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“Another headache?”

I did my best to ignore the pain, my hands clutching my phone so tight that I might have worried that the screen would crack if I’d had the wherewithal to worry about anything other than my head potentially exploding.

I eventually managed to pry my eyes open to see my mum giving me a worried look from the front seat of the car.

“Yeah,” I said as I managed to force a sheepish smile despite the throbbing behind my eyes.

She sighed. “Maybe we should go back to the doctor and get them to adjust the dosage of your medication. They warned that headaches could be a side-effect.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. And I’m sure it’s not the pills. My last dosage adjustment was six months ago, and these headaches have only been happening for the past two months.”

In fact, as soon as my mum had started to suggest that my medication might be the problem, I had started recording and tracking every single aspect of my life, trying to find a different trigger.

I wasn’t willing to give up my newfound freedom so quickly.

It hadn’t taken long to figure out that the headaches had started when my Auntie Jess and cousin Nightingale had moved back to town, and that the headaches usually happened around seeing them.

Which meant that they were probably stress headaches.

But I wasn’t going to tell my parents that.

I doubted that there was any way to phrase the problem that wouldn’t sound like I was being rude.

Like I was saying that I didn’t want to see my auntie and cousin.

Which was ridiculous. I loved them.

But that didn’t mean things hadn’t been stressful ever since Auntie Jess had announced her new job.

“It’ll be the stress about starting Sixth Form,” my dad said as he pulled the car into the high street’s car park.

My mum sighed as he shut off the engine and she opened her door to get out of the car. “I suppose. But you know that there’s nothing to be stressed about, right, Amy? You’ve been studying since before you even got your GCSE results. In fact, if you are stressed, it might be because you’re pushing yourself too hard.”

I gave her a wry smile as I left the car, straightening my mustard yellow shirt and black jeans. “So I’ve heard.”

She shook her head. “Well, if you’re not going to listen to me, then I’m going to keep repeating myself until you do.”

My dad smiled as he made his way over and ruffled my short puff of platinum blonde hair. “You know, there are worse things she could be doing than studying too hard.”

My mum glared as we headed toward the restaurant, and I got the feeling that the ‘worse things’ were what the conversation had become about, not the studying.

Specifically, my hair.

An old classmate had invited everyone from school to a party at their new place. They’d moved to Newcastle and it was meant as a goodbye. I hadn’t known them that well, but my mum had insisted that I go.

She didn’t get that most of my classmates hadn’t really liked me all that much.

Anyway, being out of town, and wanting the last impression my old classmates had of me to be a good one, I’d gone to a hairdresser on the way, and used up a good chunk of the meagre savings left from my birthday to have my hair cut off and dyed.

My mum hadn’t been impressed, and there had been more than a few sly comments about how I should at least buy more skirts and dresses.

“You look like a lesbian,” she’d said bluntly, and I’d spent the rest of the day in my room ‘studying’.

By which I mean, trying not to cry.

Which was ridiculous, it wasn’t even that cutting of a comment, but then...

I pushed that thought aside before it could fully form, not wanting to dwell on that stupid party. In the end, the haircut had been the only positive of that trip.

And something I probably wouldn’t have done before the medication.

Maybe that was why my mum was so eager for it to be a problem. She didn’t like the fact that I no longer had to rely on her for everything.

That I was finally capable of doing something as basic as booking a hair appointment on my own.

I was pulled from my thoughts as we arrived at the restaurant. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t realised we were almost there until we stopped.

A stark reminder that my pills had now worn off. I didn’t take them when going out in the evening. As much as it made it harder to follow conversation, I didn’t like not drinking. Even though Dad wouldn’t be drinking either, it made me feel like a little kid.

Auntie Jess and Nightingale were standing outside the restaurant, and as soon as I saw them, a sharp burst of pain shot through my skull.

I gritted my teeth and did my best not to show it. Again, I knew that it was just stress over what was to come.

Hopefully, a glass of wine would sort me out.

“Ryan, Margaret, it’s so good to see you.” Auntie Jess grabbed her brother in a tight hug, the proximity to my parents highlighting the stark difference in their styles.

Dad was dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt, but it was a nice t-shirt that my mum had picked out from some department store designer range for Christmas.

Mum was wearing a smart black dress with a black and white bag – again, department store designer – and matching heels.

But Auntie Jess was wearing baggy jeans, along with a baggy t-shirt, a leather jacket, more necklaces than I could count, and Doc Martens that were similar to my own, though hers were far more worn.

And then, where my mum had her hair dyed blonde, Auntie Jess had dyed the ends of her mousy brown hair bright blue, though it was a different colour every time I saw her.

Nightingale’s style of dress drew slightly less ire from my mother, with a sleek crimson top to match her plaited hair, and form-fitting black jeans, but she still had heavy, sensible boots on, and a lip ring that my mother had warned me I was never allowed to emulate.

I’d never had piercings before – not even my ears – too afraid that I wouldn’t remember to keep them clean. But maybe now I could manage it. Though the hair might have been testing the bounds of my mum’s patience a little too much.

Maybe a lip-ring was something for uni, after I’d moved down south.

Hopefully to Oxford or Cambridge...

And yes, that did make me a potential Oxbridge student who until six months ago couldn’t master basic life skills. And in my Auntie Jess’ words, if that’s confusing to you, then you’ve never met an academic.

“Come on,” my mum said. “Let’s head inside. I’m starving.”

#
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IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG into the meal for the suspected source of my headaches to rear its head.

I was just glad that it was at least after the wine had arrived.

“So,” Auntie Jess said, “I went to Ember Academy today to check out my new place. The teachers’ houses are surprisingly spacious.”

My mum sighed, shaking her head. “Here we go again.”

Auntie Jess raised an eyebrow, though the small smile she wore told me that she knew exactly what she was doing. “What do you mean? Am I not allowed to talk about my new job?”

“You’re allowed to talk about it as long as you can do so without bringing up the idea of Amy going to this school.”

“Well, I wasn’t the one to bring it up this time.”

Mum glared at Auntie Jess and I took a large gulp of wine.

“It’s a good school,” Auntie Jess said with a shrug. “And Amy has her sights set high when it comes to university. This would help her.”

“She’s not going to a boarding school.” Mum took a moment before continuing. “I have friends who sent their kids to private schools on scholarships, and their kids hated the fact that they couldn’t afford to have the lifestyles of their peers. They were bullied relentlessly. Amy would be better off if she stayed at home.”

I just kept drinking. You might imagine that this was something that I should have a say in, but no, no one ever asked me.

“Ember isn’t like that. Most kids are there on scholarships.”

“Why? Because they can’t get people to pay to go?”

“Because Gail is committed to every young girl getting a good education.”

“And that’s another thing. An all-girls school? Really, Jessica? Amy should be able to date and socialise with boys.”

The unspoken implication there being that I’d never really dated before.

The most I’d ever done with a guy was at that party, and I dismissed that thought as soon as it came, not wanting to think about that night.

My glass was almost empty...

Auntie Jess shook her head. “It’s not all-girls by design. It just happens that no boys have enrolled yet.”

“But why? I’m sorry, Jess, but this all sounds a bit fishy. I know the headmistress is your friend, but I don’t trust a school that just opened last year. Maybe if you’d already been working there, I’d be more inclined, but you don’t know this school that well, either.”

I put my glass down with a little more force than I intended, sick of listening to this argument.

My mother gave me a warning look, but I just glared right back at her.

Why did she keep trying to decide everything for me? I wasn’t a child anymore. I wasn’t broken. I didn’t need her help.

“I think I should go.”

Everyone stared at me, and I couldn’t blame them.

I’d never found the courage to admit my feelings on the topic before.

Though I wasn’t sure that I would label this courage, as my head continued to throb.

It was more that I had reached the end of my patience, and the mix of pain and alcohol had eroded what little restraint I usually had.

“My current school is terrible, and we all know it. The teachers know that I’ll pass my subjects no matter what they do, so they don’t have time to focus on helping me reach the top marks when the other kids need their help not to fail. At least if most of the other students at Ember are there on scholarships, then all of the teachers’ focus will be on helping us hit those top marks.”

My mum glared at me. “Amy, you are not going to a boarding school, and that’s final.”

“I’m sixteen! Don’t I get a say in my own education at this point?”

“No. I am your mother and as long as you live under my roof, you will do as I say.”

“I wouldn’t be living under your roof if I went to Ember.”

The gleam in my mother’s eyes told me that I had perhaps gone too far with that one.

Auntie Jess looked like she was going to say something, but then the waiter arrived with our food.

“Let’s talk about something else for a while,” Dad said firmly, and thankfully, no one argued.
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“MUM’S STILL MAD AT me, isn’t she?” I asked Dad as we waited for the waiter to come with the card machine for the bill. Auntie Jess and Nightingale had gone to the loo, and Mum had gotten a work call she’d needed to take outside.

He sighed, running a hand through his thinning brown hair. “You did yell at her in a restaurant.”

“I didn’t yell.”

He just raised an eyebrow and I folded my arms.

“I didn’t mean to yell,” I eventually muttered.

“I know, Amy. I just wish that you had brought this up at home, where we could have had a real conversation about it. It’s going to be a lot harder to convince your mum now, you know?”

I nodded, but then raised an eyebrow as I realised what he’d said. “Do you think I should go to Ember Academy?”

“I think that your Auntie Jess knows what’s best for you here.”

“Better than Mum?”

He sighed, focusing on his wallet, though he’d already gotten his card ready on the table. Eventually, he met my gaze again. “I think that you want to go, and I think that that’s all that matters.”

Before I had a chance to let that vote of confidence really sink in, everyone arrived back, quickly followed by the waiter.

“Well, I guess we should get going.” Mum said before turning to Auntie Jess. “I suppose you two got the bus?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “Yes, but we’ll walk down with you to the car park. The bus stop is just further down.”

“I can run you home, if you want,” Dad said.

Auntie Jess smiled. “Thanks, Ryan. Are you sure it’s not too far out of your way?”

“Yeah, it’s just five minutes.”

I braced myself, hoping that this wasn’t another chance to argue about Ember Academy.

Dad was right, arguing wasn’t the best path here.

I would apologise to Mum when we got home, and hopefully we could have the conversation again in a couple of days when we’d both had a chance to calm down.

Thankfully, everyone stayed quiet as we made our way to the car park, though it seemed darker than it should have for the middle of summer.

I hugged my arms tight around my chest, a chill running through me as my ears pricked up, as if waiting for something.

I was being ridiculous, I told myself. But then I looked over to Auntie Jess and Nightingale.

Both of them were standing straight, their eyes scanning the environment.

Before I could figure out exactly what that meant, my legs froze, refusing to move.

What the hell?

I tugged, thinking my shoe must be caught.

But no.

My legs were stuck, my muscles ignoring me.

I tried to force myself forward, straining with everything I had against whatever force held me there.

But it was futile.

I tried to look down, to find the issue, but my head wouldn’t budge either.

Every inch of my body was frozen.

Trapped.

Including my mouth, a plea for help unable to leave my throat.

The strangled cry I’d made was matched by two more to the side of me as I realised that neither of my parents were moving, either, though it was tough to make them out from the corner of my eye.

All three of us were frozen stiff, held hostage by some invisible force.

“Shit,” Auntie Jess said, still moving. “Nightingale, watch my back. I’ll try to break the curse.”

Nightingale nodded, her arms coming up to a defensive position as Auntie Jess reached down to her boot, pulling out a stick of wood.

How the hell did she think a stick would help?

But then she started to mutter something and the end of the stick glowed blue as the wind whipped up around us.

Before stopping dead.

“Mum!” Nightingale cried, just as several figures appeared around us.

They were cloaked in shadow, but I could just make out paper white skin and glowing red eyes.

Something primal inside of me reacted to the sight, screaming with warning.

Get out.

Danger.

But no matter how I struggled, my legs refused to move.

And with every spike of fear, I swore that the crimson eyes glowed brighter.

“Shit,” Auntie Jess muttered again before raising the stick to the sky and yelling something I didn’t catch.

A purple light shot from the end before exploding in the sky above.

The figure with glowing eyes closest to her smirked. “Call for help all you like, it’s too late now.”

More strained noises came from next to me, more frantic this time.

I struggled to look, just barely able to see my mum from the corner of my eye.

My vision swam, but when it came into focus, my blood ran cold.

I hadn’t seen much, but the glint of the blade at my mum’s throat was enough.

Nightingale glared at the man who held her. “Let her go.”

My cousin moved faster than I could see.

But not fast enough.

“Stop,” the attacker growled.

I strained to see once more, but all I saw this time was red.

Blood.

Nightingale stopped dead in her tracks, and all I had to judge the extent of my mum’s injury was her reaction.

But I couldn’t parse her wide-eyed stare and my stomach twisted with the thought of how bad it might be, my breath refusing to come in anything but short, sharp spurts.

He’d had the knife at her throat, if he’d cut her...

I struggled against whatever was holding me, but it was no use.

I remained frozen.

“Come any closer, and I will kill her. Then him.”

My stomach lurched. She wasn’t dead.

Not yet.

But that didn’t do anything to calm my racing heart.

Nightingale didn’t move.

“Now,” the first figure said, “hand over the little Witch, and we’ll let the Humans live.”

It took me a moment too long to realise who the ‘little Witch’ he was referring to was.

But he was looking right at me.

Nightingale immediately moved to my side as my auntie pointed her glowing stick at him.

“Never,” she growled.

“You cannot protect her alone.”

“You underestimate my friends if you think I’m still alone.”

A sword burst through his chest, cutting off any response he might have had.

I stared, my mind taking a moment to catch up with the sight before me as he collapsed to the ground, revealing a woman with a long golden ponytail and crimson eyes holding the sword.

“You know, it ruins the surprise if you tell them that we’re here,” she said to Auntie Jess.

But before my auntie could answer, a voice cried out from next to me.

“Caroline! Quick, my healing spell isn’t working.”

I strained as best I could to see a woman with short, dark hair and dark brown skin holding my mother, a glowing stick just like my auntie’s in-hand.

The golden-haired woman – Caroline – rushed over with a frown. “Shit. Something’s clinging to her, but I can’t identify it. We need to get her to Sarah.”
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I barely registered what happened next. It was all a blur, and then I was in a hospital waiting room, able to move again.

I wasn’t even sure how I’d gotten there. One moment, I’d been in the car park, and then I was in the waiting room.

Dad sat in a chair in the corner. I wanted to sit next to him, but I was too restless, and I knew that if I sat down, I wouldn’t sit still.

Being on my feet seemed less annoying.

I wanted to ask him what was going on – what was happening with Mum, and what had happened in the car park – but I wasn’t sure that he would be able to answer.

Maybe Auntie Jess could, but she wasn’t with us.

She’d disappeared along with everyone else when we’d arrived.

I wasn’t sure how long we’d been waiting, but it was long enough for me to be at the point of almost pulling my hair out when Auntie Jess finally returned.

“You can go through and see her now,” she said, and Dad bolted from his chair, both of us hurrying after Auntie Jess as she led us through to the otherwise empty ward where Mum was.

The lights were dark compared to the rest of the hospital, and I briefly wondered what time it must be before I stepped forward, close enough to see my mum.

I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t to find her unconscious, her skin a sickly pale grey.

“How is she?” Dad asked as he moved to Mum’s side.

I stayed where I was, a few feet away.

Would she even want me close after...?

Tears pricked in my eyes and my throat burned.

Auntie Jess grimaced. “She’s stable. There’s not much more we can say. We have no idea what he did to her...” She moved over to her brother, her hand going to his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

He jerked away, glaring at her. “Don’t. Don’t, Jess. If you try to take my memories again, I’ll never forgive you. It never sticks anyway, and I can’t lose another daughter. Not like last time.”

I frowned. Another daughter? What was he talking about? I was an only child.

Pain shot through my skull once more, but I ignored the fire coursing through my brain, gritting my teeth to keep my focus.

A headache was the least of my worries right now.

Auntie Jess’ eyes shone with tears as she struggled to meet her brother’s gaze. “I’m so sorry, Ryan. I had no idea that you remembered.”

Dad looked down at Mum, taking her hand in his. “Yeah, well, I guess not everything skipped me.” He then looked over at me, and I shuddered at the pain in his gaze.

What could possibly have him looking at me like that?

“Amy’s like you, isn’t she?” he asked, the words clearly meant for my auntie, though he kept his gaze on me. “That’s why you were so insistent on her going away to that school. It’s for people like you.”

“Yes, she is. And yes, Ember Academy is a school for young Witches.”

I almost gasped in agony as pain tore through my head, far more intense than before, as I struggled to reconcile the words my auntie was saying with reality.

Yes, the man who’d attacked us had called me a Witch, but...

They couldn’t be talking about real magic, right?

I knew that my auntie dabbled in Wicca/Pagan-esque practices, but I always thought that it was just one of her quirks.

Until I had been frozen solid, unable to move, while men with glowing red eyes had attacked me and my family.

My auntie continued as if nothing strange had been said. “I thought Amy might come into her magic in the next year, and I thought it would be the best place for her. No need for the pain of last time. But I guess I should have acted faster...”

I had already figured out that she was talking about magic, but there was something about her saying it that made it tangible.

Real.

That I was going to have magic like her.

That thought should have freaked me out.

I knew that the rational thing would be to reject the idea out of hand.

But I couldn’t.

Something deep inside of me refused to reject this new knowledge, accepting it without question.

As if part of me had always known.

Or maybe my rational thoughts just weren’t processing my underlying disbelief, which might explain why I felt as if needles were stabbing through my eyes.

The door opened, and I was glad for the relief of a doctor stepping through and distracting me from these thoughts.

Returning to some sense of normalcy.

Or as normal as anything could be when my mum was still lying there, not moving.

I frowned as the doctor approached my mum’s bedside. She looked vaguely familiar. She was tall and thin with dark, black skin, her hair tied back in braids, and large glasses over her dark eyes. But as I tried to place her, my headache grew stronger, causing my vision to swim.

I averted my eyes, and the headache abated, though I suspected that it would only be for a short time.

It had never been this bad before...

“Are you Mr Bennett?” she asked Dad, and he nodded. “I’m your wife’s doctor. The good news is that she’s stable for now, and we’ve got no reason to think that will change. Unfortunately, we’re not sure what’s wrong with her, and until we’re sure, we can’t treat her.”

Dad turned to Auntie Jess. “Isn’t that something you can help with?”

She shook her head. “We brought Margaret here because of Sarah.” She nodded to the doctor. “She’s a Witch like me, and one of the best healers around. If she says that there’s nothing we can do, there’s really nothing. Not until we figure out what kind of magic this is, but if it’s a curse, it’s unlike any I’ve ever seen. The only information we have is that the curse was probably transferred through the knife that cut her, but even that’s not certain, and we haven’t been able to find the weapon. It’s as if it disappeared.”

Sarah frowned at Jess. “There’s no point in telling him this now. He won’t remember-”

“I’m not taking his memories, Sarah. Screw the secrecy rules. He may not be able to carry a wand, but spells never stick to my brother. All that ends up happening is that he remembers and has no explanation for what happened.”

“Oh,” Sarah said, her voice suddenly soft and understanding. She turned to Dad. “So, you remember the last time Demons attacked you?”

He looked her over. “I knew I recognised you. You worked at the coffee shop with...” He trailed off and Sarah nodded.

“Yes, I did. And we can talk about that later, if you want. For now, my worry is for your wife and daughter. As I said, Margaret is safe for now, but until we can figure out how she was cursed, we can’t figure out how to lift it. And if they were after Amy, then I fear for her safety.”

The door opened once more and Caroline stepped through, along with the other woman who had been with her during the attack. “Apologies for interrupting, but it sounded like you were talking about something we could help with.”

The woman next to her gave them a small smile. “I apologise for my wife. She has a tendency to get straight to business. I’m Mina, and this is Caroline. We’re friends of Jess’.”

As she’d said that Caroline had a tendency to get straight to business, Caroline had frowned, but then Mina had put her hand on her arm, in an unambiguously intimate move.

It was simple, but I found myself unable to look away from the sight.

I knew that women married other women. Of course, I was aware of it. But it had always been hypothetical. Like American food chains or Disneyland.

I believed that it existed, and I was familiar with it from TV, but seeing it in person was something different.

Like it made it real in a way that it hadn’t been before.

They were older, married, and they seemed happy. Though that was a snap-judgement after two moments of seeing them together...

I was pulled from my thoughts – which had jumped away from the conversation in a way that had me cursing my decision not to take my medication before coming out – by Mina turning to me.

“Your aunt says that you’re new to all this.”

I nodded, too surprised by her addressing me to figure out an answer. I didn’t think anyone had spoken to me since I’d come into the room.

“I know it’s not easy, and you’re probably overwhelmed right now, but you’ll be okay. Trust me, it takes some getting used to, but you will get used to it.”

I nodded, but my thoughts remained with my mum.

Sarah had said that she wouldn’t get better until they figured out how she was cursed. And she’d only been cursed because of me.

How could I ever get used to that?

Jess turned to Caroline, bringing the conversation back. “Do you have any idea who attacked us?”

Caroline sighed. “Yes. And I doubt you’re going to like it. Tell me, what do you know of Maria Brown?”

Jess frowned. “Just the basics. She invented about half a dozen strains of spellcraft still in use today, but she had no respect for the balance. Other Witches tried to reason with her and her followers, but they couldn’t, and then an Angel was forced to step in. They entombed her and her entire coven under a thousand spells to keep them from continuing their work. But that was hundreds of years ago.”

“It was, but the tomb is now empty. We don’t know when she got out – it could have been weeks ago, or it could have been years – but what little trail there is leads to Lord Uther’s old hideouts. We think she might be looking to continue his work. Which might be why she went after Amelia. According to the history books, she always had an interest in unusual magic, especially from Angels, and if she’s looking for examples of that...” She gave me a significant look that I couldn’t decipher.

“Amelia?” I blurted out, my mind sticking on her use of my full name.

Caroline frowned and Mina softly nudged her. “I don’t think she uses her full name yet.” She turned to me. “Sorry, it’s one of the hazards of being married to an Oracle. We’ve gotten used to referring to you as ‘Amelia’.”

I was so utterly lost by that statement that I just nodded, unable to think of another response beyond asking everyone to stop and explain everything from the top. Slowly.

“Regardless,” Caroline continued, “it’s not safe for her here, even with the Guardians watching her around the clock. We weren’t quick enough today.” She glanced over to my mother. “I think it’s time to contact the Underworld. She’ll be safe there.”

Jess shook her head. “Only if she declared herself a Dark Witch. No, she’s too young. She hasn’t even come into her magic yet, she has no idea if she’ll pull more from Dark or Light. No, Gail can protect her at Ember Academy.”

Caroline frowned for a moment, but then nodded. “She’d be safer in the Underworld, but you’re right. That safety would come with a price. And at Ember, she’ll be around other Witches.”

Jess finally turned to address me, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s get you home and packed.”

I was too exhausted to do anything but nod.
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Thankfully, by ‘home and packed’, Auntie Jess meant ‘you get some sleep and I’ll pack up your things’.

I wasn’t sure if that had been her original intent, but I think she started to notice how I was swaying on my feet, barely able to keep my eyes open.

Dad stayed at the hospital with Mum, so it was just me and my auntie.

“Go on, get some rest,” she said, nodding to my bed as we entered my room. “I’ll try to be quiet as I pack up your things.”

“All of my things?” I asked as I kicked off my boots and pulled my bra out from under my shirt, before getting into bed in my shirt and jeans.

“I’ll take all of your clothes, so you’re not left without choice on the weekends, though there is a uniform through the week. And then I’ll bring your make-up, tablet, medication and laptop, along with chargers, headphones, and other bits. If you’ve got your phone and purse in your handbag, that should cover everything you’ll need. Unless you can think of anything else.”

My hand reached under my covers and found the old, worn toy rabbit that I’d had since I was a child. Mr Fluffy. It seemed silly to ask to pack him – I was sixteen, and I doubted the other kids at Ember would be kind about me still having a soft toy – but still, I clutched him to my chest, feeling a little better for his presence.

To my surprise, Auntie Jess made her way over, smiling and leaning over to gently stroke where the rabbit’s ears popped out from the top of the covers.

“I’m surprised my charm lasted this long.”

“Charm?” I asked, my voice a little muffled from my cheek being pressed into my pillow.

“I spelled the rabbit with a soothing charm when you were little. Though, I doubted it would have lasted this long with just my magic. Maybe your sister-” She cut herself off, as if realising what she had just said.

I frowned. “What sister? Dad said before that he couldn’t lose ‘another’ daughter. What did he mean? Does it have something to do with why we were attacked tonight? They were after me, weren’t they?” As I spoke, another headache formed, the burning behind my eyes getting worse with each word that left my lips. But I couldn’t stop. Not until I had answers.

Auntie Jess sighed. “How’s your head?”

My frown deepened at the random question. “Killing. Why?”

“Because your father wasn’t the only one who had his memories tampered with.”

“Then untamper them.” My words had a little more bite than intended but I couldn’t bring myself to care. “If you took the memories, then surely you can give them back. Dad got his back.”

“I wasn’t the one to take your memories, Amy. And ‘taken’ isn’t really what happened, anyway. A block was placed on both your memories and your magic. The former was intentional, but the latter... Well, intentional or not, it gave you longer than most to have a normal childhood.

“Regardless, I don’t think I need to remove the block. You’ve been fighting it for the past few months, which is why I moved back here and why you’ve been getting the headaches. And why I’ve been pushing you to go to Ember. Gail knows more about this kind of magic than me, so she can take a look in the morning and see if she can help.”

I nodded, holding Mr Fluffy tighter. “You didn’t answer any of my questions.”

“No, I didn’t. I think answering them will weaken the block further, and I don’t want to risk that until Gail has had a chance to have a look.”

I nodded, having to admit that I didn’t want her to mess with something in my head until we were sure it was safe, despite my need to understand.

Despite the fact that people kept referring to a sister that I couldn’t remember.

Who was she? Where was she now? Did she have magic like me?

Even just thinking the questions caused my vision to swim with pain.

Right. The more I pushed the block on my memories, the worse the headaches would get.

Still, there was one question I couldn’t let go.

“But those attackers, they were there for me, weren’t they?”

Auntie Jess nodded. “The rogue Demons. The Demon Queen has tried to bring as many as possible back under the law, but many followed a Demon Lord – Lord Uther – who tried to lead a coup against her. There are still those who refuse to renounce Lord Uther’s cause, and they go around causing trouble. If Maria Brown has escaped and joined up with them... Then yes, you’ll be in danger.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you that without weakening the block. But no one must know, Amy. You can’t say anything. Not even to Gail.”

“I don’t know anything to say.”

“You know enough that someone more versed in magical lore could figure it out. If the reason these Demons came after you becomes common knowledge, more will follow. No, better that you disappear into Ember as a normal Witch. The school is well-guarded, no one should be able to get in, so no one needs to know about this attack.”

“I thought Gail was your friend. Don’t you trust her?”

Auntie Jess looked away, her jaw clenching. “I don’t really trust anyone, Amy. Now, you should get some rest.”

I nodded and hugged Mr Fluffy tighter, though I doubted I would sleep.

Not when I knew that my mother was cursed, and might never recover, because of me.
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I MUST HAVE UNDERESTIMATED my exhaustion, as I did fall asleep, waking to light streaming through my window, and my clock telling me that I’d slept through the morning.

Over the back of my desk chair lay a smart black dress that I hadn’t worn since my grandfather’s funeral.

I shuddered at the thought of wearing it now.

I got out of bed, heading to my wardrobe, but found it empty.

Auntie Jess must have sent everything to Ember Academy already.

As I moved away from the wardrobe, however, I smelled the familiar aroma of M&S fresh decaf coffee.

Mum sometimes made it on weekends, along with eggs and vegetarian sausage for me, and a full English for her and Dad.

She didn’t cook much, but she’d gotten into weekend breakfasts. She and Dad were so busy with work, it was the one guaranteed time in the week that we could all sit together.

But now...

Now she was in some kind of magical coma, and I was leaving.

I didn’t even know how long I would be gone.

I looked around the room, wondering if it would be the last time I would ever see it.

There was a cautious knock at my door, and I went to answer.

I expected to find Auntie Jess there, but tears welled in my eyes as I instead saw my dad, standing there with a cup of coffee and a plate of avocado on toast.

My stomach twisted at the reminder that Mum had bought the avocado as a way to change up the breakfast routine for me, as I didn’t eat meat.

She hadn’t appreciated the subsequent lecture on the impacts of fad-foods on labour practices and the environment. At least, not at first, but then she had smiled and told me how lucky she was to have a daughter so thoughtful. 

I found myself unable to speak, tears welling in my eyes, so I simply wrapped my arms around my dad and held him tight.

“Hey there, Amy-bear,” he said softly. “Careful for the coffee. It’s hot.”

I nodded but didn’t pull away for several moments.

When I did, Dad went over to my desk and put the food and drink down. “You need something to take your tablet with.”

I nodded once more. I didn’t feel like eating, but he was right. And if Auntie Jess really was taking me to this new school, I would definitely need my tablet.

I opted for sipping the coffee first, hoping that it would kick-start my appetite.

“How’s Mum?” I asked, not sure if I was ready for the answer.

Dad obviously tried to hide his pained expression, but he did a poor job of it. “The same. Caroline and Mina have promised that they’re going to do everything they can to figure out what kind of curse it is affecting her, but there’s nothing anyone can do until then.”

I frowned a little at the easy way he was talking about magic. “How long have you known about all this stuff?”

“About magic? I’ve known since I was a kid. Like I told Jess, the memory spells she used whenever she slipped up always wore off. My mum never slipped up enough to need memory spells, but I picked up enough to figure things out, anyway.”

“And did you know that I would be a Witch like them?”

He shook his head. “I knew it was a possibility, but I’d hoped not. Especially not after...” He sighed. “Sorry, Amy. Jess said I’m not allowed to tell you about... Well, about a lot of things. Not until you come into your magic, anyway.”

“And after that? Then we can talk? Then I can...”

I couldn’t finish my question, almost too afraid to voice my fear.

The fear that I could never come home.

But my dad seemed to know what I was saying, regardless. “It’s not safe for you here right now. But we can still call. And once this danger has passed, then you can come home again.”

“Do you know when that will be?”

“No, but I’m not having it like last...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I’m not having you disappear on me. This won’t be forever. And your auntie will keep you safe.”

That last bit seemed to be for him as much as me, so I just nodded as I nibbled at my toast.

“I’ll miss you,” I eventually said, my gaze stuck on the end of my coffee as I tried to blink away the tears starting to form.

“I’ll miss you, too, Amy-bear.”
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AFTER EATING, I HAD a shower and got dressed, feeling marginally better than the night before, but that wasn’t saying much...

I arrived downstairs to see my auntie in the living room, a strange design drawn on the wall with chalk. It was circular and taller than Auntie Jess.

“Sorry about your wall,” she said to my dad. “I would have driven her, but with everything that happened... A portal seemed the safest option.”

He nodded. “It’s fine.”

Auntie Jess took a vial from her pocket then and threw the contents at the wall.

As soon as the shimmering powder within hit the chalk, it started to glow. The glow expanded until it covered the entire design, forming a glowing circle on the wall.

The portal.

Auntie Jess turned to me. “Okay, we just need to step through.”

I turned to my dad, suddenly realising that as soon as Auntie Jess and I headed through the portal, he would be left alone.

I rushed over and hugged him tight once more

“Will you be okay?” I asked.

I felt him smile. “I’ll be fine, Amy-bear. Your cousin’s starting her master’s at the local uni, so she’s going to come and stay with me. You don’t have to worry, I’m not alone, and
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