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      I was sitting behind my desk when the short, stout shadow of my part-time receptionist, Mrs. Mayfair, filled the frosted glass window of my office door. I had just settled in, slouching off my jacket and casting it toward the wood coat rack that stood somewhat lopsided in the corner. I had never been able to tell if it was the rack that was lopsided or if the floor had a slight tilt. Even as I sent my jacket floating through the air toward it and it settled onto the top hook, it was hard to tell.

      The strong aroma of my coffee filled the air, perking me up, making me feel almost ready for the day. I managed a few mouthfuls, strong, black with a single sugar. Still not as sweet as I would like, but I was trying to lower my sugar intact. Unfortunately, the chocolate chip muffin I had sitting on the desk wasn’t much help.

      One step at a time.

      I was contemplating a third sip of coffee before I started nibbling on the muffin when my receptionist finally got up the courage to knock on the door.

      “Ms Welton? You have a client.”

      A client? I didn’t remember booking anyone this morning and I certainly would have. As I had only set up shop a month ago, any client was memorable. Hence why I only had a part-time receptionist.

      Good thing I hadn’t taken a bite of the muffin yet. I would probably be wearing crumbs on my crisp, white blouse. But it still probably wouldn’t be all that professional to have it sitting out in the middle of my desk.

      I scooped it up and set it inside the top, righthand side drawer of the desk, then brushed any stray crumbs off the burgundy desk blotter.

      “Please show them in, Mrs. Mayfair,” I called.

      As the door opened, I stood, smoothing my dark grey skirt and tucking a stray strand of curling brown hair behind my ear.

      A woman wearing a navy blue, spring jacket over jeans and a pale blue t-shirt stepped inside. Her blond hair, streaked with grey, was cut in a wispy pixie style that framed her thin face nicely and would have taken years off her face if not for the frown that deepened the creases around her mouth and between her eyebrows.

      She was leading a young girl, probably not more than fifteen. The girl wore a school uniform of dark green. All the accoutrements, the pleated skirt, the white skirt, the jacket with the emblem on the left breast pocket. Her long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail behind her head and I bet the tie holding it back was dark green.

      “You’re a lawyer?” the woman asked.

      “That’s right,” I said. “I’m Aurora Welton, attorney-at-law. How can I help you?”

      The woman moved across my office, dragging the girl along with her. She stopped beside the two pale green office chairs in front of my desk.

      “I’m Sasha Thornbill and this is my daughter Heather,” she said. “Heather has been expelled from school and I want it reversed.”

      “Have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the two chairs. As they both sat, I took my chair behind the desk. I folded my hands on top of the desk blotter.

      “This isn’t really my area, but perhaps you can tell me what happened.” I looked from the mother to the girl.

      “It was those other girls, they cast some kind of spell,” the woman said.

      “Thanks,” I said to the mother, “but I’d like to hear it from Heather.”

      “I really think...,” the woman started.

      I put up a hand. With a slight flick of my fingers, I sent a magical suggestion for quiet. Not a strong spell at all, just a hint, but it was enough to stop the woman from speaking.

      I turned back to the girl.

      “Can you tell me what happened, Heather?” I asked.

      Even though she sat up straight in the chair, I had the distinct impression that she was slouching away from me. Her shoulders curled forward and her head was down as she didn’t meet my gaze.

      “It’s no big deal,” she murmured.

      “You have been expelled,” I said.

      “I guess,” she said.

      “That’s kind of a big deal,” I said. “Are you saying it was your fault?”

      Her head jerked up. “No.”

      “Then tell me.”

      She huffed out a breath.

      “Jamie Preston thought I was hitting on her boyfriend and she got all edgy about it. But I wasn’t, he was just asking about the class we’re in together.”

      “What class is that?” I asked.

      “Advanced history. Jamie’s still in the level below,” Heather said. “She gets pissy any time anybody talks to Jason without her.” The girl let out an exaggerated sigh.

      I remember well the drama of high school, although I had never participated in it. I hadn’t been cool enough for notice, but I had watched it. I was familiar with the insecure jealousies of teenage girls.

      “So he talked to you about class and she got annoyed,” I said. “Then what happened?”

      “I didn’t see what she did, she was behind me, but I felt this whoosh go past me and then this fire was blasting into Jason’s face. He fell back, yelling and swiping at this head. Teachers came running and all the girls said I did it, but I didn’t. It had to be Jamie.”

      “You didn’t actually see Jamie cast the spell,” I said.

      “Well, no, but it had to be her.”

      “Because she was behind you.”

      “Right.”

      I flicked my fingers and a pen on my right drifted up and began scribbling notes on a legal pad. I didn’t really need it—I recorded client meetings for further review (enchanted to my eyes only, of course)—but clients always seemed reassured when it looked like I was taking notes.

      From the way Heather’s shoulders drew back and her chin lifted, I knew she was feeling that same way.

      “Do you know who else was behind you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. Her blond ponytail swished from side to side behind her shoulders.

      “I assume it was Jamie’s usual crowd.”

      “And where was this?” I asked.

      “At school,” she said.

      “I mean specifically. Was it outdoors? In the cafeteria? In the hallway? In a classroom?”

      “The hallway,” Heather said. “Class had just let out. Advanced history. Jason was asking about the supplemental reading list from the last class that he’d missed. We stopped by the lockers and I was giving him a copy when I felt the whoosh and Jason screamed.”

      My pen scribbled madly beside me.

      “How close was this whoosh?” I asked. “Were you standing still? Did you move?”

      “I…I…” The girl hesitated. Her brows drew together and her gaze got a far-off look. I knew she was recalling it in her mind.

      Color drained from her cheeks.

      “I ducked my head,” she said. “I was opening my tablet to copy and send the list to Jason. I felt heat on the back of my head and I ducked lower.”

      I gestured at the pen. It floated to rest on the legal pad.

      “Maybe Jason wasn’t the target,” I said quietly.

      Heather swallowed. Her eyes were big. She blinked.

      “What?” her mother asked. “What are you saying?”

      I took a breath. “I’m saying, Ms Thornbill, that I believe the fireball may have been intended for Heather.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the interview deteriorated as both mother and daughter tried to grapple with this new information. I assured them I would take the case, not only to reverse Heather’s expulsion, but to also find out who might have tried to kill her.

      I advised them to head home and perhaps engage a home security professional with experience in magical protection. From their intake forms, I could tell their family was one with lower level magic. Folks like that usually tended to go into professions that accentuated their magic, perhaps doctors and yes, even lawyers.

      Not that I’d ever been accused of lower level magic.

      There was a reason I’d taken my father’s name for my practice, rather than following in the tradition of using my mother’s name.

      Felice Thunderstorm was well known in a lot of circles for her large, extravagant displays. It had been bad enough living in her shadow all through school and even into law school. Now, running my own office, I had vowed to keep a low profile.

      Except a fireball was just the kind of magic my mother knew all about.

      If worst came to worst, I might have to talk to her about it, but I was going to do as much as I could on my own first.

      I provided Sarah Thornbill with a list of decent security services and ushered her and Heather out. After they left, I told Mrs. Mayfair I was going over to the school and to be sure to lock up the office when she left.

      Then I grabbed my jacket and headed out.

      Not exactly the kind of work I expected for my law practice, but when you were a one person show, you often had to do all the odd jobs. Although now that I thought about it, I might need some help on this one.

      As I reached the street, I opened my cell phone and placed a call.
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        * * *

      

      Thorson Collegiate High School was an impressive-looking building set back from road. A wide, straight, concrete path divided an immaculately manicured lawn, leading to a gently sloping ramp up to the arching double doors. The walls were red brick, evenly spaced, perfectly set. Five stories tall with pointed ends on each corner spouting flags of purple and gold that snapped in the air even though I couldn’t feel any wind.

      As I stood on the sidewalk beside the black iron gates, admiring the prestigious look of the building, I heard the shuffle of steps behind me.

      “Nice lookin’ place,” a gruff voice said.

      “Not that you’d ever be caught dead in there when you were young,” I said as I turned.

      Griffin Tenners stood before me. He wore a rumpled brown suit that looked at least ten years out of date. Shaggy brown hair stuck out around his head. His face was unshaven, halfway between a fashionable scruff and a full beard, looking messier than either. His entire look was designed for disapproval, an effect he’d learned in school. Look disheveled enough and he could be ignored. Once ignored, he could discover anything.

      It was a lesson he had parlayed into a business.

      A business I needed now.

      “My client has been expelled from here,” I said. “But I think someone was trying to hurt her if not kill her.”

      Griffin lifted one shaggy eyebrow. “How’s that, Ora?”

      I had never been able to discern if he genuinely couldn’t say my full name of Aurora or was just messing with me. As usual, I ignored it. Better if I didn’t engage.

      “It’s like this,” I started.

      I gave him a quick rundown of the case, leaving out names.

      His second eyebrow came into play.

      “Does sound like your client was the target,” he said. “No tellin’ who did the actual throw. You thinkin’ they know more here?”

      “I can’t be sure if they’re deliberating obstructing,” I said. “But there has to be some kind of record of it. It happened inside in a hall, there should be a recording.”

      “If not that, there’ll be some residue of it. Might be enough to construct the scene.” He rubbed his scruffy chin. “Won’t do ya no good in court though.”

      “They don’t need to know that,” I said. “I just need a place to start. Can you help with a construct?”

      He grinned, folding his hands together and then stretching them out until his fingers cracked.

      “Always looking for a decent job, Ora,” he said. “My usual fee.”

      “Agreed,” I said, mentally reminding myself to add it to my bill. “Let’s go.”

      We passed through the gate and headed up the concrete path. As we walked, I could feel a subtle play of magic along my skin, tickling my scalp. Griffin had a look of studious attention on his face. I knew he was probably analyzing the magic we passed through, gauging the effectiveness of it as a security barrier. It probably had some innate spell to read our intentions, comparing the reading with a list that was acceptable to allow entrance.
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