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      The world had yet to stop spinning, courtesy of Zane's sneaky transportation spell. Following her trip from the Mediterranean to Santa Fe, Frankie was dizzy and disoriented.

      In the seconds it had taken to cross half a world, she'd felt the pull of the ocean fading. It had been replaced by the dry, and very unwelcome, heat of New Mexico.

      After getting her bearings, Frankie had a look around. While the large Victorian home was pretty, the garden was a mess. Although calling it a garden was being generous. She’d seen more greenery in city parking lots.

      On hearing muttering from ankle height, Frankie looked down at Dex, her familiar, who appeared equally unimpressed. Next to him stood a battered suitcase that had her wand gaffer-taped to the side.

      Frankie stomped her foot in frustration. “Of all the underhanded tricks.” Much as she loved Zane, right then, she didn’t like him very much. What a devious trick to pull?

      There wasn’t any chance of her staying somewhere this inhospitable. What was wrong with taking lessons by correspondence? Plenty of people managed that.

      “Dex, next to me.”

      Frankie ripped her wand free of the side of the suitcase and waved it wildly around herself and her familiar. Rather than return to the Mediterranean or Seattle, they stayed where they were.

      She was giving in to an unladylike rant when Aunt Betty opened the front door. “I’ve been expecting you, and you’re late. Lessons start in three minutes. Don’t keep me waiting.”

      Her aunt then pointed her wand at Frankie briefly before slamming the door.

      For once, Dex was lost for words. Instead, he sat staring at the front door as if waiting for Betty to reappear. She didn’t.

      All that happened was that the oppressive desert heat did its best to absorb every ounce of moisture in their bodies. This wasn’t helped by the school uniform Betty had hit Frankie with.

      The only thing missing was her hair being in regulation pigtails. Doubtless because it wasn’t long enough.

      Despite promising Zane that she'd study hard, she wasn’t doing so while looking like an escapee from a 1950s schoolhouse drama. With this in mind, she waved her wand, all while envisaging her usual cargo pants and tank top. But the incantation proved as unsuccessful as her earlier transportation spell.

      Then, to further add to her frustration, her attempt to yell at Zane telepathically was met with silence. Either he was blocking her or they were too far apart. Were there limitations to their connection? She was unsure, with it never having been tested to this degree.

      Realizing she was stuck there, Frankie stepped forward; ready to hammer on the door to gain entrance. Only then did she notice the sign hanging above it.

      “Welcome to Hoodoo House? Some freaking welcome.”

      Still, if it meant she and Zane could marry in three short months, then she’d cope. At least she hoped she could. Because things weren’t looking great.

      As she stared unseeing at the sign above the door, two things were certain.

      First, that her Aunt Betty had been expecting her. Second, the overwhelming love she'd felt for her aunt at All Hallows Keep was missing.

      When she'd first met her aunt at the supernatural prison, the compulsion to hug the woman had been instantaneous and overwhelming. And in giving in to the desire, she'd been flooded with peace.

      And yet after that welcome, she felt nothing, except perhaps a touch of animosity. Frankie let her head drop back, and she closed her eyes to stop her tears. Her previous affection for her aunt might have helped her cope with being there without Zane.

      However, the ache of separation was making the difference between her aunt's welcome and Zane's tender goodbye even more painful.

      She couldn't believe that thanks to more woo-woo nonsense, that to marry Zane, she had to return to school. Her sense of loss only intensified when she further took in the surroundings.

      Despite the modest size of the neighboring properties, they too had failed to soften the harsh environment. Doubtless due to a lack of funds, all the houses needed repairs.

      That her Aunt Betty's house was at the end of a cul-de-sac was fitting. A dead end, like Frankie’s life.

      Rather than dwell on her misery, Frankie focused on memories of relaxing with Zane on the aft deck of her schooner, the Pearl. Even though she was angry he'd sprung this on her, her heart still sped when she thought of him.

      Frankie turned and faced the front door. She then straightened her shoulders and worked out one or two kinks in her neck. Okay, she could deal with magical boot camp if she put her mind to it. If this was what it’d take to marry her gorgeous merman, then she'd deal.

      However, she was not attending classes looking like a Hogwarts reject.

      Frankie ran her hands down the uniform in disgust. While not a fashionista, even Frankie had her limits. The uniform surpassed all of them. Made of serviceable gray wool, with deep pleats and a cinch belt, the tunic was hideous.

      To accompany this, there was a starched white shirt, school tie, dark blue blazer, knee socks, and ugly lace-up brogues.

      The ensemble achieved the least desirable trifecta of fashion by being ugly, itchy, and hot. For goodness’ sake, she was in Santa Fe. The uniform would be perfect for Halloween. It was hideous enough that even Hogwarts would turn her away.

      Unable to return home, at least by magic, she was readying herself to hammer on the door when something occurred to her. This saw her reach out and turn the highly polished brass handle. The door opened without a squeak, telling of high levels of maintenance or witchcraft.

      Her aunt, having been locked up at All Hallows Keep for decades, Frankie knew it had to be the latter. The dark blue Victorian was pristine, as though a new-build rather than a heritage home. And yet, energetically, Frankie knew the house had been there since new.

      It was only when she gripped the handle of her bag that Frankie realized it was her dad's old suitcase. The battered leather one she'd packed when she first left Portland after her mom died. The one that held her only memories of him, at least until he'd turned up unexpectedly and alive.

      Apart from being the repository of all she held dear, it was magical. This meant it was able to transport more than its overall size should allow. Zane better have packed her favorite cargo pants and tank tops. If not, she'd be having words with him.

      Sweat crawling down the side of her face, she decided on shorts and a tank top. Anything to beat the stifling heat.

      Dex, sitting patiently next to her, sniffed the air tentatively, although he wasn’t cautious for long. He jumped up, nostrils quivering, alert to a whisker. He sniffed again, long and hard. Knowing her Jack Russell as she did, Frankie suspected there must be baked goods on offer inside.

      Sure enough, after taking a couple of steps toward the open door, the small dog was drooling.

      "Hurry, Mom. There are…" He sniffed again, even deeper. "Blueberry muffins." He licked his lips before continuing with this telepathic tasting menu. "And they're straight out of the oven!"

      And, his sense of smell being what it was, without a doubt, he also knew the brand of flour. He'd also know whether the blueberries used were fresh or frozen. "Off you go. I'll catch up with you as soon as I've changed."

      Without a backward glance, he stepped inside, took a hard right, and disappeared. Frankie would follow him, but not until she’d changed out of this awful uniform.

      She ran her hand the length of her wand, dismayed to find it sticky from the tape Zane used to secure it. The only plus was that it was the beautiful silver wand he'd gifted her, meaning a good scrub would see it good as new.

      But it would have to wait until after she’d changed. Surely, her magic was up to a spell as simple as changing?

      Only one way to be sure. After a brisk wave of her wand, she looked down. "You have got to be kidding me."

      Instead of being in her favorite shorts and tank top, she was still in the ugly uniform. Its unsuitability to her current location was reinforced when another trickle of sweat made itself known; this time between her shoulder blades.

      To check out an alarming theory that was forming, Frankie pointed her wand at her suitcase and imagined it lying open. It was something even a baby witch could manage.

      Nothing happened, other than her demonic blood boiling at the realization that her powers were once more beyond her reach. And she suspected she knew exactly who was responsible. Her demon blood was in danger of getting the better of her when Betty shouted inside Frankie's head.

      "You can cut that out, young lady! I won’t condone demonic behavior on the grounds. It is strictly against school rules."

      Hearing, "I’d confiscate it if I could," inside her head, it took Frankie a moment to realize she'd overheard her aunt's thought. Something she doubted she was supposed to be able to do. Forget that. She knew full well she wasn't. If it were her, she wouldn't want anyone knowing of a weakness like that, either.

      It was something that had her imagining she was wearing a tinfoil beanie rather than the witch's hat. Who knew when the knowledge that her Aunt Betty couldn't control Frankie's demonic blood would come in handy?

      Dex's incoherent murmurs regarding muffin quality shifted Frankie's focus, dismissing all previous thoughts.

      When had she eaten last?

      She'd come to no conclusions when a waft of cool air moved over her. This told her the house was air-conditioned, or the witch equivalent. Either way, it was cooler inside than out on the porch.

      Following a final huff of frustration, she leaned over and double-gripped the handle of the suitcase. She was expecting it to weigh a ton as it usually did, but picked it up easily, surprised at how light it was.

      That wasn't right. It was never this light. Like ever. There were things hidden in its depths that even she hadn't uncovered, despite trying. The suitcase having been stripped magically would be her best guess. She also knew who was responsible.

      Yet again, Frankie concealed her thoughts. Better her aunt didn't know she could track her via her energetic signature despite being stripped of her magic. What was it they said about knowledge being power?

      With a final grind of her teeth, Frankie marched inside. She closed the door none too gently with her hip, the glass panels rattling loudly. It also led to her receiving another scolding from her Aunt Betty about that sort of behavior being unbecoming to students.

      Rather than being telepathic, the warning came from a room off to her right. A quick sniff told her it was the kitchen, or where the muffins were being served.

      Frankie let go of the suitcase, allowing it to drop to the floor. She was disappointed when its reduced weight and the lush carpet didn't result in the loud bang she'd been hoping for.

      And yes, she was acting like a child. But that's how she was being treated. In her mind, if the ugly school uniform fit, then …

      After placing her useless wand atop the case, she shrugged out of the blazer. To rid herself of it as quickly as possible, she tossed it over the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. The hat followed soon after.

      There was some relief in ditching these extra items of clothing and loosening the striped tie that was close to choking her. In combination with the coolness of the house, her uniform was now bearable. However, it was nowhere near as comfortable as her own clothes.

      Frustrated didn't describe her current mood. Her magic having been taken from her, she was back to feeling vulnerable and useless. Like when she was a kid. But now she knew what it was like to have access to her powers.

      In the past, Patsy Bonny, her mom would have hugged her and reassured her everything would be all right. Even Zane had helped over the preceding months.

      And yet, here she was. Back to just her and Dex. At least it would be when he'd had his fill of muffins. There wasn't a chance of company or support when he was chowing down like he was.

      Frankie followed her nose, walking down a short hallway and into a large, sunny kitchen. Here, the aroma of fresh baking overwhelmed her senses, her tummy rumbling in response.

      Frankie was surprised to see a plate of chocolate chip muffins on the enormous marble-topped island that dominated the room. A quick check of Dex's plate and she was relieved to see he was hoovering up a blueberry muffin. Everyone knew chocolate was bad for dogs, even fatal when they ate with the gusto that Dex did.

      After confirming his welfare, Frankie looked back at her Aunt Betty, who sat at the end of the island. A delicate cup and saucer in front of her.

      However, her aunt wasn't eating, which had Frankie second-guessing the contents of those chocolate chip muffins. It wouldn't be the first time a witch had tried to hit her with a spell, courtesy of a yummy morsel. Gwen, daughter of Stanley Morris, the Marina Coven leader, was a case in point.

      Surely her aunt wouldn't try that on her? Frankie hadn’t decided when she spotted the familiar amulet around her aunt's neck, her hand straying to her own. Was it even possible for Betty to hex her with both of them similarly protected?

      "You may have one muffin, but that is all. I find too much sugar interferes with the properties of your magic."

      Frankie hadn't decided which was the largest when there was a cry of anguish from ankle height.

      "Argh. I'm being poisoned." This was followed by Dex spitting a mouthful of muffin onto the highly polished floor. "Dogs aren't meant to eat bran! That’s for horses, not dogs." Dex spat on the floor again to make his point.

      Despite her annoyance, Frankie smiled. It would appear she wasn't the only one on a low-sugar diet. Although swapping her pup's muffin when he was halfway through it was mean.

      "Tough luck, buddy. If I'm going without, so are you. And the thing you can't eat is chocolate, not bran."

      She punctuated this by taking a tentative bite out of her muffin. Rather than bolt it down, she chewed slowly, checking for hexes. Nothing! Then she mentally slapped herself. Would she even be able to detect one without her magic?

      Her aunt, not displaying any signs of anticipation, Frankie took a bigger bite and was elated. It was moist, fluffy and had just the right amount of chocolate pieces. She closed her eyes to better appreciate the flavors bursting into her mouth, chewing slowly, taking her time.

      If she were only allowed one, she'd make it last. A snort of laughter from Betty told her she hadn't kept this thought to herself.

      It didn't matter, despite her aunt saying class was to start in three minutes. Frankie took her time with her aunt getting twitchy and checking the watch hanging around her neck.

      What the heck was the hurry?

      After her initial slipup, Frankie kept her thoughts to herself. She wasn't given any warning school was in. To her, this was recess, and she was making the most of it.

      While nibbling away at her muffin, Frankie took the time to examine her aunt. Gone was the timid woman she'd rescued from All Hallows Keep.

      While her aunt still resembled actress Betty White was, that was about all. Gone was the drab dress she'd been wearing at the jail. Her aunt was now wearing a pale blue tracksuit.

      A large B spelled out in diamantes on the back of the jacket said the outfit was a designer piece. Well, that or a knock-off from an outlet store. There was nothing middle-of-the-road about her aunt's ensemble.

      Unable to eke her muffin out any further, Frankie swallowed the last few crumbs. "If it's okay, I'd like to go to my room and change."

      Her aunt looked Frankie up and down. "I see nothing wrong with your current attire." Her aunt raised an eyebrow. "Although your tie needs attention."

      Frankie raised an eyebrow of her own. She'd been her own woman for too long. If she were honest, she'd never been subservient. Not even when she was a kid. Hence her martial arts training, thanks to her refusal to back down when facing off against the neighborhood bullies.

      "Well, you wouldn't, would you?" The words had no sooner left Frankie's mouth than she knew she'd screwed up. She got away with that sort of behavior with her dad. Even her late mom had been lenient, perhaps making up for their isolated way of life.

      Betty was made of sterner stuff. Frankie should have guessed it by how her great aunt had survived All Hallows Keep with her mind intact. And she was about to find out just how tough her aunt was when not in prison.
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      Frankie stood with her back to the Victorian home. With her toes glued to a ragged line her aunt had scrawled across what passed for a lawn, she was miserable. Her tie was now so tight that breathing was a challenge.

      The bare earth around her shimmered from the heat, although this paled compared to the demon anger that was burning in her chest. Despite this, all she could do was stand miserable and sweaty in her uniform.

      After being frog-marched out there, she was now being held in place by magic, stuck there, unable to move. She was immobile until her aunt deemed she'd learned her lesson about smart-mouthing the teacher.

      Her aunt had even made her wear the dark blue blazer before leaving the house. The only plus to wearing the traditional witch's hat was that it was saving her from a sunburnt nose. Frankie's red hair and pale skin didn't do well in these conditions.

      Apparently, it was a school rule that any witch leaving the premises must do so in full uniform, including hat and jacket. Any witch? So far as Frankie could tell, the misery of attending Betty's Boot Camp for Magical Misfits was hers alone.

      It was while waiting for Frankie to don the blazer that her aunt had casually dropped her little bombshell. It didn't matter that the siren, Alicia, said that Frankie and Zane would be wed within three moons. Her aunt had other ideas.

      Frankie swiped her hand across her eyes, wiping away her tears. Or was that sweat? "Dex, if I'm stuck here that long, you know what that means, don't you?"

      The Jack Russell standing next to her didn't answer her question. Instead, he continued his grumbling. "I don't see why I have to do detention. You're the one with the smart mouth."

      If she wasn't this miserable, Frankie would have laughed at his assertion, with Dex being the snarkiest pup she knew. On second thoughts, that might not be true. Rather, he was the only one whose thoughts—non-stop telepathic chatter—she was privy to. There were times she wished it weren't so.

      "I'm not talking about standing out here. I'm talking about being stuck here at this school, full stop."

      If they were at the marina in Seattle, her birthday wouldn’t slip by unnoticed. Her aunt, having been missing all those years, wouldn't know Frankie's birthday fell on Halloween.

      It was part of the reason her dad called her by his pet name of Pumpkin. Well, that and the crowning glory of soft orange curls she'd been born with.

      She thought about it for a moment before slyly saying, "If we're still here come Halloween, I doubt I'll get a birthday cake."

      Finally, she had his full attention, with him staring up at her, mouth ajar. After this, there was no shutting him up as he listed his grievances.

      Frankie only half listened to him as her gaze took in the houses on either side of Betty's Victorian pile. If she were honest, Frankie thought the neighborhood was low rent and seedy, and she'd know.

      Thanks to her mom's straightened circumstances, they hadn't always lived in the best parts of town. All down to a lack of funds and wanting to slip between the cracks of magical society. It was something Frankie found strange when she was growing up.

      Surely, if you were a powerful witch, you could afford to live in better places than they had. Of course, now she knew her mother had been keeping a deliberately low profile to keep clear of the Garnet family.

      It hadn't helped in the slightest, and Frankie did nothing to stop her tears. She'd usually be able to keep these in check, but being hot, sweaty, and tired, it was too much to ask.

      After another swipe at her eyes, Frankie inspected the house on their right. It couldn't have been more different from Betty's home if it tried. There was nothing Victorian about it, with the place being a ranch that had seen better days some time back in the 1960s.

      If not for the kids sloshing around in the plastic-lined bed of a decrepit truck, she'd have thought it vacant. This ragtag bunch and the state of the vehicle told of there not being a lot of money to spare, if any.

      The kids were thin; the few clothes they wore were threadbare from too many washes. Yet they seemed happy enough, shrieking as they tossed buckets of water at each other.

      She was glad to see someone was having fun.

      Her hand unconsciously strayed to the side of her leg. It was then she remembered she wasn't wearing her cargo pants. Her wand was still atop her suitcase. It was a shame. If she had had access to her magic, those kids would’ve had a swimming pool by now.

      Perhaps aware they were under scrutiny; one boy looked in their direction, and Frankie waved tentatively. The Goddess knew what the kids must have thought of her and Dex standing out there.

      It would have been odd enough if she were dressed normally. Decked out in a wool tunic and blazer, she personified weirdness. She shouldn't have bothered to wave, with the boy looking straight through her as if she wasn't there.

      "Well, that's rude. I was only being friendly." No pool for them when she got her magic back. Whenever that might be.

      Frankie had moved from miserable through to thinking she might die before her Aunt Betty relented and let them back inside the house. Time in which Frankie tried again and again to contact Zane telepathically. While wanting to gripe about her predicament, she also wanted out of there.

      But all to no avail.

      Could it have been because he was still back on the island of Anthemusa? Or was he deliberately ignoring her in hopes she'd get on with her studies? Either way, Frankie missed their telepathic chats more than she'd have thought possible.

      Sure, his ability to pick up on her most private thoughts had embarrassed her in the past. But it had also helped them get closer than they would have otherwise. Communication wasn't always her strong point.

      There was one positive to her and Dex having spent the afternoon toeing the line in that Death Valley of the garden. It was now too late in the day for lessons. This was something both Frankie and Dex were happy about.

      Better than their lessons being postponed to the following morning, was her and Dex being in a bedroom right under the eaves. With her aunt's bedroom being on the floor below, the distance between them surely had to be a plus.

      Trudging upstairs, Frankie was happy and annoyed that her dad's magical suitcase wasn't as heavy as usual. What had been removed, she'd soon find out.

      Dex bounded up the stairs ahead of her, his wagging tail disappearing around a half landing and on up. He didn't get far. The door to their bedroom was shut tight.

      "Hang on, hang on." Frankie took her time walking up the last flight of stairs before dumping her suitcase unceremoniously on the bare floorboards at the top. The door opposite her bedroom was open, showing a bright, but period-specific Victorian bathroom.

      Frankie eyed the claw-foot tub. A bath would be nice; she was feeling sticky after detention. Without thinking, she waved her hand at the tub, imagining it full of soapy water.

      Nothing happened, other than her chastising herself for again forgetting that she was powerless.

      It wasn't just that her magical abilities had been stripped. They were even worse than when she was a kid; nonexistent. For the first time in her life, she knew what it was like to be fully human, and it sucked. She stomped into the bathroom, shoved the plug in, and wrenched both faucets on.

      "There'd better be some hot water, or I am out of here."

      She stared at the water gushing out of the hot faucet, daring it to stay cold. Luckily for her sore feet and scratchy body, steam was soon swirling around her in fluffy clouds.

      She'd taken a step toward her bedroom when something else occurred to her. If she left the tub to its own devices, she’d flood the bathroom, and downstairs.

      Annoyed as she was with her aunt, she didn’t want to ruin the old lady's home. As aggravating as the woman was, she was easier to deal with than Frankie's grandparents.

      Frankie watched the tub slowly filling, all the while wondering where Anne Bonny and Calico Jack had disappeared to. She hadn't seen them since she gave her granddad his powers back after they'd been taken by Gwen Morris.

      Wherever they were, they'd be getting up to trouble.

      "Dex, don't let me forget to ask Aunt Betty if she knows where Anne and Jack are hanging out these days." Hanging out was perhaps not the best choice of words, given her grandfather's experience of the noose.

      When the bathwater was deep enough, Frankie turned the faucets off. After the antiquated nature of the bathroom, she was unsure of what to expect of her bedroom.

      Who knew what it would be like? Frankie imagined it'd be rather Spartan. Heck, if sugar was being rationed, luxuries like carpets didn't have a hope.

      "Come on, Mom. I want to see what it's like." To reinforce his impatience, Dex bounced on the spot twice before turning around, only to repeat the sequence.

      "Okay, okay. Hold your horses. Some of us are suffering from heat exhaustion."

      Gripping the delicately painted porcelain doorknob, Frankie steeled herself for disappointment as she inched the door open. She was blinded, with the sliver of room that was visible, with it bright compared to the landing.

      The other thing that was at odds with the landing was the flooring. Instead of bare boards, there was a sumptuous cream carpet. Unable to close the door in time, Frankie jammed her leg out to the side, stopping Dex in his tracks.

      "No, you don't. We are not risking detention if you muck up that carpet. You need a bath as much as I do. You can go in the tub after me."

      It was over an hour before both were clean enough to enter the pristine bedroom. Time spent wondering what the room was like other than not suited to a pair as grubby as they could be.

      Frankie was crossing the landing wrapped in a large, fluffy towel, with Dex doing his best to trip her, when he stopped dead. Only some deft footwork on her part avoided her face-planting the unforgiving, wide planks.

      He ignored her griping, tipping his head to the side and sniffing the air twice in quick succession.

      "Roast beef!" He sniffed again. "Yorkshire pudding! And gravy!"

      He was gone soon after, and Frankie couldn't blame him. Her own tummy was now grumbling in response to the delicious aromas wafting up the stairs. All she'd had to eat today was that one chocolate muffin. Not enough, by half.

      Before she could think about eating, she had to find out what was left in her suitcase after her aunt's magical ransacking.

      Not much as it was.

      Certainly none of her favorites, and certainly nothing she'd be seen dead in, never mind alive and kicking.

      Frankie took the pale blue tracksuit out of the case and held it up. The large diamante F on the back of the jacket had her nose wrinkling in disgust.

      A quick rummage through the meagre contents showed a couple more of the same, some underwear, and not much else. "Oh, Goddess, preserve me. I'm not wearing that!"

      "You'll wear it, or you can stay in your room."

      The only thing missing from her aunt's telepathic scolding was her being sent to bed without dinner. Although Frankie knew it was hanging in the wings, just waiting for an outing.

      Stepping into the kitchen a few minutes later, Frankie cringed, knowing it was only a matter of time.

      "You look lovely, dear. Now sit down and eat your dinner."

      Frankie waited, knowing from experience that it wouldn't be long.

      What started out as small telepathic giggles soon turned into full-on guffaws. Dex found her new ensemble as ridiculous as she did. She couldn't blame him for laughing, even if she wasn't keen on being the subject of his amusement.

      His laughter came to an abrupt stop. So abruptly that Frankie looked at him, worried something had happened. Soon she was laughing as hard as he was.

      Affecting a cultured tone, Frankie teased him. "Darling, that little coat looks adorable on you."

      Like her, he wasn't a fan of pale blue. Nor did he like his full name being spelled out in diamante on the back of the doggie coat. “It’s hideous, and sissy!” he bemoaned.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Dexter, it’s perfect,” said Aunt Betty. She’d then beamed at Dex before ruining his day. “And I suggest you get used to it, as you’ll be expected to wear it for the duration of your stay.”

      Frankie was about to continue ribbing her familiar when something dawned on her. She turned to her aunt. "Wait, you can hear him? I thought only Zane and I could do that?"

      Her aunt tilted her head. "While he's within the bounds of my home, I am able to understand him perfectly."

      Her aunt being able to listen in on the pup's non-stop chatter could present a few problems. Frankie was working her way through them when her tummy rumbled in response to the meal sitting in front of her.

      Despite how good it smelled, after cutting a small piece of meat, Frankie sniffed it. She follows this up by touching it with the tip of her tongue. Just because the muffin hadn't been hexed, didn't mean the same was true of the roast beef.

      Her aunt's cutlery dropped to her plate with a resounding clatter, her face a picture of indignation. "Oh, for goodness' sake, Frances, I won't hex you."

      Frankie looked at her aunt in disbelief. "Says the woman who whammed us with a detention hex just this afternoon?"

      "And by the way, the name is Frankie, not Frances. Not ever." On receiving a regal nod from her aunt, Frankie stuffed the forkful of beef into her mouth. Such was her anger she came close to jamming the tines of the fork through her cheek in the process.

      As she chewed, her anger abated. It was hard to stay mad at someone who could cook like this. After a quick glance around the kitchen, Frankie knew the truth of it. Rather than her aunt being a master chef, she was a master witch.

      Even so, Frankie had never been able to rustle up anything near as good when using her own magic.

      Without her voicing the question, her aunt answered anyway, confirming that Frankie had to learn to get a handle on her free-ranging thoughts. Again, her aunt nodded in unspoken agreement, leading to Frankie grinding her teeth more than was necessary to chew the delicious beef.

      The only answer to this was her aunt raising an eyebrow, something that had Frankie's mind crowded with images of Zane.

      "All in good time, young lady, all in good time. If you are to marry, you'll need to approach your studies with more vigor. More than I suspect you have in the past."

      This verbal equivalent of 'must try harder' grated on Frankie's nerves. She'd heard it all too often when she was growing up, with it appearing on every report card handed to her mom.

      Frankie grabbed the crisp white napkin off her lap and dabbed at her lips before a surreptitious swipe at her eyes. Not sneaky enough, though, with her aunt catching her at it.

      "Never fear. When you have full control of your magic, we'll find those responsible. We'll deal with them."

      Frankie stared at her aunt open-mouthed, glad it was now empty. Gone in a flash was the evidence that Betty was related to Calico Jack. While not a pirate herself, there looked to be steel running in the older woman's veins as there was in her brother's.
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      They hadn't even finished dessert when Frankie asked her aunt something that had been bugging her. While theories abounded about how Frankie ended up with Wereall blood in her veins, none were definitive.

      She wasn't sure if this was because there was no one alive who knew the facts, or the family wanted to keep it a secret. She doubted it was the latter, with everyone she'd met from the shifter side of the family being lovely.

      Surely it wasn't down to a simple case of wanting to pretend their heritage was pure witch? None of the family Frankie had met to date appeared elitist, at least not outwardly.

      Back in her room and Frankie was none-the-wiser. She’d heard nothing new as to her Wereall ancestry. She already knew it was because a forebear held at All Hallows Keep fell in love with a jailor. She was just not sure who it was, and neither was her Aunt Betty.

      The only thing that had been confirmed was the wider family being fine with their mixed bloodlines. It had, after all, helped to keep their DNA strong and healthy. In Frankie’s case, it had even helped keep her alive.

      This was the exact reason the ruling class of the Nautilus, Zane's mer-people, always married witches. It was also the reason he was free to marry her. Or at least he would be when she got her powers under control.

      After what had been a long day, Frankie was relieved her room was so nice. It would have been different if it had been as Spartan as she'd expected.

      Instead, it was sanctuary-like, and cool enough she wouldn’t get sweaty during the night. There was also lots of light streaming in through the windows, reminding her of her cabin aboard the Pearl.

      The mere thought of her boat had homesickness flooding her, followed closely by a longing to be with Zane. A sob broke free, much to her annoyance, given she wasn’t usually prone to tears. She had to stay strong if she was to gain control of her powers.

      Her aunt reminded her of this when she telepathically interrupted Frankie's downward spiral of fret and worry. "You're a Bonny! Of course, you can do this. Never let it be said that a member of the Bonny family backed away from any challenge."

      It was just the reminder Frankie needed. She'd faced worse than this and survived. She could do it. But only after a good night's sleep, because right now, she was dead on her feet.

      Following a quick rummage in her almost empty suitcase, Frankie found what she was after. However, she was no happier now than when she'd spotted this earlier.

      Her usual sleeping attire these days was a baggy t-shirt of Zane's and some boxers. Not tonight, though. She held up the yardage of delicate embroidered cotton and groaned.

      Experience told her the Victorian-style nightgown would end up twisted around her like a shroud. She also knew that staying free of its cloying hold would be a challenge for someone who slept in a Superman pose.

      Frankie held the nightgown up in front of herself, muttering when the yardage billowed briefly before clinging to her like a damp shower curtain.

      "Not a single word out of you, mister!"

      "I wouldn’t say anything. Honest." Dex even had the temerity to look affronted, although Frankie wasn’t buying his manufactured innocence.

      Instead, she glared at him. "Oh please, as if you'd pass up the chance for some snark."

      Her mind made up, Frankie tossed the nightgown to one side. "Surely I've got something else I can wear." After upending the contents of the case onto her bed, she found the perfect thing.

      Dex looked at her after she’d changed. His head tipped to the side. "You're like something out of the 1920 Olympics."

      Frankie looked down and had to agree with him. The vest and rompers were straight out of the roaring twenties, but they would suit her preferred sleeping style more than that glorified body wrap.

      Frankie was lying back on what proved to be a memory foam mattress when she noticed the trapdoor above her head. "I wonder where that goes."

      Dex joined her in staring up. "Escape hatch?" There was a hopeful tone to his observation that Frankie couldn’t help but share.

      Too comfy to get up and see if she could reach it by using the iron bedhead as a ladder. Instead, Frankie closed her eyes and let her thoughts run free. This had the roofline of the house showing clearly in her mind's eye. The Goddess knew she'd stared at it enough when she and Dex were stuck in detention.

      Her eyes pinged open. "The turret! It’ll lead to the turret. It has to. I'll check it out in the morning. I'm not stumbling around up there in the dark." There was also the likelihood that when she opened the trapdoor, a pile of bird poop would rain down on her.

      

      On slitting her eyes open the next morning, the first thing she saw was the trapdoor. Despite her plan to check it out, that wasn’t happening until later in the day.

      And that would be thanks to the hubbub from the old-fashioned alarm clock on the bedside table. Even worse was it had a ring of banshees to it. On her feet before she was fully awake, Frankie grabbed blindly at the iron bedpost to keep herself upright.

      Dex hadn't moved, but Frankie knew he was awake, although barely, with his eyes soon drooping shut. Despite hearing his “five more minutes” inside her head, his sleepy words had been barely audible..

      "We need more than that." Frankie slammed her hand down on the button atop the alarm clock. But nothing happened. She hit it again, and still the ear-piercing screeching continued.

      Even knowing she’d get grief about it, Frankie grabbed it, marched over, opened the window, and liberated the noisy beast. "Hah, there's a case of time flying." She was still chuckling when she turned, ready to climb back into bed for another hour, maybe two.

      The only problem was that the alarm clock, or at least its doppelgänger, was back on the bedside table. And if such a thing were possible, it was shrieking louder than ever. Loud enough that Dex now had his paws clamped firmly over his ears.

      Thanks to the noise being impossible to sleep through, there was nothing for it but to get dressed and go downstairs for breakfast. There was also no ignoring the telepathic instruction from her aunt. It was only after Frankie acknowledged the command that the alarm clock finally shut up.

      Following a quick trip to the bathroom, Frankie looked at the uniform, then the tracksuit. It was a simple decision, with the latter being the lesser of two evils. After dragging it on, she stumbled, still bleary-eyed, down to the kitchen.

      Despite Dex's assertion that the alarm didn't apply to him, he was at her feet when she dropped into her seat at the table. From the amount of grumbling going on, she knew he hadn't had a choice in the matter.

      It was something Betty confirmed. "There's no point you taking lessons without your familiar being in attendance. Some magic requires both of you to be involved."

      Sensing movement out of the corner of her eye, Frankie looked down. Sure enough, Aunt Betty had the Jack Russell’s full attention. He'd dabbled in witchcraft before, although never officially. And never when he knew what he was doing.

      Frankie wasn't sure that instructing him further was a good idea. He could be a power-hungry little devil when the fancy took him.

      A subtle cough from her aunt had Frankie looking up.

      "Nonsense. He needs to learn control."

      He wasn't the only one who needed to get control of their magic, given Betty had just scanned Frankie’s thoughts again. Her aunt didn't bother giving voice to what she thought of this, instead raising an eyebrow in a move reminiscent of Zane. It was enough to make Frankie's heart catch.

      "You'll be able to speak to your young man soon enough. We thought it best you knuckle down to classes for a day or two before that ability was reinstated."

      Frankie looked at the empty table. "Do we at least get breakfast? I don't work well on an empty stomach. And coffee, I'd love a coffee."

      If her aunt was anything but a powerful witch, Frankie would never have asked in such a way. But with Betty able to rustle up breakfast with a lazy twitch of her wand, the same didn’t apply.

      Dex wasn’t halfway through what he'd like for breakfast when a bowl appeared in front of him. It being only half full and with doggie kibble at that; he wasn't impressed, with him complaining long and loud.

      The longer he wailed about the hardtack, the less kibble there was in his bowl. He took longer to catch on than he should have. If he kept moaning, he'd end up without breakfast altogether.

      Frankie wasn't making the same mistake, although she wasn't happy with the bowl of sloppy porridge that now sat in front of her. She was even giving thought to visiting the nearest supermarket when a spoon slammed down in the gloop, splattering her liberally.

      Her imagining it would have the consistency of wallpaper paste was confirmed by how well it stuck to the pale blue tracksuit. Shame she wasn't wearing the school uniform. It could do with some improvements.

      No sooner had this crossed her mind than she was wearing the ugly uniform. And not just the tunic, either. She'd also been lumbered with the blazer and a tie that was again close to choking her.

      Tinfoil hat … tinfoil hat … tinfoil hat!

      If she learned nothing else while under her aunt's tutelage, she needed to get a handle on her free-ranging thoughts.

      "I'll leave you both to finish your breakfast. Lessons start at eight sharp. I'll expect you both to be on time."

      Then, before Frankie could negotiate a later start time, her aunt disappeared in a puff of white smoke.

      With the porridge the only thing between her and facing classes on an empty stomach, Frankie dug in. Yep, it was exactly as she'd expect wallpaper paste to taste like, with its adhesive qualities making it difficult to swallow.

      Dex, realizing the doggie bites were all that was on offer, had likewise tucked in, crunching his way through them with surprising speed. So fast, in fact, that Frankie suspected they tasted better than the porridge.

      Perhaps she could con him into a swap the following morning?

      The resultant telepathic laughter inside her head wasn't her familiar’s, but rather that of her aunt. What had amused the older lady? Frankie knew when she looked down.

      "Come on, Dex, I've lost my appetite. Let's go find the classroom."

      His expression as he took in the bowl that was now in front of him was a match for hers. "I'm with you, Mom. Classes have to be better than…" His lip curled as he stared at the gloop. "…this muck."

      Rather than try every door on the main floor, Frankie allowed Dex to lead the way. That nose of his was the business when it came to tracking down things, and people. And according to Dex, Aunt Betty smelled of sugar cookies.

      The classroom faced the house with the kids and their pickup truck pool. The windows were large, with loads of light stream in. Even better was Frankie barely crossing the threshold when her powers returned in a rush.

      She was so surprised by its unexpected arrival that the kids next door now owned a proper swimming pool. She knew this thanks to the shrieks of surprise and joy.

      There was also a stash of junk food in the turret room above her bedroom. Something that gave her even more reason to check out the trapdoor later.

      A quick peek at Betty told Frankie that with her magic back. It also meant her thoughts were once more her own. Not having her aunt eavesdropping on any and every thought was an enormous relief.

      The trick would be to keep them buttoned down when she left the classroom. An even bigger ask would be to convince Dex to do likewise. Maybe she could bribe him with some of that junk food?

      She shook her head. Who was she kidding? The small pup never shut up. A moment later and she was smiling brightly. All going well, she alone could hear the Jack Russell's never-ending chitchat. She just had to hope the jinx would stick after they left the classroom.

      It was only when she concentrated on her newly restored powers that something else became apparent. Not all of her powers had been reinstated, only those relating to her witchcraft.

      As such, she couldn’t take on her Wereall form or siphon the power from others. Even her ability to pick up on her aunt's energy was now missing. She'd never felt so vanilla in her life.

      As interesting as this development had been, was Dex levitating in front of her for a second or two before settling down again. Any jinxes Stanley had placed on the small dog to curtail his supernatural abilities were gone. It also had Frankie sensing a magical connection they’d never had in the past.

      Frankie stared at her aunt before jerking her head in Dex's direction. "Ah, do you think that's a good idea? We've had trouble with him doing his own thing when it comes to magic."

      It would be interesting to see how her magic reacted when she was inside the classroom. Frankie took a step, and then another, before coming to an abrupt halt. Row upon row of desks filled the large room, telling of her aunt's school having been a big deal in the past.

      Frankie was tempted to take a seat in the back row, her preferred spot when she was at high school. She’d come to no decision when the bell above the door rang.

      "Hurry, Frankie. We haven't got all day. You can sit here." Betty tapped the desk in the front row with her wand, leaving Frankie no choice but to sit. There wasn't any chance of her disobeying a direct order from Betty. She'd already seen more of the large front yard than she'd like.

      Given the expanse of barren earth that surrounded the house, perhaps calling it a yard was misleading. Frankie knew her aunt could have the property as colorful as an English country garden if she chose. And yet she didn't.

      Once seated, Frankie put her hand up. She was getting a handle on her aunt, with the woman being old-school all the way.

      Nailed it! Her aunt was overjoyed.

      "Yes, Frankie."

      "Are you expecting other students?"

      "Not today, dear. It'll take me a while to recruit staff and take enrolments."

      That a wistful look crossed her aunt's face told Frankie this hadn’t been an issue in the past. Perhaps if she could get her aunt talking about the old days, she could put the lesson off, for now?

      It didn't work. Her aunt was too astute to be taken in by such a ploy. She handed Frankie her wand, along with a warning that any unauthorized spellwork would be castigated.

      It was a threat that had Frankie clearing her head of all thoughts of next door's new pool. She then tamped down all thoughts of the junk food upstairs, or the mute she'd put on Dex's thoughts. Technically, she did those spells before she knew it wasn't allowed, so that meant they didn't qualify. Right?

      She wasn't even halfway through the first spell when she realized she'd have to knuckle down if she was to succeed.

      Why she couldn't use her innate magic as she had before, she didn't know. It had been getting to the point that it was as easy as breathing, whereas spellcraft Betty-style felt forced and alien.

      After the jinx had been mostly lifted, Frankie's powers had felt natural to her, not like they do now. In the classroom, it was as if she was forcing them. Trying to shape them in a way that felt dangerous. Sadly, no amount of trying to explain this to Betty did no good.

      She'd need to play by Betty's rules, although she was fully over being stuck in a school uniform. If she had to deal with this monstrosity of fashion the old-school way, then so be it.

      The trick would be to do so in a way her aunt didn't suspect.
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