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“But I don’t see why I have to go to school.” Sage ground her pestle into the bowl of spices with frustration. “I’m going to work here with you. I don’t need exams. No-one even uses wands anymore.”

“We use them sometimes.” Her mother responded mildly, refusing to react to Sage’s bad mood. She was well used to her flame-haired daughter’s high spirited announcements.

“Only for the big festivals.” Sage persisted mulishly. “I’ve seen you using a wooden spoon before. Wands are just for show.”

“True.” Her mother agreed amiably, moving across the small workshop to fetch down a jar of dried rose petals.

“I can’t even have a proper argument with you!” Sage abandoned the pestle and tossed her bright red curls over her shoulders, blowing one out of the way that kept bouncing in her face. “You’re not supposed to just agree with me.”

“Ever, or just in this instance?” Lauren shot a wicked smile across the bench and just like that Sage’s mood evaporated and she burst out laughing.

“Mum, I don’t want to go.” She sighed eventually when her amusement had subsided. “What can school teach me that you can’t? I know everything I need to know to work here. I got good grades in my GCSEs.”

“It’s not so much what it can teach you as what it can give you.” Lauren finished weighing out the petals and then set the jar aside to look directly at her daughter. “You need to be with other people your own age. You need to be allowed some independence. You need to experience all those things that your father and I can’t give you. I didn’t want to go to school either, but I’m glad I did. I have a lot of happy memories and the friends I made there are still my friends now. It’s where I met your father.”

“Ew!” Sage scrunched up her small upturned nose. “You think I’m going to go to school to find a husband? Mum, I’m only sixteen!”

“No-one said you had to find a husband!” Lauren laughed at her outraged expression. “He and I both decided to stay together after we earned our wands. We got together in our last year when we were eighteen and married when we were twenty-one after we put down the deposit on the shop.”

“Did you always want to work here?” Sage asked curiously, hopping up onto one of the counter tops to listen. Her mother didn’t often talk about her past so it was fascinating to Sage.

“I always wanted to work for myself.” Lauren gazed fondly around the little shop, with its rows of small glass bottles and jars lining the brightly lit glass shelves. “Even when I was your age I wasn’t well suited to having a master. This is what I was good at. Like you, I seemed to have a knack for making cosmetics that really work.” She smoothed a hand across the workbench that she had owned since they had first renovated the building. It had been well sanded and polished over time until it had almost reached the pale shade of the floorboards. “People come to us when they’ve tried everything else. It fills my heart with happiness to see them come in again a few weeks later with whatever problem they had fixed.”

“Mine too.” Sage studied her fingernails. They were ingrained with ground herbs and God only knew what else. “I guess I just never thought that what we do is unusual.”

“We’re lucky.” Lauren smiled at her with so much love it almost hurt to see. “Very few people have the power to help others in the way that we do.”

“What if you can’t keep up with orders while I’m at school?” She tried a different argument but her mum just shrugged.

“The wind blows the leaf as it will.” She said philosophically and Sage facepalmed. She hated the proverb her mum always used. Just once she’d like the leaf to fight back. Or not fall from the damn tree in the first place. “Now, are you going to show me what you’re working on?” Lauren moved around to Sage’s side of the bench and studied the neatly laid out star anise in the wooden soap mould.

“It’s a new soap. That girl with the bad skin came in again. She tried the tea party soap but it wasn’t working so I thought I’d try witch hazel, anise and myrrh. I just haven’t melted the resin yet.”

“Sounds interesting.” She smiled. “I’ll leave you to it and go put the kettle on. Let me know if you need any help.”

“I’ll be fine.” Sage watched her mum leave the room and sighed. “I always am.”
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The summer holidays seemed to rush by in a blur and by the time they pulled up outside the boarding house, two weeks into September, Sage didn’t feel even approaching ready to be leaving home. “Feels weird being back here.” Lauren looked up at the building and Colin, Sage’s dad, reached across and took her hand.

“Does feel strange doesn’t it? It’s been a long time.” Lost in memories, they sat in the car for a few moments, giving Sage the opportunity to look round. Eddington School wasn’t far from York, but it felt like it was in the middle of nowhere. They’d left the city heading north and within a few miles were travelling across deserted moors. The school complex had loomed out of the wilderness like a giant, forbidding beast squatting in the landscape. It was a pretty set of buildings up close though. Even Sage grudgingly admitted that. The sandstone gleamed palely in the afternoon light, presiding regally over a massive courtyard. Opposite the school gates there was the main building where, her parents had informed her, all her classes would take place. To the right of the huge courtyard as you looked from the gate was the boys’ boarding house. To the left was the girls’ boarding house, which was to be Sage’s home for the next two years. The sports facilities were all at the rear of the main building.

Sage watched as a car pulled up a few metres away and a blonde girl her age stared fearfully up at the building in front of them. She was probably in the same boat as Sage – a new starter. Sage instantly felt a kinship with her and, as their eyes met through two sets of glass, she smiled. The other girl smiled back, although her blue eyes looked a little watery. Her parents weren’t reminiscing and were busy turfing a huge trunk out the boot of the car, all business. Feeling sorry for the other girl, Sage undid her seatbelt and opened her car door, sliding out.

“Hi, I’m Sage.” She held her hand out and after a startled moment, the other girl shook it.

“I’m Saffron.” They thought about it and then both sniggered.

“Maybe we’ll collect enough friends to make up a spice rack.” Sage joked. “Are you new here?”

“Yeah.” Just like that Saffron’s amusement faded into fear. “You?”

“Yeah.” Sage morosely studied her shoes. “My mum and dad homeschooled me. I’ve never been to school before.”

“Wow, really?” Saffron watched with avid curiosity as Sage’s parents finally got out of the car. “That’s so cool.”

“It is?” Sage blinked. It had never seemed particularly cool. It was just normal.

“Yeah it is.” Saffron glanced at her parents who were now manhandling the trunk up the steps of the boarding house. “I transferred from a school down in Cambridge. Look, I’d better go.” She gestured to where her parents had disappeared through the door. “Guess I’ll see you in there.”

“Yeah.” Sage ducked her head. “Good luck.”

“You too.” Sage turned back to help her parents wrestle her own trunk out of their boot. “God, this is so antiquated.”  She grumbled. “What the hell is wrong with a suitcase?”

“It’s tradition.” Her father chided gently. “Everyone will have them.” He handed her a set of small keys. “Put these somewhere safe – don’t lose them.” She slipped the keys into her jeans pocket and helped him carry the trunk up the steps into the huge building. A plump, sweet-faced woman dressed smartly in a green suit and white blouse was waiting just inside.

“Hello Miss Webber.” Sage’s mother stepped around the two of them carrying the trunk and greeted the older woman warmly.

For a few moments the woman looked confused and then a flicker of recognition lit in her eyes. “Lauren Pearson?” She said slowly, looking back to Sage’s father. “Colin? Colin Appleton? Is that you?”

“Yes it’s us.” He grinned at her. “Except Lauren’s an Appleton too now. And this is our daughter Sage.”

“Gosh, I never made the connection with the surname!” Miss Webber beamed. “It’s wonderful to see you both again, and looking so well! I had always hoped you two would marry. Sage, did you know your mother was my star resident?”

“Head of house in her year.” Colin confirmed proudly. Great, Sage thought resignedly. Something else to try and live up to.

Ignoring Sage’s lack of response, Miss Webber gestured them into the building. “I daresay you know your way around. Sage is in the yellow room, first floor. Do you have time to get her settled and then join me for tea?”

“Yes I think so.” Lauren was delighted. “Come on Sage, we’ll get you settled in your dorm.” A little bemused, Sage followed her mother and father up two flights of stairs onto the first floor landing. At the far end they turned left into a bright room. The walls were a pale yellow, the carpet a non-descript beige. The far wall had two massive sash windows that looked out over the courtyard and the other walls were filled with furniture although there was another door to her right. The bed units had a desk with a wardrobe next to it and drawers underneath. The bed frame sat atop the whole construction with a small ladder up the end. The centre of the room was taken up with a comfortable looking collection of arm chairs and bean bags around a low table.

To Sage’s delight, Saffron was unloading her things into one of the other units. Her parents appeared to have already gone home. There were four beds in the room in total but only Saffron’s was occupied. Sage glanced around and then took the one next to Saffron’s. At least she was a known quantity and it was away from the window so she wasn’t likely to get caught by any draughts. Her father set her trunk down by the desk and stepped back, smiling. “Do you want any help unpacking?” He asked and she shook her head.

“No, I’ll do it thanks.”

“Okay.” They stepped back and watched uncertainly as she unlocked the lid and flipped it back. “Well, we’ll go visit with Miss Webber but we’ll come back and say goodbye before we leave.” Her dad said eventually and she nodded, a lump in her throat as their departure came ever closer. They left the room and Sage stared at the contents of her trunk, not really seeing it.

“It gets easier.” Saffron offered gently. “The first time is always hard, but it does get easier.”

“Thanks.” Sniffling, Sage began pulling clothes out and hanging them in the wardrobe. She was almost done when an older girl appeared in the doorway with a younger girl in tow who was dragging her trunk on wheels.

“This is your room.” The older girl stepped aside, letting the younger girl through. “You can pick either bed.” 

“Thanks.” The younger girl looked like a watercolour with her mousey brown hair and pale porcelain skin. She was as slim as a willow and tiny to boot. She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall. Wide grey eyes gazed around at the bright room and she rolled her trunk to the bed nearest the door, the one opposite Saffron’s.

“Now,” the older girl came into the room and pulled the door closed behind her. “You three are all bunking together because you’re the only girls boarding in your year attending special classes. I presume your parents have explained the layout of the school structure to you?” They all nodded and she smiled, satisfied. “Excellent. We have a house rule – if you need to discuss your special classes, you will do it only in this room and only with the door closed. The only exception to that rule is if you require assistance with your homework, in which case you may come to the top floor. Anyone in a room with a door with a blue door frame will be able to help you. The norms don’t know we’re here and we’d like to keep it that way.”

“Are we likely to be set homework that requires equipment?” Sage asked. “Is there a workroom anywhere in the building?”

“There is, but I’ll be able to take you on a tour after dinner. It’s easier than explaining it.” The older girl smiled. “This building has some...unusual qualities. If you need anything else in the meantime, I’ll be downstairs. My name’s Frankie and I’m your head of house this year.”

“Sage.”

“Saffron.”

“Anise.” Said the pale girl and Sage and Saffron immediately started laughing.

“Really?” Sage asked her. “Is that your name?”

“Yes.” She said defensively in a sweet, piping little voice.

“Well that does it.” Saffron grinned. “This room is hereby officially christened the spice rack.”

“Oh I see.” Anise looked relieved. “I thought you were making fun of my name.”

“Why would we do that?” Sage felt as confused as Saffron looked. “It’s a lovely name.”

“Well you all seem to be getting along swimmingly so I’ll leave you to it.” Frankie smiled at them all and went to prop open the door. “I suggest you finish your unpacking. Dinner is at six. Just head down to the front hall and we’ll all walk across together.” Nodding in response to the chorus of thanks, she left them to it.

Saffron had already finished unpacking her stuff so she helped Sage with the few things she had left and then they both helped Anise. By the time Sage’s parents returned the girls had already set up a radio and were in the middle of a serious discussion about books.

“Looks like you’re settling in okay.” Lauren smiled and Sage’s face fell.

“I’ll miss you.” To her horror her eyes began to fill with tears and her dad gathered her up in a hug.

“Come on snot bag.” He joked. “You know that crying doesn’t look good on redheads.”

“We’ll look after her Mr Appleton.” Anise said seriously. “It’s always hard the first night.”

“I know.” He smiled at her. “I remember. Thank you.” He ruffled Sage’s curls. “You hear that Sage? You’re amongst friends. You’ll be okay and by tomorrow you’ll have forgotten what we look like.” She pulled herself together enough to hug them both tightly and then they left, not wanting to draw it out.

“Well this sucks and no mistake.” Saffron declared, looking a little teary-eyed herself. “There’s only one thing for it.” Ducking under her desk, she rummaged around in her trunk and emerged victorious, brandishing a massive bar of chocolate. “Pull up a pew ladies. We’ve got some serious getting to know each other to do...”

By the time they headed down for dinner Sage was feeling quite nauseous and she didn’t know if it was because of the chocolate or laughing too much or the first stirrings of excitement at seeing something other than her dormitory. The front hall of the boarding house was crammed with girls of varying ages. Most had obviously been attending the school for a few years and were talking in large groups, exchanging stories about their summers. There were a few very young ones with tear-stained faces who looked around with fear in their eyes and it tugged Sage’s heart strings. She couldn’t imagine leaving home at such a young age. Some of them only looked eight or nine years old.

There was a definite clique of girls her age who were shooting her and the other two superior looks of barely disguised curiosity. “Is it just me or does anyone else feel like a circus freak show?” Saffron said out of the corner of her mouth and Sage snorted with laughter.

“Who gets to be the bearded lady?”

“Bagsy I get to be the dwarf.” Anise said drily and they all three burst out laughing.

“Come along now girls!” Miss Webber appeared at the front door and herded them all out into the balmy evening. The summer was hanging around and it was still quite warm out. 

“What a beautiful evening.” Frankie said from behind them and Sage flashed her a smile.

“Yes it is.” They walked along the path by the front of the boarding house and headed for the main doors of the school. “Do we have to come this way if it’s bucketing down?” She asked Frankie and the older girl shook her head.

“No. There is a passageway inside, but for as long as the weather holds they’ll expect us to come out. The fresh air is good for us.” On the far side of the quadrant, a large group of rowdy boys was walking in the same direction and Saffron was making like a meerkat, trying to see their faces.

“You could just wait until we get to the dining hall.” Sage nudged her. “You’ll fall over if you don’t watch where you’re going.”

“I’m just looking for someone I know.” Saffron slumped. “My friend Rueben transferred up here too.”

“Cool.” Sage grinned at her. “That must be nice – having someone you know. We’ll look for him inside.”

“You’ll like him.” Saffron blushed slightly. “He’s lovely.”

“And is there something going on between you two?” Sage asked, too curious for diplomacy.

“No.” She answered just a little bit too quickly and Sage and Anise exchanged an amused glance. If there wasn’t something going on with Saffron and Rueben, she was certainly hoping there would be.

The dining hall was crowded and they had to queue in line to pass through the canteen.  There were almost two hundred boarders at the school and they had all turned up at once. Something smelled amazing and Sage’s mouth was watering by the time they reached the front of the queue almost fifteen minutes later. Grabbing a tray, she ignored the amazed looks the others were giving her and asked for a piece of everything.

“How the hell do you stay so slim?” Saffron demanded enviously as Sage picked up a bowl of dessert for later. “You eat like a horse.”

“Good genes and fast metabolism I guess.” Sage bounced lightly on her feet as she waited for them to finish up, sending her drinks carton wobbling dangerously. “Where do you want to sit?”

“Anywhere.” Anise looked around. “Let’s go find an empty table.” With the other two in tow, she set off across the hall until they found one where no-one was sitting. They were all set out in rows along the walls of the dining hall; long, solid oak tables with benches set to each side. Sliding their trays along, they moved to the far end in case anyone needed to share, and ended up sat by the windows. 

“This place really is in the middle of nowhere.” Sage gazed out of the window at the darkening moors. She could see the swimming pool and tennis courts, but beyond that there was nothing for miles, as far as the eye could see.

“It’s probably so that no-one can run away.” Anise smiled. “You’d starve before you got anywhere.”

“I don’t think it’s quite that drastic.” Smiling Sage picked up her knife and fork and tucked into her dinner. “God this is amazing! I thought school food was supposed to be gross?”

“It’s not bad.” Saffron grudgingly admitted. “The food at my last school was gross. They deep fried everything.”

“This is definitely homemade.” Sage mumbled around a mouthful of lasagne. “It’s like my mum makes it.”

“You might want to slow down there.” An amused male voice said. “If you were eating any faster you’d be inhaling it.” They all looked up and Sage swallowed her lasagne without even chewing it before her jaw could drop. He was gorgeous. Black locks framed golden skin, around startlingly olive green eyes. Broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist and a T-shirt revealed beautifully toned arms.

“Rueben!” Saffron leapt up and threw her arms around him, almost knocking the bench and Sage over.

“Woah, steady there!” He awkwardly slid his tray onto the table with one hand as the boys standing behind him started sniggering. “Good to see you too SJ.”

“Sorry.” Flushing scarlet she let him go and slumped low on the bench.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” He asked when she didn’t say anything.

“I’m Sage.” She held her hand out, wanting to spare Saffron the embarrassment. “And this is Anise. Nice to meet you Rueben.”

“Likewise.” He looked around at the guys behind him. “Do you mind if we share your table? It’s getting pretty full in here.”

“Not at all.” He pushed his tray along and slid in next to Anise, opposite Saffron. “These are the guys from my dormitory – Toby, Hec and Sebastien.”

“Hec short for Hector?” Anise asked and the guy at the end of her row nodded. He wasn’t as handsome as Rueben, but had similar colouring with hazel eyes. “That’s an excellent name.” She smiled at him. “I had an uncle Hector. He was Scottish.”

“Och, the best kind of person!” Hec replied with a broad Scottish accent. “Ye ken where he was fae?”

“Somewhere in the Highlands.” Anise shrugged. “I only went to visit once. There were a lot of hills. Most of the time he came down to us.”

“Where are you from Hec?” Sage asked and he smiled. 

“I’m from ‘e Highlands too.” He sighed wistfully. “It’ll be a long time afore I’m home again though. Choost hope it’s afore I cannae mind ma oon hoose!” 

There was a small silence as everyone translated that and then Toby smiled. “You won’t have forgotten what your house looks like by the Christmas holidays. It’s only a few months away. Aren’t you going home for half term?”

“No.” Hec shook his head. “Ma parents are away tae work in America fae six month.”

“That’s a shame.” Sage said sympathetically. “I’m sure by then someone will have invited you to their house though. You won’t have to stay here on your own.”

“I’m nae bothered.” He shrugged philosophically. “I heard there’s others that stay here alla roond.”

“That sounds miserable.” Sage shivered. “I couldn’t imagine staying here all the time. What do they do at Christmas?”

“I heard they eat with the headmaster.” Sebastien shuddered too, even though none of them had actually met the headmaster. “He lives at the school.”

“Suddenly I feel pretty lucky.” Anise smiled at them all and everyone nodded, grateful they had loving homes waiting for them at the end of term. They exchanged small talk as they ate, getting to know each other, and the mood sank when the bell rang for the end of dinner.

“Well, it was lovely to meet you all.” Toby said and the girls all smiled.

“Likewise.” Sage waited for her turn to climb up off the bench. “Guess we’ll be seeing you round school.”

“I guess you will.”

“We’ll be seeing you at breakfast before we even get that far.” Rueben laughed. “Boarding school, remember?”

“Oh yeah.” Sage blushed and everyone laughed.

“Whoever gets here first can save a table.” Rueben nudged her shoulder gently. “Us newbies should stick together.”

“Sure.” She fought her blush down as they joined the queue to empty their trays. She got the feeling there was going to be a lot of queuing in her future.

They parted ways at the front door and the girls headed back towards their own boarding house. “He’s gorgeous isn’t he?” Saffron was bouncing along. “I’m sure he’s been working out over the summer. He didn’t used to be that muscular. He’s grown too. He must be a couple of inches taller.”

“He seemed nice.” Anise said noncommittally, wary of encroaching on Saffron’s little love-fest. Sage didn’t say anything for exactly the same reason, but Saffron didn’t seem to notice. “Why did he call you SJ?” Anise asked as they got back to their room and Saffron made a face.

“My last name is Johnson. It just kinda stuck at my old school. It could be worse. My parents call me Saffy like some Ab-Fab reject.”

“Makes sense.” Sage smiled and then Frankie knocked on their door. It was open so she came in, carrying a small canvas bag, and closed it behind her. 

“You ladies ready for your tour yet?” She asked and they nodded, boys and dinner forgotten with excitement. “Cool. Well, first of all, if you have stuff you can’t store in your trunks, you can store them in the walls. Here.” She rummaged in the bag and brought out a small glass globe that glowed with a clear white light. “You’ll each get a witch light. It glows on contact with your skin so if you want it to go out just put it down somewhere.” She handed them out and they glowed with varying degrees of brightness. Sage’s blazed so brightly she couldn’t look directly at it. “Wow, you’re strong.” Amused, Frankie shielded her eyes. “You should probably wrap it in something.”

“What do you mean strong?” Sage asked, looking for something to put it in.

“It siphons magic to power itself directly from its owner.” Frankie explained. “The stronger the witch, the brighter the light.”

“I see.” She finally found a small stack of muslin cloths in her trunk that her mother had sent for filtering things and awkwardly wrapped one around the witch light. “This is going to be awkward.” She sighed. “I’ll have to find some way of covering it while it’s still in touch with my skin.”

“If you can make do with that one for now, I’ll see if Professor Anders can make you a smaller one.” Frankie gave her a reassuring smile. “The guy’s a genius with this sort of stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

“Okay.” Feeling conspicuous, Sage stepped aside as Frankie moved towards her desk and got down onto the floor. “You’ll all have one of these compartments.” She explained, moving under the desk. “That’s why the units are against the walls. If you look here.” They all got down and crowded round the desk to see where she was pointing at the back frame. “If you push upwards on this section...” she demonstrated “...this half of the back panel slides away.” She pushed the wooden panel and it slid back soundlessly on well-greased castors to reveal what looked like an attic hatch. “Just turn the latch at the top here and it will fold down flat.” It did as she said and revealed a surprisingly large space, probably big enough to actually sit in.

“That’s awesome!” Saffron squeaked. “How far does it go?”

“They’re all different.” Frankie was amused by her enthusiasm. “It depends on the architecture and where the crawl spaces are. There is a rumour that the whole building is rigged with secret passages, other than the main ones we use, but I’ve been here for eight years and I’ve never spoken to anyone that’s actually found them and I’ve never had the time or the inclination to go looking.” The excitement was practically sparking in the air as the girls all exchanged looks. They were sure as hell going to try and find those secret passages. It’d be the first of, hopefully, many spice rack adventures.

Frankie showed them how to close the hatches and they all got out from under the desk. “I don’t have to remind you that you must never open them while the door is propped open or while there are norms about.” She said seriously. “Only the witch dorms have them and we don’t need questions being asked.” They all nodded and she smiled. “Good. Come on then, I’ll show you the work room.” Checking that the dorm door was still closed, she moved through to their bathroom. “You can use the staircase in here, which is probably the easiest.” She said, approaching the far corner. The ceiling was vaulted and there were stone pillars at each corner of the room, walled in to make several bays where sinks and showers were lined up like rows of squat soldiers. “As you can see...” she pushed a seemingly solid wall and it swung backwards with a clunk to reveal a narrow stone spiral staircase “...you can go up or down. This staircase connects all the floors and each one opens in a bathroom, so be careful before you open it in case you surprise someone you shouldn’t.” Holding her witch light aloft, she stepped into the staircase and began descending. “Close the door behind you.” She called over her shoulder and Sage, who was bringing up the rear, pushed the wall back into place. It was heavier than anticipated and the plaster on it felt solid. No wonder it was hard to tell it wasn’t part of the wall.

They descended past another doorway, which Frankie said opened into Miss Webber’s rooms and was locked from the outside. It figured she’d want her privacy so the girls all nodded and carried on descending.

At the bottom of the stairs was a heavy wooden door with impressive wrought iron door furniture. It was gothic and very imposing and Sage was sure she wasn’t the only one thinking it was probably built to withstand explosions. Frankie didn’t even pause, pushing through it into a large area redolent with the smell of fresh and dried herbs. The others oohed and aahed over the equipment, but it wasn’t anything that Sage hadn’t used in her mother’s workshop at home so she went to study the shelves.

“There’s a ledger here.” Frankie indicated a book on a stand by the storage area. “If you use the last of anything or need to order something unusual for a project, note it in the ledger and it’ll get ordered.” She gave a dry smile. “Don’t forget or there’ll be a lot of seriously annoyed witches around.” They spent a few minutes poking around and then Frankie herded them back up the stairs. “Check through the peephole here.” She indicated a small crack of light that gave a tiny, myopic view of the bathroom. It was empty so she pulled the door open and they stepped back through. “Now, it’s tradition on the first night of term for everyone to watch a film together. I suggest you get your PJs on and head down to the common room.” At their blank looks she burst out laughing. “Down the stairs, turn left, it’s the door to the right of the front door.” She left them to it and she did as they suggested.
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They sat up late into the night giggling together, even though the lights were out. As a result, when the morning bell woke them up they were all groggy with sleep. They stumbled through the bathroom and pulled their clothes on only half-awake, barely making it to the front hall before the house set off for the dining hall.

“Let’s actually sleep tonight, huh?” Sage grumbled as the fresh morning air hit them like a slap in the face.

“I second that motion.” Anise sounded just as grumpy.

“I vote we sleep through class and sit up tonight talking too.” Saffron grinned and, despite herself, Sage felt the corners of her mouth curling into a smile.

“That’s an excellent plan B.” She congratulated. “Let’s reconvene at lunch time for the vote.” They waited in line for their food and then sat at an empty table. The boys hadn’t arrived yet and Sage was almost halfway through her porridge by the time they appeared at the table. After a chorus of hey-how-are-yous they settled down to the serious business of breakfast. Rueben was sat next to Sage and he eyed the empty plates stacked neatly in one corner of her tray.

“Do you always eat so much?” He asked curiously and she shrugged, feeling instantly self-conscious under that olivine gaze. Now that she was up close she could see his irises had flecks of hazel in them. They were really quite pretty, if one could describe anything about such a masculine man as pretty.

“I guess.” She tore her eyes from his and studied the remains of the croissant she was demolishing. “Not usually such rich stuff. My mum does fruit and porridge with pancakes every morning.”

“Really?” He blinked. “I usually have to get my own bowl of cereal.”

“We’re a close knit family.” Sage shrugged, blushing. That was all she needed – everyone thinking of her as a mummy’s girl.

“Hey,” he said quietly “don’t be defensive. I didn’t mean it that way. I think it’s cool that your family is tight. I wish mine was.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Saffron demanded brightly and they both jumped, startled.

“Just family.” Rueben smiled back. “Just saying it’s weird how breakfasts can be so different in every home in the country.” Under the table he gently squeezed Sage’s forearm and she smiled to let him know she appreciated it. Saffron launched into a story about her parents and the awkwardness was quickly forgotten.

They had their regular classes in the morning – English and the sciences. It was a weird experience for Sage, having classes with other people. She was used to working at her own pace and, as a result, was well ahead of the rest of the students her age.

“This won’t do.” Her chemistry teacher sighed as she handed in her paper. “I’ll have to speak to the headmaster, see about getting you advanced a year for science. It’s not fair to hold you back. Conscious of the tittering girls behind her, Sage gritted her teeth. 

“I really don’t mind Mr Riley.” She said brightly, but he was already shaking his head.

“You could go a long way young lady. Your grasp of organic chemistry is well ahead of your age. Have you thought about studying science at university?”

“No.” She shifted uncomfortably on her feet. “I’m going to work in my parents’ shop. I make stuff. To help people.”

“Then science can help.” Mr Riley sighed and looked over his glasses at her. “Applied organic chemistry isn’t all about laboratories and plastics. You could discover compounds that would, potentially, have the power to change the world. Promise me you’ll think about it.”

“Fine.”

“And I’ll speak to the headmaster. Report back to your housemistress at the end of the day.”

“Yes sir.” She slunk back to her desk where Anise was trying unsuccessfully to hide a smile.

“Go you, little miss brainiac.” She whispered and Sage sighed.

“My mum is good at this stuff.” She shrugged. “I didn’t grow up like you. I’m not brainy, I just didn’t have all the distractions.”

“Whatever.” Smiling to show she didn’t mean anything by it, Anise turned back to her own paper and continued trying to answer the questions. 

Saffron was on a different class rotation as she was doing maths instead of science and she met them in the dining hall at lunch time. Sage and Anise were already seated and she climbed over the bench to sit opposite Sage. “So...” she pointed her fork “...word in the halls is that you’re getting moved up a year because you’re too brainy for the rest of us.”

“What?” Sage’s jaw dropped. “How did that get out already? It might not even happen!”

“Dude it’s a school.” Saffron shrugged. “People gossip. So what happened?”

“She aced her test when everyone else was still struggling with the first question.” Anise answered before Sage could get a word in edgeways and she sighed.

“Look, I did organic chem at home with my mum. Some of the stuff I make...I have to be able to distil and make my own ingredients. It was a natural extension of the job.”

“Whatever. That doesn’t explain how you aced English class too.” Anise pointed out. “You saw how impressed Mr Firth was.”

“Yeah, but he’s not the one threatening to bump me up a year.” Sage felt her cheeks reddening. “Look, can we drop it please? It’s bad enough that I’m a total freak. I don’t need you guys rubbing it in.”

“You’re not a freak.” Rueben’s voice enveloped her with warmth moments before he sat down next to her. “You’re smart. It’s something to be valued.” Well...darn if that didn’t make her go even redder.

“I just don’t want to be singled out.” Sage sighed, refusing to look at anyone. “I want to blend in.”

“Girl...with that hair? Are you serious?” Anise’s eyes were twinkling with wickedness. “I could spot that carrot top bob from space. Haven’t you ever heard of flatirons?”

Grateful for the chance to get away from the subject, Sage launched into a story about the one time she had tried to straighten her hair with disastrous results and they spent the rest of their lunch break laughing together.

After lunch they had their special classes while the norms went to do their vocational courses like psychology and drama. The work rooms were set back from the main school building in a windowless structure that prevented anyone coming in unless it was under the watchful eye of one of the witch professors.

There were only sixteen magical students in Sage’s year and they entered together to find their new professor already waiting for them. He welcomed them all in and then paired them up to sit at work benches. To Sage’s horror and Saffron’s burning jealousy, she got paired up with Rueben and they took a seat together at the front of the class. “I hear good things about you two.” Professor Thomson beamed genially at them as he ushered them forward. “Give me a moment and then I’d like to try something.” He finished pairing up the rest of the students and then opened his storage cabinets to retrieve a witch light. It glowed brightly in his palm as he carried it across to Sage. “I hear Professor Anders is making you a tiny witch light.” He explained. “He’s asked me to check how bright your power is so he can gauge how small he needs to make it.”

“Can...uh...everyone needs to shield their eyes.” Sage said awkwardly as everyone stared at her. “It’s really bright.”

“Come on child, don’t be shy.” Clearly thinking she was over exaggerating, he gently took her wrist and deposited the glass ball in her palm. Sage screwed her eyes shut as glass connected to skin, but the rest of the class were almost blinded as the witch light blazed with fiery glory. Professor Thomson made a strangled noise and snatched for the witch light. He missed it the first time and Sage dropped it on the table. The light instantly snuffed out and there was a ringing silence as everyone tried to clear the white spots from their vision. “That was...unexpected.” Professor Thomson cleared his throat and scooped up the witch light. “I’m sorry child, I should have listened.” Sage sat on her hands to avoid touching anything else and the professor turned to Rueben. “Now, I hear your power is also quite extraordinary.” He said genially. “May I?” Rueben held his hand out and the professor dropped the witch light into it. Sage winced, expecting another bright light to burn her retinas, but instead the witch light glowed with a strong, clear turquoise light. “Well I never!” The professor gaped at the light. “I have never seen that before!” He studied it for a few moments longer and then retrieved the glass ball. “Yes, you two will make extraordinary magic together. Thank you. Would you both stay after class? I think Professor Anders needs to see you both for himself.”

“Sure.” Rueben leaned across as the professor returned the witch light to the cupboard. “See, you’re not the only freak in town.” He whispered to Sage and she stifled a giggle.

“You think we should set up a club?”

“No.” The look he gave her made her feel warm from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes. “I think it’s nice that it’s just the two of us against the world.”

“Right.” Professor Thomson clapped his hands to get the class’ attention and Sage tore her gaze from Rueben’s. “Today I’m just going to ask you to do one of the simplest things in the witches’ repertoire. It’s just to gauge your standard of practical work so we know where we stand. Some of you will have been using and making your own things for years, but others will never have tried anything practical. While I appreciate that it is incredibly easy to buy stuff in this day and age, we, as a school, and the High Coven feel that it is important for you to be able to make your own ritual ingredients. As a result, fifty percent of your final grade will be marked on your practical work.” A groan rumbled round the classroom but Sage lit up. She’d been tinkering in her mother’s work room for years. She’d be fine with practicals. “Without any further ado, today’s assignment is to make a smudge stick. You should find all the ingredients you need in the cabinets here and all the equipment already laid out on your work benches. You can make your own mix or, if you’ve never done it before, there’s a standard smudge stick recipe on page four of your practical witchcraft manuals.” Everyone except for Sage reached for the books laid out on the desks. She slid off her stool and headed straight for the storage units.

“Let me guess, you’ve done this before?” Rueben hesitated a moment and then came to join her at the cabinet.

“Every month, like clockwork.” She smiled, pulling down jars and packets. “Can you take these to the bench for me please?” 

“Sure.” He shuttled back and forth until she had everything they needed and they retreated back to their bench. “Do you mind if I write all this down?” He pulled a notepad from his satchel. “I’ve never really done practicals before and if this is a family recipe it won’t be in the book.”

“Go ahead.” Feeling a little self-conscious, she began weighing ingredients out and listing them for him so he could write them down. When she had all her herbs measured out, she tipped them into a mortar, added several drops of various oils and handed him a pestle. “Paste please, trusty sidekick.” She grinned. “I need to melt the wax.”

“Of course.” He began to grind everything up as she lit her burner and added wax to her copper pot.

“What are you doing?” Professor Thomson asked curiously. He’d been overseeing everyone’s attempts but he now made for Sage and Rueben’s work section. “I’ve never seen wax used in a smudge stick before.”

“It’s a family recipe.” Sage smiled at him, trying not to blush. “We found they burn more cleanly and work more powerfully using this method. Because everything is infused throughout the wax, they can also be stored for up to a month with no sign of deterioration.”

“And who invented this family recipe?” He asked, a smile saying he already knew the answer. “I don’t recall your mother or father trying anything this different.”

“Uh...well...ahem.” She cleared her throat. “It was my idea but we created it together. There was a lot of testing.”

“And what ingredients have you used for the paste?” He studied some of the packets on the bench. “White sage, moxa weed, lavender, sweetgrass...so far so standard. But these?” He picked up the oils. “Peppermint, myrrh and ginger? That’s definitely different. And cedar ash?”

“At home I use fresh cedar sawdust but I couldn’t find any in the store, so I substituted ash. If I was making this at home I’d melt myrrh resin and use eight parts wax to one part resin, but I haven’t really got time today.” Sage explained. “I think the oil will work just as well.”

“We shall see.” He moved away to help other students who were struggling to tie their twigs together in bundles and Sage slumped with relief. She’d thought he was going to tell her to do it the traditional way.

“Are these ground enough?” Rueben tipped the pestle and she studied the paste.

“Should be.” She stuck her finger in and prodded the mixture. “Feels smooth enough. Try it. It’s got to be dry and crumbly but with no big bits.” He did as she suggested, rubbing the mixture between his fingers as she lifted the wax from the burner and waited for the last couple of chunks to melt. “We have to work quickly now because there’s only a small amount of wax in comparison to the paste.” She explained. “It can’t be too hot because it will evaporate the oils so we need to let it cool, mix the paste in until it’s just holding together and then press and cut it before it solidifies completely.”

“Right.” He said dubiously. “You just tell me what I need to do and I’ll do it.” They waited a minute or so for the wax to cool and then he poured the ground herbs in while she stirred furiously. When the mixture was just about holding together, he held the tray steady as she pressed the smudge mix in a flat layer in the bottom, smoothing it off with a small utensil she’d found in the storage cupboard. Taking a ritual knife from the bench, she scored neat lines into the tray using a ruler to guide her and then dipped the base of the tray into a sink of cold water that Professor Thomson had kindly run for her. Two minutes later, she turned out six perfectly shaped smudge sticks.

Everyone else had finished a while before and were watching her and Rueben with a mixture of envy or distrust. Trying to ignore the stares, Sage tidied up the bench and sat down to await the verdict. Professor Thomson went round testing each smudge stick, explaining what its purpose was – to clear negative energies and cleanse the workspace. Several fell apart completely and there were a few chagrined looks as some failed to smoke or burn.

When he got to Sage and Rueben, Professor Thomson picked up a stick and examined it. “Extraordinary.” He shook his head. “Do I light it like a normal smudge stick?” Sage nodded so he held a flame to it and the stick began to burn. In moments the air around them filled with a fragrance like a winter’s night. It was cold, clear, crisp and crystalline and even Sage took a deep, cleansing breath as it washed over her. Then came the sweetness that filled you with warmth and positive energy. Sage got a lump in her throat. It reminded her so much of home. She cleansed the workshop every morning before starting to mix things and she’d always loved the smell of smudge sticks. “Well...” The professor trailed off at a total loss for words. “Yes.” He doused the stick and set it next to the others on the bench. “And six, no less! Top marks young lady. Very impressive.”

He moved on and Sage studied her hands. “Why do you look like he just gave you a D?” Rueben whispered and she slumped even further, threatening to slide right off her chair.

“Everyone’s going to think I’m showing off.” She whispered back. “Saffron is already mad at me because you’re her friend and you got paired up with me. We’re both total freaks when it comes to the witch lights and now I can’t even do a basic practical normally. It’s my first day of school and I stick out like a sore thumb.”

“Look, it’s not your fault that Professor Thomson paired us up, it’s not your fault that we’re both freaks and you can’t help that you’re good at this stuff. It’s not a bad thing.” He insisted. “Is SJ really that annoyed?” He turned to look at Saffron who was shooting them daggers from the back of the classroom. “Hell, girls are so weird.” He blinked. “No offence.”

“None taken.” Despite herself she started smiling. “I totally agree with you.”

“Look, I’ll speak to her.” She opened her mouth to protest but he touched a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry, I won’t say you said anything to me. I’ll just make more of an effort.”

“Thanks.” Gratefully, she tried to ignore the tingling in her lips where his finger seemed to have left an indelible mark.

“Right! Thanks all for that most informative exercise.” Professor Thomson announced cheerfully from the front of the front of the class. “I’ll see you all again on Thursday where we’ll be looking forward to preparations for Samhain. We’re going to start with making ritual incense so your homework for this week is to research and construct a recipe. If you need any unusual ingredients we can order them when we reconvene. Please tidy up your work benches and leave the classroom as you found it.”

There was a flurry of movement as students cleared the desks, throwing their bags and coats on and making a run for the door, until it was just Sage and Rueben left sat at the desk.

“We’ll wait for you outside.” Anise called back over her shoulder and Sage nodded, smiling at her.

“Excellent, excellent...” Professor Thomson checked his watch. “Professor Anders should be here any minute. These really are an extraordinary invention.” He picked up one of her smudge sticks and examined it in greater detail. “Would you mind if I kept one for further study?”

“Not at all.” Blushing, Sage prayed for the ground to open up and swallow her whole. This was so embarrassing. “I don’t really need them.”

“Well I suggest you take a few at least.” He bustled off to the store cupboard and returned with a roll of greaseproof paper. “There’ll be practicals later on in the year that will require you to work in the evenings at the boarding house. You can use them to cleanse the space before beginning.”

“Yes sir.” She wrapped up three of the sticks under his watchful eye and tucked them into her satchel. She was just hanging it back on the back of her lab stool when the door crashed open and a huge man walked in.

“Ah, Professor Anders!” Professor Thomson greeted warmly. “So good of you to come. I fear we have quite a conundrum for you!”

“It’s no trouble.” Although his accent was an English that could have cut glass, his face and features were pure Nordic. Tall and broad shouldered, he had ice blue eyes, pale wheaten hair and a jaw that was so chiselled it looked like it would outlast mountains. It would have been intimidating if he hadn’t flashed a bright smile at the three of them. “I live for puzzles. You know that Elijah.” Shucking off a light cotton sweater, he tossed it onto the bench next to theirs, rolled up his sleeves and pulled up a stool. “So, what are we working with?” Now that he was closer, Sage could see that his forearms were lightly flecked with burn scars. He obviously blew the glass for the witch lights himself. He was also much younger than she had at first estimated, maybe early twenties. Realising she was staring, she looked away, hoping no-one would notice her blush. What was it with this school being full of really gorgeous guys??

“We shall demonstrate.” Professor Thomson fetched the same witch light as before and held it out to Sage. “I recommend you shield your eyes.” He said drily to Professor Anders. “I didn’t, even after this young lady so kindly warned me, and I’m still seeing stars.”

“I need to look but I’ll avert my eyes.” Prof Anders responded just as cheerfully and Sage screwed her eyes shut as Professor Thomson dropped the glass ball into her hand. “Good god!” Professor Anders said with awe in his voice. “That’s astonishing.” Mortified, Sage put the witch light on the bench and snatched her hand back. “Well...” For a moment he seemed speechless and then he blinked. “I think we’ll need something quite different for you. I’ll work on it. I don’t think reducing the size is going to make much of a difference to the brightness. Your power must be astonishingly strong.”

“I don’t know.” She said in a small voice. “I didn’t know I wasn’t the same as everyone else.”

“It’s not a bad thing.” He said gently, echoing Rueben’s words. “It just means we’ll need to bear it in mind when it comes to working with it. Now Rueben, if you wouldn’t mind?” Rueben reached across and picked up the witch light. It flared instantly into that glorious turquoise colour and he held it out for Professor Anders to inspect. “Have you ever held a witch light before?” The professor asked curiously, frowning at the globe.

“No sir.” Rueben said respectfully. 

“And what happens when you cast a circle? Does it flame white or blue?”

“I’ve never cast a circle.” It was his turn to seem embarrassed. “My parents always did it. We don’t do much magic at home, only for the sabbats.”

“I see.” Professor Anders held his hand out for the witch light and Professor Thomson ferried it across to him. It glowed brightly in his hands as he turned it, studying the surface. “There’s no flaw in the witch light. It doesn’t seem to have altered the magical properties of the glass in any way. Whatever is causing the colour is coming from within young Rueben here.” He set the witch light aside. “I’ll do some research, see if it’s ever been recorded before. In the meantime I’m pretty sure it’s nothing to worry about. It’s a good idea to keep them paired together though – we’ll have to monitor them both closely.”

Just what she needed, Sage thought grouchily, professors with eyes like hawks watching every move she made. If she stuffed anything up it was going to be mortifying. At least these two professors seemed nice. She hadn’t met Professor Ellora yet but, from overhearing Frankie and the others talking, she sounded nice too.

“Right you two, off you go.” Professor Thomson gestured to the door and Sage and Rueben gratefully slid off their stools, grabbing their satchels and coats and heading for the door.

“Sage.” Professor Anders called and she skidded to a halt, turning back with a questioning look. “Can you come early to class tomorrow? I should have something worked up by then.”

“Yes sir.” She nodded and slipped out the door behind Rueben.

“I have to go.” He declared as soon as they were out in the late afternoon sunshine. “I’ve got try-outs for the rugby team this afternoon.”

“Good luck!” Sage bumped his shoulder and he waved at the other girls as he took off towards the boy’s boarding house at a run.

“Where’s he going?” Saffron asked sullenly and Sage sighed inwardly.

“He’s trying out for the rugby team this afternoon. He’s worried he’ll be late, but he said he’d meet you at dinner.”

“I see.” Huffily, she turned and headed up the path towards the main buildings.

“She’s really mad at me isn’t she?” Sage murmured to Anise and she sighed.

“Not so much mad as raging with jealousy.” She gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s not your fault Prof Thomson paired you guys up. She’ll realise that eventually and get over it.”

“I hope so.”
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There was a frosty silence in the dormitory when they got back but there was nothing Sage could say to make it better. She didn’t have anything to apologise for and pointing out that Saffron was being silly wouldn’t help. She plugged her earphones in, deciding to work on her English homework. They’d been asked to pick a favourite song and write an essay about the meaning of it. The year before, Sage had been to Scotland with her parents during the summer and discovered a local singer up there who wrote the most gorgeous but melancholy music and had bought the CD on the spot. Her favourite piece was about a woman who was dying and it was her final words to her most loved one. She was describing their future as being in separate boats on the same ocean and hopefully, sometimes, a ripple would bring them together. It was achingly beautiful and always made Sage think of her grandmother. Sometimes at night she closed her eyes and imagined the snowy haired woman sailing in a boat beside her on a moonlit ocean, so close and yet so far. It had an eerie quality to it that reminded her of Samhain, the time of the year when the nights were drawing in and the veil between the worlds was at its thinnest. At that time they really only were a ripple apart.

Trying to focus, she settled down and began on her introduction to the essay, explaining why she had chosen the piece. She got so caught up in the music pouring into her ears and the words she was writing that she jumped when Anise tapped her on the shoulder.

“Didn’t you hear the dinner bell?” Anise laughed and Sage shook her head.

“No. Sorry.” She turned the music off and they headed down to the front hall where the others were already heading out for dinner. Saffron walked in front of them talking to some of the other girls from their year and Sage sighed. “How long do you think she’s going to be mad at me for?” She asked Anise, who shrugged.

“Give her time. We don’t know each other all that well yet. It’s only our first day.”

“Oh yeah.” The reminder really shocked Sage. It felt like a lot longer.

They made their way through the dinner queue and took a seat by the window. “Look, I’m sorry but it’s not my fault.” Sage burst out when the silence became uncomfortable. “I can’t help that Prof Thomson put us together. Why are you mad at me?”

“Because you clearly fancy him!” Saffron retaliated. “And it’s obvious that he likes you. I’ve liked him for years and he doesn’t even notice me, but five minutes in your company and he’s all over you!” Her eyes filled with tears. “What makes you so special huh?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Sage ruthlessly squashed her guilty thoughts about Rueben. “If I’ve got the hots for anyone it’s Prof Anders. Didn’t you see him?” She fanned herself with a napkin. “Trust me, if it came to a choice between the two of them, the prof beats Rueben hands down every time.”

“Beats me at what?” Rueben set his tray next to Saffron’s and sat next to her.

“Hey guys.” Anise and Sage greeted warmly as the rest of Rueben’s posse joined them at the table.

“Who beats me at what?” Rueben repeated and Saffron shot Sage a smug look. 

“Sage was just saying that if she had to choose between you and Professor Anders, she’d choose Professor Anders.”

“Yeah.” Sage agreed airily. “Sorry and all but the guy is gorgeous.”

“Totally.” Rueben agreed. He managed to keep a straight face for all of two seconds before they all fell about laughing. It seemed to break the tense mood and they all settled in to compare notes on their day. Toby was telling them a funny story about the time he mixed up some ingredients and accidentally started a fire when a pretty blonde girl stopped at the end of their table, flanked by her two equally as pretty blonde friends.

“Hey Rueben.” She said coquettishly as though the rest of them didn’t exist. “I heard you qualified for the rugby team.”

“Uh...yeah.” Cluelessly he gave her one of his dazzling smiles.

“Congratulations.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “So, I guess I’ll see you in class tomorrow?”

“Yeah I guess.” Utterly confused he watched her walk away and then turned to Sage. “You know that thing I said to you earlier? Yeah...that.” 

Sage sniggered. “I’m still agreeing with you.”

“Want to let us in on the joke?” Saffron was looking between them, some of her earlier hurt creeping back into her eyes.

“I just said that I thought girls were weird.” Rueben shrugged. “I mean seriously, what was that about?”

“You really don’t get it do you?” Anise shook her head. “You’re cute. You’re smart. You’ve qualified for the rugby team. This...” she gestured to encompass the whole table “...is not the natural order of things. You shouldn’t be sitting with the geeks. You should be sitting with the popular kids and dating the head cheerleader.”

“Okay.” He blinked. “Clearly you’ve been watching too much Glee or High School Musical or, let’s face it, any American show set in a high school. This is England. We don’t have cheerleaders.”

“I object to being called a geek.” Sebastien frowned. “I qualified for the team too.”

“Clearly you haven’t got my stunning good looks.” Rueben tossed a bread roll at him and everyone fell about laughing. “Well I’m sorry but that’s rubbish.” He sighed eventually when they’d all calmed down. “I don’t see why I shouldn’t sit with you guys. I’ve known SJ since I was nine.”

“And you live with us.” Hec pointed out.

“Yeah. I’m not going to ignore you outside the dormitory.” Rueben shook his head. “That’s just plain crazy.”

“They’re not going to stop.” Anise said quietly. “It’s totally against the social rules.”

“They can try.” Rueben shrugged. “If they’re that shallow I don’t want anything to do with them.” Everyone looked at their plates and he cleared his throat. “So...Sage...about Prof Anders...what’s he got that I haven’t?”

“The benefit of experience.” She shot back wickedly. As everyone high fived and whooped around her, Sage gave Rueben a small smile. Between them they’d keep their group’s growing friendship together.

The following morning Saffron was acting like nothing had happened and Sage waved her away to classes happily at the front door, relieved that the tension had dissipated. School was a brave new world for her, an alien environment with rules she didn’t understand. The last thing she needed was to fall out with the people she lived with. The first three classes went without hitch. Sage hated maths and it was nice to blend into the background for once, struggling to answer questions the same as everyone else.

In fourth class she had biology, which she loved. Taking a seat at the front of the class she followed the lesson closely, totally oblivious to the sniggering going on behind her. Eventually Anise turned round to see what was going on and saw what they’d done to Sage’s hair. The huge mass of curls was full of small balls of paper. A group of the popular kids was sat two seats back and when Anise glared at them they made faces and smirked. They’d been throwing them every time the teacher had turned his back.

“Hold still.” She murmured to Sage. “Bloody kids. They’re like four year olds.”

“What’s wrong?” Sage turned round and a shower of paper pellets scattered all across the desk and the floor. “What the...?” She shook her head and there was another shower. The tables behind her erupted with laughter and the teacher looked across.

“What’s going on?” He demanded.

“They’ve been throwing paper pellets at Sage.” Anise was furiously picking pellets out of Sage’s hair. “She didn’t notice until just now.”

The teacher sighed. “Come on children. Act your age, not your shoe size. The next person to throw a pellet gets detention. Is that understood?”

“Yes sir.” They chorused obediently, but the group that had been throwing the pellets just winked at Anise. They clearly had no intention of stopping.

“Next lesson we’re moving to the back of the class.” Anise muttered furiously.

“It’s okay.” Sage shrugged. “Let them get it out of their systems. They’ll get bored eventually.”

“Sage, soon they’ll be throwing gum instead of paper. Do you want to have
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