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My nerves jangled as I traipsed down the corridor, the lights ahead flashing occasionally. Anyone would think I was in a horror film, the viewers waiting for a scary creature to jump out at me. And yet, I was probably in one of the least scary places in the world.

“We’ve invited you in to explain what’s going on,” Frankie said as he led us to a dingy office.

The glass door was frosted with some random detective’s name on it. It was so stereotypical, I almost laughed. Almost.

It had been a week since the police had cleaned up my mess. Three dead bodies had to be hidden quickly, especially from the institute. Frankie had been worried about the institute’s penchant for finding people, so he assured me that they would make the bodies disappear forever.

“Are you up for this?” Mrs Hinley asked as we filtered into the room.

Nodding, I studied the stark stained white walls and the cork board covered in pictures I couldn’t quite decipher. The smell of coffee surrounded me as I sat in a standard cushioned chair near the desk.

Professor Seaton and Dracian followed us in, standing awkwardly in the corner of the room, watching as a man I had never met before came in and sat behind the desk.

Glancing up at Seaton, the detective nodded. The jowls hanging from his chin wobbled as he gestured for Frankie to close the door.

“Welcome, welcome. My name is Detective Rollings. This is a little unorthodox, considering we’re human...” Looking up when Frankie tutted, he rolled his eyes. “... Well, mostly... and you’re paranormals.”

“Can you please fill us in?” Professor Seaton crossed his arms over his Kiss T-shirt as he leant against the wall. “Frankie told me what happened with the institute that night, but I’m still in the dark about your involvement.”

“Of course,” the detective said, pushing his mousey brown mop out of his eyes.

He was the same age as the head teacher but with a much bigger beer belly and squinty eyes. I wasn’t usually a judgemental person, not when I could help it. However, as my gaze traced the box of cakes on the nearby table, I couldn’t help but shake my head. Although, I could murder a jam doughnut, to be fair.

“We’re working for the government to track the institute.” Turning in his seat, he gestured to the cork board behind him. “As you can see, it’s a little complicated. They’re a clever institution and no one knows anything about them, not even the government.”

“I thought the government had to authorise all paranormal authorities,” Dracian interrupted. 

His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead, revealing his mysterious eyes. Eyes that had gazed into mine numerous times over the last week. We had tried to get on with our lives, but I hadn’t been left alone. I was always chaperoned by at least one of my friends.

Inclining his head, the detective pursed his lips. “Yes, you’re right, my boy. However, the institute have cropped up out of nowhere. Paranormals started going missing six months ago. We don’t even know the real name of the institution. Nor does the government.”

“Naturally,” Frankie butted in. “...We’re concerned.”

Frowning, I looked at my new friend. “How did you come to be involved with the human police?”

His cheeks blossomed pink as he glanced between me and his boss. “Illusionist witches sometimes help humans to investigate paranormal crimes. Mostly, the government leaves it to the agencies, but occasionally, we’re called in to aid when the government-”

Clearing his throat loudly, Detective Rollings interrupted Frankie. My friend quickly shut his mouth, ducking his head to show submission. Huh, was Frankie really going to let the brute of a man dictate to him? He was human. Although, that was kind of human-ist, so I had to keep my thoughts under control.

“Several students at your academy have had parents or relatives go missing. It’s not surprising, considering only the most intelligent witches get to attend, so their parents usually have money or skills.”

“Except mine,” I muttered under my breath.

The room went quiet. Ah, it seemed I had spoken a little louder than I’d anticipated. Oops. 

Shuffles of feet and uncomfortable coughs made me squirm in my seat. Should I tell a joke, just to direct the attention away from me?

“You’re at the academy on your own merit,” Professor Seaton said, running a hand through his shaggy greying hair. “Never forget that.”

His gaze was penetrating, forcing me to look away. It was as if he was willing me to believe him, which I kinda did... but it would be a long time until I could be persuaded that I was really and truly kickass. Even if I might pretend now and then. 

“I was placed in the bar to keep an eye on academy students.” Frankie smiled when I narrowed my gaze on him.

“Did you know who I was when you hired me?” I asked.

He shook his head, a sad smile crossing his face. “No. When you turned up, I did a search on your history. Mainly to check for the job, but I had access to the record about your parents so I found out then.”

Dropping my eyes, I muttered under my breath. “Bonus for you.”

“Alishia,” Mrs Hinley warned. “Please don’t be rude.”

“It’s okay.” Frankie held a hand to his chest. “I’ve come to know Alishia. Not only that, she reminds me a lot of how I used to be.”

Swallowing, I bit the side of my cheek to stop myself from being an immature child. The man had no idea who I was or what I had been through. Just because he was an Illusionist witch, didn’t mean we were the same. At all. 

“Alishia has been through hell,” Dracian chimed in. “I’m not sure many of us have found our parents the same way she did. Have we?”

Heads ducked as throats were cleared. A warmth enveloped me as I threw a thank you smile across to my... er, friend? I wasn’t quite sure what we were at the moment, but he winked in return.

Detective Rollings coughed, drawing our attention back to him. “We had no idea the institute wanted Alishia. It wasn’t until Frankie rang in with the body count last week that we realised that they might have been trying to get to Alishia all along. Not her parents.”

“Hello?” I said, waving a hand at the detective. “I’m right here.”

He had been speaking to Professor Seaton, ignoring almost everyone else in the room. Why was patriarchy still a thing? It should’ve been illegal a long time ago.

Deigning to look at me, Detective Rollings blinked several times. “We’re not sure why they want you, so we’d like to question both you and Mr Dread about your parents. Is there any obvious reason you think they might be after you?”

My gaze skipped to Dracian’s and back before I shook my head. “No, I have no idea.”

If the humans weren’t aware of my skill, I wasn’t about to tell them all about it. Frankie hadn’t believed me when I’d tried to show him what I could do. Even now, he shuffled on his feet, avoiding my gaze. A sign of relief resounded inside me at his ignorance. If he had realised my gift, he might have come straight back to the police and told them. Maybe my cocksure idea of helping other Illusionist witches had to be buried. For my own protection.

“From what we’ve managed to research so far, parents who have gone missing have clever witch skills or could be seen as a threat to paranormal society.”

“Like Damian’s parents?” I asked, shrugging when Mrs Hinley hissed in my direction.

Oh dear, Damian was in the custody of the Hunted Witch Agency. Maybe my slip of the tongue would affect their investigation and bring even more attention to what had been happening at the academy.

“We know about Mr Future’s parents. He came to us, asking for assistance. We’re looking into all cases.” Rollings took out a cigarette, offering it to Frankie.

“Which means you won’t bother doing much about it,” Dracian murmured.

Mrs Hinley tutted and stepped in front of the desk, her heels clicking for the two paces she had to walk to get there. “I apologise on behalf of our students. They’ve both been through a terrible ordeal.”

Inclining his head as he took out a cigarette for himself, Rollings mustered a smile for the pretty teacher. His jowls jangled as he puffed before replying.

“Of course, Mrs Hinley. We know the human police don’t have the best reputation in the investigative field, but I’ve got top detectives on this case.”

Leaning on the desk, Mrs Hinley tapped his hand where it rested on the surface. “And can you tell me how safe the academy is from the institute right now?”

His eyebrows pulled low as he opened his mouth. Clearly struggling, he wrestled with something as he glanced at Frankie.

“Please stop, Mrs Hinley” the professor interrupted. “I’m sure if we had asked nicely, the detective would’ve told us the truth.”

Stepping back, Mrs Hinley huffed as she placed her hands on her hips. The glance she threw over her shoulder was hard, almost accusing.

“We want to help,” Frankie butt in before Mrs Hinley could go banshee crazy on her husband. “There’s no need for magic in here.”

Ah, for a second there, I had been baffled, assuming that the detective had gained such a hard on for the teacher, he couldn’t speak. Apparently, I had been way off.

“Your academy is safe for the moment, but we don’t know for how long.” Frankie came closer to Mrs Hinley, warning her with his presence.

Dropping her spell to gain the truth from the detective, she moved back to stand beside her husband, who didn’t bother to glance in her direction. Instead, he kept his attention on Frankie, apparently respecting the witch more than the human.

“What information do you have on the institute? We have to know what we’re up against so we can defend ourselves.”

Shuffling to his feet, the detective waved at Frankie to deal with it. Going to the corner of the room, the man lit his cigarette, apparently not caring about our wellbeing as smoke rose into the air. We were just witches after all.

Leaning against the desk, Frankie crossed his legs at the ankles. “The institute is an organisation that seems to have popped up out of nowhere. As you know, witches are disappearing or dying rapidly. Each one of them has a skill or they’re a threat.”

“Hence my father being put in prison,” Dracian said, kicking the corner of the chair in front of him. “He was a genius, able to mix magic and science. They obviously felt threatened.”

Nodding in response, Frankie leant behind him and picked up a file with Dracian’s father’s name on it. “Yes, he was taken away, your father. He wrote to you to inform you that he was in prison. We’ve only just started our investigation into your family, so we hope to have more information for you soon.”

Clearing my throat, I wrung my hands together in my lap. “You’re going to keep us up to date?”

“Of course we are,” the detective barked from across the room. “That’s our job.”

“The name of the organisation is actually a nickname. We don’t know what term these people use to describe themselves.” Frankie picked up another file with my family name on it. “We have interviewed your foster parents.”

My skin popped, the hairs raising on the goose bumps that erupted. The thought of those people made my stomach roll. They had been horrible to me, but they did have information on the institute. I had heard them whisper that they had been offered a lot of money to give me up to them. The people in black suits who chased me the day I turned eighteen had been the obvious giveaway that they’d accepted the deal. 

“I’ve known about the institute for years,” I said. “My parents mentioned them, which means they’ve been around for a long time. And you still don’t know what they’re actually called?”

I was expecting a tut or reprimand from Mrs Hinley, but when I glanced at her, she was watching Frankie closely, waiting for the same answer.

“The government have had a couple of other agencies working on the case.”

“Paranormal ones?” Seaton asked.

Looking over to the detective, Frankie raised his eyebrows. With a sigh, the detective nodded as smoke blew out of his mouth. The cloud started to gather above our heads, making me cough.

With a wave of a hand, Dracian chanted a spell and the smoke disappeared. No one blinked, not even the human.

“Yes. Paranormal MI5 were the main guys, but the government don’t trust them. Don’t forget that the government have strict laws for paranormals in order to allow the human race to survive.”

A groan left Dracian’s lips, but I understood why the government were so harsh. I had seen the power that witches, shifters, vampires and other creatures had. Youtube had a secret section for paranormals and the shit we got up to put our race to shame.

“I don’t understand why they’ve got to be so cruel.” Dracian’s comment was met with silence before the professor stepped next to him.

“Mr Dread, do you not remember your induction training?” 

Rolling his eyes, Dracian went to move away. I held back my grin when the professor caught the sleeve of his jacket and forcefully turned him to face the room.

Mrs Hinley clapped her hands, a slight smile lighting her face when her gaze met her husband’s. A puff of smoke exploded in front of Dracian as the academy scroll appeared, floating in the air.

“This is hardly rocket magic,” Seaton said. “Every witch is taught why the humans have more control.”

“Do we have to do this?” Dracian complained.

I had to admit that a shudder ripped through me as the professor nodded rather condescendingly. It was as if we were back in middle school, being taught the national anthem. Saving our gracious Queen had been the last thing that any ten year old would’ve had on their mind. 

However, the code of the paranormal was a whole different level of understanding. Anyone who questioned it was at risk of being chucked out of their coven. Not that students at the academy had much involvement in their coven while they were learning. That would come later.

“Humans outnumber us by millions,” Dracian started in a monotone voice. “We have to respect their laws in order to live a peaceful life, otherwise they’ll obliterate us with their numbers.”

Hilarity bubbled in my chest, ready to explode. Seeing a gorgeous dark haired man-boy reciting the paranormal code as if he were ten made it hard to keep control.

“What else?” the professor asked. 

Taking a deep breath, Dracian kept his gaze glued to the scroll in front of him. I was relieved that he didn’t dare look at me, that would’ve been it. I would’ve laughed like a young pre-teen, giggling her arse off. Poor Dracian. He was a powerful witch, resorted to a true academy schoolboy of old.

“I think we all know that our moral code is higher than the humans, meaning we have to respect each other as well as those in power,” Frankie interrupted for Dracian. “Can we get back to the matter at hand?”

Moving away, the professor indicated that Mrs Hinley get rid of the scroll, which disappeared with the click of her finger.

“This is all well and good,” the detective said, stubbing out his cigarette in an ashtray. “But, we must get on with our day. All you need to know is that we’re working with the government on our own human investigation into the institute. The reason we’ve told you is because there’s a high amount of students in your academy who are somehow connected. We want to try and protect you as much as we can, although we acknowledge that you’re probably better at protecting yourselves.”

The professor came forward when the detective stood, leaving his filthy ashtray on the table and re-joining us. 

“We appreciate that and will do anything to help your investigation.” The professor shook his hand when it was offered.

Pursing his lips, the detective glanced at Dracian before his gaze traced to me. “We’ll need to interview you both about your parents. Now.”

Blinking, I looked at Dracian who gave me a kind smile and slight nod. He wanted me to spill my heart out about what happened? Again? The idea made me shudder, but I had to try and help them.

“Very well.” I sighed loudly as I got up from my chair. “Where do you want us?”
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“Will you tell them everything?” I whispered, grabbing Dracian’s hand as we sat at the table.

We had been led into an interrogation room a few doors down from the detective’s office. My heart had pounded on the two second walk, almost as if ready to burst from my chest. The idea of telling the puffed up older man about the worst experience of my life filled me with trepidation.

Reaching forward, Dracian stroked my cheek. “I trust Frankie. I’m sure he wouldn’t lead us into danger. Plus, if the professor is happy with our cooperation, I am, too.”

My thoughts raced as I leant my head against his shoulder. He stroked my hair, soothing me with his fingers. I had never believed that I would be leaning on Dracian Dread. Ever. I had wanted to gut him and leave his entrails for the animals to find, but here I was, wishing we were alone so he could comfort me.

Wait, what had happened to kickass agent? Sitting up, I pulled my big girl pants up and shook myself. I could feel adult Alishia starting to return as the door opened and a middle-aged man with short blonde hair and a crisp navy suit stalked in.

“Afternoon,” he muttered as he chucked two files on the table.

Our family names were written in the top right hand corner, almost insignificant in their small stature. A pang of pain squeezed my insides, but I didn’t let it bring me down. 

“I’m Detective Carlisle.” Sitting, he took out a packet of gum and offered it to us.

Both of us declined as he popped one into his mouth and started to chew. His grim expression darkened when he pulled my file open. On the top of a thick pile of paper was a photo of my mother, spread on the couch with blood pouring down her face.

“Dude!” Dracian barked, thrusting the file roughly. “Have some respect!”

The file flew onto the floor, the paperwork scattering. As the photo of my father landed at my feet, I picked it up with a trembling hand. “It’s okay,” I told Dracian, gripping his wrist when he went to reach for the picture. “I can do this. I have to.”

The detective got up and gathered the file, tutting to himself as he returned to his seat. “I told them I didn’t want to interview bratty witch kids, but they wouldn’t listen.”

“Just get on with it, then,” I said, shoving the picture back at him.

He frowned, his look full of distaste as my finger brushed the side of his hand. “What do you remember about that night? Have you remembered anything significant since you were last interviewed?”

“No,” I replied, wincing when I saw the image of me as a thirteen year old in the file. “My memory is exactly as it was then. I have nothing new to add to the investigation.”

“However,” Dracian spoke up. “I do.”

“You do?” the detective said, looking up from his pen and pad. “About Mr and Mrs Jones?”

Nodding, Dracian sat back and crossed his arms over his waist. “I was on my way to the Jones’ house to warn them. My father had been threatened and knew they were next.”

“Why was he threatened?”

Ah, crap. 

Dracian’s cool demeanour evaporated quickly as he sat upright, his glance towards me full of unease. He had to tread very carefully. Not even the agencies knew about my ability to drain electricity and turn it into magic. 

“As you probably know...” Dracian cracked his knuckles as he leant forward on the table. “... My father was a bit of a mad scientist. Mixing magic with science, he was playing with Mother Nature according to his coven.”

“We were aware of his extra-curricular activities, although we have no details on what he was creating. Can you enlighten us?”

Shaking his head, Dracian narrowed his gaze on the older man. “Unfortunately, he didn’t share anything with me, I was too young. However, on the evening of the Jones’ death, he asked me to take a message over to them to warn them that the institute was after them both.”

“Did he know why they would be after Mr Jones? Did he have personal dealings with them?”

So the cops really didn’t know what my father was doing? That was a bonus. Although, we had to be careful. If
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