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      Lightning crashed through the sky, followed closely by rolling thunder.

      The cloaked figures assembled in the old ruin of a castle, high up in the tower, overlooking the stormy ocean. Wind whipped through the busted stone walls.

      A bald man with a pointed nose spoke first. “Why did you call us here, Despina? The weather is atrocious!”

      Despina said nothing, as if she wouldn’t dignify his protestations with a response. She merely pulled her pastel pink cloak tighter around her shoulders to protect her from the cold.

      All eyes turned as a woman entered via the old spiral staircase. She wore a deep blue cloak and her white blonde hair tumbled out from the hood making her easily recognisable among her fellow society members. “We have more important things to think about than weather, Geoffrey,” said Lamorna, her pale skin glistening in the moonlight. 

      Her mouth twitched at the corners as they all stared at her. They could tell she wasn’t quite human, but none of them knew her secret. Not yet.

      A loud wave crashed outside and Lamorna smiled.

      “Hem, hem,” said Despina. “Now that all the cell leaders of the Bloodstone Society are present and accounted for...and quiet.” She eyed Geoffrey as she spoke. “We have some news.”

      There was a pause so full of anticipation, Despina wanted to prick it with a pin, but she drew it out, waiting for Lamorna.

      “Those Myrtlewood pests with their fire sprites have given us a brilliant idea,” Lamorna said. “Of course, you’ll be aware of the rather fortuitous celestial alignments coming up this Solstice. Neptune will be in harmonious aspect to the full moon eclipse in Capricorn.”

      “Will you stop babbling about the stars already?” Geoffrey grumbled. “It’s freezing!”

      “Very well,” said Despina. “You might be more interested in this!” 

      She pulled a black cloth from the small table in front of her.

      Gasps echoed through the room as they all took in the sight of the small carved wooden box.

      Geoffrey scoffed. “You really mean us to believe she’s in there? After all this time...”

      Despina frowned and glared at him. “Three months is hardly a long time where other dimensions are concerned. You’re just trying to make a play for leadership. But guess what? It’s not going to work, werewolf. You’re too weak!”

      The man growled and looked up at the half-moon, visible through the gaping holes in the ceiling. He bared his teeth and lunged for the box.

      “Stop!” Despina cried, but Lamorna opened her mouth and a strange sound escaped.

      Geoffrey froze, spellbound. They all watched, transfixed, as Lamorna opened a tiny silver vial, humming as she did so.

      Glimmering liquid rose up from the small vessel as if coaxed by her voice. It sped towards Geoffrey, covering his face.

      He screamed as the metallic liquid hissed, burning through his skin and clothing. He stumbled around the room and leapt from the open side, screaming as he fell.

      The remaining attendees looked out to see that he was dead.

      “Now then,” said Despina, dusting her hands together. “Are there any others who feel like challenging us?”
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      The heady scent of flowers drifted through the hot summer air. Music pumped, vibrating through the earth.

      Rosemary moved in a fever, dancing as if possessed, under the lights in the crowd. She swayed and jumped and turned and flipped her hair from side to side as she danced, surrounded by people she didn't know and didn't care to know, losing herself in the movement of her own body.

      Just then, she caught sight of him standing at the side of the crowd, wearing a suit as he normally would, but this time without a tie. The top shirt buttons, undone and hanging loose, his eyes burning with desire, his hair swept back.

      Rosemary felt her mouth water as he moved towards her through the crowd.

      She continued dancing, keeping her eyes on him until he got to her, reaching out for her, touching her shoulder.

      “Come away with me,” he said. “You know you want this. We both do…”

      He took her hand and led her away from the crowd, through a dense patch of forest. They moved at vampire speed, as Burk lifted her up and carried her to a hilltop. He set her down, soft grass beneath their feet. He laid her down and kissed her.

      Rosemary relaxed, surrendering to all kinds of pleasure.

      She jerked awake in her bed, mildly alarmed and shaking herself. The dream had been so vivid and intense and pleasurable.

      Even though Rosemary hated to admit it, she wanted to go back there and be with a certain sexy, if ancient, vampire.

      “No, no, no,” Rosemary muttered, pulling herself out of bed.

      Of course, it had been far too long. And she would be the first to admit it. She hadn't been intimate with anyone for some years, not properly, and she hadn't wanted to be.

      Rosemary relished her independence. Besides, her priorities were already overloaded with looking after her teenage fae-slash-human and adjusting to a new town and a new magical way of life. Not to mention starting her own business, learning all about how to become a chocolatier and how to run the admin and financial side of things.

      She started making her way out of her room, but the dream kept lingering seductively in the air, as if trying to lure her back into sleep. “Not going to happen,” Rosemary said to herself.

      “What's not going to happen?” Athena asked from the hallway landing.

      “Nothing,” said Rosemary. “I just had a weird dream, that’s all.”

      She followed her daughter downstairs and began their usual morning routine of making toast and tea.

      “I really wish I learned about all of this business stuff earlier on,” said Rosemary. “I already missed the big chocolate seasons — Valentine's Day and Easter. Not to mention Mother's Day. By the time my business is fully up and running, well...who knows when that will be. We're heading into the heat of summer when chocolate melts and makes a big mess.”

      “Oh, stop your moaning,” said Athena. “It's your own fault you didn't set it up earlier.”

      “It wasn't my fault,” said Rosemary. “I was artfully putting it off. It was whatever component of my brain likes to self-sabotage that’s behind it all. Not me as a whole person.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” said Athena. “And speaking of that, what was your dream about?” she asked with a teasing lilt to her voice.

      “I'm not telling you,” said Rosemary glumly. “It was a private and adult matter.”

      “You basically just gave it away! Now what? Which of the three stooges was it?”

      “Athena!” Rosemary said with a tone of mock outrage.

      “Well, I think it would be going a bit far to call them The Three Musketeers, don't you, Mum? And you hate it when I call them your suitors.”

      “That's a good point,” said Rosemary. “Why don't you just call them by their names and finally come to terms with the fact that your mother does not have a romantic life whatsoever?”

      “Well, somebody's got to,” said Athena. “I need something to entertain myself with.”

      “It's not natural for you to be obsessed with my love life.”

      “Mum! That's gross. I just want to play matchmaker. You never give me a chance.”

      Rosemary sighed. “Look, we've got bigger fish to fry. Off to school with you.”

      “Fine,” said Athena, picking up her plate of toast and sculling back her mug of tea.

      “Finish your breakfast first,” said Rosemary.

      “What's the point? It's not like I have to go far.” She opened the door to the east wing of the house. “I'll see you later.” She waved to her mother and toddled off down the hallway to the makeshift school.

      After the official Myrtlewood campus had been largely scorched by a magical fire, not too long before, Thorn Manor had performed the admirable task of adjusting itself to suit the purposes of housing all forty-eight students of the old magical school. Fortunately, it wasn't an enormous student body to house.

      Rosemary had wondered why a town of such a small size even had a school of its own. Although, of course, they needed a magical school for such a magical town. It would have been almost impossible to disguise the shifters and other fantastic creatures among the normal mundane children of an ordinary school.

      Things had gone relatively smoothly since the temporary relocation, although Ms Twigg frequently complained that the new library wasn’t large enough and that she’d have to ‘spell’ it to make it bigger.

      Rosemary thought it was almost exactly the same as the one on Myrtlewood campus, but Ms Twigg kept complaining as if she was hoping that Rosemary would give her some kind of upgrade. She didn't seem convinced by the explanation that the house had a mind of its own.

      Rosemary had never been a landlord before. She found it quite odd to meet with the school principal every Friday, especially since the school didn't believe in having a fixed principal due to the well-established fact that power corrupts. Therefore, the teachers all took turns in the role, meaning that Rosemary would meet with a different teacher every week.

      Despite the hassles, the benefit of all of this was that Athena could continue her education and so could her classmates, despite the fact that their school wasn't going to be operational for at least until after the summer.

      Thankfully, there were only a few more weeks until the summer holidays started.

      Rosemary made her way to the car and drove slowly towards the centre of Myrtlewood to Marjie’s tea shop.

      The soon-to-be chocolate shop that she'd leased from grumpy old Covvey was still undergoing renovations and wouldn't be ready for quite some time. And since Rosemary didn't really want to be cooped up in the house, especially not when it was also functioning as a magical school with children running around the yard, she'd been camping out at a table in Marjie’s tea shop. She referred to it as her makeshift office.

      She carried in the usual stack of papers and started organising them on the table. On one side, she put her business notes and other things relating to the course she'd been taking. In the middle, she set down a stack of forms and other bits and pieces that she had to fill out. It was all paperwork relating to setting up her business. On the other side of the table she put the pile that she hardly had time for but wistfully glanced at occasionally. It contained all the details and the instructions and the coursework for her chocolatier course.

      She hadn't had enough time to practice making, given all the business related stuff, and the kitchen in Thorn Manor was hardly fit for commercial use. Though she did try to do the practical exercises at home in the afternoons and sometimes in the evenings.

      She also had her first in-person training as part of the course coming up in a few weeks, where she got to go to London and learn from the real experts.

      She was quite looking forward to it, if only she could finish all of the preparatory exercises and assignments in time.

      Marjie brought Rosemary out a cup of tea and a cheese scone. She'd given up trying to bring out a whole tea tray complete with tea pot after Rosemary complained that she didn't have enough room on the table.

      “Have you got any surprises for me this morning?” Marjie asked.

      Rosemary pushed a brown paper bag towards her friend, who was now much more like family.

      “Here are yesterday’s chocolates,” said Rosemary.

      “Oh, these look marvellous!” said Marjie, peering into the bag. She took them behind the counter and arranged them on a dainty little plate. “Now tell me what they all are,” she said, tottering back towards Rosemary's table. “And then I'll leave you alone in peace to get your work done.”

      Rosemary pointed to the pink truffles at the front. “These ones are raspberry and rosewater. I added the rosewater myself, although Athena says it tastes like soap.”

      “She always says that,” said Marjie. “But you and I know better.”

      “I just thought the raspberry alone wouldn’t have quite the full flavour notes that I was looking for. I hope I don’t get in trouble for all my improvisations.”

      “If they don't appreciate your culinary genius and your fine sense of taste, they're not worth their salt,” said Marjie, making her spare hand into a fist up on her hip. “And what are the others?”

      Rosemary pointed to the other chocolates in turn. “These are dark chocolate truffles. These ones are Earl Grey flavour, and the long ones are cardamom and apricot.”

      “Oh, that sounds just divine,” Marjie exclaimed. “I can't wait to sample them all. And then I'll do my usual trick and offer them around as tasters for the townspeople. Stir up a bit of interest in your shop.”

      Rosemary smiled. “They’re not really perfect yet.”

      “You might say that, my dear,” said Marjie. “But I think they’re just divine. And I know that once everyone's had a little taste of what you're capable of, they'll all be queuing up as soon as your wonderful shop opens.”

      “I'm going to leave the marketing department to you then, Marjie,” said Rosemary. It was the part of her coursework that Rosemary was least enjoying. She didn't really like blowing her own horn, so to speak.

      “You're going to be so popular!” Marjie crowed. “Oh, come to think of it, have you thought about looking into a stall at the Summer Festival?”

      “Festival?” Rosemary asked. The word brought back memories of the dream she’d just had. She had to shake her head vigorously, just to bring herself back to the present moment. “Is it like all the other seasonal rituals?” Rosemary asked.

      “Oh no,” said Marjie. “The Summer Festival is a proper affair. I mean, not proper in the hoity toity way. I mean, it's a big festival that draws in thousands of attendees. Haven't you heard of it?”

      “I suppose people may have been muttering about it,” said Rosemary. “But I didn't realise it was a big deal.”

      “Oh, it's the biggest deal of all,” said Marjie. “Myrtlewood town makes most of our additional money for the year over the summer, and the festival is the crowning jewel. Big bands come, you know? And DJs.”

      “Really?” Rosemary said. “I didn't think this was a raving kind of place.”

      She felt a whiff of concern in relation to the dream she just had and hoped it was just a coincidence.

      “Oh yes,” said Marjie. “People come from all around the country, and even from abroad, to celebrate the festival. It all starts with an opening ritual in the town square and then everyone matches up and parades all the way to the top of the tor and the stone circle there where the druids have their annual sacred rite.”

      “What tor?” said Rosemary. “I thought Glastonbury was the one with the tor. Isn’t a tor just a big hill, anyway?”

      “Bother Glastonbury,” said Marjie. “They think so highly of themselves.”

      Rosemary could tell she’d struck a nerve.

      “Myrtlewood is just as important in terms of sacred sites and places,” Marjie insisted.

      “Why have I never heard of the standing stones on the tor and the druids that come here?” said Rosemary.

      “Don't be silly,” said Marjie. “You must have.”

      “I don't think so,” said Rosemary, crossing her arms.

      “Well, you are still a little bit new here,” said Marjie. “But let me tell you they're quite a big deal. Nobody goes up there except on the solstice. People say it's because it's sacred, you know. And an important protected historic site, but really, everyone knows it's much more than that. It's dangerous.”

      “No, not more danger!” said Rosemary. “I think I’ll steer clear of that after the last couple of months.”

      “No, dear,” said Marjie. “On the solstice. It's when we cast away the bad spirits.”

      “Bad spirits? Do you mean like poor quality bourbon?” Rosemary joked.

      “Of course not. Now you're just pulling my chain,” said Marjie. “It’s a serious matter. People have been hiking up to the top of the hill and performing the druid rite in the stone circle for hundreds of years, perhaps thousands. It drives the bad spirits away from these lands.”

      “Well, I wish they'd remembered that last Beltane,” said Rosemary.

      “That was sprites, dear,” said Marjie. “Spirits rarely light fires.”

      “I feel like there's so much I still need to learn,” said Rosemary. “What are these spirits? Are they ghosts?”

      Rosemary's mind wandered to thoughts of her grandmother. Granny Thorn had been absent for some time after haunting Thorn Manor, occasionally being incredibly helpful and oftentimes being a pain in the neck.

      “Not exactly ghosts, dear,” said Marjie. “It's hard to explain.”

      “Never mind,” said Rosemary. “I'm sure we’ll be just fine, although I am getting suspicious of all the seasonal rituals now, after everything we've been through. I think I might try and give this one a miss.”

      “You absolutely will not,” said Marjie.

      “Is this another case of the town needing my family magic?” Rosemary asked. She took another sip of tea and felt a lot better. “Did you dose this with your magic formula? You did, didn't you?”

      “Of course I did,” said Marjie. “We need to have you in as good a mood as possible so that you can make the best possible chocolates for us!”

      Rosemary smiled. “You are a sweetheart, Marjie,” she said. “And I'll think about having a stall at the Summer Festival, if it's possible between my coursework and setting up the business and everything else.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” said Marjie. “But it would be a great way to help establish your name as a chocolatier with all the visitors coming through. You’ll have people from all around the country ordering from your shop in no time at all. Plus, you've already missed Easter and Valentine's Day and even Mother's Day.”

      Rosemary groaned. “That's what I was saying to Athena this morning.”

      “Exactly,” said Marjie. “So there's no time to lose. Hop to it, quick smart!”

      Rosemary smiled and gulped down the rest of her tea. Despite all the drama in Myrtlewood, there was no place on earth she'd rather be.
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      Athena made her way down to folklore and history. It had been a strange experience over the past few weeks, going to school in her own house. It wasn't without its benefits, when she could take her breakfast with her.

      Classes had been starting a little bit earlier than usual, as part of Rosemary's agreement with the teachers to host the temporary campus. Athena had not been impressed with this arrangement.

      Rosemary had insisted that it was in everyone's best interests, purely because it suited her to send Athena off to be occupied by something else early in the morning, keeping her out of trouble.

      Despite the early mornings, and the utter embarrassment of having her mother so close by, there were some perks.

      Athena walked into class, carrying her plate of toast, and smiled broadly at Beryl across the classroom, who, as usual, glared at her. Priceless.

      Athena smiled as she took a seat next to Elise and Sam, and Beryl’s glare only intensified.

      “Toast?” she offered from across the classroom.

      Beryl narrowed her eyes. “You think you're so smart, Athena Thorn,” she said. “Just because the school happens to be in your ridiculous house, it doesn't give you any more power than anyone else. And it certainly doesn't make you better than me. It's not fair that you're trying to make a fool out of me like this.”

      Athena laughed. “I don't think it would be necessary,” she said. “You're quite capable of making a fool out of yourself.”

      “Now, now,” said Ms Twigg. “Settle down, students. I have two announcements to make.”

      The class stilled.

      “The first announcement is on the dates for your upcoming exams. They will be in the second week of June.”

      The class groaned and Ms Twigg tutted them. “In more invigorating news, a new pupil will be joining this class.”

      Athena was only half paying attention as Elise scrawled a note next to her so that she could read it, asking if she wanted to catch up after school for some ice cream.

      Athena wrote back, yes.

      “May I introduce Finnigan.”

      Athena’s expression hardened. She kept looking down into Elise’s notebook as her blood ran cold. It can't be, she thought. Not him.

      She slowly raised her gaze to see a very familiar boy, one who had been playing on her mind quite infuriatingly for some time. One she never wanted to see again.

      “What's the matter?” Elise whispered.

      “Nothing,” said Athena. “I'll tell you later.”

      She couldn't believe it. How dare he turn up here after everything he'd done.

      Athena had been so terribly deceived by Finnigan, who she’d thought she could trust, who she’d thought was a friend, a good friend, and quite a lot more besides.

      Her friends had never met him before, and Athena hadn’t told them much about the fae boy who’d led her into their realm and handed her over to the foul Countess of West Eloria.

      She tried to squish it down. She refused to meet his gaze, even as he paused in front of her desk on his way to take his own seat.

      Instead of paying attention for the rest of the lesson, she went over and over it in her mind...how he'd won over her trust. How he’d convinced her to go with him to the fae realm to learn about her powers. How he’d tricked her and trapped her and betrayed her, and then disappeared.

      She hadn't seen him since she'd left the fae realm, but she’d worried about his return. Occasionally, she wondered if he thought of her. Or perhaps spied on her. Being of human and fae heritage as well, he had the rare ability to navigate between the two realms, like Athena herself could, only he was much more proficient at it.

      And now, he’d shown up in her very house. Not just in her school and in her classroom. It added insult to injury. She would not allow herself to meet his gaze.

      She didn't owe him anything. And if she had any feelings for him, they mostly were not the good kind. She wasn't going to allow herself to give in to any whims or fancies.

      She might have forgiven her father for everything he'd done, all the terrible behaviour when she was younger, but that had been a long time ago. And Dain had hardly known how to control himself because of his upbringing and his addiction to cream, which Rosemary and Athena had fortunately resolved, at least for the time being.

      Finnigan had no such excuse. He’d wilfully betrayed her. There was no way she was going to let that slide, even though there was a very annoying part of her that hoped he'd returned just for her.

      She was determined that this was not going to go on. He couldn’t stay here. She couldn't stand to be in a classroom with him. She needed to get rid of him, out of the school and out of her life. Only, that probably meant telling her mother.

      There was a small possibility that Finnigan would listen and she could solve the whole sorry conversation without telling Rosemary. There was nothing for it. She’d have to tell him in no uncertain terms that he was not welcome.

      One thing was certain. He had to go away and never return.

      By the end of the class, Athena had learned nothing of the history of the famous Summer Solstice festival of Myrtlewood. She'd been far too occupied with her thoughts.

      She got up to leave the classroom, hoping she could just ignore Finnigan for now, because as much as she wanted to tell him to leave, she’d suddenly lost her nerve. The lead weight in her gut was making it too hard to say anything. She wasn't ready. She was angry that he’d shown up like this. The best course of action was, clearly, to ignore him and hope that he’d go away.

      “Athena,” he said, following behind her down the hallway. “Athena!” he called out again.

      Athena stopped, allowing her classmates to file past. She raised her head and looked Finnigan in the eye. “What the hell do you think you're doing here?” she asked.

      “I'm going to school,” said Finnigan. “Only I didn't realise it was going to be at your house.”

      “An unlikely story,” she said. “Why are you even in this realm? You don't belong here.”

      Finnigan looked as if he'd been stung by her words.

      “Look, Athena, I know that you're probably angry at me.”

      “Angry doesn't begin to describe it,” Athena said. “I'd be angry at you if you did something simple, like fail to return my phone call or spill hot chocolate on my favourite top. What I feel is much worse than that.”

      She was glad everyone had disappeared from the hallway, leaving them alone. But still, she spoke fairly quietly so as not to cause a scene.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. “I want the truth.”

      “Athena,” said Finnigan. “I'm finally free. I didn't have the chance to explain it to you in the fae realm, but I needed to earn my freedom from the Countess. I was shackled to her because of an old pact that my mother had made. And the only way for me to be free was…”

      “Was to hand over my father and me?!”

      Finnigan looked down at the floor. “I needed to earn a certain amount of favour with her so that I could have my life back.”

      “And you didn't think you could do the dishes or something?”

      “I would have been doing dishes for a thousand years,” said Finnigan.

      “That would have been preferable,” said Athena. “Given you don't even age over there it would have hardly mattered.”

      “It's not how it works,” said Finnigan. “I mean, I do age in the realm, just more slowly. My human side doesn't seem to, but my fae side does.”

      “I don’t want to hear about this,” said Athena. “You betrayed me.”

      “I know, and I'm sorry.”

      “That's not okay. You do not get to turn up now and say ‘Oh, sorry’. You do not get to come to my house or to my school or even my town. I don't want to see you again.”

      Finnigan looked crestfallen and Athena almost felt sorry him, except that there was no way on earth she would allow herself to do that.

      “I want you out of here,” she said.

      “I understand why you'd say that,” he replied. “And I probably deserve it.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “I just want to try and live in the human world for a while. And...people my age go to school.”

      “People your age are well past retirement,” said Athena. “You don't belong in this time and you don't belong in this world.”

      “Ouch. That hurt,” said Finnigan.

      “Well, you deserve it.”

      “I probably do.”

      “Please just leave,” said Athena. “Or I'm going to have to make you.”

      There was a kind of gleam in Finnigan’s eyes. “Oh, yes?” he said. “And you have the power to do that, do you?”

      “Not personally,” said Athena, “But this is my house, after all. If I were you, I'd leave before you get kicked out. It'll be less embarrassing that way.”

      Finnigan raised his hands. “After the life I’ve lived, embarrassment is the least of my concerns.”

      Athena bowled past him, rage flaring again.

      She thought about going to her next class, but her emotions were running too high. So instead, she walked all the way to the end of the wing, out the door, and around to the front of the house again. She made her way upstairs to her bedroom, got into bed, and cried.

      It didn't sound like Finnigan was going to leave of his own accord. Athena realised she had to do something truly dreadful.

      Telling Rosemary was the last thing she wanted to do. Not only would it bring back bad memories of how she'd stupidly run off with the boy she hardly knew to the fae realm only to be betrayed by him. This whole situation could also open her up to having her life scrutinised by her mother again, removing her precious little privacy.

      She had promised Rosemary that she would be more open from now on, provided Rosemary upheld her end of the deal. Meaning that Athena would have reasonable and appropriate freedoms without Rosemary becoming insanely overprotective again. Athena felt a sinking realisation that perhaps the only way to get Finnigan out of her life and gain back some control was with her mother’s help, but still, she resisted making the phone call.

      Athena fell asleep after shedding a few tears. They weren't for Finnigan, she told herself. They were for herself having to see him again, and the distressing nature of that situation. When she woke up from her nap it was midday already.

      She decided she couldn't very well go back to school given that Finnigan was most likely still there. Red hot anger rose up again in her chest.

      How dare he not only turn up, but flatly refuse to listen to her when she told him to leave? It would have been bad enough if they were at the regular Myrtlewood campus, but in her house?! She felt violated that her own home was being invaded by someone she could not stand. There was nothing for it. She had to call Rosemary.

      It was time to start putting into practice what she'd reluctantly agreed to, and being more open with her mother. She only hoped that Rosemary would uphold her side of the bargain.
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      Rosemary looked around the tea shop, took a sip of her cold tea, and sighed. As she set the cup down abruptly, she accidentally dipped her sleeve in the cream from the scones Marjie had brought over to her.

      “Blast,” she muttered.

      “Here you go, love,” said Marjie, handing Rosemary a napkin. She sighed. "I’d better go and wash a load of dishes. It’s not the same without Lamorna.”

      Rosemary squinted at her friend. “She was evil.”

      “Yes, but she was also a dab hand in the kitchen.”

      Rosemary shook her head and started getting up from the table. “Let me help.”

      “No, no. You’ve got plenty to be getting on with. I’d hire someone new, but it won’t be long before business slows down for the year.”

      Marjie bustled off and Rosemary looked around. The tea shop was quiet in a mid-afternoon lull. Her tea had gone cold, but she didn’t want to bother Marjie and couldn’t be bothered getting up to make herself a fresh pot.

      She was midway through setting up a very frustrating spreadsheet on her new laptop that she’d purchased for study. She cursed under her breath at the formulas, attracting furtive looks from the other few customers. The stupid numbers weren't working the way they were supposed to. Just then, her phone rang. It was Athena.

      “Hello, love,” said Rosemary. “What's going on? Shouldn't you be at school?”

      “I went to school this morning,” said Athena. “But I had to leave and go home.”

      “Why? What's wrong? Are you sick?”

      “Not exactly,” said Athena.

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary. “Bad cramps?”

      “No! Mum!” Athena groaned.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Finnigan showed up.”

      Rosemary was silent for a moment. In fact, she could barely speak as her vision darkened and her emotions closed in on her at the news.

      “Mum?”

      “No!” Rosemary said. “The nerve! Are you alright? Did he attack you?”

      “It's worse,” said Athena. “He's a student. He enrolled in Myrtlewood Academy.”

      “The little twerp!” said Rosemary, outraged. “What made him think he could just enrol in school and show up at our house like that? Do you think he's doing it just to try and kidnap you again?”

      “Fat chance,” said Athena. “He says he's finally earned his freedom and now he wants to live a normal life in the earth realm.”

      “Can he not go and do that literally anywhere else?” said Rosemary.

      “Apparently not,” said Athena. “He thinks he's entitled to be here.”

      “We'll see about that,” Rosemary said. “Hang tight. I'll be home in a little while. But first, before I see you, I'm going to have to make a little detour to the principal's office.”

      “Okay, Mum,” said Athena, sounding resigned to the inevitability that Rosemary was heading straight to the school. “Just don't do anything too embarrassing.”

      “Me? Embarrassing?” said Rosemary. “I wouldn't dream of it.”

      “Mum,” said Athena, with a warning note in her voice.

      “Okay, I'll try and be on my best behaviour,” said Rosemary.

      “Also,” Athena added, “remember what you promised. You wanted me to be more open with you. And in exchange you were going to stop being all protective and weird.”

      Rosemary sighed. “I remember,” she said. “Forgive me while I struggle against my own urges to wrap you in cotton wool and try and protect you from that dip-wad.”

      “Consider yourself forgiven in advance,” said Athena. “Just don't stop me from seeing my friends or anything.”

      “As long as your friends don't happen to include him, you're totally fine,” said Rosemary.

      “Wow. That's never going to happen,” said Athena. “There's no way I could ever trust Finnigan again.”

      “Glad to hear it. Now make sure you're looking after yourself. Have a nice cup of tea and I'll see you soon.”

      She hung up the phone and hastily shoved her various piles of paper back into her bag.

      “Is everything okay?” Marjie called from behind the counter.

      “It will be,” said Rosemary. “I just have something urgent that I'm going to attend to.”

      “I know that look, Rosemary Thorn,” said Marjie. “Just be careful not to set anyone on fire...who doesn't deserve it.” She winked.

      “Don't worry,” said Rosemary. “He definitely does.”

      She strode out of the shop before Marjie could delay her with any more questions and drove quickly back to Thorn Manor, making her way as fast as she could towards the principal's office. This week Mr Spruce was behind the desk. Rosemary smiled as she caught sight of the enormous man with his bushy white beard and decidedly good nature. She was pleased it wasn't Ms Twigg anymore, who had been a little bit of a pain, considering her endless requests for a bigger library and the fact that she was a stickler for annoying details.

      “Rosemary! Come in! Come in! How can I help you?” Mr Spruce bellowed.

      “It seems we have a problem with a certain new pupil at the school,” said Rosemary. “Assuming he really is a pupil and he wasn't just lying about it.”

      “Ah, you're referring to young Finnigan,” said Mr Spruce.

      “I'm afraid so,” said Rosemary.

      “What seems to be the problem?” Mr Spruce asked. “Has he already caused mischief this morning?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” said Rosemary. “I can't possibly have him in the house. I don't even want him in this realm. And I don't want him at school with Athena. Not after what he did.”

      She explained a little bit about what went on with the fae realm, Finnigan’s abduction of Athena, as Rosemary saw it anyway, and the way that he’d betrayed her, handing her over to the countess who was keeping her father captive.

      “Are you saying he took her against her will?” said Mr Spruce. “Because that would be quite a serious matter.”

      “Not exactly,” said Rosemary. “She...she was willing to go at the time, but it was obviously under false pretences, so I think it hardly counts.”

      “I see,” said Mr Spruce.

      “Not to mention the fact that he abducted her father against his will and cast an illusion to make us think the house was on fire.”

      Mr Spruce frowned in concentration. “He does seem to be a young troublemaker. We'll have to keep an eye on him.”

      “No,” said Rosemary. “I don't want you keeping an eye on him. I don't want him anywhere near any of our eyes at all.”

      “You're saying you want him expelled?” he asked. “I'll have to discuss this with the other teachers. In fact, let me just check in with Ms Twigg. She's a stickler for the rules and she'll know what can be done.”

      He picked up a small green bell from a tray of bells with different colours and sizes, and rang it. A moment later, Ms Twigg opened the door.

      “You called, sir?” she said.

      “You call him sir?” Rosemary asked. “Aren’t you all on the same level?”

      “When he's principal, we address him more formally. The rest of the time I'll call him Aventurine. Occasionally, Mr Spruce.”

      “Okay, whatever,” said Rosemary. She and Mr Spruce filled Ms Twigg in on the situation.

      Rosemary was feeling more and more anxious. She knew what Ms Twigg was like in terms of following protocols, and the more they went through the details, the more it seemed like Rosemary didn't have a leg to stand on.

      “While it might be a matter to refer to the magical authorities,” said Mr Spruce, “it seems he hasn't done anything wrong since being a student at the school, and therefore, we have no jurisdiction to punish him or dismiss him.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” said Rosemary.

      “He clearly needs some guidance,” Mr Spruce continued.

      “I'm not sure if guidance is going to help him,” said Ms Twigg.

      “At least that's one thing we agree on,” Rosemary muttered.

      “I'm sorry, Ms Thorn,” said Ms Twigg. “The problem is, we don't have any rules specifically for expelling students who did something terrible before they were enrolled at the school. I do suggest you take this up with the authorities if you have further complaints.”

      “But he's in our house now!” said Rosemary. “This is totally unacceptable.”

      “The school is in your house,” said Mr Spruce. “And though it hasn't been without its teething issues, things are going relatively well.”

      “Up until now,” said Rosemary, flaring with rage. “I can't believe you're going to let him keep coming. If you do that, you might have to find another place for the school to run.”

      “We have an agreement,” said Ms Twigg. “You wanted Myrtlewood Academy to carry on just as much as we all did. You've signed the contract, just as we all have. The school will continue to be run from Thorn Manor until the campus can be repaired. It shouldn't be too much longer. I hear they’re having some difficulties considering the magical nature of the fire. But for now⁠—”

      “No,” said Rosemary. “You don't understand. It's torture for Athena after what she's been through. She cannot be around that boy.”

      “Are you saying you're withholding her from classes?” Mr Spruce asked.

      “That hardly seems fair,” said Rosemary. “She hasn't done anything wrong. And she likes school. Though I'm starting to wonder why, with your attitudes!”

      Ms Twigg glared at Rosemary from above her horn-rimmed spectacles. “Now, now, Ms Thorn. That's enough of that kind of sentiment.”

      Rosemary felt like she was a teenager being reprimanded by a teacher again, and it didn't bring back very pleasant memories.

      “Surely we can make some kind of compromise,” said Mr Spruce.

      Rosemary crossed her arms and harrumphed.

      “It seems we can't expel Finnigan from the school since he's legitimately enrolled as a student, and everything he did wrong was a while ago.”

      “Not that long ago,” said Rosemary. “It's really only a month or so.”

      “Be that as it may,” said Ms Twigg. “The rules say…” She raised her finger.

      “We've been over the rules,” said Mr Spruce, cutting her off. “Rosemary is well aware.”

      “This conversation has gone on for too long already,” said Rosemary.

      “I was saying,” said Mr Spruce, “we cannot forcibly remove any student from the campus even though it is in your house. And I apologise for that.”

      Rosemary shook her head, very unimpressed with his so-called apology.

      “However,” he continued, “we can forbid him from interacting with your daughter. We can even look into whether he might be able to go into a different class, though he tested to be at the level of the class that Athena happens to be in.”

      “Well, that would be something,” said Rosemary. “That would at least give Athena some peace of mind. She wouldn't have to talk to him. It's not really good enough…”

      “I understand your concerns,” Mr Spruce said. “However, given the predicament we find ourselves in, we're just going to have to reach some kind of compromise that works for all parties.”

      “It's harassment,” said Rosemary. “I'm sure the only reason he chose to enrol at the school was to taunt Athena and maybe try to trick her into going back to the fae realm or kidnap her again...or even worse.”

      “If that's the case,” said Ms Twigg primly, “then his lack of being permitted to interact with her might send him packing. If the whole purpose of him being at school is your daughter, he may well choose to leave of his own accord.”

      “One can only hope,” said Rosemary.

      “Thank you for bringing this to our attention,” Mr Spruce said. “We will do everything we can to protect our students. Rest assured that no harm will come to Athena via any of the other students while she's in our care.”

      “If only there was some way that you could guarantee that,” said Rosemary. “Anyway, I've heard enough. I'm leaving, but this conversation is not over.”

      She stood up, stomped out of the principal's office, and slammed the door behind her, still furious.

      She walked around the house three times before going inside to see Athena, knowing very well that her daughter was not going to be happy about the situation. And the fact that the school's hands were tied.

      Rosemary had a right mind to go in to find Finnigan herself, and grill him until he agreed to leave of his own volition...and that was the milder version of the thoughts that passed through her head, some of which included enormous fireballs being lobbed his way.

      However, being an adult, and a witch much more in control of her magic than she used to be, she turned her attention to her daughter. She had to go and make sure Athena was okay. That was the most important thing.

      “First, I’m going to burn off a little bit of this rage,” she muttered to herself, stalking towards the old dishevelled greenhouse as her anger flared.

      She began lobbing huge balls of magic fire and lightning at the greenhouse until all the glass windows burst and the structure became a smouldering base. Rosemary was panting a little. “That'll do for now,” she said as magic continued to sizzle through her. “I think it's time for some tea...or maybe something a little bit stronger.”
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