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      The dark lady is back.

      

      Watched day and night by necromancer enforcers, Kati has no freedom, no magic, and no way to rescue Iain from his aunt. Lady LaVoire wants only one thing: power. And she’ll stop at nothing to get it.

      

      Even if it means draining all life from the man Kati loves.

      

      Kati will have to summon dark power, travel to the underworld, and rely on Salazar and Alexandra if she’s going to save Iain in time.

      

      If she fails, Lady LaVoire will be unstoppable. And nothing will stop her draining Kati, too.

      

      How To Banish Evil takes place in a university-age academy for necromancers and reapers, with plenty of magic, mystery, and romance. This is a full-length novel at 90,000 words.
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            THROUGH HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Just remember, chaps, things could always be worse. At least you aren’t being eaten alive by rabid, demonic beasts. There’s always a bright side if you look hard enough.

      

      Alan Curthbert-Dark, Headteacher of Second Breath Academy 1900-1921
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      THESE GOOD GUYS SURE SEEM LIKE BAD GUYS

      It was safe to say that Kati Wilson wouldn’t be passing her second term at Second Breath Academy for Necromancers and Reapers. While the rest of SBA would be taking their exams this week, Kati was sitting in this shitty, empty bedroom with her knees pressed to her chest, shivering in the chill and trying not to cry. Exactly like she had for the last month she’d spent detained in York’s gentry headquarters.

      She’d been here for a month now. Four whole weeks with no news from the outside, nothing except the daily interrogations she endured from Mercy Greensmith, the head of the gentry and mother of Theo’s dead best friend. Some days, Mercy brought in a member of her team to question Kati when she had better things to do than interrogate an innocent nineteen-year-old. Mostly, she pushed Kati for answers herself. She seemed to enjoy getting her hands dirty in the search for justice.

      The only problem was Kati couldn’t give her any damn justice. She hadn’t killed Colen. She hadn’t even known Theo was a bigoted asshole before she’d arrived at SBA last term. She didn’t deserve to be here in these blank white rooms, locked away to go mad with isolation whenever Mercy wasn’t questioning her.

      Kati had explained that a hundred times, until her head throbbed with a migraine and her throat was sore, but Mercy wilfully refused to believe her.

      Kati clenched her jaw against a sniffling sob of hopelessness, resting her head on her arms and holding her knees tight to her chest on the rock hard bed in the little bedroom off to the side of her interrogation room.

      This room had the bare essentials: a lumpy bed with a mattress about as thick as a sheet of copier paper that fucked with her spine until it hurt every day, a toilet that perfumed the whole room with eau de piss, a plastic box for the clothes her parents had sent the first week she was detained—the barest home comforts—and a table for her to eat her bland, repetitive meals at.

      It was a serious step down from her dorm at SBA with its four-poster bed, lead-paned window, and vast wardrobes. At this point, Kati would cry with happiness if she got to go home to her box room at her Mum and Dad’s—and she’d kill for a hug from her mum right about now. Possibly literally.

      She was sitting on the uncomfortable bed, hugging herself in the middle of the once-white blanket, with her head thumping so hard she swore she felt the vein in her head throb. She’d been awake for hours, sleep completely impossible, and it had to be around mid-morning, but fuck if Kati knew for sure. There was no window through which to measure the slant of the sun, no voices passing to pick up scraps of information; it was deadly silent around her, each wall insulated. In theory to keep sensitive information from leaking, but in reality to keep her screams contained to these two rooms. They wouldn’t want to disturb the gentry going about their day-to-day business, oh no.

      The heavy silence, and the endless fucking hours of being left alone, lumped on top of the direness of her situation all gave Kati far too much opportunity to think. Thinking was her worst enemy right now.

      It was a dark, scary thing to be inside her head. The monsters there were even worse than the ones she faced on a daily basis.

      Kati was spared from more thoughts, each one more barbed and poisonous than the last, when the door to the interrogation room next door flung open and crashed against the wall, the sound as loud and violent as a gunshot.

      Kati flinched hard, her breath scraping up her throat in a jagged gasp as she scrambled off her bed, her fingers flexing for a wand she didn’t have.

      “Sit,” Mercy Greensmith spat as she came into view of Kati’s open doorway—it wasn’t open by choice; the door had been ripped off to deprive her of a private space.

      Mercy’s pale hair was pulled into a tight bun, her lined face frozen with wrath and her blue eyes ice-cold as they’d been every day this past month. She wore a crisp white shirt with a jacket and trousers in deepest mahogany, the latest in a long line of power suits. Kati, meanwhile, was dressed in old, holey black leggings and a Diamanté shirt too thin to keep her warm, but the tiniest glint of familiarity and comfort was too precious to pass up—the only comfort this place provided.

      She wanted to see her parents so fucking badly, her chest collapsing in on itself with fierce longing.

      Kati didn’t risk Mercy’s wrath, rushing out of her shitty room and sitting in one of two seats at the austere steel table in the middle of the interrogation room. Cold steel froze her thighs through her thin leggings, and she shuddered, but picked her body in preparation of what was to come. She’d long since learned that resisting Mercy got her nowhere. Well, that wasn’t true. It usually got her on the floor, writhing in unbearable agony, screaming until her voice grew hoarse. Every time she’d dared to fight her captivity, or challenged Mercy, or just breathed wrong, she got shocked by a spark spell. Sorry—detainment, not captivity. Kati was here because she’d been arrested, not kidnapped.

      Never mind that there was no evidence to convict her even a month later, and that she’d given the exact same story thirty days in a row—and every single account of events said she was innocent of the charges.

      No, she hadn’t killed Marigold Archer.

      No, she hadn’t blown up the academy.

      No, she hadn’t planned to hurt anyone.

      And hell no, she hadn’t joined forces with Lady LaVoire, the psychotic dark lady who wanted to rule the UK through torture and black magic.

      But Theo had joined her. And every time Kati got to that part in the story, Mercy went ape-shit, as if Theo’s guilt meant Kati was equally guilty. That, Kati could bite her tongue and deal with. But the way Mercy’s lip curled whenever Kati talked about Iain, especially her relationship with him … that disgust made her blind mad.

      Clearly Mercy’s guilty by association mindset didn’t just apply to Kati; she certainly thought Iain was evil like his aunt. Madam Hawkness's insistence that he was nothing like her didn’t count for shit. Mercy thought she was god, and her word was law.

      Some of the other gentries who’d come to question Kati on the days Mercy was busy didn’t see it the same way. Iain was one of them, and he was one of the best, most accomplished gentry they’d ever known. They’d taken assignments with him, fought with him, gone drinking with him, become friends with him—he was one of them, and they were loyal to their own, reluctant to believe he’d turned. But Mercy thought he was the damn devil, and the way she sneered at Kati and Iain’s relationship had resulted in Kati spitting vicious words at the bitch more than once. And getting struck with a spark spell for stepping out of line. It had happened far more than once. More than twenty times if she was being honest.

      “I want to know every single one of your master’s plans,” Mercy snapped, dragging out the metal chair opposite Kati with a nerve-scraping screech, everything about her barely leashed. An explosion waiting to happen. “Right now, Wilson.”

      Kati expelled a sigh, slumping in her chair. Wounding on the day, she jumped between exhaustion, depression, and fury. Right now she hovered around a fourth: exasperation. “She’s not my master. As I’ve told you a hundred times before. I don’t want anything to do with LaVoire; why would I team up with her when she’s kidnapped my boyfriend?”

      Well. Sort-of boyfriend. She and Iain had broken up before Lady LaVoire stole him, but Kati overlooked that detail now. He’d used his only glimmer of freedom and autonomy to send Kati to safety; he had to still love her. She’d never stopped loving him for even a second, she’d just been hurt that he'd kept secrets. And deep down she’d been afraid that none of it had been real, that she’d been just an assignment to him. She was still scared of that, but it wouldn’t stop her fighting for him, for them.

      “Lady LaVoire is compelling him,” she said, pleading with Mercy to see sense. “The idea of helping someone like that psycho makes me feel sick.”

      Mercy ignored Kati, her mouth merely pursing into a wrinkled scowl. “Every one of her plans, Wilson. Right this minute.”

      Kati expelled a breath somewhere between angry and panicked, raking her hands through her limp red hair and wincing at the greasy feel of the strands. Like she’d done every day this month, she drew the past around her like a movie she could watch back, and explained what Lady LaVoire had told her that day in the forest. She walked Mercy through the whole terrifying ordeal until Kati’s voice was faint, her throat swollen and face tight with the threat of tears. “She wants Iain for his magic, and she wants me and my brother, too. It’s so she can come back to full power, so she can take back her real body, rather than possessing the supernatural Minster’s.”

      Mercy’s mouth pressed into a thinner, more dangerous line, and a chill went down Kati’s spine.

      Different—something was different about Mercy today, more urgent. Kati’s stomach twisted into a sick knot, and she struggled to draw the chill air into her lungs. The room was too quiet, everything beyond this little chamber silenced, like she and Mercy were alone in the universe. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?”

      “That’s none of your business.” Mercy finally realised that Kati had nothing new to say, and shoved back her chair, her nose wrinkled in disgust. It burned, that everyone so easily believed Kati would do something like this, help someone like Lady fucking LaVoire. But then, Theo actually had helped her. That still didn’t seem real, still seemed like a nightmare. “Tell me the truth,” Mercy said, looming over Kati with her hands braced on the steel table and nothing but hatred in her expression. The metal groaned, and Kati flinched at the sudden sound. “Or I’ll leave you here to rot without food and water for forty-eight hours.”

      “And I’m sure that’s in the gentry code of conduct,” Kati muttered, dredging up sarcasm even as her head went light and dizzy. She couldn’t meet Mercy’s gaze, but that didn’t stop her mouth running. “Starving prisoners? Fine by us. Inmate telling you the truth? Just ignore it. Gentry 101.”

      Mercy’s nostrils flared, and her hand went to her wand holster faster than Kati could brace for the assault. The spark spell erupted like a thousand volts of electricity through Kati’s chest and shoulder, and she screamed so loud her howl echoed off the walls and multiplied, a hundred Katis in excruciating pain. Her back bowed off the hard metal chair, her body taut as a wire as pain cracked through her whole body. She could have sworn her blood vessels broke, her bones shattered, and her skin melted until there was nothing left but a battered, broken soul. She tasted blood, tasted Mercy’s cherry perfume, and gagged in both.

      It lasted an eternity, longer than forever. Minutes or hours later, Kati found herself collapsed on the burning cold of the concrete floor, sobbing through clenched teeth. She couldn’t trap the sharp whimper that burst out as she curled around her body, aching from every bone.

      Mercy was supposed to be one of the good guys. She was gentry—she was supposed to keep people safe. Not torture them until, trapped within that endless pain, they wished for death. From where Kati stood—cowered—the good guys didn’t seem all too good right now.

      The bad guys were definitely worse, and Kati would never stand with Lady LaVoire, but if she was given the opportunity to go with her brother and escape this torture … right now, she couldn’t say she wouldn’t take it. Ironic, considering Greensmith was trying to stop the Black Brooms, not expand their numbers. If she wasn’t careful, she’d drive Kati to the other side.

      “The truth,” Mercy demanded again, her pale face icy with rage as she stalked closer, every footstep making Kati flinch.

      She tried to answer, but a sob crushed her voice as a phantom echo of the spark spell’s agony jolted through her. She clenched her jaw against more sobs and curled harder around herself on the freezing floor, praying Mercy would get bored and leave. When she left, Kati could crawl into her room and curl up, shaking, in bed instead of on this merciless floor.

      The door flew open behind them with a vicious slam, and Kati flinched hard, scrambling away until her back hit the nearest wall. Her wand—she needed her wand. “Ma’am, they’ve stopped moving.” a blue-haired gentry in a sharp uniform said. His eyes, a bright, deep blue, glanced over Kati before they focussed on the head of gentry.

      “Where are they?” Mercy demanded, stalking away from Kati with savage purpose.

      Kati exhaled shakily, pressing her lips together as her bottom one wobbled. Mercy was leaving, sparing Kati more torture and interrogation.

      “The Minster, Ma’am,” the gentry replied. Kati could no longer see him for her tear-filled, wavering vision. She needed her wand.

      “Stay here,” Mercy snarled, shoving past the gentry in her rush for answers. “Get answers from her.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Kati shrank in on herself, arms around her middle as she glared through her blurry vision. This bastard could do whatever he wanted, but it wasn’t going to change her answers. They were the truth.

      The second the door slammed shut, enclosing her into the interrogation room with whatever nightmarish gentry she was forced to survive next, a static charge filled the air. He cast a spell she couldn’t identify, a brief glow of magic across the interrogation room, and Kati’s bones locked in anticipation of pain, her breath held in her aching lungs. She could take more. She knew she could; she’d taken three spark spells in a row during one interrogation. But instead of her skin searing and bones straining to breaking point, something electrical exploded in the corner, and Kati wrenched away from a sudden touch as gentle hands framed her face.

      “It’s alright,” the man soothed in a voice so different to how he’d spoken to Mercy. He was nothing but a blur of darkness and cobalt in Kati’s teary vision, but his voice was gentle, and his presence felt … non-threatening. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      Kati’s heart took off like an escaped helium balloon—and then came crashing down and shattered to pieces as she figured out the most rational explanation for what the gentry had said. She laughed in a broken rasp. “This is a new technique.”

      Tricking her into thinking she was safe, so she’d blab things she didn’t even know about Lady LaVoire? Truly genius.

      The gentle hands wiped tears from her cheeks, tucked knotted red hair behind her ears, and the gentry sighed sadly. He was a good actor, she’d give him that. “I wouldn’t trust me, either, after what Greensmith’s team has done to you. But you’re going to have to. Do you want to get out of here?”

      Kati whimpered. It wasn’t real. It was a trick. But if there was the tiniest chance this was legit and she missed that chance … she threw herself headfirst into the trap as she nodded, just a tiny dip of her head. It felt like jumping out of a plane without a parachute; she knew she’d splatter on the ground, but she couldn’t resist the free fall.

      “Deep breath,” the gentry said in a soothing voice. “I’m going to lift you into my arms, and it’s going to hurt like hell. I’m sorry, Katriona.”

      I’m sorry, Katriona.

      Well, that was something she’d never heard from the others. Sorry didn’t seem to be in their vocabulary. But he’d said Greensmith’s team, as if he was part of another one.

      “Fine,” she begrudgingly spat. If this was a trick, it was a trick. Mercy would just come back and torture her anyway; what difference did it make? But if it was real… She shut that thought down. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t.

      The gentry’s nimble hands slid under her back and knees and lifted her against his chest, standing in one smooth movement. Kati clenched her teeth to suppress a scream as the movement jostled every part of her the spark spell had ruptured through.

      “Sorry, sorry,” the gentry murmured as he crossed the room to the door, the bright strip of lights above Kati blurring as tears of pain veiled her vision. “I’ll try to be gentle, but we’ve gotta hurry. They won’t be distracted for long.”

      “By what?” Kati rasped, breathing in rough, fast gasps. Her fingers curled into fists, the rocking motion of his steps unfamiliar and unwelcome.

      “A hundred Black Brooms appeared on the outskirts of York. We’ve been tracking their movement for hours. They’re taking the Minster as we speak. Chances are, Lady LaVoire’s among them.”

      Kati’s eyes stung, her throat thick. If LaVoire was on the move, that meant Iain could be, too. If she hadn’t already drained his power and left him a dead husk in a ditch somewhere. “Is—is her nephew—”

      “I don’t know,” the gentry replied softly, his chest expanding with a rough sigh as he looked down at her, his eyes brilliant blue and startlingly scared. “We haven’t seen him, but that doesn’t mean anything.” He hesitated, instead awkwardly reaching out a hand to the door handle, and rushing down the utilitarian corridor outside when he was satisfied it was empty. More strips of lights stabbed Kati’s eyes, and she strained her ears for sounds of anyone approaching. Maybe they’d all stay out of their way to make this rescue seem more legit. “I’m part of his team. Iain Worth’s. None of us agree with the way Greensmith’s treated you, it’s fucking atrocious. Half the gentry here don’t agree with it, either.”

      Then why hadn’t they tried to stop it? A whole month of torment and hell, and they’d just let it happen. Kati ground her teeth, keeping a cry of hope and relief and dread locked up tight in her chest.

      “Nearly there,” the gentry encouraged as she gasped at another bolt of pain. He walked faster as they turned corner after corner, every hall as featureless as the last, each one smelling of floor cleaner and copier ink. Kati glanced up at her rescuer/tormentor, wishing she had a spell to know if he was lying or telling the truth. Not that she had a wand to cast it anyway. The gentry was younger than she’d expected, somewhere in his mid-twenties with a baby face and that shocking cobalt hair. But the strength in his arms and the way he wasn’t even gasping at their fast pace warned her not to underestimate him.

      “You’re part of Iain’s team?” Kati asked eventually, growing dizzy with their fast pace.

      “His third in command,” he confirmed, shouldering open a metal door and sweeping her through, his eyes sharp on their new surroundings.

      Kati tensed, visions of medical labs and prison cells flashing behind her eyes, but the door opened on a stretch of concrete dotted with cars. Hope rushed into Kati’s throat and choked her, sounding like a sob. Was this real? Was she really being rescued? No more spark spells and interrogations and Mercy Greensmith looking at her like she was dirt. No more hours of isolation with nothing but her thoughts to twist her up.

      “Come the fuck on, Kable!” a woman hissed in the shadows of the underground car park, her voice and the low growl of a car the only sounds other than the blue-haired gentry’s swift steps.

      Kati searched the car park with her blurry eyes until she found the speaker, a woman hanging out the side of a black Vauxhall Corsa, gesturing impatiently with a vape pen in her fingers. It was a startlingly normal car for a team of gentry. Not that Kati saw a team; all she saw were two people. The blue-haired guy carrying her, and the Hispanic woman in the driver’s seat of the car, a nose ring catching the dim light as she leant further out the window, giving them a more emphatic hurry the fuck up gesture as Kable ran the last few steps.

      Kati numbly allowed herself to be deposited in the back seat of the Corsa, mostly because she was confused and gasping and dizzy with pain. The guy—Kable, apparently—sprinted around to the passenger door, only just sounding out of breath as he slammed himself into the seat. Before his door could even slam shut, the impatient woman peeled out of the car park and sped for the exit with a relentless focus. If there’d been a barrier in the way, she would have rammed it, and probably given the parking attendant the middle finger while she was at it.

      Kati didn’t breathe, didn’t allow herself to believe it.

      It was fake. It had to be fake.
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      TEA AND LASAGNA SOLVES EVERYTHING

      Kati held her breath as the car drove sedately up the concrete ramp of the car park and out into daylight, the engine’s quiet rumble vibrating through her nerves. Maybe the car was bugged and Mercy was hunched over a listening device back at the gentry headquarters, waiting for Kati to drop herself in it. The alternative, that she’d been rescued and wouldn’t be struck with a spark spell again … it hurt too much. If it all fell through, Kati would be wrecked. Broken, exactly like Greensmith wanted.

      Kati wrapped her hope in a straitjacket, not daring to look at the debris and detritus scattered in the foot wells and across the dashboard of the Corsa. Would Mercy allow her gentry to use their personal cars for a job like this?

      “Here.” The black-haired, pierced woman driving the car grabbed something from the mess on the dashboard and threw it into the back seat. She didn’t look like any gentry Kati had ever met—not that she’d met any before this whole nightmare, except for her headteacher, Madam Hawkness, and Iain. This woman was in her mid-twenties with black hair cut jagged around her chin, brown eyes lined with heavy eyeliner that matched her fingernails and lipstick, and silver rings through her nose, her eyebrow, and her lip. She looked like the sort of person Kati gravitated towards—alternative, strange, and non-conformist—but that could all be part of Mercy’s plot.

      Kati had no doubt that the head of the gentry had dug up every bit of information about her, everything from her favourite food to her hobbies to the photos of her riding the Big One at Blackpool when she was thirteen. The same information had probably circulated every gentry in the building, she realised with her cheeks burning. These two must have known everything about her.

      Kati fumbled to catch the things the gentry threw before they smacked her in the face, and frowned down at a box of energy bars and a bottle of Coca Cola. They could have been drugged… Kati searched for injection marks in the bottle cap but found none, and strangled her hope into silence as she twisted the cap. New—unopened. Maybe it was to gain her trust? To lull her into a false sense of security.

      “Eat. Drink. It’ll help with the dizziness,” the woman said, her voice husky and cutting. She was pissed off about something, that was for sure. Maybe she didn’t want to be on Team Let’s Bait Kati. “I’m Safia, by the way,” she added as she swung the little black car around a corner and floored it up a straight road.

      The pain that pulsed in the background erupted as she slammed into the car door hard, and Kati bit her lip to hold back the whimper in her throat, nearly wearing her drink. She fucking hated spark spells. Hated that bitch at the head of the gentry, and everyone else who turned a blind eye as she’d tortured Kati. And for what? She was an eighteen-year-old student for fuck’s sake, and they thought she was holding out against torture for this long? They thought she wouldn’t have confessed every tiny thing she’d ever done, just to get it to stop? They had more faith in Kati than she did in herself. Fucking idiots.

      “It’s a bit of a drive,” the blue-haired gentry said—Kable. He twisted to look at Kati, a smile that was more of a grimace on his narrow face. He’d unbuttoned his gentry uniform to show a black T-shirt with one of those gaming dies on it. These two were either the most unconventional gentry who’d ever existed, or the clearest fucking trap ever. If Mercy thought a couple of weirdos and some snacks were going to get her to confess to crimes she hadn’t committed, the woman needed to be committed. “You might as well get settled in, eat something.”

      Kati didn’t have the energy to argue. She tore the box open, ripped into an energy bar, and crammed it into her mouth. It was dipped in chocolate, and the sweetness burst severely over her tongue after weeks of bland, repetitive meals. She didn’t taste any poison, and the wrappers had been sealed, so … she ate another, her chest hitching as that treacherous hope threatened to break free of its straitjacket.

      “Thanks,” Kati rasped after she’d eaten three bars and drunk half the bottle of coke. She turned the sealed bottle over in her hands, staring at the freckles on her knuckles instead of the city flying by outside the windows, taking long gulps of musty air unpleasantly fragranced with old takeaway food.

      “Thank us when we’re at HQ safe,” Kable replied with a frown, peering worriedly at Kati again, his blue eyes both observant and worried.

      Kati frowned, glancing from him to the coke in her hands. It wasn’t her wand, but it felt good to have something in her hands. “Didn’t we just leave gentry headquarters?”

      “We did,” Kable confirmed, inclining his cobalt head. “But we have a different building that’s just ours. You’ll be safe there.”

      “It’s covered in enough protective spells to take out a rhino,” Safia added, her black-painted lips in a sharp curve as she twisted the steering wheel hard, sending them racing down another intersection. “I’d like to see someone try to get in without our permission.”

      Kati didn’t reply. She couldn’t let herself believe them. She just brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, watchful as they drove further from York city centre. She wanted to believe Safia and Kable, but they were gentry, and any gentry was an enemy right now.

      “You said you were part of Iain Worth’s team?” she asked after a few tense minutes. She needed to mine them for information if she was going to get away before they did whatever Mercy had ordered them to. Nothing good, Kati knew. It likely involved another spark spell. Or ten. With the hit of sugar and carbs, her dizziness was fading, but the thumping aches remained, and she wasn’t too keen on getting struck by another.

      “Us and Rousseau,” Safia confirmed with a nod. “Rousseau’s nice; you’ll like her. She’s the friendly one of the team.”

      “And which are you?” Kati asked, her eyes on the backs of their heads. Kable had opened a laptop on his knees, and Kati discreetly peered around the side of the seat to see that he’d brought up CCTV feeds of York Minster. Her blood ran cold at the sea of figures in ink-black cloaks filling up the entryway of the Minster. Kati had been to the Minster dozens of times; to see it full of dangerous killers now had her hands shaking.

      Was Iain there? Was he in one of those cloaks, under his aunt’s control? The cereal bars twisted and churned in her stomach, and Kati pressed a fist to her mouth.

      “We’re the weird ones who intimidate our suspects,” Safia replied, oblivious to Kati’s turmoil as she growled at a red light stopping their breakneck journey.

      Kable snorted. “Don’t listen to her; Safia’s part of the team because she’s an epic hacker. There’s no digital door she can’t open.”

      “Or shut, locking people inside,” Safia agreed with another of those sharp grins. She floored the car when the light turned amber, and they hit a long, straight stretch of tarmac. Kati trapped a whimper between clenched teeth, digging her fingers into the rough weave of the seat beneath her hard enough to leave impressions in the foam. Her Coca Cola was shaken up so badly it would explode when she next opened it. “Is he there yet?” she asked Kable, stealing a glance at his laptop.

      “Not that I can see, but they’re all wearing those fucking cloaks, it’s hard to tell who anyone is.”

      Kati’s stomach rocked even worse. What would Lady LaVoire do with the Minster? There were shops and houses around that place, full of would-be vessels for her soulwraiths and victims for her to make into blood puppets. Kati’s skin flashed ice cold, her breath fogging in front of her, and she felt even sicker. She still had part of Ingrid the Terrible’s soul attached to her, and didn’t know how the hell to get rid of it. It was a miracle Mercy Greensmith had never figured it out during the time Kati had been locked up in her interrogation room. When Kati had stabbed Ingrid’s ghostly form with her athame, and then been stabbed right back, part of the bloodthirsty spirit’s soul had attached itself to her. And she didn’t know what it would do to her in the long term. She had to assume that clouds of breath and flashes of cold were only the beginning of her problems.

      “Not too far now,” Kable said, turning to give Kati a tight smile and not even noticing the mist of her freezing breath. “How are you feeling?”

      Kati debated her answer, and finally admitted, “Confused. How were you able to get me out of there so easily?”

      Safia barked a loud laugh, starting to slow as they reached the outskirts of a residential area. “Because overriding every security camera in the route from your holding cell to the car park was so easy.”

      Kati hadn’t known she’d done that, but… “Someone should have stopped us. Right? I shouldn’t be out of that place right now.” It didn’t make sense. One minute she was lying on the cold, hard ground in total agony, a captive of the gentry, and the next she was free…

      Kable’s green eyes brightened with sudden understanding, and he dug around in his trouser pocket. “Here,” he said, and Kati tensed, reaching for a wand she still didn’t have, but he fished out a glossy black iPhone. Not a wand or a hexed talisman or anything else she’d braced for.

      “The hell are you doing?” Safia demanded, throwing him a baffled look. “That’s got secrets and shit on it.”

      Kable rolled his eyes, his expression softer now than before. “And Kati’s Iain’s girlfriend.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can trust her,” Safia muttered, tapping agitated fingers on the steering wheel.

      “That, therein, is the problem,” Kable said, sliding a knowing glance back at Kati. “You can trust us, Kati. Look through my photos.”

      “Beware the nudes,” Safia snarked.

      Kable rolled his emerald eyes, though his cheeks did tinge pink. “There aren’t any nudes on here, don’t worry.”

      “This time,” Safia said under her breath.

      “It was one picture, and it’s not my fault you stole my phone, is it?” Kable argued, his ears turning red. “Just … take it. He’s our friend—there’s no faking photos.”

      “You’ve clearly never heard of Photoshop, then,” Kati murmured, but she took the phone from Kable’s hand because he was so insistent. She should have been prepared for the battering ram that would smash her emotions into bits at the sight of Iain’s smiling face, but she hadn’t been ready for it. She clenched her jaw until it locked, her face burning and eyes stinging so hard she thought there must be needles stabbing them. Swallowing hard, she opened one photo of Iain and Kable leaning over a pile of paperwork, the photo clearly taken by someone else. Kable was giving the camera a thumbs up; Iain had his head bent close to the paper as he scribbled something in the margins, brown hair flopping into his face and a smudge of black ink on the inside of his wrist.

      Kati’s heart just … collapsed. She pressed her lips into a thin, wobbly line and scrolled through more pictures, some of Kable with Safia, some of Kable on his own in selfie mode pulling ridiculous faces, some of Safia scowling off into the distance, and some with a fine-boned blonde woman with a red burn scar on her throat, always smiling beatifically at the camera. Rousseau, Kati assumed.

      There were many—many—of Kable with Iain, or Safia and Iain, or Rousseau with Iain, all doing normal shit like watching TV, or lounging on the sofa, or reading a book, or walking through York center in gentry uniform. The sight of him with light in his blue eyes and a soft smile on his handsome face made Kati’s soul wither like crumpled up paper. It hurt even more that in none of the pictures was he wearing that soft, adoring look he gave Kati—only for Kati, it seemed.

      Silently, she handed the phone back to Kable, unable to bear any more. A few of the pictures could be manipulated using software, but to put Iain in that many pictures was overkill. Ten she could understand, maybe even twenty, but Kable had hundreds of pictures on his phone and Iain was in over half of them, a constant fixture in his life—not just as a colleague and team member, but as a friend.

      “You can trust us,” Kable said, his voice gentle and full of understanding. Kati knew the blue-haired gentry was watching her, but she didn’t lift her head. If she did, she might glimpse those photos again, or catch the footage of the Black Brooms pouring into the Minster on his laptop.

      “Gentry on the scene,” Safia observed, slowing the car to a shocking twenty miles-per-hour as a cul-de-sac spread out around them. “This is going to go to hell faster than you can say Mercy Greensmith is a bitch.”

      Kati’s mouth curled up at the very edges; she and Safia agreed on that, at least. But she couldn’t keep her attention from Kable’s laptop anymore, not as silver-clad battle gentry arrived, trapping the cloaked Black Brooms in a semicircle in front of the Minster. A containment spell formed of a hundred people’s magic burst into rainbow colours and built a dome—bright ruby, deep forest green, startling white, rich indigo, royal purple, warm amber, fuchsia, turquoise, lime, and so many more, a whole army’s worth of spells locking together to form a patchwork dome around the Minster, containing the Black Brooms inside.

      “Is she already inside?” Kati dared to ask, holding her breath in the seconds after the dome locked in place. Waiting for the battle that would erupt between the Black Brooms and the gentry who’d trapped themselves inside with their enemies. It was like watching a documentary of the last takeover, a scene where Madam Hawkness would stride in with her team, take on the Black Brooms, and cheers would sound in the streets as the bad guys fell. But this wasn’t the past—this was right now, and Kati didn’t know how this would end.

      Lady LaVoire had been in the underworld for years, and she should have decayed, her power sucked away and her strength completely gone. But with Colen’s unwitting sacrifice … there was power in that. Enough for LaVoire to cross from the underworld to the living plane. Enough for her to take out a hundred gentry?

      Kati had a feeling she was about to get her answer, and sank her teeth into her bottom lip, her eyes rapt on the screen.

      “She’s definitely in there,” Kable confirmed, his green eyes fixed on the screen with the strange mix of dread and anticipation as Kati felt. “She went in an hour ago, with all her bastard followers trailing in after her. There must be six hundred of them so far, and fuck knows what they’re going to the Minster for.”

      “I say it’s an initiation, swearing in the new generation of Black Brooms,” Safia said through gritted teeth, slowing the car to let an elderly woman and her scruffy, black terrier cross the road. Terrace houses stretched out on either side of the road, with tidy gardens and pristine gravel driveways. Hills and fields rolled into the distance beyond them, and Kati could almost smell this place even with the windows rolled up: freshly cut grass and roses and barbecued sausages. What the hell were they doing here?

      “It’s more likely she’s gathered all her fanatics there to drain them,” Kable muttered, tapping the keys for a different view, this closer up on the Minster’s doorway.

      “Do you know anyone in that team?” Kati asked, leaning into the gap between their seats to get a better look at the gentry spreading out around the dome’s boundary, wands and scythes in hand. Each wore protective armour over their uniforms, and visors of magic wrapped around their heads. She’d seen this exact thing in old recordings, seen sketches in the papers and in books, but to see it play out live … her blood went cold, her breath fogging with ice again.

      Safia shot her a look at the sudden temperature drop, but said nothing, returning her focus to the road.

      “Most of them,” Kable replied, running a hand through his cobalt hair and tugging on the ends roughly. “They’re highly trained, and normally I’d put my money on this many gentry winning against anyone, but with Black Brooms…”

      “They’re impossible to predict,” Safia finished in a hiss. “Volatile, full of power—and worse, self-righteousness. They see themselves as dragging us out of the dark into the light, and us as being stuck in the past, with archaic ideals and morals. They see themselves as trailblazers, doing the right thing even for those of us who complain and call them batshit fucking crazy.”

      There was enough bitterness and rage in her voice, and the way she spoke… “Did you fight?” Kati asked tentatively. “The first time?”

      Safia’s mouth thinned. “No. I’m twenty-eight, nowhere near old enough. But I’ve fought Black Brooms before. I was raised in a sect of them. No questions, please,” she added with a twisted smile. There was no humour, no happiness in it—it was a baring of teeth and nothing more.

      But Kati hunched her shoulders and said, “My brother’s one of them, and he’s joined up with the dark lady herself. Trust me, I’m not going to judge. I get why you’d want privacy.”

      Safia nodded, her gaze fixed forward as they drove past yet more eerily ordinary houses, but her hands did unclench slightly on the steering wheel.

      “Saf,” Kable said suddenly, his voice breathy. “Pull over. You need to watch this.”

      Safia pulled over in front of a manicured green, leaving the engine running as she twisted in her seat. Short black hair cut into her jaw as she leant over the laptop. Kati returned her focus to the screen, too, and her stomach cramped with sickness when she realised the Black Brooms had stopped streaming into the Minster, and had parted to allow a tall, rake-thin woman with silver hair in a coiling up-do and a long, black dress through. Lady LaVoire, back in her true form.

      Kati covered her mouth to contain her whimper of pain as she saw who followed her, his hood pulled down to show his expressionless face. As if Lady LaVoire wanted him to be seen, to be recognised. There was no feeling at all in those Caribbean blue eyes, no emotion on that face she’d touched and kissed and adored, no warmth at all, as if he was in perpetual misery.

      “Shit,” Safia swore softly, twisting the ring through her lip in an endless loop as she watched Lady LaVoire and Iain halt a few meters from the gentry. Iain had probably fought with these people, would have spent time with them and laughed with them and planned assignments with them. He was one of them, and Kati knew he was proud of that—and good at it, too. So of course his aunt would make him into their enemy.

      “Is there sound on this thing?” Kati rasped, her heart beating so hard she could feel it against her ribs.

      Kable shook his head, and the three of them watched, barely breathing, and Lady LaVoire began to speak. Kati had never been good at lipreading, but Kable picked out a few words. “Gentry … no threat … future … golden age.”

      “I hate that fucking phrase,” Safia ground out, her hands curling into fists. “Golden age this, golden age that. As if going back to when things were rosy and perfect is an excuse for torture, possession, and murder.”

      Kati nodded shallowly, unable to take her eyes off Iain, standing immobile behind his aunt. “He looks exactly like the last time I saw him,” she said without really meaning to. “She’s controlling him, compelling him.”

      Safia and Kable were silent for a moment.

      “We couldn’t get a full story out of anyone,” Safia said after a moment, turning to look at Kati, her expression as subdued as her voice. “The closest we got was Alexandra Chen’s statement.”

      “Which we were forced to take, because no one else would bother,” Kable added in a low, angry voice.

      Kati swallowed, and without taking her eyes off the frozen figure on screen, she gave them an abridged version of the events of that night, from Kati being woken by a ghost’s warning to finding Iain smuggling a book of magic from the catacombs, to those awful events in the dark forest while she was held immobile by Lady LaVoire’s power. Unable to run, to fight, to even scream her rage—and with Iain frozen beside her, his single blip of free will used to send her to safety.

      “Yeah, that sounds like Iain,” Kable said in a voice gruff with emotion, dragging long fingers through his cobalt hair over and over.

      “That stupid bastard,” Safia said quietly, shaking her head. She picked at the black polish on her nails, the motion volatile with anger. “He won’t have even thought to grab you and get out of there with you.”

      Kati knew. It was one of the things she’d tortured herself with these long weeks, with nothing to do but haunt herself with those memories. Iain had such a low opinion of himself, cared so little for himself, that Safia was right. It wouldn’t have even occurred to him to save himself, too.

      “He might not have had time to move two people,” Kable began quietly, his face a shade paler than it had been even watching the screen. Kati wished he’d resume translating Lady LaVoire’s silent words, wanted to know what she was saying as she smiled benevolently and gestured with wrinkled hands at the gathered gentry. Kati knew exactly how dangerous she could be even smiling that kind, grandmotherly smile.

      Safia made a sound in her throat, grabbing the steering wheel again with a last glance at the screen where the dark lady was making a rousing speech. The gentry were closing in with careful, slow steps, wands and scythes out, spells at the ready. Kati’s stomach twisted.

      She didn’t think those gentry would make it out of that protective dome.

      “Let’s just get to the house,” Safia said finally, pulling away from the curb where they’d idled and speeding down the road. Kati’s stomach shot into her throat, her nails pressing into the cushion beneath her again, threatening to fray the fabric. “We can figure it out back there.”

      Kati didn’t take her eyes off the screen for the rest of their drive, and only dragged her stare away when Safia parked in the driveway of a two-storey detached house with roses climbing a trellis beside the emerald door. Kati got out in a daze, most of her body still aching from the spark spell, every bit of her consciousness fixed on the fact that Lady LaVoire had taken York Minster and Iain was with her, forced to stand beside the aunt he hated and feared above anyone else. A scream was building inside Kati’s skull, and ice misted on her breath again.

      Gravel crunched under her feet, a sound as loud as gunshots as Kati numbly followed Safia’s urgent coaxing through the door and into a hallway that smelled of lavender and home cooking—lasagna if Kati wasn’t mistaken. It was a jarring enough detail that her mind cleared, and she actually paid attention to the tidy hallway around her. Family photos hung on the wall to her left, leading up a staircase to the second floor, and to her right, doors branched off to other rooms.

      Kable had closed his laptop, but they didn’t need it anymore. Even in the hall, Kati could hear the loud voice of a reporter on the TV, human judging by his confusion and alarm. Shit, they risked exposure with this bullshit.

      “Come on,” Kable said gently, giving her a kind, strained smile as he guided her down the hallway. Kati hadn’t noticed that she was shoeless until her socked feet sank into the thick carpet in the front room. She hadn’t been noticing a lot of things, mostly thanks to the pain and dizziness from the spark spell, but partly because of the events that blazed across the huge flatscreen TV by the window.

      Kati’s eyes went past the brown sofas and DVD towers and bookcases, and stuck on that screen, glued to the sharp, full colour vision of Lady LaVoire standing in front of the Minster, her hooded Black Brooms arrayed on either side of her and Iain a step behind, his face empty and bleak. He wasn’t even wearing his glasses, and Kati’s heart crumpled into a tiny ball. Could he even see clearly?

      She pressed a fist to her mouth, barely hearing the reporter theorise this was a publicity stunt by a climate change activism group.

      “Kati,” a velvet female voice said behind her, and Kati whirled, her fingers tingling in anticipation of drawing blood for a spell despite her wand being fuck knows where. But it wasn’t an enemy that stood behind her, and it wasn’t Mercy Greensmith gloating about the trap Kati had allowed herself to be led into. It was Madam Hawkness, the headteacher of Second Breath Academy, a world renowned gentry, and the woman who’d defeated Lady LaVoire the first time she took over the country.

      If Hawkness was here with Safia and Kable…

      It was real. The escape, the rescue. It was real.

      Kati had no control over her face as it crumpled, her chest hitching and breath rupturing as sobs finally crashed free. It was real and she was safe. No matter what Madam Hawkness believed Kati had done, she’d never torture her like Mercy Greensmith had; Kati knew that for a fact.

      “Oh, Kati,” Hawkness sighed, and swept Kati into a hug. It was the strangest thing to be embraced by her headteacher, but it had been so long since she’d felt anything even remotely resembling a hug from someone she trusted—weeks that felt like years of loneliness—and the touch wrecked her. “You’re alright now.”

      Kati choked on a laugh. She was the furthest fucking thing from alright she’d ever been, but she appreciated the sentiment.

      Hawkness squeezed her one last time and let go, peering into Kati’s face, reading every emotion there before she drew her wand and swept it down the length of Kati’s body. Her mouth tightened, hard lines cutting into her striking face. She’d always seemed regal and powerful, but now Hawkness was downright dangerous, and Kati was glad she wasn’t her enemy.

      “Greensmith will lose her job for this,” Hawkness growled, her voice steely and vengeful as she finished scanning Kati. “She’s been a good head of gentry for years, but doing this to an eighteen-year-old suspect? This crosses a line.”

      Kati shrugged, wrapping her arms around her middle and wishing she had her wand for the hundredth time today. “She’s got a personal vendetta against me.”

      “Personal and professional should never mix,” Hawkness replied coolly, squeezing Kati’s shoulder.

      Somewhere behind her, Kable snorted. Kati glanced up to find him coming in from the hallway with a Winnie The Pooh mug and a chipped bowl in his hands. “Says the professional who adopted an accessory to mass murder.”

      Kati frowned at that little tidbit, but Kable distracted her by pressing both the bowl and mug into her hands.

      “Lasagna and tea. It solves everything,” he explained with a weak grin, clearly still affected by what was happening at York Minster. “Plus, Rousseau put some healing potion in the tomato sauce, so it’ll help with the pain.”

      “Say no more,” Kati replied with a rough laugh, sitting carefully on one of the well-stuffed brown cord sofas and trying not to spill anything. She set the mug on the floor and fished out the fork that had fallen into the lasagna, digging into her food. She might have thought it was poisoned, but Hawkness’s presence—and her seething anger at what had been done to Kati—erased any suspicion. Besides, it had been so fucking long since she’d had a good, hot meal. Everything delivered to her interrogation room had been barely warm and tasted like ass.

      “I’ve called your parents,” Hawkness said distractedly. Kati saw exactly why; the gentry on TV had begun moving, closing in
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