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      A poisoned professor, a secret society, and a seagull with expensive taste.

      Dr Cass Winters has finally accepted her role as the Sea Witch of Kilmaraig. She has her grandmother’s grimoire, a simmering connection with the town’s fiercely overprotective lighthouse keeper, and a marine biology degree she is desperately trying to apply to elemental magic.

      She just wants a quiet autumn. But when the Samhain festival brings a flood of mundane tourists, it also brings a delegation from the Scottish Magical Historical Society—a hidden network of arrogant academics who are far too interested in Kilmaraig’s recent surge in power.

      When their lead historian drops dead by the festival bonfire, Cass is immediately blamed. The Society thinks her "untrained" magic caused a fatal backlash.

      Cass knows better. It wasn't a spell that killed the professor—it was a rare marine toxin slipped into his spiced cider. Now, to clear her name and protect her town from being taken over by magical bureaucrats, Cass must navigate a web of bitter academic rivalries, stolen research, and a killer who knows entirely too much about local biology.

      With the wider magical community watching her every move, Cass has her science, her newly awakened sea-magic, and a feral seagull who just stole the murder victim’s enchanted pen. She’s going to need all three.
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      The ward at the slipway was fraying again.

      Cass crouched on the harbour wall with her hands flat against the stone and her teeth clenched. It was a good morning to check the wards. Bright, cold, with an October stillness that meant the tide had turned twenty minutes ago and the harbour was holding its breath. She could feel the ward line running along the watermark like a current under her palms. Steady from the lighthouse point to the chandler’s. Steady past the moorings. Then, at the slipway, a hitch. It was frayed rather than broken, like a rope taking weight it wasn’t designed for.

      She pressed harder into the stone and pushed sea magic along the line, feeding it as she’d feed nutrients into a depleted water column. Slow. Measured. The frayed section resisted for a moment, then accepted the repair and smoothed out, and the ache behind her eyes sharpened to a point just above her left eyebrow.

      It was twenty past five in the morning. She’d been at this since half four.

      The ward check was supposed to take twenty minutes. The grimoire’s instructions, in Euphemia’s spidery handwriting, said as much: Monthly check. Walk the line. Note anomalies. Repair as needed. Twenty minutes, weather permitting. What the grimoire didn’t mention was that Samhain thinned everything. She’d been compensating since the second week of October, patching spots that had held fine all summer, reinforcing joins she hadn’t known existed until they started to give. The wards were not failing. They were just working harder than she’d planned for, which was a familiar state of affairs for most things in her life right now.

      From the roof of the boat shed, Chips screamed.

      Instead of his usual productive shriek or territorial alarm, it was the raw, unhappy squawk of a bird suffering from a stolen toffee apple, wrapper and all, eaten the previous afternoon. He had been registering his gastrointestinal displeasure at irregular intervals ever since. He’d started at nine the previous evening. He’d paused around midnight, which had been worse, because she’d lain in bed waiting for the next one. He’d resumed at three.

      She didn’t look up. “If you’d chewed it instead of swallowing it like a pelican, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      Chips screamed again. The timing was spiteful.

      In the harbour, the boats rocked gently against their moorings. The Thistle was dark. Hamish wouldn’t be up for another hour. Across the water, the lighthouse beam swept its steady arc, and she let herself watch it for a moment. Ewan had oiled the mechanism last Tuesday. The beam was fractionally smoother than it had been in September. Two degrees, which was something she’d started noticing instead of the absolute temperature.

      She moved along the wall towards the fish market, running her hands above the stone without touching it. The ward line pulsed faintly under her attention. She could see it with the sideways vision that had sharpened over the past eight weeks, a blue-white thread following the high-water mark. In the early days, she’d needed direct contact. Now she could read the line from six inches away, which Maeve said was good progress and which Cass privately thought was the bare minimum for someone who was supposed to be protecting an entire village.

      The fish market section was solid. The moorings were solid. She paused at the fuel dock, where the line ran close to the diesel pump, and checked the join twice because last month it had weakened where the iron pipe crossed the ward and she’d had to rework the whole section on a Tuesday evening when she should have been eating dinner.

      Solid. All of it.

      She sat back on her heels and rubbed her hands together. Her fingers were numb. The sea magic left them cold in a way that had nothing to do with the October air. It was a deep-tissue cold, a cold that started in the bones of her hands and worked outward, and the only reliable fix was a hot mug held for ten minutes. Euphemia’s grimoire had a note about this: Your hands will always be cold after ward work. The sea takes heat. Wear gloves if you like; they don’t help, but they make you feel like you’re trying.

      Cass loved her grandmother’s sense of humour. She’d have loved it more if Euphemia had also left a boiler that worked before November.

      The harbour was still. The village above it was a scatter of lit windows against the dark hillside. More lights than usual. The festival had brought people. The Harbour Bell had been full every night this week, and Jenna had reported selling more books in four days than she normally sold in a fortnight, rapidly, her usual energetic blur. Stalls were going up along the harbourfront. Fairy lights. Bunting in orange and black and deep purple. The toffee-apple stand, source of Chips’s current torment, had been doing steady trade since Wednesday.

      Kilmaraig at Samhain. She’d read about it in the grimoire. Euphemia had written about the festival the way she wrote about tidal measurements: with precision, affection, and the occasional dry aside.

      
        
        The town does well at Samhain. Tourists come. They buy candles and ask about ghosts and take photographs of the harbour at sunset. They are welcome. The wards hold. If they didn’t, the tourists would have a more authentic experience than they paid for.

      

      

      A creak on the harbour steps. Footsteps. Unhurried.

      Ewan came along the wall with two mugs. He handed one to her without breaking stride, as he always did: directly, no preamble, the mug already turned so the handle faced her. The coffee was black and strong and still hot enough to sting.

      “Slipway?” he said.

      “Frayed. Fixed.”

      He nodded. He leaned against the wall beside her and drank his own coffee and looked at the water. He smelled of salt, woodsmoke, and the particular brand of instant coffee he kept in the lighthouse kitchen. She’d bought him decent coffee beans three weeks ago. He’d thanked her, put them in the cupboard, and continued drinking the instant. She was choosing her battles.

      They stood there. The lighthouse beam swept the headland. Below them, the tide was coming in, the water creeping slowly up the harbour steps.

      Chips screamed from the boat shed. One long, agonised note.

      Ewan glanced up. “Toffee apple?”

      “Toffee apple.”

      “The wrapper as well?”

      “The stick.”

      He looked at the boat shed roof for a moment. “He’ll live.”

      “He’ll outlive us all. Out of spite.”

      Ewan almost smiled, which for him was the equivalent of a standing ovation. He finished his coffee, took her empty mug, and straightened up. “I’ll be back down at eight. The festival committee wants the lighthouse open for tours this afternoon.”

      “Brave.”

      “Mrs Beaton asked. I don’t know how to say no to Mrs Beaton.”

      “Nobody does. That’s her primary skill.”

      He walked back along the wall and up the harbour steps, and she watched him go feeling a settling sensation she didn’t need to name. He’d been coming to the harbour at this hour since the first week she’d started the ward checks. She hadn’t asked him to. He hadn’t offered. He just appeared with coffee, asked one question, and left. It was, she’d decided, the most efficient relationship she’d ever been in.

      

      The sky was greying towards dawn when she finished the last section. The ward line ran clean from the lighthouse point all the way round the harbour and up the headland to the cottage. Below the headland, the binding hummed. She didn’t need to check it; she checked it anyway, as she checked the gas ring before leaving the house, a reflex that had nothing to do with doubt and everything to do with the consequences of being wrong.

      The binding held. Steady and deep.

      She stretched her neck. The ache behind her eyes had spread to the base of her skull, and her shoulders were tight from crouching. Two months of ward work, Tuesday magic lessons, and reading a grimoire that periodically revealed new pages as if it were running its own curriculum, and she still felt like she was cramming for an exam that had already started.

      She was good at it. She knew she was good at it. Maeve had said so, and Maeve did not say things she didn’t mean. The binding she’d done in August with three weeks of practice and a marine biology degree had held without reinforcement for two months. The wards she was maintaining now were tighter than anything in the grimoire’s instructional margins. She was competent and she was learning fast and none of that changed the fact that the grimoire was six hundred pages long and she could read about four hundred of them.

      She stood, pocketed her torch, and turned towards the cottage.

      That was when she saw the vehicles.

      Two of them. Parked on the coast road above the village, where the single-track came. It was a Land Rover Defender, dark green, scarred along the side panels. A vehicle built to carry equipment rather than passengers. They were unfamiliar to the village; not Hamish’s van, Lily’s patrol car, or the Beaton family Land Rover. Having spent two months learning the shape and engine sound of every local vehicle, Cass knew these were new.

      These were new. She’d never seen them before.

      She looked at them for a moment. They sat wrong against the landscape, too angular, too deliberate, like survey equipment positioned before a dig. Nobody got out. No lights came on. They were just there, waiting, at half five on the twenty-fourth of October.

      On the boat shed roof, Chips had gone quiet.

      Following his gaze, Cass looked up at the roof. He was standing at the edge, his head turned towards the coast road, body low, weight forward. None of the puffed-up shrieking she’d expect from a gull defending territory. He was flat and still, beak slightly open, his yellow eyes fixed on the dark vehicles with an intensity that made the hair on her arms stand up.

      “What?” she said.

      Chips didn’t scream. Chips didn’t move.

      Cass looked at the vehicles again. Then she looked at Chips. Then she picked up her torch, turned her collar up against the cold, and walked back up the hill towards the cottage, past the bunting and the fairy lights and the stalls that weren’t open yet, past the toffee-apple stand with its shutters down, past the DRIFTWOOD sign in gold lettering, past the church, past the garden gate that Ewan had rehung in September and that now closed properly for the first time in a decade.

      She let herself in. She put the kettle on. She sat at Euphemia’s kitchen table with the grimoire and the chipped WORLD’S BEST GRAN mug and the crystals on the windowsill catching the first grey light, and she wrapped her cold hands around the tea and waited for them to warm up.

      From the roof, Chips screamed once. His gaze was fixed on the coast road, ignoring both the leftover apple and the other gulls.

      Cass drank her tea. She had two hours before her first consultancy call. She’d sleep if she could. She probably couldn’t.

      Outside, the two dark vehicles sat on the coast road, their headlights dark. And as Cass watched, a single figure stepped out of the lead car, walking directly toward her gate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The knock came at ten past nine, while Cass was on the phone to the Edinburgh marine conservation trust explaining why their proposed sampling methodology for the Firth of Lorn was, statistically speaking, inadequate.

      “You need a minimum of twelve transect points to get anything publishable,” she said, wedging the phone between her ear and shoulder so she could pour hot water into the WORLD’S BEST GRAN mug. “Six is a pilot study. Six is a grant application with ambitions.”

      The knock came again. Three raps, sharp and impatient.

      “I’ll send the revised protocol this afternoon,” she told Edinburgh. “I need to go. Someone’s at my door and they’re knocking like they own the place.”

      She hung up, set the mug on the kitchen table next to the grimoire, and went to the front door. Through the frosted glass she could see two shapes. One large and square. One smaller, partially obscured by what looked like a stack of equipment cases.

      She opened the door.

      The man on her doorstep was somewhere around sixty, broad-shouldered and heavy-set. He wore a tweed jacket over a dark wool jumper, corduroy trousers, and walking boots that had been polished before being worn. His hair was grey and thick and combed back from a high forehead, and he was already talking before the door was fully open.

      “Miss Winters.” It was the deep, booming voice of an academic accustomed to lecturing without interruption. He looked past Cass into the hallway, assessing the cottage’s dimensions as if he owned it.

      “I’m Dr Winters,” Cass said. “Can I help you?”

      “Professor Alistair Forbes. Scottish Magical Historical Society.” He said this as if she should know what it meant. When her face didn’t change, a small line appeared between his eyebrows. “The Society maintains oversight of all documented magical legacy sites in Scotland. This cottage is on our register. Your grandmother’s practice is on our register. And eight weeks ago, our monitoring instruments recorded a substantial irregular energy event originating from this location.”

      He paused. Cass knew exactly what energy event he meant. She said nothing.

      Behind Forbes, the woman with the equipment cases shifted her grip. She was thirty, perhaps, with dark hair pulled back and a steady, practical posture from years of field work. She caught Cass’s eye and mouthed, silently, sorry.

      “We’ll need access to the property,” Forbes continued. “The archive, such as it is. Any practitioner materials. And I’ll need to speak with whoever is managing the local magical infrastructure, which I assume” – he looked at Cass with a look of thin-lipped academic disapproval – “is you.”

      Cass leaned against the doorframe. She did not invite him in. “You’ve driven a long way to knock on my door without an appointment, Professor Forbes.”

      “The Society does not require appointments. We maintain a standing access agreement with all registered legacy sites.”

      “I’m not registered.”

      “No,” Forbes said. “You are not. That is, in fact, one of the matters we’ve come to discuss. The Council takes a dim view of unregistered practitioners operating legacy magic in tourist-density areas.”

      From the garden gate, the woman with the cases said, “Professor, perhaps we could,”

      “In a moment, Fiona.”

      Fiona closed her mouth. She set the equipment cases on the path and straightened up. She was wearing a practical waterproof jacket, maintaining a quiet, steady posture.

      Cass looked at Forbes. Forbes looked at the cottage as if he were already inside it, mentally assessing the shelves.

      “I’m happy to discuss access through the proper channels,” Cass said. “You can write to me, and I’ll respond within a reasonable timeframe.”

      “I’ve been writing to this address for three months. Your grandmother’s correspondence is, I assume, somewhere in the cottage. If you’d read it, you’d know we were coming.”

      That landed. Euphemia’s post was in a basket by the door. Cass had sorted the bills, cancelled the subscriptions, and left the rest. A stack of it, thick and official, sat unopened on the hall shelf. She had not read it. She had meant to. She had not.

      “I’ll look at the correspondence today,” she said. “In the meantime, you’re welcome to check in at the hotel in the village and I’ll,”

      The sound came from above. A brief, interested silence from the roof, followed by a rush of air and the distinctive wet slap of herring gull feet on a tweed shoulder.

      Chips landed on Forbes.

      Or rather, Chips landed on Forbes’s shoulder, which was a staging post. He was there for less than a second. His beak went into the inside pocket of Forbes’s jacket with swift speed, and when he launched himself back into the air, he had a pen in his beak. It was a nice pen. Heavy, dark wood, brass fittings. The kind of pen that came in a presentation box.

      Forbes grabbed at the air where the pen had been. His hand closed on nothing.

      Chips banked over the garden and headed for the harbour at speed, the pen clamped sideways in his beak, his wings beating in a swift escape.

      “That pen,” Forbes said, in a voice that had gone very flat, “is enchanted. It transcribes in my handwriting. It cost three hundred pounds.”

      They watched Chips reach the harbour. He circled once, as if selecting the optimal drop point, and released the pen directly above the deep water beside the fuel dock. The pen fell. The harbour swallowed it without a splash.

      From the path, Fiona made a sound that was almost certainly a laugh, converted at the last second into a cough.

      Forbes had gone a colour Cass associated with cardiac events. He looked at the grimoire. He looked at Cass. “I will be filing an insurance claim.”

      “It won’t be covered,” Fiona said, and then seemed to regret speaking. “The policy excludes wildlife damage, Professor. I checked after the last incident.”

      Cass looked at Fiona. “This has happened before?”

      “He took a dictation recorder in Inverness. And a sandwich in Fort William, but that was a different bird.”

      Forbes turned to Fiona with an expression that suggested the conversation was now over. Fiona stopped talking. She picked up the equipment cases again, and the flatness came back to her face, and Cass thought: six years. She’s been doing this for six years.

      
      They did not come inside. Cass established this with a firmness she’d learned from Maeve, who could say no to anyone without raising her voice or losing her warmth. Forbes stood on the path and made his case. Cass stood in the doorway and declined it. They went back and forth like this for fifteen minutes, and during those fifteen minutes Cass learned the following:

      Forbes had brought four people. Himself, Fiona, and two others who were currently unpacking instruments from the second vehicle. The instruments measured residual magical energy. Forbes wanted them inside the cottage. Cass said no. Forbes wanted them in the garden. Cass said she’d think about it. Forbes said thinking about it was not an appropriate response to a Society directive.

      “It’s not a directive,” Fiona said quietly, from behind her equipment cases. “It’s a request, Professor. Under the 2019 framework, access to private property requires written consent or a Council order.”

      Forbes looked at Fiona. Fiona looked at the ground. Cass thought: she knows the rules better than he does, and she’s not allowed to say so.

      “I’ll be reviewing the regulatory position this afternoon,” Forbes said, which was his way of conceding without admitting it. He straightened his jacket, which was still slightly rumpled from the Chips incident. “In the meantime, I trust you’ll read the Society’s correspondence.”

      “I said I would.”

      “You also said you’d respond within a reasonable timeframe. I’m defining reasonable as forty-eight hours.”

      He turned and walked down the path. Fiona picked up the last case and hesitated.

      “Dr Winters,” she said. “I should mention, Professor Forbes keeps his own personal research journal, separate from the Society’s records. I don’t have access to his notes. So if there’s anything in the formal correspondence that doesn’t make sense, you may want to ask him directly.” She shifted the case to her other hand. “He won’t enjoy being asked. But the information’s better from the source.”

      “Thank you,” Cass said. “And call me Cass.”

      Fiona smiled. It was a tired, grateful smile, worn from too many years calling people by their titles. “Fiona. I’d shake your hand, but,” She lifted the equipment cases slightly. “I’m a bit occupied.”

      She turned and followed Forbes down the path, and at the gate she paused and looked back. It was a brief look, the kind a person gives when they want to say something else and have decided against it
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