!” I yelled as I saw a shadowy figure behind her, but I was too late.

A sword burst from her chest, and red blossomed out over the white of her dress until she was dripping with crimson.

I ran over as she dropped to the ground, and the shadowy figure disappeared, leaving behind nothing but a silver pin with the school badge on it.

Just like the teachers wore.

“Natalie...” I managed as I kneeled down next to her, willing her to wake up.

But she didn’t so much as stir.

“Amy.”

I glanced up at the familiar voice to see a pale woman looking at me, with wild green eyes and jet-black hair.

“You have to wake up, Amy.”
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I BOLTED UPRIGHT IN my bed, the disturbing dream refusing to leave my thoughts.

I grabbed the blanket from the foot of my bed and wrapped it tight around me before taking my phone and checking the time.

Half five.

Well, I knew I wasn’t going to get back to sleep, so I risked texting my auntie.

She probably wouldn’t be up, but...

Well, I wanted to talk to someone.

You up?

Thankfully, she responded almost instantaneously.

Yeah. Need to come over?

Yes.

I’ll put the kettle on.

I didn’t bother getting changed out of my pyjamas, instead just putting on my boots and long black duffle coat before heading out to her house, my phone still in my hand.

I made my way there in just a few minutes, and as soon as my auntie opened the door, she wrapped her arms around me.

Shit, how bad did I look?

“Bad dreams?”

I just nodded.

“Come on in.” She closed the door behind me as I headed through to the kitchen. “Do you want something to help you get back to sleep?”

“There’s no point. I need to be up for classes in a few hours.”

“You could call in sick this morning. Gail would understand.”

I shook my head. “I get nightmares all the time. I’ll be fine.”

“I know, but... Amy, you should give yourself some time. After the attack, and what happened with your mum, no one’s expecting you to be okay right now.”

“I’m expecting it. And I don’t want to fall behind.”

“If you do, you don’t have to do your exams right away. You can delay a year and do your ASs and A-Levels at the same time.”

I frowned. “That would be double the work.”

“Or you could take a year to focus on your magic.”

“And go to university a year older than everyone else?”

Auntie Jess shrugged as she went over to the kettle and the two mugs next to it. “Just think of it as having a gap year. Plenty of students have them.”

I folded my arms tight across my chest. The idea of waiting an extra year for university did not sit well with me.

“I’m just saying, you shouldn’t feel pressured, Amy. You have other options.”

I nodded, but it was mostly to get off the topic, not because I believed her.

Auntie Jess sighed and I got the impression that she knew that. “So, what will it be? Something to sleep or coffee?”

“Coffee.”

She nodded before getting out the jar of instant. “So, do you want to talk about your nightmare?”

“I... Not really. But I think I have to. It’s like Gail said when I came here, I’ve been dreaming of things that I’ve noticed but been ignoring. I saw Natalie being attacked by a shadowy figure. I couldn’t make them out, but they had a teacher’s pin.”

Auntie Jess frowned. “Natalie?”

“One of my new friends.”

She nodded. “Well, if you saw her being hurt by a teacher... That’s not good. Did you see anything else to identify them?”

“No, but...”

Auntie Jess passed me my coffee, waiting patiently for me to finish.

“I ran into Mr Stiles today. And I don’t know what it was, but... He felt weird.”

“He probably felt like a Demon, and given the last time you saw Demons...”

“The last time I saw a Demon, it was Caroline, and I didn’t have this reaction to her.”

Auntie Jess nodded. “All right. I’ll go and talk to Gail about him. See where he came from.”

I stared at her. “You believe me?”

“I believe that you’re perceptive, Amy. And no small part of that is your magic. You might not always know what to do with what you perceive, and so end up ignoring it, but that doesn’t mean that you don’t see it. I’m not about to get Mr Stiles locked away for potentially hurting a student, but I don’t see the harm in asking some questions.”

I smiled with relief. I’d expected her to tell me that I was imagining things. “And there was something else. When I was talking to him, I saw something. His appearance changed.”

“Well, that I was aware of. He wears a glamour. It’s impressive that you saw through it, though. It’s a strong one. Strong enough that most magical beings would have to strain to see past it.”

“So, everyone already knows?”

“Most of the teachers can sense it. I’m not sure about the students, though.”

“And you’re not worried that he’s hiding his appearance?”

“Well, it’s not uncommon. And it’s rude to peer through a glamour that strong. They’re usually for covering up scars bad enough to resist healing magic.”

“His just seemed to change his hair colour. He had a white streak. And he had a tattoo on his wrist.”

Auntie Jess smiled. “Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about. His hair was likely just to look more professional. I know I thought about glamouring mine for this job. And the tattoo is how Demons show their marriages. Some do glamour them just for privacy. They can sometimes be used to identify exactly who they’re married to.”

“So, that’s normal?”

“Pretty normal, yeah. But don’t worry, I’ll still ask Gail about him.” She took a sip of her coffee as she regarded me carefully. “Was there anything else?”

“Yes. In the dream, after Natalie was hurt, I looked up to see a pale woman with dark hair and wild green eyes. She told me to wake up.”

“Was she tall? Built like a brick house?”

“Yeah. I think her biceps were the size of my thighs.”

Auntie Jess gave a bittersweet smile. “It’s just a sign that you’re fighting the block.”

“Who is she? Do I know her?”

“I can’t tell you. Not without risking weakening the block.”

“Would that really be so bad? Wouldn’t I come into my magic faster if you did?”

“No. I talked to Gail about it, and she thinks it’s a bad idea to try to weaken the block. The best course of action is to let you gently chip away at it yourself. If you try to force it, it could have nasty consequences.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t exactly happy with the answer.
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Chapter Ten
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I had History again first lesson, and I was determined to pay attention this time.

I’d had a filling breakfast and I had a glass of apple juice with me, along with my tablet and keyboard.

Only, instead of the teacher from yesterday, Mr Stiles entered the room.

“Hello everyone,” he said with a smile as he walked up to the front of the class. “Most of you will recognise me from your History of Magic classes, but for those of you who don’t, I’m Mr Stiles. I’ll be filling in for Ms Wilson today.”

He looked around the room. “Now, I’m going to be tying the lesson into some magical history for those of you who want to brush up on both. Mostly because I don’t know why you would keep it all separate in the first place. Specifically, I’ll be relating any dates to which Demon monarch was on the throne at the time. So, to get us started,” he turned to me, “Amelia, I know you’re new, so we’ll keep this simple, and don’t feel bad if you can’t answer. Who is the current Demon monarch?”

“Um, it’s Queen...” I frowned. Lena had mentioned this yesterday, I was sure. Had she mentioned the Queen’s name?

Mr Stiles smiled. “That’s a good start. You’re right, the current monarch is a Queen.” He turned to the rest of the room. “Can anyone else tell me her name?”

I flushed red at my inability to answer the simple question. If Mr Stiles thought that he was being nice by loudly pointing out my inexperience to the room, he was dead wrong. It felt more like condescension that everyone was witness to.

“Yes, Victoria.”

I cringed. I hadn’t even realised that she was in my History class.

“Everyone knows that the current Demon monarch is Queen Freya.”

I wanted to punch her smug face for her biting tone, but I was distracted by another headache.

It felt like someone had hit me square between the eyes with a mallet.

I took my paracetamol from my bag before focusing on the rest of the lesson, determined not to miss anything this time.
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I FOUND THE OTHERS at the library at break, sitting in the corner on a selection on comfy chairs.

“Amelia,” Natalie greeted with a smile as I approached. “How has your morning been?”

I sighed as I sat down next to her. “Mr Stiles replaced my History teacher this morning and was asking questions about magic. He asked me questions...”

“That you couldn’t answer?”

I nodded.

Natalie placed her hand on my arm and I almost jumped at the move, though I didn’t object to it.

No, I was just surprised.

Surprised and startled, as her touch brought back memories of my dream.

Of her dying in my arms.

Natalie smiled once more. “Meet me here again this afternoon. We can go over whatever it is that you need to brush up on.”

I nodded, having almost forgotten about our arrangement. “Okay. I’ll be there.”
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Chapter Eleven
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After lunch, I headed to my room to grab the book Ms Maltere had given me before heading back down to the library.

I found Natalie already there, sitting in the same corner as she had at break, already reading. Though it wasn’t a textbook she had in her hands, it was a thick fantasy book.

One that I recognised.

“Which bit are you up to?” I asked as I approached.

Natalie’s gaze flickered up to me before she closed the book. “The part where the Prince realises that he’s a Prince. I’ve read it before, though. Have you?”

“Yes. Well... I’ve listened to the audiobook.”

“That still counts,” she assured me as I sat down next to her.

I smiled. “Thick fantasy books aren’t always easy to pay attention to. And my attention wanders. But I promise, I have every intention of paying attention here. You don’t need to worry.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

I failed to stifle a nervous laugh as I placed my book on the table in front of us, but then I cleared my throat, determined to focus. “This is the book Ms Maltere gave me.”

Natalie frowned at it as she examined the cover before opening the first few pages and reading through. “Really? This book?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because this is an original Maria Brown text.”

My blood chilled as I recognised the name.

The ancient Witch who had escaped her tomb and sent those Demons after me.

The Demons who had cursed my mother.

Natalie continued, apparently oblivious to my thoughts. “Look,” she pointed to a page in the front of the book, “there’s no editor listed.”

“And there usually is?”

“For Maria Brown’s books? Always. She’s considered the mother of modern spellcraft, but... Well, some of her approaches aren’t considered acceptable teaching material. The books they give us are always edited. I suppose Ms Maltere disagrees with that practice. Some Witches do – they don’t think it’s right to censor things when you can teach them in context – but I didn’t think anyone in the school would risk it.”

“Are you still okay to read it with me?”

She hesitated for a moment, but then shrugged. “Well, you were given it by a teacher. Just don’t let anyone else know that you have it.”

I nodded.

“And we probably don’t want to start here today.”

I frowned. If this book was written by Maria Brown, it might have a hint to the curse she’d put my mum under.

But I couldn’t tell Natalie that.

“I’m assuming Mr Stiles wasn’t asking about Maria Brown when you were tripped up this morning.”

I sighed, having to admit that she was right. “No, he wasn’t. He asked who the Demon monarch was.”

“Then we should start with the magical hierarchies.”

“But then we can go back to the book?”

She nodded. “Of course. I’m actually curious to read it myself. But you wanted to avoid being caught out again.”

I took the book and reluctantly placed it back in my bag. “Okay, so... Magical hierarchies?”

She leaned over to her own bag and brought out a pad of A4 paper. She turned it on its side before drawing a circle at the very top of the page, in the centre.

“It’s probably best to start at the top and work our way down. So, at the very top, you’ve got the Creator.” She wrote ‘Creator’ in the circle she’d drawn.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is this the part where you tell me God is real?”

“Depends on your definition of ‘god’, really. And records that far back are sketchy, so there are some magical scholars who debate the existence of the Creator. But the most commonly accepted idea is that She created Eden and left two Ancients to watch over it.” 

She drew two more circles beneath the Creator circle and wrote ‘Ancients’ between them, with arrows from the word to the circles.

“So, God’s debatable, but Eden isn’t?”

Natalie sighed. “Well, ‘Eden’ is just the latest translation most use, but again, there’s debate and argument about the use of the word. What largely isn’t debatable is that it was the first attempt at this creation, where Humans and magical beings lived together in one realm.”

“Wait, ‘this’ creation? So, there are others?”

“Again, that’s-”

“Debatable? Yeah, I’m getting the impression that that’s going to be a recurring theme.”

Natalie shrugged. “For now, yes. We’re literally going back to the beginning of history, and as long-lived as magical beings are, even we don’t have perfect memories or records.”

“So, what happened to Eden? Or at least, what do most think happened?”

“Well, as I said, all magical beings lived there. Demons, Guides, Vampires, Werewolves, Elves, Dragons, Mers-”

“Witches?”

“No. We came later. As did the Slayers. At this point, it was all other magical beings living together.”

“Alongside Humans.”

“Well, Humans were there, but I wouldn’t say that they lived ‘alongside’ magical beings. Guides and Demons feed on the emotional energy of Humans, so back then, Humans were more like a cross between cattle and slaves, with Guides robbing them of their free will to keep them happy, and Demons allowing them control of their minds but keeping them miserable.”

I frowned. “I’m not sure which sounds worse.”

“Yeah, that’s another heated topic of debate. But the free will of the Humans under the Demons meant they kept their personalities, which caught the attention of one of the Ancients. She grew sympathetic to their suffering and granted them a part of her power so that they could stand up to the Demons. They became the first Slayers.

“The fighting got bad, though, and giving up part of her power left the Ancient weak. She died, in the end, and the Creator expected the other Ancient to return home to Her. But the remaining Ancient pleaded with the Creator for Her to return, reminding Her of other Creations, split to keep magic and Humanity apart. And so, the Creator remade the world, and split it into several realms. The Overworld for the Guides, the Underworld for the Demons, the elemental realms for the elemental beings, and Earth for the Humans, the Werewolves, the Vampires, and the Slayers.”

She turned back to me. “Are you following all of this okay?”

I blinked, realising that her melodic voice had me so enraptured that I’d forgotten this was supposed to be a lesson.

I nodded. “Yes, I’m following just fine. But what about Witches? Where did we come from? And what about the rest of the hierarchies?”

She smiled. “I was getting to that. The new world the Creator made relied on balance. And yet the Slayers and the death of the Ancient had created imbalance. So, the remaining Ancient had to restore balance by choosing another group of Humans to give her magic to. The Slayers had been warriors, so she found a group of healers and scholars. She granted them her magic and created the first Witches.”

“So, we were originally Human?”

“Yes. And the Ancient lost her physical form as a result of creating us, leaving the world with no more Ancients.”

She struck a line through the two circles.

“At least, not until the last Ancient found a host to bond with. But that’s a different story. As for the hierarchies, the Creator needed someone to watch over the world when She left once more. Without any Ancients, She chose four mortals.”

Underneath the struck-out Ancients, she wrote ‘Death’, ‘Life’, ‘Fate’, and ‘Nature’.

“Each of the four manage a different aspect of Creation. And each of them has Angels who report to them. No one ever sees the big four, but their Angels walk among us.”

Underneath Death, she wrote ‘Reapers’. Underneath Fate, she wrote ‘Oracles’. Underneath Nature, she wrote ‘Daughters of Nature’. And underneath Life, she wrote ‘Angels of Life’.

I raised an eyebrow. “How come Nature and Life didn’t give their Angels very imaginative names?”

Natalie shrugged with a small smile. “Well, Nature’s Angels are her actual daughters. She needs them to be the bridge between nature and us, so she takes humanoid form and goes to find a Human lover to create them. That makes their name rather apt. But Angels of Life? Well, my best guess is that all of the other Angels keep to themselves so much that if anyone refers to an ‘Angel’, they usually mean an Angel of Life, so no one ever uses the full title.”

“How many Angels are there?”

“Well, for most of them, they keep out of sight, so no one knows. But the Earth was scarred for a long while, meaning that no more Angels could be born. There was only one Angel of Life, Queen Freya of the Underworld. Though she also has some of Nature’s blood as well.”

Pain hit me like a hot poker through my eye, but I ignored it. “‘Was’ scarred?”

“Queen Freya healed the Earth a few years back. If any Angels have been born since then, they’re not old enough to have come into their magic yet. Everyone has their eye on Queen Freya’s daughter, Princess Katherine, but she’s still a child.”

I nodded, trying to buy time for my headache to dissipate before I asked my next question. It took a few moments, but thankfully, Natalie was patient. “So, who are under the Angels?”

“The rest of us, and every faction have their own hierarchy. Though the biggest leaders are the Council of Light, the Demon Monarchy, the Mer Monarchy, the Master Slayers, and the Amazons.”

“The Amazons?”

“The largest and most powerful coven of Witches. They live removed from Humans so that they don’t have to hide their magic. Technically, Light Witches and Slayers are represented on the Council of Light, but the Amazons and Master Slayers are arguably more powerful. Though, no one has ever tested that.”

I looked back over the paper and nodded. “Okay. I think that all makes sense. Is there anything else?”

She turned and looked me over.

I shivered a little under her examining gaze. “What?”

She blinked, my words  apparently bringing her back to the present. Except she didn’t shake her head or brush the moment off.

No, she just brought her gaze up to meet mine. “Do you really not remember me?”

The ground fell out from under me as I realised what she meant.

That damn party...

I took a deep breath to steady myself before answering. “I... Your name and uniform confused me at first. But I realised a while ago.”

“Why didn’t you mention it?”

I pressed my lips inward to wet them, realising how dry they were. “Why didn’t you?”

She finally dropped her gaze, taking several moments before answering. “I just want to be your friend. Is that okay?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

She smiled before turning to the shelves surrounding us. “We should find some more specific information on the current magical faction leaders. Now, where to start...”
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“GIRLS.”

We both looked up from our books to see the librarian approaching.

She nodded to the clock, and I saw that it was nearing midnight.

We’d been getting snacks from the coffee bar all afternoon, so it wasn’t as if we were hungry or anything that would have led us to notice how late it was getting.

“I’m heading home soon, and I need to lock up.”

I nodded as she left before turning to Natalie. “And I guess there’s probably a curfew.”

“No. The punishment for staying out all night is being unable to focus the next day. But the library is locked when there’s no supervision to make sure we don’t break anything. Some of these tomes are priceless.”

“What happened to them all having protection spells on them?”

She smiled. “They’re not that good.”

I nodded as I looked back at the clock. “I’m sorry for not noticing how late it was getting. You should have mentioned it.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t notice it either.” She stood up and picked up her bag. “But we should get home and let Ms Olson get some sleep.”

“Yeah,” I said, picking up my bag. I felt a little bad, hoping that Ms Olson hadn’t just been staying late for us.

We headed back to the dormitories, though paused as we reached my building as I remembered that Natalie would be staying in the building for those who had already broken through.

I tried not to focus on that fact too much.

On the fact that as long as my magic was blocked, I would remain behind my peers.

“How am I not tired this late?” I asked with a sigh as I realised that I didn’t want to say goodbye.

Not yet.

Natalie smiled. “I’m not sure, but I’m not tired, either. Being nocturnal is in my nature.”

“Well, if you want to come up to my room, you can. We could load up a game of Civ and play Hotseat.”

Natalie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I would love that, but it’s really hard for me to keep daytime hours and I don’t want to disrupt your sleep as well.”

“Yeah, I can empathise with that.”

“Maybe if more Vampires start coming in the future, we could ask Gail to start some night classes, but for now, daytime hours are not optional. So, I should let you get to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow. Maybe we’ll finally crack open that book Ms Maltere gave you. I didn’t think we’d get to it so fast, but we flew through The Political Histories of Magic in one night, so...”

I smiled, looking down at the large tome in my arms. I’d borrowed it for reference, and it was massive. “Yeah, when I actually get into something, it’s hard for me to stop. Hence, working until midnight. Sorry again about that.”

She returned my smile. “I really didn’t mind. Your enthusiasm was infectious. I honestly wish more people here cared so much. I end up feeling like a boring nerd half the time.”

“Well, you might be a nerd, but then so am I. And I definitely don’t think you’re boring.”

She tucked her hair behind her other ear as she looked away. “Thanks. Really. But okay, I’m actually going to go now.”

“Okay. Are you sure? My offer to come up is still there.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Okay, all right. Goodnight. For real.”

“Goodnight.”

She turned and finally left.
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Chapter Twelve
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I clambered over the broken branches and rocks littering the forest floor, propelling myself from tree to tree with my hands, trying to get there as quick as I could.

I had to save her this time...

Before it was too late.

I eventually stumbled out of the trees and into a clearing, only to see Natalie standing there, in that same white dress.

“Natalie!” I yelled as I saw the shadowy figure behind her, but I was too late.

The sword burst from her chest, and red blossomed out until she was dripping with crimson.

I ran over as she dropped to the ground, and the shadowy figure disappeared, leaving behind that damn silver pin.

“Natalie...” I managed as I kneeled next to her, willing her to wake up.

But she didn’t so much as stir.

“Amy.”

I glanced up at the familiar woman.

“You have to wake up, Amy.”
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I BOLTED UPRIGHT, GASPING for air as I took a moment to realise that my head wasn’t being crushed in a vice.

It just felt like it was.

I frowned, reaching for the book I had been reading the night before.

That woman... She wasn’t just familiar from my lost memories.

Not anymore.

I flicked to the back of the section on the Underworld.

To the chapter on the current Demon Queen.

I frowned at the picture drawn on the page, of a woman with pale skin, long dark hair, and wild green eyes.

Queen Freya.

Why was I dreaming of the Demon Queen?

And what did she have to do with a teacher hurting Natalie?

I wished that I could come up with some answer to my questions, but it was impossible to think through the fire in my head, my skull feeling like it was trapped in a vice.

I closed the book and reached over to grab my bag, looking for my paracetamol, but I stopped as I noticed red out of the corner of my eye.

I looked down to my white bedsheet, seeing a few drops of blood.

Right beneath my nose.

I reached up to touch my face with my hand, pulling it away to find my fingers coated in blood.

A nosebleed?

I’d never had a nosebleed before in my life.

I briefly considered a trip to the nurse, but the headache was beginning to fade now that the book was closed.

And the blood seemed to be slowing from my nose.

No, the nurse probably wouldn’t be necessary.

At least, not right now.

I could always go later.
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I HEADED DOWN FOR BREAKFAST as soon as possible, wanting to put that morning – as well as my nightmare – as far from my mind as humanly possible.

Or as Witch-ly possible, I supposed...

Thankfully, Lena was already there, but she was talking to someone I hadn’t met before, though I recognised her.

She was the girl with long red hair wearing trousers I’d spotted on the first day.

I quickly grabbed some breakfast, and as I made my way over, I saw that the girl Lena was talking to had deep brown freckles that matched her eyes, and her hair was tucked behind pointed ears.

“Hey,” I said as I walked up and sat down opposite them.

“Hey, Lia,” Lena greeted as I sat down. “Have you met Willow?”

I shook my head.

“I’m Willow,” the girl with red hair said with a smile. “And you’re Lia?”

“Amelia,” I corrected, though then realised that that might have come off as rude to Lena. “But I don’t mind Lia.”

She continued to smile, and I found it impossible not to smile back.

“I heard about the cold welcome Victoria gave you. Sorry about her, she’s kind of the worst.”

I shrugged. “She’s not your responsibility.”

“Well, no, but still, people should be nicer to newcomers.”

I nodded, focusing on my coffee as I tried not to think back to that welcome.

Victoria had only been so cold because I hadn’t come into my magic yet.

I would feel so much better when I finally broke through, I was sure of it.
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NATALIE FOLLOWED ME as I headed to my first lesson of the morning.

I raised an eyebrow. “Wait, do we both have Sociology?”

She nodded. “Yeah. I figured it would be good to ground my science lessons in a wider context. Though I’ll probably drop it next year. What about you?”

“It’s actually the subject I wanted to study most, and I built my other studies around it. The Human world never really made sense to me, so I wanted to understand.”

Natalie smiled as we entered the classroom and she sat down next to me. “Does the magical world make any more sense?”

“Not yet, but I’m hoping it won’t take sixteen years before it starts to.”

Mr Stiles entered the room at that, and I turned to Natalie, speaking under my breath so that he wouldn’t hear. “Okay, seriously, does he teach every class?”

“Maybe he’s just the default substitute.”

“Maybe...”

I decided not to push further, still not sure if my whispers were actually out of his hearing range.

He stood at the front of the class with a sigh. “So, most of you have probably had me as a teacher before at this point, but if not, I’m Mr Stiles. I must confess, Sociology is not my area of expertise, but it looks as if one of the teachers came to school with a mild curse. Nothing to worry about, just a personal spat, but it also knocked out another teacher who tried to heal it. Ms Griffin has a policy of not telling students personal things like this, but I pointed out that after this many substitutions, you might start to worry. Don’t worry, your usual teachers should be back to work tomorrow, but that leaves you with me to introduce you to this subject.”

He held up a textbook. “Unfortunately, Ms Griffin also says that telling you to read the textbook doesn’t count as ‘teaching’, so I’m going to flounder until I find a topic I’m more comfortable with. Which basically leaves history or combat magic...”

“Combat magic?” I piped up, unable to stop myself.

He shrugged. “I know a few tricks. But you’ve got another teacher for that. Demonic combat magic relies on Dark Energy, but you might be Light. And you also need to use your wands to cast spells, which I don’t need to worry about. But,” he tapped the front of the book, “I’m not sure how that ties into the topic at hand.”

He opened the book and had a quick flick through. “Okay, I suppose we could talk about the different societal make-ups of magical species. Sound good?”

No one objected.

“Well, I suppose the most important factor that shapes our societies is the kind of magic we draw from. Elemental beings build around their element, and Dark and Light beings build around, well, the emotions that fuel them. You Witches get to choose. It’s that choice that will define you. Or so people say. Many Witches don’t choose, they just go with whatever’s right in the moment. But that path bars you from certain privileges. Membership in Light or Dark covens, and the ability to draw on the help of the Council of Light or the Demon Crown. Some of you may already be certain of your path. Some of you will have been certain of it since you were small. Others will need time to realise what kind of magic calls to them more. There’s not an easy test that can tell you, it’s just something that you’ll know when you’re ready. Though, I don’t know. Personally, I wonder if morality rankings in videogames might provide an answer. I doubt Queen Freya ever chose to play a Jedi over a Sith.”

“She never played Sith. Or evil characters in general. She could never stand how mean the dialogue choices were.”

It took me a moment to realise that the words had come from my mouth.

I probably wouldn’t have realised at all if everyone hadn’t started staring at me.

I had no idea why I’d said it. Why I’d talked about Queen Freya as if...

Pain crashed through my skull before I had the chance to finish that thought, blood dripping from my nose once more as I gripped my desk, my knuckles white.

“Amelia,” Natalie said, reaching over to hold my arm, her grip tight before she suddenly let go, pushing herself back.

Right. I was bleeding in front of a Vampire. That probably wasn’t the best plan.

If she said anything after that, I didn’t hear, the fire in my head drowning her out.

Even her hand on my skin – when it had been there – had barely registered through the haze of every one of my nerve-endings screaming.

Eventually, I made out a single word.

“...nurse...”

Something finally broke through the pain, bringing part of my awareness back.

A chill down my spine.

“I’ll take her, Natalie,” Mr Stiles said. “Can I trust you to keep an eye on the rest of the class while I’m gone?”

Natalie hesitated for a moment before answering. “Of course.”

“Amelia, can you hear me?”

I nodded.

“Can you stand up?”

I pushed myself up from my desk, not wanting Mr Stiles’ assistance.

“I’m going to put a direction spell on you. I know your awareness isn’t great right now, so all I need you to do is follow the pull.”

A moment later, I felt a soft tug and stepped to the side, away from my desk.

I only realised that we’d made it out into the corridor when I heard the door close behind me.

“I’m sorry,” Mr Stiles said as we made our way down the corridor, all my concentration on staying upright. “I can feel your pain, and I know it’s a lot, but it will be over soon. I would do something to help, but I don’t think it will help without dealing with the source, and I don’t want to touch such powerful magic.”

“But the nurse can help?”

His silence chilled me.

“How good at healing magic are you?” I barely managed the words through gritted teeth, but I managed them, and I had to know.

Maybe his silence was just a lack of expertise.

“It’s another of my specialties. My best, actually.”

Or not...

“But you still don’t want to risk it?”

Again, the silence was deafening, and the agony coursing through me did the impossible.

It got worse.

I staggered to the side, my hands going to the wall to steady myself.

“Shit, you’re too far gone...”

I wanted to ask what that meant but couldn’t.

“Amelia, I need you to listen to me. You need to remember.”

“Remember what?”

“That’s the problem, anything too direct might...”

He turned away, muttering something that sounded not unlike “Fucking Angels.”

He turned back to me. “You know, the thing about Human families is that it sucks leaving them behind. You become so different and you live so much longer, you forget them, in the end.”

“I’m not going to forget my parents,” I growled.

“I’m sorry, Amelia. It’s inevitable.”

“Why are you telling me this now?!”

“Because the one hope people have when they leave their families behind is that a younger sibling might follow.”

“I don’t have any siblings.”

Pain burst through me once more and I gasped, my legs collapsing out from beneath me. I stumbled forward, a corner in the wall giving me something to brace against to stay upright.

“Amelia...”

I felt him approach, and my hands moved to stop him.

And lightning shot down my arms.

He hit the far wall with a sickening crack, and I stared for a moment, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Had I done that?

Had I hurt him?

The lightning continued to crackle both over my skin and his. Except the lightning was dark, seeming to draw in light, rather than give it off.

Dizziness overwhelmed me, the wall I was leaning on barely keeping me upright as the corridor spun.

Sparks still played across my skin, and I had no idea if they were hurting me or not, the agony coursing through me still blocking out almost everything else.

I could be on fire and not know it.

And I couldn’t find the energy to care.

I just needed the pain to stop.

“Amelia!”

I didn’t recognise the voice right away, though I did recognise the mass of red hair as Willow approached.

“No, don’t, I might...”

“It’s okay, Amelia. But we need to get you to your aunt.”

“No, I... I don’t... What’s happening...”

“It’s okay, you’re just breaking through. But Amelia, if you don’t stop, you’re going to exhaust yourself and magical exhaustion is dangerous.”

“I don’t... How do...”

“Amelia, you need to focus.”

I heard her words, but I didn’t process them as my breath came in shorter and shorter bursts, my gaze stuck on the sparks dancing over my skin.

“Amelia!”

I glanced up to look at her.

And I couldn’t imagine looking at anything else.

She was... She was radiant. Every freckle on her skin just highlighting her ethereal beauty, making her impossible allure seem real.

Almost touchable.

“Amelia, you need to follow me.”

I nodded, knowing that my mouth was agape but not finding it within myself to care.

Not when the radiant beauty in front of me was asking me to do something.

To follow her.

I’d follow her anywhere.

She turned and walked down the corridor and I followed as swiftly as I could, paying my pain and exhaustion no mind.

The only thing that broke through my focus on Willow was the fact that the sparks dancing over my skin were now white, illuminating the hallway.

All too soon, we were at my auntie’s house.

“Amelia!” she said as soon as she saw me, ushering me inside.

Though she then turned to Willow with a frown. “Is there a reason you’ve dropped your suppression magic, Willow?”

“Sorry, Ms Bennett. Amelia was panicking, and I was worried that she would exhaust herself. I’ll put it back up now that we’re here.”

And just like that, the radiance that had blinded me was gone, and Willow looked just as she had this morning.

My attention turned back to the fact that I was still sparking, the lightning turning dark once more.

Auntie Jess turned to me and approached, though she didn’t bring her hands to touch me.

No, she was too scared to.

And after what I did to Mr Stiles, who could blame her?

“Amy, stop, you need to calm down. You’re fueling your magic with your emotions, but you’re going to run out of Energy. At this rate, you should have already run out. If you do-”

I didn’t hear the rest of what she was going to say, as the ground fell out from beneath me and the world went dark.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Can I play with you?” I held the doll in my arms tight to my chest as I pushed open the door to my sister’s room, the heavy wood sticking on the thick carpet.

She was sitting on her bed with her two friends next to her, and I worried that she would say no.

She’d been away for so long, and now she was back, but I was afraid that she would leave again.

“We’re watching movies,” Freya told me.

“Okay,” I said before making my way over, climbing onto the bed next to her.

“I refuse to watch any Cbeebies shows,” her blue friend, Mel, warned. “They give me nightmares.”

Freya grinned. “Even Balamory?”

“Especially Balamory.”

Freya rolled her eyes. “We’re fine as long as we don’t watch a fifteen or anything. Star Trek is all-ages friendly.”

They moved the pizza boxes to the end of the bed before all sitting at the top. Freya put a movie on, and then grabbed me around the middle and put me in her lap. 

I snuggled into her. I’d missed the familiar feel of her magic.

Mummy and Daddy didn’t feel like that.

Didn’t feel like me.

“I’m sorry,” Mel said quietly to Freya once the movie had started.

“Sorry? About what?”

She shrugged. “You just got back, and we were supposed to be helping you this morning. Then we got caught up in all of my Mermaid bull...”

I turned to her with wide eyes. I’d never realised before. “Oh! That’s why you’re blue!”

Mel blinked, clearly startled. “Yep, that’s why I have blue hair. Don’t tell.”

“And your scales!”

Mel turned to Freya, alarm in her eyes.

“Amy, didn’t Auntie Jess tell you about not talking about magic?”

“But your friend started it!”

Freya turned to Mel, who was giving her a confused frown. Freya’s other friend, Sarah, was still watching the film, having missed the entire exchange.

“Ryan’s mother and sister are both Witches,” Freya told Mel. “It looks like Amy takes after them.”

“But her parents are Human.” She sounded almost... scared.

Why?

Freya’s arm tightened around me. “I’m keeping an eye on things. And she hasn’t broken through yet, so it’s fine. Children say strange things all the time, her parents won’t realise what’s really going on. And she can hang out with your coven once she’s old enough to break through.”

“Freya, all Witches-”

“I know. Just... Let me handle things for now, okay?”

Mel sighed. “Okay. I won’t tell anyone.”
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I AWOKE WITH A GROAN, every muscle aching.

I tried to sit up, but it was too much effort.

I barely managed to open my eyes, realising that I was on my auntie’s sofa, while she sat on a chair next to me, her wand in hand as it glowed a soft golden colour.

I looked down to see that I was also glowing, and as I focused on it, I realised that it was easing my pain and giving me energy.

I wasn’t sure how I knew that, but I did.

It had a feel to it, like a whole new sense that I hadn’t been aware of before.

“What happened?”

Auntie Jess smiled at me as she lowered her wand. The spell didn’t break, but the glow lessened so that I could see her more clearly. “You finally broke through.”

“How long have I been asleep?”

Auntie Jess cringed. “About twelve hours. I sent Willow home soon after you passed out. She was worried about you, but I assured her that you would be fine. You just needed rest.”

“If I still feel like this after twelve hours, how much more rest am I going to need?”

“The rest of the week, at least. But that’s fine. You can stay here with me until Monday.”

I nodded, relaxing a little. Though that didn’t last long as my dream came back to me.

Along with years of memories that had been suppressed for over a decade.

I turned to my auntie. “I had a sister, right? Freya. And... Well, she looked a hell of a lot like the portrait of Queen Freya in my Political Histories of Magic book.”

Auntie Jess sighed. “So, your memories are back.”

“Yes. I saw Queen Freya’s portrait in the book this morning, and my nose started bleeding. Mr Stiles then brought her up again this morning, and I... I knew things about her. I remembered, we used to play games together. She would take the controller when it got too hard for me, but only when I asked. And she always let me make the choices.” I looked down at my hands, balling them into fists as I remembered the sparks. “That’s when my magic came through.”

Auntie Jess leaned forward. “I didn’t think you would be exposed to things so fast. I thought keeping you out of magical lessons would allow the block to wear down in its own time. But I suppose that was a foolish thought. What were you doing reading a magical history book?”

“I was sick of being behind everyone else.”

“I’m sorry, Amy. I should have seen this coming. But the block’s gone now, and I suppose there’s no harm in telling you the truth.”

I waited for her to continue, and she took a moment before doing so.

“You know that your parents struggled to get pregnant, right? Well, a few years before you were born, they decided to foster a child. Freya. They had no idea that she had magic, that she was an Angel, but your father is what we call Sensitive. A Human with enough magical blood that they don’t shy away from it like other Humans do. I think it was Freya’s first real home.

“Then you were born, and your parents decided to officially adopt Freya. You used to follow her around everywhere.”

“And then what?”

“Well, then things started to get complicated. She tried to stay out of magical politics, she really did, but she came into her full powers under difficult circumstances. Up until that point, there were just rumours that an Angel existed. But then everyone knew, and until she chose a side, she was a threat to both. She went into hiding, but that only lasted a year before she returned home, and things went back to normal. At least, for a while.

“She never knew who her father was, just that he was a Demon. But one Demon Lord figured it out. And he knew that as long as there was no heir to the throne, he could take over from the dying Demon King. But if said Demon King’s long-lost daughter showed up...”

I frowned as my mind went back to the whispers I’d overheard early one morning when staying at Auntie Jess’ house.

Whispers I had heard before Freya had come into the room, covered in bruises and scars.

And then she’d said that she was just stopping by.

She’d asked to take my hand.

The look in her eyes... I should have known that she was saying goodbye.

And then I had forgotten her.

Until now.

“That Demon Lord. He attacked our parents, didn’t he?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “You were, thankfully, staying with me that night, and Freya was out on a date. But she came home to find that a group of powerful Demons had broken through her protections on the house and had taken your parents hostage.

“She scared the Demons off, but they almost killed her, and they now knew her weakness. They’d already broken through her strongest protections, so she had to do something more drastic. She had to rely on the fact that magical beings all believe that once you leave your Human family behind, you forget them.”

“She erased our memories of her and left.”

“Well, she erased your parents’ memories. And it didn’t stick with your dad. But she suppressed your memories, instead, knowing that it would be safe for you to remember once you came into your powers.”

“But she didn’t just suppress my memories. She suppressed my magic as well.”

Auntie Jess nodded. “She did. Though, I don’t think that was intentional. She’d been worried for a while about what would happen when you came into your magic. As I’ve told you, you never would have been able to stay at home. Not without Freya there to help you. She wanted you to have as much time at home as possible, so I think she accidentally suppressed everything.”

I frowned. “So, what? Now that I’ve come into my magic, her enemies are attacking me again? Is that why those Demons cursed Mum?”

“No. She defeated the Demon Lord after her.”

“But she never came back home?”

Auntie Jess shrugged. “By that point, she was Queen of the Underworld. She’d found her father – the old King – and he’d died. There was no going back for her.”

“So then why did those Demons attack?”

“The remnants of the Demon Lord’s forces have been wandering aimlessly for years. We think that when Maria Brown escaped, she gave them a leader and a purpose.”

“Attacking Freya? Why would an ancient Witch care about her?”

“She doesn’t. This isn’t about Freya, Amy. It’s about you.”

“Why? What is so special about me?”

“You’re strong. Stronger than you should be for someone with so much Human blood. And the most likely explanation for that is something to do with Freya, but we’re not sure what. All we know is that Maria Brown always had a fascination with the unusual magic of Angels.”

“And I might be a by-product of that magic?” I phrased it like a question, but it wasn’t really.

No, I could feel my auntie’s magic now, and it was familiar to me, but not like Freya’s had been.

There was some connection there that went beyond blood.

“Possibly. But you don’t need to worry about that, Amy. You’re safe here. Just don’t mention your connection to Freya to anyone. Trust me, you don’t want to get embroiled in magical politics if you can avoid it.”

“Is that why you didn’t take me to the Underworld when Caroline suggested it? I mean, I assume if Freya knew I was in danger, she would protect me.”

“She would, but people would expect a sister of hers to be a Dark Witch. You’re too young to make that choice, Amy.”

I nodded, remembering what Mr Stiles had said about choosing Light or Dark magic.

And then I remembered what had happened in the corridor.

Black sparks danced over my skin as I tried to sit up. “Mr Stiles... He tried to help me when I broke through, and I...”

“I know. Don’t worry, Amy, he’s fine. A little bruised, but fine.” She looked over the sparks and I followed her gaze, frowning.

“I don’t know how to stop them.”

She sighed. “Normally when Witches break through, they don’t get access to all of their powers at once. Even if they’re powerful, it’s not this explosive. But I suppose the block means that you’re going to get all of yours immediately.”

“So, I won’t be able to control them?”

She gave me a reassuring smile. “I didn’t say that. You might just have to learn fast. For now, you need a wand. It will help you focus. If you’re feeling up to it, I’ll call Gail over. She should have some spares lying around.”

I nodded, just wanting the sparks to stop.

Auntie Jess took her wand and stopped the healing spell she’d been casting on me. The room suddenly felt cold without it.

Thankfully, Auntie Jess reached over to the other chair, and retrieved a familiar cuddly toy.

“Mr Fluffy?” I asked as she passed him over. I held him tight to my chest and felt the now familiar magic of my sister within.

I held him tighter.

Auntie Jess smiled. “I brought him along, just in case.” She then nodded to a mug on the table with the same runes as the ones from the main school.

I conjured myself a coffee as Auntie Jess went to wave her wand, though she hesitated before she did.

“Amy, before I call Gail here, I just wanted to ask... When you broke through, Willow had to lower her suppression magic to get your attention...”

My stomach twisted at the memory. “Yeah, I remember. What was that?”

“Elves value beauty greatly, and so have woven it into the very fabric of their species. The effect on other species can be... intense. I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.”

“I’m fine.” I knew that it wasn’t a convincing lie.

“Are you sure? You know that you can talk to me about anything, right?”

“I’m sure.” Again, the lie wasn’t my best, but thankfully, Auntie Jess just looked me over before nodding, not pressing me further.

She flicked her wand, causing a spark of pink light to appear.

I put Mr Fluffy down, hiding him in the cushions, and a moment later, Gail walked out of thin air and into the room.

She turned to me with a smile. “So, Amelia, I hear you’ve finally broken through.”

I nodded, huddling around my coffee.

Gail looked me over and then sighed, folding her arms. “Well, admittedly, I thought it would take longer than this to break through the block. And that it wouldn’t be so explosive. Tell me, Amelia, is there anything you can think of that might have helped?”

Auntie Jess answered for me. “We’re not sure what it could have been, Gail. Perhaps being around magic had more of an effect than we thought?”

Gail sighed once more, clearly not happy with that answer, but she nodded. “Well, it’s not as if I know enough about the block to suggest an alternative, so I suppose that we’ll just have to be content with that explanation. In any case, with the block now gone, we have more pressing concerns. The block was apparently hiding quite a bit, Amelia, including just how powerful you are. But it is now evident that your introduction to your powers will be far from gentle.”

Auntie Jess stood up to face Gail properly. “We know. Which is why I called you. She’s going to need a wand, and I figured that, as I don’t have a family one to hand, you could give her a basic one for now.”

Gail frowned. “Or you could just ask me for your old wand back.”

Jess stared at her for a moment, her cheeks turning pink. “I... I didn’t think you’d kept it.”

Gail raised an eyebrow. “What? You thought I’d thrown it away? No, Jessica, it’s been collecting dust in the bottom of a drawer. I’ve not been clinging to it – we both knew that it was a promise you were never going to follow through on – but I haven’t gotten rid of it. I’ve just been waiting for you to ask for it back. In all honesty, I had wondered why you didn’t ask when Nightingale broke through, but I suppose it makes sense if you thought I’d gotten rid of it.”

Jess seemed lost for words, but thankfully Gail turned to me and a wand appeared in her hand. She walked over and passed it to me.

“This was your grandmother’s wand. You will build your own in time, but this will help to focus your magic for now.”

I nodded and took the wand in my hands. The second my fingers closed around the wood, I felt relief wash over me.

Before, my magic had been rattling around inside me, aimless and restless.

Now, it was focused.

I could feel it.

Direct it, if I wanted to.

And I wanted to. I wanted to finally feel the magic within me, under my control.

But Gail placed her hand over the top of the wand, directing it down to my lap. “Maybe don’t try anything just yet. You’ve got magical exhaustion, and you don’t want to make it worse. But your timetable has now been adjusted. I’ve put you in beginner magical classes in the afternoons.”

I smiled, a little annoyed at having to wait, but glad that the wait was no longer indeterminable. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me. Learning magic is why you’re here, after all. And then there is the question of your room. I’m assuming you’ll stay here while you’re exhausted, but when you’re ready to return to the dormitories, you will be moved to the building for those who already have their magic. I have noticed that you’ve been spending a lot of time with Natalie. She doesn’t have a roommate at the moment. Would you object to sharing a room with her?”

I shook my head. “No, not as long as she’s fine with it.”

“I’ve already spoken to her, and she’s happy to have you. But for now, I’ll let you rest.”
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Chapter Fourteen

[image: image]


I spent most of the rest of the week sleeping.

In all of the excitement of finally breaking through to my magic, I hadn’t realised exactly how exhausted I was.

I’d realised my exhaustion on the day after I’d broken through, when I’d found myself barely able to make it to the toilet without passing out.

Thankfully, Auntie Jess kept me fed and supplied me with frequent healing and restorative potions, so that by Monday morning, I was still a little unsteady on my feet, but I was more than ready to return to classes.

Especially if I was going to start learning magic.

Gail came to pick me up that morning – just a little while before breakfast – and lead me through to my new dormitory building.

“How are you feeling this morning?”

“Still a little weak, but I’m fine to be in classes.”

She nodded. “Well, be sure to eat, and when you ask for drinks, ask for them with a hint of restorative potion. You’re probably sick of it, but you won’t notice the taste of a little in your coffee and it will keep you on your feet.” She sighed. “In all honesty, I would prefer that you take another day or two to rest, but if you’re as stubborn as your aunt, I doubt you’ll agree to wait.”

I shrugged, having to admit that she was right there. “So, you two have known each other a long time?”

“Since we were children.”

I got the sense that she didn’t want to elaborate more, and we reached the dormitory building before I could ask any more questions.

“This building should open for you now, and the other one won’t without an invitation. Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

I nodded and we headed inside. I breathed a sigh of relief as we passed a few students in the corridors, and most of them were around my age.

I hadn’t wanted to use the social spaces in the other dormitory building when all the other students had seemed twelve at most.

Gail brought me up to a room on the second floor before knocking on the door.

“Just a minute.”

A moment later, Natalie opened the door, her shoes in her hand.

Gail smiled. “Natalie. As we discussed, Amelia will be your new roommate.”

Natalie stared at her for a moment before responding. “When none of her things were moved into the room, I assumed that she’d said no to the idea.”

“Ah, apologies, I should have confirmed. No, I simply chose to wait until Amelia was back on her feet before moving her things. That isn’t a problem, is it?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Then I shall leave you two and let you get to breakfast.”

She turned and left, and I rocked back and forth on my heels, waiting for Natalie to say something.

Thankfully, she opened the door and allowed me in.

“I guess I should introduce you to the room.” Natalie shrugged. “It’s probably the same as your old room, to be honest.” She nodded to the bed by the window. “That one’s yours, but could you keep the blinds closed? The windows are treated to prevent me from burning – and I have a sunblock potion to deal with being outside – but prolonged exposure still isn’t good for me.”

I nodded. “Yeah, no problem.”

She smiled, though it was muted, even for her.

“Something wrong?”

“Huh? Oh, no. Nothing. Just...” She bit her lip. “Amelia, are you sure that you’re okay with sharing a room? It’s not too weird or anything?”

I shrugged. “No, we’re friends. Why would it be weird?”

In truth, I suspected what she was trying to hint at.

That it might be awkward, given our past... encounter.

But we’d agreed to forget that, hadn’t we?

Or at least, we’d agreed to just be friends, and neither of us had even really acknowledged what had happened out loud.

We’d acknowledged that something had happened, but neither of us had given it form beyond that.

Which seemed as good as agreeing to forget it.

But being awkward about sharing a room wasn’t forgetting it.

It was the opposite of that.

So, which was it?

What did Natalie actually want here?

To talk about it?

I wasn’t sure that I could handle that...

But Natalie just frowned at me for several moments before nodding.

“Okay. Fine. It’s not weird. Come on, let’s go down to breakfast.”
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SINCE I’D BROKEN THROUGH, most of the time I wasn’t sleeping, I was eating.

I had hoped that that would slow down – or that my ADHD medication would start suppressing my appetite again – but I found myself piling my plate with more food than I would have contemplated eating in the past.

I frowned, a little embarrassed at that, until I turned to see Natalie’s plate, piled similarly high.

Did she usually eat that much?

I looked around at the plates of the other girls, and while the younger ones had reasonable portions, everyone older was eating about the same as me.

I decided to just accept my mountain of food – or rather, my growling stomach decided to accept it – and we made our way over to our usual table.

Lena grinned as we approached. “Someone’s magical metabolism has kicked in. Willow said you broke through, but no one else has heard anything but rumours.”

I frowned as I sat down. “Didn’t Natalie tell you?”

Lena turned to her friend with an accusatory glare. “No, she said that we shouldn’t speculate until we knew more.”

I turned to Natalie. “But you had to know that I had broken through if Ms Griffin suggested that I should be your roommate.”

“That was only after I’d spoken to Lena, and I spent the weekend at home.”

Lena’s glare lifted as she smiled. “Wait, you two are sharing a room? Nice! Natalie’s been missing a nicer roommate. Plus, me and Charlotte share a room, which means that we can all hang out in each other’s rooms without worrying about roommates getting annoyed.”

Charlotte turned to me. “So, how do you feel? Breaking through can be quite strenuous.”

I shrugged as I focused on my food. “I’m exhausted, but I’m sure that I’ll be fine. Especially once I start magical classes this afternoon.”

Before anyone could ask me anything else, Willow approached the table.

My mouth went dry and I tried to ignore my heart thundering in my chest.

Her suppression magic was up again, but I still remembered how she looked without it, and it was a difficult vision to shake.

She gave me a small smile and it was like being hit by lightning. “Amelia. Hey. I wanted to see if you were okay after last week.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak coherently if I opened my mouth.

“Right,” Willow said, looking away. “Okay, well, I just wanted to see if you were okay, and I guess you are. I’ll see you around.”

I failed to suppress a groan as she turned and left.

Could I have acted any more like a fool?

Lena raised an eyebrow. “Someone caught our half-Elf friend with her suppression down, didn’t they?”

My cheeks burned as I picked up my coffee. “That obvious, huh?”

“Yup. What happened?”

I shrugged. “Nothing, just... I panicked when I broke through and she was worried about me exhausting myself. She thought it was the best way to get my attention.”

Natalie frowned. “She shouldn’t have done that. Amelia, be careful with her, okay? Whatever you feel for her now... It’s not real and if she tries to pretend that it is, she’s just toying with you.”

I glared at her. What was she implying? That I liked Willow.

Was she just assuming that because I’d kissed her once when I was drunk, I would fall for every girl who smiled at me?

One drunken kiss didn’t mean that liking other girls was something I did regularly.

Or at all.

This was just weird Elf-magic, and it hadn’t even affected me like that at all.

These butterflies in my stomach were for other, non-crush-y reasons...

Literally any other reason.

“I don’t feel anything for her,” I eventually said, cursing Natalie for bringing this up in front of the others, where I couldn’t just say what was on my mind without admitting to what had happened over the summer. “It’s nothing, I was just unsettled by it, that’s all.” I sighed. “Can we just talk about something else? Please?”

Thankfully, Natalie nodded, letting it go.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I barely paid attention the rest of the morning, my mind too focused on speculating what exactly my magical classes would entail.

“I wonder what I have next,” I said as I sat down for lunch.

Lena raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t you checked your timetable?”

“No, I figured a new one would appear, just like my old one did. But it hasn’t yet.”

Charlotte shook her head. “Actually, the new timetable should have replaced the old.”

I frowned as I pulled my old timetable from my bag, finding that it had, indeed, changed.

I raised an eyebrow. “Introduction to Magical Self-Defence? Wait, they have self-defence classes here?”

Lena shrugged. “It’s like magical PE, but way less terrible.”

“Do they really think that we need self-defence classes?”

“I mean, you were the one attacked by Demons.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, but I didn’t think that it was that common of an occurrence.”

Natalie gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s not. And the class is optional. I’m not sure why it’s on your timetable. First term classes are usually the basic classes you need to catch up on, and then anything that plays to your strengths.”

“Ah, okay. That makes sense then.” I smiled, glad that I wouldn’t be as behind here as with other magical classes.

Natalie raised an eyebrow at my confident tone. “It does?”

I smirked, not wanting to give away my secret so easily. “Yeah, it does.”

Lena shook her head before turning to Natalie. “I mean, you’ll find out soon enough anyway. Aren’t you in the same class?”

Natalie nodded. “Yeah, I suppose.”

I was careful with my lunch after that, making sure that I didn’t eat anything that was going to upset me too much in my next class.

Not that it was difficult to be careful with how my excitement agitated my stomach.

By the time the bell finally rang, and I made my way to the gym with Natalie, however, my excitement had morphed into nerves, my stomach twisting in on itself as it occurred to me that my confidence might not be as earned as I thought.

Being good from a Human standpoint probably meant nothing when it came to magic...

Natalie led me through to the changing rooms as we arrived, and I saw a cubbyhole with my name on the bottom and a pair of purple shorts and a lilac t-shirt inside.

I sighed as I grabbed them before turning to Natalie. “A PE kit? Really?”

She gave a small, wry smile. “I know, it’s not exactly flattering, but it’s just for now. Once we’re used to fighting in clothes that won’t restrict us, we’ll move to clothes that do, so that we’re never caught unaware.”

I supposed that the logic made sense, but that didn’t make me feel any more comfortable with the clothes.

I pulled them on quickly before turning to Natalie, seeing that she had been even faster at getting ready than me.

“Vampire speed,” she explained, presumably figuring out why I was staring at her.

Though my confusion was only part of it. The rest was the realisation that she had been lying when she’d said that the kit didn’t look flattering on her.

“Come on,” she said as she stood up. “We should head through.”

“What about shoes?”

“Again, we’ll add them with real clothes, but it’s barefoot for now.”

I nodded, following as we made our way through to the gym.

We were some of the first students to arrive, as everyone sat at the front of the gym, in front of the woman who I assumed was our teacher. Her bronze skin covered extensive and large muscles, which paired with her height made her a rather imposing figure, her black hair cropped short and her black eyes examining us closely as we entered the room.

Once the last of the students entered, however, she smiled and the imposing air surrounding her relaxed.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” she said in a slight Spanish accent before turning to me. “And it seems we have a new student today. I’m Ms Espina, Amelia. Now, I know that this might seem a little embarrassing, but I need to get a sense of your reflexes, so I’m going to ask one of the other students in the class to come at you. Just defend yourself as best you can, I’m not expecting anything from you in this exercise, it’s just to get a base reading. And here.”

She moved over to the bench at the edge of the room and picked up a pair of large metal bracers with runes decorating the metal. “These will dampen your magic as you fight, ensuring that you don’t use raw Energy in your defence. This is purely a test of physical ability, not magic.”

I nodded and stood up as she came over and helped me to get them on.

She then looked over the collection of students and said, “Victoria, will you come over and help with this?”

I suppressed a groan. If there was one person in this class I didn’t trust not to try to actually hurt me, it was Victoria.

She stood up with a smug look. “Of course, Ms Espina.”

“All right, let’s move away from the others, and if you two could turn and face each other.”

We moved to the centre of the room and I turned to face Victoria.

She was still wearing that smug smile, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe it from her face.

But I took a deep breath, centring myself before we began.

Ms Espina stood just off to the side of us. “When I light my wand, Victoria, I want you to try to attack Amelia, just as I’ve been showing you in class. And Amelia, if you could defend yourself as best you can.”

Both Victoria and I nodded.

A moment later, Ms Espina’s wand lit with a sizzling sound.

Victoria barrelled straight for me in a rather clumsy way.

A moment later, she was on the ground, the wind knocked out of her.

As soon as they’d realised what had just happened the entire class erupted into cheers and laughter.

I couldn’t help but grin at that.

Yeah, even with the kit, I was sure that I was going to like this class.

Ms Espina turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “Taekwondo?”

I nodded. “Brown belt.”

She shook her head before turning to Victoria and helping her up. “Thank you for your help, Victoria. I think that was sufficient as a baseline test.”

Natalie got up and made her way over to me while Ms Espina was distracted, moving faster than my eye could track. One moment she was sitting on the ground, the next, she was next to me.

“You didn’t tell me that you knew Taekwondo.”

I shrugged with a small smile. “You didn’t ask.”

She gave me an unamused look and I shrugged once more.

“I watched a lot of Power Rangers growing up, and my parents were told to encourage my enthusiasm. Something about learning discipline and getting rid of some of my restless energy.”

“And a brown belt. I’m assuming that’s good?”

I shrugged. “I mean, it’s okay. It would be higher, but my parents couldn’t always take me to lessons, so I’ve had breaks over the years. And I’ve only done local competitions, nothing overly fancy.”

Natalie looked me over. “And you’re also looking at Oxbridge for uni. Why do I get the impression that you never do anything in half measures?”

“Because you’re a good judge of character.” I almost made a self-deprecating joke about how being good at school and one hobby wasn’t actually that hard when you had no life or friends outside of that, but I didn’t want Natalie to know how pathetic I had been before.

No, no one here knew the old me, they only knew the cool new Witch me.

Ms Espina turned to all of us, cutting our conversation short. “All right, let’s pair you all up and go over the Demon fighting styles again.”

She turned to me. “We’re cycling through the basics of all of the magical fighting styles, starting with the Demons. Most species don’t have to incorporate wands into their styles, so we’re leaving magic out of them until we get to fighting styles developed by and for Witches.” She nodded to the bracers I was wearing. “I’m going to assume that you’ve got enough discipline not to actually need those.”

I nodded as I looked around before speaking in barely more than a whisper so that no one else could hear, “How come no one else is wearing them?”

Ms Espina flicked her wand while muttering something under her breath. A moment later, the noise of the room dimmed.

“It’s a privacy spell,” she said. “Don’t worry, they’re used frequently, so no one will think it’s odd. And if you have to ask a teacher something that you don’t want overheard, I suggest you use one.

“As for your question, Ms Griffin informed me of how you broke through. Most Witches struggle to access raw Energy, so they don’t need bracers like these. They’re usually used by Demons when they train. But it looks like you might have an easier time with it than most, and I didn’t want you to blast Victoria out of fright when she came at you. But if you’re used to sparring, then I don’t think anything’s going to throw you enough to cause you to lash out.”

I nodded, not saying anything more. I didn’t want the conversation to turn to why I was so powerful, given that even I didn’t really know, and what I did know, I couldn’t explain without mentioning Freya.

Ms Espina lifted the privacy spell before turning to Victoria. “Victoria, could you partner up with Amelia again and show her the Demon forms I’ve been going through so far?”

I suppressed a wince, really not wanting to be partnered with Victoria.

Natalie stepped forward. “Actually, Ms Espina, Amelia is my roommate, and if she’s already educated, maybe she and I could try being partners?”

Ms Espina shook her head. “Sorry, Natalie. You’re still stronger and faster than her, and that comes with its own risks. No, you’ll have to stay partnered with me until we start fighting with magic.”

A pang of sympathy twisted my gut as I realised that I wasn’t the only one being singled out for my abilities compared to the other Witches.

But Natalie didn’t complain as she headed off with Ms Espina, and Victoria drew my attention with her sharp tone as she addressed me.

“One more round.”

I frowned. “But Ms Espina said that you needed to show me the Demon forms.”

Victoria rolled her eyes. “I’ll attack you with them. Then we’ll see who’s really the better Witch. I wasn’t trying before. I didn’t think you knew how to defend yourself.”

I shrugged, having clearly knocked Victoria down one peg too many.

If she felt the need to win back her pride, then fine.

But I wasn’t going to make it easy for her.

She came at me with a strike that I easily blocked.

Then another, though that was slightly more difficult.

I wasn’t used to this Demon style of fighting, and admittedly, it was throwing me a little, but I figured that I just needed to get used to it.

She struck out once more, and that blow did hit me, my block too slow.

I frowned as I realised that my arm was moving sluggishly.

Something was wrong.

I tried to move more quickly, to regain my speed and momentum, but it seemed that the faster I struggled against the sluggishness, the worse it got.

Black sparks crackled over my skin, but they did no good as I found myself completely frozen in place, unable to move.

My chest tightened, my lungs refusing to draw in breath as I recognised the sensation.

I had been helpless, trapped, as the Demons had appeared.

As they had held a knife to mum’s throat.

As they had cursed her.

I had been too weak and helpless, and now no one knew how to heal her.

And it was all my fault.

I would never get to say that I was sorry...

I finally collapsed to the ground, barely registering my body hitting the cold wooden floor as I struggled to remain conscious.

“Amelia.”

I managed to turn my head at the familiar sound of Natalie’s voice, seeing that she was kneeling next to me as I realised that the curse that had been holding me in place had broken.

“It was Victoria. She cursed you to win the fight, but I think you realised and tried to break the curse with brute force.”

I nodded, that sounded about right.

“You managed it, but the effort exhausted you. You were still in the remnants of your last bout of magical exhaustion, so...”

Ms Espina leaned over me at that, moving her wand up and down my body as blue light swept over me.

She eventually put her wand away with a sigh. “You’re not physically harmed, Amelia, but you do need rest and restorative potions. Can you stand?”

I almost winced at the thought, but I pushed past that, not wanting to show how weak I was to the rest of the class.

I wouldn’t give Victoria the satisfaction.

I ignored my muscles as they screamed at me, and I pushed myself to my feet.

Natalie’s hand went to my waist to keep me steady, and I found her touch soothing, leaning into her a little.

She held me tighter. “I’ll shift us back to our room.”

I nodded and the world fell out from under me, the wooden floor disappearing and reappearing as the soft carpet of our room.

“So that’s what the teleportation is called?” I said, my words slurring as I spoke. “Shifting?”

Natalie nodded as she helped me over to my bed and I immediately collapsed into it, though I kept one hand on Natalie’s arm.

“Get some sleep,” Natalie said. “I’ll make sure that there’s some food here for you when you wake up.”

My grip on her arm tightened instinctively. I loosened it once I realised what I’d done, but I also realised that I didn’t want her to go.

Natalie examined me for a moment before sitting beside me. “You know, when Victoria cursed you... I could smell your fear. It was more than anything I’d ever sensed before. It’s no wonder you fought the curse so hard.”

I looked away. I knew that I shouldn’t tell her about my mum – I wasn’t supposed to be telling anyone about the danger I was in – but I was too tired to keep secrets from my friend. “Before I came here, before I even realised that I was a Witch, Demons attacked me and my family. They cursed me, freezing me in place, while they cut my mother with a knife that had another curse on it. A curse that she has yet to wake up from.”

Natalie held me tight as I curled into her. “Amy, I am so sorry.”

I didn’t have the strength to sob, but tears streamed down my cheeks. “The last conversation we had was an argument. She didn’t know about magic and she didn’t want me to come here. She didn’t want to lose me...”

“My mum had similar reservations,” Natalie admitted, her voice soft as her hand went to my hair, stroking the short locks. “For that argument to be the last thing we said to each other... I can’t even imagine...”

“I have to figure it out, Nat. I have to learn enough magic to cure her.”

Nat just continued to hold me as I finally fell asleep.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I groaned as I awoke the next morning, every inch of my body aching.

Every inch except the parts of me entangled with the figure beside me.

I took a moment to relax, finding comfort in the feel of the soft skin next to mine.

Comfort and something else. An unfamiliar feeling, not unlike the spark of my magic, igniting me with the same excitement and hope, though for what, I couldn’t say.

My stirring must have disturbed Natalie, as her eyes fluttered open a moment later, and I became acutely aware of how close we were, facing each other.

My traitorous thoughts went back to that night, at that party, and the feel of her soft lips against mine.

The first time a kiss had ever felt right.

I had been doing my best to ignore that thought.

But now, with her next to me, it became impossible as my nerve endings tingled with the memory, aching to be close to her once more.

I sat up, figuring that the distance would help, though as soon as I was separated from her, I felt cold, and almost detached.

Natalie sat up as well, regarding me carefully. “How are you feeling?” she asked, her voice soft.

The coldness melted a little as I found myself instinctively leaning closer to her.

“Kind of wrung out,” I admitted. “And actually, kind of... empty, if that makes sense.” I frowned. “I know that I’m tired and in pain, and I should feel worse about that, but...”

“Magic draws on emotion, remember? When you broke through, that was a lot of emotional turmoil, which probably kept you from feeling like this.”

I gave her a wry smile, though it was muted. “I had plenty of emotional turmoil last night.”

“You did, but you needed to heal and recover, and you will have used your magic to do so while you slept. You’ll be drained now.”

I looked her over. “Is this how you feel all of the time? I mean, if being a Vampire means that your magic is constantly draining your emotions, then is it this same kind of drain?”

She nodded. “It is. Though, I am also part-Witch, so I can sometimes get to a point where it’s not so bad.”

“How do you do that?”

She moved her hand to my cheek and a spark of heat rushed through me, cutting through the cold. “Any strong emotion helps. If you’re upset or angry, that can be good fuel. But that’s Dark magic, and if you skew more towards Light, focusing on people you care about will be better.”

“Which do you find easiest?”

“I don’t know. I used to think that it was anger and pain. I was always alone. Always the only Vampire or the only Witch, never fitting in anywhere. But now? I fit in here, at this school, with Charlotte and Lena and you.”

I smiled at the fact that she included me. “Yeah, I feel the same way. So, you just think about that?”

She nodded, though it lacked conviction.

“Or something else?”

Her gaze flickered down to my lips and before I could think about what that meant, she had closed the space between us.

I think if she’d done that at any other point, I would have stiffened with shock, or pulled away, but the warmth of magical Energy flooded my body, replenishing me and giving me a hunger for more.

My body needed this, like a craving, to replenish what it had used up in healing me, and I’d never been the best at restraint.

But then Natalie’s body stiffened before she disappeared from my arms, moving faster than I could track.

One moment she was beside me, and the next, she was standing at the other side of the room, staring at me with wide eyes.

I frowned, the coldness returning once more. It wasn’t as bad as before – I think the kiss had replenished me – but with Natalie across the room, there was a noticeable chill. “What’s wrong?”

She just continued to stare. “Are you seriously asking me that question right now?”

“Well... Yes.”

She sighed, shaking her head. “We can’t do this, Amy. I thought we’d agreed just to be friends.”

“We did! And we have been. And I wasn’t the one to do anything. You kissed me!”

“Yes, and it was a mistake. A lapse in judgement.” She folded her arms tight across her chest. “I’m sorry, this was my fault. You needed someone, but... it can’t be me.”

I shrugged. “Okay, fine. We go back to just being friends. No need to get worked up.”

Natalie groaned, shaking her head. “You don’t understand, do you?”

Once again, she moved faster than I could track, but this time, she didn’t move away from me.

No, the next thing I knew, I was lying on my back, with Natalie’s hands pinning down my wrists.

I tried to move but couldn’t. She was too strong.

Her lips parted to reveal a sharp pair of fangs as I met her gaze, a gleam in her eyes that demanded submission.

I refused to look away, not wanting to back down, but I couldn’t deny the quickening of my heart rate and the shiver down my spine.

An instinctual reaction to being confronted with a predator and knowing that I was her prey.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous it is for you to be near me, Amelia? I’m not like other Vampires. Being part-Witch lets me feel emotions that most Vampires can’t until they’ve already tasted blood. If I get close to someone, I can’t control myself. If I get too close to you – if I have another lapse in judgement and kiss you again – I will bite you.”

My memories went back to that night at the party.

At how Natalie hadn’t just stayed kissing me.

How her lips had moved to my neck, and how I had felt a small prick before she had pulled away as fast as she could.

As if I were poison.

She hadn’t drawn blood, but I suppose it made sense that that had been her intention.

The thought of how close she had come to draining me in the past should have terrified me.

It should have had me running as fast as I could away from her.

Except I instead found that the thought of her teeth sinking into my flesh was far from an unpleasant one...

Energy crackled up my skin, and as soon as it reached the point where Natalie was holding me down, she jumped back, as if burned.

“Are you okay?” I asked, jumping up as she held her hands close. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you...”

Natalie just turned to glare at me. “It didn’t hurt, it just... Energy is powered by raw emotion, Amelia. Sharing it like that makes you an open book.” She sighed, shaking her head. “I’m sorry if it’s not what you want to hear, but this didn’t mean anything.”

She turned and stormed out of the room.

“I know that!” I called after her, though I was sure that she didn’t hear.

And I did know that.

This didn’t mean anything, and neither had the last kiss.

That’s what I had been telling myself for months now.

It didn’t matter that it was the first kiss that had ever felt right.

I was just too drunk to know better.

And it didn’t matter that this kiss had felt just as good when I was sober.

It was just magical exhaustion.

It didn’t mean anything at all.
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I skipped breakfast, unable to bring myself to face the others. I was sure that Natalie didn’t want me there, and Lena and Charlotte had been her friends first.

I picked up something to eat at break, knowing that the others would be at the library, and at lunch, I headed out to the gardens.

I was hungry again by that point, but I figured that I could pick something up just before the bell rang, making it easier to avoid everyone.

“Hey.”

The familiar voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to see Willow sitting up in a large oak tree.

She slipped down from the branch she’d been perched on, landing gracefully beside me. “Don’t you normally spend lunch inside?”

“Normally,” I agreed, unable to keep the bitter edge from my tone.

She gave me a sympathetic look. “Want to tell me what happened?”

I folded my arms, not wanting to tell anyone.

“It wouldn’t have anything to do with the foul mood Natalie’s in, would it? Did you two have a fight?”

I looked down at the ground. “I honestly have no idea, Willow.”

“You don’t know if you two fought?” She must have seen something in my face as she looked me over, sighing and then nodding to a corner with two benches perpendicular to each other.

I went and followed her, sitting down on one of the benches. I almost expected her to sit on the other, but no, she sat down next to me.

She then took her wand and cast a spell that I recognised.

A privacy spell.

“Did you kiss her?” she asked as soon as the spell was up.

I stared at her, wondering if it was really that obvious.

She shrugged, presumably sensing my question. “You said that you hadn’t fought, but you’re both pretty upset. That seemed like the next logical conclusion.” She tucked a strand of fiery red hair behind a pointed ear. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but it looks like Natalie took the other friends in this fight, so if you want someone to talk to, I’m here.”

I sighed, looking down at my hands. I’d had my phone in one of them when Willow had called out to me, and now I popped one of the corners in and out of its case, the rhythm helping me think.

“It’s just so ridiculous,” I eventually said. “I mean... I guess I should tell you about the party. But it was just a drunken mistake. There was this guy there, and he... He wasn’t objectionable, and he didn’t hate me, and I’d only kissed a guy once before. And that had been terrible. I figured that I just needed to, you know, throw myself in the deep end. That of course kissing was gross, it’s all mouths and spit, and that I just needed to really get into it, and it would be fine.”

Willow nodded, taking a moment to realise what I was saying. “So, you tried to sleep with this guy at this party?”

“Yup.” I turned my phone over, going to fidget with one of the other corners. “And don’t get me wrong, he was trying with me as well. But... I don’t know. There was just something off. Like a siren going in the back of my head that I just couldn’t shut off, keeping me tense and unable to really get into it.

“I think he knew that I was struggling, and so when I figured it was time to call it and give up, he didn’t argue.”

“I take it the story doesn’t end there?”

“No. I immediately went downstairs and just started chugging wine. Which was when I met Natalie. I would say that I must have made a horrible impression, but I’m pretty sure that she was as drunk as I was.”

“And then you two kissed?”

I nodded, glad that I didn’t have to say it. “That was it, though. We just kissed. And I’m pretty sure she kissed me first. And then she almost bites me and freaks out, but of course, I didn’t know why she’d freaked out at the time. I just assumed it had hit her that it was a girl she was kissing.”

Willow shook her head. “Natalie’s been out as bisexual for as long as I’ve known her. I doubt you being a girl was a problem.” She looked me over. “Was it a problem for you?”

“Of course, it was! I mean, not for other people. If that’s what they’re into, that’s fine, but I’m not gay. Except for some reason, Natalie kissed me this morning and then freaked out on me because she thinks that I like her, even though I said that I’m happy just being friends, and I don’t know how to fix this.”

Willow sighed, regarding me for a moment.

“What?” I demanded, getting the feeling that there was something she wasn’t saying.

“Nothing. I just... You’re really sure that she’s making this up out of nowhere?”

I glared at her.

She shrugged. “Look, I’m not trying to recruit you or anything. I’m just saying, you know, most people would be affected by me lowering my suppression, but...”

“But?”

She shrugged again. “You were affected more than most.”

My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “So, what? You think I have a crush on you?”

“I think you’re being overly defensive. Which is fine. If you want, I’ll shut up about it. It’s none of my business. If Natalie’s wrong about your feelings, then she’s wrong. But if she’s not, just... don’t lie to her. That’s not fair to either of you.”

I groaned before running my free hand through my hair.

“What do you want me to say?” I finally asked. “That I liked the idea of romance, but I could never see myself with anyone? That I remember being a kid and watching a documentary about gay kids being disowned by their parents and knowing that I never wanted to risk going through that? That I always knew that girls were pretty, but refused to think more on it because I just wanted to be normal for once in my life?”

I jumped at the hand on my shoulder, turning to see Willow giving me an apologetic look.

“I’m sorry. I’ve always been different, I’ve always known that I wasn’t Human, and Elves don’t have the same hang-ups. I never cared about what the Human world thought of me. But I understand why you would.”

I snorted. “I’ve never been normal, either. But people just kept dangling it in front of me. As if I could get there if I just tried a little harder. Pushed myself a little bit more.” I looked back down at my phone. “I guess I might have pushed myself too far. There are some things I can never change. I can never be neurotypical, and I guess I can also never be...”

“Straight?” Willow finished for me.

I managed to nod, doubting that I could form words even if I tried.

Even if there wasn’t any way to hide it anymore, I’d been keeping this buried so far down that saying it aloud – admitting to it – felt wrong.

But not because it wasn’t true.

No, because it was setting off every alarm bell in my brain, warning me that this would be the last straw.

That I was finally giving up on ‘normal’ for good.

I snorted and Willow raised an eyebrow.

I sighed, my gaze still on my phone. “Why does this feel more like giving up on a normal life than getting attacked by Demons did?”

“Probably because you never had it relentlessly drilled into your head that being attacked by Demons wasn’t normal. Not in the same way.”

I turned to finally face her and realised just how close we were sitting.

Her gaze flickered down to my lips and my heart jumped at the thought that she might close the space between us.

But then she pulled away, and I had to suppress a groan.

How much effort had I put into lying to myself?

Because now, I couldn’t deny that I had wanted Willow to kiss me.

Which really wasn’t what I needed right now.

It felt too much like driving a truck full of petrol into a bonfire.

Willow looked away, over to the other side of the path from our bench. “I think they want to talk to you.”

I followed her gaze to see Charlotte and Lena approaching as Willow lifted the privacy spell.

“I’ll let you talk,” Willow said before standing up.

“You don’t have to go.”

“No, I... I think I do.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll see you later.”

Willow didn’t respond as she walked away, and I found myself at a complete loss over her sudden coldness as Lena and Charlotte made their way over to me.

“Hey,” Charlotte said, drawing my attention as she went to sit on the bench next to mine. “Natalie told us what happened.”

I raised an eyebrow. “All of it? Including what happened over the summer?”

Lena nodded as she sat down next to Charlotte. “Yeah, she said that she almost bit you when you kissed. And then you two got close this morning, and she panicked, thinking she was going to bite you again. And now she feels like an asshole because apparently you weren’t in a great place last night – something about your mum being sick – and she freaked out on you this morning anyway.”

“If she feels like such an asshole, why isn’t she here to apologise?”

Charlotte sighed. “Because she wasn’t sure if you would even want to see her.”

I gripped my phone so tight that my knuckles turned white, having to admit that I probably wouldn’t have wanted to see her.

Because, yeah, that had been a dick move. I had been so fixated on her being wrong, that I hadn’t even realised what was fuelling the anger beneath it.

I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about what had happened, but I had trusted her anyway, and this was her response?

“Nat wouldn’t tell us the exact details of what’s wrong with your mum, but if you want to talk...”

“She’s cursed,” I admitted, not wanting there to be secrets between us anymore. Or at least, as few secrets as I could get away with. I still couldn’t risk telling them about Freya. “Demons attacked us before I came into my magic. I don’t know why, but I think they were after me.”

Lena winced. “Yeah, I guess if your aunt works with the Guardians from time to time, they might have seen you as an easy target. They wouldn’t go after Humans – not intentionally – because they don’t think magical beings can keep caring about our Human families after we break through. But if you were a Witch who just hadn’t broken through yet, with Human parents... Like I said, an easy target.”

I nodded, glad that she’d managed to find an explanation on her own. “Well, whatever their reason, they cursed my mum, and now no one knows how to lift the curse. And the last conversation we had was an argument about coming here...” I hadn’t even meant to say that last part, not looking for pity, but it had just spilled from my mouth before I’d really thought about it. “Did you hear about what happened in self-defence class?”

Lena smirked. “That Victoria cursed you? Yeah, everyone was talking about it. She’s got detention for the next month. I don’t think you were meant to even notice it, but when you tried to fight it, she just kept fuelling it instead of letting it break.”

“It was the same curse, or at least similar to the one the Demons used on me and my family when they attacked, to stop us from fighting back. I... I’ve never felt so helpless.”

Lena’s smirk faded. “I’m sorry, Lia. I didn’t know.” She turned to Charlotte. “You must know how to break it.” She turned back to me. “Charlotte’s going to apply for research places at covens once she graduates. It’s a cushy job if you can get it, all your responsibilities to the coven like earning your living elsewhere are suspended so that you can focus on helping to develop magical knowledge. And then it’s a straight shot to Lorekeeper, and probably Coven Head.”

Charlotte placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder, silencing her rambling before turning back to me. “I think what Lena is trying to say is that I’m specialising in curses and curse breaking. And I can help you look into it, but if she already has dedicated healers working on her case, they are likely consulting more knowledgeable people than me.”

I nodded as I looked back down at my phone.

If Charlotte was studying this and didn’t think that she could help, then what chance did I have?

But I dismissed that thought. I had the book Ms Maltere had given me.

I just needed to know enough magic to understand it.

Or have Natalie help with it, but that required her talking to me.

I supposed I could show Charlotte the book, but I wasn’t sure how she would react to a book that had been restricted.

I sighed, deciding to refocus before the tears welling in my eyes could finally fall. “So... Natalie really feels bad about this morning?”

Charlotte nodded. “It’s like Lena said, she thought that you were getting too close, and she was afraid that she was going to bite you.”

I glared at her. “I don’t know why she would think that, though. We agreed to just be friends. And I don’t even like her like that. I mean, I’m not...”

My familiar defence died on my tongue as I realised that it didn’t feel right.

It felt almost... Well, hollow at best.

And like a lie at worst.

Lena smiled, shaking her head. “Sorry, Lia, Charlotte is already the token straight of our little friend group.”

Charlotte sighed, also smiling a little. “The token straight, the token Litcorde, and the token trans girl. I guess I’m the only one bringing sorely needed diversity to this group.”

Lena whacked her in the arm. “She says to Lena Chen.” She sighed. “I never thought I would miss my glamour, but I am getting really sick of people here only seeing scales.”

Charlotte’s smile faded as she placed a hand on her friend’s arm. “I’m sorry, I only meant it as a joke, I didn’t think...”

Lena shook her head. “No, Lottie, it’s fine. I was joking too.” She smirked. “Just not very well, it seems.” She turned back to me. “Point is, you let your Energy loose and broadcast exactly how much you wanted Nat directly into her brain.” She made some rather lewd hand gestures, presumably to make sure that I didn’t miss what she meant by me ‘wanting’ Nat. “I’m pretty sure that’s the definition of ‘gay’.”

“I... What... I didn’t...” My cheeks must have been crimson at that point.

Lena, infuriatingly, just kept smirking. “Oh, you did. Energy doesn’t lie, Lia.”

Charlotte nodded, giving me a sympathetic look. “You didn’t know what you were doing, and Natalie understands that, but she’s scared.”

“Scared of what?”

Lena rolled her eyes. “She’s scared because she likes you, Lia. But she’s already almost bitten you once.”

My hand went to my neck, the ghost of Natalie’s fangs tracing over my skin. “Why is everyone talking as if that’s a death sentence?”

Charlotte was the one to answer me. “All magical beings have some way to share a part of themselves. Some kind of bonding process. For Vampires, it’s drinking blood. If a Vampire drinks blood from another magical being, it’s more intense than from a Human, and the magic of the two parties would entwine together. Forever.”

“It’s the Vampire version of marriage,” Lena clarified. “Most Vampires have enough restraint to only do it when they mean it, but Nat has more emotions than most. I don’t think she could stop herself from biting you if you got close, and while you may like her, I don’t think you’re looking to get magically hitched.”

I nodded, suppressing a sigh.

Lena was right, if that really was the danger of Nat’s bite then it would be best for us to keep our distance.

But that didn’t erase the sting of finally owning up to the fact that I liked her, and learning that she liked me, only to be told seconds later that we couldn’t actually be together.

At least the heartache was solid proof that I had wanted her.

Which left me... Well, at a place that I didn’t really want to think about right this second.

“Think you’re up to hearing her apology?” Charlotte asked.

I nodded once more, figuring that we should get this over with as soon as possible so that things could just return to normal again.

Charlotte and Lena stood up, and I followed as they led me back to the dining hall.

Natalie was standing by the door, scrolling through something on her phone faster than she could possibly be reading as she worried her lower lip between her teeth.

She glanced up as we approached, her eyes wide as she saw me. Like a deer in the headlights.

“Hey,” I said, my voice coming out as little more than a whisper.

“Hey,” she replied as Charlotte and Lena stepped back to give us some privacy, though they didn’t leave completely.

Probably worried that this would all go down in flames, and I couldn’t say that that worry was completely unfounded.

“I wanted to apologise,” Natalie eventually said. “For this morning, I mean. I was scared and I lashed out when I shouldn’t have.”

I shrugged. “It’s okay, I just don’t understand why. I mean, even if I did communicate something I didn’t mean to in my Energy, before that...”

“Before that, we were kissing.”

“You kissed me,” I corrected.

“You were kissing me back.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks, and I wanted to argue, but any attempt died before it could reach my tongue.

Willow had asked me not to lie to Natalie, and I was pretty sure that arguing this would count.

“Before I had the chance to fully wake up and realise what I was doing, it seemed like a good idea,” Natalie continued. “Luckily, I did realise before it went too far, but... I’m sorry, Amy, but we need to be better about this. About keeping our distance. I don’t want to risk...”

I nodded. “It’s okay, Charlotte and Lena explained. And I don’t want that, either. So, let’s just stick to our agreement to be friends. Okay?”

She managed a weak smile. “Okay.”

Before we had a chance to talk anymore about the topic, the bell rang, signalling that we needed to get to our next classes.
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Chapter Eighteen
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I smiled as I arrived at my next class to see Ms Maltere at the front of the room.

She beamed as I entered. “Amelia! I’m so glad you could join us. Tell me, have you had a chance to read through the book I gave you?”

I looked away as I made my way over to her. “I’m sorry, not yet. I knew so little about magic, I had to get caught up on the really basic stuff first.”

“Well, not to worry. I’m sure you’re right that you needed something of a foundation to work from, but I think that you should be able to pick it up relatively quickly. You were here to learn even before you came into your magic after all, and that kind of determination and curiosity is swiftly rewarded.”

I was sure my cheeks were bright red as I finally met her gaze, though the cause had jumped from embarrassment at the fact that I hadn’t read the book yet to embarrassment at her praise.

Did she really think so highly of me after such a short meeting?

“I wanted to ask you something about the book,” I said, emboldened by her praise. “Natalie has been helping me study, and when I showed it to her, she said that it was an unedited Maria Brown text, and that Witches aren’t often taught with her unedited texts.”

Ms Maltere gave a wry smile before waving her hand to a seat at the front of the class. “Perhaps this is something the whole class should hear.”

I nodded before taking my seat as she turned to address the class. “All right, everyone. Who can tell me anything about Maria Brown?”

She looked around the room, and I was surprised that no one put their hand up.

Eventually, perhaps realising that she wasn’t going to continue until someone responded, one girl raised her hand.

“Yes, Kimberly?”

“She’s known as the mother of modern spellcraft. But... Well, she was also a bit...”

Ms Maltere raised an eyebrow as she placed her hands on her hips. “Let me guess, all of you were regaled with stories of how she went mad or lost her way?”

Everyone in the room nodded sheepishly.

Ms Maltere sighed. “Maria Brown was a product of her time. Remember, ‘Maria Brown’ is likely not even the name she was born with, but the latest alias taken to fit in with changing times. Like all magical beings on Earth, Witches were fragmented. Even the Amazons, now often thought of as the central authority for Witches, were considered a myth by many. Witches did not have a standard code of conduct, that was decided coven by coven. And much like with Humans, the idea of what practices a ‘civilised’ coven engaged in were decided by conquerors, allied with their Human equivalents.

“Her methods of magic were unorthodox, and there is a substantial argument to be made that the furtherment of magical knowledge was not worth putting dangerous and destructive spells to paper. But there is also the fact that she was at war to consider. She disliked the Roman incursions into Celtic lands in Britannia, and worried that the Roman Witches would impose their own laws onto her and her kind. And she was not wrong.

“No one even remembers the final spell she and her coven were trying to cast. All we have is the word of an Angel that it ‘disrupted the balance’ and that it was enough to imprison her forever. Lorekeepers can spend hundreds of years attempting to understand the natural concept of ‘balance’ and still come away with more questions than answers. And yet, we accept uncritically that this was a just punishment, and we censor teachings that we should trust our young Witches to be sensible enough not to abuse.”

Kimberly raised her hand once more.

“Yes?” Ms Maltere said.

“What... What about Princess Helena?” Kimberly asked, clearly not comfortable questioning a teacher. “I mean, she and Maria Brown were friends, weren’t they? But Princess Helena was considered so brutal that her sister, the Queen of the Underworld, had her executed. If they were friends...”

Ms Maltere’s jaw tightened for just a moment, but then she was smiling, though it had a bittersweet tinge to it. “I suppose that is one thing we’ll never know, as the Demons keep Princess Helena’s grimoire locked up tight, and none of her other writings have ever been recovered, presumably destroyed by her sister.

“But this is a Basics of Spellcraft class, not a History of Magic class. I’m supposed to be teaching you the basic spells you need to get by as a Witch, starting with those you need for school.”

I breathed a sigh of relief, glad that we were moving from the topic. I didn’t know who Maria Brown was in the past, or why people despised her then, but I knew that in the present, she had cursed my mother, and the only reason for me to learn anything else about her was to figure out a way to counteract her curse.

Ms Maltere took her wand and waved it at the desk. A pink glow formed at the end of it before floating down to the table, spreading out until it formed a pile of books with blue covers, though no titles that I could see.

She turned back to the class. “The library here is filled with many precious and rare books that the school, understandably, does not want to risk being damaged by students taking them out of the library, and its many protection spells. And even if you could take them, you certainly couldn’t make notes in them. So, today, I’m going to teach you a copying spell. If you take the book that you want to copy, and one of these blank books, you should be able to copy the contents from one to the other.”

She moved over to the windows, under which was a long shelf filled with books.

“These are all beginner texts,” she said as she picked up one of the books. “We’ll be using them in class, but if you want to take any away to study, you can use this spell to do so.”

She moved back over to the desk before picking up one of the blank books and pressing it against the first one in her left hand.

She then took her wand out with her right. “Now, everyone, pay attention. Biax.”

Her wand glowed with white light and she looped it around the books, leaving a trail of the light around the books.

After several loops, the rope of light grew so bright that it consumed the two books, and a moment later, the light disappeared.

Ms Maltere then separated the books, and they both now looked identical. Though the pages of one were a little less worn, and I assumed that was the copy.

“Simple enough, right?” Ms Maltere said with a smile. “Now, if you all pick up a blank book and a book from the shelf, you should be able to copy it over. Choose a book that you think you’ll actually want to read, though. No point in making a copy that’s going to sit untouched in your room.”

At that, everyone stood up and made their way over to the shelf.

I followed, not really sure what kind of book I wanted to read.

I glanced over the titles, stopping dead as I noticed a certain word.

Curses.

I grabbed the book in question before anyone else could.

Hexes and Curses: A Beginner’s Guide to Malicious Magic.

Well, it wouldn’t have been my usual choice, but maybe it could help me understand what had happened to my mum.

I grabbed one of the blank books before returning to my desk and taking out my wand.

I bit my lip as I looked over the books.

The spell had seemed simple enough, but then, I’d never cast a spell before.

I’d never intentionally used my magic.

What if it wasn’t really that simple?

What if there was something else to it?

What if I failed?

I gripped my wand tighter, knowing that not casting the spell simply wasn’t an option.

“Biax,” I said, doing my best to imitate Ms Maltere’s exact intonation.

I almost jumped when the end of my wand glowed with light, something surging within me, causing me to gasp.

My magic.

It was focused now. Directed.

Though there was still a crackle around the edges. The subtle reminder that it was pure, untamed power flowing through me.

And that it wanted to be free.

I quickly grabbed the two books and then looped my wand around them, just as Ms Maltere had.

I kept my movements deliberate but fluid, not letting my anxiety cause my hand to falter.

The light from my wand wrapped around the books, and I kept going, wondering just how many loops were needed.

Just as I was getting to the point of thinking that I might have done the spell wrong, the glow around the books grew brighter and then disappeared.

I panted a little, feeling as if I’d just sprinted across the room.

It wasn’t the same kind of exhaustion as last time, but it was a clear sign that using my magic had taken a toll.

I lowered my wand as I examined the two books.

They were now identical.

“So, what’s your interest in curses?”

I glanced up to see Ms Maltere approaching.

I shrugged, not wanting to say anything about my mum. “I just picked a book at random.”

She gave me a smile that seemed almost too understanding before nodding to the book. “Was that your first spell?”

I grimaced. “That obvious, huh?”

Ms Maltere shook her head. “No, not at all. I just know that you’ve been recovering from magical exhaustion ever since you broke through. Ms Griffin warned me not to push you too hard today. But it seems like you’re more than capable of holding your own.”

I shrugged. “I mean, it was a basic spell, right?”

“Technically. But for your first spell, succeeding right away is rare. It usually takes a few tries to get a spell right.”

She waved to the rest of the class and I frowned as I looked over to see most of the others still attempting the spell.

Ms Maltere shrugged. “Most in this class haven’t had a proper education. They may have had their magic for longer than you, but they’ve likely been suppressing it. You throw yourself in with full force.”

I frowned. “I don’t know if I could suppress it if I tried...”

“A sign of a powerful Witch. I expect you’ll do well here.”

I just nodded, not sure how to react to her words. I was used to being good in class making me invisible. I wasn’t used to this kind of attention.

“And don’t forget about that book I gave you,” Ms Maltere continued. “I don’t think you’ll have any trouble understanding it, and it should act as a better explainer for most magical concepts than anything else you’ll find in the library, including Maria Brown’s edited works.”

My hand tightened around my wand at the reminder of the book. I wanted to ask more about Maria Brown – specifically about her curses – but I suspected that the book would answer those questions, and I didn’t want to bother Ms Maltere with something I could find for myself.

“I’ll read it tonight,” I promised before turning my focus to the book that I had copied.
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Chapter Nineteen
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I tried not to hesitate on my way out the door when my class with Ms Maltere ended, and I was expected to move onto my next one.

History of Magic with Mr Stiles.

I shuddered at the thought but did my best to suppress the feeling.

My auntie was looking into him, so I would know soon enough if there was reason for me to be suspicious.

And if there wasn’t, I had knocked him out the last time I had seen him.

I entered the class to see Mr Stiles behind his desk, making notes as everyone sat down.

“Mr Stiles?” I said hesitantly as I approached, my skin crawling at the proximity as his glamour shifted under my gaze, giving me a headache.

Proof that he was hiding something, though my auntie had said that it was nothing serious.

“Ah, Amelia.” He smiled as he looked up from his notebook. “I take it you’re feeling better?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I had some magical exhaustion, but it passed. I just wanted to apologise for hurting you when I broke through.”

He shook his head. “It’s fine, Amelia. You didn’t have control of your Energy, and I’m more than used to that kind of hit. There was this one time-” He cut himself off, his features growing frosty all of a sudden.

Yeah, he was definitely hiding something.

But he shook his head, forcing another smile. “Well, you don’t want to hear an old Demon ramble on at you. I suggest you find a seat before all of the good ones are taken.”

I nodded, glad for an excuse to leave.

I spotted Natalie near the front of the class, and hesitated.

Yesterday, I would have sat next to her without question.

But now?

We’d agreed to be friends, and we were still roommates, which meant that we had to work this out.

I made my way over to her, and thankfully, she turned to me and smiled, alleviating the tension that’d had me moving stiffly and clenching my jaw.

I sat next to her, as the girl in front was leaning back in her chair to talk to her.

“I’m just saying it’s not fair,” the girl said as I took my tablet and keyboard from my bag. “I’ve done this ritual dozens of times at home, so why can’t I help with it here?”

Natalie ignored her question, instead turning to me. “Amelia, this is Lana.” She turned back to Lana. “Amelia’s my new roommate.”

Lana grinned. “Huh, I guess it makes sense that the new girl would be put in your room. Better than a kid.”

“What’s this about a ritual?” I asked.

Lana’s grin widened as she turned to me. “The veil between here and the world beyond is thinnest on Samhain – or Halloween, as you might know it – so it gives you the chance to cast spells that are otherwise impossible. Most covens cast a powerful protection ritual at midnight, and we do the same here. But at home, I usually help with the preparations. My mother is the Coven Head, so it’s part of my responsibilities. I’ve asked Ms Griffin if I can help here, but she won’t let me. She says it’s not fair to the other students, but it’s not as if she’s giving anyone else the chance to help either.”

I just shrugged. While I could understand why Lana was upset, I thought Gail was right not to give her an opportunity just because her mother was a Coven Head.

Thankfully, before I was expected to say anything, Mr Stiles stood in front of the class.

“All right, everyone, settle down,” he said. “So, we’re starting out this year with brushing up our critical thinking skills. Starting with sources. It’s always important to remember with history where the information you’re reading comes from. A Slayer’s account of one of the Demon Wars is going to look different from a Demon’s. Now, can anyone think of another possible example? Name one, and we’ll go over the different viewpoints.”

I raised my hand before I had time to think if it was a good idea or not, and Mr Stiles turned to me with a smile. “Yes, Amelia?”

“What about Maria Brown? I mean, Ms Maltere said that no one remembered why the Angel entombed her, but wasn’t she friends with Demons? Don’t they remember?”

Mr Stiles’ smile faded as he folded his arms with a sigh. “Maria Brown is a strange case. The Demons were as quick to distance themselves from Princess Helena – her Demon friend – as the Witches were to distance themselves from Maria. And while no one is sure what exactly she was doing to lead the Angel to entomb her, I’m sure that the knowledge was forgotten for a reason. And it’s not relevant now.”

Lana spoke up before I could. “Except it is relevant, isn’t it? Everyone’s talking about how Maria’s tomb was recently found empty. About how she escaped from the Angel’s hold and is now wandering freely, looking to finish whatever it was she started.”

Mr Stiles’ jaw tightened, and he seemed far from amused by Lana’s comments. “Perhaps, Ms Jones, you need to learn the difference between ‘everyone’ talking about something, and your Coven Head mother discussing something that should be kept private.”

Lana looked away before turning to mutter to us, “I really hadn’t realised it was supposed to be a secret.”

Mr Stiles sighed, his posture relaxing a little. “I apologise, Ms Jones. I did not mean my words to be so harsh, but it has been agreed by the staff not to discuss this issue with students.” He turned to the class with a reassuring smile. “The issue is being dealt with, and you are all safe here at the school. Now, let’s discuss something else.”

I tried to pay attention to the rest of the class, but my mind kept drifting back to why Mr Stiles’ assurance had been so vague, and if anyone was even close to catching Maria Brown.

And lifting the curse from my mother.
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I QUICKLY MADE MY WAY through my dinner, barely paying attention to my friends as they talked.

“Are you okay?” Charlotte asked as I got up to head back to my room.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired.”

She didn’t look like she believed me, but she thankfully didn’t press the issue, allowing me to leave without protest.

I headed straight back to my room, climbing onto my bed and sitting with my knees hugged to my chest as I pulled out my phone and called my dad.

He picked up immediately.

“Hey, Amy. Everything okay at school?”

“Yeah, I’m good. I just wanted to call and see how you were. And see if... If anyone has any leads on how to cure Mum.”

She could have sworn she heard him sigh. “I’m fine, Amy. And as for your mum... Caroline and her Guardians are working on it, okay?”

“But no one has any leads?”

“They have a lot of different leads.”

“They’re just not sure that any of them will pan out.”

“Amy, trust me, they have this well in hand. You should be focused on school. Auntie Jess told me that you’ve finally broken through into your magic.”

“Yeah, I have. Which is why I want to help, Dad. I have magic now, so there’s no reason why I can’t.”

“Amy, I already told you, Caroline and the Guardians are working on it. That’s dozens of Witches, Demons, and who knows what else. There’s nothing you can do that’s not already being done. If that changes, then I’ll tell you, but for now, just focus on school and making friends. Okay? Your mum wouldn’t want you to put your life on hold for her.”

I held my knees tighter against my chest, though eventually nodded, despite the fact that he couldn’t see.

“Okay, I’ll try.”

“I love you, Amy.”

“I love you too.”

“Promise me that you’ll stay safe?”

“I promise.”

He sighed. “If you have your magic, does that mean that you also have your memories?”

“Yes, Dad, it does, I-”

He cut me off before I could say anything more. “We shouldn’t talk about that now. I’m guessing that you’re not under any kind of privacy spells?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Me neither. You caught me on the way home from work, so I’m not under the protections of home. We’ll talk about this the next time we see each other. I promise. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, despite my disappointment.

I wanted to talk about Freya with someone who remembered her better.

Who hadn’t been a child when she’d left.

But I didn’t want to put my dad at risk.

“Okay, I’d better go. But call me again on the weekend, okay? I want to hear more about this magical school of yours.”

“Okay. I will.”

At that, he hung up, just as Natalie entered the room.

“Are you okay?” she asked as she shut the door behind her.

I shrugged, my gaze remaining glued to my phone. “As okay as I can be, I guess. I just talked to my dad. I don’t think anyone has a solid lead on how to help my mum.”

“I’m sorry, Amy.”

I just shrugged once more before grabbing Maria Brown’s book from my bedside table. “Can you help me with this tonight?”

Natalie frowned a little. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea after what Mr Stiles said. He’s right, Amy. People buried this knowledge for a reason.”

“People burying this knowledge is why no one knows how to cure my mum now.”  I looked up to finally meet her gaze. “Please, Natalie. This book might have the answers I need.”

She sighed, not looking convinced, but she eventually nodded. “Okay. I guess reading through it can’t be too dangerous.”
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Chapter Twenty
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The next day, I had my first Potions lesson after lunch.

I was more than a little eager to finally participate in one of my auntie’s lessons, curious as to what it might entail, though part of me wished that I had class with Ms Maltere again. We’d gone through as much of Maria Brown’s book as we could before Natalie had insisted on going to sleep, but it had been dense, with several parts written in languages neither Natalie nor I could understand.

We’d gone to the library at break to borrow a translation rune, but it had slowed us down, which was far from ideal when even the sections we could read had left us with more questions than answers.

It seemed Maria Brown had written the book for someone of her expertise level, without consideration for anyone else, and I was left wondering if the edits to the other books really were censorship, or if they were just to make them readable.

But I couldn’t take the chance that what I needed might have been edited out, so I persevered, even if the book tested the limits of Natalie’s magical knowledge.

I took a seat at one of the benches at the back of the room, not wanting to draw attention to myself as the niece of the teacher.

The room itself looked like the science labs at my last school, with tall, sturdy benches, though the gas taps were missing. I supposed they weren’t necessary when you could produce fire with magic, rather than a Bunsen burner.

Though, easily the strangest addition was the fact that there were large cauldrons at every workstation.

My auntie made her way to the front of the room just as I had taken my tablet from my bag.

“Good afternoon everyone.”

“Good afternoon, Ms Bennett,” the class echoed back, and Auntie Jess smiled.

“All right, so, I thought we would start on healing potions. We’ll try making a basic one today, but first, I wanted to go through a list of basic components and ingredients that you’ll always want to keep in stock. You never want to start brewing a healing potion and realise that you’re out of willow tree leaves.”

Victoria put up her hand and I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. I wished there was some way I could avoid being in classes with her altogether.

“But Miss, what’s the point? Surely our coven will keep things stocked for us.”

Auntie Jess placed her hands on her hips. “Well, if it’s ever your job to keep your coven’s stock, then you’ll need to know what exactly to keep. And many of you won’t spend your entire lives in covens.”

“Who would ever want to leave a coven?”

I wanted to slap Victoria for her haughty tone. She was talking to a teacher, and yet it was clear that she had no respect for my auntie.

Auntie Jess didn’t rise to the bait, however. She instead turned to the rest of the class. “How many of you want to get married?”

I was surprised by how few hands in the room went up. It was still about half, but that was far less than if she had asked the question of a group of girls at my last school.

I’d always felt strange for not wanting to get married. But the idea of a husband just didn’t appeal to me. I wanted kids, yes, but I figured that was something I would just do on my own.

But now a nagging thought appeared as I remembered everything that had happened at lunch yesterday.

Maybe I didn't want a husband, but how did I feel about a wife?

If there wasn’t so much danger, if Natalie and I could really date, would I want her to bite me someday?

To tie us together like that...

My quickening pulse and the warmth spreading through me gave me my answer, and I found myself hesitantly raising my hand with the other girls, though my palm only came as high as my shoulder.

I lowered my hand with everyone else as Auntie Jess gave us all a sad smile.

“Look, girls, I know that you don’t want to hear this, but you’re not likely to find your partner in your coven. Even if you live in a city with multiple covens, they’re typically divided by Light and Dark magic.

“I know that most of the straight, pure-blooded girls in this room will have some hope of a handsome pure-blooded boy falling for them and that they’ll live happily ever after with them. But pure-blooded men are rare, and so are often discouraged from staying long-term with any one partner. And even before that, because they’re so rare, falling for one is statistically unlikely.

“Hell, even for those of us who like women, you don’t always fall for someone convenient.”

My heart jumped to my throat as my mind took a moment to process what she’d just said.

Had I heard her right? Had she really said, ‘those of us who like women’?

Before I had time to really think about it, my auntie pulled her hair back, revealing two small scars on her neck.

“My husband was a Vampire,” she said, and I realised that the scars were bite marks. “When you’re not married to another Witch, options become limited. Most Coven Heads don’t allow non-Witches to live in a coven. And yes, some covens allow you membership if you live nearby instead of on coven grounds, but trust me, that arrangement skews far more towards the coven than the Witch, and it is usually reserved for Witches with impressive talents.”

She put her hair back down, covering up the marks. “Most of you probably hope to meet another Witch and solve your problems that way. Others think that they can comfortably live apart from their partners. And by the number of you who didn’t raise your hands before, I think a large portion of you are simply planning to forgo deeply committed relationships, accepting it as the price for coven membership. But in truth, you’re thinking like that because covens are safe and familiar, and some of the most ambitious amongst you will have their eyes on Coven Head positions. But most Witches spend their life going through phases of living in and out of covens, which means that you have to focus on learning skills that will help you as a hedge Witch, as well as skills that will help you in a coven.”

She turned to the blackboard behind her and waved her wand, muttering under her breath as she did so.

A list of ingredients appeared.

“Now, if you’ll all collect what you need from the storeroom, I’ll guide you through the process of making a basic healing potion.”
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I WASN’T SURE WHAT to expect from myself when it came to making potions, but I found as I followed my auntie’s instructions that I knew a few tricks.

Especially when it came to using a knife, knowing exactly how thin or thick to cut things and how to crush them with the heel of my palm and the flat side of the knife

Whenever I’d been at my auntie’s, she’d always involved me in making ‘soup’ with her, and I’ll admit, it shouldn’t have taken me this long to realise that we had never been making ‘soup’.

My auntie wandered the room as everyone was letting their potions simmer, waiting for the right moment to drop their willow leaves into the mixture.

She eventually came over to me with a grin. “That looks like exactly the right colour, Amy.”

I smiled back with a sheepish shrug. “Well, I guess I’ve already had a little practice.”

“Yes. I will admit, it was incredibly frustrating to try to teach you without being able to tell you what exactly I was teaching you. But it looks like you picked it up regardless.”

I nodded, focusing on my willow leaves, despite the fact that they were already prepared. “So, um, before, when you were talking to everyone, you said something...”

My auntie stiffened slightly. “I did?”

“Yeah, you said that you, um... Well, you said those of ‘us’ who like women...”

My auntie didn’t answer, and I dared to look back at her, only to see her giving me a confused frown.

A moment later she cursed under her breath. “I’m sorry, Amy. I honestly thought that you knew. It’s not as if I try to hide it. But I guess it just never came up. But yes, I’m bi. Is that why you didn’t want to talk to me about Willow and the effects of her lowering her suppression? You didn’t think I would understand?”

I nodded, returning my gaze to the willow leaves.

Auntie Jess sighed. “I actually fell in love with a coven girl when we were teenagers. But I was foolish and went about making promises I couldn’t keep. I knew that coven life wasn’t for me, and I knew that I wasn’t going to stay.”

My hand instinctively went to my wand as I remembered what Gail had said when she’d given it to me. “Is that why you gave her your mother’s wand?”

I looked back up to see Auntie Jess’ jaw tighten for a moment before she sighed once more. “You really are too damn perceptive. You know that, right?”

I just gave a small shrug, not sure how to answer that. I hadn’t meant to dig up old wounds, I was just curious.

I decided to change the subject. “So, you and Nightingale's dad were bonded?”

Auntie Jess raised an eyebrow. “Well, you knew that we were married.”

“Yeah, but when Natalie talked about it, she made bonding sound more... permanent. Like there wasn’t a divorce option.”

“There’s not.”

“So then how did he leave?”

My auntie’s gaze turned hard and she muttered a protection spell, her hand in her pocket, presumably on her wand. “He didn’t leave,” she said once no one could hear us. “He was killed.”

My stomach twisted with guilt at my blunder. So much for not continuing to dig up old wounds. “I’m sorry, I didn’t-”

“You didn’t know. It’s okay.” She took a deep breath as she examined my simmering potion. Eventually, she turned back to me. “He was part-Demon. It was only a small part, but he ended up in the middle of a scuffle between some Slayers and some Demons. The Slayers killed him, and the Council of Light decided that they would rather cover it up than admit that a mistake had been made. I had to tell everyone that he had left me, rather than saying that he had died.”

I frowned. “But you can tell me now?”

“No, technically, I’m still not allowed. But I don’t care anymore. If the Council came for me, Gail wouldn’t let them. Not once I told her the truth. We may disagree on a lot of things, but I trust her that much.” My auntie then looked me over. “How do you know so much about bonding with a Vampire anyway?”

“Natalie told me.” I looked back at my work as my cheeks flushed.

My auntie grinned. “And why were you talking about bonding with your roommate?”

“No reason.” I knew that I must be crimson by this point, and my voice squeaked as I realised that if my auntie didn’t believe me, it might be grounds for her to split us up.

My auntie must have noted the fear in my voice as she put a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, you’re not in trouble, Amy. I just want you to talk to me.”

I nodded, relaxing a little. “We kissed once. In the summer. She was at that party I went to. Of course, I had no idea she was a Vampire at that point. She nearly bit me, and I think it scared her. She says that because she’s part-Witch, she can’t be with anyone. She’s got emotions that Vampires don’t normally have to deal with until they already have a source of blood to drink from.”

Auntie Jess gave me a sympathetic smile. “Yeah, Nightingale is much the same way. She’s more Vampire than Witch, but she still has enough emotional juice to struggle to control herself. In all honesty, I think she should find a nest to take her in so that she can be with her own kind for a while, but she keeps brushing off the idea. I may have never regretted not being part of a coven, but I do worry about the effect it had on her.”

I just nodded, realising why Nightingale had been so fast when fighting those attackers.

And why Natalie’s muted nature had seemed so familiar to me.

“Well,” my auntie eventually said, “there are plenty of non-Vampire fish in the sea.”

I nodded as my thoughts went to one particular non-Vampire with flaming red hair and all too human freckles.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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As I walked into my next class, I was surprised to see that there were no tables or chairs in the room.

No, everyone was just milling around.

Though ‘everyone’ was a very small group of students, and as I looked around, I recognised Natalie, Lena, and Willow. And as I looked to everyone else, I found my eyes either straining with glamours, or finding features like pointed ears or crimson eyes.

A woman with a pair of amber, sparkling butterfly wings approached, and I had to put all of my effort into not letting my surprise show on my face.

Eventually, magic would run out of surprises for me, but ‘eventually’ wasn’t here yet.

I wondered how I hadn’t noticed her around the school grounds before.

“Ah, you must be the new student. Amelia, right?”

I nodded.

“Welcome. Just call me Tilly. As much as I’m a teacher here, I dislike formalities. Now, this class is usually for those who have magical heritage besides ‘Witch’. Those with more innate powers that do not need to be channelled through a wand. However, it seems you’ve shown a propensity for using raw Energy that’s rare for most Witches, so it seemed like a good idea for you to join us in these classes until you can learn a little more control.” She looked around the room before stopping. “Ah, Willow. You still don’t have a partner in this class, right?”

“Right,” Willow agreed as she made her way over.

“Then would you be so kind as to help Amelia today? I’d like to start her with Energy training. That won’t be a problem, will it?”

“No, of course not,” Willow said, though her cheeks turned crimson.

If Tilly noticed anything, however, she didn’t say it. “Great! Then I shall leave you to it.”

She headed off across the room as Willow turned to face me, a little stiffly.

“It’s so weird calling a teacher by their first name,” I muttered as we got close and Willow relaxed.

Was she really so nervous just to talk to me? What had I done to seem so scary to her?

“Well, it’s good practice for uni. And actually, the rumour is that she doesn’t want students knowing her last name.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I can only guess, but given that she’s a Faerie... Well, they don’t have children of their own. Or, at least, it’s rare. When Angels have kids with Humans, and the kids aren’t chosen as Angels, then they’re Fae. And most Fae choose to stop ageing as children. It’s one of the side effects of going to the Glades of the Fae. As there are so few of them on Earth, most go to the Glades, and very few return, except for short trips to recruit Human children. Fae don’t have children because most are children themselves, but they can turn Human children. But those Human children never leave the Glades. If Tilly is here as an adult, then that can only mean that one of her parents was an Angel. So, I can understand why she doesn’t want us knowing who she is.”

She smiled, turning to give me her full attention. “But weren’t we supposed to be doing something else?”

“Yes. ‘Energy training’. What’s that?”

Willow folded her arms as she looked me over. “Well, it’s a pretty rare form of magical training. Most consider Energy so innate that there’s no use in any kind of training for it. Either you’re powerful or you’re not. But for those with either weak or uncontrollable Energy, there are some techniques that you can use.”

I sighed, folding my own arms in a subconscious mirror of Willow’s stance. “I’m guessing that I’m here for the ‘uncontrollable’ part?”

Willow gave me an apologetic look but didn’t dismiss my fear.

“It’s all right,” I said. “If you can help me get it under control, then it won’t be ‘uncontrollable’ anymore, will it?”

“Well, I don’t think approaching this as a way to get your Energy ‘under control’ is helpful. Think of it more like helping you understand your Energy better. If you try to fight it, it won’t work.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t quite sure that I understood what she meant. I assumed that it would make more sense once we actually started the training. “So, if this is a pretty rare form of magical training, how do you know about it?”

“My father. He’s a Fin’hathan. My training isn’t as extensive as his, and won’t be unless I decide to follow in his footsteps and take the same vows, but it’s enough.”

“What’s a Fin’hathan? And what kind of vows do they take?”

Willow grimaced. “Promise you won’t look at this with Human morality?”

I raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

“It means that the closest translation of Fin’hathan is ‘assassin’. In Skyreach, the Elven realm, it’s more of an anti-corruption role within the government.”

“But where they kill people?”

“Well, yes. The problem with the strongest magical beings is that you need someone stronger to cage them. And it’s not always fool proof, like with Maria Brown’s escape. The only sure way to deal with a strong magical threat is with death. For most magical factions, that looks like bloody wars. Only two factions have come up with alternatives, the Demons and the Elves. The Elves have the Fin’hathan to take down tyrants. The Demons are lucky in knowing that the King or Queen will always be the strongest of them at any given time, so the first Demon Queen fashioned a sword that would weaken her or her children, and broke it into a hundred shards, distributed amongst the nobility, so that they could use it to take down the King or Queen if they ever all agreed that it was necessary. Of course, Lord Uther’s coup against Queen Freya showed that that system also has flaws.”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure that I bought into the nobility of killing anyone, but I did have to admit that if imprisonment was off the table, I wasn’t sure how you could deal with tyrants. “So, does your father live here on Earth with you? If he has such an important role, I mean.”

She frowned for a moment before sighing. “I forget that you’re not well versed in magical history. Yes, he lives on Earth now. The Vulcan Plains, Skyreach, and Dwiivan were all sealed away years ago. Traversal between Earth and those realms is now impossible. Atlantis is the only elemental realm that we can still access.”

“So, what does he do on Earth?”

“Well, Fin’hathan can’t really break their vows, so the few stranded on Earth decided to use their skills to head off the bloody wars that the other factions often engaged in by taking out the major players before anything got too heated. The problem there was that the factions were too split. And you can prevent a ‘bloody war’ by stopping those who would rise up against a dictator.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why I’m trying to defend his line of work, I don’t believe he’s right, I just...” She sighed, blowing a strand of hair from her eyes. “I guess I’m so used to people judging me when I tell them, I’ve started pre-defending myself.”

I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m not going to judge you for your parents, Willow.”

“Thanks, Amelia.” She smiled back, though it was strained. “A lot of people don’t trust Elves to start with, so they see my father’s profession as proof that their distrust is justified.”

I frowned. “They don’t trust you? Why?”

Willow didn’t answer, forcing her smile further. “You know, if I didn’t know any better, I would think that you were asking all of these questions to try to get out of training.”

I cringed. “Not consciously, but... Well, you saw what I did to Mr Stiles. Can you blame me for being nervous?”

The tension in her frame relaxed once more as she gave me a smile that finally read as genuine. “Amelia, you’re not going to hurt me. You had no idea what you were doing when you broke through, and you were panicking, which fuelled your magic, which made you panic further.”

“Bold of you to assume that I know what I’m doing now.”

Willow chuckled, shaking her head. “Amelia, at the very least, you have a wand now.”

I just raised an eyebrow, not buying that that would be enough.

She sighed. “Have you even tried to use your Energy since then?”

“‘Tried’? No. But I have used it accidentally.”

“Did you hurt anyone?”

My cheeks flushed. “No, I didn’t physically hurt anyone, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t.”

“Well, we’ll never know until you try.”

I frowned, even though I knew she was right. Or rather, because I knew that she was right, but wished that she wasn’t.

“Come on, let’s sit down.”

She led me over to a corner and sat down cross-legged.

I followed, sitting opposite her.

“So,” I said, “how do we do this?”

“The most important thing to remember here – and with all magic – is that your powers are fuelled by emotion. If you want to understand your Energy, you have to understand the source it’s drawing from.”

I grimaced before I could think better of the reaction.

Willow gave me another sympathetic smile. “I know that that won’t be easy right now, Amelia. And I know that you’re still uncovering things that until now were buried deep, and with everything else going on, things will be in turmoil. But even if you can only take a small step now, that’s going to help.”

I sighed as I wondered if the things ‘buried deep’ was referring to my magic or... other things.

Probably both.

Though most of my sigh was brought on by the realisation that I would have to be honest with her if we wanted to get anywhere with this.

“It’s not just that,” I finally said. “I mean, it is that, but it’s also... I’ve never been great at emotional regulation. Like, clinically. It’s an ADHD thing. My medication helps, but... I might have a harder time here than other people.”

Willow gave me a wry smile. “Not as many people as you might think.”

“What do you mean?”

“Magic draws from your emotions, Amelia. If you use too much magic, you drain your feelings. It’s why Vampires don’t feel like we do. They produce the same level of emotion as Humans, so it’s drained by their magic until they can replenish themselves through drinking blood.”

I frowned. “But we still feel, even with the drain. Implying that we feel more than Humans?”

Willow nodded. “It’s another reason we keep to our own as much as possible. Sometimes we can come across as a little... much. You would have been fine before you broke through, but now that you have access to your magic, you’ll be overcompensating. If you use your magic enough, it should level out. But if you don’t... Well, that’s not recommended.”

“Well... At least I’m used to it.”

Willow smiled. “There is that. And be grateful that you don’t have elemental blood like me. We’re even worse.”

I returned her smile. “You don’t seem so bad to me.”

“Well, you don’t seem so bad to me, either. Maybe we’re just as bad as each other.”

She leaned closer and my breath hitched in my throat.

My eyes traced over her freckles before I’d even realised what I was doing, looking for patterns like looking for constellations in the stars.

It was as if Willow amped my distractibility and hyper-focus up to eleven, leaving me incapable of paying attention to anything but her.

“We should really start with one of the training exercises,” she said, pulling my attention back to the moment.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

“Can you access your Energy and bring it out?”

Energy was crackling over my skin before she’d even finished speaking. In all honesty, with her so close, it was like electricity sparking just under my skin, itching to be released.

“Okay,” she said, her voice low and quiet, “I’m going to join my Energy to yours to help you get a feel for it. But... Well, it’s raw emotion. It might feel a little... intense.”

“I take it there’s not another way to do this?”

Willow shook her head.

“Then I suppose we don’t have a choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

“Not if I want control of my powers.”

She hesitated for a moment, looking as if she wanted to say something else, but then she nodded and brought her hands forward to clasp mine.

Sparks of her own crackled over her skin, coming to meet mine.

The second they collided, I gasped, overwhelmed by the sensation.

It was almost as if I could feel Willow as just another part of me.

Separate, with her own feelings, but as connected to me as my arm was.

You know, if my arm had a mind of its own.

I felt surprise and it took me a moment to realise that it was coming from Willow, not me.

Surprise at my reaction to her, and my cheeks flushed crimson as I realised that I had managed to broadcast the way her proximity was making me feel.

“Sorry,” I managed, my words coming out as barely more than a whisper. “I’m trying to figure out how to hide my feelings through my Energy, but... Well, it’s only been a week since I broke through.”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to apologise. It’s actually refreshing.”

I raised an eyebrow. “It’s refreshing for me to let you in on my embarrassing feelings?”

She smiled. “Well, not quite that. It’s refreshing that you’re so open. Especially when you feel so... Well, so familiar.”

“Familiar?”

She nodded. “It almost feels as if you have elemental blood, even though I know you don’t. But your magic... It has that wild edge that calls to me.”

I took a deep breath, focusing on the magic between us.

On Willow’s magic.

It seemed to dance within her. Wild and uncontrolled.

Like mine.

Like Freya’s.

I did my best to ignore that thought, not wanting to risk sharing it.

Thankfully, Willow didn’t seem to catch it.

“So, what now?” I asked.

“We need to let the bond develop. I know that it can be uncomfortable to share your Energy like this – it can feel too intimate – but if you can get a good enough sense of my Energy, you can use it to guide yours. To figure out what it should feel like, instead of flailing in the dark.”

I nodded, Willow’s words about it being too intimate bringing my thoughts back to the day before.

And that moment on the bench when I was sure that she was going to kiss me.

And how disappointed I had been when she’d moved away.

By the time I realised that I had broadcast that thought through our bond, it was too late.

Willow yanked her hands away from mine and I suppressed a cringe as she stood up.

So, my feelings before weren’t bad, but this was too much?

Well, at least now I knew where the line was.

“Amelia, don’t-”

I stood up as well. “Sorry. Like I said, I still don’t know how to keep things from my Energy. Especially... Well, things I’ve only just begun to admit to myself that I can feel.”

Willow winced. “No, I’m the one who should be apologising. I never should have lowered my suppression magic. You don’t really like me, Amelia. It’s just the effect of seeing me for who I am beneath the magic. It will fade in time. I promise.”

I frowned. “So, you never lower it? You’re constantly concealing what you really look like?”

“I have to. You’ve felt the effect for yourself. Other Elves are used to it, but they’re so rare on Earth...”

“I’m sorry. That must be lonely.”

She stared at me, as if I’d grown another head.

“What?”

She shook her head. “Most people wouldn’t say ‘sorry’ after I’d forced them to feel the way that you feel about me. Most would resent me for it.”

I shrugged. “I mean, it wasn’t your fault. I was about to literally explode, and it was the only way you had to get my attention. Plus... Well, I’m not as convinced as you that it’s an effect of your magic. You were more patient with me yesterday than I think most would have been, and I appreciate that.”

“Speaking of yesterday, how are things with Natalie now?”

I shrugged. “We cleared the air. She made it clear that we can be nothing but friends, and I’m happy with that. And I do mean it today.”

I almost believed the words myself, I said them with such conviction.

“Because you’ve stopped pretending that it’s so impossible for you to have feelings for her?”

I sighed, looking away. “Admittedly, I am still working that out. But... Well, I can’t ignore how I feel when my magic is broadcasting it to everyone else. And... Well, it doesn’t seem like it’s a problem here.”

“Ms Griffin is fairly strict with people when it comes to that kind of thing.”

“Well, yeah. So... I’m sick of secrets, Willow. I’m sick of not even being sure of what’s in my own head. My magic, my memories, my feelings... I’m not going to take an active part in suppressing anything. Not anymore.”

Willow tucked her fiery hair behind a pointed ear. “If you’re so desperate to be sure of what’s in your own head, then how can you want me close?”

“How can I become sure if you’re not close?”

I stepped forward, perhaps a little impulsively, and waited to see how she responded.

To my surprise, she didn’t step back.

Though, a moment later, she frowned. “Wait, what did you mean about your memories being suppressed?”

I froze, realising that I probably shouldn’t have said anything about that to her.

How could I explain that without explaining my connection to Freya?

“Hey, Amelia. Willow.”

I turned, more than a little relieved to hear Natalie’s familiar voice.

She was approaching with Lena, though she was dragging Lena by the wrist.

“Hi, Natalie,” Willow said, stepping away from me.

I frowned, turning back to see that Natalie wasn’t exactly giving Willow the friendliest of looks.

What the hell was that about?

“Need anything?” Willow asked.

“Yes, actually. I thought that perhaps we should work in a group of four. After all, you know elemental magic better, so you’ll be able to help Lena in ways that I can’t.”

“Okay,” Willow agreed, and I suppressed a sigh, getting the feeling that this was about something more than just helping Lena.
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I WAS NO FURTHER ENLIGHTENED on the reason for Natalie’s intrusion when the lesson ended.

After a brief moment of awkwardness, we had settled into practicing. Though Willow switched to less intimate techniques when it came to helping me control my magic.

Instead, she had me focusing on causing white and then black sparks to dance up each arm.

By the end of the lesson, I only had a handful of successes, and I wasn’t sure if they were because I was actually improving, or if they were just chance.

I headed out of the room, only to run straight into Ms Maltere.

“Ah, Amelia. I was hoping to catch you. Would you mind if I borrowed you for just a moment?”

“No. Not at all.” I turned to my friends. “I’ll see you later.”

They nodded and headed off as I followed Ms Maltere to her empty classroom.

She went to lean back on her desk before pulling out her wand and closing the door behind me. “So, Amelia, I was just wondering how far you had gotten with reading through the book I gave you.”

I cringed, not wanting to admit how much I was struggling with it. She’d seemed so sure that I would be able to manage it...

But I suppressed my urge to lie. If this book did have answers about how to lift the curse from my mum, Ms Maltere might be able to help me find them faster.

Even if it did lower her estimation of me.

“Actually, I’ve been struggling to make progress with it. Even with Natalie helping me with the aspects of magic I haven’t learned yet, some of it is beyond her, and then there are language barriers as well that are making it difficult. I’m sorry. I know you thought that I could do this...”

Ms Maltere gave me a kind smile. “It’s okay, Amelia. Those are understandable pitfalls, and the fact that you’re making any progress at all is impressive. This is not a text for beginners.”

“But you said that you thought I could handle it.”

“I didn’t want to scare you off. And admittedly, I hadn’t read it since... Well, for a long time. Reading it again after giving it to a novice highlighted some flaws in Maria’s writing style. But never mind. Now that you’ve broken through, and I am officially one of your teachers, I don’t see why I can’t take over helping you through the book. That is, if you’re still interested, and if you don’t mind spending your evenings in here with me.”

“I am still interested, and I don’t mind at all.”

She grinned. “Excellent. Are you free this evening? We can get started right away.”

“Yeah, just let me tell Natalie.” I pulled my phone from my bag and sent a quick text before putting it back and retrieving the book.

I placed it on Ms Maltere’s desk before giving her a sheepish smile. “Thank you for this. Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Of course not.”

“Really? Because I can’t imagine teaching a complete beginner is much fun. If I’d been in Natalie’s place, I probably would have torn my hair out at all of the basic questions I ended up asking.”

I looked away, tightening my hands around the strap of my bag.

“Well, everyone has to start somewhere and we Angelborn should stick together.”

I frowned at her. “‘Angelborn’? What does that mean?”

“It’s an older term. We’re rare now, so I suppose most people have forgotten. But in the days when Angels of Life weren’t so rare, people would go to them when they struggled to have a child. If the Angel blessed them, the child would be born with a fraction of the Angel’s magic, making them more powerful than anyone else. I could feel your power as soon as you broke through. Just like mine, though tinged with a little bit of elemental magic. I’m assuming that, as she is the only Angel of Life and certainly the only one with Nature’s blood, Queen Freya was the one to give you her power.”

It wasn’t phrased as a question, and I had no idea what to do.

I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but Ms Maltere had figured it out on her own. And she seemed more knowledgeable about it than anyone else had been.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I don’t mean you any harm, Amelia. I swear. I just know how lonely it can be to be the only one of your kind, and I don’t want you to go through that. Not to mention the difficulty of not having a tutor experienced enough to help you. I had quite a few growing pains when it came to my powers, and I want to help you avoid the same.”

I nodded. She didn’t seem to be lying. “Thank you.”

Her smile widened. “You’re welcome, Amelia. Though, while you don’t have to worry about me, I do suspect that someone at this school isn’t as virtuous. Angelborn attract nearly as much trouble as Angels. Promise me that you’ll be careful, and that you’ll come to me if you see anything suspicious.”

My blood chilled as I remembered my dreams of Natalie being hurt.

And the silver teacher's pin falling to the ground.

“I promise.”

Ms Maltere smiled as she opened the book. “Now, why don’t we start by going over something you struggled with?”

I nodded, wanting nothing more than to put the previous conversation behind me as I flicked through to a page on drawing on external sources to fuel a spell.

“I think I understand the basic premise of this, that some spells require outside components, and that living components need to be bound to the spell, but I didn’t see how it would work.” I moved my finger over to the pattern drawn on the page. “Spells require balance, right? But this wand formation is asymmetrical.”

Ms Maltere’s smile widened once more. “So, you understand the book perfectly, but you have questions?”

I shook my head. “No, the question has arisen from the fact that I don’t understand the book.”

“It’s not a question of understanding, Amelia. You’re fighting the knowledge. Consider the spell again and try to allow your creativity a voice as you do so. Why might the spell be out of balance if all of them require balance?”

“I don’t know, that’s why it doesn’t make sense.” My words came out harsher than I intended, and I took a deep breath, not wanting to yell at my teacher.

“You’re afraid.”

I frowned. “Afraid?”

She nodded. “You’re afraid that if you say an answer, it might be wrong, so you’re not trying.”

I folded my arms and looked away. “But it is going to be wrong, and then I’ll look...”

“Foolish? Trust me, Amelia, I will not judge you for having ideas.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

She paused and looked me over before sighing. “Yes, I believe that you have. Tell me, Amelia, have you learned about binding spells yet?”

“No. What are they?”

“A promise that cannot be broken. Give me your hand.”

I hesitated for a moment before reaching my hand out, wondering just what she might intend to do.

Ms Maltere clasped my wrist with her hand and I instinctively did the same with my own.

She moved her wand with her other hand as the end glowed, using it to draw an intricate lilac symbol over our clasped arms.

“I, Mary Maltere, pledge to never insult or belittle the ideas of my student, Amelia Bennett, or I shall suffer pain worse than death for several moments.”

The symbol burst into small shards of light and Ms Maltere finally released my hand.

I raised an eyebrow “A ‘pain worse than death’?”

“Well, the standard is usually ‘or my life is forfeit’, but that seemed a little drastic for our lesson today. I didn’t want to scare you off with the thought that I might drop dead if I say the wrong thing.”

I frowned. “I also don’t want you to be hurt.”

“That’s sweet of you, Amelia. But I assure you, I’ve suffered through far worse. Now, why don’t you try again to tell me what you think might be the reason for the asymmetrical pattern?”

I turned my attention back to the book, my stomach twisting at the thought of doing as she asked.

But she’d taken away any excuse I had to say no.

There was no reason to be scared.

My anxiety persisted regardless, but I did my best to ignore it as I looked over the image of a spider being bound.

“The life force,” I muttered, before turning to Ms Maltere and speaking in full volume. “The life force of the bound creature completes the spell. That’s what keeps it in place. Rather than surrounding it with the spell, the spell needs it to stay whole. That would make it harder to break, right? The spell will cling to the life force to stay whole.”

Ms Maltere grinned. “I told you that you would be able to get it. Amelia, you are everything I thought you were. An Angelborn with your ability to grasp magical concepts... You could lead our people one day.”

Warmth spread through me at the praise and I found myself unable to suppress a smile. “I... You really think I could be that good? I mean, I’m new to magic, and my parents were Human...”

“None of that matters, Amelia. Trust me. A traditional coven might not have been able to nurture your abilities, but I can help you become the Witch you were always meant to be.”

“What about breaking a curse when no one else can? Can you teach me how to do that?”

“Yes, Amelia, I can show you how to do that.”

I hadn’t realised just how much my hope for my mum had dimmed until she’d said those words, reigniting it into a fire that fuelled me as I turned back to the book. “Then show me.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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I ended up staying with Ms Maltere well into the night, going over every mention of curses in the book.

Nothing seemed to relate to the curse on my mother, but Ms Maltere had assured me that we could keep looking tomorrow.

Before sternly telling me to eat something and go to bed, reminding me that I would be useless tomorrow if I didn’t take care of myself.

But on the way back to the dormitories, I found myself hesitating, and then heading towards my auntie’s house, Ms Maltere’s words about someone in the school being after me ringing in my ears.

Auntie Jess had promised to ask around about Mr Stiles, but I hadn’t heard anything yet.

I bit my lip as I knocked on her door, hoping that she wasn’t already asleep.

Thankfully, she answered the door in her apron and the hot, slightly metallic smell told me that she had been brewing something.

“Amy,” she said with a slight frown. “Is something wrong? It’s late.”

“Sorry, I didn’t realise the time. I was just wondering if we could talk.”

“Of course. Come in.”

She stepped aside to let me in before closing the door behind me and then heading back to the kitchen.

“What did you want to talk about?”

“I just wanted to see if you had found anything out about Mr Stiles.”

Auntie Jess sighed as she returned to her cauldron, stirring the bubbling liquid within. “Nothing out of the ordinary. All of his references check out, and I can’t find any hint of strangeness. Maybe if I was being particularly suspicious, I would say that he’s too quiet and clean, but that’s not unusual for magical beings who have to hide from Humans.”

I frowned. “So, that’s it?”

She shrugged. “I’ll keep looking, and let me know if you notice anything else, but I can’t follow evidence that doesn’t exist.” She looked me over. “Why? Has he done something else?”

I shook my head. “No, I just... How sure are you that the school is safe? That Maria Brown can’t send anyone after me here?”

“Fairly sure. The school has some of the strongest wards and protections in existence. But, Amy, if you don’t feel safe here, we can leave. I was planning on teaching you myself before the school opened, so we could go back to that plan. I trust your intuition, so if you feel threatened, just say the word, and we’ll be gone.”

I leaned against the kitchen bench, looking down at the texture of the countertop as I tried to decide what to do.

Ms Maltere had warned me that there was danger at the school, so maybe leaving was the sensible thing to do.

But then, Ms Maltere had also promised that she could help me learn how to lift the curse on my mum. What if leaving the school meant leaving the only chance to save her?

“Shit,” my auntie muttered, flicking her wand to lower the flame beneath the cauldron before returning her attention to stirring it.

“What are you making?” I asked.

“Something that I’m hoping will help your mum.”

“You think it will break the curse?”

She cringed. “I doubt it. But I’m hoping that it will keep her strength up. The curse seems to be holding stable, rather than progressively weakening her, but there is a risk that our attempts to lift the curse might cause some strain.”

I frowned. “Is she okay?”

“Yes, of course.” Auntie Jess sighed, running her hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, Amy. I didn’t mean to worry you. This is just a precaution, nothing more.” She forced a smile, but it was weak. “Anyway, we were talking about whether or not you wanted to leave.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t want to go anywhere.”

I had to figure out a way to cure my mum.

Auntie Jess smiled once more, and this time it was a little more believable. “Okay. Did you need anything else? Have you eaten tonight?”

“I... Admittedly, no.”

Auntie Jess shook her head. “Stick the oven on. I’ve got a pizza in the fridge.”

#
[image: image]


AFTER EATING, I HEADED back to my room to find Natalie still awake, sitting on her bed with a book in her lap.

As soon as I entered the room, however, she looked up from her book.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” I replied as I closed the door behind me and made my way over to my bed, dumping my bag down on the floor.

“So, why did you skip out on tutoring tonight? Willow was at dinner, so you weren’t with her.”

“No, I was with Ms Maltere. She’s offered to help me with my studies, so you no longer have to worry about me taking up your time.”

“You weren’t taking up my time.” She frowned. “This isn’t because of anything between us, is it?”

I mirrored her frown as I made my way over to my bed, sitting down on the edge. “I didn’t think that there was anything between us.”

“There’s not.”

“Exactly. So, this was nothing to do with that. I just think that Ms Maltere is the best person to teach me.”

She nodded, but she didn’t look happy.

I wondered if I had insulted her teaching ability.

“In class today, you and Willow looked... Cosy.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, she was helping me with my Energy.”

“And that’s it? You two aren’t...”

“Aren’t what?”

“Do you like her?”

“As a friend?”

“No. I mean... Do you like her?”

“Yeah. I do. Why?”

Natalie had been more than clear with the fact that there was nothing between us, so why did she care if there was something between me and Willow?

Natalie’s gaze focused down on the book in her lap, though she had closed it, with her thumb keeping her page. “You only like her because of her Elven beauty. If you hadn’t seen her without her suppression magic, you wouldn’t be feeling this way. Don’t let her string you along, Amy.”

I shook my head. “Willow isn’t doing anything. She has already pointed out the effects of her Elven beauty, but I can make my own choices here. I don’t need you to act like my mother, Natalie.”

Natalie still refused to meet my gaze, not responding for a while.

I huffed, making my way over to my drawers to grab my pyjamas.

“You’re right,” Natalie eventually said as I made my way to the bathroom. “It’s none of my business. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said, though I was sure that it wasn’t.

Would we ever be able to salvage a functioning friendship, or would it always be like this?

I wasn’t sure that I could handle the latter. Not with us sharing a room.
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The next afternoon, I had a Basics of Spellcraft lesson with Ms Maltere and was a little relieved that neither Natalie nor Willow were in the class.

Not that I didn’t want to see Willow, but I worried about things being awkward with Natalie. Or that Willow might have decided that everything I felt for her really was an effect of her Elven beauty.

Natalie had been fine with me, but we also hadn’t really spoken alone. Just at breakfast, break and lunch, when Charlotte and Lena were there to act as buffers.

And they had been doing such a good job of it, I did wonder if they knew just how much it was required.

I sat at the front of the class by myself, deciding to focus on my work, rather than this complicated mess I had found myself in.

Thankfully, Ms Maltere didn’t waste any time getting into the lesson once we’d all arrived.

“Good afternoon, everyone. Today, we’re going to be going over another of the basic, stock spells that every Witch should know. The glamour spell. Now, pay attention and I shall show you how it’s done.”

She turned to her desk and made a zig-zag pattern with her wand over the lamp as she said, “Ciathlo.”

The once red lamp turned blue before our eyes.

She turned to the rest of us. “The spell is always the same, but how you change the object depends on what you’re picturing. And the picturing is the difficult part. You need to hold the image clearly in your mind’s eye, and you need to maintain your concentration. Otherwise...”

The lamp turned back to red.

“Now, if you all take an object from your bag, I want you to try the spell. Just do a simple change like the one I demonstrated.”

I took a black gel pen from my bag and placed it on the table in front of me before imagining a red biro as I cast the spell.

A moment later, a red biro was sitting in front of me.

“Now, Amelia, I did say a simple change.”

The pen turned back as I jerked my head up to see Ms Maltere approaching with a smile.

“That wasn’t simple?”

“Changing it to a red gel pen would have been simple. This was a little more complex. But don’t worry, I’m not going to tell you off for doing better than I asked. Not as long as you managed it, at least. Perhaps I should give you a more complicated task...”

She frowned as she looked over my wand. “I take it that’s a hand-me-down?”

I nodded.

“Yes, as much as I think you could handle casting something more complex, I am worried about you trying with a wand that you didn’t build yourself. You need a deeper connection to it to access your powers to their fullest extent.”

“So, how do I build one?”

“Well, normally your Coven Head would help you. Or a family member, if you didn’t join a coven. Here, there’s a class to help you, but it would be with the younger children.”

My knuckles turned white as I gripped my wand tighter.

“Yes,” Ms Maltere said, obviously picking up on my distaste for the idea, “I doubt I would enjoy it, in your shoes. But how about we make building you a new wand the focus of our lesson tonight?”

I frowned. “But what about going through the curses in the book?”

“Well, even if I teach you how to lift powerful curses, you’re not going to be able to do it without a wand of your own. And once you have one, I’ll be able to show you how to tap into your powers as an Angelborn to their fullest extent. Which, yes, involves lifting curses.”

I smiled, glad that I wasn’t sitting near anyone else, so it was safe for us to talk about such things. “Then yes, I would be glad to.”

“Though as much as you like the idea of curses, I think we should also look at illusion magic. You might have a knack for it. For now, try casting the glamour on yourself to change your appearance. With that wand, you’ll probably only manage minor changes, but in time, you’ll be able to use the spell to turn yourself invisible. Even to other magical beings.

“And keep an eye out for other glamours. I doubt that you’ll find many at the school, but you never know, and making an effort to seek them out – and even to see through them if you can – will help you to gain a better understanding of them.

“Now, let’s see if you can change your hair colour.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Four

[image: image]


I had to steel myself as I headed to my next class.

History of Magic.

Which meant a class with both Mr Stiles and Natalie, without Charlotte and Lena to act as a buffer.

Though I took a deep breath, trying to assure myself that everything would be fine.

Auntie Jess had said that she hadn’t managed to uncover anything suspicious about Mr Stiles, so maybe there wasn’t anything to uncover.

Maybe the threat I was dreaming about – and that Ms Maltere had warned me about – was something else entirely.

Though, I didn’t actually know which outcome was worse. If it wasn’t Mr Stiles, then I was out of ideas, and that thought was terrifying.

And then with Natalie... Well, we were both mature young women. I didn’t see any reason why we couldn’t be grown-ups about this.

I stepped into the classroom and hesitated for just a moment before going to my usual seat next to Natalie.

She turned to me with a small smile. “Hey.”

I couldn’t help but smile back, barely managing to suppress a sigh of relief that told me just how little my internal pep talk had been able to calm my nerves.

“Hey,” I said as I sat down next to her.

“How did Basics of Spellcraft go?”

“I can turn my hair blue now.”

“Really? A glamour on yourself so fast? No wonder Ms Maltere likes you so much.”

I had to stop myself from frowning at her tone. I’d thought that her attitude was just because of Willow, but was she also annoyed that the new girl was getting special treatment?

I wished that I could explain about being Angelborn, but given that Freya was the only Angel, I knew that I couldn’t without mentioning her.

Before I could say anything, Mr Stiles stood up and started the lesson.

I don’t think that I had ever been so glad for his presence before.

Though, as he spoke, I didn’t really focus on his words. No, instead I found my eyes sliding through his glamour, far more easily than before.

Perhaps now I had cast the magic for myself, I understood it better.

Once more, I saw a streak of white through his hair, and the tattoo on his wrist.

I frowned at the design. Auntie Jess had said that it would indicate who he was married to. Had his spouse come up in Auntie Jess’ investigations into him?

Maybe that was the missing link.

Especially if he was going to such lengths to hide it.

I quickly pulled up the drawing app on my tablet and sketched the design, angling the tablet so that neither he nor Natalie would see what I was up to.

I wouldn’t have an answer for Natalie if she asked.

Soon enough, I had the design, but that wasn’t much help without someone to show it to. I supposed that I could show Auntie Jess, but she had already said that looking through his glamour would be rude. Not to mention, if she did start to think that he was a real threat, she would take me out of the school.

And then I would lose my one chance to figure out how to lift the curse on my mum.

But then, Ms Maltere had seemed to know about people being after me. Maybe if I showed her the design, she could help.
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I HURRIED TO MS MALTERE’S classroom as soon as Mr Stiles’ class ended, tapping my hand against my bag as I waited for the snail-paced students to file out of the room.

As soon as the last student left, I hurried inside, closing the door behind me.

Ms Maltere smiled as she stood up from her desk. “Amelia. Eager to start, are we?”

“Well, yes, but also... I think I might have an idea of where the danger in the school is.” I took out my tablet and brought up the drawing, handing it to her.

She frowned at the image. “This is the sign of House Lycan.”

“House Lycan?”

She nodded. “Are you aware of Lord Uther?”

I frowned. “He tried to kill Queen Freya, didn’t he?”

“Yes. Her and her infant daughter. Queen Freya defeated him, but... There are those who are still loyal. Where did you see this, Amelia?”

“Mr Stiles has it tattooed on his wrist.”

“So, he’s married to someone in Lord Uther’s house. That’s not good, Amelia...”

I nodded. Caroline had thought that Maria Brown would be working with someone still loyal to Lord Uther.

“We should tell Ms Griffin,” I said. “If she knows, then she can get rid of him.”

“Except we don’t know if he has an excuse, Amelia. Do you really think that he didn’t consider that someone might see through his glamour and recognise the mark? Most who used to be loyal to Lord Uther disavowed him when he was defeated, and those disavowals have been accepted. There was too much risk of the Underworld falling into civil war if Queen Freya didn’t forgive them.”

“So, she won’t believe us?”

“Even if she does, I think she’ll need more evidence. This school is still new, and still mired in the politics of a cross-species experiment. Gail is accountable to other people who are invested in this school, and she will have to answer for dismissing a teacher based on who he’s married to.”

“So, what do we do?”

“Give me a few days. If he is up to something nefarious, there will be evidence. It will just be a matter of finding it. But don’t worry, Amelia. I won’t let anyone hurt you in the meantime. I promise.”

I nodded, believing her. There was just something about her... Maybe it was because she was Angelborn, but I couldn’t imagine anyone being able to get through her.

She was too powerful.

More powerful than my auntie, at any rate.

Which meant that she would be able to protect me.

Ms Maltere smiled. “For now, however, we should focus on your wand. If we can get you to full power, you won’t need protection. You’ll be able to protect yourself.”

I smiled back at the thought.

I never wanted to be as helpless as I was on the day when the Demons had caught me, trapping me in place as they cursed my mother...

I didn’t just want to lift the curse, I wanted to make sure that she was never cursed again.

I wanted to be strong enough to protect them all.

“So, what do I need to do to build this wand?”

“Well, first, we need to find the right materials. Come on, let’s go for a walk.”
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“SO, HOW DOES THIS WORK exactly?” I asked as Ms Maltere took me to the woods at the back of the school.

“You need to find the materials that are right for you. Which starts with wood.”

“So, what? I just pick a tree?”

She nodded. “Or more likely, a branch that has already fallen. Most trees won’t give willingly. Though, with your tie to Nature, they just might for you. Regardless, I shall follow your lead, and you’ll find your way to the right place eventually.”

“So, I should just wander?”

She nodded once more.

I sighed, not a fan of vague instructions.

I spun on my heels and stopped at a random point before moving forward.

Ms Maltere followed, keeping behind me in what I assumed was an effort to make sure that I was actually the one leading us through the woods.

“So,” she said as I made my way over the rough path, keeping all of my attention on not tripping on any roots, “what exactly is it that you find so fascinating about curses, anyway?”

“Huh?” I asked, my distraction leaving the meaning of the question beyond me.

“When we went through Maria Brown’s book, you were focused on the curses, and you asked me to teach you how to lift a curse. Is that really where your academic interest lies? You don’t seem the type. Charlotte, yes. Natalie, most definitely. Curse breakers are always the quiet ones. You and me... Maybe it’s an interesting puzzle, but not enough to really sink our teeth into.”

“If you thought that I wouldn’t be interested in curses, why did you give me a book by Maria Brown?”

She sighed. “As you may have noticed when we were going through the book, very little of it actually covers curses. If you were to read the rest of the book, I’m sure that you would find other topics of interest.”

“Perhaps.” I kept all my attention on the ground, not wanting to risk falling.

“But?”

I sighed. It wasn’t as if there was a reason to lie. Ms Maltere already knew about my connection to Freya and that I was Angelborn, so there was no reason why I shouldn’t tell her about this. “Demons attacked me before I came to Ember Academy. They cursed my mother, and no one has been able to figure out how to lift the curse.”

“And you think that you can help?”

“I hope that I can.” I turned to her, expecting her to tell me that there was no chance of that ever happening.

Instead, she sighed. “I’m sure that you could, Amelia. With enough training, I don’t doubt that you could break any curse that you put your mind to breaking. Though... It is worth remembering that this is something all Witches go through.”

“Having their mothers cursed?”

“Losing their Human families. We live longer than them, Amelia. And Angelborn live longer than most. My parents both died of natural causes centuries ago, and then one by one, my sisters also died. I barely remember their faces now.”

My stomach twisted at the thought.

I couldn’t imagine ever forgetting my parents.

But would that really happen?

Is that what happened to Freya?

Is that why she never came home?

I was jerked from my thoughts by Ms Maltere placing a hand on my shoulder, bringing my awareness to the fact that I had stopped still.

“You’re not alone, Amelia. Not here.”

I nodded, taking comfort from her bittersweet smile.

No, I wasn’t alone.

Ms Maltere understood exactly what I was going through.

“If you’re really determined to lift the curse, then I will help you. Just... don’t let this define your future.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

She nodded, taking her hand from my shoulder. “Good. Because if you want to be able to lift this curse, you need to understand magic. There are two aspects to being a powerful Witch, Amelia. Your raw power, and your ability to understand magic. Those who understand magic can easily outcast those with more raw power, because those who understand magic don’t need to rely on memorising spells. We know how to achieve what we need simply by understanding magic well enough to figure it out.”

“And you think that I can learn how to do that?”

“Well, you already figured out how the binding spell worked. So, yes, I think you can. But first, you need to be familiar with magic. You need to practice it to the point that it becomes as natural as breathing. Once you do, you’ll be able to cast any spell you want. Or lift any curse you want.”

“Any curse? Even the one on my mother?” I looked away, knowing that I wasn’t supposed to say who cursed her, but Ms Maltere already knew everything else, so... “Even if Maria Brown was the one to curse her?”

She nodded, seemingly unfazed by my revelation. “I’ll tell you what, I know the book I gave you fairly well, as well as several other Maria Brown books, and dozens of general books on curses. If you tell me what exactly it is you’re looking for, I’ll search for it, while you focus on becoming strong enough to put that knowledge to good use. Okay?”

“Okay.”

I turned to continue in the direction I had been heading before, but then I spotted another path through the trees.

I headed through, finding a small clearing, in the centre of which was the largest tree I had seen so far.

It seemed almost out of place in the forest.

I stepped closer but jumped back as a branch dropped down to the ground in front of me.

“Where the hell did that come from?” I asked, looking up at the branches over my head, searching for some sign of an animal or something that could have broken the branch.

But I didn’t see anything.

“I think it’s a gift.”

I turned to see Ms Maltere approaching.

“From who?”

“That is the question, isn’t it? The tree, Nature, something else... Who can say? I don’t have the connection to Nature that you do.”

I bent down to pick up the branch.

As soon as my hand wrapped around it, a sense of rightness washed over me.

This was it.

My wand.

It was already roughly the length and thickness of the wand Gail had given me. It lacked any carvings or polishing, and I thought that it should feel wrong in my hands.

But it didn’t.

In fact, altering it felt like a crime.

But surely a branch wouldn’t work as-is.

It would probably need something else to make it a wand.

Still, I figured it was worth trying, and I aimed it at the ground.

The golden leaves beneath my feet slowly turned blue around me before I even had the chance to speak the glamour spell’s incantation aloud.

I turned back to Ms Maltere to see her grinning. 

“Non-verbal spellcasting... I told you that finding your own wand would make you stronger.”

“Non-verbal spellcasting? That’s what that was?”

“Yes. Some Witches don’t need to speak a spell aloud. It’s enough for them to hold it in their head. Some consider it a sign of skill, but to be honest, some Witches find verbal spellcraft harder. Especially those of us who are Litcorde.”

I frowned. “Litcorde?”

“I believe Humans have a term for it now, but I can’t remember it. It has to do with how your mind works. I’m Litcorde, as is Queen Freya, though I don’t think you are. I think you’re a Sister.”

“A Sister?”

“Yes. It’s what we called Witches who weren’t quite Litcorde, but not-not Litcorde.”

“I mean, I have ADHD.”

“Then I shall assume that that’s the Human term for it. Regardless, it simply means that you’ll find non-verbal spellcasting easier. Which is a benefit when you don’t want someone to know what you’re casting. Or that you’re casting anything at all.” She looked down at my wand. “It’s rather old-school to leave your wand as you found it, but something tells me that you’re more than happy with it.”

I nodded. “Is it weird?”

“Perhaps. But ‘weird’ is not bad.” She took out her own wand and I realised that hers, too, lacked polish.

I grinned at the sight, more than happy to leave my wand like this if she was.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Time turned into a blur of studying, as I made my way through as many of the basic spell books as I could, trying to learn as much as I could, as fast as I could.

Which meant studying every waking moment.

And waking up early.

If it weren’t for my classes, I was sure that I wouldn’t know what day of the week it was.

One morning – I think it was a few weeks into my endeavour, though I wasn’t sure – I got dressed as quickly as possible before taking out my latest spell book and my wand, picking up where I had left off the night before.

“Good morning,” Natalie said as she finally woke up and I grunted a response.

She’d given up trying to talk to me past that in the morning, and I was glad.

I didn’t need the distraction.

“Hey! Breakfast!”

I finally put my book down at Natalie’s familiar call, looking up to see her at the door.

I shoved my book into my bag before heading after her.

We headed down to the dining hall and I quickly grabbed an egg and avocado baguette and a coffee.

I’d finished the baguette before we even reached the table.

“I’ll see you all later,” I said to Charlotte, Lena and Natalie, before hurrying off to Ms Maltere’s classroom to get some more practice in before my first lesson started.

“Hey, Lia, wait!”

I turned in the corridor to see that Lena had followed me, though I didn’t slow down for her.

“What is it?” I asked as she jogged to catch up with me.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Really? Because Natalie says that you’re waking up far too early, going to bed far too late, and we hardly ever see you.”

“You see me at meals and break.”

“Okay, technically, we see you, but we don’t talk to you. You eat too fast for talking, and then you disappear. And at break, you just sit in the corner and practice spells, rather than talking to anyone. It’s been weeks, Lia. You can’t keep this up.”

“Keeping this up was how I got ten A*s and two As on my GCSEs.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t make it healthy.”

“Well, it hasn’t broken me yet.”

“Which doesn’t mean that it won’t.”

“I’ll slow down when I can afford to, Lena. But for now, I am so close, I can feel it.” I clasped my hand around my wand instinctively. “I just need to keep my head down and keep working, and I’ll finally crack it. I’ll finally understand the underlying magic, and I won’t have to worry about memorising spells.”

Lena frowned. “Wait, you’re talking about instinctual magic theory? Lia, barely anyone cracks that. And ninety percent of those who do are Litcorde. Even Charlotte struggles with it.”

I looked away. I had no idea how to explain this. Even if I could tell her that I was Angelborn and had a connection to Nature... I wasn’t sure that even that explained everything.

“Ms Maltere thinks that I can. She says that I’m a Sister, so maybe that makes it easier for me.”

“Right, because of your ADHD, but that’s not the same thing, Lia. And even if it was, Charlotte’s Litcorde. It’s why she likes hanging out with you, and why she’s been hurt by you shunning us.”

I frowned. “I... I hadn’t picked up on that.” Charlotte had always been the quietest of the group.

“Yeah, duh, because she’s Litcorde.”

I frowned.

“Autistic, Lia. It means autistic. And Sister means neurodivergent. But my point is that while you might have a shot at this, it won’t come after just a few weeks of even knowing about magic, never mind studying it.”

I didn’t respond, knowing that nothing I said would convince her.

She sighed. “Is this about your mother? Are you doing this to try to break the curse on her?”

“If I can just understand the magic-”

“And you think that the people currently helping her don’t already? You said that your aunt knows the Guardians. They’re helping with this, right?”

I nodded.

“Caroline Raven and her wife, Persephone-”

“I thought her wife was called Mina.”

“Their other wife, Demons can have two spouses. And actually, Mina single-handedly made the capital of magic liveable. And Caroline and Persephone are two of the most powerful Demons alive, and they’re renowned for their understanding of spellcraft. If they can’t figure it out...”

“Then what? It’s hopeless?”

“No, I didn’t say that. Lia, they will figure it out, but you’re not them. And you’re not going to get there in a few weeks, no matter how much you push yourself. And I don’t think your mother would want you to kill yourself for her.”

“And how would you know that?”

“Because if she’s worth even half the effort you’re putting into this, then she would be a good enough mother not to want that.”

I looked away. “I can’t just give up on her, Lena. I won’t.”

I walked away before she could argue, knowing that we would never agree.
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I KEPT TO THE CORNER of the library furthest away from the others at break, and I just grabbed a sandwich at lunch, eating as I walked.

Thankfully, none of the others tracked me down or tried to talk to me again.

Of course, it was just my luck that my first lesson after lunch was History of Magic.

I was reluctant to sit next to Natalie, wondering if Lena had relayed our earlier conversation and gotten her onboard with trying to talk me out of my studying.

But she smiled a little as I approached, and I couldn’t find it in myself to sit elsewhere.

“You okay?” she asked as I sat down. “I heard Lena gave you a hard time at breakfast.”

I shrugged. “I’m fine. I just wish that she’d stop trying to be my mother. I know what I’m doing.”

“You know, she’s not wrong. What you’re doing isn’t sustainable.”

“I know that, but I don’t need it to be sustainable. I just need to get to where I want to be.”

“Lifting the curse on your mother?”

I nodded, bracing myself for another round of being told that was impossible.

But she just said, “Okay then.”

I sighed with relief. The last thing I wanted was another argument.

“Thank you. For understanding.”

She nodded. “I know that I would be doing the same in your shoes.”

Before I could respond, Mr Stiles stepped to the front of the class to face everyone. “All right, I’m hoping that you have all read the chapter that I gave you to read last time. I’ll put a list of essay questions on the board in a moment, and I want you to work your way through three of them. It’s not a test, you can talk, you can get your books out, and you can ask me questions. This is about applying your knowledge and figuring out where the holes in said knowledge are.”

He turned to the board and wrote out ten questions.

I turned on my keyboard as Natalie turned to me.

“Want to work on the same questions?” she asked.

I nodded, figuring that working together was the best solution.

And I did feel bad about how little we had been talking, given how busy I was, so if I had to be in the class, the least I could do was multi-task by also talking to Natalie.

Even if it was just about the formation of the Council of Light and how that shifted the balance of power among magical factions on Earth.

Though, by splitting the work, we ended up racing through it.

Mr Stiles had written on the board that, as a bonus, we could move onto a fourth question, but I found myself bouncing in my seat, glancing down at my bag.

I couldn’t practice spells, but I did have my copy of Maria Brown’s book.

As much as Ms Maltere had said that she would take care of that aspect of looking for a way to lift the curse on my mum, I didn’t see the harm in going through the book and seeing if I had a better understanding of anything now.

And it wasn’t as if I had anything better to do.

I pulled the book from my bag, thanking the fact that Mr Stiles had allowed us to use books to answer the essay questions, so it shouldn’t draw too much attention.

Though, my luck must have been in short supply, as I only got a few pages through when Mr Stiles walked over to me, taking an empty chair in front of us and moving it around so that he could sit backwards on it.

I suppressed a groan as I realised that he was facing me.

“So, Amelia, how are you getting along with the task?”

“Fine,” I managed, perhaps a little too brightly.

He nodded, and to my annoyance, didn’t move. “And how are you doing in general? Have you settled in all right?”

I had to force myself not to frown. Why was he asking me this? Was he trying to get information from me? Figure out my weaknesses?

“I’m fine.”

He looked me over, and I wondered if he was going to push the issue.

But, thankfully, he nodded, standing up. “Okay. But if you do have any issues, you can always come to talk to me. I know that you’re new to all of this and it can be overwhelming.”

“I’m sure that I’ll be fine.”

I maybe should have just said that I would, as he stopped, frowning at me for a moment.

“I know that you might want to shoulder things alone, Amelia, but don’t forget that your teachers – including me – are here to help you. You can rely on us if you have problems.”

I nodded, but his words sounded hollow when I could see through his glamour, the tattoo branding him as my enemy drawing my eye.

He sighed, and I hoped that he was going to leave, but then he frowned at the book on my desk.

“Wait, what’s that you’re reading?”

I shrugged, my mind not coming up with an answer fast enough.

He picked it up before I could think of a reason for him not to and flipped it over to see the title.

As soon as he did, he opened the front pages.

Looking for an editor.

“Who gave you an unedited Maria Brown book?”

I didn’t answer, and he sighed.

“Look, you shouldn’t have been reading this in class, Amelia. I’m afraid I’ll have to confiscate it.”

I glared at him, but I didn’t have a defence.

He was right, I shouldn’t have been reading it in his class.

But that didn’t mean that he was right to take it.

He took the book and placed it on his desk.

Natalie leaned over. “Don’t worry. Ms Griffin doesn’t let teachers keep confiscated items after the end of the school day. You can come back for it after last lesson.”

I nodded, still annoyed, but relaxing a little as I realised that I hadn’t lost the book for good.
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I RETURNED TO MR STILES’ room at the end of the day, but there was no one there.

I opened the door and looked over the desk, but my book wasn’t there.

I made my way over before glancing back at the door.

There was no way I wouldn’t get in trouble if I was found rummaging through a teacher’s drawers, but then, he wasn’t here, and he also wasn’t supposed to keep my book.

Though, if he was here to hurt me, maybe he wanted to stop me from getting information on the curse? To stop me from saving my mother.

Or maybe getting information on Maria Brown.

If he was working for her, it would make sense that he wouldn’t want me to have her book.

That he wouldn’t want me gaining information on my enemy.

But if he didn’t want me to have it, then that meant that I had to get it back.

If he wasn’t in his room... Maybe he would be at his house.

I thanked the fact that I had access to the teacher’s houses before storming off in that direction.

I had to get that book back, no matter what.

I made it through the gate to the town houses and paused, wondering which one was his.

But then I took out my wand, remembering the direction spell my auntie had shown me on the first day here, and that I had since found in one of my textbooks.

I just hoped it worked.

If there was one thing that would maybe block the spell, I would imagine it would be someone’s house.

Still, I placed my wand in palm, and it spun to face one of the houses before I said the incantation aloud.

I kept my wand in my hand as I went over to the house and hammered on the door.

Perhaps I should have been more polite about it, but if I stopped to consider what I was doing, I knew that the anxiety causing my stomach to twist itself into knots would spread through me, stopping me dead.

No, I had to get this book, and I couldn’t let anything stop me.

Finally, the door opened.

Mr Stiles sighed as soon as he saw me. “I take it you’re here to get your book back?”

I nodded.

He stepped aside. “Well, come in. I’ve got it back here.”

I hesitated, sure that stepping into my enemy’s house wasn’t a good idea.

He sighed once more. “I swear, Amelia, I’m not going to bite.”

“I can’t stay long,” I told him as I stepped inside. “Ms Maltere is expecting me for my tutoring session. I told her I would only be a few minutes.”

If he knew that someone else knew where I was, he couldn’t hurt me, right?

Not without blowing his cover.

He frowned as he closed the door behind me. “Ms Maltere has been tutoring you after school?”

“Yes. I’m behind everyone else, so she’s helping me to catch up.”

“And I suppose she was the one who gave you the book?”

I folded my arms but nodded. It was the truth, and I didn’t really have another explanation.

He continued to frown as he looked me over. I tried not to stiffen under his gaze.

“Amelia,” he said, “that book is dangerous. I wouldn’t give it to mature students, never mind kids.”

“It’s just knowledge. How can knowledge be dangerous?”

“Because it’s past your skill level. You’ve had magical exhaustion, you know the toll magic can take on the body. It’s like exercise. You have to train and build up to the harder things. Even those who are more powerful than most.”

“The theoretical knowledge is still valuable.”

“Yes, if you understand how to apply it. And if you understand where Maria Brown crossed the line. If Ms Maltere gave you that book to read on your own, I don’t trust that she’s teaching you those things.” His frown deepened. “Amelia, I wouldn’t recommend relying on her to tutor you.”

I tightened my folded arms as I returned his frown. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, though I had no intention of doing so.

Why was he trying to get me to distrust the one person trying to help me?

To isolate me from her, I realised. She’d said that she would protect me, and now the very person who would harm me was trying to get me to shed that protection.

Yeah, I wasn’t that gullible.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ve got the book upstairs.”

I nodded, following him.

“You know,” he said as we reached the landing at the top of the stairs, “this isn’t about me trying to censor these teachings. Hell, I teach some of Princess Helena’s works. But there’s a reason I keep her grimoire locked away up here, and don’t give it out to students.”

He moved over to his study, a small room with a desk and chair surrounded by bookshelves.

One of which glowed with the same kind of blue light as the gates at the front of the school.

He moved over to the shelf and moved his hand through the blue light.

It didn’t hurt him, but I suspected that wouldn’t be the case if I did the same.

There were several books on the shelf, including the one he had taken from me.

But next to it was Princess Helena’s grimoire.

Princess Helena had helped Maria Brown to create some of her curses.

What if the curse I was looking for wasn’t in Maria Brown’s book, but in Princess Helena’s?

He handed me Maria Brown’s book, pulling me from my thoughts.

“I hope that you give this back to Ms Maltere and don’t read it again.”

I nodded, even though I had no intention of doing so, before heading out of the house and straight to Ms Maltere’s room.

She frowned as I entered. “Amelia. I was just beginning to worry. Did something happen?”

“Mr Stiles spotted the book you gave me and confiscated it. I had to go and get it back. But also, when I was there, I saw that he had Princess Helena’s grimoire.”

Ms Maltere stared at me for several moments before finally speaking. “Helena’s... You’re sure?”

I nodded. “He had it under a protection spell, along with this book, just like the one around the school. But if we could get past it, we could get the grimoire. Maria Brown worked with Princess Helena, right? Maybe the curse I’m looking for is in her grimoire.

Ms Maltere took a moment to think before responding. “Yes, that might be a possibility. But getting past the protection spell would be nearly impossible.”

“Well, he was allowed to pass through, and when I was reading through Maria Brown’s book, I found a spell to temporarily get through a protection spell.”

“But you would need to glamour yourself to even get into his house-”

“Which I can do.”

“Yes, but then you would have to get through the protection spell, which is difficult at the best of times. And I wouldn’t want you getting caught or hurting yourself. Not when we have a more pressing reason for you to get back into his house.”

She moved over to her desk, pulling out a wooden box.

As I approached, I could feel it humming with magic.

“What is it?”

“It’s a listening device. If it could be planted in Mr Stiles’ room, it would pick up any communications he tried to send out, or magic he tried to cast. The problem is getting into his house, never mind his room. If someone with magic steps inside, he will be able to sense that they were there. But you’ve already been there, so he will likely ignore your presence.”

“You want me to sneak inside and plant it?”

She nodded. “The only time he’s not there is when he’s teaching classes, and that means that I cannot help you. My schedule mirrors his. If I miss a class, I will have to explain why to Gail.”

“Can’t you fake being ill?”

“Not in a way that she won’t investigate.”

“So... Just me, then? Will anyone ask questions if I say I have cramps to get out of classes?”

“There are potions for that. And for most illnesses.”

“What about magical exhaustion? I always need time to recover from that. And I have been practising spells non-stop, so no one would be shocked if I pretended to push myself too far. Everyone thinks I’m going to anyway.”

Ms Maltere nodded slowly, frowning a little as she thought over my proposal. “That could work. And you know the treatment, so no one would be too pressed to check on you. At least not until lunch, when your aunt will be done with morning lessons. Mr Stiles has a class first thing in the morning. If you go then, you should be back before anyone realises. I’ll stop by to see you, and make sure that it all went well, at break. Assuming you feel up to this.”

I nodded. Ms Maltere believed that I could do it, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

“Don’t worry. I can do this. But will there be any defences on his house that I have to get past?”

Ms Maltere shook her head. “Gail has locked the teachers’ houses to students, and any more protection would suggest distrust of the staff. If Mr Stiles placed his own protections, that would be deemed suspicious. As you know, he has certain things under heavier protection spells, but we just need to place the device in his room. The more time it spends close to him, the more evidence it will gather. I would suggest placing it under his bed.”

“And you’re sure that I shouldn’t try to copy the book as well? If I use the spell you taught me, he won’t even realise it’s gone.”

“I’m sure, Amelia. You shouldn’t push yourself. That book will be no use to you if you’re injured on this mission. Or worse.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t convinced.

Who cared if I was hurt? If this book could save my mother, then it was worth the price.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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I made sure that Natalie knew that I was practicing difficult spells that night, and I also made sure that she knew that I had plans to push myself before she went to sleep.

I had half expected her to argue with me. For my obviously dangerous plan to push her to the point of arguing with me like Lena.

She didn’t look happy at my decision, but she also didn’t try to stop me.

I didn’t know if I was glad that she respected me enough to trust my judgement, or if I was upset that she didn’t care enough to stop me regardless.

In the end, I was glad that she left me alone so that my plan would actually work, but I did wonder if Willow would have stopped me, had she been my roommate.

The next morning, when Natalie finally woke up, I didn’t have to fake my discomfort, my stomach twisting violently with nerves.

What if I was caught?

I figured the worst I would get if anyone else caught me was detention, but what if Mr Stiles caught me sneaking around his house?

What would he do if he realised that I was onto him?

“Are you okay?” Natalie asked after she woke up. “You’re usually up and casting spells by this point.”

I groaned, clutching my duvet tight around me. “I think I overexerted myself last night.”

She came over to sit down on the edge of my bed. “How bad is it?”

“I think I’ll be fine later, but for now... I don’t think I can stomach the thought of going to class. Is there a procedure for calling in sick?”

She shrugged. “I’ll just tell your teachers that you’re unwell. Do you want me to get your aunt for you?”

“No, there’s no point in worrying her over something so minor.”

Natalie frowned, but then nodded. “Okay, then. But I’ll come back to check on you at break. And I’ll go and grab you some food and a mug from the common room now.”

“You don’t have to-”

She cut me off with a stern look. “If you need rest, then you should stay in bed. I’ll be back soon.”

Before I could argue further, Natalie sped off, faster than my eyes could track.

A few moments later, she returned with my usual avocado and egg baguette and a mug. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” I said, my sheepishness more than genuine.

“It’s no problem. Just message me if you need anything else, and I’ll be right back. Teachers will understand if I have to leave classes to help you.”

I nodded, knowing that I wasn’t going to message her, but also knowing that she would argue if I pointed that out.

“Okay, I’ll be back later. See you.”

“See you,” I said as she headed out of the room.

As soon as she was gone, I placed my plate on my bedside table, my stomach far too upset to handle food.

I worried my lower lip between my teeth as I waited for the next bell to ring, indicating that the first class was about to start, and that Mr Stiles would be in his classroom.

Time seemed to stretch endlessly before me, however, with seconds turning into minutes, and minutes turning into hours.

I was sure that my phone was frozen as I watched the clock refusing to tick forward.

I flicked open the browser and continued to read the last fanfic I’d been in the middle of, but I quickly grew restless, switching to another. And then another.

By the time the bell finally rang, I had been flicking between five different fics, reading each about one paragraph at a time.

As soon as the bell rang, I placed my phone in my bag before checking that both the listening device and a blank book were also there.

They were, and I took a deep breath before turning to the mirror.

I had practiced this with Ms Maltere the night before, but I wasn’t sure how it would hold up now that I was so distracted.

Ciathlo.

I didn’t need to say the word aloud for it to work, and I slowly disappeared.

Ms Maltere had warned me that complete invisibility was difficult to maintain, and I could still see the edges of my silhouette if I looked for them.

But it would have to be enough.

I let the spell go, reappearing.

I didn’t need it now. I could just say that I was going to find my auntie if anyone asked why I was heading to the teachers’ houses. It was only when I got there that I would have to use the spell, so that no one would see me sneaking into Mr Stiles’ house.

The dormitories were empty as I passed through, as were the school grounds once I got outside.

I tried not to wince as the sound of my shoes on the stone path seemed to echo around me, alerting everyone to my presence.

It took everything I had not to hurry, despite the feeling of being watched causing my skin to crawl.

I had an excuse if someone saw me out of class, and running was more likely to cause alarm.

Especially when I was running away from class, rather than towards it.

The trek across the school grounds seemed to take an age, but I eventually reached the gate leading to the teachers’ houses.

I slipped inside, hoping that no one was home.

Though, if everyone had classes, I supposed that meant that the teachers would be busy teaching.

Unless anyone had a free lesson.

“Amelia.”

I spun on my heels, my heart stopping dead as I recognised Gail’s voice.

“Ms Griffin,” I replied with a smile that I knew was strained.

“Shouldn’t you be in class?”

“I... I overextended myself last night while practicing some spells.”

“Then you should be resting.”

“I know, but... I left something at my auntie’s.”

“Something that couldn’t wait?”

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, needing some excuse. But I didn’t actually keep anything at my auntie’s.

Anything but...

“I needed to get Mr Fluffy.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Mr Fluffy?”

I nodded. “My auntie enchanted him with a soothing charm, and I thought it might help.”

Ms Griffin sighed, before nodding. “I suppose it might. Though, not as much as getting more rest. But if you’re already here, you might as well go. Do you need any help? I’m running late, but if you’re weak...”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to keep you. I’ll be fine, really.”

She regarded me for a moment, and I wondered if she was going to insist.

What would I do then?

Would I be able to come back later, or would she insist on keeping an eye on me?

If I couldn’t do this today, when would I get another chance?

But then she nodded. “Okay. But if you’re not okay...”

“Natalie is going to check back on me at break. If I’m not okay, she’ll be able to tell someone.”

“Then I shall leave you be.” She turned but paused before she left entirely. “Amelia, I do not begrudge my students mental health days. And I do not pry into why they need them. If you are magically exhausted, then that’s fine, but if it is something else... That’s also fine. Just talk to someone if it’s serious. It can affect your magic, so it’s important to speak to a teacher you trust.”

I almost sighed with relief. Even if she thought I was lying, this was an assumption I could live with.

And one that wouldn’t stop me.

“I... Thank you. And I will.”

Ms Griffin nodded before heading off for real.

I made my way to my auntie’s house, waiting until I was sure that Ms Griffin was gone before heading through the front door.

I had planned just to slip inside for a moment to cast my spell, but if Gail thought that my plan was to retrieve Mr Fluffy, then I couldn’t just leave him behind.

I suppressed a sigh. I didn’t exactly want him hanging around my room to embarrass me, but then, he must be lonely all on his own in my auntie’s house.

I closed my eyes and felt the familiar pull of Freya’s magic.

I followed it through the house and eventually found Mr Fluffy in my auntie’s spare room, where I had stayed when I was exhausted.

I picked him up, the feel of the magic within comforting.

I held him tight to my chest, hoping to soothe my anxiety at the thought of what I now had to do.

I had already been caught once. What if it happened again and I didn’t have an excuse?

Would I be kicked out of school?

Where would my auntie and I even go? Not home, it was too dangerous.

My fingers tightened their hold on Mr Fluffy.

I could declare myself a Dark Witch and go to the Underworld. I could find Freya and she would protect me.

The thing was, I wasn’t sure if it was true or not. In my exercises with Willow, black and white sparks had come in equal measure.

And equally uncontrolled.

No, I couldn’t say for sure that I was a Dark Witch, and I didn’t even have the control to pretend.

The Underworld was no haven for me.

And even if it were, Ms Maltere was here. If she was right and she could teach me how to lift the curse from my mum...

My only choice was to stay at the school and make it safe.

I placed Mr Fluffy in my bag, though I kept one hand in the bag with him, drawing from his comfort, while I took my wand with the other.

I turned to the closest mirror and cast the illusion spell.

It washed over me, fading me into nothing.

Even I couldn’t see my edges.

I headed back down the stairs before heading out the back door, hoping that fewer people would notice it opening and closing on its own, compared to the front door.

I slipped out of the back garden through the gate, wincing as the gate creaked, stopping still for a moment – not even breathing – as I waited for someone to come and investigate the noise.

But no one came.

I closed the gate as slowly as I could manage, avoiding the creaking sound this time.

Once it was closed, I turned to face the empty back alley.

I knew it wasn’t long, but now it seemed to stretch out forever in front of me.

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to take the first step forward, towards Mr Stiles’ house.

I approached the gate and slipped inside, careful not to let this one creak.

I went to the back door, taking out my wand once more.

There might not be magical wards, but the door would still be locked.

Thankfully, Ms Maltere had thought of that and taught me an unlocking spell the night before.

I tried not to think about how much trouble I could get into with this spell in the Human world.

It was far too tempting...

I cast the spell without saying a word, and the door clicked open.

I slipped inside, softly closing the door behind me before turning to the kitchen.

I frowned, taking a moment to realise why it felt off.

I’d been so focused on getting my book back the night before, I hadn’t really had time to look around, but now that I did...

Auntie Jess’ house was decorated with her things from her flat.

But Mr Stiles’ house looked like a show home.

There were no personal decorations, and the only sign that anyone lived there was the one plate and accompanying knife and fork on the drying rack.

I headed through to the hallway and found it equally bare.

Just more confirmation that there was something suspicious about the Demon teacher.

I headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

I didn’t want to stay there any longer than necessary.

I frowned as I got to the top of the stairs and peered into the two open bedroom doors.

They were both as sparse as each other, and both of the beds were made.

Was I going to have to go into his drawers to figure out which room was his?

But then, in one of the rooms, I spotted a picture frame on the bedside table.

I made my way over to it, figuring that its presence indicated that this was the right room.

I frowned as I approached and got a better look at the picture.

It was of Mr Stiles, smiling as another man with crimson eyes kissed him.

His husband?

I thought back to Mr Stiles’ tattoo.

This was the man related to Lord Uther? The one connecting Mr Stiles to the man who had tried to kill my sister?

My frown deepened.

They looked... happy. And far too normal to ever be associated with someone who had tried to kill Freya.

But then, I supposed bad guys didn’t really go around wearing goatees and laughing maniacally.

That was, after all, how Mr Stiles had convinced everyone that he was harmless.

That he wasn’t here to hurt me.

I took the listening device from my bag, and kneeled down, placing it on the ground before pushing it under the bed.

That’s when I heard the squeak of the door hinge.

I froze on the ground, not daring to move as I tried to see out of the corner of my eye.

I managed to turn enough to see Mr Stiles entering the room.

I refused to move – not even daring to breathe – as he looked around.

Looking for something.

For me?

What else? Why else would he be here?

He should be in a lesson.

Had I tripped some kind of alarm and alerted him to my presence?

I was still invisible, but that would only last as long as the glamour held.

And if he could see through glamours like I could, then I was screwed.

His gaze eventually settled on me and my hand twitched into a fist as he frowned.

As if trying to see through my glamour.

He moved towards me, and I pushed myself over to the side, wondering if the concentration needed to hold my glamour was worth the sluggishness in my response time.

After all, he’d seen me anyway.

Hadn’t he?

I frowned as his gaze didn’t follow my movement.

No, it remained on the bedside table that had been behind me.

It took all my concentration not to drop my glamour as relief crashed over me and I struggled to even stay upright.

He hadn’t seen me.

But that didn’t mean that he wouldn’t.

I held my breath as he opened the drawer and pulled out a book, waiting for him to turn back to leave, hoping that he would turn in the other direction.

Except he didn’t.

Instead, he just disappeared.

I stared at the spot where he’d been, taking a moment to process the fact that he was gone.

He must have ‘shifted’. That’s what Natalie had called it, right?

Someone was going to have to show me how to do that.

I scrambled to my feet, my muscles resisting any attempt to move.

They felt weak, my legs not wanting to hold my weight.

I might have been feigning magical exhaustion before, but I certainly wasn’t now.

The blank book felt heavy in my bag.

If I was already exhausted, I might not have the strength to get past the protection charm, never mind copy the book.

But if I didn’t get it now, I might never get another chance.

I steeled myself before heading to the study.

I didn’t have a choice.

This book could have the answer I needed to save my mother.

I headed to the study, ignoring the screaming of my muscles as I went.

If I had a restorative potion, I would just take that, but without it...

Well, the only other thing that had helped was having Natalie close.

Right, emotional energy would refuel me.

I needed to remember why I was doing this.

My terror when the Demons had attacked me and my family, my helplessness as they’d cursed my mum...

And my anger for not being able to do anything about it, tinged with a sharp edge of guilt.

They had been looking for me.

Dark Energy crackled just under my skin and I felt a little steadier on my feet, though I knew that it wasn’t a permanent solution.

I had to hurry.

I managed a small smile as I made it to the study and saw the book I needed on the shelf.

It was so close, I just had to get it.

I brought out my wand and closed my eyes, remembering the spell from Maria Brown’s book.

I said the incantation in my head as I flicked my wand, and a stream of blue light appeared from the end of it like a whip, latching onto the protection spell.

I tried to pull my wand back, but the protection spell tugged in turn, though instead of tugging at my arm, it felt as if it was tugging at my insides.

At my magic.

I gritted my teeth, focusing once more on my need to get the book.

On my need to save my mother.

Energy crackled through me, fueling my spell as I tugged against the protection spell once more.

It tugged back hard, and I struggled to stay on my feet, but I could feel it pulling away from the shelf.

Not much, but I didn’t need it to be much.

I gave it another yank before slipping my hand in and grabbing the book, hoping with everything I had that the protection spell didn’t close over my arm.

I had no idea what that would do to me, but I was sure that I didn’t want to find out.

I let the protection spell go and the release sent me stumbling back into the desk.

I panted as I leaned heavily against it, the room spinning.

But I had the book.

Any elation at my victory quickly faded, however, as I remembered that I couldn’t just take it.

No, I had to copy it.

I groaned, the thought almost making me heave.

I was already so exhausted. Casting another spell...

I pushed that thought aside. I didn’t have another choice.

I pulled the spare book from my bag, my movements awkward and clumsy, causing me to almost drop it.

But I managed to place it on the desk, pressed up against Princess Helena’s grimoire.

I pointed my wand at the books and nausea rose through me.

But I steeled myself and fuelled the spell with the last scraps of my energy.

I had to do this.

My mum needed me to.

My wand created a rope of light and I kept looping it over the books, again and again, as the world swam around me and I swayed on my feet.

When the light finally disappeared, I felt almost detached from my body.

I shivered, my skin clammy.

I need to get the book back.

I focused on that thought, knowing that if it was off the shelf, it would be noticed.

But I couldn’t cast another spell.

I couldn’t get past the protection spell.

I looked at the shelf and only had one idea.

And not enough energy to think of another.

So, I threw the book back through the protection spell.

I watched as carefully as my focus would allow, my lungs refusing to draw breath as the book hit the protection spell.

And then passed through.

I finally breathed as it settled on the shelf where it had been before, if a little crooked.

But that would have to be enough.

I staggered back, clutching the copy to my chest as I focused on my breathing, trying to stay conscious.

I had to get back to my room.

I had to...

The floor dropped out from under me and the world went dark before I finished that thought.
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I AWOKE WITH A GROAN, every cell in my body on fire.

“Keep still.”

I relaxed a little at Ms Maltere’s familiar voice, knowing that I was safe.

A few moments later, I finally felt something through the pain.

The feel of healing magic washing over me.

I pried my eyes open to see that I was back in my room, lying on my bed while Ms Maltere cast a healing spell.

Natalie was standing next to her, one arm wrapped around her middle while another picked at the skin of her lip.

“What happened?” I managed to ask, wondering how I had gotten back, but my voice came out as barely more than a faint croak.

Natalie was the one to answer. “I came back to check on you between classes, and... Amy, you were on the floor, and you were so cold... Did you leave the room?”

“I needed something from my auntie’s,” I said, thankful that I had picked up Mr Fluffy. As embarrassing as he was, he was better than the truth.

“And then you shifted back instead of walking?”

I frowned. “I did? I just... I was about to pass out and I knew I needed to get back...”

Natalie’s hard look softened a little, but not by much. She picked up my blanket, and I saw that the blazer of my uniform was stuck to it by the sleeve.

“You’re lucky that you didn’t shift into the middle of your bed, if that was the first time you did it, and you were so exhausted. You could have hurt yourself. You did hurt yourself. You were nearly dead when I found you, Amy. You’re lucky Ms Maltere was on her way anyway and could heal you...”

I looked away, wondering if I really had been so close to death, or if Natalie was just exaggerating because she was scared.

My blood chilled at the thought that she could be right.

“But it wasn’t just the shifting, was it?” Natalie asked. “You were about to pass out before then. And you were bad this morning, but not that bad. Did you keep using magic, despite your exhaustion?”

I didn’t answer. There was nothing I could say. I had been using magic, and even if I hadn’t actually been exhausted before Natalie had left, I’d pushed myself far past the exhaustion I’d been feigning.

I’d had a reason for it, but I couldn’t exactly tell Natalie that I’d stolen from a teacher.

Natalie shook her head. “I didn’t think that you would actually hurt yourself, Amy. I thought you knew better than that. If not... Then I’m telling your aunt.”

Panic shot through me. If she told my auntie, she might try to take me out of the school.

Ms Maltere turned to Natalie. “You don’t need to worry about Amelia. The school takes the safety of our students very seriously. In fact, could you give us some privacy? I would rather not talk about her punishment with an audience.”

Natalie didn’t look happy at the request, but she nodded before leaving the room.

Ms Maltere then cast a privacy spell around us before turning to me. “That was reckless.” She reached under the bed and pulled out the book I’d copied. “Don’t worry, your roommate didn’t see it before I arrived. But you never should have taken it in the first place. Natalie’s right, you weren’t in good shape when I arrived. If I hadn’t already been on my way...”

“I don’t feel that bad.”

That was a lie. I wasn’t even sure that I could sit up if I tried.

The unamused look Ms Maltere gave me said that she knew.

“Amelia, your life is worth more than any book. Even Helena’s.”

“It might be able to cure my mum. I had to try.”

She frowned. “You would really go to such lengths for her?”

“She’s my mother.”

Ms Maltere continued to frown, before eventually sighing. “If your mother was cured tomorrow... What would your plan be?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Would you stay at the school? Or would you leave?”

“I... I’m not sure. I would want to see her again. Why?”

She didn’t answer my question. She just kept frowning, as if thinking something over.

“I’ll make a copy of Helena’s book for myself,” Ms Maltere eventually said. “And I promise, I will do everything I can to find a cure for your mother. Just give me until Samhain. Can you do that?”

I frowned, thinking it over.

It was only a few weeks.

I must have hesitated for too long, as Ms Maltere continued, “You will need time to recover. Use that time to read. To learn magical theory. But promise me that you will wait until Samhain before using your magic again.”

I grimaced. The thought of not using my magic for that long...

But then, the thought of actually using it again did make me a little queasy.

“Okay. Not until Samhain,” I promised.

She gave me a stern look. “I’m not going to ask you to promise me in the same way that I promised you that I would respect you as my student, but I hope that you take your promise just as seriously as I have taken mine.”

My stomach twisted a little with guilt as I realised that, in the back of my mind, I hadn’t fully meant the promise that I’d made.

But Ms Maltere was right. When she’d made a promise to me, she’d bound herself with magic to prove that she would keep it.

And she had.

I owed her the same.

“I promise. I won’t use my magic again until Samhain.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Amelia. I promise, your mother will be fine.”

I nodded, though I knew that the promise was empty.

How could it be anything but, when she had no idea how to lift the curse?

When no one did?

Before I could say anything else, there was a knock at the door and my auntie stepped through.

Ms Maltere stood up, turning to her. “I take it you heard about her exhaustion?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yes. What are you doing here?”

“She took a turn for the worst and I was nearby. But she’s fine now. Just tired.” She gave a wry smile. “It’s nice to see a dedicated student, but I’ve had words with her about the dangers of said dedication when it comes to magic.”

“Thank you, Mary.”

“It’s nothing. I’ll leave you two to talk.”

She headed out of the room and closed the door behind her.

Auntie Jess moved over to sit in the chair that Ms Maltere had just left.

She sighed as she looked me over. “Want to tell me what happened?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. Just exhaustion.”

“Because you pushed yourself too hard?”

I shrugged once more. “I guess I’m used to intense studying. And my magic is so wild and difficult to control, I don’t always realise how much I’m using.”

My auntie scrutinised me for a few moments, and I wondered if she believed me.

But then she nodded. “Okay. Do you need anything?”

“No, I’m okay. I... I might have already liberated Mr Fluffy.” I shrugged. “It turns out walking to yours wasn’t the best plan, and that’s how I got sicker.”

She sighed. “You should have just called me.”

“You had classes to teach and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

She smiled. “I have magic, remember? Retrieving Mr Fluffy would have taken me a minute at most. My classes can survive a minute without me. Just promise that if you need anything now, or if you get sick again, you’ll tell me. Okay?”

I nodded, returning her smile. “Okay.”

“All right then. I’ll leave you to rest.”

She got up and headed out of the room, leaving the door open so that I could see Natalie beyond.

She had her arms folded tight across her chest and she looked far from happy.

“I’m sorry,” I said as she made her way into the room, closing the door behind her. “I didn’t mean to hurt myself. Really. I just...”

She sighed. “You want to figure out a way to lift the curse on your mother. I know. But... Today was bad, Amy. Do you understand just how bad you got?”

I grimaced. “The pain stopping me from moving has given me some idea, yes.”

Her expression softened a little. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to berate you while you’re hurt, I just... I care about you, Amy, and this scared me. If I’d been any later...”

“But you weren’t. And thank you for that. Really.”

She nodded as she went to sit on the edge of her bed.

“And if it makes you feel better, I promised Ms Maltere that I wouldn’t use my magic again until Samhain.”

“And do you intend to keep that promise?”

“Yes.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“She may have reminded me that she made a promise to me when she first started teaching me and she hasn’t broken it. It would be kind of crappy of me to break a promise to her now.”

Natalie smiled. “Good to know that there’s at least one way to make you see sense.”

I shot her a glare, though there was very little bite to it.

“I’ll go and get you some food. You’re going to need it to heal.”

I smiled, having to admit that it was nice to finally have some time to actually talk to her instead of burying myself in my work.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Natalie skipped classes for a few days after I was hurt, and as bad as I felt about that, I didn’t protest it.

I couldn’t dismiss the fact that, as weak as I was, I couldn’t face the idea of being alone.

I couldn’t face the idea of much beyond sleeping, to be honest. And when consciousness finally returned to me in spurts of longer than a few minutes, I didn’t have concentration for much, so Natalie and I had finally started that multi-player game of Civ, and I’d mostly relied on my familiarity with the game to get through it without strain.

I hadn’t realised just how much I’d been burying myself in my work, and how much I’d missed my friends, until I was finally forced to spend time with them again.

Eventually, I was well enough to get back into lessons, but only after Natalie had shown me how to extend my wand into either a walking stick or a staff.

The idea of hobbling to class wasn’t exactly a pleasant one, but I was reluctant to fall further behind in my studies, so I made do and tried to ignore what felt like everyone staring at me.

Though if it was because of the walking stick or because they all knew what had caused it – and thought me an idiot – I couldn’t say.

It was the week before Samhain before I felt comfortable enough to get around without it again, and I realised that Ms Maltere’s timeframe had probably been as short as she was comfortable making it.

The thought of using my magic again still made me slightly queasy, but I wasn’t sure if that was because of my body rejecting the idea, or my nerves.

Either way, I wasn’t looking to break my promise to Ms Maltere.

I still read through Princess Helena’s grimoire in my spare time, but I wasn’t even sure if I expected to find anything.

Maybe everyone had been right, and I was foolish to think that I could do this on my own...

“So, guess who pissed off Lana?”

I raised an eyebrow as Lena walked over to our usual table in the library. I was already sitting down, while the others had gone to get coffee.

While I no longer needed help walking, my hands were a little shaky.

Natalie passed me a mug that she’d picked up for me and I gave her a thankful smile as she sat next to me.

“Is it you?” I asked Lena, suspecting that it was.

Lena didn’t really get along with anyone she felt was flaunting their position within a coven, and Lana had a tendency to do so accidentally.

Lena grinned. “Nope.” She slapped Charlotte on the shoulder. “Lottie went and took the position helping with the Samhain ritual right out from under her.”

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I didn’t ‘take’ it from anyone. Ms Griffin has been helping me to look into research positions at covens, and she thought this would be helpful for me. Anyway, it’s not just me. She asked if I wanted to invite you three to help as well.” She turned to me. “It’s just set-up, so you shouldn’t have to use your magic.”

I smiled. “Great. Sounds like fun.”

Lena grinned. “Sounds like it’s going to piss off a lot of people. Usually Coven Heads ask the girls they’re grooming to be their successors to help with this. Of course, I’m sure the next Head of this school will be chosen from other covens, and we’re not part of Ms Griffin’s coven, but still, it’s pretty much a giant middle finger to all of the pureblood girls to ask a bunch of mixed species girls like us.”

Natalie quirked up an eyebrow. “Technically, she asked Charlotte.”

Charlotte shrugged. “And I’m Litcorde. Let’s face it, becoming a Lorekeeper is expected of me, but beyond that? Litcorde make up the majority of Lorekeepers, and yet it’s always the neurotypical Witches that get chosen as Coven Heads.”

I frowned. “Do you want to be a Coven Head?”

“I don’t like the idea of not having an option. Most people don’t like the idea of Litcorde being Coven Heads because they don’t think we’re personable enough. We don’t have that nurturing touch.” She rolled her eyes and then shrugged. “But Ms Griffin choosing me for this means that she doesn’t see me that way. Which I’m taking as a positive.

“What about you, Amelia? What are you thinking of doing after you graduate?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. I’ve wanted to go to Oxford or Cambridge for as long as I could remember. And I worked hard to even get close.”

“So, you’re thinking of returning to the Human world?”

I shrugged. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I’m not even sure what my options could be. Ms Maltere thought...” I looked away.

Ms Maltere had thought that I could be powerful, but I couldn’t even copy a book without almost dying.

I couldn’t save my mother...

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “She thought wrong. But returning to the Human world probably means keeping up with my A-Level studies...”

“You’re only in your first term,” Charlotte said. “You can’t have fallen behind that far.”

I sighed. “Not yet, but I’m relying on the studying I did over the summer. What happens when that runs out?”

Natalie leaned forward, sipping her coffee. “Well, you could always take a gap year to focus on your magic. I’ve considered doing that.”

Charlotte nodded. “Ms Griffin has mentioned maybe doing something for students who want to stay on past eighteen. I mean, it’s hard to double up on education, but most of us need to, so it would make sense for it to take longer. Especially given our longer life-spans.”

“My education taking longer sounds like something that would try my patience, and that’s not something I do well with,” I said as I took a sip of my coffee and turned my attention back to Helena’s grimoire.

“Yeah, and I’m not sure I’d want to stay here with the little kids instead of going to university,” Lena said, though I was only half-listening as I skimmed through the book.

Charlotte was the one to answer her. “I think Ms Griffin was thinking of something kept separate from the main school. But it’s just theoretical for now. She also wants to bring in other kinds of magical beings to the school and even that’s difficult. There’s still so much scrutiny...”

I choked on my coffee, coughing and drawing everyone’s attention to me.

“Are you okay?” Natalie asked, reaching over to put her hand on my shoulder.

I nodded. “Yeah, fine,” I managed between coughs. “It just went down the wrong way.”

There was no way I was going to tell her what had caused the choking.

Not when I wasn’t sure that I hadn’t misread.

Natalie nodded, though she didn’t move her hand until the coughing stopped for good.

I turned back to the book, blinking to clear the blurriness from my eyes.

But as I read the curse over again, it was just as familiar as before.

A sleeping curse cast on a knife.

A curse Princess Helena credited as something she worked on with Maria Brown.

Could this really be it? The curse that had been cast on my mother?

I skimmed down to the section on lifting it.

The curse can only be lifted by the person who cursed the knife, not the wielder of the knife. I never trust others to do my dirty work anyway, but Maria does have a fondness for finding those who need direction and using them for her own ends.

If I wasn’t so disturbed by the thought that Maria Brown might be the only one to lift the curse on my mother, I would have smirked at that.

Princess Helena had left enough private notes in her grimoire that I was sure that she was also one of those directionless people Maria Brown liked to pick up.

The girl who knew that she would never measure up to the achievements of the rest of her family.

If half of this book hadn’t been horrific curses, I might have felt sorry for her.

I kept reading, hoping that there was something else.

I have also written this counter-spell, just in case the curse does fall into the wrong hands. I can’t think of anyone Maria and I would care about being cursed that we’re not related to, so the spell needs to be cast by someone who shares blood with the victim, and it needs to be cast by two people, with the kind of power that Maria and I can produce together. Anyone else? Well, there aren’t any other Angelborn, so they won’t be able to lift it.

I read the passage several times to make sure that I wasn’t missing anything.

But no, I wasn’t.

The spell needed two people, one of which had to be related to the victim.

And one of the casters had to be Angelborn.

I would have to cast it.

I bit my lip. Ms Maltere had made me promise not to use my magic for another week.

But I couldn’t risk waiting. Not when the other attempts to lift the curse might harm my mum.

And I couldn’t tell my auntie to stop. That would mean telling her that I knew how to lift the curse, which would mean telling her about the book, which would mean telling her that I stole it from Mr Stiles.

Yeah, I doubted that would go over well.

And Ms Maltere... I rubbed my hand, where she had cast the binding spell.

She’d made me promise her that I wouldn’t use my magic until Samhain.

And she had been as serious as I had ever seen her about anything.

I doubted that was a promise I could talk my way out of, even with my mum’s life at stake.

After all, Ms Maltere had even admitted that she didn’t understand the lengths I was going to to save my mother.

No, I needed to cast the spell now, and I needed to find someone other than Ms Maltere to cast the spell with me.

I glanced to my friends, but I knew that there was no point in even considering them.

All of them had been so worried about me using the little magic I had been using before, there was no way that they would help me with this.

No, they would likely panic and tell my auntie or Ms Griffin.

Which exhausted pretty much everyone I knew at the school.

Except for Willow.

I frowned at the thought. Did she know how much I had been hurt?

She was friends with Lena, so she probably did know.

But did that mean that she wouldn’t help me, or would she trust that I knew what I was doing?

Well, I wouldn’t know unless I asked, and she really was my only option.
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“WHERE ARE YOU OFF TO?” Lena asked when I took my sandwich at lunch and headed for the door.

“I thought I would have lunch outside today.”

She grinned. “With Willow?”

I shrugged.

“Good. She’s been wondering if you’re ignoring her.”

I cringed. When I had been burying myself in my studies, I had been ignoring everyone. And then after I’d exhausted myself... Well, Natalie hadn’t left my side much, and I didn’t really feel like stirring up trouble.

“I’ll apologise,” I said, and Lena smiled.

“Good. Willow doesn’t have many friends, and it would be a shame for her to lose the first new one she’s made since me.”

I nodded before making my way outside, swiftly finding Willow in the same tree as last time.

She smiled as I approached. “Hey. I’ve not seen you in class recently.”

I shrugged. “I’ve been on a precautionary rest from using my magic until Samhain, and since there’s not really a theoretical component to a class designed to help me learn how to control my magic, there’s not been any point in me attending those classes.”

She slipped down from the branch. “Not even to see me?”

“Um...” I was sure my face was bright red as I felt my energy crackle just under my skin. “Well, I wouldn’t have wanted to distract you in class. But then I realised that I hadn’t seen you in ages, so... Here I am, I guess.”

Willow smiled. “I’m glad. I’ve missed you.”

“I’m sorry. I got kind of wrapped up in my work for a while. I thought I could figure out a way to lift the curse on my mum by figuring out enough about magic to piece together a way to counteract it myself.” I grimaced. “Obviously that didn’t work.”

Willow frowned. “Is that how you got hurt? You pushed yourself too far practicing spells?”

I nodded. “Yeah. And I didn’t get anywhere. But I’ve been reading since then, and I think I’ve finally found a spell to lift the curse.”

Willow smiled. “That’s great! I take it your auntie’s going to cast it?”

I shook my head. “No, it has to be me. The spell requires a blood connection. But I also need someone else to help me with it. I was wondering if you would.”

She folded her arms, her smile fading. “Why me? Why not your auntie or one of the teachers?”

I shrugged. “They’re still worried about me and I don’t think they’ll let me cast it, but I can’t wait any longer, Willow.”

Willow regarded me for a moment and then sighed. “And you’re sure that you’re up to this?”

“Certain. I’m feeling much better now.”

That wasn’t much of a stretch. I really was feeling better. Maybe it would be better to wait a week, but I couldn’t risk it, and I was sure that I would be fine now.

Willow hesitated for just another moment before nodding. “Okay, then. When do you want to do this? Tonight?”

I grinned. “If you’re up to it. Though, I need some space to cast the spell.”

“How much?”

“A radius of three metres from the focal point of the spell.”

“Well, the hedge maze is built to enhance spells, and the centre should be big enough, so I think that would be the best place.”

“Huh. I had wondered why the school had a maze.”

She smiled. “It’s nature magic. Usually, we only use it for practicing high-level spells, but this sounds like it would count. So, I’ll meet you there after last lesson?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll see you then.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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I was bouncing so rapidly as I left my last lesson that I was practically vibrating, needing some outlet for my restless energy.

I needed a few supplies before casting the spell – it was a little more intense than just waving my wand – and while I knew that students were allowed to use any of the supplies from the storeroom, I also wasn’t supposed to be using magic at all.

If someone caught me, I wasn’t sure that they would buy that I was picking up materials for someone else.

I should have asked Willow to pick up the supplies, but I was so glad that she had agreed to cast the spell with me in the first place, I hadn’t wanted to push my luck.

I also hadn’t wanted her to ask why I couldn’t do it myself. She knew that the teachers didn’t want me using magic yet, but I didn’t want to remind her if I didn’t have to.

I didn’t want her to change her mind.

Thankfully, no one was in the storeroom when I arrived, and I quickly picked up everything I needed.

I packed it all into my bag, hoping that no one saw as I headed to the maze.

“Shit,” I muttered as I approached, and realised that I had no idea how to find the centre.

But then I stepped inside, and Willow was waiting for me by the entrance.

She smiled. “Ready to get started?”

“I take it you know the way to the centre?”

She nodded. “I’ve studied the maze a little. I’ve got a knack for nature magic, even beyond what would be expected for an Elf. My dad’s like that too. It’s why he got sent to be Fin’hathan, to teach him discipline. But I don’t know that I’ve ever been interested in being more disciplined.” She cringed. “Of course, that makes it a nightmare to try to live in the Human world.”

“Is there anywhere else you could go? After you finish school, I mean. I’m still not clear on exactly what the options are for magical beings.”

She sighed. “Most covens have to interact with Humans in one way or another. The only one that doesn’t is the Amazons, and they only take the best of the best. Then there’s the Underworld and Atlantis. Mers don’t really like outsiders and living underwater would cut me off from my element, so Atlantis isn’t an option, and only Dark Witches can live in the Underworld. I’ve not really shown an inclination either way with Dark or Light magic, and it’s too uncontrolled for me to stick to one or the other.”

“Is that a side-effect of having more of an inclination towards nature? Because it seems like mine does the same.”

She smiled as she looked me over. “You know, it might be. Which, of course, makes it even more difficult to find a coven, as so many of them are either Light or Dark.”

I sighed. “Yeah, it would be so much easier if I was just a Dark Witch.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Not Light?”

I suppressed a cringe as I realised what I’d said. “Is that preference a bad thing?”

“No, just unusual for someone without Demons in their family.”

I shrugged, deciding to change the topic. “So, if the Amazons are left as the only place where you can be yourself, does that mean you want to join them?”

She gave me a wry smile. “Yeah, but like I said, they only take the best of the best. I’m half-Elf, so my spellcasting is never going to be as good as that of a pure-blooded Witch.”

“But you can control air as well.”

“I wished more people cared about that, but they don’t. Magical factions look out for their own, Amelia. Being caught between them... It’s not pleasant.”

“I’m sorry. That must be tough.”

She shrugged as we finally found the centre of the maze, which was a stone circle, with a stone basin in the middle.

Willow moved over to it. “Are we going to need this for the spell? I’m assuming something like this requires a ritual.”

I nodded as I brought the book from my bag. “Yeah, but I don’t think we need the basin.”

Willow frowned. “Wait, is that Princess Helena’s grimoire?”

I froze. I hadn’t thought Willow would recognise it. She wasn’t even that close.

Maybe I should have just copied the spell...

But it was too late for that now.

“Well, it’s a copy,” I admitted.

She made her way over, staring at the book. “I didn’t think copies were allowed. Where did you get it?”

“It’s a long story.”

Willow frowned as she looked over my shoulder to read the spell. “And this was the curse used on your mother? I’ve never seen such a curse. Who would have cast it? They would have needed a copy of this book. And wait, here it says that we need an ‘Angelborn’ to cast the spell. I don’t know what that is, but I doubt either of us count.”

I cringed. There was no way I was getting out of this one, was there?

“If I tell you something, do you promise not to tell anyone?”

She frowned as she turned to me. “Anyone?”

I nodded. “Not even Lena, Natalie or Charlotte know.”

“Okay then.”

“Have you heard the rumours about Maria Brown’s tomb being empty?”

She nodded.

“She escaped. And she came after me. My mum was cursed in the attack...”

Willow frowned. “She came after you? Why?”

“Because I’m Angelborn. It means an Angel of Life helped my parents to, you know, have me. And I ended up with a portion of their power.”

She frowned. “And the only Angel of Life is Queen Freya. Is that why you want to be a Dark Witch?”

I sighed. “If I were a Dark Witch, I could go to the Underworld and she could keep me safe. But I’m not, so I can’t. I’m stuck here, trying to fix this myself.”

Willow reached over and placed a hand on my arm. “You’re not by yourself, Amelia.”

My gaze met hers and my throat tightened, tears welling in my eyes as I realised that she meant it.

“Thank you, Willow.”

She smiled. “Let’s get everything set up. Have you set up a spell like this before?”

I shook my head.

“Well, come on, I’ll show you.”
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WILLOW AND I FOLLOWED the instructions, drawing with chalk on the stone to recreate the image that the book had shown.

Willow showed me how to take the herbs that I had taken from the storeroom, and mash them into a paste in the basin, before smearing it across specific points of the chalk on the ground, and then across our hearts.

I bit my lip, trying not to react to the sensation of Willow’s fingers brushing my skin.

Willow gave me a sympathetic smile, presumably sensing my tension. “I know that the texture isn’t pleasant, and if we could get away without it, I would have skipped it, but we’re going to need to channel a lot of power here. This will ground us.”

I nodded, glad that she hadn’t thought that my reaction was to do with her proximity. “I wouldn’t want to mess with anything anyway. This has to work.”

“I know,” she said softly before moving away. “Come on, there’s still one last thing. Did you bring a knife?”

I nodded, reaching into my bag to take out the last thing I’d retrieved from the store room.

A small, ceremonial blade wrapped in black cloth.

Willow held out her hand. “Pass it over and I’ll go first. After I sterilise the blade.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought everyone was meant to sterilise them before putting them away.”

“Do you really want to trust that?”

“No, I suppose not.”

I passed her the blade and she unwrapped it before waving her wand over it, blasting it with white light on both sides of the blade.

She then held her palm over the basin and sliced across it, dripping blood down onto the stone.

She passed the knife back to me.

I raised my wand, but she shook her head. “I used a long-term sterilisation on it, so it’s still safe. Using it has started the spell, and you can’t cast another one until we’re done.”

I eyed the blade cautiously, but figured that Willow seemed to know what she was doing.

And we did have healing potions if anything did go wrong, so...

I dragged the blade across my palm, dripping blood into the basin, joining it with Willow’s.

I gasped as magic rippled through me, though it was just existing within me, with no direction.

Willow smiled, though the slight glow of her skin told me that she was similarly affected. “We’re channelling as much magic as we can handle. If this isn’t enough to power this spell, then nothing would be.”

I nodded as I took my wand and dipped the end in the blood at the bottom of the basin before drawing it out into the symbols in the book, all along the side of the basin, chanting the incantation as I went.

Willow joined me in the chanting, though she left the drawing to me.

As we went, I felt our magic surge through me and I focused all my thoughts on my mother, directing the magic to her.

I gasped once more as I finally felt a familiar presence.

My mum.

She didn’t have magic that I could sense, but I knew that it was her.

I could feel her as if she were there with us.

Every moment of missing her slammed into my chest and I almost cried tears of relief.

I could almost swear that I could smell her perfume.

But it was wrong, cloying and sour.

The curse.

I kept chanting and drawing, keeping my mum’s presence tight in my mind, despite my discomfort.

I would take all the discomfort in the world if it would make her safe again.

The cloying smell stuck to the inside of my lungs, burning my chest from the inside, but I kept going.

I couldn’t risk stopping.

Of course, the curse would fight back, just as the protection spell over Mr Stiles’ books had fought back.

But I had to keep going.

I could feel it lifting.

The longer Willow and I went, the less the cloying smell and my mother seemed one and the same.

No, now I could feel her presence, separate from the curse.

As long as I kept going, she would finally be free.

“Ah, Amelia!”

My focus was pulled back to the present by Willow’s pained cry and I looked over to see her clutching her chest, black lines forming under her skin.

Across the same places I was burning, the break in focus highlighting the fire that had every muscle in my body tensing, including my lungs.

I could only draw short, sharp breaths through the agony.

It took everything I had not to double over like Willow.

I could take the pain, but was it fair to ask Willow to do the same?

The more I focused on Willow, the clearer she became. Not just to my other senses, but to my magic.

I could feel the curse creeping through her, trying to fight her off, just as it was trying to fight me off.

“No!”

I wasn’t even sure that I’d spoken until I heard the word, all of my focus on grabbing the curse from within Willow with my magic and pulling it from her.

The more I pulled, the more it retreated, and the black lines faded as Willow gasped for air.

And then I collapsed.

Pain consumed me.

I couldn’t think.

The curse was targeting no one but me now.

My whole body shook, and I couldn’t even sit up, never mind stand.

“Amelia!”

I coughed, the sound and feel too wet, and all I saw through the pain was a flash of red.

Blood.

As the last of my strength faded, so did my mum’s presence.

Just as the curse slipped back into her.

“No... No... It can’t...”

I coughed once more, doubled over on the ground.

Willow placed a hand on my shoulder. “I need to get you help... I’ll try to shift you to the infirmary, but I’m not used to shifting someone else...”

“No,” I managed between coughs. They would ask too many questions. “Ms Maltere... Take me to... Ms Maltere...”

My vision blurred and then went black as the world fell out from beneath me.
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I AWOKE WITH A GROAN.

If I had thought my last bout of magical exhaustion had been bad, this was something else.

Every cell of my body burned, though the skin over my heart and down my left side and arm screamed with pain beyond anything I’d ever felt before.

The warming glow of healing magic washed over me, but it only dulled the pain. I was still acutely aware of its presence.

If I had the strength, I suspected I would be heaving.

I groaned once more as I forced my eyes open to see that I was lying on a desk in Ms Maltere’s classroom, with Ms Maltere casting the healing spell, though she was standing back, and Willow was at my side, sitting on one of the chairs.

“Amelia,” Willow said as she saw me wake, grasping my hand as she stared at me like she was seeing a miracle.

“That bad, huh?” I managed, my voice coming out as barely more than a croak.

She glanced down at my blouse and I followed her gaze, seeing that it was stained red with blood.

A lot of blood.

“Oh,” I managed. “Yeah, that looks bad.”

I then spotted black lines trailing over my chest and reached over, despite my screaming muscles, to pull away my blouse, exposing the black scars across my left side.

“Yeah, definitely bad.”

I returned my gaze to Willow and she winced.

“I’m so sorry, Amelia. I... I wasn’t strong enough. If I had just handled the pain...”

Ms Maltere finally spoke. “If you had, you would both be dead.” Her gaze was hard, and she refused to look at me. “This wasn’t about a lack of strength. The curse has been refined since the version you were looking at, to prevent exactly this kind of tampering. You tripped a secondary curse, directed at whoever attempted to lift the original. It’s crude, and clumsy. A hasty rewrite made out of fear that magic may have surpassed even her while she was asleep.” She gave a cold smirk. “It seems that the great Maria Brown isn’t as brilliant as everyone remembers.”

I snorted, though it came out as a strained sound, followed by a bout of painful coughing.

When I finally recovered, I shrugged, trying not to look as bad as I felt. “Crude as it may have been, it worked.” I sighed. “How long is it going to take me to recover this time?”

Ms Maltere didn’t answer, instead turning to Willow. “Perhaps you should get some rest and give us a little privacy.”

Willow didn’t look happy, but she nodded before turning to me. “Thank you, Amelia. When the curse was hurting me... You’re only this injured because you took it on yourself. Because you saved me.”

“I couldn’t bear watching you hurt.”

A moment later, her lips were on mine, and if I wasn’t in so much pain, I would have grabbed her, and never let her go.

But I was, so I settled for kissing her back with everything I could muster.

When she finally pulled away, she gave me a soft smile. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Yeah. Later.”

She hesitated for a moment before leaving the room.

And leaving me alone with Ms Maltere.

The knowledge that I had just kissed someone in front of her was quickly overshadowed by the guilt of breaking my promise to her.

And then the fact that she hadn’t answered my question about how long it would take me to recover.

She moved over to the chair Willow had left, sitting beside me, though she didn’t speak.

She also didn’t meet my gaze, instead looking over my new scars.

“So... It’s going to be a while before they heal, huh?”

“They won’t heal.”

Deep down, I had known that, but I had hoped that I was wrong.

“Ever?”

“Ever.” She finally met my gaze. “I’m sorry. I should have... I should have known. I shouldn’t have...”

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “You made me promise not to use my magic, and I did it anyway.”

She shook her head. “You’re a teenage girl. Of course, you weren’t going to listen to me. If you had just come to me... But I made you promise, so you didn’t feel like you could.”

“It’s not your fault that I was stupid enough to break my promise. That I was stupid enough to think that I could save her...”

“You could have. If not for that secondary curse, you and Willow could have done it.”

I wasn’t sure how to feel about that fact, so I stayed silent.

She sighed. “I know how to get past the secondary curse. I can’t heal it, but I can stop it before it attacks.”

I stared at her for a moment as I processed her words.

“You can help me save my mother?”

She nodded. “I can. But I need help. I wasn’t sure if you were ready, but you could have done this, so... I have a curse of my own that I need to get past. My sisters were cursed, and I’ve been trying to get them free. I had planned to do it on Samhain, and I’m hoping that you can help. Once they’re free, they can help me to free your mother.”

I winced. Samhain was only a week away. “Will I have recovered by then?”

“You’re mildly exhausted, but you mitigated that by using the maze, and Willow is powerful in her own right, so she helped. No, your pain now is from the curse, and what will heal will heal quickly.”

“And what exactly won’t heal?”

She moved her wand over to the black scars, gently prodding them.

I screamed, agony overtaking me.

I gasped as it faded, and awareness returned to me.

“I barely touched you,” she said. “Numbing salves might help, but they’ll only take the edge off. Otherwise, those scars are permanent.”

“And they’ll always hurt like this?”

She nodded. “I’m so sorry, Amelia.”

I didn’t respond, not sure that I could.

Not sure that my mind could comprehend it.

The scars seemed fine with the light touch of my clothes, but they snaked across my chest and side and upper arm.

Would every touch knock the wind from me? Every nudge in the corridor? Every hug?

Yeah, that wasn’t something I was ready to think about.

“You’ll be fine to cast another spell on Samhain, and if you help me to save my sisters, I can help you save your mother. Deal?”

I nodded, the memory of the curse overtaking my mother once more still fresh in my mind.

I couldn’t let her down again.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“Amelia.”

I groaned as I awoke once more, my shoulders stiff, but my pain otherwise gone.

I rubbed my eyes as I realised that I was still lying across one of the desks in Ms Maltere’s room, sunlight streaming in from the windows.

I must have fallen asleep when she was casting her healing spells.

“What time is it?” I asked as I sat up, finding the task easy enough, despite the slight ache of the scars.

I didn’t want to risk actually touching them, though.

“Nearly breakfast,” Ms Maltere told me. “I wanted to give you as much time as possible to rest and heal, but I figured that you would need to get back.”

I frowned as I realised that she was still in the same clothes as the night before. “Have you been up all night?”

She nodded. “You needed healing spells to recover as quickly as possible.”

“I... Thank you. And sorry again.”

She smiled. “You don’t have to apologise, Amelia. It was really no trouble. Now, go on. You’ll need to get changed, and you’re probably famished.”

I nodded as my stomach growled, confirming her suspicion.

“Thanks again,” I said before heading out the door.

I hurried back to my room, and found Natalie there, sitting on the end of her bed and putting her shoes on.

She frowned as I entered.

“Where were you last night?”

I rolled my eyes. “Good morning to you, too.”

She sighed. “Sorry. Just... I was worried about you. You could have at least messaged if you were going to be somewhere else.”

“Sorry. I was with Willow and time got away from me.”

That wasn’t technically a lie, and I didn’t have another excuse, though I cringed a little as I realised what that might sound like.

Though, Willow had kissed me last night, so maybe what it sounded like wasn’t completely off base.

Then again, that had been a kiss she’d given after I’d almost died, so I wasn’t exactly holding out hope that it meant anything more.

Natalie glared at her shoes as she finished putting them on, and I felt the temperature of the room drop.

“Everything okay?” I asked, remembering her warnings about staying away from Willow.

Maybe that hadn’t been the best excuse...

She finally looked up and the glare faded, replaced by a smile.

It was a bittersweet smile, but at this point, I would take it.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” she said. “I’m guessing if you stayed out all night that you had fun?”

I shrugged. “It was definitely... memorable.”

“Well, I’m glad that you’ve found someone to... To spend time with.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What happened to your warnings that everything I felt for her was just a side-effect of her Elven beauty?”

She sighed as she stood up. “It’s been weeks, and she’s only half-Elf. Unless she lowered her suppression magic again, everything you feel for her at this point should be real.”

She didn’t look happy at that, but as long as she wasn’t vocalising that unhappiness, I decided not to bring it up.

I couldn’t imagine that conversation ending well.

“Okay, well, I’m just going to quickly get changed before breakfast.”

Natalie nodded as I grabbed some clean clothes and headed to the bathroom.

I locked the door behind me, not wanting to risk Natalie seeing what was beneath my blouse.

Even I hadn’t had a good look at it yet, and I knew as my fingers hesitated over my blouse’s buttons, I didn’t want to.

But waiting wouldn’t change anything, so I braced myself before peeling away my top.

I winced as I saw the full extent of the scarring.

Around the edges, the scars were just black lines. I didn’t find them pleasant, but they were no worse than a tattoo.

But where the lines intersected? There, the skin was cracked and broken, looking like my flesh had been charred.

I gingerly reached over to touch the damaged flesh but hissed and yanked my hand away after just brushing my fingertips across it.

Yeah, as much as the rest of me had recovered, the scars still hurt like hell.

And would likely always hurt.

And always be there, marking my skin.

Tears were falling down my cheeks before I’d even realised that I was crying, unable to drag my gaze from my marred body.

#
[image: image]


MY UNIFORM COVERED the scars so that none of my friends noticed.

I just sat there at breakfast and during lessons, pretending as if nothing had happened.

That everything was fine.

“You finally coming to History of Magic this afternoon?” Natalie asked as we sat in the library, drawing my attention

I cringed. Sitting on my own in my room seemed like the worst thing for me right now. But I’d been using my exhaustion to avoid going to History of Magic classes.

I’d managed to avoid seeing Mr Stiles at all since I’d planted the listening device in his room and copied his book.

Ms Maltere had promised me that the listening device was working, so he couldn’t know that I’d been in his house.

But still, some paranoid part of me was sure that as soon as he saw me again, he would be able to sense my guilt, and know what I’d done.

“I’m actually feeling a little tired,” I said. “Do you mind taking notes for me again?”

“No, it’s fine. But Mr Stiles did ask after you last time.”

I suppressed a shudder. “What did you tell him?”

“That you were still recovering from magical exhaustion. But he did point out that it’s been weeks, and you should have recovered by now.”

“It’s not just his classes. I’m not going to Innate Magical Control or Magical Self-Defence, either.”

I struggled to swallow, and tears threatened to well in my eyes at the reminder of the latter.

Even when it was past Samhain, and I was no longer on rest from my exhaustion, could I really go back to those lessons now?

One sharp hit to my side, and it was over.

All those years training, now meaningless.

“They’re physical classes, though,” Natalie continued, oblivious to my thoughts. “History of Magic is theoretical.”

I shrugged, taking a deep breath to centre myself in the present. And not on my morbid thoughts. “I know, but if he has a problem with me needing more time, he can take it up with Ms Griffin. She’s allowed me to skip as many classes as I like until the exhaustion has passed, and I’m keeping on top of my work.”

Natalie sighed, but didn’t argue.

Lena, thankfully, cut in, turning to me. “Looks like someone wants to talk to you.”

I frowned and looked up to see Willow standing in the doorway.

Lena raised an eyebrow. “What exactly happened between you two yesterday?”

Natalie answered before I could. “Amelia spent the night with her.”

I raised my hands. “I... It’s not as bad as it sounds. We didn’t... It wasn’t...”

Lena just smirked, and I’m sure that my cheeks were bright red.

“Yeah, sure it wasn’t.”

I sighed as I got up to see Willow, figuring that there was nothing more I could say to help the situation.

She led me out of the library and to a secluded corner before casting a privacy spell.

She then turned to me. “How are you? You look better.”

“I feel better,” I said with a smile. “Ms Maltere managed to patch up almost everything.”

“Almost everything?”

I cringed. “The scars are still there.”

Willow frowned before stepping close.

My breath caught in my throat as she moved her hand over to the collar of my shirt, her hand pausing. “May I?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

She moved the fabric aside and her frown deepened as she saw the scars.

And that wasn’t even the worst of them...

“I know they’re not pretty,” I said, going for a joking tone, though I wasn’t quite sure that I managed it. “Going to the beach is going to be a nightmare.”

Willow’s gaze snapped up to meet mine and I found my words missing once more.

“They’re beautiful,” she said.

I scoffed. “You don’t have to lie to me, Willow. In fact, I would prefer it if you didn’t. It’s okay, I’m a big girl, I can handle a few scars.”

Willow’s hand went to my cheek, not allowing me to lower my gaze.

“I’m serious,” she said, and I believed her. “You earned these scars trying to save someone you love. They’re likely only this bad because you took all of the pain of the curse to spare me from it. That makes them beautiful.”

She leaned close, kissing me and stopping any argument from passing my lips.

I kissed her back, the way I couldn’t the night before, clutching her blazer to drag her close.

But then her hands went to my waist.

My vision went black as I failed to swallow a cry, my legs giving out from under me.

“Amelia!” She reached down to help me stay steady. “Are you okay?”

I nodded as I gulped for air, accepting her help getting back to my feet. “I’m fine, just... the scars are a little sensitive.”

Her eyebrows shot into her hairline. “A little sensitive? Amelia, you nearly passed out.”

I shrugged as my breathing finally returned to normal. “Yeah, it’s not pleasant. I barely got my bra on this morning without throwing up. But, you know, I’ll get used to it.”

She frowned. “Get used to it? How long until they heal?”

“Um... That’s the thing. They’ll probably never heal. But it’s fine. Really. I would rather not talk about it.”

“Can you tell me where they are, at least? I don’t want to risk hurting you again.”

I nodded before waving my hand over the affected areas. “Just here, here, and here.”

“Okay,” she said before leaning close once more. “I promise, I’ll be careful from now on.”

One side of my mouth quirked up into a small half-smile. “So, does that mean that you intend to do something that would require being careful?”

“Well, we were in the middle of something that required being careful, weren’t we?”

“Yes, but I wasn’t sure if that was something you would want to do again.”

“Is it something you would want to do again?”

I nodded, my mouth dry.

She smiled. “Me too.”

She leaned close, and I was sure that she was going to kiss me again, but then the bell rang, and she pulled away with a groan.

I smiled. “Well, we’ll have plenty of time for that later.”

She returned my smile. “Yeah, I suppose we will.”
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Chapter Thirty
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“Turn that damn thing off.”

I raised an eyebrow as I sat up, leaning over to turn my alarm off before looking over to see Natalie still under her covers.

“What’s got you so cranky? You never complain about getting up on a school day.”

“Samhain’s not a school day.”

“What?”

She pulled her duvet over her head. “We don’t have classes today.”

“Aren’t we helping with ritual set-up?”

“This afternoon, now let me sleep.”

I shook my head. Natalie was worse than me when she didn’t have classes.

Her nocturnal instincts, I supposed.

I sat up and grabbed my laptop, figuring that a morning off meant a morning for Civ.

At least until Natalie called my name, drawing me to the present to see that she was dressed.

When had she even gotten up?

She sighed. “It’s lunch.”

“Oh. Sorry. I wasn’t looking at the time.”

“There has to be a mod for an in-game clock, so this doesn’t happen as much.”

I shrugged as I got out of bed. “There is one. It’s just small and in the corner.”

“A mod for a bigger one, then.”

“I’ll look into it,” I said as I made my way to the bathroom.

“Wait...”

“What?” I turned to her, only to see her frowning at my chest.

I glanced down to see black lines creeping out from under my top.

I quickly yanked it up to cover them.

I would need to get pyjamas that covered more...

“What was that?” she asked. “It looked like a curse.”

I shrugged. “It’s nothing. Just a spell that backfired. But it’s fine, Ms Maltere gave me a numbing salve.”

Natalie’s frown deepened. “A numbing salve? Not a healing salve?”

I looked away. “Can we please just not talk about this?”

I cringed. I hadn’t meant my voice to come out so pathetic, but now the words were out of my mouth, and I couldn’t take them back.

“I... Yeah. Okay.”

I nodded, hurrying into the bathroom before getting changed.

#
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MS GRIFFIN LEFT CHARLOTTE in charge of the rest of us, trusting her to prepare the main hall for the ritual.

She’d come very prepared, with a list of tasks, along with how long they should take and how many people would be needed.

I volunteered for the first solo task on the list, not wanting to give Natalie the chance to press me further about my scars.

I knew that I would have to tell her what happened eventually, but ‘eventually’ didn’t have to be today.

Especially when I was pretty sure that her reaction was going to be to tell me just how stupid I’d been.

I kept my attention on the chalk pattern I was supposed to be drawing on the wall, trying not to think about that upcoming fall out.

“Hey.”

I frowned a little as Lena approached.

“Hey,” I said. “I thought you were helping Natalie.”

“I was, but she’s got her Vampire speed. Charlotte forgot to take that into account with her calculations, which she’s now hurriedly redoing.” She gave me a wry smile. “She’s really worried about this going well.”

I shrugged. “I can understand that. And I promise, I’ll do my best not to screw it up.”

“Even if someone accidentally nudges you and you lose control of your hand?”

Before I had a chance to realise what she was saying, she prodded me in the side.

My vision swam and I tensed every muscle in my body in a futile attempt not to collapse.

It didn’t work.

It took everything I had not to cry out as I dropped to my knees.

“What the fuck was that for?” I hissed between my teeth as I finally recovered enough to stand once more.

Lena gave me a worried frown. “Natalie told me about this morning. She was worried about you but said you wouldn’t tell her anything. Then I remembered that you’ve only been wearing your bag on your right side, not your left, and you’ve been flinching away from physical contact more than Charlotte does. Which is saying something. And I figured if they were that bad, Willow must know about them, otherwise she’d knock you out every time you kissed. So, I went and asked her, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. Though, I know her well enough to know when she’s worried, and Lia, I’ve not seen her that worried before. So, now I’m worried.”

“You don’t need to be worried. I’m fine.”

“Lia, I gently poked you, and you almost passed out. That’s not fine.”

I gritted my teeth. “Okay, fine. So, it’s not fine. And it will never be fine, Lena, because these scars can’t be healed. What else do you want me to say? I’d just rather not talk about it.”

Lena’s frown deepened. “I’m sorry, Lia. That must have been one hell of a curse to do that to you. But I’m your friend, and if you get cursed, I want to know.”

I sighed. “Promise you won’t get mad or call me stupid?”

She hesitated, but then nodded, though it looked far from easy.

Lena had never struck me as someone all that capable of holding her tongue.

Maybe Charlotte appreciated the bluntness – it was true that you never had to guess what Lena was thinking – but I was too raw to deal with it right now.

“I promise. Now tell me.”

“I found the curse my mother was under, and how to lift it. But I needed to be the one to cast it, and I knew that everyone was still worried about me pushing myself, so I... Well, I asked Willow to help and didn’t tell anyone else. And we managed it. We would have lifted the curse. But there was a second curse underneath it. I managed to save Willow, but now I’ve got these scars for the rest of my life.”

“Lia, I am so sorry.”

I shrugged. “No point in focusing on what can’t be changed. And I’m fine, really. It only hurts when someone touches them. And I’m getting used to it. I’ve had to. You can’t really shower without touching half your body...”

“And what about classes like Magical Self-Defence?”

“When I’m a little less likely to black out with the pain, I’ll re-join them.”

The longer I’d sat with the idea of not doing so, the more sure I’d been that I’d have to.

“Lia, you don’t have to do that-”

“Yes, I do. My mother was cursed because they were trying to get to me. I can’t risk anyone being hurt because I can’t defend myself again. Not to mention, Taekwondo was the one thing I had outside of school work. If the latter is going to take a hit while I try to catch up on my magical education... Well, I’m not so ready to give up the former.”

Lena sighed. “You know that you’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met, right?”

I gave her a wry smile. “It’s part of my charm.”

She rolled her eyes. “What I still don’t get, though, is how your mum got hit with such a powerful curse. I mean, a couple of rogue Demons shouldn’t have been able to do that to you.”

I cringed. “I know. But, Lena, is it okay if I don’t tell you this? It’s just... It’s something about me that I’m not supposed to tell anyone. For security reasons.”

Lena frowned. “If I didn’t know who your aunt was, I would worry that you were some long-lost Princess or something.”

I snorted. “That would probably be simpler than the truth.”

“Does Willow know? I mean, you two are dating, right?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve not really used the word ‘dating’. We’re just... seeing what happens, I guess. And yes, she does know. She just stumbled across it, though.”

“And Natalie? I mean, she is your roommate.”

“No, Natalie doesn’t know. Only Willow and some of the teachers do, but not all of them.”

Lena nodded. “Okay, then. But if you ever do want to talk, I’m here.”

I smiled. “I know. And thanks. It means a lot to me.”

The sound of someone clearing their throat drew our attention.

“Ms Maltere,” I said as I recognised the intruder.

She smiled. “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but Amelia, I need your help with that task.”

I nodded, getting up as fast as I could.

Once I helped Ms Maltere to lift this curse on her sisters, we could finally free my mum from the curse she was under.

I would finally have her back.

Lena frowned. “What ‘task’?”

Ms Maltere answered for me. “I had a spell that I wanted to cast at dusk, and I asked Amelia for her help. Don’t worry, I should have her back soon.”

“Okay. I guess I’ll finish up here and let Charlotte know.”

“Thanks,” I said before following Ms Maltere outside.

“So, how do we do this?” I asked as we made our way through the gardens.

“I have set up everything we need inside of the hedge maze.”

I frowned as we headed towards the towering hedges. “Because of the channelling effect?”

“Partly. But mostly for the lack of distractions. This isn’t going to be easy, so it will be best if we’re not disturbed.”

I nodded as we made our way inside the maze. “What are we doing exactly? I mean, I know you said that your sisters were cursed, but what exactly happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“But what kind of curse is it? Is it the same kind of curse that my mum is under?”

“This one will be harder to lift.”

I bit my lip. “But Maria Brown was the one to curse my mother, and she’s one of the most powerful Witches to ever live.”

Ms Maltere just gave me a cold smirk. “This curse we’re lifting today would have stumped even Maria Brown.”

My frown deepened. “Then who cast this curse? And why would they curse your sisters?”

She sighed, presumably realising that I wasn’t going to take ‘it’s a long story’ as a real answer. “Let’s just say that the Angel who gave me her powers didn’t always see eye to eye with me, and my sisters suffered for my mistakes.”

“And the Angel really cursed them? That seems... cruel.”

Ms Maltere sighed once more. “Remember when I told you that Witches forget their Human families, and you looked at me as if I had just said that we eat children?”

I cringed, wondering if I had really been that obvious.

Ms Maltere continued, not even looking back at my reaction. “Angels are even more powerful than we are, and they live even longer. Where we eventually struggle to relate to Humans, they eventually struggle to relate to us.”

“Freya wouldn’t,” I said, before I really thought about what I was saying.

Ms Maltere finally turned to me with a pitying look and my stomach twisted.

Who was I to say what Freya was like now?

She’d left years ago, and I hadn’t seen her since.

“Are you still willing to help me?” Ms Maltere asked.

“Of course. Your sisters shouldn’t be left under a curse. And like you said, you need them to help free my mother.”

Ms Maltere smiled. “You don’t know how few people would agree to free them. To many, Angels are just one step away from Gods. If they feel the need to curse someone, then they must be right.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“And I am glad to have finally found someone who agrees with me on that.”

We finally arrived at the centre of the maze. I paused before stepping forward, realising that an intricate pattern had been drawn on the stone, spiralling out from the small stone basin in the middle.

“Be careful and step over it,” Ms Maltere said as she realised my hesitation. “It will be fine once we activate the spell, but for now, don’t disturb the pattern. We both need to be in the centre.”

I nodded, doing as she said and following her to stand by the basin.

“So, how do we do this?” I asked.

“The pattern surrounding us will draw on the energy source that I’m going to use to lift the curse. You and I need to channel it.”

She took a vial of black liquid from her pocket and emptied it into the basin.

“Pay attention,” she said and then took her wand and circled it around the liquid, which then rose up to meet the end of her wand.

I frowned as it seemingly drew in the surrounding light.

“You need to do the same.”

I nodded, gripping my wand tight to counteract my sweating palm.

I frowned in concentration as I moved my wand, doing my best to mimic the way Ms Maltere had moved hers.

Thankfully, the black liquid moved just as it had for Ms Maltere, and I gasped as it touched my wand and connected me to the magic of both the liquid and Ms Maltere.

I’d known that she was Angelborn like me, but feeling it now, it was as if her magic shone within her, brighter than the sun.

Was that what mine felt like, or was she even more powerful?

“Now what?” I managed, gritting my teeth as I struggled to keep my thoughts clear despite the magic washing over me.

“Don’t fight it, Amelia. Let the magic flow through you until the spell has completed.”

I nodded, taking a deep breath and unclenching my jaw, resisting my instinct to fight the strange magic coursing through me.

As soon as I let go, the magic flowed faster, and I doubted I could stop it if I wanted to, the liquid in the basin sapping almost all of the light around us, leaving me in impenetrable darkness.

“Amy!”

I turned my head at the sound of Natalie’s voice, though I still couldn’t see anything.

I frowned, the magic flowing through me slowing as I strained to see through the absence of light.

“Don’t stop the spell,” Ms Maltere warned.

“I’m not, I’m just...” I could finally see enough to see that Natalie was, indeed, there. “Natalie, what are you doing here?”

“Lena said you were out here and then I could feel... Well, this. What the hell are you doing?”

“It’s none of her business,” Ms Maltere growled. “We need to finish the spell. Stop fighting it, Amelia.”

I frowned. I didn’t want to just tell Natalie to go away. And once she knew what we were doing, she would agree that it was fine.

“We’re lifting a curse.”

Natalie looked at me as if I’d just grown a second head.

“Amy,” she eventually said, “pay attention to the magic you’re channelling. I can feel it from here. What kind of curse requires death magic to counter it?”

My frown deepened. “Death magic?”

“Magic powered with another’s life force. Can’t you feel it?”

I turned my attention back to the magic coursing through me.

I hadn’t really paid attention to it before, but now that I was, I felt a familiar structure underneath.

The binding spell that had been in Maria Brown’s book, pulling something into the spell, fuelling it.

I tried to slow the currents of magic further, needing an explanation before I could let the spell run its course.

I couldn’t pull away.

The spell wouldn’t let me. 

I was trapped in place and I turned to Natalie, giving her a pleading look.

That must have been all she needed, as she rushed forward to help.

A blast of dark light struck her in the chest before she could reach me, sending her flying back.

She hit the grass with a heavy thud.

She didn’t move.

“Natalie!” I tried to rush over to her, but the spell still had me in its grasp.

I turned back to Ms Maltere.

Her wand was pointed at Natalie.

She had been the one to strike her.

“Why did you do that?” I demanded as I kept resisting the magic trying to flow through me, slowing it further and further.

I wasn’t going to keep helping her until I had answers.

“Stop fussing, Amelia. She’ll be fine. But I couldn’t let her stop us.”

I stared at her, not recognising the coldness in her voice.

I pulled away from the basin, and finally, the spell let me, loosening its grip enough that I could run over to Natalie, though the trail of black liquid thinned enough to stay connected to my wand, the magic not letting my grip on the wand loosen.

I kneeled beside Natalie, my hand going to her cheek.

She was cold, but then, the half-Vampire was always cold.

Her chest moved slightly with breath, and I bit my lip as I realised that I was out of other ways to check that she was okay.

Even something as basic as taking her pulse... I had no idea what a normal heart rate was for a Vampire.

“Amelia...”

I turned back to Ms Maltere to see her giving me a pleading look, the coldness gone.

“Amelia, please. This is the only way to save my sisters.”

“But she was right. You’re drawing on someone’s life force to cast the spell.”

“It was the only way. An Angel of Life cursed them, and I need to draw on death to counteract her magic. This is the only way, and then we can save your mother. I promise.”

My head snapped up as I felt another presence enter the centre of the maze.

The fact that I had felt anything at all confused me, but as I focused on the sensation, I realised that my awareness had stretched to fill the space needed by the spell.

It seemed the spell flowing through me connected me to it in some way.

Allowing me to sense Mr Stiles as he approached.

He wasn’t wearing his glamour now, not making the effort to hide who he was as he glared at Ms Maltere.

“Would that be the same mother that you cursed?”

I frowned. Ms Maltere hadn’t cursed my mother. That had been...

Ms Maltere frowned. “It was a minor sleeping curse. She’s not in any danger, and it shouldn’t have hurt anyone. It was the only way to get Amelia here.”

I stared at her.

She had cursed my mother.

My scars twinged as I realised that she had been the one responsible for them.

Had she lied when she’d said that she couldn’t heal them?

The anguish in her gaze had been so real when she’d apologised, but maybe that had been an act.

Everything else had been.

I cursed my obliviousness as I thought back over the past several weeks.

She had given me Maria Brown’s book.

How had I not seen it before?

Black sparks crackled over Mr Stiles’ arms. “You can’t hide anymore, Maria. It’s over.”

Maria Brown shook her head. “I’m not the only one of us hiding, Aaron. You know, for one of the Queen’s guards, you’re awful at casting glamours. If you actually wanted the girl to trust you, you should have just told her who you were, instead of allowing her to speculate on your secrets.”

Before I had time to think on what that meant, Maria flicked her wand and the spell cascaded through me, overwhelming my attempts to stop it.

As it got stronger, the life force it was drawing from became clearer.

Just as Mr Stiles dropped to the ground, gasping in pain.

I rushed over to him. “Mr Stiles, I... I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

He shook his head and I realised that he was even paler than usual, his skin clammy. “It’s not your fault, Amelia. She’s right, if I had just told you... But I wasn’t... I wasn’t supposed to push you... Light or Dark... Always your choice... Freya didn’t want...”

He tensed, clearly in pain, and I pushed aside the mention of my sister.

We were both still in danger.

“How can I stop this?” I asked. “I’ve tried to stop the spell, but she’s too strong.”

“I don’t know... I’ve never seen this kind of spell before... I don’t even... Don’t even know how she’s drawing from me.”

I bit my lip as I remembered the ‘listening device’ she’d had me plant. “Some kind of enchanted object in your house.”

He groaned. “Then we cannot get to it to break it. You will have to stop the spell yourself.”

“But I don’t know how. It’s too powerful, and if you’re the power source...”

I thought back over everything I had learned of Maria Brown’s magic, and all of my other reading...

“You’re not the only power source.”

No, I wasn’t just a conduit for the spell.

If I were, anyone could have cast it.

Maria had cursed my mother specifically to bring me here so that I could cast it.

Another Angelborn, like her, to counteract the magic of an Angel.

I was powering the spell with my magic.

I looked back over the Demon in front of me, remembering what he’d said about choosing.

Light or Dark.

All spells draw from one or the other, so which was this?

I had the answer before my mind had even finished forming the question.

Dark magic.

She was drawing from my pain.

The pain of my mother being cursed, of having to leave home, of not being good enough to help...

The pain that had been driving me for weeks was now fuelling my enemy.

I managed a watery smile with a bittersweet edge. “You know, if my Dark Energy is fuelling something so strong, maybe I am a Dark Witch.”

Mr Stiles managed to return the smile, though it was strained, and it was clear that the spell was taking everything he had. “No, Amelia, it... If it was so clear... I would have told you...”

“But I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know how to let go.”

“You don’t have to... Not yet... Just need something else...”

It took me a moment to realise what he was saying.

Light magic.

I couldn’t just let go of my pain. I couldn’t just forget.

But I could only produce so much Energy at once, and if the Energy I was producing was Light...

I looked over to Natalie and a burst of Dark Energy sparked at the reminder that she was hurt, fuelling the spell further.

I took a deep breath, reminding myself that she was alive.

We had magic, and she would heal.

She had to.

I cared about her too much for her not to.

The darkness around me lifted and I looked to the string of black connecting me to the basin.

It was getting weaker.

I thought back to my other friends. If I got out of this, I would apologise to Lena and Charlotte for keeping them at arm’s length.

For not listening to them when they were worried about me.

The darkness faded further, the string tying me to the basin now almost imperceptible.

And Willow... If I got out of here and could see her again...

“Amelia, don’t,” Maria said, giving me a pleading look. “Please. My sisters are still trapped. If we don’t finish this spell...”

“How can I trust that you’re telling the truth? You cursed my mother and then lied to me about who you were.”

Maria cringed. “I’m sorry, Amelia. I... I forgot what it feels like when you’re still young. The scars of losing my parents are so old, I forgot how deep they are when they’re fresh. But I swear, I’ll lift the curse. I will. I just need your help.”

I stared at her for a long moment.

I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe that everything – her understanding, her caring, her faith in me – hadn’t all been an act.

But I couldn’t.

I shook my head just as I heard another voice.

“Mary? What the hell is this?”

I looked over to see Gail approaching.

I turned back to Maria, but she hadn’t even turned to look at Gail, her gaze still on me.

“I can’t force you to help me, Amelia. But I hope that one day you will. That you’ll come and find me. Angelborn lose everyone in the end. Everyone but each other.”

She flicked her wand and broke the connection to the liquid in the basin before disappearing into thin air.

I collapsed to the side, my arm barely managing to hold my weight as the spell left me, along with the last of my strength.

Gail rushed over, her wand out.

She looked between me, Mr Stiles and Natalie before turning the wand to Mr Stiles and muttering the incantation for a healing spell.

“That’s not going to be of any use,” he said, though his voice sounded stronger than before. “She took a good portion of my life force with a binding spell I don’t recognise. I’m a walking corpse at this point.”

Gail gave him a stern look. “Don’t say that. You’ll be fine. But what happened here anyway? What was Mary doing?”

“Not Mary. Maria Brown.”

Gail’s eyes widened. “Shit. How did I not...?”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Gail. You weren’t the only one she fooled.”

“No, but I am the one in charge of keeping the students safe.”

“Again, not the only one.” He rolled up one of his sleeves to reveal a tattoo on his bicep in the shape of a crescent moon.

Gail frowned. “So, Mary wasn’t the only one lying about who she was. What’s one of Queen Freya’s most trusted guards doing at my school?”

“Protecting Amelia. A task that I failed.” He reached over to grab Gail’s arm, giving her a measured look. “Gail, Freya cannot return to Earth. She cannot protect Amelia herself. But if anything were to happen to her...”

Gail nodded. “Don’t worry. You don’t need to warn me of the Queen’s wrath.”

Whether that was good enough for Mr Stiles or not, I didn’t know, as he passed out before he could respond.

Just as Auntie Jess arrived.

She rushed over to me. “Amy, what happened?”

Before I could respond, Gail glared at her. “I suspect this will be a long story. And one that you will have more than a few of the answers to. For now, we need to get everyone to the infirmary.”

Auntie Jess stared at Gail with wide eyes, but then nodded before reaching over to take my hand.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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The ground fell out beneath me and then I realised that I was in the infirmary.

Auntie Jess had also brought Natalie with us, arriving in such a way that she landed on one of the beds.

I turned to find the nurse, but she was already hurrying over to another bed, where Gail had placed Mr Stiles.

“It’s okay,” Auntie Jess said. “I can wake her.”

She brought out her wand and cast a healing spell.

A moment later, Natalie groaned, pushing herself up to a sitting position as she rubbed her eyes. “Amy? Ms Bennett? What happened?”

Gail made her way over to join us. “That is a question I think we would all like answered.” She turned to my auntie. “Aaron said that Ms Maltere was Maria Brown. And she had Amelia performing some kind of spell.” She turned to me. “What exactly happened?”

I shrugged. “I had no idea who she was. Ms Maltere just asked me to help her with a spell, and I didn’t see any reason to refuse.”

Gail frowned. “But why you? She’s been teaching here since last year, why didn’t she get another student to help her last Samhain?”

I turned to my auntie. I couldn’t answer that question without admitting my connection to Freya.

Though, maybe Mr Stiles had done that already.

Gail cut in before either me or my auntie could say anything, “I swear, Jess, if you’re not honest with me right now...”

My auntie winced before giving me a sheepish nod. “It’s okay, Amy. I think it’s past time for the truth.”

I turned back to Gail. “Ms Maltere said that she needed the help of another Angelborn, like her.”

Gail turned to Auntie Jess. “Did you know that Amelia was Angelborn?”

Auntie Jess shrugged. “If you’re referring to her connection to Freya, I know about it, but I didn’t know that there was a term for it.”

Gail sighed, placing her hands on her hips. “You would have known if you’d asked me. If you’d told me the truth. Couples used to go to Angels of Life and ask them to bless them with a child. The child would carry a part of the Angel’s magic. Much like a child would carry a parent’s. As Queen Freya is the only Angel of Life alive today, I assume she was the one to give Amelia her magic. And I assume that is also why she sent one of her guards to protect her.”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yes, I would assume so.”

“But your brother and his wife didn’t know about magic. How did they ask an Angel for her blessing?”

“I don’t think it was deliberate. They adopted Freya when she was a child, and she knew that they wanted a child of their own. I think the blessing was an accident on her part.”

Gail glared at her. “So, you’re telling me that you brought Queen Freya’s sister to my school and you didn’t think that I should know? You didn’t think that there might be security concerns?”

“I did! And I was right, Maria fucking Brown was here disguised as a teacher. I suspected there was a spy – which is why I didn’t say anything – but I never expected this.”

Gail’s glare didn’t lessen. “It didn’t have to be a school-wide announcement of Amelia’s identity, Jessica, but you could have at least trusted me.” She folded her arms tight across her chest. “Do you really hate me that much?”

“I don’t hate you. I just... I wasn’t sure how far I could trust you.”

Gail snorted. “That’s almost worse. I have done nothing to earn your distrust, Jessica. Nothing except not be a rebel like you.”

Auntie Jess gave her a measured look. “When it comes to Amy’s protection, that might just be the most dangerous thing.”

Before Gail could respond, the nurse made her way over. “I’m afraid Mr Stiles’ life force is still being siphoned.”

Gail frowned. “But the spell it was being used for is no longer being cast.”

“No, but the binding spell wasn’t released. With the caster of the spell gone, I’m assuming that it’s a cursed object binding him, but I cannot find a way to trace it.”

I grimaced. “It’s in his house, under his bed.”

Gail turned to me with a raised eyebrow.

I looked down at the tiled floor. “I knew Maria Brown was working with people who had once been loyal to Lord Uther, and he has the tattoo that means that he’s married to someone from Lord Uther’s house. Ms Maltere said that the box was a listening device that would let us know if he was going to attack me.”

Auntie Jess frowned. “Why didn’t you come to me with this, Amy?”

I shrugged. “She also said that she could help me to lift the curse from my mother, but you said that if there was danger, we would have to leave. I... I couldn’t risk it...”

Auntie Jess sighed, while Gail pinched the bridge of her nose.

Natalie frowned. “There are only two people left in House Lycan. When Lord Uther and his siblings were exiled from the Underworld, they were stripped of their titles. They no longer belong to House Lycan, and their spouses’ tattoos wouldn’t match. The only two people left with a claim to the House are Lord Uther’s children. Lady Helena is still a child, so I would assume that Mr Stiles isn’t married to her. Which leaves Prince Damon, who turned on his father because he fell in love with Queen Freya. I’d heard rumours that he had a heartbond, but no one ever knew who it was.”

I folded my arms. “What’s a heartbond?”

“A second marriage,” Natalie said. “It’s a Demon custom. It’s fairly well known that Queen Freya’s heartbond is a Dragon Priestess, but that’s all the information anyone has on her or Prince Damon’s heartbonds.”

My stomach twisted. I hadn’t just hurt the person my sister had sent to protect me. I’d hurt her husband’s husband.

My head hurt at the thought of trying to figure out exactly what kind of familial relationship that gave the two of us, but I couldn’t deny that there was one.

And yet I had trusted Maria Brown over him.

Gail disappeared into thin air, appearing once more a few moments later with the box in her hand.

She passed it to the nurse. “Is this what you need?”

The nurse nodded. “Yes, it should be. Though, it will take me a while to unravel the binding. And if everyone else here is healed, you should take your business elsewhere.”

“We will. Just keep me informed about his condition.”

The nurse nodded before heading off.

Gail turned back to the three of us. “Well, I suppose we’ve all had quite the night, and I suspect tomorrow won’t be much better. Everyone saw that spell being cast – it was why I went into the maze in the first place – and I will have to come up with something to tell the other students.” She sighed. “After all, it’s not as if I can tell them the truth without causing a political incident.” She turned to my auntie. “We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

She turned to leave, but before she could, a piece of rolled up parchment appeared in front of her.

Gail reached out to take it, before unrolling it.

“What is it?” Auntie Jess asked.

Gail turned to her with a grim look. “It’s the Amazons. It would appear that they have been notified of the unusual occurrences tonight, and they are now on their way to investigate.”

“Gail... Please. You can’t tell them the truth about Amy.”

Gail’s expression remained grim. “I doubt they are going to give me a choice.”

She disappeared from the room before my auntie could argue, and she cursed under her breath.

I turned to her. “Do you really not trust the Amazons?”

“In all honesty, Amy, I’m not sure if I trust them or not. I had hoped that I would never have to answer the question.” She sighed. “If you want, we can leave now.”

“Would it really be safer if we did?”

“No. Not with Maria Brown still out there. She shouldn’t have been able to get into the school before, but now that she has, we should be better able to keep her out. That’s probably safer than being on the road.”

“Even with the Amazons here?”

My auntie shrugged, and I got the impression that that was the best answer I was going to get out of her.

I looked over to Natalie, the worried look in her eyes making the decision for me.

“I’ll stay.”
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Want to continue onto Book Two?

You can find it here!

Or you can download a free prequel here!
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Author’s Note
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Hi there! If this is the first book of mine you’ve ever read, welcome! If you’re a returning reader, I hope you like the new series.

I’ve been waiting for so long to start writing this one. I’ve been working on Amy’s story in the background for years, but I needed to wrap up the Freya Snow series first.

But now we’re here and I am so excited that I could barely tear myself away from writing Book Two to write this Author’s Note.

Though, I really do need to get on with writing Book Two. I’ve been contracted for more hours at my day job starting next month, so I want to get as much writing done as possible before then.

And I’ve also got a half-written PhD proposal to finish...

Hmm, it might be time to make some more coffee.

While I’m doing that and you’re waiting for Book Two, there are several other series in the same world as this one, and I’ve got a... Well, I don’t like calling it a “Reading Order” and even “Reading Guidelines” sounds too prescriptive.

I’ve got a description of where in the chronological order of this world each of the series falls over on my website.

Okay, I will see you next time!

Special Thanks

I just wanted to give a shout out to my Patreon supporters as well as everyone who has left reviews of my books!

My Patreon supporters are a massive help to me being able to do this as my job (or, well, one of them... Cue a joke about being a millennial in this economy while I cry over my two degrees...) and reviews are a massive help to me being able to do this emotionally. Seriously, they make my day and everyone who has left one deserves cookies!

Want to Keep in Touch?

If you want to connect with me and other fans of the series between books, I have a weekly newsletter where we discuss things like the best fantasy soundtracks to work to and which vampire lore is the best, and there’s also a closed Facebook group where I talk about secret projects that aren’t ready to be shown anywhere else just yet. And finally, when I can find the time and space to stream, I can occasionally be caught hanging out on Twitch and we would love for you to join us in chat some time!

NEWSLETTER | FACEBOOK | TWITCH | PATREON
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Other Series by L.C. Mawson
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Snowverse

Freya Snow – YA/NA Urban Fantasy

lcmawson.com/books/freyasnow/

The Royal Cleaner – F/F Urban Fantasy

lcmawson.com/books/the-royal-cleaner/

Engineered Rebel – Sci-fi/Urban Fantasy

lcmawson.com/engineered-rebel/

The Almosts – Urban Fantasy/Heist Novellas (CW for Violence, Including Sexual)

lcmawson.com/books/the-almosts/

Castaway Heart – Mermaid Romance (CW for Steamy Scenes and Domestic Violence)

lcmawson.com/castawayheart/

Other

Aspects – YA Sci-fi

lcmawson.com/the-aspects/

The Lady Ruth Constance Chapelstone Chronicles – Steampunk Novellas

lcmawson.com/books/ladyruth/
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