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        A heart in peril. Wraiths with a thirst for magic. Kati’s next term at Second Breath Academy will change everything.

      

      

      

      
        
        When soulwraiths swarm SBA, Kati’s dream of an ordinary second term goes up in smoke. The shadows are hunting something—or someone—and Kati can’t let go of the idea that it’s all linked to Lady LaVoire, the dark lady who supposedly died ten years ago. Even training to fight with sexy bad boy Salazar may not prepare her for what’s coming.

      

      

      

      
        
        Kati is equally convinced that Alexandra Chen knows something about the threat. As the attacks increase, Kati determines to prise answers out of the reaper, even if it means setting aside their enmity. But the threat to Kati’s heart should be her biggest concern. Because one of them is keeping a secret, and Kati may not survive it.
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      Vigilance, competence, necromance!

      

  




Motto of Angellica Houle, Headteacher of Second Breath Academy 1992-2001
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      “This is weird,” Kati said, running her thumb over the back of Iain’s hand, nestled securely around hers. “Don’t get me wrong, I like it, but it’s weird.”

      York was snowy and freezing around them, suitably wintry with Christmas only a few days away, and it was packed full of people doing last minute shopping. The perfect place to blend into a crowd if you were sneaking around with your death magic theory teacher.

      “Good weird, I hope,” Iain replied, his blue eyes crinkled as he looked over at her. He was wrapped up in a bulky wool coat and a thick teal scarf, the wool so dense it swallowed the bottom half of his face and made Kati smile whenever she looked over at him. Adorable dork.

      “Good weird,” she confirmed. Although she couldn’t help glancing around, as if a fellow student of Second Breath Academy For Reapers And Necromancers might be out doing their Christmas shopping and catch sight of her and Iain. Or as she really ought to have called him, Mr Worth. 

      They were heading down High Petergate, a little cobbled road lined with old fashioned shops and galleries. York Minster peered out from the end of the narrow road, huge and stunning and intimidating, radiating so much history—both the stuff that humans knew and the gory events they were unaware of. 

      She and Iain ducked into a tiny little tea room just as it started to snow, finding a table right at the back under a glowing amber lamp, the sound of tinkling cups and saucers all around them. 

      Kati shuddered as she adjusted to the warm temperature, flushing with pleasure as Iain helped her out of her cold coat and caught her hands as they sat, rubbing them between both of his to warm them up. It was all so new, their relationship, but Kati was loving every second of it. And with SBA on a break for Christmas, she and Iain had plenty of time to figure out how to be a couple.

      Plus, anything beat sneaking around cold, sunlit corridors during the day while everyone was sleeping just to steal a few kisses and a cuddle. She and Iain hadn’t gone further than kissing and touching—yet. But they’d come close a few times, usually interrupted by Dolly, Kati’s black pug familiar, or Blaze, Iain’s silver wolf familiar—the most powerful familiar known to their kind. Dolly had sulked for a good hour this morning when Kati had said she couldn’t come into town with her and Iain, but if Kati wanted any sort of intimacy, she’d be hard pressed to get it with her familiar’s snarky comments dropped telepathically into her head. And it really wasn’t fair for Dolly to come, since Blaze couldn’t—humans tended to react badly to the sight of big, silver wolves stalking down their cobbled streets.

      Iain stripped off his heavy wool coat, unwound his scarf, and gave her a warm smile. There was still a hint of surprise in his eyes every time he looked at her, as if he couldn’t believe Kati even liked him. “I’ll go order for us. Tea?”

      She nodded, desperate for a warm drink after the frost outside. “Milk and—”

      “Two sugars,” he finished, his Caribbean blue eyes glinting behind his glasses and his mouth quirked up. “I should hope I know how you like your tea by now.” He ducked to place a kiss on her mouth before placing their orders, but Kati hooked her fingers into his jumper and deepened their kiss, satisfaction and pleasure sweeping through her as he groaned.

      When they separated, Iain’s face was flushed pink but he had a wicked gleam in his eye. “Kissing me like that in public? You’re trying to make a scandal of me, Katriona.”

      Kati flashed a grin, shrugging casually even as her whole body went hot, her face flushed. “You make it so easy.”

      Heat filled his gaze and for a long second, Iain held eye contact, looking like he wanted to take her there and then, tea room full of people be damned. But then he blinked, shook his head, and went to get their drinks.

      Kati sat back in the chair and watched him as he got into the queue, a smile on her face and her stomach full of butterflies. She wished this Christmas break could last forever, but if it did, she’d never graduate. She’d never get her necromancy license, and she’d be forced to work a normal, boring job. Or practise necromancy without the weight of an agency behind her, leaving her open to being taken advantage of. And that was if her clients didn’t decide they’d rather kill her than pay her fee. It had happened to private necromancers before.

      No, Kati needed to return to SBA for her second term, and then her third. And then her second year. And then her third year. Just eight more terms, and she could be with Iain whenever she wanted, out in the open instead of sneaking around, all cloak and dagger. 

      Eight more terms. Souls. Kati debated bashing her head on the table. Fuck, graduation was so far away. How was she going to cope when she returned to SBA? Only seeing Iain for an hour each day, having to sit through his lessons and pretend she wasn’t closely acquainted with the spot on the side of his neck that made him groan low in his throat.

      She could always graduate after one year … she’d have a partial license, she’d have the agency behind her…

      A plate was set on the table before her and Kati jumped, a smile automatically spreading across her face as she locked eyes with Iain, his brown hair splayed messily around his face and his glasses slightly askew. No ink stains on his fingers today, but she could see a very faded grey splotch on the side of his neck. Souls, he was cute. And all Kati’s.

      As long as no one finds out about our relationship, a pessimistic voice added, and for once it wasn’t Dolly snarking, just Kati’s own bleak thoughts. 

      Would their relationship survive if one of the teachers or—souls forbid—students at SBA found out? Kati wasn’t a minor, and Iain wasn’t a pervy old man, but there was a power imbalance there. She knew people would sneer at their relationship. Would Iain lose his job, as he feared? Would Kati be kicked out for corrupting her teacher? She doubted Madam Hawkness, SBA’s headteacher, would see it that way, but it was pretty much what had happened. Not that Iain had done a stellar job of resisting her temptations; one kiss and he’d been hers. And she’d been a hundred percent his.

      He knew all her secrets now, knew her fears, and Kati knew his. It was a pleasant feeling, to be known as well as Iain knew her, to be able to tell him anything from vast, important life decisions to rambling, meaningless stories. It made her warm inside. And her face heated on the outside, too. Soulsdamned fair complexion; she couldn’t hide anything.

      “I took the liberty of ordering us cake,” Iain said brightly, oblivious to Kati’s train of thought as he sat opposite her. “And I got you an extra large slice.”

      “See, this is why I like you.” Kati grinned, pulling the cake toward her and spearing it with a fork.

      “Because I bring you extra large slices of chocolate cake?”

      “Yes,” she agreed emphatically, devouring the bite. She had another, and then a third, but got distracted by the way Iain’s tongue darted out to catch a smear of chocolate on his bottom lip before she could have a fourth. Kati’s pussy throbbed. Soulsdammit, not now. She swore she got needier with every day they were together. 

      With every minute.

      “It’s not the only thing I brought you,” he said mysteriously, and for a split second, as Iain reached into his worn-to-hole leather satchel, Kati genuinely thought he would pull out homework. But instead he presented her with a gift-wrapped box, a neat ribbon bow patterned with gold foil stags on the top.

      Kati was suddenly, fiercely glad she’d gone shopping with Naia and Rahmi on Wednesday and got a present for Iain, too. Kati’s friends knew about her relationship, though she’d sworn them to secrecy. Naia didn’t approve, but that was only because she hadn’t seen Kati and Iain together yet. They just worked. When Naia saw that, she’d understand.

      “What is it?” Kati asked, accepting the gift but squashing a forkful of cake into her mouth, not willing to be parted from the glorious confection.

      Iain laughed, rolling his eyes. “Why would I tell you that? Open it.”

      Kati didn’t need telling twice, but she hesitated to rip into the wrapping paper. And yes, she was just pathetic and sentimental enough to keep the paper and bow intact, preserving it rather than throwing it away.

      Inside the wrapping paper was a purple box covered in silver starbursts and delicate filigree designs, rectangular and long. Kati’s stomach did a somersault. She could only think of one thing that came in a box this fancy, this shape. Swallowing, her heart pounding, she lifted the lid and blinked hard as tears stung her eyes.

      “I know you hate your current one,” Iain hurriedly explained. “I didn’t want you to have to keep it for three years until your graduation, and I thought you’d appreciate one of your own. One that isn’t linked to a traumatic event.”

      Kati swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded, smiling as she lifted the silver dagger off its plush velvet cushion. It was simple and elegant, its tip sharp and thin but the blade curved wider around the middle before meeting a handle wrapped in red fabric. The quillion was embossed with a star, a moon, and a sunburst. An athame—a necromancer’s tool, used to end someone’s life in order to bring them back as an immortal Eternal.

      Kati hated her old one, like Iain said. All it did was remind her of that day in the Stolen Tower, surrounded by psycho ghosts, petrified and howling with pain while Ingrid the Terrible—ex-headteacher of SBA, a necromancer famous for decapitating people, and a poltergeist who’d tried to kill Lavellian, Kati’s supernatural history teacher—terrorised Kati and her two best friends.

      She’d assumed she’d be stuck with that athame for three years or until she graduated—whichever came first—since most necromancers used academy-issued tools, but this … Kati tried to swallow the lump in her throat.

      “Thank you,” she said, clearing her throat when it came out thick. She looked up at Iain when she was sure she wasn’t going to burst into tears, giving him her best smile. “I love this. A lot.”

      The look he gave her was soft and pleased.

      “My present for you seems a bit shit now, though,” Kati said with a laugh, taking a messily-wrapped parcel from her bag and handing it over. “There’s two in there though, so I win.”

      His answering laugh was warm and rich and made Kati’s stomach flutter again. Those butterflies were getting out of hand.

      “A pen!” Iain exclaimed, as if Kati had given him the holy grail. “I keep losing mine, how did you know?”

      “You mention it a thousand times per day,” Kati replied with a snort, returning to her cake but unable to keep glancing at her new athame. It was probably the best gift she’d ever been given. If you didn’t count her invitation letter to SBA, anyway. “It works, I checked.”

      Delighted, Iain began scribbling on the back of their receipt and Kati tried not to laugh. “You do realise that was the bonus present, right? I spent fifty pence on it. Did you see the scarf?”

      “I saw it,” he replied, his blue eyes alight. “I love it.”

      But he kept scribbling with the pen. “You’re like one of those cats who prefer the box to the actual toy they’ve been given,” she remarked, watching him with what she was sure was a disgustingly loving expression.

      He rolled his eyes, and then went still, sitting up suddenly as his gaze fixed on her. “It’s the twenty-first of December.”

      “I’d noticed,” Kati replied.

      “Your results must have come in,” he went on urgently, his vivid blue eyes piercing her. “Did you get them this morning? You should go home to see if they’ve arrived while you’ve been out.”

      Kati suppressed a groan. “Remind me how many classes I need to pass to attend next term again.”

      Iain sat back in his chair, but he didn’t look too worried. That made one of them. “All of them.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Kati muttered, but she forced herself to take the brown envelope out of her bag anyway, smoothing it out on the table. “Fancy opening the envelope of doom for me?”

      Iain raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure that would break several SBA rules.”

      Kati pursed her mouth, and with a deep breath she grabbed her new athame, demeaning it by using it as a letter opener. Biting the bullet—and her bottom lip—she wrenched the sheet of paper out and read the results. 

      Everyone was given a score out of a hundred for each class. She needed at least thirty-five—the equivalent of a D—in every single one to pass. 

      Kati wasn’t too surprised to see that her spells class had got her the highest mark with eighty-nine—she had an unnaturally good ability at death magic—or that she’d passed history, health & safety, P.E., and magic theory. She’d scraped by with a fifty-two in potions and poisons—not her strong suit despite Rahmi’s best efforts to tutor her—and got a thirty-six from Mrs Hale, who taught necromancy and had a personal vendetta against Kati for having the audacity to, as far as she could figure, be born.

      “I passed,” she said. “Barely.”

      “What?” Iain’s eyes flew wide in outrage. “Who marked you so low?” He snatched the paper and scanned it. “I see.” His mouth thinned; Hale wasn’t his biggest fan either.

      “It might have helped if she’d bothered to teach us half the stuff on our exam.” And even better, this second term would end with a practical exam, which meant Kati would be watched like a hawk while she raised someone from the dead. “It’s fine, I got over thirty-five, that’s all I needed.”

      Iain was still raging on her behalf. “But you only got one point more. I’ll tutor you this term.”

      Kati snorted. “You’re a reaper. What do you know about necromancy?”

      “More than you, apparently,” he replied dryly, taking a sip of his tea. Earl grey, she knew.

      “Harsh,” she muttered, lightly kicking him beneath the table. “I passed. We’re all good. I get to stay.”

      But convincing her parents to let her return was going to be another matter.
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      Because Iain was Iain, he walked Kati to the train station, bundled up in his thick coat and proudly wearing his new scarf. It was a Caribbean blue tartan that matched his eyes, because yes, Kati was that stupidly sappy. She’d put her athame back in its fancy box and placed it in her bag, along with her exam results and a second piece of the chocolate cake in a white paper box, because yes, Iain was that ridiculously sweet.

      The closer they got to the train station, the tenser Iain became, until he was so tightly wound that he was walking as if carrying an injury as they crossed the bridge over the River Ouse, following the curve of the road toward a main road populated with cars, taxis, and—mostly—coaches full of tourists. Most of them would be here to see Hadrian’s Wall, the Roman wall still mostly intact, or to explore York’s Viking history, but a few of them were probably supernatural tourists, come to gawk at the petrified form of Lady LaVoire on display outside the York Museum of Darke Magic.

      Oh. 

      Shit.

      Kati squeezed Iain’s hand. Their trajectory was going to bring them past the statue, the museum right beside the train station.

      She pulled him out of the stream of people, leaning against a wrought iron fence as she said, “We can say goodbye here. You don’t have to walk me to the station.”

      “Kati,” Iain sighed, his eyes heavy with sadness. “I want to.”

      She frowned. “But you’ll have to walk past…”

      “I know,” he replied, running a hand through his floppy brown hair. “But I’ve seen her before. In stone form, I mean. I’ll be fine.” He gave her a winning smile but Kati didn’t believe it for a second. She ran her thumb over his knuckles, but when she opened her mouth to again suggest he not walk past the petrified form of his aunt—Lady LaVoire, former tyrant of the UK’s supernatural community, renowned for turning people into blood puppets, creating armies of the dead, and unleashing hundreds of soul-sucking wraiths upon the populace—Iain cut her off.

      “I’ll be fine. Come on, I’m putting you on your train.” There was so much stubbornness in his voice, in the tilt of his chin. Kati sighed, knowing she was unlikely to win this.

      “I’m only on it one stop,” she murmured, but she allowed herself to be towed along the road. She kept stroking the back of his hand as they drew near to the museum, and then she could see her. Lady LaVoire. Kati had walked past this statue a hundred times before, but it had never held so much meaning for her before. She’d never had feelings for the psychopath’s innocent nephew before. 

      Before, when she’d looked at the formidable aging woman turned to stone, she’d seen a reminder of the Black Years her parents had lived through, and she’d seen the victory of the gentry over Lady LaVoire’s followers, the Black Brooms. 

      Now … all Kati could think about was that this tyrant was Iain’s family, and she couldn’t help wondering how his aunt had treated him. While she knew Lady LaVoire had never tortured him or turned him into a puppet, Kati got the sense he was scared of her. Terrified.

      “I came across a spell in a book I was reading yesterday,” Kati said to distract him. “Well, in a book Naia got me as an early Christmas present so I could get a headstart on next term’s work.”

      Iain laughed under his breath, facing her. Good. At least he wasn’t looking at his statue-bound aunt. Was she alive in there, or was she insentient? What if she was still making dark plans to take over the world and enslave everyone, even while she was turned to stone?

      “It’s a type of radius spell, but one that allows you to sense magic, not just people.”

      “Oh,” Iain said, brightening. “You’ll be learning that in your second year. The energy radius spell?”

      “Yeah,” Kati agreed, “that.”

      But they were right below the statue now, and even Kati’s stomach tightened with unease. There was a tiny voice in the back of her mind that wanted to know what Theo, Bo Chen, and Colen Greensmith had called through the sigil circle that day Colen died. Alexandra had said she needed a sacrifice to break through the veil, and then refused to elaborate.

      But Lady Lavoire was right there, locked in stone, powerless. It couldn’t have been her.

      No matter how scared and paranoid Iain was that the attack on Lavellian in the Stolen Tower was linked to her. No matter that he’d wrapped a powerful protection spell around Kati, bound to the strength talisman he’d also given her, which hung around her neck.

      One more step and they were past her. Just one more.

      Kati held her breath, Iain seeming to do the same.

      He gasped when they were past her, clutching his ribs, and Kati panicked, her hands fluttering over him. “What is it? Iain?”

      “Fine,” he replied, strained. “Just a bit of stitch. We’ve been walking a lot.”

      But the knot in Kati’s stomach wound tighter. She didn’t believe him. “You’d tell me,” she asked, “if something was wrong, right?”

      “It’s just stitch,” he reiterated stronger, and Kati hesitated to push him on this. She squeezed his hand and didn’t prod at his vulnerabilities again as they made their way to the train station.

      But she couldn’t shake off the sense that, stone or not, Lady LaVoire had struck out at Iain.

      But that wasn’t possible. She was stripped of all her power. She was a statue.

      Kati shook her head at herself and edged closer to Iain, scrounging around in her coat pocket for her train ticket. She was just being jumpy. Iain was fine. The Black Years were over.
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      Kati had a serious case of Active Bitch Face. Not resting. Active. The newspaper her dad normally spent most of tea reading had been set on the dining table, its headline—Juneau Back After Eight Day Disappearance—sopping up the gravy on his plate of half-eaten roast beef as he and her mum argued back and forth about Kati’s future.

      She couldn’t get a word in edgeways. The only person who seemed even remotely willing to listen to Kati was her nan, who kept interjecting a few words here and there on her behalf. Not that Kati’s mum and dad were listening. Her dad had decided that Kati would intern with him for the rest of the year, while her mum was pushing for her to transfer to Thackrey’s School of The Dead. In Manchester.

      Not. Happening.

      Not only was Kati not commuting an hour and half every morning and evening—because Thackrey’s wasn’t a boarding academy like SBA, but more of a college-style institute—no way was she abandoning the friends she’d made at Second Breath Academy. Never mind that she’d never see Iain. And who, exactly, was going to pay for her season ticket on the train? It was five grand. No way. Not happening. That was half the bloody tuition she’d paid SBA for three whole years of education. Her dad, as she could have predicted, was firmly against anything that involved the words five and thousand and pounds in one sentence.

      “But if she stops her education now, she’ll never get a necromancer’s license, Phillip.” Not Phil, as her mum called him everyday. Phillip. This was some serious shit. “You know how much Kati wants a career in reanimation.”

      I can bite their ankles for you if you like, Dolly offered from where she was curled up on the carpet at Kati’s feet.

      I doubt they’d notice, Kati replied. Over the past few weeks, she’d figured out how to respond psychically, rather than having to speak out loud. It made secret bitching sessions possible, although it did mean Kati laughed out loud at inopportune moments. During assembly, for example.

      “That’s just not possible right now,” her dad was replying.

      Kati scowled harder, wishing she could burn holes into her parents. Nice of them to talk about her like she wasn’t sat at the table with them.

      The offer’s still there, Dolly said, sounding both sweet and eager to draw blood.

      “You might as well have some extra sweet potato,” Nan said over the argument, passing Kati a ceramic dish. “I’ve already had three portions of beef; souls know these two are never gonna stop going at it.”

      Kati snorted and happily piled extra sweet potato onto her plate, stirring in a chunk of butter. “I’m going back to SBA,” she told her nan quietly.

      “No, you are not,” her dad replied instead, his nostrils flaring and ruffling his sandy mustache. He looked like a very angry walrus right now, with his straw-coloured hair, his bald spot, and his bulging eyes. Kati knew he was just trying to keep her safe, and it couldn’t have been easy having one kid involved in a ritual murder and the other nearly killed by a poltergeist last term. 

      But still.

      “I’m a grown adult,” Kati snarled, her own nostrils flaring. “Legally, you can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Atta girl,” Nan said quietly.

      “Mother,” Kati’s mum sighed, massaging her forehead. “Can you not encourage her, please?”

      “Sure, Deirdra,” Nan replied amiably. “When you start listening to your daughter, I’ll stop being the only one bothering to hear her voice.”

      Kati didn’t pause her staring match with her dad, but she did gulp at the sight of her mum’s mouth pressing thin in the corner of her vision. Nan crossed her arms over her chest, a stubborn expression on her face and her chin cocked out. She might have been wearing a baby pink cardigan and matching tabard, but Kati would not have messed with her if she were her mum.

      “She can’t go back to that academy,” Mum said, but slightly less argumentative, running a hand through her red hair. “It’s too dangerous. Souls know what’ll happen to her this term. Demons escaping through a portal into her history classroom? Soulwraiths on the levby pitch? No, that place is far too dangerous.”

      Nan rolled her eyes but said nothing.

      “It’s not as bad as you’re making out,” Kati tried, but sighed at the heated scowl her mum swung on her. “Fine.” She shoved back from the table, her extra portion of sweet potato neglected. “Fine. You win.”

      Let’s go, Kati said to Dolly.

      Are we breaking out?

      Not yet.

      Dolly huffed through her nose but she stretched with a groan and got to her feet.

      “You’re not going to Thackrey’s, Katriona,” her dad said firmly. “It’s too far away. If you’re worried about what’s happening to her in York, Deirdra, just imagine what could happen when she’s miles and miles away.”

      “It’s only the other side of the North, you big baby,” Nan muttered.

      Kati was too angry to even snicker at that, turning on her heel and feeling like a stroppy teenager as she thundered up the stairs and enclosed herself in her room. At least she didn’t slam the door. Or put Nirvana on at full blast.

      It was tempting, though.

      Her dad wouldn’t let her go back to school—any school—when huge sums of money were involved, and her mum wouldn’t let her intern at her dad’s work. Or return to SBA. Which left Kati with a future of what…? Job searching for the rest of her life? Or running a dangerous private necromancy firm without the backing of an agency? Oh, and without the proper education of how to actually reanimate a corpse. If Hale had taught her anything worthwhile in their first term, Kati’s career prospects might not look quite so bleak. But she hadn’t, either because she was such a shitty teacher or because she’d punished the whole class just so Kati would fail.

      I’ll leave them presents on their bedroom carpet overnight, Dolly promised, making Kati laugh. Nice yellow stains.

      That’ll just get me in more shit.

      Dolly grunted and jumped onto Kati’s bed, her scrunched-in face and bulging eyes somehow managing to convey total disdain and sympathy all at once.

      Kati stalked over to her little window and sighed, staring out and poking the sharp leaves of the cactus Theo had given her. Theo … Kati wasn’t quite sure how she felt about her brother, lately. Sure, she didn’t think he was a murderer. Not intentionally anyway. But she’d learned a lot of things she didn’t like about him. That he wanted to bring back a crippling curse, for example. And he was pro-torture. And he’d tried to impress a bunch of bigots and bastards called the Old Academy, who wanted the good ol’ days of brutality and torment to be brought back to the educational system. As if carving up an innocent to get an extra boost of power for your homework was normal.

      Oh yeah, and Theo and his buddies had gone into the forest around SBA, cast a magic circle, and tried to summon a demon. To unleash upon non-legacies—those with humans in their family line.

      Colen Greensmith, his best mate, had died. And Bo Chen … whatever he’d seen, whatever they’d done, he couldn’t live with it. He committed suicide. But he’d spoken about what had happened that day in the woods to his sister, Alexandra Chen, and Kati wanted to know every word he’d said. Alexandra had cut off her explanation to Kati, saying Bo had stopped making sense, that what he said couldn’t be true. But just because it sounded impossible didn’t mean it wasn’t real.

      Kati really hoped her hunch and Iain’s fear were both wrong—and Alexandra was the only person who could give her confirmation that someone else had come through the portal that day. It wasn’t Lady LaVoire. Kati didn’t have to worry about the bitch coming after her boyfriend.

      But getting those answers meant going back to SBA. Returning also meant completing her education, eventually getting her certificate, reuniting with her friends, and spending time with Iain. All plus points. Not to mention Kati had started to consider the gothic castle home, from its dome of multi colored diamonds to its endless tapestries and suits of armour, to the four-poster bed in Kati’s dorm room with its heavy drapery.

      She didn’t just need to go back to find out what had happened with Theo; she wanted to go back.

      Kati groaned, resting her forehead against the cool glass window, staring out at the row of houses across the street. Each as square and neat and perfect as her own.

      She had to go back. She wouldn’t let her mum and dad dictate her future. But if she was going to stand a chance of getting onto SBA grounds for her second term, she was going to have to sneak out of home.

      She was going to need a spell. 

      And inside help.
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      Kati spent most of the next fortnight on Skype with Rahmi and Naia, secretly planning her prison break, or that was how it felt, at least. She knew a basic invisibility charm—she’d been using it to sneak off to make out with Iain the last few weeks of term—but she needed a way to unlock the back door. Her parents knew her well, and they’d taken precautions. But Kati had taken precautions too, and she had a nan who’d foregone a career in necromancy to be on the stage in the West End.

      Already invisible, Kati went over the word and wand movement of the shattering spell she’d use in her mind one final time, hoisted her backpack over her shoulder just before dawn, and sent a text to her nan’s Doro mobile. She knew the giant white phone would have lit up green after a few seconds and she held her breath, waiting for the reply.

      A minute later, her nan’s response came in.

      We’re on. Prepare yourself for the best work of my life.

      Kati stifled a laugh, just picturing the delight in her nan’s eyes, both at the acting and the mischief. Kati and Theo had learned their best rulebreaking from her.

      Kati waited by the door, her ears strained, and she jumped as a thump went through the silent house, followed by a very convincing cry. If Kati hadn’t spent a good hour going over the plan with her nan, she’d have rushed down the hall and into her room to check on her.

      “Mum!” Kati’s mum slammed open her bedroom door, footsteps rushing towards the room on the end.

      “Glenda, you alright in there?” her dad asked.

      “I can’t get up,” Nan moaned. “Oh, my hip! I think I landed on it wrong.”

      I love that woman, Dolly sighed in awe, trundling around Kati’s ankles in impatience. If she was sixty years younger, and a male dog, I’d be all over that.

      Kati snorted quietly.

      “Mum, it’s alright,” Deirdre said, panic clear in her voice. Guilt wound through Kati, but her mum would get over it when she realised Nan was fine.

      “Let’s get you up, Glenda,” Kati’s dad said calmly. “You’ll be right as rain, it’s just a little bump.”

      “Call an ambulance,” Kati’s mum said urgently.

      Kati cracked open her door and peered down the hall. Both her mum and dad were bending, helping her nan get up, visible through the open door. Nan caught sight of Kati in the process of being lifted and gave her a wink. Kati shook her head in disbelief and crept towards the stairs, moving quickly and skipping the ones that creaked.

      Quickly, she urged Dolly, though her stubby little legs were already working fast in an effort to keep up, her breath starting to wheeze either with the stressful situation or with excitement. Knowing Dolly, probably the latter.

      At the back door, Kati lifted her blackthorn wand and pricked her thumb with the thorn at its base. Smearing it with blood, she slashed it in a Z and said, “Shatter.” She very carefully focussed on the lock, so as not to demolish the whole door—that was the difficult bit—and panted, sweat pricking down her back. But then the door handle cracked and fell off with a loud thunk.

      Now we’re in for it, Dolly said. Do you think your parents will put bars on your window to stop you from making a second escape attempt?

      “Shut it,” Kati hissed, holding her breath to see if her mum and dad had heard. But Nan moaned dramatically. “My hip really doesn’t feel right.”

      Kati sent a silent thank you to her nan, stepped over the broken handle, and pushed the door. It opened silently.

      With a breath of relief, Kati rushed through the garden and down the road to Poppleton station, with Dolly trotting after her.

      She’d made it out.
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      Two hours early for the rickety old bus to SBA and with nothing better to do, Kati wandered York city center, ambling from the Minster, along cobbled roads lined with charming little shops and cafes, down the wider roads that held large chain stores, and then along the river before finding a bench. Tired and frustrated and bored of killing time, Kati plopped onto it.

      For a long while she just sat there, staring at the boats beginning to move along the river, the water filling the crisp air with a calming shushhhh sound. 

      Avoiding checking her phone, sure there were a million angry texts and missed calls from her mum, Kati took out the copy of the Skull and Cross Bones she’d picked up from a backstreet supernatural shop on her travels, distracting herself by reading the day’s news.

      People were still clamouring for answers about where Frida Juneau, the minister for supernaturals who secretly collaborated with the human prime minister, had gone for eight days. She’d been reported missing by her husband, and then she’d waltzed back in eight days later, acting as if everything was fine, as if the country wasn’t in uproar, and as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. And she refused to tell anyone where she’d been, citing only that she’d been away on business.

      Business her advisers hadn’t known about. 

      Theories ranged from clandestine cults abducting her, to Juneau going on a secret mission for the gentry, to rehab, to she’d just plain lost her mind. According to an anonymous source who refused to be named, she’d been acting odd ever since she came back, snapping at people and ordering them around when she’d been perfectly pleasant before.

      It was a nice mystery to keep Kati’s attention while she waited for the time to pass. She didn’t dare turn on her phone even if she wanted to text Rahmi and Naia to see if they’d arrived in town yet.

      I’m cold, Dolly whined, curled up on Kati’s lap with her nose buried in Kati’s thick coat.

      You’re cold? Imagine having an actual nose that can get frostbitten, Kati replied irritably.

      A growl rumbled in the back of Dolly’s throat. Souls know how you’ve got friends when you’re as rude as a chihuahua. 

      Kati smirked, turning the page. Chihuahuas are rude?

      They’ve got as many manners as a crew of pirates at sea for months who’ve just found a scantily clad woman stowed away belowdecks, Dolly replied sourly.

      That’s … oddly specific.

      That’s chihuahuas for you.

      At half past eight, Kati folded up the paper and put it in her bag, pushed off the bench, and made her way to the bus stop over the road from the train station where SBA’s crappy transport would pick her up.

      She was relieved to find she wasn’t the only one at the bus stop, although she could have done without Alexandra Chen being there, even if she did want to talk to her about what her brother had seen that day in the woods. 

      “Kati!” Rahmi exclaimed bounding over and gathering Kati into a tight hug. “You made it!”

      Kati smirked. “All thanks to my overdramatic nan. And your spell skills, Nai.”

      Oh, don’t bother giving me any credit, Dolly drawled. I only provided backup and moral support at every turn.

      Kati rolled her eyes and ignored her familiar.

      Naia beamed at the compliment, her big brown eyes lighting up behind her turquoise glasses. She looked almost exactly as she had the day they’d met: tall, dark-skinned, in a smart coat and trousers, with her oval face set in an enthusiastic expression and her bushy hair in a thick french braid. And much like that day, she was hauling along a stack of books and a bag that looked enormously heavy.

      Kati’s own bag was heavy enough without containing a book collection big enough to easily function as a library; she dropped it at her feet and rubbed her shoulder where her muscles were aching at carrying it for hours. Her red hair was no doubt a mess after sitting by the river for a good hour, and she bet her pale face was flushed and blotchy from the walk to the bus stop. It wasn’t, all told, her greatest look.

      “How bad is the fallout?” Rahmi asked with a wince. Like Naia, she was dressed in a smart, expensive-looking coat, a deep plum the same shade as her hijab and her lipstick, but all her things seemed to fit perfectly into a leather cross-body bag despite the fact she had to have at least three second term prep books, like Naia and Kati.

      Sometimes, Kati thought Rahmi was a little bit more magic than the rest of them. Or maybe she just had everything figured out, the adult of their friend group. Although that was usually Naia, the voice of reason pleading with Kati and Rahmi to obey the rules.

      Which they usually didn’t.

      “I daren’t check my phone yet,” Kati replied.

      “Where’s the fucking bus?” Alexandra Chen demanded of no one in particular. Her sharp voice grated against Kati’s nerves until she wanted to shut her up with a spell. “It’s five past nine.”

      “It’s never on time,” a second-year shouted from the next bus stop down, where their bus was also due. “It’ll be a good few minutes yet.”

      Alexandra let out a groan that was mostly swearwords.

      “She’s been let back in for second term, then,” Kati said quietly to her friends, casting surreptitious glances at Chen. “I thought Madam Hawkness would expel her for sure.”

      Rahmi drew nearer, her eyes alight. “No, she just got suspended. So did Hannah, her blonde friend. But Demetria Bould—”

      “Right bitch,” Kati interjected, remembering the three of them shoving her into the Venom Chamber where all poisons and snakes were kept for the potions and poisons lessons. Demetria and Alexandra had been content to leave Kati for dead. How Chen had got back into the school, Kati didn’t know.

      Dolly growled.

      Even Naia nodded at Kati’s insult.

      “—was kicked out instantly,” Rahmi went on. “I heard from someone, who heard from someone else, that Miz Jardin didn’t want her to return because she was a real psychopath, and she was scared Demetria would hurt someone else.”

      “But why is she back?” Kati hissed quietly, glaring across the pavement at Alexandra Chen. Even if it played into her plans to question the woman … she’d have liked a bit more justice from SBA at what Chen’s buddies did to Kati. They’d meant to kill her. If it hadn’t been for Iain bursting into the room like a knight on a white charger, Kati might not have been here today.

      Actually, maybe her parents had a point; maybe Second Breath Academy was a death trap. Maybe Kati would be lucky to survive her second term. She’d certainly only scraped through her first term, and not just because she’d come within one point of failing necromancy.

      A chorus of “finally,” went up as the cronky little bus rounded the corner—but it went right past their bus stop and pulled up before the cluster of third-years. There were only seven of them, and only twelve second-years, the numbers still thin after everything that had happened last term: a caretaker and a student dead, a poltergeist terrorising the school and possessing an innocent student, and Kati, Rahmi, and Naia nearly being killed as well. Things like that made the Venom Chamber look like a trip to Alton Towers.

      It took another four minutes—Chen was timing out loud—for the first-years’ bus to turn up, and another for everyone to load onto it. A brief register was taken to check everyone was there, and they were off.

      Kati was firmly on her way back to Second Breath Academy. Within the hour, she’d be enclosed in the wards and magic around the academy, and no one, not even her parents, could make her leave.

      She leaned back in her seat and expelled a long breath of relief.

      Now all she had to do was pass all her classes, somehow get better at necromancy with an incompetent teacher, keep her relationship with Iain a secret, and find out what her brother had really summoned that day in the woods.

      “This is gonna be a good term,” Naia said excitedly. “I can just feel it.”
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      It wasn’t easy to hold a conversation on a relic of a bus that sounded like a cross between an angry bear and a robot being violently murdered, but Kati and her friends managed.

      Naia and Rahmi sat across the aisle, while Kati had taken a bench—yes, the bus was old enough to have bench seats, not individual ones—with Harley Albright, the woman who’d been possessed by the ghosts of the Stolen Tower last term, who’d been forced to murder two people and attack others, and who was getting more shit from the students at SBA than Kati. And that was really saying something.

      Gull Llewellyn, their sandy-haired skater friend, sat backwards on the upholstered bench in front of them, a golden retriever at his side—his familiar, who’d come to him over Christmas break, surprising almost everyone. Only the most powerful necromancers and reapers possessed a familiar—and in very rare cases, extremely powerful death magicians could have multiple—and nobody, not even Gull himself, had expected him to have one. He excelled at sports and any magic that involved the physical more than the intellectual, but clearly he was a powerful necromancer.

      Of course, no one was surprised to discover that he’d named the dog Tony after Tony Hawke. Despite the golden retriever being a female. She didn’t seem to mind though, and appeared to adore Gull; he was so outgoing and accepting of anyone and everyone, it was impossible not to. Kati secretly hoped that Naia would notice Gull this term, as he’d broken up with his boyfriend over Christmas and he clearly had a major crush on her.

      The best thing about Gull, in Kati’s opinion, at least right now, was that he was loud enough to drown out the sharp, scathing comments of Alexandra Chen several benches behind them. She’d been reunited with her friend Hannah Willowsmith and was now as bitchy as ever, though Hannah didn’t seem to be engaging with her at all. Maybe she’d seen Alexandra’s true colours and decided she wasn’t a fan of the pitch black and murky green colour scheme.

      Kati wasn’t a heartless bitch; she knew Chen was grieving her brother and that had her fucked up right now. But Kati would be feeling a bit more sympathetic if Alexandra hadn’t left her to get attacked by venomous snakes last term. And grief was no excuse for attempted murder.

      “So, I was fifty feet in the air,” Gull was saying boisterously, “hanging upside down from a tree, my shitty levitation charm wearing off and my whole life flashing before my eyes—and the branch snapped.”

      Rahmi gasped, leaning across the aisle, her amber eyes bright with interest. “Did you break anything?”

      “Yeah, dude, my record!” Gull’s hands fluttered as he gestured with wild enthusiasm. “As I fell to my death, I saw the ball coming at me.” Dramatic pause. “I reached out and grabbed it, and hurled it with all my strength in the direction of the goal, and I totally nailed the conversion! And then I broke my leg, but that’s not the important part.”

      “How did you get up a tree in the first place?” Kati asked, snorting.

      “My brother’s mate got these cheap levitation charms from a guy down Kirkgate Market in Leeds.”

      Naia groaned. “You bought illegal charms? Gull, those are dangerous. You never know who made them, and they’re definitely not regulated by the Congregation of Paranormals.”

      “Yeah,” Gull replied with a lopsided grin, unfazed. “That’s why they’re a fiver instead of fifty quid. Anyway, I won’t need them again, they’re teaching us how to cast the spell ourselves this term.”

      Naia looked mildly placated. “As long as you don’t buy another illegal charm.”

      Gull glanced away quickly. “Yep. Never again. Definitely not got any stashed in my bag.”

      Kati snorted.

      Naia opened her mouth to berate him, but all the lights in the bus went off. 

      No … outside went dark, blackness rushing in around the shitty little bus like acrid smoke.

      “What’s happening?” Kati breathed, fear gripping her chest. It had been bright outside one second, early morning sunshine bathing the country road, but now it was pitch black. It was as if night had fallen—but no stars shone in the inky blackness. No moonlight gave a hazy glow. Pure and total black hugged the bus.

      “The fuck is this bollocks?” the driver growled, slamming on the brakes. 

      Kati lurched forward in her seat, hitting the bench in front and smacking into Gull’s meaty arm, but she couldn’t see shit.

      Little burst of illumination broke out among the seats and Kati drew her own wand from its holster, pricked her thumb, and said, “Light.” A violet glow brightened the space around her, catching Gull’s fearful expression and Harley’s wide eyes as she too cast a light spell, transforming Kati’s glow to a pinkish plum.

      “I love an adventure,” Gull said quietly, turning around in his seat and pulling Tony onto his lap, “but this is going a bit far.”

      “Something’s out there,” Alexandra said a few seats back, all bravado and bitchiness stripped from her voice. “I saw something.”

      Beside her, Hannah Willowswift whimpered.

      Kati pointed her wand at the window, squinting into the blackness, but she couldn’t see anything. She twisted in her seat, trying to see out the other windows, and found most people doing the same: glancing around themselves in panic and paranoia, lit by sparse bursts of rainbow coloured magic.

      “It has to be a nightfall charm,” Naia said, doing her best to stay calm. “It would have to be a very powerful death magician casting it but … it’s possible. You probably saw the magician, Alexandra.”

      “Yeah,” Chen agreed weakly. “I’m sure that’s it. So … do we go out there and hex the shit out of whoever’s playing this practical joke on us?”

      I saw a film exactly like this, Dolly said quietly. Everyone died.

      I told you not to look, Kati replied, her snark habitual.

      You’re not my mother, Dolly fired back, but weakly.

      Near the back of the bus, Marigold Archer let out a blood-curdling scream and jumped out of her seat, scrambling down the central aisle. “There’s something back there, I saw it. It’s a monster.”

      A shiver skated down Kati’s spine and she reached for Dolly, stroking her velvety head to calm her racing heart.

      Rahmi got out of her seat to comfort Marigold, drawing the fair-haired woman into her arms and making soothing noises. “I’m sure it’s just one person, like Naia said.”

      “Yeah?” Jacob Alders stood, his stuffy voice tight with anger and fear. “Then what the hell is that thing?” His buddy Conrad Graysun nodded, backing him up even in a nightmarish situation.

      Kati’s head whipped around to the front of the bus as the driver swore, bringing the bus back to roaring, growling life. “Everyone get in the aisle, away from the windows.” When they hesitated, frozen in panic, he barked, “Now!”

      Kati jumped to her feet and squashed into the aisle with everyone else, holding her wand up with one hand and finding Naia’s hand with her other, holding on tight to her friend.

      Dolly, stay close, Kati said urgently. Watch you don’t get stepped on.

      I’d rather get squashed by a size nine Adidas trainer than whatever that thing is outside.

      So would Kati. Fair point.

      “Who’s the best at spells?” the driver shouted over the roar of the engine as he sped into the darkness. But driving without being able to see your surroundings didn’t seem any safer than staying near the thing in the shadows. What if they veered into a building? What if they crashed over the side of a hill into a valley?

      Kati’s breath came shorter, her eyes fixed on the blackness outside the windows.

      “Me and Wilson,” Alexandra Chen replied.

      “One of you get up here near the front, the other stay at the back. Watch the windows. You see anything, you hex it. Anything tries to get in, give it your worst spell.”

      “Just do what you did to me when you tried to murder me,” Kati fired at Alexandra, swinging her wand around so she could see the pinched expression on her face.

      “She did what?” Conrad Graysun demanded, the monster outside momentarily forgotten. “Oh that’s rich, Alexandra. You spent the whole term trying to convince us Wilson here was evil, and you’re the one going around murdering people?”

      “Attempted murder,” Alexandra spat, going to the back of the aisle as Kati headed to the front, scanning the endless darkness outside the windows. “And I wouldn’t have actually gone through with it, so get off your high horse, Conrad.”

      Kati rolled her eyes. “Is the door locked?” she asked the driver, her heart thrumming in her chest.

      “As locked as an old rust bucket like this ever gets. Wouldn’t take much to pry it open.”

      “That’s comforting,” she breathed, swallowing. She fiercely wished Iain was here with her. She’d  be pretty fucking happy to see Mrs Balham, their potions and poisons teacher and the guard of SBA. She was a badass leather-wearing woman with red in her short blonde hair and a take-no-shit attitude. It would be nice to think someone had everything under control right about now.

      “The rest of us should cast a shield spell around ourselves,” Rahmi said, her voice ringing with authority. “Just in case.”

      “In case whatever is out there gets in here?” Georgia Valentine, a girl with shocking green hair and a coat that more resembled a teddy bear, screeched, her voice thready. Her stoat familiar let out a panicked sound, too. “Is that going to happen?”

      “Don’t piss yourself, Georgia,” Alexandra snapped. “We’ll be fine.”

      Kati pressed her mouth into a thin line. Alexandra could have afforded to be a little more sympathetic—this was a pretty fucking terrifying situation—but she didn’t miss the attempt to reassure Georgia.

      “There!” Naia shouted, pointing at a corner window, and Kati spun, peering through the big window at the front of the bus and inhaling sharply. It looked like a tornado of shadow. But Kati blinked and it looked like a cloaked woman flying through the darkness, fair hair streaming behind her in the darkness as if through water, her body a few shades lighter than the void.

      “Souls,” Kati breathed, her stomach twisting. “It’s not … not a death magician.”

      “No,” the driver agreed, a scowl on his face. “It’s a soulwraith.”
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      Kati killed her light spell and called up her shield, violet magic in a circle of buzzing, electric power on her left arm, attached to her wand by a thread of magic. Her mouth had gone dry, her mind racing as she thought of everything she’d ever heard of soulwraiths.

      Wraiths were what happened when a person died and their soul forced its way back into the living plane, rather than being placed back in their body by a necromancer. Without a body to bind it … it was pure energy and magic. And impossibly dangerous.

      Most soulwraiths only stayed in wraith form long enough to find a body to possess—a soulhost—but they could do much more damage in this form.

      “It can’t be a soulwraith,” Alexandra disagreed. “We don’t get soulwraiths in York. You need a wider portal for that, and the nearest one’s in London.

      “She’s right,” Naia agreed quietly, a nimbus of silver hanging around her from her wand. “Soulwraiths can’t escape through the minor portals normal people create; you’d need a commercial one.”

      “I know what I saw, girl,” the driver snapped. “I just wish I could see the damn road in front o’ me. I know it curves somewhere.”

      “You can’t drive like this,” Kati hissed. “We’re going to crash.”

      “First sensible thing you’ve said in your life, Wilson,” Alexandra snarked, and then yelped. “You—you bitch! Your mongrel bit me!”

      Dolly, Kati chided.

      She tastes surprisingly nice for someone so foul, Dolly replied, shameless.

      “Could you focus?” Kati snapped. “Watch the back of the bus like you were told to do.”

      Marigold screamed again, and this time Rahmi let out a rasping cry too. “It really…” Rahmi breathed. “It’s…”

      “A soulwraith,” the driver grunted, slowing the bus and then jerking to a halt again. “I’m calling Hawkness.”

      “Call the gentry,” Jacob Alders argued, all puffed up with self-importance. “We need a whole team of them right now. Tell them Bison Alders’s son is on board.”

      Bison? Kati thought at the same time Dolly scathed, Bison? Wow, rich people.

      But he had a point. Kati wouldn’t have said no to a team of enforcers here to save them. But it would take half an hour for them to get here from the headquarters in York centre. Too long for them to be of any help. 

      Which left them with twelve students, four familiars, and the driver. They had to figure it out themselves.

      “The way I see it,” Kati said slowly, her stomach twisting as she faced everyone, her wand and shield high. “Either we wait here for the wraith to break the glass and force its way onto the bus, or we go out and take it down.”

      “Sounds like you’re volunteering, Wilson,” Chen remarked.

      “Who knows how to fight a soulwraith?” Kati asked, ignoring her. “Naia?”

      “Light weakens it,” Naia replied, her voice thin with fear. “That’s all I can remember.”

      “I’ll do it,” Harley said, moving out of the huddle of students in the aisle and making her way to the front of the bus. She looked pale and thin in her baggy clothes, and she was mostly hiding behind her long blonde hair, but she met Kati’s gaze and said, “I should do it.”

      Kati shook her head. Quietly, she said, “You don’t have to sacrifice yourself to make up for last term. What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      “I had literal blood on my literal hands,” Harley replied sombrely. “I should be the one going out there.”

      Kati couldn’t fight her on this; it seemed like she needed it, a way to atone for past sins. “Alright. You and me, then.”

      She chewed her bottom lip. Light… What they needed was an advanced light spell. She fished her phone from her pocket but swore when she had no bars. If she could just text Iain, she knew for sure he’d have a spell.

      “Alright, who knows an advanced light spell?”

      “Lunar storm spell,” Alexandra replied. “Brightest one there is.”

      “And you know how to cast it?”

      “Naturally,” Alexandra drawled.

      Kati nodded, a plan forming. “You’re going to teach it to me and Harley, and the three of us are going to go out there and fight that wraith. I’m not standing here waiting to be murdered.”

      Chen snorted. “Oh, sure. Because I’m known for my selflessness.”

      “You said it yourself,” Kati snapped, her heart thumping against her ribs at Alexandra’s confrontational tone. “We’re the best at spells, which means we’re facing that damn thing whether you like it or not. Do you want to get to SBA some time today or do you want to be drained of your magic by a soulwraith?” Because that’s what they did; they sucked energy, life, and power out of a person, getting more and more dangerous with every attack. They couldn’t kill a person, but they could make it extremely unpleasant. And leave them emptied of all magic.

      “Alexandra, please,” Hannah begged in a wisp of a voice. “We’re all going to die if you don’t.”

      “Oh, don’t be dramatic,” Alexandra sneered, but she said, “Clarke, come take my place. You’ve read enough books that you should know a spell to protect everyone else if we’re gruesomely murdered.”

      Naia squeaked. “I don’t think—”

      Rahmi squeezed her shoulder. “You’ve got this.”

      Naia swallowed but nodded, taking Alexandra’s place. 

      Chen wound through the students until she reached them, giving Kati and Harley matching scornful looks. Her suspension hadn’t done anything to her attitude, it seemed.

      “Gull,” Kati said, jerking her chin. “You watch the front of the bus when we’re out there.”

      “This is the stupidest shit I’ve ever heard of,” the driver muttered.

      “I don’t hear you offering to help,” Alexandra snapped at him, neatly silencing the balding man. “Right,” she said, facing Kati and Harley with a serious expression on her face. She looked remarkably different when she wasn’t sneering or scowling. Much more human, Kati thought. And annoyingly pretty. “Circular motion, twice. And you need to say Light Storm, or at least those are the words I use. You can find your own, I don’t care.”

      Kati nodded, practising the motion twice and going over the words in her head. Silver-violet light flickered at the tip of her wand even though she hadn’t actively cast it and Kati suppressed a wince. Normally, she’d try to hide any sign of her unnaturally advanced magic. Right now, it might just save them from a soulwraith.

      “One thing, before we go out there and do something either heroic or totally suicidal,” Alexandra said, her eyes narrowed on Kati. “I get why Harley wants to go out in a blaze of glory, but why you?”

      Kati shrugged, not liking the scrutiny. “Like you said, I’m one of the best at spells here. And who else is gonna do it? You certainly wouldn’t have if I hadn’t forced you to help.”

      Alexandra’s lips thinned. “Hero complex. Got it.”

      Kati’s mouth opened on an argument but Alexandra reached over the driver, slammed a button on the console, and the fragile bus door clattered open.

      With a deep breath, Kati held her wand tight and went into the blackness after her worst-enemy-turned-temporary-ally.
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      Kati’s breath clouded in front of her in the magic-lit darkness. She shuddered as she stepped off the bus onto what turned out to be tarmac, a chill spreading through her. It wasn’t cold outside—the opposite. It was muggy and humid in the oppressive dark, moisture gathering on her skin, but on the inside, Kati felt like she’d been plunged into an ice bath.

      “Anyone see it?” Alexandra demanded, her wand high in front of her face, casting an orb of ruby magic around her and cutting deep shadows into her features.

      “No,” Harley breathed, her bubblegum pink magic trembling as her hand shook. She flinched hard and Kati jumped too as the bus door slammed shut behind them, leaving them out there alone.

      “What are the chances they’ll drive off without us if we fuck up out here?” Alexandra asked uneasily, her throat bobbing as she swallowed.

      “Rahmi and Naia would never allow them to do that. Neither would Gull,” Kati added with a glance at Harley. 

      She shivered as the ice inside her swelled, as if she’d swallowed an iceberg, and frost bit into her face. Because of the wraith?

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Alexandra said cuttingly. “Hannah wouldn’t give a shit about me.”

      “You did force her to be an accomplice to an attempted murder,” Kati replied shortly, scanning the full dark around them for fell creatures and monsters, picturing bat wings and spines and claws, remembering the swarm of shadow she’d glimpsed from the bus. “That doesn’t tend to endear you to people.”

      “Stop it,” Harley hissed, shaking. “Just … be quiet. Can’t you hear that?”

      Alexandra and Kati fell silent, straining their ears. Kati flinched at a whistling sound, like wind howling. But the blackness around them was still, humid and hot. No wind touched them at all.

      “Are soulwraiths supposed to sound like that?” Kati whispered.

      “It’s echolocation, idiot,” Alexandra snapped, and hissed, “Shield!” Her red magic spread in front of the three of them in an impressive wall of energy and magic, crackling with intensity.

      Kati was glad for it when a black shape rushed out of the darkness at them. Kati knew objectively that it had once been a person, but it was no longer person-shaped. It was a seething mass of shadow, malice, and teeth. There were definitely teeth. To latch onto someone and make them a soulhost, she knew. 

      An instinctive part of Kati recoiled from the nightmare thing bearing down on her, but she strengthened her shield and huddled closer to Harley and Chen. Her heart was pounding hard, sweat breaking out along her spine, but she’d faced down a phantom tower and a psychopathic ghost. She could do this, too.

      The soulwraith slammed into Alexandra’s shield, red magic and inky shadow spraying off its surface, and Kati’s stomach dropped to her boots as cracks spread across the wall of ruby power. Shit. Kati had thought the shield might stand up to a few more blows. Had hoped, at least.

      “Cast the spell now!” she shouted, moving her wand twice in a circular motion and pushing her thumb into the thorn, feeding the spell more blood as she commanded, “Light storm!”

      White light burst from her so strongly that Kati wobbled back a step, a gasp torn from her throat. It felt like electricity lit her up, vibrant and highly charged. It obliterated what remained of Alexandra’s ruby wall and slammed into the soulwraith so hard that its many-fanged mouth snapped shut.

      “Damn,” Harley said, blinking.

      Kati swayed, weakness rushing up on her and blurring the world around her.

      “Shit, Wilson,” Alexandra grunted, and strong arms caught Kati around the middle as she lost all stability, the world going fuzzy and dark as her spell faded. “That’s stronger than any lunar storm spell I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m talented,” Kati slurred, vaguely aware that Alexandra Chen was the only thing keeping her from face-planting the tarmac but too weak to fight off her grip.

      “You’re reckless,” Alexandra muttered, sliding her wand into her non-dominant hand and slashing it up, unleashing her own lunar storm spell at half the strength of Kati’s.

      It wasn’t as if she’d meant to funnel all her magic into the spell. Sure, she’d fed it power and blood, but … she had no idea how it had drained her so suddenly. And she was freezing, ice biting into her face, frost on the end of her nose and her breath puffing in front of her face, tinged ruby by Alexandra’s magic.

      “Albright, cast the damn spell!”

      Harley thrust her wand shakily out in front of her and drew two frantic circles in the air with bright pink magic. White light sputtered from the end, nowhere near as powerful as Chen’s, but it grew into a steady glow that kept them out of danger for the moment.

      “Didn’t I take it out?” Kati asked woozily, slipping in and out of consciousness. Or at least that was how it felt—one second Alexandra was casting her spell, the next she was grunting and stumbling back, a filthy word hissed between clenched teeth.

      “That one, yeah,” Chen replied with a grunt. “Draw strength from your familiar, I’m getting sick of holding you up.” And yet she hadn’t let go of Kati, hadn’t let her slip even an inch closer to the ground.

      Draw strength from Dolly…? “How?” she asked, her tongue heavy in her dry mouth. Another icy cloud of air rushed from her mouth and she shuddered, so chilled that she might as well have been in a freezer. 

      “Why are you so damn cold?” Alexandra snapped. “Harley, now!”

      Light burst around them, bright silver-white, and then Kati was sure she was dipping in and out because when she prised her eyelids apart, the blackness was thick and absolute around them, not even a bright pink or red wisp of magic to light their surroundings.

      Dolly… Kati tried, even her mental voice sluggish. How do I draw strength from you?

      Focus on me, Dolly replied, a weight brushing up against Kati’s ankles. Feel for the connection between us; I’ll send strength to you, just be ready to accept it.

      Okay, Kati agreed, but she had no idea what to brace for. How could Dolly send her strength? And would a pug’s strength be enough to help Kati get her feet back under her?

      She closed her eyes—or they fell shut as dizziness blurred through her thanks to her drawing too much magic far too fast—and sank into her power, feeling for the thread that tied her and Dolly together. She grasped it, sensing Dolly on the other end, and gasped as a rush of heat like fire covered her from head to toe.

      Shit, Kati swore, grappling with the fire blazing through her system. She imagined a wave of water, soothing and cool, rushing over it, and the sensation eased. And Kati straightened, the dizziness receding until she could stand by herself, though she was still icy inside, frost biting at her face.

      When she pulled her eyelids apart, it was still utterly black around her, but sparks of bubblegum pink and ruby red shot through the void as Harley and Alexandra shielded. 

      The first thing Kati did was send blood and magic to her wand and pull her own shield back up, focusing until she was able to spread it from a smaller, circular shield on her arm to a long, curved rectangle that protected most of her body.

      “You can let go,” she told Alexandra, startling the other woman. “And thanks. I didn’t know I could do that.”

      Alexandra gave her a wide-eyed look, fear in her chocolate eyes as she unlocked her fingers from Kati’s waist, her breath coming fast. With her bravado gone, Alexandra looked very young.

      “Are you alright?” Kati asked, scanning her. She looked terrified, paler than normal, and something about her was just … dimmer. Bitchy or not, Alexandra Chen was nothing if not vibrant. “Did it get close to you?”

      “I’m fine,” Alexandra snapped. “Just lost a bit of energy. Nothing I can’t recoup with a nap and a meal.”

      “Shit,” Kati exhaled, glancing across her to Harley, but she at least looked fine, albeit petrified, her wand hand trembling hard. Her shield was circular like Kati’s first one, but had spikes on the front, and she was ramming it into the darkness even though there didn’t seem to be a wraith near her. “How long was I…?”

      “Comatose?” Harley asked with a worried glance at Kati. “A few minutes. I think we took down another soulwraith, but there’s two more out there.”

      “At least,” Alexandra added in a snarl.

      “But … why would there be four soulwraiths here? What would make them come this far from any portal?”

      From what Kati remembered of their bus journey, they’d been leaving a residential area for a more rural part of York. Not the sort of place you’d find a window into the underworld, and especially not one big enough to let four souls escape without a necromancer. Maybe more.

      “Let’s not find out,” Alexandra replied, gritting her teeth and pushing the thorn of her pale wand deeper into her thumb, the light of her lunar storm spell exploding around them.

      Kati was careful to only allow a small amount of her power to travel down her wand as she did the same, their spells combining with Harley’s in the air.

      It lit up the nightmarish form swooping down on them. Despite not having wings, it seemed soulwraiths were able to fly anyway, and this one raced towards them, a shade lighter than the blackness around them, a swirling mess of darkness with teeth snapping in threat. For a second it flashed into the shape of a man in a lime green shell suit, but then it was back to being a thing of nightmares.

      Whatever happened, Kati couldn’t allow that thing to bite any of them. If it did … they’d be forced out of their body, made into a host for the wraith. And their soul—the very essence that made them them—would exist outside their body, forever seeking a body to return to.

      There were two ways to become a soulwraith: die and escape the underworld as a spirit, or have your own body stolen, forcing your soul out.

      Kati didn’t plan on either happening to any of them today. Even if she still classed Alexandra as her nemesis, she’d probably kept Kati alive these past few minutes, and that counted for something. And Harley had been through enough shit with the ghost possessing her.

      Dolly, stay out of the way, Kati warned.

      Don’t do anything stupid, Kit-Kat, Dolly sighed.

      Kati ignored her, glanced at Alexandra and Harley, and said, “Get ready.”

      “For what?” Alexandra demanded.

      “Kati…” Harley said worriedly.

      Kati scanned the darkness for the other wraith and inhaled sharply as she spotted it. Of course it was twice the size of the others. Of course it was. “Wait until they’re both close.”

      “What?” Harley squeaked. Kati hadn’t thought Harley—laid back skater girl—could squeak, but squeak she did.

      “You’re mad, Wilson,” Alexandra muttered, shaking her head. “But it’s a good idea. Hold your nerve, Harley.”

      “I should never have come out here,” Harley muttered, inhaling shakily. “I can’t do this.”

      “You can,” Kati said strongly, drawing power up slowly, measuredly, and letting it build in her wand. “You’re not on your own this time.”

      “And if they get too close, they’ll probably go for Wilson first. She’s the most powerful.”

      Kati blinked at the compliment but she didn’t comment on it, gritting her teeth as she let her magic build steadily, the blackness around them lifting just slightly as the second wraith drew closer, the first slamming into their shields. 

      Thank souls they’d covered basic techniques on maintaining one spell while they actively cast another simultaneously. Without that single lesson, they’d all probably be soulless by now. 

      Not a comforting thought. 

      Stay on track, Kati hissed at herself.

      Dolly, get ready to give me strength.

      Dolly sighed, butting up against Kati’s ankles. I was hoping you wouldn’t say that. This is a really stupid idea.

      Yeah, well. I’m the only one here with a familiar and a crazy good ability at death magic.

      The Chen girl was right, you are reckless.

      “Now!” Kati shouted as the biggest wraith was close enough for Kati to see every individual tooth and fang in its football-sized mouth. Kati unleashed the power in her wand with a scream of, “Light storm!”

      Alexandra and Harley followed and, by sheer luck or perfect timing, they managed to catch both soulwraiths in the stream of light.

      Kati hadn’t been lucid enough to see what had happened to the first soulwraiths, but she watched these two explode into wisps and mist, the bigger soul letting out a piercing whistle of sound as the light devoured it.

      Kati sagged back with a gasp, but Dolly’s strength bolstered her and she stayed conscious this time, no dizziness, no fainting, so she classed it as a win. Dolly? You good?

      I need to sleep for a whole twenty-four hours, Dolly groaned, and Kati let her shield fizzle out as daylight returned to the sky, stabbing into Kati’s eyes. Blinking until she could see again, she bent and picked up Dolly, always surprised at the solid weight of her familiar for such a little dog. She might have given her a tight, squeezing hug, and Dolly might have licked her chin in relief and happiness, but both of them would later blame it on adrenaline and deny it ever happened.

      The bus door clattered open behind them as Kati squinted at the fields around them, and the three of them were swarmed by frantic voices and relieved hugs. Kati was surprised to see that nobody hugged Alexandra, not even Hannah, who’d stayed on the bus. Well. It served her right for being vicious and hurtful all the time.

      But Kati couldn’t help a pang of sympathy at the hurt she saw in Alexandra’s brown eyes before her face arranged into a sneer.

      Kati hugged Dolly tighter, clutched hard to Rahmi’s body as Naia rambled on in relief and panic. She didn’t allow herself to think about how close she’d come to being possessed.

      “Someone really doesn’t want us to go back to the academy,” Marigold said on the step up to the bus, chewing her bottom lip. 

      Kati was worried about that, too. But she was too tired and drained to give it much thought right now, Dolly’s strength beginning to fade from her.

      “They’ll have to do better than that,” Alexandra snapped. “And I didn’t just fight four soulwraiths for you fuckers to chicken out of going back for this term. So get back on the soulsdamned bus.”

      For once, Kati agreed wholeheartedly with Alexandra Chen. She got back on the bus.
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      Kati was desperately relieved to get off the bus, safely on SBA grounds thanks to the moonstone key hanging around her neck, its head moulded into a filigree skull. She had no idea if the wards around the academy would keep out wraiths, but she felt better inside them anyway.

      Mrs Balham was waiting for them on the wide steps leading up to the black, gothic sprawl of the academy building. Thank souls. Someone to take control of the situation if anything else nightmarish happened. Kati’s shoulders began to relax.

      “Where have you been?” Balham demanded, marching down the long, poker-straight path that bridged the academy and the gates at the end of the long path. “The other two buses have been here half an hour.”

      “I doubt the other two buses had to fight four soulwraiths,” Jacob Alders said loftily, his chest puffed out as if he’d accomplished the task. Sunlight gleamed on his perfect golden hair, offsetting his tanned skin. He looked like the sort of guy who’d dive heroically into danger, and yet he hadn’t volunteered to help once.

      “You didn’t go anywhere near them,” Kati drawled, and then dismissed him, facing Mrs Balham’s shocked face. “Me, Alexandra, and Harley fought them back.”

      “You…” The teacher’s face hardened, her eyes flashing. “You fought four soulwraiths? Just the three of you? Are you completely out of your minds?”

      “Possibly,” Alexandra replied, stalking up to them. “But we fought them, they’re gone, and we all lived happily ever after.”

      Kati snorted. She couldn’t help it.

      Mrs Balham pinned Kati, Alexandra, and then Harley with a fierce glare. “I’d have expected the three of you to at least attempt to fly under the radar this term. Given everything that happened last time you were here.”

      Kati winced. Flying under the radar had been the plan. But then the bus got attacked by wraiths and … and Chen was probably right. Kati did have a minor hero complex.

      The three of them were silent.

      “They were brilliant, Miss,” Marigold Archer spoke up when silence fell, her fair skin flushing deep pink as Balham’s attention swung her way. Marigold shuffled her feet but went on, “If they hadn’t gone out there, who knows what would have happened? I didn’t know the spell they used, and I doubt the rest of us could have fought those wraiths. Plus, the driver wasn’t going to go out and get rid of them.”

      “No way,” Gull agreed, coming forward to stand arm to arm with Kati. “Right coward; he just let three students handle it.”

      Mrs Balham was silent for a long moment, eyeing the lot of them. She sighed finally, casting a look over Kati, Alexandra, and Harley. “Fine, there won’t be any repercussions. But I need every one of you to make a statement; there shouldn’t be a single soulwraith this far from a major portal, let alone four. The Congregation of Paranormals will need to be notified.”

      Kati nodded; she’d thought the exact same thing. The gentry would probably turn up to question them, too. 

      With a swoop of her stomach, Kati remembered Madam Hawkness telling her that a gentry officer had been assigned to watch over her and keep her safe last term. She’d never noticed them once, so maybe the headteacher was all talk. And at least the idea of a gentry being nearby didn’t scare the everloving shit out of Kati anymore; nobody thought she was going around murdering anyone this term, which was a plus point.

      There’s still time for that yet, Dolly reminded her cheerfully.

      Kati ignored her.

      “As for the three of you,” Balham went on, and Kati tensed. So much for thinking she was off the hook. “I want all of you to sign up for advanced magical combat next term, and if I don’t see you in the training room at least once this term, I’ll be severely disappointed. With this on your record, you’ll be a shoo-in for gentry training next year.”

      Um. 

      What?

      Kati wasn’t in trouble … and Balham thought she should do gentry training? As in, get actual training from a gentry, and maybe even become one in the future? Oh, that’d go down well. Kati could see the headlines now. Sister of renowned black magician Theo Wilson becomes gentry. Should this menace be policing our streets?

      Nope. Never gonna happen. But Kati gave a noncommittal mumble with the others. Harley looked shell shocked. She was as much a villain in the academy’s eyes as Kati was, probably more. And Alexandra had tried to kill Kati. 

      Balham was off her head if she thought any of them would make a decent gentry.

      “Right,” Balham said, turning on the heels of her biker boots and stomping up the steps. “Go get settled in. Dinner’s at five, and there’s an assembly right after. I’m sure Miz Jardin and Lavellian will find you at some point and tell you everything you need to know. Same schedule as last term, remember. And if I were you, with this wraith attack, I wouldn’t hesitate to spend some time downstairs training to fight.”

      “You don’t think they’ll come here, surely?” Naia asked, catching up to Balham by virtue of her long legs; Kati, huffing and puffing to keep up, eyed her with envy. 

      Mrs Balham shrugged, her leather jacket rustling as she pushed open the tall doors into SBA’s lobby. “Never hurts to be prepared.”

      Kati might have felt even sicker at those words, but the second she stepped inside the academy, light refracting from the Diamond Rotunda high above, the smell of clean linen and old paper filling her lungs, and the living, powerful feel of the building itself settling over her, Kati expelled a long breath.

      She’d made it. She was home.
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      What kind of psychopath decided they should return to classes on a Thursday, with P.E. first thing? Kati debated stepping in front of the basketball spelled to whizz around the room, just to get out of class with a concussion. But it was nearly over. Almost two hours of hell disguised as physical education, nearly done. Ten minutes to go.

      Naia was in her element, of course. Despite maintaining that it was just fluke that she won every race and event, Naia was talented at most sports. Surprising for a total nerd and bookworm, but that was Naia for you. 

      Rahmi, like Kati, was miserably ducking and diving out of the way of the ball, even though the objective of the lesson was to neutralise it. The more P.E. classes Kati took, the more she realised it was all self defense. Slowing or stopping the ball with their wands was practise for spellwork under pressure, jumping bodily out of the way was teaching them how to avoid a hex. It was sneaky, but pretty clever.

      “Oh, thank souls,” Kati mumbled when Mr Prise, the forty-something beefy ghost with a buzz cut and voice like a foghorn finally told them their torment was over. Kati was paraphrasing, but she was sure everyone else felt the same way about the lesson.

      If Mr Prise would just let them learn the levitation spell so they could play levby, Kati would be perfectly happy to waste—sorry, spend—two hours in P.E. every week.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to learn defense, either. After the wraith attack and everything that happened last term, Kati was more than happy to learn every bit of self defense and every hex, curse, and protective spell she could. But did it have to be first thing in the evening?

      And just to crown the perfect day, after lunch they had necromancing with the teacher who hated Kati’s guts for reasons yet undetermined.

      Falling into a chair in the dorm living room she shared with Naia and Rahmi, Kati was beginning to wonder why she’d been so eager to come back to SBA.

      “Are you cold?” Rahmi asked, frowning at Kati as she plopped onto the sofa at a right angle to Kati’s chair. “I can see your breath. I’ll put the fire on.” With a gesture of her wand and a firm command, Rahmi lit the fire and Kati shivered. Rahmi was right; she was freezing. Her breath expelled clouds in front of her face, and goosebumps swept her arms and down her spine as she warmed up.

      She remembered the same thing happening before, but she’d been outside then. Kati pondered it for a minute, but she was too tired and achy from P.E. to dwell on it. What she really needed was to sneak away to a certain teacher’s rooms in the north tower and cuddle for a few hours.

      But necromancy awaited.

      Would it be too much to hope that they’d learn even one tiny thing of value this term?
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      Be careful what you wish for came to mind.

      “In, in, everyone sit down, quickly and orderly, the same seating plan as last term.” 

      Mrs Hale was true to strict, impatient form, her red hair in a frazzled ponytail and her pale skin splotchy and wrinkled, her eyes already sharp but becoming an executioner’s blade when they landed on Kati. If she learned nothing else from Hale this term, Kati would really like to know what she’d done to piss off the woman.

      “Miss Wilson,” Hale said, her thin mouth curling into a smile. It wasn’t friendly. “I’m surprised to see you back after what you did last term.”

      “You mean after I uncovered a poltergeist and stopped her murderous followers possessing more people?” Kati asked, feigning stupidity. “Actually, Mrs Balham did say the gentry would be interested in me joining them, especially after I helped get rid of a wraith on Tuesday. I’m surprised I’m here, too.”

      She blinked owlishly, and watched Hale’s face become even redder. Maybe Kati should have toned it down, but she’d had enough of this woman’s shit. Sure, she was a teacher and deserved respect, but that went both ways, and Hale had only ever shown Kati disrespect.

      A few paces behind her, Naia whispered, “Souls, Kati.”

      Hale’s expression darkened but then all at once—and quite horrifyingly—her face lit up. Kati swallowed. “How lucky we are to have such a hero in our class. You can come up to the front with me, Wilson. Everyone else to your seats, quickly now.”

      Naia gave Kati a panicked look as she passed, but Kati didn’t let her expression slip, exuding pure confidence. But her stomach was a pretzel and she felt kind of sick.

      Kati followed Hale to the front of the classroom, and that was when she noticed the pale, dark haired man who’d been standing off to one side. He had a sickly look about him and an envelope in his hand, and Kati’s stomach took a nosedive, twisting the pretzel even more.

      Oh souls. Oh fuck.

      Hale gave Kati a beaming smile, and now Kati understood why. Today’s lesson was their first real necromancy class. And she’d chosen Kati to reanimate this guy. Hale just couldn’t wait for her to fail.

      Kati took a long breath through her nose and let it subtly out through her mouth. She could do this. She and Naia had been doing their own learning in their spare time, and Iain had begun teaching her what he knew of necromancy—which admittedly wasn’t much—when he’d been appalled at her exam score.

      “By now, you should all know the basics of necromancy,” Hale said, facing the class.

      There were some rumblings and murmurs in response, but either Hale didn’t hear or chose not to.

      “This term will focus more on the practical aspects. Take out your athames.”

      Kati set her bag on the floor, since she hadn’t been given the courtesy of a desk, and got out her athame. At least she wouldn’t have to do this with the knife that she’d tried to stab Ingrid the Terrible with and had subsequently been stabbed with herself.

      “You’ll remember we reviewed the safest ways to end someone’s life at the end of last term.” What Kati actually remembered was writing an essay on anatomy, not where to strike and how hard or how much blood a person needed to lose to be properly dead. “Today we’ll be using the quickest and most effective method; cutting someone’s throat. Mr Argyle, if you’ll come forward.”

      The pale, shaky man pushed off the wall and took a seat in the chair Hale placed in front of her desk so everyone could see, handing Hale the envelope that no doubt contained his resurrection contract—stating that any accidents during the process and any final deaths that may result of them were not the fault of the necromancer. “No need to worry,” she said. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “I just have to pop my clogs first,” he said with a weak laugh.

      Kati winced. She felt bad for him, but what kind of idiot volunteered to be reanimated by a student? Well, probably one who got their reanimation at half price. This could have been his only shot at surviving, judging by his sickly appearance. Kati had to make sure she got this right. Or hope that Hale didn’t have planned what Kati thought she did.

      “Katriona Wilson here will be your necromancer. No need to worry about everything you’ve read in the paper, she’s a real hero.”

      Kati turned her wince into a smile as the man shot her a wide-eyed look. “Hi.”

      “Hello,” he whispered back, eyeing her like she was an executioner. Which she was. But she didn’t plan for him to stay dead for long. Just long enough to fully die before she replaced his soul in his body and made him an Eternal.

      “Begin,” Mrs Hale said with a blunt nod.

      Kati’s mouth fell open. “Aren’t you going to tell us how to open a window to the underworld. Or maybe how to shut it again?”

      Hale’s eyes narrowed. “Like I said, this term focuses on practical methods.”

      In other words, she was going to leave Kati to figure it out by herself. Good thing she’d done all that book reading.

      “I’m sorry about her,” Kati whispered to Mr Argyle, who was looking more and more terrified with every moment. “I’ll do a good job, I swear.”

      His watery blue eyes met Kati’s and he gave her a weak smile. “Not like it can get much worse. I’ve only got a few weeks if I’m lucky. And I’ve never been that.”

      You and me both, Kati thought.

      Dolly? She reached for her familiar, who’d slunk under Naia’s desk and was curled up on her bag. I might need you as back up, or to lend me your strength again.

      Dolly lifted her head off her paws long enough to say, you know where to find me. And then she went back to sleep. Clearly Kati’s familiar was sick with worry over this.

      “Alright,” Kati said quietly, taking a steadying breath. “I don’t suppose you’re going to guide me through this?” she tried, glancing at Hale.

      “Do I need to remind you—”

      “Practical lessons, got it.” Which equated to zero lessons. Why had Kati hoped this term would be better? As far as she was concerned, it was worse.

      “You should probably close your eyes,” Kati told Mr Argyle, trying to seem calm and in control. “And don’t worry, I won’t let this go wrong.”

      He gave her a dubious look. “You expect me to trust you, with everything your brother’s done?”

      Kati held his gaze, letting her own harden. “I’m not my brother.”

      He didn’t say anything else, just closed his eyes, and Kati lifted her athame, took a deep breath, and sent up a prayer to whatever soul had led her to put on black trousers and a dark vest today since blood was about to get everywhere.

      She blocked out every memory of stabbing Ingrid and set the blade to Mr Argyle’s throat, hating his scared intake of breath, hating her own fear as it crystallised in front of her, goosebumps sweeping her spine. She pushed until blood began to bead beneath the tip of her athame and then, with the swift, decisive slash she’d read about in one of Naia’s books, she cut his throat from edge to edge.

      As blood pooled at her feet, Kati closed her eyes and let her innate sense of death take over. He was definitely dead, so that bit had gone right at least. A commotion and scuffle sounded behind her, followed by, “Mrs Hale, Marigold’s fainted,” but Kati blocked out all sounds. She had to get this right. Not just because Hale wanted to make a fool out of her and Kati was determined to prove her wrong, but because a man’s life was literally in her hands.

      The athame cooled in her grip and Kati’s shoulders sagged in relief. The hardest part of necromancy was keeping hold of a person’s soul so you were able to follow them into the underworld.

      Kati opened her eyes again, letting that part of her that sensed the dead take hold as she faced away from the class full of horrified, awed, and panicking faces. Using the chalkboard as a backdrop, Kati drew her wand, pricked her thumb, and began sketching a circle of runes and symbols in the air, one after the other, each one tiny but precise, with a meaning all its own. They hung in the air in front of the chalkboard, glowing violet, and when Kati drew the final symbol, closing the circle she’d traced in the air, the spell pulsed. As if it had a heartbeat.

      It felt like the air was sucked from her lungs as the runes pulsed, and Kati inhaled an awful, desperate gasp, dying for oxygen as icy shivers rushed over her body until she was shivering. But she didn’t let go of her athame; she gritted her teeth and endured it. She’d survived the Venom Chamber and Ingrid the fucking Terrible. She could bear this.

      It felt to take an eternity but in reality it was only two seconds before the air slammed back into her lungs and a ripple of magic punched out from her magic circle. 

      The window she’d opened into the underworld hovered in the middle of the sigils.

      Okay. That part worked. She was dizzy as hell and short of breath, but it had worked. All those hours spent scribbling with pen and paper, perfecting each symbol, had been worth it.

      Kati let her wand hand fall to her side as she lifted the athame instead, the chill of the soul bound to it pricking her fingertips like frostbite. She wavered but refused to stumble, sheer stubbornness setting in as she braced her feet shoulder-width apart and held onto the knife, feeling a pressure pulling at it like magnets calling to each other.

      Kati focussed on that pulling sensation, not allowing the swirling magic of the window to distract her, even if she could glimpse shadows and shafts of light within it, even if a part of her was terrified that a soulwraith would come hurtling out of it and devour her magic.

      Focus, Dolly chided. Don’t lose your nerve, Kati.

      Kati nodded, words beyond her as she tunnelled into herself, sensing only that pull on her athame—and she sent her own tug back, urging the tiny part of Mr Argyle’s soul in her knife to reel in the bulk of his spirit. If Kati didn’t bring his soul safely over—and just his soul, no others—he’d never become an Eternal. He’d just be dead. And Kati would have killed him.

      Which was probably what Hale wanted, that bitch.

      Kati gritted her teeth even as a new wave of icy dizziness swept over her, but the force pulling on her athame was growing. The spirit was getting closer. Kati yanked harder, panting, and her arm began to shake at the magnetic force between her athame and Mr Argyle’s soul.

      Darkness blurred into Kati’s vision and for a panicked second she thought it was a wraith, but no, it was just unconsciousness creeping up on her. But then the soul was there, rushing through the swirling window of purple magic, as bright and blue as Ingrid had been.

      It’s not her, Dolly said urgently. Kati, don’t let go of that athame, okay? You need to put the guy’s soul back in his body.

      Kati was shaking. She wasn’t sure she could move, let alone return Mr Argyle’s soul and close the portal, but she had to. That was all she knew—she had to.

      With jerky movements, weakness and dizziness gripping her tight, Kati reared her hand back and thrust her athame deep into the dead man’s shoulder. She shook hard as the spirit rushed past her and back into his body, the reanimation complete.

      Kati meant to pull her athame out of Mr Argyle’s shoulder. She meant to close the window to the underworld. But the classroom tilted and her head hit the floor. Blackness crushed her vision until she could see nothing but shadows.
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      “I’m going to kill her,” a voice seethed, so low and growling that Kati, only partly conscious, didn’t recognise it. “I don’t give a shit if she’s been teaching here for twenty years, I’m going to kill her.”

      “No, you’re not,” a calm voice replied. Madam Hawkness? Kati frowned, or tried to, but her face was unresponsive. Was she even awake? “I’ll deal with her. You calm down.”

      “I can’t.” So, so furious, that voice. “Kati should never have been put in that position. To create an Eternal, unassisted—”

      “Breached three rules and skirted one law. Which gives me ample ammunition to make sure she never teaches again. Calm. Down.”

      A growl was the only response.

      A weight jumped up beside Kati, jostling her slightly, and then a warm, furry heaviness settled against her side. Something cool nudged her chin, leaving an oval of wetness, and Kati started to float away, comforted. 

      “Subtle,” Madam Hawkness remarked. “Are you sure getting close is a good idea? If she finds out…”

      “Don’t,” the voice snapped, and Kati finally realised it was Iain talking. Her heart leapt, and a sense of safety curled around her until she relaxed, drifting back into unconsciousness.
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      “That should do it,” said a gruff woman, and Kati shot upright with a gasp, her eyes flying open as electricity poured through her. Or at least that was how it felt—like ten thousand volts passed through her body. She half expected someone nearby to crow, ‘it’s alive!’ 

      She could see nothing, just complete blank whiteness. 

      “Might have overdone the dosage slightly,” the woman added, and light pressure met Kati’s forehead, followed by a cool touch she knew was a wand even though her vision was empty, as if snow had coated the whole room.

      “There, how’s that?” the woman asked, and Kati fell back to the creaky bed as the electricity released her, her vision creeping in as she gasped hard.

      A woman leant over her, a furrow between her brows. Black hair was tied in a long braid that hung down her back and she wore an apron over a long, brown dress. A square jaw, well-worn face, and flat mouth gave her the appearance of a woman who’d had a hard life. Or someone who’d smoked and drank for a good forty years.

      “What,” Kati panted, “is wrong—with you?”

      “Oh, charming,” Nurse Gardner muttered. “That’s what I get for giving you my full attention.”

      Kati huffed a weak laugh. “If that’s—what it feels like—not sure I want it.”

      Instead of chiding her, Nurse Gardner chuckled. “Fair enough. How do you feel?”

      “Shit,” Kati muttered, blinking until she could see the infirmary around her, the hospital beds spread out on the mezzanine level at the very top of the academy, and the multicoloured Diamond Rotunda just above them, glittering in the moonlight. At least it was still night and she hadn’t been out for hours.

      “I’m not surprised,” Nurse Gardner said, tutting. “What were you thinking, trying to open a doorway all by yourself?”

      “I was thinking it was a lesson so I should have been safe. I was thinking I’d be kicked out of necromancy class if I refused. I was thinking I knew the teacher was incompetent but I didn’t realise she’d try to kill me.” Kati was breathing hard and fast, and she realised her hands were shaking.

      “Getting worked up won’t help you recover,” Nurse Gardner said with a sigh, pushing Kati back into the pillows and ignoring the glare she got for her manhandling. “Even if you are right and that woman recklessly endangered your life. She’s been suspended, just so you know.”

      “Perfect,” Kati muttered, glancing around for her wand. She found it on the bedside table, along with her phone and athame, Dolly and her bag on the floor beside it.

      “I go from having a useless teacher to no teacher.”

      Nurse Gardner shrugged, picking up a tray from a nearby table and beginning to lay out an arsenal of little potion bottles beside Kati’s phone. “Make sure you take all of these. And I’ve got a set of healing tonics for you to take to your dorm with you when I deem you safe to discharge—which I don’t right now,” she added, seeing Kati’s expression brighten. “Plus, I’ll expect you to come to daily check ups.”

      “Fine,” Kati mumbled. This was the last thing she needed after the wraith attack. “What happened to me? Why did I pass out?”

      Nurse Gardner’s mouth thinned and she crossed her arms over her broad chest. “No necromancer has ever been able to hold a window open long enough to reanimate someone on their first attempt. It’s why there’s rules and academies like this to ease you in—it’s usually done in teams at first until you get the hang of it. To do it alone is a big drain on your power, and if you don’t manage your output properly—as you didn’t—you can use far too much at once. Not to mention sensing a soul as closely as necromancers and reapers have to takes a toll. It can be harrowing. Hence, rules, academies, and teams. Don’t do anything as stupid as this again, you hear?”

      “Fine,” Kati agreed. “I didn’t have much choice the first time. A teacher tells you to do something, you do it. You trust them to not let you die.” So much bitterness leaked out of Kati’s voice it was astounding.

      Nurse Gardner’s expression darkened. “I’ve been advised not to go around saying that Mrs Hale is a nasty waste of space again. So I’m not going to say it. Again.” 

      Kati smirked. “I didn’t hear anything.”

      Nurse Gardner chuckled. “I knew I liked you. Alright, down all those vials and then try to stand. We’ll see about getting you home to your room.”

      Thank souls. Kati liked it up here—it was quiet and calm and full of bustling plant life—but it was lonely without anyone except Nurse Gardner with her.

      “If Hale’s gone, who’s supposed to teach us necromancy?” Kati asked, taking the stopper out of a deep pink potion.

      Nurse Gardner snorted. “Million dollar question, love.”

      Wonderful. Kati’s chances of passing necromancy this term just went from slim to none-existent.
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      Kati could have gone to her own room when Nurse Gardner discharged her. She could have. But instead, drawing on the strength draught she’d just taken, she pricked her thumb with her wand and cast an invisibility spell, skulking down SBA’s halls until she reached the north tower where most teachers rooms were situated. 

      It was a familiar routine, creeping up the winding stairs until she reached the bottom most door. Hoping it was late enough for Iain to be in his room but early enough that no one else would be using the staircase, she tapped gently on the heavy wooden door.

      It wrenched open instantly, revealing Iain—frantic and wide-eyed behind his narrow-framed glasses. Well used to her invisibility by now, he reached out and caught her around the waist, pulling her into his room and closing the door as Kati released her spell.

      “Thank souls,” he breathed, holding her close as Kati came back to full visibility. “I had to force myself through my second lesson; all I wanted was to sit by your bedside. I only came back to quickly change before going to visit you at the infirmary.” At that, Kati realised his shirt was unbuttoned, hanging open over his narrow chest. She trailed a hand from his stomach up to his collarbone and laid her hand over his fast-beating heart, a broad, comforting touch that made his stomach hollow as he exhaled a hard breath.

      Kati held his gaze and said, “I’m fine. I’ll be weak and low on power for a few days, but Nurse Gardner says I’ll recover.”

      Iain nodded, as if he’d expected as much. “I have something that will ease your recovery,” he said, but before she could reply, his hand slid into her red hair, tilting her head up, and he kissed her fiercely.

      Kati sighed, a tension falling from her that she hadn’t even noticed, and she kissed him back hard.

      “Here,” Iain said, guiding them across his small living room, pressure on the small of Kati’s back keeping them flush together. His lips returned to hers the second the word finished forming. Half-blind he reached for a crate of phials and jars on a table in front of a small, lead paned window, breaking from her mouth only to rifle through it and find a small bottle of clear green liquid. “This is potent,” he said, and Kati struggled to find meaning in the words, her mind hazy and her body buzzing with need. He unscrewed the lid and lifted out a dropper. “Two drops maximum dosage. I’ll give you one, and tell me how you feel. You can have another later if you need it.”

      “Okay,” Kati agreed, glancing at the dropper. “What is it?”

      A wry smile curled Iain’s mouth. “Something most death magicians and potioneers aren’t aware of. A highly effective restorative potion. Stick out your tongue.”

      Kati wanted to ask how the hell he had something that most people weren’t even aware existed, but she was more interested in her headache going away and the weakness leaving her limbs. And maybe she wasn’t just dizzy from Iain’s kissing, but from her magic being depleted. She opened her mouth and Iain squeezed one drop of the crystal green liquid onto her tongue. It tasted like cinder toffee for no justifiable reason.

      Kati made a face as she swallowed, watching Iain replace the bottle in his crate of potions. “I don’t feel any different—oh.” Her eyes flew wide as a rush of warmth and energy roared through her body. It faded within seconds but Kati was left feeling refreshed, like she’d had a good night’s sleep, a full meal, and a cup of coffee all at once. And her aches were gone. “Huh. That’s pretty cool.”

      “Glad you think so,” Iain replied with a lopsided smile as he cradled the back of her head, moving in for more kisses. Now that she wasn’t in pain and didn’t feel half dead, the burning hum of her desire became a roaring blaze of lust and need.

      Stay here, she told Dolly. Interrupt us on pain of death.

      Dolly snorted. Are mummy and daddy having some alone time?

      Yes, she replied fiercely. We are.

      Kati’s tongue traced Iain’s, his hand at her waist squeezing with delicious pressure, and she guided him, walking backwards and trusting that she wouldn’t walk into anything in his sparsely decorated front room, to the door to his bedroom.

      “Tell Blaze to stay out here,” she said huskily, and when he grinned, she kissed him harder, determined to taste it, to feel it against her own smile. “If you’re ready…?” she added.

      “More than,” Iain replied with a nod, his Caribbean eyes a darker shade of blue and his expression intent with need. “Are you?”

      “Souls, yes,” Kati breathed with a laugh. “I’ve been ready for weeks. Months. I just didn’t want to pressure you if you weren’t.”

      His smile grew, softness edging the urgent need. “I love you.”

      Kati’s stomach did a backflip. For a second, she was sure she’d stopped breathing. “Seriously?”

      He nodded, brushing her jaw with the back of a finger. “I have for a while.”

      “Me, too,” she admitted, relieved to have it out there. And then because it really didn’t feel the same without saying the words, she took a fortifying breath and said, “I love you, too.”

      Iain’s answering smile was blinding. He kicked the bedroom door shut and caught her face with both his hands, gazing at her with eyes that had gone impossibly soft. “Are you sure?”

      “You already asked me that,” Kati pointed out with a smirk, running her hands down his bare chest. 

      “About me,” he pressed. “About loving me. Even knowing who I am—”

      “Exactly,” Kati cut him off, holding his gaze. “I do know who you are. And that’s got nothing to do with any of your blood relations. I know you. And yes.” She shrugged, feeling embarrassed even as she was deadly serious, her ears tingling as her blush spread. “I love you. I’m sure. Besides, you’re not the only one related to someone evil.”

      She winced. She didn’t really think Theo was evil. Or did she? He was prejudiced, a bigot, someone who was all for bringing back torture for power. Was that evil? If it had been someone she hadn’t grown up knowing, hadn’t loved for years … she would have said yes. All at once Kati understood those mothers who went on TV saying their serial killer sons were just normal, harmless boys who couldn’t possibly have hurt people.

      So she didn’t take the word back, even if it hung there in the room with them.

      Iain caressed her cheek with a thumb, watching the play of emotion across her face. “I don’t think he’s evil, Kati. I just think he’s … misguided. On a dangerous path.”

      “So you think he can be brought back? Put on the right path?”

      Iain’s smile was sad, sympathetic. He knew exactly how she felt, even if he’d been much younger when his aunt went on a murderous rampage in an attempt to take control of Great Britain. “There’s always hope. No matter how bad it seems.”

      Kati appreciated him saying that even if she wasn’t a hundred percent sure she agreed with him. “Ugh, this became morbid and dark. Where were we again?”

      “You were seducing me,” he replied with a swift grin, the darkness chased from his expression by a happiness so bright it blinded. And … and Kati was responsible for that. She’d made him look that happy. Her stomach erupted into butterflies and she reached for him again, kicking off her shoes as she walked backwards to his bed, startling when she bumped into it much sooner than she’d expected.

      Iain had her though; he wouldn’t let her fall.

      With a flick of his wand, the lock on his bedroom door snapped into place, but the look he gave her was questioning: did she still want this? Kati nodded, slipping her fingers under his unbuttoned shirt and sliding it off his shoulders.

      She was breathing hard, breathless from their kisses, and she shivered as his gentle hands trailed along her neck to her shoulders, then slid down her arms to the hem of her jumper. She could tell he was still hesitant, giving her time to reconsider, but Kati was thrumming with need and want. She didn’t want to stop.

      Iain peeled her jumper off, placing it on a chair beside his bed, and impatient, Kati just yanked off the shirt and vest she had beneath, throwing them halfway across his room as she reached for him again, exhaling a groan at the smooth, furnace hot feel of his bare skin.

      Their next kiss was fierce and urgent, a low sound building in the back of Iain’s throat as his mouth met hers in scorching demand, one hand diving into her hair while his other explored, skimming her shoulders and sending a rush of goosebumps down her body at the sensation of his calloused fingers skimming the lacy edge of her bra. 

      He mapped the curve of her stomach and curled around her side, sending a fierce shudder through her and making her moan into his mouth as his broad hand flattened to her back. She’d never realised her back had the capacity to be so sensitive, but every new swath of skin he touched made her needier, their kiss almost combative now as they fought to consume each other.

      Kati dug the fingers of one hand into his back as the need in her body wound tighter, reaching for his belt with the other as Iain’s exploratory path brought him to the clasp of her bra. Kati fumbled at his buckle, frustrated and desperate to conquer the damn thing, but it wouldn’t comply, and she was forced to break their kiss with a growl of complaint.

      “I hate this damn buckle,” she muttered, her voice hoarse with need as she finally figured out how to undo it.

      “Likewise with your bra,” he replied with a chuckle, managing to unfasten it on his tenth attempt. He slid the straps down her arms and threw it to the carpet as if it personally offended him, and Kati gasped at the rasping warmth of his hand cupping her full breast.

      If she’d thought she was needy and desperate before, it had nothing on the emotion that built as Iain circled her nipple with the pad of his thumb, her clit throbbing in direct response.

      “Get these off,” she growled, shoving at his trousers.

      With a laugh that was more than tinged with satisfaction, Iain helped remove his pants, kicking them out of their path as he guided Kati to lay back on his bed, covering her body with his and surrounding her with heat.

      He set their wands on the bedside table, and for a long moment he just gazed down at her while Kati looked up at him, enjoying the weight of his body suspended over hers, her heart so full of affection it should have burst.

      But then she shifted her thigh against his and need filled both their expressions again, the two of them meeting for a fast, frenzied kiss as Kati widened her legs, Iain settling between them. And even though they both still wore their underwear, Kati could feel the heat and hardness of him, her pussy clenching in anticipation.

      “Spell or condom?” Iain asked when they broke for breath, but instead of returning to her mouth, he trailed kisses down her neck, making Kati’s toes curl.

      “Up to you,” Kati replied breathily. She knew some people preferred one method of contraception over the other but she didn’t care as long as she got Iain inside her soon.

      He swirled his tongue over her thrumming pulse and Kati swore, digging her fingernails into his forearm braced over her. He did it again, and Kati was reduced to a puddle of carnal need. “Do you trust me to cast the spell?”

      “Do you expect me to speak when you’re doing that?” Kati gasped in reply.

      He laughed against her skin, her pussy throbbing at the sound. “So I’ve found your weakness.” Iain grazed his teeth against the spot and Kati’s back arched. “Good to know.”

      “Iain, for souls’ sakes,” Kati hissed.

      “Hmm?”

      Oh, this cocky side of him was going to make her spontaneously combust.

      “I need you,” she gasped out. “Now.”

      He caressed her cheek with a knuckle. “I’m not one to rush things.”

      Kati closed her eyes, groaning. “This is going to end me.”

      “Not the worst way to go, you have to admit,” he replied, laughing.

      “Iain.”

      She knew he was grinning, could hear it in his voice as he slid down her body, scattering kisses across her chest, pausing to suck one of her nipples into his mouth, his tongue flicking over her until a choked sound tore from Kati’s lips. “Where do you need me? Here?” He thrust slowly and shallowly against her pussy, the friction both divine and devastating through their underwear. Kati’s pussy spasmed hard.

      “Yes,” she said, breathless. “And if you don’t hurry up, I’m going to take over and do it myself.”

      Iain laughed through his nose. “Assuming you have the strength to overpower me.”

      Kati cracked open an eye, glaring at him as he placed slow kisses on the underside of her breast, moving down her stomach, and laying an exquisitely torturous kiss on the top edge of her lacy knickers. “Oh, I have the strength.”

      He grinned up at her, wickedness in his stunning blue eyes as he removed his glasses and set them on the bedside table. For a moment, she didn’t understand why, but then he pulled her underwear aside and buried his entire face in her pussy, and Kati swore for a second that she stopped breathing.

      Shit, her pussy was so wet and her clit so swollen that even one flick of his tongue had an orgasm coiling tight in her belly. This was what she got for three months of teasing and no relief. Her hand shot to his head, fingers twisting in silken brown strands as he lapped and sucked, her body growing tenser with every sweep of his tongue around her clit. He groaned against her pussy, licking her as if he genuinely enjoyed it; not just perfunctory to get her wet enough to take his cock, but one hundred percent committed to making her feel good. 

      No, not good—amazing.

      “Shit, Iain,” Kati whispered, her breath giving out and a cold sweep of shivers moving from the nape of her neck to her toes. The low growl he made in response vibrated around her clit, and Kati shattered.

      She held tight to his head as her body jerked and trembled, stars exploding behind her eyelids as climax took hold of her. Iain let out another low sound, this one laced with satisfaction, and it drew another flash of pleasure from Kati, gasps pouring from her lips.

      “Fuck,” she swore when her body stilled, her eyelids heavy and her body lax. “Holy shit, Iain.”

      He rose over her with a grin, brushing a knuckle down her cheek with aching tenderness. “Good?”

      “Good doesn’t come close to describing it,” Kati breathed, pulling him in for a kiss and sighing deeply as their lips met.

      “I trust you to cast the spell,” she mumbled when they broke apart. Catching her breath, she trailed the back of her hand down his side, gratified to see goosebumps break out across his ribcage.

      “Don’t you want a minute to recover?” Iain asked, even as his cock pressed urgently at the front of his boxers.

      Kati snorted, hooking her leg around his back. “No. Do you?”

      “Souls, no,” Iain replied, his voice hoarse with need. “I need you now.”

      Kati grinned. “Get rid of these, then.” She tugged on the waistband of his underwear.

      Iain surged forward to kiss her hard and fast, and his boxers soon joined her clothes wherever they’d ended up on his bedroom floor, her knickers swiftly following.

      The contraceptive spell slid over them like a cool silk blanket and Kati shivered, gasping into Iain’s mouth.

      She tangled her fingers in his hair and held on tight as the head of his cock nudged her pussy, a delicious shudder of anticipation trembling through her.

      “Sure?” he asked against her lips.

      “Yes.” Kati nodded, her breathing fracturing as the head of his cock brushed her clit. “You?”

      He held her gaze, a stunning smile spreading across his face. “Yes,” he replied, resting his forehead against hers as he pushed inside her, slowly, carefully.

      Kati groaned at the sensation of being full, but his pace made her shake with need. She lifted her hips, taking matters into her own hands, and swallowed his low growl as she took him all the way inside.

      “Shit,” Iain hissed between kisses, his blue eyes dark with desire. “You feel so good.”

      “So do you,” Kati tried replying casually but he moved inside her and she bit her lip to contain a whimper.

      She locked her legs around Iain’s back and met him slow thrust for slow thrust, their mouths mashed together in a never ending kiss. Kati wasn’t going to last long before she came again; her pussy fluttered around his length, heat and tension already coiling in her lower belly. It felt so fucking good to be connected to him like this, the sex going far beyond just fucking into something much more intimate, a melding of souls.

      “Iain,” she gasped, her fingers locking in his hair as his mouth trailed down her neck, sucking at the delicate spot where it met her shoulder. “I’m gonna—”

      His hips snapped forward, his kisses gentle but his thrusts more forceful, more intent.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” she hissed, her eyes flying wide as her orgasm roared closer. When his mouth closed around her nipple, Kati’s back bowed, her mouth hung open, and she came so hard she forgot to breathe. She’d thought the climax he’d given her with his mouth was amazing, but it had nothing on coming with him inside her, her pussy gripping his cock hard with every spasm.

      “Kati,” he groaned, his fingers curling into her hip, squeezing hard, and his cock throbbed wildly inside her. Still shuddering with aftershocks, Kati gasped at the added sensation, and her eyes damn near rolled back as his tip brushed up against an electric spot inside her.

      For a long while after, they just lay there, Kati’s legs wrapped around him, Iain’s face buried in her chest, both of them panting. She trailed gentle touches down his back, her heart swelling as he let out a sigh, pressing a kiss to the curve of her breast.

      Kati had had sex before but not like this. This was … wow.

      Iain laid another kiss against her chest and pulled out, rolling onto his back beside her and throwing an arm over his face. But when he lifted it, there was a soft smile on his face, and it only grew when their eyes met. “Come here,” he murmured, hooking her around the waist and drawing her close to him. Kati snuggled into his warmth, loving the feel of skin against skin, wishing she could stay here forever. 

      She’d settle for staying the night, but they couldn’t risk it. Give it a few minutes, and she’d have to sneak back to her dorm. But she could steal a few more kisses before then.

      When their lips met this time, it was slow and lazy and made Kati’s heart pound in her chest. It went on for a long, long time, and then Iain sighed, drawing back.

      “I know,” she muttered before he could say it. “I need to go and pretend to be a good girl again.” She pretended to pout, greeted with a warm laugh and Iain’s hand sliding down her spine in a broad, proprietary caress.

      She indulged in one last kiss and gathered up her clothes from the floor, complaining the whole time.

      “One day,” Iain said, watching her from the bed where he was propped up against the pillows, still temptingly naked, “you won’t have to sneak out. And I won’t have to worry about anyone catching us.”

      Kati zipped her jeans, fastened the button, and bent over him, laying a lingering kiss on his lips. Okay, so maybe she’d lied about the kiss before being the last one. She grabbed her wand from the bedside table, shoved it in her pocket because she couldn’t be bothered with the holster, and flattened the creases from her top. “Do I look presentable, or like someone who just had amazing sex with her death magic theory teacher?”

      Iain’s mouth curled up. “Both.” He crooked a finger and Kati leaned in for one of Iain’s trademark fierce, heated kisses. Souls, she loved him. Especially the way he kissed, so unexpected for someone so calm and harmless-seeming.

      “I really need to go,” Kati mumbled against his mouth, annoyed by the truth in her words. But if people found out about her and Iain, several things would happen. One, every mark and score she got in her lessons would be brought into question. People would assume favouritism, even though Kati knew he was harder on her, rather than easier, because he knew she was capable of more. Two, Iain could be fired. Kati was a legal adult and so was he, but it was definitely a grey area. Madam Hawkness could kick him out of SBA—and therefore Kati’s life—if she found out and disapproved. Three, and the real crux of the matter for Kati, if people looked at Iain closely because of his relationship with her, they might find out that he was Lady LaVoire’s nephew. And he’d be vilified. No way in hell was Kati letting anyone look down on him. Worse—they might fear him. She knew it would ruin him.

      So she kissed him one last time—and it really was the last this time—gathered her bag and athame, and cast the invisibility spell.

      “I’ll leave you to your paperwork,” she said with a smirk. “It looks like your pile’s about to fall over.” She gestured at the stack of papers and books.

      “Yeah,” Iain agreed with a laugh, scratching the back of his neck. “I still need to come up with a lesson plan for tomorrow afternoon. I’ll start that now.”

      “Well, have fun,” Kati said, her hand on the handle. “I love you,” she added, a flip of nervousness in her belly until he replied.

      “Love you, too. Please be careful in your lessons in the future.”

      Kati snorted, opening the door. “No promises,” she replied.
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      Tiredness crept up on Kati as she made her way quietly down the spiral staircase to the ground floor, SBA’s empty halls flooded with dawn light. Whatever that tonic Iain had given her was, it had eased all her aches and pains, but her body still needed sleep. She couldn’t wait to fall face-first into bed and sleep for hours.

      When Kati rounded the corner to the lobby, shadows fell across her path, but she didn’t think anything of it, so used to the corridors being dark anyway. She didn’t think to call up a shield. 

      Big mistake.

      The shadows continued to thicken on the bare stone at her feet, much more than a cloud blotting out the sun, and Kati spun with a gasp. She went completely still at the sight of a swirling mass of shadows and teeth towering over her.

      For a long, long moment she just froze, stiff and terrified, staring open mouthed as the whirlwind of shadow and teeth flickered into the shape of a blonde teenage girl in a pink PVC minidress, popping gum and texting on a Motorola flip phone.

      This was … Kati has no words.

      The wraith resolved into its nightmare form, its mouth opening to better show off those rows of teeth. Yes rows, plural.

      Shit. 

      Kati jumped back, motion returning to her even if shock made her sluggish. She tripped over the boot of a suit of armour but caught herself on a stone column as the wraith flickered, the blonde sighing as her eyes met Kati’s.

      “Don’t be a bitch about this,” the girl—the soulwraith—said, popping her gum. “I’m starving, I need to eat something.”

      Kati leapt back a few steps, drawing her wand. “Well you’re not eating me.”

      This couldn’t be happening. This was SBA; there were wards. How...?

      Kati, Dolly hissed reproachfully. Watch out!

      Kati shook herself, diving across the hallway as the wraith became a black tornado speeding towards her. She pricked her finger to fuel a shield spell. It was enough—barely—to stop the soulwraith touching her skin. Enough to keep it—her, Kati supposed—from draining her lifeforce and magic. But just being around the darkness, its oppressive presence, was leeching what strength Kati had left, and the shield wasn’t one of Kati’s best.

      How had the wraith got in? How had nobody noticed her? And where the fuck was Balham—she was supposed to be guarding the academy, keeping them safe!

      “Light storm,” Kati shouted, light flaring from the tip of her wand and pushing the wraith back—but not by much. The shadow swarm advanced, pressing on the bright purple of Kati’s shield, forcing her back a step, then two, then three.

      She was too tired and growing dizzier, and she couldn’t put as much force into the lunar storm spell as she had when the wraiths had swarmed the bus. 

      And souls, that put a horrific thought in her mind: what if there were more than one soulwraith here at SBA?

      “Ugh, I need to eat,” the wraith whined, distinctly bitchy as she flipped back to her bubblegum teenager form. “That Conrad guy was bland, like a cheap salad. I need a cheeseburger.” She groaned, her eyes flashing with intent hunger as Kati retreated, panting and shivering all over.

      Pretty fucked up how casually this girl talked about draining people’s magic and life force. And … Conrad? Fuck, was he alright? Was he dead?

      Kati spat the lunar storm spell again, gritting her teeth as she swayed—but another, infinitely more powerful spell joined hers and strengthened her. 

      Sunshine yellow magic exploded around Kati until the wraith screeched, back in her nightmare form with her many-fanged mouth wide. Her scream rose to piercing decibels until Kati was dizzy and her head pounded—and then the wraith collapsed into mist and darkness, taking the scent of charcoal and strawberry gum with her.

      Panting, Kati leant against the closest wall, staring at Iain as her dizziness started to fade, adrenaline making her shaky. The second the soulwraith was gone, he rushed towards her, framing her face with his hands and scanning her expression as Blaze, his silver wolf, rubbed against Kati’s thigh, confirming she was okay too.

      “Thanks,” Kati breathed, letting herself relax completely against him. She was fine. The wraith was gone. But if Iain hadn’t been there… 

      Wait…

      Kati frowned up at him, her heart beating faster. “How did you get here so fast?”

      Iain was still looking at her intently, scanning her for injuries. He didn’t hear anything off in her voice; he should have. “I’m just lucky I was able to banish the wraith.”

      “Iain,” Kati repeated, holstering her wand and wrapping her hands around both his wrists, pulling his hands from her face. “How did you get here so fast?”

      He swallowed. It was a momentary pause, but it was enough to give Kati her answer. A sick feeling spread through her stomach like poison as she stepped away. Dolly growled in the back of her throat at both Iain and Blaze despite them both being several times her size.

      “You followed me,” Kati said hollowly. “I thought you had paperwork to do. You … you said you had a lesson plan…”

      She just stared at him. He didn’t say anything, merely stood there in the sun-soaked hallway with his hands hanging by his sides, looking almost … lost. Blaze sat at his ankles, watching Kati with big, orange eyes. Sad eyes.

      “You lied to me,” Kati said in a small voice. “Why? Why would you?” Betrayal was rising in her quickly, closing off her airway and making her sick. He’d lied. To her face. And he’d followed her. “You’re not a stalker, Iain. So why were you following me?”

      He lifted his eyes to hers, miserable and despairing. Softly, he said, “You were weak after your necromancy lesson, and you were attacked by wraiths on your way to the school—”

      Something didn’t ring true, though, and Kati cut him off, feeling more nauseated with every second. “Where did you get that tonic from?” she asked, her voice dull. Flat. “The one you gave me earlier. Where did you get it?”

      It was disjointed, the suspicion in her head, and she hadn’t quite grasped it fully yet, but it was there … it was forming…

      Iain shook his head, his eyes pleading behind his glasses. “Why is that important?”

      “You said it was rare, that most people don’t even know it exists. Why would you, Iain? You’re just a teacher.”

      Except… 

      She took a step back, breathing fast. “You’re too good at magic, even for a teacher. That spell you used to bind Chen and her cronies when they tried to kill me, that’s not a standard binding spell.”

      And she remembered a hazy conversation half-heard while she recovered from opening the window to the underworld earlier. “You’re too familiar with Madam Hawkness,” Kati breathed, and watched it form in Iain’s eyes, the emotion she’d been waiting for: guilt. Apology shone there, too, but she shut it out. “All the teachers know her, but you really know her. I think … I think I heard you talking at my bedside tonight. You were angry…”

      “Because a teacher recklessly endangered your life,” Iain said weakly. “I had no idea if you’d be permanently injured because of Mrs Hale—”

      “Shut up,” Kati hissed, shaking her head, her chest rising and falling quickly. He’d lied. He’d lied and there was a secret here, something big, she could sense it. Dolly pressed closer, brushing Kati’s ankles in an attempt to comfort. Kati dragged her hands over her face, ignoring the way they shook, ignoring the little stab wounds in her heart—and it finished forming. That horrible thought. It all snapped into place in her head, and everything made sense.

      And she was going to be sick for real.

      Kati swallowed hard, blinking back tears so she could see his face as she asked, “Are you a gentry?” 

      Iain paled, and though he didn’t shake his head or nod, the truth was right there in his expression. 

      “Are you … are you the gentry Madam Hawkness assigned to watch me?” He was. He really was. She could see it in his face. “That’s why—that’s why you’re getting close to me—”

      “No,” Iain said quickly, his voice thick with emotion. “Kati, no. That’s not why I got close to you—you were the one who corrupted me in the infirmary if you’ll remember rightly.”

      Kati laughed, but she wiped the amusement off her face. This wasn’t the time to be familiar and joking. This was … this was awful. It was breaking her heart. And she’d thought finding out that Theo was a bigot was the worst betrayal she’d suffer through.

      “My feelings for you are genuine, Kati,” Iain said, holding her gaze. “I swear to you, they had nothing to do with my assignment—”

      But Kati was shaking her head, already walking away, that word—assignment—ringing in her ears. 

      He was new here last term—because Hawkness had brought him in to make sure no one else got killed like Colen Greensmith. And of course Kati would be the top suspect when others turned up dead. Of course he’d spend time trying to figure her out. She bet Hawkness had chosen Iain so he and Kati could bond over their evil relatives and villainous reputations. It had all been planned.

      It had all been a lie.

      “Stay away from me,” she choked out as he moved to follow.

      Blaze let out a whine, but Kati couldn’t turn back, hot tears spilling down her face. “I don’t want you anywhere near me. Ever again.”

      “Kati,” he rasped.

      “No. Don’t … don’t try to talk to me again. I’ll see you in class, Mr Worth.”

      The footsteps pursuing her halted abruptly, and Kati fled, crying, her heart cracked in two.
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      Kati didn’t go to class the next day. She told Rahmi and Naia that she was sick, and they both agreed that she didn’t look well at all. Rahmi said she’d let their teachers know she was ill, and Naia promised to take notes for her so she didn’t miss out. Guilt wound through Kati’s stomach at their kindness but she wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened yet.

      She stayed in bed, the duvet pulled over her bed and Dolly curled up against her, but she was wide awake, staring and thinking and hurting. Souls, it hurt so much.

      She’d thought she and Iain had a genuine relationship. An amazing relationship if she was being honest. She’d been quietly thinking they were long term, making silent plans for when she graduated SBA and they could be together all the time. Those futures had burned to ash yesterday

      You’ll get over him, Dolly said quietly. I promise, Kati.

      How would you know? You’re a dog.

      Kati rolled over and ignored whatever she said next.

      When the first lesson ended and everyone normally went to lunch, Kati’s bedroom door creaked open and a weight depressed her bed by her ankles, another sitting higher up and earning a squeak when she sat on Dolly.

      “Sorry, sorry,” Rahmi said quickly, adjusting her weight. “I didn’t break anything, did I?”

      Dolly snorted. I’m no porcelain doll. She paused. Despite what the hideous name you gave me suggests.

      “She’s fine,” Kati said, surprised by the rough quality of her voice. She sounded like hell.

      “Are you alright?” Naia asked gently, patting the duvet over Kati’s calf. 

      “Fine,” Kati replied, monotone.

      It was silent for a moment, and then Rahmi said, “Mr Worth just pulled us aside at the end of class to ask how you were healing from yesternight. He said … you broke up.”

      “We did. Because he’s a liar,” Kati replied, her heart twisting. Fuck, it hurt. When was it going to stop feeling like she was being stabbed in the chest every time she thought about the game he’d played?

      “What?” Naia asked, sounding surprised.

      “I’ll kill him,” Rahmi hissed. “How do you want it done? Mutilation? Hexed to death? Poison? I could probably brew an eyeball melter if I set my mind to it.”

      Kati’s lips turned up fractionally under the duvet. “Just leave him alone for now.”

      A horrible thought struck: was he still assigned to watch her? Even now, when she’d told him to stay away from her? It was his job after all, wasn’t it? Monitoring people who could be dangerous.

      Kati’s stomach cramped hard. She wrenched sideways, pulling back the duvet and shoving Dolly out of the way as she jumped out of bed, racing for the bathroom and only just making it before bile splashed the toilet.

      “Maybe she really is sick,” Naia whispered.

      Kati caught Rahmi shaking her head from the corner of her eye before she knelt and gathered Kati’s orange-red hair, pulling it back as she retched again, rubbing her back to soothe the cramping.

      “I mean it,” Rahmi said quietly. “You want me to get rid of him, I can make it happen. Not murder, but … I have connections.”

      Kati grabbed some toilet roll and wiped her mouth, slanting a look at Rahmi. “Who are you?”

      Rahmi sighed, her amber eyes conflicted. “My dad’s pretty high up in the gentry. The rest of my family are, too.”

      Bitter laughter bubbled from Kati’s lips. “Then you probably know more about Iain than I do.” She stumbled to the sink and rinsed her mouth, her hands shaking on the porcelain. She really did feel sick, but that was what happened when someone you trusted shattered that trust so viciously and completely.

      Rahmi watched Kati with wide eyes, her skin a shade paler and her midnight blue hijab looking almost black against her face. “He’s…”

      “Yep,” Kati replied shortly. “But don’t tell anyone. And don’t … don’t get him fired,” she sighed. Kati might be furious at Iain, and she might be hurting, but she knew he dreaded being fired from SBA. Even if he did have job security, just in a different sector.

      Bastard for not telling her.

      She turned, meaning to bury herself back in her duvet, but Naia trapped her in a hug, and Kati was too weak to protest. Besides, Naia was a good foot taller and athletic as hell. No way was Kati winning any kind of physical fight against Naia Clarke fairly.

      She relaxed, hugging her friend back and fighting tears as they stabbed her eyeballs again. “I’ll be fine,” she murmured. “I just need a day to wallow.”

      “No,” Rahmi disagreed, that optimistic tone to her voice that made Kati groan or smirk depending on the occasion. Now, she groaned; she wasn’t going to be left to wallow in peace was she? “You need copious quantities of junk food, alcohol, and action films,” Rahmi went on. “Watching buildings blow up can be cathartic.”

      Kati sighed, relenting. “Fine. But if you spike my ice cream with any feel-good potion, I’m hexing you, Rahmi Qureshi. And I’m going back to bed while you go to spells class. Just FYI.”

      Rahmi pulled Kati into a hug when Naia let go, squeezing so tight that Kati let out an oof sound. “Dolly,” Rahmi said, giving the little black pug a very serious look even as she kept hugging Kati breathless. “You take care of her while we’re gone.”

      Dolly let out a yip, disconcertingly obedient.

      “And if you need something to distract yourself,” Naia said, going into the living room and digging through her bag. “Here’s my notes from magic theory.”

      “Souls,” Kati said, laughing at the ten pages Naia put in her hands. “You never leave a job half done do you, Clarke?”

      Naia grinned. “Never.”

      “Thanks.” Emotion threatened again as Kati looked at the pages. “I really appreciate it. Both of you.” She smiled weakly, refusing to look up at them because she’d be blubbering within seconds. “I know I’m a bitch sometimes, but I love you guys.”

      “We love you, too,” Rahmi replied, squeezing Kati in another hug.

      Naia nodded. 

      “Eat something while we’re gone,” Rahmi said as they headed for the door, and Kati felt a bit lighter at their nagging and support.

      “Oh,” Naia said on the threshold, “don’t freak out, but a wraith managed to get onto academy grounds.”

      Kati bit her lip. Yet more things she was keeping from her friends, although this was more because she’d forgotten, her fear of the wraith obliterated by her broken heart.

      “Conrad Graysun’s in the infirmary,” Rahmi added, and Kati swore. “What?”

      “I … I forgot about him,” she breathed, feeling sick for another reason. Could she have helped Conrad if she and Iain hadn’t fought?

      Rahmi gave her a look, and Kati gave them the abridged version of last night's events.

      “Souls,” Naia breathed, clutching at her neck for a pendant that wasn’t there; she did it a lot, Kati had noticed.

      Rahmi just hugged Kati again. “You had a really crappy day, huh? And to think I slept right through it.”

      Kati shook her head, sniffling. Soulsdamned emotions. “You should go; you’ll be late to spells and Grant will make you clean the catacombs as punishment.”

      Kati spoke from experience.

      “You’ll be okay by yourself?” Naia asked, her brown eyes big and concerned behind her turquoise glasses.

      “Go,” Kati said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

      They made sure she had everything she needed and only then did her friends leave.

      Kati collapsed back into bed and buried herself in the duvet, but she did eat something, and the world didn’t seem quite as crushingly bleak as it had this evening when she’d woken up.
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      The next evening, after a long sleep—or food coma, depending on how you looked at it, after the entire pizza, tub of ice cream, and large bowl of prawn crackers Kati had eaten while watching The Avengers blow shit up and binging The Witcher for the plot—Kati woke early. She just laid there for a long moment, staring, thinking, preparing herself for the day. At least it was Saturday. At least she didn’t have classes.

      You’ve got this, Dolly said, nudging Kati’s leg. She’d been unusually supportive lately, but being Kati’s familiar, Dolly could feel exactly how much the truth about Iain had wounded her.

      Kati took a deep breath and nodded, hauling herself out of bed and pulling clothes out of her wardrobe—yoga pants, a loose While She Sleeps vest, and a black hoodie. Bundle of clothes in hand, she shuffled towards the bathroom.

      Kati told herself to think of the bigger picture, to remember what she was grateful for. Like the enchanted shower that was the perfect temperature and water pressure, letting out steam that eased any aches leftover from two days ago. Like being able to spell her clothes to be fresh-out-the-tumble-dryer warm. Like coffee. 

      Oh coffee, you never let me down.

      Kati drank her cup slowly, leaning against a tall, narrow window in the living room, the dorm quiet and still around her except for Dolly gnawing at her hind leg for no apparent reason. 

      I’m cleaning, Dolly informed her shortly.

      Sure, Kati agreed. And she was sure the snarling really added to the personal hygiene.

      She ignored her familiar, watching the trees in the distance shudder and bend under the fierce wind outside, a ripple moving through the edge of the silver lake, likely the giant eel coming to the surface to feed. Although what eels ate, Kati didn’t know.

      She savoured those quiet, calm minutes, watching the sun sink into the ground, the world hushed and still around it. It helped Kati steady herself, helped her sort through the pain until she found an emotion she could use: anger.

      And she knew exactly how she was going to channel it.
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      The training hall in SBA’s basement was mostly empty when Kati arrived. She’d told Dolly to busy herself elsewhere—she’d chosen to spend the time napping—so Kati was alone when she reached the bottom of the cold stone staircase and paused, not sure where to begin.

      A handful of people, mostly second- and third-years, were in the gym attached to the hall—well, cavern was a more appropriate term; there was a distinct Bat Cave vibe to this place—which was visible through a large archway in the far wall. 

      Bare black rock enclosed the whole place, with racks of weapons and training equipment pushed against the curved walls  and in the middle, sunken into the floor, was a coliseum-style arena. Through whatever charm was on the place, it smelled of clean, fresh air, not mildew and stale sweat.

      “You look like a little lamb, all lost in the big field,” a dry voice remarked to Kati’s right and she spun to face the speaker, already glaring.

      Oh, this was just wonderful. “Piss off,” she told Joshua Salazar. “I’m not in the mood.”

      He raised a pierced eyebrow. Any other time, Kati might have flirted with him, but all she wanted was to find a punching bag and beat the shit out of it. Salazar was tall, dark, and dangerous. He brimmed with power, and with his sharp-planed face, sarcastic tongue, and the half-sleeve of tattoos down his muscular right arm, he was tempting.

      But not today. Not now.

      Although when she’d calmed down, Kati could think of worse prospects for a rebound…

      “I would ask what’s pissed you off, but you were this angry last time we met. This is just your default setting, isn’t it?”

      Kati scowled harder, shoving past him. “Leave me alone.”

      She stalked around the circular plateau above the arena, heading for the gym.

      “Hold up, Shortcake,” Salazar said, jogging after her. “It’s a bad idea to go near the gym when you’re angry. It’s charmed to push you to your limit—you don’t wanna be doing that when you’re worked up.”

      Kati spun, her lip pulled back from her teeth. “Go fuck yourself, Joshua.”

      “Be more fun if we did it together, Shortcake.”

      Kati glared, breathing hard. But maybe he had a point about not going near magically enhanced gym equipment when she was worked up. “What, then?” she demanded. “If I can’t go near the gym shit, what can I do, O wise master?”

      His mouth curled up in a smirk as he came closer, towering over her, all dark power and bristling muscle, his long hair tied up in a black ponytail. His eyes were a surprisingly bright shade of green, like crystal, she noticed. Kati gulped. At least he was fully clothed, unlike the last time she’d met him when he’d been sweaty and shirtless. “You bring your wand?”

      Kati nodded, a single jerky motion.

      “Alright then, follow me, O plucky apprentice.” He gave her a wry look and headed for the southeast corner of the room, to an archway Kati hadn’t noticed the last time she’d been there.

      Curious, she followed Salazar through it and into a warren of small, contained rooms made of the same black stone as the rest of the academy. There were seven little rooms in total, the doors hanging open, none of them yet occupied. They looked like squash courts, with smooth floors and various guides on the walls.

      Kati drew her wand, more for self defence than anything else, and followed Salazar into the closest room, giving him a warning glance as he shut the door.

      “I’m not going to ravish you, don’t worry,” he said with a rakish grin. “I’m quite invested in all my limbs; I’d like to keep them.”

      Kati laughed, pleased that he’d gotten the measure of her so soon. “Wise choice, Salazar.”

      “So you do know my name,” he mused, heading for the rack in the corner and picking up what looked like a medieval chest plate made from leather. He buckled it on and handed a second one to her.

      Kati shrugged, fastening the armour to her chest. “What are we doing?”

      “Me? I’m training. You? You’re getting rid of all that anger I can sense stored up in you.”

      Kati snorted. “Me? Angry?”

      “I know,” he agreed in exaggerated surprise. “Who’d’ve thought a tiny thing like you could hold so much rage and savageness?”

      Kati couldn’t stop her smirk turning into a real smile. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to flatter me.”

      “Oh, but you do know better?” Salazar did a very suggestive thing with his eyebrow that made Kati blush.

      “Prick,” she muttered.

      “Cute,” he replied.

      Kati held her wand loosely, stowed her bag in the corner where she wouldn’t trip over it, and walked to the middle of the little room. “There’s power in the walls, isn’t there? I can sense it.”

      Salazar nodded, coming to stand a few feet across from her, his own vine wand in his hand and a lazy grin on his face as his eyes slid down her body. “Absorption spell. Catches any offensive magic so it doesn't rebound and knock us out. And unlike being out there in the arena, it prevents bystanders from being hurt too. Your stance is off. Brace your feet shoulder-width apart.”

      Kati gave him a blank look.

      With a sigh, Salazar marched over and brazenly adjusted her body. Kati scowled hard, although she didn’t mind his hands on her body. Not at all. She was quickly coming around to the idea of a rebound. Very quickly in fact.

      “What difference does standing like this make?” Kati asked, frowning at him as he took up his place opposite her again, his wand raised.

      “Balances your weight.  Means you’re less likely to fall over if you get hit. And it makes your casting stronger; it’s a lot like throwing a punch.”

      “Ooh, do you want to teach me that, too?” Kati asked, blinking owlishly. “I could give you a very pretty bruise. Or make your nose all crooked; you’d look very distinguished.”

      Salazar feigned offense, recoiling a step. “You mean I don’t already look distinguished?”

      Kati rolled her eyes and threw the first spell that came to mind, but a shield erupted from his wand faster than a blink, knocking it off course. Her magic was absorbed into the wall.

      “Holy shit,” Kati breathed, reappraising him and standing up straight. “Forgot who I was fighting.”

      His grin was crooked and smug. “Enjoyed the show last time, did you?”

      Kati recalled his demonstration of strength and immense magic. Recalled the shirtlessness. “I didn’t hate it,” she said with a shrug, intuition making her cast her own shield spell. She raised her crackling purple disc to bat aside the spell Salazar threw. It was nowhere near what he was capable of. He was going easy on her, and Kati glared.

      “Don’t hold back, asshole. I need a real fight to deal with this anger, remember?”

      “If I didn’t hold back, you’d be dead,” he said. Simply, as if stating a fact.

      Kati swallowed, nodding. She didn’t doubt him for a second. She was also a teensy bit aroused, and wondering what the souls was wrong with her. “Give me more, then.”

      Salazar laughed, a deep rumble that made Kati shudder. Oh shit, she was in trouble. Especially as he purred, “Say please.”

      Her eyes narrowed even as her pussy throbbed, just once but quite insistently. “Fine. Please.”

      She inhaled through her nose to settle herself—soulsdamned hormones—and cast a stronger spell, pushing more blood and power into it, and taking advantage of how easily spells came to her. Salazar didn’t stumble, and he still blocked her spell in a heartbeat, but he was surprised, she could see it in the flare of his forest green eyes.

      “Alright, Wilson,” he said, watching her, still souldamned smirking. “Let’s see what you can handle.”
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      Kati was knackered by the time she limped up the stairs to the lobby, but she felt better for a few hours of training. And while the exertion had energised her body, the bickering and flirting had soothed the ragged wound in her soul.

      I’m going to get food, Kati said to Dolly across the building. Do you want anything?

      She felt Dolly startle awake, and in a sleep-dazed voice she replied, sausages, burgers, steak, and sausages. 

      Got it, Kati replied. Meat feast.

      And sausages, Dolly added with a half asleep snort.

      Kati smirked to herself. I’ll get extra sausages, she promised.

      A low, dragging sound came from close behind her and Kati spun, still jumpy after the wraith attacks but more than ready to unleash one of Salazar’s techniques on whoever was following her. She scanned the corridor, but except for a few students, it was empty. No wraith. And the dragging sound had stopped.

      Kati exhaled slowly. She was fine. She was safe.

      No one was following her.

      She shook it off and walked faster to the dining room, sure to stock up on extra sausages and burgers for Dolly, putting a plate of potatoes and salmon together for herself and grabbing a brownie for dessert. Carbs, protein, and chocolate, the holy trinity of post-workout sustenance.

      This time, she made the whole trip without any dragging sounds or wraith attacks, and the only scary thing was how quickly a dog roughly the size of a loaf of bread managed to devour a mountain of sausages.
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      “Is that…?” Kati asked the next Wednesday, her mouth hanging open as she, Naia, Rahmi, and Harley hovered on the threshold to their supernatural history classroom.

      “No way,” Harley breathed, her eyes alight with awe. She seemed a bit more like herself today, not quiet and hiding behind her long dirty-blonde hair, but wearing a backwards baseball cap, baggy jeans, and an SBA tie dangling over an Etnies T-shirt. It was what passed for a uniform for Harley. “It can’t be her.”

      “It is,” Naia disagreed, pulling a book from her bag and flicking through it, stopping on a glossy picture of the same woman who stood in the classroom, talking to a handful of students. “She hasn’t aged a day, and this was taken in the sixties.”

      “She’s an Eternal, Nai,” Rahmi said with a laugh. “Of course she hasn’t aged.”

      “What’s going on?” Gull asked loudly, coming up behind them. He put one hand on Naia’s shoulder and the other on Kati’s and stretched onto his toes to see over their heads. “Holy shit!” he shouted, drawing the attention of everyone: the people in the classroom, those out in the corridor, and probably even students coming up the tower to their own classes. Gull was just gifted like that. “Sybil Esperanza!”

      The woman in question turned, grinning at his exuberance. She was exactly as Kati had pictured her when she’d idolised her as a kid. Around forty years old in appearance, she was tall and broad, with a naturally pretty face, a broken nose, and a fierce smile. Kati’s nan called her a battle-axe. She was spot on.

      The five of them flooded into the room and were absorbed into the huddle around Sybil. Kati watched her in complete awe. Sybil had been the headteacher of SBA for twenty-four years from 1921 to 1945, but Kati knew her because she’d captained England’s first levby team to a world cup victory. She was the first person to apply the levitation spell to sport and invent levby.

      She was badass.

      And she was their replacement history teacher? Damn.

      But Kati’s mind shot to their first teacher, Lavellian, who’d been attacked by the poltergeists in the tower last term. Kati had seen that someone was going to be killed in a dream and she, Rahmi, and Naia had saved his life. Sort of. More like Mrs Balham, Madam Hawkness, and Iain—no, Mr Worth—had saved his life by bursting into the tower in a dramatic rescue.

      But Kati didn’t want to think about that rescue, or passing out and having Iain catch her, cradling her against his chest—

      No. It was done. Over.

      She had to get past this.

      “Alright, fan club,” Sybil said, clapping her hands together. Not like Miz Jardin did, in a preppy sort of way. No, this was a deafening crash that startled them apart. “Sit down and prepare to learn a gamut of interesting historical facts. Or failing that, just pay attention to the boring stuff. Make sure you write it down, you’ll probably be tested on it. It’s never the fun things that come up in exams, have you noticed?”

      Kati laughed, finding her seat and settling in for what promised to be the most interesting history lesson of her life.
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      The lesson was fun, especially with Sybil’s brisk, wry delivery, but the classroom was too close to the tower for Kati’s liking. Their history lessons had been suspended after Lavellian’s attack last term, so this was the first time she’d been so close to it since that day Ingrid the Terrible had almost killed Kati and Lavellian both. She still had a scar from where she’d been stabbed by her own athame.

      Kati thought she could almost feel the chill of the dead emanating from the tower opposite, but she couldn’t see anything through the windows, no hint of silver-blue turrets or a conical roof. Still, she could have sworn she could sense the residue of the ghosts there, and she was more than happy to get out of the classroom, silent when everyone else gushed about Sybil—who point blank refused to be called Mrs Esperanza, as that made her sound like a dowdy old teacher—but Rahmi noticed.

      She locked her elbow with Kati’s, giving her a worried look. “What’s wrong? You look spooked.”

      “I’m fine,” Kati replied quietly, fighting a shudder as they headed for the staircase down to the ground floor, bringing them even closer to the Stolen Tower, invisible though it was. “Just … being so close to the tower. It’s unsettled me a bit. I’ll be alright.”

      Rahmi squeezed Kati’s arm and gave her a soft, encouraging smile. “It freaks us all out, you know? Especially Harley.”

      “I know,” Kati murmured. “Speaking of … did you hear that her dormmates have been giving her shit? Charming her showers to be ice cold, slipping mild poisons into her food so she’ll get sick, putting locking spells on her door so she’ll miss classes?”

      Rahmi’s expression darkened with righteous anger. “No,” she replied sharply. “I didn’t know that. Isn’t Marigold Archer one of her roommates?”

      Kati shrugged. “I doubt it’s Marigold making her life hell; she couldn’t hurt a fly. But I was thinking … we have four bedrooms in our dorm, and we’re only using three…”

      “Yes,” Rahmi said fiercely, nodding firm and decisively, her jaw set. “Let’s adopt her.”

      Kati laughed. “Exactly my thinking.”

      “Nai,” Rahmi called, and she was on one now, brimming with righteous anger and purpose. “Wait a sec, we’ve got a favour to ask.”

      Kati braced for some pushback from Naia, but she was all for it. “Four’s a very lucky number, you know,” she said when Kati looked at her a beat too long. “If I have to live in dorm number thirteen, at least there can be four of us.”

      “Right,” Kati said, and that was that. A deadpan, tomboy skater girl was added to their little friend unit, and a sense of rightness settled in Kati, like the cogs of the universe had aligned.

      Weird, but not completely unexpected. She was a necromancer and death magician, after all. Weird was sort of a prerequisite.
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      Kati was still thinking about the Stolen Tower and Lavellian—and by extension, the dreams that had led her to what Theo, Bo, and Colen did that day in the forest—hours later. So after a botched attempt at a temporary strength draught—that should give a few hours of super strength, but would, in Kati’s case, give whoever drank it cute panda ears, a furry face, and a fluffy pom pom tail—she hung back after potions and poisons, told her friends to go on ahead, and stalked Alexandra Chen to the library.

      Her heart pounding in preparation of the confrontation, Kati pushed the library doors open after Alexandra, mentally going over what exactly she would say—and she came face to face with the business end of a dark wand.

      “What do you want, Wilson?” a familiar voice asked, flat with exasperation.

      Kati swallowed, resisting the urge to go for her own wand. Alexandra’s brown eyes were narrowed but glossy, as if she’d been recently crying, and her oval face was pale. She didn’t look well at all. 

      But despite the wand pointed at Kati’s face, she didn’t look murderous, so that was a nice bonus.

      “To talk,” Kati replied, and when Chen’s expression darkened, she quickly added, “About the wraith attack.”

      She pushed the dark wand aside and marched purposefully down the central aisle of the library, smiling as Veesa, the head librarian, as she passed the big woman, confident that Alexandra would follow. She did, stalking like a shadow attached to Kati’s boots. She didn’t smile at Veesa, and Kati doubted she got special privileges from the librarian like Kati did—she could sneak food and drink in as long as she promised to be careful, and she could access some of the books that were meant to be locked behind iron grilles for third-year students only.

      Kati led Alexandra to a chair in a little nook at the back, and only after she did so did she realise that she’d subconsciously brought her to a table where Kati and Iain had once shared a secret kiss. But she squared her shoulders and pushed through the memory, hardening herself against it.

      Alexandra sat only when Kati gave her a stubborn glare and motioned at the chair opposite her.

      “I lied,” she said when Alexandra gave her an impatient gesture. “I don’t want to talk about the wraiths. But you almost killed me, so you owe me. I want to know what your brother told you about that day in the woods—I want to know exactly what happened. Even the parts you said don’t make sense. Who did they bring back?”

      Alexandra made a sound in the back of her throat, shaking her head, poker straight black hair swinging like an axe. She stood abruptly, but Kati caught her wrist in a strong grip.

      “Please,” Kati forced through gritted teeth. “I need to know. Whoever it is, whoever came through that portal, my brother’s probably with them right now. You know what it’s like to lose a brother; don’t let that happen to me.”

      Alexandra glared at Kati for a long moment, but then she ripped her wrist from Kati’s fingers and sat again, leaning across the table.

      “Touch me again and I’ll gut you.”

      “Noted,” Kati replied, relieved beyond words that she’d sat back down. “Tell me.”

      Alexandra expelled a hard breath, scowling at the table. “I told you he wasn’t making sense at the end. What he told me … it’s wrong. There’s no way it’s right.”

      Kati’s stomach was a hard knot of fear. “Who did they bring through the portal, Alexandra?”

      But Chen wouldn’t meet her eyes; she chipped at a biro slash through the table, her jaw set.

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because I don’t want it to be true!” Alexandra snapped, lifting her head and glaring at Kati with fierce brown eyes, so much emotion—rage, grief, and fear—in them that Kati was taken aback. “If he was telling the truth then he … my brother … he’s let a monster free.”

      Kati’s next breath shook as she inhaled. “Who, Alexandra? Just give me a name.”

      “It’s unforgivable,” Alexandra replied quietly, her eyes pleading with Kati to drop it. “Don’t make me say it. Don’t make me admit what my brother did.”

      “My brother did it, too,” Kati said, swallowing. “If it’s who I think it is … we need to know. We need to prepare, warn people.”

      Alexandra seemed to sink in on herself. “If it’s true, we’re all dead.”

      “Say it,” Kati breathed, her heart so loud she could hear it in her ears.

      “He said they wanted to summon a demon, but when they opened the doorway, something else forced its way through. A woman. He said it was—” Alexandra swallowed, clenching her hands into fists. “He said it was Lady LaVoire.”

      Kati sat back, nodding, sick to her stomach. There it was. The truth out in the open. Theo was an elitist, and if Lady LaVoire gathered power, he was a murderer. Because someone like that didn’t learn the error of her ways while locked away in the underworld for a decade. No, someone like that seethed and plotted and became consumed with revenge.

      Lady LaVoire had been a tyrant and a menace while she lived. She’d killed and enslaved so many people, had held the UK in a grip of terror. Kati was imagining all the stories, the footage, the news reports, and trying to picture how much worse it would be now that Lady LaVoire was wound up with vengeance.

      “You believe him,” Alexandra whispered. “Wilson, he was mad, he was raving—”

      “Last term,” Kati cut her off, “in the Stolen tower.” Alexandra went silent, watchful and wide-eyed. “The ghosts kept talking about a mistress, someone important to them, almost like their god. Those ghosts had been in that tower for hundreds of years, and Ingrid had been a poltergeist that whole time. So why now? What changed to make them possess Harley? They … they lured my brother up there last year, they spoke to him. That’s how this whole thing started, I think.”

      “Shit,” Alexandra breathed. “Bo mentioned ghosts, but I thought he meant it metaphorically.”

      Kati ignored her, trying to get the words out so she could make sense of all the noise in her head. “If they’ve been walled up in the tower for hundreds of years, why suddenly become more active last year? And how did they have the power to hurt Lavellian, to hurt me and my friends? I think…”

      “You think she amped them up,” Alexandra guessed, putting it into words for her, and Kati nodded emphatically. “It makes sense. She controlled the dead—it was one of her M.O.s, as well as turning people into possessed blood puppets.”

      Kati was going to be sick. She needed to speak to Iain, but that was the last thing she wanted. Tuesday, after her magic theory lesson, she’d tell him what she knew. She could be brave. This was more important than secrets and relationship statuses.

      “It all fits,” Kati said weakly. “But it means … it means he’s with her now. My brother’s with a mass murderer.”

      “You don’t know that.” Alexandra shrugged. “He could just be on the run on his own.”

      “Yeah,” Kati agreed doubtfully. He could be alone. And yet he’d managed to sneak home last September to leave her a cactus as a present. He was on the run, but he was close, she knew it. “Thanks,” she added, “for telling me.”

      “Is it what you wanted to hear?” Chen asked, her mouth twisted as Kati shoved out of the chair.

      “No,” Kati replied, looking at the other woman, pale and afraid and angry. “But it’s what I expected.”

      “What are you going to do?” Alexandra asked as Kati turned.

      Kati glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know yet, but I need to tell Madam Hawkness. Tuesday—I’ll tell her Tuesday. Don’t tell anyone before then.”

      Because no matter how furious she was with Iain, she couldn’t bear him hearing about this from anyone but her.
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      Harley settled in easily, taking the room beside Rahmi’s with only a mild complaint that it didn’t have a  window. Within half an hour, all four of them were amiably discussing their mutual disdain of the recently fired Mrs Hale. Kati didn’t tell them about who Theo had helped escape the underworld just yet—not until she’d told Iain—and the spectre of the truth hung over her like a shroud. But she managed to put it to the back of her mind for a few hours, gossiping and bickering good-naturedly with her friends over mugs of hot chocolate spiked with one of Rahmi’s potions.

      Kati had only just drifted off to the sound of rain battering the window behind her bed when knuckles rapped at her bedroom door.

      Expecting it to be Harley, freaked over her new surroundings or woken up after a nightmare, Kati awkwardly climbed over Dolly—who didn’t so much as snort awake—and padded to the door.

      “Um,” Kati said, blinking at the figure on the other side of the threshold. She rubbed her eyes but nope, it was still Madam Hawkness, intimidating headteacher, war hero, magical badass. Banging on Kati’s dorm room door in the middle of the day. “What are you doing in my dorm?”

      “I need you to come with me,” Hawkness replied, so seriously that the sleep clinging to Kati burned away instantly. “Quickly.”

      Madam Hawkness knew, didn’t she? That Lady LaVoire was back. She’d figured it out.

      Kati jammed her feet into slippers, grabbed a hoodie to throw over her navy blue pyjama pants and her thin vest, and on second thought, shook Dolly awake. Her familiar rose grumpily, but stopped muttering when Kati explained the situation.

      This is gonna be bad, Kit-Kat, Dolly whined.

      Kati was too worried to swear at her for using the dumb name.

      “Where are we going?” Kati asked her headteacher when they left the dorm and crossed the academy, heading to the back of the building in a route Kati knew well. It was the one she used to take to see Iain in the teacher’s tower.

      Instead of giving her a straight answer, Madam Hawkness—who Kati realised had her strawberry blonde hair in rollers and was wearing a teal velvet dressing gown—said, “The building woke me. There’s a secret bond between every headteacher and this academy; she informed me that something was very wrong.”

      “She?” Kati asked, momentarily distracted.

      Madam Hawkness nodded absently. “Yes, she.”

      They reached the door to the north tower and Kati’s stomach turned over, her breath coming faster. “When you say something’s wrong…”

      Madam Hawkness met Kati’s eyes as she pulled open the heavy door, and Kati knew. She figured out several things at once; Madam Hawkness knew about her and Iain’s relationship—which explained the conversation they’d had at her bedside—and Iain was in trouble. Big trouble.

      Kati took off running up the stairs, only pausing to bark a spell and fling his door open, panting for breath.

      She tore through the front room, Dolly and Madam Hawkness close behind her, and swore at the sight of Iain in his little bed—the bed where they’d cuddled so many times, the bed where they’d made love. He was thrashing in his sleep, veins standing out in his neck as if he was straining against his own skin, and sweat covered his whole body.

      “She told me I wouldn’t be able to reach him,” Madam Hawkness said as Kati dropped onto the bed, brushing hair out of Iain’s sweaty face and murmuring absent comfort in an attempt to wake him. “But you would.”

      Kati snapped her gaze to the headteacher. “The academy told you that,” she said flatly.

      “Yes.” Hawkness nodded, her gaze unwavering, challenging.

      Kati held her stare but she flinched when Iain’s back bowed, his limbs twisted in his sheets as he fought something in his dreams. “How long have you known?”

      “Since the beginning,” Madam Hawkness replied, crossing to the small window next to Iain’s bed.

      Hey, Prince Charming, Dolly said, reaching out to Iain as she jumped onto his bed. Curled up on a chair in the corner of the room, Blaze didn’t even lift his head to investigate the new scents in the room, utterly comatose. Wake up.

      He didn’t.

      “Iain,” Kati said gently, shaking his shoulders. “It’s alright, you’re alright.” She threw a panicked glance at Madam Hawkness. “What do I do? How do I wake him up? Has the academy told you that?”

      “He’s not just asleep,” Hawkness replied, her eyes narrowed in anger, though not, Kati sensed, at her. “And it’s not just a dream. He’s not alone in there.”

      Kati inhaled a sharp breath, fear gripping her throat. She shook Iain harder, bending over his body as if she could protect him from his internal battle from the outside. “When we walked past her statue weeks ago, he … he seemed affected. Like he could…”

      “Like he could feel her?” Madam Hawkness came closer, her eyes intent behind her horn-rimmed glasses. 

      Kati nodded, staring helplessly as Iain thrashed. His hand lashed out close to Kati and she caught it, squeezing hard. “Is there a spell? Anything?”

      “It’s his mind; only his magic works there. Unless you’re willing to use black magic.”

      “If it saves him,” Kati began at a snarl. But she shook her head, dismissing the idea instantly. “I don’t think I can torture someone. Even to save Iain.”

      “You don’t have to.” Madam Hawkness waited until Kati looked at her, holding her gaze. “He can fight her, push her out himself. He’s strong enough. He’s stronger than me,” she added with a wry smile that faded quickly. “But he’s … he’s weak right now. I suspect that’s how she breached his dreams.”

      “He’s weak right now,” Kati repeated dully. “Why?” But she knew why, and sickness knotted her stomach, bile in her throat. “I was so angry at him. I still am. But I didn’t want this.”

      “It’s not your fault, Kati,” Madam Hawkness said gently. “You have every right to be angry at him. He shouldn’t have started a relationship with you when I tasked him with protecting you.”

      “Protecting me,” Kati asked, not daring to look at her as she asked, “or monitoring me?”

      “The latter, for a very short period. The former for much longer. His job was to make sure nothing happened to you.”

      “That’s why he was there when I got locked in the Venom Chamber,” Kati said bitterly. And why Dolly had seen him dismantling a trap four girls had set on her door even before that.

      “I’m asking you to postpone your anger,” Hawkness said, very suddenly serious. “Please, Katriona. He can fight her out of his dreams, but he needs something to fight for.”

      “I hate everything about this,” Kati sighed. “I hate you right now.”

      “As long as it saves him, hate me all you want.” There was genuine affection—and fear—in her voice. Iain mattered to Madam Hawkness. It helped Kati move past her bitterness and hurt.

      She swallowed hard, squeezing Iain’s hand, but her words were for the headteacher. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Talk to him. Just talk to him.”

      “Fine,” Kati said, her shoulders rounded. “Then get out.”

      She could tell Madam Hawkness didn’t want to leave, but she stepped away after a long moment. “I’m trusting you, Kati Wilson.”

      Kati ignored the threat, the responsibility. She waited for the door to shut, for the springs of Iain’s sofa to creak as Hawkness sank onto it in his front room, and sighed, facing Iain on the bed.

      “You’re a bastard, you know that?” she whispered, catching his other hand as it came close to knocking his wand off the bedside table in his thrashing. “I should be allowed to be angry at you in peace. But instead you had to get yourself in mortal danger—and according to the alarmingly sentient building around us, I’m the only one who can get you out of it. And better yet, the headteacher of the academy knows I had an illicit relationship with my teacher. Which is just perfect.”

      She let go of one of his hands to brush hair from his forehead, her touch lingering and an ache compacting tight and brutal in her chest. “You should have told me, Iain. When you told me your real surname, you should have told me you were a gentry then. We could have gotten together with no secrets between us.”

      His body wound tighter, veins pulsing in his throat and forehead. Kati squeezed his hand and stood, going into the little ensuite bathroom and running a flannel under the tap, pressing the cold cloth to Iain’s forehead for no other reason than she’d seen people do it in films and it seemed to work.

      “Hawkness is right,” she told him, sitting close to him and cupping his jaw. “You’re insanely good at spells, Iain. If you want her out of your head, you can do it. You’re strong. That’s why she’s trying to get to you, I bet. Because you’re a threat to her. Which means you can beat her.” Kati swallowed the lump in her throat, sweeping the cool cloth over his temples. “I don’t know what’s going on in your dream, but if you can hear me, you have to fight her, Iain. Unleash your magic, use your fists, shield—whatever it takes. Push her out. It’s not her dream, it’s yours.”

      She ran the cloth down his neck, praying he could hear her, her eyes stabbing with tears as he struggled, his back bowed and face taut with pain and effort.

      “If you fight her, I’ll consider hearing you out,” she said. “When I’ve calmed down a bit, obviously, and when it’s stopped hurting so much. But I’ll … I’ll listen to what you have to say. And there’d better be a soulsdamned lot of grovelling, Iain Worth.” She smiled weakly and bent over him, brushing a kiss to his damp forehead. She wished more than anything that she could lend him strength the way Dolly had to Kati during the wraith fight. She wished it with all her heart and soul.

      Heat flooded her, but it wasn’t magic or strength or anything she recognised. It felt like a sudden heatwave, but inside her. A pure red glow lit the curves and planes of Iain’s face, like light cast from the setting sun. But it was just past eleven, hazy golden sunlight outside. She could have written it off as something Lady LaVoire was doing to him, except that when Kati glanced away, the glow moved. It followed the path of her gaze from Iain’s face to his thrashing body to the covers that had fallen off him. As if … as if the crimson light came from her eyes.

      Scrambling away in panic, each breath coming shorter than the last, Kati ran to the mirror in the bathroom. A strangled sound escaped her when she glimpsed her reflection. Her eyes were red. Not bloodshot, not rimmed in redness. Glowing, demonic, bright red eyes. 

      And at her hairline, where orange-red hair fell in front of her face, two tiny crimson horns poked through her freckled skin.

      What. 

      The fuck?

      Kati’s breathing spiralled out of control and she backed away, her hands shaking. She hit something solid—not the door, but flesh and bone, and gasped.

      “What am I?” she whispered, breathing in jagged bursts. She turned slowly, dreading his reaction—and dove forward to catch Iain as he wavered, pale and sweaty and weak. “You were asleep a second ago.”

      “I was,” he agreed tightly, sinking against the edge of the bath but not letting go of Kati. Sweat clung to his pale face, everything about him tight and pained. “And then a dose of demon power and a few well placed words helped me get free.”

      “Demon power?” Kati breathed, shaking hard now. Tears built in her eyes. She daren’t look in the mirror again. What the fuck was happening? “Do I … do I have horns or did I hallucinate that?”

      Iain’s expression was carefully neutral as he reached up and brushed his thumb against her left horn, sending a shiver of sensation down her spine. Kati wrenched away, her eyes wide. Shit. Shit, that felt … orgasmic.

      “Okay, never do that again,” she said breathlessly. 

      “Sorry,” he murmured, dropping his hand and gripping the edge of the bath right as his strength wavered again. “And yes, you have horns.”

      “I’m … what? A demon?”

      He shook his head, and Kati grabbed both his shoulders to steady him when he swayed. “I don’t think so. Maybe … maybe there’s a demon in your family line?”

      Kati laughed weakly. Maybe a touch hysterically, but who wouldn’t be a little manic to discover they had glowing red eyes and horns? Kati had horns. Fucking horns. “Oh, my mum’ll love that,” she breathed.

      Iain huffed a laugh.

      For a moment, Kati just watched him, her heart aching, her hands bracing his shoulders so he didn’t fall face first onto the lino. “You’re alright, then?”

      Iain nodded, glancing away and seeming to remember that they’d broken up—mostly. Kati hadn’t actually said the words. But there was a very bold question mark next to their relationship status, and it made things … awkward. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t let your defences down like that again,” she warned him.

      “Trust me, I won’t. I learn from my mistakes.” He took a breath and without daring to look at her, he said, “Speaking of. You should know, I’m not really a teacher.”

      “No,” Kati fake-gasped. “Really?”

      Iain gave her a dry look.

      “I figured that out, thanks.” Kati said with a smirk. “So you’re really a gentry? A full-time one?”

      He nodded; Kati dug her fingers into his shoulders as he wobbled. “You can’t tell anyone this.”

      “Naturally,” she drawled.

      “I’m a team leader.”

      Kati swallowed. “Shit. Tell me it’s a lowly everyday team.”

      Iain winced.

      So … a major team. One like the team that had taken down the Black Brooms and Lady LaVoire. And Iain was team leader.

      “Well that’s not terrifying at all,” she breathed. “Was it … did you just come here to monitor me?”

      “No,” he replied, and he looked pale enough that Kati pulled him up off the bath and helped him back to his bed, ignoring the look he gave her that accused her of fussing. “Coming to SBA was never about you; it’s bigger than that.”

      “The kind of bigger that involves your aunt?” Kati guessed.

      “Her followers, actually,” he said, inhaling sharply at some pain as he settled against the pillows. He and Kati were still broken up—and would stay that way until Kati had made peace with his actions and he’d suitably grovelled—but she mentally booked the next day off school to stay here and look after him. “Madam Hawkness thought there might be a member of staff who was secretly a Black Broom.”

      “Was there?”

      Iain shook his head. “I was looking in the wrong place. It was the ghosts in the tower. And to an extent, your brother and his friends.”

      “Yeah,” Kati said, glancing down. “About that. I spoke to Alexandra Chen. Theo and his friends … they brought her back.”

      “We know.”

      We being him and Hawkness. And his team…? “I’m sorry, Iain,” she said quietly. “If my brother hadn’t been such a stupid piece of shit—”

      “She’d have found some other way to come through,” he finished, covering her hand where it rested on her thigh. When had she sat down beside him again? She couldn’t remember, but she was sitting intimately close to him. And his hand was in alarming proximity to her pussy; her clit throbbed, and she scooted back a few inches, taking her hand from under his. The way her body had felt when he’d touched her horn earlier… 

      Souls, her horn. That sounded insane. 

      “Are the horns still there?” Kati asked hesitantly, motioning at her forehead.

      “No,” he answered softly. “Your eyes are green again, too.”

      Kati exhaled in relief. “Then I should go. I’ll come back in the evening. And don’t even think about teaching tomorrow,” she said, pinning him with a fierce glare.

      He chuckled and held up his hands, inkstained at the tips. “Alright, I’ll take the day off.”

      “Good.” Kati nodded.

      She headed for the door, but paused before she opened it. “I’m still angry that you didn’t tell me,” she said, looking back at him. “And I don’t understand why you kept it secret. It hurts. But I don’t hate you. I can’t remember if I ever said I did, but just in case—I don’t, I never could. Be safe, okay?”

      The look he gave her was soft and so sad. “I’ll be safe if you will.”

      Kati nodded. “Deal.”

      She left before she could say anything else, like how relieved she was that he was okay, how terrified she’d been that his aunt would kill him, and how much she still loved him.

      Madam Hawkness stood when she saw Kati, giving her a questioning look. 

      “He’s awake,” Kati said, walking past her, Dolly trotting beside her with her nose in the air and a snooty look on her face. “You’re welcome.”

      She sped out of the room, down the tower, and didn’t stop until she threw herself on her bed. Her whole body shook, and Kati couldn’t let go of the sense that Lady LaVoire had set a target on Iain’s back.

      Possessing dreams was tame for her, but how long would it be before she did something bigger, something so much worse?

      How long before she made her real move and the whole country discovered she was back?
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      If you ask me, the world would be a hell of a lot safer if people’d stop going ‘round torturing and possessing each other. But what do I know? I’m only a gentry veteran. You kids go on, keep throwing black magic at each other, see how the world ends up.

      

  




Myfanwy Davies, Headteacher of Second Breath Academy 1867-1900
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      The next four weeks were fraught with worry and dread for Kati. She kept expecting another wraith to appear whenever she crossed a dark corridor on her own. Kept waiting for another attack from Lady LaVoire. She trained with Salazar on weekends—and some early mornings after classes—building her strength and speed with her wand, as well as learning basic self-defence in case she lost her wand in a fight. Salazar was a good tutor, even if he was distracting with his tall, tattooed body and his salacious mouth.

      So far, all they’d done was harmless flirting, but something was building between them. It would be forceful when it erupted.

      Kati didn’t speak to Alexandra Chen again, but she caught the woman glancing at her sometimes, as if wondering if Kati would corner her again. Or maybe she was just thinking about when they’d fought those wraiths together.

      Madam Hawkness put SBA on full alert, with Mrs Balham patrolling much more often than before, and the security measures seemed to have worked. No more wraiths were seen on academy grounds. Kati had been gifted a month of calm, uninterrupted education. She could hardly believe it.

      Death magic theory lessons were … difficult. Kati still ached over Iain’s lie, but she was starting to accept that their relationship hadn’t been an assignment. It hadn’t been supposed to happen; that much was obvious. Madam Hawkness didn’t approve, Kati could tell, and she made a point to avoid her in the hallways whenever she ran across the headteacher. And as for necromancy, they didn’t even have a replacement teacher yet. Miz Jardin had been teaching them what little bits she could in amongst their health and safety lessons, but it wasn’t much. Kati did learn a few new sigils for her glowing circle, though, and they’d supposedly stabilise the window for longer.

      She hadn’t attempted anything practical again. She daren’t after how disastrously it went last time. The necromancers in her year had taken one of two stands on the matter: Kati was a reckless idiot, or Kati was a superhero.

      She preferred the latter, naturally.

      “Rise,” Naia muttered under her breath, drawing her wand in an upward slash through the air even though she was supposed to be changing into her P.E. kit.

      Kati wiggled to get her tight yoga pants on—no way was she wearing shorts when they were going out onto the training field in February—and zipped a thick hoodie over her vest, half wishing she could go out rolled in a duvet, burrito style. She didn’t do well with the cold. At all.

      “You’ll be fine, Naia,” she said, tying her hair back and grabbing her water bottle. “You’ve practised it a hundred times.”

      “But if I get it wrong, I could fall to my death!” Naia’s brown eyes were wide and panicked behind her turquoise glasses. “I have a crippling fear of falling, Kati.”

      “We won’t let you fall,” Rahmi promised, squeezing Naia’s shoulder. Or using her as a counterbalance as she pulled on her trainers; it was hard to tell.

      “Even if you do fall,” Harley said from where she sat on the changing room bench in a khaki T-shirt and baggy shorts, her blonde hair flattened by her signature backwards baseball cap, “you can use that spell you cast in the tower, when you slowed your fall. That was awesome, by the way. I mean, I was petrified for my life and being possessed by a bustle-wearing maniac with a parasol, but I saw enough to know it was fucking cool.”

      Naia averted her eyes, but she was smiling.

      Kati elbowed her. “Just admit it, you’re a badass. You’ve got this.”

      Naia rolled her eyes.

      “Nope,” Kati declared, turning Naia by her shoulders until they were face to face. She got another eyeroll for her trouble, because Naia knew exactly what was coming. “Out loud, Clarke. It’s affirmation time. Say it.”

      Naia sighed, giving Kati an exasperated look even as she laughed. “I’ve got this. I’m a badass.”

      Kati squeezed her shoulders and let go, satisfied. “Yes, you are. Fastest runner in our year, plus you’ve won almost every competition in P.E., and you’ve got more information in that head of yours than a library.”

      “Alright, fine,” Naia relented, her eyes averted with embarrassment at the praise. “Maybe I’ll be okay with the levitation spell.”

      Rahmi beamed with pride. “Hold onto that confidence, Nai. It’s time to go out.”

      Kati’s stomach did a little flip. Time to go. She was finally going to play levby, a lifelong dream coming to fruition.

      The wraith attacks seemed very far away as Kati giddily made her way out of the changing room.
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      Mr Prise was in a foul mood when they arrived on the training field at the back of the academy, ringed by dense trees, with the academy at their backs and the silver lake sparkling in the moonlight just ahead. Like all ghosts, their teacher was transparent and blue-silver, although Kati could have sworn he was more corporeal than last term, as if being out under the moon made him stronger. His barking voice, too, seemed amplified as he yelled at them.

      It became clear pretty quickly why he was scowling and muttering: Sybil Esperanza had joined them and was aweing everyone by executing her patented leap-roll in the air. She pushed off the ground in a regular jump, but her gruff voice called out the levitation spell, buoying her higher. Twenty feet high, she did a forward roll in the air and let out a whoop of joy as she descended. It was one of the most difficult maneuvers in levby, and it was both daunting and awe-inspiring to watch from below.

      “I feel sick,” Naia breathed.

      Gull elbowed her lightly, giving her a teasing grin, his sandy hair wind-ruffled and his familiar Tony’s alarmingly similar hairstyle dancing too as he watched Naia with puppy eyes. “You’ll be fine. Have you ever not trounced an entire class at a subject?”

      “Yes,” Naia replied, swallowing as Sybil nose-dived for the ground. “This.”

      Gull squeezed her shoulder, but didn’t say anything else. For a split second, he looked serious and concerned, but then excitement split his face in a grin as Sybil landed and took a smug bow in the same movement. He rushed towards the Eternal with his mouth hanging open. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

      “Nope,” Sybil replied brusqely. “I plan to get through this whole lesson without any broken necks.”

      Gull pretended to pout.

      “Alright, kids,” Mr Prise boomed, as if determined to be louder than Sybil. For a ghost—and a militaristic P.E. instructor—he sure could be pissy. “Form a line! I want to see every one of you cast a levitation spell before I let any of you near a levby ball.”

      The class spread into a single file line, the twenty or so of them casting the spell when prompted and rising a few feet into the air. The problem was keeping your balance when you were up there; it involved a lot of readjusting your weight and constantly sensing the pull of gravity around you. Not to mention the wind.

      Naia did fine, as they’d all told her she would.

      Harley shot into the air higher than anyone else and landed perfectly, blushing at the cheers she received.

      Kati and Rahmi were around the middle of the pack; they didn’t fall like stuck-up Jacob Alders or pink-haired, brawny Mayhew—Kati still didn’t know the woman’s first name—but they weren’t amazing, either.

      Gull, however, leapt into the sky, cast the spell with a shout, and flew around in the air, pausing right above their heads to take a little bow before landing.

      “Show off,” Prise muttered sourly, his bulky arms crossed over his see-through chest. “You’ll be on the bench today, Mr Llewellyn.”

      “Aw, what? But there’s only twenty of us!”

      “Yes, well, I’ve just decided it’s nine-aside levby. Alders, you sit this one out, too. You’ll only end up injuring some else as well as yourself.”

      Still nursing a bruised arm and twisted ankle, Jacob Alders limped to the slight incline of grass and sank onto it. After a staring—well, scowling—match with Mr Prise, Gull stalked off, too. Prise was in top form; stubborn and glaring, refusing to be beaten. His form didn’t even flicker as he out-stared Gull and silently challenged the remaining students, an impressive feat.

      Marching up and down the line of students, Prise went over the rules of Levby one last time—the same as regular rugby, but with leaps and flight for as long as you were able to hold onto the spell—and begrudgingly split them into teams.

      Kati ended up with Rahmi and Naia as opponents, but at least she had Harley on her side. She was missing Gull, though—it would have been nice to have his boundless energy and cheer.

      Kati got the hang of balancing the more she leapt and sprinted for the ball, and she found that all the training she’d done with Salazar had made her fitter. She didn’t tire as quickly as she had playing rugby and football in the past, and she even managed to dive and twist in the air to evade Rahmi, who was the most competitive person in documented existence.

      She scored, and a sense of pride and rightness swelled inside Kati. This felt good. Damn good. It was a relief; she’d been dreaming of playing levby for as long as she could remember.

      She stayed on the ground for a few minutes, assessing the ebb and flow of the game, watching how the other team moved, and once she’d got a good feel for it, she kicked off, shouted, “Lift!” and rose straight up through the air, snatching the ball right out of Rahmi’s hands. With a grin, she rolled out of the way and evaded the tackle her friend had intended for her, rushing down towards the goal line—glowing bright green with Sybil’s magic.

      You should be aware, an unfamiliar, droning voice said inside her mind, there are wraiths making their way towards your levby game. They look hungry, it added uneasily. 

      It was a male voice, but nobody Kati recognised. And they sounded older than her and the other students. A teacher maybe?

      Kati scored the try, and then whipped her head around, searching the floodlit training field for who’d spoken. A member of Rahmi’s team swooped in and tackled the ball from Kati; she only just managed to land without breaking her ankle.

      Who are you? She demanded.

      You tell me, he replied. 

      Kati growled, her breath racing as she frantically glanced around her. Don’t play games with me, whoever the fuck you are. Where are the wraiths? 

      She scanned the trees and valley around this side of the academy, not seeing anything amiss. But then again, it was night, and outside the floodlights erected around the academy, anything could be hiding in the darkness.

      They’ll come out near the lake. You could thank me, you know. For warning you.

      Yeah, whatever, Kati replied absently, sprinting hard off the pitch toward Sybil and Prise. Thanks.

      “Don’t ask me how I know this,” she said breathlessly, desperately hoping the two teachers believed her. “But I think there are soulwraiths on academy grounds. Coming from over there.” She pointed towards the edge of the lake, her hand shaking. She remembered how it had felt the last time she’d faced a wraith, couldn’t forget the shivery fear, the certainty that her magic couldn’t hold it back.

      Sybil frowned. “They shouldn’t be able to—”

      “Yeah, well it wouldn’t be the first time,” Kati snapped, too worked up and afraid to be respectful to the teacher. “Someone should go check. Right now.”

      “Listen here, Miss Wilson,” Mr Prise began, a dark scowl on his face. “You’re a student, you have no right talking to us—” But then his head snapped up and he seemed to go very pale and very incorporeal. Faintly, he said, “You’re right.”

      He shook his head, straightened his shoulders, and grew more solid, seemingly at will. Ghosts were weird, Kati decided, but she had bigger things to be unsettled by. “Everyone inside!” he boomed, startling the levby players into inactivity. “Game’s over! Everyone down on the ground and inside! I’m not messing around—now!”

      “I’ll go get Mrs Balham,” Sybil said, casting worried glances towards the lake.

      “What’s going on?” Gull asked, running over. “There’s still twenty minutes left of the match.”

      “Not now there isn’t,” Mr Prise snapped. “In, in, all of you. Hurry up, get moving.”

      He sounded very much like a drill sergeant. Kati made come on! gestures at her friends and the group of them ran up the grassy incline and into the academy.

      “What’s happening?” Rahmi asked, craning her neck to see back out the door they’d entered through. “Is something wrong?”

      “Wraiths,” Kati said quietly. “And it gets better. I’ll tell you back at the dorm.”

      “I’m coming, too,” Gull announced, pitching his voice low. “Harl can show me where it is.”

      Harley nodded, her face pale. “Is it ghosts?” she whispered.

      “No.” Kati squeezed her arm. “No, not this time.”

      “Soulwraiths,” Naia breathed, giving Kati an alarmed look. “Tell me it’s not wraiths.”

      “Let’s just get changed,” Kati said evasively, and marched them to the changing room.
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      No wonder Harley fit right in amongst them; she was as good at collecting little lost lambs as Kati, Rahmi, and Naia were. When the three of them got back to their dorm, not only were Harley and Gull there, but so were Marigold, Hannah Willowswift, and Alexandra Chen.

      “Oh good,” Kati said under her breath. “A whole rabble.”

      “Sorry,” Harley said, rushing over, her eyes dark with apology. “They overheard me and Gull talking, you know how loud he can be.”

      Kati snorted. “No explanation needed.”

      Harley sagged in relief, giving Kati a wide grin and a friendly shoulder punch. “Ready to enlighten us on what happened?”

      “With this lot here?” Kati made a face. “Everyone’s about to think I’m losing my mind.”

      “More than we already do?” Gull teased, eavesdropping as Rahmi closed the green door behind them. 

      “Prick,” Kati growled good-naturedly, and elbowed him as she walked past.

      He gasped, faking injury. “You know, I’m starting to think you have a crush on me, Kati Wilson.”

      Kati barked a laugh. “I’m not stupid enough to think I could compare with your one true love: yourself.”

      Gull fluttered a hand at his chest, pretending to swoon against the sofa back. “You’re right. I’m head over heels for myself. I’m just so big and strong and handsome—”

      Kati didn’t miss Naia’s quiet laugh, or the way Gull noticed her smile and played up the dramatics, falling backwards onto the sofa as if dizzy with self-love. One day, Kati would lock them in a closet together. Well. Maybe not a closet. It was still too soon after the Venom Chamber incident for her to be okay with that. But a locking spell on a classroom door would be just as effective…

      “Don’t even think about it,” Rahmi warned with a knowing smile.

      Kati raised her eyebrows. “Moi? Thinking of doing something? Never.”

      Rahmi only smirked, going over to the huddle of friends and vague acquaintances in their kitchen area. “Alright, who wants tea?”

      “Got any cider?” Gull asked, his head popping up from the sofa.

      “You’re hyper enough, Gull,” Harley cut in, shaking her blonde head in amusement. “And you want to add cider into the mix?”

      He pouted. “Spoilsport.”

      She flicked his forehead on the way to the kitchen. Hard. “Dumbass.”

      “Aw,” Kati said quietly to Naia. “Their friendship is so cute.”

      “Yeah,” Naia agreed unconvincingly. She twisted her hands into the hem of her SBA jumper, staring at the wall rather than making eye contact.

      “If you want him,” Kati whispered, “tell him. Go get him.”

      Naia shook her head hard. She left Kati and launched into a discussion of their last history class with Marigold, clearly avoiding the subject of Gull Llewellyn. Kati frowned, but she wouldn’t push the issue. She could be a good, patient, non-interfering friend. She could.

      “Are you gonna tell us what happened, or what? I’m bored of waiting,” Alexandra demanded, her eyes fixed on Kati as she prowled over from the kitchen.

      “Poor little rich girl,” Kati muttered under her breath, slinging her bag onto the nearest chair and ignoring her. “Life must be so hard when people don’t do what you tell them to exactly when you tell them to.”

      “Yes,” Alexandra replied, much closer than Kati expected. 

      Kati jumped, spinning around, and found Chen’s fierce brown eyes pinning her to the spot. Her heart thudded, though Kati wasn’t sure it was with fear. 

      “It is,” Alexandra continued, her attention fixed entirely on Kati. “So tell me what happened.”

      Kati smirked, even as her stomach squirmed. “On one condition,” she agreed, leaning even closer to get in Alexandra’s face. Something about the woman just made Kati confrontational.

      Chen’s eyes darkened, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Fine. What?”

      “Ask nicely,” Kati replied with a saccharine smile. “Say please.”

      Alexandra’s expression darkened, though she didn’t storm off or laugh in Kati’s face as she’d expected her to.

      “C’mon, it’s not that difficult,” Kati teased, enjoying the way Alexandra’s eyes narrowed. “Just one little syllable. You can do it; I believe in you.”

      Alexandra’s jaw clenched, her chest rising and falling quickly. “Sarcasm is unbecoming.”

      “Well, lucky me, I don’t live in an era of having to worry about what’s becoming or not.”

      Alexandra raised to her full height, so close to Kati that their noses almost touched. “You’re such a bitch,” she breathed. It sounded like a challenge, like a compliment, in her low velvet tone. Kati went hot all over.

      “Yup,” Kati agreed, her heart beating hard. “So are you.”

      Alexandra shrugged, conceding the point. She seemed to struggle with something, her nostrils flaring, and then she grated out, “Please.”

      Kati pretended to gasp. “You can say it.” She paused for dramatic purposes, scanning Alexandra’s lithe body. Bad idea. Bad, bad idea. Now Kati was picturing her worst enemy arching beneath her, beautifully naked, her head thrown back. “And look at that, you didn’t turn to stone.”

      Alexandra made a sound of disgust, her lip curled in a sneer as she shoved past Kati. “Don’t know why I bothered.”

      Kati recovered her wits, shaking the image free, and said quietly, “A psychic voice warned me there were wraiths coming from the lake. That’s how I knew they were there.” 

      Alexandra paused, turning back around, her brow furrowed as she assessed Kati’s expression. Gull who was nearby, shamelessly listening, gave her a startled look at her confession. Kati scowled until he studiously glanced away. “I warned Prise and Sybil what the voice said, they cleared the field, and that’s the end of the story.”

      Alexandra’s mouth thinned. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Kati confirmed.

      “You made it seem bigger.”

      “Bigger than wraiths getting onto SBA grounds again and me hearing voices in my head?” Kati laughed shakily, more than a little off kilter from the … tension between them. She wanted to know where the fuck it had come from, and she also wanted to know what Alexandra Chen tasted like, and that was a problem. Big problem. She’d tried to kill Kati, had made her life hell last term. But she’s not as bad this term, a quiet vice pointed out. Kati ignored it, trying to seem composed and normal as she said, “First sign of madness, right? Hearing voices.”

      Rude, Dolly muttered, slinking off to Kati’s bedroom. And why are there people here, Kati? You know I don’t like people unless it’s Prince Charming. I barely tolerate you.

      Kati didn’t let her expression change even as pain ruptured something inside her, and she didn’t bother replying to Dolly, whose adoration of Iain had not dipped one bit. She’d growled at him a few times, but she was still one hundred percent in love with/in awe of him at all times.

      “Madness or a familiar,” Alexandra agreed with a shrug of her slim shoulders. “But you’ve already got one, so you’re right, you must be losing it.”

      Kati crossed her arms over her chest, her mouth thinning. “You know, you’re not very nice sometimes.”

      Alexandra loomed closer, her smile snide. The tension returned with a fury and Kati caught her breath, her clit throbbing. Soulsdammit. “You know, you’re not very nice, either,” she replied, her eyes dark as they dropped to Kati’s mouth.

      Kati glared, her tongue darting out to moisten her bottom lip.

      Alexandra smirked as she drew back. “You want me,” she said, in that smug, entitled way of hers that made Kati want to hex her so badly.

      “Dead?” Kati bluffed. “Yeah. Haven’t made a secret of that. Gull, whatever’s about to come out of your mouth, I’d advise you to not.”

      Gull saluted. “Roger that, ma’am.”

      Alexandra snorted, a flash of genuine amusement and warmth in her expression. She really was attractive, Kati noted with major annoyance.

      “I think,” Kati said slowly, an eyebrow raised in judgement, “you’re the one who wants me, Chen. You’re standing awfully close to me. And you keep looking at my lips.”

      Alexandra’s gaze had indeed drifted back to Kati’s mouth, but she scoffed and moved away. “In your dreams, Wilson.”

      Kati just smirked. Her heart beat hard and fast, adrenaline pumping through her veins as Alexandra retreated, glaring. 

      Well. 

      That was educational.

      “Was it really wraiths?” Marigold asked, her face pale.

      “Yes,” Kati confirmed, shaking off the residual sexual tension as she joined her friends by the kitchen. “It really was wraiths.”
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      Somehow, Kati’s account of what she’d seen—or rather heard via the psychic voice—turned into an amateur lesson on casting the lunar storm spell, with Kati, Harley, and Alexandra teaching the others. She was just praising Naia on a perfect spell when a knock came from the main door.

      The eight of them looked at each other, Hannah Willowswift going pale at the likelihood that she’d get into more trouble—although as far as Kati knew, there was no rule against hosting a homework club in their dorms. Kati shrugged, and since she was the closest, she went to answer it.

      “Miz Jardin?” Kati asked with a frown.

      Miz Jardin gave her a sunny smile, her round face flushed and friendly beneath a floof of candyfloss-pink hair. Ever since Kati had saved her wife from an attack—one of ghost-possessed Harley’s victims—Kati had been one of Miz Jardin’s favourite people. She could do no wrong in the woman’s eyes. “Would you be a dear and give a statement to Mrs Balham? She’s gathering information about—” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “The wraiths on academy grounds.”

      “Right,” Kati said, nodding seriously, her expression innocent as if she hadn’t told everyone in the dorm behind her about the wraiths. Shit, it was meant to be secret? “Back in a bit,” Kati said, giving the friends in her kitchen a little wave as she shut the door behind herself.

      “Do you know how they’re getting through?” Kati asked Miz Jardin as they made their way down the hallway past catgoyles and tapestries, towards Mrs Balham’s office, right beside the potions and poisons classroom. “Is there a way to block them out?”

      “That’s the tricky thing,” Miz Jardin replied, knitting her hands together. The beads on her tea dress made a sound like rainfall as they walked, passing the dining hall where cutlery clinked and plates rattled. “They shouldn’t be able to pass the gates. The keys we all have…” She pulled out her own moonstone key, hers identical to Kati’s, though the edges were worn smoother. “They keep out anyone who isn’t meant to be here. Anyone—or anything—with a soul is blocked if they don’t have a key. They aren’t even able to find SBA, let alone enter. Soulwraiths may not have a body, but they’re souls in their purest form; the magic should keep them out.”

      “Do you think someone’s changed it? The magic in the ward?” Kati bit her lip, half wishing she’d woken Dolly to come with her. Snarky bitch though she may be, her presence made Kati feel safer.

      “No,” Miz Jardin replied, shaking her head as they crossed the lobby, diamond-refracted moonlight making them both sparkle. “That’s the odd thing. Mrs Balham checked it right after she dealt with the wraiths. The shield hasn’t been tampered with at all.”

      Kati’s brow wrinkled. “Then it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Exactly. It’s a mystery. Here we are then.” Miz Jardin gave Kati a reassuring smile and rapped on the door to Mrs Balham’s office.

      “Come in,” the stern woman barked, and Kati took a deep breath and entered.

      It was a surprisingly normal office for a woman so severe, dressed head to toe in heavy leather, her face sharp and her cropped blonde hair streaked with red.

      “You wanted a statement from me?” Kati asked awkwardly, closing the door behind herself and taking a seat before Balham’s desk. 

      The teacher and SBA guard was scrawling something on a tablet with a touchscreen pen but she nodded in response to Kati’s question. “Write down everything that happened; everything you heard, saw, smelled, any detail you can remember.”

      Without looking up, she pushed a pad of paper across the desk, and with a shrug, Kati scribbled everything she knew. “It’s not much,” she said. “I didn’t even see the wraith. There was just this voice in my head, a warning, and I told Mr Prise and Sybil what he said.”

      “He?” Balham looked up, her expression intent. “Any idea who it was?”

      Kati shrugged, her hands twisting in her lap. “I wish I knew. The last time I heard a weird voice, it was Dolly, my familiar.”

      “I doubt it’s a second one. Only the most exceptionally powerful have more than one familiar.”

      Kati nodded. “Exactly.”

      Mrs Balham set aside her tablet, scanning Kati’s report with a frown. “Do you know how to ward your mind?”

      “Yeah.” She’d read a bunch of books on the subject back when she thought Dolly was a threat to her. “You think it’s someone dangerous?”

      “Never rule anything out,” Balham replied, a ring of command to her voice. “Even the most unlikely possibilities could be true.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Kati said, starting to get up now that her job here was done.

      “There’s one more thing,” Balham said, her voice hardening, and Kati sat back down with a sigh. “Three wraiths got onto academy grounds.”

      “Shit,” Kati swore, her eyes flying wide. “Last time there was only one.”

      “Yes,” Balham agreed, her eyes sharp and her mouth thinning. “That wraith sought you out, too.”

      Kati sat back, her chest tightening. “What do you mean too?”

      “That’s what I wanted to ask you.” Balham linked her hands together on the desk and leaned forward, intent on Kati. “This time, we got a chatty soulwraith. It happens; as I’m sure you know, wraiths retain some of their personality unlike demons.” Like the gum-popping blonde teenager Kati had faced off with. “It turns out,” she went on, “these three were sent to capture you.”

      Kati’s mind took a moment to process this. Even when the words computed, they made little sense. “Three wraiths,” she repeated, “were sent … to capture me? Me?”

      “Yes.”

      Kati’s stomach twisted into a knot. She definitely should have brought Dolly with her. “Why?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know, too.” Balham frowned at Kati’s report.

      “Shit,” Kati breathed, “the other one, the wraith in the corridor. I didn’t happen upon it by accident, did I? It was following me … hunting me.”

      “It seems that way, yes.”

      Kati sat there for a moment, staring into space, reeling. “I don’t understand.”

      Balham sighed, her expression softening. “I was hoping you’d shed some light on this, if I’m being honest. Can you think of any reason why a horde of wraiths would be hunting you?”

      Kati wanted to pull her feet onto the chair and hug her knees to her chest. “I can think of a few, yeah. How about my brother’s on the run for ritual murder, and fuck knows who he’s got himself involved with? Or the ghosts who nearly killed me last term mentioned a mistress. Or how about the supposedly-dead dark lady come back to life?”

      Balham stood abruptly, and Kati thought for an irrational moment that when she opened a drawer in the dresser behind her, that she’d pull out handcuffs and haul Kati off to Crestfall Prison. But instead Mrs Balham withdrew a crystal decanter, and poured a small glass of opalescent liquid, sliding it across the cluttered desk to Kati.

      “Should I be worried or impressed that you keep mass quantities of calming tonic?” Kati joked, downing the liquid without questioning being given it. It tasted like sugar paper, somehow both too sweet and tasteless all at once.

      Balham chuckled, her laugh low and smoky. “Should I be worried that you so easily recognise a calming tonic?”

      “You could always award me an extra mark on my final exam for it,” Kati tried, exhaling a sigh as the tonic did its work and stress faded from her, leaving her lax and better able to draw a full breath.

      Balham snorted.

      “Worth a shot,” Kati muttered with a shrug. “So to recap, there’s an army of wraiths who want me kidnapped.”

      “Correct.”

      Kati nodded, still feeling a bit sick. “Wraiths don’t usually … coordinate like that, do they?”

      “No,” Balham agreed.

      “So if they’re trying to abduct me … where do they plan to take me?”

      “And who do they plan to deliver you to?” Balham added, her eyes sharp.

      “This is not a very comforting conversation,” Kati laughed weakly. She was still feeling the calming effects of the tonic, but it hadn’t alleviated all her anxiety.

      Balham sighed. “We’ll keep you safe, don’t worry about that.” How, when the wraiths were able to get through the wards and roam SBA as they wished? “Thank you for your statement.”

      Kati shrugged as she stood, her stomach sloshing with nausea. “No problem. Will you tell me if you find out anything about the wraiths?”

      Balham paused, contemplating. “Alright, then. Resume your extra classes with Mrs Grant so she can teach you more advanced protective spells.”

      Kati groaned, dragging a hand down her face. “Sure, I’ll just find time to do that as well as all my extra work.”

      Balham gave Kati a stern look, transforming back into the badass who was not to be fucked with.

      “Extra lessons,” Kati agreed. “Got it.”

      “And keep up your training with Joshua Salazar,” Balham added when Kati reached the threshold, her hand on the door handle.

      “How do you know about that?”

      Balham raised an eyebrow. “I’m the guard of this academy; do you think there’s anything that happens here that I don’t hear about?”

      Translation: I know everything you’ve ever done.

      Further translation: I know about you and Iain Worth.

      “Is there anyone who doesn’t know?” Kati groaned, debating banging her head against the door.

      “Nope.” Balham picked up her tablet again. “Have a good night, Kati.”

      Kati shut the door behind her with a wince.

      So the entire faculty knew about the supposed-to-be-secret relationship she’d had with Iain. 

      Perfect. 

      Kati could have gone back to her dorm, but she needed to bleed off all this excess energy, and reinforcing her self-defence skills wouldn’t go a miss, either. She headed for the archway of steps down to the training arena.
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      “Shortcake,” Salazar said with a grin when he saw her, despite the fact he was in the midst of an explosive magical battle in the sunken arena.

      Kati rolled her eyes, taking a seat on the coliseum-style steps. “If you get hexed to death, don’t blame me.”

      His opponent—the woman with the staff and blonde ponytail he’d fought the last time she’d seen him in the arena—snorted. Salazar flicked his wand at her, and a torrent of silver magic shot out of his wand and wrapped around her. But it didn’t hold her for long; Blondie slashed at the net and wherever the tip of her staff touched it, it parted like scissors through cloth. She must have had her wand in that thing somehow. It was the only explanation.

      “Still better than you, even when I’m distracted, Lilac,” Salazar taunted her.

      She rolled her eyes, dancing back a step. “In your dreams, Salazar.”

      Kati smirked and sat back, resting her elbows on the stone step behind her in a way that made her shirt pull tight over her chest, the V neck exposing more than a bit of cleavage. She couldn’t explain why she enjoyed provoking Salazar and taunting him so much, but she did.

      Salazar glanced over at her, a brief look that lingered, scorching hot, and Lilac swept her staff and sent him flying onto his ass.

      The handful of spectators in the stands around Kati gasped. Guess Salazar had never been beaten before. Whoops?

      Tattooed, ripped-as-hell bad boy Joshua Salazar, defeated by a low-cut top. Kati snorted.

      “It’s still twenty-six to one,” he said, playfully shoving Lilac after she’d helped him up. The expression on her face could only be described as gloating. Lilac whooped and twirled her staff in an elaborate, showy arc and then jogged over to Kati. Before she could react, Lilac had grabbed her cheeks and kissed her full on the mouth, a loud, smacking kiss.

      “I’ve been trying to get him on his arse for four months,” Lilac said, grinning from ear to ear as she stood back. “Your cleavage is my superhero.”

      Kati grinned, leaning further back to flash some more chest and enjoying the way Salazar’s eyes darkened. “Thanks. Kati Wilson.” She gestured at herself, and braced instinctually for the revulsion and recoil.

      But Lilac just nodded in greeting, her face still smug, and replied, “Aliona Lilac.”

      “It’s still twenty-six to one,” Salazar repeated, his arms crossed over his chest. “And I’m starting to think you’re my unlucky charm, Shortcake.”

      Kati shrugged, her mouth curled up. “Just your Kryptonite.”

      Aliona cackled, slapping Salazar on the shoulder. “Oh, I love her.”

      Kati laughed, but she couldn’t stop her cheeks going pink. She wasn’t used to strangers accepting her instantly, especially not when they knew her name. Maybe Aliona didn’t read the Skull and Cross Bones? Or maybe, like Rahmi, she just didn’t give a shit what the press said about Kati and her family.

      Salazar shrugged, his biceps straining the black T-shirt he wore. “Yeah, she’s not all bad.”

      Aliona glanced between them, smirking.

      “Enough of that,” Kati muttered, raising an eyebrow.

      Aliona laughed and twirled her staff, Kati assumed just for the hell of it. She kinda wanted a staff of her own. “I’m gonna go shower. Have fun, Salazar,” she purred, waggling her eyebrows.

      “I don’t doubt I will,” he replied wryly, sinking onto the step beside Kati and letting out a groan. The spectators who’d gathered to watch the fight had filtered out when the sparring ended, leaving them alone in the sunken arena.

      “Did you fall hard?” Kati asked innocently.

      His emerald eyes narrowed in a glare, and Kati’s heart skipped. It was dangerous, how much she liked the glint of darkness in him. “You sabotaged me.”

      Kati snorted, inhaling a full breath so her chest puffed out, her top slipping down a teeny tiny bit. He was transfixed, his green eyes dark as they flitted to her lips. “You sabotaged yourself,” she replied, pretending she wasn’t super turned on. “All I did was lean back a little.”

      “You’re lethal, Shortcake.”

      Kati smirked, loving the sound of that.

      “And careful,” Salazar added, tugging out the hair band holding his black hair from his face and running his fingers through it. Holy shit, he was the lethal one. Heat gathered between Kati’s thighs, a sharp throb going through her clit. “I might be tempted to think you’re flirting.”

      “Damn, you’re slow on the uptake,” Kati replied, gazing around the arena as she flushed deeper. Her body was going to overheat if he kept looking at her like that. “I’ve been doing that for ages.”

      Salazar peered at her, his head cocked to the side and black hair spilling over his shoulder. “It’s harmless flirting, though.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “What about your ex?”

      Kati‘s gaze snapped to his, narrowing dangerously. “What?”

      “When you turned up that first day we trained, you seemed … upset. Pissed off, but upset too. I figured it was heartbreak.”

      Kati glared, dragging her attention from him and towards the figures just visible through the archway to the gym, the machinery they used rattling with each rep. She nodded once, a jerky slash. The only answer he was getting.

      “Am I your rebound?” Salazar asked, nudging her shoulder with his.

      “Since we haven’t even kissed, let alone slept together, I’m gonna say no,” Kati drawled.

      Salazar grinned; she could see it out of the corner of her eye. He slid a little closer on the bench seat. “I can rectify that.”

      Kati shot him a dark look, though she was surprised. He was always doing that, being unpredictable. And the offer he presented … fire rushed through her body at the picture it painted. He’d be dominant, she knew that without a doubt. To be pinned beneath him, filled with him as he fucked her hard and rough, one hundred percent in control, maybe even giving her a command or two … shit, Kati wanted it. Badly.

      Her breathing sped, but luckily he didn’t seem to notice.

      “You’re a firecracker, Shortcake.”

      “Call me that one more time, Joshua—”

      “And I like how fierce you are,” he went on, ignoring her, his chiseled, handsome face lit with amusement. But she watched desire swirl his irises into a darker green, his stare sharpening as he read the same want in her face. “I like a lot of things about you, actually.”

      Kati forced herself not to glance away as she said, “Likewise. But I’m still—pretty in love with him.”

      “I’m not looking for commitment,” Salazar replied, sliding a hand slowly—so slowly—from her knee up her thigh. Kati’s body broke out in cool shivers, somehow at the same time as she heated all over. She shivered hard, so tense that she was either going to jump his bones right here and now or do a runner. “If you want to take advantage of all this chemistry between us, I’m fine with that,” he said, his voice dropping low and his eyes fixed on her mouth as she bit her bottom lip. “No strings attached.”

      Kati’s mouth filled with saliva. Souls, what he was offering was perfect. It was exactly what she needed to banish the painful ache in her chest as well as her worries about the wraiths, Theo, and Lady LaVoire. She didn’t think twice. She needed this, and she wanted him.

      She’d barely nodded before his hand slid to her waist, goosebumps dancing across her skin as he lifted her easily until she straddled him. His mouth came down on hers and she locked her hands behind his neck, pressing close enough for her to feel the shape of his hard cock through his dark jeans.

      The little shivers tripping down her spine turned to a full-body shudder as she groaned, kissing him hard and forcefully. Like in their sparring, he met everything she gave him with equal ferocity, matching her passion and need, his fingers pressing into her hips hard enough to make her gasp.

      Kati lost control of her body, kissing him like a woman possessed as his fingers slid into her hair, holding on tightly as he took control of the kiss, sucking her tongue until she was dripping, her hips moving in desperate circles against his erection, little sparks jolting her with the friction on her swollen clit.

      “Fuck, Kati,” Salazar groaned as they broke away, gasping, and Kati came out of the haze of need so suddenly that she flinched.

      “We shouldn’t,” she said huskily, climbing off his lap and straightening her top, flattening her hair. “Not here.”

      Not in an arena with people all around them, just above the sunken arena.

      Salazar snorted—but then his expression changed, his gaze caught on something behind her shoulder. He tensed all over. “Your mystery man,” he said slowly, carefully, running a hand down his hair. “He wouldn’t happen to be a member of staff, would he?”

      Kati’s stomach plummeted. 

      How would he know…? Oh souls, please no—

      She felt sick as her head whipped around to see the opposite side of the arena, a shadowed figure vanishing up the staircase. “He saw us?” she breathed, her heart crashing. Any heat that had filled her turned to ice.

      She and Iain weren’t together anymore, but … she didn’t want what they had to be over. And she knew he didn’t, either. She was just still hurt. And she didn’t want to fight the chemistry between her and Salazar.

      She scrambled to her feet, rushing up the coliseum steps before she paused, glancing back at Salazar. “Sorry,” she said, and swallowing her nerves, added, “Let’s do this again sometime.”

      The grin he gave her was swift and fierce. “Yes, let’s.”

      Kati turned and legged it up the stone steps and then sprinted across the mats spread out on the platform at the top, heading for the stairs to the ground floor. 

      The gloomy staircase swallowed her as Kati pushed herself faster than ever before, her breath tight in her lungs and a stitch pulling at her side.

      When she spilled out at the top, she was relieved to see Iain’s retreating back, halfway down the hallway.

      “Mr Worth,” she shouted, not using his first name since there were students milling around. She ignored their stares as she rushed after Iain. He stopped on the edge of the lobby, turning slowly. “I need to talk to you,” she said breathlessly, her lungs killing. “About a spell.”

      His expression was guarded, but he sighed. Quietly, not meeting her eyes, he said, “You don’t owe me an explanation or apology.”

      “Good,” Kati replied, jerking her chin so he followed her towards the library, “because I’m not going to give you one.”

      They were broken up; she hadn’t betrayed his trust by kissing Salazar. But still. She wanted to make sure he was okay, and she hated the idea of hurting him. Even if he had hurt her first.

      She smiled at Veesa who was busy reshelving a stack of books and led Iain to their table, enclosed in a little nook and shielded from view by the stacks. Kati sat down and waited expectantly for Iain to do the same.

      He did so with a sigh, his face still shuttered as he put his bag on the table between them like a shield.

      “How are you sleeping?” she asked, because she was a total coward and bringing up her kiss with Salazar made her stomach knot.

      “Fine,” he replied, giving her a look that asked what she was doing here, why she’d demanded that he follow. She didn’t know, not fully. Just … the idea of losing him made her feel sick.

      “No more dreams?” she pressed.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Iain,” she breathed, close to pleading, but he shook his head, gazing at the bookshelves.

      “It’s not my business who you kiss. We’re over, aren’t we?”

      Kati’s shoulders curled inward. “Yeah,” she admitted, but she didn’t want that. She’d … she’d had enough time to come to terms with his secret, she realised. She’d had enough time to forgive him. 

      “Then we’re done with this conversation,” he said, standing.

      “Iain, please let me talk.” She caught his ink-smudged sleeve, but he tore it from her grip. 

      “It’s probably for the best if we stay professional.”

      No. Nonono. This wasn’t how they were supposed to end. “But … but you were my friend first. Before anything romantic. You’re my friend.” She hated how small her voice came out. “We can’t just be nothing.”

      “We’re not nothing,” he replied softly. “I’m your teacher; you’re my student.”

      He wouldn’t meet her eyes; he collected his bag and made to leave.

      “I love you,” Kati said pathetically.

      Iain’s shoulders slumped but he didn’t turn to face her. “You really shouldn’t.”

      A sob caught the back of her throat as he walked away. So that was it? They were over for good? She’d thought … she’d thought they’d have some time apart but they’d get back together. They worked. They fit together. And even though she was drawn to Salazar—and if she was being honest, Alexandra too—she thought they’d figure things out.

      That dream went up in flames.

      Kati covered her face with her hands and cried for a long while.

      A solid thunk on the table made her look up, and she groaned at Veesa when she saw what the librarian had put in front of her. A big bar of Cadbury’s chocolate and a book entitled HOW TO MEND A BROKEN HEART.

      “Does everyone know?” she asked miserably.

      Veesa just gave her a one-armed hug, her floral perfume reminding Kati achingly of her mum, and said, “The library told me you needed these.”

      “Thanks,” Kati rasped, and wasn’t sure if she meant the words for Veesa or the creepy sentient library.
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      Again, Kati could have sworn she heard a dragging sound follow her back to her dorm, but she scanned the corridor, her wand high, and didn’t see anyone. No students playing pranks. No wraiths.

      Kati shook her head at herself. She wasn’t that surprised she was jumpy, after everything that had happened last term. And hell, after this term. 

      “I’m not doing it,” a sniffling voice said, and Kati slowed her pace at that sound of distress. “I can’t. I’m sorry, I thought I could, but I just … I can’t. They’re my friends.”

      Kati frowned. Does that sound like Marigold to you? She asked Dolly.

      Yep, Dolly confirmed. And she doesn’t sound happy.

      Kati threw her shoulders back, getting out her wand and preparing to hex whoever had made her friend cry, but she stumbled back and hid behind a suit of armour when she saw that Marigold was arguing with Mr Prise.

      Oh, Kati thought, relaxing. He was just probably trying to get her to join the SBA levby team—they were one player short of a full team. And Marigold wasn’t exactly known for her love of sport.

      Kati crept past the end of the corridor and took the long way back to her dorm, making a mental note to check in on Marigold tomorrow evening at breakfast.

      Um, Dolly said. Kati?

      Kati paused, not liking the tone of her familiar’s voice at all. She sounded scared. What is it?

      There’s a snake looking at me like I’m dinner.

      What?

      Kati spun and picked Dolly up, cradling her familiar to her chest. Shit, she was right, there was a giant snake slithering along the floor towards them, still a few feet away but close enough to be dangerous. A low scraping sound followed it.

      “Stay back,” Kati warned the snake.

      Stay back yourself, a male voice drawled in Kati’s head, and she blinked.

      Huh.

      You’re the one who warned me about the wraiths, she said, momentarily dumbstruck.

      I’m delighted you remember me.

      Who are you?

      Kit-Kat, Dolly said before the boa constrictor could reply. I can hear him. There’s only one reason I’d be able to hear him.

      I’m your familiar, the snake said dryly. A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I have been trying to communicate, but you’ve been shutting me out and ignoring me.

      The dragging sound that had stalked her … it had been him. Her familiar. 

      Well, then.

      “Okay, who the fuck thought it was a good idea to give me two familiars,” she asked out loud, overcome with shock. “I’m not all-powerful, why would I need two?”

      But she thought of how easily she cast spells, how naturally magic came to her and how her spells were so much stronger than her peers’.

      Exactly, the snake drawled. He did a lot of drawling, Kati noticed. And it’s not two, it’s three.

      Beg pardon, Kati replied, a laugh bubbling in the back of her throat. Was this hysteria? Maybe she’d been right and hearing his voice had been a sign of madness.

      You don’t have two familiars, you have three. And if you’re going to be strong enough to stand up and fight that puppet-wielding maniac, you’re going to need all of us.

      Kati shook her head, the shock clearing. I’m not standing up to Lady LaVoire. Are you mad?

      Quite possibly, he replied. He sounded a lot like a Victorian gent. He was just missing the pocket watch and waistcoat. Oh, and the human body.

      Do you need a name? Kati asked.

      If you’d be gracious enough to bestow one upon me, the snake replied.

      Insufferable toff, Dolly muttered.

      Kati flicked her nose. Alright, she said to the boa constrictor, this little shit’s called Dolly, so sticking with the theme of musicians, I’m gonna call you … Freddie. 

      Freddie hissed, but Kati couldn’t tell if he was offended or pleased until he said, you honour me.

      You’re welcome. It was a toss up between Freddie and Bowie.

      Both, Freddie replied instantly, I would like to be Freddie Bowie.

      Freddie Bowie it is, then. Kati grinned. She kind of liked him, even if he was a bit stuffy. Sorry for ignoring you all this time, I didn’t mean to, she said as she resumed walking towards her dorm, wondering if any of the girls had a snake phobia.

      That question was answered when she closed the dorm door behind herself and Gull leapt onto the sofa with a high scream. The others didn’t react with the same pitch or volume.

      “Don’t worry,” Kati said reassuringly, even as she smirked at him casting a shield spell, “he won’t bite. He’s my familiar. Everyone, meet Freddie.”

      Gull climbed up onto the sofa back and refused to come down.
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      Rahmi didn’t love snakes but she didn’t have a phobia; Naia was indifferent; and Harley just made kissy faces and cooing noises at Freddie, so all in all, it worked out okay. Gull might be spending less time in their dorm, but that was no bad thing; maybe they’d be able to keep a pint of milk in their mini fridge for longer than two hours now. That man consumed everything and anything within a half mile radius.

      Kati smirked as she climbed into bed a few hours later, although it was quickly devoured by a yawn.

      I am tragically in love with a woman I cannot have, Freddie Bowie lamented, slithering over to the floor lamp and curling around its base.

      Kati snorted. You’ll get over it.

      Like you’re getting over Iain Worth? Freddie drawled.

      Kati tried to glare but she couldn’t hold onto the anger, pain piercing her chest and cutting right through it. Fuck, the shut-down look on Iain’s face earlier, those things he’d said and the flat tone of his voice, as if he felt nothing for Kati anymore…

      It’s probably for the best if we stay professional…

      I’m sorry, Freddie said regretfully, peering at her from where he’d curled around the lamp base, that was unfair of me. If it makes you feel better, I could eat him.

      Kati blinked, pausing in the process of setting an alarm on her phone. Eat him?

      Yes. Then he wouldn’t be able to cause you pain. I prefer mice and birds—much easier to digest—but I would attempt a larger prey if it would ease your suffering.

      He sounded one hundred percent genuine. And it was sweet … kinda?

      Uh, Kati said, thanks for the offer, but I’d like him to stay alive.

      I understand, Freddie replied sombrely.

      Dolly snorted.

      Not a word, Kati warned her. I don’t want my familiars getting into an argument; I need to sleep.

      I didn’t say anything, Dolly replied sweetly.

      Kati rolled her eyes, stuffing her phone under her pillow after plugging it in to charge, lifting her wand to flick off the lamp—but she paused. Do you need the light on? Kati asked Freddie. For the heat?

      Much obliged, he replied. I do indeed.

      Kati smiled at his way of speaking, rolling over. She wasn’t going to think about what it meant for her to have two familiars, just like she wasn’t thinking about her red eyes and tiny demon horns, or the way her breath kept clouding in front of her face even when the fire blazed a few feet away. 

      Tomorrow, she’d head to the library and check out every book on familiars she could find. If Freddie was right and she had a third familiar, she wanted to find them before another wraith attack took place; the more familiars, the better, right? And since Kati was their apparent target … actually, she was going to add that to the long list of things not to think about.

      Luckily, the shattered heart in her chest and the man it belonged to consumed her every thought, leaving no space for worries about why she was so powerful, or what the souls she was.

      Eventually, Kati fell into a restless sleep.
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      “I’m going to destroy you,” Theo warned, his mouth tilted into a lopsided grin.

      “You wish,” Kati threw back, jamming the buttons on the controller harder, leaning forward over her crossed legs and staring intently at the TV screen. No fucking way was she losing out to her brother on this level again. He was going down.

      Theo snorted. His red hair was sticking out in all directions, his glasses crooked on his nose as he shot Kati a challenging glare.

      Kati narrowed her eyes at her avatar, refusing to be beaten. Within two minutes, Theo was dead and Kati was doing a victory dance where she sat on the carpet. “Admit it. You’re a peasant compared to me, the queen.”

      Theo rolled his eyes, pushing his glasses on straight. “Sure, baby sis. Sure. But if you’re the queen, and I’m older than you by a year … hmm, I think that makes me the ruling monarch. King beats queen.”

      “Not in chess.” Kati shoved his shoulder. “You owe me a Big Mac now.”

      Theo groaned, slumping. “I was hoping you’d forget that. I’m skint, Kati.”

      Kati gave him a sweet smile. “I’m sure you can find the money somehow. I’ll be generous, give you a week to come up with the cash. And if all else fails, you could try selling yourself on the street. Twenty might be pushing it, but I’m sure someone would give you a fiver for a quick—”

      He shoved her so hard and suddenly that she rolled onto her side on the carpet, laughing until she snorted. Within seconds he was chuckling too.

      “I’m sorry, Kati,” he said, sobering.

      Kati huffed a laugh, still grinning. “For what? Losing so spectacularly?”

      “No,” he replied. “For this.”

      And before Kati could process the flip in his emotions, he grabbed her arms roughly and ice flooded her body, freezing the blood in her veins in a painful rush. Frost crawled across Kati’s face, her panting breaths forming a white cloud as she struggled sluggishly against his hold. She felt like she’d eaten an ice lolly too fast, cold filling her belly and freezing her brain until her head pounded painfully. Her heart began to slow, the blood inside turning to a solid, frozen block.

      Theo gave her a big, manic grin as Kati lay there, paralysed and choking on frost. “Now you can come with me, and we can both serve Lady LaVoire together.”

      “Never,” Kati gasped, so weak that it was barely a whisper.

      Theo’s smile slipped, the look he gave her pleading. “You shouldn’t have said that. You should have just come with me, Kati.”

      Kati stared at him, numb and agonised as ice stabbed every part of her—inside and out. Was she dying?

      She was sure of it as she turned her head to the side and saw ghosts phasing through the blue, poster-covered walls around them, invading Theo’s bedroom. Kati couldn’t make out the details of their faces or clothes, weakness taking hold of her until her vision wavered, but the cold inside her spiked as the ghosts reached for her. Surrounded by silvery figures, Kati screamed, pain tearing through her every limb, her every atom. They were killing her, making her one of them—

      Kati sat up in bed with a gasp, breathing in fast, panicked gulps. Just a dream, she told herself, gobbling down the details of her dorm room at SBA, safe and familiar and softly glowing with lamplight. 

      It was just a nightmare.

      But the nightmare had started off as a memory from last summer. It had been real, up until the point she’d started to ice over. And then Theo had somehow called those ghosts to … to kill her?

      Hurt spread through Kati’s chest, even though it wasn’t real. The problem was it could be real. The Theo she’d learned about here at SBA wasn’t her Theo; he was barely recognisable as her brother. She didn’t know what that Theo would do, where he’d draw the line. She didn’t know if she could still trust him.

      The fear will pass, Freddie said in a low, sombre drawl, curling tighter around the lamb base. All things do.

      Thanks for that cheery thought, Fred, Kati replied, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

      Dolly rolled over in her sleep, and Kati smiled, taking a sick sort of pleasure in flicking her familiar’s nose and sending her snorting into consciousness.

      Wha—whasgoinon? Dolly asked, half asleep but urgent. Is that a ghost?

      It was just a dream, Kati replied, rubbing her sleep-crusted eyes.

      “Ah,” a hesitant voice said, “that’s not—not strictly true.”

      Kati shot back so suddenly that her spine hit the headboard, a scream building in her throat—that never formed.

      “Sorry, sorry,” the voice went on, panicked and apologetic, and Kati realised there was a guy floating near her ceiling. Literally floating. He was in his late teens, handsome in an everyday sort of way, with messy blonde hair and pale eyes, wearing a floaty shirt and trousers that were a few centuries out of style. Oh, and he was slightly transparent and silver-blue. “Just—don’t scream, okay? No one else can know about this.”

      “Know about what?” Kati rasped when her voice was returned to her, subtly reaching for her wand and athame.

      “It’s … it’s a delicate matter,” the ghost said with a wince. “And—it’s very dangerous. You’ll be alright, I think. You’re … um, you’re more powerful than the other girls in this dorm. With the—um—” He gestured at his forehead and Kati’s mouth went dry when she realised he was talking about her horns. “I wasn’t spying,” he rushed out, his silvery cheeks going a shade pinker. “I was just drawn to you, because you … there’s another thing. Not just the demon thing.”

      “What thing?” Kati ground out, wracking her brain for any spell she could use against a ghost. There was magic that worked to drain their energy but she didn’t know them. And anyway, those were for dangerous ghosts. Other than being in her room, this guy didn’t seem threatening. The opposite actually—hesitant and nervous and shy.

      “The cold?” he said, posing it as a question and running a hand through his sandy hair. “You’re—ah, your breath’s actually clouding now.”

      It was. 

      Kati glared. “Who the fuck are you, and what do you want?”

      The ghost wrung his hands. “Thaddeus Claus, nice to meet you. And what do I want? Well, um, I’d really like the ghosts who were banished from the Stolen Tower to stay banished, and for no others to come back.”

      “Right,” Kati said, frowning. They were on the same page with that, at least. “And why would they come back? Is that even possible?”

      “With their mistress involved, anything could be possible.” Thaddeus shrugged. Everything about him was slouchy and uncertain, but he still scared the shit out of Kati. She’d thought she was getting over what happened in the tower with Ingrid and the other ghosts. 

      Nope.

      Not even a little bit.

      “So you’re saying … Ingrid could come back,” Kati said slowly, watching Thaddeus like a hawk. He hadn’t made a move to possess or hurt her, but the second he did, Kati would scream the dorm down. She’d shout so loudly that the whole fucking academy came running.

      “Ah,” he said, shifting from foot to foot despite that fact he was hovering in the air and it shouldn’t have been possible for him to do so.

      “What?” Kati hissed, giving Dolly and Freddie matching looks that said be ready.

      “The thing is … she’s not … the Congregation weren’t strictly able to get rid of Ingrid. She was already, um, gone.”

      “Gone?” Kati’s heart sprinted. Souls. Shit. She could come back for Kati any time she wanted. “So she’s free?” she breathed.

      Dolly growled low in her throat.

      “Actually, she’s—you trapped her. With your … athame. When you stabbed her,” he blurted haltingly. “And then when you got stabbed—her soul sort of—attached itself … to you. That’s why you’re the only one who can stop this happening.”

      Kati leant against the headboard of her bed, nausea and dizziness swimming through her. She was going to be sick, but she pushed away the revelation that she had part of Ingrid’s soul attached to her. For now. And not just because she really did not want to think about it, but because Thaddeus seemed worried about something happening, and it sounded urgent. “Stop what?”

      “Her nephew, she’s … she’s controlling him.”

      Well. That made Kati push her nausea aside, alarm clearing her fear of both Ingrid and Thaddeus. She threw the covers back and shot out of bed, Dolly and Freddie both moving to flank her when she wavered, a show of force against the ghost boy who scared the shit out of her. “You don’t mean Ingrid,” Kati said, her voice a twisted thing of fury and panic. It wasn’t a question.

      No, he meant Lady LaVoire. She’d come for Iain again, and this time he’d lost the fight.

      Kati straightened, strength and determination shoring up her weak parts. She gripped her wand tight, her athame in her other hand, and stared down the ghost hovering above her.

      Thaddeus shook his head, his brow furrowed. “All I can do is warn you. She sent him into the catacombs to find something. She’s … she’s outside the academy, in the forest. With … ah…”

      “Right,” Kati bit out, shoving her wand into her arm holster and strapping it on, pulling jeans on over the leggings she slept in, with a black cable-knit jumper thrown over her vest. It was as good an outfit as any for saving her ex-boyfriend from a power-crazed maniac. “Got it.”

      Theo. That’s who Thaddeus meant. That’s why Kati had dreamt of him, she bet. Some part of her—possibly the ghost part, although she was ignoring that—had sensed his nearness, and it had told the rest of her—the Kati part, that was deep down scared of her brother now—and hey presto, a fucked up nightmare was born.

      “So,” Kati said, zipping up her boots and slipping her athame—the one Iain had gifted her—into the waistband of her jeans. “Lady LaVoire is somewhere outside, waiting for Iain—who’s under her control—to bring her something no doubt scarily powerful from the catacombs. And I’ve got part of Ingrid’s spirit attached to me. Which means I’m unusually qualified to save him. Anything I missed?”

      “That’s … that’s it,” Thaddeus replied, chewing his bottom lip.

      “Right.” Kati marched for the door.

      You two stay behind me and out of sight, Kati said to her familiars, talking to them both at once without giving much thought to how she was doing it. She needed to do it, so she did. Maybe it was a regular familiar thing. Maybe it was her demon magic at work. I want you to stay safe so you can lend me strength. I’m gonna need it.

      We await your command, Freddie Bowie replied seriously.

      Yeah, what Posh Boy said, Dolly agreed.

      Kati stopped on the threshold, looking up at Thaddeus. “You’re sure no one else is up for this? I’d feel better with my mates at my back.”

      “They’ll die,” Thaddeus replied, and he was so apologetic that Kati believed him. And no fucking way was she risking Naia’s, Rahmi’s, or Harley’s lives. Not happening. “No one else in this academy has ghost magic. Or demon magic. Not even the teachers.”

      “No backup whatsoever, then,” Kati sighed, her stomach a snarl of panic and dread. “Right, well. See you later, Thaddeus Claus. Assuming I don’t die.”

      “You really shouldn’t joke about it,” he replied, his shoulders hunched.

      “I wasn’t,” Kati replied. She checked her wand and athame one last time and walked out the door.

      Leaving a ghost in her bedroom.

      Souls, she’d better not regret this.
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      Thanks to an unjust detention, Kati knew exactly how to get into the catacombs that sprawled beneath Second Breath Academy. And she knew some of what to expect from the immensely powerful, highly volatile magical artefacts stored there. It was essentially a dumping ground for broken chairs, tables, cracked wands and athames, and faulty magical objects. Powerful items were left down there to decay, and from what Kati had experienced of the catacombs, those powerful items were pissed off about it.

      She couldn’t warn the teachers or any of her friends about Lady LaVoire or Iain’s compulsion, not unless she wanted to risk their lives, but Kati hesitated at the archway into the catacombs, a narrow set of stairs leading down into dank, silent blackness.

      Going down there without a single soul—living or otherwise—knowing seemed like a very bad idea, so Kati rolled onto her tiptoes to reach the stone arch above her head.

      “Hey,” Kati said, tapping the squat stone cat perched above the stairs.

      The catgoyle’s eyes opened to slits. It let out a long, yowling yawn, arching its back and blinked down at Kati from its perch on the edge of the stone arch. “Oh. I don’t know you.” It—she—tilted her head to the side.

      Kati blinked back at the creature, wordless for a second. It was always a shock to see something made of stone be so animated, with expressions and gestures and life. Even the whiskers on her face were made of stone, but they twitched as she scanned Kati, her eyes narrowing.

      “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” she asked with a sigh.

      “Big time,” Kati confirmed, shaking free of the shock. “You know who Lady LaVoire is?” The cat hissed. Kati took that as a yes. “Well, she’s compelled Mr Worth, and she’s trying to steal something from the catacombs through him. But if any of the teachers try to stop her, they’ll die. The same goes for students. I’ve got … some really messed up magic, you’ll just have to take my word for it. But it means I’m less likely to die.”

      “I see. What do you want from me, then?” the cat asked, her claws snapping out as she arched her back. For a stone cat, she looked pretty ready for a fight.

      “I’m going down there to get Ia—Mr Worth back.” Kati pointed at the dark staircase into the catacombs. “If I haven’t come back in half an hour, send for help. Tell Madam Hawkness to call in every gentry nearby.”

      The cat nodded briskly. “I can do that—but only because you’re right and the faculty isn’t up to handling LaVoire, not because I think an eighteen-year-old student is more capable than the woman who turned that despot to stone ten years ago.” She paused, giving Kati a doubtful look. “Are you sure going down there alone is a good idea?”

      “It’s a terrible idea,” Kati admitted with a wince. “But it’s my only option. Plus, I’ve got these fuckers. My familiars.”

      The cat peered over the arch to look at Freddie, coiled on the floor, and Dolly pacing circles around Kati’s legs. “Thirty minutes,” she said, “and I’ll call for help. For the record, this is an awful idea. But I’d rather not risk Madam Hawkness. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to this academy.”

      Um. Was the catgoyle only agreeing because she was more okay with Kati potentially dying than Hawkness? That was nice of her. But at least she’d agreed to the plan. At least someone knew Kati was about to risk her life. “Thanks…?”

      “Janet,” the catgoyle replied, sitting alert on the arch and scanning the corridor.

      “Well, thanks, Janet,” Kati said. 

      She took a deep breath, her wand glowing violet as she cast a lighting spell, and with a final glance at the catgoyle sentry, Kati descended the dark steps into the unknowable depths of the catacombs.
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      Kati didn’t make it into the catacombs; she reached the landing at the bottom of the dark steps, the scent of rank, decaying things invading her nostrils, and came to a sudden stop when a figure came out of the vast shadows towards the violet light.

      “Iain,” Kati said in relief, lifting her wand so the light fell on his face. And that face… “Iain?” she asked, her voice coming out small. She went cold all over, goosebumps flashing down her arms as she stared, her heart thumping. 

      Iain’s eyes were flat, dull, and his face was completely slack. No studious concentration, no worry, and definitely none of the wickedness she only saw when they were together. “Iain?” she repeated, desperate now.

      He didn’t respond, didn’t seem to see her at all as he walked right past her and up the stairs.

      Hey, Prince Charming? Dolly asked, concern tightening her voice. You in there?

      No reply.

      Kati pressed her hand to her mouth as her bottom lip wobbled. Thaddeus had told her Iain was being compelled by his aunt, but seeing him … hopelessness and grief made her shoulders slump, her wand lowered to point its violet beam at the floor. She wanted to slide down the nearest wall, curl into a ball, and cry. But that wouldn’t bring Iain back. And even if his expression was vacant, he was still in there, he had to be. Kati wouldn’t let him fight his aunt alone.

      She shoved the tears off her cheeks and raced after him, Dolly and Freddie at her heels. “Iain, you can fight this,” she said fiercely, catching up to him. She wrapped her hand around his forearm, but it didn’t stop his steady progress up the tight staircase. And for the first time, Kati realised he was holding something: a small black book with DARKE SPELLES written on it in silver embossing. That spelling … fear curdled in Kati’s stomach and she inhaled sharply. It was from the same era as the prophecy that said Kati would find the Stolen tower, uncover the Black Brooms, and free SBA from evil.

      The prophecy that had so far been spot on, and scared Kati shitless.

      “Iain,” Kati pleaded, her breath tight and clouding in front of her. “You have to come back. Please. I can’t—I can’t lose you. I don’t care that you kept your job secret anymore, I don’t care, I just want you back. I just—I just want you to look at me, talk to me. Please say something.”

      She clung to his arm as they reached the archway at the top, Kati’s hand shaking badly, throwing violet light erratically around them, and adrenaline flooding her veins.

      What do you require from us? Freddie asked.

      I don’t know, Kati replied, even her mental voice ragged. Can you … can you give him strength?

      I tried, Dolly replied, and that was answer enough.

      Kati’s face crumpled, tears dripping hot down her cheeks. She’d never once felt so useless as right now. She wanted her friends, wanted Mrs Grant or Miz Jardin, or hell, she’d take Hale right now. And she wanted her mum and dad with a fierceness that startled her. Souls, she really wanted her parents.

      “I love you,” Kati said, thick with tears, pulling uselessly at Iain’s arm. It was obvious now as he easily resisted her struggles that he was strong, not muscular but clearly used to handling himself in his day job. “Please stop walking, please say something. Iain.”

      They reached the lobby and the front doors, and no matter how much Kati pleaded, no matter how hard she pulled at him, Iain didn’t stop walking, didn’t react at all to her begging.

      Crisp air bit into her face and fingers as they descended the wide front steps outside the academy and swerved around the statue in the circular driveway.

      It wasn’t going to work. Iain wasn’t coming back, wasn’t winning the fight this time.

      She inhaled a shattered breath and tried to reach the demon magic buried inside her. But she didn’t know how to call it at will, and it didn’t seem triggered by her emotions; she’d never been more emotional than right now. Whatever had triggered it before, it wasn’t activating it now.

      She cast a lunar storm spell out of desperation and silver light burst all around them, but Iain didn’t slow for a second. 

      “Please,” she begged, her voice tiny and weak as she dug her fingernails into his forearm. “I need you. I can’t … I can’t face this alone. Not Lady LaVoire, not Theo, not any of it.” Her bottom lip quivered uncontrollably, hot tears rolling off her chin. “Iain.”

      “That won’t work,” an unfamiliar voice commented, and Kati flinched, realising they’d passed the lake a while back, the forest swallowing them into a canopy of darkness and speckled sunlight.

      Kati blinked her eyes clear, trying to cast a shield spell. Sparks of magic sputtered from her wand, but nothing else. “Minister Juneau?” she asked, confusion blurring her heartache for a second as she stared at the woman stood in the forest clearing, dressed in a power suit that was incongruous with the wild scenery. “What are you doing here?”

      Frida Juneau, minister for supernaturals. She represented necromancers and reapers secretly in the human government, ensuring neither side accidentally exposed the existence of supernaturals. And, Kati recalled, she’d gone missing for eight days not that long ago; it had been all anyone could talk about.

      Had the secret business she refused to tell anyone about been connected to SBA somehow? Was she a gentry, working undercover? Maybe for Madam Hawkness?

      Kati’s shoulders slumped, a sob catching her throat. “I don’t know why you’re here, but I don’t really care. You need to go warn the gentry, Lady LaVoire’s here’s, she’s controlling…”

      Kati trailed off at the wry smile that curled the minister’s mouth. She was in her forties, short and slim in a steely grey suit that only emphasised her shortness—Kati sympathised—with a heart-shaped bronze face and black hair pulled into a bun. Her brown eyes crinkled with amusement, and Kati’s stomach lurched with sickness.

      Souls.

      She grabbed hold of Iain and pulled with all her strength, managing to bring him back a step at least.

      Several things occurred to her at once.

      Minister Juneau had gone missing, and she’d reappeared acting differently.

      Lady LaVoire had returned, but her body was still petrified and on display outside the Museum of Darke Magic. Which meant … if she really had come through the portal that night Theo and his friends had tried to summon a demon, she was a soulwraith.

      And she needed a host.
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      “Stay away from us,” Kati hissed, wrapping both her shaking arms around Iain. “Let him go. You’ve got your damn book now, take it and let him go.”

      Juneau—or rather Lady LaVoire—lifted her brown hand and the book floated from Iain’s fingers into hers. “I have uses for both the book and my nephew.”

      “You’re not taking him,” Kati said, but it emerged as a whisper, weak and terrified. She could feel it now: the sheer power coming off the woman, enough to make Kati’s bones ache. “I won’t let you.”

      “That’s sweet,” Lady LaVoire remarked, and seemed to genuinely mean it. “I’m glad he has you. He’s always been a loner, my nephew. And it’s convenient, really, since I have a use for you, too.”

      Kati’s blood ran cold. Actually, all of her went cold; her breath formed a large white cloud in front of her. Hopefully Lady LaVoire wouldn’t think too much of it, since it was cold out here anyway.

      “You’re not—you’re not taking either of us,” Kati breathed, her breath wild and jagged as she shook hard. It took her a moment to realise she was hyperventilating. She wanted to cast the shield spell, but she was terrified that if she let go of Iain, she’d lose him.

      Lady LaVoire opened the black book, flicking through its pages. “Think of it this way: at least you’ll be together.”

      Kati shook her head, tears of hopelessness building in her eyes.

      “Ah, here is it,” LaVoire remarked, as casually as if she’d been browsing the Yellow Pages for the number of the nearest curry house.

      Kati wrenched at Iain but he wouldn’t budge another step, and as terrified as she was, there was no way in hell she was leaving him. She’d rather … she’d rather be taken as well than let him be abducted alone.

      “I’m not leaving you,” Kati whispered to him. “You hear me? I’m not … I’m not letting her take you alone. But if you fight her, if you come back, we can get out of this. We’ll be okay—you just have to come back to me.” Kati’s vision blurred as she cried, hiccuping for breath. “I need—I need you, Iain.”

      Lady LaVoire snapped the book shut. “Don’t even think about it, Iain LaVoire,” she warned, disappointment thinning her lips.  She sounded like she was rebuking a kid for trying to sly an extra scoop of ice cream, not like she was telling her nephew not to fight her black magic. She lifted a hand, and a twisted oak wand appeared in it, a spell forming in deep royal blue.

      Kati didn’t even think; she jumped in front of Iain and took the spell, crying out at the impact. Weakness pressed into her until her bones felt leaden, her feet rooted to the mossy ground, but Lady LaVoire tutted and the sensation vanished.

      “I can see this star-crossed lovers thing is going to be an issue,” she commented, an eyebrow raised. She looked at Kati the same way her mum did when she’d grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge; judgy, unapproving, but not too angry. “Although, I’ll be the first to admit he needs a woman in his life. That boy has no idea how to take care of himself. Do you know he’s been using a Sleepless Night spell? That’s how I was able to take hold of him; he’s worn himself too thin. Of course, he’s heartbroken over you and your new boytoy.”

      Kati’s mouth went dry. Lady LaVoire had been watching them. Or … or she had access to all the thoughts in Iain’s head.

      “It was designed for soldiers during the war,” the dark lady went on, skimming through the book again. “The Sleepless Night spell, I mean. Helped troops stay awake through the night and keep fighting the enemy. My idiot nephew has been using it to teach his classes, protect you, and keep up with his gentry duties.” She sighed, gesturing with her wand and not seeming to notice when Kati flinched. “He’s got no regard for himself, holds himself in far too low esteem.”

      Kati squeezed Iain tighter, pressing herself to his side and drawing his scent of ink, paper, and bergamot into her lungs. “Please just let us go.”

      Lady LaVoire’s—or rather Minister Juneau’s—face softened. “I can’t do that, love.”

      Kati’s bottom lip wobbled. “Are you going to kill us?”

      “Souls, no,” LaVoire replied, looking horrified. “That would be a shameful waste of your energy and magic. I’m going to use that to return myself to my true body.”

      A ripple of dread moved through Kati, followed by a rush of ice.

      No.

      Absolutely no fucking way. Kati wasn’t gonna let this bitch drain either her or Iain. And if this was Lady LaVoire at less-than-full power, Kati couldn’t let her return to full power. Just standing this close to someone so immensely powerful made her bones ache, her breathing thin and tight. LaVoire was keeping Iain under unbreakable control and she hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      At full power … she’d burn down the whole world just to rule over it, and no one could stop her.

      Kati held onto Iain with one arm and snapped her wand up with her other, barking, “Shield!”

      Violet magic spread out around her and Iain, nowhere near as strong as normal—too weak to really stand up to Lady LaVoire—but it was something.

      “You’re not taking my magic,” Kati said, breathing hard. “Or his.”

      Lady LaVoire looked heavily disappointed in her. But instead of berating her, or whipping another spell at her like Kati expected, she angled her head toward the dark patch of trees to their left and said, “There you are. That took forever.”

      Kati shuddered, fear pouring through her like ice water. She’d thought … actually she didn’t know what she thought Lady LaVoire was doing. Gearing up for a villainous monologue? But now as the trees rustled, it became clear she’d been killing time, waiting for someone.

      Two figures stepped out of the shadows, both of them familiar to Kati, and her heart tripped in her chest. She held onto Iain so hard that she was probably leaving bruises as she stared at the two men. The first was stocky and dressed in army fatigues, his hair a flat boxy shape and his skin translucent silver-blue. Mr Prise. 

      What the hell?

      Kati might have spent more time dwelling on that if her eyes hadn’t fixed on the second man who batted a branch away and stepped into the clearing. Tall and rangy, with a shock of ginger hair, freckles, lopsided glasses, and clothes that were on the wrong side of well loved.

      Kati staggered back, her fingers twisted in Iain’s pyjama shirt. “So it’s true then,” she said, her voice hard. “You’re evil.”

      Theo hadn’t noticed her at first, but his head whipped around at the sound of his sister’s voice, stumbling to a stop. He didn’t take his eyes off her, fear making his face bleach, but his words were for the dark lady when he demanded, “What the hell is my sister doing here? You said you’d keep my family and friends out of this.”

      Lavoire sighed, again that disappointment in her expression. “I did, and yet you were the one who placed a tracking charm on that plant so I would know when she arrived.”

      “What?” Kati rasped, unable to take her eyes off her traitorous brother. “What plant?” Wait… “The fucking cactus? You piece of shit!” Kati started forward, letting go of Iain and lifting her wand. Theo didn’t back off as a nasty hex crashed over him, his face and body erupting in angry red sores.

      “Children, enough,” Lady LaVoire said with a tut, waving her wand. Theo’s wince vanished, along with the blemishes on his skin, and Kati shivered at the demonstration of just how powerful the dark lady was. She’d undone Kati’s spell so easily, with no sign of strain, when most death magicians would struggle for minutes to do the same thing.

      Black magic, then. Every story was true. And Theo was caught up in it.

      “Why?” Kati asked, still staring at her brother. “Why would you do this?”

      “There are things you don’t understand, little sis”

      “Oh?” Kati’s voice rose; she gripped her wand tighter. “Like how you tried to summon a demon to impress a group of sadists?”

      Theo paled even further, his freckles dark against his cheekbones. “Kati—”

      “Get fucked, Theo. I don’t want anything to do with you.” She raised her hand to hex him again but arms locked around her from behind, knocking her wand down so the spell went into a tree trunk, scorching its bark. 

      She remembered Mr Prise all at once, going stiff and breathless, but … the arms that held her, the body keeping her caged … she knew them. A lump formed in her throat, her eyes blurring with tears.

      “Let him go,” she begged Lady LaVoire, lifting her wand again. Strands of magic streamed from the tip, strengthening the violet shield around her and Iain.

      “Kati, what the souls?” Theo demanded.

      Kati swung her wand at Theo and concentrated hard, throwing another hex at the same time she maintained the shield. The second spell came alarmingly easy, but she’d always been scarily good at spells, and maybe … maybe this was her demon magic. Maybe it had always been her demon magic, rather than regular death magic.

      Theo dodged this hex and cast a shield with his own wand, turquoise magic shimmering around him. “Are you fucking him? Lady LaVoire’s nephew? What’s wrong with you?”

      Kati gritted her teeth and threw another hex. She knew the second she fired it that this one would land, and it did, so hard that she heard a bone crack in Theo’s arm. Shitshitshit, she hadn’t meant to hurt him that badly, she only wanted to shut him up. She’d have rather punched him in the nose but she refused to move from Iain. Wait … shouldn’t Iain be restraining her arms? She could lift her wand easily; his arms were locked around her waist. Restraining her but not keeping her from protecting herself. 

      Hope blazed a weak path through her, her breaths coming quicker.

      “Let us go,” she said, fixing on LaVoire and keeping her voice calm, with immense effort. “I won’t tell anyone about this. You can take your book and go. But I’m not letting you take Iain.”

      Lady LaVoire just gave her a sad look and shook her head. When she lifted her wand again, Kati strengthened her shield, blood rolling down her thumb. But the spell didn’t attack her. LaVoire simply said, “Swarm.”

      “Do you have to?” Mr Prise muttered. “I hate these bastards. The taint of the underworld on them makes me sick.”

      Lady LaVoire’s mouth twisted. “Keep complaining, and I’ll let you fade from existence.”

      Prise snapped his mouth shut.

      Kati frowned, looking between the two of them. She could do that? Make a ghost vanish? Kati knew she’d controlled an army of ghosts back in her heyday but this threat shocked her. And it made her wonder what Mr Prise got out of the arrangement. He’d been a lot more solid this term, not nearly so ghostly. Because the dark lady was feeding him power? 

      “Why are you doing this?” Kati asked him. “How can you be okay with her draining my magic? I’m supposed to be your student.”

      Prise gave her a flat look. “I’m not a people person.”

      “No shit.”

      “So why would I give a crap what she does to you? As long as I get my power—”

      “Quiet,” LaVoire cut off, her voice strong but her volume never raised. “Idiot ghost. Where’s the girl?”

      Prise’s expression turned surly. “Ran off. I told you pushing her was a bad idea, she’s always been a weakling.”

      “Her parents are loyal to me,” Lady LaVoire said, a wrinkle of concern between her brows. “I’ll advise them to toughen up their daughter.”

      Kati subtly began searching inside her for wherever her demon magic lay, wondering just how powerful she was. Enough to break Iain and her free? They’d learned a basic object relocation spell last week, and she had a good handle on it, but they weren’t supposed to use it on people. 

      But desperate times called for desperate measures and all that shit.

      Better that she and Iain were injured than kidnapped by a psycho possessing their supernatural minister.

      Mr Prise snorted. “I doubt they can. With a name like that, how’s she meant to be anything but a pathetic sap?”

      Kati’s mouth went dry. She realised, all at once, who they were talking about. Marigold Archer. Kati had even seen her and Prise arguing. Shit, she should have intervened. Kati cursed herself, pulling harder on that inner core of her magic, but shadows wrapped around the clearing, blotting out the daylight, and fear made her freeze, power slipping from her fingers.

      Her shield spluttered out. 

      So did Theo’s.

      “Finally,” LaVoire sighed irritably. “How long does it take to cross a valley, honestly?”

      Kati’s mouth went dry, and she dug her fingers into the arms banded around her waist, throwing every bit of strength into moving Iain even an inch as wraiths descended on them. They were exactly like the one that had attacked her in the hallway, swarms of shadow and midnight, with a wide mouth full of teeth. But there wasn’t one this time. There were ten.

      “Let Kati go,” Theo said quickly, taking a step closer to LaVoire. “She’s got nothing to do with this.”

      “She’s powerful,” Lady LaVoire replied, barely sparing him a glance. “She’ll serve me the same purpose you will.”

      “She won’t,” he replied, his voice like steel. Kati stared at him, her attention stolen from the wraiths for the moment. She’d never heard him sound like that before. “We agreed that if I helped you, you’d leave my family out of this.”

      LaVoire shrugged carelessly. “I lied, love.”

      Theo’s expression fell. He seemed conflicted, but then decisiveness settled across his freckled face and he lurched across the ceiling to grab Kati. To free her of Iain’s hold? To help her to safety? Kati never found out, because an arc of royal blue magic lashed out and snared his hands, locking his arms to his sides and spiralling around his body from throat to ankle. He fell face-first onto the mossy ground, and Kati let out a cry.

      He might have been evil, a complete traitorous bastard, but he was still her brother. She wanted him locked up, not killed by a dark lady.

      “Don’t kill him,” Kati breathed. “Please, he’s just an idiot. He never knows when to shut up.”

      Lady LaVoire laughed and nodded, no sign of evil in her expression. “I’d noticed that about him.”

      “What are the wraiths for?” Kati asked breathlessly.

      Mr Prise snorted. “What do you think they’re for?”

      Kati shook her head; she didn’t know. She was too scared to get her mind to work. She stared in horror as the wraiths paused in a ring around them, sealing them into the clearing. And this close, without them trying to suck her magic or steal her body, Kati was able to get a closer look at them. Each of them wore a luminous key around their throats, despite the fact they didn’t seem to have a humanoid form or—you know—a neck.

      Moonstone keys. The keys that allowed people entry to SBA’s grounds. That was how they’d entered, how they’d subverted the wards that had held for a decade. It must be how Theo and Lady LaVoire were here right now; now that she was looking, she spotted identical keys around their necks too.

      “Courtesy of your brother,” Lady LaVoire said, Frida Juneau’s face crinkled with amusement and a touch of pride. “He stole them for me while everyone was distracted by the wraiths near the lake.”

      Kati went cold all over, ice in her veins. Her brother really was a monster. 

      “What are you going to do?” Because if Lady LaVoire had come here for the book … she had it. If she wanted Iain? She had full control of him. Kati, too.

      What was she waiting for?

      “Patience,” LaVoire coached, rolling her eyes. “Kids these days, always in such a rush.”

      Kati dug her heels into the hard earth under her boots and shoved backwards, trying to get Iain to move. They needed to get the hell out of the clearing before whatever LaVoire was waiting for turned up. 

      She got the answer to her question two minutes later, frantically re-establishing the violet shield around herself and Iain, ice cold inside thanks to the wraith’s presence filling her with terror. And maybe thanks to Ingrid’s soul trapped inside her body.

      The trees to their right rustled and another familiar face stepped through. This time all Kati did was narrow her eyes.

      “Why does this not surprise me at all?” Kati muttered. “You piece of shit.”

      Jacob Alders snorted, the pompous, entitled twat brushing leaves off his crisp white shirt. “Nothing personal, Wilson.” 

      He handed something to Lady LaVoire, who gave him an indulgent smile, and said, “Would you like to do the honours, dear boy?”

      Jacob grinned. “It would be an honour.”

      Kati pulled her shield tighter around her and Iain, strands falling over Theo where he laid helplessly on the floor, but the attack didn’t come for them. Instead, when Jacob cast a deep green spell, a deafening explosion tore through the heavy silence, and Kati cried out, flinching automatically.

      The explosion … it had come from outside the forest. It had come from the academy building.

      “No,” she gasped, horror dropping her temperature to sub-zero. “You just … you blew up the academy?” she asked in a breathless voice, digging her fingernails into Iain’s arm banded around her middle.

      Alders snorted, slipping his wand back up his sleeve. “Don’t be dramatic, Wilson. I just took out the catacombs. Oh, and everything above it I suppose.”

      A loud shattering sounded, and Kati’s heart plummeted into her boots, nausea twisting her stomach. 

      The Diamond Rotunda…

      “Why?” she spat at Jacob, at Lady LaVoire. “What’s the point?”

      LaVoire shook her head, exasperated. She closed the little black book in her hands and stashed it in her coat pocket. “That place is full of powerful objects and old magic they would use against me. It makes perfect sense to take it from them.”

      “The catacombs are right below the boys dorms,” Kati pointed out, bile in her throat. “People could die because of this.”

      Lady LaVoire held her gaze with Juneau’s deep brown eyes, sad but unflinching. “There are always sacrifices in battles of good and evil.”

      Kati blinked, gripping Iain’s arm harder. “And you’re on the side of good?”

      “I don’t see where else I’d be,” LaVoire replied, baffled. She gestured at the wraiths, who blurred into motion, most of them peeling off to go to the academy, but three staying. As a threat, or because she really planned to turn them on Kati and her own nephew? “The Congregation of Paranormals push us into obscurity and darkness. I’ll reveal us to the world. No more hiding or cowering. Just freedom.”

      “And you on a throne,” Kati replied dryly, but she wished she’d kept her mouth shut when LaVoire’s gaze sharpened on her. The sense of her power pressed on Kati until her head was pounding, her lungs barely allowing scraps of air through.

      “Someone has to lead us into brighter days,” the dark lady replied patiently. “Prise, Alders, take Theo with you. I’ll bring my nephew and his paramour.”

      “You’re not taking my sister anywhere,” Theo said angrily, thrashing as Prise batted Kati’s shield away as if it was nothing and grabbed hold of Theo, still bound head to toe in deep blue ropes, and dragged him to his feet. “I swear to souls, Alida.”

      Kati inhaled sharply. Theo was on first name basis with this tyrant? Fuck, this was a mess.

      Lady LaVoire gave him a sharp look and Theo’s mouth snapped shut so hard he bit his tongue. It didn’t look voluntary. “You were a source of such joy for me when you joined my Brooms,” she said mournfully.

      Kati was going to be sick. Theo was a Black Broom? A loyal follower of this woman? Part of the group who’d burned houses, tortured people, kidnapped children, and made them into blood puppets during the Black Years?

      “But you’re disappointing me,” LaVoire went on. “We’ll talk later.”

      “No,” Kati gasped, wrenching against Iain’s ironclad hold as Prise and Jacob Bastard Alders dragged her brother into the trees and out of sight. She heard him struggling for a few seconds, and then they were too far away to hear anything else.

      “If you hurt him, I swear to souls, I don’t care what I have to do, I’ll fucking kill you,” Kati seethed.

      Lady LaVoire blinked. “Ambitious. I can appreciate a girl with aspirations.” She smiled, seeming charmed by Kati’s threat. “I’m going to enjoy spending time with you, Katriona Wilson. Although I am sad that you didn’t join me sooner. I gave you a perfect opportunity last term.”

      Kati wrenched harder against Iain, fighting for breath as Lady LaVoire’s power made her head swim with dizziness. “Oh, you mean when your psycho ghost followers tried to kill me and my friends?”

      “They weren’t going to kill you.” LaVoire tutted. “That Harley girl made everyone think you were killing people so you’d be more open to my friendship. You should have allied with the ghosts and come to me.”

      Friendship? Souls, that was what she called being manipulated and compelled? Friendship? And speaking of compulsion, why wasn’t LaVoire controlling Kati the way she was Iain? Did she need to hook her claws into her subconscious like she had in Iain’s dreams? Or did she need Kati weak and begging? That was clearly what she’d wanted when she made Harley trick everyone into thinking Kati was a murderer. And shit, it had nearly worked. If it hadn’t been for Naia, Rahmi, and Iain, Kati could have fallen under her spell.

      “You’re insane,” Kati breathed, no longer sure if the arms around her were trapping her or keeping her upright as she wavered, dizzy.

      LaVoire sighed. “I really do want us to be friends, Kati. You’ll come around, with enough time.”

      She flicked her bronze fingers at the remaining three wraiths and by some unspoken signal, they rushed at Kati, a swarm of shadows and teeth. 

      Kati’s skin broke out in goosebumps, a shiver wracking her full body as she bucked and kicked to get free, surely bruising Iain as she fought with all her strength. Would LaVoire really let the wraiths possess Kati? Would she let them drain her magic and energy, when she’d made no secret of wanting to use it to bring herself back to full power?

      Kati didn’t know, but she couldn’t take the risk. And while her demon power refused to rush out of her in horns and glowing scarlet eyes, the frost of her connection to Ingrid was right there. Probably because of the proximity of the soulwraiths, who were spirits too, just totally warped and fucked up by their time in the underworld.

      Iain jerked behind her, going as tense as a rod, but Kati couldn’t allow herself to get distracted by worry or hope that he was regaining control. A wraith was right in front of her, tendrils of blackness reaching for her and its many-fanged mouth open wide. 

      Kati gave the ice in her veins free reign, encouraging the frost to spread, and magic exploded from her body in a miasma of frostbitten air and deadly icicle spikes. 

      The soulwraith recoiled inches away from her, screeching an ear-splitting, inhuman scream. Kati flinched, her eardrums bursting, and behind her Iain sucked in a gasping breath. 

      Kati’s legs gave out as the pain in her ears and head built, but Iain’s arm flexed around her waist and he wrenched back, tugging her with him as he retreated a step.

      “Iain?” Kati pleaded, but she didn’t hear her own voice, her ears full of that ringing wraith scream.

      His fingers curled around her hip, almost in answer, and Kati made to turn to him, to scan his face. But his grip tightened, and Kati cried out as she was suddenly spun away from him. Knives of ice shot from her hands, her ghost magic completely out of her control as she landed—

      Outside the forest. On the banks of the silver lake. Alone.

      No.

      No, no, no, what had he done?
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      The scream of the wraith and the pain of that piercing sound … it must have been enough to disrupt Lady LaVoire’s compulsion of Iain. The split second her control had slipped, Iain had taken advantage of it to send Kati away. To save her. But Kati had only been there in the first place to save him.

      What was his aunt going to do to him? Kati’s breathing shattered as she dug her fingers into the damp grass beside the lake, trying to get her weak body to move.

      “Wilson!” a sharp voice yelled, and Kati realised her hearing had returned as bony fingers grabbed her around the shoulders, pulling her upright and leaning her against a slim female body. Kati’s eyes blurred, dizziness rippling through her in waves. She recognised the woman’s scent but couldn’t place it. 

      “Shit,” the woman breathed. “Light storm!”

      Silver light burst around them and Kati slammed her eyes shut even as she tried to get to her feet again. Iain needed her. 

      “Stay down. For fuck’s sake, are you completely stupid? There are wraiths everywhere, and someone blew up the back of the academy.”

      Kati slumped against her, groaning and dizzy with relief when she finally realised who held her up. Alexandra.

      “Lady LaVoire is in the forest,” she told the reaper, gripping the lapel of Alexandra’s coat in a tight hold as she focussed on her breathing until she could inhale more than tight wisps. “She’s going to kidnap Mr Worth, and I need to save him. I need to.”

      “Someone will be coming. I’ve sent up a flare.”

      “It’ll be too late.” Kati blinked until she could see in blurs—better than nothing—and stumbled to her feet. “I need to save him. She’ll hurt him, she’ll drain his magic—”

      Whatever Kati had done with her icy ghost power, it had emptied her of all strength. The second she stood up, her legs went out from under her, but Chen caught her in a tight grip. “Leave it to the teachers. And the gentry are on their way.”

      Kati had somehow kept hold of her wand during the relocation; she whipped it up now and pointed it at Alexandra. Her eyes had begun to clear, but the dizziness wasn’t going anywhere, and she was still annoyingly reliant on Chen for stability. “I’m going into that forest, and you’re not going to stop me.”

      “Fine,” Alexandra snapped, her dark eyes hard as she made a gesture with her hand. With a flash of ruby magic, a tall scythe appeared, and Alexandra wielded it with scary grace. “Then I’m coming with you.”

      Kati nodded. She didn’t have time to argue.

      She leant on Alexandra and they started towards the tree line at a run. She didn’t dare look behind her at the academy, even though she could hear screams and sounds of destruction, fixing her eyes on the trees and only the trees.

      Kati didn’t stop putting one foot in front of the other until they reached the clearing where Lady LaVoire had unleashed her wraiths.

      Now, it was empty.

      Kati brought a fist to her mouth as a sob tore free. Hot tears traced down her cheeks, and the surge of adrenaline that had carried her here left her body. She collapsed to her knees in the grass, trembling all over. “They’re gone.”

      “She took Mr Worth?” Alexandra asked in confusion, prowling around the clearing with a scanning spell Kati didn’t recognise. “I can sense the remnants of her power and yours, and an alarming number of wraiths. Plus three others—Mr Worth’s I think, and someone else.”

      “My brother,” Kati said in a small voice.

      Alexandra sighed. Kati couldn’t tell if it was with exasperation or pity.

      “We need to find a teacher. Preferably Balham, since she’s the one who put me on patrol.”

      Kati frowned, unable to tear her eyes from the empty space in front of her. “Why?”

      Alexandra shrugged. “I needed something. A purpose or whatever. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Kati didn’t reply for a long time. When she did, it was to say, “Mr Prise is working for her. Jacob Alders, too. And I think Marigold was, but she changed her mind.”

      “Marigold’s dead,” Alexandra replied quietly, her boots crunching grass as she came closer. “Someone found her in the hall outside her dorm after the explosion. Your friends are worried about you, by the way. They couldn’t find you.”

      Kati’s tears came harder; she pulled her knees to her chest as hugged them. “We have to get him back.”

      “Your brother?” Chen asked quietly, crouching beside her.

      Kati shook her head. “He made his bed. I don’t think he’d leave Lady LaVoire even if I asked.”

      Alexandra paused, scanning Kati’s face. “Mr Worth, then.”

      Kati nodded jerkily. She took one last look at the clearing and pushed up from the grass, her body weak but her legs holding her up. For now. “I need to find Madam Hawkness. She knows … she just knows.”

      She wasn’t about to out Iain as a gentry to a woman she only halfway trusted. Although, Alexandra had found her at the lake and probably saved her from a wraith attack. “Thanks,” she said, hesitating at the edge of the clearing. “For finding me.”

      Alexandra shrugged, her expression worried as she met Kati’s gaze. “Figured you’d be in trouble. Or causing it. Your necklace is glowing, by the way.”

      “What?” Kati looked down at her necklace. It had torn free of its usual place tucked beneath her clothes, and it was pulsing with faint amber magic. 

      Her bottom lip wobbled. Even in danger, even kidnapped, Iain was still protecting her. She closed her fingers around the charm he’d given her and squeezed, wishing she could protect him too, wherever LaVoire had taken him.

      “Are you okay?” Alexandra asked quietly, touching Kati’s shoulder. “I don’t usually make this offer to people I consider my enemies, but do you want a hug?”

      Kati let out a weak laugh. “I could stab you.”

      Alexandra shrugged. “I’ll take the risk. You look like you need it.”

      Kati didn’t protest as Alexandra twirled her scythe, the long blade vanishing in a whoosh of ruby magic, and wrapped her arms tentatively around Kati. Kati’s head fell onto Alexandra’s shoulders, and the torrent of emotion she’d been holding back rushed out of her without warning.

      She shook hard, sobbing brokenly and gasping for breath, unable to erase Iain’s vacant expression from her mind. The single moment of clarity he’d had, the only second of control over his body and his magic … he’d used it to get her to safety.

      Protective to the end. Self-sacrificing to the end.

      Kati’s heart hurt so much she felt sure it had cracked.

      “What are you gonna do?” Alexandra asked quietly, her chin resting atop Kati’s head.

      Kati pulled away, mostly because she felt too comfortable in Alexandra’s arms, and scrubbed her face. “I don’t know. I need to find him.”

      “Finding him means finding Lady LaVoire,” Alexandra pointed out, fixing Kati with a dubious look. “You know that, right?”

      Kati’s stomach knotted, fear twisting her as she remembered the oppressive feeling of LaVoire’s power, but she nodded. “I know.”

      “You must love him a lot,” Alexandra said quietly.

      “Yeah,” Kati replied, swallowing hard. “We need to get back to the academy.”

      At least she’d stopped firing ice spears from her palms, so she wouldn’t have to explain that to anyone.

      Dolly? Freddie?

      Here, Freddie replied, slithering out from behind a bush. Alexandra startled away but Kati stopped her with a hand on her arm.

      “He’s my familiar.”

      “I thought your familiar was a dog.” Alexandra frowned, but she calmed.

      “Yeah.” Kati shrugged listlessly, all her fight and energy gone. Or maybe one of the wraiths had managed to suck some power from her. “I’ve got two.”

      “Katriona Wilson, don’t move!” a high female voice said from the tree line behind Kati.

      Automatically, stupidly, Kati spun to face the speaker, and she jolted as a pure white spell slammed into her chest.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Alexandra spat, edging closer to Kati. “She had nothing to do with this. You’re supposed to be here to help us.”

      The woman—icy haired, short, but with a powerful HBIC aura to her—spared Chen a dismissing look. Kati froze, and not just because the spell forced her immobile. This was the head of the gentry, the woman who ran the whole supernatural law enforcement. She was also the mother of Colen Greensmith, who’d died when Lady LaVoire escaped the underworld. Not that Mercy knew that. No, to her, her precious boy had been killed by Theo Wilson, dark lord extraordinaire. And Kati, her mum, her dad, her gran, and her gran’s pet budgerigar, were all just as guilty.

      She knew what was coming before Mercy even opened her mouth, a team of gentry clad in black and silver spreading out around them. “Katriona Wilson, you are under arrest for destruction of public property, the murder of Marigold Archer, and fraternising and assisting the woman known as Lady LaVoire.”

      “She didn’t do it, you fuckwit,” Alexandra snarled. “I saw the whole thing, alright? I was on patrol, ask Mrs Balham, she gave me the position. Kati didn’t help Lady LaVoire. She tried to stop her.”

      Alexandra hadn’t been there. But Kati didn’t let that show on her face. For whatever reason, Chen was covering for her.

      “We’ll see,” Mercy replied, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Detain her,” she commanded the gentry, and Kati was unable to resist as she was surrounded by tactical vests, extra-powerful wands, and restraining spells.

      Handcuffs snapped around her wrists and Kati gnashed her teeth, the only resistance she could make.

      “I’m coming with you,” Alexandra snarled as the gentry hauled Kati over to Mercy. “You’ll want to take my statement.”

      Mercy Greensmith nodded absently. Kati doubted she’d take Alexandra’s statement. She had exactly what she wanted: someone to pin all the terrible things that had happened at SBA on. Someone to take the blame for her son’s death.

      Dolly, Freddie, I need you to talk to Alexandra.

      As you command, Freddie replied, his voice even more sombre than usual.

      Tell her to go to Hawkness, tell her everything that happened. Tell her to get Iain away from his aunt. They can’t abandon him. They can’t. If they do, Lady LaVoire will drain his magic and use it to restore her to her real body and to her full power. And don’t trust Juneau.

      We’ll make sure they don’t forget about him, Kit-Kat, Dolly replied, her sweet voice bleak.

      Don’t call me Kit-Kat, Kati replied weakly as the gentry hauled her across SBA grounds by her bound arms.

      Kati swallowed hard, her heart beating a mile a minute.

      She was going to be thrown into Crestfall Prison and left to rot.

      And she was innocent.
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        Do you want news before anyone else? Join my Facebook group Leigh Kelsey’s Paranormal Den where I’ll be posting updates about my books, talking all things reverse harem, and having giveaways and celebrations to mark each book’s release!
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        I use reviews and general enthusiasm for my books to help me decide what to write next. The more you guys seem to love a series, the faster I’m likely to finish it. I wish I could write every story in my head all at once, but until I acquire a writing superpower, I have to prioritise one book at a time. Thank you to everyone who’s already reviewed. Your enthusiasm keeps me writing.
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