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Please be aware that this book contains blood/gore, violence, death/dying, torture, and one mention of a pet’s death in a fear-driven dream, though please be assured that no fictional animals were harmed in the making of this book.

Please also note that the slow-burn romance is heating up in this book and will turn spicy from Book 3.

If these things are not for you, it’s unlikely that you would enjoy this book/series.

To my Familiar

Selina/Selly/Kitten/Cat,

the best cat that’s ever catted 

who returned to Bastet’s side during the edit of this book.
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My life isn’t the same since I jumped into the void lake, the Dreamcatcher invaded my dreams, and Leverett touched me.

Okay, so, no, that last one didn’t technically happen, but he did carry me to bed. Which I missed. Completely.

But it did happen.

A week has passed since I made peace with the Dreamcatcher and the Mara, and I’m still a little shaken from everything: the Veiled’s existence, their need for secrecy, Bonnie seeing them too, my neighbour Kate teaching me basic magick anyone can do, and, yes, my feelings for Leverett. I’m coping, but it’s a lot.

Which is why, at nine a.m., I’m getting the box of tea bags from the cupboard for my second cup of tea.

I cannot handle caffeine. One tea is usually enough. Two give my steps a definite bounce. Three? All of me will be bouncing off the walls and swinging from the ceiling. I’m going for two today because Kate has a lot to teach me and I don’t want to miss any of it.

I’ve also deluded myself into thinking that the more hyper I am, the more I can distract myself from Leverett. He’s not even here and all I can think about is how he carried me—in his arms—to my bed. Never mind that I missed it because I was passed out at the time. His hands were on my body. How am I supposed to pretend that never happened?

I sigh and put the kettle on. It doesn’t matter, because Leverett doesn’t have feelings for me. Why would he? I’m a thirty-year-old human and probably very immature in his eyes. He’s a several-hundred-year-old vampire. Of course he doesn’t have feelings for me, to say nothing of possible love.

So, I focus entirely on my first real lesson with Kate as I put the tea bag into my cup, spoon in some sugar, and nearly place the sugar bag into the fridge because I really need this tea to focus. Or maybe all this caffeine will make it infinitely worse. I guess I’ll see.

Kate volunteered to teach me about the Veiled when we all talked it out with the dream monsters in our living room. Except I can’t get myself to think of either the Mara or the Dreamcatcher as monsters. They’re all just trying to survive. We’ve met up once since, and Kate briefly went over everything she wants to teach me: everything about the Veiled from their variations to their cultures to their habits, herbalism, scrying...

I’ve started to think of it as Magick 101.

I take the mug over to the kettle, set it down on the worktop—

And lose my grip on the handle.

The mug falls to the floor and breaks in two. Little chips of smashed pottery lie around it, the handle broken clean in half.

‘Fuck.’

This is either proof that I need this second tea, or the universe is telling me that the last thing I need is a second tea.

I gather the shards that are large enough to glue back together and place them on the worktop. The smaller pieces I quickly hoover up. I rummage through our drawer full of little useful things like emergency thread and needle, new batteries... and hopefully instant glue, but I don’t see any. Fitting this mug back together will need to wait. At least it’s off the floor now and I got rid of the smallest shards, so my rottweiler daughter Lady won’t hurt herself on them.

I get another mug and lean against the worktop with a sigh, a warm tea finally in my hands. The weather has cooled down a little over the last few days. It’s still hot since it’s July, but the heatwave has broken and I couldn’t be more grateful. Until the next one hits. But right now I can breathe again, and I don’t come home a sweaty mess when I walk Lady.

Bonnie and I have walked Lady together a few times lately. We don’t know how or why, but my best friend and found sister can see the Veiled now, too. I gained this sight when I walked into that void lake in my dreamscape, but Bonnie didn’t do anything. She did join me in my dream to fight the Dreamcatcher, though. Maybe that was enough? Whatever did it, I’m glad. It’s nice to be able to share this knowledge with my sister. Kate sees the Veiled who trust her enough to have revealed themselves to her, and Leverett, as a vampire, is one of the Veiled himself. It’s not the same. I didn’t grow up with Kate or Leverett. I haven’t always shared everything with them until this big secret I couldn’t talk about came around—I didn’t even know Leverett until a few weeks ago. I told Bonnie because we tell each other everything, but it wasn’t the same for her. She didn’t see what I see. Now that she does, we’re determined to help the Veiled. We just don’t know how.

After everything that happened, the worst thing to do would be to walk up to someone and say ‘Hey, I see your wings but it’s cool, I want to help you,’ so we’re just observing for now. Kate told me she’s a witch and Leverett revealed himself as a vampire on their own terms. I’m happy to respect the boundaries of other Veiled and let them do the same thing.

My photography idea is well and truly gone, too. I got carried away in the moment as I usually do, but now that I’ve had time to think, I know it was a terrible idea. Bonnie and I have since taken a few pictures here and there in the park as we always do, but nothing out of the ordinary shows in any of them. We look up and see gorgeous winged fairies, but the photos look perfectly normal... or rather, they look human. The Veiled are normal, too. I just didn’t know they existed until recently. Maybe it’s because the photos are of Lady so the Veiled are merely in the background, or maybe they have some kind of magic over all technology that stops cameras from picking them up, but either way, there’s nothing to see. So my photography project would never have gone anywhere anyway.

Of course, my photography project was never the real problem; my disrespect of their boundaries was. I can see that now, and I feel awful. I realised years ago that I easily get carried away when I’m excited, but it’s never endangered anyone’s safety before.

Our plan now is to approach the Veiled like we’d approach anyone else: rarely and with every intention of leaving the conversation unless we really hit it off.

Lady trots into the kitchen, sits in front of me, and whines up at me.

‘Sorry, but you were sleeping,’ I say. ‘I’ll pour you one now, okay?’

She gives me one brief, happy bark and watches my every move as I take another mug out of the cupboard, place a tea bag in it, and pour warm water on it. Lady loves her tea as much as Bonnie and I do, and she won’t drink it unless one of us makes it. Usually we share our first tea of the day, but the ordeal with the Mara and the Dreamcatcher has tired her out, too. She’s been sleeping more all week while I’ve been getting up earlier, too excited about whatever I might learn that day to sleep.

I place the tea on the floor for Lady. She immediately laps it up like she needs it as much as I do.

‘Is Bonnie still in bed?’ I ask Lady.

She gives me a look that definitely says yes.

My sister has just finished her second year at uni as a marine biology student. Her internship starts in one week, so she’s been using this chance to sleep in. Besides, she was an awesome supportive sister when everything with the Dreamcatcher went down and even saved my life by throwing a shoe at my boobs—I mean, at the Mara, who was on my chest at the time. So, Bonnie deserves all the rest.

‘She’ll walk you once she’s up, okay?’

I’d do it, but I need to get to my lesson with Kate. She’s a wonderfully patient teacher, but I don’t want to be late—these lessons are part of our agreement, and I am excited to learn. Today is my first real lesson after her introduction. I want to be a good student.

Lady’s low whine tells me she doesn’t approve.

‘Do you want to come with me? You can play with her dogs.’

Lady smiles at me—yes, dogs smile, deal with it—and I put our mugs into the dishwasher.

‘Let’s go, then.’

She keeps step next to me as we head next door, where Kate is waiting to teach me Magick 101.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: A black text on a white background

Description automatically generated]

[image: image]


Kate opens the door just as I walk up to her porch. Her two dogs, Keano and Bruin, greet Lady first, bouncing around each other like it’s been years.

‘I was just about to come to you,’ Kate says. ‘Since it’s so lovely out and my dogs are asking for exercise, why don’t we go for a walk for our first lesson?’

All three dogs pant their adoration at her for the idea.

‘Sure, I don’t mind,’ I say, ‘but will that work? I mean, if we discuss the Veiled’—I whisper those two words in case any are listening from neighbouring houses—‘won’t that be a problem?’

One of the reasons the Mara and the Dreamcatcher were sent to take me out was because my boundaries needed work. If we go for a stroll through the park and openly discuss the Veiled with several Veiled around... It doesn’t sound like I’d be sticking to my end of the bargain. Kate usually knows best, but I don’t see her reasoning here.

She smiles her warm, patient teacher smile at me. ‘We don’t have to discuss their different types today. There are so many other things that would make excellent starting points and raise no more than an eyebrow, perhaps. I thought we could walk through the park and make our way to the adjacent forest.’

‘The what now?’

How long have we lived here? If there was a forest nearby, we’d have found it by now.

Kate laughs lightly. ‘I guess I’m about to show you several new things today. The forest is much more private. We can start with something like scrying, since you asked me about it, and then move on to different Veiled once we’re out of earshot. Does that sound good?’

I mean, she’s the teacher. It’s her lesson plan.

I asked her about scrying when I first found the void lake in my dreamscape. As it turned out, it wasn’t relevant at all, so we didn’t get into it at the time. Neither I nor Kate forgot about my request though.

‘Sounds amazing. Thank you again for this.’

‘It’s my pleasure, Esta. This won’t be very different to the chats we’ve already had about herbalism and tarot, for example, except I’ll ask you to do some homework now.’

I smile at her. ‘Will there be a test, ma’am?’

Her smile grows more mysterious, and I get the feeling that the test has already begun. I don’t know what will happen if I fail. Maybe whoever sent the Dreamcatcher after me will kill me after all? I have no idea who’s really behind all this, only that the Dreamcatcher and Mara were hesitant about going behind her back. That’s all I know—that someone who identifies as female is scared I’ll destroy the balance the Veiled have created. It’s not much to go on, but if all I need to do to stay off her shit list is abide by the rules we set in my living room that night, then I can do that.

We take our dogs into the park. They nearly fall over themselves and each other in their excitement, and I feel some of it, too. Or a lot of it, actually—I’ve been looking forward to these lessons since Kate promised them.

‘How have you been feeling?’ Kate asks as we cross the road. ‘Are you sleeping better again?’

‘Much better,’ I say. ‘It really helps that the nightmares are gone.’ Funny that. Of course, these weren’t regular nightmares, either. These were horrors controlled by the Dreamcatcher. ‘It took me a few nights to feel... safe... to fall asleep again. Mischief helped.’ My kitty dream guide’s sarcasm could get me through just about anything. Seeing her “alive”—sort of—and well helped, too. The Dreamcatcher knew my fears and how to get to me through them, but nothing he did was real. That I can hold Mischief and cuddle her again is soft, purring proof of that.

Kate and I begin to follow our dogs towards the other end of the park. Still no forests in sight though.

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Kate says. ‘I can’t imagine how jarring it must have been to have your unconscious invaded, even violated, like that. How are you feeling overall?’

‘I feel fine,’ I say, just as I trip over my own feet. ‘Been a bit clumsy, maybe. More than usual, I mean. I broke a mug this morning.’

The truth is, I’m usually a little clumsy anyway, but I haven’t broken a mug in... I don’t even know how long. I know it’s nothing unusual to drop things, least of all for me, but after everything that happened, I have this stupid paranoia that grows stronger every time something goes wrong... which has been three times in the last week: one dropped mug, and tripping over my own feet twice, once just now and once three days ago as I was walking down the stairs. I could have fallen and broken more than pottery.

Okay, so maybe I’m overreacting. I’m not exactly on edge, but after what the Dreamcatcher did to me and how badly his employer seemed to want my mind destroyed, I can’t help wondering if someone has cursed me.

‘It’s only natural to feel out of sorts after what you’ve gone through,’ Kate says. ‘If it helps ease your mind, I can’t sense any negative energies on your home.’

I asked her to check the day after the Mara and Dreamcatcher left. I wonder if she would have sensed them if she’d tried before that, though. They are both ancient beings. What’s to say they can’t mask their presence? I adore Kate, but the woman isn’t a goddess or something equally powerful. She’s one human witch. She grows herbs and sometimes does prosperity rituals under the full moon or... something. I don’t think I’ve ever asked her for details. Maybe it’ll be part of my curriculum now she’s officially teaching me?

‘That’s a relief,’ I say. ‘Thank you for checking. So, what should we talk about?’

I’ll take anything that distracts me from the few Veiled around this morning. There aren’t many people in the park and most look perfectly human to me, but the fairy family I saw before is here again. My heart warms slightly. The two mothers and their children were the first Veiled I noticed. I’d thought the heatwave got to me then. I want to help all the Veiled, but I feel especially protective of them since they were the first I identified as not human. It’s silly, but there it is. They’re special to me.

Of course, they can’t know that I know unless it somehow comes up naturally in conversation—which it won’t, because why would it?—or they choose to tell me. I have no reason to talk to them or become good enough friends with them that they might tell me, so that’s not going to happen either. So, I’ll do what I promised I’d do and protect them from a distance. Not that anyone seems to be threatening them. Would I even know? I’ll do a pretty bad job if I can’t tell, but I don’t think supernatural spy training is part of Kate’s lesson plan. Shame. It sounds awesome.

‘Why don’t we start with scrying?’ Kate asks.

My heart beats a little faster. ‘Yes, please!’

I picture myself going crystal ball shopping with Kate.

‘There’s not as much to it as you might think,’ she says. ‘You could even start right now.’

I look at her like I’m expecting her to pass me a scrying mirror or something.

‘Don’t I need, I don’t know, a crystal ball?’

I blush. I must sound like a terribly naïve pupil, but I honestly don’t know.

‘Don’t feel bad,’ Kate says. ‘It’s a common misconception I imagine some of us put in place, though I can’t imagine why.’ The way she says us tells me she means all the Veiled. Technically, she isn’t part of that community herself since anyone can learn witchcraft, but it’s the easiest way to hint at who she means without saying it out loud. I’ll have to be careful with this, too.

‘Isn’t it dangerous?’ I think I read something along those lines once, or I saw it in a movie, probably.

‘Another misconception. Most scrying is perfectly safe and easy to practice. You’re an air sign, are you not?’

I nod. ‘January Aquarian.’

‘Then perhaps you would take best to cloud scrying to start with. Smoke scrying can work well, too, since the slightest air currents affect the shape.’

I squint at the sun. ‘You mean... you want me to watch clouds?’

‘Yes, exactly.’

Well, call me Estelle and slap me sideways, I’ve always done that. Who knew I was such a natural? It’s not the exciting crystal ball shopping trip I pictured, but it’s free and she’s right—I can start right now. No complaints from me.

‘I didn’t know it was so easy.’

Our dogs chase one another across the large meadow, jumping around like they’re puppies again. I notice the fairy mothers look at our dogs and exchange a look with a secretive smile. The last time I met them, they mentioned that they were thinking about getting their kids their first puppy next year. I’m glad my dog helped sway them towards it.

‘It’s easy to hide, too,’ Kate says. ‘Not every young witch is lucky enough to have accepting parents. Gazing at clouds can easily pass as simple boredom or daydreaming.’

‘So what do I do?’

‘Take this cloud, for instance.’ Kate points at a large fluffy cloud ahead. ‘What do you see?’

‘Erm...’ I don’t really see any shapes, but I don’t want to tell her that. It’s all just a smooth mass of white to me.

‘Take your time,’ Kate says. ‘The beauty of cloud scrying is that you can practice every day without any tools or much effort. Let your gaze soften and your mind ease.’

I do like the sound of without much effort.

Kate whistles once, and our dogs come bounding back to us. ‘Make sure you clear your mind before you try. If you look up when you’re in a negative or fearful mindset, you’re more likely to see those thoughts mirrored. You get the clearest answers when you have no expectations. Always remember that there is a fine line between allowing your unconscious to speak to you and wishful thinking—don’t confuse the two. It’s the same for tarot and all other forms of divination.’

So if I look up and see Leverett kissing me, it probably won’t mean anything. Not that clouds could be that specific anyway. Or maybe they could? As Kate said, I can practice easily enough. I guess I’ll see.

‘Maybe I should learn tarot, too,’ I say. ‘I mean, if there are similarities, would it make sense to pick up both?’

Kate thinks for a moment. ‘I don’t see why not.’ She smiles at me. ‘I know you’re serious, so if you show me the deck you’d like, I’ll buy it for you.’

I smile, too. Kate is like my witch mum. ‘It’s true, then, that my first deck needs to be a gift?’

Kate dismisses it with a flick of her hand. ‘More misconceptions. Some witches like the idea of being chosen, that someone gifting them a deck out of the blue is a sign, but it’s really not necessary. I find it’s a much stronger sign when you see a deck and feel an instant pull to it. If it calls to you, there’s no harm in buying your own. You also have the certainty that you like the deck. It’s never pleasant to receive a present you simply don’t like, especially when it was so well-meant.’

I guess my earlier vision of going crystal ball shopping with Kate wasn’t far off after all, only we’ll be looking for cards instead.

‘Where do we go to buy cards?’

Eastport doesn’t have any metaphysical shops that I’m aware of. Kate would know the area much better in that regard, though. It’s not like I know every little corner and narrow side alley in this city—I only know what a quick internet search told me.

Kate gives me a prodding smile. ‘If you find one you like online, I’m sure Leverett wouldn’t mind ordering it for you.’

I blush. Does she know how I feel about him? She couldn’t. I haven’t been that obvious. Have I?

Kate laughs. ‘Don’t worry, I simply have a feel for such things.’

Apparently I’m being very obvious. I doubt that’s the full truth, but I appreciate that she doesn’t spell it out. If she can pretend that Leverett has no idea, so can I.

‘I’ve been wanting to ask him for ideas of how to help them... you know. I just haven’t been back yet.’

I bite my lip and look around at nothing in particular. I hate how tongue-tied I feel. He isn’t even here.

‘I went to his shop two days ago,’ Kate says. ‘He asked about you.’

My heart skips a beat. ‘He’s wondering how I’m doing?’

Of course he is—that doesn’t make it a personal concern. It’s natural to wonder how I’m adjusting. It doesn’t mean anything.

‘He is,’ Kate says. ‘I told him you’re doing well, but I’m sure he’d appreciate you coming by and telling him yourself.’

I suppose if I’m ordering a tarot deck through him, I’ll have a good excuse to go. I’ll be looking up decks as soon as I’m home.

I do feel bad that I haven’t been back, but I didn’t know how to face him. I feel like I’ve made the biggest idiot of myself, and I know I’ll do no better next time I’m around him. Being near him makes it hard to think. The Dreamcatcher was a real threat to my mental health, but it’s Leverett who’ll take my sanity.

And against him, I have zero defences.

‘It’s just through here.’ Kate nods towards a narrow path leading away from the park. No way there’s a forest through there. The main path runs alongside most of it, and that’s going straight into a neighbourhood. This smaller path dips down slightly, sure, but that doesn’t mean it can’t go up again seconds later. It doesn’t mean there’s a whole forest just off to the left.

I follow Kate down and stop to stare at the trees around us.

‘Well, I’ll be damned.’

There actually is a forest here. I can see the park right behind me and get a peek at someone’s garden through the trees, but otherwise they’re so thick and overhung that I can pretend we’re in a genuine forest. The path ahead leads farther in, and there’s a tiny brook running alongside the path. It’s like something out of a fairy tale.

Kate laughs. ‘I’m glad our first lesson is proving so fruitful!’

I’m learning scrying, I’m getting into tarot, and now I’ve found a whole part of this neighbourhood I didn’t know we had.

What a day.

And true to her word, the path ahead is empty except for our dogs. Keano and Bruin are leading the way while Lady is following them, tail wagging and head going left and right and left again. Neither of us know where to look. I still can’t believe all this is here.

‘You probably don’t realise it,’ Kate says, ‘but we’re surrounded by all kinds of Veiled every day. Elemental spirits, for instance, are very good at blending in. Household spirits, too.’

Now it’s getting interesting. The leaves rustle as if in response.

‘And they don’t mind us discussing them?’ I ask.

‘How many do you see right now?’

I look around, but there’s nothing but foliage and our dogs. While it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that my dog is a benevolent cuddle spirit of love, I don’t think that’s what Kate means.

Kate has a way of making me realise how little I know without making me feel stupid... or at least not very stupid. This isn’t the first time today that I feel like I’m missing the obvious.

‘I want to say none, but that’s not the right answer, is it?’

Kate laughs. ‘You’re correct, actually. You won’t see elemental spirits if they don’t want to be seen. Most seamlessly blend into their natural habitats. That doesn’t mean they can’t make themselves visible, but it’ll be rare that you see them. Household spirits, on the other hand, can be spotted by accident, and most don’t appreciate it. Some even turn violent. It’s best to— Esta, are you paying attention?’

My head snaps back to Kate from Lady, who’s been splashing around the brook like she’s trying to catch the water with her teeth.

‘Sorry. I’m still a little surprised that I never knew we had a forest right here.’ My eyes flick to Lady. ‘She isn’t hurting any water spirits, is she?’

Kate shakes her head. ‘No, but I expect you to pay better attention from now on. This is part of our deal with the Mara, after all.’

I blush at being scolded. ‘Yes, sorry.’ Like I could forget the agreement we came to. ‘So I take it each of the four elements has its own spirits?’

I’m hoping that asking a question will make her less angry with me again. Kate doesn’t have to teach me but suggested this herself, and I really do want to know.

‘There are five elements,’ Kate says, ‘but we will start with the four everyone knows beyond question: air, water, earth... and fire.’

She draws a pentagram in the air, naming the four corners as she does so. She gives me a knowing look when she doesn’t say anything at the top point—I guess that’s the fifth element.

‘We will cover the basics for this first lesson to give you a good starting point,’ Kate says. ‘Air elementals are known as sylphs, water elementals as undines, earth elementals are gnomes, and fire elementals are called salamanders. We can call on each of these easily enough, but you need to remember that they are ancient forces. If you wrong them, they will let you feel it.’

I got hung up on sylphs. My grandpa once called me his little sylph when I was very young, but I doubt he meant anything by it. I’ve simply always loved a strong breeze, and most of the elementals Kate named aren’t exactly unknown words; although, I half expected water elementals to be mermaids.

‘Household spirits are just as varied,’ Kate explains, ‘and many are of the fae family. There are hobgoblins, brownies—’

‘Is that how you say it?’ I’ve heard of them before, but I’ve pronounced them like the chocolate bake. I didn’t realise they were pronounced broo-nie.

‘Their name comes from the Scottish–Gaelic dialect. You wouldn’t know if you’ve only ever seen it written down.’

I nod. ‘I wish I’d brought a notebook. There’s so much to remember, and it’s only been a day.’

The more Kate tells me, the more questions I have, but I don’t want her to have to repeat herself when I ask her everything again once I have a notebook in my hand.

‘Your homework will be to practice cloud scrying, find a tarot deck that speaks to you, and research the different elemental spirits I just told you about. Can you remember all four?’

I repeat the names, prouder of myself than I should be that I didn’t forget anything. It is only four words, but it’s been a very informative morning.

‘Very good. We will leave it here, I think, so we don’t overdo it. We will meet once every week to discuss your homework and add to what you’ve learned.’

It doesn’t seem like often enough, but I have a feeling I’ll fall down the rabbit hole as soon as I stick my head in.

‘Can I still ask you things when I see you in the garden?’

Kate smiles. ‘Of course. You can ask me anything anytime.’

‘Thank you.’

A breeze sighs around my arms and neck. I put my head back and close my eyes for a moment. It’s so much to remember, but I’m not put off by any of it. If anything, I want to learn more. Kate and Leverett could have taken my memory of the Veiled, but I didn’t want it then and I don’t regret my decision now. The two of them, the Mara, and the Dreamcatcher have chosen to trust me. Now it’s my turn to put in the work.

‘Shall I send you the link when I’ve found a deck? I don’t think I have your email address.’

Kate considers it for a moment. ‘No, just take it straight to Leverett. I can leave my payment details with him next time I’m over there, or he can call me when it’s arrived.’

I swallow and nod. I have been acting childishly by avoiding him. The longer I put it off, the harder it’ll be, and I really don’t want him to think that I don’t want to be his friend anymore.

‘I’ll have a look today and visit him tomorrow.’

I’ll need to get over myself to be his friend, so I may as well rip the plaster off.

Kate and I finish our walk in companionable silence. When we leave the forest the same way we entered, the bright sun dazzles me for a moment before my eyes adjust. There are fewer clouds around now—looks like we’re heading into the next heatwave; awesome—but the few that are there almost look like...

Fangs. One even looks like blood is dripping off it.

I blush. We were just talking about Leverett, and when am I not thinking about him? I remember what Kate said about not confusing intuition with wishful thinking. I haven’t been wishing that he bites me, exactly—I know he doesn’t drink blood—but I’d be lying if I said that I never wondered what it might feel like. If it would hurt, or if he’d be gentle, hold me in his arms as he runs his tongue over the wound...

The clouds move, I blink, and they look like candy floss again.

So it’s probably nothing.
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Lady yawns even before I close the front door and wanders over to the sofa for a nap. I guess exploring this exciting new place with Kate’s dogs has really tired her out, bless her.

The shower’s running, so I knock on the bathroom door and shout a ‘Good morning!’ to my sister, then I sit on my bed and open my laptop. Kate has given me so much homework to do, but for the first time in my life I’m actually excited for it. Who knew that was possible? I flick open my notebook and write down everything I remember. I leave one double page free for scrying research, one for elemental spirits, and one for tarot. These are just for my initial notes and questions, though. I know I won’t be able to summarise everything in so little space. Since I can start with cloud scrying anytime and Kate has told me a little about different elementals, I search the internet for tarot cards.

There are so many.

I knew there were a few different decks, but I didn’t realise there were hundreds. I see oracle cards mentioned, too, and make a note to ask Kate about them.

How does anyone pick just one? Would it be terrible if I bought decks just for the art? Kate did say to buy a deck that calls to me, but I’ve no idea how any one of these is supposed to stand out when there are so many vying for attention. I see one recommended for beginners a lot, but the art doesn’t speak to me. There’s nothing wrong with it, it’s just not my style. I guess I can start eliminating them one by one like that...

And I’d still be here a few days at least.

I start a list in my notebook with decks I like. Whether I’ll still remember what any of the names are tomorrow, though, is another matter.

The bathroom door opens. Bonnie, wrapped in towels, sticks her head into my room. ‘Hello.’

‘Late night yesterday?’ I ask with a smile.

She breaks into a grin. ‘I’ll tell you all about it, just let me get dressed first.’

Bonnie had a date last night. With Sunitha, the diving instructor lady.

I grin, too, and get back to my research while Bonnie gets dressed, or I try to, anyway. I quickly suffer from choice overwhelm. Maybe I should have asked Kate for a recommendation? I worry I won’t feel a connection to any of these just from looking at pictures online. Wouldn’t it make more sense to find a shop that sells them, look through the cards, hold them in my hands? But we don’t have anywhere nearby that sells them, and complaining won’t fix that.

Bonnie comes in and sits on my bed. ‘I saw your note. Thank you for walking Lady.’

I shrug. ‘Always a pleasure. Kate came with me; we did our first lesson while Lady tired herself out. Did you know there’s a forest just around the corner?’

Her eyes go wide. ‘Seriously?’

I nod. ‘I’ll show you! But first, how was your date?’

I still feel like the worst sister ever because we’ve barely talked about her and Sunitha at all, but with the Dreamcatcher messing with my dreams... my mind was elsewhere. This was only their second date. I’ll do better.

Bonnie can’t help grinning, and she blushes. ‘It was great. She’s so sweet, Esta! I can’t wait for you to meet her. I know you’ll love her.’

I wiggle my eyebrows. ‘Not as much as you do, hopefully.’

This is the happiest I’ve seen Bonnie in a while. She does love her degree, but deadline pressure isn’t the natural habitat of joy. It’s nice to see her like this.

‘What did you guys do?’ I watch for any signs on her face that I don’t want details.

But Bonnie relaxes against the bed frame. ‘We went for drinks. We talked until about two a.m. I only actually got home around three-thirty.’ She sighs happily. ‘She asked me out again, to Brighton this time. She suggested we go swimming together.’

‘Sounds serious,’ I say. ‘I’m excited to meet her, too.’

She gives me a careful look. ‘So, how’s it going with Leverett?’

I freeze. It’s not that I don’t want to talk about him or even daydream about him—it’s difficult to stop, actually—I just don’t know what to say. Or rather, I don’t have anything new to say.

‘It’s not.’ I turn the laptop around so Bonnie can see. ‘Kate has offered to teach me tarot and said she’ll buy my first deck if I order it through him.’ She hasn’t technically made that a requirement, but I have. I could order whatever deck I’ll choose quite easily online, but ordering it through him will give me a reason to see him. Hopefully I can behave like a normal person who isn’t constantly wondering what he looks like naked. How his hands would feel on my skin. Between my—

Hopefully, I’ll simply move on soon.

‘Oh wow!’ Bonnie takes the laptop from me. ‘These are gorgeous! Which one are you getting?’

‘Haven’t decided yet. I’m not sure— Are you scrolling?’

She freezes with her finger on the laptop. ‘Sorry. Do you remember where you stopped?’

‘No, but I don’t think it matters.’ There’s one name I keep coming back to. Maybe I’ll have another look at that one. ‘There are so many, I’m not convinced the list ever ends.’

Bonnie giggles. ‘You could ask Leverett for a recommendation. I bet he’d have an idea.’

The idea crossed my mind, too, but would it seem too much like I walked into his shop only because I wanted an excuse to talk to him? That’s exactly what’s happening, but I don’t want it to feel like that. I want it to feel natural. Casual. Although...

Will it seem forced since I haven’t visited in a week? I don’t want him to think that I’m only coming by because Kate made me.

I’m shocked by how hard I’ve fallen for him, and how quickly. This isn’t like me.

‘You know,’ Bonnie starts, ‘when he picked you up and carried you upstairs, he looked so gentle with you. Like you are the most precious thing to him.’

I blush and swallow the awkward lump in my throat.

‘I doubt that was it,’ I say. ‘I mean, we were both tired, right? You and me? Maybe you imagined it.’

Bonnie raises an eyebrow. ‘Nu-uh, I don’t think so. Just talk to him, okay? He was a huge help with the Dreamcatcher. At the very least you should tell him how you’re doing.’

I swallow again, out of shame this time. She’s right. Leverett went out of his way to help me with the nightmares, and he’s answered every question about the Veiled and vampires I’ve asked him. And I’ve turned my back on him, or it feels like I have. He deserves better than that.

I’m itching to go right now, but if I do that it’ll definitely be awkward. If I find a deck first, it’ll give us something to talk about, and hopefully it’ll be fine from there.

I nod. ‘Yeah, I know. I’ll go. When are you going swimming with Sunitha?’

Bonnie beams at me. ‘She’s busy today and tomorrow, but we’ve made plans for two days from now.’ She gets up. ‘I’d better apologise to Lady, so I’ll leave you to your research. Is she downstairs?’

‘Passed out on the sofa.’ At least, I assume she’s sleeping. It never takes her long, and she seemed exhausted.

Bonnie leaves me to it, and I turn back to my laptop to see where she stopped scrolling. I don’t like the feel of the deck on the screen and next up is an oracle deck, but the one after that...

It’s all bright pinks and blues with golden highlights. Pastels or pinks in general aren’t my thing, but this deck... This deck, though. It’s absolutely stunning, and it feels comforting, like it’s reaching out. Like it’s offering. And it just so happens to be the deck whose name I kept thinking about.

I guess that means I’ve found the one.

I type the name into YouTube, then I open the shortest flick-through video. Every card is prettier than the last, and I get different feelings from all of them: Joy. Hope. Disaster. If I can read them like this, in two-second bursts, surely I’ll cope when they are mine? I can’t wait to hold them in my hands and take in every detail on every card. Maybe buying them for the pretty pictures isn’t the right way to do this, but I feel like they’re calling my name. Who am I to argue?

I’ve recently learned a hard lesson about getting carried away when I’m excited, though, so I put a little star next to the name in my notebook and close the laptop. If I still feel this strongly tomorrow, I’ll know this is my deck. It’s not like I need to buy it right now or it’ll be gone forever. And if I don’t feel like this anymore tomorrow, it’ll be a good thing that I waited.

I turn the page in my notebook and get lost in scrying and elemental research. I write down to ask Kate and Leverett for book recommendations. I make notes like the good student I want to be. All the while, I can’t get that tarot deck out of my head. I know waiting is the mature thing to do, and I have every intention of doing just that, but part of me has already decided.

And when I fall asleep that night, the last thing I think of is the beautiful colours and artwork, all other decks forgotten.

My dreamscape has become a whole new kind of nightmare, and
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