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Chapter One
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It was growing, that was for sure. Small green points crept up through the soil, spreading across the surface like a deformed octopus unfurling its tentacles. It was a succulent, but there was something different about it, something more sinister, like it had been crossed with a fungus, oozing poisonous sap.

Zo popped her head over my shoulder. “That is definitely not a sunflower.” She laughed, sending brightly coloured sparks shooting out over me.

“Stop it!” I slapped my shoulder, as my jersey started to singe. That just made Zo laugh harder, spraying another round of red and gold embers.

“That’s enough, Zoe. Back to your own work.” Miss Trager’s tone indicated this was non-negotiable.

Zo made a face at being called “Zoe” then turned back to her own plant spell. Naturally, she’d managed to grow a perfect yellow flower. In fact, looking around the classroom, I was the only one who hadn’t produced something pretty and floral.

Miss Trager picked up my flowerpot. The stems were twisting now, turning a reddish-brown as they did. Miss Trager watched it, her lip curling in disgust. Her eyes didn’t match the rest of her expression, though. The intensity of her stare and the way her breathing had deepened, she almost seemed excited... eager... Eager to use this to get me out of her class, probably. 

Zo and Julianna’s flowers were leaning out of their pots, their stalks curling around each other until the plants became one beautiful, exotic, living floral arrangement. I glanced down at my abhorrent creation and swallowed, my stomach churning. The leaves were starting to wilt, letting off an unpleasant smell. 

“Oof, Toby let one rip!” Elijah yelled, causing an explosion of laughter from Asher and Julianna. 

Fortunately, Zo kept a straight face. I wasn’t sure I could take another fire. Miss Trager had told us Zo would probably start to develop magical manifestations – magistations as Zo called them – of all her emotions as time went on. We didn’t know what they were going to look like, but let’s just say I was planning to avoid getting her angry at all costs. 

Miss Trager cleared her throat and the laughter stopped instantly. I wasn’t sure if that was her using magic on us or just our fear of her severe gaze. Either way, the effect was impressive. 

“Very... interesting, Toby.” She craned her head to look up at me, still intimidating despite being a foot shorter than me. “I think Mr Grandace will want to see the direction your magic is taking.”

The churning in my stomach went into double-time. Even after six months in this school, the headmaster’s name still caused a knot of dread to form inside me, especially now Miss Trager wanted to show him my failure. She seemed to be waiting for a response, so I forced myself to nod, then shoved my hands in my pockets, and broke eye contact as soon as I could. 

Miss Trager gestured for us to return to our desks. Like always, we clustered into the five desks in the centre of the room, finding security in being close to each other. It was weird. The classroom was set up for forty, but it had just been the five of us since the beginning. The whole school was like that – corridor after corridor but only our small group moving through them. Everything was really old too. Outside, ivy creepers wound over the school walls; inside, there were inkwells built into our wooden desks, and layers of names and other graffiti carved into the tops. I traced my finger over a pair of initials, surrounded by a heart. UT & AG, whoever they were, had left their mark. The staff claimed we were a pilot programme – the first class of our kind – but if that were true, the school had been here for sixty years waiting for us.

I leaned my chin on my hand, as Miss Trager began a lecture on the theory of botanical magic. I wasn’t sure anything about my magic could be called botanical. The putrid stench still wafted from my flowerpot. Somehow, it managed to smell like both decomposing leaves and rotting meat.

I stared out the window over the school grounds and the rolling hills beyond them. Back home, I would have been furiously making notes every time a teacher opened their mouth, scared of failing a test if I missed something. Here, the tests were all magical, and I was pretty sure I was going to fail either way.

My gaze drifted to the open classroom door as someone walked past. My stomach dropped as I locked eyes with Mr Grandace, his black devil-beard and long flowing cloak as intimidating as ever. He held my eye for a moment then swept on. Two other staff members followed in his wake, quickening their pace to keep up with him. 

There was a girl walking between them. She turned as she passed our room, her eyes meeting mine too. She had a wild look to her – her long dark hair loose and messy around her face, and she clutched a book to her chest, her fingers biting deep into it, as if it was by sheer force of will that she didn’t implode.

She seemed to hold my stare for minutes, her gaze somehow both pleading and aggressive. Then she was whipped away.

I turned back to Miss Trager.

She frowned at me, the seriousness taking her well beyond her thirty years. “As you may have seen, you will have a new student joining you from tomorrow.”

Elijah whispered something. I wasn’t close enough to hear, but it sent up giggles from Julianna and Asher, and yet another round of embers from Zo.

“You will meet Calliope this evening after classes, for now please take out your grimoires.”

We all groaned but pulled out our textbooks nonetheless, Elijah and Asher levitating theirs out, just to show off.

Zo leaned over to me. “You see her?”

I nodded. “Looked terrified.” 

Zo shrugged. “We probably all looked like that on our first day. She’ll settle in.”

Zo turned her attention back to Miss Trager, and I tried to follow suit. Something about the girl’s stare haunted me though. I felt a crawling over my skin and I desperately didn’t want to be sitting still.
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A FAMILIAR TUG IN MY stomach told me when it was the end of classes for the day. Zo told me she saw the calls to move as streams of colours she had to follow, and Julianna had said something about a scent. For me, it was like a hand pulling at my belly button as if it would rip the remnants of my umbilical cord from my body if I didn’t get up and go the way it wanted. The girls’ versions sounded more pleasant, but either way, none of us were in any doubt when the school expected us to do something.

I walked back to the dorm room with Zo. She was trying to explain a spell to me, but all I could think about was my failed plant. Was it bad enough for me to get kicked out of the magic programme? The thought played on a loop in my head.

“Ow!” Zo jumped as she crossed one of the rune lines painted on the corridor floor, and a buzz of magic shot through her. “Dammit!” A clap of thunder sounded above us, and a rain of silver sparks fell over us.

I jolted too, stubbing my toe. “Ow, Zo!” I shielded my head as the deluge continued.

She laughed, and the sparks turned red and gold, before fizzling out. “Sorry, I got a fright.”

I rolled my eyes. I guess that answered the question of what her scared-magistation looked like. I still wasn’t looking forward to angry.

“Six months of crossing these things, and they still make you jump?” I kicked the rune line, feeling the magic tingle through my toes.

Zo poked her tongue out at me. “You jumped too.”

I couldn’t argue with that. We crossed over the next one and headed back to the dorm.

The new girl was already inside. She stood in the middle of the room still clutching her book. The wild look I’d seen in her had intensified, and I wondered if she’d heard Zo’s thunderclap echoing through the halls. Her whole body was tight and alert, primed as if ready to run.

For a moment, we stared at her, then Zo took charge. 

“Hey, I’m Zo.”

The girl just stared back at us. She met Zo’s eye, and her gaze was sharp, seeming to cut straight through. Zo hesitated, a flash of something that almost looked like fear crossing her face, then she pulled herself up taller.

“This is Toby.” Zo jabbed me in the ribs
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