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        Ilsa Lynn has made it her life’s goal to avoid the curse that binds her family to serve the Summer Court of Faerie. With her magically talented twin sister given the role of Gatekeeper, Ilsa is content to hide under the radar amongst the regular humans.

         

        At least until a mysterious spell book falls into her possession, granting Ilsa with a sudden and inconvenient affinity with the dead, and dangerous magic that makes her into a target. With her family’s questionable past quite literally refusing to stay buried, the last thing Ilsa needs is an untrustworthy self-proclaimed faerie bodyguard, even if he does come with a deadly skillset of his own.

         

        Dealing with zombies and fae assassins would be difficult enough on its own, but now someone’s out to frame her for murder, too. While dodging enemies at every corner, Ilsa must get a handle on her new powers before the armies of Faerie invade Earth. She might just be in over her head…
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      I’d been having a great day right up until the omen of death appeared.

      As I sat at my desk, chewing on the end of my pen over a particularly thorny essay question, the raven flew towards the house and landed on the windowsill of my room. I didn’t register the bird’s presence until the white stripe on its forehead caught my eye, marking him as Arden, the Lynn family’s messenger.

      Oh no.

      Tapping on the glass with his beak, Arden shuffled impatiently in a manner that warned me that if I didn’t open the window right away, he’d screech loudly enough to alert the other, all-too-human occupants of the shared house.

      “What is it?” I asked, pushing the window open. “You can’t be here. There are people in this house who don’t know about… our family.”

      With every word I spoke, another thread of the life I’d carefully cultivated over the last five years unravelled. It was nice knowing you, normality.

      “Ilsa Lynn,” the raven said. “Your presence is urgently requested at the house of Lynn at the behest of the Summer Court of Faerie.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “Hazel’s perfectly capable of solving her own problems.”

      My twin sister, Hazel Lynn, was Gatekeeper-in-training, chosen to succeed our mother as the single human peacekeeper between this realm and the Summer Court. As the non-magical sibling, I’d run as far as possible from the curse, but the breeze kicked up by the raven’s arrival carried an earthy scent that promised change—and not the good kind. Magic.

      The house buckled, the floor tilting underneath my feet as a tremendous crash vibrated through the foundations. I grabbed the bedside table for balance, wishing I’d kept some iron handy. Yelling a warning to the other inhabitants, I stumbled from my room and ran for the stairs.

      The house split in two. Floorboards splintered, walls fractured, lines zigzagging across the plaster. I pelted down the stairs, raising my arms to protect myself. Plaster rained down in fragments, flakes falling like snow. I sucked in a breath and slammed my foot into the door, pushing it open. Nobody waited in the garden, human or otherwise, and the smell of magic was already fading. The way the house had split in the exact centre was so precise, it could only be the result of a spell, but its caster was long gone.

      Faerie magic, when aimed at me, bounced right off my defensive shield. So the conniving little shits had used their spell on the house instead. For beings that prided themselves on being well-mannered, you’d think the Sidhe would have the decency to ring the doorbell before unleashing the dramatics. I muttered a few choice curses under my breath, brushing plaster dust from my eyelashes, and glanced down to find a note lying on the doorstep. Words had been scrawled in an elaborate font: “You will find the heir, Lynn, or you will all suffer a terrible death.”

      The note disappeared in a swirl of leaves, leaving nothing behind but the smell of earthy Summer magic. A smell I’d grown up with, and had moved several hundred miles away to escape. You will all suffer a terrible death. The Sidhe hadn’t even signed the note. Bastards.

      If I’d had magic of my own, I’d have come up with an equally non-subtle way to tell them they’d got the wrong address. Ominous death threats and the word heir belonged firmly in my sister’s hands, not mine. My speciality was writing essays on obscure pieces of magical history for humans who’d barely come to grasp that the supernatural world existed alongside the one they thought they’d known. Twenty years had passed since the faeries exposed that hidden world for the humans to see, but they’d held my family in their grip for much longer.

      I stood completely still for a moment, watching the spot where the note had vanished, then turned to face the house. “Are you guys okay?” I called to the others.

      Several yelps in the affirmative followed, followed by a caw that sounded more like a cackle. Arden perched on the neighbour’s fence, a smug expression on his face. That damned raven had arrived too late with his warning on purpose.

      “Heir?” I said. “Isn’t that Hazel? Is she okay?” If she’d been a normal sibling, worry would have been my first reaction, but Hazel had been scaring the living hell out of her enemies ever since she’d come into her powers. And the Summer Gatekeeper had no shortage of adversaries.

      “More than you are,” said the raven, fluttering his wings. “You’re bleeding.”

      I touched my face. Red tinged my hand over its coating of plaster dust. “This is a mistake,” I said. “The Sidhe—how did they even know where I live?”

      “Why is that raven watching you?” Faisal, my housemate, peered out of the ruined hallway.

      “Because he knows I’m about to wring his neck,” I said heatedly. “I’m so sorry about the house. I’ll talk to the landlord… I’ve no idea if faerie damage is covered in our insurance payment, but there’s got to be a clause in there somewhere.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t be the first time the faeries destroyed something for fun, but I guess we can wave goodbye to our security deposits.”

      No kidding. I’d grown careless over the last couple of years and let my guard down. But even an iron barrier on the door wouldn’t keep the Sidhe out of a place they wanted to get into. Despite the raven’s dismissive comments, maybe Hazel really was in trouble. She’d never come to me for help dealing with the faeries before… probably because it’d be like asking a piskie for directions. I dealt with the faeries by staying the hell out of the way.

      I picked my way through the wrecked hallway to the stairs. The raven flew ahead of me into my room, still wearing that maddeningly smug expression as though the whole thing was hilarious.

      “If I stay at a hotel tonight, I’ll wake up with fire imps dancing on my face, won’t I?” I rescued the least damaged textbooks from the wreckage of my bookcase, shoved them into my bag and zipped it closed. My laptop joined them. No point in pretending I’d ever come back. When Faerie called, you damn well listened. Even—no, especially—if you belonged to a Gatekeeper’s family. It was more than a job; it was a life commitment to keeping the peace between the Summer faeries and the inhabitants of the mortal realm. I’d signed no such contract, but the curse existed in the very name. Lynn.

      I dragged my suitcase out from underneath the bed and tossed a pile of dust-covered clothes into it. “Great. Not like I needed anything to wear for work…” Oh, damn. I was supposed to be on the evening shift in an hour, but I wouldn’t put it past the faeries to follow me to the pub where I worked and turn the weekly student pub crawl into chaos and bloodshed. Pity, because if the house was anything to go by, I’d need a stiff drink or three to face whatever the Sidhe wanted with me.

      “You have terrible fashion sense anyway,” Arden proclaimed, perching on the bed post.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my clothes,” I said, glancing down at my hoody and jeans, which were also covered in plaster dust. Plain, unobtrusive human clothes couldn’t hide my identity, but they signalled to the faeries that I wasn’t one of their pretty mortal toys. “I’m lost on what I’m supposed to be dressing up for. If this is a hostage situation so they can probe my sister for a favour, they should probably have snatched me before I had the chance to grab this.” I picked up a jar of iron filings from the bedside table and pushed it up the sleeve of my hoody before checking on my phone. No calls, either from Hazel or Mum. I dashed off a vague message to my boss about a family emergency, resigning myself to being on my co-workers’ shit list for ditching them on the pub’s busiest night of the week. “If Mum wanted me to come and visit, she could have just called me.”

      “Can’t,” Arden said, flapping his wings in an agitated manner. “Mother is gone.”

      “Gone?” I echoed. “Oh, for god’s sake. Don’t tell me she went into Faerie without giving a time limit again.”

      In Faerie, days turned into weeks, and minutes stretched into days. Whenever Mum went on one of her ambassador missions to the Summer Court, it was lucky if she returned within the same month. The Summer Gatekeeper’s power could only pass to one person, so when it came to twins, it was a matter of the fates flipping a coin. My sister got heads, I got tails. That meant Hazel would be in charge of the Gatekeeper’s affairs while Mum was gone, and some bright spark had decided to deliver her latest life-threatening mission to the wrong Lynn sibling.

      I zipped the suitcase closed. “Arden, tell me the truth. Is Hazel in trouble?”

      Getting straight answers out of Arden was like arm-wrestling a man-sized carnivorous plant, while his advice was generally about as useful as flip-flops on a mountain hike. A shapeshifter faerie tied to our family by a curse as old as our own, he seemed to thrive off winding people up.

      “Everyone is in trouble,” the raven proclaimed, which made no sense whatsoever. I swatted at him with the page of essay notes I’d been writing before his unceremonious arrival, and he fluttered out of the way. “Hurry up.”

      “I don’t think so.” I stood, folding my arms. There was a horrible creaking noise from under my feet. I got the message. I threw the rucksack over my shoulder, grabbed my suitcase, and ran for my life.

      I didn’t slow down until I’d reached the end of the road. This was a supernatural-free area of the city, which I’d chosen on purpose when I’d first applied to study at university. Now I’d finished my four-year degree course, I’d spent the last year coming up with creative ways to procrastinate on my PhD application. Hoping that if I stayed away from Faerie long enough, the curse would lift and I’d be able to leave forever. Instead, said curse had left me with two choices: stay in a hotel overnight and put more humans at the mercy of the faeries tailing me, or go to the Lynn house and get hold of someone else to handle the Sidhe’s impossible request. The note hadn’t carried the Summer Court’s official seal, but nobody else would have reason to believe they could wrangle obedience out of me by demolishing my house.

      “So is Hazel there?” I asked Arden, who flew alongside me. “Or is she in Faerie, too?”

      “No.”

      “Which question were you answering?” I adjusted my rucksack. “Seriously, Arden. Just tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      “Caw. Mother and daughter are both gone.”

      “Shit.” When we were teenagers, Hazel had tried to run away from her Gatekeeper duties at least once a week. I thought she’d got past that habit long before I’d left home, and that she liked her job, or had at least resigned herself to the position. I tried calling her as I rolled my suitcase down the road, but received only the sound of a dial tone in response. Damn you, Arden. I wouldn’t have thought he’d be messing with me if Hazel’s life was in genuine danger, but with the faeries, you never really knew.

      Golden light gilded the hilltops overlooking the neighbourhood as the sun began its descent, and a shadow moved in the corner of my eye. Hey there, little faerie. Think I can’t see through your glamour? Faeries, Seelie and Unseelie alike, were given to pranking people, but they seemed to take my magical shield as a challenge. I slowed my speed, letting the four-foot-tall creature hurry along behind me, giving no signs that I’d heard its approach.

      “I feel like something’s watching me,” I said aloud. I looked to either side, deliberately letting my gaze skim over where the creature was actually hidden. “I guess not, then.”

      Arden flew overhead with a disapproving screech, which I ignored.

      When I reached the end of the road, the creature slipped out behind me. I could almost feel its brewing frustration. It wanted me to scream in terror, beg for mercy, flee from its magic. I grinned. The creature craved chaos, and I was driving it out of its tiny mind. It’d snap eventually.

      Sure enough—

      “Lynn,” murmured the faerie, fire crackling between its fingertips. The fire coalesced into a ball of whirling flames, and zipped at me with a whistling noise.

      If I was as dramatic as my sister, I’d have faked screaming and running in circles, but it didn’t really work when you had no power to back up the act. I made a big show of turning around in slow-motion instead. As the fireball came within a metre of me, it bounced off the shield and sailed right back at its owner. Nice try. The fire imp hissed and ran into the shadows, the fire dissipating harmlessly into smoke. I didn’t try to chase it down. It’d become a game with the local faeries to try to land a hit on me, but they never succeeded. Our family’s built-in magic-proof abilities were nothing if not thorough. It was the only magic I’d ever have, so I’d take all the entertainment I could get.

      “Was that necessary?” said Arden. “It’ll probably go and torch someone’s house instead.”

      “Nah, I left a trail of iron all the way down the road.” I revealed the small container of iron filings hidden in my sleeve. “I’ve rid the neighbourhood of fire imp infestations for a few weeks.”

      The raven made a disapproving tutting noise and continued to fly. I followed, wheeling my suitcase, then paused when Arden angled towards a path leading up to the peak of Arthur’s Seat.

      “Couldn’t you have left a Path open on the ground somewhere?” I asked.

      “Caw. Paths move where the Ley Line is.”

      “Sure they do.” Not that I could actually see the invisible line that separated mortal and faerie realms. Most supernaturals tracked the Ley Line by its amplification of any magic in the general area. Sparks of green Summer magic shone on the hilltop where Seelie half-faeries had set up their territory on Salisbury Crag. But I was fairly sure Arden had deliberately picked this location for the Path to our house because he knew how much I loathed climbing hills.

      From the high vantage point, the damage the faeries had wrought on the city was evident. Just over twenty years ago, a group of outcast Sidhe—the most powerful of all faeries—had broken through the veil between mortal and faerie realms, wreaking destruction across the globe. Civilisation as the humans had known it had crumbled as the Sidhe’s magic, amplified by the Ley Line, had killed millions and dragged a huge number of Faerie’s inhabitants into the mortal realm. As a result, all supernaturals had been forcibly exposed, Gatekeepers included.

      With humans now rubbing shoulders with witches, necromancers, shifters and half-faeries, pulled into an uneasy truce under the regional Mage Lords, life went on. If you had no magic, you carried iron and salt, went nowhere unarmed, and kept your wits about you. The Lynn family’s magic had, much as I resented it, saved my life on more than one occasion. But that didn’t stop me from cursing their names as I wheeled my suitcase uphill.

      “If you speak ill of the dead, they’ll come back and hex you,” Arden said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m already cursed twice over. There’s not much the dead can do that the living haven’t already, trust me.”

      I reached the edge of the rise, looking out across the city. The air shimmered, the only faint sign of the Ley Line’s current location. Arden flew over the cliff’s edge and disappeared from sight. A moment later, I stepped after him, into empty air. The world flickered and reformed itself, and my feet touched down instantly on the path outside the Lynn house.

      The manor sat on a lane which looked like it belonged anywhere out in the countryside, except if you kept walking along the road, you’d never reach your destination. You’d just be eternally thrown round in circles. Ivy covered the walls of the house in thick curtains like an illustration from a storybook, while flowers bloomed at every corner. The house might as well have worn a neon sign, proclaiming “Realm of Faerie here. Single tickets only. No returns.”

      The heat from the gate burned my hand, the metal baking under the blazing sun. The Sidhe rarely set foot on the Lynns’ property—luckily—but Summer magic shone out of every inch of the tall manor house and wide, green gardens. I didn’t blame Dad for not sticking around. This place was an eye-watering sight for someone without magic. Let alone allergies.

      Surrounding the house, the forest was warm and inviting, sunshine pouring through perpetually green leaves. The flowers here never withered, even in winter, but at the other end of the fence, out of sight from this angle, the trees were shrouded in darkness, and frost coated every branch no matter the season.

      And at the very end of our garden was the gate—the only known route into the Seelie Court in the mortal realm. It opened only for the Gatekeeper, so there was no way to follow and ask what in hell the Sidhe wanted with me. Admittedly, even my magic-proof shield probably wouldn’t protect me from the monsters beyond the gate, eager for a new pet human to play with.

      Most humans taken into Faerie didn’t come back the same, if they came back at all.

      I unlocked the front door. Nobody waited in the thickly carpeted hallway. Portraits of the various Gatekeepers appeared to follow me with their eyes, as though judging me. Not unlike the real thing. From the state of the place, you’d hardly think Mum was absent. Not a speck of dust lay on the furniture in the living room, and not a single cushion lay out of place. Mum was dedicated to housekeeping spells as well as her job as Gatekeeper. As far as parenting went, though, she might have taken a few classes before my father ran away, leaving her to bring us up alone.

      It wasn’t his fault. Our house—or, more accurately, the gate in our garden—was designed to repel anyone who didn’t belong to the Lynn bloodline, and he lasted a year before moving away. Mum didn’t mind. His only purpose, in her eyes, was to provide her heir to the Lynn legacy. Meaning my sister. I was the extra. As for our estranged brother, the less said about him, the better.

      As I looked around the living room, searching for any signs of Hazel’s presence, a strange woman stepped out of the wall.

      I jumped backwards into the sofa. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Don’t panic,” the woman said. She was a little older than I was, mid-to-late twenties, and she’d spoken with an English accent. Her long, brown hair was tied back in a ponytail and she carried a gleaming sword strapped to her side.

      She was also, apparently, a ghost.

      “I’m not dead,” she added, like she’d read my thoughts. “I’m travelling through the spirit realm, but my body is still alive. It was the quickest way to reach you. I’m Ivy Lane, by the way.”

      “I—how did you get here?” Sure, some necromancers could detach themselves from their physical bodies and wander around as ghosts to freak people out, but even a necromancer shouldn’t have been able to find our house. Ivy’s muscular build and the sword at her side indicated she was either a mercenary killer or a bounty hunter—someone I really didn’t want to cross, ghost or otherwise. The blade was sheathed, but it appeared to glow faintly blue. A faerie talisman. Holy crap. “Nobody can come in here. Spirit, human, faerie, whatever. This is—”

      “A liminal space,” said Ivy. “It’s taken me nearly a week to get around the bindings, but eventually, your pet bird helped.”

      I gave Arden an accusing look to cover up my shock. “You took bribery? You should be ashamed.”

      “I explained the situation,” said Ivy. “I’m a distant descendant of the Lynn bloodline, apparently. But it’s to do with your mother’s mission in Faerie. The king of the Seelie Court is dying.”

      “And?” That was old news. From before I was born, even. As immortals, faeries didn’t actually die, but the Erlking certainly seemed to be dragging out the process as long as possible.

      “You might need to sit down for this part.”

      I’ve needed to sit down since you walked through the wall, to be honest. “You’re a strange ghost claiming to be alive who just walked through a magical boundary set up by the Sidhe as though it was nothing. Do your worst.”

      I shouldn’t have said that. When would I learn not to tempt fate?

      The hint of a smile touched her mouth. “You have a point. I was supposed to speak to the Gatekeeper, but I can’t cross into Faerie like this. And if you’re not the heir, you can get the message to her, right?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be having words with my sister, believe me. So what’s the issue with the Erlking? He’s been dying for over a decade. At least. He’ll die, and then come back like they always do.”

      Ivy shook her head. “No. I don’t know if you know how faerie immortality works, but it doesn’t. Not anymore. It’s a long story, and I don’t think I can stay here long enough to tell it. But believe me when I say—the Sidhe can die. That includes the Erlking. I’m told you’re peacekeepers between this realm and Faerie.”

      “Yeah, we are.” My voice sounded distant. Our entire lives had been built around the assumption that the Sidhe lived forever. That’s why the family curse was permanent. When one Gatekeeper died, the title passed onto the next, while the Sidhe endured. If the whole arrangement collapsed, I knew exactly what would happen. War. “Hazel is…” I trailed off. There were no adequate words in any human language to describe how utterly fucked we all were if what she’d said was true.

      “My time’s up,” Ivy said. Her body had turned more transparent, like ghosts did when they came close to passing on to the next world. “Really sorry about this.”

      And she disappeared.

      I stared after her. Hoping there’d been a mistake, and someone would come here and give me an explanation that made any sense whatsoever. The Sidhe were immortal. It was just… a fact. The idea of things being otherwise wasn’t comprehensible to me. Much less that the king of the Seelie Court, who’d lived for a thousand years at least, would soon disappear forever. Now magic was out in the open, who knew what would happen if Sidhe power struggles wound up here on earth?

      Dammit, Hazel. Where had she disappeared to?

      “So that’s what the note meant?” I said into the silence, glancing at Arden. “We—or rather, Hazel and Mum—are supposed to stop the Summer Court from tearing itself to pieces when the Erlking passes on?”

      “And find the heir,” Arden said casually.

      I gave a slightly manic laugh. “You what? The heir will be in Faerie, if they’re anywhere at all.”

      “Didn’t you read the note?”

      Find the heir. Not the heir to the Summer Court? Why would the Sidhe even consider giving a task like that to humans, even Gatekeepers?

      The door clicked open behind me. Hazel stood there—my not-so-identical twin sister. We’d shared the same brown eyes before Hazel’s had turned green from the Summer magic in the binding ceremony. And we had the same pale features, but my sister’s forehead was marked with a swirling faerie symbol designating her position as Gatekeeper-in-training. While my hair was dark brown, hers was sun-kissed and almost blond. When she was Gatekeeper, she’d wear a circlet that looked like a crown. I wondered if she still stole the spare one from Mum when she wasn’t looking, so that clients would take her seriously.

      Her eyes widened. “Ilsa?”

      One look at her expression told me she hadn’t known I was coming. Arden had lied to me.

      “Hey,” I said. “You have a message from the Summer Court. Also, a ghost got into the house.”

      “A ghost?” She gaped at me. “What trouble have you got into, Ilsa?”

      “Him.” I jerked my head at Arden. “He implied you’d run away. And Mum was in Faerie.”

      “He’s right about the last part,” said Hazel. “I’m in charge of handling business on her behalf. So… what does he want me to do?”

      I took in a breath. “You might need to sit down.”
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      “So,” said Hazel. “According to this Ivy apparition, the source of immortality has gone. The Sidhe can die now.”

      “Yep,” I said, sinking into an armchair. The living room had hardly changed in five years, containing the same crooked furniture Mum refused to replace despite having the magical resources to do so, and several generations’ worth of trinkets crammed onto the shelves.

      “And the Erlking is dying,” Hazel said, sinking into the lopsided sofa. “And we have to find the heir?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “Well, shit.”

      “Pretty much.”

      She shook her head. “I swear, Mum didn’t tell me any of this. Why did this Ivy person tell you and not me?”

      “Because I was in the house. Apparently she got by the security.” I gave the raven a look. Arden had perched on top of the rickety bookcase, which contained an array of dust-covered childhood board games nobody had touched since the summer our brother had run away from home. “Arden told me you disappeared and pretty much dragged me here.”

      “Need both Lynn daughters here!” he said reproachfully. “Very dangerous job.”

      “I’ll give you dangerous,” I said. “So there was no reason to call me. In that case, I’m off back to Edinburgh in the morning. Or rather, to find a new house, since the faeries split my last one in two, and apologise to my boss and co-workers for vanishing off the face of the earth.”

      “Wow.” She raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you had a house. You didn’t touch your allowance at all, Mum said.”

      “Nope, because it belongs to Faerie. I took out a loan and got a job like a normal person, and I’m in a shared house. Or I was, before someone decided to break everything.” I glared at Arden. “Happy?”

      “Caw.”

      I flipped him off. “When did Mum go into Faerie?”

      “A month ago.”

      “There’s no way she doesn’t know about this,” I said. “I don’t know how Ivy Lane, whoever she is, found out before we did. She said we were related, distantly. Know anything about that?”

      “Nope. Maybe Mum sent her, but I doubt it.” She frowned, looking more Mum-like than I’d ever seen her. I should have known Arden was talking crap when he implied she’d run away. Hazel might not have been keen on her future as Gatekeeper when we’d been kids, but she’d inherited Mum’s no-nonsense attitude and commitment to getting shit done. She wasn’t a teenager anymore.

      “So she left nothing? Not even a note?” Wouldn’t be the first time, but this whole situation struck me as someone’s attempt at an elaborate prank.

      “Nope. I know she’s alive, at least.” She tapped the mark on her forehead. “Which is more than I can say for you. You look like you just crawled out of a coffin.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “I had a house fall on me today, you know.”

      “I thought you weren’t coming home at all.”

      I shrugged uncomfortably. Speaking to her on the phone, it’d been easy to tell her all my grand plans, but face to face, it was harder to put into words. Especially as I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. Only that it in no way involved the Summer Court or the word ‘Gatekeeper’.

      “I was in the middle of my PhD application,” I said. “But half my books are now buried in rubble.”

      “What’re you doing a doctorate in?”

      “Folklore.”

      She howled with laughter, the exact reaction I’d expected. “Brilliant. Bet you know more than the staff do. That’s like the multilingual guy at our school who got A grades in three languages without ever showing up for class.”

      “Like you wouldn’t do the same,” I told her. “I spend all my time being a consultant on faeries for everyone I know. Might as well put it to use.”

      “If all faeries are allergic to iron, why did a piskie steal my phone?”

      “Because iron allergies in faeries are proportionate to magical ability. Most wild fae have little to no magic, so they aren’t affected by iron as much as powerful faeries are. Also, there’s a common theory that faeries born in this realm are more tolerant of iron than their kin in the faerie realm. The third argument is that piskies are bloody stupid.”

      “There are worse things to do with your time,” said Hazel. “Okay, apply your academic skills to this riddle. Why does the Seelie Court want us to find their missing heir?”

      “No bloody clue.” I got to my feet. “I’m fairly certain you’re the one the note was directed at and they got the wrong address, but it’s not like I can call the Sidhe and ask. It sounds like they’re preoccupied at the moment.”

      “No shit.” She looked at the raven again, her teeth running over her bottom lip. Beneath her flippant attitude, she was scared. And had reason to be. No family magic would protect any of us if the Sidhe went to war. It’d be a dick move to leave her to handle it alone, and besides, I had nowhere else to stay until I got the Sidhe off my backs. And while I’d spent so long running away, this wasn’t a problem you could turn your back on.

      “I’m going to check the reference books,” I said to her.

      “I knew you wanted to get into the library.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The library was a sprawling room painted in calming shades of blue, with towering bookcases tucked into every corner. I used to spend hours curled in the window seat, escaping into realms where the faeries hadn’t wiped out the world as everyone had known it. I’d found no shortage of bookshops in Edinburgh that reminded me of this place, but nothing quite matched the air of secrecy and hidden history that hung over these shelves as thickly as the smell of old books. The house had changed over the years as each Lynn made their own adjustments, but this room had remained the same, and was the only part of the house which felt like mine.

      Hazel stared up at the closest bookcase, like she hoped the right book would fall at her feet. No such luck. Even a magical house had its limits.

      “Any idea where to start?” she asked.

      “Look at the labels.” Grabbing the nearest book in the ‘Seelie Court’ section, I passed it to Hazel. “Come on, you’re the one who’s actually been to the Summer Court recently. Haven’t you heard the latest gossip?”

      “No. You think they’d tell a human? Mum’s the one they confide in, if at all.”

      “And there’s no point in asking the local half-faeries.” Any of them might claim to be the heir in order to get a shot at going into Faerie. Not to mention foolish humans. “But I’d have thought the heir would be Sidhe.”

      The two of us looked around the room as though expecting an heir to leap out from behind a bookcase. Which, let’s face it, was about as likely as us stumbling across the right information. What we needed was a list of descendants, but I was pretty sure we were the only family in this realm with faerie ancestry who actually had a copy of our family tree. Most faeries aren’t kind enough to leave so much as a farewell note when they leave their half-human offspring here on earth. Ours left us a curse. So, you know, it could have been better.

      Technically, Thomas Lynn had still been human when he’d returned from Faerie. Nobody knew the truth until he married his childhood sweetheart, had kids, and the Seelie Court turned up on his doorstep. Apparently, during his time in the faerie realm, he’d unwittingly signed all his future descendants into servitude to the Courts. His two daughters became the first ambassadors—one for Summer, one for Winter. And their descendants were locked into the same curse. Forever.

      Nobody ever gave our ancestor the memo about not making a promise to a faerie.

      Thinking about it, maybe the Winter branch of the Lynn family could help us. But I’d almost rather ask the faeries for help than visit my distant aunt. And I doubted Summer wanted their enemies to know about the Seelie King’s plight, much less the missing heir. Summer and Winter had only reached a wary peace somewhat recently in human years, a peace that had almost shattered when outcasts from their own Courts had attacked the mortal realm. They still hadn’t offered an apology for the whole debacle. And if Summer had no king, Winter wouldn’t stay back and let them figure their shit out. They’d pounce on the opportunity to seize more power.

      Suddenly my PhD application didn’t seem so impossible after all.

      “We could read all night and not find anything,” said Hazel, pacing the row of bookshelves. “Who knocked your house down, anyway? Not the Sidhe.”

      “Nope.” I slid another book from the shelf, checked the title, and put it back. “You know they only come here in an emergency. They’ll probably show up a month late.”

      The Sidhe, rulers of Faerie, weren’t the most reliable of people. Sidhe, pronounced shee. They could speak any language, possessed power beyond mortal comprehension, and the ones I’d met had been self-centred, amoral, and completely incapable of understanding humans at all. They were also murderous and paranoid, and no doubt that paranoia had tripled if Ivy was right about the state of their immortality.

      There came a knock at the door.

      Hazel and I both looked at one another. The Lynn house wasn’t exactly accessible to anyone. Sure, Ivy had walked in, but she’d had to come here as a ghost.

      “Arden?” I looked at him. “Have you given anyone else our address?”

      “No.” Arden ruffled his feathers, sounding insulted.

      My heart sank. The only people who could even find the path to the house were other members of our family, but they needed an invitation to come in. And the Sidhe themselves, but Hazel would have sensed Summer’s gate open.

      “Maybe the Winter Gatekeeper found out.” I walked to the door, though apprehension dogged my every step. A chill breeze blew through an open window, a startling contrast to the house’s usual warmth. Grabbing the handle, I pulled the door open before I lost my nerve.

      A dead man stood on the doorstep.
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      The undead leant at an awkward angle, possibly because its leg had started to decay mid-walk. Its face was greyish, its eyes sunken, and as I stared, a maggot crawled across its pallid skin. I jerked back, wishing I’d grabbed the salt shaker. But I hadn’t exactly been expecting any more visitors. Least of all deceased ones.

      “Nevermore!” screeched Arden.

      The zombie didn’t move, because he couldn’t hear. Or see. They just flailed around and hit at anyone in their path. I didn’t recognise the dead stranger, but dread bloomed inside me. I’d been thinking all this time about how nobody could find our house. The living couldn’t. The dead were another story entirely.

      I aimed a kick at the zombie, trying to unbalance it, but it stayed upright. A cold, clammy hand reached for my face, fingers grasping. Fighting a shudder of revulsion, I drew back and punched it in the throat. I had zero combat skills, but zombies moved slowly, and my strike sent it stumbling backwards. Then it lunged forwards again. I was ready with another kick, this time at its weaker leg. It crumpled, hands still pawing sightlessly at me. Another kick sent it flailing off the doorstep. Nothing like fighting a zombie to give you a self-esteem boost.

      “Get out!” Hazel screamed, hurling a container of salt. I jumped into the hallway to avoid being hit, and the salt canister struck the zombie in the face. He went down, hard, his skin dissolving as the salt ate away at the necromantic magic keeping him standing. Reanimates, otherwise known as undead or zombies, weren’t conscious beings, but they were tenacious, especially in large numbers. Luckily, this one seemed to have come alone.

      “Oh, that’s foul,” said Hazel, making gagging noises. “I hate zombies. Who sent that?”

      I peered across the garden, making sure there weren’t any others. “Definitely not the Summer Court. Arden, did someone else follow us? Or did you give permission to everyone on the wrong side of the grave to come and visit?”

      “Nevermore!” proclaimed the raven, landing on the zombie’s liquefying face. “No. This one came from the grave.”

      “I know it came from the bloody grave, you menace,” I said. “Salt will dissolve it, but this whole place will stink of the dead for a week.”

      “We need to get rid of it.” Hazel hung back behind the door, with no apparent inclination to come and look at the zombie.

      “By ‘we’, you mean me, don’t you?” I’d always been able to handle gore better than she could—kind of funny, considering I hadn’t been exposed to Faerie as young as she had—but cleaning up dead bodies hadn’t exactly been on my list for today.

      Hazel gave me the smile that usually translated as can I please have the last cookie? Or you won’t tell Mum I stole her circlet, will you?

      And I, idiot older sister that I was, caved every single time. Older by ten minutes, but still.

      “Keep an eye out for trouble,” I told her, and went to the shed in search of a shovel.

      By the time I’d relocated what was left of the zombie to the abandoned part of the garden, I was in a thoroughly bad mood. No signs were evident of whoever had sent the damn thing, nor any other clues as to how it’d ended up in the garden. So when I returned to the doorstep to find a second unwelcome intruder, I elbowed him aside.

      Or I would have, but he glided out of the way in a manner that would have made a professional dancer envious. The man was maybe in his late twenties, with light blond hair, and emphatically not an undead. No human could move that gracefully. I wished I hadn’t ditched the shovel, though most half-faeries relied on their magic, which would have no effect on us. Still, three confrontations in a single day was entirely too many for me.

      “I apologise for startling you,” he said.

      “Whatever you’re selling, we’re not interested.” I moved pointedly into the hallway and faced him. “And if you’re planning on making an attempt against the Gatekeeper, then look forward to spending the next hundred years as a tree.”

      Hazel stepped in. “Who are you?”

      The stranger’s gaze slid from her to me and back again. Clearly he hadn’t been expecting two of us. Maybe he was one of the people looking to make a claim on the Erlking’s throne. Like Hazel, his eyes were pale green, too bright for a human—a sign that his faerie parent was Sidhe. He stood at maybe six feet tall, and wore a knee-length, faerie-made coat embossed in the style of the Seelie Court. He was slightly more rugged-looking than the average half-faerie, but his pointed ears were unmistakable.

      “My name is River,” he said. His accent was faintly Scottish, though he spoke in the formal tones of the Court. “I have been sent here by the Seelie Court to act as bodyguard to the Gatekeeper’s heir.” His gaze travelled to Hazel, taking in the symbol on her forehead. “You must be Hazel Lynn. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Bodyguard? We were faerie-proof. Literally. What in hell was Mum thinking?

      I placed a hand on his arm and firmly shoved him backwards. I wasn’t too worried about him retaliating. If he meant harm, the family’s magic would kick in and throw him off the property. Unfortunately, he didn’t budge an inch. Instead, he looked down at my hand as though he’d hardly registered that I was there.

      “And you are?” he asked.

      “Ilsa Lynn,” I said.

      “Oh.” His gaze travelled from me to Hazel once again, taking in the resemblance. I knew that look all too well. He might as well have said, right. She’s the spare. The non-magical one. I didn’t even take it as an insult anymore, because I’d long since slotted those people into the category of ‘we’re probably never going to be BFFs’.

      Coming from this guy, though, after the day I’d had? A sudden current of white-hot anger coursed through my veins, and my hands curled into fists.

      “As you can plainly see,” I said, through gritted teeth, “we’re doing just fine here. Goodbye.”

      And I closed the door in his face.

      The door flew open again, and though his unassuming stance hadn’t changed, the air felt charged. Green light shimmered down his arms, with the earthy scent of Summer faerie magic. Half-faeries very rarely skipped over their family’s magical talents—not that it generally made any difference to the Sidhe, since half-faeries were mortal, like us.

      Go on. Hit me. Find out the hard way about our family’s magical shield.

      “I have been given a task, and I intend to fulfil it,” he said. “The Summer Court has sent me to act as bodyguard to the Gatekeeper-in-training, and I will.”

      Oh crap. It wasn’t his own magic that brought him here, but the binding words of a Sidhe. Faerie vows were difficult to figure out, but the one rule was that the person under the vow couldn’t repeat those words to anyone who asked. Unlike a Sidhe, however, he wasn’t bound to tell the truth. He was definitely under some kind of spell allowing him to come here, otherwise the house wouldn’t have let him into the grounds—but that didn’t mean his intentions were benign.

      Dammit. Quite apart from the fact that Hazel had no need of a bodyguard, the last thing either of us needed was someone from an unknown Sidhe family tailing our every move.

      Hazel stepped to my side. “I don’t need a bodyguard,” she said, with a polite smile. “I don’t know who sent you here, but this house is not in need of any outside protection. We’ve got that covered.”

      “Then why are there traces of the dead nearby?” he enquired.

      How do you know that? I’d moved the zombie, and faeries weren’t sensitive to the dead. I guess I did have dirt all the way up my arm. That might have clued him in.

      “You smell like you’ve been digging in the dirt. There’s also salt all over your doorstep. There’s been a recent plague of undead in the village, so I put two and two together.”

      “Good for you,” I said. “As you can see, we dealt with the undead ourselves. We have more than enough salt, iron, and weapons in this house—which also happens to be designed as a fortress against attacks from outside forces. Including faeries of all types.”

      “I am no threat to you,” he said, having apparently picked up on the warning undercurrent to my voice. “I’m only here to do my job.”

      His own voice was laced with the clear hint of a threat, or at least firm reassurance that he wasn’t leaving until the Sidhe said so. But which Sidhe? Summer ambassadors my family might be, but I’d be a fool to believe every member of the Court was an ally.

      “Listen,” I said. “Whatever your orders, we have them, too. Nobody is to enter this house without permission from the Gatekeeper, and you do not want to piss her off.”

      “I don’t need to enter the house to perform my task,” he said. “I merely wanted to inform you of my intentions, should you see me outside at any time.”

      I blinked. “You’re… going to stand on the doorstep? All day?”

      “That was the plan, yes. Were you aware that there’s a disembodied hand underneath your doorstep?”

      “I am now.” I kicked the undead hand out onto the path, where it flopped around pathetically. “There. You get to make yourself useful after all. I’m trusting you’ll deal with the terrifying zombie hand while I clean this grave dirt off my arm?”

      This time when I closed the door, he didn’t open it again. Walking to the kitchen, I checked nothing inside the house had moved when he’d blown the door open. Nope. All show, evidently. He was a nuisance, but I’d dealt with worse.

      “Did he say he’d been sent to guard the family, or the heir?” Hazel wanted to know.

      “The Gatekeeper’s heir,” I said. “If he’s telling the truth. Those probably weren’t the words of the original vow. Why?”

      She swore under her breath. “Because it means that if I leave the house, he’ll follow me. How are we supposed to go looking for this missing Seelie heir with him hanging around?”

      “Precisely what I was thinking.” I ran the tap and set about washing the grave dirt off. Lucky Mum wasn’t around to nag me for getting bits of zombie in the kitchen sink.

      Or not-so-lucky. Had she sent River after us? Maybe he’d come to help us with the Sidhe’s ridiculous quest. But he’d have come out with it right away if he had, and while Ivy hadn’t actually said not to tell anyone, for all I knew, he was a wannabe faerie prince looking to sneak onto the throne. He looked the type, but most Seelie faeries came equipped with the same startling looks and bright green eyes. Noble, obnoxious, and… staring at me through the open window. I damn near jumped out of my skin. “What are you doing?”

      “Checking your defences,” he said. “Your house is well-protected.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” I dried off my hands.

      “I didn’t know there was a sister,” he added.

      “Yes. There is. She even has a name.” I wouldn’t normally be so rude to a guest, but most guests were actually invited, and he couldn’t comprehend the violation of striding right onto our property. As much as his presence was a glaring reminder that it belonged to the Sidhe first, the Gatekeepers second.

      “Ivy?”

      I took a step back. “No. Ilsa. You know someone called Ivy?”

      “The name rings a bell, but no. Ilsa.” The way he spoke my name, in the slightly melodic tone of a half-faerie, made an irrational jolt of annoyance zip up my spine. But I was more fixated on the way he’d said Ivy. A genuine error, or an accidental slip? Sure, Ivy had claimed we were related, but for all I know, he and Ivy were both conspiring against the Gatekeeper.

      “Why are you really here?” I sent a silent plea to the house’s magic to give me some kind of reassurance he wasn’t the enemy.

      “I told you why.” He gave me a dazzling smile. “If I meant you harm, you’d be lying beside that zombie.”

      “That’s a nice comment to make to someone standing directly behind a stack of knives.”

      Okay, the only thing in my hands was a towel, but the knife rack was a foot away. Given how quickly half-faeries moved, though, I wasn’t too confident I could lunge and grab one if he attacked. But he didn’t have to know that. Besides, like all half-faeries, iron was deadly poison to him.

      “Who’s threatening who?” Hazel walked into the room behind me.

      I put the towel down. “I was letting our uninvited guest know we have no shortage of iron knives in here.”

      “That’s right,” Hazel said, striding up to my side. “And that’s not counting the weapons room. Were you winding up my sister?”

      “No,” he said. “I rather think she was threatening me.”

      “You appeared under the window and startled me. Besides, you showed up right after an undead attacked us. What am I supposed to think?”

      “That you have enemies.”

      “You’ve clearly never met a Gatekeeper before,” Hazel said. “Anyone who isn’t a direct associate of the Seelie Court is a potential enemy.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I have this.” He held up a piece of paper. Or rather, parchment. The Sidhe’s level of technology hadn’t reached the printing press stage yet. When magic did everything for them, they probably didn’t need it. Even through the window, I recognised the Summer Court’s official seal on it.

      “You might have stolen it,” Hazel said, as the same thought passed through my head. Great. Next we’ll be talking in sync. “What’s our mother’s name?”

      “Flora Lynn,” he said, not missing a beat. “She’s often mentioned around my family’s home in the Summer Court.”

      “So you live there?” Hazel asked. “I assume you do, if you work for them.”

      I looked at her in surprise. He could be the best bodyguard in all the realms and it wouldn’t make a difference to the Sidhe. They hated the idea of anyone mortal setting foot in the Court. Things had apparently changed recently.

      “Yes, I do,” he said, his tone indicating that he’d prefer to change the subject. Hmm. Did he get kicked out in disgrace?

      Did it matter? I should know better than to initiate a conversation with a half-Sidhe. The Seelie Court had never particularly cared for our well-being before. If they wanted anything, they just needed to ask Mum and she’d be compelled to give it to them. And if they thought Hazel and I knew more than Mum did about the Erlking’s heir, they’d be sadly disappointed.

      I didn’t need to beckon Hazel to follow me into the living room—she knew when I wanted to talk to her alone.

      “He knows Mum,” I whispered. “Not that that’s saying a lot…” The Summer Gatekeeper made enemies more often than she made friends.

      “I don’t think he’s the enemy,” said Hazel. “I can pretty much guarantee he didn’t send the undead. Most half-faeries go into hysterics when they see a dead body. Reminds them too much of mortality.”

      Mortality. I didn’t know where to begin with the part of Ivy’s message that had kind of got buried under the missing heir crap. But what if he could hear us? If the Sidhe of the Seelie Court didn’t know they could die now, then that information might ignite a war. So many things in Faerie depended on death not being permanent.

      Hazel’s expression sobered like she’d guessed my thoughts. “He doesn’t look like the type to go into hysterics anyway. The Sidhe only recruit the best.”

      “I didn’t know they recruited half-faeries at all.” I sat down on the sofa, fiddling with the hand-knitted throw. One of Grandma’s creations. Half the stitches had come undone and I wasn’t sure whether the pattern was meant to be a bird or a dog, but it was one of few things in the house which didn’t have the Sidhe’s handiwork all over it.

      “Some do,” said Hazel, leaning her elbows on the back of the sofa. “I get the impression the Sidhe pay their professional bodyguards pretty well. Didn’t you see his fancy coat?”

      I frowned. “River? You think he’s important, then?”

      “Important enough to send to guard the Gatekeeper’s heir? I’d say so.”

      Hazel’s instincts were well-honed—as Gatekeeper, they had to be. So if she trusted River… I’d reserve judgement.

      “Is it possible you’re projecting your past experiences onto the guy?” Hazel asked.

      She knew me too well. The Lynn family’s rule was: don’t get involved with the faeries. Gatekeepers were supposed to be impartial. But I’d had a rebellious phase as a teenager, and back then, I was confident that Hazel and I would eventually find a way to free ourselves of Faerie forever. So I’d wound up having a fling with a local half-Sidhe. It hadn’t ended well.

      “No,” I answered. “I think not trusting strange faeries who wander onto our property is a smart move.”

      Her eyes narrowed like she didn’t believe me. Keeping anything secret from my twin sister was an impossibility, and she likely knew that guy had set my anti-faerie radar blaring. Admittedly, the human guys I’d tried to date hadn’t been much better, but I could more or less take humans at face value. Half-faeries raised as human got some of the magic but not the amorality that came with being immortal, so we mostly left one another alone. This guy, though, came from the Courts. That meant he’d likely been raised to see humans like the Sidhe did. We were toys to them, nothing more, and the idea of leaving my sister alone with a potentially dangerous faerie in the house put yet another wrench in my plan to get the hell away and back to my own life.

      Hazel shrugged. “It’s fine. He can’t get into the house, and we can keep an eye on him from the window.”

      “Not when we’re asleep,” I pointed out. “And he never said for how long.” I looked at Arden, who perched on the sofa arm. “Can he be trusted?”

      “Caw. Trust no one. Not even me.”

      “I don’t trust you,” I said. “You let someone through the barriers once already. I want you to swear you won’t lie to us again.”

      “I will always obey the word of the Gatekeeper.”

      That was the problem. Mum wasn’t here, and Arden wasn’t under any binding to obey me. Hazel could coax obedience out of him up to a point, but as a non-Gatekeeper, the most I could do was threaten him with bodily harm.

      “Then I’ll ask someone reliable,” I said to Hazel. “Have you seen Grandma recently?”

      “Not recently, but she’s still hanging around the mausoleum, as far as I know. You sure?”

      “Absolutely.” I’d trust my grandmother’s ghost a damn sight more than I trusted the half-Sidhe intruder. “I’m not working tomorrow, but there’s a limit to how long my boss will accept the ‘family emergency’ excuse. I need to clear this up.”

      “Does your boss know who we are?” She sounded sceptical.

      “You think any non-supernatural would believe this?” I waved a hand at the house in general. “Most people stay in denial until it lands on top of them.” Some of us didn’t have that option. She knew that as well as I did. “I’ll speak to Grandma tomorrow. If anyone has advice, she does.”
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      I woke to the sensation of cold air on my neck and the horrible suspicion that I wasn’t alone in my room.

      Shifting onto my side, I squinted into the darkness, but saw nothing. My skin prickled. I slid out of bed, listening carefully, my feet sinking into the soft carpet. Horror movies warn you not to go investigating strange noises in the dark, but I wasn’t about to stay in bed and get jumped by another zombie. The dark shapes of my furniture were all I saw, and when my feet collided with something solid, I breathed out when I remembered I’d left my suitcase at the foot of the bed. My door was closed, the curtains drawn on the window. So why did I feel like someone was watching me?

      I crossed to the window and peered through a gap in the curtains, not seeing a sign of our unwanted bodyguard. Perhaps he was the intruder, and had been waiting until we were asleep to strike. But any intruder would target Hazel, not me, and not a sound came from the landing.

      I reached for the nearest hard object—a giant hardback book that could probably knock the head off a zombie—and walked to the door.

      A blast of icy air shook the room, slamming me off my feet. I landed on my back against the bed, gripping the book like a shield. A deep, terrible coldness seeped into my skin, yet the window wasn’t open, nor the door. Raw, primal terror ripped through my mind, as though I stood on a sheer cliff, seconds from plummeting into an endless abyss.

      Then warm magic infiltrated the room with an earthy scent. Green light flashed and dissipated just as quickly, and a shadowy figure appeared in the doorway. I lunged forwards and threw the book at the intruder with everything I had.

      River caught it in one hand. He moved, the light streaming across the landing brightening the blond of his hair. I sagged with relief. He was looking at me weirdly… oh, shit. Most of my clothes had been covered in debris from the collapsing house so I’d gone to sleep in an oversized old T-shirt. Since I wasn’t wearing a bra, my assets had probably been exposed when I’d thrown the book at him. I tugged my shirt into place, my cheeks flaming. But his eyes were narrowed in suspicion.

      “Did you summon that?” he demanded.

      Whoa. I scrambled to my feet. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      A silver flash appeared in his eyes, so swiftly I was sure I’d imagined it a second later. “Don’t move. It might still be in here.”

      “What is in the house?”

      He frowned. “You can’t see it. Of course…”

      “Can’t see what?”

      Instead of answering, he ran out onto the landing. Either he was leading me into a trap, or he really did think there was an invisible enemy in here. Considering I’d definitely sensed something in my room, maybe he was right.

      On the other hand—“How did you get into the house?”

      “The vow I’m under compels me to protect you from harm,” River explained. “The house let me inside the moment you were attacked.”

      “I was attacked by an invisible—what, exactly?”

      Instead of answering, he pushed open the nearest door, which happened to lead into Mum’s room.

      “I wouldn’t go in there. She’ll know if a speck of dust is out of place.”

      He took a step back, shaking his head. “It’s gone. Do you have the Sight, by the way?”

      “Of course I have the Sight.”

      I’d always hated being asked. Sure, I didn’t have magic, so it was logical to assume I was as short-sighted as any human. Most humans couldn’t see faeries unless they wanted to be seen. Including—wait a moment. River was holding a sword in his hand, which definitely hadn’t been there before. Runes glinted on the hilt. No way. He has a talisman?

      “Just checking,” he said. “If you weren’t Sighted, you wouldn’t have seen your attacker.”

      “Doesn’t look like you can see it now either,” I said. “Are you sure it wasn’t just another disembodied zombie hand?”

      Hazel’s door flew open and she appeared, somehow looking intimidating even in her fluffy penguin pyjamas. Shimmering green magic circled her hands, and the temperature spiked as her anger ignited the Summer magic already present in the house. The mark on her forehead gleamed.

      “What the hell is going on?” she asked.

      “Apparently there’s an invisible monster in the house,” I told her. “He won’t tell me what it is.”

      “Invisible?” she echoed. “What, like glamoured?”

      “Not exactly.” He stalked past her, sword in hand. “I can’t sense it anymore.”

      “Sense what?” Hazel and I said more or less at the same time. Oh no. Not again.

      “A wraith,” he said, from the top of the stairs. “Think a ghost, but not a harmless lost spirit.”

      “What, a poltergeist?” asked Hazel, frowning. “I’ve been alone here for weeks. Pretty sure I’d know by now if the house was haunted.”

      “A poltergeist in my room?” Ghosts weren’t an uncommon sight. That horrible, cold sensation I’d had, like something evil was watching me… I’d never had that feeling around spirits.

      River looked from me to Hazel. “How much do you know about the Grey Vale?”

      “Is now really the time for a quiz?” said Hazel. Her hands still glowed green with faerie magic. “If there is a ghost in the house, I want it out.”

      “The Grey Vale,” I said. “That’s the part of the faerie realm they send exiles to.” And the source of the monsters which had attacked Earth. Outcasts who’d been kicked out of the Courts.

      “Correct,” he said, like he actually was running a quiz. “The Vale is a magic-free zone, and possibly because of that, if faeries die there, they don’t come back. They linger forever. And when a particularly powerful spirit is trapped there, it turns into a wraith.”

      My throat went dry. One of those was in my room? I’m never sleeping again.

      “What—” Hazel broke off. “Who told you that?”

      From her shaken tone, she hadn’t known. I didn’t know it was possible for faeries to turn into ghosts. I mean, they didn’t die. And in this realm, I’d assumed they faded away, drawn beyond the gates of death like humans were.

      The Grey Vale. Faerie was dangerous on a good day, but the family name gave us some measure of protection from both Summer and Winter Courts. Not so much the place that belonged to neither. If it was true, someone must have sent that creature after us deliberately. And how had River managed to sense it?

      “Do I have your permission to search the house?” asked River.

      “Sure, why not,” said Hazel. “You’re already in here, and I’m not going back to bed if we’re being haunted.”

      “Same.” I switched on the landing light and walked back to my room, kicking the door inwards. After scanning every corner for evil spirits, I grabbed the hardback book and used it to prop the door open before opening my suitcase to find my clothes had cleaned themselves and folded themselves into neat piles. Living in this house had always been like having a parade of invisible servants eternally present, a luxury I’d missed more than I’d care to admit.

      “Feel free to enjoy the show, dickhead,” I said to the empty air as I stripped off my shirt. “You picked the wrong person to haunt.”

      And now I was arguing with invisible ghosts. Less than a day in this house and I’d officially lost my mind. Shaking my head, I slipped into my most comfortable hoody and jeans, giving the middle finger to the room in general in case the spiritual intruder was still lurking. My suitcase was packed and ready, and if I asked Hazel, she’d open a Path back to Edinburgh for me without a second’s thought. But I couldn’t get the look on River’s face when he’d come into my room out of my head, the brief flash of silver light in his eyes. He’d thought I’d summoned the wraith? Or had he been covering up? I couldn’t let Hazel handle this alone—and that was assuming I’d been targeted by accident. The Lynn house was safer than anywhere else, like it or not.

      Hazel sat on the sofa in the living room, holding a mug of hot chocolate. “I made one for you.”

      “Thanks. Wait, do you mean you made it or the house did?” I picked up the mug from the coffee table, the scent of warm chocolate somewhat soothing my frazzled nerves.

      She blinked, the picture of innocence. “I’d have made one if the house hadn’t provided.”

      “Uh-huh.” The only place I’d come close to finding anything like the house’s magical creations was a supernatural-run café in Edinburgh’s Old Town—the one time I broke my rule not to go near anything supernatural-related if I could help it. I dragged my thoughts over to blueberry pancakes rather than angry ghosts, but even the smooth taste of warm chocolate didn’t quite get rid of the creepy sensation of cold fingers trailing down my spine.

      I pulled Grandma’s handmade throw across my legs, taking another sip. “I think it’s trying to make up for the attack. But to be honest, I’d take the collapsing house over the haunted one.”

      The hot chocolate scorched my tongue and I yelped. Bloody house.

      “I don’t blame you,” Hazel said, grabbing a cookie from a plate which had materialised on the coffee table. “I think I’d remember if Mum had mentioned faerie ghosts can get past the house’s boundaries.”

      “So you believe me?”

      Hazel bit into the cookie. “Of course I do. You’re the one who likes going into the mausoleum to talk to Grandma, and you’re not scared of the dark. If you sensed a ghost, you’re probably right.”

      “Wraith,” I corrected. I’d heard the stories. Vale faeries hid in the shadows, preying on unsuspecting humans, and were drawn to carnage and misery. The Grey Vale itself was a dead end, a place drained of the magic that sustained the rest of Faerie, and the same went for its inhabitants. It made sense that without their magic, they were no longer immortal, and turned into ghosts after death.

      “Do you think Arden might have left a gap in the defences?” I asked. “Because this is the second ghost to get inside in a day.”

      “I’ve no idea,” said Hazel. “He shouldn’t be able to—much less want to. We’re all he has, and he’s as tied to the Courts as we are.”

      “True.” Arden’s official title was the Gatekeeper’s messenger, who carried messages from Faerie to whoever happened to be at the house. As a delegate of the Courts, he’d have the same revulsion towards the wraith as anyone from Faerie. “Someone here isn’t trustworthy, and I’m inclined to blame our new friend.”

      “He did help you,” she said. “Right? You said the creature came into your room…”

      “I woke up absolutely freezing, and it was like an invisible force threw me into the air. He used magic on it—I assume that’s what he did, but I didn’t see the target. I thought he was the intruder so I threw a book at him.”

      “You threw a book at my bodyguard?”

      “It was the only weapon I had within reach.” Because I’d left the salt shaker and the iron filings I usually carried in my coat pockets, thinking the house’s magic would keep out any intruders. “He didn’t seem surprised at the attack. More like he was expecting it.”

      “Maybe it’s what he was sent to protect us from,” said Hazel. “I mean, it’s not like magic works on ghosts. Or physical weapons.”

      “Then what was the deal with the sword?” I said. “That was a genuine talisman. Either he got it from his family, or he stole it. You know they don’t hand out talismans to just anyone.”

      I’d thought only the Sidhe wielded those weapons.

      “There’s a simpler way for me to prove my allegiance,” said River, leaning casually on the door frame. We should have known better than to gossip in the same house as a half-faerie. Their senses were generally much sharper than humans’ were, and they moved almost as quietly as ghosts themselves.

      He glided into the room, sword in hand. Runes gleamed up and down the hilt, and he removed the slip of parchment from his pocket again, tossing it to me. The note was written in the faerie script but I still remembered enough of it to get the gist. It was a note of recommendation signed by one Lord Torin. Must be his father.

      “I know that signature,” Hazel said, reading over my shoulder. She looked up at River. “Sorry for suspecting you. Nobody told me I was getting a bodyguard, and considering you appeared right after the zombie…”

      “It’s understandable,” he said. “Your distrust will serve you well. You have some dangerous enemies.”

      “I don’t suppose you can tell us who they are?” I asked. “You were sent here for a specific reason. You must have some idea who sent that wraith after us.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” he said. “I have a few theories, but I haven’t been here long enough to determine who’s behind it.”

      Irritation laced his tone, and sounded genuine. But my suspicions refused to be buried. It was no coincidence that someone with in-depth knowledge on the exact monster which had just attacked me would show up immediately beforehand.

      “I’m betting it’s the same person who sent a zombie after us,” said Hazel. “I think we need a salt barrier… does it work on wraiths? It does on ghosts and zombies.”

      “That was precisely my plan,” he said. “Wherever the wraith is now, it’s no longer inside this house. I’ll put up a barrier to deter it from coming back in.”

      And he left without another word.

      I shook my head. “Salt won’t do much if it already got through the Sidhe’s magical shields. Guess I have something else to ask Grandma.”

      It struck me that consulting a ghost when we’d just been attacked by one might not be the most logical move, but Grandma was one of the rare examples of someone whose spirit retained all her mental functions from when she was alive. Usually ghosts forgot who they were. Occasionally, if they died in a particularly violent manner, they turned into poltergeists. The faerie invasion had created an epidemic, and most families burned their dead to prevent their relatives rising again when weird spikes in spiritual activity occurred. But spirits were generally the most harmless supernatural being you could run into, and I’d been visiting Grandma for advice for years. With her help, I’d deal with both the wraith and Hazel’s unwanted bodyguard in one go, and then tell the Sidhe to go screw themselves. Then I’d go back to university and actually get my shit together and put in an application. Simple.

      Or not-so-simple. Staying here and settling into my designated role was the easier choice, which was precisely why I’d left to begin with. I won’t be beholden to the Sidhe. No matter how good those cookies smell. Damn, that’s how they got you. I picked up one cookie and went to fetch some weapons.

      The house didn’t actually have a weapons room despite what Hazel had told River, but Mum’s workroom contained a handy collection of magical and non-magical weaponry. Knives, iron, salt, witch-made charms, even a crossbow. I’d adapted my coat sleeves so I could easily fit a container of shredded iron in one sleeve, salt in the other. Spares in my pockets. A single knife, sheathed and positioned within easy reach. For most humans, the goal was either not to get attacked in the first place, or cause enough pain to the enemy to escape and run like hell. Hence the iron, which burned out faeries’ magic as effectively as salt destroyed undead.

      As the dawn bathed the house in warmth, I walked into the living room to find Hazel waiting for me, wearing her official Gatekeeper’s coat, green with embossed gold edges like a Court faerie’s attire and glowing in the dawn light from the window. A strange pang went through me—someday soon, she’d be Gatekeeper. Five years had passed in a heartbeat, and would pass infinitely more quickly in the faerie realm. The gleaming silver mark on her forehead indicated the magic ready to spring to her fingertips at a second’s notice.

      River re-entered at the same time. He’d apparently found time to change outfits between patrolling, and now wore a knee-length coat similar to Hazel’s. Faerie-made, by the look of things. I hadn’t seen him bring a suitcase in, but faerie magic could explain away anything.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “To the village,” I said vaguely. “You don’t have to come.”

      “I do if your sister goes with you.”

      “Oh, all right.” Hazel threw up her hands. “Ilsa can go alone. I’ll stay here. I’m the one you have to follow, right?”

      It wasn’t like her to sit out on the action. What was she scheming?

      River’s gaze slid to me. “It’s dangerous.”

      “Compared to evil spirits?” I asked. “The most dangerous thing in town is Everett’s baking. Trust me.”

      “The wraith is no common enemy,” River said. “It knew how to breach the boundaries of the liminal space.”

      “I’m aware of that. I live here.”

      He still didn’t move. Faeries could be bloody obstinate when they wanted to be. “If you’re attacked again, I won’t be able to help you.”

      What makes you think I asked for your help? “I appreciate your concern,” I told him, “but where I’m going is a protected place.”

      For a moment, I thought I’d have to shove him aside to get out of the house. Considering he looked more muscular than a typical half-faerie and knew how to use the sword, I’d probably come off worse, magical protection or none.

      Finally, River gave me a nod. “Come back within the hour, and inform one of us if you run into trouble. Hazel, you stay in the house.” I heard him giving her further instructions as I made my way to the door, but he didn’t follow to stop me.

      Overbearing, much? We’d met less than a day ago and already he thought he knew the house better than Hazel or I did. Only the Sidhe had authority over the Gatekeeper’s heir, and I had no doubt Hazel would set him straight on that one, whatever her plan was. As for me, the sooner I got out of this environment, the better. I might have grown up in this world, but I’d never really belong in it. I would never be Gatekeeper. And that suited me just fine. I just wished the rest of the world would accept it.
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      The Lynn family mausoleum lay on the other side of a hill, the closest geographical location to where the Summer estate would actually exist if it had a physical address. We’d attended school in the local village as we’d been growing up. Foxwood had a mostly supernatural population, and had been hidden from mortal sight before the faeries came. Now it wasn’t hidden, but nobody wandered this far into the Highlands unless they wanted to end up torn to pieces by wild fae.

      If Mum had been gone for a month, Hazel would have had her hands full dealing with the local supernatural community’s problems. Usually the Mage Lords dealt with such tasks, but the village was small enough that it had only one small group of mages living there. Down the road from the mausoleum was the home of the necromancers, a building with blacked-out windows. They never seemed to turn the lights on, but Hazel and I had once had a running joke that they slept during the day, hanging from the ceiling like bats.

      I unlocked the gate to the graveyard, a chill running across the back of my neck. I’d never had reason to feel afraid here before. The living caused me more trouble than the dead, and iron barriers surrounded the place to keep the faeries out. The oldest grave of all was an empty one, commemorating Thomas Lynn, our great-infinity-great grandfather, who’d started this whole mess by getting himself kidnapped and taken into Faerie in the first place.

      I shot a glare at the fancy embellished marble grave, then jumped violently when a hand rested on my shoulder.

      “Surprise,” said Hazel, appearing out of thin air.

      “You.” I stepped back, willing my racing heart to slow down. “Have you lost your mind? How’d you shake off your bodyguard?”

      “I conjured up a glamour. He thinks I’m napping.” She grinned. “Forgot I had a spare shadow-spell, too. I’ve been following you for ten minutes.”

      “Are you sure the glamour will last longer than an hour? You know what happened last time.”

      Faerie glamour wasn’t the most reliable branch of magic. When we were thirteen, Hazel had made a fancy car materialise outside the house. She’d then driven it to town, where it had swiftly and embarrassingly vanished before she’d reached the end of the road. That’s how we’d found out most of her faerie magic faded away when she travelled too far from the Ley Line. Good times.

      “I’m sure,” Hazel said. “He’ll probably notice I’m missing at some point, but that’s his problem.”

      Apparently she wasn’t as resigned to having a bodyguard as she’d pretended to be. “Yes, it is. I won’t stick around long, anyway. I’ll just ask Grandma if she knows about that wraith, then go and question someone living.”

      “Good, because this place gives me the creeps.”

      Earthy scents filled the air, fresh from the rain the night before. I found this place peaceful, actually. My deceased family members didn’t make snide comments on my fashion sense or implicitly refer to me as the ‘spare’.

      Stone gargoyles topped the family mausoleum, carved with precision. Iron had been built into the walls in a similar way to how the necromancers built their underground shelters. An odd choice considering our family dealt with faeries, who stopped bothering us when we shuffled off this mortal coil, but the extra protection did make it trickier for anyone to break in. I unlocked the brick building with another key, and slipped into the darkness.

      The place might look old-fashioned, but someone had installed electric lights, which snapped on the instant I entered. Names of Lynns past covered the walls—both branches of the family. I never did find out why Grandma had decided to stick around while nobody else did, and Mum refused to elaborate on the subject. The two had had a volatile relationship at the best of times.

      “Grandma,” I whispered.

      Silence answered. Guess I shouldn’t have expected to get lucky.

      “Grandma?” I called again, my voice echoing back at me. I dug my cold hands into my pockets, pacing to the room’s centre, then back again. “Hey. I really need your help.”

      Silence answered. I paced again, scanning the names on the wall. Gatekeeper names. Non-Gatekeepers did get their own fancy graves but not the privilege of having their names recorded in here. The whole town had turned up for Grandma’s funeral, when I was five. She’d scared the crap out of everyone by dancing on her own coffin. Unlike Mum, being Gatekeeper hadn’t removed her sense of humour. But where in hell was she? She hadn’t moved on, surely—Hazel would have said so. But the two rarely spoke to one another. Kind of odd that I’d been her favourite, considering my non-important status, but you didn’t pick your calling if you were a Lynn.

      A scream came from outside. Hazel.

      I ran for the door, grabbing the salt shaker from my pocket. Green light flared as Hazel’s magic activated. She stood with her back to the door—and a head poked up from amongst the graves.

      Impossible. The place had been impenetrable for generations. Necromancers couldn’t tamper with it. Nobody could.

      Hazel whimpered. “I think… I think that’s Great-Aunt Enid.”

      “Oh god.” If there was one thing worse than zombies, it was knowing the zombies, or who they’d been in life. Not that you could tell at first glance. The flesh had rotted off her bones, leaving little more than a skeleton behind.

      I cringed as bony hands scrabbled at the ground. The graves were splattered with soil, wet from the rain.

      “Poor Great-Aunt Enid.” I scattered the salt in front of us in a line, while Hazel conjured magic to her hands, biting her lip. “She hated dirt. I remember her yelling at me for getting mud on the furniture.” I spoke more to reassure Hazel than myself. The necromancers’ place was just down the road, and it wasn’t unreasonable to assume a novice had accidentally summoned up a swarm of zombies. The idea of dissolving my relatives wasn’t appealing, but their spirits were long-gone. I lifted the salt shaker and took aim.

      Cold air slammed into me, and my back hit the door. Hazel shrieked, hands raised to defend herself. Green Summer magic exploded from her fingertips, knocking the undead back, but a second crawled from the ground to join the first. Another Great-Aunt, from the look of her tattered dress.

      My stomach turned over. They can’t use magic. They’re not alive. The cold terrible energy pulsing from the undead was too close to what I’d felt in my room. Not faerie magic, but something else entirely—a power that could bypass our magic-proof shields.

      “Ilsa,” whispered Grandma’s voice from beside me.

      I jumped, spilling salt everywhere. “What in hell is going on?”

      “Someone has tampered with some dark and terrible magic,” Grandma’s ghost whispered.

      “No shit.” I aimed the salt shaker with trembling hands, whiteness sprinkling the earth, but the two undead kept moving, undeterred. Horrible growling noises came from their rotting throats. “You might have shown up before the zombies.”

      “It’s not working!” Hazel blasted the undead with magic once more, but it had no effect. Her Summer magic needed life to function, and there wasn’t a living soul here besides me. “It’s like they’re—possessed.”

      The undead raised its hands. Another wave of icy air smacked into me, sending me flying through the partly open door. This time I landed on my back with a crash, stars winking before my eyes. I scrambled across the bare stone floor, beckoning frantically behind the iron door. “Hazel, get in here!”

      A third blast of magic struck the doors, making them rattle. The lights flickered on and off, and when they came back on, Grandma’s ghost appeared, faintly hovering next to the wall displaying the names of former Gatekeepers. A wooden door had appeared that hadn’t been there before, its handle gleaming with silvery light.

      “Hazel!” I yelled. “Get in here.” Heaven knew if iron could protect anyone against necromantic magic, but I was out of options. Save for an invisible door guarded by a ghost.

      “Ilsa.” Grandma’s voice was faint. “I don’t have much time… it’s through the door.”

      I lunged the last two feet towards the door, grabbing its cold handle. I’d expected to find a secret passageway, but the space inside was cramped and too narrow to climb into. Nothing was inside except for a small book lying on a raised section of stone. Pocket-sized and yellowed with age, it had a swirling mark on the cover and no other title.

      “What’s this for?” I flipped open the volume, but the pages were blank. I hadn’t thought Grandma was losing her grip on sanity, but handing me an empty-paged book wouldn’t help put my undead relatives to rest. It wasn’t like we were necromancers—

      An invigorating rush of icy energy pierced my veins and flooded my body. Power hummed through the book in my hands, which lit up silver-white. The pages glowed, unreadable text skimming across the blankness. Greyness infiltrated my vision, and the door flew wide, freezing cold air rushing in. The glow spread from my book to my hands, lighting the gloom. I heard Hazel screaming, but all I saw of her was a glowing outline of a person. Beyond, the undead were visible as dark spots in the gloom, pulsing with malevolent energy.

      The light shot from my hands, past Hazel, right at the undead. White light ignited around their edges, and with a cracking sound, the undead fell.

      I waited a moment, but they didn’t rise. The greyness receded from my vision, showing only the graves, and Hazel clinging to the iron door. Slowly, I turned to face Grandma.

      “What did you do?” I gasped. My body swayed on the spot and I closed my eyes, my head spinning. Though the book had stopped glowing, the white light was imprinted on my eyelids.

      “Keep the book,” she responded. “Tell nobody about it outside of our family.” Her words rang with steel, the tone that had terrified people when she’d been alive.

      “Hey—you can’t leave without telling me anything.”

      Grandma was already fading when I opened my eyes. The outline of her face melted into the whiteness, then disappeared entirely.

      In her place, Hazel gaped at me through the open iron door. “What in hell was that?”

      “I… that’s a very good question.”

      One I already knew the answer to. I had magic. I’d banished a spirit. Several of them. Only necromancers were supposed to be able to do that.

      Her gaze fell on the book. “What the—?”

      “Grandma gave it me.” I waved vaguely at the wooden door with my free hand, and looked down at the book to be greeted by entirely blank pages again. I skimmed through, my heart sinking. “Every page is blank.” Even the cover depicted nothing more than an inexplicable swirling symbol. No words.

      Hazel’s eyes bugged out. “She gave you magic?”

      “I don’t know what she gave me. I can’t read this, and besides, you can’t give someone magic, let alone if you’re a ghost. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Our family’s never been known for playing by the rules, though. Wow.” She looked over her shoulder at the fallen undead, then back at me. “The undead—whatever was powering them switched off. Like their spirits were gone.”

      “Gone,” I murmured, lowering the book and turning to face the empty room again. “Er—Grandma?”

      “Is there a problem?” asked a male voice from outside the mausoleum. River. I swiftly shoved the book into my pocket. Someone had made it a convenient enough size to carry around—but why couldn’t I read it?

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, walking after Hazel out into the cemetery. River stood beside the gates, eyebrows raised at the undead lying in crumpled heaps. If we left them in that state and Mum found out, we’d be joining them in the dirt.

      “What else? My vow compelled me to follow Hazel.” His gaze slid to the graves. “Are several of your family members supposed to be lying in pieces?”

      “Clearly not,” I told him. “Guess the person raising zombies got here first.”

      “In that case, allow me to help you return them to their resting place,” said River. “I also sensed necromantic magic, but when I arrived here, it’d entirely disappeared. Is there a necromancer here?”

      “No,” said Hazel. “This is a private graveyard for family only.”

      “So who banished the dead? That flash of light I just saw—”

      “Family magic,” I said. “Defence mechanism on the graves. Handy.”

      He frowned disbelievingly. “Why did you come here anyway? After being attacked by a wraith and an undead, it strikes me as a risky move.” There was definite suspicion in his eyes, and I remembered the accusing look he’d given me when the wraith appeared in my room. Admitting I had some unknown form of necromancy might not be the wisest idea, especially as he was still an unknown element.

      “Maybe it’s none of your business?” said Hazel. “If you’re volunteering to help move the bodies, though, be my guest.”

      “There’s a simpler way.” He raised his hands. Swiftly, the undead rose like puppets on strings, directed towards the rows of graves. “Which grave did she come from?”

      It took me a second to understand he meant Great-Aunt Enid. I pointed to the grave, more stunned by the demonstration of actual, genuine necromancy than anything else. River wasn’t just a faerie. I’d never heard of a faerie-necromancer before. I mean, anything was theoretically possible, but faeries were terrified of death, and necromancers dealt in corpses. Not exactly a match made in heaven. Hell, possibly.

      Would he understand my magic? I opened my mouth, but a sudden tugging sensation gripped my chest. Ow.

      Hazel got there first. “You’re a necromancer? You?”

      “Half,” he said, directing the last of the undead back to their graves. “I didn’t reanimate them, don’t worry. I merely gave them some encouragement to return to where they came from.”

      “Wow.” I shook my head. “You’re wasted on bodyguard duty.” That explained how he knew there’d been undead at the house.

      “It’s lucky those wraiths were too weak to need a circle to be banished,” he said. “May I see this defence mechanism of yours?”

      It might have been my imagination, but I swore his gaze briefly dropped to my pocket where I’d stashed the book.

      Hazel stepped in. “It only works when we’re being attacked. Kind of like our defensive magic, but without the shield. Anyway, we should go. We share this graveyard with Winter’s Lynn branch, and I don’t want to explain to Holly why her Great-Aunt Thistle’s grave is in such a mess.”

      “There are more Lynns?” he asked, a note of surprise in his voice.

      Thanks, Hazel. She’d successfully distracted him. All the way home, Hazel explained about the two branches of the Lynn family, and even how old Thomas Lynn had started the whole thing by getting ensnared in Faerie. That left me plenty of time to brood over the spellbook. I’d thought the only magic that ran in our bloodline was the Gatekeeper’s power. The idea of having my own magic wasn’t an unappealing one, but how I was I supposed to figure out the book if every one of its pages was empty?

      River followed us into the house again, so I slipped upstairs and left the book in my suitcase before showering and changing out of my dirt-covered clothes. Usually I’d stop to appreciate the house’s shower—which came with a dozen settings ranging from ‘late to work’ to ‘fell in a mountain of troll dung’, but the whole time I was in the shower, I was conscious of the book not being in the room with me. Like an ache in the back of my head, a constant tapping on my skull. The feeling went away when I shoved on a fresh outfit and stuck the book deep into the inside pocket of my hoody. I knew a magical item when I saw one, and the book apparently really wanted me to carry it everywhere. But if it was an important family heirloom, I sure as hell hadn’t heard of it before.

      I came downstairs to find River and Hazel in the living room, where the house’s magic had conjured up breakfast. As I sat down next to Hazel on the sofa, she swiped a piece of toast from my plate, having finished her own. I debated snatching it back, but funnily enough, the zombies had killed my appetite. Hazel bounced back from near-death experiences in seconds, while I was still in the I want to curl up and go to sleep, preferably without a wraith in my room phase.

      “Ilsa.” Hazel waved a hand in front of my face. “You’re a million miles away.”

      “I have no idea why.” I gripped the sofa’s arm with one hand like it’d restore my grip on sanity. “We just got attacked by our undead relatives. And then River walked them back to their graves.”

      “I did,” he confirmed. “I assumed you would have preferred that to me reanimating them again.”

      Ugh. No thanks. I suppressed a shudder at the memory of those horrible throaty noises coming from my deceased Great-Aunt Enid. I’d encountered undead before—in Edinburgh, the dead seemed to rise every other week—but the city had a high number of trained necromancers, and undead weren’t sentient. “Since when could zombies use magic?”

      “They can’t,” River said. “As I was saying to your sister, wraiths are an exception to the rules that apply to regular spirits. They were able to temporarily possess the reanimated bodies of your relatives to attack you.”

      “Does that mean a necromancer summoned them, then?” I asked.

      Hazel shrugged. “Nobody else has power over life and death.”

      “Except him,” I said, before I could help myself.

      River half-rose from his seat. “Are you accusing me of raising those creatures?”

      “No, just making an observation,” I said. “Those wraiths came after us with purpose. They didn’t rise of their own accord. You’re the only person we’ve met who’s even heard of them.”

      “If I knew who summoned them, I’d have told you,” he said icily, with no hint of the warm humour in his voice when he’d been talking to my sister.

      “Sorry,” I said, before I dug a deeper hole. Grave-deep. My phone lit up with a message from my boss telling me to explain what I meant by a family emergency.

      “Who are you messaging?” Hazel asked.

      “My boss.” I sank back into my seat. “I doubt he’d appreciate it if I told him I’m not coming to work because our dead relatives decided to attack us.”

      “Human boss?” she asked. “Tell him you caught the faerie pox and it’s contagious.”

      “I told him it’s a family emergency, but that doesn’t cover zombies.” Or cursed spellbooks, for that matter. “It’s not like he can check up on me.”

      Hazel stole another piece of my toast. “No, he can’t. You know what happened last time a human came here.”

      She just had to go there.

      “Last time?” said River, sounding intrigued. “Can people find this house from outside?”

      “Nope.” I poked Hazel warningly with my foot.

      She scooted out of reach, putting the plate down. “Ilsa brought a boy home once…”

      “And the house’s magic decided he was a threat and turned him into a tree,” I finished. “That’s all there is.”

      Hazel cackled. “What she’s not telling you is that Mum was away in Faerie at the time and neither of us could figure out how to take the spell off. He was stuck like that for hours before the house took pity on him. Don’t cross the Gatekeeper, in case you’re getting any ideas,” she added to River, who now wore a smirk to rival her own. Hilarious.

      I aimed a kick at her and winced when her foot connected with my kneecap. “Ow. Okay, I’m telling my boss you caught the faerie pox.”

      Hazel grabbed my phone from my hand. “Nice try. Just say you have flu. I don’t get what the problem is.”

      For a start, I have a cursed spellbook which seems to be connected with the dead, and I live in the most haunted city in the country.

      River watched me across the coffee table. “Faerie pox? Really?”

      “It’s a thing.” Humans could only catch the pox by kissing a faerie, not something I particularly wanted to discuss with a cute guy, faerie or not. I didn’t think he and Hazel had been flirting, but he wasn’t her usual type. She preferred rogues and troublemakers, not stuck-up bodyguards with unexpected necromantic talents. And there was that rule about not dating faeries. It shouldn’t apply to me, but River wasn’t my type either. I’d been there before, and walked away with both faerie pox and a broken heart.

      River grinned wickedly. “I know it’s a thing. I was wondering how you knew.”

      Was there a challenge in his expression? He should know better than to flirt with either of us, considering Hazel had told the exact truth about the unfortunate human guy I’d dated at school. And I’d also just accused him of working against us. Though he’d thought the same of me this morning as well…

      I grabbed my phone from Hazel. “We’re experts in everything to do with the faeries. And I do need to call my boss, so if you two don’t mind…”

      River’s brows rose. “You can make phone calls from here?”

      “Sometimes, if the wind’s blowing in the right direction,” I responded. “Don’t ask me how. Same reason electricity works in the house when we aren’t on solid ground—magic.”

      I checked Hazel hadn’t sent anything incriminating to my boss and dashed off a message saying I’d had to attend a funeral. Which was sort of true, and I thought Grandma would get a kick out of it. I’d messaged my former landlord earlier offering to pay for a spell to fix the house and find alternative accommodation for my displaced housemates, but had received no response. Which probably meant I’d been blacklisted from all human-owned housing in the city for the next few decades.

      Right. Let’s see if I can squeeze answers out of this spellbook.

      I went into the library, took out the book, and opened it. Not a single word showed on its aged pages. I flipped it upside-down, held it under the light, yet it remained stubbornly blank. “Come on, you little bastard.” I flipped it over, like if I shook it hard enough, the answers would fall out.

      “What in the world are you doing?” asked Hazel.

      I lowered the book. “Is he gone?”

      “Yeah, he’s back to patrolling outside. It’s not so bad having someone else to help watch the place, to be honest.” Her gaze snagged on the book’s cover. “That looks like a magical rune of some type.”

      “I can’t have magic. Not when I’m…” I trailed off, not sure how I was going to end that sentence. “…not magical.”

      She grinned. “Now you are. Welcome to the club.”
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      In the end, I didn’t get a secret handshake or initiation, just a book that wouldn’t reveal its contents. Hazel and I tried three different variations of witch revealing spells on it, followed by a rare concoction that was supposed to peel away glamour in front of humans—but nothing worked. The pages remained empty. I tried writing my name in the book, but the pen didn’t work. I tried another. Same result.

      “Someone really doesn’t want this book damaged,” Hazel commented as I put the third pen onto the table in the library. “It must be magically preserved.”

      “Faerie magic?” I shook the spellbook, then flipped it upside-down, letting the pages fan out. “Nah, it was hidden in a building of reinforced iron. This has ‘necromancy’ written all over it.”

      “There’s an idea,” she said. “Maybe the necromancers’ guild can help.”

      I snapped the book closed. “Grandma told me to promise not to tell anyone. Besides, I’m not sure I’d really count as a necromancer considering I wasn’t born as one.”

      Only higher level necromancers could actually control the dead, zombies included. Mostly they wandered around wearing Grim Reaper cloaks and being constantly haunted by any ghost in the vicinity. It didn’t look much fun.

      “What are you talking about?” River appeared in the doorway so suddenly he might as well have teleported out of thin air. Bloody half-faeries. I dropped my hand casually to my side to hide the book from view.

      “Can you not do that?” I said. “This isn’t your house, you know.”

      “Your sister gave me leave to enter and exit as I pleased,” he said. “I wanted to ask your permission before applying a barrier to the garden as well as the house.”

      “If you’re using iron, don’t put it near the Seelie Gate,” Hazel said. “The Sidhe would take it as a grave insult. Almost as much as the undead.”

      “Ha ha,” I said. “But really—no iron. I have some, but putting it anywhere near the Sidhe’s favourite corner of the garden is a great way to get yourself turned into a deer.”

      “Do the Sidhe come here often?” he enquired.

      “Not when they’re actually needed, no,” I said, wishing he’d look away so I could conceal the book out of sight. The Sidhe usually only came through the gate in times of dire need. I vaguely remembered the day I’d seen the Summer Sidhe riding through our garden to war with their outcast brethren, but I’d been a toddler at the time and I had only vague recollections of the faerie invasion. I did know Mum had fought, and had the scars to prove it. But other than that, the gate lay mostly unused.

      “The Sidhe will come when necessary,” proclaimed Arden, perching on the door frame. “Human business is not their business.”

      I took the opportunity to slide the book into my pocket as Arden flew out of sight in a whirl of feathers.

      River looked at me. “What type of faerie is he?”

      “He’s the Lynn family’s messenger,” said Hazel.

      “He specialises in useless advice and delivering warnings too late,” I added. “Oh, and he sometimes sits on top of doors and says “Nevermore”.”

      “Arden’s also the only company I’ve had in the house for weeks,” said Hazel. “Guess that’s why he brought Ilsa here.”

      That, or he knew about the book. But I wasn’t about to chase the raven down to ask, and I highly doubted the Sidhe had put the notebook of the dead into my hands.

      “He brought you here?” River asked. “To help with the undead situation?”

      “No,” I said. “I came here to help Hazel, and I’ve every intention of leaving once this is over.”

      “Leaving?” he asked. “Don’t you live here?”

      “Not permanently. I have a job to go back to. What exactly did you think non-Gatekeepers did?” The words sounded more vehement than I’d intended, and I caught a glimpse of Hazel’s hurt expression as she ducked her head. Ah, crap. This was why I’d avoided coming home until now. Hazel hadn’t taken my departure well, and while we’d spoken on the phone every week, I’d held off paying a visit, knowing that setting foot in this place would bring back memories of Sidhe with pretty smiles and poisonous words who tore me down with a single look. I didn’t think even Mum or Hazel understood how difficult it’d been growing up in the Gatekeeper’s shadow until I’d left.

      “I was told your whole family served the Seelie Court,” said River. “But I didn’t know there was more than one Lynn sibling.”

      “We have another twelve hidden in the attic,” I said. “Didn’t you see how many graves there were? We Lynns breed like rabbits.”

      Hazel choked on a laugh, muffling the noise with the back of her hand.

      River turned to me, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Really? Is that one of your hobbies, Ilsa?”

      Heat climbed up my neck. I’d walked right into that one, and I deserved it for assuming most half-faeries didn’t get sarcasm. But at least I’d cheered Hazel up.

      “Yeah, we have almost as many descendants as the Seelie King,” Hazel added.

      I shot her a warning look, which she ignored.

      “The Erlking doesn’t have human bloodlines,” he said, still looking highly amused at my comment. I didn’t think it was that funny. “Or so I’m told.”

      “I don’t know about humans, but someone seems to want me to find the heir to the Seelie Court.”

      Dammit, Hazel. I didn’t think River was a villain, but I could also count the number of people who’d got into the house without the Gatekeeper’s permission on one hand, and one of those was a murderous wraith.

      “What…” His brows drew together. “You’ve been told to find the heir to Summer? As in, the Erlking’s successor?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” said Hazel. “The Gatekeeper’s role is to preserve the peace inside the Court and outside it. Ensuring a peaceful power transition seems a vital part of that, right?”

      Clever. She was trying to talk River into giving up what he knew of the Court’s fragile state.

      “I wasn’t aware there was an upcoming power transition,” River said. “I thought such a task would be considered too delicate for anyone other than the Sidhe themselves.”

      Hazel’s face reddened. She wasn’t used to being put down, and from his matter-of-fact tone, River didn’t seem to realise he’d crossed a line.

      “That’s why I decided to go to the graveyard,” I said quickly. “Our own ancestors were tangled with the Sidhe, so I figured there might be clues about the heir. I guess the wraiths were sent by someone trying to stop us.” It was the only connection I could think of. But did that mean someone in the Grey Vale knew about the missing Seelie heir?

      “Maybe.” River sounded doubtful. “I would have expected someone to tell me that when I received the orders to guard you.”

      He sounded genuinely insulted that they’d neglected to tell him what was going on. Welcome to the club, River. What with the vow binding him, he couldn’t know all his superiors’ motives. And he hadn’t so much as alluded to the Sidhe no longer being immortal, so I assumed he didn’t know about it. But if that was the case, whose binding words had led him to us? And why, for that matter, had I been the one to receive the order to find the heir?

      “Though I can’t say I know why they’d give the job to humans,” he added. “It strikes me as a matter for someone within the Courts, not outsiders.”

      “Maybe they thought we’d do a better job than you,” I said. “Aren’t you supposed to be decorating the lawn?”

      “I could use some assistance.” He looked at me. “I feel like we got off on the wrong foot, and if we’re to work together, it’d be easier if we all got along.”

      It’d be easier if you stopped ordering us around in our own house, for a start. If he hadn’t wanted to end up neck deep in crap, he shouldn’t have got tangled with our family to begin with. But the more I thought about it, the less the situation made sense. Finding out who’d tried to kill us ought to take precedence over whatever was going on in Summer.

      Hazel signalled her I need to talk to you look again. I turned to River. “Sure. I’ll get the spare salt.”

      River gave me a nod and glided to the door. “I’ll be outside. You never know—you might find you enjoy my company after all.”

      “Have fun with that,” Hazel commented. “Mum left me a bunch of paperwork to deal with, so if there are no clues about the heir, I need to get a head start on that. Unless you’d like to help…?”

      “I think I’ll take the garden, thanks.” After five years absent, my grasp of faerie languages was sketchy to say the least, and I wanted to check nothing else had sneaked in. “But seriously—why did you tell him?”

      “There’s something wrong with the request we were given,” she said. “If it was a task given by the Seelie Court for our family only, I’d have got tongue-tied the moment I tried to speak it aloud. You know they take their vows seriously. But this quest—it wasn’t one.”

      “You’re saying someone sent us on a wild goose chase on purpose? The Erlking is dying. And we haven’t seen any evidence to contradict what else Ivy said. If anything, this whole wraith situation proves it’s true.”

      “Maybe our bodyguard knows.”

      “Precisely my thinking.” I’d dealt with the dead today—I could handle an hour with River. But I definitely wouldn’t be bringing up faerie pox. Or half-Sidhe lovers with intoxicating magic. Don’t even go there, Ilsa.

      I fetched the spare salt shaker from the kitchen and went out through the back door, where I found River laboriously scattering salt along the edge of the lawn that bordered the hedge. The field beyond was bare and empty, but the whole garden shone with vibrant Summer magic. I didn’t blame him for removing his coat, but his faerie-made clothes clung to his tall, muscular body and left little to the imagination. I forced my gaze to the sword strapped to his waist instead. Maybe he expected a piskie to jump out of the hedge and attack him. In fairness, it wasn’t unlikely in our garden.

      The talisman meant the Court trusted him. Whether the Gatekeepers could do the same remained to be seen.

      “You can start over there,” he said, pointing at a section of hedge. “Ideally, we shouldn’t leave any gaps, but the gate can remain untouched.”

      “No wraith with any sense would go near there,” I said, shaking salt onto the grass. “I never asked—are they conscious?”

      “Not in the same way regular spirits are. They’re like concentrated emotion. Poltergeists and wraiths have that in common. The force of their rage allows them to do things no normal ghosts can.”

      Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I looked over my shoulder at the house.

      “Enough about the dead,” he said. “I’d like to get to know you, Ilsa.”

      “You’ve met a lot of my family. Some of the dead ones, even. Pretty sure they can give you an accurate picture.”

      “I can’t say your Great-Aunts were keen to stick around for a conversation,” he said lightly.

      “Do all necromancers come equipped with graveyard humour, or is it more of a faerie thing?” Probably the former. Faeries tended to be very literal-minded, and as Hazel had rightly pointed out, most would run screaming at the sight of zombies.

      A smile curled his lip. “We come equipped with a variety of talents.”

      Equipped… talents. Right. His smooth tone sent my thoughts plummeting right into the gutter. I shouldn’t be surprised, considering all my previous interactions with half-faeries involved them either trying to seduce me or throw me in ponds. Occasionally, both at the same time.

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Not subtlety, evidently.”

      He raised both brows innocently, but a trace of his knowing smirk remained. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Let him keep his innuendos. As I’d keep my thoughts several miles away from mental images of what else that smooth tongue might be able to do. It’d been a depressingly long while since I’d had any action in that department, but really.

      Giving myself a mental shake, I finished the salt line. “You’re sure this will work?”

      “Yes,” he said, moving to the next section of hedge. “Necromancers have used this technique for hundreds of years.”

      “That’s what worries me, considering their track record for letting zombie swarms get out of hand.” I turned to see him looking at me. “What?”

      “I’m surprised you know about other supernaturals.”

      “Why? The Gatekeeper deals with them all the time. It’s not like we live on another planet.” I’d absorbed all the information on magic I could get my hands on, yet nothing I’d come across even came close to the spellbook in my pocket.

      “You and your sister grew up here? No other family?”

      “Our brother, but he left a while ago. The others are dead.”

      “So the comment about the twelve siblings in the attic was a joke, then?” He finished the salt line, somehow making even that look elegant. Faeries.

      “Even twins were a surprise to everyone.”

      “Because there’s only supposed to be one Gatekeeper?”

      Why couldn’t I go more than two minutes of conversation with someone and not land up on that topic? “No, because I’m the evil twin, and I actually have two heads. This is a glamour.”

      He appeared behind me, so suddenly that I jumped. “You seem to have missed a spot.”

      I swatted at him, accidentally scattering salt on his shoes. “Least I know you’re not a zombie.”

      His teeth gleamed blindingly white as he grinned. “With this face?”

      I threw more salt at his feet. “Stop laughing at me. I thought this was all serious business.”

      “It is. I thought you’d appreciate the distraction.”

      He was right. I’d forgotten all about the wraith, because now I wanted to upend the salt canister on his head. “Back to work, Mr Professional Bodyguard.”

      He glided back to my side. “Can you use glamour? Your sister said you’re entirely human, and the magic only passes to one of you. It’s a curious way for things to work.”

      Curious? No. Bloody annoying was more like it. “Nope, I just got the defence mechanism. Hit me with magic and you’ll see.” I’d heard variations of the same question a thousand times before and they always ended at the same conclusion. To the Sidhe, if you didn’t have power, you were as good as dead, and I really didn’t need to hear the same from him.

      “Hit you?” he echoed. “Are you certain?”

      Green light slid over his eyes, springing to his palms. Earthy power thrummed in the air, promising pain, and a lot of it. But barely a spark shot from his hands, then ricocheted ten feet into the air.

      “That was pathetic.” I looked into his emerald eyes and tried to ignore the way his earthy magic infiltrated my senses. “Try it. Hit me with everything you have.”

      Green light blasted towards me, spiralling to the right. Thorny plants sprang up where it hit the ground, twenty feet away from me. River frowned, his hands lighting up again, and took a step in my direction. The earthy scent grew stronger, overpowering the latent magic in the garden. Or maybe it was the fact that he was standing inches from my face. Green light rippled where he ran a hand down the front of the invisible shield. My skin prickled in response to the proximity of his magic. I couldn’t recall anyone ever getting close enough to test the shield’s exact boundaries, which made me feel weirdly exposed in a way I couldn’t explain.

      “I said hit me, not stroke me.” Shit, that sounded wrong.

      An amused spark appeared in his eyes. “I can do both.”

      Light flashed behind my head, and a buzzing noise came from the house as the deflected magic bounced off its shield. “Nice,” I said. “The house will probably set a swarm of mice on you for that.”

      “Can it do that?”

      “Mum’s the one who set up the spell, so theoretically—yes. Whenever Hazel or I decided to sleep in instead of getting up early for school, she used to pre-program the house to dump ice-cold water onto our heads.”

      “Is that so?” Green light exploded from his fingertips, hitting the shield. Again, it shot into the air like a firework.

      River stepped backwards, his gaze skimming over me. “Impressive. It’s not like any defensive barrier I’ve seen before.”

      I shrugged, pretending not to be bothered by his close scrutiny of me. “I’m this close to Faerie. If I didn’t have that defence, I’d be catatonic from all the magic. Nobody else can stay here for long.”

      “So… your father? Your sister said he moved away.”

      “Back to Ireland. He lasted a year. Pollen allergies didn’t help.”

      “I can’t imagine they did,” he commented. “I assume you’re not allergic.” He raised a hand and the thorny plants he’d accidentally conjured disappeared, reforming in a line in front of the fence.

      I raised an eyebrow. “You think thorns can hurt ghosts?”

      “No, but I think it’s an improvement.” Flowers sprang to life between the faerie thorns, a deceptive contrast to the sharp pointy stems which I knew from a former painful experience could tear through to the bone. “Your sister doesn’t seem to have taken good care of the garden.”

      All the Summer faeries I’d met seemed to like nature more than they liked people. Though I was fairly sure most didn’t also enjoy raising the dead. The flowers’ petals glistened, red as blood. “Seelie magic, huh. Pretty but deadly sharp.”

      “You have a cutting tongue yourself.” He picked up the salt shaker again. “Where do you live when you’re not here?”

      “Edinburgh.”

      “My family lives there.”

      “The human—necromancer one. Right?”

      “Right.” He nodded. “I thought you were tied to this house by magic. That’s why I was surprised.”

      “We can’t move more than ten miles from the Ley Line without side effects. But the Line goes through the whole country and moves around a lot.” I shrugged, scattering more salt. “So I’m guessing you trained at the necromancer guild?”

      His smile slipped a fraction. “Yes, I did, for a while. My mother’s side of the family works there.”

      So when it’d come down to a choice between human and faerie realms, he’d picked Faerie. I guessed most people would choose piskies over zombies. “Don’t you miss this realm, if you were raised here?”

      Now I was asking personal questions? I really was too curious for my own good.

      “Do you miss home?” he asked, his expression unreadable.

      “Nice evasion,” I said. “Yes. I do miss it. Missing somewhere doesn’t mean you belong there. There aren’t many career options available out here, in case it wasn’t obvious. Actually, there’s kind of only one option.” Most Lynns hadn’t minded being the Gatekeeper’s assistant. It was supposed to be an honour to have anything to do with the Courts at all.

      “So what’s your ambition?” he asked.

      “Maybe academia. I’m applying for a PhD.”

      “In what?”

      “Folklore.”

      “Naturally. Do you get bonus points for belonging to the Sidhe?”

      “I don’t belong to them,” I said. “I spend most of my time arguing with academics about the definition of a banshee, and most humans have no idea who the Lynns are.” Any warmth I might have felt towards him had thoroughly disappeared. He’d spoken to me like a person, but still thought of me as a toy.

      A sudden draft of cold air struck me from behind and I spun around, hearing Hazel shout from the house. Outside, the grass had begun to ripple and swirl like an ocean stirred by currents. I stared, transfixed, as the ground churned, the flowerpots under the window toppling over. Debris flew into the air and struck the window, leaving a fist-sized crack. A flurry of screeching piskies flew past like a flock of demented pigeons, and I ran for the back door. “Hazel!”

      Hazel ran into the kitchen, eyes wide. “The window’s broken. My magic—it’s not working on it.” I’d never seen her look so scared. “Is that—?”

      “A wraith? I’d say so.” But I couldn’t see it.

      Hazel grabbed my arm in a way she hadn’t since we were five and Mum was in a temper. Now would be a good time to come back, Mum. I knew better than to expect a Sidhe knight to ride in on a horse and save the day, either. The Sidhe didn’t help anyone except their own kind, and maybe even they would run from the dead.

      More debris struck the house with a series of cracks. I turned back to the lawn, putting myself between Hazel and the invisible assailant, salt shaker in hand—for all the good it did against an unseen foe.

      Then I spotted River, standing in the centre of the lawn as though there wasn’t a monster throwing sharp objects around right in front of him. What the hell is he doing? Even a faerie talisman was useless against a ghost. Maybe his faerie vow was compelling him to fight it, but nothing could kill the dead.

      Except…

      Pale light glowed from my pocket. As my fingers brushed against the book’s cover, the same odd tingling sensation from the cemetery took hold of me again. I grabbed the book and it flew open, words skimming the pages too quickly to read.

      A hiss of icy air passed over my skin, and River shouted aloud as he was sent flying backwards, striking the wall beneath the kitchen window. Greyness edged in around my vision, and I saw it. Floating above where River had been, it looked like a shadow vaguely shaped like a person. No features, no limbs—just pulsing, malevolent energy. Raw fear pounded inside my head, yet my hand on the book was oddly steady.

      The world fogged over, a blurred grey mist covering everything. For a second, I thought I saw Grandma’s ghost at my side, mouthing words I couldn’t hear. A brighter patch shone amongst the grey, a floating, vaguely humanoid shape. A being of wrath and darkness, which writhed, its mouth stretched open in a silent scream. Oh… my god.

      Hazel’s cry snapped me out of my trance.

      “Hey!” I screamed, waving the book. Light shone up my arms, arced through the air and smacked into the wraith. Its shadowy form writhed with a deafening screech—then it turned around. I couldn’t explain why, considering it had no visible eyes, but its attention seemed to suck all the life from the air. It’d seen me, sensed me, and wanted me dead.

      My breath caught. Seeing that whirling shadow was like looking into a swirling pit of darkness. So much hate and anger rolled over me, bringing a bitter taste to my tongue. It’s trapped. It’s stuck in that form.

      Another light caught my gaze from the lawn below. Several white flame-like lights—candles. That’s what River had been doing on the lawn. Setting up a necromancer trap to banish the wraith. And any person who had necromantic abilities could light those candles, even from a distance.

      The numbness locking my hands receded enough for me to tighten my grip on the book. A fierce power burned from my mind to my fingertips as I concentrated on the candles. Light burst from my hands again, this time directed not at the wraith but at the spirit circle on the lawn. Immediately, it came to life. The light streamed up into the air to converge around the point of the screeching, trapped spirit.

      The light exploded. I fell back, shielding my eyes, head pounding, body shaking. I stared as the wraith’s form dissolved, disappearing into the lights, leaving rippling grass and debris behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hazel?” I called shakily.

      “I’m okay,” she said, her voice muffled. “Is it gone?”

      “I think it is.”

      I jumped back as the house trembled, and the bumps and tears in the wall repaired themselves before my eyes. Shattered glass vanished from the lawn. I walked forwards. River still lay against the wall, his eyes closed.

      “Hey.” I ran to him. “River. You okay?” He might be annoying and condescending, but I hadn’t wanted him to get killed defending us.

      River groaned, shifting into a sitting position. “Is it gone? I used a circle…”

      Hazel and I looked at one another. “Yeah, it’s gone,” I said.

      “I haven’t faced one that tough before.” He climbed to his feet. “Bastard really didn’t want to let go of the mortal plane.”

      “Are you okay? Come in. I think the house is done repairing itself now.”

      “Repairing itself?” He blinked, then shrugged. “I need to check the garden.”

      “Not if you have a concussion, you don’t,” Hazel said.

      “I don’t,” he said, climbing to his feet. “I have healing magic, in any case. It’s fairly essential in this line of business.”

      “Because your vow forces you to stand in the way if your client gets attacked?” asked Hazel.

      River looked at her. “Occasionally, but it depends on the circumstances. I’ve never had a client threatened by the dead before. I thought I hadn’t finished speaking the banishing spell when it hit me.” His gaze was questioning—penetrating, even.

      Did I want to tell him what I’d done? It seemed only fair to. But when I opened my mouth to speak, what came out instead was, “I’ll finish the salt lines. Just in case there’s another one.”

      I put my hand in my pocket to show him the book, and my hand… stuck. I tried to pull it out, and a wrenching tug gripped my chest, my fingers locking around the book seemingly of their own accord. I let the book go, and my hand came free. Had I imagined seeing Grandma? I’d say no, but there wasn’t any sign of her left.

      “I didn’t sense anything else,” he said. “It must have been waiting nearby until we came back to the house. I shouldn’t have left you alone.” He addressed Hazel. “I can only offer my apologies.”

      “I’m not hurt. You’re the one who got flung into a wall.” Hazel looked at me again, and seemed to be communicating something with her eyes. “I didn’t even see what was attacking.”

      But I did. At first I hadn’t, but when the book opened… the grey light I’d seen was the spirit sight. I knew it as surely as I knew my own name. But the necromancers saw the world that way all the time, not just when they used magic.

      River walked to the candles set up where the spirit had vanished. They looked like regular candles but made of some sort of plastic rather than wax, and edged in iron.

      “So is that how it usually is when you banish spirits?” I asked, watching him pace the circle as though checking the spirit was gone. “You set up that—spirit circle?”

      “Yes,” he said, back in serious business mode again. “It’s effectively to keep a spirit caged in one place so I can use a banishing spell on it. No matter how strong they are, they’re no longer bound to the world of the living. That means the veil constantly tugs on them, pulling them towards the gates.”

      “The gates to the afterlife?” asked Hazel.

      “Nobody actually knows what lies Beyond, but yes,” he said.

      I hadn’t seen any gates, but the whole thing had happened so fast. My heart still raced, and the image of that creature exploding into light replayed behind my eyes. I knew necromancers. They’d been everywhere in Edinburgh. Like many old cities steeped in history, it had no shortage of spiritual activity. They even made tourist attractions out of it, in the world before the faeries had invaded and everyone gained more experience with ghosts than they’d ever wanted. The Ley Line in particular was close to the veil…

      The veil. The Vale. Whoever had named the place must know both worlds. The Grey Vale was a physical plane, though, a separate part of Faerie itself. The necromancers’ veil was the part of the spirit world visible to people with the spirit sight. Nobody aside from advanced necromancers knew what lay on other side of the gates of death, the place known as Beyond…

      There was a flash of silver light above the circle, then all the flames went out.

      “Nice,” Hazel said. “If I threw something into the circle—”

      “Please don’t,” River said. “I used to train novices. There’s only so many times you can tell them not to put things in the summoning circles before you start losing the will to live.”

      “So you’re a certified necromancer?” I asked. Working for the guild was one thing, but only the best were tasked with the tricky and dangerous business of introducing new necromancers to the spirit world.

      “I am, yes.” He crouched down beside the candles and began to move them into a sack that he must have conjured up from somewhere.

      “Aren’t Guardians the top level?” asked Hazel.

      “Technically. Guardians are the only necromancers who can pass between the gates and the veil, but nobody can do that without permanently leaving their living body behind.”

      “Is that your life goal?” I asked. “Guarding the gates of the dead?”

      “Not quite.” He picked up the last candle. “You have to be dead to take that position. It’s not a life goal so much as a death one.”

      “Very funny. So you prefer being a human shield?”

      He rose to his feet. “Generally my assignments involve guarding objects, not people. The Sidhe are fiercely protective of their possessions.”

      “Oh, fun,” said Hazel. From what I’d heard, the Sidhe were as fond of stealing from one another as they were of attempted murder. “So this is probably light entertainment for you, if you’ve been anywhere near the borderlands.”

      “How’d you guess?” River said. “The borderlands were my first assignment. Ilsa, should I leave the candles outside the house?”

      I’d turned away at the initiation of faerie talk. “Why ask my permission?” I said. “I don’t own the place.”

      Hazel gave me a vaguely puzzled look, but I ignored it. It wasn’t worth feeling insulted that River was capable of having a conversation with my sister without implying she was the Sidhe’s property.

      “Do you think another wraith will show up, then?” she asked him.

      “Possibly,” said River. “You’re not to leave the house again today.”

      “Excuse me?” I said. “It attacked us right here. Logically, we’re no safer staying in than we are going out.” Wraith or none, answers weren’t here—about the heir or otherwise. And I needed to speak to Grandma’s ghost again, if just to tell her that it’d be helpful if I could talk to River about my newfound magic.

      One look at River’s face told me he wasn’t budging without a fight, and I’d had quite enough conflict for today already. Besides, I was certain Grandma had appeared next to the house. Maybe she was still here.

      “Can you sense any more ghosts?” I asked River.

      “No, I can’t. I’d tell you if I did.”

      Hmm. Maybe she’d hidden herself from him. Considering he’d decided to start ordering us around again, I didn’t blame her.

      “Is that your spirit sight?” asked Hazel, with a not-so-subtle glance at me. Maybe she figured I wanted to tell him. But he didn’t take the hint.

      “My spirit sight allows me to sense if anyone living or dead is in the general vicinity, yes.”

      “Then why didn’t you pick up on the wraith?” she asked. I’d been about to ask the same question, as unwise as I knew it was.

      Sure enough, River’s eyes narrowed. “Because for some reason, I can’t detect those monstrosities until they’re right on top of us. It’s like it bypassed the veil altogether.”

      “So the salt didn’t do much,” I observed.

      “It stopped the wraith from getting into the house,” he said. “Which is likely why it decided to unleash a frontal assault on your defences. If you two had been inside the house, you’d have been fine.”

      Hazel folded her arms. “Right, so I’m supposed to hide. Its magic shouldn’t have been able to touch me.”

      “That wasn’t faerie magic, it was death energy,” he said. “Otherwise known as necromantic power or kinetic energy. Like a highly powered poltergeist.”

      No kidding. Poltergeists broke stuff. The wraith had put a dent in a magical house with more defences than almost anywhere. And it was the third one we’d encountered in a day. One thing was abundantly clear: the person who’d summoned it wanted one or all of us dead. River thought he’d banished it. But he hadn’t. I’d done it. Somehow…

      Hazel beckoned me into the living room when I returned to the house to deposit the empty salt canister.

      “You did it,” she said in a low voice. “Didn’t you? It wasn’t him.”

      “You’ve got it. Also, I can’t tell him.”

      “Nor me.” Her gaze dropped to my pocket. “Seriously. I tried to ask you in front of River, and it’s like the words—stuck. Must be a spell on the book.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I said. “I need to talk to Grandma. Maybe she knows why we have necromancy in the family.”

      When it came to supernatural hierarchies, mage and faerie magic tended to come out on top, while witch and necromancer magic came second to any other magic in the family. So most hybrids lived in one world or the other, not both the way River seemed to. Then again, it was fitting that our family, which didn’t entirely belong in Faerie or the mortal realm, had links with necromancers. Still, we were tied to the Summer Court, and I’d thought our family’s magic rested in life, not death.

      “Life and death are intertwined,” Arden interjected, when I said this out loud. “You cannot separate one from the other.”

      “Of course you’d talk in riddles,” said Hazel. “That won’t help us now. Why did she give the magic to you?”

      “That’s nice,” I said, a little stung.

      Hazel winced. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that. But it’s weird.”

      “Yeah, it is,” I muttered. Maybe the person who’d created the book had decided the Gatekeeper had enough power of their own, and it was only fair that someone else had a shot at developing magical abilities. Sure would have been nice if this had happened when I was a teenager, so I wouldn’t have had to go through puberty while watching the Sidhe’s magic transform my sister into a powerful magic user, while I remained an ordinary human. Admittedly, any type of magic came with a sting in the tail. Like murderous wraiths, for instance. “Perhaps the book’s set on a timer to awaken once per generation and target a non-Gatekeeper. It’s not like Morgan is a contender.”

      Hazel grimaced like she always did when I mentioned our estranged brother. He’d reacted to not being Gatekeeper by running away and turning to a life of crime, and Mum pretended he didn’t exist most of the time. “No, I suppose not.” She sighed. “I’m going to shower.”

      “Have you told Dad, by the way?” I asked as she left the room.

      “No, of course not,” said Hazel, over her shoulder. “He doesn’t need to know every time Mum goes jaunting off to Faerie. And it’s not like he can do anything about the wraiths. We’ll be fine.”

      Let’s hope so. Dad didn’t get in touch often, but telling him killers were after us would cause unnecessary panic considering he didn’t have any magic of his own. He wasn’t so much inattentive as eternally absent. Possibly, I took after him, because I’d only spoken to Mum a handful of times in the last few years. We’d argued before I left, and while I hadn’t disappeared off the face of the earth like Morgan had, I spent entirely too much time justifying my decision to leave. It’d taken me a while to conclude that maybe she envied that I had the choice, unlike her and Hazel.

      I caught sight of my blurred reflection in the newly repaired window. An odd silver light gleamed over my forehead, and I frowned, walking closer. What in the world is that?

      I ran to the hall mirror to properly look, and gasped. A thin cut snaked down my cheek where I’d been hit by debris in my collapsing house, but more significantly, a pattern of swirling silver lines appeared on my forehead like an elaborate tattoo. I walked right up to the mirror and rubbed it with my sleeve. Then I touched a hand to my face, followed the line with my fingertips. The skin felt slightly raised.

      When did that happen?

      I walked to the sink in the kitchen and ran a cloth under the tap. Then I pressed it to my face. My reflection on the inside of the now-fogged window still wore the mark. It hadn’t faded at all. Soap had no effect. It only irritated the skin, and left the mark intact.

      My heart started beating fast. No. It can’t be permanent. For the last five years, I’d been relatively free of the questions that plagued me in Foxwood, because nobody at the university had ever met my sister. I didn’t have a lot of friends, but that was by choice. Not because I had “I’m cursed” written in blazing ink on my forehead. For the first time since the attack, tears stung my eyes, and a bitter taste coated my tongue. I imagined Hazel, twelve years old, waking up to the same sight—not difficult, because I’d witnessed it. She’d screamed in wild delight, running up and down the halls, not knowing or caring yet that the mark was one of the signs the Sidhe usually put on things that belonged to them.

      The one thought that had carried me through the last eleven years was knowing I was my own person, not someone else’s. And now a similar mark gleamed across my forehead in a swirling pattern of lines.

      Wait. I know that symbol. I pulled the book from my pocket. The swirling lines on the cover hadn’t moved, nor did they glow like before—but the symbol was definitely the same. I didn’t know it. Whatever faerie tongue it was, it carried no translation that I knew of.

      One thing was clear—whatever the mark was, it meant trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong with your face?” asked Hazel, when she came downstairs to find me in the living room. I lowered the sci-fi paperback I’d been attempting to read—spaceships and explosions, no faeries and curses, thanks—and she gasped as my hood slipped down. “What is that? Holy shit.”

      I put the book on the coffee table. “I guess it’s like a faerie mark. It won’t come off.” I pulled some of my hair forward into my eyes. I’d needed a haircut for weeks, but hadn’t had much in the way of spare cash. “I need one of Everett’s witch charms to cover it up.”

      Agnes and her husband Everett were the only people who might have skill enough to hide a spell signature. I’d never seen anything close to it—except the Gatekeeper’s mark.

      Arden fluttered down to land on the arm of the sofa. “You won’t remove that mark with a spell.”

      “What?” I looked at him. “You don’t know what the mark means—do you?”

      “The mark is the Gatekeeper’s.”

      “I’m not the Gatekeeper. I don’t even know what this magic is. I can’t actually read the book it came from.” I pulled it out of my pocket. Apparently I could speak freely about it in front of Arden, but he was family.

      Hazel sucked in a breath and pointed at the book’s leathery cover. “Look.”

      “I know it’s the same symbol,” I said. “But it’s not the faerie language.”

      “No,” she said. “I’ve been trying to figure out where I saw something like that before, and I have seen similar runes recently. On River’s sword.”

      “Seriously?” I stared at her. “But he’s not—”

      “It’s not death magic,” she said. “Not like, the corrupted outcast magic, anyway.”

      “Definitely not,” I said with a shudder. The Grey Vale beasts that ended up stranded in this realm… if they had any magic at all, it was a darker version of Summer’s or Winter’s. While Summer drew on life magic to thrive, the darker version fed on life force. There were skin-eating faeries and beasts that sucked the blood from your veins while your heart still beat. Winter magic thrived as the seasons turned to decay, but its darker version fed on despair and hate, and creatures like hellhounds grew more powerful the more death there was in the area.

      I didn’t gain strength from the magic. All I’d done was banish the spirit, in the same way a necromancer would. It wasn’t Summer or Winter magic, in any shape or form that I knew of. So why did I have a faerie mark?

      “I can’t go out like this,” I said. “Does Mum have any disguise charms? She must have rearranged her desk, because I couldn’t find any.”

      “Sure,” Hazel said. I got up and walked behind her into Mum’s workroom. Of all the rooms in the house, it was the messiest, filled with an array of weapons and tools and miscellaneous magical ingredients. While the faerie-made weapons were conspicuously absent, Mum had left no shortage of witch spells behind, since they didn’t work in Faerie.

      “Here.” Hazel held up a teardrop-shaped necklace. “One of Everett’s illusion spells. It’s been here a few weeks, but it should work.”

      I put the necklace on and walked to the hall mirror. Immediately, the mark faded into the background, leaving smooth skin behind. When I ran my finger over my forehead, I could still feel the slightly raised pattern, but it was no longer visible.

      “Thanks,” I said to Hazel. “It’s a good job Mum had it. I just wish she’d told me about all this.”

      “Yeah,” said Hazel, biting her lip. The unexpected nervous gesture made her look younger. “She’d better have a really good reason for ditching us. As for Grandma, she’d better have a good reason for not telling us—anything.”

      “She didn’t have long to speak, I don’t think,” I said, touching my forehead. “But there aren’t any other ghosts to ask. I need an actual source, from the Court or… I don’t know. Do the Sidhe have anyone designated to deal with the Grey Vale?” I didn’t think so, somehow. They’d been as taken by surprise as we had when the outcasts had invaded this realm and waged war against the supernaturals here.

      “Mum might know,” Hazel said. “The Sidhe generally avoid discussing the outcasts if they can help it.”

      The door opened and River walked in. I lowered my hand and turned my back on the mirror, hoping he hadn’t seen.

      “There’s a problem,” said River. “I’ve been in contact with the local necromancers, and apparently they picked up some unusual necromantic activity coming from this direction.”

      “They detected the wraith?” That might lead to unwelcome questions. I’d never spoken to the local necromancers, but everyone knew about their ongoing feud with the village’s other supernaturals. We tended to stay out of one another’s way at the best of times.

      “You spoke to them behind my back?” said Hazel. “If the local supernaturals are involved, they’re supposed to go through me.”

      River must think the wraith’s threat was more important than our family’s secrecy. That or the way the wraith had vanished had raised his suspicions after all.

      “I’m just passing on the message.” He put his phone in his pocket. An old model, covered in a heavy plastic case probably to stop the metal touching his bare skin. I hadn’t realised he had the necromancers’ contact details, let alone that they actually used them. There wasn’t much chance of a phone signal from the afterlife.

      “Thanks,” Hazel said to him. “I really appreciate you telling all the local supernaturals that the Gatekeeper’s heir failed to stop a ghost putting a dent in her house.”

      “I didn’t tell them that,” River said. “It’s inevitable that someone would have picked up on the aftereffects. I’m told there have been a few other incidents of undead attacks in the area lately.”

      “I told you that,” Hazel said. “Who was the local necromancer head again? Graves, right?”

      “Greaves,” River said. “I’m told he’s not fond of the nickname.”

      “I’ll speak to him in person and set him straight, then,” I said. Maybe I’d even find someone at the necromancer guild who knew about the book. As much as I’d wanted to avoid attention, it seemed sensible to ask an expert about whether it was possible for a non-necromancer to have necromantic magic.

      The necromancers’ guild was so far on the outskirts of town, it was almost part of the fields, down the road from the Lynn family mausoleum. Around the guild, the fields were abandoned as their owners had fled during the faerie invasion, untouched by the life magic covering the Summer estate. A medium-sized building with blacked-out windows housed the necromancers of this region. Rather than making for the building, however, River pushed open the gate into the graveyard alongside it. The earth was fresh, like it had been recently disturbed.

      River walked down the row of gravestones. “This is what the call was about,” he said, indicating the surface of the nearest grave. A symbol appeared above the grave, a swirling silver pattern. Then it vanished.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      The same symbol marked my face.

      Hazel stepped forwards. “Looks like a spell. Are the necromancers even here?”

      Never mind that. What in hell was the symbol that had appeared on my face doing in the necromancers’ graveyard?

      “This is a spell signature,” said River. “According to the necromancers, they traced its source to the Ley Line. And this mark looks just like yours, Hazel.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” She lifted her hair to show him. “What exactly are they accusing us of?”

      A stooped figure appeared from behind the grave. For an instant, I thought he was a ghost—but he didn’t have that odd shimmer about him that the dead did.

      “Mr Greaves,” said River.

      ‘Graves’ seemed a more appropriate name. He looked so old and frail it was a wonder he could stand, or hunch, anyway, looking at the trampled earth around the headstone beside him.

      “What did you do?” he demanded. “If this mark is yours, one of you cast a necromantic spell and raised my predecessor from the dead.”

      Oh shit. That’s what he thought we’d done?

      “We aren’t necromancers,” said Hazel. “And that mark isn’t mine. I’m the Summer Gatekeeper’s heir.”

      “And your sister—”

      “Can’t use magic,” I said.

      “Maybe don’t accuse us of crimes we never committed. You don’t want to make an enemy of the Gatekeepers, Graves,” Hazel said.

      Graves narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s Greaves, not Graves. And don’t think I won’t teach you your place if you continue to insult us.” His voice was deep and gravelly with a spine-chilling quality that made me want to slowly back away.

      “Perhaps we might talk to the spirit, if he’s still here?” River cut in.

      “Exactly,” I said, determined not to let the old man intimidate me. “Pretty sure the spirit can set the record straight.”

      Abruptly, the world went grey, and the graveyard disappeared, blanketed under thick fog. Three figures stood out—River, Greaves… and a blank white space.

      I backed away by instinct, feet bumping against a headstone. Fear prickled every inch of my skin. The white light grew above the grave until it was human-height. Features became distinct, like a camera coming into focus, and I realised it was a person. An old man, who might have been Greaves’s twin. His father?

      The ghost watched me. “So this is the Gatekeeper,” he said.
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      “We need to ask you a question,” I said, before Hazel could anger Greaves any more. Or the spirit, come to that. But the old man didn’t have the same scary vibe as his living son did. His semi-transparent shade hardly came up to my shoulder.

      “I didn’t come back from the dead for young upstarts like you to make fun of me,” muttered the ghost, and about-turned, like he intended to walk through a door. Except there wasn’t one. Just his grave. An unexpected flash of pity went through me. I knew how spirits had trouble adjusting to reality. Even necromancers, apparently. “I came to speak to the Gatekeeper.”

      “That’s my mum, and she’s not here,” said Hazel.

      “Not that Gatekeeper.” His gaze fixed on me, and I froze.

      So did the others. The living Mr Greaves locked into position, his mouth half-open, while River’s body stiffened, too. Hazel was completely still, one hand slightly outstretched. What the hell?

      “Don’t look at me like that,” said the spirit. “It’s temporary. Looks like you can’t speak of your title to anyone living. Whoever made the spell forgot to include the dead in that arrangement.”

      “I…” I gaped at him. “You know about the book?”

      My second question: had he used necromancy he used to freeze Graves and the others? Unlike raising the dead, I could think of a few scenarios where that sort of power would come in handy.

      “I know. I’m not the only one,” he said. “You’re in danger.”

      Seriously? His timing for warnings was about as useful as that bloody raven’s. “If you know the book, can you tell me why I can’t read the damn thing?”

      “Patience,” he said. “I never expected to be raised from death, much less subject to a questioning by one of the living. It’s been over a decade since I had a conversation, least of all about that book.”

      “You talked to Grandma? You must be able to sense her, if she’s a ghost. Wait—first question is, do you know who raised the undead who attacked us?” I couldn’t reel in my questions. I craved answers like oxygen, and to be honest, the cold clinging fog was starting to make my hands go numb. Was I in Death, or was this what the world looked like with my spirit sight switched on?

      “One question at a time. Yes, I’ve spoken to your grandmother. Yes, I can sense her if she’s nearby, but not at the present moment. No, I don’t, because I’ve been gone for over a decade. Next question.”

      “Er…” Questions bubbled to the surface and I sifted them over in my mind. “Who put that mark—spell signature—on your grave, when it wasn’t me who raised you?”

      “Absolutely no idea. As I said—I only just woke up.”

      “But you know the Lynn family.”

      “I do. And I know that the power you’ve picked up is potent and dangerous, too much so for you to access all at once.”

      “The book’s completely blank,” I told him. “How am I supposed to learn how to use its power if I can’t read it?”

      I shifted as his gaze roamed over my face—and I knew, when his eyes went wide, that he’d seen the mark. In the spirit realm, somehow, I couldn’t hide it.

      “So the mark doesn’t lie,” he mused. “You have an unfortunate gift, Gatekeeper.”

      “I’m not Gatekeeper.”

      “The gates of Death are open to you, Ilsa Lynn.”

      Ice trailed down my back. “Look, I have something important to do for the Seelie Court, and whoever’s sending the dead after me and my sister is getting in my way.”

      The old man’s eyes narrowed at those words. “Yes, your family is known for its devotion to our… neighbours.”

      Of course necromancers didn’t like the Sidhe, or any faerie species. They believed faeries didn’t have souls, while faeries feared death like nothing else.

      “My family,” I said. “Not me. I’m not a necromancer either. I’m here to help my sister and for no other reason. Got it?”

      He looked aggrieved. “Being one of us really isn’t that bad. Modern language has caused people to forget the original definitions of magic, but ‘necromancy’ doesn’t literally mean ‘death magic’. It means conversing with the dead, not raising them.”

      “What, like we’re doing right now?” I rubbed my hands together in an attempt to warm them up. “Or am I a ghost?”

      He raised his eyes to the sky. “I retired from teaching a decade ago. If you want to learn basic necromancy, the guild might have a guidebook lying around somewhere.”

      I sincerely doubted the living Mr Greaves would let me wander away with the necromancers’ property. “Isn’t this a guidebook?” I tapped my pocket where the book was hidden.

      “Not for amateurs.”

      Now the dead guy was sassing me. Wonderful.

      “If I’m an amateur, then it’s because nobody at any point in my life decided to warn me that I have necromancer ancestry.” I folded my arms across my chest. “That’s why I got picked, right? No human can have the spirit sight otherwise.”

      “I’m glad to hear your mother didn’t neglect your education,” he said, in a bored voice. “I am not, however, the person to ask about that book. You’re a necromancer by all definitions, but that book of yours belongs to another type of magic entirely.”

      “Faerie?” I self-consciously touched the mark on my forehead. “How about the Grey Vale? Have you seen that place?”

      “Of course I’ve seen it,” he said. “All of us who’ve passed through Death’s gates in recent years have seen the part of Faerie where nothing and nobody ever dies.” He gave a frankly creepy laugh. “I’ve met a few spirits who talk of the horrors on the other side. There’s a reason it’s unwise to use necromancy on the Ley Line. And yes, that includes your magic, too, Ilsa.”

      He snapped his fingers. Everyone unfroze.

      “You must know we aren’t necromancers,” Hazel said to him. “So why blame us for bringing you back? Are you sure a ghost didn’t just sneeze somewhere and wake you up?”

      “Your impertinence does you no favours.” The spirit rotated on the spot. “I didn’t see who raised me, but their magic apparently carried your signature, if that mark is to be believed.”

      My signature. It should be impossible. But the living Mr Greaves’s forbidding presence made me reluctant to question him further. More to the point, Hazel apparently hadn’t heard any of the words we’d exchanged. Nobody looked shocked to have been frozen. Did they not notice at all? That spirit had some seriously powerful magic. Advanced necromancy, or something you could only do when dead.

      “That’s complete bullshit,” Hazel said. “Not only did we do nothing wrong, we were attacked on our own property. We’re peacekeepers, Graves, and whoever tried to kill us is threatening my job as well as my family’s lives.”

      “I can’t move from this spot,” said the ghost. “You’ll have to ask my successor if you’d like someone to look into your issues with the dead.”

      The living Mr Greaves narrowed his eyes. “I’m more inclined to assume the two of you are making up elaborate lies.”

      “We aren’t liars,” Hazel said heatedly. “Someone raised the dead in our mausoleum, too. Can’t you look into that?”

      “My people are already investigating the situation at the request of one Holly Lynn. I’d suggest you leave before you implicate yourselves further.”

      Well, damn. I’d forgotten Holly and the Winter Lynns might have words to say about the state of their dead relatives’ graves.

      “Neither of us was responsible for raising any ghosts,” I said. “But we can find out who did.”

      I didn’t add, or we’ll all be in a grave of our own by the end of the week.
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      I’d planned to revisit the necromancers the following morning and demand answers, but Arden derailed my plans. I woke to a racket which sounded like a swarm of vultures fighting over a corpse. Pushing the curtains back from my bedroom window, I saw River pointing his sword at Arden, who flew overhead with a scroll clamped in his beak, squawking loudly. Oh, boy.

      “Hey!” I shouted through the window. “Arden, cut it out!”

      I just about had the presence of mind to grab a dressing gown before dashing downstairs into the hallway. Hazel got there first, opening the door and running outside.

      “Don’t stab the messenger,” she told River.

      River glared up at Arden, his blade extended in such a way that suggested it’d take little effort to cut the raven out of the air. Arden dropped the scroll on River’s head and flew off.

      “What the hell was that about?” I asked, smothering a laugh at River’s expression.

      “He sneaked up on me,” River said, lowering his sword and retrieving the scroll. “I apologise for disturbing you.”

      “Menace,” said Hazel, shaking her head after the bird. “What’s that note?”

      I took it from him. “It’s addressed to you, Hazel.”

      “Crap,” said Hazel, as I passed the scroll to her. “Winter’s ball… it’s the solstice. I forgot all about it.”

      I groaned. There were two events every year of immense importance to all faeries living in the mortal realm—the summer and winter solstices. Due to some bizarre tradition, each event came with a grand event held on the territory of one of the Lynns, and the summer celebration was held on Winter’s territory, while our family hosted the winter one. Probably because Summer’s power was at its peak right now and they thought it was unfair. Their timing couldn’t be worse if they’d tried.

      “What happens on the solstice?” River asked, sheathing his blade. His fair hair was dishevelled and if the shadows under his eyes were any indication, he’d spent the night sitting out on the porch again.

      “We go to the Winter Gatekeeper’s house and pretend not to hate each other for one evening,” I said. “Or rather, Mum and Hazel are supposed to go and deal with Holly and her delightful mother.”

      Holly and I had actually been friends once, until Mum and her fellow Gatekeeper had had a dramatic falling-out. I still wasn’t quite sure what they’d argued about, only that the result was a week of droughts and heat waves followed by blizzards and frost. Their feud came to an end when a contingent of Sidhe had appeared and yelled at everyone for using their magic for trivial purposes, then put another curse on us for good measure to stop us from murdering one another. We hadn’t really spoken since. Despite what the old ghost had said, I hadn’t seen anyone near the cemetery the day before, so I’d assumed Holly had reported the state of the place to the necromancers and then left.

      “We can’t get out of it,” said Hazel, heading back into the house. “Maybe Holly has some pointers about dealing with zombies.”

      “You don’t think Holly might know about what’s going on?” I suggested, waiting for River to enter then closing the door firmly behind him.

      “Maybe,” said Hazel. “Perhaps Aunt Candice and Mum had another falling-out and she summoned the wraith in vengeance.”

      “If you suspect these people, I need to speak with them,” River said, as we walked into the living room.

      “You can’t attack our relatives,” I said. “I don’t see why they’d do this, anyway. All of us are bound in a truce that prevents any Lynn from inflicting damage on another. That’s the second part of our curse.”

      “But summoning wraiths doesn’t count,” said Hazel. “Not that they can do necromancy anyway. Holly’s an only child and all the magic she has is the Winter Gatekeeper’s. She and Aunt Candice are peacekeepers like us. Same goals, different Court.”

      “I’d like to speak with this other family of yours if possible.” Despite his polite tone, River seemed tetchier than usual. He also seemed to have borrowed the sci-fi paperback I’d been reading yesterday since it’d disappeared from the coffee table, but that was the least of my grievances. I’d hoped—ridiculously—that today would be the day we’d sort out this whole mess and I’d be able to go back to my old life. But leaving Hazel to face Winter alone wouldn’t be fair, especially with the slightly sticky issue of the Summer Gatekeeper’s ongoing absence.

      “Feel free to talk to them at the ball,” I told River. “But we can’t have them find out about Summer’s missing heir.”

      “I still think someone gave you the wrong information,” River said. “We should focus on bringing down whoever is out to do you harm.”

      “The last thing they did was raise a harmless old man from the dead,” I said.

      “That wasn’t the person who summoned the wraith,” River said, an assessing look on his face. “Apparently, it was the person who banished it.”

      Oh hell. Now would be a great time to lift the spell stopping me from speaking, Grandma. I’d tried to ask River some indirect questions about necromancy at dinner last night, but there was no indirect way to say by the way, a random sort-of-necromancy handbook that might or might not be evil picked me as the vessel for its magic. Whenever I got remotely close to mentioning it, my jaw would lock like I had a mouthful of thick toffee. I swore the bloody book was laughing at me by the time I retired early to bed in frustration.

      “There’s someone we could ask,” I said. “Agnes.”

      Hazel frowned, then her gaze briefly went to the place on my forehead where the mark remained invisible. The spell wouldn’t last forever, and despite what the old man’s ghost had said, I had no intention of walking around as a beacon to anyone with the Sight—spirit or otherwise.

      “Who?” asked River.

      “The most knowledgeable person in the village.” I rubbed the back of my head, realising I’d left the spellbook in my room. That’d explain the faint tapping sensation on the back of my skull. “We’ll leave in an hour. That okay, Hazel?”

      “Sure,” she said, though she shot me a concerned look. Wait… if I couldn’t mention the book to anyone outside of our family, how in the world was I supposed to explain the mark to Agnes and Everett?

      I’ll find a way. I retreated to my room, finding the book where I’d left it in the pocket of my hoody. At once, the ache in the back of my skull faded. “Attention seeker,” I told it. “I know you’ve been hidden in the mausoleum for years, but that’s no reason to—”

      I broke off with a gasp as the book glowed faintly, and something flickered on the page. My gaze caught the word amateur before the letters disappeared just as quickly.

      “You can talk to me?” I flicked through the book again, but no words appeared this time. Anger pulsed to my fingertips. “You’re just fucking with me on purpose, aren’t you?”

      Its silence was answer enough. I let out a low growl of frustration and tossed the book onto the bed. Then I showered quickly and shoved on a fresh outfit, stopping only to grab a breakfast bar on the way out of the house. Arden’s message had hammered home how easy it’d be to get ensnared in the Sidhe’s trap and end up stuck here forever, trapped in a never-ending cycle of quests, balls, more quests, ad infinitum. No thanks.

      The moment we stepped outside the house’s boundaries, rain began to fall. The grey sky sharply contrasted the sunny warmth of the Lynn estate, and Hazel grumbled under her breath as we walked. Living on Summer territory made genuine Scottish weather come as a shock, but I was used to it by now. We passed by the necromancers’ place and continued down the lane towards the main village.

      “Who exactly did you want to visit?” asked River. He didn’t wear his Court clothes but a knee-length grey coat that looked human-made. “I’ve spoken to the necromancers, but I can’t say I know anyone else in the village.”

      “Agnes is a witch,” I said. “Part witch, part mage, possibly. She won’t tell us. I need to buy some spells from her.”

      “I thought your magic was enough that you didn’t need hedge witch spells.”

      “Some of us, maybe.” There was an ongoing rivalry between the local witches and necromancers that the Gatekeeper had often had to step in to resolve, so River had probably heard some of the rumours. Witch charms were portable and most people with magic could use them, not just witches, so it was common for humans to be wary of them, but not someone like River. His sword wasn’t on full display, but I knew he must have it handy.

      “Have you considered there might be another supernatural from the village behind the attacks on your life?” he said.

      “Not Agnes,” I said firmly. “I thought you said it was almost certain a necromancer who did it.”

      “That doesn’t mean they don’t have accomplices. I don’t think it’s wise to draw any more attention,” River said.

      “You think the necromancers haven’t spread word about the old man coming back from the veil by now?” I said. “Besides, everyone knows who the Gatekeepers are. If it really bothers you, I’ll talk to Agnes, while you and Hazel go and… I don’t know, look for runaway zombies. Agnes isn’t a huge fan of necromancers or faeries, so it might be easier that way.”

      For a moment, I expected to have to argue. Then he nodded. “Fine, but don’t mention the wraith.”

      Sure I won’t. Getting rid of the mark was my priority, for now.

      Agnes and Everett’s shop was nondescript on the outside—off-putting, if anything, with cracked glass in the windows and what looked like claw-shaped gouges on the door. Agnes always said a dragon was responsible. I never did figure out if she was joking or not.

      River gave it a distrustful look. “There’s a lot of iron in that place. I can sense it.”

      “Look, they don’t like faeries,” I told him. “I’ll be out in half an hour.”

      I pushed the door inward and stepped inside the dark little shop. Despite feeling cupboard-sized, it was full of more shadowy corners than a small square-shaped room had the right to have. Shelves housed various artefacts—books carved with runes, glimmering jewels, and a million varieties of portable charms.

      A clap of thunder sounded and I jumped. Agnes appeared behind the desk, her white hair braided and a friendly smile on her lips. Both she and Everett were ancient—maybe even older than the head of the necromancers. Certainly old enough to have known Grandma when she was Gatekeeper. And they had enough magic between the two of them to set the whole town on fire if so inclined.

      Agnes’s hands folded on the counter. Chalk lines dusted her leathery skin, remnants of recent spells. I’d never been able to pin down the exact nature of her gift, but Agnes’s magical skills seemed to know no bounds.

      “Ilsa,” said the old woman. “What can I do for you today?”

      “Haven’t you heard?” I’d assumed some of it would have reached her by now.

      “Heard what?”

      I drew in a breath and gave an abbreviated rundown of the situation. I didn’t try to bring up the book, but I did tell her about the undead and the necromancers, and the increasing suspicion that someone with necromantic powers wanted to bump us off.

      “Necromancers,” Agnes said. “That explains why I didn’t know. Old Greaves and I had a disagreement some months ago.”

      Agnes didn’t really do ‘surprised’. I’d long suspected the Sidhe themselves could walk in here and Agnes would offer them tea and her husband’s potently magical cupcakes.

      “Might Greaves be behind this?”

      “Not a chance. This is advanced work—dark magic, reanimating the dead within the Lynn graveyard.”

      A chill crept across my shoulder blades. “Yeah, well. Mum’s gone, and instead of telling us where she is, the Seelie Court sent us a bodyguard who also doesn’t know what’s going on. I don’t suppose you know when she’s coming back?”

      “No. She never said.” She frowned. “It seems to me that you’ve been singled out by someone with a grudge against your family.”

      “I figured,” I said. “There’s another reason I need your help. I have this mark on my face, and I’d like to cover it up.”

      “I thought that was it.” She tilted her head sideways, her gaze on my forehead. “That’s remarkable. Take the charm off.”

      My hand automatically jumped to the necklace around my throat. “You—know what it is?”

      “I don’t, but I can guess what it means. Those who attacked you weren’t regular spirits.”

      “Faeries.” Huh. So I could say that aloud. I looped the necklace over my head. “I didn’t know you could use necromancy on faeries.”

      She squinted at the mark in that penetrating way that made me feel like she could reach into my head and pluck out my thoughts if she desired. “They’re living beings, same as us. As for those foul wraith creatures, however, they’re an abomination.”

      “You know about wraiths, then?” A small measure of relief rose within me, despite River’s warning not to mention the attack. “One of them got into our estate.”

      “And you banished it.”

      My breath caught. “You must have spoken to…”

      “Can I see the book?”

      I gaped at her for a moment, then reached into my pocket. To my immense surprise, the book came free in my hand and didn’t get stuck like when I’d tried to show it to River.

      “Interesting.” She looked at the cover, then my forehead. “That mark won’t come off, Ilsa. When did it appear?”

      My heart dropped. “After I used magic to bind the wraith—with the book.” I flipped it open. “It goes blank unless there’s a wraith or undead breathing down my neck or it feels like messing with me. So—do you know what the symbol means?” I ran a fingertip across the cover, tracing the swirling lines.

      “I don’t, but I can hazard a guess that the symbol is not from this world.”

      “You mean—Faerie.”

      She gave a nod. “Yes. There’s a certain type of text that can only be read by someone with faerie blood—Sidhe blood.”

      “River.” But he hadn’t recognised the mark when it’d appeared as a spell signature. “He’s a half-faerie, and I have no idea who sent him to guard us, or why. Maybe to stop the wraiths, because he’s part necromancer as well. But that thing was far stronger than any of us. I only banished it because of the book.”

      “Is that so?” She raised an eyebrow. “This bodyguard—is it possible he might be a spy for the other side?”

      “He’s definitely from the Summer Court,” I said. “I thought he was the enemy at first, but he’s bound by a vow to protect my sister. I’m wondering if Mum sent him, because she knows something’s going on involving the dead.”

      “This started with the undead attacks in the village,” she said. “But you weren’t at the house. You said the Summer Court brought you?”

      “A faerie knocked my house down,” I said. “They dragged me home on a mission that might be a ruse, might not.”

      “Which is…?”

      I weighed the options. By now, I was fifty percent sure there was no heir at all, and that someone had wanted to fabricate a scheme to bring me back to the Lynn house. “To find a missing heir to Summer’s Court. I don’t suppose you’ve ever met anyone called Ivy Lane? She knew something, too.” It seemed more and more suspicious that the whole thing had begun with Ivy’s ghost showing up. But I still couldn’t work out how it all connected, since faeries and death generally went together like elf wine and fireworks.

      “I know the name,” she said. “There are rumours of a human with faerie magic…”

      “Who can turn into a ghost?” This just got more and more bizarre.

      “Anyone can leave their body with the right magic, but with no guarantee of returning. It was a great risk she took, travelling along the Ley Line.”

      “To warn me,” I said. “It sounded like the situation in Faerie might be pretty dire, but it’s the solstice ball tomorrow. I can’t let the Winter Lynns find out any of this.”

      A clap of thunder made me jump backwards, and Everett appeared at Agnes’s side. His grey beard was clipped short and he had a friendly smile. He and Agnes shared several talents—such as the ability to see through most magical illusions—but while nobody knew the extent of Agnes’s abilities, Everett’s were more straightforward. He apparently came from a long line of illusion mages revered for their talents, which when combined with witch magic made for a lethal combination.

      “How much of that did you hear?” I asked.

      “All of it,” he said. “Interesting… I haven’t seen that mark in a long time.”

      “I need to cover it up,” I said. “At least until I’ve worked out what it means. Arden said it couldn’t be removed with a spell.”

      Agnes said, “He’s correct. If that’s the case, nothing here will remove it. But we can hide it. I’ll check in the back.”

      She disappeared behind the counter.

      “So you have the book.” Everett looked down at it. “You have a very interesting family.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “I won’t speak of this to a soul,” he added. “Agnes and I know the dangers of the Courts of Faerie well enough not to provoke those who care not for mortals… yet this book of yours is something else entirely.”

      “I wish I could read it. Do you have a spell for that?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not if it doesn’t want to be read. It’s the type of magical object which adapts itself to the skill level of the user, I imagine.”

      “And my skill level is zero.” I rolled my eyes. Amateur indeed. “Grandma wouldn’t tell me anything. Why did nobody tell me she was a necromancer?”

      “She wasn’t,” said Agnes, walking back into view.

      “You knew her, didn’t you?”

      The old woman inclined her head. “For a time. As Gatekeeper, she often came to me for advice on handling disputes between supernaturals within the town. She never mentioned the book, but it’s an ancient one, perhaps as ancient as the Lynn curse.”

      Hmm. I’d never known anyone else in our family to have any magical talent aside from being Gatekeeper. But I’d also I’d never had the chance to consider a future where I had magic of my own. Here, surrounded by it, I couldn’t deny that some part of me was drawn to it against my better judgement. Maybe the same part of me, long buried, who’d wanted to come back to the Lynn house.

      “What about… the other branch of the family?” I glanced over my shoulder. “I haven’t spoken to Holly in years. Have you seen her recently?”

      “I haven’t spoken to Miss Lynn in some time, nor her mother, but talking to her might be a good idea. Their magic has natural ties to death.”

      “Wait…” I said slowly. “When the wraith appeared, it went cold. Really cold. I figured that was because it came from Death. It’s always freezing around necromantic magic. But… wraiths are concentrated magic, I’m told. Might it have been from Winter—the faerie, when it was alive?”

      “Perhaps,” she said.

      Maybe the Unseelie were involved. It’d be in their interests to stop us from getting to the heir—if there was one. But would the Winter Lynns risk a thousand or more years of peace when the Sidhe could permanently die? I didn’t know enough about the situation in the Courts to make a judgement call on that one. I did know that the Winter Gatekeepers were sworn to keep the peace as much as we were, and betraying that oath meant death.

      Agnes handed me a necklace with a teardrop-shaped stone. “This is an updated version of the spell you already wear. Everett’s best work. It should last a few weeks… I’m afraid witch charms aren’t made to be permanent. But if you need anything else, you need only ask.”

      “Thank you.” Slipping the spell into my pocket, I said, “Can you get me some basic disguise spells, as well?” Hiding the mark might not be enough. If I wanted to do any more poking around, maybe I was better off putting on a mask.

      She went to unlock a cabinet. “Yes, I can. How many do you need?”

      “Two,” I said. “One for Hazel and me… maybe one spare. I don’t suppose you know anything else about the nature of this mark?”

      “I’m afraid not,” said Agnes, lifting the spells from the cabinet and re-locking it. “I imagine the book will tell you, when it feels you’re ready.”

      “It isn’t alive,” I said. “Seriously?” You couldn’t put a soul inside an object. I knew that much, at least.

      “Everything about that book confounds me, to be honest,” said Agnes. “Keep it hidden.”

      “I will. Thank you.” I paid for the spells, put the book back in my pocket and the spell around my neck, and left through the door. As I did, a curtain of rain lashed down on me, and a feathery shape nearly crashed into my face.

      “Bloody hell, Arden.” I stepped backwards as the raven righted himself and flew off. He didn’t usually come to the village, but maybe he’d come to check up on us. Zipping my pockets tight, I huddled in my coat and went in search of the others.

      I found them in a coffee shop, hiding from the rain. River got to his feet the moment I reached them. “Got what you needed?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Wish I’d bought a weather-proof spell. Are you two done here?”

      “We are,” Hazel said, moving towards me. Maybe she didn’t want anyone seeing them together. Oh well. She’d kept him out of my hair while I questioned Agnes, which was the plan. Unfortunately, I had no more answers than before, and I’d never heard of a spell Agnes didn’t know about. Next time Grandma appeared, I’d corner her for a proper conversation. Or maybe I’d use the shadow spell to sneak into the necromancers’ guild. They strode in and out of Death at will, so there must be a way to track a specific spirit…

      River stopped abruptly, frowning. “There’s someone nearby.”

      We’d reached the village’s outskirts, where houses gave way to fields and farms. A faint earthy scent reached my nostrils. Summer magic… but not quite.

      Three figures appeared from nowhere in front of us. Faeries, long-limbed, sharp-toothed. River tensed up, his hand slipping to his sword.

      “Gatekeeper,” said the faerie, extending tentacle-like limbs. The others did likewise, circling us. Trapping us.
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      Hazel raised her hands and blasted a wave of green Summer magic into the enemy, while River whipped out his sword, rushing them. I raised my arms to shield my face from their jabbing hands, and when the first fae turned on me, I grabbed its arm, my hand covered in iron filings from my sleeve. It let out a thin, reedy scream. Long, spindly and tree-like, they didn’t quite look like traditional Summer wild fae. Their eyes were huge and staring, their mouths curved and cruel, their hands long and taloned. Whatever they were, I’d never seen them before, but some weaknesses were universal to all faeries.

      I grasped a handful of iron flakes in my palm, flinging them at the enemy. The fae creature dodged aside, hissing as the iron’s close proximity burned its skin. I needed to get closer to better aim, which would put me at their mercy. One fae shook off Hazel’s attack, long arms reaching for her. She danced out of reach, her hands glowing with green light.

      Similar light surrounded River’s blade as he appeared as little more than a blur on my right hand side, moving in a lethal dance that should have taken out all three fae at once. But somehow, they dodged, as surely as they avoided Hazel’s flaring magic. Green light struck the earth, thorns springing up as her Summer magic spun a trap, but the plants died the instant they grew, withering to dust.

      I threw more iron fragments, my other hand grabbing the short knife in my pocket and tugging it free. If they could dodge even River’s sword, these creatures were leagues above my skill level, but the iron would still hurt if I could get a good stab in. Green light lit up Hazel’s hands, shining from the mark on her forehead, yet every attack had little effect on any of the enemies.

      “Who are you?” Hazel demanded. “You’re not from Summer—you’re spinning a glamour.”

      Shit. She was right. And it’d have to be one hell of a glamour to fool the three of us. I narrowed my eyes, gathering more iron, trying to see—there. The spindly faeries warped before my eyes, bodies twisting into contorted, shadow-like shapes as their glamour peeled away.

      Vale faeries. Outcasts.

      A spindly hand appeared behind me, wrenching my arm back. One of the fae had slipped unseen behind my back, and its other hand grabbed my neck, bark-like fingers gripping tightly. I gasped, my breath sputtering, but I couldn’t get at the right angle to stab it with my weapon hand incapacitated.

      I thrust my elbow back, missed, then trod on the fae’s foot. It was like stamping on a tree root, but my boots were thick enough to cause pain. Its hand momentarily relaxed on my neck and I released iron fragments into my hand, grabbing the wrist of its tentacle-like arm. The creature hissed in pain, its grip loosening enough for me to wrench my knife hand free. As the iron tore away at its defences. I stabbed it in the arm. Sap-like blood spilled from the wound and I pivoted out of the way, its talon snagging my foot. I’d never fought and bested a shape-changer before. Usually they attacked alone and ran when things got nasty.

      “Who sent you?” I kicked out, tugging my foot free. “Tell me who you’re working for.”

      Hazel’s harsh scream made my head snap up. She struggled in the grip of the beast she’d been fighting, whose hands had locked her in place. Summer magic didn’t do much good against creatures who fed on its power, like these did. I think I know what they are. Wherever death stealers went, they left corpses in their wake. But I’d never seen more than one of them fight as a team before.

      River cut down, his blade freeing Hazel from the trap, and she sprang backwards with magic at her palms. Our shielding abilities didn’t extend to deflecting grasping tentacles. River’s sword flashed over and over, severing tentacles in a wave, but there were just too many.

      And it still hasn’t peeled off all its glamour.

      Tentacles lashed, teeth snapped, and the creatures kept growing, thwacking my hands aside as I cut desperately, trying to get through to where they held Hazel captive. She screamed, magic flaring from her hands, but it disappeared as quickly as she summoned it. Cold horror took hold of me. I’d seen how quickly those monsters could drain the life out of someone.

      Not Hazel. Never.

      Iron shards flew from my hand, piercing the closest fae’s leathery skin. I needed to get up close to its gaping mouth in order to kill it, and the three of them had effectively woven a net around us. A tentacle hit me in the face and knocked me backwards, my feet skidding in the mud. In its true form, the death stealer was a purplish black colour like a bruise, its head sunken into a huge suction-like mouth. All three had reached their final form, their tentacles entwining.

      Mum’s face flashed before my eyes and I took aim, hurling the knife at the beast’s mouth. At the same time, it spat a flood of slime at me.

      Thick green slime splattered my feet, but the knife sank between its teeth. The flailing beast let go of Hazel, who dropped to the slime-covered grass. River leapt in with one vicious stroke, decapitating the death stealer. Its tentacles went limp, its mouth sagging, and it slumped onto the grass.

      The remaining two death stealers made horrible growling noises, tentacles reaching and swamping their fallen brethren. Ugh. They’re devouring it. Poison-coloured light spread across their tentacles, closing the gap in the web. One enemy had fallen, but now its companions were even stronger than before.

      River staggered backwards, sword cutting wildly with none of the finesse he’d previously used. The creatures were draining our energy—and I’d lost my best weapon somewhere in the monster’s mouth.

      I lunged forwards, and my knees buckled. My slime-covered boots had stuck together. The slime the creature had spat at me moved as though alive, binding my legs, creeping higher. This is how they devour their prey. “Hazel, run!”

      Hazel’s hands splayed. Magic swirled around her, gaining momentum like a whirling green tornado. The air crackled with power, the light growing brighter until all I saw was a green haze.

      Then she let go. Green energy engulfed the patch of ground where we stood, sending both living and dying creatures flying. I fell to my side as sharp thorny vines burst to life from the damp soil, forming a shield above my head. I lifted my head and saw River was protected in the same way.

      Hazel’s hands were spread wide… and dead pieces of tentacle surrounded her. Broken, shattered into fragments like a boulder dropped from a great height. Whoa.

      “Take that, you bastards.” Hazel swayed and fell to her knees. “Ilsa,” she said, half-crawling towards me. “I’ll undo it—”

      The plants lifted, retracting into the earth and removing the barrier over my head. I twitched my leg and found it slime-free. Sighing in relief, I kicked the slime away, and got to my feet. “Thanks, Hazel.” I hadn’t seen her use her power to its full extent in a long time, especially away from the Ley Line, and I’d forgotten it was quite that volatile.

      “Thanks for freeing me from that monster.” She shuddered. “That was too close.”

      River pushed the plants aside, his eyes wide and blood streaking his face. “I’ve never seen magic like that.”

      “You’re welcome.” Hazel groaned, lifting her head from the earth. “That hurt more than I thought it would.”

      River wiped slime from his sword onto the damp grass. “I thought you used magic all the time.”

      “At home. We’re too far from the Ley Line here.” I shot a concerned look at my sister. “Our magic needs the Line to function effectively.”

      Hazel tried to stand and fell flat on her face again, groaning.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Take it easy.”

      “I wasn’t about to let them kill you,” she croaked. “Ow. My head.”

      “You just saved our lives,” I said. “I should have guessed they were Vale creatures, not Summer. Are you okay to walk back?”

      “I can carry her,” River offered. “We should get back as quickly as possible. There might be more of them.”

      I knew she was exhausted when she didn’t object to him picking her up and slinging her over his shoulder. I kicked the last of the slime from my shoes and trudged after them, burying my shaking hands in my pockets. That was too close. Nobody except a highly adept magic user would stand a chance against that many death stealers, and probably not even then.

      The Vale outcasts didn’t usually work together. Every creature there was out for their own survival only. They shouldn’t have reason to go after us Gatekeepers, much less as a team. Someone in the Vale had made deals with the dead and living to target our family. And if it was the same person who’d set the death stealers on us, they must know we’d managed to finish off the wraith.

      Maybe they even knew about the book.
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      The instant we crossed the Ley Line’s boundary on the hilltop, Hazel came to alertness, instructing River to put her down. He did so, and a moment later, the familiar shape of the Lynn estate sprang into existence. I tried to quell the rush of relief—we’d been attacked here, too, after all. But I couldn’t help it. The house and its magic brought a sense of comfort and familiarity, wrapped in the smell of baking and flowers. I didn’t even have the energy to be annoyed with its blatant emotional manipulation. Hazel made for the living room and collapsed onto the sofa, while I sank into the nearest armchair. After checking the doors and windows, River did the same. He looked almost as exhausted as Hazel did. Several moments passed before Hazel lifted her head.

      “They were waiting for us,” she said. “Why not attack us in the village? Because there’d be witnesses?”

      “Maybe.” I swallowed. “The death stealers… they don’t normally wait before attacking. I never thought they were intelligent enough to set up an ambush either.”

      “That’s because they were following orders,” said Hazel.

      I know. Monsters like those didn’t use magic to attack, which let them circumvent our defences. My body ached from the beating I’d taken, though the house’s magic had taken pity on me and wiped every speck of dirt from my clothes. And Hazel’s. It’d even done so for River, too. Next he’d be a permanent fixture in our house. That was all we needed.

      Wait, our house? That’d be the house’s magic working on me again, trying to tempt me into staying. I’d been intending to call landlords in Edinburgh who catered to supernaturals today, but now…

      I’m a supernatural. I used the word so often I’d never thought of applying it to me… but it fit. With renewed energy, I pulled out my phone, saw another message from my boss, and exhaled in a sigh. Work and studying… it all seemed so distant. Someone had tried to kill us, and now I couldn’t imagine walking back into that old life again as though nothing had changed at all.

      “Oh, thank the Sidhe,” Hazel said, as several plates appeared on the table. “I was beginning to think the house was going to let us starve.”

      “It wouldn’t kill you to make your own lunch.” I grabbed a plate of sandwiches and took a bite of one of them, suddenly ravenous.

      “I’d really like to know how you survived the past five years, considering you didn’t used to be able to turn on the microwave without setting the kitchen on fire.”

      “I did that once.” I bit off another chunk of tuna mayonnaise sandwich. “I’m domesticated as hell, thanks.”

      “Pfft.” Hazel leaned over and poked River in the shoulder, where he appeared to have dozed off. “Poor thing’s been awake for two days.”

      “I’m awake now.” He blinked a couple of times and picked up another plate. “Is anyone ever going to explain where this came from?”

      “Magic.” Hazel waved her hands dramatically. “Haven’t a clue. You’d think I’d be able to use this sort of conjuring trick away from the house, but it only works here. Guess the faeries get a monopoly on all the free cookies.”

      “Chocolate chip cookies don’t exist in Faerie,” I pointed out. “Neither does coffee. Must be why they’re always sleeping.” I took another bite.

      Hazel snickered. “When they’re not partying or declaring war on one another.”

      Or seducing humans.

      “Your magic really is something else,” River remarked, biting into the sandwich.

      “Perks of putting your neck on the line for the Sidhe.” Hazel shifted in her seat, the atmosphere abruptly sobering. This was hardly the first time our lives had been in danger, but it was definitely the first time Mum hadn’t been around to help. The Sidhe might not have our backs, but she always had.

      Nobody spoke for a while. When River broke the silence, he said, “Hazel, I must apologise for failing in my duty to protect you. I didn’t see the attack coming, but that’s no reason to have let them surround us like that.”

      “No worries. They were sneaky bastards.” She rested her head against the cushions and closed her eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning to move from this sofa for about a year.”

      River watched her for a moment, then turned to me. “I never asked—are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.” I glanced at Hazel, who’d apparently fallen asleep. “I wish we’d found out who sent them.”

      “Believe me, so do I,” he said darkly. “Vale beasts don’t normally cooperate with one another. Whoever sent them is breaking the rules of both realms.”

      No kidding. There appeared to be no rule our enemies wouldn’t break—including the laws of life and death itself.

      “Have you ever been to the Vale?” I asked him.

      A moment passed before he said, “Yes. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. That realm is poison to any faerie. It drains the very essence out of us. Nobody in their right mind would deliberately choose to go there.”

      “The Sidhe know about this, don’t they?” I asked quietly. “They just don’t give a shit unless it directly affects them. So you had to come here and handle the wraiths because nobody in the Court would lift a finger to do it. That’s why you were chosen. Right?”

      “It’s why I volunteered,” he said. “Few faeries have even set foot in the Vale, and none are accomplished in necromancy.”

      Because the Sidhe can’t die. Except they can, now.

      “Is that what you were telling Hazel about when she pretty much ran away from you in the village?”

      “No, she thought we were being watched,” he said. “Something about the Gatekeeper not being allowed to date faeries…”

      “Oh, that. Yeah.”

      He waited as though expecting me to say something more.

      “Well, we all belong to the Sidhe, so they don’t want to share their property.” Dammit, Ilsa. Why did I even go there?

      He raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t mean to imply your sister and yourself have no free will of your own. The two aren’t mutually exclusive. I was merely quoting what I was told… that the entire Lynn bloodline is the property of the Sidhe.”

      My fingernails dug into the sofa arm. “We don’t tend to appreciate being reminded.”

      “Noted. I apologise. I was misinformed on the subject. Your sister mentioned your brother managed to leave…”

      “Somehow.” I shrugged. “Haven’t seen him since I was fifteen. The only people who technically belong to the Sidhe are the Gatekeepers, and believe me, if you meet Mum, you wouldn’t know it. Unless you’ve already met her.”

      “She visited my father’s estate a few times to speak with other messengers,” he said. “I can guess where your sister gets her attitude.”

      “Mum’s the rule-follower. Grandma’s rebelliousness skipped a generation. But she’s good at the job. They all are, in the end. Pretty sure the contract demands it.”

      He looked thoughtful. “A contract. That’s why it includes only one of you.”

      “Yep. Lucky us. Do you have any siblings?”

      He shook his head. “I have half-siblings on the faerie side of my family, but we never grew up together.”

      “So you grew up here, and then got an invitation to Faerie?” There was no other way for a half-faerie to get into the Courts. Being offered a talisman was like winning the lottery.

      He shrugged. “The option was open. I was luckier than most.”

      Not my business, I guessed. “I was just surprised. They’re polar opposites. The spirit world and Faerie.”

      “They have more in common than you’d think.”

      You’re telling me. Apparently I still couldn’t mention the book or my newfound powers. Agnes and Everett had known, but River… as much as I knew he was still working for the Court, it wasn’t fair to keep him in the dark.

      Since when did you care? He’s your sister’s bodyguard. But somewhere between the necromancers’ place and home, he’d lost his superior air and just looked sleepy. Or maybe it was those ridiculously long eyelashes of his.

      “I’ll speak with Mr Greaves again,” he added. “Maybe you’ll come to an understanding. I believe it’s misguided of us to ignore the necromancers’ advice. We’ll talk to them at the earliest opportunity once I’ve ensured the danger has passed.”

      Ah, there it is. “Might as well. We can’t stay holed up in here forever. It’s the solstice ball tomorrow, for a start. If Hazel goes, you’ll have to join her. I assume you have experience of faerie balls, right?”

      “I don’t want to alarm you, but Court faerie revels have a tendency to end with someone dead,” River said.

      “That’s why we don’t go to them,” I told him. “This is run by the Winter Gatekeeper. You’ll be carrying your talisman, anyway. Where’d it disappear to?”

      “I keep it close.” The sword appeared, leaning against the sofa beside a suitcase. So that explained where his spare clothes had come from.

      “Neat trick,” I said. “Did you borrow my book? The one I left in here.”

      “It’s yours? I can put it back.”

      “No, it’s fine. Just don’t fold the page corners down. That’s sacrilege.”

      He grinned. “I won’t. The Court doesn’t come with good reading material, unless you like thousand-year-old murderous ballads which sometimes curse you if you speak them aloud.”

      My brows rose. “Yeah, no thanks.” One book with an apparent life of its own was quite enough for me.

      “The library’s yours?” he asked. “Your name’s written on every bookshelf.”

      “I was a possessive child. Most of the books have my name in them, too, so I could tell if Hazel swiped one.” I glanced at her. “Are you actually planning to sleep at some point? I’m guessing you have your faerie magic running on autopilot to compensate, right?” He’d been bleeding, too, but the wounds had healed. Healing magic could be used as a substitute for rest up to a point, but it wasn’t unlimited. And those creatures had come too close to wiping all us out.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Yes, I do. I assumed the two of you would go more than a couple of hours without one of you running into trouble, but so far, I’ve been wrong.” He looked at Hazel’s sleeping form. “She’s not going anywhere, is she?”

      “Nope.” But I am.

      His breathing evened out and he was asleep a moment later. I waited for a second then leaned forward, waving my hand in front of his face. No reaction. Faeries were capable of dropping off to sleep in a second, I knew that, but there was something oddly endearing about the way he sat there, entirely unconscious to my presence. I wouldn’t push my luck. He was a faerie-trained bodyguard and doubtless had more tricks up his sleeve.

      Hazel’s eye cracked open, and I jumped. “That was poetic.” She rolled her eyes. “Faeries.”

      “How long were you awake for?”

      “Long enough to work out you were flirting with him.”

      “No, I wasn’t. I wanted to make him think we were all getting on fine so I can go and talk to Grandma without him hovering around.”

      She wriggled upright on the sofa. “What, now?”

      “It won’t get dark for a long while yet. If Grandma won’t appear here… I have to speak to her again. I might not get another chance.” If we showed up at the ball without Mum, all our enemies, living or dead, would know that the Gatekeeper was missing in Faerie, if they didn’t already. They’d have an open shot at both of us.

      I went to the workroom and replaced the iron filings I’d lost in the battle, adding two knives and a canister of salt. As an afterthought, I grabbed a shadow spell. Of all witch spells, they were probably the most useful—disguise spells that caused the person to blend into shadow, as Hazel had done when she’d followed me to the mausoleum. They weren’t too effective on open roads or fields, places without shadowy corners to hide in, but it was a gloomy enough day that it might give me an edge.

      Like all Agnes’s spells, the shadow spell came in the form of a piece of jewellery—in this case, a bracelet. I snapped it on, and when I left the house, I rotated the bracelet once, and my body melted into shadow. At least, it was supposed to. With the sun beaming down onto our territory, anyone would be able to see I was there.

      Past the gate was a different story. Rain lashed down, soaking me to the skin in seconds. I tugged my coat tight, shivering. At least the mausoleum would offer some shelter. Several uncomfortable minutes of skidding along muddy paths later, I halted beside the cemetery gates.

      Holly Lynn leaned on the gate, conversing with two black-cloaked necromancers. All three spoke in hushed voices, their words lost in the patter of rain. I ducked out of sight, glad I’d worn the shadow spell. How was I supposed to sneak in and talk to Grandma with those three standing in the way? Maybe they were talking about the mess the wraiths had made of their relatives’ graves, but the cloaks and hushed voices set my nerves blaring.

      Wishing I’d bought an eavesdropping spell, too, I inched closer. Holly had her back to me, but the family resemblance would be uncanny if Holly hadn’t cut her hair short and dyed it jet-black. Her eyes were tinted with blue Winter magic as Hazel’s were tinged with green, and the mark on her forehead was almost identical. Unlike us, she was an only child. Her mother, Aunt Candice, was a nasty piece of work. While the Gatekeepers’ designated roles were to help the other supernaturals as well as the Courts, the Winter Gatekeeper had a habit of turning anyone who tried to ask her for favours into ice statues, so they usually came to Mum instead.

      Holly walked away from the two necromancers, heading back up the hill the way I’d just come. I kept still, waiting for them to leave.

      “I can see you, Lynn,” said one of them softly. “The rain doesn’t hide your footprints.”

      Ah, crap. The two necromancers turned to face me as though I wasn’t invisible at all. They weren’t people I knew, either. Both were men. One had a long scar on his face, one had a mullet haircut, but they were plain-looking enough that I wouldn’t have picked them out of a crowd.

      They moved at the same time. I shifted on my feet, weighing the odds of taking one of them down. Possibly. They were both bigger than I was, but I was also invisible.

      I lunged, tackling one of them in the chest. He lost his balance in surprise, crashing into the fence—but didn’t give ground. Alarm blared through my mind as the second grabbed the back of my coat.

      “Lynn,” he said. “Got a grave marked out for you right here.”

      “Hey!” I squirmed, fighting his grip, but his partner grabbed my legs. With one heave, they threw me over the fence—right into an open grave.
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      I yelled, my hands clutching nothing but dirt. My feet hit packed earth, bringing me to a halt in a deep trench. I reached for the edge but my fingers grazed the wall, and soil came away in my hands. There were no hand holds. I tried jumping, but other than making a complete tit of myself, all I managed to do was bring more rain-soaked soil into the hole.

      “Grandma?” I whispered. “Come on. You gave me your power and ran away. I need answers. I also need a way out of this grave.”

      There came the sound of scrabbling fingers against the earth wall.

      “Back off,” I warned, my voice rising. Oh god. Revulsion clawed up my throat, horror coursing in my blood as undead fingers poked through the soil. I threw salt at it, and the hand withdrew, its fingers dissolving. The hands continued to scrabble, more earth collapsing. My heart raced faster. If I made any sudden movements, I’d be buried alive.

      An undead hand broke through the earth, dead fingers reaching where my face had been moments before. I backed into the opposite wall, and a hoarse cry escaped when hands grabbed at me from that direction as well. Crushing panic rose within my chest, and my hands fumbled the salt canister, tipping salt into my palm. I hit out at the zombie, my hand coated in salt, and knocked its wrist aside.

      Which of my relatives was that? No—don’t think about it. I grabbed the undead’s hand in salt-covered fingers and squeezed, bone disintegrating under my touch.

      Don’t think about it, don’t think about it… Swallowing bile, I dug my free hand into my pocket for the book, running my fingertips over the cover. A shiver ran up my spine, not from the zombies but the tingling sensation of the book’s magic. It sparked along my hand, calming my racing mind enough to think clearly. More power flowed into my palm as the tingling intensified. I’m controlling it?

      Silvery light skimmed over my palm, and the zombie’s hands withdrew into the earth as though burned. I held my breath, but the magic continued to flow over my fingertips, glowing bright as a star. Then, greyness overlaid my vision. I’d tapped into the spirit sight. The real world was muted in shadows as the grey filter descended, but my hands glowed faintly. If I was able to see my reflection, I’d be a glowing ball of light like the others had been when I’d spoken to the ghost of old Mr Greaves.

      As though prompted by my thoughts, the image of his floating face came to mind, and I sensed his glowing spirit in the graveyard across the road. I blinked, the greyness fading. Heart racing, I opened the book—but its pages remained as blank as ever.

      “Come on,” I hissed, but no response came. At the very least, I hadn’t sensed any more zombies—but since when could I sense people? The spirit sight usually took years to effectively train, and most necromancers couldn’t do much more than see ghosts. I’d been able to see spirits before the book had landed in my hands, but not tap into the spirit realm itself. Light skimmed over the book, tingling at my fingertips. Necromantic energy… the power to banish spirits beyond the gates of Death. Even faerie ones.

      I closed my eyes, trying to grasp that sensation again when I’d picked up on the presence of the necromancer’s ghost nearby. When I opened my eyes again, the world was grey, hazed over. My hands glowed. And so did the person standing nearby… no, walking towards me. I slipped the book into my pocket, blinking the greyness away.

      “What are you doing in there?”

      Of all the people to discover me standing in an open grave, River would normally be bottom of the list. But I’d sensed him, through some other awareness than sight, before I actually saw him. I’d known it was him without even seeing his face.

      “Reflecting on life,” I said, hoping he hadn’t seen the glowing light. “I’m stuck. Mind giving me a hand?”

      He lithely jumped over the fence and looked down at me. “How did you climb in there? I can’t say I’ve met many people for whom standing in graves is a desired pastime.”

      “Aside from the dead.”

      “Most of them don’t do much standing.”

      “I meant undead. Pedant.” But I took the hand he offered me, letting him pull me halfway out. He deliberately pulled too hard on my hand, forcing me to stumble against him or else trip over the edge again.

      “Careful now,” he said, his lips inches from my ear.

      My feet wobbled, but I held onto my dignity. “Jesus, what do you do, bench-press coffins?”

      “Deadlifting.”

      I groaned. “You were saving that one, weren’t you? You even scared the undead away.”

      “I have to confess, I mistook you for a reanimate for a second there.”

      I stepped away from the grave. “How flattering. Did you know your people were the ones who threw me in there?”

      That shut him up. “What?”

      “What I said. The two henchmen dudes.”

      River’s brows rose. “Henchmen?”

      “Big guy with the mullet, smaller guy with the scar on his face. I caught them hanging about here talking to my distant cousin. I was waiting for them to leave when they jumped me out of nowhere, saying there was a grave with my name on it. Evidently.” I gestured to the grave, which thankfully, did not have my name on it. Or Hazel’s. “You know them?”

      River’s mouth flattened with sudden anger. “No, I certainly don’t know them.” And he marched in the direction of the necromancers’ place.

      “Hey—wait!” I hurried after him. “Do you really think they’ll have stuck around? That place is locked up. Where in hell is Hazel, anyway?”

      “Waiting for you in the rain. Go and join her. I’ll deal with this.”

      “Er, no. They tried to bury me alive.”

      “Precisely.” He marched up to the necromancers’ doors and knocked, loudly, several times. Nobody answered.

      “Can’t you sense if people are inside? Isn’t that how your gift works?”

      He took a step back from the door. “Yes. There’s nobody inside.” He spun to face me, anger saturating his expression. He actually looked pretty frightening, with green faerie magic flaring from the blade in his hands—whoa, he’d drawn that thing fast. “How did you know that?”

      “I worked it out.” I also knew that with my spirit sight on, I had the ability to sense people in the same way. And I hadn’t sensed Grandma at all. “C’mon. I’m soaked and freezing, and Hazel hates standing outside in the rain. Let’s head back.”

      He lingered a moment, casting a furious look in the direction of the guild, then turned away. Hazel waited in the shadow of a tree, eyes widening when she spotted me.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Two necromancers threw me in an open grave. They were talking to Holly, outside the graveyard, and they saw through my shadow spell.”

      “Holly? Are you okay?”

      “Just a little bruised.” Not to mention pissed off.

      “We should leave,” River insisted. “Talk on the way back.”

      Hazel didn’t argue. She moved closer to me as we walked uphill. “Maybe Holly’s involved after all.”

      “She didn’t see me,” I said. “The necromancers attacked me after she left. But she sure looks guilty. I’ll corner her at the ball.”

      “If our bodyguard lets us go after today.”

      “Why did he drag you after me?” I asked in an undertone. “Doesn’t exactly fit with his promise not to let you get attacked again.”

      “You wouldn’t believe how much iron he made me put on. I feel like a Christmas tree. He was really worried you’d been attacked. And he was right.”

      “What?” I frowned. “Surely he guessed I’d go off alone. One of us has to look for answers. Besides, falling into a grave is far from the worst thing that’s happened today alone.”

      “Well, I suppose you two ended up cuddling there in the cemetery. I saw.”

      “We weren’t cuddling.”

      She grinned. “Sure. He’s concerned about you. It’s kind of cute.”

      “There’s nothing cute about being buried alive.” I dug my hands in my pockets. “He also said I looked like a zombie.”

      “You’re deflecting. That means you like him.”

      “That’s not deflecting, it’s fact. Also, I don’t like faeries, especially Court ones. Our ancestors would turn over in their graves.”

      “Is that what Grandma did?”

      “She didn’t show up this time,” I said. “Instead, two necromancers tried to kill me. And I’m going to call them and give old Graves a piece of my mind as soon as I get back.”

      “There’s no need,” said River. “I’ll call them myself.”

      Damn. Had he heard? Maybe it was for the best that he didn’t get any ideas, but by now I was far past the point of comparing him to the Sidhe. They’d have probably filled the grave in if they’d found me buried alive with zombies. Nice job there, Ilsa.

      River pulled out his phone before we reached the house, and by the time Hazel had unlocked the door, I wondered how I’d ever thought he’d been raised in Faerie. The curses he levelled at the necromancers on the other end of the line would have put a troll to shame.

      I figured I’d get him alone to apologise properly once he’d hung up the phone, but I’d forgotten how bloody difficult it was to get hold of a half-faerie who clearly had no intention of being cornered. Every time I saw him in a room, he’d disappeared by the time I caught up. I glimpsed him through the window, but nothing more than the earthy traces of magic remained when I got outside. And he still hadn’t returned my paperback. Figuring I could corner him on the porch while he was on overnight bodyguard duty, I gave into exhaustion and headed to my room for an early night.

      Maybe it was the glowing book on my bedside table, casting silvery shadows everywhere, and perhaps it was the wraith’s lingering presence, but I woke in the early hours as widely awake as though the house’s magic had dumped a bucket of ice water on my head. I grabbed the book, running my fingertips over the surface. If I could tap into the spirit sight there in the cemetery, there was no reason I couldn’t do it here.

      Grey light filtered across my room, spreading throughout the house, and two pulsing silver lights within showed me Hazel, sound asleep, and River… floating above the ground. Whoa. I let go, my heart lurching. Had he seen me? More to the point, he’d looked like an actual ghost. A necromancer power, maybe?

      Curiosity got the better of me. I shoved on my hoody with the book deep in the pocket, and headed downstairs. Halfway down, I tapped on the spirit sight again. Maybe soon it’d be as easy for me as it was for River. Hazel was still asleep. River… wait a moment.

      I half-ran into the living room, peering out the window. River sat on the porch, leaning against the wall, eyes closed. I frowned, tapped on the spirit sight again, then swiftly turned it off. I’d forgotten his necromantic powers extended to being able to sense whoever was in the vicinity at any given time. So that’s how it works. He was conscious in the spirit realm while being in a dead sleep in the waking world. That was one seriously useful power. Too bad I’d probably blown all chances of him giving me pointers, even without taking the book’s reluctance to show itself into consideration.

      Arden fluttered down to land on the arm of the sofa. “You’re alive,” he remarked.

      I stepped out of view of the window. “No thanks to you. Where have you been for the last day?”

      “Me? I was making sure nobody took advantage of your absence when you decided to go gallivanting off to the village.” The raven fluffed his feathers.

      “You mean, nearly dying. Several times.” Annoyance flared. “Did you know about all this when you dragged me here? You said this was about finding the heir to Summer, but that’s not true, is it? There’s no reason for necromancers to be involved in the Seelie Court’s business.”

      “Times change in the Courts and outside them.”

      “Tell me the truth,” I snapped. “You were swooping around the village yesterday while we were being attacked.”

      “Caw.” He flapped his wings, and I lunged at him. The raven disappeared in a flurry of feathers, causing me to overbalance, and fall into… River.

      “Ah—shit. Sorry.” I let go of him, heat rising to my neck. Pity this newfound magic hadn’t given me the grace and elegance of a faerie. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “That’s because you’re standing in the dark. Are you still planning to attend this event tonight?”

      I took a step backwards. “Yes, I am. Best case scenario is we get answers, then everyone leaves us alone.”

      “Including me.” His tone was neutral, not hostile, but he clearly expected a response.

      “Not that I don’t appreciate the effort you’re putting in, but I prefer it when people aren’t trying to kill my sister and me.”

      “Understandable.” He paused. “I don’t want to alarm you, but I found out why the necromancers disappeared yesterday. One of them was murdered.”

      I stared at him. “What? Seriously?”

      “I’m still getting the details. I thought you should know it’s not a good idea to bother them today. I’m waiting for an update.”

      His phone buzzed and he tapped the screen, swearing under his breath. “The same mark we found on the old necromancer’s grave yesterday was spray-painted at the murder site.”

      It took every ounce of willpower not to raise a hand to touch the mark hidden on my forehead. Cold horror flooded my body. Someone’s framing me. And I couldn’t tell him. The words were there, on my tongue, but they wouldn’t come out.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I said instead, half at the book, half at Grandma’s non-existent ghost.

      “What’s going on?” Hazel called from upstairs.

      “We’re in the shit,” I shouted back. “Now someone’s murdered one of the necromancers and stuck a mark that looks like ours on the murder site.”

      Hazel swore at full-volume and ran downstairs. “Those bastards. Please at least tell me the person who died was one of the pricks who threw you into a grave.”

      “Unfortunately not,” River said. “But I can’t get through to Mr Graves—I mean, Greaves—as he’s otherwise occupied.”

      Hazel and I looked at one another. “They need to know you were attacked,” Hazel said, running a hand through her dishevelled hair.

      “Not if we get arrested.”

      “We have an alibi,” she said. “When did it happen?”

      “While we were in the village,” River said. “No, we don’t have an alibi. And the fact that Ilsa sneaked out immediately afterwards doesn’t help at all.”

      “You can’t blame me for that,” I said, forgetting all about apologies. “They can’t seriously think one of us murdered someone.”

      “It looks like an undead committed the murder, but apparently they sensed the presence of a rogue necromancer. Someone operating on the Ley Line.”

      “But we’re not—” I broke off, dread crawling up my throat.

      “Exactly,” he said. “I’m an outsider in their eyes, and I fall under suspicion due to my connection with you. Add in the mark that looks like your family’s, and it doesn’t look good for you.”

      “Holly and those other necromancers did it,” I said, my hands curling into fists. “We should have chased down the necromancers and reported them.”

      River slid the phone into his pocket. “The murder took place on the other side of town.”

      “But—” Dammit. “If it was someone on the Ley Line, Holly’s family are the only other people in this area. And the mark isn’t ours.”

      Not our family’s, anyway. But maybe it was. Whoever was faking the mark knew about my magic—and Holly definitely hadn’t seen me use it. Maybe she’d found out about it in some other way, but it begged the question of why she’d want to bring us down. The Courts needed the Gatekeepers to survive. And I’d done nothing at all to provoke anyone before I’d been dragged back to the Lynn house.

      “No,” said Hazel, shaking her head. “Holly and I are on the same power level, and I wouldn’t know how to fake a magic signature. I can paint a mark or a glamour or even a witch-style illusion, but I can’t make it come to life like that. It looked like… I don’t know. The only other similar kind of magic is witch magic, and Agnes and Everett have a monopoly on all spells of that type.”

      Unsurprisingly, River’s attention sharpened. “I told you asking for their help was a bad idea.”

      “They didn’t do it,” I said. “Why would someone with more power than anyone else in the village decide to piss off their allies? For that matter, why bother framing us at all if it’s the same people sending faerie assassins after us? If we’re dead, it doesn’t matter if it looks like we murdered anyone or not.”

      “Good point,” said Hazel. “Whoever’s doing this seems determined to discredit us in every way possible. Do they want us dead, in jail, or—what?”

      The doorbell rang, loud and clear, reverberating through the house.

      River approached the door. I was behind him in an instant. “Don’t you dare let them in.”

      “I’m going to look at who it is.” He stopped as Hazel elbowed past him to peek through the spy hole.

      Hazel whirled around. “It’s Holly.”

      “Holly?” Oh no. I hadn’t reckoned on her coming here in person, but of course—she had free run of the territory. The truce forbade any of us from harming one another, but if she’d brought undead or another wraith with her—

      The door flew open, and I prepared to stand my ground. Holly crouched on the doorstep, hands shielding her head, while Arden flew at her in a blur of feathers.

      “Call him off!” she yelled, as the raven pecked at her with more viciousness than I’d ever seen him show towards another person. She appeared to be alone. No undead. No necromancers, wraiths, or fae assassins. Even her magic was turned off, and she screamed when Arden’s beak tore open the skin of her hand. “Stop it!”

      Arden gave her one last peck and flew to land on Hazel’s shoulder. From her expression, the action was as bewildering to her as it was to me.

      “What the hell is your bird’s problem?” Holly asked, wiping her bloody hand on the leg of her jeans.

      “We’ve had a lot of trespassers lately,” I said. “As you should know, since I saw you at the mausoleum yesterday right before those two necromancers tried to murder me.”

      “What are you talking about?” she said.

      “What my sister said,” Hazel cut in. “You’re the one summoning undead as well as trying to kill us, right? If you have a problem with me, say it to my face, but do not involve my family.”

      Whoa. I gaped at her, momentarily speechless.

      Holly ran a hand over the scratch marks Arden had left on her cheek. “I’m not working against you. We’re both Gatekeepers. Why would I do that?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You can cut the bullshit and tell us the truth. It’ll make things easier for all of us.”

      “Seriously,” said Hazel. “The murder accusation was overkill. And death stealers? Really?”

      “I just came to remind you of the solstice ball this evening.” She stepped backwards, wiping more blood from her face. Her hands were bleeding, too, and a thin sheen of sweat stood out on her forehead. She was the picture of innocent confusion, but I wouldn’t be fooled, not after I’d seen her with those necromancers. “You can’t accuse me of absurd nonsense. We have a truce.”

      “You blew that truce out of the window when you set undead on us,” I said.

      “I think you’ll find you’re the ones being accused of raising the dead down in the village. You have a necromancer living with you.” She eyed River behind us. I didn’t turn around to see his expression.

      “We’ve been attacked multiple times by the dead in the last week,” Hazel told her. “River’s here to help us defend ourselves.”

      “As if you need help,” Holly said to Hazel. “If you make trouble at the ball, my mother will turn you into redcap bait. The whole town’s saying you’re summoning the dead, and killed a necromancer, and the necromancers’ reports back it up.”

      “Does it have to do with why you were talking to them?” I asked. “Your two henchman friends tried to bury me alive yesterday.”

      “Feel free to take your accusations right to my mother,” said Holly.

      Oh, crap. Not only did I hate Aunt Candice, Mum wasn’t here, and Hazel’s power wasn’t as strong as the Gatekeeper’s. If our distant aunt was in any way involved… we were in a world of trouble.

      “Are you seriously threatening to tell on us to your mother?” said Hazel. “Guess it’s true that your own magic isn’t worth shit.”

      Holly stepped forwards, and stopped, cursing under her breath. Green light shone from Hazel’s palms, while blue light shone from Holly’s. At this rate, Mum’s and Aunt Candice’s argument would get a second round. Sure, I wanted to get answers from Holly, but since neither of them could harm the other, all fighting with magic would do was wreck the garden.

      River glided between them. “If that was a threat against the Gatekeeper, I’m going to have to intervene.” Green light snapped to his fingertips. “I should warn you that faerie magic isn’t all I can do, and unlike you, I’m not under any agreement not to harm anyone.”

      The earthy scent of his magic brushed my skin, along with a cold sensation like fingertips trailing on the back of my neck. Coldness fogged the air, a chill similar to when the wraith had appeared, and a faint white glow surrounded River.

      “Stop that!” Holly snapped, stumbling backwards over her own feet. I’d never seen her intimidated by another magic user in the slightest, but she looked up at River as though he’d conjured up her worst nightmare from her head. Her face paled and her eyes were wide, terrified.

      “See you at the ball,” she said, and stalked away, vanishing the instant she passed through the gates.

      “Thanks,” said Hazel. “She’s probably going to go and wail at everyone that we threatened her now.”

      “She threatened us first,” I pointed out. “What did you do to her?”

      “Showed her the veil,” River answered. “I considered raising that undead you buried in the garden, but I didn’t think it wise to make her more suspicious about my intentions.”

      “Little late for that,” Hazel said. “I can’t believe you did that. That’s a top tier necromancer skill.”

      “I suppose it is.” He closed the door behind him.

      “Is someone going to explain what ‘showed her the veil’ means?” I asked, re-entering the living room. “Like—what, made it look like she had the spirit sight?” Ghosts sometimes had the ability to make themselves seen by people who were usually oblivious to the presence of the dead, but I hadn’t known human necromancers might be able to do the same.

      “Essentially,” River said. “Most people don’t like it when you show them what awaits after death.”

      “That’s really creepy,” Hazel commented. “And effective.” She grinned. “She’s never going to forget that, is she?”

      “Probably not,” said River. “It’s not something I generally use as a first tactic, but given her immunity to magic and the threat she presented…”

      “I had it handled,” Hazel said.

      “No, you didn’t,” I said. “We can’t fight her with magic. She’s got people on her team, framing us for murder. If we don’t clear our names, it won’t matter what she’s planning when we get arrested.”

      “You won’t get arrested,” said River. “Not if I have anything to do with it.” I had no doubt he’d try. Maybe the vow binding him would force him to step up and take the hit if we were locked in jail, even. If he was a top tier necromancer, what in the world had motivated him to give it all up for this? He must have good reason to get himself locked into a faerie vow. Maybe his family in Faerie…

      Okay, Ilsa, that’s enough speculating. You already said you don’t like him. Even if I’d lied to shut Hazel up, so what? He was only here on the orders of a vow, and once this was over, he’d go back to Faerie never to be seen again. They always did.

      “Look,” I said. “The necromancers can raise the guy who died and ask who killed him, right? Then we’ll know who left the mark there. It’ll prove we weren’t responsible.”

      Hazel nodded slowly. “Okay. You’re right.”

      I turned to River. “Can you raise him?”

      “Not without them detecting it, and I don’t think it’ll help matters if I use necromancy on the Ley Line.”

      “Shit.” I considered our options, remembering what else I’d bought from Agnes and Everett. “They should at least listen before arresting the Gatekeeper’s heir.”

      “Not you, though,” Hazel said, worry furrowing her brow. “It’s not worth the risk.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve got it sorted.”

      They both stared at me for a moment. I frowned. “What?”

      Hazel shook her head. “Nothing. What’s the plan?”
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      “Disguise spells,” said Hazel. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “I got them from Agnes,” I said, looping the necklace over my neck. “Can’t say I know who I’ll turn into, though.”

      Hazel shrugged and put on her own necklace. “I might as well just use glamour,” she said. “That’s more powerful.”

      “It won’t work on faeries. You know that.” I clicked on my spell.

      “And these will? Are you certain?” Hazel gaped at me as the disguise rippled over my skin. “You… okay, that is strong. Good thinking.”

      “Told you Agnes was a genius,” I said. My voice came out croaky. Whoa. That was different. I looked down to see wrinkled hands and old-fashioned clothes. Then I looked at Hazel, who now resembled a man with a grey beard and similar attire.

      “Holy shit,” she said. “We’re Agnes and Everett.”

      I grinned. “It’s perfect.”

      “I’m an old man,” Hazel said faintly. “You know what, I’d rather use glamour.”

      “Even my spirit sight can’t pick up on you,” River commented, pacing around me as though he could see right through the disguise. “It’s quite… uncanny. I’d worry the house’s magic won’t detect who you really are.”

      “Nah, nothing can fool the house,” said Hazel. “Or Arden. But it’s enough for the necromancers. I didn’t know your spirit sight could see beyond glamour.”

      “Most necromancers can’t,” he said. “I can sense how many people are within reach at any moment, and I have a general impression as to whoever’s in the vicinity. If I focus on one person, I can usually tell if they’re using a glamour or disguise. And I can tell if they’re living or dead.”

      “Wow.” Hazel shook her head. “You’re full of surprises.”

      “No more than the two of you.” River looked between us. “You’re aware any other higher necromancer will be able to see through those disguise spells of yours?”

      “Yes, I am,” I said. “It’s just a surface charm so we don’t get ambushed again. Everyone with a jot of sense knows not to cross Agnes and Everett.”

      And with that, I left the house, doing my best impression of Agnes’s fierce stride and wishing I had her ability to jump out of the shadows to back it up. Better than walking in the mud. It wasn’t raining this time, but yesterday’s weather had left slippery paths and muddy trenches all the way down the road to town. Thankfully, nobody confronted us on the way to the necromancers’ place, but before I could knock on the door, the spirit of old Mr Greaves materialised.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “The necromancers think we murdered someone,” I said. “You must know we weren’t anywhere near wherever the necromancer died.”

      “My successor thinks otherwise,” he said. “It appears you were sighted near the town hall, two streets down from the murder site. All three of you.”

      “But… we weren’t there.” I looked at Hazel and River, then back at the ghost. “Is someone using—?”

      “A disguise, or a glamour,” Hazel said. “Humans are easily fooled—but the necromancers shouldn’t be.”

      “Not if someone else got hold of those spells,” River said from behind me.

      I shook my head, disbelieving. “Agnes wouldn’t. No way. Can’t the necromancers raise the murder victim and question him? That’ll prove we didn’t do it.”

      But not if the enemy had transformed to look like us…

      “Normally, yes,” the spirit said. “However, as of yet, the necromancers have been unable to recall his spirit. It seems he’s already passed beyond the gate.”

      My heart sank. “Seriously? How’s that possible?”

      I already knew the answer. Because a necromancer committed the murder. And they can control spirits.

      “Because they’re covering their tracks.” Hazel crossed her arms. Or rather, the old man she was disguised as did. I’d have laughed at how Hazel-like the mannerism was if the situation wasn’t so dire.

      “Can you see anything?” I asked. “You can see Beyond, can’t you? Doesn’t that let you see into places we can’t get at?”

      “Technically,” said the spirit. “Now I’m back from the gate, I’m bound here. It’s an insult, really. They expect me to be a consultant on spiritual matters. I’d had enough of that when I was alive.”

      “But you can move around, can’t you?” I asked. “Can’t you go looking for the killer yourself, or at least the person who brought you back?”

      He frowned. “I wouldn’t know where to start. The Ley Line is incredibly volatile. No spirit can go near there without being swept beyond the gates—if they’re lucky. I’ve only been able to stay because I’m tethered here.”

      Damn. “But—I’m almost certain the other Lynn family is behind this,” I said. “They live on the Ley Line, same as us, and we saw Holly Lynn talking to some necromancers yesterday. When they spotted me, they tried to bury me alive. I don’t suppose you’ve seen those two necromancers recently? Guy with the mullet and another with a scar. Couldn’t you sense they were attacking me?”

      “That’s not how it works. I can only get a general impression of who’s in the area, and the defences on your family’s mausoleum don’t help.”

      “So you can’t sense Grandma?” I said, throwing caution to the winds.

      “No,” he said, “I can’t. And you need to leave. You seem to have an alarming habit of implicating yourself in the very crimes you’re being accused of.”

      And he disappeared into fog, fading away. Nothing remained behind but the gate and the building with the blacked-out windows. I debated turning on my own spirit sight, but not with people potentially watching on both sides of the grave.

      “That’s because someone set things up that way,” Hazel said, but he didn’t come back.

      “And we’re going after them at the ball tonight.” Regardless of the danger. There seemed little point in antagonising the necromancers, and we needed a plan of action in case the Winter Lynns played their hand. Somewhat difficult, since I didn’t know what game they were playing. “River, can you sense anyone else close by? Living or dead?”

      He shook his head. So the other necromancers weren’t around, and presumably Grandma’s ghost wasn’t either.

      She didn’t go beyond the gates and leave me alone, did she?

      If all else failed, I’d fall back on my well-honed research skills. Once we got back to the Lynn house, I made for the library, grabbed all the available books on necromancy and the Lynns’ history, and began methodically searching out the relevant sections and dismissing each book as it yielded no information. At the very least, I got to brush up on my knowledge of necromancy and all things magical, but as the pile of discarded books grew, so did my suspicion that this was a version of history not recorded by Gatekeepers past—and that if I wasn’t careful, I’d be joining those forgotten Lynns six feet under.

      I moved the heap of books aside to find River had returned my sci-fi paperback without my noticing. He’d left a note: I borrowed the sequel. I hope you don’t mind. He had absurdly pretty handwriting. I looked out the window, where Hazel and River faced off against one another with practise swords. Despite River’s obvious advantage, speed-wise, Hazel had been trained to go head to head with faeries ever since she’d been chosen as Gatekeeper. I winced at the crunching noise when the wooden sword connected with River’s ribs. I hoped he knew what he’d got himself into.

      Hazel’s gaze snagged on me, and she winked. I stuck my tongue out at her and picked up the notebook I’d been using to record my findings, occasionally looking up whenever there was a particularly loud cracking noise. If I kept my eyes on the page, I could pretend I was fifteen again, listening to Hazel and Mum practise magic and swordplay while hiding in here under a stack of paperbacks. I shook my head at myself for painting nostalgia-tinted rainbows over a seriously messed-up childhood, and got on with my research.

      I didn’t notice the sounds of sparring had stopped until River tapped on the half-open window. Mud smeared his face and his nose was dripping blood. “Your sister fights dirty.”

      “So do the bad guys. Need our first aid kit?”

      “The bleeding’s stopped.” He ran a hand through his hair, which was plastered to his forehead with sweat. “We’re leaving for the ball in two hours, by the way.”

      “I know. Thanks for returning my book, by the way.”

      “No problem. I take it books are your weapons of choice?”

      You have no idea how right you are. “Knowledge is. Unfortunately, we’re lacking in that department, too. At this point, I really don’t think the Sidhe are behind this. Not directly, anyway. This has Mum’s eternal grudge against Aunt Candice written all over it.”

      He frowned. “Grudge?”

      “They had a major argument when we were kids,” I said. “No clue what it was about, but that’s when the truce kicked in. The person trying to kill us is doing it in such a way as to get around the truce. I’d blame Holly, but Hazel and I haven’t even spoken to her or Aunt Candice in years. Maybe Mum ticked her off before going into Faerie and we happen to be in the way of her revenge.”

      “Maybe.” He looked doubtful. “It seems foolish to gamble with life and death stakes over a petty grudge.”

      Life… and death. The book. Holly couldn’t possibly know about it, right? It’d been hidden from sight until Grandma had shown it to me, and Holly was the same age as me. Unless her mother had known…

      “Who even knows how these people’s minds work,” I said to River. “I’ll keep an eye on the clock. Best way to get answers is to wring them from Holly herself.”

      Two hours later, all I had for my trouble was a scribbled account of our misadventures so far, recorded in a spiral-bound notebook for some future Lynn to find. If the book chose someone else, at least they’d be forewarned this time.

      When I went looking for the others, I found that Hazel had set up a circle that covered a section of the lawn. River stood watching her, arms folded across his chest.

      “You’re using a witch spell?” I asked her. “Why not spin a glamour?”

      She looked up from her handiwork. “Because witch spells last longer. I’ll need all my magic if we get into trouble.”

      “Just how many people are coming to this event?” River wanted to know. “It’s harder for me to use my spirit sight to pick out threats in crowded places.”

      “Haven’t a clue,” I said. “People show up from all over. Half-faeries in particular, but other fae living in this realm, too. There’ll be at least a couple of hundred guests. And yeah, I think it’s a bad idea us going at all, but it’s better than staying here and doing nothing.” I hated being backed into a corner, and walking onto Holly’s territory put us entirely at her mercy. But it also put us in the best place to get direct answers, or at least contact with the perpetrators. With the book, Hazel’s magic and River’s talisman, we were hardly defenceless.

      “It’s held right beside the gate into the Winter Court,” said Hazel. “The Vale beasts won’t dare go near the place. That’s why it makes no sense for her to work with them to begin with.”

      “Then it’s not worth the risk,” River said. “Certainly not for you. If I could go there alone, I’d take care of the threat.”

      “I’m not helpless,” Hazel said, anger flashing across her face. “My magic is at its peak right here, and that includes their territory. Plus there’s the truce stopping her family from harming me. If anything, you’re more in danger than I am, so get off your high horse.”

      “I don’t suppose you know how much trouble you’ll be in if the Sidhe perceive that any of us have actually committed these crimes?” River said. “Forget jail—we’ll all be executed. So please at least try to take this seriously.”

      Instead of answering, Hazel activated the spell circle. A swirl of leaves surrounded her, stirred by a sudden breeze that lifted the hair from my head. A moment later, she walked out clad in a leaf-coloured dress that shimmered when she moved, as did the circlet on her head. She glowed all over, golden light blending with green Summer magic.

      A jolt of unexpected jealousy shot through me, more unexpected because I’d long since buried any wish to take her place. No… it was the sheer majesty of her magical facade. Like looking at one of the Sidhe, the dangerously terrible power that made you want to bow down and worship them. I didn’t feel that, and I couldn’t, because our family’s magic made us immune. But it didn’t stop the knot in my chest from tightening when River looked at her. I found myself averting my eyes, not wanting to see his expression.

      “Come on, Ilsa,” she said.

      “No thanks.”

      “Do you actually have any suitable clothing?”

      No. I didn’t. It wasn’t like faerie balls had been a part of my life in the last five years. I’d long since accepted I’d never be one of the sleek and graceful Sidhe, but my hair was hand-cut and uneven, and unlike Hazel, I didn’t make a concerted effort to stay in shape. I was softer and curvier than she was, and didn’t particularly want to wear something that revealing, especially surrounded by impossibly beautiful faeries.

      Hazel grabbed my arm. “Chill. You’ll look fine.”

      She knew me too well. I gave up resisting and let her drag me into the circle of leaves. Immediately, warmth spread through me, down my limbs to my fingertips. When I next looked down, my ratty jeans and hoody had been replaced by a deep-green dress that was positively modest compared to Hazel’s. But from the way River stared, you’d think the Sidhe themselves had rode through the gates.

      “What?” I said. “Is there a problem?” Shit—my mark hadn’t exposed itself, had it? The witch spell was still around my neck, for all the world like a regular necklace.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.” He turned away, but my skin flushed from the heat of his brief stare. Not the calculating one of a faerie looking to entrance their prey, but pure unadulterated need. Had anyone ever looked at me like that before? I didn’t think so. But now was hardly the time to get any dangerous ideas. Dangerous in a different sense to walking into Winter territory, that is.

      “Is there a time limit on this spell?” I asked Hazel.

      “Worry not,” said Hazel, with a cackle that sounded more like an evil witch than the Gatekeeper’s heir. “It’ll turn back into your clothes at midnight. Don’t worry, you won’t turn into a pumpkin.”

      “Have you already been drinking?” I rolled my eyes at her.

      “Only one drink. If I show up half-intoxicated, I have an excuse to turn down their offers of potentially poisoned beverages. You clean up nicely. Your turn, River.”

      “No thank you,” River said. “I can glamour myself if need be, but I don’t intend to draw attention.”

      Hazel apparently missed the warning note in his voice, because she laughed again. “You’re lucky it’s a faerie event. Watch out the humans don’t throw themselves at you, pretty boy.”

      “Hazel,” I said. “We need an alibi for why the Gatekeeper isn’t with us. If it was on our territory, we could get away with pretending she was in bed with flu or something, but somehow I don’t think they’ll go for that.”

      “Precisely why I think this is a bad idea,” River said, with an oddly protective note to his tone. Directed at me or Hazel, I couldn’t say.

      Arden swooped in and landed on Hazel’s shoulder, a self-important look on his face.

      “You decided to show yourself?” I asked him.

      “Of course,” said the raven haughtily. “It wouldn’t do to leave you alone. But for Summer’s sake, can you try not to draw attention to yourselves?”

      “Like they won’t pay attention to us anyway,” I said. “Especially after our argument with Holly. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’d planned some form of revenge.”

      Like an angry wraith, for instance. But what we were missing was a motive. I didn’t blame River for being suspicious. And thanks to the book’s spell, I couldn’t tell him that the person who’d accidentally raised old Mr Greaves and caused heaven knew how many side effects… was me.

      “Arden,” said Hazel. “Your time has come.”

      “I beg your pardon?” said the raven.

      “You’re a shapeshifter,” said Hazel, still grinning. “A master of impersonation, and bound to serve our family.”

      “I also can’t leave your territory,” said Arden, fluffing his feathers.

      “Yes, you can,” I said. “You came to find me.”

      “What?” yelped the raven, fluttering off Hazel’s shoulder. “You can’t force me to impersonate the Gatekeeper.”

      “Need I remind you there’s a threat to our security?” put in Hazel, sounding disconcertingly like Mum.

      “Isn’t that a good reason for me not to come?” he asked.

      “No,” said Hazel. “The house is protected. Ilsa doesn’t have magic and we’re walking into enemy territory. We need to show them we aren’t vulnerable.”

      I stared in open astonishment. Hazel was not only worried about me, she was strong-arming Arden of all people into helping.

      “Oh, all right,” snapped Arden. “But you owe me for this.”

      And he transformed into a woman, tall and proud in elegant shades of green, a silver crown atop her head. Honey blond curls cascaded down her back, and she had one of those ageless faces that might have been twenty or forty—more fae than human, almost. But a face I knew as well as my own. The Summer Gatekeeper.

      “This had better not take long,” she said, with such Arden-like mannerisms that the spell broke and I looked away. No. Mum’s not here. It’s up to us to handle this alone.

      “C’mon. Let’s storm Winter’s castle,” said Hazel.
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      Though I’d put on a thin jacket over my dress, I shivered as we walked down the path from our home, the opposite way to the village, and turned right. The path shimmered and changed, and ahead of us lay the Winter estate. It might have been our house’s double, except instead of bright green foliage coating the outside, the whitewashed walls were bare, almost aggressively lifeless. Frost-coated hedges swept over the fences, branches sharp and covered in poisonous-looking berries.

      Arden walked at our side. Once I’d got over the initial shock, I had to admit the spell was a good one—a really good one. Arden’s walk was our mother’s. So was his voice. It actually creeped me out a little. Arden had used a similar spell when messengers came to the house and Mum didn’t want to speak to them, but would it fool the Gatekeeper of Winter? The two weren’t friendly, but it would only take one wrong word to rouse her suspicions.

      A wave of snowflakes fluttered past as we walked through the front gate. The sounds of chatter reached us, along with an eerie tune that suggested Aunt Candice had hired a faerie band again. At least Hazel and I were mostly immune to the side effects of faerie music.

      “Good thinking,” I said to Hazel, jerking my head in Arden’s direction. “He can divert their attention while we snoop around.”

      “Not to mention my magic works perfectly fine—and Holly knows it,” said Hazel. “Pity I can’t teach her a lesson, unless I drop a tree branch on her. Or throw her into the fountain. Unless you’d like to do the honours, River.”

      He shook his head. “I’m still an associate of the Summer Court. They wouldn’t be pleased with me for violating Faerie’s peace agreements as well as yours.”

      “Then we’d better hope they’re on their best behaviour.” My nerves spiked. Since all the local half-faeries, half-Sidhe included, were likely here, we’d be the least of the attendees’ focus—but the solid weight of the book in my shoulder bag didn’t quite quell my sense of foreboding.

      What we needed was proof that Holly and her mother were responsible for the necromancer’s death, the wraith, and the swarm of recent undead. Holly had definitely been speaking to those necromancers who’d attacked me, but there was no way the living Mr Greaves would believe us without proof. And River looked just as guilty thanks to his own necromantic powers. Even the Court might not take his word for it. There’d been no witnesses to the attempts on our lives. Unless we found and apprehended those necromancers and forced them to confess to what they’d done.

      “You might at least pretend to be in the party mood,” Hazel said, prodding River in the side. He wore a slight glamour that darkened his hair and slightly altered his features in order not to be recognised if we ran into Holly. It wouldn’t fool her if she saw him close up, but would at least get him into the party without drawing attention.

      He shot Hazel a frown. “It’s all of our necks on the line. And if I spot any enemies, I’m getting both of you out of there.”

      Hazel strode forward and rang the doorbell. The smooth pine-wood door swung in immediately, and a wrinkled old redcap beckoned us inside. The Winters kept faeries as slaves rather than putting a spell on the house like Mum did, in an apparent attempt to play up to every available stereotype of the Winter Court. Not that Summer couldn’t be ruthless and cruel as well, but they at least tried for a pleasant façade.

      We passed through the hallway, which again, was remarkably similar to home—even the faces in the portraits. The resemblance was uncanny, considering how many generations had passed since the two branches of the Lynn family had split. I’d always thought I got my darker hair from Dad’s side of the family, but there was a woman in one of those pictures who could have been my sibling.

      I shivered, drawing my arms around myself and wishing I’d brought a thicker coat. Icy air swirled in through an open window like air con turned up to max. Eerie white lights dotted the hallway, showing only the path ahead and leaving the rest in shadow.

      Hazel made a disparaging noise. “Could they be any more obvious? They might as well have a sign on their roof saying “We’re the culprits.””

      “Quiet,” I hissed.

      “This way,” said Arden in Mum’s voice, beckoning ahead.

      “Damn, I thought it was really her, then,” said Hazel in an undertone. “What the hell’s up with this hallway? Feels like we’ve walked a mile.” She walked along, tottering a bit in her heels. Still pissed, apparently. Not good.

      “It’ll be a spell,” I said. “You know they like their theatrics.”

      I just hoped we weren’t the star attraction. Arden might look like Mum, but he didn’t have any of the Gatekeeper’s power. All he could do was shift forms or turn into a bird and peck people’s eyes out. The lights grew brighter, until a door finally waited at the end, leading into the garden.

      The rippling lawns of the Winter estate were almost entirely coated in snow. Frost glittered on leaves of draping plants, which would reveal sharp thorns or creeping branches if we got too close. The forest at the back of the garden was shrouded entirely in darkness, masking Winter’s gate from view. A frozen fountain played in the centre of the lawn, near which a group of eerily beautiful fae with pointed ears and sapphire eyes lounged. The sight of human men leaping into the ice-cold water made my own teeth chatter.

      “Nixies,” muttered Hazel. “Make sure River stays away from them. Their magic causes any heterosexual human male in the general area to strip and dive into the water. I mean, I assume he likes women. Half-faeries aren’t usually picky, and he likes you—hey, maybe both of you should go for a swim. You do need to chill out.”

      “Hazel, shut up. What exactly were you drinking?”

      “Elf wine. Because it might have escaped your attention that we’re fucked halfway to the faerie realm.”

      “One of us is.” I gave her a warning look. “Please at least try some self-control. Why are there even humans here at all?”

      “Because someone likes entertainment.” She indicated a group of half-faeries laughing at the humans shivering in the fountain. “Nasty little shits. Lucky River’s not like… where is he, anyway?”

      “Keeping his distance, avoiding attention, and doing everything we’re supposed to do. Did I mention avoiding attention?”

      The crowd seemed to have doubled in the last few minutes, from armoured half-Sidhe to pointy-eared redcaps, imps and tiny piskies. A group of dryads had literally taken root in one corner, their bark-like skin making them look like part of the scenery. Redcaps wandered through the crowd, handing out drinks. I knew better than to trust anything the faeries offered us for refreshment. Too many cautionary stories began with mortals unwittingly wandering into Faerie, accepting food or drink, and ending up pledging their soul for all eternity. Not that they needed us to do that. They had us already, and they knew it. It looked like half the faeries in the Highlands were here. Most of the guests were faeries, but some humans wandered around, expressions dazed. And…

      I stopped dead, seeing a group of people in cloaks a short distance away.

      Hazel saw, too. “Didn’t know the necromancers came to faerie parties.”

      It’s the bastards who attacked me. They couldn’t be discussing their evil schemes out in the open… right?

      Hazel stiffened. “Ilsa—was it them?”

      “Yep. Holly’s sidekicks,” I muttered. “All right. I’m going to—”

      A dark-haired female figure stepped out in front of us. “Thought I heard my name,” said Holly. She was stunning, of course, her blue dress the colour of a waterfall in full flow. Her pale skin glittered and snowflakes studded her midnight-black hair. While I felt like a kid playing dress-up, Holly owned the not-quite-human, not-quite-Sidhe look.

      “We wondered where you were,” said Hazel. “Seeing as it’s your party. Didn’t know you’d invited your necromancer friends.”

      “We aren’t friends,” she said. “The necromancers have some interesting things to say about you. Where’s your bodyguard?”

      “We don’t have a bodyguard,” I said. “We’re capable of fighting our own battles. And that includes false accusations and attempts to frame us for crimes we never committed.”

      She shrugged. “You look guilty. Just passing on an observation.”

      “You bitch,” hissed Hazel. “You made a deal with the dark Sidhe to break the peace agreement, didn’t you? Why?”

      Holly blinked innocently. “The outcasts aren’t permitted to enter here. Judge for yourself. Every attendee has magic.”

      “That’s not what we meant and you know it,” Hazel said heatedly. “You sent assassins after us from the Vale.”

      Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “And those two tried to bury me alive.” I indicated the necromancers… but they’d gone. The pricks had slipped out of sight while Holly had diverted our attention.

      “Where’s Aunt Candice, anyway?” Hazel asked.

      “I could say the same for your mother,” she said witheringly. “Well?”

      “Didn’t you see her come in? She’s over there.” I pointed towards where Arden had begun to circle the crowd on the yard, in full-on serious Gatekeeper mode, knowing how much trouble we could get into if anyone guessed the truth. “So don’t try anything. And remember we know what you did.”

      Those necromancers… River and Mr Greaves hadn’t been able to find them because they’d been hiding right here. The Ley Line hid them from his necromantic powers.

      Magic sparked into Holly’s eyes, which glowed blue. “Don’t push me—either of you.”

      An icy breeze blew from her—a threat she couldn’t follow through, because she couldn’t harm either of us. That’s why she had people acting on her behalf, but it was impossible to wring the truth from her without leverage. And we had none. I’ll catch those necromancers instead, then.

      “See you around,” she said, and with another rush of Winter magic, she was gone.

      Hazel made to run after her, but I caught her arm, shaking my head. “Hazel—”

      “I’m not getting out of this without finding out what she’s doing.”

      “Great idea, but you’ve been drinking, and besides, we can’t harm her even if she’s guilty.”

      She shot me a furious look. “If she destroys the peace agreement, it’s one step away from a war. I’m not letting that happen on my watch. No way in hell.”

      The crowd moved, surging around us, and it became difficult to keep her within sight. A group of Unseelie knights passed in front of me, and when I got past them, Hazel had gone.

      I elbowed my way through the crowd, cursing under my breath. Hazel was being plain stupid, and heaven knew it wasn’t my responsibility to keep her safe—that honour went to her bodyguard, who I spotted standing near a frost-covered bush. Sidestepping a group of redcaps, I went to join him. “Hazel wandered off.”

      “I’m on it,” River said in a low voice. “I can sense her. I’ll pick up on it if she’s in trouble, but I have to stand back here to hone in on her. There’s too many people otherwise.”

      “Necromancers,” I said. “The two who tried to kill me were right there, but they vanished.”

      His eyes flashed silver. “Where?”

      “They disappeared. But they’ve been hiding here on the Ley Line. Maybe they summoned the wraith.”

      He shook his head. “A much stronger necromancer would be needed to cause a surge on the Ley Line. A master one.”

      “Greaves?” I asked uncertainly.

      “No. I’ve spoken to him enough times to know he has very little knowledge of Faerie, the Vale included.”

      “Someone must know.” I looked at the crowd. The sound of faerie music drifted above the mass of bodies, along with the chill breeze. Instinctively, I found myself moving closer to him, shivering. As a Summer faerie, he couldn’t be particularly comfortable standing in the cold either. Perhaps it was the hint of faerie music messing with me, but I wanted to get it out in the open. “River, I didn’t mean what I said to Hazel. I do like you. And I’m grateful for what you’re doing for my family. I’m just… highly strung, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

      “I don’t blame you. I’d be angry in those circumstances, too. And I apologise for implying you were in any way guilty of a crime.”

      Words were easy in the dark, when nobody could hear and judge. “No worries. We sure look guilty. I wish…”

      I wish I could tell you the truth.

      Wait a moment. Agnes and Everett had known, but they’d seen the mark. River hadn’t, because I’d been hiding it every time we’d been near one another. But faerie vows could be undone if a person guessed what the vow contained without being told. Maybe this one was the same. If I left the book lying around so River would see it, he’d know. If the book even let me do that.

      “Yes?” He stood close. Too close. My cheeks warmed, my body remembering the downright carnal way he’d stared at me when Hazel’s spell had worked its magic, and when his own magic had brushed against my shield.

      I licked my lips, lost for words, and shook my head. “To be honest, I’m making this up as I go along.”

      “Aren’t we all?” He raised his eyebrows as I gave him an incredulous stare. “I was sent to guard your sister with an absolute bare minimum of information.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “What I was going to say earlier,” he murmured. “I meant to say… I can’t think of anyone without magic who could possibly have handled today better than you did.”

      My mouth parted in surprise, and more than ever, I wanted to tell him the truth. When he found out, no matter what, he’d be angry with me for concealing the book from him. He’d risked everything to put himself between us and the wraiths, after all.

      Cold air whipped past us, sending me stumbling on my heels. Above the house, a shadow passed overhead. A chilling breeze rose, the wind of death itself, and a grey film covered the world, muting every sound and turning each individual into a shadowy outline.

      No. Not again.

      Above the crowd, the wraith burned, a shock of blue-white light. Bright as Winter magic. It couldn’t be a conscious being, yet somehow, it was. An empty shadow of its former self, radiating malevolence. Screams rang out as the crowd looked up, panic crashing over them, yet I couldn’t move. Its power held me captive, demanding my attention.

      Grab the book. Now. My hands were numb, refusing to obey my commands.

      Then I saw River had gone, moving towards the wraith with determination in his stance.

      I broke free of the spell, running after him—and Holly appeared in front of me, her eyes accusing.

      “She did it!” Holly screamed, pointing at me. “She summoned it. Look at her!”

      Screams came from the crowd, but they’d merged into a white blob amongst the grey. The spirit sight—I couldn’t turn it off. Holly’s soul blazed bright, but I’d lost track of River behind the wraith’s dark, horrifying presence. Shadows moved, and the crowd’s accusing shouts broke through the roaring in my ears.

      Cold magic lifted me off my feet, slamming me onto my back on the lawn. I rolled over, wincing as icy grass clung to my bare arms, but at least the sensation had momentarily stopped the numbness which had held me captive. A redcap trod on my arm, sharp claws digging in viciously. I cried out and flung the creature aside, but another replaced it as the furious crowd surged in my direction. I threw my arms above my head, staggering, cursing the stupid dress for restricting my movements. Blood trickled down my arm from the redcap’s claws. Magic skimmed over my head, a blast of icy energy veering into the sky. Looked like I was still immune to faerie magic… but the attack hadn’t come from the wraith. One of the half-Sidhe in the crowd had tried to kill me.

      They think I’m controlling the wraith. Like they think I’m the killer.

      Fury rose within me. I tore at the dress, ripping the bottom clean off. Kicking my shoes loose, I used elbows and knees to push the crowd off me long enough to get back on my feet. Hands grabbed at me, tearing at my clothes, vicious and relentless. The image on the book’s cover swam in my mind’s eye, but its magic didn’t come to my aid. Blood roared in my ears, and my face stung, both with cold and from the beasts which had clawed me.

      “Ilsa!” Hazel’s voice screamed from the bushes nearby.

      I ducked into the bush’s shadow, beside her, shoved my hand into the bag and my fingers closed around the book.

      Sharp claws raked across my chin and I yelled, hitting out, flinging iron filings at the redcaps. Hazel ducked, her hands held above her head to protect herself. “Bloody things stole my knife,” she said between her teeth, kicking out at the nearest clawed assailant.

      “I’ve got it.” I removed my knife from the bag and cut left and right, stabbing anything that came near, but there were too many of them to dispel without magic, even if I’d had the skill. The wraith hovered above the crowd like a malevolent shadow, and from the screaming, it’d revealed itself to everyone.

      Maybe I needed to get closer to the wraith to banish it, but with the crowd in the way, it was impossible. The necromancers—or Holly—did something to block my magic. The book hadn’t responded to me at all. Like it’d been switched off. It seemed impossible that Holly could even have known about it, but there was no other logical explanation. We were going to die here if someone didn’t think of a plan.

      “Gatekeeper,” hissed the nearest redcap. “It’s time for you to die.”

      “Like hell.” I straightened upright, holding the container of iron filings. “This is your last warning: back away from my sister.”

      The redcaps swarmed.
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      I poured a handful of iron filings and hurled them at the oncoming redcaps. They scattered, shrieking, giving me an opportunity to help Hazel free herself from their claws.

      “Hazel, climb through the bush!” I shouted at her. “Climb the fence behind it. You can run back to the house that way.”

      “I’m not leaving you here with these murderous faeries—”

      I shoved my hand through the bush, pulling myself through. Branches scratched at my face and my bare arms, drawing blood, and abruptly, I fetched up against a solid force above the fence.

      A barrier surrounded the garden. Invisible, but real enough to touch, and too solid to walk through. Shit. How far does this thing go?

      “Hazel!” I kicked the nearest redcap away from her. Both of us were bleeding badly enough to attract a swarm. Worse, there was nowhere to run except towards them, the furious crowd, and the horrible form of the wraith floating overhead.

      Hazel swore and kicked out, using her heels as weapons, then magic exploded from her hands, through the bush, striking the fence. It didn’t even budge, and the invisible barrier barely rippled.

      “Their magic has sealed us in,” she whispered. “I can’t break it.”

      “Me neither.” The wraith couldn’t leave. It was trapped. And so were we. I had to hand it to Holly—she’d thoroughly duped us. It’d slipped my mind that it was possible to lock up the territory to the extent that even ghosts couldn’t get in or out, but there was no other way she could have done it.

      The redcaps swarmed again, eager for blood. They didn’t seem to notice the iron shards left cruel welts in their skin and burned their feet. Even my knife barely slowed them, and they fought until they bled out.

      “Fuck off,” snarled Hazel, stabbing wildly with her heeled shoes. “Go and eat Holly instead.”

      “Hang on, I’ve got it.” I grabbed one of the redcaps and cut its throat, grimacing as its foul blood splashed onto my hand. Then I hurled it amongst its brethren with a shout of, “You want blood? It’s yours.”

      They fell on their fallen comrade with screams of delight, and I took the opportunity to pull Hazel out of harm’s way. Magic bounced off our shields, ricocheting into the invisible barrier around the field. Even magic couldn’t escape the trap encasing Winter’s territory within its grasp. Holly was nowhere in sight, but below the wraith, the crowd had cleared. Shock jolted up my spine—those were the two necromancer traitors, right out in the open. I stepped towards them, and there was a flash of blazing lights—necromancer candle lights. A summoning circle, flaring around the edges. With a screaming cry, the wraith vanished in an explosion of light.

      The two necromancers stepped back. Shocked silence fell… then applause. The cold breeze died down, the wraith’s presence relaxing its grip. Nobody moved. All attention was on the necromancers, who stood there, basking in it. The candle lights burned bright, then went out in a dramatic flash. The wraith had disappeared entirely. More applause scattered through the crowd.

      The necromancer creeps had tried to kill me, and they were being hailed as heroes. And when the crowd recovered from their shock, they’d take us apart.

      Hazel gasped at my side, dropping to her knees. A knife stuck out of her chest—her own knife.

      Each detail etched itself in my mind, crystal clear. Dark blood staining her dress. The knife’s handle, protruding from between her ribs. Her whimper of pain snapped through my numb disbelief. I grabbed Hazel’s arms, shielding her from the crowd, but I didn’t dare pull out the knife in case it made the bleeding worse.

      “Hang on to me,” I told her, and gripped my knife tight. The writhing redcaps turned as one, entranced by the smell of the blood. The only way out was through the gate, and I’d cut down anyone who tried to stop me from getting her out of there.

      And then River was there, lifting Hazel out of harm’s way. “I’ve got her!” he said. “The barrier—it’s gone. We can climb over the fence.”

      I nodded mutely and ran for the hedge. Of course the barrier would have disappeared now Holly had achieved what she’d planned.

      She can’t be dead. Hazel can’t be dead.

      I screamed, cutting down every redcap that crossed my path without a care for the sharp claws digging at my own arms, clawing what was left of my dress. I tore branches aside to make a human-sized gap in the hedge, grabbing the top of the fence and pulling myself out of reach.

      “Hand her to me!” I said to River, who’d all but disappeared below the swarm, Hazel’s limp body held above his head. I balanced on the fence, taking Hazel’s arms and pulling her after me as carefully as I could manage. River vaulted the fence and took her from me before I lost my balance, dropping to my knees onto frost-coated grass.

      “That way!” I pointed down the field. “The fence connects our two territories. We just have to make it to ours and they can’t harm us.”

      River lifted Hazel’s body over his shoulders, and we ran. My feet were bleeding, and the scratches on my arms and face continued to sting, but I hardly cared. Hazel. It was my fault. I should have confronted Holly or at least argued that we stay behind, but I could hardly have predicted she’d know about my magic, much less be able to stop it. I didn’t give a crap what the rest of the town thought of us. I just wanted to save Hazel.

      Holly… she’d betrayed the peace treaty with our family. But unlike the faerie Courts, we’d never been to war with one another. After all, our own needs came second to Faerie. Always.

      Never again. Ever.

      On our right, Winter territory ended, its dark forests merging with Summer’s on the territory divide. My heart drummed against my ribcage and my palms were slick with sweat. As we passed by the forest, the icy breeze turned to thick, humid air. But even now, close to home, Hazel didn’t stir. Please don’t let us be too late.

      The forest came to an end, revealing our own garden. Rather than circling the house to use the front gate, I climbed over our own back fence, taking Hazel from River so he could climb and join me. Her arm draped over mine, and she didn’t respond when I whispered her name. I swallowed, my throat dry. She’ll live. She has to. She was so pale… and I’d never seen the mark on her forehead so faint. The territory was deathly silent, more so than I’d ever seen it. There was no hint of shimmering magic around the fields or house, no faint humming noises, and even the piskies had gone.

      I led the way towards a narrow opening between hedges beside the Summer Gate, to the Inner Garden. As we passed, I couldn’t help scanning the gate in case Sidhe warriors rode through it, but it was as rusty and overgrown with ivy as ever. More of an ornament than a gateway to Faerie. Still, I sent a silent plea to the Summer Sidhe all the same. Please. If anyone can help her, you can.

      There I was, praying to the monsters who’d ruined our lives. But what choice did I have? The heart of our family’s magic might lie in the bloodline, but its central point was at the right of the gate, where Summer directly overlapped with the Ley Line. I’d never been through before, because only the Gatekeeper and heir were allowed to get that close to Faerie. My heart thudded as we drew closer—my blood might allow me passage, but River’s probably wouldn’t.

      “I have to carry her,” I whispered to River, my voice hoarse. His wide eyes met mine, and he nodded.

      I inched towards the Inner Garden, Hazel draped in my arms. I tried not to jostle the knife, but it took everything I had to carry her through the entryway. The space was hardly bigger than our living room, a grassy clearing surrounded by hedges with a pool in the centre. Those waters could heal any injury, Mum said. I’d heard the rumours, but I’d never been allowed in. Shakily, I laid my sister’s inert form down in the pool. Immediately, cool water washed over my hands and covered Hazel’s body. I propped my sister’s head up so she’d be able to breathe, but instinct told me the faerie waters weren’t like a regular pond. I just hoped it’d work.

      “What now?” asked River, from the opening to the grove.

      “We wait.” I swallowed. “The waters have brought people back from the edge of death before, Mum said. This is where our power comes from.” I’d said our, but it wasn’t true. My power was different. Unknown. And this evening, it hadn’t helped us one bit.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, my voice shaking with the tears threatening to burst free. “Even if Holly was happy to break the truce between our families, no Lynn can harm another. Who did this to her? The redcaps?”

      “I didn’t see,” he said. “But that weapon—” He dropped the knife to the ground. Carved with precision, stained in Hazel’s blood.

      I picked it up, stepping backwards towards River. “It was her own weapon. They tried to—” Tears were streaming down my face, and I couldn’t stop. “This is my fault.”

      River’s arm drew around my shoulders. “You couldn’t have known.”

      “I knew Holly was a traitor.” I took in a shaky breath. “I didn’t know she’d go to these lengths. And you know what’s really fucked up? The Sidhe won’t punish her for this. They’ll say it’s the product of a family feud. I mean, if one of them—died, it might be a different story. Because there’d be no heir.” In all these years, the heir had always been a Gatekeeper. What Holly had done had trampled on years of history, wrecked the fragile peace between our families, and possibly turned the Courts on one another, too. Hazel had placed herself in harm’s way out of desperation to maintain that peace, not just because it was her job, but to protect me. I’d never considered she might have stuck with the job out of choice rather than resignation.

      I stole another painful glance at Hazel. Her eyes were closed, and now the blood had dissipated in the water, she looked like she was sleeping. When I crouched down beside her, I heard my sister’s quiet breathing. The knot in my chest loosened.

      “She’s alive,” I whispered.

      I climbed to my feet, my body swaying with relief and exhaustion.

      “It’s okay,” River murmured. “She’s okay.”

      “Yeah.” I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, shuddering when my gaze caught the redcap’s blood staining it. “It only works on life-threatening injuries. I need to find a first aid kit.”

      “Don’t you keep witch healing spells?”

      I tilted my head to look at him. “I thought you hated witch spells.”

      “I don’t hate them. I distrust their creators, and I think there’s a strong chance one of them was involved in the operation tonight. It was too well put together.”

      “There weren’t any witches there.” I attempted to wipe my hand on what was left of my dress, except it’d turned back into my hoody and jeans. As Hazel had promised. “Those necromancers, though…”

      “I’ll report them,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve already contacted Greaves with their descriptions, but he still seems convinced the three of us were wandering around the village committing crimes.”

      “Great. Add that to summoning wraiths. I can’t believe the crowd fell for that one.”

      He frowned at me. “No. What was she thinking with that?”

      That I have the book. She knows about Grandma’s magic. But then, why not confront me directly? She’d cut off my power without even trying.

      My burning eyes met River’s. “They’re going to pay for this,” I whispered. “I’ll make sure Holly never ascends to Gatekeeper. I’ll ruin her.”

      “She can prove she didn’t deal any damage to your sister herself,” he said. “I wish there was proof, believe me, but that performance of hers was calculated to divert the blame away.”

      “It was deliberate,” I said. “The wraith didn’t actually attack anyone, did it? But it scared the living hell out of the crowd. Now her necromancer friends look like heroes.”

      “Not to me,” River said tightly. “I saw through the veil. They didn’t banish it. The wraith vanished… which means someone close to the house was commanding and controlling it. I don’t think it’ll come here yet,” he added. “There might still be guests in the vicinity. She’ll want to make sure nobody is around when she calls it back.”

      “But it makes no sense that she managed to keep it contained. I don’t get it.”

      “Because it’s not a physical barrier they used,” he said. “It was a spirit barrier. Essentially, it’s like a summoning circle that covers a wide area—in this case, the grounds of the Winter house. It kept all the spirits inside imprisoned, and prevented anything else from getting in or out. The spirit barrier locks out the veil entirely. Very powerful, dangerous magic.”

      But that—that must be why I couldn’t use my magic.

      Arden appeared besides us in a flurry of feathers.

      “Where the hell were you?” I all but screamed at him. The raven had completely slipped my mind—which made my angrier at myself than at him. “Hazel nearly died.”

      “I got caught in that Winter girl’s spell.” The raven’s eyes gleamed with fury. “First it stripped away my glamour, then it trapped me in this form. It’s lucky nobody saw me transform.”

      I threw up my hands. “She didn’t care if Mum was there or not, did she? You’re supposed to help us, not fly away.”

      “I thought you would have liked me to spy on the enemy,” said Arden. “As it happens, I gleaned some very interesting information. Did you not wonder where the Winter Gatekeeper was?”

      “Yeah, for the brief moment before all hell broke loose. Why?”

      “She wasn’t at the ball,” Arden said. “In fact, she didn’t appear to be in the house at all.”

      “What? She wasn’t there?”

      Had Holly gone rogue? Or was her mother in Faerie?

      “The spell on the grounds was unmistakably necromantic in nature. It appears we have a traitor.” His eyes were on River.

      “I wouldn’t be foolish enough to set up a spirit barrier on the Ley Line,” River said. “If it broke or went wrong, it might have been catastrophic.”

      “Like that wasn’t catastrophic?” said Hazel, sitting up without warning. “I feel like shit.”

      “You’re okay.” My voice cracked. “Thank Summer. I thought—”

      “Like I’d die that easily.” Hazel coughed, dripping water everywhere. “Can I get out of this pond now?”

      “Only if your wounds are healed.” They had. Even the cuts on her hands and arms had healed up.

      Hazel climbed to her feet. Her dress had transformed into regular clothes, too. “I want to sleep for a century. Then I want to kill those redcaps.”

      “It was the redcaps, then?”

      She grimaced. “They stole my knife, the bastards.” She took it from me, wiping the blood on her sleeve.

      “Were they Unseelie, or outcasts?” River wanted to know.

      “They stabbed me,” Hazel said. “I didn’t exactly have chance to ask for their names and addresses, did I?”

      “Hazel,” I cut in. “You’re soaking wet and you nearly bled to death. We can talk about this tomorrow.”

      Hazel stumbled. “God. Does that pond make hangovers worse?”

      “Probably,” I said, taking her arm to help her cross the lawn to the house. Hazel stumbled a few times, but she made it upstairs with a little assistance.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, her voice slurring, “but I meant it about the redcaps.”

      Then she walked into her room and collapsed face-first onto her bed.

      Stepping back, I closed the door behind her. Fresh tears pricked my eyes, and I shook them away angrily. Some use this new power was when it disappeared in times of crisis.

      A warm hand on my arm made me turn around, startled. River had crept up on me in the dark.

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “She’ll be fine when she wakes up. The magic in that pond is powerful. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “It’s not exactly something Mum broadcasts,” I said. “But—Holly has to pay for this. She and her necromancers set that wraith loose, and she can use it to attack other people and claim I was responsible.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “I’d go after it, if not for this blasted vow.”

      I frowned at him, unable to see his expression in the dark. “I thought you volunteered for the job.”

      “I did,” he said tightly. “That doesn’t mean I agree with the way the Sidhe run things, nor did I know that the wraiths would target a village where not a single person has the skills to banish them.”

      “They don’t? Not even Greaves?”

      “As far as necromancers go, he’s barely above junior level. They’re going to get killed.”

      “Seriously? I know wraiths are rare, but it’s a stretch to assume nobody in this realm has ever dealt with them aside from you.”

      “In cities, certainly,” he said. “This is a small village in the middle of nowhere. Many others have dropped off the map for this precise reason. The rogue Sidhe will leave nothing behind.”

      “Agnes and Everett would beg to differ.” But they weren’t necromancers. And if Holly really did know about the book, enough to safeguard the wraith against it, then everyone in town might be collateral damage.

      River said, “I’m going to try and lure the wraith into a trap and confront it without breaking the terms of the vow. If I manage to do so, I’ll face it alone. Neither you nor your sister will be placed in harm’s way.”

      “You’d die,” I said before I could stop myself. Words caught in my throat, tangling together, and I cursed whoever had bespelled the book to the heavens.

      “You seem certain of that,” he said. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      “Yes.” I just couldn’t speak the words aloud, and when he found out, I’d doubtless take the heat for whoever’s spell had bound the book. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “This is my job,” he said in a low voice. “I can’t afford to fail. There’s… I’ve suspected for a while that there’s a conspiracy in the Grey Vale against the Courts, and I think the wraiths are part of that threat. I found evidence during my missions in the borderlands that more wraiths are slipping into the faerie realms. So when word of this mission reached my father, I was immediately suspicious that there was a connection.”

      I stared at him for a moment. “So you didn’t come to guard my family?”

      “I was contacted about this job because of my knowledge of the wraiths, but I have a suspicion that these events are all connected,” he said. “Attacks from the Vale have become more frequent in the last few years, but the mage councils in the human realm, even Edinburgh’s necromancer guild… they aren’t going to investigate a village in the middle of nowhere. Especially as it’s generally the Gatekeeper’s job to keep the peace in this region.”

      Indignation rose within me on Hazel’s behalf. “She’s trying. Both of us are. We aren’t trained for this, and it’s not our job to deal with wraiths.”

      “I’m not blaming you. I’m saying you’re being targeted as part of the Vale outcasts’ plan to work against the Summer Court.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” I knew barely anything about current faerie relations, but my family had given their lives to preserve the peace, for generations. Surely someone would have known if they faced a threat on that scale. “Do the Sidhe know your wild conspiracy theories?”

      His mouth flattened. “The Sidhe and I aren’t exactly on good terms.”

      “Wait, seriously? Why?”

      A moment passed. “The last Seelie client I worked for turned out to be keeping and torturing humans in his home. I managed to set them free, but the Sidhe found out. I took on this job as a last chance.” He was breathing heavily, his fists clenched. “And I apologise for taking it out on you and your sister, but she was deliberately negligent tonight without a care for the consequences.”

      “She was,” I said, “but because she’s terrified. How many times have we nearly died over the last week? It was me she was worried about, because I don’t have magic. That’s how they got her.”

      “Exactly.” His eyes glittered in the dark. “I was preoccupied with you, too. If I hadn’t been watching you more closely than her, I wouldn’t have lost sight of her and let those redcaps sneak up on her.”

      I stared. What in hell was I supposed to say to that?

      He didn’t give me the chance to reply. Just turned and walked downstairs, leaving me standing in darkness.

      Tomorrow, I thought as a wave of tiredness crashed over me. Tomorrow, Holly would pay for what she’d done. Tomorrow, we’d get answers.
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      I woke with a new sense of clarity. And as much as I wanted to find a way to make Holly pay for what she’d done, I had the means of conquering the wraith and stopping her in my own hands. Maybe I needed to coax obedience out of the book in my own way rather than chasing Grandma’s ghost. I already knew the theory of necromantic magic even if I’d had never had reason to learn it in detail.

      I found out pretty quickly that I’d skipped to the top level of necromancy without even trying. As low-level necromancers, the ones in the village could use their spirit sight to track and speak to ghosts in both the veil and the living world, as well as banishing and binding them in spirit circles. Basic stuff. River’s veil tricks were way up on the top level. And me? Nothing I read told me how the book had come into existence, and I found no references to the symbol on the cover, either. There were a few variations of faerie languages, but none matched the rune on the book, even closely. I was an academic, for the Sidhe’s sakes, but there were no primary texts from Faerie itself. Not in this realm.

      I drummed my fingers on the desk, adding the latest book to the ever-growing stack on my desk. If anything, the spellbook itself ought to be a source, if I could trick it into revealing its contents…

      Wait. Our family tree. It was there, on the wall. If Grandma had been given the book, she must have inherited it, right? I crossed the room to the tree, traced the line with my fingertips back to old Thomas Lynn himself. Two daughters. One bound to Summer, one to Winter. Their children were the same. So had this book fallen into our line’s possession after the split—or before? Had Thomas Lynn himself brought it back from Faerie, or had it wound up in the family another way? The records were gone. Buried. Only Gatekeepers were listed on the family tree. The others were… gone.

      I swore as the book pile teetered and toppled over, scattering on the carpet. But that wasn’t what I saw in my mind’s eye. The graves. All Lynns. The Gatekeepers and non-Gatekeepers were buried in that graveyard. And Grandma had implied that the Gatekeepers couldn’t use the book’s magic. But someone of the bloodline could.

      Grandma had had a sister. Like me. Great-Aunt Enid…

      Her grave was recently disturbed. And her spirit would be long gone. But I couldn’t help wondering if Grandma hadn’t given me instructions because the magic had never been hers to begin with. But if I was right, who’d given it to my Great-Aunt Enid?

      I pulled more books from the shelves, my heart racing. This place might be a shrine to the Lynns, but plenty of non-Gatekeepers had lived in this house. If Great-Aunt Enid had intended someone else to wield her power after her death, she must have left some information behind. But I’d been away from home when she’d died four years ago. Some detective I was. Surely she at least knew that the book couldn’t be read unless it wanted to be. Right?

      “Grandma,” I said, aloud. “You can’t just show up whenever a wraith does and then vanish the rest of the time.”

      But come to think of it—the barriers on Unseelie territory would have affected her, too. They’d come down specifically when the wraith had shown up, thanks to someone inside their territory. But how had they known I had the book? Maybe Holly had all the information, and that’s why I couldn’t find anything here in the house.

      Frustrated, I went outside to clear my head, and found River laying out candles on the lawn.

      “Hey,” I said awkwardly. We’d barely exchanged two words since our encounter last night. Luckily, Hazel had seemed too out of it to notice. “You’re not luring the wraith here, are you?”

      “No, but if it comes back, we’ll be ready.” So he was back in professional bodyguard mode. Maybe it was for the best.

      “I was wondering—what do those symbols on your sword mean?”

      “My sword?” he said in surprise. “Any reason?”

      “It sort of looks the same as the spell signature, the one they thought was ours.” I willed him to take the bait.

      “Not exactly.” He drew the sword, turning it over in his hands. Green magic shimmered along its hilt to his hands. “They’re Sidhe symbols… not human spell signatures. Faerie magic doesn’t leave a specific signature, not in the way your family’s does.”

      “No, but it looks similar.”

      He flipped the sword over. “Maybe.” The runes shimmered with green Summer magic, and his hands shimmered at the same time. The weapon was perfectly attuned to him. He owned it. And if he failed in his mission to protect Hazel, the Sidhe would take it away—and his magic along with it.

      He sheathed the weapon again. “I’ve been wondering since I got here why the Sidhe would put that mark on a human to begin with.”

      “You know our family’s history,” I said. “Thomas Lynn got his whole family cursed. The mark is the manifestation of the curse.”

      “It’s no curse,” he said. “It’s a vow.”

      I blinked, disarmed. “What?”

      “This… binding you’re under is a faerie vow. You’re obligated to serve the Court, on pain of death. If you disobey, what happens?”

      “The Sidhe turn up and haul you into Faerie,” I said automatically. “I’ve been looking into ways to get out of the damn thing for years, but there’s nothing. Not only has no human ever escaped a faerie vow, they usually don’t span multiple generations. And—”

      “And you don’t know the original vow’s meaning.”

      “Obviously not. What does this have to do with anything? I can’t break the vow, and if I could, it wouldn’t stop the village from thinking we’re murderers and the wraith from coming after us.”

      “I agree,” he said. “I was trying to think of reasons Holly would have turned on the Courts. But I don’t know her.”

      “Neither do I. We haven’t spoken in years, but she’s self-centred… arrogant… basically like her mother. And I guess she might have resented the Courts’ hold over her. Or wanted more power.” From the outcast faeries? Maybe. But that didn’t explain why she wanted to bring us down.

      She’d known about my magic. Who could have delivered that information into her hands? Who knew? Only Hazel and River… Agnes and Everett… even old Mr Greaves. Any of them might have betrayed us.

      River paced around the spell circle. “That will draw in the wraith, if it enters the grounds. I presume Holly’s keeping it under control, or one of her necromancer companions is. That limits the places it might be hiding, because at least a few of the other necromancers in the village would be able to detect wayward spiritual activity.”

      “You’re saying it’s still hidden on the Ley Line somewhere?” Or in the Vale? Perhaps it was. If Holly had made a deal with the Vale Sidhe, that was grounds enough for execution. “I wish we could run right to the Sidhe and report Holly directly to the Court itself.”

      “Wait,” River said softly. “Who else has permission to travel between the Court and here? Your messenger was conveniently absent during the battle yesterday.”

      “What, Arden?” I frowned. “He had to be. He was pretending to be Mum, and they’d have quickly figured out he wasn’t if he’d used magic.”

      “He has free run of your house, and you said yourself that he’s the one who first removed the bindings. He’s also not obligated to obey either of you.”

      “He obeys the Gatekeeper,” I said. “He also attacked Holly on our behalf.”

      “And delivered the false message about finding the heir.”

      He was right. “Maybe, but his magic is tied up with ours. The family’s. He’s bound to serve us, not to betray us. All he does is carry messages.”

      And information. He knew about the book, and my magic.

      “But he can use glamour and transform,” said River. “Those reports of you wandering around the village…”

      I shook my head. “Not away from the Ley Line.”

      Unless he was the one who’d put the spell on my house in Edinburgh. I never had seen who’d cast the spell, and the note had been unsigned.

      “I can’t detect him in the spirit realm at all,” River said. “When he sneaked up on me the other day—the reason he startled me is because I use my spirit sight to watch for intruders, and I didn’t sense him. And his magic gives me a similar feeling to that spell signature. It’s not so difficult to copy a mark if you’re a highly gifted magical being infused with the family’s own magic.”

      “But the signature isn’t our family’s,” I said.

      No. It was mine… and it was me they wanted to frame. Not my sister. Hazel, they wanted dead. Maybe they’d thrown me into that grave because they’d thought I was her. The only reason we’d survived was because of my magic combined with River’s presence. The enemy hadn’t predicted we’d have help from the Court. But whoever had sent him after us had known. Did that mean they knew Arden might betray us? Why did I find it so easy to believe?

      Maybe because I’d seen him in the village, outside Agnes’s shop. The Gatekeeper’s messenger. It made no sense for him to turn on us… but I never did figure out whether he had his own motives. He was tied to the Court, and through them, to us. Who knew where his real allegiances lay? Maybe even Agnes—

      Wait. Agnes hadn’t directly said Grandma had used the book herself. I’d just assumed it. And she was old enough to have known Great-Aunt Enid, too.

      “I’ll call Agnes,” I said to River. “I saw—I’m positive I saw Arden flying outside her shop when we were in the village, but I need to be sure before I confront him. He might be tied to the Courts, but he has more magic than I do.”

      Or maybe he didn’t. Not now I had the book.

      I left River to his summoning circle and walked back to the house to call Agnes. Luck was with me and I found a signal. The phone rang a couple of times, and then she picked up.

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s Ilsa, and it’s urgent.”

      “Ilsa,” said Agnes. “You’re in trouble, aren’t you? Half the village is calling for your arrest.”

      I closed my eyes. “It’s—someone’s framing me, and trying to kill my sister. I think they might be using witch spells to disguise themselves as us. I wondered if you’d lost any recently. Or sold any of those disguise charms to anyone else.”

      There was a pause. “No, I haven’t sold them to anyone else. But—Everett—”

      I heard her whisper something to her husband, then she spoke again. “Yes. Two went missing yesterday. They were in a locked box in the back room, but frankly, that’s the least alarming thing I’ve heard in the last week—”

      “If you see Arden, the family’s messenger, don’t let him in,” I said. “I’m almost certain he’s working against us. And there’s a wraith on the loose somewhere in town.”

      “Your messenger? Are you sure?”

      “River is. I’m not sure, but I don’t think he’d make that accusation without reason. But I wanted to ask something else—did you ever meet my Great-Aunt Enid?”

      “A couple of times,” she said. “Why?”

      “It was her,” I whispered. “She gave me the book. Her ghost isn’t here, she moved on when she died, but it wasn’t Grandma who had this power. Because it’s not the Gatekeeper’s. I can’t think of any other way it could have survived in the family without anyone finding out. If it didn’t belong to the Gatekeeper, it won’t have been recorded in the usual way.”

      Agnes sucked in a breath. “Now that you mention it, when we met, she used to go everywhere with that bird. Arden.”

      “What—seriously?” Then he knew… he’d always known. He’d passed on the information to the enemy, and the only reason they hadn’t tried to kill me was because they’d thought I knew nothing at all. I was no danger to anyone as long as I couldn’t read the book.

      “Yes. Why did you go to the ball, you foolish girl? I even sent you a warning, and called your house. But the connection cut out.”

      “Maybe Arden did that, too,” I muttered. “I have to tell Hazel. And—it wouldn’t surprise me if they planned to take you out of the picture, too.”

      She gave a short laugh. “Nobody gets me that easily. I’ll be ready.”

      “I hope so. He fooled us—and Mum, I guess, unless he only recently went double agent—”

      There was a buzzing noise, and the connection died. The lights went out in the house behind me, and a blast of icy air slammed into me. I braced myself, hand on the wall for balance, alarm ringing in my head.

      It’s the wraith. It’s back.

      The chill wind blew in from over the fence. I ran in that direction, reaching for the book. On the garden’s other side, the air shimmered above the fence dividing our house from the field alongside it.

      “Ilsa!” River shouted from behind me, but I’d already started climbing the fence. My clothes snagged on the wooden planks, but I pulled them free and leapt down on the other side. River climbed over the fence behind me.

      I gripped the book in my pocket, prepared to reveal it to him, but no sign of the wraith appeared. Just bitterly cold, icy air, from the direction of Winter territory. I ran alongside the fence, past the blurred forests that masked the end of our garden, at the point where they abruptly changed from magnificent evergreens to a mass of oppressive, frost-coated branches.

      “That wasn’t a wraith,” River said quietly.

      Another gust of ice-cold wind whipped at me. I caught my balance, my gaze catching on the shape of Winter’s house ahead. But the blast of wind hadn’t come from that direction. No—the source was inside the forest, somewhere in the mass of trees on our left that covered the ends of both territories where they merged.

      At the gates.

      I stood on tip-toe to see over the fence. Holly stood in the centre of the lawn, the silvery mark on her forehead glowing bright blue. Her hair streamed backwards as a breeze blew in the opposite direction from us, out of the gate.

      Winter’s gate was opening—a path directly into the Unseelie Court.

      I kept still, watching her. Holly wasn’t looking at me, but at the steel-looking sharp points of the gate, the only place in the mortal realm that led directly into the heart of the Winter Court. And someone was coming out.

      I hardly dared breathe. A voice in the back of my head—maybe the human part—told me to run. They’re coming. They’ll kill you. Run.

      I pushed those instincts aside, standing my ground. Immunity to faerie magic didn’t take away the raw fear that came from facing something as inhuman as the Sidhe, but part of me was in stark denial that she’d had the audacity to open the gate at all. Numbness flooded my body, giving way to a fresh wave of fear when three figures rode through the gate on horses white as the snow beneath their hooves.

      Sidhe. There really are Sidhe involved in this. This was worse than I’d feared. Even knowing necromancers had teamed up with Holly to summon evil Vale fae, part of me had hoped the culprits were human.

      Looking at the Sidhe was like trying to keep an eye on the horizon while on a rocking ship. Everyone saw something slightly different, depending on their definition of “out of this world scary”. Beauty and horror, though some mortals confused terror for rapture. It was the recognition of a being which was utterly alien, and didn’t belong on Earth.

      The three figures on horseback wore gleaming silver armour, and though they weren’t looking at me, I knew they all had the bright blue eyes of powerful Winter Sidhe. A glow surrounded the three of them like the moon on a winter’s night, and I didn’t blame the first humans who’d set eyes on the Sidhe for thinking they were angels. Devils, more like. Who’d said that? Agnes?

      They’re poison to mortals, even if they don’t mean to be. An eternity is nothing to them. You’re just curious insects.

      Except for the Lynns. They were definitely delegates from Winter, from the rippling blue and silver banners they carried… so did that mean Holly wasn’t working with the Vale outcasts, after all? Holly shouldn’t have been able to open the gate. Not when she’d broken the treaty and nearly got Hazel killed. They should be punishing her for her crimes. More to the point—she was heir, not the Gatekeeper.

      “You called us?” said a soft female voice that caressed the skin like a kiss. Leaving a sting in its wake. The part of me not immune to the Sidhe’s magic longed to see the speaker, yearned to see the beauty that went with the voice, but I knew better than to move any closer. Holly was the focus of their attention. She should by rights be scared out of her mind. These were the beings that snapped humans in two like children playing rough with old toys.

      “Yes,” Holly said, with a low curtsy. “I hope you don’t mind if I ask you for a favour.”

      I sucked in a breath, wincing. Nobody willingly made a bargain with the Sidhe if they knew all the potential consequences. And Holly sure as hell would. She was the Gatekeeper’s heir. What could possibly have happened to make her that desperate?

      “I need…” She paused. “I need to be freed from the binding. My mother—she—”

      “You ask for the impossible,” said the female voice. “No vow can be broken, yours least of all.”

      “I—” Holly’s body was rigid. Terrified, as she rightly should be, considering the beings casting judgement down on her. Either they’d tongue-tied her, or she had nothing to say.

      Holly had always struck me as a rule-follower, not a rebel. She’d liked the power. And from the pact she’d made with the necromancers, she wanted to use it.

      “I cannot accept the offer,” said the Winter delegate coldly. “Even from the heir. Are you truly so indifferent to your own life?” She moved her own hand, and Holly was sent flying head over heels in the snow. “When you ascend to the position of Gatekeeper, you will never set foot in this world again.”

      A gasp escaped Holly, then she flopped onto the grass. I stared at the Sidhe and her steed, completely stunned. One of the few consolations to being the Gatekeeper was being able to live in both worlds. Now the Winter Sidhe had taken that away. She’d never survive in Faerie, regardless of her magic. They’d effectively given her a death sentence.

      The Sidhe’s magnificent white steed turned around, and she rode away without a final word. The two other Sidhe knights followed her, and nobody looked away from the gate until it had closed.
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      River tugged on my arm. “We need to move. Now.”

      Holly crouched in the snow-covered lawn as though the gallows waited ahead of her, and I hated the rush of pity that momentarily drowned out my fury at what she’d done to Hazel.

      “I’m not leaving until I get some answers,” I said.

      The hedge rustled, and several redcaps ran out with gleeful cries. “Trespassers get eaten,” one of them growled.

      Blazing anger rose, quelling my disbelief. I didn’t care if Holly saw or heard us. You’ll pay for what you did to my sister.

      I whipped out my iron filings and flung them into the nearest redcap’s face, then grabbed my knife. River’s sword gleamed silver, and magic burst from his free hand, sending a dozen redcaps sprawling into the dirt. I found one who looked alert, and rested my foot on the redcap’s chest. His eyes bulged.

      “Not Lynn… not you.”

      “Oh, you’d better believe I’ll end you. Who told you to murder my sister?”

      He sank his teeth into my foot. I swore and kicked out, glad I’d worn my thickest boots. Those teeth were razor sharp and hung on tenaciously. It took three kicks to shake it loose, sending the creature flying into the hedge. Iron shards spilled carefully from my hands, forming a barrier between me and them. River’s sword cut down, severing hands and limbs, but they kept swarming, drawn by the smell of fresh blood. Over the fence, I’d lost sight of Holly altogether.

      Well, it worked last time. As a redcap tackled my legs, I grabbed it by the back of its neck, hoisting it into the air, and stabbed it in the neck. The redcap moved at the last second so the blade sank into its shoulder instead, and it wailed.

      “Quiet,” I snapped. “You tried to kill my sister. Who gave you the orders? Holly Lynn?”

      “Lynn… no. Not that one.”

      “Arden?” The redcap wriggled free, dripping blood everywhere, and fell shrieking beneath his companions as they pounced on the source of fresh blood.

      “Ilsa,” River said urgently. “We have to leave.”

      “No, we don’t,” I said. “A Lynn gave them the orders. Not Holly. There’s only one other Lynn here.”

      The Winter Gatekeeper. Who could command Arden? I only obey the Gatekeeper, he said. He didn’t say which Gatekeeper.

      River’s expression darkened. “I don’t think I can go much further from Hazel without surpassing the limits of my vow—frankly, I’m surprised I got this far.”

      “Are you really.” My thoughts were clear—sharply so, and it hit me exactly how screwed up the situation was. “Did your vow by any chance to say Guard the Gatekeeper’s heir? In those exact words?”

      His mouth parted, surprise furrowing his brow. “Yes. Why—?”

      I marched towards the fence. So that’s how it is. She knew. They all knew, except me.

      Holly had been behind the house and I hadn’t seen her pass by, so I aimed for the section of fence hidden by hedge, where I’d climbed over the day before. The house’s sheer wall rose opposite, stark and ice-coloured.

      “Are you seriously climbing over there?” River demanded. “Ilsa! You’re—”

      “She did it,” I said. “The Winter Gatekeeper ordered my sister’s death, and she’s in there somewhere. But Holly just argued for the Sidhe to free her from the bargain. Aren’t you a little curious as to what it all means?”

      “Of course I am, but—”

      “But nothing. Is there a spirit barrier on the place?”

      “No, there isn’t. But…” He paused. “I sense something.”

      “Necromantic?” I rested one foot on the fence.

      “Possibly. I can’t get a reading on it.” He pulled himself over the fence easily and reached out a hand to help me climb down. His hands were warm in contrast to the chill coming from the direction of Winter’s gate. A thick coating of snow covered the grass and the house’s roof, and icicles fringed the blacked-out windows. All the curtains appeared to be drawn, and there were no other signs of life… or death.

      “Ready?” he asked, his eyes wary.

      “Yeah. Just watch out for those redcaps.”

      We ran from bush to bush like spies in an action movie. Coldness poured from the house in waves, making my teeth chatter.

      I raised my head, trying to see through the window without moving within view. “Are you sure she’s not in there? The Gatekeeper?”

      River swore under his breath. “I sense something… it’s inside the house.”

      I ran the last metre to the row of thorny, frost-coated bushes directly beneath the house, and before I could question whether I was making a stupid mistake, I put my hand on the book in my pocket and almost unconsciously, let its power flow through my skin.

      Greyness seeped across my vision, blotting out the world. River was a steady glowing presence beside me, but other than that—ow. I’d tried to push my awareness outwards to the house in front of me, and it was like I’d hit an invisible shield. Was there a spirit barrier on the house? If I went inside, I’d know, but that’d put me at the mercy of any tricks Holly had devised.

      But where’s the Gatekeeper?

      “It’s locked,” River said. “I’d almost say there’s a spirit circle, or something similar, around the house itself.”

      “Shit. Is the wraith inside the house?” Holly really had lost her mind. I crouched beneath the window, extending my awareness again the way I’d known which direction old Greaves’s ghost had been in by the graveyard. Holly must be behind the house, but I couldn’t sense her spirit at all. Whatever spell was on the house entirely blocked my awareness. Spirit circle… now I knew what to look for, I picked up on the lights buried beneath the snow, surrounding the house in a perfect circle.

      I grabbed River’s arm, pointing. His attention sharpened as he saw what I’d sensed with my spirit sight—a candle, burning even beneath the snow, encased in ice below the window.

      “Good catch,” he murmured. “I wouldn’t move it without knowing what the circle contains, but here…” He stepped to the door, running his hands over the wood. “The circle contains the whole house. Opening the door won’t let the spirit—whatever it is—escape.”

      I nodded. He hissed out a breath, withdrawing his hands. “Winter magic. A spell.”

      “The window?” I suggested. But the house was doctored with the same type of spell that Mum had put on our own territory, governed by whichever rules the Winter Gatekeeper chose. It was entirely possible one of us would end up turned into an ice statue the instant we stepped inside. If not me, because of the truce, then certainly River. And he was Seelie, so he’d probably get hit twice as hard.

      Think, Ilsa. If I’d been attempting to break into Summer’s house… but I was a Lynn. The normal rules didn’t apply. This might not be my house, but I knew the magic that sustained it as intimately as my own. And it’d never harm another Lynn.

      “Step back,” I said to River out of the corner of my mouth. “This is gonna set off the defences, but they can’t hit me.”

      “You’ll draw Holly’s attention.”

      “I don’t care. Whatever’s in that house must be what’s screwing with the spirit line.”

      “Wait—how are you so certain about that?”

      I shook my head. There was no time to explain—and I wasn’t about to let that wraith attack anyone else.

      I slammed the heel of my boot into the door. It might be magic, but I’d seen my own house crumble under an onslaught of debris. It wasn’t invulnerable. River’s sword could probably cut it down, but that would trigger the defences. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t.

      Bang. Bang. The door rattled in its frame. I knew where the lock was, thanks to it being a mirror of the one on our own house, and I vividly recalled the time Mum had knocked it clean off its hinges in a temper. Not to mention when River himself had done it… using necromantic magic.

      Greyness dampened my vision, and the echo of that cold, binding power passed over my skin. I gripped it, hard, and shoved.

      Icy wind blew the door inward, and I grabbed the door before I lost my balance. River exclaimed behind me, and I knew he’d seen what I’d done—but he’d disappeared. So had the house. All that remained was a screaming void of grey, and a… thing trapped within it. My consciousness crept outwards, pinpointing the shadow to where the Lynns’ living room was in the waking world.

      A spirit was trapped inside. A powerful one. The whole house trembled with energy, making my own power feel muted by comparison. A wraith? No way. It shone too bright, a blinding presence, somehow familiar…

      No. It can’t be.

      The Winter Gatekeeper was already dead. It was her spirit tethered to the house, trapped in what must be a giant summoning circle.

      Damn the Sidhe, now I knew why Holly was so desperate to free herself from the curse. With the Gatekeeper dead, she’d be the next one. So she’d… bound her. If the Gatekeeper continued to exist, that meant Holly herself wouldn’t ascend to the position of Gatekeeper. She’d found a way around the vow. And the necromancers had obviously helped her preserve her mother’s life, tethering it to this realm. Which meant she wasn’t dead, she was somewhere in between, caught in the veil.

      Oh my God. It was her magic that had raised the dead, the wraiths, and caused chaos up and down the Ley Line.

      River moved to my side. “She’s going to mess up the whole spirit realm.”

      I blinked the greyness away, stumbling backwards beside him.

      “She’s dead,” I whispered. “I don’t understand. She was alive—she was absolutely fine the last time I saw her. She’s only Mum’s age.”

      “I think that’s the least of our concerns.”

      No kidding. This was some secret and a half. How long had she been like this? Could she even be banished?

      I have to try. “River, could you… banish her?”

      “Not while the circle’s locked,” he whispered. “It has some power source I can’t detect.”

      “Of course. It must be the necromancers. They’re still here somewhere. We have to kill them.”

      “I can’t let you do that, Ilsa,” said Holly. She stepped into the hallway, a gleaming icy dagger in her hand. “You’re trespassing.”

      The knife left her hand as she threw it at River. He deflected it with the side of his blade, sending it clattering against the family portraits on the wall. Despite the horrible presence within, the house looked exactly the same. How had neither of us picked up on this yesterday? She must have had the spirit barrier set up all along.

      I waited, my body tense. I couldn’t harm her, after all. But there was no way I was letting her keep that thing imprisoned here, barely contained, with enough power to shake up the Ley Line itself.

      Holly’s mouth twisted. “You people don’t know when to quit.”

      “We’re tethered to the Sidhe, same as you,” I retaliated. “Not that it means anything to you, seeing as you tried to have my sister killed.”

      My hand crept towards my own knife. I knew how powerful, how devastating her magic was—and that River had no defence against it.

      “I didn’t try to have your sister killed. Him, though—I don’t care.”

      Icy shards materialised in the air, daggers aimed directly at River. If I got in the way, my magic wouldn’t save me. River’s sword sliced diagonally, severing a dozen of them at once. Whoa. I’d forgotten, given the power we were faced with, just how strong a faerie talisman was. Maybe enough to outdo a Gatekeeper. But that spirit—

      Icy air blasted down the hallway, rattling the portraits, causing both River and I to stumble backwards in the direction of the doorstep. Death energy. I wasn’t immune to necromancy.

      Holly raised her palms, the circlet on her forehead glowing with silver-blue light. The same power Hazel had used to blast those Vale faeries to pieces.

      I shoved River out the way and tackled her. We slammed into the wall, the magical assault bouncing off my shield and leaving River unharmed. He swore, and the house moved, its magic rattling my teeth in my skull. The house’s magic must have picked up on the intruders and now it wanted to throw us out.

      River stepped backwards off the doorstep and I moved in that direction as well. The spirit circle was outside. We needed to break it to free the spirit. And then… presumably, she’d move on, through the gates to the afterlife. Beyond. Right? That coldness I’d felt from her, though… she still retained some kind of awareness. A person as powerful as she’d been in life probably did keep her mental functions after death. What Holly was doing was sick, twisted and cruel… but I couldn’t forget that it was the Gatekeeper who had the authority to give Arden orders, and had supposedly set those redcaps on us. If I believed them.

      Icicles rose from the windows to throw themselves at River. He cut them down, driven backwards away from the house. We could theoretically make a run for it from here, but that was the coward’s way out.

      “You’ve lost it,” I told Holly. “The veil… the whole Ley Line might crack open again if you keep that spirit caged here. Let her go. Move on. You didn’t have to—”

      “Please.” She laughed harshly. “Like your sister wouldn’t do the same.”

      “No. Hazel wouldn’t do that. And even if she would, we have to stop you.”

      “Is it worth tearing the realms apart for?” River cut in. “Your mother’s spirit’s a powerful one. It’s sending shockwaves across the whole veil.”

      “Not my problem,” said Holly. “You don’t know anything about me, or about our family.”

      Coldness rolled through me—not from the wind, but from the book stirring in my pocket. A film of grey surrounded my vision again. One blink and the spirit world overlaid the realm of ordinary sight. I could still see River and Holly, and the bright shapes of their souls—but beyond that was a brighter shape, an orb of light like a second sun. The Winter Gatekeeper’s soul. If I freed and banished her, I’d be able to send her Beyond the gate for good.

      Ice exploded from Holly’s fingertips. I screamed a warning to River, but he moved swiftly, dodging her attacks. Summer magic swirled around him, breaking the icicles, and coalescing into a whirlwind of energy aimed at Holly. She waved a hand and an icy shield deflected his attack. Dammit. If could both fight her at once, we might stand a chance, but that truce—

      Wait. I crouched, grabbed a handful of snow, and flung it into Holly’s face. She gave a startled hiss, and River took the opportunity to strike, blasting her with necromantic power, driving her backwards towards the house.

      I reached into my pocket with numb fingers, cursing the icy wind still rolling from the mansion. Snowflakes drifted around, stinging my face and hands, but I pulled the book free and willed its cold magic to fill my veins.

      The house and garden trembled as a shadowy form descended, bringing a blast of icy cold energy that felt like the depths of hell itself. The chill breeze struck me head-on, and my back hit the wall. The wraith must have been hiding behind the house—and unlike the Winter Gatekeeper’s ghost, it wasn’t bound by the spirit circle.

      Holly stepped into the hallway, a smirk on her face. So she’d decided to back out and set her pet monster on us instead. Winded, I clutched the book by sheer reflex, its pages spinning, words passing over them. Banishing words. They rose to my tongue—but River spoke first, advancing on the wraith as it descended beside the house. Dammit, he’s going to get himself killed.

      “Hey!” I screamed at the monster, brandishing the book. “Get over here.” I grabbed the salt canister with my free hand and threw the contents down in front of me. “River, get back here. We don’t need the—”

      Holly lunged at River, tackling him to the ground. He flung her off, but the wraith bore down on him. His sword came up, piercing the wraith’s shadowy form, and it shuddered, fury rolling off it. The weapon did hurt it—maybe because it was forged in faerie magic—but it wasn’t enough to kill.

      The words in my mouth and the power in my hands were.

      I spoke deliberately, like remembering a language half-forgotten. Grey light spun from my fingers almost like magic itself, slamming into the beast. It continued to sweep across the ground, and alarm sang through me—it’s not enough. The book isn’t enough.

      The spirit realm remained, a monochrome plane covering everything. Holly’s soul shone in the gloom—and River’s, alight with necromantic magic. Wait.

      “You know the words,” I said to him. “Speak them.”

      “How do you—”

      “Come on!” I shouted the line again, and River spoke, too. Cold magic rose to my hands, mingling with his, and the combined force of our power struck the wraith directly. It fell back, writhing, screeching, and its body exploded into fragments.

      Silence descended. Then River turned to me, betrayal and disbelief etched on his face. “You’re—”

      “How dare you,” snarled Holly. “Have you any idea what I’ve done to get my hands on the Gatekeeper’s book?”

      Somehow, I found my voice. “I think the evidence is right behind me. Too bad you couldn’t bribe Arden to steal that, huh.” The book glowed, its grey sheen shimmering up my arms. Magic. Could I hurt even Holly with that power?

      Let’s find out.

      “I didn’t want to do this, Ilsa,” she said.

      Two figures came out behind her. Necromancers. The henchmen from before. Their hands glowed, too, their souls shining bright in the greyness.

      River ran to meet them, his sword slashing. I ran to join him, but cold hands reached and locked around my throat, pushing me backwards. What—? The two of them weren’t anywhere near me. One fought River, the other stood behind—yet his hands were at my throat, and his face swam before my eyes.

      His spirit had detached from his body. I gasped and raised my hands to pull him off me, but my hands passed straight through his indistinct form. I could breathe just fine, but his hands weren’t on my physical body at all. He was trying to pull my spirit out of my body, and the horrible chill that froze my blood was the sensation of death calling me.

      But I held the means of using death’s magic against them in my hands, and I had no intention of letting another soul get hold of it.

      Grey light shone from my hands, the book’s cold magic rushing through my veins. I grabbed his hands in mine, hard, pulling them from my throat. I might not be as versed in necromancy as I liked, but I knew that physical strength in the waking world meant nothing in the realm of spirits. What mattered above all else was will—the iron determination to cling to life. That’s what made the most persistent ghosts. And that’s what fuelled my power. I grabbed his hands, pulling them from my neck, and pushed.

      His spirit flew backwards, in the direction of his body. Exhilaration filled my blood. Finally. If I could manipulate the dead, maybe I could do the same for Holly. I turned, seeking the familiar glow of her spirit—and saw her living form, holding River’s sword.

      The grey light switched off and I gasped. River lay on the grass, completely still, snow already piling onto him.

      “Bastard cut me,” said the necromancer. “I got him, though.”

      No. River wasn’t visibly injured. But he didn’t seem to be breathing or moving.

      I switched on my spirit sight again, greyness flooding my vision. Showing the two necromancers, Holly… and no sign of River.

      “Don’t worry,” said the second necromancer. “He’s not dead. Ilsa Lynn, is it? You’re not the one I’m supposed to kill. You’ll be more valuable to us alive.”

      Horror coursed through me. They’d ripped River’s spirit out of his body, and if it wasn’t here, there was only one place it could be—the afterlife. He was as good as dead.

      “Throw him out,” Holly told the necromancers, indicating River’s prone body. “And take her.”

      He can’t be dead. No way. His spirit wouldn’t have just—vanished.

      One of the necromancers lunged for me. I kicked out, catching him in the kneecap, but that didn’t slow him down. He aimed a punch, which I tried to block, but missed. His fist caught me in the cheekbone and knocked me back into the wall. My head rung with pain, my vision swimming, made worse by the glowing spirits behind him and Holly—

      Wait a second. His spirit… it didn’t match the person who faced me. He looked human in the waking world, but from what I’d seen of spirits through the veil…

      He was half-faerie, and spinning a glamour.

      I dived down, scraped the scattered iron filings from the earth, and threw them in his face. He fell back, screaming in pain as the iron burned his skin, burned away his disguise. I drew back, prepared to fight—then saw the second necromancer leaving, carrying River’s body.

      Sorry, River. I’m so sorry.

      I threw the last of the iron fragments at the necromancer, and ran.
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      I kept running, breathing sharply, inhaling cold air carrying the scent of death. Anger rolled through me, but my powers only worked on the dead, not the living. And it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.

      And now River was gone, somewhere in Death, where I couldn’t reach him.

      It’s my fault. I dragged him onto their territory.

      I caught up to the necromancer with a hoarse scream, throwing myself at him from behind. He hit the fence, and I fumbled for my knife, stabbing wildly. He threw me off him, hands grabbing at me, but I kicked him full in the face, feeling cartilage break beneath my boot. He must have thrown River’s body over the fence—right into that redcap nest.

      I threw what was left of the iron at the necromancer’s bleeding nose and trod on him to climb the fence. River lay several feet away. I dropped to my knees, feeling for a pulse. It was there, but faint. So he still lived… but his spirit had disappeared. Without it, his body would eventually die. Like the Winter Gatekeeper’s must have, by now.

      “River. River.”

      My grey-tinted vision showed nothing but a blur, and even the Gatekeeper’s spirit behind me had disappeared from view. I grabbed his arm, looped it over my shoulder, and half-dragged him down the field. My arms screamed, protesting at the exertion. Coldness dragged at my limbs, threatening to pull me down, but I stayed upright—somehow. I can’t let him die here. I can’t… I can’t.

      The field on my right became forest, thick forest with frosty trees masking the gate from view… the gate where the Sidhe had rode through and cast judgement down on Holly… the Sidhe, who would never come and save us…

      Frosty trees slowly began to merge into evergreens. River’s dead weight leaned on my shoulder. My arms were numb.

      Greyness folded over my vision. I felt my knees give way, River slipped from my grasp, and the grey was relentless. Never-ending. Like the veil.

      “Get up,” whispered a voice. Grandma. “Ilsa.”

      “Damn you,” I croaked. “You’re too late. You could have…”

      But there was nothing any of us could have done. River was trapped beyond life or death, and even necromancers couldn’t…

      “Ilsa.”

      I looked up, anger melting the ice freezing my hands and momentarily restoring my energy. “Thanks for telling me it was Great-Aunt Enid who did this,” I growled at her. “And for vanishing when I needed your help. Why is the book working for me now when it wouldn’t before?”

      “The book only obeys the Gatekeeper,” Grandma’s spirit said. “I apologise… I hoped the book would not surface again during your lifetime, and that you wouldn’t have need of it.”

      “You were wrong.” I crawled to my knees and pulled the book from my pocket. The symbol on the cover glowed with incomprehensible power. The book only obeys the Gatekeeper. When I’d told River the words of the vow… I’d acknowledged that this was what I was. But Gatekeeper of what, exactly? “How in hell did this book end up in the family in the first place?”

      “The same way anything came to our family,” said Grandma. “The Sidhe.”

      An icy pit opened inside me that had nothing to do with the lingering chill from Winter’s territory.

      “Thomas Lynn was lucky enough to escape their clutches with his mortal lover,” she said, “but the taint of their magic remained. Even after his death, the contract he made in Faerie didn’t cease to exist. Both Summer and Winter had their claim on his daughters’ souls, and when both Courts were embroiled in a vicious conflict, it might have been the final straw that caused the Courts to destroy one another.”

      “So they sacrificed themselves?” I asked quietly. “That’s what happened—right? One Court claimed each.”

      “They did, and the result was decades of peace across the realms. And because of that very same contract, the Sidhe were tied to this realm and were obliged to step in and assist us against the outcasts when they attacked. But the book you hold in your hands is from a pact just as ancient. The family has necromancer blood running through it as surely as the faerie magic in our veins, but only one who is not heir to either Court can wield it. The book gives one power over death itself, even those who are beyond life and death.”

      My mouth fell open. “So… that must be why it came to the surface now.”

      Puzzlement flashed across her face. “What do you mean?”

      “I—oh, screw it, it’s not like the Sidhe can come after you in Death. The Sidhe’s source of immortality was apparently destroyed.”

      She gave me a sharp look. “Who told you that?”

      “A ghost,” I said. “Why? It makes sense.”

      “The book awakens when the peace is threatened,” she said. “That must be why. That Holly… I knew she was searching for the book, but not why. She wanted that magic you wield, but she didn’t know where it came from.”

      Of course. Holly thought I’d picked it up by accident. She’d been furious, because it held the exact type of magic she needed to preserve her mother’s spirit and prevent the Winter Court from claiming her.

      “I guess you don’t know how to banish that spirit, if Great-Aunt Enid was the one with the power.”

      “No,” she said gently. “But I can help you find your friend.”

      “You can help me find River?” My voice rose. “But—he’s gone.”

      Her hands gripped my arms, tight—too solid for a ghost. I yelped as a horribly cold feeling spread down my spine, like someone had poured icy water down my back. The sensation crept up my arms to my fingertips.

      “What the—?”

      “You only have a short time,” she said, her voice faint. “Run.”

      I spun on the spot, but Grandma had disappeared. The noise ahead grew louder. My hands shimmered oddly under the dim light. Had Grandma given me some new kind of power? My body felt… light. Floaty.

      She hadn’t given me magic. She’d pulled me out of my body entirely.

      River was here somewhere. In Death. Together, we might be able to banish the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit before Holly doomed us all.

      I’ll make it right. I promise.

      Greyness blanketed the world, and the field had entirely disappeared. Presumably my body still lay there on the grass at the boundary of my own territory, but all around were shades and little more. As a ghost, I could move anywhere—even find the necromancers, and warn them that they were needed. But how did the waking world relate to this grey haze? I hadn’t a clue.

      After floating a little, it occurred to me that while I hadn’t consciously been moving in any particular direction, something drew me forwards. The outline of a long, endless shape appeared in the distant haze. Sort of like—a gate.

      The gates of death. Everyone was drawn to the gates when they died, and while I might not actually be dead, the tugging sensation was clear—the gates would take me anyway.

      I floated some more, through greyness so complete, I forgot there was another world beneath entirely. My thoughts became sluggish, drifting away on the breeze, and I halted in alarm when I found myself drifting towards the mass of greyish spirits, in front of the vague transparent shape of the gates.

      “Nope.” I stopped, fighting the tug with everything I had. “Not happening. River!”

      Nobody responded. Sad spirits drifted around, some of them muttering to themselves. I caught enough words to know most of them had forgotten who they were and what they were doing here. Some called after family members, others blankly stared until the crowd’s momentum carried them towards the seemingly endless stretch of spear-topped, towering gates. Worse, my own name began to slip through my fingers, too.

      “I’m Ilsa Lynn. I won’t forget who I am. I’m not dead. And I need to find River.” I repeated the words over and over again, grasping for the surety I’d felt when I’d sensed his spirit as I’d stood in that grave…

      And then—I saw him. His spirit glowed brighter than the other ghosts, perhaps because he wasn’t actually dead. He floated apart from the others, wearing the same distant expression as all of them. I directed myself towards him, hovering above the grey. The spirits weren’t solid so I floated straight through them, my gaze fixated on River’s blurred form. Indistinct. Fading.

      Not if I can help it.

      “River,” I gasped. “You need to come with me right now.”

      He looked past me, muttering something unintelligible.

      “Don’t you start talking to dead people as well,” I snapped. “I’m Ilsa. You’re River. And we’re both alive.”

      I grabbed his hand, which slipped through my fingers. Dammit. How was I supposed to grab hold of a ghost?

      He drifted to the left, towards the relentless crowd borne through the gates. I couldn’t see anything more than that. The world of Beyond was unknown to everyone except the necromancers.

      “I have to find them,” he said.

      Was this what necromancers had to put up with all the time? No wonder they were so bad-tempered. Ghosts were more unreliable than even the Sidhe.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, River, you’re bound by a vow to protect my family with your life. Which means your life is tethered to ours. Like the Lynn family curse.”

      “Family curse,” he repeated.

      “Yes, I told you about it.” I looked him in the eyes, which gleamed with green Summer magic even in death. “Don’t you remember?

      Remember…

      The vow that bound me only worked on the living. Even if he hadn’t seen what I’d done, I’d be able to tell him all of it now. The book, as far as I knew, hadn’t followed me into death. But maybe it can. Necromancers seemed to be the exception to every rule. The fact that neither of us had floated through the gates yet was proof of that.

      “I have something really important to tell you, River, and I hope you remember it when you wake up. I’m the one who banished the wraith. Grandma—well, Great-Aunt Enid—she gave me this book with necromantic magic that’s been in our family forever, and it bound itself to me. I can’t tell anyone about it, but I got around the vow.”

      “You banished the wraith?”

      “Yes.” I grabbed his wrist. To my surprise, his hand felt solid this time. So did mine. “I did. And I think I’m the Gatekeeper you’re supposed to protect. Somehow…”

      He looked at the gates, then back at me, his expression clearing. “You’re the Gatekeeper. You’re… Ilsa.”

      “At least you didn’t call me Hazel. Tell me you remember who you are now.”

      He looked down at our entwined hands and shook his head. “I’m too far gone. Maybe my vow kept me alive this long, but I don’t think I can—”

      The breeze tore at him, threatening to break my grip on his hand. I wasn’t strong enough to fight the pull from Death’s gates. No matter what I did—

      “Think about your family,” I said desperately. “Think about something real. Anything.” Strong emotions attached ghosts to the waking world, I knew that, but I didn’t know him well enough to make an educated guess as to what would work in this particular case. All I knew was that I wasn’t letting go of his hand.

      “My father didn’t believe my reports on the wraiths.” His hand solidified as anger and pain flashed in his eyes. “Nobody would take the word of a half-blood seriously in the Courts, even on matters that threaten their lives.”

      “Oh.” Suddenly his initial interest in the wraiths made a lot of sense. “I’m sorry. He’s wrong. You were right, and you have to tell the Courts that. You’ll finish your job and they’ll forgive you for helping humans…” Dammit. His hand had gone transparent again, his expression clouded.

      “River,” I said. “I want you to think very clearly. What exactly were you thinking when you saw me step out of Hazel’s spell circle?” Maybe I needed something more powerful—but I didn’t know what he cared about most of all, in this world or Faerie. Hadn’t had the chance to ask.

      I dug my nails into his palm, grabbing his shoulder with my free hand. Death’s cold embrace tugged at us, but I planted myself right there and refused to budge.

      “I was thinking…” His gaze cleared. “I was thinking that if I could break my vow and spend the night with you instead, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      Shock filtered through. For all the restless spirits floating past, we might have been alone. “What? I thought you were mad at me at the time.”

      He shook his head. “I was mad at your sister for not taking the threat seriously, but you… I wished it’d been you I’d been asked to guard.”

      “Well, you got your wish.” Maybe being a ghost did away with my reservations, but I had to try. “If you go through those gates, you’ll never get to spend any more time with me in the waking world.” I placed my hands on his shoulders. “Don’t you want to see what that would be like?”

      I closed the last inches between us and kissed him. I wish I could say I felt the whole thing, but with little left of my senses, all I got was the whisper of his lips on mine and the barest hint of the earthy scent of his magic.

      I looked up to find the gates had disappeared, to be replaced by more endless grey. The fog cleared, revealing my house, and we dropped through the roof as though it wasn’t there at all. Down, down into the living room, where Hazel slumped beside the sofa, her head bowed. Two bodies lay there, one on the armchair, the other on the sofa.

      “Oh god, she’s going to kill me. She must have found our bodies out in the field,” I said. It was weird as hell to speak while looking down at my own lifeless body. Shit. Hope it’s not too late.

      I looked for River, but he’d disappeared. Below, on the armchair, he stirred, his eyes opening. Alive. We’d made it.

      I closed my eyes, concentrating on the solid sensation of the book in my hands—wait. Am I holding the book?

      My eyes flew open and I sat up. I was holding the book—and text covered every page in swirling lines.
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      Hazel screamed. I lowered the book and shook my head, my mind spinning from the weird sensation of suddenly having senses again. Like the ability to feel freezing bloody cold, and the sting of the cuts on my face and arms where the redcaps had attacked me. At least my clothes were dry and dirt-free, thanks to the house.

      River groaned, sitting up, running a hand over his forehead.

      “What the fuck?” Hazel croaked. Her eyes were puffy with tears. “You’re—you’re alive.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t know it’d take that long.”

      “You were dead. I mean, you were breathing, but I couldn’t wake you up. Either of you. What happened?”

      No excuses presented themselves. I’d failed, totally failed to best Holly, and almost got both of us killed. And yet—the book. I’d finally unlocked it.

      “Holly,” I said. “Turns out those creepy necromancers were half-faeries using glamour, and they trapped River in Death. So I had to get him out.”

      “I can’t believe you went there without me.” She scrubbed a hand over her forehead. “I’m the freaking Gatekeeper.”

      “There was no time,” I said. “Holly—she was up to something bad over there. Really bad. The Winter Gatekeeper… she’s dead.”

      I ran through what we’d seen, with River’s input. Hazel looked between us as though expecting me to admit it was all a joke. By the time I’d finished explaining my encounter with Grandma’s ghost and my trip over the veil, Hazel and River were both gaping at me.

      “Necromancers—in our family?” said Hazel.

      “Yep,” I said. “Great-Aunt Enid. Supposedly, I’m the first in a while, and the book only awakens when it’s desperately needed.”

      “And you decided not to tell anyone,” River said.

      I shook my head. “The book decided not to tell anyone. Or whoever put that spell on it did. Every single time I’ve tried to bring up the subject, it’s stopped me.”

      “Until you used it to break into Holly’s house,” he said. I didn’t miss the accusing note in his tone.

      “I was improvising,” I admitted. “I’ve been playing it by ear the whole time because up until now, I couldn’t even read the damn thing. When I banished the first wraith—”

      “I knew something wasn’t right,” said River. “That beast was too powerful for my first spell to have been enough.”

      “I thought it’d killed you,” I retaliated. “Believe me, I’d have liked to talk to someone living about this crap. I wasn’t trying to be deceptive. Blame my Great-Aunt Enid, who didn’t have the decency to stick around as a ghost and explain all this. If it’d worked yesterday at the ball, you’d have seen it for sure.”

      “But the spirit barriers blocked your magic.”

      Your magic. The words sent a weird thrill through me which almost caused me to forget the mire of shit we’d landed in.

      “I guess they did. I really don’t understand how to use this power, though. I just spoke the words… heaven knows where they came from. I wasn’t trying to deceive you, River, honestly. If anything, I think you could have helped me.”

      He nodded, not looking too happy. Maybe he was remembering our kiss. Whether he’d meant what he said or not, I didn’t blame him for being angry with me. He’d helped us, even at the risk of being accused himself, and now…

      “So you know all the binding words?” he asked.

      “Apparently,” I said. “So far I’ve only been able to use any magic when my spirit sight’s switched on, and I only just figured out how to do that on command. But Holly… she knew about it. I think Arden told her, or gave her the information. She was looking for the book before she even knew I had it.”

      “What—Arden?” said Hazel. “How could he have told her?”

      “We’re sure he’s a double agent,” I explained. “He stole the spells from Agnes, so people could walk around pretending to be us.”

      Her mouth fell open. “But—he’s the Gatekeeper’s.”

      “Not just our Gatekeeper’s,” I said. “She—I don’t know how, considering her spirit’s trapped within that house, but she’s the one who set the redcaps on us last night, too. Unless Holly’s somehow wrangled obedience from him when she’s not technically Gatekeeper yet.”

      Hazel swore. “The snake. He… you’re saying he left the mark, too, right?”

      “This mark,” said River, indicating the book. “It was yours. Can I take a closer look at that book?”

      I handed it to him. To my surprise, the book didn’t resist. “The pages are blank, usually,” I said. “But they turn up with the right words if I need them. I guess it’s programmed to do that. With magic… whatever spell was put on it to begin with.”

      River swore under his breath. “That’s why you were asking about my sword. The mark… I don’t know this one, but I think it’s an Invocation mark.”

      Hazel gasped. “Of course. I should have known.”

      I cast about for the definition—“Invocations. The original faerie language, all-powerful, can’t be spoken aloud by anyone who isn’t a Sidhe without their mind falling to pieces… right? Those are the symbols on your sword.”

      “Got it,” said River grimly. “If I’d seen the book before, I might have guessed, but I can’t say I know what that symbol actually says. There’s no dictionary of the language. And when that spell signature appeared… I should have put two and two together. But humans aren’t supposed to know the language. I’ve seen those symbols on other talismans—”

      “Talismans.” I looked up. “That’s what it is—right? It’s a faerie talisman.”

      “Possibly.” A furrow appeared between his brows. “But it’s not the usual sort, at all. Most are weapons, bonded to their owners. The book appears to have chosen you in the same way, but the magic inside it isn’t typical of Faerie at all. It’s neither Summer nor Winter. I’d almost say it’s… a man-made talisman.”

      “Wow,” said Hazel. “Well, never mind where it came from. Can you use the book to banish the Winter Gatekeeper?”

      “Possibly,” I said. “But she’s sealed within the house with some kind of binding. If it’s anything like the other spirit barrier, then we’d need to destroy it before banishing her.”

      “But wouldn’t destroying it set her free?” asked Hazel.

      “She has a point,” said River. “The Gatekeeper ordered the attack on your life…”

      “She’s conscious.” Chills ran down my arms. “She… oh god. She’s still Gatekeeper, which means she must still have her magic, even as a ghost. Like a wraith… but human.”

      I hadn’t got close enough to sense her, but if she was in any way like the other wraiths, she’d be little more than contained emotion, trapped… and probably not happy about the situation. Freeing her would unleash the entirety of the Winter Gatekeeper’s wildly uncontained magic into the already-volatile Ley Line. At best, everywhere on the Ley Line up and down the country would experience wild bursts of dangerous spiritual activity. At worst… the barrier between earth and the Grey Vale would tear open again, potentially triggering another invasion.

      “Shit,” said Hazel quietly. “We can’t set her free.”

      But I can’t banish her as she is. Think, Ilsa. “River… is it possible to set up two spirit circles at once? If, say, we put our own circle around the territory, and then switched off the one binding her to the house, she’d still be trapped.”

      “Yes, she would,” River said. “Then we’d be able to banish her. But Holly has those two faerie-necromancers on her side. I suspect they’re the ones who set it up. We need to strike first. Take them out of the equation.”

      It took me a split second to grasp that he meant killing them. And quickly. After the last few days, I had no doubt that I was capable of it, and that they deserved it, but Hazel’s face had paled and she shook her head. “I can try… but my power is intended to be used to keep the peace, not destroy.”

      “So is Holly’s,” I reminded her. “We can’t kill her—there has to be a Gatekeeper, otherwise the Courts will turn on one another.”

      “That’s it,” Hazel said, leaping to her feet. “The Sidhe. If they find out the Winter Gatekeeper is dead… you said Holly didn’t mention it to them?”

      “No. I can’t figure out why,” I admitted. “But you’re right—if they find out she’s dead, then Holly will inherit the power. The Gatekeeper will lose her magic and I’ll be able to free her without setting her magic loose.”

      Hazel slumped back onto her chair. “Great idea, but there’s one small problem. I can’t call the Sidhe. Believe me, if I could, I would already have.”

      There was an explosion of feathers, and Arden appeared in the middle of the room. “I can assist with that.”

      “You knew how to get into the Courts the whole time?” Hazel all but screamed at him.

      “You’re a traitor,” I said, jumping to my feet. “You said I had to find the heir to Summer. That whole thing was a setup to lure me here so Holly could steal my magic.”

      “And you framed us,” Hazel added. “Using our mark. On the graves.”

      The raven perched on the chair. “Unfortunately, I am unable to disobey a command from either of the Gatekeepers.”

      “So it was definitely her.” I glared at him. “Is the Winter Gatekeeper pulling the strings, or Holly? Or both? You know what, I can’t trust a word you say. You’ve played us too many times, and you said yourself you only obey Mum or the Winter Gatekeeper.”

      “I am a Lynn,” the raven said. “That means I cannot harm any of you. I can’t say I’m a fan of war, either. The last one was an inconvenience.”

      “You’re such a colossal piece of shit,” Hazel said. “If you really want to do your job, I’m giving you a message. Fly through the gates, find the nearest available Sidhe, and inform them that the Lynn treaty is being breached. Oh yeah, and it might be the end of the world as we know it. Not that they give a flying fuck. It’ll probably take them twelve years to show up.”

      “Caw,” said Arden. “I will always protect the Lynn bloodline. They will come.”

      And he soared out the window, scattering black feathers in his wake.

      Hazel and I looked at one another. “I don’t trust him,” she said.

      “Nor me, but the Winter Sidhe were right there. By the gate. I wish they’d stayed long enough to see what Holly did.”

      “Yeah… I just don’t understand why Mum didn’t know about any of this.”

      “Maybe she did,” I said. “If she’s stuck in Faerie, her options are limited.”

      Maybe she knew, maybe not… but River had been sent to guard the Gatekeeper.

      Me.

      Someone in Faerie knew about the book… I just had to hope they were on my side. And that I’d find out the truth, if I survived this.

      A blast of icy cold air shook the room. The lights flickered and went out, plunging us into darkness.

      “Damn,” said Hazel. “Another wraith?”

      “I don’t think so,” River said. “Look at that.”

      Green light shone from his palms, lighting up the room. Frost crept across the windows, icicles forming before our eyes. My arms broke out in goosebumps, a chill breeze sweeping through the room as though someone had left a window open. Like inside the Winter estate.

      Hazel made a choked noise. “I—I think the house’s magic has switched off.”

      “Winter,” I said. “Holly. Or—”

      “I worried about this.” River took a step towards the door. “The Gatekeeper—she’s far stronger than a regular spirit, and she has her magic. I think she’s trying to break out.”

      “Oh hell.” I turned to Hazel. “Are you ready? If the house’s magic’s fading, the barriers…”

      “They’ve already fallen.” She swore and ran from the room, into Mum’s workshop. “Need any weapons?”

      “Yeah, I threw all my iron at those necromancers. They’re part faerie, if it helps.” I ran to join her, replacing the iron and salt containers in my pockets, and finally sticking the book in my coat’s upper pocket within easy reach.

      River appeared behind me, a bag slung over his shoulder. “The candles,” he said in explanation. “We need to move fast. Holly’s doubtless trying to drive us off the territory.”

      “Yeah. I hope she thinks we’ll run to hide in the village rather than attacking the house directly. She probably thinks Hazel’s alone in here, and that you and I are dead.”

      It’d been close. Too close. And more would die if we didn’t stop her. Maybe even the Sidhe. Whether there’d ever been a Summer heir at all—one thing was clear. The Sidhe could die. And Holly Lynn and her half-dead mother might be the end of them.

      I put the last of my weapons into my coat pocket. “That’ll have to do. I can’t take any of them with me if I end up in Death again…”

      “Try not to,” Hazel said. “You scared the living crap out of me, Ilsa.”

      “I might not have a choice,” I admitted. “This is what I am. The Gatekeeper.”

      Hazel nodded. I saw my own fear in her eyes—the fear that we’d never see Mum again. But that determined glint was still there, and her face was set.

      “Let’s go show them why you never mess with the Lynn family.”
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      We walked in silence, approaching the fence. I’d never known the estate so quiet. It felt wrong, like something was missing that went beyond the Gatekeeper. I found myself shivering, and the temperature seemed to have dropped ten degrees since our return from Death. Already, snow settled on our own yard. The sky was murky grey, the air chilly and biting, and the field beyond was blanketed in snow. I tugged on thick gloves and climbed the fence for the third time in the last twenty-four hours, the others on my heels.

      The Winter estate remained shrouded in darkness, an icy blizzard sweeping across the garden. It was impossible to see if Holly or the necromancers were nearby, but they must think River was still trapped in Death. Unless Holly had guessed the extent of my powers. I never had asked Arden how much information he’d given her.

      But one thing was for certain—the Sidhe in all likelihood weren’t coming. The rest was up to us.

      We reached the division between the other Lynns’ fence and ours.

      “Start the iron barrier here,” I said, pointing. “Once we’ve covered the part outside the grounds, one of us can jump the fence and complete the circle inside the garden.” That was the risky bit. The Winter gate was at the garden’s end, and because of the magic surrounding it, we’d need to put the candles at a safe enough distance that its constant pulsing Winter magic wouldn’t put them out. The snow was bad enough.

      Hazel nodded grimly, and ran alongside the fence, scattering iron filings. River’s idea. The necromancers would be entirely caged in the territory, and perhaps the iron would make the Winter Gatekeeper hesitate to break free. Or at least slow her down. River, meanwhile, started passing candles to me.

      “They’re set to come on at the same time if they form a complete circle,” he explained. “I can activate them from a distance.”

      “Good,” I said. “I don’t think much of our chances of lighting matches in this wind.”

      My hands were numb even with gloves on, and I wished I’d worn a thick coat, but I’d opted for my lighter jacket for ease of movement. I surveyed the line of iron etched in the snow, and the candles placed at intervals. Twelve candles was the key, apparently.

      “This is the wonkiest circle I’ve ever seen,” I admitted.

      “‘Spirit hexagon’ doesn’t have the same ring to it,” Hazel said wryly. “Just as long as it works…”

      “It’ll work,” River confirmed, laying down another candle carefully and brushing snow from its top. “That the candles are close enough together is more important than the shape. But those necromancers—I can’t sense them.”

      “Can you sense anything beyond the fence?” I continued sprinkling down iron—alternating with salt, though I suspected it’d do little to deter that particular spirit.

      He shook his head. “I wish I could. From what I saw, her body is dead, but her spirit is alive. Once the body and spirit have spent too long apart, the soul decays and so does the body. The link is severed, permanently.”

      Almost without thinking, I willed the grey film to cover the world, showing me the spirits beneath. I sensed the three of us right away—three bright sparks in the grey haze—but beyond… nothing. I’d only been able to sense the Gatekeeper’s spirit when I’d more or less been standing on top of it.

      The clouds over the Winter estate were so dark, it was impossible to make out what was going on over there. I blinked the grey away, disarmed by how easily my vision shifted between spirit sight and normal sight. I wished I’d had the chance to practise. Odds were, we’d have only one chance.

      And I’d never let them drag River into Death again.

      I put down the next candle. The snow became a blizzard, and it seemed to take twice as long to reach the next part of the fence. Hazel fell behind, and a strange humming noise kicked up. Greyness filtered over my vision, and a gleaming shape passed behind the fence.

      I froze. They’re here. They know we’re here. The necromancers must know we were outside. They might not know what we were doing, but they were ready.

      So was River. He crouched in front of the gate, laying down three candles. Not part of the circle. Rising to his feet, he drew his sword.

      “Don’t,” I whispered, putting a gloved hand on his shoulder. “They got you last time.”

      “It won’t happen again.” His jaw was set. “I still haven’t got them back for attacking you.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I think they thought I was Hazel.” I pulled out my knife. The quietness was a distraction. The grey film on my vision told me what they were really doing. The necromancers’ spirits shifted on the other side of the fence, and I stepped back into a defensive stance.

      The two necromancers leaped the fence, one of them colliding with me at speed. We fell into a heap in the snow, candles flaring around us—but we’d missed River’s trap. River himself traded blows with the second one, who wielded a short knife of some type. The one pinned beneath me shifted, but I sank my knife into his arm.

      He yelled aloud, eyes widening as the iron poisoning hit. Rolling to the side, he displaced me onto the snow, hurling Winter magic into my face. I anticipated the move and let the attack bounce off my shield. Summer magic sprang from the palms of the second, and it hit me that they’d entirely dropped their disguises, unmasking themselves as faeries. And one of them’s from Summer. He left the traces at the crime scene.

      The bigger necromancer wielded Winter magic in one hand, a knife in his other, driving me backwards. I was far outmatched skill-wise, but we’d bested them once already, and despite the viciousness of his strikes, he wasn’t aiming to deal a fatal blow.

      They need me alive.

      I lunged forwards, tackling him into the snow. Magic blasted me again, making my teeth rattle, but ricocheted off the shield. My grip on the knife slipped, my hands numb, but I held on, punching him with my free hand. He screamed, writhing—I’d kept my fist clenched on a handful of iron filings. The iron left angry welt marks on his face, but before I could stick the knife in, he threw me off him. My back hit the dirt, and he lunged, grabbing my legs. I kicked out wildly, missed—and Hazel pounced.

      Magic exploded from her palms, knocking him forwards. I kicked him again, and the headless body of the second necromancer fell across our path. River stood over him, his sword gleaming with blood.

      “Get him in the trap, River!” I shouted.

      He grabbed the surviving necromancer and threw him into the candle trap. Binding lights shot up around him, caging him in. At the same time, River’s blade came down, sinking into his arm.

      The faerie-necromancer spat. “Let me go.”

      “Not until you tell me your allegiance,” River said. “I killed your friend. Don’t think I won’t do the same to you.”

      “Not to your Courts, scum.”

      “Vale outcast, then,” he said. “Necromancer for hire… I imagine your skills are in high demand, but not amongst your own kind.”

      He laughed. “You’d be surprised. I don’t fear death.”

      From a half-faerie, that was like hearing ‘I don’t fear cars’ from a small woodland creature. It didn’t compute.

      “How did Holly find you?” I asked.

      He coughed, spitting blood. Iron poisoning. Already his face was turning grey as the impact of the stab wounds spread through his body. “You really think you’ve trapped me?”

      Icy hands grabbed my throat, throwing me into the air. Greyness seeped across my vision, and the bared teeth of the first, dead, necromancer floated before my eyes. Not again.

      If I didn’t get him off me, fast, I’d be joining him in Death. Greyness smothered the others entirely, locking the pair of us into a hazy space, his hands gripping my all-too-mortal throat. Tugging me forwards. A horribly familiar pulling sensation gripped my soul, pulling me towards the gates. I braced my feet, raised my numb hands to my throat, but grasped only empty air. His hands weren’t gripping my physical body, and I couldn’t—

      I grabbed River as a ghost.

      I dug down for the sensation I’d had then—the realisation that I was the Gatekeeper. I could walk between the realms of death and the living. This guy was dead, permanently, and when the veil took his soul, there’d be nothing of him left.

      Cold, solid hands appeared beneath mine as I tightened my hold on him, even as my own arms dropped to my sides. Ghostly hands, my spirit detaching itself from my body, grabbed him, pulling him off my earthly form. His grip slipped—and I grabbed his hand in mine and squeezed. Hard. He was physically stronger than me in the mortal realm, but as ghosts, such things didn’t matter anymore.

      I yanked him towards me, hard, and he stumbled—or rather, floated, dropping in mid-air. I probably couldn’t cause him any physical damage, but instinctively, I knew what to do.

      Grabbing his wrists again, I envisioned the towering gates, fiercely, intently. The gates weren’t bound to a particular place. No matter where you died, they always found you.

      A flickering came from behind him. Then the gates appeared, towering, endless, paradoxically going on forever and everywhere at once.

      “No!” he screamed, but I shoved him, with everything I had, in the direction of the gates. The tide of spirits swallowed him up, and he was gone.

      The gates’ pull caught me, insistent. I spun on the spot, my heart sinking. I’d disconnected from my body again. How—

      “Ilsa!” River’s voice shouted in my ears. There was a flash of light, a hand caught mine, and the fog cleared. I lay on the grass on my back, a candle burning at my head.

      “I sent him over the veil,” I said, unnecessarily. “Let him try coming back to make trouble now.”

      River nodded. “The other died—but you shouldn’t do that without training. If you’re not careful, the gates will sweep you away.”

      “Yeah, I got that.” I got to my feet, my hands still numb with cold, yet warm in the spot where he’d touched me. “Where’s Hazel?”

      “Finishing the iron barrier. Holly must know, but she’s still inside the house. We need to get onto her territory in order to finish the spirit circle.”

      Greyness covered the world, so suddenly that I floated right out of my body, the gates’ siren song pulling, pulling. There was another jolt, and I came to awareness, face-down in the snow. I lifted my head, shakily, seeing River braced against the fence. “What happened?”

      “That was a huge disturbance in the spirit realm,” he said, his face ashen. “Someone is dead.”
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      River staggered back from the fence and began to run, following some sixth sense I couldn’t detect.

      “Is she breaking out?” The circle was only half complete, and the second half needed to be inside the grounds of the Winter estate.

      River stopped. So did I. The prone form of a piskie lay in the dirt. In fact, there were several, all coated in a thin layer of ice. I took two steps towards the nearest, which appeared to still be breathing, though its form was almost see-through. Dying. I turned back to the Winter estate. The blizzard had worsened since we’d left, a thick curtain of snowflakes blanketing the whole house, and its terrible magic was infiltrating the world outside, killing any Summer faeries which came near. Even on our territory.

      “They’re harnessing death energy,” River said quietly. “It’s more than necromancy. Something is sending out a wave of death energy. Anyone who comes near…”

      “Might die?” I stared at him. “But we’re—”

      “It’s not enough to affect humans… yet. We need to…” He trailed off.

      Old Mr Greaves’s ghost had appeared in the middle of the road.

      “Stop them,” he said. “They’ve taken him.” The spirit was barely there, his voice more like the whisper of leaves on pavement than an actual, human voice. But it was definitely him.

      “Damn.” River’s sharp voice broke the silence. “I knew it felt like a necromancer. They have Greaves.”

      My stomach lurched. “The living one?”

      The spirit vanished into the fog. River gritted his teeth and walked against the driving blizzard, towards the gate.

      I grabbed his arm. “You can’t—if they have him, they’ll take you, too. They’re after necromancers, aren’t they? We’re affected worse.”

      River shot me a look. “That includes you, Ilsa. I’m bound to protect the Gatekeeper.”

      The Gatekeeper. The gates of Faerie… or death? Both, maybe. Both were in danger today, and both depended on the two of us to save them.

      River halted. “There’s someone moving over there.”

      “Holly?”

      His breath hissed out. “Undead. I can sense them.”

      Like we needed any more enemies. “Damn,” I said. “I’ll get the salt—”

      Two short figures jumped out of the hedge. Pointy-eared and about level with my knees, they leaped at us, claws aiming for my face. I struck back, the knife cutting a line down the nearest redcap’s arm. Its screech threatened to burst my eardrums, but this time, my knife found its home in its throat. Crimson stained the snow, and River tossed the body of the second one aside.

      Then the dead redcaps stood up.

      “Oh shit.” I backed up, fumbling in my pocket for the salt shaker, cursing the coldness for numbing my hands. As I flung salt at it, the redcap’s face dissolved. Ugh.

      “It’s a knock-on effect,” River said. “The veil—anything that died recently will come back.”

      “Think I worked that much out,” I responded. “That means—the undead will keep coming back unless we take them to pieces.”

      “I’ll hold them off,” he said. “You’re the one who needs to finish the circle.”

      I didn’t argue. He was a better fighter than I was, and one of us needed to secure the rest of the spirit circle. Fast. If the dead were rising of their own accord, it meant the Winter Gatekeeper was moments from breaking free.

      I reached the front gate, hoping to hell Holly was too distracted by whatever the Gatekeeper was doing to notice me sneak onto her territory. It was a wonder anyone could see in the driving snow, but the moment I slipped through the gate, my spirit sight snapped on. Greyness flooded my vision once more. I wished I’d had time to practise using River’s useful trick to sense if there was anyone nearby, but the entire house was blurred, probably due to the Winter Gatekeeper’s out-of-control magic.

      Focus. Get the candles down. The sky was thick with snowflakes, and the breath felt frozen in my lungs. Urgency screamed in my ears, but I couldn’t walk any faster. My hands and ears were numb. I continued my path around the garden’s perimeter, heading for the fence on the house’s right-hand side.

      I laid down the first two candles, where they were immediately blanketed in snow. Tossing a handful of iron filings down, I hoped they were enough to counter the Winter magic assailing the place. Maybe the necromancers use spelled candles for a reason. I brushed snowflakes from my eyes, the bitter cold cutting through my coat. Once I reached the back, there was no chance I wouldn’t catch Holly’s attention. I just needed to move fast enough that it wouldn’t matter.

      My numb feet pounded against the gravel path. The circle was more of a crooked octagon by now, but it didn’t matter as long as the points were in alignment. I slammed down the next candle, heart pounding against my ribs, breath stuck in my chest, lungs burning.

      And stopped. Undead barred the way around the corner of the house—too many to count.

      “Get out the way,” I said.

      None of the undead moved. There was no way to get around them. And the salt was running low. My hands were too numb, too clumsy, to fight.

      The first undead lunged. I kicked out, hurling salt at it. Its face dissolved but it kept going anyway. Bloody creatures felt no pain. How was I supposed to take the whole pack down at once?

      The book.

      No. That’d definitely draw attention. I was so close.

      I held the salt shaker one-handed, and punched the zombie. This time it fell, but two more took its place. Choking on the stench of dead flesh, I used my knife to carve a path through, but the press of bodies was like moving through sludge.

      And then a white light appeared, penetrating my greying vision. Horror momentarily blanked out the cold and exhaustion. The undead weren’t simply reanimates. Those white lights were their souls, trapped here, and furious. They collectively swarmed me, clawed hands grasping not at my body, but at my very essence. Wanting me to join them in misery.

      No. Never.

      “Get away!” I croaked, my vision flickering back to the real world. I threw the empty salt shaker, my free hand scrabbling at my pocket for the book and finding something else. A candle, one of the few left. Wait—they were infused with necromantic power.

      The candle ignited in my hand. Though they didn’t cease their attack, a few cringed away from the light.

      I held it above my head, a clear warning. “I can banish you,” I shouted, wielding the knife in one hand, the candle in the other.

      They moved aside, slowly, and I pushed my way through the pack, finding a free spot for the next candle. So close…

      Another flash of light came from the lawn ahead. Then another. A summoning circle. Greyness seeped across my vision, but not before I’d seen the body lying in the circle. I knew who it was without looking close—the necromancers’ leader. And swirling currents of blue light spiralled from the circle to the house. Beside the circle stood… Holly. She must be drawing on the necromancer’s power in some way.

      “Contain them!” Holly shouted, her voice whip-sharp on the breeze.

      Greaves said, “This is more than a necromancer can handle, you foolish girl. The spirits will have you.”

      The voice didn’t come from his body but from the spirit hovering above it. She’d torn him out of his body. Winter feeds on death energy. What the hell was she doing—boosting the Winter Gatekeeper’s power? I needed to finish the circle, but there was no way I could walk right out in front of her and not be noticed, even with all her attention on her own circle.

      She killed Graves. Gingerly, I crouched down, laying the second to last candle on the snow. If I sprinted—

      The icy presence of the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit burst outwards like a deadly flower in bloom. Blue tendrils snaked across the lawn from the dark space of the house.

      “That’s better,” purred the spirit. “I see what you’re doing with those candles, dear. You’re hopeless.”

      I froze, my body locking in position. I felt her before I saw her, her evil presence brushing against me, colder even than the snow. She’d been watching me from within the house the whole time. I need to move. I have to—but my legs wouldn’t obey. Her magic had frozen my body. Move!

      The Gatekeeper’s laughter rang in my ears.

      Snow blanketed my fall, and everything faded to grey, and whispering. Cold air on my face… cold snow soaking through my clothes…

      “Wake up!” Holly snapped.

      I opened my eyes, my mind fuzzy, everything indistinct.

      “I said get up, idiot.”

      “What?” I lifted my head. “I thought you wanted this.”

      “You thought wrong,” said Holly. “I’ve been trying to stop her, and now—it’s all your fault.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Get up. She’ll drain you dry.”

      I was dreaming. Why in hell was Holly helping me? I twitched my hand, found I could move again. The Winter Gatekeeper’s hold had lifted. With the greyness gone from my vision, blue light continued to flow from the summoning circle to the house. I’d thought she was amplifying the spirit’s power… but maybe I was wrong.

      “You’re trying to contain her?” I asked. “Not help her?”

      “Of course not,” Holly said. “This is your fault, Ilsa. I should have had that book. I need it to keep her contained, but it’s too late now.”

      “No, it isn’t.” I pushed to my knees. “Not if you help me get these candles into place.”

      “Candles won’t do a thing,” she said. “Nor will regular necromancy. Your friend killed the only people keeping her contained.”

      Those necromancers… “They tried to kill me, and my sister. What did you expect us to do, let it slide?”

      “I didn’t order them to do that,” she said. “It’s too late now.”

      “Like hell.” I stumbled forwards, pushing aside my exhaustion. What’d the spirit done, fed on my life energy? Or my spirit? It sure felt like it.

      Greyness slid over my vision and once again I was in the spirit world. The Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit was here, too. It was leaching life not just from Winter, but from all the spirits. The undead included.

      Holly knew that. Maybe her tenuous attempt at an alliance with Winter was due to her knowledge that eventually, the Gatekeeper would break free. The only place she’d be able to escape her would be in the Unseelie Court.

      “Come here, child,” whispered the Winter Gatekeeper’s voice in my ear. “It’ll all be over soon.”

      I shook my head, my body threatening to freeze up again. Whatever Holly had done had slowed the spirit, but not enough. She was too strong. There was a ton of rage and fury contained in that glowing spirit, a presence worse than any wraith. Her magic had survived beyond death, and if unleashed, it’d break the Ley Line. There’d be another faerie invasion, from the darkest depths of Faerie.

      “Come here, Ilsa,” she whispered again.
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      I turned on the spot to face the house, and the torrent of power, barely contained by the necromantic spells on the territory. I could see them now, through the grey—like ropes, holding her spirit down, confining it to the house. The lock on the grounds had been temporary. That dizzying power, the horrifying presence of it, probably wore down any necromantic defences over time. Holly had hired those necromancers to keep her in, but it wasn’t enough. And now she’d killed someone as a last-ditch effort to keep her contained.

      How could I have misjudged the situation so badly?

      The book. Get the book. The spirit wanted the book. How it was possible for an incorporeal spirit to take it from me, I didn’t know, but I knew from the sheer force of that power that when unleashed, there was nothing she couldn’t do. She could crack the world in two. With the Ley Line open, she might do just that.

      “Why?” I asked through numb lips. “Why do this?”

      “Why else?” purred the Winter Gatekeeper. “The Courts sought to control and enslave us, but they foolishly entrusted us with their power. I’m claiming it as mine.”

      “You’re dead. And insane.” I fumbled my coat, my fingers slipping on the book. The last candle had fallen from my pocket somewhere in the snow, along with my last hope. All that was left was numbing cold, and the knowledge that as long as her attention was on me, it wasn’t on the others.

      I hope you run while you can, River. But that vow of his would compel him to stay here until the end.

      “You’re a pathetic, powerless mortal,” said the Winter Gatekeeper. “Give me the book.”

      “Like it’d open for you.” Cold air stirred, lifted my hair from my head. “I might be mortal, but at least I’m still alive. And I claimed its power already.”

      “Have you any idea how many years I’ve been looking for that talisman?”

      “I can guess.” She might even have known Great-Aunt Enid had it. And she knew it was a talisman. There was no hiding anything from her.

      I held only one advantage left… as a Lynn, she was bound not to fatally harm me. I could only assume that held after death, because otherwise, she’d already have tried to take me out of the equation directly. But she needed me alive. It was her orders the necromancers followed, in the end. She must have offered them a better deal than Holly. She’d become a force beyond human, even the Sidhe, and the magic that kept her alive was fed by death itself.

      “They’ll all die,” she whispered. “The fools will come here, and perish. There’ll be an end to them, and the Lynn curse, forever.”

      The Sidhe. She knew they could die now. And she planned to have them come here, while the veil was unstable, and take them to pieces.

      There’d be nothing left of any realm to rule over.

      “You could have made things easier for me,” said the Winter Gatekeeper. “All the clues were supposed to tell you that you’re the missing heir. Your delusions of grandeur were supposed to land you in the Courts, where you were supposed to leave the doors wide open for our people to stride in and take power. The traitorous raven must have tipped you off.”

      My mouth fell open. She’d started the heir rumour—for me. “Delusions of grandeur? Are you sure you weren’t thinking of yourself?”

      Anger pulsed from her spirit. “You dare mock me—”

      “Damn, I didn’t give Holly enough credit.” I could hardly believe Aunt Candice even thought I’d have the audacity to make a claim on the throne of the Summer Court. But I’d hardly spoken to her. She’d made a wild guess depending on how she would have reacted to being the one born without magic, and it’d backfired. “The wraiths, the Vale… it was all you. She was trying to stop you.”

      “And she almost succeeded. I’d like to thank you for setting me free. All you need to do now, Ilsa… is die.”

      “Not if I can help it.” Holly spoke from within the blizzard—and she held the last candle.

      I drew the book, lifted it, and power rolled through me, flickering lights appearing around my vision. The Gatekeeper’s terrible laughter cut through, even as the candles lit up—containing her, binding her to this space.

      At the same time, the house burst apart. Bricks flew wide, roofs splintered, and the whole building cracked open as the writhing spirit within broke free. I held myself upright in the face of it—and didn’t move. None of it touched me. The house was made entirely of magic, and my anti-magical shield still functioned.

      The glowing orb of her spirit floated above the house’s ruins, her figure now visible within it. Eyes raging with flames, mouth stretched in a grimace, hands splayed, glowing with vivid magic. Now I’m in trouble. Necromantic magic was exempt from my magical shield—though it would surely have killed a normal person.

      The candle lights wavered. Then the Gatekeeper released a blast of magic, directly at Holly. If she dropped that candle, we were dead.

      I threw myself in front of her, and magic slammed into me, knocking me into the snow. Winded, gasping, I rolled over, my vision flickering with grey lights.

      The Winter Gatekeeper laughed. “Your pitiful spell won’t do a thing, you mortal fools.”

      “Everyone’s mortal,” I shouted at her. “Even you.”

      The book’s power rolled through me again, shivering, demanding. Words rose to my tongue, banishing words, like a language half-remembered. Her power pushed back. She was too strong. As long as her rage remained in this world, fuelling her power, she would, too. No wonder Holly had only been able to stall her. She’d kept her powers beyond death.

      River’s voice joined mine, speaking the bindings. The Gatekeeper spun on the spot, hissing in anger—and collided with River’s fist. He floated in ghost form—but as a spirit, he could fight her.

      And so could I.

      Perhaps because I’d done it before, perhaps because the veil was so close—my spirit came free of my body in barely a blink, and collided with her at speed. It wasn’t like hitting a physical body, because with nothing to land on, we both kept falling until I managed to stop myself in mid-air.

      She lunged, screaming, at River. He got there first, shoving her backwards, with practised moves indicating this was far from the first time he’d fought someone as a ghost. Magic burst from the Winter Gatekeeper’s palms, aimed at River, but he dodged expertly. The candles’ lights continued to burn, but the words I’d spoken hadn’t been enough. I needed to do more than that. The roaring power inside her simply refused to be diminished.

      Wait. What had River said? My defence mechanism…

      “Are you too much of a coward to fight me?” I said loudly. “I thought you wanted the book.”

      “I don’t have any use for the book while in this state,” she said, spinning to face me. “But I would dearly like your magic.”

      I screamed as her magic pierced through me again. River was shouting, binding words that rang with familiarity, but while those words would bind a lesser spirit, she was too clever, too present. She was entirely conscious, her spirit preserved as surely as though she still lived.

      But her power wasn’t infinite.

      “You want the magic—come and get it.”

      She screeched and flew at me, and I willed myself to wake into my body again.

      The Gatekeeper flew through empty air, allowing River to strike her from behind. His magic still worked, too—but of course, he was still alive. I barely rested in my body for a second, long enough to check on the book, then I launched myself at her again, sending her sprawling in the air.

      “How dare you humiliate me.” Power brimmed in her eyes, leaking off her body, but none of it touched me. It ought to have burned out by now. Her ability as a Gatekeeper shouldn’t allow her to draw on others’ power. No… the circle did that. The circle held her contained. The energy was drawn into the necromantic trap. Her own magic was limited, and she’d been using it all this time. Even on top of the Ley Line, there was a limit.

      River’s eyes widened as I shouted at Holly— “Keep hold of that candle. Whatever you do—don’t drop it.”

      Then I floated up to the circle’s edge. In this form, it appeared in a shimmering line around the territory. Just beyond was the smaller circle where the dead necromancer’s leader lay. His power pulsed in the air, a living thing, feeding into the circle. His life force had fuelled the circle around the house that I’d accidentally broken when I’d killed the necromancers, too. Life force contained death. The ghosts floating around, faerie spirits stuck on a loop… all of them were trapped within the circle as well. There was no way out. The candles wouldn’t hold forever.

      River floated to my side. “She’s too strong,” he said. “We need to get out of the circle. If we bind her from in here, we’ll be sucked beyond the gates, too.”

      The gates.

      Gatekeeper.

      “Wait for me,” I said. “I think I know what to do.”

      He gave a brief nod. Had he guessed? Or did he really trust me to know what I was doing? No time to ask. Once again, I willed myself to return to my living body, and in barely a blink, I was face-down in the snow. Fighting the numbing cold, I stumbled to my feet.

      “This won’t hold,” Holly said. “What are you doing?”

      “Keep standing there. Nobody else is in the circle, are they?”

      “Only the dead. What are you—?”

      She broke off as I stepped outside of the circle of light, holding the book, conjuring the image of those endless gates. I was going by guesswork now, but this necromantic power was linked with the faeries somehow, and the faeries tended to be very literal-minded.

      Gatekeeper. The gate was everywhere, existing in every place at any one time. Even here in the between world. A paradox. The gates of death, eternally open, a siren song calling to every spirit to pass Beyond.

      I fixed the image in my mind, and slipped out of my body.

      The gates appeared immediately, open wide. Spirits passed in and out, not noticing the world beyond the greyness. A different plane… yet I could see the house’s ruins beneath, the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit hovering beneath. And I still felt the thrum of the Gatekeeper’s power in my veins even as my body remained cold and frozen below.

      “Stop that.” The Gatekeeper’s booming voice reached me. I focused on the gate. You’re there. You’re everywhere, in every part of this world, and she’s dead.

      The gates opened wider, and a glow enveloped my body. I heard voices shouting, maybe from the mass of spirits ahead, but I stood my ground, laser focused on the gate.

      Gatekeeper.

      And then my feet touched down on earth, the gate floating in front of me. Closer to the circle’s edge.

      “Holly!” I said, and she spun around, eyes widening. She can see it. They all can. As the Gatekeeper’s power grew stronger, the spirit sight would creep up on everyone in the vicinity. Ghosts would appear amongst the living. The gates would try to claim them all.

      Not as long as I was in control.

      “Holly,” I said. “Drop the candle. And hang on to something.”

      “What—? What in hell are you?”

      “I’m Gatekeeper.”

      The candle fell from her hands. The circle rushed open, a whirlpool of magic exploding outward. Right at the gate.

      Aunt Candice screamed in fury, writhing on the spot, but the gate relentlessly sucked at everyone within the circle—and outside it. The raging spirits possessing the undead went first. The Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit continued screaming and writhing. Whatever force was behind that gate, though, was far too strong to resist.

      Other spirits followed. Half-Sidhe and other part-faerie beings, and humans, and everyone who’d been dragged to the wrong side of the grave by the magic. Only one remained—old Greaves. No, two. The younger Greaves stood beside his father, neither of them moving, while every other spirit was sucked into the void. I stood my ground, hoping River and Hazel had got out of reach—but all the gates’ focus was on the screaming, struggling form of the dead Winter Gatekeeper. My Aunt Candice shrieked, clawing at me, but her hands passed harmlessly through my body.

      In a blast of white light, she was sucked into the void.

      The gate kept on, open, and now my own body was pulled backwards. No. As a ghost, I had nothing solid to grab onto. The gate would suck me in—

      A solid hand gripped mine. River. “Think about being alive, Ilsa.”

      I shook my head, my fingernails digging into his hand. The gate was pulling him in, too, and it wouldn’t close. The book—

      I let go of the book with my free hand, and it floated. The pages glowed silver, and it remained hovering in mid-air. It wouldn’t float through the gates. It was the gates.

      “Stop!” I screamed at it, pulling that power back, into me. The book resisted, but the grey smoke thickened, blocking the gates from view. “I own you.”

      I grabbed the book, gripped it hard, like pulling a heavy pair of doors closed.

      The gates began to close, and the smoke faded, to be replaced with the Winter estate.

      Silence descended, thick as the fallen snow, calm as a breeze, stark as the aftermath of a terrible battle. If I’d been in my body, I’d have fallen to the ground in relief and shock. As it was, I remained floating where the circle’s edge had been, where Holly had thrown the candle aside, and my own body lay face-down on the snowy lawn.

      I looked down at River’s hand, still in mine. “Thank you,” I said. “Is she—?”

      “She’s gone,” he confirmed.

      I blinked, and the next second, I lay in my mortal body again, freezing and aching. The thick snowflakes had disappeared, leaving grey sky and dampness. My clothes were soaked through. I’d catch my death of cold if I didn’t get somewhere warm, but somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to move.

      The veil closed, the grey film from my vision receding. Before me, the house lay in ruins, the walls collapsed, the candle’s lights out, and the dead gone.

      Holly collapsed to her knees, sobbing.

      She was her mother, after all.

      Guilt rose, but not enough to counter the rush of profound relief. Bodies of undead lay on the lawn, on snow that was already melting. And the body of the old necromancer lay a few feet away. The candles were out, spent.

      It’s over.

      Dizziness washed over me, and my forehead rested on the ground. The world spun, and I only looked up when someone walked in front of me. Hazel.

      I sat up. She hugged me, hard. “Ilsa.”

      I squeezed her back. “It’s okay. She’s gone.”

      From Holly’s heartbroken sobbing, the victory felt tinged with bitterness, and anger at what the Winter Gatekeeper had done. Sure, the binding to the Courts was unfair, but she’d willingly put thousands of lives at risk by drawing in so much power on the Ley Line. And she’d forced her daughter to become a killer.

      Holly crawled to the circle where the necromancer lay dead. She glanced up, sensing me behind her.

      “I didn’t mean to kill him.” She swallowed. “He came here on his own account… they all did. I—she locked me into a faerie vow. I couldn’t tell anyone what had happened to her. I was trying to get them to understand what she was doing, but they didn’t get it until it was almost too late.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, though it wasn’t. She’d still been involved in plotting against my family, whatever her reasons. But she was Winter Gatekeeper now. And the Sidhe would punish her no matter what.

      Rustling came from behind me. River approached, retrieving the candles one at a time. Aside from the snow dusting his clothes, he looked unhurt. Snowflakes settled in his fair hair, but his warm smile could have melted ice. I took a step towards him—and Hazel gasped. River stood at alertness as cold air whirled towards us. I tensed, turning to the forest, and the Winter gate swung open with barely a whisper.

      Three Sidhe approached on steeds as white as the fallen snow, the same ones as before. I forced myself to keep still, though I barely had the energy to stand. The Sidhe warriors’ faces were expressionless, and in my exhausted state, they blurred into one. All wore the same silver mail that glistened in the sunlight. As did their weapons. Their glowing blue eyes were the only constant. Judging, terrifying, condemning.

      Hazel stepped forward. “I’m the Gatekeeper’s heir to Summer,” she said. “Your heir betrayed you, and all of Faerie. We stopped her.”

      A silver-haired female Sidhe spoke first. Her eyes were on Holly. “You are responsible for putting all the realms, and the truce, at risk.”

      Holly finally turned around. “Your people saw what had become of my mother. You chose to do nothing.”

      “Your trials are not ours.”

      “We serve you,” she said, her voice growing louder. “My whole family has. And when she tried to steal power that wasn’t hers, I tried to stop her. I was nearly too late. She’d have attacked you.”

      “How dare you steal our magic?” she said. “You have forfeited the right to a place in our realm.”

      “Good!” Holly shouted. “I never wanted to be your servant. You let my mother die. You left me to handle the fallout. And if you want to keep your word, you have to take me into your realm now. I’m Gatekeeper.”

      “You will be banished henceforth from Faerie,” said the Winter Sidhe, pointing her staff at Holly. “On pain of death, you will never set foot near Summer nor Winter territory again. You are no longer heir, but you will forever bear those marks as penance.”

      The silvery lines on Holly’s face gleamed. She stepped forward, choking on a wordless protest. But she couldn’t ignore a direct order from the Sidhe. Her feet moved, and though the strain and desperation showed on her face, she turned her back on the gate and walked away.

      There was no longer a Lynn heir to Winter.

      The Winter Sidhe turned back to Hazel and me. I remained still, frozen.

      “It seems the Winter Court owes you their gratitude for stopping that creature,” she said.

      Wait… she was talking to me?

      She snapped her fingers, and Arden appeared beside her, in raven form.

      “This one tells me you broke your own contract in acting against the Winter Gatekeeper,” the Sidhe added.

      “Excuse me?” said Hazel. “We haven’t even seen this contract. They attacked us first, tried to frame us for murder, and killed two people. Maybe more.”

      “Wait,” I said to the Winter Sidhe. “Arden told you? But he betrayed us. He tried to stop me from binding the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit.”

      “The bird holds no allegiance to any party. Your contract, however… if there is no Winter Gatekeeper, there will no longer be a Summer one, either.”

      “The Summer Court will be the judge of that.” Another female voice rang out as though from a loudspeaker overhead.

      Three Sidhe appeared in a flash of white light. They too rode horses, and were dressed in gleaming armour in gold and green shades.

      Summer ambassadors to Faerie.
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      Winter and Summer faced one another, not exactly with hate, more a kind of icy politeness. On the Winter Sidhe’s part, at least. The group of us mortals might as well have faded from existence. For a moment, they exchanged words in the faerie tongue. From their mannerisms, they weren’t declaring war, at least.

      “I didn’t think they’d actually show,” Hazel whispered. “It’d have been nice to have their help, right?”

      “Yeah, but an hour late is better than a year. Arden must have been insistent.”

      But where was Mum? For a brief, ridiculous moment, I’d hoped to see her there amongst the Summer faeries, but she was nowhere to be seen. The Sidhe finally turned their attention onto us. The central Summer faerie, a tall female with olive skin and gold and green finery, looked down at us as though surveying her kingdom from on high. “Which of you is the Gatekeeper’s heir?”

      “I am,” Hazel said, “but it’s Ilsa who saved all your necks.”

      “Is that so?” All eyes focused on me. I looked down, partly due to nerves, partly because the combined strength of their stares was too much. Too intense. Their magic could break me into a thousand tiny pieces.

      But someone in Faerie made the book. A talisman.

      One of the Summer Sidhe addressed River. “You,” he said. “You were assigned to guard the Lynn girl, correct?”

      “Actually, I was assigned to the Gatekeeper’s heir,” he said. “And it’s true. Ilsa saved both realms.”

      “Explain.”

      It wasn’t a request, but a command. Somehow, between the three of us, we got the story out. Either Grandma’s restriction had lifted or the Sidhe’s magic somehow neutralised it, because I told them about the book—the best I could, anyway. Finally, I stopped, feeling as drained as though I’d run a mile.

      There was a pause.

      “She is not to blame,” said the Summer female faerie. “Neither of the Summer children are responsible for the actions of Winter.”

      “And us?” said the Winter female who’d spoken first. “We are without an heir and representative. You should give yours up, too. It’s only right.”

      “Whatever your heir did, the curse is binding.”

      My heart sank. Maybe there’d be a war after all. “Can’t you forget the contract and set us all free?” I asked. Apparently I was channelling Holly after all. Hazel shot me an alarmed look, but the Sidhe didn’t move to strike me.

      “Absolutely not,” said the Summer Sidhe. “You swore a vow, and that holds.”

      “Our ancestor did,” I said. “It’s not our fault the Winter Gatekeeper is dead. If it bothers you that much, let Holly come back. She’s better than the alternative. There are no other living Lynns.”

      Technically, there was our brother, but we hadn’t heard from him since Mum disowned him. And he wasn’t magical, so not a candidate. Only Holly had ever inherited the Gatekeeper’s power.

      “Find her,” commanded the Winter Sidhe. “If she doesn’t present herself to us by the next solstice, then you will face the consequences yourself.”

      The Winter faeries turned on the spot, the gates opening once more. As one, they rode into blinding light.

      “Looks like we have to find an heir after all,” I said, with a wry smile. “But it’ll be okay. Holly stands in, nobody goes to war, and we deal with the rest later.”

      “Poor Holly,” said Hazel quietly. “We shouldn’t have any trouble finding her. It’s not like she can leave the Ley Line.”

      I looked up at another flash of light. The Summer Sidhe had turned away as though intent on returning to their own Court.

      “Wait,” I called after them. “Can one of you tell me where our mother is? She’s in Faerie, but she hasn’t been in touch. We really need to tell her about all this.”

      “Word will be passed onto her,” said the leading Sidhe, without turning around. “That useful bird of yours will hand her the details.”

      “You’re still employing Arden?” My voice rose. “He’s working for Winter as well.”

      The female Sidhe turned around, her green eyes cold. “The shapeshifter has always been neutral.”

      “Mum didn’t tell me that,” Hazel said. “She needs to know there was a threat, at the very least.”

      “As I said,” the female Sidhe enunciated clearly, “I will see to it that the information reaches her. You need to fix the boundaries on your territory.”

      Oh no. Winter’s magic had wiped out our defences. “But—” I ran after as she turned her horse around again. “But the book. The talisman. Can you tell me who made it?”

      “No,” she said. “I know no talisman but my own. That particular talisman does not belong to Faerie, so it has nothing to do with us.”

      “Wait—”

      Light flashed, and they were gone.

      “Dammit,” I said.

      “Mum will come back,” Hazel said confidently. “She always does. The important thing is that we’re alive, nobody’s going to war—oh yeah, and you’re a certifiable badass.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m going by instinct on this necromancer power, mostly. And I’m still not joining the guild.” My smile faded when I spotted their leader’s body. River stood beside him, muttering under his breath. A moment later, candles flared, devouring the fallen necromancer. I walked over to join him.

      “His last request,” River said. “Necromancers burn their dead.”

      “I know. I just—I guess it didn’t really hit me that he’s gone. Who will be his replacement?”

      “He’ll decide himself.”

      I blinked. Then I concentrated on letting the greyness slide over my vision, my spirit sight taking control. And sure enough… Mr Greaves floated beside his older counterpart.

      “What are you staring at, girl?” he said. His eyes were on my forehead.

      “Guess you know what I am, now.”

      “What you are is a menace.”

      I folded my arms. “I’m sorry I didn’t get there in time to save you, but you’re being a dick.”

      “Unfortunately for you, you don’t get to choose who you meet in life or death.”

      “Unfortunately for you, I have no shortage of other necromancers to ask about my powers, and I’m not about to give up my role.”

      The book didn’t belong to Faerie. But since when had talismans ever been forged here in the mortal realm? Usually they were made from the hearts of Faerie’s most ancient trees. Unless it’d been made in the Courts and ended up here later. Mysteries only concealed more mysteries, and Holly’s house lay in ruins, the only source of information buried along with it.

      No. That can’t be it. There’ll be records. I’d ask Grandma, for a start, and now I could enter the spirit realm, I could question the necromancers, too.

      I let my spirit sight recede, a thrill going through me at how easy it was. Maybe it wasn’t the power I’d have chosen, but River was proof that necromancy was far more versatile than I’d originally thought.

      I looked around at the ruined house. Nothing to do for the Winter estate. Presumably Holly’s magic would fix it, if she came back. That could wait. We had a tremendous mess to clean up, and all I really wanted was a long, warm shower, and a decent, wraith-free night’s sleep. River looked like he needed the same, though he still managed to look absurdly attractive under all the dirt and grime.

      “You’re a natural,” he said in an approving tone. “I’d like to see what else you can do.”

      I grinned. “You should know, I’m an academic, not a warrior.”

      “Could have fooled me,” he said. “My mission might be over, but you need someone to talk you through that book.”

      “I thought you hadn’t seen it before.” I lifted the book, flipping it open. The pages shimmered, but still had text on them. “You seem confident you’re going to see me again.”

      “I’d like to see you again, Ilsa Lynn.”

      How did he make my name sound so seductive? How? “I won’t be here,” I told him. “Some of the time, I mean. I do still have a job to go back to.” The thought of my normal co-workers ever finding out about this was laughable, and hell, I couldn’t imagine fitting into that life the way I was now. But though I might be Gatekeeper, nothing in that title meant Faerie owned me. I was free to go wherever I liked.

      “I’ll come and find you,” River said. “But I have to return to the Sidhe now that my task is complete.” Green light shone from his palms, and his eyes gleamed with magic. His expression was a mixture of resignation and steely determination. I almost expected him to fight the pull of the faerie vow, and drag me with him. And some wild part of me would have let him do just that.

      No. You’ve had enough close calls with faerie magic lately.

      Instead, I said, “They won’t punish you for what happened—right?” They’d better not. Not after everything we’d done.

      “I helped keep you alive, which fulfils the requirements of the vow, and with any luck, they’ll believe me when I tell them that the Winter Gatekeeper was the conspirator against the Court. I’ll see you soon, Ilsa.”

      “What?” I said as white light outlined his body. “Oh, come on. Won’t they at least let us say a proper goodbye—?”

      His hand brushed mine. “I think you know by now that in Faerie, as in death, magic runs on its own rules.” Behind him, light rushed in, and he was gone.

      “Dammit,” I muttered. I hadn’t even got a real-world kiss out of our whole misadventure.

      Hazel gave me a self-satisfied look. “Told you he likes you.”

      I blinked the light’s glare from my eyes. “He’s off to Faerie. I wouldn’t get my hopes up on them letting him come back within the same week, or even year.”

      “But he will,” Hazel said. “Hopefully with news of where Mum is.”

      “Shit,” I said. “That means we have to fix the house. Otherwise, no book or magic will hide us from her wrath.”

      Hazel cracked a grin. “Nope. Even though you’re a Gatekeeper in your own right. That makes you her equal, power-wise.”

      “Not in terms of training,” I said. “Or wisdom, or whatever else it is she used to tell you in Gatekeeper lessons.”

      “You eavesdropped on our lessons?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I did.” I wasn’t ashamed of it anymore—how desperate I’d been back then, to have magic. I’d let it go long before Holly had misused her own powers. But I couldn’t deny that now I had magic of my own, the idea of being amongst supernaturals again… I could see it. I’d spoken to the Sidhe and walked away in one piece.

      “Then it’s only fair I get to spy on yours.” Hazel ducked, grabbed a handful of snow and threw it at me.

      “Hey!” I said indignantly.

      “How many times are we going to get near the Winters’ lawn?” She grabbed another snowball.

      I did likewise. “Okay, you asked for it.”

      For a moment, as I doused my sister in snow, I forgot the gate at the back and the responsibilities hanging over my head. The role of the Gatekeeper. The answers lay buried somewhere in our history, and the future was unknown, but for now, none of that mattered.
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        Ilsa Lynn has survived her first few weeks as Gatekeeper between mortal and spirit worlds, but her problems are just beginning.

         

        The source of her magic remains as shrouded in mystery as her family's past, while the necromancers are keen to recruit her as one of their own. And then there's River, the tempting faerie-necromancer, placed in charge of her training. Keeping her abilities quiet seems impossible with wraiths haunting her every step, let alone an estranged family member with a secret of his own appearing on the doorstep.

         

        When a dark evil sets its sights on her family, it'll take everything Ilsa has to lay the spirit to rest before she ends up six feet under—permanently.
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      The ghost wailed, his hands buried in my neck. It was seriously beginning to creep me out.

      “Look, I’m sorry you’re dead,” I told the man. “If you want to know what happens next, you’ll have to ask a necromancer. I’m not one.”

      Thankfully. I was Ilsa Lynn, Gatekeeper-in-training, and an unfortunate side effect of my new role was the ability to see and speak to the dead. Now the local ghosts had picked up on the fact that I could see and hear them, I couldn’t go more than a minute without one of them tagging along after me. They complained, howled, refused to believe they were dead, and this guy was in desperate denial that I wasn’t the one who’d shuffled off this mortal coil.

      “Can you stop doing that?” I didn’t exactly feel pain when the ghost pawed at my insides, just an uncomfortable sort of cold like stepping into the shower fully-clothed.

      “Are you sure you’re not dead?” said the ghost. “I can’t be. I was alive.”

      “That’s usually the way,” I responded. “Is there any particular reason you stuck around?”

      There didn’t have to be a reason for a ghost to get trapped here after death. Since the faeries attacked the mortal realm, the lines between human and spirit realms had been screwed up, too, and ghost appearances were more frequent than they used to be. Often they didn’t remember their own names, and they had the attention span of a hyped-up toddler hand in hand with a desperate need for attention. Which was kind of unfortunate, considering most people couldn’t even see them.

      I was starting to think that maintaining a quiet existence in a city full of ghosts like Edinburgh was a futile prospect.

      “I need to find Becka and tell her I’m going to be home late tonight.”

      “Pretty sure she already knows,” I said. “You’ve been here a day.” I’d seen the ghost floating around the same spot on the road several times over the last twenty-four hours, long since they’d removed his body after he’d been hit by a car. Ghosts usually haunted either the place where they’d died, or somewhere important to them.

      “Oh,” he said faintly. “I’m really dead, aren’t I?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I said.

      “Then you’re… you don’t look like a necromancer. Those clothes are wrong.”

      “That’s because I’m not a necromancer.” Why did everyone have an issue with my fashion sense? I wore ragged jeans and my favourite hoody, aka my ‘leave me alone’ outfit. Most necromancers wore black cloaks, probably for the same reason, but I didn’t need to take tips from the dead, thanks. Unlike my sister, I didn’t pay particular attention to my appearance, but in fairness, I wasn’t generally under scrutiny by the impossibly beautiful Sidhe. I had brown eyes which hadn’t turned green with the faerie magic of our family, and kept my curly dark hair loose to hide the invisible mark on my forehead designating my status as Gatekeeper. As I wore a witch charm twenty-four seven, it was only visible within the spirit world, but I liked to keep my close brushes with death to a minimum.

      Being Gatekeeper hadn’t exactly been a smooth ride so far. Thanks to my distant aunt’s quest to pursue immortality by screwing up the veil between life and death, I’d been claimed by a hereditary talisman and now had a type of necromancy unlike any other: the ability to banish faerie ghosts and control the gates of Death. But there was no point in using my ability on this spirit.

      As the truth dawned on him, he became more transparent, and floated away, hopefully to pass Beyond and stop drifting around being miserable. Not that I was one to talk. Since I’d moved back here, I didn’t quite know what to do with myself. I’d left my old job a few weeks ago after a rogue poltergeist had stripped naked on the counter and knocked a bunch of beer glasses over. My boss hadn’t appreciated my attempts to explain how I’d banished it using necromancy, so I’d resigned to keep my dignity intact. Since none of my other interviews had panned out and I had yet to submit my PhD application, I’d taken to wandering around the streets, switching my spirit sight on and off to fine-tune my ability to distinguish dead people from living ones. Because that was a sane, normal thing to do.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have come back, but after five years, Edinburgh felt more like home than the Lynn house did. Since I literally had a sign on my head telling all the dead to come and hound me, my best bet was likely to find a job running ghost tours, but the sort of monsters who came after me were probably too hard-core for most tourist crowds.

      A whisper of air stroked the back of my neck. Not again.

      Behind me, a man without a soul shambled along with the uncoordinated steps of the recently dead. If seeing dead people in the streets wasn’t creepy enough on its own, my spirit sight showed me that the body was an empty vessel, propelled by necromantic energy with no will of its own.

      I reached into my pocket for the salt shaker I kept on me all the time. Salt dissolved undead and deterred ghosts, without exception. The most undead could do was flail around and claw at you, but if someone had raised it from the grave, trouble would undoubtedly follow.

      I followed close behind the undead, which walked so clumsily that it made me look positively coordinated in comparison. I grabbed a handful of salt, rolled it into a ball, and lobbed it at the back of its head.

      The undead went down, hard. I ran after it to check there weren’t any others, and a second undead collided with me from the side.

      Should have seen that one coming. The undead’s hand grasped my arm, coldness radiating from its body. Oh hell.

      A current of icy magic blasted me off my feet. I hit the ground, landing hard on my shoulder. Grimacing, I scrambled to my feet, tossing salt at the zombie. It kept going even when its arm decayed and fell off, and its skeletal face sank in on itself as the magic sustaining it withered away. This time when my spirit sight switched on, it showed not a blank space, but a shadowy mass shaped vaguely like a person. A faint grey glow kicked up around its edges. Not good. The wraith directing the zombie still had magic.

      The undead fell as its decaying legs gave way, but the wraith continued, bodiless, hovering above the road.

      “Hey there.” I raised a hand, my heart thumping, and willed the book’s magic to rise to my fingertips. A thrill coursed through me when a familiar white glow enveloped my hand, binding words replaying in my head. For a stronger wraith, I’d need to trap it in a spell circle first, but just a whisper of my power sent the wraith flailing backwards. Reciting the banishing words, I gathered the magic in the palm of my hand and hurled it at the wraith, which exploded into shadowy pieces.

      The grey haze faded, revealing streets slick with fallen rain, shop windows shuttered and closed. I’d unintentionally followed the wraith into a non-human area of the city, which had suffered damage in the invasion. After the faeries came, humans and supernaturals alike had to allocate their shattered resources towards rebuilding civilisation, with the result that huge swathes of land and whole areas of cities ravaged by the invasion had been left in ruins. Broken-down houses, overgrown roads, shadows where dark fae lurked and fed on anything that moved. Most humans avoided those areas, except thrill-seeking mercenaries looking for an easy kill. I was the opposite of thrill-seeking, but as far as wraiths were concerned, I was the only person I knew in this city who could kill them.

      Up until a few weeks ago, I’d never seen one at all. Wraiths were dead faeries trapped in the magic-free Grey Vale until they became a terrifying concentration of necromantic energy held together by pure rage. At their worst, they could even use the faerie magic they’d had while they’d been alive, which wasn’t supposed to last beyond death. My distant cousin Holly had worked with rogue necromancers to summon them, but had disappeared in the Highlands three months ago. I fervently hoped she wasn’t behind the latest batch of wraith attacks, because she was the last living Winter Gatekeeper. My sister and I had until the winter solstice to find her and return her to her rightful position, but considering it was only September and there was little hope of finding a Lynn who didn’t want to be found, we had no leads on her whereabouts.

      It’d been three months since I’d banished my distant aunt through the gates of Death—and three months since I’d last seen River, the half-faerie necromancer who’d promised to help me learn how to use my abilities. Since Faerie operated on a different time scheme to our realm, counting on him to help me figure out my new powers wasn’t an option. I stepped away from the zombie and extended my spirit sight to cover the general area, morbidly curious about what showed up in faerie-only areas of the city. Faeries didn’t have souls, the necromancers said. I didn’t think that was true, but I sure as hell couldn’t sense anything living—oh, crap.

      Another undead lunged, icy energy blasting me in the chest. I shuddered, my immunity to faerie magic not extending to the necromantic energy wraiths used. The bigger their attacks, the more powerful they were. This one hadn’t reached high levels, but the guy it’d possessed was a brute. Recently dead, from the fresh blood staining his broad chest. Not good.

      Once more, I called the book’s power. My pocket glowed as my hands lit up white, grey filming my vision. A wrathful being appeared beyond the zombie, propelling it forwards. Nothing survived of the faerie it’d been before aside from the drive to destroy everything in its path. My breath stuttered, cold fogging my vision, and I kicked the zombie in the leg. He didn’t go down. Cold air whirled around me, and my hands began to numb. I gritted my teeth, pushing against the invisible force with all the energy I could conjure from the book, but this one was stronger than the first. I’d need to use a binding spell. Problem: I didn’t have any necromantic candles on me.

      I spoke the binding words anyway, letting the strange yet familiar language flow over my tongue. The wraith blasted me in the face with necromantic energy. My back hit the wall, and I gasped, winded, my shoulders aching. Ow. If I let it go, it’d escape the area and go after the living.

      “Don’t you dare.” I kicked out, tangling my legs with the undead’s. It finally went down, but grabbed my ankle, pulling me after it. Deep coldness tugged at my bones as the wraith possessing it latched onto my spirit, onto my very essence. It wanted me to join it in cold, empty death.

      The vision of the gates swam before my eyes. I gripped the pavement with one hand, focused on the present, and shouted the banishing words in the zombie’s face.

      The wraith burst apart, leaving the zombie. Its body went limp, collapsing onto me. Ugh. I pushed at it with shaking hands. Then its weight disappeared as someone lifted the dead man away. I sat up, shuddering—and froze. Two hooded, cloaked humans looked down at me. Necromancers.

      One spoke in a female voice. “Untrained rogue,” she said. “C’mon, Lloyd. We have to bring her in.”
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      Being arrested wasn’t how I’d planned to spend my afternoon. My captors were Lloyd, a tall guy with medium brown skin and dreadlocks, and Jas, a pale-skinned twenty-something woman with jet-black hair and a lip piercing. It turned out they only wore their hoods up when it was raining, and the rain had stopped by the time we’d reached Princes Street. I was kind of surprised at the piercing, but then again, as far as I knew, the necromancer dress code consisted solely of black cloaks. For all I knew, they all wore pyjamas underneath. That’s what I’d have done if I had to go to one of their infamous gatherings in the middle of the night, anyway.

      “I didn’t know the necromancers had a jail,” I commented.

      “Oh, yes,” said Lloyd, nodding seriously. “There are a hundred and fifty laws and you’ve broken seven of them.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You know them all by heart?”

      “Just in case we run into a dangerous rogue like you? Yes.”

      I suppressed a snort. I’d never been called dangerous before. I’d also never been arrested, despite almost ending up a wanted criminal back in the village I’d once called home.

      We crossed the bridge above the disused rail tracks—down for maintenance, since the faerie invasion had effectively shut down the train lines across the country—and continued into Edinburgh’s historic Old Town. I was kind of surprised the necromancers would have their headquarters within the fairly busy tourist district, but we walked past bars and restaurants, down side streets, and finally stopped at a large, old building with spired towers on its roof that surely hadn’t existed in its current form before the faerie invasion. Its faded brown brick facade fit right in, until you looked up close. The bricks were laced with grey streaks, indicating that iron had been built into the building’s very foundations, and the door was solid metal, too. On the surface, witch runes shimmered with green light, indicating other protective spells were at work. These guys didn’t mess around.

      “Nice,” I said. “I thought your HQ would have been in a graveyard, or one of the haunted tourist spots.” I waved vaguely in the direction of St Giles Cathedral, besides the Mercat Cross which had been the site of various historical executions. Admittedly, the ghosts created since the faerie invasion probably made most of the local spirits look tame by comparison.

      Neither of the necromancers reacted to my comment. Instead, Jas approached the heavy oak doors and pulled on the gold handle. My heart drummed against my ribcage and my hands curled into fists. I hadn’t broken any supernatural laws, technically, but the comment about rogues made me wonder what they did to necromancers who didn’t want to join the guild.

      We walked into the building, through a wide lobby which branched off into various corridors. Though it had windows, the drapes were down, and an aura of gloom permeated the whole place. I shivered, burying my hands in my pockets. Should have figured the necromancers wouldn’t install heating. In fairness, the presence of the dead sucked all warmth and joy away. Okay, so the necromancers standing and chatting in groups looked fairly animated, which came as a surprise, but there seemed no real reason for them to dress like the Grim Reaper other than encouraging people to play up to stereotypes.

      “Where are we going?” I asked to fill the silence.

      “To the interrogation room,” said Lloyd.

      Ah. I couldn’t exactly kick things off by saying, “Hi, I’m the Gatekeeper. I’m a more powerful necromancer than you are despite never having studied a book on the subject, and I can banish dark faeries most people in this world don’t even know about. Oh yeah, and the Vale outcasts want me dead.”

      I also couldn’t say I carried a faerie talisman with necromantic magic even if I wanted to, because the book was under a spell to keep its contents hidden unless it specifically wanted the person to know. It might be an inanimate object, but the book definitely possessed a disturbing sense of awareness, possible due to the spell my ancestors had used to store their magic inside it.

      But maybe Great-Aunt Enid had known the local necromancers. If she had—and her abilities, like mine, were close enough to necromancy that she’d have had reason to interact with them if she’d ever come to Edinburgh—I might be able to talk my way out of this. At this point, it was the last hope I had to maintain my freedom.

      We halted beside a small room not unlike a university seminar room. It did not contain handcuffs or torture instruments, just an old-fashioned projector and a bunch of tables.

      “Is this a classroom?” I asked.

      A pause. Lloyd said, “Technically.”

      “So you don’t actually have an interrogation room.”

      “We don’t typically arrest people,” said Jas. “Most rogues we run into are too far gone to help.”

      I read between the lines. “You mean, you kill them.”

      “Generally they’ve caused enough damage to justify self-defence, yes,” she said. “So you’re a necromancer.”

      “I guess I am.”

      “You’re not with the guild,” said Lloyd.

      “No, I’m not,” I said. “I’m independent. I’m a PhD student.” Independent necromancers were usually troublemakers who summoned undead for fun, but how else was I supposed to explain my abilities?

      “That’s not how we do things here,” he said. “Particularly skill of that level. Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “At home, in Foxwood. It’s a village in the Highlands.”

      “You’re part of their guild?” asked Jas.

      “No. I only came into my powers recently, and as I said, I’m a student—”

      “You’re to speak with our leader, Lady Montgomery.”

      My brows shot up. Lady? She must be a hell of a lot more important than old Greaves had been. “I will if you promise not to lock me up. I didn’t hurt anyone. If anything, I stopped that undead from attacking people.”

      “There’s a procedure,” said Lloyd. “If it turns out you’ve committed no crimes, you’ll have to register.”

      “Since when? I thought necromancers were allowed to be independent.” River didn’t belong to the guild—at least, I didn’t think he did. Then again, he was half-faerie, so the Sidhe had more of a claim on him than the necromancers did. But who knew how things worked around here? I didn’t want to spend the next week in a cell, but fighting back would put me at the mercy of several hundred highly trained necromancers. Goddamn you, I thought at the book. Rare and dangerous talisman or not, if the damn thing got me arrested, I’d throw it into the river.

      “In a city of the dead, we find it best to take precautions,” said a severe female voice from behind me.

      I turned around, my heart sinking. A woman with steel-grey hair to match her voice entered silently. She was taller than me—and I wasn’t exactly short at five foot nine—and her black coat was embossed with several badges and silver cuffs.

      “I am Lady Montgomery, leader of the city’s necromancers,” she said. “Name?”

      “Ilsa.”

      “Full name.”

      That’s what I got for not using an alias. “Ilsa Lynn.”

      “Lynn. The Gatekeeper?”

      “That’s my sister. We have necromancer ancestry and it apparently skipped a few generations. I only discovered the ability recently.” Best to tell as much of the truth as possible. It’d be easier that way.

      “I see. Have you ever used necromancy before today?”

      “Yes.” I spoke in the sort of tone Mum used when dealing with nosy clients. It usually meant that’s all the information you’re getting, unless you’d like to spend the next month as a tree.

      She didn’t press further, to my surprise. “Have you ever raised the dead?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve only banished things.”

      “I see,” she said again. “If you’re really a necromancer, then you won’t object to me putting you through a few tests.”

      “I guess not. Look, I don’t see why—”

      “You need to learn how things work here. No common necromancer could have banished the force possessing that undead, which either means you possess high level power you can’t control, or you’re lying about the extent of your knowledge.”

      Damn. She knew about the wraith, if not its name. But how could I explain anything without the book’s cooperation?

      She slammed a stack of papers down on the desk. “Fill out these. Then I’ll assess you verbally. Then we’ll run some controlled tests. Watch her, both of you.”

      In one sweep, she was out of the room. She’d had maybe ten minutes’ warning that I was coming and she’d managed to devise a whole testing process. I looked down at the papers. It resembled a job application, with sections on my own pertinent details as well as the basics of necromancy. Seemed straightforward enough—I could have answered most of it without the need for the book, since my sister and I had had a thorough education in all things supernatural. I looked at the door. The other two moved to cover the way out. Damn. Causing a public disturbance wasn’t my thing, so I took a seat at the table, picked up the pen she’d left with the papers, and got to work. The two necromancers raised their eyebrows when I put the pen down.

      “You seriously finished that fast?” asked Jas.

      “You’re welcome to check.” There was no point in hiding that I’d been educated by the Summer Gatekeeper herself—hell, it worked as an ironclad cover for the real source of my knowledge. If they hadn’t met Mum in person, the necromancers knew her by reputation. Every major supernatural in Scotland did. There was no point in playing stupid, and I had the suspicion that Lady Montgomery would see through any deception.

      Jas took the papers and skimmed through. “Wow. She really did. Haven’t seen anyone fill out a paper that fast since Lady Montgomery’s son.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “She has a son? She doesn’t look like the motherly type.”

      “I thought the same,” she said, putting the papers back into order.

      “I heard he resurrected a T-Rex once,” said Lloyd.

      “Don’t talk crap, Lloyd. You can’t reanimate something that’s been dead that long.”

      “Can’t you?” I said. “I always wondered about that.”

      “See, there is something she doesn’t know,” Lloyd said in a self-satisfied manner. “Good. I can’t be outclassed by a rogue we ran into wrestling an undead on the streets, right, Jas?”

      “How’d you kill that thing anyway?” asked Jas.

      I shrugged. “Got lucky.”

      “Lady Montgomery will question you,” he said. “Surprised she hasn’t already. They say she has a magical lie detector…”

      Jas rolled her eyes. “She doesn’t.”

      “Along with the interrogation room, right?” I said wryly. It might not be a good idea to poke the necromancers, but I slotted these two into the category of ‘harmless’ and the grey-haired leader into the same category I put Mum in. The ‘do not mess with this person unless you want to get turned into a tree’ category. Or whatever the necromancer equivalent was.

      Jas’s lips quirked in a smile. “I hope we don’t have to lock you up. I think you’re going to give Lady Montgomery a run for her money.”

      “You do have a jail?” I checked my last paragraph and laid the paper aside. “Or do I get buried alive?”

      “In an iron coffin,” Lloyd said. “Nah, there’s an underground dungeon we use occasionally… you’re handling this weirdly calmly, by the way. No wonder she’s suspicious.”

      “Yeah, do you have other necromancers in the family?” asked Jas.

      “Kind of,” I said. “My family’s involved in all things supernatural. It’s sort of complicated.”

      “You’re a hybrid?” she asked, with an expression of great interest. “Witch? Or… no, you’re not hairy enough to be a wolf shifter.”

      I snorted. “Nope. Heard the name ‘Lynn’?”

      “Are you quite done gossiping?” said Lady Montgomery, walking into the room and picking up the papers. Her keen eyes scanned them, then she tossed them into the nearest bin.

      My mouth fell open. “What was the point in all that?”

      “To see what you were capable of.”

      “So I get to skip the verbal interrogation?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Certainly not. Tell me what’s easier—banishing an undead or a spirit.”

      “Banishing undead is easier,” I said. “Because the spirit isn’t there. When the body is destroyed, that’s it. Spirits are more stubborn—they usually stick around for a reason—but they can’t cause any physical harm. Except poltergeists, who can use kinetic energy to affect the physical world.”

      She ran through a few more basic questions, while Jas and Lloyd looked on with fascinated expressions.

      “You’ve had a thorough education. Who trained you?”

      “Nobody did. I’m an academic,” I said. “I also had an education in all the supernatural types before I knew I was magical. I’ve been living here for over five years. My records—”

      “Will be searched, of course,” she said. “So you could answer the same level of questions about witches, or mages?”

      “Yeah, I could.” I wouldn’t normally flaunt my knowledge—where I came from, it was hardly notable at all, and the Sidhe didn’t care. “I guess I’m part necromancer, but they don’t do DNA tests for these things.”

      “And you can’t use any other type of magic?”

      “No, I can’t. I’m not—our family’s tied to Faerie, but I don’t have faerie blood.”

      “Good. Faeries often find it difficult to use our tools when they’re sensitive to the presence of iron.”

      “Wait, there are faerie-necromancers here?” Might one of those be summoning the wraiths? I’d got the impression the two Holly had hired hadn’t been alone, but the village was miles away from here. Then again, she could use the Ley Line to travel anywhere she liked.

      Instead of answering, Lady Montgomery said, “Now we’ll move onto the practical component.”

      Ah. Crap. I could explain away my knowledge, but I’d have to be careful what I let them see if I wanted to avoid further interrogation. Not to mention if any of them looked directly at me in the spirit realm, they’d see my spirit mark blaring like a beacon on my forehead. Even if it was likely none of them actually knew what it meant.

      She beckoned to me to follow her down the corridor, leaving the others behind. The other necromancers we ran into stepped sharply out of the way as she passed by. Lady Montgomery inspired respect and terror in equal measure, apparently. I couldn’t believe I’d never heard of her before today. Then again, it wasn’t like I’d hung out with a ton of supernaturals while I’d been studying at the university. Every time I thought of making a break for it, she was at my side. I’d lost track of the way out several corridors back, so I kept walking.

      She stopped in a corridor filled with closed metal doors and opened one of them. A cold breeze swept out, but the pitch black room didn’t appear to have any windows. Not that I could see much, light switches included. She looked expectantly at me.

      “I have to go in there alone?”

      “You’re not afraid of the dark, are you?”

      “No.” More like afraid of what might be lurking in there. My mind conjured up images of wraiths and dark fae, but the iron door was something of a reassurance. Warily, I stepped forwards, hoping I didn’t trip over in the darkness. The floor was cold, stone, maybe, and lights came on after a few steps. Twelve lights. The necromancers’ electric candles, arranged in a circle.

      A summoning circle.

      “What do I have to do?” My voice echoed back at me.

      “Use your spirit sight.”

      Okay… I blinked, and grey filtered over my vision. And then I jumped, my heart leaping into my throat.

      A man appeared inches from my face, so close I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen him in the waking world. He screamed in my ear, shoving at me with outstretched hands. Coldness filled my bones and I stumbled backwards, catching myself before I tripped over. They wouldn’t. Not here. I’d been ripped out of my body before and I had no desire to repeat the performance. What was I supposed to do—bind the spirit into the circle?

      I sidestepped as the man hit out at me, relieved when his hands sailed straight through me. I’d had the impression yanking people out of their bodies was not an entry-level skill. Neither was binding, considering you needed to learn the necromancers’ language to do it. She wouldn’t expect me to know it, so he must be low-level enough for me to persuade to get into the circle without the need for a strong binding.

      Breath. He might have scared the shit out of me, but if I’d been trapped in a room as a ghost and forced to terrify new recruits to see what they were made of, I’d be a little annoyed, too.

      “This’ll go easier if you get in the circle,” I told him. “Just get in. It’s right there.”

      The ghost stuck his hands in my chest. I stumbled, fetching up at the circle’s edge. “Hey! Stop that.”

      He whirled around, screaming loud enough that surely people would come running—but the door had closed, and even Lady Montgomery had gone.

      “Hey—you can’t shut me in the dark.” Even the luminous candles provided no light outside the circle.

      Fine. If persuading him didn’t work, then tricking him was the next available option.

      I stepped back in the direction of the candles. “Come on, then,” I taunted. “Show me what you’re made of.”

      The ghost flew directly at me, hands outstretched, but avoided the circle by a hair’s breadth. I swore quietly. He knew it was there. He’d probably done the same test a thousand times.

      I stepped over the candle, carefully, drawing the ghost in that direction. He lunged and again, he avoided the circle. I kept walking backwards, knowing it was a bad idea. I wasn’t coordinated enough to pull this off even if it hadn’t been pitch black in here. I couldn’t even see the walls. Just the circle.

      The spirit let out a bone-rattling roar that raised the small hairs on the back of my neck, and dived at me. I willed myself to keep still, not unlike what I did whenever a small faerie threw magic at me, but the blast of icy air stirred the candles. I stepped backwards, and the spirit plunged through my chest, at the circle. The candle wobbled. Poltergeist. Crap. I lunged for it, and the spirit dived through my back.

      The candle went out.

      “Hey!” I tripped over my own feet, cursing the dark room. I felt the book’s presence, its magic creeping up my hands, but damn, I’d sworn not to cheat. Wasn’t setting a poltergeist on me with no warning technically cheating anyway, though? I can’t believe I let myself get talked into this.

      I gripped the candle, feeling for the switch. It lit up again, and the ghost appeared, laughing. The light connecting the candles had shifted when the ghost had unleashed its spiritual attack on the circle—right in front of me. I stepped forwards and fetched up against the circle’s edge.

      “Really funny,” I said through chattering teeth. “Do you cheat against all your opponents or did I just get lucky?”

      At this point, I was ninety percent sure this was an advanced test not used on all novices. Most people would have curled up whimpering in the corner by now. My feet were numb, and I now the bastard had trapped me in the circle. Great one there, Ilsa. At least I’d unintentionally cemented my reputation as a clueless newbie who’d wandered into this by accident.

      The lights looked brighter from this angle, showing me the room’s boundaries, and the ghost floating around. I halted, watching carefully. Now the lights were closer, it was clear to see that for all its flailing around, the ghost seemed to be stuck on a certain pattern. It couldn’t diverge from its route. And every third sweep of the room brought it right up to the circle’s edge.

      I kept still, waiting. Then when the ghost swooped around the edge, I tapped the candle’s switch with the toe of my boot and jumped through the ghost, throwing in the tiniest bit of kinetic power.

      The ghost shrieked, unbalanced, floating over the candle. Swiftly, I dropped to the floor, switching on the candle again. Lights converged, trapping the screaming ghost in a circle of whiteness.

      Thank god for that. Breathing heavily, I stepped in the direction of the door. “Can you let me out now?”

      Silence followed. She hadn’t locked me in here, had she?

      Coldness gripped me, and my body left the ground. I let out a startled cry, looking down at my body standing there as my spirit—the very essence of me—drifted into the air, pulled by an invisible force. Pain tore through my very being, my body frozen, helpless. It’s not the ghost! The creature couldn’t move.

      The door flew open behind me and Lady Montgomery stalked in. “What manner of necromancer are you?”

      “Hey” I gasped. “Stop that. Ow.”

      “Stop,” said a quiet, commanding voice. One I’d never expected to hear in the necromancers’ headquarters.

      River.
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      Lady Montgomery turned on him with a frown. “I’m in the middle of an interrogation, River.”

      “Looks more like torture to me,” he said, his voice rough and furious. “Put her down. She’s no threat to us.”

      “And you’d know?”

      “I would,” he said. “Ilsa isn’t a rogue necromancer. She’s untrained, but a natural.”

      “You’ve met?”

      “She saved my life.”

      I’d have stared at him in surprise if I could move. A moment later, the spell broke and I crashed back into my body with such force that I dropped to the stone floor, wincing as it scraped my knees. Shivering, I climbed to my feet, and Lady Montgomery gave me a look that made me want to jump into the circle again.

      “You passed the test,” she said, “but your power is off the charts for a new necromancer. You’re a liability to leave untrained. I’ll assign someone to you immediately.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but River stepped in first. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll take charge of her training myself.”

      She gave him a disapproving look. “Son, as an inactive member of the guild, you’re not qualified to train anyone.”

      “My qualifications didn’t go anywhere while I was away,” he said, while I gaped at both of them. “But if you have a better candidate with enough free time, given the state of things, then I’d be glad to give up the position.”

      What? She was River’s mother? He’d said he had necromancer relatives who lived here in Edinburgh. Not that his mother was leader of the guild. And it was plain to see where his stubbornness had come from. But he’d taken after his faerie parent in his appearance, apparently, because she was severe-looking with steel-grey hair, while he had light blond hair cut short for a half-faerie, pointed ears, and bright green eyes. He must have come here from the Court—but how had he known I’d be here?

      “Given the state of things,” said Lady Montgomery, “most of the senior necromancers are busy. I trust you won’t allow your bias to cloud your judgement. The girl has yet to prove herself trustworthy in my eyes.”

      “What do you mean by ‘the state of things’?” I asked.

      As though I hadn’t spoken, she said, “You know the procedure. Take her with you, induct her, and if either of you compromise the rules, the consequences will be on you.”

      “Of course,” he said. “She’s a natural. I expect to see her make master level within a few weeks.”

      “Few do. You’re an exception.”

      “So is she.”

      My face heated. Play it cool…

      “If you’re right, she’ll be an asset. Otherwise, see to it that she’s under watch, all the time. There’s something not quite right about how she handled that test.”

      And to think I’d been on my best behaviour. “I won’t cause trouble, but I’d like to know what I’m being volunteered for before I sign anything.”

      Her frosty expression thawed—just a little. “River will explain. If you have any questions, ask him, or any of the senior staff. They wear the grey badges.”

      She locked the door to the testing room and walked away, leaving us alone in the corridor.

      “So that’s why you don’t think it’s a big deal to answer to the Sidhe,” I said.

      River grimaced. “I hoped they hadn’t found you yet. When I heard they’d brought in someone with unusual magic, I suspected it was you.”

      “They caught me killing an undead. I didn’t know everyone in the city with necromancer blood had to undertake training.”

      “They don’t,” he said. “That is—they didn’t. I’ll ask her. It might be due to the nature of your skill. It’s up to you how much to reveal, but I’d play it carefully around Lady Montgomery. She’s suspicious by nature.”

      Yet for him to exist, she’d been captured or put under a spell by a Sidhe. Or fallen in love with one. I couldn’t decide which was least likely, but I didn’t want to pry, especially where she might overhear.

      “I don’t want anyone to know yet,” I whispered. “I can keep my powers hidden to a point, but if I’m put in a position like I was in that test…”

      “You weren’t prepared,” he said. “We’ll cover everything in training. There are several levels, but I suspect you can skip over the basics. Not too many, however… it won’t do to rouse suspicion.”

      “I thought not,” I said. “They don’t know. I mean, they know I’m a Lynn, but I don’t think they’re informed on Faerie, at least, or the Lynn curse. Just the name.”

      “No, my mother doesn’t know,” he said. “I don’t doubt she’s researching it as we speak, however.”

      “That figures. Are you supposed to be training me now?”

      “I’ll give you the tour. It’ll give me an excuse to fill you in.”

      River took off down the corridor. Even when playing human, he couldn’t disguise the fact that he moved quicker than most people, with a kind of careless grace that came entirely naturally. I was still shaky from the test, but marching after him returned some of the sensation to my frozen limbs. No wonder the necromancers wore those thick coats.

      Between pointing out the various rooms at a speed that made my head spin, he finally paused long enough for me to ask him what he’d been doing for the last three months.

      “The Seelie Court kept you a while,” I said.

      “Yes, they’re unusually busy.” He spoke lightly, but his voice retained that rough edge. Last I’d heard, he’d had trouble convincing them that the wraiths were a threat to the faerie Courts as well as the mortal realm. The Sidhe weren’t given to trusting the words of mortals—partly because like humans, half-faeries could lie, and mostly because the Sidhe were complete pricks who only looked out for their own self-interest.

      “They didn’t blame you for what my aunt did, right?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll tell you more when we’re not here, but they believe the fault rests with Winter.”

      That might cause problems later, especially if they still don’t believe the Vale’s a threat. But I needed to deal with the present problem before I began thinking about the Courts.

      “You said you were a high-ranked necromancer,” I said. “I didn’t know you still worked here.”

      “I’m still an official member, yes. Where’s your sister?”

      “At home, getting on with her life,” I said. “Like I was getting on with mine, until I got dragged here and locked up by your mother. Why didn’t you mention she was leader of the guild of necromancers?”

      “It wasn’t relevant to our mission.”

      Our mission. Like we’d both been hired on a job, not that I’d been ‘volunteered’ for it by my dead relatives because nobody else was around. I’d have preferred to have the magic without the part where both the human and faerie realms had almost come to an untimely end, but the one perk that had come out of the whole thing was River’s apparent interest in being friends. Or more than friends. From his tone, we might as well have been strangers.

      “I’d say her wanting to lock me up is fairly relevant,” I said.

      “I didn’t know you planned to move back here,” he responded.

      “I’m fairly sure I mentioned it at some point. Between all the death and destruction.” I folded my arms, still shivering. “And you said you wanted to train me. Did you plan this?”

      He’d implied a lot more when he’d left… not long after we’d kissed. Okay, so we’d both been ghosts, but considering how long it’d been since I last had any action, that counted. Which was depressing as hell, but being a target for destructive faeries had wreaked havoc on my social life, and when you added in the dead, my chances were shot. After three months apart, it’d have been nice to see some warmth, a sign of interest. For him, it’d have only been a few days since we’d last seen one another.

      “I did intend to come back to the guild, but I didn’t expect you to be dragged here against your will,” he answered. “I apologise for that.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. But I wouldn’t have held it against you if you’d told me Lady Montgomery was your mother upfront.”

      “You might change your mind when you reach the final level of training,” he said mildly. “I’ll show you the weapons room.”

      And he took off again. That was hardly an answer. Maybe he thought Lady Montgomery was listening in. I hurried after him, catching up beside a half-open door to a room containing several rows of shelves.

      “Our props are in here,” he said. “You won’t be allowed to carry them yet, but I’ll give you some pointers.”

      He showed me the types of candles for different purposes, witch-made iron spells to keep faeries out of the way while setting up a summoning circle, various forms of dispensing salt, and odd devices shaped like remote controls.

      “Spirit sensor,” he explained. “Your spirit sight is strong enough that you probably don’t need one, but there’s also this…” He pulled the back cover off, revealing the spring-like mechanism inside. “It contains concentrated salt. It’ll work on almost all poltergeists, and undead… just don’t waste it on smaller enemies, because they contain a limited amount of shots.” He put it back on the shelf. There were also a number of knives, daggers and other weapons.

      “I didn’t know necromancers were combat trained,” I said.

      “Some of them are, at least here,” he said. “This place was a stronghold in the faerie invasion, and we lost more members than most cities.”

      “Your mother went up against the Sidhe?” My voice rose in surprise.

      “Yes, she did. She also converted this place into a temporary shelter and those who couldn’t fight focused on rescuing as many people as possible. The iron kept the Sidhe out.”

      “Damn,” I said. “I don’t remember the invasion that well. I didn’t know the necromancers were involved in the resistance.”

      “The mages led the assault. That’s how so many of them were killed. Necromancers and witches were more for defence… except here. They say that—” He indicated a long curved knife mounted on the wall—“killed a Sidhe. Its owner is dead.”

      “Wow.” I couldn’t picture a necromancer facing off against a Sidhe and walking away in one piece. The same went for most humans, admittedly. River’s mother, though? Maybe I could see it.

      “In any case, Edinburgh’s necromancer division is large enough that we can afford to specialise. I moved between three different departments when I reached master level.”

      “I didn’t know any of that.”

      “We don’t broadcast it. Also, in that small village, the necromancers didn’t have anywhere near the resources we do.”

      That’s how they’d nearly been destroyed. And we still didn’t know where those faerie-necromancers had come from, and if there’d been any more of them. Considering the two wraiths I’d encountered today, it wasn’t a phenomenon unique to Foxwood. And knowing the true purpose behind River’s last mission, I’d bet they were the real reason he’d come back here.

      “Speaking of resources,” I said in a low voice. “Does this place have a library, or somewhere you keep records of… I don’t know, past necromancers?”

      “We do have a reference room and a library.” His tone was neutral, without a hint that he’d guessed the direction of my thoughts. “Lady Montgomery has her own private library, but it’s restricted to the master necromancers.”

      Well, crap. I’d better be able to pass this training as quickly as I’d hoped if I wanted to get my hands on classified information which might point to a link between the necromancers and the Gatekeeper’s talisman. If I was willing to risk my secret getting out.

      “For now…” He handed me a book. “Basic guide. You probably know it all, but you’ll need to sit some written tests. You’ll also have another practical element, but it’ll be in front of a panel of judges, so nothing bad can happen.”

      I wasn’t convinced. “What if I say no? She can’t legally force me to join. I have other obligations.”

      “So do all of us,” he said. “The guild pays well enough, when you reach the right level. They’ll also offer you accommodation should you need it.”

      “I don’t,” I said. Possibly, I was being petty, but being forced into a decision by nature of my magic—or lack thereof—was something I had entirely too much experience of already.

      He finally looked directly at me with those pale emerald eyes. “It’ll be okay,” he said.

      He’d said the same when redcaps had stabbed my sister, when the world had been falling apart. And it had, in the end. But whatever skills I might have, I was way out of my depth when it came to non-faerie-related supernatural business. The Sidhe might not give a shit about my existence, but I’d spent a lifetime studying how they operated. The Edinburgh necromancers were an unknown element.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “I’m not promising anything. I’ve had bloody enough of invisible contracts, let alone ghosts. You know one of them followed me around playing the bagpipes for three hours yesterday?”

      His mouth twitched. Finally, something resembling a smile. “There are ways to discourage them from following you. I can teach you. It won’t do any harm for you to learn how it all works here.”

      He must know I’d been going by guesswork when I used my powers, self-teaching the best I could, but the necromancers limited the amount of information they allowed to get outside their doors. I wouldn’t have a better shot at finding out what being Gatekeeper actually meant than by joining the guild, and both of us knew it.

      River walked me to the doors. “Can I get your number? I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Sure.” He offered me his phone. Hey, it wasn’t all bad—at least I’d got River’s number out of this.

      I left the oppressively cold building with relief, finding it was growing dark outside. And raining. Pulling my hood up, I began the long walk home. Only when I’d reached the road’s end did I remember that I hadn’t pushed River for information on his experiences in Faerie—including what’d happened to my mother. If he knew, he’d have told me right away… unless the Sidhe said otherwise.

      Why was he really here? He’d told me he believed there was a conspiracy in the Grey Vale to act against the Courts, and while the threat seemed to have been eliminated after I’d banished the Winter Gatekeeper, the fact that there were still wraith attacks suggested that she hadn’t been the only person working against the Courts. If there was a wraith epidemic, I could do worse than team up with the people who had all the ghost-eradicating weaponry. Not to mention knowledge.

      I ducked into a takeout place to shelter from the rain, figuring that if I was apparently going to luck into a properly paying job within a few weeks, I deserved to grab something to eat that wasn’t instant noodles. I’d been low on cash since I’d left my job, since my only steady work lately came through tutoring and proofreading students’ essays. I charged a pittance, but it was easy money. Being with the necromancers, though, would give me some semblance of structure, and more to the point, a job where the dead hounding me would actually be an advantage. Two ghosts even followed me into the takeout, wailing about not being able to taste anything. I tuned them out, bought some food and ducked out into the rain again, wishing I had one of the necromancers’ hooded cloaks.

      I’d been at the guild less than three hours and now I was fantasising about wearing a cape. Next I’d be dreaming of spending my nights hanging out in graveyards. Really, Ilsa. Admittedly, despite the near-death experience, our clash with the Winter Gatekeeper had been like waking up after a long sleep, and now I had magic, I didn’t want to shut it away. I wanted to explore it, and the necromancers could help me do that. I could behave and play by the rules for now—I just hoped the book did, too.

      A bird-shaped shadow passed overhead. I looked up into the face of a raven with a white stripe on his forehead. Arden, the Lynn family’s messenger. Or ex-messenger. He cackled and swiped a fry from my takeout container.

      “Hey!” I snapped. “You little shit. Where have you been for the last few months?”

      “Caw.” I wouldn’t have thought it was possible for a bird to leer at me, but he certainly managed it.

      “Why show up now?” I grabbed a handful of fries before Arden stole them. “Come to laugh at me for getting arrested?”

      “Be careful with that book.”

      “Little late for that.” I sidestepped a puddle, feeling rain sliding down the back of my neck where my hood had fallen down. “You can’t mess with the dead in this city and not draw the necromancers’ attention sooner or later.”

      “Caw. Watch your step.”

      My foot sank into another puddle, deep enough to drench my entire right ankle. Cackling, the raven disappeared.

      “Thanks for nothing.” I shook water out of my shoe, scowling. In fairness, ‘watch your step’ was possibly the most useful piece of advice Arden had given me in the last twenty-odd years, which didn’t say much for his usual record. Considering he’d walked—or flown—alongside at least one Gatekeeper and had been in my family for longer than I’d been alive, he was annoyingly stingy with helpful advice.

      I slowed down as I reached the right row of terraced houses. Someone stood outside the door to my house, seemingly oblivious to the pouring rain. I prepared to throw my salt-covered fries on his head, but there was no way an undead could know where I lived, nor have the patience to wait for me. I switched on my spirit sight. He was alive. Human.

      I knew him.

      My older brother stood on the doorstep.
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      “Hey, Ilsa,” he said. “Can I come in?”

      “Morgan,” I said, stunned. “You—what are you doing here?”

      He sneezed. “Can I come in and explain? I think your housemates think I’m a vagrant.”

      I didn’t blame them for having that impression, given the ragged state of him. His overlong hair was plastered to his unshaven face, while he wore tattered jeans and a jacket, not waterproof. I briefly switched my spirit sight on to check he wasn’t an impostor, but the spirit sight didn’t lie. It was really him.

      I let my brother into the hall, where he shook water all over the rug. I beckoned him to follow me upstairs, hoping I wasn’t making a huge mistake. If I’d been Hazel, I’d have left him outside in the rain until he apologised for not keeping in touch for the last eight years. Really, I had more cause to do so than she did. But curiosity outweighed anger, and some stupid part of me hoped he’d come up with a reasonable explanation for vanishing off the face of the earth. When we were teenagers, if he wasn’t out on drinking binges, he was making impulse purchases using Mum’s bank account. The final straw was when he’d stolen several family heirlooms to sell behind Mum’s back in order to buy a fancy car, at which point she’d kicked him out. None of us had thought he’d actually leave forever, but that was the last time we’d seen him.

      “How in the world did you know where I lived?” I asked quietly. “I haven’t been here long.”

      “I asked around.” Morgan staggered into my room, dropping a rucksack on the floor. “Knew you’d be here. You were always the smart one.” He spoke in that slurred way of someone drunk trying to pretend they weren’t, and not doing a particularly convincing job of it. He smelled of cheap booze, and leaned on the door at an angle that suggested he was using it for balance. No wonder I’d mistaken him for a lurking undead.

      I closed the door behind me, and a sudden rush of emotion welled in my eyes. I wanted to punch him and hug him at the same time. We’d always been closer than I’d been to Hazel, which had made his departure that much more painful. Eight years was a third of my life, not something you could just brush aside.

      “How’s the car?” I asked to fill the silence.

      “I wrecked it seven years ago.”

      Figures. I kept my tone cold. “Last time you texted me, you said you had a job.”

      He cast his gaze around the room, lingering for a moment on the desk where I’d left my laptop. “Which job?”

      I sighed. “If you think you can sponge off me, I barely make enough to cover rent payment.”

      “I wasn’t gonna…”

      “You were eyeing up my laptop, you complete tool. I need that for work. If you’re desperate for cash, ask Mum.”

      He winced. “No thanks.”

      “So you haven’t been in touch with Hazel?” I doubted so. If he was in trouble, I was the one he went to. But that last time, he hadn’t even given me a chance. I wouldn’t have told on him to Mum even when we’d been kids, and I’d thought he knew it.

      “No,” he muttered, scratching his chin. “You look different. Older.”

      Anger spiked. “I am older,” I said, through gritted teeth. “Last time you saw me I was fifteen. It’s not like I’m a faerie.”

      “Definitely not. Faeries are—”

      “Morgan, I really wouldn’t finish that sentence.”

      “I was going to say, ‘faeries are psychotic’. You weren’t this grumpy last time I saw you, either.”

      “I can’t imagine why.” I folded my arms. “So where in hell have you been the last eight years?”

      “Around.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Generally, members of the Lynn family suffered side effects if they moved too far from the Ley Line running through the middle of the country, so I’d always assumed he hadn’t left Scotland at least. But while Hazel had tried to run away from her responsibilities on occasion when we were younger, she’d never actually gone through with it.

      “Get out,” I said.

      He straightened upright. “What?”

      “If you can’t conjure up a smidgeon of remorse for what you put us through, then I don’t have to deal with your bullshit.”

      Bleary eyes fixated on me. “You’re really mad at me.”

      “What gives you that impression?” I said, my voice brittle. Don’t even think about crying. “Eight years, Morgan, and not even an apology.”

      “Jesus, I’m sorry, okay? I thought that was a given.”

      “Not with you, it isn’t,” I said. “You can’t stay here forever either.”

      “I’m gonna go,” he slurred. “I just need somewhere to crash tonight.”

      That sounded familiar. “Only if you promise I won’t wake up to find the police on the doorstep or the house on fire. How are you this drunk at five in the evening?”

      “I won’t stay long, I swear. I’ll sleep on the sofa. I just needed… somewhere…” He stared at the wall as though the blank grimy plaster contained the secrets of the universe.

      I frowned. “Are you on drugs?”

      He jumped. “No. I’m not. Why?”

      “Just checking. You’re kind of… twitchy.”

      He grimaced. “Don’t make fun, but I think I’m being haunted.”

      I stared at him a moment. “Seriously?”

      Normally I’d have said he was talking crap… if I hadn’t spent most of the afternoon around necromancers.

      “Seriously,” he repeated. “It’s been following me for days.”

      “A ghost?” I asked. “What does it look like?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t exactly describe it.”

      Okay…

      “So when did this ghost appear?”

      “Few days ago, in Oban.”

      “But… that’s miles away.” Ghosts were usually tethered to one place. It took a particularly strong-willed spirit to leave and follow someone around, and only necromancers could walk back and forth between the veil and the waking world. But I’d never heard of one travelling across the country before.

      “Yeah, s’pose it is.”

      Right. Once his back was turned, I’d switch my spirit sight on and see if it was true. I didn’t want him guessing what I could do, not until I knew for sure he hadn’t run into Holly or anyone with unsavoury connections.

      My phone buzzed. Hazel. “I need to answer this. Can you try not to touch anything?”

      I didn’t wait for an answer. I slipped out of the room and downstairs, into the hall, where I could hear the muted noise of several people watching a football game from behind the living room door. I switched on the hall light before accepting the call.

      “Hey, Ilsa,” Hazel said. “How’s it going?”

      “Hey. You won’t believe the day I’m having.”

      I briefly ran through my forced induction to the necromancers, ending with River’s return, and steamrollering through her attempts to ask questions right up to Morgan’s arrival.

      “Morgan,” she said. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      “You think I’d joke about that?”

      “No. That scrounging little shit actually had the nerve to show up on your doorstep?”

      I let her blow off steam in a torrent of insults, and when she paused to catch her breath, I said, “Yeah. I know. I’m still trying to figure out where he’s been. God knows. He claims to want somewhere to crash tonight and I couldn’t exactly say no.”

      “Don’t,” she said. “He’s—you know what he’s like. He can’t show up after no calls for years and expect us to welcome him back with open arms. Mum would tell you to throw him out.”

      “Didn’t you think she was kinda harsh on him sometimes?”

      “Sometimes, I guess, but are you forgetting when he melted my Barbie’s face? Or when he stole her family heirlooms?”

      “I know, I know, but it’s been eight years. He also claims he’s being haunted.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m gonna check if it’s true, but something tells me he’s in trouble. Can’t say whether it’s supernatural or not, but he is related to us.”

      “Isn’t that a good enough reason to toss him out?”

      “Probably,” I said. “If he’s not gone by tomorrow, I will. I just need to check. Wait, I can do it now.”

      “Go ahead.”

      I pulled the phone back from my ear and tapped into my spirit sight. Greyness fogged my sight, creeping through the house, and I sensed the blazing brightness of the others’ spirits. I extended my awareness upstairs to my room, where my brother’s spirit glowed equally bright. I’d started being able to distinguish humans from necromancers or faeries, but other supernaturals looked the same as ordinary humans through this view, even Lynns. But there was an odd flicker upstairs, which disappeared almost instantly.

      “Ilsa? You still there?”

      “There’s something off about him,” I said to Hazel. “Maybe not a ghost, but it’s in the spirit world, whatever it is. I’m signed up as a necromancer anyway—might as well put it to good use.”

      “It’s up to you,” she said dubiously. “Personally I’d kick him out.”

      “He gets one chance. Besides, if he is being haunted… you know our family’s track record with that, since we all have necromancer ancestry. He might even know something I don’t.”

      “About the book, or Great-Aunt Enid? I suppose he’s old enough to remember more about her than we are. If you want to tell him—”

      “I can’t tell him, that’s the problem. The book… oh hell, maybe he can know about it, since he’s a relation.” But I didn’t want my deadbeat brother getting an inkling of its rarity. Knowing him, he’d try to sell it. “I will ask him. And I’ll tell the necromancers if it turns out he really was followed here by a ghost.”

      “You know best, Ilsa. Just check in with me, okay? I didn’t know those wraiths were around where you are.”

      “They were low level,” I said. “Like the ones in the cemetery the first time around. But I’m not sure what they’re doing here. The necromancers are so much more organised here than in Foxwood, if it’s any consolation.”

      “I guess it is, but be careful.”

      “Will do.”

      I hung up, then tried my spirit sight again. A slight flicker where Morgan’s spirit was… that was my only clue. I’d never personally experienced a ghost haunting a non-necromancer, but it was the sort of thing they dealt with on a weekly basis. If he was wrong, it was better to be certain. After all, he carried the Gatekeeper’s bloodline, too.

      I went back upstairs to find Morgan sitting on the bed with one of my sci-fi paperbacks in hand… upside-down. He’d also stolen what was left of my food, but considering the takeout container was soaked in rainwater and he looked half-starved, I let it slide. What the hell had he been doing, sleeping in ditches and living on scraps for the last eight years?

      Morgan lowered the book. “Did you tell her?” he asked.

      “I had to. She’d have tossed you outside, so be glad you came here.”

      He put the book down. “No more than I deserve, I ‘spose.”

      “See? A little self-awareness never hurt anyone,” I said. “Come and meet the housemates. If you’re crashing on the sofa, you’ll have to wait until they finish watching the football match.”

      Since the faeries had destroyed my last house, I’d found new accommodation and now lived with nice, normal people who couldn’t hear the dead wailing and beating at the windows. This time I’d specifically asked for supernatural housemates in the ad, figuring they had a higher tolerance for weird crap. In the living room, Al the half-troll had commandeered the sofa, while Corwin the witch stood in the corner surrounded by broken chalk and herbs, signs of a failed witch spell. Torrance, the shifter, sat in a chair, beer bottle in hand.

      “Hey, Ilsa.” Corwin waved. “Who’s that?”

      “My brother, Morgan,” I said. “Don’t offer him a beer—he’s had quite enough already. Is it okay if he crashes here tonight?”

      “Sure.” Affirmative grunts followed from the others, all eyes on the football sailing across the screen.

      “What’s that?” said Morgan, making right for the witch circle in the corner.

      “It was a tracking spell,” said Torrance from the armchair. “See, there’s this girl I have a crush on, and Corwin volunteered—”

      “He decided that using a stalking spell was more effective than actually talking to her,” put in Al from the sofa.

      “Shut up,” muttered Torrance.

      “You like it?” Corwin asked Morgan. “You a witch?”

      “Yes, I am,” he said.

      This was going to end well. “No, he isn’t,” I said. “He’s non-magical. Morgan, behave yourself.” He’d picked up the nearest witch spell, because of course he had.

      “Just looking,” he said. “So you put this on, and—”

      A snapping noise came from the spell, and smoke momentarily filled the room, earning a disgruntled shout from the people in front of the TV.

      When the smoke cleared, Morgan had turned green. You had to love witch spells for their sheer versatility. There were two types of witches—those who’d worked to keep magic hidden in the old world, who wanted to make use of their skills to help people… and people like Corwin, who specialised in flashy explosions and charms that turned people green.

      “Oops,” said Corwin. “I don’t have a reversal charm. The good news is that no witch spells are permanent.”

      I pressed my hand to my forehead. “You know what, I think I’m going to hang out upstairs tonight.”

      “You should know, I’m being haunted,” Morgan announced.

      Oh boy.
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      The sound of my phone buzzing woke me from sleep. I fumbled around and knocked it off the table. “Shit.” I dived and grabbed it, rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand. Seven a.m.? What in the world had I agreed to do at this hour in the morning?

      “Hey, Ilsa.”

      “River.” I rubbed sleep from my eyes. I’d stayed up until midnight to make sure Morgan didn’t do anything too outrageous, with the result that I’d forgotten to set an alarm.

      “I wondered if you wanted to meet me, before going to the guild,” River said. “There’s a cafe down the road from headquarters.”

      “Er, sure. Give me twenty minutes.”

      “No problem.”

      I clicked off the phone then swore under my breath. Morgan had said he’d leave today, but given the state he’d been in last night, I had my doubts.

      Frankly, I had no idea at all what the necromancers expected me to wear, but they hadn’t complained about my fashion sense yesterday. I put on jeans and a plain T-shirt with my grey hoody on top, and put the necromancy guidebook River had given me into my shoulder bag. Checking the talisman was thoroughly hidden deep in my inside pocket, I left the room. Downstairs, I found Morgan sprawled on the sofa in a nest of empty beer bottles and the remnants of destroyed spells. And he was still green.

      He looked blearily at me as I passed. “Where’re you going?”

      “I’ll be out until this afternoon,” I told him. “If you’re not in a decent state when I come back, you’re sleeping out on the streets tonight.”

      I left before he could respond, wishing I’d never agreed to let him stay. Knowing him, he’d sleep the day away, then he’d be too drunk by the time I came back for me to kick him out. Repeat for a week until someone snapped and tossed him into the garden.

      At least no ghosts trailed me to the necromancers’ place—or Arden, for that matter—but my thoughts were too scattered even to dwell on the fact that River had asked me to meet him alone. The coffee shop he’d chosen was a place run by witches, where the pancakes were good enough that I’d occasionally broken my rule not to go near supernaturally inclined places when I’d been at the university. I’d been on several unsuccessful dates there, too. I wished I’d paid attention to River’s tone when he’d asked me. If it actually was a date, I wasn’t exactly dressed for the occasion, and my head was several miles away.

      River waited for me inside the coffee shop. He’d already got us a table and ordered me hot chocolate.

      I sat down opposite him. “How did you know this is what I like?”

      “I’ve been at your house,” he reminded me. “I can’t promise it’s up to the same standards as your house’s magic, but this place is run by witches.”

      “Thank you,” I said, scanning the menu. “I’ve actually been here before.” Some conversationalist I was. I’d finally got River alone in a date-style environment, and what was on my mind? My idiot of an older brother.

      “So… I have to go to the necromancers again later?” I asked, jabbing a fork into the witch-made blueberry pancake and taking a bite.

      “Yes, but it’s not a formal assessment this time,” he said, turning over his own plastic fork in his elegant faerie hands. Like few supernatural-catering places, this café provided alternatives to metal cutlery for the sake of its faerie clientele. “I’m training you. That means I can set the schedule and also assign you to missions if you’re at the right level. Which I think you are. It’s probably best to downplay things at first if you don’t want to give away how much you know, but we’ll start off at the lowest level and go from there.”

      “Seems pretty informal.”

      “Most necromancers have to fit in training around study or other jobs until they’re qualified, so there aren’t set hours. But if you’re on the clock for missions, they can call you out at any time.”

      “And are you?”

      He nodded. “Since I got back. There’s always a shortage of highly qualified necromancers for serious missions, and considering you saw those wraiths yesterday…”

      “They weren’t hunting me,” I said. “Hell if I know what they were doing, but is there a way to find out who summoned them?”

      “Two other necromancers took on that case. The ones who brought you in, actually. They’ll be patrolling later, and I asked if you’d like to join them. I figured you’d prefer to start off by working with people you know.”

      “Thanks. If you forget the part where they arrested me, they were pretty nice.” I took another bite. What with the stress of last night, I’d forgotten that the person who’d summoned the possessed undead was still out there, probably plotting revenge on me. As I’d spent half my life trying to avoid the Gatekeeper’s enemies, I’d certainly done a spectacular job of acquiring my own collection of adversaries lately.

      “Something’s bothering you,” River commented. His sharp faerie’s eyes didn’t miss much, and whenever he looked at me, he gave me his full attention, in a way few other people did. It made me feel pretty crappy about having my head in the clouds, enough not to blame it all on the wraiths.

      “My estranged brother showed up out of nowhere yesterday,” I admitted.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I thought what you said about twelve siblings hidden in the attic was a joke…”

      “Very funny. No, he ran away eight years ago—well, technically, Mum threw him out. Long story short, he makes me look like I have my shit entirely together. And he doesn’t know about any of this. It’s kind of throwing a wrench in my plans to keep all this quiet, let’s put it that way.”

      River took a sip of coffee. “I wouldn’t say the guild would mind, but part of your agreement with the necromancers is that you aren’t to speak a word of our secrets to humans, and that includes him. Unless he has magic…”

      “Nope, but I haven’t told him about the book, either. Also, he claims he’s being haunted, but I think he’s having me on. I didn’t sense anything when I checked, anyway.”

      He put down the coffee cup. “I’ll come and talk to him, if you like.”

      I shook my head quickly. “You don’t want to meet him, trust me. He didn’t even ask about Mum until I prompted him. He’s… just not a particularly likable person.”

      “You forget I’ve been dealing with the Sidhe for the last week,” he said.

      “A week? Is that how long it was? It’s been three months here.”

      “They tend to take a while to get round to the point.”

      “No kidding. So what did they want to talk about? Or can’t you tell me?” The Sidhe’s version of a confidentiality agreement generally came in the form of a vow, which prevented the person from speaking a word on literal pain of death. If you made a promise to a faerie, you were bound to keep it by any means necessary. River’s task to guard me from harm had almost cost him his life, and now he was sticking his neck out for me again. Sure, he might not have mentioned our kiss, but there was little doubt he had my back. I was grateful for that, if nothing else.

      River paused before saying, “They wanted to discuss the assignment. I did tell them about the wraiths, but they’re a rare sight outside the Vale, and the Court doesn’t believe they’re a direct threat.”

      The reason he’d ended up on the mission to protect our family was because he’d stumbled across what he believed was evidence of a conspiracy against the Courts, involving the wraiths. It clearly bothered him that the Sidhe weren’t taking the threat seriously.

      “And now they’re coming here,” I said. “How many people actually know how to banish them? I can’t be the only one. It’s not possible.”

      “Smaller wraiths like the ones you dealt with earlier can be banished by anyone with necromantic abilities,” River said. “What concerns me is who’s summoning them.”

      “Holly,” I said. “Maybe she’s in the Vale herself.”

      “Only Sidhe can cross realms as they please,” he said. “Those with the magic of a Sidhe can travel with an invitation or if a Sidhe takes them along for the ride. I’ve long suspected there’s a full-blooded outcast Sidhe behind this, but the Vale is hard to traverse and easy to hide in. In any case, it’s highly unlikely your cousin is there. She wouldn’t survive it.”

      “Guess not. I’m supposed to find her by the solstice, but… it’s that missing heir crap all over again. Did you get to speak to the Seelie King? Is he still alive?”

      “Last I heard, yes,” River said. “As for heirs, I’ve heard nothing, so I assume it was a false trail sent to lead you astray. The Court didn’t give me a specific mission, so I was able to return here as soon as I reported in.”

      He wasn’t telling me everything. Questions brewed, but if River was tied into a vow, he wouldn’t be able to spill his master’s secrets. Like it or not, that’s how Faerie operated.

      “And—my mother?” I asked.

      His gaze dropped. “Not a word from her, unfortunately.”

      “Like the messenger Sidhe said.” I hardly believed that I’d come face to face with both Summer and Winter Sidhe and walked away unscathed and without anyone declaring war on one another. And they’d listened to my account of the events. Whenever they’d come to speak to Mum or Hazel, the Sidhe had treated me like less than dirt. And Morgan too, come to that. We had common ground in our experiences, but the gaping rift of the last eight years made it difficult to figure out if it was possible to bridge the gap. Some wounds didn’t heal. Hazel probably wouldn’t forgive him, and as for Mum…

      River picked up his phone. “It’s time we went to the guild. You’re listed as patrolling with Jas and Lloyd today, and then I can help you with training. Lady Montgomery won’t be around, but she’ll be asking me for periodic updates on your progress.”

      He stood, and I did the same. So it was all business, then.

      As we left the coffee shop, a group of teenagers wearing necromancer cloaks walked past.

      “New trainees,” he explained. “We usually get permission to take them out of school. The talent tends to manifest around the age of twelve, same as mages and witches.”

      “So I have the skill level of a twelve-year-old. Awesome.”

      He shot me a smile, the first he had since he’d got back, which pretty much short-circuited my brain cells. Faeries were disturbingly attractive, and if anything, his rougher human edges only made him more handsome. “Your skill level is beyond most of the fully qualified necromancers,” he said in a low voice. “It’s up to you when you want to let them know that.”

      Hmm. I’d never particularly liked drawing attention, but personal hang-ups aside, if the wraiths got wind of my presence here, they might target the necromancers on purpose. Look what’d happened in Foxwood. On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt to have other people on my team.

      River opened the doors to the lobby and approached a group in the corner. I recognised the two necromancers who’d hauled me in for questioning yesterday, wearing their usual black cloaks.

      “Hey,” said Lloyd. “Er, sorry about yesterday.”

      “Likewise,” added Jas. “Sorry we got suspicious.”

      “No worries,” I said, as though being arrested was an everyday occurrence for me. “Worth it to see your interrogation room.”

      “We don’t have an interrogation room,” said River.

      “Am I ever going to be allowed to forget that?” said Lloyd.

      “Nope,” said Jas, nudging him in the arm. “C’mon. We’re patrolling the High Street again. You’re coming with us, right… Ilsa? Lady Montgomery said.”

      “I’ll see you later,” River said.

      “Sure,” I said. “What exactly is this patrol about? Looking for rogue undead, or ghosts?”

      “Either,” said Lloyd. “More likely to be ghosts. This place attracts them like the plague. You’ll need a uniform first.”

      “I get to wear one of your Batman capes?”

      Jas snorted. “Yeah, they do look a bit stupid. But you can wear whatever you like underneath. Even nothing.”

      “Mental images, Jas,” said Lloyd.

      “I did wonder if everyone was wearing pyjamas and dressing gowns,” I admitted.

      “You never know,” said Lloyd. “There was that time Lady Montgomery sent someone home for wearing fluffy tiger slippers…”

      I cracked a grin. Maybe I could get on with the necromancers after all. They weren’t all gloomy like old Mr Greaves from Foxwood. Or Lady Montgomery. I couldn’t help wondering how in the world River had turned out so different to her. It wasn’t like Faerie was a particularly nice place either. And from my brief scan of the lobby, most of the other people here looked human. I didn’t see any other pointed ears… wait, there were one or two, but the majority of people here would be fully necromancers or half-ordinary human, because necromantic magic tended to come second to other types, like mage and faerie magic.

      Uneasily, I remembered that faerie-necromancers might be the ones summoning wraiths. Surely if the possibility had occurred to River, he’d be keeping an eye out for trouble.

      Ten minutes later, I left the guild with the others, holding my new cloak off the ground to avoid tripping over the end. It seemed to have been designed for someone a few inches taller than me, but at least it had a hood to keep the rain off. The skies were bruised grey above the old buildings, but the drizzle hadn’t turned into a full-on downpour yet. While patrolling, we stopped at each corner to tap into our spirit sight, reaching out for any hints of spiritual activity.

      You’d think the supernaturals being exposed would have put off most tourists, but there were even a few ghost tours running, groups of humans huddled under umbrellas on the cobbled High Street. Their eyes followed us with interest. Really. It’s not like necromancers are a rarity. Jas and Lloyd seemed cheerful enough, pointing out spots where particularly famous ghosts had appeared.

      “So there was this ghost with bleeding eyes who took four days for us to exorcise,” Lloyd said.

      “Ghosts don’t bleed,” Jas said.

      “He did. All over my clothes.”

      “That was ectoplasm.” She rolled her eyes. “Tell Ilsa about the time we accidentally solved a murder instead.”

      “This guy claimed to have a ghost haunting his apartment. We got there, and figured out pretty quickly that the spirit was out for revenge. Being a poltergeist, he could only levitate the crockery, not do any real damage. We traced the body, and handed the guy over to the police.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Sounds like you had a narrow escape.”

      “We would have done if Jas hadn’t wrestled him into a summoning circle beforehand,” said Lloyd. “You can do that to the living if you bind their spirit. Tricky high-level magic, though.”

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah, well. We got lucky. Definitely one of our most exciting missions.”

      “We can’t always have mass zombie swarms,” Lloyd said.

      “Why do they do that, anyway?” I asked. “Whenever I hear about zombies, it’s always a swarm. Never just one.”

      “Because the culprit’s usually a rogue necromancer without enough training to apply moderation,” explained Lloyd. “They use all the power they have, which raises a dozen undead at once, and then they’re burned out. So the undead go rampant without anyone controlling them.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t know,” said Jas. “I was told you were some kind of prodigy.”

      I shrugged. “I’m supposedly a natural, but I don’t know all the theory.” And now I sounded like I was bragging. How else was I supposed to explain it? Surely it wasn’t unheard of for someone to wake up one morning with the ability to control the dead. Okay, they were usually twelve years old, apparently, but still.

      Lloyd pulled a device from his pocket which I recognised as the spirit sensor, and swore. “Speak of the devil. Undead, and no other necromancers in the area.”

      “Must be our lucky day,” Jas commented.

      No kidding. The book shifted in my pocket and if not for the cloak, its glow would be incredibly difficult to ignore. Instinctively, I switched on my spirit sight, reaching out to detect where the activity came from. My mind was pulled in the right direction without conscious thought, past the glow of the living bodies and towards the odd colourless light that indicated a spiritless body… on the bridge.

      My brother stood right next to an undead.
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      I changed direction down a side road, so suddenly that the others exclaimed.

      “Where are you going?” Lloyd asked.

      “This way.” Dammit, Morgan. Why had he decided to wander outside with undead around? Okay, he probably didn’t know… but he’d said he was being haunted. And instead of bringing him to the necromancers’ place with me, I’d left him alone at the house.

      “How do you know?” Jas hurried alongside me. I might be walking at top speed but I wasn’t particularly athletic, so they easily kept pace with me. “You don’t have a spirit sensor.”

      I shook my head. “My spirit sight goes pretty far.”

      “That’s like—master level,” said Lloyd in disbelief. “The undead are that way. I can’t let you run off—”

      I stopped dead. The air above the alley began to swirl in a horribly familiar way. Oh hell. My spirit sight couldn’t detect wraiths until they were too close to hide from. And the other two likely couldn’t even see it. But there were innocent humans in the streets behind us, with no idea what was coming.

      Cold air blasted the three of us full in the face. I staggered backwards but managed to keep my balance.

      “Holy shit,” exclaimed Lloyd. “What the hell did that?”

      Bye, bye, normality. “Guys,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. “I’ll take it. If it doesn’t work, get some candles down, asap. It works better if we all speak the banishing words at once.”

      Worst case scenario: I had to use the book. Publicly.

      Cold energy flooded my veins, and banishing words rose to my tongue. The current of air continued to swirl, and with my spirit sight on, the glowing white light that indicated the spirit’s presence burned like a dark, furious star.

      “What is it, a poltergeist?” demanded Jas, coming in behind me.

      “I said, stay back. Please.” I stepped closer, and spoke in the necromancers’ language, words which would send the beast beyond the veil forever.

      Another blast of air struck the nearby houses, and roof tiles slid free, getting caught in the whirlwind. I’d never faced a wraith in a confined space before, but when the first one I’d met had attacked our house, it’d managed to shatter the magically enhanced windows. Even the book didn’t protect me from being struck by falling roof tiles. I stepped out of reach, my words faltering. The banishing spell hadn’t worked.

      “Lloyd, the candles!” I shouted. “I can’t banish it without—”

      Lloyd and Jas yelled as roof tiles rained down, bouncing off the cobbled alley floor only to be sucked into the whirlwind again. Drain coverings and other debris joined it, a deadly trap completely blocking the alley. Jas backed up with an expression of terror while Lloyd stumbled over his own feet.

      “Retreat!” he yelled, and they ran.

      Damn. I pelted after them, cursing with every step. My magic-proof shield only blocked faerie magic, and this wraith was using kinetic energy, poltergeist-style. If the debris hit me at speed, I’d die. My lungs burned, my legs protesting, and the whirlwind grew louder behind me. Someone was going to get seriously hurt if I didn’t think of something, fast.

      I grabbed Lloyd’s arm and dragged him into another alley adjacent to the one we’d come from. “Throw down those candles, now.”

      He fumbled his pockets, rightly looking terrified, and tossed the candles onto the ground without a word. I dove to the ground and threw them into the main alley as fast as I could, my thumping heart drowned out by the growing roar of wind as it sucked more debris inside it. It can’t go on forever. The circle was wonky as hell but I didn’t have time to worry about aesthetic appeal. I threw the last candle into place, and the tornado exploded. I raised my arms over my head as broken glass and shattered roof tiles roared through the air, smashing more windows and dragging more debris along with them. At the last second, I lunged behind the circle and snapped my fingers, shouting the command. The lights came on at once, as another roar of wind sent me flat on my back. Raising my head, fingers digging into the cobbled ground, I half crawled to the alley opening and flung myself behind it.

      Windows shattered above the circle. Shards of glass stung my hands but the candles remained standing. “Speak the words when I do,” I gasped out. “Now.”

      Two voices rose to join mine. From the stunned tones of the others, they were in shock. I should be, too, but something—perhaps the book—held me icily calm. Wild power flowed in my veins, and some unrestrained part of me wanted to walk right out into that tornado and tell it to do its worst.

      Jas’s back straightened and her hands splayed, necromantic energy pushing back at the wraith. Lloyd did the same, more hesitantly. They could see it now. The wraith appeared on ground level as a human-shaped shadow, sucked towards the candles. As our chanting finished, their light flashed, and the beast exploded into fragments, blown away on the breeze. The wind died down in a series of shattering crashes. I winced at the sound, hoping nobody was hurt. The sound of sirens cut through, and I wobbled to my feet. “Get the candles,” I said to the others. “There might be more of them.”

      “Excuse me, what in hell was that?” Lloyd asked. “You’re not supposed to know how to do a banishing on that level.”

      “It’s a long story,” I said. “Trust me, though—if it didn’t come alone, we’re in a world of trouble. It takes more than one person to banish them.”

      If the wraiths were bold enough to make an overt attack in a crowded city, the necromancers needed to know. But… it wasn’t the spirit I’d sensed. Morgan?

      I reached out with my spirit sight, but didn’t detect him on the bridge anymore. Panic spiked my already-racing heart. Where is he? I reached out, my sight spanning the city. And I sensed him near the train station, no undead or ghosts in sight. He was safe. I breathed out, hands shaking, knees threatening to give way.

      “You’re gonna have to talk to Lady Montgomery about this,” said Lloyd. “If you won’t tell us… she has to know. That thing nearly killed us.”

      “I know.” Damned book. “Believe me, I want to explain it, but it’s complicated. River knows, and he might already have told her.” I hoped he had. Because I’d been framed for summoning a wraith once already, and looked more guilty than the majority of the necromancers at the guild.

      Lloyd picked the candles up. “Don’t leave blood on the candles. It’s the number one rule. I heard if you get blood in a summoning circle, it summons the angel of death.”

      “Bullshit,” said Jas.

      “Is it true?” I hadn’t heard that rule before, beyond the vague knowledge that anything to do with blood magic was bad news.

      “It is. I heard one guy set up a summoning circle and accidentally dripped blood into it. The circle sucked him inside, never to be seen again.”

      Jas shook her head. “You’re talking crap, Lloyd. Don’t scare Ilsa.”

      “Nothing scares Ilsa,” said Lloyd. “The madwoman nearly walked out into a kinetic tornado.”

      Yeah. I did. Just how much control did the book have over my decisions? Maybe it was for the best that I was trying to impose some level of control over my abilities.

      No more wraiths materialised on the walk back. People stared on the way into the guild, but that might have been because we all bore cuts on our hands and faces from the broken glass. But it could have been far worse. Jas got a call saying another team had taken down the undead we’d been sent to deal with. If we’d gone that way instead, I dreaded to think what the wraith would have done.

      Lady Montgomery waited for me in the lobby, an expectant look on her face. “Come with me, Ms Lynn.” She led the way down a corridor to a strong oak door bearing her name on a gold plaque. Her office was better than a cell, but I wished I’d been allowed to discuss my cover story with River first so we didn’t accidentally contradict one another. And if there were more wraiths out there, it was plain to see the necromancers were under-prepared to say the least.

      Her office was as severe as I expected. Oak wood desk and chair, bookshelves, and little else.

      Lady Montgomery faced me across the desk. “What exactly happened back there?”

      “I banished a wraith. I’m guessing River told you what they are?”

      “Faerie ghosts.” Scepticism tinged her voice. “As the witnesses said its actions resembled a poltergeist, we’re treating it as such. You spoke our binding words. Where did you learn those?”

      “River,” I said. “I copied him when I saw him banish a wraith the same way. Guess it’s lucky I remembered right.”

      She looked at me with narrowed eyes. “You remembered the exact words correctly? What are you studying, languages?”

      Sarcasm now? “Folklore. I told you I’ve studied all types of supernaturals, and I lived here for five years. I’ve also spoken to necromancers in Foxwood.”

      “Yes, you said,” said Lady Montgomery. “I spoke to a representative and I heard that their leader died recently. Rumour suggests you were involved.”

      My heart sank. Who told tales on us?

      “You don’t deny it?” She took a step closer to me, and power hummed in the air as the book jumped to attention. I remembered some of the things River had done—shown Holly the veil to terrify her, used necromantic power to blast our door open—and I had no doubt that this woman could do me some serious damage. Her necromantic abilities were off the charts. Doubtless she could banish a wraith, too… if she could see it.

      “I didn’t kill him,” I said. “I don’t know what they told you, but there was an incident with a horribly powerful spirit attempting to break through the veil. He died defending us against it.”

      “A spirit like the one you faced today?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. The ghost used some kind of advanced necromancy to preserve her own spirit beyond death. We managed to banish her—River and I did.”

      “The Winter Gatekeeper.”

      My breath caught.

      “None of these words will leave this room,” she said. “I know the Sidhe, and how they love their cruel games. They will not pry any secrets from me.”

      Right… because she’d either been to Faerie itself or been visited here, in some capacity or other. Some part of me wanted to toss caution aside and ask her outright about her presumably short-lived fling with a Sidhe lord, which had resulted in River’s birth.

      “Yeah,” I said. “But those wraiths—River said they’d rarely been seen outside of the faerie realm before. I don’t know what they’re doing here in Edinburgh, but someone must be summoning them. I guess you guys keep tabs on that sort of thing?”

      She gave me an appraising look. “I’m intending to inform the other local supernatural leaders of this threat, and to be on the lookout. It’s not good timing, with the upcoming summit, but it can’t be helped. But it leaves the question of your training and your position here.”

      My body tensed. Please don’t lock me up… or worse, punish River for what I did.

      “Unfortunately, we can’t have a novice going around using advanced spells,” she said. “You’ll skip over the first test, and now we’ll add you to the records as a junior necromancer.”

      I stared for a moment in disbelief. “Er… thanks.” Damn. Not that I’d usually complain about getting to skip over exams, but the more scrutiny I was under, the more likely it was that the book would be exposed. And if Holly was behind this, whatever her motives, she’d been willing to kill to get hold of the book once. With her mother gone, logically she didn’t need it anymore… unless she still hadn’t given up on using it to raise her mother’s ghost from the grave.

      One thing was clear—I needed to find the person behind this before the next attack ended with fatalities. And I couldn’t do it on my own power. I needed the necromancers’ resources.

      “So you have records of everyone who’s ever worked here?” I asked. “Including non-registered necromancers, right?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Because I wanted to know if anyone else named Lynn has ever worked for you,” I said. “I know there have been necromancers in my family, but the only records at my house are of the Gatekeepers. There’s one per generation, but there have definitely been necromancers. I don’t know if any of them came here, but I thought it was worth asking.”

      “If you want to look for the records, you’ll have to ask one of the people who works in our archives, like Jas,” she said. “Information on current necromancers is confidential, of course.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “Just wondered.”

      I probably shouldn’t push my luck further, so I took her clear indication of dismissal and left. To my surprise, I found Jas and Lloyd waiting outside.

      “There you are,” Lloyd said. “She didn’t skin you alive, did she?”

      “Surprisingly not.”

      “I knew she wouldn’t,” he said. “It’d look bad, considering everyone knows you saved our lives.”

      Ah crap. “Seriously?”

      “Of course,” Jas said. “You didn’t think that would stay quiet, did you? That, and you’re a prodigy.”

      I’d literally never been a prodigy at anything in my life. I’d left school with top grades through sheer persistence, and earned every single one of them. I didn’t feel like I’d earned this, at all. Not that I’d ever in a million years tell Lady Montgomery that.

      “I guess.”

      Lloyd smiled. “Thanks, by the way. You saved our necks out there.”

      I blinked. “What, you don’t think I’m a freak?”

      “We raise the dead for a living,” Jas said.

      “Put the dead to rest, technically,” said Lloyd. “But it’s cool. Just wondering… are you a faerie?”

      “No. What gave you that idea?”

      “You saw that thing when neither of us did,” said Jas. Despite her profession of gratitude, suspicion lurked in her gaze. Lloyd seemed easy-going enough to accept any explanation I gave. Jas might require more convincing.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t see it. That’s the problem. You can’t see them until they’re right on top of you.”

      “You’ve seen them before?” asked Lloyd.

      “A couple of times, yeah. But I don’t know where it came from, or who summoned it.” I paused. “Don’t tell anyone this, but there’s a chance a faerie might have been behind it. Possibly. Not necessarily a guild member. Unless… have any guild members disappeared recently?”

      “Disappeared how?” asked Jas. Again, her expression betrayed suspicion.

      “Just… left. I don’t know.” If they’d been in Faerie, months or years might have passed since they’d gone, but for all I knew, the two I’d run into had never set foot in the faerie realm or Edinburgh. Except to summon beasts from the Vale, they must have been in contact with someone from the other side. But they’d also been fully trained necromancers. I didn’t even know their names, so I wasn’t like I could look them up, but I could ask River if he knew.

      “Not that I know of,” said Lloyd. “I’ve been away from the guild for a couple of years, studying, so I don’t know all the newbies. That’s why I’ve only just been promoted to junior level.”

      “So that’s common?”

      “Sure,” said Jas. “Not everyone wants to work here for a living. They need a certain number of staff, and when shit really goes down, they ask for volunteers. But generally, we’re allowed to come and go as we please if we give Lady Montgomery enough notice. There are quite a few newbies at the moment… there was a rise in undead activity last year.”

      If anyone can get their resources, maybe that’s how the faerie-necromancers found out how to summon wraiths. I paused as we reached the entrance hall and everyone openly stared at me. I’d always wanted to be admired, to be noticed for any reason other than my sister or mother. Especially when Hazel and I had looked more alike and everyone got us confused. Now I was being assessed for something only I could do—excelled at, even—and I couldn’t shut off the stupid voice in my head telling me the book was entirely responsible for it all. And telling me that if I hadn’t used that power, we’d all be dead.

      No. It wasn’t cold feet, it was fear. I didn’t know who had sent the wraith after us, but I could still hear the awful noises when shattered glass had struck the ground next to where I’d been standing. If an undefended human had been there… I couldn’t finish the thought. But I felt more like vomiting on the polished floor than celebrating.

      “Hey,” said River, spotting me. “Ilsa, after the morning you’ve had, I don’t blame you if you want to go home. I’ve persuaded Lady Montgomery to move your next written assessment until tomorrow, since you’re moving up a level.”

      “Oh—thanks,” I said, grateful for the excuse to look away from the crowd. Lloyd and Jas stepped back, giving us space. My nausea subsided a little as River fell into step alongside me, skirting the crowd until we reached the doors.

      “You had me worried for a moment there,” River said in a low voice. “I’ve asked Lady Montgomery to equip all future patrollers with spirit sensors. It’s entirely too dangerous that nobody can sense those wraiths until it’s too late to avoid them.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “Your mother seems to be surprisingly okay with me being an untested prodigy. Was it you who told her the Winter Gatekeeper went rogue?”

      “No, but she’s persistent enough to go digging. She most likely would have asked everyone in the village she could contact until she found someone with answers.”

      “Figures.” I groaned. “The only person with the full story is Hazel… and I guess Agnes and Everett at least knew we weren’t guilty.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “My vow to keep you safe hasn’t disappeared now I’ve completed my task as bodyguard. She won’t have you arrested.”

      “I can take care of myself, River.” Though I had to admit it was nice not to feel like the whole burden was resting entirely on me. “Anyway, it’s not me I’m worried about. Those two —they couldn’t even see the wraith. Even I couldn’t at first. We’re in over our heads if there are more of them. Are you telling the other necromancers so they can prepare if another one attacks?”

      “The necromancers have called a summit to discuss this situation. Ordinarily novices wouldn’t be invited, but considering the circumstances, you’re allowed to attend. It’s at seven tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I don’t know if Lady Montgomery mentioned it, but I had to tell her that I got the banishing words from you. I said I copied you when you banished the first wraith.”

      “Right.” He nodded. “That was a good idea.”

      “I think someone here might be after the book,” I said. “Or at least connected with those two faerie-necromancers. They had formal training. They were also Scottish, and this is the biggest necromancer branch in the country. Plus they wore glamour, so they might not have looked the same if they were members here.”

      “Faerie glamour isn’t forbidden in the guild, but it tends to fade while close to iron, and the guild’s headquarters is made out of it,” River said. “Someone would have noticed. I’ll ask around, but I’m needed on patrol in ten minutes.”

      “If another wraith appears—”

      “I’ll handle it.” He moved in closer, and I smelled the earthy scent of his faerie magic, a contrast to the coldness of necromantic power. Both fit him like a glove, and he looked as at home here as he had in the garden of the Summer Gatekeeper. I envied him that, I wouldn’t lie. If I knew for sure I belonged here… but if anything, taking out that wraith had only made me feel more of an outsider. “Will you be okay walking home alone?”

      “Pretty sure my odds are better than most people’s.” Warmth filled my chest at his concern on my behalf, and the smell of his magic grew stronger in the inches separating us. God, I wanted to kiss him again, if just to know what it felt like for real. Dangerous thoughts, Ilsa. He was my mentor, and his mother held my freedom in her hands.

      River smiled at me. “I’ll see you later, Ilsa.”

      “See you.”

      There was no backing out. No running away. It’d be a dick move to leave the guild now, and I somehow doubted Lady Montgomery would tolerate a vigilante necromancer swooping around like a superhero and saving people from wraiths. I grinned at the mental image, mostly because I couldn’t fly, and I’d look damned stupid in a cape. The necromancer cloak was bad enough.

      I ducked into an alley to take the coat off so my brother wouldn’t ask questions when I came home dressed as a necromancer, and shoved it into my bag. Spotting movement out of the corner of my eye, I instinctively tapped into my spirit sight. Nothing appeared. I shifted it in the direction of my house, surprised at how easily my sight extended. It didn’t show me the surrounding areas, but zeroed in on my brother. Maybe I could easier track people I knew…

      And he wasn’t at home. He was walking down the road where the wraith had attacked. The faint pinprick on my sight told me all I needed to know—my brother was about to run into another zombie.

      I broke into a run for the second time that day. Who needed a gym membership when the restless dead wouldn’t give you a moment’s peace.
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      I skidded to a halt at the road’s end, clutching a stitch in my side and glad I carried the necromancer coat. Grabbing my salt shaker from the pocket, I reached the mouth of the cobbled alley where the wraith had attacked. A hunched figure lumbered forward, and the smell coming from him was foul enough to make me gag. And in front of him, Morgan stood staring blankly into space, completely oblivious to the undead sneaking up on him.

      “Hey!” I shouted, not that the dead could hear me. Morgan turned slowly, his expression blank, and I tackled the undead from the side, flinging salt into its face. Its skin—or what was left of it—melted, and I shuddered at the sensation of flesh giving way to bone as I kicked it solidly in the leg, causing the undead to fall to the ground.

      Morgan’s expression cleared. “Ilsa?”

      “What in hell are you doing here?” I demanded. “That undead was right behind you and you were just staring at thin air.”

      I switched on my spirit sight again, but saw nothing within reach. The undead hadn’t been possessed by a wraith this time. Thank the Sidhe for that.

      “I dunno,” he said. “I went for a walk.”

      “Why?” I asked him. “Why did you think wandering around here was a good idea, especially after—” I caught myself before I admitted I’d sensed him using my spirit sight before I’d actually seen him.

      “After what?” he asked.

      “Didn’t you hear about the ghost attack? And the undead?” My voice was steady, but my throat closed up at the thought of him being hurt.

      “No.”

      I sighed. “Just be careful. C’mon. Let’s head back to the house.”

      He followed me out of the alley. I was fairly sure he was wearing the same outfit as yesterday, and hadn’t even sobered up yet. Like I needed to handle babysitting my older brother on top of keeping the city safe from more wraith attacks. Especially when he seemed determined to make himself into a target.

      “Thought you were going to kick me out,” Morgan said as we reached my road.

      “I am kicking you out. Tell me you at least have somewhere to go?”

      A ghost chose that moment to float in our direction. Nope. Not interested.

      “Hellooooo?” the ghost said. “Can anyone see me?”

      Nope. Ignore. Do not engage.

      “Hey!” The ghost flew directly in front of my face. Despite myself, my steps faltered as my body automatically responded to the ghost’s nearness.

      “You can see me?” he said. “Where’s Maurice? And Claire? Hellllp…”

      “Go away,” I muttered under my breath, walking after Morgan. He hadn’t stopped, so hopefully he hadn’t seen.

      “Ilsa?” asked Morgan. “I thought I heard…” He trailed off, looking just to the left of the ghost. “I dunno.”

      “Nothing,” I said. Now he’d think I was losing my marbles. Unless he’d seen it, too. His expression was unfocused enough that I couldn’t tell. “I’m just jumpy, because you were standing on top of an undead.”

      “Undead,” he said. “Since when could you destroy them?”

      “I’ve lived here for five years. You get more undead here than back at the Lynn house, trust me. If you leave the house, carry salt. I have some spare. They seem to be everywhere at the moment.”

      “I figured,” he muttered. “I—I don’t suppose you’ve told Mum?”

      Ah. He didn’t know she was missing. If I told him, he’d go and start hassling Hazel instead, and she’d had enough of ghosts in the family home already.

      “No idea. I’m not really in contact, except with Hazel. I did tell her, but I think she’s mad at you.”

      He frowned, but not like he was surprised. “She’s good at holding grudges.”

      “That she is.” I walked to the house and unlocked the door, relieved to see no more ghosts around. “Please, spare my sanity and stay indoors tonight. Apparently you’re a zombie magnet.”

      “I’m supposed to let my kid sister order me around now?” He folded his arms.

      “I don’t think it’s unreasonable to expect my brother not to dye himself green or walk around unarmed and inebriated with a zombie outbreak every other day.”

      He slouched off through the open door into the living room, grumbling to himself.

      Siblings. How Hazel, Morgan and I had survived fifteen years in the same house without one of us suffering a similar fate to Hazel’s melted Barbie dolls, I’d probably never know.
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      At six in the evening, the doorbell rang. I checked my necromancer coat was in my bag—I’d change later, so Morgan wouldn’t realise where I was going—and went downstairs.

      River stood on the doorstep wearing his necromancer coat, his pale hair gleaming in the light of the street lamps.

      “Hey. How is it everyone knows my address?” I asked.

      “You put it on the necromancer signup form when you joined the guild.”

      Right, of course I did.

      “Who’re you?” asked Morgan from behind him.

      “My name is River. I’m a friend of Ilsa’s.”

      “You’re a faerie.”

      River looked at him. “Half-faerie, technically. You must be Morgan. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Anyway, River and I are going out,” I said quickly, before Morgan made another unwise comment. “If you need me, send me a message.”

      “Where’re you going?”

      “The Mortar and Pestle.” I named a popular student pub amongst supernaturals.

      “You a student?” he asked River.

      “I already graduated, but I have friends who are,” he said, not missing a beat.

      “See you later,” I said pointedly, and closed the door behind me. “Was that true?” I asked River, when I’d made sure Morgan wasn’t going to follow us out of the house. “Did you ever study there?”

      “I didn’t, no. Why?”

      “It just occurred to me that I never asked if you had a degree as well as being a professional bodyguard and necromancer at the same time.”

      “They don’t tend to offer degree courses in either of those subjects. I’ve never had much patience for studying, besides.”

      No, I couldn’t imagine him in a stuffy classroom. He seemed a more hands-on type, not that I knew for definite. I hadn’t begun to get to know the real him. Every time I thought I did, he came out with a new surprise.

      “Did you read the book?” he asked.

      He meant the handbook, but another book came to mind. “Yeah, I read it cover to cover.”

      His gaze dropped to my pocket like he’d guessed my thoughts. “And the other one?”

      “That too,” I said, “but I’m sure it’s hiding more information. There’s almost nothing on the Vale, for one thing. And it hasn’t tried to communicate with me again lately. Not sure why. I could technically have used it to send that wraith through the gate, but last time…”

      The image of spirits being sucked into a whirlpool stole across my vision. The gate’s power was raw and terrifying, and for all I knew, if I’d used it against the wraith, Jas and Lloyd might have been dragged into it, too. I couldn’t risk it. Not here. Already, carrying the book felt as normal as breathing, but no matter how accomplished I became at necromancy, I’d never think of the gates as safe, normal, and easy to control. I was supposed to be Gatekeeper, but I’d nearly met my own demise at the hands of the book’s magic.

      “You haven’t told your brother about the book, you said.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not mentioning it to him. There’s no point, since he doesn’t have the spirit sight. But I’m not sure our alibi for tonight will hold up. He probably thinks we’re dating.” I stole a glance at him. “Is that an issue?” It seemed childish to ask are we dating, but I never had been particularly good at reading cues.

      There was a pause before he said, “I’m not technically allowed, as you’re my apprentice, but if it’s easier for your brother to believe we’re involved, then I suppose it can’t hurt.”

      His words stung more than I expected. Had he forgotten what’d passed between us that easily? Or had he never been interested in the first place? A bitter taste rose on my tongue. “We don’t have to if it’s easier for you.”

      Some of the hurt had apparently crept into my tone, because he stopped walking, catching my gaze. “Ilsa.”

      I flinched. “Can you please not? If you’re not interested, it’s fine, but this isn’t the best day to play head games, River. I’m really not in the mood.”

      “I apologise,” he said softly. “I meant to say we should play it safe. Certainly around the necromancers. It won’t help their suspicions that I’m giving you outside help.”

      “You mean Lady Montgomery, right?”

      He nodded. “Unfortunately, she has the power to make things particularly unpleasant for you, and hasn’t entirely let go of the possibility that you might be working with Holly. I shouldn’t have put the idea into her head by bringing up the Gatekeepers, but she’s already done enough research of her own.”

      “She thinks I’m in league with Holly?” I gaped at him. “Okay… this is getting way out of hand. A few hours ago she was totally fine with me coming to the summit.”

      “I made it clear you had nothing to do with what Holly did. And at this rate, you’ll pass training quickly, then we’ll be colleagues. There’s no rule against colleagues dating.”

      I tilted my head. “I’ll hold you to that. But don’t forget my brother thinks it’s for real.”

      “Pity, that,” he said, a smile ghosting his lips. “One would think I might have to walk you home in order to cement that impression and stop him from suspecting where you really were tonight.”

      Oh. I liked River in flirtation mode. A lot. I’d be more than happy to play up the so-called ruse, once we were out of the cold night and somewhere warm. I just had to pass training. How hard could it be?

      “Where are we actually going, anyway?” I asked.

      “The necromancers traditionally hold their summits in their own private churchyard.”

      “A graveyard. At night. Have they lost their minds?”

      “It’s protected,” he said. “The summits occur at least every month, sometimes every couple of weeks. They’re rarely targeted by attacks.”

      I gave him a sceptical look. “That’s a cue for a fae beast to jump out of the shadows at us.”

      “I’ll keep you safe from monsters, Ilsa.”

      “Ha ha. I have no problem with the dark. With my spirit sight, it’s not so dark anyway. I’ve been meaning to ask—can you sense people a mile away?”

      “A mile? No. Can you?”

      “I didn’t measure the exact distance, but I picked up on my brother at home when I was near the guild.”

      “That’s a part of your gift, I’d guess. Later, we’ll see how far you can go.”

      I can think of a few places. Mind out of the gutter, Ilsa. He’d eliminated my bad mood, at least, though the idea of standing out in the dark and cold wasn’t particularly appealing. At least I wouldn’t be alone.

      We stopped at the graveyard, where a number of cloaked figures grouped around the low stone wall surrounding the place. The sunset gilded the church in molten shades of golden light, accentuating the shadows. Even knowing that everyone here had the spirit sight didn’t quell my growing uneasiness, especially seeing the candles arranged in a circle between the headstones.

      “Are they summoning someone?” I whispered to River, who joined the other necromancers. Everyone had pulled their hoods up so I did likewise, relieved to be able to hide my face. The mark might be hidden, but spirits could still see it.

      “Their ancestors, yes. The summit is for the dead as much as the living, and it’s tradition to consult necromancers past about current events.”

      Like the wraiths. Old Mr Greaves had said that most of the necromancer Guardians were at least partially aware of the Grey Vale and the monsters on the Ley Line. Presumably this graveyard didn’t directly overlap with the Line, otherwise it’d be too volatile to use necromancy nearby without side effects.

      As the cloaked figures gathered in line, two of them stepped towards the circle. I recognised Lady Montgomery’s purposeful stride even with her face hidden. The candles lit up with a snap and several ghostly figures appeared within the circle. Lady Montgomery spoke to them, too quietly to hear. I trod from one foot to the other, growing cold from standing still, and hoped they’d get to the point soon.

      “They have to go through the formalities,” River said. “I think she’s telling them about the wraith.”

      “River?” Her voice rang out. “Come here and speak to Lord Simeon.”

      River stepped towards the circle, subtly hiding me from view. I stood tense, unable to rid myself of the suspicion that more than the ghosts watched me. Was it paranoia, or like when I’d sensed the wraith the first time? My mark wasn’t invisible in the spirit world, and it was a damn good job nobody had thought to give me a second glance.

      Calm down, Ilsa. The people who are haunting you are right there.

      The circle shimmered with white light, and the murmur of voices passed over my head. My skin prickled all over, and I reached out with my spirit sight.

      There was a shout from outside the graveyard. Morgan.
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      Heart sinking, I climbed over the wall, running in his direction. My spirit sight snapped on and I sensed him behind the wall, cowering away from a transparent figure. Not one of the necromancers.

      “Shove off,” I snapped at the ghost.

      It turned on me, its body shimmering all over, reforming into that of a shaggy creature the size of a cow. Oh crap. Not a hellhound, but I couldn’t tell if the beast was solid or transparent. Reaching for a weapon, I backed away as teeth snapped inches away from me. Ghosts couldn’t be solid, which left one option—a faerie creature like a sluagh. Partly physical, partly spirit, and a shapeshifter. No magic, so no use relying on my defence mechanism—but one major weakness.

      I dug in my pocket for my iron shards and flung them at the sluagh, sending it scrabbling backwards out of range. Its dog-like form flipped through several other dog breeds and settled on a small basset hound. I ignored its pitiful whine and grabbed my knife, glad I’d armed myself to face worse than ghosts.

      The sluagh’s whine turned to a growl, and it grew again, teeth lengthening, shoulders hunching, its face a grotesque mix of human and dog like an illustration of a werewolf. It leaped at me and I swiped my knife sideways, but the blade passed through its body like it wasn’t there. Being part spirit, part corporeal, it could deflect some physical attacks. I stabbed again, and the knife passed through the sluagh’s horrifically mangled face. With my free hand, I grabbed the salt canister in my sleeve. The shapeshifter lunged forwards, and I flung the salt into its face. Hissing in fury, the creature reeled back. So salt does hurt it, huh. Tapping into the book’s power, I let its cold light wash over my hands.

      The sluagh reeled back, a strangled cry ripping from its throat. Oh, now you know who I am?

      Necromantic power sprang to my fingertips, rushing towards the creature. It flew through the air and landed flat on its back, where it changed forms again, flipping between a ghoulish over-sized doll and a giant dog, and finishing on a human child-sized beast.

      Green light collided with the necromantic power pouring from my hands, and the sluagh exploded into fragments. River stepped up beside Morgan, lowering his hood. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Bloody creature kept turning transparent.”

      “They do that. Faerie magic does work on them. What…” He looked quizzically at Morgan, who’d pushed himself up against the wall, his jaw slack.

      Of course, Lady Montgomery chose that moment to march up to us.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Faerie beasts,” River interjected before I could speak. “They attacked Ilsa, and…”

      “Morgan’s my brother,” I said quickly.

      Her gaze snapped onto me. “You invited a non-necromancer to our summit?”

      “No, I guess he followed me.” He stared off into space, apparently not hearing a word we said. “Or a ghost. He thinks he’s being haunted.”

      “Is that so?” She sounded so much like River when she used that tone.

      “I didn’t see anything when I checked,” I admitted, “but we’re related, so it’s possible he picked up on what was going on here. I should make sure he gets home safely.”

      Please, don’t draw attention in front of the others. The sluagh was a nasty piece of work, but I dreaded to think how Morgan would react to the attention of the other necromancers. I needed to shoot her suspicions in the foot before both of us wound up deep in crap.

      Lady Montgomery looked at him, her nostrils flaring. “Is he a necromancer?”

      “No, he has no magic,” I told her. “He’s also drunk and probably won’t remember this later. I need to get him home before he makes a public fool of himself.”

      “Is that likely to happen?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and instantly felt bad. Even though it was true, I didn’t need strangers to cast judgement on my family members’ terrible life choices.

      Lady Montgomery said, “I need to ensure nothing else is present near the graveyard. Come and talk to me tomorrow morning. River, I want you to assess whether it’s necessary for us to bring Ilsa’s… family members in.” She gave Morgan a distasteful look.

      River nodded and walked up to join me. “It’s late now, but I think you should bring your brother to the guild tomorrow,” he said in a low voice as his mother returned to the others in the cemetery.

      “If he’s up for it, I will. But I need to get him home for now. I’ll let you know later, okay?

      He gave me a look, then nodded. “Let me know if anything comes up.”

      “Sure. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I hope so.

      I looked for Morgan, only to find he was already walking away.

      “Hey.” I ran after him and caught up. “You know, by ‘don’t do anything stupid’, I meant, ‘don’t follow me to the graveyard at night and get jumped by a faerie monster’.”

      “That’s where your date took you? A necromancer summit?”

      “You followed me. Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “You’re the one who didn’t tell me you were a necromancer.”

      “I’m new to the guild and I didn’t want you screwing everything up for me. So you’re going to stay in the house tonight, and first thing tomorrow, we’re off to the guild so we can get this sorted out once and for all. Got it?”

      “Whatever,” he muttered. His shoulders were hunched, his face pale and drawn.

      I swallowed down my anger, knowing how it felt to be slammed in the face by unwelcome revelations. “You scared the shit out of me twice today, Morgan. I’ve been a necromancer less than a week and I didn’t expect to have to rescue my own family from certain death before I was even qualified.”

      “No way you’re not qualified,” he said. “You have to be, to kill one of those things.”

      “I can explain—”

      “No, you’re right,” he said. “I’m not to be trusted. Like the necromancer lady said. Keep your secrets.”

      We walked the rest of the way to the house in silence.
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      I woke hourly that night, tossed between nightmares of undead attacking my family, and when I finally dozed off for real, I jerked awake moments later to the sound of the door closing. I was on my feet in seconds. Grabbing my hoody and shoving my feet into my shoes, I ran downstairs and caught up to Morgan halfway across the road.

      “Dammit, Morgan.”

      He didn’t respond. Didn’t even look at me. I sidestepped around him and waved a hand in front of his face, then tapped into the spirit world. A female figure hovered alongside him.

      “Hey!” I said. “Get away from my brother.”

      “You’ll do.” She glided over to me. Her transparent form shimmered against the grey. “Nobody can see me. Help me.”

      “You’re dead,” I told her. “Go away and leave us alone.” Bloody ghosts. My head pounded, and it hit me too late that I’d left the book in my room. No wonder I felt out of sorts, aside from the obvious.

      Morgan kept walking. I moved in front of him, thinking fast. Either he was possessed or someone was controlling him, neither of which I knew how to deal with when the person was living. I hadn’t brought any weapons, and while I could probably overpower him in the state he was in now, every step drew us further away from the book. Necromantic power sprang to my palm and I gave him a firm shove. He tripped backwards over his own feet, and the ghost appeared again.

      “Go away,” I said in a low, warning voice, my hands glowing with kinetic power. The ghost took one look at me and faded into greyness.

      Morgan staggered forwards, his eyes opening. “Ilsa?” He frowned at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Stopping you sleepwalking.” I let the power die down. “Maybe I should have locked you in.”

      “I thought you did.”

      I cast my mind back, remembering putting the bolt on the door. “Apparently you can unlatch the door when sleepwalking.”

      “Huh.” He frowned. “I thought I was awake.”

      “You were following a ghost,” I told him.

      He stared at me. “What?”

      “How can you not remember?” I didn’t think ghosts could mess with people’s minds, and she’d been human. So either he’d been half asleep, or something even weirder was going on. Given my track record lately, I wouldn’t go with the easy option. “Was it the same with the graveyard? When you followed me?”

      He paused for a moment. “I heard a voice.”

      “The ghost?”

      “No. But it was creepy as hell.”

      He walked back into the house, and I followed. “Are you sure you aren’t on drugs?” I asked him. “I don’t think the necromancers will check, but I want to rule out any other explanations for you hearing creepy voices.”

      “I get what it sounds like.” He took up a position on the vacant couch in front of the TV. “That’s why I didn’t tell anyone. But I think the ghosts want me dead.”

      “I’m beginning to get that impression, too.”

      I ran up to my room to retrieve the Gatekeeper’s book, having had about enough of the sensation of tapping on the back of my skull. “Stop that,” I muttered to it. As an afterthought, I stuck it inside the necromancer guidebook and went back downstairs. I brushed shifter fur off the remaining armchair that wasn’t covered in witch props, and put my feet up on the coffee table, balancing both books on my knees.

      “What’s that?” asked Morgan.

      I held up the cover of the necromancer handbook in answer, glimpsing the headline on the page underneath. The Sacred Oath of Necromancy. The necromancers’ Sacred Oath was to protect the veil. If I was properly inducted, I’d have to swear it, too—except I’d broken almost all their rules when I’d banished the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit, so I’d be implicitly lying at best. I’d deal with that one later.

      Skipping back to the Gatekeeper’s book, I searched for the section on faerie spirits for the word sluagh. I couldn’t help noticing that there were no instructions on how to actually summon any of them.

      The book shifted in my hands as though in reproach. I don’t actually want to summon one. I want to know how the person who did managed to do so without being detected.

      I didn’t think the book could read my thoughts, but the pages flipped by themselves, taking me to the back section—dark magic, blood magic and evil necromancy. That was it. The title stood alone, with no other words on the page. I got the message. Either it was beyond my skill level or I wasn’t allowed to learn even the theory.

      Okay… then I need to look up if it’s possible for a ghost to influence someone from far away.

      The pages flipped approvingly. Wait, since when did books have feelings? Even faerie talisman ones? I was definitely reading too much into its rustling pages. At least it wasn’t calling me an amateur any longer.

      According to the book, ghosts could temporarily possess someone if the force used to summon them was particularly strong, or if there was another powerful source of necromantic energy nearby. Same with attacking people in spirit form. What those two faerie-necromancers had done was no common skill. Most necromancers couldn’t leave their bodies behind without using a circle on themselves as a tether.

      But my brother hadn’t seen any spirits. He’d heard them, if I believed him, but had been completely oblivious to that ghost following him. I flipped through the book again, but it only covered the Gatekeeper’s talents, not other supernaturals or even general necromancy. I’d heard of telepathy… but that was a mage talent, and a rare one. And there weren’t any mages in our family.

      I looked up to see Morgan watching me oddly. “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. You always used to do that at home. I could drop something on your head while you were reading and you probably wouldn’t notice.”

      “Hmm.” I didn’t particularly want to stride down memory lane, not with our present dilemma swamping everything else.

      “Uh… I was gonna ask what you’ve been up to since I left, but… I guess you answered that.”

      Where to even start? He’d left the summer before I turned sixteen, and not long after, I’d gone slightly off the rails in my own way. Rather than drunk and disorderly behaviour, my own teenage rebellion had involved hooking up with a local half-Sidhe. Actually, I didn’t mind too much that Morgan had missed that part, considering the trouble I’d had keeping Mum from finding out. But he’d missed Hazel taking up her position as Gatekeeper when she’d turned eighteen. He’d missed all our exam results and leaving school and my university graduation… okay, only Hazel had shown up for that, since Mum had been in Faerie.

      I put the book down and said, “Does that mean you’ll enlighten me on what led you to turn up here looking like death warmed over?”

      “Maybe.”

      I grimaced. “There’s not a whole lot to say. You know I’ve been at university. Hazel’s more or less Mum’s full time assistant, but I think she hoped I’d stick around and help, too.”

      He snorted. “Obviously.”

      “You left me,” I said, annoyed at his flippant tone. “You know why I’m mad at you, right? You left me to deal with the faeries’ bullshit on my own. If this necromancer ability of mine hadn’t shown up when it did, I’d be dead.”

      “How in hell is that my fault?” he wanted to know.

      “Look, even if you discount the fact that I’ve had to save you from certain death since you came here, our family’s being targeted by more than Hazel can deal with.” I swallowed. “You—I get that you didn’t know any of that. But you used to have my back, Morgan, and you left me alone for eight sodding years. You can’t expect me to forget that.”

      “Guess not.” He paused. “I really don’t have anything to report. You know what I’ve been doing. Running into trouble. Running away. Same old.”

      “When did the voices start?” I asked him.

      “When did I ever say they stopped?”

      I lowered the book. “You said you were being haunted for a few weeks. Are you telling me this isn’t the first time you’ve heard voices?”

      He shrugged. “Mum wouldn’t listen and said I was talking crap. Hazel didn’t give two shits and you spent all your time tailing the two of them around. So…”

      “You’ve seriously been hearing ghosts your whole life?”

      He shrugged again. “Yeah. What I said.”

      “I would have believed you. We lived in the Sidhe’s property next to a village full of supernaturals. Not having magic is unusual.”

      “It’s done now.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “Not if you’re hearing murderous ghosts.”

      “They’re not murderous, just creepy,” he said. “I can’t always hear what they’re saying. It’s more… odd words, occasionally, and flashes of images.”

      “I’m gonna ask the necromancers,” I said. “This is way out of my area, but you really should have told someone.”

      “Mum thought I was just trying to get attention,” he muttered.

      I winced. He might well be telling the truth. Considering all the other stunts he’d pulled to draw her away from Hazel and her Gatekeeping responsibilities, though, no wonder she hadn’t listened.

      “Do you actually have any spare clothes with you?” I asked. “Because if you want to make a good impression on the necromancers, you might want to try not dressing like a vagrant.”

      He looked down at his ragged clothes with an expression of vague confusion, and climbed to his feet. At least he’d sobered up, but how’d he gone for years hearing ghostly voices and never thought to consult a necromancer? Telepathy might not be an option, but it didn’t sound like he was reading minds. Not of the living, anyway.

      What in hell is wrong with our family?
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      At nine, Morgan and I left for the guild. While I wore my cloak, he’d pulled out a spare outfit identical to the one he’d already been wearing, only cleaner. Hardly worse than what I’d been wearing when I’d first been to the guild myself, so I didn’t nag him. River messaged me saying he’d speak with Morgan while I took the exam I’d almost forgotten about. I also needed to speak to Lady Montgomery about last night’s incident, but I’d deal with one crisis at a time.

      “Last chance to change your mind,” I told Morgan as we reached the high street. “I’ll be in the shit if you refuse, but I’m fairly sure I am anyway.”

      He eyed the black-cloaked figures approaching the guild. “Nah, I’ll go ahead with it. Not like I had other plans today.”

      “Sure.” I hadn’t really expected an apology, but it’d have been nice to have some acknowledgement of how much of a shit show he’d managed to turn my life into in the space of two days. Between him and Hazel, it was no wonder I’d had trouble making and keeping friends when we’d been kids. I spotted River speaking to two other necromancers I didn’t know, and walked over to him.

      “Hey,” River said, nodding to Morgan. “Ilsa, Lady Montgomery is busy, so she’ll speak to you after you’re done with the test. The council have offered to take your circumstances into account and postpone it, if you’d prefer.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll get it over with. What about Morgan?”

      “These two have generously offered to do some introductory tests to determine if he has necromantic powers or not.”

      Okay. I took a deep breath and nodded. “Sure. Talk to you later, Morgan.”

      He merely grunted in response, looking around the entrance hall as though suddenly regretting his decision. No ghosts or undead could follow him in here, so any trouble he got into was entirely his own fault.

      It was a wonder I managed to focus enough to answer all the questions on the test, but I’d read enough of the handbook to easily be able to write detailed answers. The moderator was nice enough to let me leave early, but Lady Montgomery put a wrench in my plans to sneak off and check on Morgan by waylaying me outside the testing room door.

      “Er—hi,” I said. “Is my brother around?”

      “He’s still undergoing testing, but he shows clear signs of being a psychic sensitive.”

      I stared at her. “A… psychic?” I asked. “You mean, like a telepath or something similar?”

      “Similar, but rare,” she said. “He seems to be able to pick up on any ghosts in the vicinity and hear their thoughts. If he’s psychically sensitive, it might be that the voice he heard wasn’t anywhere near him.”

      “Oh.” That made a lot of sense. “But—where was it? I guess he doesn’t have the spirit sight.”

      “Not so far, but he can definitely sense spirits.”

      “He picked up on the creature at the cemetery yesterday,” I said. “I think he did, anyway. And he says he’s been hearing one ghost fairly consistently all the way from Oban. I didn’t know ghosts could travel long distances, but if it’s been in the same place the whole time…”

      “Very few ghosts would be able to project their thoughts over such a long distance,” she said. “I’d be inclined to say he was mistaken, but he definitely has potential. I think the spirit sight might come naturally to him with a little encouragement.”

      “What—you want to train him as a necromancer?”

      “Personally? No. Some of the others feel differently.”

      They do? Wow. I hadn’t given him enough credit, apparently. “I didn’t know you could encourage necromantic talent if it isn’t already there.”

      “Oh, it’s there, all right,” she said, sounding less than thrilled at the idea. I didn’t blame her in the slightest. But who knew, maybe being a necromancer-in-training would encourage Morgan to get his life back on track. “Considering he’s already been targeted, this might be the safest place for him.”

      I couldn’t argue there. “Sure. Is there anything else you need me to do today?”

      “River will come and find you later for training, but you’re free until the exam period finishes.”

      I’d finished half an hour early, so I went in search of the archives. There, I found Jas sitting at a table filling out a form. “Hey,” she said. “I’m working on a report. Are you looking for anything in particular in here?”

      “I’m looking for someone who might have worked for this guild,” I said. “Several someones. Is there anyone on record with the surname Lynn?”

      She frowned. “Not that I’m aware of. I was asked to look into the name after you signed up.”

      Lady Montgomery really covered the bases, huh. So Jas hadn’t been assigned to me by accident—Lady Montgomery had probably asked her to report everything I said and did, on the off-chance that my actions threatened the guild or the safety of the city.

      “Take it you didn’t find anything incriminating?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, tapping her pen on the table. “You’re off the charts for a hybrid, but that’s not so unusual.”

      “It isn’t?” I’d thought River was an exception.

      “Very few of us have two necromancer parents,” she said. “The spirit sight can stay dormant for generations. Tons of humans in the old world had the ability with no clue about it, since the veil wasn’t always this screwed up. So most of us are hybrids in that sense.”

      “Are you?” I asked.

      “Sure I am. I’m more witch than necromancer, but I was a magical dud.” Her mouth turned down at the corners again. “So no coven would take me. I’m like, an eighth necromancer, but my spirit sight registers higher than my ability to use magic. So here I am, volunteering in the archives to stay on Lady Montgomery’s good side.”

      “You’re her assistant?”

      “On a temporary basis. I’ve been at the same level for a while.” She put down the pen. “I didn’t meant to offload on you… is there anything else you’re looking for?”

      “On the subject of hybrids,” I said, “are there any necromancers with faerie ancestry on record? Aside from current guild members.”

      “That’s not something we keep track of, since as I said, it doesn’t really mean anything,” she said. “Is this about that creature?”

      I nodded. “There were two necromancers I ran into lately who broke the law in a major way. They’re dead, but they had the same abilities as the person who summoned that creature which attacked us. Only faeries have that ability, but I assumed they had formal training from somewhere. But they might have used aliases. They could use glamour, too.”

      “We don’t track our member’s secondary talents. Generally half-mages or half-witches favour their other magical side over ours. And half-faeries, too.”

      I’d suspected as much. Maybe this wasn’t where I should be looking, but there were hundreds of half-faeries in the city, and surely a portion of them had necromantic talents. River wasn’t that unusual.

      Looked like I needed to start somewhere else if I wanted to track the culprit. Part of the issue with ghosts was that usual tracking methods didn’t work on them. And since the book refused to tell me how people summoned wraiths, except that it involved evil magic, I didn’t have a clue where to start looking.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked.

      “I don’t suppose you have any books on the faerie ghosts? River can’t be the only person who knows about them. Sluaghs, wraiths… that type of thing.”

      “That’ll be confidential. I believe Lady Montgomery keeps those in her office.”

      Typical. “Thanks anyway,” I said, resigned, and left the archive room. Maybe I was better off using the book and hoping the gates of death didn’t swallow up everyone around me…

      “Hey,” said River, stepping out in front of me. “Lady Montgomery sent me to find you. I have a free hour for training. Is there anything you’d like to work on?”

      “For a start, is there anything on my current skill level which might help me find out which ghost is screwing with my brother?”

      “Not if the ghost isn’t close by. Thanks to the iron within these walls, it can’t bother him here. I’ve been talking to Lady Montgomery about the situation and it might be best for him to stay here for the time being. You said he tried to walk outside last night…”

      “Yeah, he unlatched the door while sleepwalking on the orders of a deranged ghost,” I said, smothering a sigh. “I can’t watch him twenty-four seven, but I don’t see how I’m supposed to track this thing when it might be hidden. I guess I’m never going to develop a similar ability?”

      He shook his head. “If you were, it would already have happened.”

      “I just don’t see who would try and target my brother. They don’t need to torment him to get at me either, considering I’m just as easy to find.”

      A thoughtful look came over his face. “Did Morgan tell you whether he chose to unlock the door of his own accord or not?”

      “What—you think he’s possessed?”

      “No, he wouldn’t have been able to get in here if he was. Also, no spirit can possess a person for longer than few seconds without requiring a major energy surge. If I had to guess, the spirit influencing him has some sort of psychic element of its own.”

      “It,” I said. “You mean, not human. Don’t tell me there are evil psychic Vale faeries on top of everything else.”

      “Psychic abilities are even rarer amongst faeries than humans, if they exist at all. But it’s possible someone, or something, has picked up on his talent and is exploiting it. I’ll have to look into the matter further.”

      “It’d help if he could remember what it actually said to him,” I said. “All he said is that it’s been bugging him for a week.”

      “We can ask him later,” he said. “For now—I’m supposed to be training you in necromancer skills. Is there anything in particular you want to cover, or do you feel like you have all the basics down? If you’d prefer, I could teach you how to fight with a sword. We have a training room here.”

      “No thanks,” I said. “I think I’ll stick with the necromancy. I have binding and banishing spirits down… what about summoning them? We haven’t covered that yet.”

      “It’s fairly straightforward. I’m afraid we’re going to have to go to one of the testing rooms again.”

      “It’s cool.” It’s also quiet. Not that the freezing, haunted room was a particularly appropriate place for romantic trysts, but I’d take what alone time with River I could get. And if I could summon ghosts, maybe I could do the same for the creature haunting my brother.

      We left the room and walked down the corridor, thankfully going into a different room to the one with the ghost of the old man inside it. This one was actually lit with artificial lighting, with a circle of candles in the centre. Still bloody cold, though. I found myself moving closer to River for warmth.

      “So I can summon anyone here? Any necromancer or ghost?” I asked.

      “No, just Guardians. Otherwise the spirit must be present within the city. I don’t know the precise range, but it’s only a few miles. And they must be recently dead. Even then, they usually don’t appear for long. The necromancers who specialise in helping to solve murder cases or summon deceased relatives to resolve family disputes generally find it easier to take their own props closer to the scene of death.”

      “Makes sense. Wait, can I summon old Greaves from here?”

      “Yes, you can. You know his name, that’s enough. I think you should read the actual text this time rather than copying the book.”

      “Knew I wouldn’t be able to get away with cheating forever.” I opened the necromancy handbook, and felt the talisman move slightly in my pocket, perhaps in protest at my ignoring it.

      “I wouldn’t say it counts as cheating considering your position as Gatekeeper,” he said. “But I think it’s wise to learn the text as backup.”

      In case I lose the book? At the thought, coldness trailed down my spine. Okay, that thing had way too much influence over me even when I wasn’t touching it. I ignored the book and read over the text in the necromancy guide instead.

      “The necromancer language isn’t an actual language, is it?” I said. “It sort of reads like Latin crossed with Scots Gaelic, but it’s pronounced like modern English. Did someone make it up?”

      “You caught us,” River said, with a slight smile. “It’s not the words so much as the intention. Some of our older Guardians insist on using actual Latin with the proper pronunciation, but considering none of them actually spoke the language while they were still alive, I’m convinced they were just trying to mess with the new recruits.”

      “Because it makes you look sophisticated and cultured, until you meet someone who’s actually fluent in Latin. I haven’t learnt Gaelic since I was in school, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t it either.”

      “No. You can try switching the words out, but you have to learn it the proper way to pass your exams.”

      “Figures.” I faced the circle, feeling oddly self-conscious with River watching me. The talisman’s persistent tapping sensation in my head didn’t help. I read from the page, River occasionally correcting my pronunciation. He was a patient teacher, more so than I’d expected. When the older Mr Greaves actually appeared, I jumped.

      “You,” he said. “This place looks familiar.”

      “Edinburgh Necromancer Guild,” I said. “Sorry I uprooted you.”

      “The guild? So you’re making use of your talents after all. I sensed so little disturbance back in the spirit world in Foxwood, I thought you’d retired from your troublemaking ways.”

      “So nothing’s happened back there?” I asked. Hazel hadn’t mentioned any new incidents, suggesting Holly was keeping her distance.

      “Nothing you’d find reason to return for. It’s been dull, if anything. Is there any reason you called me here?”

      “Just to check up on the village,” I said. “And see who I could summon from here. I wondered—is there a way to track one particular spirit? Like a tracking spell, but for the dead?”

      “Normally? No. As Gatekeeper… perhaps there is.”

      “The book won’t tell me,” I said. “I think it’s fixed so it only shows me skills of my own level, and it’s reverted me back to the basics. Better than blank pages, but not particularly helpful right now.”

      “Careful, Gatekeeper. The power you hold is beyond most people. If misapplied, it could destroy you.”

      “I know.” I wouldn’t forget holding the gates of Death open, seconds from being sucked into the void. “But if I don’t use this power, people get hurt. Most people can’t even see wraiths, much less kill them. And even I can’t detect them until they’re on top of me.”

      “I may be able to assist with that,” he said. “Do you have a spirit sensor?”

      “We do,” I said.

      “They’re usually about ten percent accurate,” River said.

      “I didn’t know that,” I said. “That’s… not helpful.”

      “Spirits aren’t easy to track,” said old Mr Greaves. “But I see no reason why the sensor wouldn’t pick up on wraiths as well. As an added bonus, it works as an exterminator on ghosts.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I suppose it’s better than—”

      A shout came from outside. Alarmed, I stepped away from the circle, and the lights went out, plunging us into darkness.

      River swore. “We’re under attack. Something slipped through the defences.”

      “How?” Please say Morgan wasn’t involved.

      Feeling my way to the door with my hand, I pushed it open. In the corridor, lights flickered on and off and a bitterly cold breeze raised the hair on my arms. I tapped into my spirit sight, but the glowing tangle of necromancers’ spirits coupled with paler lights that presumably belonged to resident ghosts made it all but impossible to pinpoint anything out of place in the spirit world.

      River took off down the corridor, stopping at the weapons room, where I took my chance to grab a spirit sensor as well as an iron knife.

      “I’m not the only faerie here,” he said. “And I think one of them might just have been unmasked.”

      “What—how?”

      I tapped into the spirit sight again as we ran, scanning for anyone familiar. My senses honed in one particular spirit, which kept flickering from bright to pale, from living to dead.

      Jas… she was dying.

      What the hell attacked her?

      Gripping the spirit sensor, I ran after River into the lobby. There, necromancers ran around in a panic, while Jas lay in a pool of blood, a horrified-looking Lloyd crouched over her.

      “It’s my fault,” said Lloyd, faintly. “Jas told me what you said, Ilsa—about faeries being able to use glamour, and we caught someone stealing from the archives. When we chased them, they transformed…”

      Morgan ran up to me, looking panicked. “What’s going on?”

      “Rogue faerie, loose in here,” I said. “It shouldn’t be able to hide with so much iron around. How’d it even get in?”

      “Faeries can bypass iron wards as long as it’s possible to walk past without touching them.” River looked down at Jas with a horrified expression. “I should have foreseen this.”

      “It’s not your fault. I put the idea into their heads and now she’s—” My breath choked. “I have to fix this.”

      I switched on my spirit sense, drawing on all the book’s power, searching for any intruder.

      Morgan yelled and dropped to his knees. “Stop that!” he yelped.

      I switched off my spirit sight. “What is it?”

      “You’re fucking loud, Ilsa.”

      I stared at him. “Did you just read my thoughts?”

      “It sure sounded like you.” He blinked. “Wait. That noise I heard before…” He stared into space for a moment.

      “Wait—can you read the thoughts of the intruder?” I asked. “A faerie, hiding… looking for a way to sneak out without being caught? Or attacking someone?”

      He kept staring. Then words tore from his mouth—“Meet your end, Gatekeeper.” He fell back to the floor, writhing and convulsing.

      “Shit!” I yelled. “Someone help him.”

      River grabbed Morgan’s shoulders to steady him, but Morgan pulled himself free, groaning. “Ow…” He squeezed his eyes shut. “You—it’s upstairs…”

      “Upstairs? Where?”

      He slumped back onto the floor. “It’s like… a library.”

      “The library,” said River, backing away. “There’s a window up there the enemy might use to escape.”

      I ran after him, ignoring the others’ shouts. I’d been too preoccupied with Morgan to notice we’d drawn a crowd. But I didn’t dare stop. If the creature knew Morgan had noticed it, it’d disappear, or worse, attack someone else.

      “Where’s the library?” I asked River.

      “First door ahead,” he said over his shoulder. I hadn’t a hope of keeping up with a half-faerie, but I kept moving, switching my spirit sight on the instant we reached the top of the stairs. Greyness overlaid everything, and within it…

      “Sluagh,” I muttered. “I think. Some form of shapeshifter. Definitely fae.”

      “No doubt.” River kept up the pace, heading down unfamiliar corridors. I gripped my iron knife and spirit sensor, which went off with a loud beep. Bit late for that.

      A large room lined with bookshelves greeted us, and within, a shimmering in the air indicated a faerie glamour. A powerful one. I narrowed my eyes, tapping into the book’s power, and threw iron filings at the shimmering light.

      The light split open, growing into the form of a giant shaggy beast. My hands glowed white, and the beast cringed away.

      “How did you pretend to be human?” I snarled at it. “Who are you working for?”

      “I can answer that,” said a soft voice, and a figure stepped out from behind the shelf. He was tall, with pointed ears and silver hair, and cold blue light flooded his hands. “That ability of yours is somewhat inconvenient, Gatekeeper.”

      Winter magic streamed from his hands, icy cold, aimed at River.
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      I jumped in the way of the faerie’s attack, but collided with the sluagh’s huge dog-like body. Teeth clamped down on my arm, and the iron slid from my grip. Ow.

      My sight flickered and greyness folded in. Three bright lights shone within the spirit world— River, grappling with the other half-faerie, and a horrible clawed thing trapped within the light. So that’s what a sluagh looked like without its shapeshifter form. Grotesque, trapped between life and death. I blinked away the greyness, hitting the spirit sensor with my left hand. A white mass exploded from its end, striking the sluagh. It recoiled, screeching, but didn’t disappear. Concentrated salt isn’t enough, huh. I grabbed my knife instead, white-hot bolts of pain making my eyes water. My right arm hung limply at my side. Not good.

      I stabbed, but my hand sailed right through it. Bloody creature had turned transparent again. Swearing, I slipped out of my body, and the pain faded away. Both my hands worked just fine as a ghost. The beast yowled in surprise as I dived at it and dug my fingers into its fur, but its spirit remained stubbornly attached to its body.

      I let go, floating out of reach. As it registered that my body was undefended, the beast’s attention slipped, and I crashed back into my body, lunging forwards. This time, my knife sank into its skull. The beast sank to its front, turning transparent, evaporating into wisps of smoke. The knife came free in my hand, and a fresh wave of pain shook my right arm.

      Close by, River had managed to pin down the other faerie, both of them bleeding. As I watched, River slammed the heel of his palm into the faerie’s temple. His eyes rolled back in his skull and he collapsed. Gripping him with one hand, River hauled him to his feet. Blood dripped down his arm and face. “Bastard,” he said through clenched teeth. His face paled at the sight of my bleeding arm. “Shit. Hang on.”

      “Can’t do much else.” I staggered to my feet, swaying a little. “Tell me sluagh bites aren’t as lethal as hellhound ones.”

      “It bit you?” He tightened his grip on the faerie. “Can you walk?”

      “Yeah. Ow.” My whole arm flared up with pain. “Got any healing spells handy?”

      “Not on me, no. I should have brought my sword.”

      At that moment, Lady Montgomery rushed into the room. “What in damnation is going on?”

      “We caught the trespasser,” River said, indicating the half-faerie. “Ilsa is injured. This guy needs to be locked up and interrogated.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” she said coldly. “You take Ilsa to the infirmary. How did you know he was here?”

      “My brother picked up on him. Psychically.” I swayed, and River caught my non-injured arm. “Can I witness the interrogation?”

      “Not until that arm’s taken care of,” River said, steering me away. Tension was palpable in his whole body, but it wasn’t until we were downstairs that he put an arm properly around me for balance. “You shouldn’t have gone up against that thing alone.”

      “I could say the same to you. Where’s your talisman, anyway?”

      “Stored upstairs,” he answered. “I don’t carry the blade here, unless I’m patrolling.”

      “I thought you had to carry it everywhere.”

      “Not in this realm,” he said. “Most Sidhe never leave theirs behind, but they don’t see an unsheathed weapon as a threat the way humans would if I carried it everywhere here. There’s too much iron to glamour the blade all the time, and this building is supposed to be safe.”

      “I’m just surprised you can leave it behind. Talismans contain the essence of your magic… right?”

      “In effect, yes. If anyone tried to steal it, things would end unpleasantly for them. Touching a talisman with the intent to claim it issues a challenge, and invites the talisman to test you. If you lose, you die.”

      That snapped me back to alertness. “Wait—are you saying that if I hadn’t been judged worthy, the book would have killed me?”

      “I suspect not, because it’s not a usual talisman. It’s in your family. I doubt they’d have wanted their descendants to meet an untimely death.”

      “Holly wanted it,” I said. “She didn’t try to take it… nobody has. Maybe that’s why. They know it’ll destroy them.”

      “Perhaps.” We reached an open door, where Lloyd and several others sat in what appeared to be a waiting room.

      “Hey, Ilsa.” Lloyd waved at me. “Jas is recovering, but they got to her just in time… what happened to your arm?”

      “Got bitten by a faerie creature.” I sank into an empty chair, wincing as pain jarred my injured arm. I bloody hoped it wasn’t venomous, because my family’s shield only worked on magic.

      River crossed the room and knocked sharply on a door at the back. “Ilsa needs medical attention immediately.”

      “Looks like you need it yourself,” said Lloyd.

      “It’s just a scratch,” River said. His cloak was torn and his hands bloody, but he had healing magic, like some half-Sidhe did.

      “Suppose he has faerie superpowers,” Lloyd said. “Like that thief. He knocked Jas down before I could even blink.”

      A nurse handed River a witch spell and he walked over to me. “Sluagh bites aren’t deadly, so you’ll be fine once you use the spell.”

      I turned the witch charm over in my hands. Like Agnes’s charms, it was shaped like a bracelet, but made out of beads. I slid the bracelet onto my limp wrist and turned it once. Sensation came back to my wounded arm, and I sighed in relief. Another perk to working with the necromancers: they must have access to a local coven’s supplies of handmade witch charms. Having a witch housemate who sometimes accidentally turned people green was no substitute for the real thing, especially tricky and expensive healing spells.

      River examined the wound through my torn sleeve. “Do you feel all right now?”

      I nodded, getting to my feet. Normally I’d be completely okay with his fingers running over my arm, but not with several layers of cloak in the way and a dozen curious onlookers. “Do you need a healing spell? He cut you.”

      “Minor wounds. He was carrying a knife, but I disarmed him.”

      “Good. I need to find Morgan.”

      I walked out of the room, River just behind me. “Your brother wasn’t hurt,” he said.

      “No…” But the way he’d collapsed when he’d heard me, through the spirit realm, made me uneasy. I didn’t have psychic abilities. So could he sense anyone at any time? He’d tracked the faerie intruder… “What’ll happen to that faerie?”

      “He’ll be interrogated, and if necessary, executed. It depends if he wakes up after I hit him. I’m not used to holding back.”

      “Ah. Well, if he dies, you can talk to him as a spirit, right?”

      “In theory.” He paused. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Me, too, believe me. I’ve had enough time as a ghost to know I don’t want to make it permanent anytime soon.” I looked at my newly healed arm and realised I was still holding the spirit sensor. I slipped it into my pocket. After all, I might need it later.

      “I’m going to get my talisman,” he said, climbing the nearest staircase. “I won’t make the mistake of leaving it behind again.”

      He led the way to a locker room I hadn’t seen before, down the corridor from more training rooms and what looked like a full gymnasium.

      “Nice,” I said. “They really pulled out all the stops in this place.”

      “I wasn’t joking about giving you swordplay lessons,” River said. “You’re accomplished enough at using your necromantic power aggressively, but it wouldn’t hurt to know how to counter enemies like that faerie.”

      I shrugged. “Regular swords can’t hurt faerie ghosts like your talisman can.”

      River pulled the talisman itself out of a locker, running his fingertips along the hilt. I recognised the unconscious motion from the way my own talisman demanded attention, but all my mind could conjure were images of those strong hands on my bare skin. Okay, that’s enough, Ilsa.

      “Are you ever going to tell me how you got it?” I asked.

      “It was a gift,” River said. “What’s your aversion to fighting with swords? You’re competent enough with knives.”

      “Have you seen me?” I waved my newly healed arm. “I’m not exactly a faerie, let’s put it that way.”

      He frowned. “Neither are most of the people in this building. Faeries aren’t born with the ability to fight with blades, either. I learnt here.”

      Hmm. I’d be a fool to turn down any opportunity to spend more time with River. “I’ll consider it.”

      “I’m told that I’m a good teacher.” River sheathed the blade, and slipped off his necromancer coat. Underneath, his arm was streaked with blood, but no wounds remained. His black T-shirt and jeans were human-style and shouldn’t have looked as good on him as they did, but that was faeries for you. He saw me looking and grinned. “See something you like?”

      “You really want me to answer that? I don’t think you need another ego boost, Mr ‘nobody can execute people like I can’.”

      He put the sword down and stepped closer to me, close enough for the scent of his magic to overpower the lingering smell of blood and iron from the fight. A curl of golden hair fell into his eye and I suppressed the urge to brush it out of the way.

      River leaned in closer, and I forgot to breathe. His mouth came down on mine, soft and warm. My lips parted underneath his, inviting him in. I’d been right—this was a million times better as a living person, not a ghost. I wouldn’t be able to feel his warm body close to mine, or smell the earthy scent of his magic. Desire sparked in my core as the kiss deepened, his hands resting on my waist. My own hands moved to his bare arms, feeling the corded strength beneath the skin. He exhaled and stepped back.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’m the one who said to play it safe. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Do you regret it?” I knew from the heat in his eyes that he didn’t, and he didn’t back away when I pressed my lips to his again. I shivered as his fingers brushed the back of my neck, slipping under my hair, steadying my mouth against his as I deepened the kiss, brazenly. I’d had enough of holding back. We’d both come within a whisper of death’s touch, and I wouldn’t let the opportunity slip away.

      He groaned softly against my mouth. “Ilsa.”

      There was a buzzing noise.

      He let go of me, both of us flushed and breathless, and pulled out his phone. “Interrogation’s on. We need to go.”

      “Dammit.”

      We were definitely breaking the rules now, and I hardly cared. If I’d ever doubted he wanted me as much as I wanted him, seeing his faerie-bright eyes glowing with heat cured that notion.

      “Later,” he said, retrieving another black coat from the locker and slipping it on, strapping the sheathed blade to his waist. “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m not going to be able to concentrate on the interrogation.”

      “Serve you right for taking forever to get round to the point.”

      He smiled. “You mean staying in Faerie? If I’d known you missed me that much, I’d have brought you a present. Maybe those cursed faerie ballads, since you like books so much…”

      “Don’t you even think about it.”

      His grin turned wicked. “I’ll have to think of something else.”

      Oh boy. I was in deep.

      “So I take it the way to your heart isn’t through private swordplay lessons?”

      I’d take private lessons in almost anything else. “I wouldn’t object to another coffee date.”

      “Tomorrow.” He brushed his lips over mine. “Perhaps somewhere further from the guild. We can’t sneak off together while we’re here. There are rumours… since it was just the two of us who fought the intruder.”

      “They might think we’re behind it. Honestly, I was kind of expecting that after what happened at the summit. Since the enemy apparently hasn’t changed their strategy, I’ll probably have a murder charge on my head next.”

      “Not if I have anything to do with it,” he said firmly, leaning forward to brush his lips against mine again. “We’ll finish this later.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” I walked after him downstairs, the warmth of his embrace fading as we drew closer to the cold testing rooms. A number of cloaked necromancers had gathered there, and drew back as River and I walked through.

      The faerie sat within a circle of candles, hands and feet cuffed, gaze slightly unfocused. He wasn’t bleeding anymore. Maybe he had healing abilities. Healing magic was more common in Seelie faeries, but the magic he’d used had been unmistakably Winter. Still, whatever skills he had, nobody could leave a spirit circle. From my brief check of the spirit world, it wasn’t just his hands that were bound, but his very soul.

      “What’s your real name?” River asked. The other necromancers moved to make room. Seven of them were gathered in the room, including Lady Montgomery.

      “What’s it to you?” said the faerie. He glared at Lady Montgomery, then screamed as though in horrible pain, his body convulsing on the spot. Whoa. What’s she doing to him?

      “Were you trained as a necromancer?” asked Lady Montgomery. “Records show you were only a member of the guild for a few weeks. If anyone trained you, I need to know who it is.”

      He groaned and shifted back into a sitting position, his body shaking. “No.”

      “Liar.” Lady Montgomery stepped in close and he fell back, his head hitting the stone floor as his body shook with spasms.

      “I—” he coughed, lifting his head from the stone floor. “I wasn’t—not here.”

      “Were you trained in Faerie?” I asked, wishing I could question him alone.

      He shook his head. I didn’t think so… but either that faerie beast had already been here, or he’d brought it from the Vale himself. But if he already had the skills, why would he need the guild? Unless… he was working for someone else who’d sent him in as a spy. He was a half-faerie, and could lie even under duress.

      Lady Montgomery said, “What was your purpose in joining the guild?”

      “Information.”

      “Be more specific,” she said sharply.

      “Information on…” He choked on the words.

      “He’s under a faerie vow,” I said suddenly, recognising the desperate terror on his face as his mind fought the bounds of the person who’d cursed him to keep their secrets to the point of death. “If he can’t tell you the mission, the person employing him ensured it. Nothing can break a faerie vow.”

      “Except death,” River said quietly. “Do you want me to?”

      Lady Montgomery gave him a sideways look. “I’ll handle it.”

      She produced a dagger and stabbed him in the chest. The faerie screamed, his body falling back—and his ghost came out of his body. There was a resounding snap through the spirit world, and the faint glow around his body died entirely.

      Holy shit. Watching someone die as a necromancer was a hell of a trip. His body fell limply to the floor while his ghost floated above.

      “Now you’re dead, you’re no longer bound to tell the truth,” River said. “I’m surprised your master didn’t think of that one.”

      “He did.” The faerie smirked. “You’re all fools. The fetch signals your demise, and she’ll lay waste to this pathetic little organisation.”

      “You’re still trapped,” Lady Montgomery pointed out. “Who exactly is ‘she’?”

      He smiled, and evaporated into mist.

      There was a long silence, in which everyone watched to see if he reappeared.

      “He’s gone,” Lady Montgomery said, in a cold voice. “It seems he had one last trick up his sleeve.”

      “I should have known,” said River. “The person he worked for plainly knows necromancy as well as they do faerie magic.”

      “He said ‘she’,” I said. “And—the fetch. Who is the fetch?”

      “That should be, what is the fetch,” River said grimly. “And it’s bad news. According to faerie legend, the fetch is an omen of death… and they can only be heard by people whose own death is coming.”

      “Nonsense,” said Lady Montgomery. “We deal in death here. Omens are meaningless to us.”

      “Then what was he trying to steal?” I asked.

      “Case files,” said Lady Montgomery. “From past clients.”

      “People the guild has helped,” River explained. “People hire us to do all sorts of things. Which cases did he steal?”

      “He was unsuccessful,” Lady Montgomery said. “I’ll deal with the rest myself. You can leave. Ilsa, you should find your brother.”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t get the image of the faerie’s spirit being torn from his body out of my head. He’d been startled, but he truly didn’t fear death at all. He’d been prepared for it.

      “Maybe ‘she’ is Holly,” I muttered to River as we left. “Using an intermediary, like those two other necromancers. I can’t believe he duped us like that.”

      “Nor me.” His mouth tightened. “We’ve lost our lead.”

      “What kind of case files might the thief have tried to steal?” I asked. “More to the point, why?”

      “If I had to guess, it’s because the enemy wanted to know how a particular case was handled so they can replicate it,” said River. “Some of them involved dark magic. Others involved summonings, banishings, bindings… it might have been any of them.”

      “Damn,” I said. “Are you worried about this… fetch? Seems a bad time to be ignoring faerie legends, especially ones involving omens of death.”

      “There’s no guarantee he told the truth,” River said. “The fetch is a rarity, and besides, she’s right—we spend half our time in Death, technically speaking.” His hand briefly touched mine. “I’ll see you later, Ilsa.”

      What a day. I hadn’t even got Morgan up to speed on current developments, but he’d tracked that ghost psychically without any training at all. His powers were off the charts, and he did have more experience than he’d let on. Heaven knew what else the rest of us had overlooked while we’d been living together.

      One thing was certain—if the enemy found out what he’d done, he’d be a target, too. No disputing it this time.

      The fetch signals your demise, and she’ll lay waste to this pathetic little organisation.
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      I walked down the corridor, doubled back, realised I was lost, and walked in circles for a while until I found myself beside the infirmary again. Lloyd and Jas sat in the waiting room, and the former waved at me.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said to Jas, walking into the room. Most of the other chairs were vacant.

      “Yeah. I got lucky. I just have to wait for some test results to make sure what he stabbed me with wasn’t magical, and then I’m clear.” She didn’t sound thrilled at the idea. “He’s dead, right? I heard he killed himself in the interrogation.”

      “Lady Montgomery killed him, but he was apparently prepared. He hopped through the gate before we could get him to tell us who he was working for. Where’s Morgan, anyway?”

      “I thought you knew he left,” said Lloyd. “What do you mean, hopped through the gate? The faerie wanted to go to the afterlife?”

      “Apparently. Morgan did what?”

      “He got bored waiting for you to come out of interrogation and went home.”

      “Oh, for god’s sake.” I sighed. “He’s going to get himself killed. You two—keep an eye out for trouble, okay? I’ll be back.”

      I ran down the corridor, my head spinning. Why had Morgan taken off now? Maybe he’d thought the faerie was after him. Okay, so the attack had been unfortunate, but the iron in the building made it the safest place for him to be until we figured out our next move. Outside, he was entirely vulnerable.

      I reached out with my spirit sight, catching sight of him two streets from the guild, and broke into a run. Necromancers stared as I bolted through the entrance hall, not slowing until I reached the street’s corner.

      “Morgan!” I shouted. “Get back here.”

      “Stop treating me like a kid.”

      “Maybe try acting like a rational person rather than storming around like angry spirits aren’t looking to mount a psychic assault on you?”

      He whirled around. “I suppose you know all about that, don’t you? You don’t tell me things and then get pissed off when I won’t play by your rules.”

      “I said I was sorry I didn’t tell you I’m a necromancer. I literally joined the guild two days ago, and to be perfectly honest, I didn’t trust you. Was the testing really that bad, or are you leaving because of the faerie attack?”

      “They said you killed them.”

      “Yeah, I did. One of them. Why?”

      He looked me over. “You’re still not telling me everything. The Ilsa I grew up with wouldn’t kill a fly, and sure as hell didn’t have necromantic magic. How do I know you’re not spinning a glamour?”

      “Because only the real me could piss you off this much. If you want me to tell you things, you could try not stealing, begging for money off your little sister, and disappearing for over eight years and making Mum and Hazel cry.”

      He blinked. “What—I made them cry?”

      I shook my head. “Forget I said anything.”

      His attention sharpened. “You’re serious. I didn’t think they’d care I was gone.”

      “That’s the problem. You don’t think about the consequences of the stunts you pull. You’re getting on my last nerve, if it wasn’t obvious, and if you put your mind to it, you might actually be able to help the guild.”

      “And what exactly would they do for me?”

      “Keep you alive,” I said. “I wish I could do that, but I can’t see what’s following you and neither can you. But you said you couldn’t hear the voice anymore when you were inside the guild headquarters, right?”

      He shook his head. “No. What were you thinking of doing? Like an exorcism?”

      “Possibly,” I said. “I know literally nothing about psychic sensitives. I can’t track what I can’t see, unless you can give me a description of the person whose thoughts you can hear. You saw where that faerie was, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. You’re saying I was right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s what I’m getting at. The reason River and I caught the guy is because you tracked the trespasser before he killed anyone else. It’s a useful power. So can you do the same for the one who’s been giving you grief for the last few days?”

      His mouth hung open a little. “Uh. Yeah. She’s standing right there.”

      I hit him in the arm. “Seriously.”

      “Okay, okay. Since I’m apparently useful.” He shook his head, and then stood and stared into space. “I think the guild might have scared it off.”

      “I hope that’s true, but considering… I don’t know if going back to the house is a good idea. Won’t you consider letting the guild help you?”

      “I didn’t get the impression they wanted me to stick around.”

      “They just got attacked. People nearly died, and now they have a dead prisoner to handle. I think they’ve had quite enough—” I broke off as he fell to his knees. “Morgan—what is it?” I looked around, spirit sight on, but didn’t pick up on anyone aside from a few humans down the road. “Someone’s speaking to you, right? Where are they? Can you tell me?”

      He hit out and overbalanced, falling painfully to the pavement. “Whoa!” I grabbed his shoulders, trying to avoid his flailing arms. “Morgan, we’re going back to the guild, okay?”

      “You’re not going anywhere, Gatekeeper,” he hissed, in a voice that definitely wasn’t his own.

      “Who the hell are you? Get out of my brother’s head.” My spirit sight remained switched on, but only Morgan’s spirit was present. He wasn’t possessed. What the hell was the intruder doing—using him as a mouthpiece?

      I grabbed his arms to hold him down, but he kept flailing, horrible laughter gargling from his throat. “Get out!” I snapped, feeling the book stir in my pocket. Oh, now you want to get involved. “Too much of a coward to face me in person?”

      My brother lunged at me, knocking me off my feet. I kicked out, gripping the book, and drew on its power instinctively. Cold energy rushed to my palms and sent him reeling backwards.

      I got to my feet. “Sorry about that. I—”

      “Gatekeeper,” he whispered, still in that creepy voice. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      Two undead walked out in front of me, glowing with wraithlike power.

      Shit. The book had broadcasted our location.

      I positioned myself in front of Morgan, hoping he didn’t attack me from behind again, and drew on the book’s power. White light spun from my palms, slamming into the undead. They staggered, falling back, and I took the opportunity to throw salt down in front of us. The undead wouldn’t be able to cross it, and I’d take them down before they got within an inch of Morgan.

      The forms of the two wraiths hovered, black as pitch against the fog of the spirit realm. If they were full-powered, we were in a public location, and the guild was still recovering from the last attack. I didn’t have time to call backup.

      Better hope the book was on its best behaviour.

      My hands glowed white, and I sent the charged burst of power at the wraiths. One of them was torn free of the undead body with a ripping noise, but the second vanished into the grey mist. Oh hell.

      I spun around in time for it to grab Morgan from behind. He screamed as its cold hands latched onto his soul, and terror shone from his eyes. The bastard possessing him had withdrawn, leaving only Morgan behind.

      “Let him go,” I warned, my own hands glowing with power. “Now.”

      I detached from my body and slammed into the wraith. It let go of Morgan, hissing in surprise, and I gripped its shimmering hands in mine. The image of the gates came to mind—wide, uncontrollable—but my brother’s spirit was right there, and if I opened the gate, he might get sucked into it, too.

      The wraith wrenched free from my grip and a cold blast of icy air hit me from the front. The first wraith advanced, back in the undead’s body. Cold clammy hands pawed at me over the salt boundary. I kicked the undead’s leg which gave way beneath it, and threw more salt, but the wraith continued, undeterred. The two of them had me caged in.

      I gritted my teeth. Tapping into the spirit world again, I pushed at the wraiths with all the power I could conjure, binding words flowing from my tongue. They recoiled, but didn’t fade, or disappear beyond the gates. With no candles, the book would have to do. I took in a breath, and Morgan rose to his feet.

      The wraith behind me fell back, a horrible keening noise tearing from its throat—if it had one. The second wraith stopped inches from hitting me, also screaming. What the hell?

      I drew on the book’s power again, white light exploding from both palms. This time, the wraiths disappeared in a flash of light. Morgan yelled again, dropping to his knees, clutching his head.

      “Morgan!” Whoa. Whatever had been influencing him couldn’t have attacked the wraiths. Somehow Morgan himself had. Could I get him to the guild from here? Unlikely. I grabbed my phone and dashed off a message to River, which I really should have done from the start, and crouched down beside Morgan. His gaze was unfocused, his hands hanging limply at his sides. “Morgan. Talk to me.”

      “Gate—keeper.”

      “Stop hurting him, you piece of shit.” I grabbed Morgan’s arms and tried to haul him to his feet, but he was surprisingly strong considering how scrawny he was. When he hit me in the face for the fourth time, I let go. Tapping into the spirit realm, I yelled at the glowing spot where my brother’s soul was attached to his body—“Let go of him, you dickhead.”

      “How the hell are you talking to me like that?” he said.

      “Wait, you know?” I squinted, and the greyness receded a little. Morgan stared at me—at my spirit, not my body below. And he wasn’t flailing and screaming like his living body. “Can’t you get back into your body and stop it doing that?”

      “No. The noise won’t stop. How are you here?”

      “Necromancer trick. Morgan, I need you to calm down while I get you to the guild. That means getting your body under control. What’s the spirit doing to you?”

      “Screaming. All the time. I can even hear it here.”

      “Where did you learn to disconnect from your body?” I asked. “You’re—you do realise only necromancers can do this, right?”

      “I thought everyone could.” He looked around at the grey smoke. “It’s quiet here.”

      “It won’t be where you’re going. Really sorry about this.” I grabbed his arms, and with the book’s power, pushed him into his body. He yelled aloud, and the sound reverberated off the streets. Once I was sure it’d worked, I flew down into my own body again. He stood awkwardly, hand on his forehead. “Ow. I don’t think I can shut it out for long.”

      “Then we’d better run. Race you to the guild, okay?” I said, like we were kids again.

      “You have a fucking weird life. And you’d better tell me the truth this time.”

      “I will.” I started walking in the direction of the guild, checking he was right behind me. I’d need to ask someone to move the undead from the road, but not until Morgan was safe. Nobody attacks my family and gets away with it.

      Around the corner from the guild, River approached us from the opposite direction. “Ilsa!” he called, moving swiftly towards us. “Are you both okay?”

      “I think so, but we need to get into the guild, asap. Whatever’s haunting him really didn’t like that we stopped them.”

      “Stopped who?” asked River.

      “Wraiths,” I said. “Two of them attacked us. Morgan… he used some sort of psychic ability to paralyse them so I could banish them.”

      He looked at Morgan. “Are you sure? How did you do it?”

      Morgan shook his head, wincing. “I don’t know. I was trying to shut that thing out of my head, and I think I crashed into their minds, psychically, by accident.”

      “They just stopped,” I said. “But it sounds like you used some sort of psychic attack on them.”

      “And you banished them,” said Morgan. “You said you’d tell me the truth.”

      I glanced at River. “When we’re alone, yes, but we need to get that spirit out of your head first. I’ve been told how to perform an exorcism…”

      “Usually it only works if the person doing the possessing is right nearby,” River said. “This spirit might be miles away, and it’s not directly possessing him. We can’t extract and trap something that’s not present.”

      “But it can’t get at him here,” I said. “It also knows what I am.”

      River’s mouth tightened. “Are you certain?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I used the book, when it was attacking Morgan, and it picked up on our location that way. But it couldn’t attack me. I think it must be miles from here, using him as a proxy. I guess the defences on the guild must keep it out, whatever it is.”

      River opened the oak doors to the guild ahead of us. Morgan staggered into the lobby and leaned on the wall, groaning. “Ow.”

      “It’s not still in your head, is it?” I asked, closing the door firmly behind me.

      “No, but it’s angry. What in hell is it?”

      “I may have an idea,” River said. “I looked into the possibility of what the intruder said being true, and—apparently, the fetch isn’t only a death omen. They’re minor fae, and there’s evidence that some of them have latent psychic abilities.”

      A death omen. “Are you sure?”

      River reached into his pocket and handed me a small book. I flipped it open onto the bookmarked page, and the word fetch loomed out at me.

      “An omen of death… and they can only be heard by people whose own death is coming,” I read. “Well, that’s not true, considering it sure wanted me to hear it as well… They will often encourage people to take their own lives to fulfil their own prophecies. Target those with spirit sensitivity. Rare creatures believed to originate in the faerie realms.” I looked up at him. “Shit. Guess the iron in this place keeps it out. But why target him?”

      “What the hell is a fetch?” said Morgan.

      “It appears when you’re going to die, apparently.” Chills raced up my arms. “Which apparently doesn’t mean much to necromancers.” I looked back at the page, but there was no other information.

      “I can’t see it,” he said. “It can’t see me, either. You mean to say there’s no cure?”

      “I have an idea,” said River. “You’re not allergic to iron, right?”

      “Obviously not. I’m not a faerie.”

      “Iron works as protection against faerie magic,” River said. “The fetch’s abilities fall into that category. So if you wear an iron charm, in theory, the voices should stop.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I really should have thought of that.”

      “Right.” River nodded. “We don’t have witch spells of that type here, but they should be relatively easy to get hold of. For now, hold onto anything made of iron…”

      “Those weapons?” asked Morgan.

      “No,” I said. “You’ll probably end up injuring yourself. Here.” I passed him my container of iron filings. “Keep hold of it. Is there anything else I need to do here?”

      River shook his head. “The necromancers are running interrogations to see if anyone else was working with the intruder. The three of us are already cleared, don’t worry.”

      “And—Morgan. Is it best if he stays here? We need to take that fetch out of the picture.”

      Morgan folded his arms. “Yeah, might be a bit difficult when nobody can see the damn thing. Don’t I get a say in this?”

      “You can come back to my house, but only if the iron is definitely working,” I said.

      “I’ll speak to Lady Montgomery later,” River said. “She’s running the interrogations. Technically, I’m supposed to be helping her.”

      “Ah. Sorry I dragged you away.”

      “Don’t be. Will you be okay finding a witch spell? We don’t have any spare iron charms here, otherwise I’d loan you one.”

      Of course he wouldn’t own any himself, being part faerie.

      “Our housemate does custom spells,” I said. “Or we’ll go to the market. Should I come back later? Because that creature knows where the guild is…”

      “A lot of enemies know where the guild is. It’s a little difficult to ignore.” He looked at Morgan. “Come back tomorrow. I’ll find everything I can on fetches. Read the rest of that handbook, if you haven’t already.”

      Morgan began to walk away as though he hadn’t spoken.

      “I’ll watch him,” I said. “See you later.”

      Morgan grunted. “What a total knob.”

      “Morgan,” I said warningly. “River’s been to a lot of trouble for our sakes.”

      Morgan gripped the iron container tightly. “Guess I’ll ask Corwin. He runs a witch stall at the market.”

      I hope he’s right. This was a temporary solution, I knew. But I wouldn’t risk Morgan’s life. He kept shooting me disgruntled looks all the way home whenever I not-so-subtly checked he wasn’t possessed again. You can hardly blame me for being jumpy. My whole body ached from where he’d hit me and knocked me into the road, and when it began to rain heavily, blood dripped into my eyes from a cut underneath my hairline. I rubbed half-heartedly at it with my sleeve, wondering if the necromancers’ coats weren’t intended to hide bloodstains after all.

      I tensed when the house came into view, seeing someone on the doorstep again. But I didn’t need to tap into the spirit world to see the universe hadn’t finished trampling on either of us for today.

      Hazel stood there waiting for us, arms folded, fury in her eyes.
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      Hazel gave my brother a blistering stare. “So it’s true. You’re back.”

      “Oh,” said Morgan. “Hi.”

      “Hey, Morgan,” said Hazel, icily. “So nice of you to call and check up on me. Really appreciate it.”

      “Ah.” Morgan shifted from one foot to the other. “Didn’t know you were coming.”

      “That’d be because the phone number I have under your name is a few years out of date. When I tried calling it, I got a witch called MacDougal.”

      “Ah. Yeah. The witches stole my phone.”

      “The witches stole your phone,” Hazel repeated. Anger brewed in the air, so heated that I expected the rainwater dripping from her hair to evaporate on the spot.

      “I’m going to ask Corwin for a spell,” I told them. “Meanwhile, you two can stand out in the rain and yell at one another, or come into the warmth and keep your tempers under control. I’m starving and bruised and entirely too many people have tried to kill me today.”

      “Bring me up to speed,” said Hazel, shooting Morgan a look. “I’ll behave if he does.”

      “Then try not to blow up the house.” I unlocked the door. “I’m serious. This place isn’t quite as sturdy as home. If you smash the furniture, it’ll stay broken, and I’ll have to deal with disgruntled housemates and angry rental companies. So please try not to damage anything.”

      I walked inside. A moment later, the others trailed after me, their glares searing the back of my neck. They needed a good screaming match to get it out of their systems, but that was on them, not me. I took off my necromancer coat and threw it over the back of the nearest chair in the kitchen, where Corwin had left spells strewn everywhere. I guessed he was working at the market today. I went to the corner where he kept his chalk circle supplies and found an iron charm.

      “I brought food from the house, by the way,” said Hazel.

      “You did?” I looked back at her. “Good, because I don’t have enough for three people.”

      “Thought not. Also, if you’re as bad a cook as I remember, I don’t want you poisoning us.”

      “Hey,” I protested, handing the iron charm to Morgan. “Hope this doesn’t turn you green, because it’s all I’ve got.”

      Hazel put the bags down on the table, completely blanking Morgan. Good strategy, because I wanted my hands on the Lynn house’s divine cooking and nothing else. Luckily, the others seemed to agree, and Hazel seemed more interested in Corwin’s magical props.

      “Watch the spells. They sometimes have unintended side effects,” I warned her around a mouthful of pastry.

      “Let me guess, Morgan touched them,” Hazel said.

      “Got it in one,” I said, then swiftly changed the subject. I brought Hazel up to speed on my necromancer training, including my surprise at Lady Montgomery being River’s mother.

      “I’ll bet Mum knows her,” Hazel said. “She knows all the leading supernaturals who fought in the war.”

      “I didn’t know any of this until I came here,” I said. “I didn’t know the necromancer guild’s practically a fortress, or so… organised. Compared to Greaves’s place anyway. Have they elected a new leader yet?”

      “I think so, but they haven’t come visiting. Pretty sure Greaves came back as a ghost and told them himself.” She looked at Morgan, her expression guarded. “I take it you know all of this.”

      “I do now. Took her long enough to tell me.”

      “I’m not surprised,” said Hazel. “I wouldn’t go around shouting our secrets to someone who ran off eight years ago.”

      “She said you cried when I left.”

      Thanks, Morgan.

      Hazel gave me an accusing stare. “Excuse me? If you remember, it was tears of joy that the scrounging bastard was finally out of our lives.”

      “Guys!” I said, before the situation devolved into a shouting match. “Okay, I wasn’t expecting you to show up, Hazel. It’s been a Week. With a capital W. People have tried to kill both of us. Several times. Also, Morgan has psychic powers.”

      That shut both of them up long enough to finish my explanation. When we were finally done, I prepared myself for an onslaught of questions.

      Hazel spoke first. “So the two of you are like, honorary necromancers now?” Did she sound a little jealous? No way. It was only right that the pair of us got to have our turn in the spotlight.

      “Not until I pass training,” I said. “I’m junior level… if I ever get to sit any more exams without being interrupted. And Morgan went to the guild today so we could work out what his powers are. Turns out he’s being psychically haunted by something, and the guild is the only place where it stops.”

      “So it’s a faerie ghost?” asked Hazel.

      “Fetch,” I said. “For whatever reason, it’s figured out he’s a psychic and keeps tormenting him. And it’s linked to whoever’s summoning the wraiths, but the guy working for them got caught and died, so we’re back to square one.”

      “Fetches.” She swore under her breath. “I’ll have to think… they’re death omens, kind of like banshees. But instead of screaming when you’re about to die, they just… show up.”

      “None of us actually saw the fetch. It spoke through someone else. Can they do that?”

      “No clue,” said Hazel. “Psychic stuff definitely isn’t my area.” Worry laced her tone. Despite her and Morgan’s outward hostility, Hazel’s main reason for embracing her role as the Summer Gatekeeper’s heir was because she’d wanted to keep the rest of us safe. Ghosts and fetches alike were immune to her powers, putting this situation way out of her area.

      “You want to stay here overnight?” I asked. “We’re running an experiment where Morgan wears an iron spell to keep the fetch out. If it doesn’t work, he’ll have to stay at the guild. The other night, he ended up sleepwalking on the orders of a murderous ghost and wandered outside.”

      “Damn.” Hazel shook her head. “Sure, I can stay. It’s quiet at the house without you there.”

      “Is Arden around? He flew after me the other day.”

      “He comes and goes. I don’t trust him enough to let him see anything important these days. None of the notes Mum left behind. He’s still refusing to tell me where she is. I kind of hoped River would have given you an update.”

      “Nothing. If there’s anything new, he can’t say.” I exhaled in a sigh. “Not sure I want to explain to her how I ended up joining the necromancers…”

      “Let alone me,” Morgan put in. “Thanks for telling me Mum’s been kidnapped.”

      “I don’t think she’s been kidnapped,” said Hazel. “She’s just held up in Faerie. It happens a lot. You know that. Remember when she left for a month and we turned the garden into a fortress?”

      Hazel hadn’t brought up that memory since Morgan had gone, but I remembered clearly as though it’d happened yesterday. It’d been just after Hazel’s Gatekeeper’s power had manifested, and Hazel had used it to create a proper medieval castle in the back garden. It’d scared the crap out of Mum when she’d come back.

      “She still left us to handle it alone,” said Morgan. “Sounds about right.”

      “Look, you can take your grievances straight to her,” I said. “I’m dealing the best I can. And so is Hazel. She’s acting Gatekeeper, and I’m—”

      “Some other kind of Gatekeeper.”

      I shrugged. “It’s to do with the gates between the veil and Beyond. The afterlife. Specifically, faerie ghosts.”

      “And you mentioned a book? Can I see it?”

      I hesitated, but I’d chosen to trust him. Pulling the book from my pocket, I held it up. At least it wasn’t glowing.

      “I wouldn’t touch—” But of course he’d already snatched it from my hands, flipping through the pages.

      “How much is this worth?”

      “Several lives,” I said.

      “If you steal it,” Hazel put in, “Grandma’s ghost will appear and smite you.”

      “It’s also cursed,” I added. “And only works for the Gatekeeper. Hence the blank pages. Give it here.”

      I ended up having to tug it from his hands. Morgan’s expression was a little glazed, and I hoped it was just the book’s magic, not anything more sinister. He’d said the fetch’s link to his head was one way… that it couldn’t read his mind. And nobody could take the book, especially not a ghost. Still, I’d be sleeping with the damn thing under my pillow tonight.

      “Also,” I said, “its magic means that we can only discuss it within the family and people who already know. So it won’t let you tell another soul. It took ages to figure out how to tell River. It’s also been mostly blank until fairly recently, so I’m learning how to get it to tell me what I need to know. I wish it had more info on psychics and fetches, but I think its speciality is dark faeries.”

      “Fetches are dark faeries, though,” said Hazel. “If it’s been following Morgan, it must have been in this realm a while… I wish we could track it.”

      “Me too, but he can’t hear its thoughts without getting a headache, and it damn near killed me earlier. We’ll go to the necromancers in the morning and see if they have any more ideas.”

      “I thought they knew the Summer Gatekeeper here,” said Hazel.

      “They know of the Gatekeepers,” I said. “Not necessarily the details. Lady Montgomery does, but that’s because she’s been poking around trying to learn as much as possible.”

      Her brows rose. “She knows about Aunt Candice?”

      “She does. That’s why she’s reserving judgement on whether to trust us or not. But she doesn’t know what I am, or about the book.”

      Nor how I might have drawn the enemy’s attention by using its magic. It’d been risky enough to use it at the Winter estate, but the Ley Line went through Edinburgh, too. Maybe our enemy was counting on exactly that. The curse of the Gatekeeper was that I held all these lives in my hands, whether I acknowledged it or not. Not just the lives in this room.

      Maybe the fetch hadn’t come for Morgan at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Unsurprisingly, I didn’t get much sleep that night. Hazel and Morgan kept bickering all evening, and while my housemates tolerated the arrival of a new Lynn, the peace lasted up until she brought out a bottle of elf wine. Within an hour, Hazel and Morgan were metaphorically off their faces and literally at one another’s throats.

      As for me, I woke with a raging headache at five in the morning to a bright light in the corner of my eye. I turned over, seeing the book glowing under my pillow. “Stop it,” I mumbled. My mouth tasted like I’d washed it out with swamp water, and my head pounded with the drumming insistence of an oncoming hangover. I squeezed my eyes closed against the glare, but the book, if anything, grew brighter. “What?”

      The bedroom door rattled, and my throat went dry. Intruder. Even my spirit sight was fuzzy, but there was definitely something outside the door that shouldn’t be.

      Crap. What is it now?

      Hazel lay on my floor on the spare mattress I’d borrowed from one of the others, dead to the world. Grabbing a knife and some salt as well as the book, I crept past, opened the door, and paused. Shadows trailed up the staircase. Not regular shadows, but solid-looking ones.

      “Hazel!” I hissed. “Get a weapon. Now.”

      She woke up, mumbling in confusion. I backed up to the door, trying to see through the shadowy haze. Death faeries… in the house. We had iron wards up. Someone must have turned them off.

      I’d given Morgan my iron filings, so I used my knife, which passed straight through the shadows. My hands felt cold, clammy, and the temperature had plummeted overnight. Hazel crept out of the room behind me, her hands glowing with Summer magic along with the circlet on her head.

      “Show yourself,” I whispered to the shadows. “Go on.” My Sight worked fine, so the creature must be trying really hard to hide itself. The shadows lengthened, creeping along the walls.

      “Gatekeeper,” a voice whispered.

      “Which one of us?” Hazel asked. “You picked a fight with the wrong—”

      The house trembled as though a heavy blow had struck it from the side. Morgan’s shout came from downstairs.

      Hazel threw Summer magic into the gloom, lighting the dark, and revealing a creature hanging upside-down from the ceiling by its suction-cup-covered, tentacle-like arms. It resembled a two-armed octopus, flesh-coloured and hideous. Its flat face was made entirely of a huge mouth, toothless and covered in barbs designed to snag its victim and rip their skin clean off. One of the Vale’s nicest creatures.

      “Your illusion skills are crap,” I told it, stalking forwards, dagger in hand. Hazel’s Summer magic wouldn’t be as effective as usual, but iron worked as well as anything.

      The walls rattled again. Shit. This guy was the diversion. And Morgan couldn’t defend himself. Certainly not as well as Hazel or I could.

      It let go with one arm and swiped, and I stabbed it. The iron cut through its fleshy arm and it wailed, letting go and dropping to the floor. Shadows extended behind it, revealing it wasn’t alone, and another creature was behind the illusion. Death stealer. Three of those things had nearly killed Hazel and me a few weeks ago.

      The skin-eating faerie lunged at me. If I let any part of my skin touch it, I was dead, so I flung the knife through its head instead. Dark blood splattered the hall, and the death stealer moved forwards into its place. Damn. I’d had no choice but to throw the knife, but now I was unarmed.

      Shadows lunged at my heels, cold on my bare skin. I jumped backwards, dropping the salt canister but managing to keep hold of the book. Cold power leapt to my hands, drawn from the same darkness that powered this Vale creature. You’ll die before you hurt us.

      Hazel attacked. Her magical assault knocked the creature off the wall, right into the path of my necromantic magic. The beast screeched, burned all over by punishing white light, and exploded into nothingness.

      “Nice,” she said. “I haven’t seen you do that before.”

      “I got a lot of practise.”

      A bone-chilling laugh came from below.

      “Morgan.” I ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time. “Get the hell out of here, faerie.”

      The wards must be down. One of us would have to go outside to switch them back on, but the attacker’s laugh came from the living room. I kicked the door open. Discarded spell residue, ingredients, beer bottles… but nobody living.

      “Did they take him?”

      “No,” growled a voice. Morgan jumped from behind the sofa. “Die, Gatekeeper.”

      A horrible cackling laugh came from my brother’s throat. He was being possessed? I’d thought the fetch couldn’t do that, let alone turn him into a faerie.

      He lunged with blinding speed, his hand wrapping around Hazel’s throat. What—no, his ghost. His transparent hand latched onto Hazel’s neck, lifting her with inhuman strength.

      “Morgan!” I held my knife up, left my body in a defensive position, and leapt out, straight at the ghostly figure strangling Hazel. In ghost form it was plain to see it wasn’t him. The spirit looked like my brother, but when it turned on me, eyes glowing with eerie white light, the smile was a stranger’s.

      “Gatekeeper,” purred the voice. Hazel screamed and flailed, but couldn’t fight off a ghost. It was trying to rip her out of her body like a necromancer had once done to me.

      “Let her go, you bastard.” I grabbed the ghostly assailant’s arm, wrenching it loose from Hazel. White light shone from my hands, and I willed the book’s power to flow into me. My fist connected with the spirit’s nose and it stumbled backwards, its appearance warping. Pointed ears. Smiling face. A… faerie? No. They couldn’t die, not here. But half-faeries could.

      “You can use glamour as a ghost?” I said in disbelief.

      “I’ll be able to do more with that book of yours,” he said, grinning.

      Horror filled my chest. Morgan’s hands were on the book, held in my body’s limp hands. If the monster possessing him used him to try to claim it—one of us might die.

      I dived back into my body in time to wrench the book out of reach. Morgan fell forwards, his expression confused. “What—?”

      “Oh good, you’re back,” said Hazel, her hands aglow. “What in hell is going on? Who attacked me?”

      “Half-faerie ghost possessed him,” I said. “Can you stop him from touching the book? Same goes for her.”

      I left them staring at one another in confusion and hopped into Death again. Grey smoke covered my vision, and the half-faerie faced me, his expression laced with fury. “You bitch.”

      “Sorry I ruined your schemes.” I blasted him off his feet with necromantic energy, then grabbed him by the throat. “Tell me who you’re working for. What the hell does this fetch want with me and my brother?” Except the book, but that went without saying. Who wouldn’t want control over life and death, especially a faerie? Any of them might be behind it.

      He flailed, struggling against my grip, and a fresh boost of power sprang to my palm. The half-faerie went limp, his ghostly form evaporating into ashes.

      “Ah, shit.” I dropped back into my body, looking down at the book. “You couldn’t have let him talk before you blew his head off?”

      Hazel and Morgan both stared at me.

      “What?” I said. Ow. My headache was back. Yet another bonus of being a ghost—no hangovers.

      “You’re kind of scary, Ilsa,” Hazel commented.

      Morgan grunted in agreement. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “You were possessed by a half-faerie ghost,” I told him. “Possibly on the fetch’s orders. It wanted the book. Which is a faerie talisman, so if you’d tried to claim it, you’d have died a horrible death.”

      He sank to the floor, pale as a ghost himself. “What…?”

      “I didn’t know that,” said Hazel.

      “River told me that’s how talismans work. If someone intends to claim it, the talisman… senses it, I guess, and if it doesn’t think the person is worthy to wield it… they die. No idea if the same applies to this one, but if anything tries to make you take the book again—” I broke off. Morgan had covered his face with his hands, hunched behind the sofa. Thinking back to some of the irrational stunts he’d pulled as a teenager… maybe he hadn’t been as in control of his decisions as I’d thought.

      Hazel looked at me helplessly as though completely unsure how to handle the situation. Join the club.

      “I’m going out to switch the wards back on,” I told them. “Someone turned them off—that’s how the ghost got in. Also, that iron spell must be a dud. So get a genuine one.”

      Once I’d switched the wards back on, I sent a message to River. I thought it was too early in the morning for him to be awake, but I got a response right away—your brother should stay at the guild tonight.

      No kidding. I walked back into the living room to find Morgan hunched on the armchair, while Hazel stood by the boiling kettle, probably making coffee. “Guys, it’s looking likely that we’ll have to relocate to the guild tonight, unless we find a way to get rid of that fetch.”

      “It didn’t show up in person, did it?” said Hazel. “I couldn’t see a thing. Just you two.”

      “No, but those half-faeries aren’t average spirits. They’re powerful enough to possess someone, and still retain all their magic beyond death. That’s not something even most necromancers are equipped to handle.”

      “But we are,” Hazel said. “If they can use magic, we’re immune.”

      “We don’t know who they’re working for,” I reminded her. “This fetch is the orchestrator, but hell if I know what the endgame is. It knows me… knows the Gatekeepers.”

      Why did the Gatekeeper part of me recognise the fetch, on some weird instinctual level? It sure as hell seemed to think it knew me. But I definitely hadn’t seen it before, either in the spirit world or outside it.

      “Another one of Great-Aunt Enid’s nemeses?” Hazel said, pouring coffee. “Sounds like she had a fair few.”

      “Or she inherited them from the last Gatekeeper,” I said. “I’m writing all this down, you know, so the next Gatekeeper isn’t taken by surprise.”

      “Good idea.” She hesitantly approached Morgan, carrying the tray of coffee cups. “Hey. Morgan. Earth to Morgan. Want me to get you some painkillers?”

      He grunted. She sighed and laid the coffee cup on the table next to him, then came and joined me on the sofa. “Elf wine hangovers are a bitch. Bet that’s why your housemates are still passed out.”

      “Glad they are,” I said. “I told them to expect weirdness from living with me, but faerie ghosts are a step too far.”

      “No kidding.” She eyed Morgan. “The question is—which of us were they targeting?”
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      River met us outside the guild. Hazel had refused to stay behind, saying she wanted to confirm our story if we were questioned. From the way she watched Morgan’s back on the walk to the guild, I’d guess she’d taken the attack personally.

      “You weren’t followed, were you?” His hood was pulled up against the rain, his expression wary.

      “If we were, Hazel would have glared it to death,” Morgan commented.

      I elbowed him in the ribs. “Didn’t we talk about not being a dick?”

      “I don’t see how this guy can help us,” Morgan said, eyeing River. “It was a half-faerie who attacked us.”

      “As a ghost?” River asked, letting the insult slide. With Morgan, that was probably the best move if we actually wanted to get anywhere.

      “Yeah, a ghost,” I said. “With his magic intact. I’d guess the fetch, or someone else, talked Morgan into switching off the wards on the house. Two Vale monsters got in, too.”

      Corwin and Torrance had come out of their rooms while I’d been cleaning up the mess, which had led to an awkward conversation. While Corwin seemed fine with Morgan staying there, Torrance hadn’t looked too happy, though I’d kept the details vague so as not to freak them out. I didn’t think ghosts would target my non-necromancer housemates, but keeping Morgan away seemed a smart move.

      River frowned. “The fetch—I did look it up in more detail, and it seems their own abilities are fairly minor. It can only target psychic sensitives, and seems mostly unable to do any harm. That’s likely why it attacked you using an intermediary.”

      “And it didn’t know where I am,” I added. “But now it does. It knows where the house is, too. I’m trying to think of a solution which doesn’t involve using the others as bait, or luring it somewhere else.”

      “So it’s a coward,” Hazel said.

      “And clever,” I said. “It’s been attacking Morgan from a distance for days now. So it might be anywhere.”

      “Not for long,” said Morgan. “I don’t mind being bait. I just want it gone.”

      “The easiest way is to lure it back to the house,” I said. “It’s that or move out, but the house has a target painted on it and innocent people might get hurt.”

      “Lure it there… and then what?” said Hazel.

      “Trap it, for a start,” I said. “Get the beast in a summoning circle, surrounded by candles. If it’s not a ghost, it can be killed—permanently. I can do it, with or without the book. The house is empty now. We’ll have one shot.”

      The others looked at me. Morgan nodded slowly. “Okay. We’ll do it.”

      The guild was a downright ghost town. Apparently everyone had been interrogated to within an inch of their lives, then told they didn’t have to show up today unless they were on the rota for patrolling or taking on cases from the public. That included Jas and Lloyd, who I found standing in a corner, not looking any worse for their narrow escape yesterday.

      “Hey,” I said. “Glad to see you’re alive.”

      “Likewise.” Lloyd looked at Hazel. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

      Hazel blinked, looking startled. “Er… yeah. That’s me. I’m Hazel.”

      “And you’re not a necromancer?” asked Lloyd. “What do you do?”

      Hazel’s expression said seriously? Nobody knows who I am? “Er, I’m Gatekeeper. That means I deal with matters connected to the Summer Court and its relationship with the mortal realm.”

      “Like River?” asked Jas.

      “Not exactly. I’m human.”

      “Wow,” she said. “Didn’t know there were humans who went anywhere near Faerie.”

      “Lady Montgomery must have,” said Lloyd. “If she got knocked up by a Sidhe—” He broke off. “Er, don’t say that in front of either of them.”

      “That goes for you too,” I hissed to Morgan, who looked intrigued at those words. “We aren’t on the rota today, by the way,” I added. “A ghost attacked us last night so we’re gonna booby trap the house and lure it out.”

      “Really?” said Jas. “That must be why Lady Montgomery told me to give you this.” She handed Morgan a solid grey bracelet. “Iron.”

      Morgan looked at it in confusion. “She’s giving it to me?”

      “Looks that way,” I said. “Better than a spell. Go, on, take it.”

      Apparently his close encounter with the book had momentarily switched off his kleptomaniac tendencies. The iron band clipped into place on his arm, and his expression instantly cleared. “That’s strong. I could knock a faerie out with this.” He swung his arm, and nearly hit Hazel.

      “Watch it,” she said. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

      “Well, good luck,” said Lloyd. “We should go arm ourselves if we’re on patrol in half an hour.”

      “See you later,” Jas said. She must have volunteered to patrol, because surely even Lady Montgomery wouldn’t have forced her to after her near-death experience yesterday.

      River walked up to us. “We have permission to borrow props, but Lady Montgomery expressed concern about you using yourselves as bait.”

      “You mean, me,” Morgan said. “I’m the one who has a direct link to the fetch.”

      “That’s why it’s dangerous for you,” I told him. “You can’t go inside the house while the trap’s active. It might send one of its friends to possess you again, or worse.”

      “I think you’re both forgetting that I’m the only one who’s ever sensed the damn thing,” said Morgan. “You said I was useful. Now I can prove it. You know what I did against those creatures before, the psychic attack? I can try using it next time I hear the voice, to draw it in. Then one of you puts iron on me before it gets in my head again. It gets mad, runs right into our trap.”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” said Hazel.

      “Except for the part where you willingly open yourself to a psychic assault from a fae monster who wants all of us dead?” I said.

      “Well. There’s that.”

      “One of us has to take the risk,” said Hazel. “I know you’re in self-sacrificing mode, Ilsa, but you’re powerful. Too much so to use as bait. As for me, I’m not a necromancer. I have nothing to offer. This fetch is already attached to Morgan. It won’t be able to resist. I don’t like the idea, believe me, but it’s probably going to try to attack him again. So we’ll kill the bastard before it can.”

      I turned to Morgan. “Are you absolutely certain? Because if this decision is in the same category as ‘let’s steal and sell Mum’s antique family heirlooms, I’m sure she’ll never notice’, then it’s more than your neck on the line. It might use you to attack other people.”

      “Jesus, I get it, okay? I’ll gladly jump in as bait if it gets that fucking thing to stop wailing in my head.”

      “If you’re sure,” I said. “Morgan, you wear the iron until you get to the house. Hazel… want to set the candles up? I’m not a hundred percent sure it doesn’t sense the book, and if it does, our cover is blown.”

      “I’ll set the candles up,” River said. “If it can sense your thoughts, Morgan, you might not want to think about us following you.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “Think about whatever irrelevant crap you like, just not that. Got it?”

      He nodded. “Sure, I can think of nothing. I’m good at that.”

      Hazel snorted. “He’s not wrong. Good luck, you two.”

      River took the lead, while Morgan followed behind. I looked at Hazel. “Go with River. I’ll stay behind. If it can sense me, I won’t take chances.”

      “Okay.” She took in a steadying breath. “Let us know if there’s a problem.”

      “Will do.” I waited, already regretting letting them take off alone. I counted down thirty seconds, then followed.

      The book hummed in my pocket, but thankfully decided to keep the glowing to a minimum. I didn’t know how much of the world outside it picked up on—hell, for all I knew, it had psychic tendencies of its own—but it knew the fetch was searching for it, or at least for me. I waited, walking slowly as I dared, and reached the house after the door had closed. A light clicked on in the window—Morgan’s signal. He’d take off the iron cuff when I was hidden. River and Hazel would have moved out of sight, but they’d be nearby, ready to move in and help if necessary.

      I ducked behind the wall of the alley beside the house. I couldn’t see the candles, so River must have hidden them well. Taking in a breath, I focused on counting seconds. One. Two. Three.

      Morgan’s strangled yell cut through the air, sharp and painful. I winced, hoping he was in control of the situation, not the fetch. Screaming at a monster until it attacked from sheer annoyance was a risky strategy. Reaching into the spirit world, I detected humans, supernaturals, even a few faeries… and Hazel and River, just down the street, waiting for the signal. But no sign of any monsters.

      Maybe it was hidden from the spirit world. Like the wraiths. I let the greyness slip away and focused on the house again. My legs cramped from crouching. The screaming died down but didn’t disappear entirely. A crashing noise sounded, and then a cry of alarm.

      The tone was unmistakable this time. I leapt the wall and ran into the garden, kicking the door inward. In the living room, Morgan lay on the floor—and a monster stood over him. Six or seven feet tall, huge shaggy body like an oversized dog—and gleaming fangs dripping green drool onto the floor.

      Hellhound.

      “Shit,” I whispered, drawing my knife. Unlike sluaghs or other fae beasts, hellhound bites were potent and even we weren’t immune. It didn’t look like Morgan had been bitten, but the hellhound’s drool had eaten holes in the carpet like acid and I didn’t have a weapon capable of dealing a deadly blow without risking our lives.

      I grabbed my iron filings first, throwing them at the monster. The beast’s attention left Morgan and its dark eyes locked on me. Primal fear shot through my core, and it leapt at me. I threw myself aside over the sofa, which collapsed under the monster’s weight. Its jaws closed a hair’s breadth from my face, and I rolled off the collapsing sofa and stabbed it in the leg. Blood spilled onto the carpet, but though iron wounded it, I’d need to get close to its deadly teeth and stab it in the eye or brain to deal a fatal blow.

      The hellhound’s slavering teeth snapped again, inches from my leg. Then my brother appeared, slamming a chair on top of its head. It shook off the blow, turning on him. Morgan hit the beast again, screaming the whole time. Ow. That’s loud. My head felt like it was splitting open, and the hellhound flailed a leg clumsily, falling sideways. The noise was hurting it.

      I took my chance and sank my knife into its leg, hoping to hit an artery. Could half-dead dog-monsters bleed out? Who even knew. My head pounded with the racket, a thousand times worse than a hangover, but the hellhound growled in pain, too. I stabbed it again, this time in the neck.

      Morgan stopped screaming, and the beast twisted, knocking me flying into the coffee table. Pain shot up my spine, mingling with the echoing agony of the psychic scream, and I gasped for breath. As for Morgan—his shadow moved, splitting in two. The second shadow, less substantial, shrank to the size of a small dog, solidifying. Smiling teeth entirely too fae-like, eyes gleaming like coals…

      “Hello, Gatekeeper,” purred the beast.

      The fetch. That little creature was the thing which had been tormenting my brother for a week?

      “Get fucked.” I pushed to a sitting position, the hellhound’s blood soaking into the carpet and glowing with blue faerie magic.

      The hellhound spasmed, falling still. I’d killed it after all. The book’s magic filled my veins, strengthening my resolve, and I climbed to my feet, not taking my eyes off the fetch.

      “You,” I said. “Stay the hell away from my family.”

      “Gatekeeper,” growled the beast. “You’re less than I expected.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. I’d like to stay and chat about how much of a shit you are for attacking my family, and ask how you summoned that monster, but I kind of don’t care.” White light exploded from my palms, crashing into the beast. It grinned at me, its body growing to the size of a hellhound. Okay… that’s a little more impressive.

      I raised my knife, and a hand grabbed my arm, driving the knife towards my own leg. I fought against the hands grabbing at me—grey, insubstantial ones, belonging to a pointy-eared figure floating on a level with my face. Of course the fetch hadn’t come alone.

      “Coward,” I snarled, yanking my arm free. Bloody faerie ghosts.

      Its solid hands lashed out with blinding faerie speed, and latched around my neck to choke the breath from my lungs. I stepped back, willing my spirit to fall out of my body, and twisted to face the half-faerie ghost at my back.

      “What’re they paying you to take yourselves into an early grave?”

      The half-faerie’s hands glowed blue, and it shoved me. Unprepared for the blast of cold air, I floated backwards. Coldness fogged the windows in the real world, ice spreading across the floor and ceiling. Winter power, enough to outlast death.

      I ignored the magic and grabbed the half-faerie’s arm. The image of the gate appeared in my mind’s eye, encompassing the house—its siren song calling to everyone within the area. If I opened it, the fetch would ensure my brother went through the gate, too, never to be seen again.

      “Goddamn you,” I growled, dropping the book’s power and punching him in the face. Magic blasted me, bounced off my shield and hit the wall instead. Icicles sprang up where it hit… and the hellhound rose to its feet again.

      The fetch reanimated the hellhound? I jumped back into my body in time to shove Morgan out the way of the beast’s wavering steps. The fetch leapt, but I kicked it hard. The creature hit the iced-over wall, laughing in a high-pitched voice. Morgan sobbed in pain, hands clutching his head.

      “Get the hell away from him.”

      I grabbed my salt canister, threw it at the hellhound’s undead body, and jumped into death once again. I looked around, focusing, looking for Morgan… there he was. Morgan’s spirit remained still, as his body fought against the fetch.

      “Morgan!” I shouted. “Look at me. You can’t stop the fetch from possessing your body, but you can attack him here, as a spirit. You’ve been doing this for years, right? Just pretend this is the real you. He can’t harm you as a ghost.”

      Morgan turned to face me. In the waking world, his screams quietened. Of course that meant the fetch was possessing him for real—but his mind wouldn’t break here in Death.

      “You sure?” he said.

      “Absolutely. As a necromancer, you’re stronger than they are by default. That’s why they’re using cheap tricks against us. They’re cowards. I’m gonna go back down there and put the iron on you, and then we can sneak up on the little bastard from behind. Ignore everything the half-faerie does—you’re stronger than it is. Got it?”

      He nodded, bewilderment flashing across his face, and I closed my eyes and dropped back into my body. I’d barely moved an inch, but Morgan staggered to his feet, eyes glowing, the fetch’s presence struggling for control.

      “Need a weapon?” I grabbed Morgan’s hand and closed it around the iron knife’s hilt.

      As the fetch recoiled from his mind, a strangled noise came from its physical body. It writhed and flailed, rolling onto its back. I kicked it, viciously, and Morgan himself plunged the knife into the fetch’s neck. It gave a gargling screech. The fetch’s body stilled, then disintegrated into smoke.

      Morgan stood holding the knife, an expression of stunned disbelief on his face.

      “Morgan, I said pin it down, not possess it.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said. His eyes rolled back in his skull and he fell over backwards.

      I gasped, dropping to the floor beside him. “Morgan?” I felt for a pulse and sagged with relief. “Dammit. Where’s that faerie ghost?” I switched on my spirit sight, but the ghost had disappeared. Already the ice on the windows was melting, but the house needed a major clean-up. The bodies of both the hellhound and the fetch had left bloody streaks everywhere, the sofa was a wreck, and melting ice dripped down the walls.

      The door slammed open and running footsteps came from the hallway. Hazel and River ran into the room, both covered in blood. “What the—” Hazel stared at Morgan and the bloody knife clenched in his hand. “Morgan?”

      “He just did something risky and stupid and I’m gonna yell at him when he wakes up, but—”

      River strode to the hellhound and his blade flashed, decapitating it.

      “It was already dead, twice over,” I explained.

      “Just taking precautions,” said River. He was breathing heavily, but the blue-tinged blood all over his coat wasn’t his.

      “Two of those bastards ambushed us outside,” said Hazel. “Should have figured the enemy would have backup waiting.”

      I nodded, lifting Morgan’s limp arm. He still had a pulse, but now the adrenaline had begun to wear off, worry crept in. “This is my fault. The fetch was driving him literally out of his mind, so I told him to fight it as a ghost. He interpreted that as possessing the fetch himself, and I think it screwed him up.”

      “He’s breathing,” River said, crouching down beside him. “If it’s anything like when an untrained magic user overdoes it, it won’t kill him.”

      “Good.” I sank to the floor, my body trembling. “I just—he was in Death, and I know he’s apparently been hopping back and forth between there and here for Sidhe knows how many years, but he’s not trained.”

      “It’s not your fault, Ilsa,” said Hazel. “He would interpret what you said in the riskiest, most ridiculous way. He does that.”

      “I don’t think he’s ever come close to this before,” I said. “I didn’t even know someone who isn’t technically dead could possess someone, let alone use their psychic powers at the same time.”

      “It’s not common,” River said. “The necromancers don’t like to broadcast their riskiest techniques, but in this situation… I think he should move permanently to the guild. If we tell them the full story, he’ll fall into the category of a rogue by the very nature of what he did.”

      “Worse than what I did?” I asked.

      “Not worse than controlling the gate, but that’s not possible at all, as far as most people are concerned. Is the fetch definitely dead?”

      “I think it’s gone,” I said, shivering. “Bloody creature. I wish I’d seen if I got rid of it for real. How did it get into the circle?”

      “It used your brother to turn this circle into a place of dark magic,” River said. “The candles came on by themselves. Morgan must possess enough necromantic talent to be able to switch on candles when used as a mouthpiece. I should have seen this coming.”

      “Dark magic?” asked Hazel. “I take it you don’t mean faerie magic… but hellhounds are faeries.”

      “Not the usual type,” River said. “Any type of magic requiring a blood sacrifice or which falls outside the bounds of conventional necromancy is labelled as ‘dark magic’. I wish there was a more specific label.”

      “How about ‘grey magic’?” I asked. “Summoning from the Vale? That’s what it was… right?”

      He nodded. “Apparently so. It is possible, because the Vale and the spirit realm are so closely linked. If you know what you’re doing, you can summon someone… or something… from the Vale directly here. Usually a hellhound. They’re particularly receptive to necromantic traps. I think they live directly on the spirit lines between realms somewhere, but that’s just a theory.”

      “Holy crap,” said Hazel. “You can—a human can summon monsters from the Vale? And the fetch used our brother to do it?”

      “He won’t suffer any lasting damage,” said River. “Not if he’s used necromancy before. There’s always a risk element involved.”

      “But…” Hazel trailed off. “Look at the state of this place. What are we supposed to do with the hellhound?”

      “Not a problem.” River raised a hand and the hellhound erupted into white flames. Quickly, they devoured its body until there was nothing left.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “When do I get to learn to do that?”

      “In advanced training,” River said. “I’d advise you not to mention this to the guild. Not until I figure out what type of magic was used. They’re likely to pin the blame on your brother, and using dark magic carries an automatic jail sentence. The good news is that Lady Montgomery will be pleased that your plan worked, and it will work in our favour to tell her that your brother killed the creature in person.”

      “Guess so,” I said. “Er—Hazel. Did you bring any spells which can fix broken furniture?” I indicated the collapsed sofa. “Or get hellhound blood out of the carpets? Everyone in this house will have to foot the bill.”

      “Actually, in situations like this, I can pull strings with the necromancers,” River said. “Also, most houses have undead damage covered by their insurance. I’ll ask someone to write in a note.”

      “First piece of good news I’ve had all day,” I said.

      Morgan sat up, groaning. “I feel like crap. What happened?”

      “You were attacked by the fetch,” I said. “In fact, you killed it.”

      Morgan looked between us with an expression of disbelief on his face. “I killed it? Me?”

      “You’re holding the knife.”

      He looked down at the bloody instrument in his hand, then at me. “Oh. Awesome.”

      I just hoped it was gone for real—and that nobody else would get the idea of summoning monsters directly from the Vale itself.
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      Another day, another necromancy test. I shut down the circle with a wave of my hand, still feeling the ghost’s clammy hands on my skin. I’d probably never get used to the sensation of being touched by the dead.

      “You pass,” said the examiner. “I’ve never seen anyone do a binding that quickly, Ilsa.”

      “Thank you.”

      The easiest way to take compliments on my necromantic talents was to imagine they were addressing the book, not me. I imagined the book basking in all the attention and hid a smile.

      It’d been relatively quiet at the guild since the fetch had perished. Lady Montgomery marched around snapping at anyone who moved out of line or who didn’t stick to the guild’s rigid city patrol schedule, while the other senior necromancers had taken to spending long hours consulting their predecessors. I hadn’t been invited to any more summits, but considering everyone had ignored me at the last one, I had little to say to the guild. Being invisible suited me just fine, and a few weeks of peace were exactly what I’d needed.

      Now I’d passed this test, I was one step closer to being River’s colleague rather than his apprentice. My heart skipped when I saw him waiting for me outside the testing room. He must have come back early from patrolling to meet me.

      “Hey,” I said, closing the door behind me. “I passed.”

      “Of course you did.” He paused, not speaking again until we were out of sight of the room, in the otherwise deserted corridor. “There’s a problem. I overheard Lady Montgomery talking about your next test, and it’s going to be held in front of the council. You’re not allowed to take anything into the room. No props. They’d pick up on the book for sure.”

      “Ah—crap.” Could I even use my powers without it? I must be able to. “Can you use magic without your sword?”

      “Of course I can. I just thought I’d warn you.”

      “Warning accepted.” Considering Lady Montgomery had him running around at all hours patrolling, killing undead, and taking care of wraiths before they ambushed other unsuspecting necromancers, I appreciated how much effort River put into my training. He even managed to fit in a few sword lessons, and had been patient with my many failed attempts to swing a blade around. I was more than content to stick with knives—and the book. “Does this mean I’ll be a full-fledged necromancer soon?”

      “Not soon enough for my liking.” He pulled me to him and kissed me. I wrapped my hands around the back of his head, and he broke off the kiss. “Your hands are freezing cold.”

      “Blame the ghosts. How long until we can stop this charade?”

      “Aren’t you enjoying it?” His bright green eyes gleamed as he looked me up and down, as though he could see right through my necromancer cloak. Heat rose to my cheeks. I didn’t need psychic powers to imagine his thought process.

      “I’d enjoy it more if I didn’t have to think about what Lady Montgomery would say about me corrupting her perfect rule-following son.”

      “Hmm.” He brushed his lips over mine. “If I were better at following the rules, we wouldn’t have met in the first place.”

      “True.” He’d taken to leaving presents on my doorstep whenever I was unlucky enough to be chosen for early morning patrols, since I’d opted to remain at the house. I’d said it was so Hazel had somewhere to stay when she came visiting, but I needed to spend at least a fraction of my time in a ghost-free zone. “Thanks for the books, by the way. How’d you find them?”

      I’d casually mentioned an old book series I’d never been able to complete, and he’d somehow tracked down every single title.

      He grinned. “That’s for me to know.”

      “Spoilsport.” Frustration aside, I had to admit life was good. Half the time we walked to the guild via Edinburgh’s gardens or the witches’ café. I’d risk being tailed by piskies if it meant sneaking another hour with River. The fae didn’t seem to bother me as much as they used to. Maybe it was the fact that I wore necromancer uniform all the time so they couldn’t see I was a Lynn.

      River leaned closer to me. “After you pass, Ilsa, I’ll do whatever you want me to.”

      I grinned. “Anything? You sure?”

      “God, get a room,” said Morgan, appearing from behind with his arms folded. “Stop groping my sister.”

      “He isn’t,” I said. I wish. “What is it?”

      Morgan shrugged. “I was gonna congratulate you on passing the test. Passed mine too, obviously.”

      “Did they need an extra room for your ego?” I rolled my eyes, but part of me was kind of proud of him for not screwing anything up so far. It seemed a low bar, but Morgan had taken to his new position at the guild with more patience than I’d expected. Okay, he’d also made inadvisable comments to almost everyone by now, and his relentless bragging about slaying the fetch was starting to get tiresome to most people. Including me.

      “I stole some candles,” he said. “Borrowed, I mean. For the test. Since I kinda broke the spares.”

      “Well done,” I said. “How’d you manage that?”

      “Set them up in the middle of the road, forgetting people actually use it. Massive truck came along and well…”

      I sighed. “Good luck explaining that to Lady Montgomery.”

      “I wouldn’t mention it,” River put in. “So you’re junior level now?”

      “Yeah. Still have some catching up to do. What’s next for you, Ilsa?”

      “I have to go through a test without the book that has all my powers contained inside it,” I said.

      “Ah. Guess you’re kind of screwed?”

      “Not necessarily,” I said. “I can use magic without it. I’ll test whether I can leave the book somewhere else before I go through with the exam.”

      “It’s worth giving it a go,” River said. “Since you’re both free.”

      “What do you want me to do?” asked Morgan warily. He hadn’t mentioned the book to me since he’d nearly stolen it under the fetch’s influence.

      “I’ll take the book,” River offered. “You help Ilsa. Use one of these rooms.”

      “C’mon.” I beckoned Morgan after me into one of the empty test rooms. “The book won’t actually attack you if you touch it, you know. You’re not still hearing voices, are you?”

      He shook his head. “I haven’t taken the iron off since that monster nearly killed us.”

      “Good.” That explained why he looked so much more alert, and like he’d actually got a decent night’s sleep for the first time since the fetch had started stalking him. “You have the candles, right?”

      He nodded, laying them out on the floor of the empty classroom. “Yeah, I’m supposed to return them upstairs. They don’t trust me with props yet.”

      “Hmm.” The book’s absence was like a rattling in my skull, perhaps not unlike the presence of the voices which had hounded Morgan. “Let me try lighting the candles.”

      I snapped my fingers, and the lights came on. Good. The spirit realm remained at my fingertips even now. The amount of iron here must keep outsiders away, because I never saw any spirits randomly floating around like I did outside. Bonus to being in the guild: I’d learnt several ways to deter them from following me by now, and to only draw attention of the ones I wanted to speak to.

      I extended my awareness to cover the guild. River was in the corridor outside, and I felt the book pulsing from that direction. Hope nobody else can sense it. I doubted it—they’d have got suspicious by now. I moved beyond the guild’s boundaries, suddenly assailed by a hundred impressions at once. Outside the guild, spirits wreathed the city in grey light. So many living, some dead, and…

      There was a long, horrible scream, reverberating through the endless smoke.

      With a snapping sensation, I was wrenched back into my body, trembling with the aftershocks. “What the hell was that?”

      “What?” Morgan looked puzzled.

      I sank to the floor, breathing heavily as though I’d run a mile. “I heard screaming. Outside the guild.”

      “You went outside the guild?”

      “Just to see if I could.” I sucked in a breath, willing my racing heart to slow down. The scream had been loud, but unfamiliar… and the way it’d struck me was horribly similar to Morgan’s psychic shout.

      The door opened, and Lady Montgomery came in. “What are you two doing in here?” she asked. “You’re not yet authorised to use those props unsupervised. Where’s River?”

      “He just went outside for a moment,” I said, aware that the glowing candles and Morgan’s presence didn’t make me look the picture of innocence. “He’ll be back in a second.”

      Sure enough, River appeared at the door. “Ilsa and I were practising… is something wrong?”

      “Undead,” she said. “All over. We’re organising patrols. You take these two, since one of them is your responsibility.”

      “Of course.” He dipped his head. “We’ll stop at the weapons room on the way.”

      She swept from the room. River looked over his shoulder then passed me the book. I nearly sighed in relief when the tapping on my skull ceased. “At least we know it works.”

      But there were undead attacking outside. Was it connected with what I’d heard?

      “I’m coming, too,” Morgan said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “I didn’t know you were on the rota.”

      “A child could get rid of an undead,” Morgan said in a self-important voice, having apparently forgotten nearly being killed by one a few weeks ago. “Easy.”

      River gave him a brief look. “If there are wraiths involved, it’s another matter entirely. It doesn’t sound like there are, but this might be a trap.”

      “That, or someone trying to sneak into the guild again,” I said.

      “There’ll still be people here,” he said. “We’ll get more weapons. Bring those candles with you.”

      Morgan picked them up, and we headed upstairs to the weapons room. Naturally, Morgan made right for the iron swords.

      “Put that down,” I told him. “It’ll only slow you if you don’t know how to use it.”

      “What makes you think I don’t?”

      “Because I’ve seen you every day since you signed up,” I told him. “And you refused to join us for sword practise.”

      “Only because I get enough of you two drooling over one another anyway.”

      “No swords. Take a knife, but make sure you don’t accidentally cut your hand on it. Otherwise, salt, iron filings—”

      “Yes, mother,” he said. “Next you’ll be telling me that undead are the ones with real bodies and ghosts aren’t.”

      I ignored the jibe. “You didn’t know any of this before joining the guild. Also, don’t take off that iron band. The fetch might have a friend.”

      Armed and ready, the three of us walked out of the guild, heading towards the sound of raised voices across the rooftops. Veering into the high street, I spotted three undead lumbering past, terrified humans fleeing into the nearest shop.

      Morgan whipped out the exterminator and hit the button. A jet of pure white slammed into the first undead, and his head exploded into a thousand grisly pieces. Morgan crowed and fist-pumped the air.

      At least until the undead staggered to its feet again, head missing, body still functioning.

      “Idiot,” I said. “You just wasted your best weapon.”

      Worse, the undead wasn’t going down that easily. River swung his blade, cutting its legs off at the knee. I threw salt at the second undead, its grey flesh peeling from its bones. River sliced effortlessly through the third undead, leaving it in pieces, while Morgan stomped on the remains with a grin on his face.

      “That’ll teach them,” Morgan said. “And yeah, I know they’re not conscious, Ilsa. Wonder who sent them.”

      “We’ve got more company,” River remarked.

      The rotting smell of undead blew on the breeze, and I fought the urge to gag. These undead moved quicker than the others, and from the smell, they’d been dead a few days at most. Long enough to rot, but not long enough for the flesh to fall from their bones. Vacant-eyed, three of them advanced on us, hands outstretched and grasping.

      I readied my salt shaker, aiming at the nearest zombie’s face. Salt ate through its flesh, but I hadn’t thrown enough to bring it down. Its legs kept moving, far faster than I expected. My foot connected with its knee, expecting it to give way, but it didn’t. Instead, its hand latched onto my arm, dragging me forwards. And its other hand clutched a knife.

      Whoa. Undead shouldn’t be this strong, let alone armed. The knife sliced my sleeve but missed the skin beneath, and I kicked its leg, hard. Its grip didn’t break, and the knife sliced again. I threw the salt at its knife hand, which dissolved around the weapon. Grabbing its clammy hand in mine, I gripped hard, wrenching at it, but it was like trying to shift solid stone. Definitely not a normal undead. They didn’t feel pain, but they shouldn’t retain their living strength.

      The undead seized me with its free hand and threw me into the wall.

      Pain exploded in the back of my skull. I groaned, coughing on the stench of dead flesh. The undead’s left hand was gone, rotted away, but its freakish strength was undiminished. Its boot came down on my hand and I barely dodged in time. I glimpsed River cutting and slicing at a second, also wielding a knife. Iron. He’d be in even more trouble than I was if he got cut.

      Blood trickled down my forehead where my head had struck the wall. I briefly let the spirit world seep into my vision, but no wraith controlled the undead’s movements. Its overpowering strength had come from somewhere else.

      I raised my hand and threw salt into the undead’s face. His flesh melted away but the bones remained. The wall rattled when I ducked under his remaining fist and it bounced off the brick instead. His wrist gleamed with a bracelet—a spell. A witch charm? Was that what powered him?

      Behind the undead, Morgan swore, hitting the exterminator. “Bloody thing is broken.”

      “No, it has one shot inside it,” I said. “Told you not to waste it.”

      The undead punched the wall aside me again, and while it moved slow enough to dodge, its fists gouged holes in the brick.

      I called the book’s magic, my hands glowing white, and pushed. The undead’s feet left the ground, slamming it onto its back.

      “Get those wristbands!” I shouted at the others, lunging at the undead. I tackled it in the chest, grabbing its right hand, and wrenched off the gleaming band. At once, the undead’s punches turned feeble, and when I threw the last of the salt onto it, it stopped struggling.

      Morgan wasn’t so lucky. His hand was wedged in an undead’s chest, while its fists beat at him. An identical band gleamed on its wrist. I jumped in and pulled the witch spell off, and the undead went still.

      Morgan tugged his hand out of its half rotten chest and kicked it. The manoeuvre would probably have hurt him more than the enemy if his opponent hadn’t been dead. As it was, the undead fell in a heap.

      “Fuck.” He looked at his hand, which was covered in rotting bits of flesh, and attempted to wipe it on his cloak.

      “Lovely,” I said. “That’s why you don’t punch zombies. Especially when they can punch back.”

      River, who stood surrounded by dismembered undead, swore softly. “Those spells are strength enhancers,” he said. “I can’t tell if they were put on them while they were alive, or afterwards. They haven’t been dead long.”

      “I figured,” I said. “There’s a witch involved in this? Or is someone selling spells to rogue necromancers now?” The street was empty, giving no signs of where they’d come from, and of course you couldn’t use a tracking spell on a zombie even if we’d had one to hand. “Damn. If they’re all like that, there’s no way everyone’s prepared.”

      “Exactly.” River grimaced. “You’re out of weapons, Morgan. Go back to the guild. If there are more undead wearing those spells, they need to be removed immediately.”

      “I’m not going back,” Morgan protested. “I can kill zombies. You saw.”

      “Morgan, you blew out your exterminator,” I said. “Also, we need to take these spells to someone who might know what they are.”

      “Corwin,” he said.

      “Wait, you’re still in contact?” I hadn’t spoken to him a lot, but I’d assumed Morgan had been too out of it to remember his time at my house. Not to mention his new position at the necromancer guild.

      “Yeah, we’re going to the pub tonight, but he’ll be working at the market if you wanna talk to him.” Morgan looked disappointed that he wouldn’t get to kill more zombies. I’d almost preferred it when he was sleepwalking around on the orders of a ghost, but not quite.

      As River turned to walk back to the guild, I spotted another group of necromancers heading our way. My brother walked in their direction.

      “More undead to fight?” Morgan asked hopefully.

      “Someone’s dead,” said one of the necromancers. “Killed by necromancy.”

      I looked at Morgan. No way. That scream I’d heard…

      “Lady Montgomery wants everyone back at the guild—immediately.”

      I turned around, my mind whirling. It can’t be true.

      “What’s up, Ilsa?” asked Morgan.

      “When I heard screaming earlier, did you hear anything at all?” I asked.

      He frowned. “No. But I’m wearing iron, aren’t I?”

      Had I heard it because the person who’d died had been a necromancer? It’d sounded human, for certain. I’d thought Morgan’s gift was rare, and psychics were rarely aware of their own talents. That scream had rang across the spirit world, laced with a horrific familiarity.

      It’d sounded like a psychic sensitive. Which meant the fetch was still at large.
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      Lady Montgomery waited at the guild, asking each returning group of necromancers for their reports on the mission. Everyone reported encountering undead, but only one group had faced ones with freakish strength.

      “Witch spells,” I said, drawing her attention to me. “That’s why they were so strong. Someone put strength-enhancing spells on the undead.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      I held up the spells in answer. “All three zombies we faced were wearing them. River recognised them as strength enhancers, but we’ll need to check with a witch to see where they came from. I’ve never seen them before.”

      “Spells shouldn’t work on the dead,” she said.

      “They haven’t been dead long,” I said. “The undead were overpowered as hell. They could easily crush a human without trying. Someone gave them those enhancers—someone living.”

      “We have several witch members who can check for a spell signature,” Lady Montgomery said. Her gaze went to Morgan. “I should also inform you that another psychic sensitive was just murdered.”

      “Another one, or the same one?” Morgan said.

      She arched a brow. “The same one?”

      Shooting Morgan a warning look, I said, “We heard someone died before we came back here. Guess the news reached us before you.”

      “Nobody knew it was a psychic sensitive until two minutes ago.”

      “We didn’t know,” I said. “It was a guess.” I hadn’t known Morgan had come to the same conclusion as me, either. Maybe he was sharper than I’d given him credit for.

      “Based on what, exactly?”

      “I heard screaming,” Morgan said. “Sounded like when that thing was in my head. I’d taken off the iron.”

      Thank you, Morgan, I thought, genuinely grateful that he’d picked up on the precarious nature of our situation. If he hadn’t been wearing the iron band, he might well have heard the screaming, too.

      Her brow furrowed. “It was still too far away for you to have been able to hear. Even taking your psychic abilities into account. As for you, Ilsa, I wasn’t aware you were a psychic sensitive.”

      “I’m not, but I can go further than the guild with my spirit sight.”

      Big mistake.

      “That’s impossible,” she said, her hands clenching. “Ilsa, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to step into isolation until the necromancers return with news of the specifics about the murder. You’ll also have to undergo drug tests.”

      “Drug tests?” I gaped at her. “For what?”

      “Magical enhancements. Please come with me. Morgan, you too.”

      “He’s fine. I’m the one who tracked the screaming—”

      “Both of you,” she said, in a low, dangerous voice. Apparently River didn’t get his don’t mess with me tone from his faerie side after all. “Now.”

      Drugs? Seriously? They had nothing on me. Except the book, but even that wasn’t illegal. As for Morgan, he’d been on his best behaviour. Too bad innocence meant nothing to someone who saw the world as black and white as Lady Montgomery did.

      She led us to a dark staircase. I hadn’t seen the lower parts of the guild yet—River had said they were off limits to most necromancers. But I knew before I saw the barred rooms that there really was a jail here. I reached out with my spirit sight and didn’t sense anyone else nearby. There was no point in putting up a fight when we’d done nothing wrong, so I walked in silence. Morgan and I were directed into cages side by side, and Lady Montgomery locked both doors.

      “Don’t look so alarmed,” she said. “I’ll be back in half an hour at most, or I’ll send someone to test you.”

      She left. We looked at one another.

      “This your first experience in jail?” asked Morgan.

      “Yes. I take it it’s not yours.”

      He shook his head. “Nothing serious or anything. Mostly disorderly behaviour… shoplifting…”

      “You’re not helping, Morgan.”

      “Sorry.”

      I looked at him. An actual apology? Whatever was the world coming to?

      Footsteps echoed outside. “That was fast,” I said.

      River walked into view. He still carried his sword, his clothes torn and bloody, and had a bright bruise over his left eye.

      “I’m sorry.” River stepped up to the door. “I have to guard you. I’ll make sure she lets you out as soon as the others return. You shouldn’t be punished for committing no crimes.”

      “I’m seriously confused here,” I said. “Why would she think I was on drugs?”

      “There have been incidents in the necromancers’ history where drugs to enhance necromantic abilities have had unintended violent side effects.”

      “Pot doesn’t work,” Morgan helpfully put in. “It makes you a really chilled out ghost. Doesn’t give you a power boost.”

      “Thanks for that,” I said. “I haven’t been smoking anything. And I couldn’t have killed the person who died. Lady Montgomery must know I was nowhere near them.”

      “Right,” said River. He looked paler than usual, the bright bruise standing out on his face.

      “She sent you to guard us when you’re injured?” I asked.

      “I volunteered. I have healing magic, anyway, though it’s slowed down here.”

      Oh. Every cell in here was made out of iron. This prison would be a horrible place to be imprisoned as a faerie. I bloody hoped he wouldn’t end up taking the fall for the latest screw-up. At least Morgan seemed genuinely contrite.

      “So we’re not murder suspects?” Morgan asked.

      “No,” said River. “Once you’ve been through testing, you’ll walk away free. But the victim was definitely a psychic sensitive.”

      “So might the fetch still be alive?” If I’d known… but it’d been so damn hard to track the creature in the first place, I’d never have had a clue it was back.

      “I don’t get it,” said Morgan. “I stabbed it to death. It died.”

      “Who knows how death faeries work,” I said. “Can they survive being killed? Or attack people as a ghost?”

      “I wish I knew,” River said. “There’s so little information available on the subject… but it’s possible that fetches might be like banshees, which are reborn after they die.”

      “Damn,” I said. “I thought—” faeries aren’t immortal anymore. But were death faeries an exception? I hadn’t even told River what Ivy Lane had told me yet—that the Sidhe’s source of immortality had disappeared. After all, it was a bombshell which might shatter the Courts, and River would be obligated to reveal that information on pain of death if questioned by one of the Sidhe. I wouldn’t be responsible for starting a war. At the very least, it’d put Hazel’s life at risk, as Summer Gatekeeper, not to mention Mum’s.

      I couldn’t do anything about that now. My priority had to be proving my innocence, and there was still the question of who’d been behind the spells that gave the undead super strength. The events in this realm were doubtless tied to Faerie in more than one way, but seeing the connection from this angle was as futile as using faerie magic in an iron cell.

      River glanced over his shoulder. “She’s here now. You might want to give me the book.”
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      An hour of vigorous questioning later and I left the questioning room, having been thoroughly prodded by no fewer than three examiners into demonstrating the extent of my abilities, and standing in a circle of candles while they scrutinised me from every angle.

      “Are we done?” I asked.

      “Yes, you’re clear,” said the examiner.

      I left the testing room to find Morgan and River waiting outside. The former had his arms folded and a disinterested expression on his face, while River looked at me, relief evident on his features “You’re good?”

      “Yep,” I said. “I’m assuming whoever put those witch charms on the undead is long gone.”

      “We had several people check, but they couldn’t get a handle on the signature,” River said. “It’s not a standard market spell, though the actual spell type is fairly common. We have people looking at their contacts for potential matches.”

      “And the murder?” I asked.

      “We’re waiting for an update, but there were traces in the spirit world that suggest it wasn’t a normal murder. The killer wasn’t found at the scene, however. It seems the victim died of fright.”

      “Damn.” I looked at Morgan. “You really didn’t hear anything? You didn’t have to take the fall.”

      “I couldn’t let them lock my sister up alone,” he said, running a hand through his hair. He’d finally cut it so it looked less like a mop, and what with his newly shaven face and necromancer coat, he looked almost respectable. But it was his tone that surprised me the most. Who are you and what have you done with Morgan? Not that I was complaining.

      “Well. Thanks,” I said awkwardly. “So—Corwin is at the market, right? You think he’ll know about those spells?”

      “Maybe,” said Morgan. “He has all this weird knowledge. Are we free to leave now?”

      “Yes, you are,” River said. “If you want to. Details on the murder haven’t come in yet, and as for those witch charms…”

      “We have a friend we can question. One of my housemates,” I said. “Let me know if I’m needed back here. I get that murder investigations aren’t my area, but if it’s targeting psychic sensitives again…” I looked at Morgan.

      He shrugged. “I have iron. It’s fine. The examiner said I’m a highly advanced psychic. I can handle the little shit if it comes back.”

      “Most people have iron,” I pointed out. “It sure as hell isn’t foolproof. Look what happened even inside the guild.”

      Apparently being called an advanced psychic had inflated his ego more than killing undead had. Morgan swaggered out of the guild, grinning at the novices filing in, and marched off down the road. I walked slower, pulling my hood up against the rain.

      “Good lord,” I muttered as Morgan still didn’t slow down. “Are you really that excited about killing a bunch of zombies, or is it about meeting up with your witch buddy? You could have told me you were dating.”

      Morgan walked headlong into a lamp post. “How the hell did you know?”

      “I don’t need psychic abilities to be able to see the obvious, Morgan.”

      “Ow.” He stepped away from the lamp post. “You haven’t told Mum I’m gay, have you?”

      “Why do you think Mum would care?”

      “I’m the firstborn Lynn,” Morgan said, blood dripping from his nose. “Mum thought I’d be Gatekeeper, or at least one of my kids would be the future heir. It pissed her off when I told her I don’t want children, and I think she still thinks I’ll change my mind.”

      “I’m fairly sure she’s more annoyed that you vanished off the face of the earth for eight years,” I said. “Also, Hazel or I could offer up our kids as bait when it comes down to it. God, I almost went five minutes without thinking about how screwed up our family is.”

      Morgan looked thoughtful. “If you and River had children, how would that work with the curse? I always wondered why they put in that rule about not dating faeries…”

      “Don’t finish that thought,” I said warningly. “That’s a long way off, if ever.”

      Morgan laughed. “So much for seeing the obvious.”

      “Your nose is bleeding. Your powers of foresight could use some work.”

      He flipped me off.

      Like many cities, Edinburgh’s supernatural population ran a weekly market, this one on a street parallel to the high street which had once been hidden before the faeries’ arrival had killed the spells keeping it hidden. We ducked down an alley between tall, old buildings, and came out onto a cobbled road covered in stalls. All manner of supernaturals came here to buy and sell, from witches hawking rare charms from across the country to faeries selling enchanted weapons and other items supposedly from within Faerie itself. I had my doubts that most of them were genuine.

      I spotted Corwin behind a display of beautification charms and other trinkets. He smiled at Morgan. “Want one?”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I said, before Morgan could speak. “We’re here to ask about a particular type of spell.” I pulled the bracelet from my pocket and held it up. “Know where this came from? It’s a strength enhancer, but not one of the mass produced type.”

      He squinted. “Must be a custom job. Not my style.”

      “I may be able to help you with that,” said a croaky voice from behind me. I jumped, then turned around to see an old woman with braided silver-grey hair, wearing a heavy traveller’s cloak, peering at the spell in my hand.

      “Er… hello, Agnes,” I said. “What are you doing here?” I’d thought she hadn’t left Foxwood in years.

      “I follow where the rumours go.”

      Corwin raised an eyebrow. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Hmm.” She cast a critical eye over the spells. “Maybe go easy on the nettles. It’ll reduce the risk of the spell backfiring.”

      “Er… thanks. I think.” He stepped back, as though Agnes’s presence intimidated him. It wouldn’t be the first time. She scared most people back in Foxwood. But I’d never thought I’d run into her here.

      “Best go somewhere quieter,” she said, weaving through the market. The crowd parted around her, without even looking at her. Those who did lay their eyes on her wore awed or scared expressions.

      “Cool trick,” Morgan commented. “Where have I seen you before?”

      “You know Agnes,” I said. “From Foxwood? She’s more or less her own coven, along with her husband.”

      “Oh. The weird ones?”

      I cringed, prepared for her to retaliate, but she gave him a good-natured smile. “You’ve changed since I last saw you, Morgan.”

      “Probably.” At least he sounded wary. I was beginning to worry that the little that remained of his common sense had evaporated along with his psychic link with the fetch.

      “You travelled hundreds of miles to get here. How?” Unlike Hazel, she didn’t have access to the paths of the Ley Line.

      “I have my ways,” said Agnes. “It sounds like you’re deep in trouble again.”

      “That’s one way of putting it. You said you recognised this…” I passed her the spell.

      “Thought you were a mage, not a witch,” said Morgan.

      “Why not both?” She turned to me. “This is a strength enhancer. I would assume you didn’t acquire it from the market.”

      “Nope,” I said. “I found them on a bunch of undead who attacked a few hours ago. They were way too strong. Might have been put on while they were alive, might not. But apparently they aren’t mass market spells, so they came from a specialist. Do you know who?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t pretend to know every witch, much less here. It’s been years since I last came. I will tell you that something drew me here. The same thing that alerted you and your brother.”

      I blinked, confused. “Alerted? You mean, the book?”

      “She knows?” said Morgan.

      “Quiet,” I hissed. “Yes, she knew Grandma. Our whole family. But I’ve been careful with the book.”

      “Not that,” she said. “The presence of a beast more ancient than most, and more dangerous.”

      Morgan swore. “The fetch?”

      “What—” Now I got it. “You’re a psychic sensitive?” I’d once heard her mage ability involved mind powers in some way, but she’d never elaborated on the subject.

      “Not in the same way he is,” Agnes said. “I’m no necromancer. But the realms of magic are more closely linked than many would believe.”

      “How do you know I’m a psychic sensitive?” Morgan asked. “Did you read my mind?”

      “No, but I know the signs,” Agnes said. “I used to deal in memories, before I decided to specialise in unique charms instead. There’s more money in memory spells, but also more consequences.”

      “What, you mean erasing memories?” I asked. “You can do that?”

      “Yes. But most people who request that I erase their memories regret that decision, and I can’t perform a spell on anyone without permission. However, my psychic talent is such that I can pick up on signals like that creature’s scream.”

      “Miles away?”

      “Distance is relative in the veil.”

      From the context, I wasn’t sure whether she meant veil or Vale. “It killed someone,” I said. “But—it’s supposed to be dead.”

      “I killed it,” said Morgan. “I thought it was a weak faerie creature, an omen of death.”

      “Not weak as far as psychics are concerned,” she said. “As for its type… like banshees, fetches are reborn into a new body when they die. It’s part of their magic.”

      My heart sank. I was afraid of that.

      “Seriously?” Morgan stopped walking, the colour draining from his face.

      “Absolutely. It’s as strong as it was when it was alive before.”

      “It nearly killed Morgan,” I said. “But he locked it out with an iron spell. So I guess it went after a new victim. How do you permanently kill something like that?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      I did know. Use the book. Open the gate wide, and put the city at risk in the process. I couldn’t test that in the training room. Using it on the Ley Line had been risky, but the instability had worked in my favour. This city straddled the Line, too, but contained countless innocent lives.

      The fetch just claimed one. How many more will it take?

      If it was hiding in the Vale, maybe I could lure it outside the city. Get Arden to open Paths along the Ley Line from the house until I found somewhere I could safely open the gate without repercussions… if there was such a place. And who was controlling the creature? It couldn’t be working alone.

      Morgan and I looked at one another. “You can do it?” he asked.

      “Possibly,” I admitted. “But I don’t know… the undead attacks, the thief in the guild… this isn’t a one-person operation. Someone is ordering this fetch around, either in the Vale or here, and I doubt the gate will swallow them up on command.”

      Also… a small detail I’d overlooked. The Grey Vale might be linked with Death, but faeries who died there couldn’t move on. So was the gate of Death accessible there at all? Or could I only banish the fetch when it was in this realm? I couldn’t see a way to manufacture a trap without asking someone to offer themselves as bait. Meaning: Morgan… or Agnes.

      Her gaze met mine. “I would volunteer to hunt this creature myself, but no faerie would dare to attack me, psychically or otherwise. I hoped that my presence here might discourage it from attacking at all, but it will only target minds it can easily overcome. Mine is unbreakable.” She said this so matter-of-factly, I couldn’t even see it as egotistical. She really was that powerful.

      Morgan shuffled from one foot to the other. “I beat it once. Does that mean it’ll come back, if I take the iron off?”

      “Probably,” I admitted. “You’re not invulnerable, you know.”

      “No,” he muttered. “Is there nothing you can do to help us?” he asked Agnes.

      “I can give you this.” She passed me a handful of spells. “That’s a redo on your disguise spell… I can tell yours is close to running out. Two shadow spells and a tracker. It may be that the people investigating the murder already used one, but I’m sure you can find a use for it.” She turned to Morgan and passed him some spells, too.

      “Wait—these are mine?” he asked, looking down at the spells in confusion. “What do I do with them?”

      “Not waste them, for a start,” I said. “That’s a shadow spell and a disguise charm, right?”

      “Disguise? What for?” asked Morgan.

      “I’m sure something will come up,” said Agnes.

      “Thank you,” I said. “How much do I owe you for this?”

      “What you’ve done already is more than enough repayment.” She paused. “Be careful. Both of you.”

      And she melted back into the crowd and disappeared.
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      I woke early the following morning to a pounding headache and the sound of Hazel and Morgan arguing in the hall downstairs. I groaned and ran a hand over my forehead. I’d had only one drink last night before crashing from exhaustion, so hell if I knew what I’d done to deserve a hangover. My whole body ached, but that was nothing new these days, thanks to the necromancers’ relentless patrol schedule. I must have been exhausted to sleep through Hazel’s arrival, let alone half her argument with Morgan. He wasn’t even supposed to be living here anymore, but Corwin had invited him here after they’d watched the match at the pub, and he must have stayed over.

      I grabbed a hoody, shoved it on over my pyjamas, and went downstairs to confront them. And I’d thought we’d been getting along so well. Morgan and Hazel hadn’t argued at all since our narrow brush with death, though admittedly she’d only visited us a handful of times, being busy with her duties as Gatekeeper.

      “What’s the problem this time?” I asked.

      “He’s being a prick,” Hazel answered.

      I didn’t need to ask for the details. The two of them could turn an innocuous discussion about baby kittens into a screaming argument.

      “Well, try to keep the noise down. Morgan and I are off to the guild later. I’d invite you to come, but everyone’s a little on edge.

      “No worries,” Hazel said. “I thought I’d go looking for Agnes. I can’t believe she gave you free spells and not me.”

      “I can’t believe Ilsa stole mine,” said Morgan, his voice slurred. Ah. He wasn’t hungover—he was still drunk.

      “You’d have wasted them on something trivial if I hadn’t.” I rolled my eyes. “Don’t deny it. Have you heard from the guild?”

      “Nope,” he said. “I should be on the rota now I’ve passed their test.”

      “So you do want to work at the guild?” Hazel asked. “Even though they threw the two of you into cells yesterday?” I’d texted her the latest, which must be why she’d shown up.

      “It wasn’t a big deal,” said Morgan, leaning on the door frame. “They thought my superpowers meant I was on some kind of necromancer drugs.”

      Hazel sighed. “And you said the fetch is back. Didn’t you say you were attacked at the guild, too?”

      “Only because we caught the guy stealing. They’ve tripled security since.” My feet were blistered from so many hours patrolling.

      Hazel’s lips pursed. “What was he trying to steal?”

      “Information on clients the necromancers had worked for. You know, the names of people they performed exorcisms for, or…”

      “Psychics?”

      “Maybe, but they wouldn’t show up as clients unless they called the guild specifically.”

      It wasn’t like the faerie had stolen highly classified information on how to use dark magic, and the fetch plainly knew how to do that already. It’d used Morgan as a puppet… I needed to consult the book. Which I’d left upstairs. “Give me a second,” I said, and walked back into the house. I ran upstairs and pulled some clothes on, then retrieved the book from under my pillow.

      The book’s cover had gone blank, the symbol no longer there. I turned the book over, my heart sinking, and then opened it. No words appeared on the pages, not even the basic introduction. It’d been wiped clean, and no longer glowed at all.

      “Er… hey.” I shook it. “Wake up.”

      No response. Not so much as a splash of ink on the page.

      “C’mon. Don’t die on me now.”

      Had I done anything with the book yesterday? I didn’t think so. Aside from testing to see if my powers worked without it. Maybe it’d been insulted that I’d even considered it.

      “I’m sorry I neglected you,” I whispered, feeling for the familiar rush of cold energy that connected me with the spirit realm.

      Nothing.

      “Ilsa!” Hazel called from downstairs. “I’m going to the market, okay? Catch you two later.”

      “Be careful!” I called back, giving the book another shake. Maybe I need to find Agnes again. But the murder…

      I tried to switch on my spirit sight, sighing in relief when a familiar greyness took over my vision. But there was no accompanying rush of power, and no ghosts.

      I ran downstairs to Morgan. “The book’s switched off. It’s not working.”

      “What? Your spirit book?” He blinked. “You sure?”

      I held it out to him. “It’s blank. Even the cover.”

      “Shit.” He hesitated, then ran his hand over the cover, opening it to show blank pages. “Maybe it needs recharging.”

      “It’s a book, not a battery.”

      My phone buzzed with a message. I put the book away and found a text from River. Another victim. I talked Lady Montgomery into letting you and your brother come and check the murder site.

      My heart sank. “Someone else died.”

      “Another psychic?” His voice sounded clearer, less slurred.

      “I’d guess so. River wants us to go and meet him.” Lady Montgomery had said we could go to help investigate the murder? After yesterday, I’d have expected her to pin the blame on us instead.

      “But the fetch isn’t there,” said Morgan.

      “No, but I have a custom-made tracker,” I said. “If they don’t already have one, I can try to figure out what happened.”

      “Or I can take off the iron.”

      “You might die. Don’t joke about that, Morgan.”

      “I’m not joking.” He buried his hands in his pockets. “I’m… okay, I’m not sober, but I’m not kidding around. I stabbed the fetch, so now it’s probably pissed as hell and murdering every other psychic it can get its claws in.”

      “Don’t forget I helped draw it out,” I said. “You’d think it’d be angry with all of us. We should go and meet River.”
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      River waited outside the guild… with Lady Montgomery herself. So that’s how he’d managed to persuade her to let us help. I’d have to tell him about the book later, but I didn’t need the talisman to solve this crime. Unless the fetch showed up.

      “Hey,” I said. “Whereabouts is this murder site? Was it definitely a psychic?”

      “Yes,” said Lady Montgomery. “It’s this way.”

      She took off in the direction of the bridge. River followed, with Morgan and I close behind. Another death. Morgan might feel responsible, but guilt churned inside me all the same.

      “I have a tracking spell,” I said. “Just in case nobody else does.”

      “I’ve got a shadow spell,” put in Morgan, hardly slurring his words. “In case you wanna blend into shadows.”

      Lady Montgomery didn’t react to his comment. Apparently picking up on the precarious nature of the trust she’d placed in us, Morgan held his tongue the rest of the way there. She halted at the end of a row of terraced houses.

      “The victim apparently stabbed himself to death,” said Lady Montgomery. “But he was psychic, and had shown no other signs of instability until now.”

      I didn’t hear any screaming this time. And unless Morgan had ignored it in his drunken state, he hadn’t either. I hadn’t been tuned into the spirit realm while I’d been sleeping, but what if the book’s lack of magic had stopped me from being able to sense the fetch at all? The timing couldn’t be worse. Two people were dead in less than twenty-four hours.

      “All of you, be careful not to contaminate the crime scene,” she added. “The body has been moved. We’re here with the permission of the human police.”

      “Wait, so you’ve already had people comb the place?” I asked.

      “I thought you two could apply your unique talents,” she said. “The tracking spells we used confirmed what we already know.”

      Hmm. If the fetch was at large, it was long gone by now. But I followed her and River into the house all the same.

      Bloody handprints smeared the living room wall. The imprint of where the body must have been lay in a red smudge in the middle of the carpet, though the murder weapon had gone. Still, I pulled out my tracking spell, checking into the spirit realm first. Greyness smothered the room, with no ghosts beneath.

      “Can you contact his spirit?” I asked.

      “That’s River’s job. Can either of you two sense anything?”

      Morgan made a choked noise and ran outside. I heard him throwing up in a bush.

      “No,” I said. “I can’t see anything. Not in the spirit world, either. But I can use the tracker.” Agnes’s spells were always more powerful than regular ones, but tracking spells tended to be pretty limited. They played out the last scene to have occurred in a particular place, but like a poor quality black and white video with no sound. It wasn’t possible to get an accurate reading from a witch spell, especially as they couldn’t be used on ghosts or undead, let alone the fetch. But I had to start somewhere. I crouched down and placed the spell in front of the bloody smear, then hit the button on the side.

      My vision tunnelled, a sense of claustrophobia closing in as everyone in the room disappeared, leaving only a black-and-white image of the living room, the carpet now blood-free. I jumped when someone walked in front of me, a male stranger, blurred around the edges. He fell to the floor, mouth open in a scream, flailing madly in a way horrifyingly reminiscent of Morgan when the fetch had been attacking him. But the fetch didn’t appear. The stranger ran in circles, tripping over nothing, and I was glad I couldn’t hear him screaming.

      He ran from view and returned with a knife. His mouth moved, forming words. Clear words. It almost looked like he was saying… Gatekeeper.

      The knife plunged into his chest, and the real world crashed over the vision in full colour. I damn near joined Morgan in vomiting outside. Taking in several deep breaths, I braced my hands on my knees. A flash of light drew my attention to the corner, where River and Lady Montgomery had set up a summoning circle.

      “I summon you, Stuart Raymond,” River said. Must be the victim’s name.

      The air fogged within the circle. I used my spirit sight, rotated on the spot, but no ghosts appeared. Nothing.

      “He must be through the gates by now,” said River.

      Morgan ran back into the house. “I can’t hear anything,” he announced. “In case you were wondering.”

      “I expected not,” said Lady Montgomery. “The victim’s ghost is not within reach. What did you see in the tracking spell, Ilsa?”

      “He stabbed himself. Like you said. Nothing more.”

      Except that word. Gatekeeper. The murderer had wanted me to see it—expected me to. Which meant the killer was targeting psychics to guilt-trip both of us for not finishing the bastard off the first time around.

      “Did he know he was a psychic?” I asked her, pushing the guilt as far away as possible. Blaming myself for the actions of a monster would help nobody.

      “Yes, but like the first victim, he wasn’t an active practitioner. There isn’t really a place in the supernatural community for people with those gifts. Witch covens would be their natural fit, but they distrust anyone who can read minds with good reason.”

      “I’m not a witch,” said Morgan.

      “No, but you can also connect with the spirit realm, and project yourself in there,” Lady Montgomery said. “And both you and your sister have demonstrated you can track down any spirit. Did you hear this one?”

      I shook my head. “Guess I slept through it.” But I’d woken with the book switched off, changed. I couldn’t have done something to the book while I was asleep, could I? Or Morgan? No way. If nothing else, I’d have heard him. Right?

      “I can try tracking it,” Morgan said.

      “Not here,” I said. “At the guild. It’s playing a game. With me, or with us. Which means as soon as you remove the iron…”

      “Yeah, no thanks,” he said, his face pale. “But—do you know who it’ll target next? I might be able to track the other psychics, but I’d have to take this thing off. I can lure it into a trap.”

      Lady Montgomery looked from one of us to another. “It’s not a bad idea.”

      My heart sank. “I—don’t know about this. It seems too obvious a trap. The fetch must have figured we’d try luring it out again, like we did last time.”

      “That doesn’t mean it won’t work again,” Lady Montgomery said. “River, collect the candles. We’re going to the site of our summit.”

      The house was quite close to the site of the necromancers’ graveyard, but it struck me as a risky move. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I rather think I’m not the one at risk here,” said Lady Montgomery.
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      The cemetery looked no less creepy during the day. I’d once found the presence of the dead relaxing, soothing even, but now every shadow carried a hint of menace that no light would erase. Even the necromancer candles which remained there from the summit, arranged in a perfect circle I could never hope to achieve. I looked around uneasily, while Morgan strode into the circle’s centre.

      “The candles will stabilise you if you enter the spirit realm,” Lady Morgan explained. “This is how normal necromancers disconnect from their bodies.”

      Huh. Maybe she did have a sense of humour after all. Graveyard humour. Too bad I really wasn’t in the mood, especially with Morgan dead set on risking his life again. I understood why—hell, in his place, I’d have made the same decision. Didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “Take it off.” He held out his wrist.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked.

      He nodded, still looking pale. “Go on.”

      I pulled the iron band free. Morgan froze, in the circle’s centre. “Damn, that’s cold. Okay, you guys are there…”

      I took a step closer to River. “Cover for me,” I murmured, and plunged into Death.

      Grey smoke. White lights. Morgan was easy to spot, turning expertly on the spot with more grace than he displayed when he was sober, let alone now.

      Morgan turned on me, eyes wide in alarm. “It knows what you did. It tricked us—dammit, where’s that iron?”

      I swore. “What—is it here?”

      He stiffened, eyes blanking out, and gave a low chuckle that sounded nothing like him. “If you don’t want to be next, Gatekeeper, I suggest you listen to me.”

      Shit. That voice wasn’t the fetch’s. It was lower pitched, and if it came from a human, I’d guess the speaker was female.

      “Get out of my brother’s head.”

      He laughed again. “Feel free to take me out… you won’t win this in the end, Gatekeeper… we have everything we need already.”

      “No.”

      I pulled myself out of Death and back into my body, gripping the coldness of the iron band in my hand. I lunged and grabbed Morgan’s arm and shoved the band back onto it. He flailed and tripped over, knocking candles everywhere.

      Catching my balance against a headstone, I straightened upright. “Morgan, are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I think.” He shook his head, his face white as a sheet. “That wasn’t the fetch. I didn’t feel it in my head like last time.”

      “Someone was using you as a puppet,” I told him. “But who?”

      “Your voice was distinctly female,” River said. “And human. I think. Not fae.”

      “Shit.” I looked for Lady Montgomery and saw she was outside the gates, speaking on the phone. “What’s she doing?”

      “Another call came in,” said River. “I expect we’ll be called to report in a minute.”

      “Forget reporting,” I said. “The person possessing him knows who we are, and they said I already have everything I need. And—the book went blank this morning. I woke up and it was switched off.” I glanced at Lady Montgomery to make sure she wasn’t listening, but she was still on the phone.

      “Switched off?” echoed River, his brow furrowing in confusion.

      “Totally blank. Even the cover. I woke up and it was like this. And it happened at the same time as the murder, I think.”

      River’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. God knows why. I don’t know what can drain a talisman.”

      “Nothing can,” he said. “Unless you used up all its power yourself, but you’d still be able to sense it.”

      “It’s been on the verge of burnout since I opened the gate,” I said. “I have to ask someone who knows. Aside from Agnes, that’s just Grandma. Or—hell, Greaves will do. Someone must know why the bloody book switched off. Most people can’t touch it.”

      “Most people?” echoed Morgan. “Who can?”

      “River, Agnes… I’d count old Greaves, but he’s a ghost, he can’t technically touch anything. Possibly Everett, Agnes’s husband. That’s it, aside from our family.”

      “Where’s your sister?” asked River.

      Morgan and I looked at one another. “She went into town,” he said. “To find Agnes, I think. Why?”

      “Just a thought. Call her. We’re going to need help.”

      “Mind cluing me in?” I pulled out my phone and found the battery dead. “I swear I plugged this in… Morgan, can I borrow your phone?”

      He dug his hand in his pocket. “Can’t. It’s gone.”

      I swore. “How?”

      “Dunno. I don’t remember a ton about last night…”

      “Like borrowing my book, for instance?”

      “No, of course not,” he said. “What do you take me for?”

      “Not the most reliable person when inebriated, for one thing,” I snapped, fear coursing through me. “I don’t have my old phone here… it’s at the house.”

      “Never mind the phone,” said Morgan. “What about the psychics? How’re we meant to know who’s gonna be next? Can Agnes help?”

      “I think Agnes implied that she can’t sense psychics like you can, because she’s not one. So she can’t track people, and she’s not a likely target.” But Hazel might be. “River, can I borrow your phone? Wish I knew her number…”

      “I do,” said Morgan, to my astonishment. “She never changed it. Always the same one, since we were kids. She said it was just in case I wanted to call.”

      I blinked. “Seriously?”

      I’d never asked. I’d wondered how they resolved their differences, and considering how they’d been bickering, I’d assumed they still hated one another. As much as you could hate family, anyway. Please let her be okay. If the enemy had targeted Hazel… but of the three of us, she had the most powerful magic.

      Morgan dialled Hazel’s number on River’s phone, and we waited in tense silence. “Not answering,” he muttered. “I’ll message her. Oi. Ilsa thinks you’re dead. Stop nattering with Agnes and answer the damn phone.”

      I put the book away. “Of the three of us, she’s the only one who’s not trained as a necromancer, but she can also turn anyone into a tree with minimal effort. I don’t see why anyone would pick her as a weak link.” But maybe that was why they’d chosen her, since all our attention was on making sure nobody possessed Morgan again.

      Lady Montgomery approached us, her expression grim.

      “Two of my people are dead,” she said. “We’re going back to the guild. All of you. That’s an order.”
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      Lady Montgomery didn’t stop when we reached the necromancers’ place. She marched through the doors, and River, Morgan and I followed close behind. The crowd parted around her, recognising the danger signs as surely as we did. The atmosphere was more subdued than I’d ever seen it.

      Morgan broke the silence by asking her, “Who died? How?”

      “They were ambushed in the spirit realm.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Oh shit. In here?”

      “Yes. Apparently a spirit was responsible.” Her tone was icy cold.

      “You’re not taking us to jail again?” said Morgan.

      “No,” she said. “I want the two of you to use your abilities to hunt the attackers down.”

      For the second time, my jaw dropped. “You really want us to help?”

      The book wasn’t working. Could I project as far without it? Morgan could, but he’d have to take off the iron—and the enemy had slipped through the guild’s defences once already.

      “Sure,” Morgan said. “Let me try.”

      “If we both have to do it at the same time, someone needs to have iron on standby,” I said. “I can’t put it back on him if this goes wrong while we’re both in Death.”

      “River, inform two senior necromancers that Ilsa and Morgan require supervision,” said Lady Montgomery. “I’m going to set up a spirit barrier around our headquarters, and once you’re done, all spiritual activity within this building will cease.”

      Whoa. An actual spirit barrier? I hadn’t seen one since Holly had used a barrier around her territory to keep the Winter Gatekeeper contained. In the end, it’d required so much power that she’d accidentally killed someone.

      “I’ll bring them.” River looked at me, worry clear in his gaze. He was probably thinking of the book and the Winter Gatekeeper, too. Like I needed more pressure.

      “Why’s she suddenly letting us use our powers now?” asked Morgan.

      “She always intended to,” River said. “Once she’s removed the possibility that the two of you were a threat.”

      “About bloody time,” said Morgan.

      The annoying part was the two necromancers I didn’t know, who followed us to the room, giving both of us suspicious looks. The room River picked out was twice the size of the others, containing several sets of candles arranged in circles of twelve.

      “You’ll have to go into separate circles,” said River to Morgan and me. “And the iron—one of the other necromancers will have to be prepared to put it on Morgan if he’s attacked again.”

      The two necromancers exchanged glances. Apparently they’d heard enough about our abilities to be wary of both of us. But River couldn’t touch the iron himself, so we’d have to put our trust in a stranger.

      Morgan shrugged and walked into a circle, holding his arm out for me to remove the iron. I did so, passing it to one of the necromancers, and got into the neighbouring circle myself.

      “If he starts screaming or anything, put that iron back on him immediately,” I told them.

      River gave me a nod of reassurance, and then the smoke of the circle moved in, greyness blanking out the world. Everything went fuzzy. No sign of anyone else.

      “Morgan,” I whispered. “You here?”

      “Yeah.” He came into focus, hovering in the air. He had more experience of this than I did, without a prop. Everything was too blurred for me to figure out where the guild’s limits were. “What’re we meant to be doing, interrogating every ghost that comes our way?”

      “I think the killer was probably half-faerie,” I said. “Like the spirit who attacked us.” Instinctively I called the last half-faerie attacker’s face to mind, reaching out, but my abilities felt muted. I focused harder. I should at least be able to sense Morgan, but I wouldn’t if he wasn’t standing right next to me.

      I shook my head. “It still isn’t working. I can’t project. I don’t think you should be exposed like this either.”

      “I can’t see the killer,” Morgan said. “Necromancers… plenty of those. They have people scouring the whole building. Why send us in, too?”

      “To search outside the building,” I said. “But I can’t. This is a waste of time. Wait, what about Hazel?” I should at least be able to find my sister. I closed my eyes, pushed outwards with my mind, and hit a barrier so solid, my head throbbed. “Ow. I hit something.”

      “Where?”

      I waved a hand around. “I don’t know. My focus is totally shot.”

      “Cause of the book?”

      “Maybe. I can’t focus like I used to. I’m not so sure I can fight, either. But I tried to find Hazel and something hit me.”

      “What—psychically?”

      “I don’t think so. But I’m not one.”

      “Lemme try.” He closed his eyes, his ghostly body flickering at the edges. Then he yelled and fell backwards, writhing on the spot.

      “Morgan!” I grabbed his arm, and my hand passed right through it. Focus… the book… My grip tightened. “Come on. Snap out of it.”

      He groaned. “I can’t. It’s coming—now.”

      I snapped into my body, shouting, “Iron—get the iron.”

      But the necromancers had gone, and the iron band lay discarded on the floor. Cursing, I dived out of the circle, but River got there first, picking the iron up in a gloved hand. He grimaced, threw it to me, and I grabbed Morgan’s arm. As I snapped the iron into place, his body jerked, then his eyes flew open.

      “Where in hell are those necromancers?” I gasped.

      “There was another attack,” River said, removing the glove. “I apologise—I should have been quicker with the iron.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I took in a steadying breath.

      “You’d better not have any psychic sensitives in here,” Morgan said. “Holy fuck. It’s projecting at everyone nearby. I think it’s gonna kill someone.”

      My stomach turned over. “We have to stop it. Can you do what you did last time?”

      He shook his head. “It’s stronger—much stronger. It’d have killed me if I hadn’t been here.”

      I tasted bile in my throat. “Stronger. How can it be stronger? Are the deaths… is it feeding on them, somehow?” Some dark fae gained power from pain and death, and the fetch was definitely a Winter fae, even if it’d come from the Vale. All death faeries were. “Just how many psychic sensitives are there in the city?”

      “Not many,” River said. “Couldn’t you find anything specific?”

      “Hazel.” I swallowed. “I tried to find her, and that’s when we hit some kind of invisible barrier. I couldn’t reach her.”

      “She’s not a psychic sensitive,” Morgan said. “They shouldn’t have reason to go after her. It’s weird that she showed up here today in the first place.”

      “Not really,” I said. “She thought you were being attacked, remember?”

      “Not that. She let herself into the house. I kinda thought you let her in, though things were fuzzy…”

      But she doesn’t have a key.

      “She can’t be affected, right?” I asked River. “I mean, I know she’s a relation. She has necromancer ancestry, like us. You don’t think…” Morgan and I looked at one another.

      “The motherfucker,” Morgan said quietly. “It got her, and now it’s going after the other psychics.”

      “It can’t.” I shook my head. “There’s no way—Hazel is stronger than either of us.”

      “Not against the dead,” Morgan muttered. “She… I know she was acting weird, but I felt kind of out of it this morning, to be honest.”

      “Pretty sure that had nothing to do with Hazel.”

      “That’s just it. I… when I left the house, it stopped. I only had two drinks, I shouldn’t have been that hungover. It’s like the house… I dunno. Like I ran into a spell.”

      “Hazel seemed fine to me.” But why couldn’t I sense her? And what in hell had happened to the book?

      “It shouldn’t have known Hazel was there,” said Morgan. “It shouldn’t have known where to find the psychics either. I possessed it. It’s really not that powerful.”

      “No,” River said. “The fetch sensed you because you were projecting for miles. But it can’t track psychics if they don’t draw attention to themselves.”

      “Just how does it know who they are in the first place?” I asked. “That document—did that faerie show anyone? Is there another traitor?”

      River shook his head. “No. If the information was in that document, nobody saw it aside from the thief, and he passed beyond the gate.”

      “Which gate?” I asked, remembering how he’d evaporated into grey smoke.

      He frowned. “What?”

      “We’ve been played,” I said. “The fetch is in the Vale. What if the ghosts are, too? That shit with the gate might have been a ploy. He might have handed the information over to someone else before he went through.”

      “He couldn’t have done. He was unconscious, and then dead.”

      “Not before he got caught,” said Morgan. “I’ve talked to a lot of people since I joined up here, and I can’t think of any other way the info got out. There’s no record of psychics. But it’s killed at least three of them in the last day, since it came back.”

      “But—even if it’s true that the thief managed to pass on the information before he died, what does that have to do with Hazel?” I said.

      “Nothing,” Morgan said. “Except for her being Gatekeeper, and you…”

      “If it wants me, it can come and face me itself. That’s precisely what I wanted the bastard to do in the first place.”

      I have everything I need, the fetch had said. Technically, the Summer Gatekeeper’s heir was important enough on her own. But she should have been able to stop him. And since when was she vulnerable to the fetch’s psychic influence? No… it must have captured her in some other way. Because it wanted me. And it wanted the book.

      The book, which had shut down, leaving me entirely vulnerable.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, then opened them again. “Do you think she’s still in this realm?”

      “If she hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have been able to trace her at all,” said Morgan. “I can check again, but it sensed me coming.”

      “What are you doing?” demanded the other necromancer, running back into the room. “You’re supposed to be helping track the attackers.”

      “Thanks for running off,” Morgan snapped.

      The necromancer ignored him and turned to me. “Lady Montgomery wants to see you in her office, Ms Lynn.”

      I shook my head. “The fetch has our sister. I’m almost certain of it. But it’s put up some kind of barrier in the spirit realm so we can’t track it. We have to find her.”

      “That was an order.” He seized me by the arm. “You’ve bent our rules enough, the pair of you. You brought this attack on us.”

      River moved towards him, but the necromancer snapped his fingers. Candles lights glowed, and River stopped as though he’d collided with an invisible force. The necromancer hauled me from the room, and it took everything I had not to punch him in the face. If Lady Montgomery wasn’t understanding—that was it. Logically, I’d stand more of a chance of tracking Hazel and the fetch with the necromancers at my back. But getting her to understand would take time I couldn’t afford to lose.

      Lady Montgomery stood waiting for me behind her desk in her office.

      “So,” she said. “The Vale.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Which one?”

      “I overheard enough to know you’ve been playing us.”

      She’d eavesdropped on us in Death? Should have known she’d try something like that. But—had I mentioned the book? I couldn’t think clearly. Hazel was missing. And without the book working, I wasn’t sure I could fight my way past the leader of the necromancers.

      “Look, don’t take this personally, but I don’t have time for accusations,” I said. “The fetch is holding my sister hostage right now, and I can’t track her. When Morgan tried to use his psychic abilities to reach her, he ran into the fetch again, and it nearly broke into HQ.”

      “Precisely why I can’t allow you to stay here and put my people in danger. You broke your agreement to serve our cause when you lied.”

      A cold sensation spread through my chest. “I had no choice but to lie. My magic—it’s kind of like a faerie vow.”

      Her mouth thinned and anger flared in her expression. I’d picked the wrong wording.

      “I see. Faerie necromancy… like those criminals.”

      I shook my head. “No. It’s not a crime. My family used the magic I have to defend this realm against the Grey Vale—the part of faerie which overlaps with the spirit realm. The enemy is there, and they have Hazel. Please. I’ll go through more interrogations, jail, whatever, but not until I’m sure Hazel’s alive.”

      The door crashed open as Morgan staggered into the office behind me, having apparently broken free of the other necromancer’s hold.

      “What she said.” He nodded at me. “We’re not leaving Hazel to die.”

      “And how do I know you’re not lying to me?” she asked in a soft, deadly voice. “You both have, on numerous occasions. Not only are neither of you necromancers, you’re the targets of the threats to our guild.”

      “We’re not lying now,” I said. “And if I could have told you the truth—look, this isn’t about what I want. It’s about the safety of everyone in this city, in the world even, and we’re sitting on a ticking bomb.” I might not know the fetch’s goal, but mass murder using faerie magic on the Ley Line would have one hell of a knock-on effect.

      “You’re both forbidden from entering here again for the foreseeable future. Your brother sent out a psychic beacon to our enemies, while you told lies that endangered our people and put lives at risk, and River enabled that.”

      “River had nothing to do with it. Please, let me find my sister.”

      “Not until you tell me the truth. River, come in. I know you’re outside.”

      He walked in. His face was pale and his eyes, when they met mine, shone with remorse mixed with a hint of fear. For me, or the guild? He was bound to them before me, possibly before the Seelie Court, even.

      “Son, when you were summoned to Faerie, we parted on the understanding that you would never let your obligations to the Court outweigh the promises you made to serve our guild.”

      “And I did not,” said River. “The Court has nothing to do with my helping Ilsa. The decision was mine.”

      I shook my head. “He can’t speak of it either. It’s a curse, on my family. And it’s why the fetch wants me. I thought it wanted my brother at first, but it’s me who’s the target. I’m—”

      “Gatekeeper, you said. For which Court?”

      My mouth fell open. She thought I meant I was like Hazel.

      “I’m… part necromancer. That’s not a lie.”

      “Blood isn’t everything,” she said. “You’re clearly not committed to our cause. And if you refuse to tell me what we face—”

      “It’s the fetch, and a bunch of half-faeries,” said Morgan. “I don’t know who’s pulling the strings. They’re beyond Death. In the Vale. The fetch can cross realms, I guess. Thought only Sidhe could do it.”

      Her mouth tightened. “Sidhe. I see how it is. You two, leave the premises immediately. I’ll be having another word with my son.”

      River. “He got dragged into this by accident,” I said warningly. “He’s from Summer, not the Vale—he’s working against the Vale.”

      The necromancer bruiser grabbed my arm again, dragging me to the door, and another grabbed Morgan. There was no point in fighting. I couldn’t rescue Hazel from a jail cell, but River—dammit. Maybe Lady Montgomery would jail even her son if she thought he was a threat to the guild, but rescuing my sister had to come first.

      Outside the guild, necromancers assembled, laying out candles in lines. They’re setting up a spirit barrier. No spirits would be able to enter the guild, good or bad.

      The necromancer let go of me. “I don’t need to tell you that if you’re seen sneaking into the guild again, you’ll both be locked in jail.”

      “I couldn’t give a fuck,” I told him.

      Morgan didn’t say a word until we’d left the guild behind. “Is now a good time to say I stole a bunch of candles?”

      I hugged him. He yelped in surprise, tripping on the edge of his coat.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Seriously. I need to out what’s wrong with the book, so—first, we should find Agnes. Hazel was looking for her in the first place, so maybe Agnes saw her before she was taken. It’s as good a place to start as any.”
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      We ran in the direction of the market. The crowd of supernaturals shopping was an overwhelming presence, and I briefly opened the spirit realm to hone in on our target. But I didn’t sense Agnes at all.

      “Can you sense her?” I asked Morgan.

      He shook his head. “She wasn’t actually staying at the market, right? She was just wandering around last time we met.”

      “Yeah, but… damn. Okay. Let’s ask Corwin. He’s the only person we know here.”

      Morgan grunted, digging his hands in his pockets.

      “Something happen between you two last night?” I asked.

      “That’s just it. I don’t remember. I guess I passed out in the living room.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time, would it?” I led the way through the crowd to Corwin’s shop.

      He leaned over the stall, looking as tired as Morgan did. “Hey,” he rasped. “Anything I can get you? Glamour spells are half price.”

      “Not today,” I said. “I was wondering—have you seen my sister? You’ve met her, or seen her at the house, right?”

      “Sure,” he said, and my heart skipped. “I saw her here about an hour ago. I think she was heading to the bridge.”

      Crap. We’d wasted too much time.

      “Er, have you seen Agnes today?”

      “No. Thought she left.”

      “Okay. Thanks anyway.”

      Morgan and I left, swiftly walking through the market. “It’s been an hour,” I muttered. “We should track her, but after last time…”

      Morgan scowled. “I’ll track her. If the fetch shows up, you can kill it again.”

      “Not here.” I looked around, at all the innocent people unaware of the potential war about to erupt in the spirit realm. “If you remove the iron, do it in a circle of candles away from the crowds. I don’t like that there’s an invisible barrier in the way, either. I’d consult the book, but—well.”

      “Give it here,” Morgan said in a low voice. “Let me see the book.”

      “What?” I surreptitiously removed it from my pocket after checking nobody was close enough to watch. Not that it looked like a powerful magical object with its cover and pages blank.

      “I got this weird feeling when I touched it the first time,” he explained. “But not now.”

      “Because it’s broken.”

      “Because this isn’t the book. It sure looks the same, but a book isn’t hard to fake, is it?”

      “Nobody can have stolen it.” But I flipped the book over, turning its pages. It was identical. Down to the last blank page. Same aged appearance, same size. And… I should know if it wasn’t the same.

      If I could have sensed it at all…

      “I sleep with it under my pillow, Morgan.”

      “Do you remember last night?”

      I shook my head. “No. I crashed early, then woke up when you and Hazel were arguing in the hall.”

      “Because she was already in the house. Without a key.” His mouth turned down at the corners. “I swear someone used a spell on me last night. I was being careful. And if the iron came off—”

      “I thought you were sure it didn’t.”

      “I’m not. It’s all fuzzy. That’s the point. I think someone bewitched us.” He glanced over his shoulder.

      “What—?”

      “I don’t think it was his fault. The fetch marked our house, didn’t it? It might have found some other way to influence him. But there was definitely some sort of spell over the house.”

      I shoved the book back in my pocket. “I didn’t sense anything. I felt off, but that’s probably because of the book. If it was gone, I’d know.”

      All I felt was emptiness, a nagging sensation in the back of my head. I’d put it down to the effects of recent events, but maybe… I looked back towards the market.

      “You seriously think Corwin was under someone else’s control?” I asked. “He’s not a psychic.”

      “No, but maybe Hazel… hell if I know. I dunno if he’ll come out and tell us the truth if he’s the enemy.”

      “All right,” I said. “I still have the shadow spell Agnes gave me. Two of them. And a disguise charm.” We had to make a plan of action, and if Corwin was the only potential link, then he’d better hope he was innocent. I pulled out the spells Agnes had given me, separating one tangled bracelet from another. “Morgan, you take the shadow. Get behind that witch’s stall, have a look around. I have a spare one if necessary. I’m gonna get answers.” I handed him the other spell. “Don’t screw up.”

      “I won’t. I—I’m sorry.” He sounded like he meant it, too. “I really fucked this one up.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. That thing would have got to us no matter what. If not through you, then Hazel or me, or even River.”

      He’s probably in jail now. Because of me. I thought of all that iron and tasted bile in my throat. How could I help both River and Hazel at once?

      “Also, watch out,” I added. “You’ll be invisible, but not like a ghost. People can still walk into you, and you’ll only be unseen in direct shadow. Got it?”

      Morgan nodded, taking the spell from me. The last I saw of him was his shocked expression as I snapped on the disguise charm. “Am I Agnes?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Damn, she’s scary.”

      “Too right I am. Get in the shadows, look for clues. Got it?”

      “Sure.”

      I marched into the market. People ran to either side to get out of my way, a marked contrast to walking around as Ilsa even while wearing my necromancer coat. At least half the local supernaturals knew Agnes, apparently. I strode right up to Corwin and bared my teeth.

      “Agnes.” He swallowed, his gaze darting about. “I thought you’d gone.”

      “You thought wrong.” I loomed over the stall. “Not doing anything illegal, are you?”

      “I—no. Please don’t hurt me.”

      Guilty conscience, huh.

      “I don’t need to hurt you to remove your memories, boy,” I said softly. “Your master won’t like that, would he?”

      He paled so rapidly, I thought he’d pass out on the spot. “No. I’ll tell you everything.”

      I stepped in close. “I’m listening. What did he tell you to do?”

      “He? She told me—she ordered me to put a spell on the house that would drug the Lynns. It wasn’t hard, honestly. The girl, Hazel, was already on her way to visit.”

      She. The person running the show was female. A Sidhe? Surely not…

      “Tell me. Now.”

      “The worst part was taking the book,” he said quickly. “Because it’s cursed. Nobody can touch it. Took weeks to figure out how to do it. In the end we drugged the sister and got her to pick it up. Then we took her.”

      No. Not Hazel. She must be alive somewhere, in this realm. Otherwise, there would be no Summer Gatekeeper.

      “How did you get past her family’s magic?” I growled in Agnes’s voice.

      “That was almost as tough as the book. I’m glad I wasn’t involved with that part.” He shuddered. “They used my spells, because witch charms still affect her when faerie magic doesn’t. They’re taking their brother next, I think. I offered to bring him in, but that creepy little fae monster wants revenge on him for stabbing it the first time.”

      The fetch. Holy shit. If they planned to go after Morgan, either the guild was their target, or the house.

      Lady Montgomery was already working on the guild’s defences, and if they planned to attack directly through the spirit world, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do without the book. But if Hazel was in Death—or the Vale—the book must either be with her, or with the person who’d stolen it. Either way, this guy was useless. His part in this was over.

      He screamed suddenly, blood spurting from his neck.

      “Too bad they already got me,” my brother rasped from behind him. “And it’s a pity you can’t see ghosts, tough guy.”

      “Bloody hell,” whimpered Corwin. “You stabbed me.”

      “Should have done that the moment I saw you,” he growled. “The thing is, I’m too angry to move on, and I’m the most powerful necromancer in Death. I’m gonna haunt you to the end of your days.” Morgan had apparently been hoarding weapons. I bloody hoped he had a plan, short of terrorising the guy.

      “I’ve told her everything I have,” Corwin sobbed.

      “Not me,” said Morgan. “Where the hell is Hazel?”

      “I don’t know. I swear—”

      “Where’s that fucking fetch?”

      “I told you, I don’t know. They needed me for my spells, nothing more.”

      “The strength enhancers? How many others?”

      “A few. They’re hard to make, the ingredients are rare.”

      “You gave them to the perpetrator in person?” I asked. “Who did you sell them to?”

      I’d worked out enough to know the person behind this was either dead, or a fae creature not part of the waking world. That’s why they had half-faeries acting on their behalf.

      “Couple of half-bloods.”

      “Names?” I snapped.

      “I dunno.” He yelped, presumably as Morgan jabbed him from behind. “Okay. Um. One was called Rye Granger and the other… Lily Thorn.”

      Might be aliases, but it’s a start.

      “Thank you for your assistance,” I growled. “If it turns out you’ve supplied me with false information, I’ll have to pay another visit. Good luck dealing with your ghost, Corwin.”

      “How do you know my name?” he whimpered. “Don’t steal my memories. Please. God, go away.” He moaned, sinking behind the stall. I marched off, hoping Morgan got the message and followed me.

      We had the names. With a name, you could summon its owner. We didn’t have a lot of options, but we weren’t out of the fight yet.
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      I switched off the disguise charm once I reached the bridge over the disused railway, which was covered in shattered glass and overgrown with plants from the battle of the invasion. I’d heard underneath the bridge was a haven for dark fae, but tourists seemed content to cross it in cars or on foot as though the world had never changed at all. Life went on, even as we waged an invisible war. I repeated the faeries’ names in my head, and waited for Morgan to catch up. He wasn’t experienced in using shadow spells so I spotted the outline of a person following me, almost hidden under the dull grey sky.

      “Morgan, switch the spell off. You might need it later.”

      “Got a plan?” He appeared at my side, still clutching the knife he’d stabbed Corwin with.

      “Yes. For a start, stop waving bloody knives around. I thought you were going to kill him.”

      He shook his head, pocketing the knife. “Just wanted to scare him. I don’t appreciate what he did to screw up my memories.”

      “Yeah, I see that. I’m going to find a safe place to summon those half-faeries, if they’re dead. I think it has to be the house. The fetch already knows where it is, and it’s not like there’s anyone at home.”

      Ten minutes later, we had the candles set up in the living room. I snapped my fingers and the lights came on, filling the room with pale necromantic lights.

      Reciting the summoning words, I finished with, “I summon you, Rye Granger and Lily Thorn.”

      No response came from the circle, though the candles remained glowing.

      “They must be alive,” Morgan said. “Can’t summon the living.”

      “Dammit.” I looked at him. “Normally I’d try to find them in the spirit world, but—”

      “I can do it.” He stepped into the circle himself, holding his arm out so I could remove the iron band.

      “Be careful,” I said.

      He stood staring into space for a moment. Then his gaze blanked out. The candle lights flickered. I braced myself ready to slam the iron back onto him. Seconds stretched into minutes. Images of what might be happening to Hazel, to River, flashed before my eyes. I clenched my fists on the iron. We need clues before we go charging off. As for River, he could handle himself. His mother wouldn’t kick him out the guild and if she did, he was resourceful enough to survive in Faerie, let alone here. Hazel had to be our priority.

      The candles flashed. Then Morgan’s spirit appeared floating above his body, his arms locked around the neck of a smaller figure. “Stay put, you little bastard.”

      I snapped the binding words, and the ghost stilled. I felt a brief flash of triumph that I’d managed to get the spell to work without the book. Then he turned on me.

      “Hey,” I said to the ghost, who was presumably Rye Granger. “You’re stuck here until you tell us who you handed the witch spells you bought at the market to.”

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked, staring up at Morgan.

      “I’m the angel of death,” Morgan told him.

      “You’re the Gatekeeper,” said the faerie, turning on me.

      “Who told you that?”

      “He did. The one who brought me here.” The faerie shuddered. “You can’t hurt me here.”

      “I can hurt you,” Morgan added. “Believe me.”

      The faerie scooted over to the opposite side of the circle, yelping when he touched the candle’s burning lights. “I just bought the spells. I’m not strong enough to handle the rest. And it’s too late. I’m not allowed back to Faerie.” He whimpered as Morgan kicked him, hard. Being a ghost didn’t stop him from feeling pain.

      “So that’s what they promised?” I said. “You gave the spells to someone. Who?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t—I can’t.”

      “You’re bound up in a vow. You know they stop working when you die, right?”

      “Not this one,” he whispered. “I’m dead. They tore me out of my body, and I can’t even move on.”

      “What?” I said. “Seriously?” Then—he might not even know Hazel had been kidnapped, considering the lack of information the fetch’s master’s followers seemed to be given.

      “Did the fetch do that?”

      He nodded. “To cover our tracks. I’m trapped here.”

      “I can help you,” I said. “If you tell us what you know. They took my sister. They locked us out so we can’t even reach her in Death. Can you give us a hint about where?”

      “There’s a graveyard, one nobody else can see unless they have the Sight. It’s near Calton Hill. Take those candles. It’s all I can tell you.”

      “Why should we trust you?” demanded Morgan.

      Yeah, he might be lying. But it was clear the fetch knew how to make a vow last beyond death, and we likely wouldn’t be able to pry any more information out of him. Hazel, if she was stuck in Death, was running out of time.

      “I’ll banish you. Morgan, come on.”

      He shot the ghost a look, then he stepped out of the circle and I spoke the banishing words. The ghost vanished, though the gates didn’t appear. I’d reverted back to a normal necromancer skill-wise. Which might not be enough to win this.

      Morgan hovered outside the circle. It was weird seeing him floating there while his body lay in the circle, inert. “I’m gonna try and find Hazel again.”

      “You sure?”

      He nodded. “I can’t figure out where she is. But maybe if I hit the barrier hard enough, I can break it open.”

      “I’ll be on standby.” I held up the iron.

      Morgan stepped into the circle again and disappeared. His body jerked on the floor, then he yelled expletives to the ceiling.

      “Ow.” He lifted his head. “Bloody thing’s tougher than before.”

      “Did you at least figure out which direction it’s in?”

      “Way off. Over by the Firth of Forth. Maybe it’s in the sea.”

      “Not helpful,” I said. “Time to go visit this grave, I guess.”

      There were no other options remaining. Worry for Hazel beat in my skull, but if they’d locked her in a spirit barrier, we’d need to find its limits before anything else. The graveyard was in the right direction, which strongly suggested we were running into another trap. But surely the enemy must know that the book had chosen me, claimed me, and wouldn’t serve anyone who didn’t belong to the Lynn family. If I got within reach of it, the talisman’s power would be mine once again.

      The ghost, it turned out, was right about the graveyard. Once we’d taken the fastest route I could find, the spires of an old church came into view. A shimmering around its edges told me that most humans would see nothing more than a ruin when they looked at it. The churchyard was small… and a ghost floated in the centre.

      Trap? I’d say so. My spirit sight showed me nobody close by, living or dead. The spirit was younger than I’d thought, and female, with thick curly dark hair.

      “I’m not picking up on anything,” Morgan said quietly.

      I took a deep breath and opened the small iron gate into the churchyard. “Hey,” I said to the ghost.”

      Her gaze snapped to my forehead. “Oh. You’re different to the usual ones.”

      She knows what the mark is. “Yeah, I am. I don’t want to make threats, but someone I care very much about is being held hostage. So I need to know if you’ve seen anything unusual. Like the fetch, for instance.”

      “You came to ask a ghost about death omens?” She sounded highly amused.

      “What, you’ve met it?” I asked. Her clothes were old-fashioned, from what I could tell. How long had she been here? Only necromancers could last for decades beyond death.

      “Of course it can. I was its first victim.” She laughed. “The fetch first appeared to signal the demise of an old witch over a century ago. The witch was supposedly buried nearby, but her grave was never found. And the fetch, apparently, never left.”

      “The same fetch?”

      “There’s only one.”

      “It’s killing people,” I said. “You know that? Someone is controlling it.”

      “I wouldn’t know. But if you’re marked by the fetch, you’re too late. It never leaves its victims alive.”

      “It’s not just targeting us,” I said. “It’s targeting the entire necromancer guild.”

      “Pity.” Her mouth twisted. “I knew they’d doom themselves eventually. Those who seek to control death always meet an untimely demise.”

      “You’re one of them,” I said. “You can’t have survived death any other way.”

      Her eyes flashed, her body momentarily glowing white as anger suffused her expression. “Don’t you dare compare me to them.”

      “I don’t know what issue you have with the necromancers, and to be honest, I don’t care,” I told her. “The fetch is holding my sister hostage. Did you ever have siblings?”

      “Why does it matter? I have nobody.” She sniffed. “And you show up and insult me.”

      “If you’ve been hanging around here playing the victim, I’m not surprised. I was told to consult you by someone who worked for the fetch.”

      Her eyes flashed. “They can’t leave me alone, even in death.”

      “Who killed you?” asked Morgan.

      “Why do you care?” She frowned, her gaze dropping to the iron band. “Oh, clever idea. So you’re the one who’s been marked. The fetch’s victims never escape, no matter how hard they try.”

      “I’m terrified,” Morgan said. “I already killed it once. Like I’ll kill you, if you don’t tell us where my sister is.”

      “You can’t hurt me,” the ghost said. “If you truly think the necromancers so noble, ask them about the witch they banished a century ago, the fetch’s first victim. The predecessor of the current guild leader was responsible for binding the spirit.”

      Lady Montgomery? “I know her,” I said. “But she doesn’t know what’s happening now. The fetch… why would it take hostages?”

      More to the point, why would it need the book? The talisman might be valuable, but it didn’t work without the Gatekeeper present. If they needed me to use it, they’d have kidnapped me, not Hazel. She couldn’t use it. Even Morgan couldn’t.

      “Hostages?” she echoed. “I don’t know how the mind of the creature works. And I certainly do not know why it would resurface now.”

      “You can see the spirit realm, right?” I asked. “Can you—can you tell me whereabouts the boundary is? There’s a block, in the spirit realm, but I can’t figure out its actual location.”

      She stared into space for a moment. “There is a block.” She pointed vaguely over the rooftops. “A powerful one. Whatever lies within is a dark concentration of spiritual energy which if unleashed, will consume the city and everyone inside it.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve felt it before. When the faeries came.”

      My heart plummeted. It’s the Vale. Two of us weren’t enough to make an army, least of all against that place.

      “I’m tethered here,” she said. “I can’t leave. You can thank the necromancers for that one, too. If you want to know the truth, ask them about the witch.”

      Shit. I didn’t want to go back into the guild, but River was held captive there, and his own mother’s family had apparently been involved with binding this witch. Maybe there was a link. Heaven knew I had no other clues to work with. Not to mention the guild needed to know there was a Vale army waiting to strike. Jas, Lloyd… there were a lot of innocent people in that building, to say nothing of all the humans, supernatural and non-supernatural alike, outside of it.

      We still don’t know who is pulling the strings. The ghost? Surely not. She barely registered on my spirit sense, and the fetch was weak, too. Someone much more powerful had set the Vale against us. I doubted the ghost would give me answers, but it begged the question of why the faerie ghost had sent us here.

      And if the guild had really been involved with the fetch in the past… presumably they’d managed to stop it once before. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be any psychics left in the city at all.

      I turned my back on the ghost and left the graveyard, Morgan behind me.

      “I don’t know anything about murdered witches, but she sure seemed pissed off with the necromancers,” I muttered.

      “You can’t trust her word either,” said Morgan.

      “Considering we have no other allies, I think we should at least ask the guild. How many ancient ghosts here would know what the fetch is? If the guild’s hiding something, or if they have more tips on how to deal with this, we have to check. I have one shadow spell left. I can sneak in and get River out.”

      “Not without these.” He pulled a handful of spells from his pocket. “I swiped them from Corwin. This one’s an unlocking charm.”

      “Damn. Good thinking.” I paused. “I’m not sure witch spells will be enough to get us in without being seen.”

      He grinned. “Good job I took note of the secret entrance to the dungeon, isn’t it?”

      “What—seriously? Where?”

      “It’s invisible,” he said smugly. “I checked out of my body for a moment while we were in jail and snooped around. But it can be seen by anyone with the spirit sight if you look hard enough.”

      “You’re—”

      “A genius.”

      “More like one of the most bizarre examples of a genius I’ve ever met, Morgan,” I told him.

      “But I’m still a genius. That’s what’s important.”

      “Quiet. River might be in jail, too, and he’ll be under guard. Either way, we’re getting him out no matter what.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As we neared the guild once again, the first thing I saw were several bright lights glowing before the building’s iron-and-brick facade. A row of cloaked figures stood guard outside, lined up behind the candles.

      “Damn,” Morgan muttered behind me. “The barrier’s up. Nobody in there can summon anything at all.”

      Guess we can’t, either. Necromancy wouldn’t help us this time.

      I switched on my shadow spell, and so did Morgan, who grabbed my arm to drag me into an alley alongside the necromancers’ building.

      “The hidden entrance is down here somewhere,” he muttered behind me.

      “I can’t see one.” The alley was narrow, almost too narrow for a person to fit through. My elbows scraped against the brick, and I stopped, seeing a shimmer that suggested a spell was present close by.

      I ran my hand over the wall, and my hand locked to the brick. Pain flashed through my mind. It’s a trap. I gritted my teeth against the pain as it seared my forehead, not unlike when Lady Montgomery had tested me the first time. “Ow. Stop. I’m an ally—”

      I gritted my teeth as pain lanced across my head, my body shivering, grey creeping into my vision. Then—it lifted.

      Morgan, who’d reappeared beside me, gasped. “Your head. What’s that… mark?”

      “Oh no,” I whispered. “It recognised me as Gatekeeper, and I think it killed the spell keeping the mark hidden.”

      “Damn. Okay, we’ll have to be quick.”

      He pressed a hand to the wall and hissed in pain, but the defences apparently recognised him as a non-threat, too. A metal door appeared in the brick, surrounded by shimmering glyphs. I pushed it inwards. Who needed a lock when you had magic to distinguish friend from foe. No enemies could get through that way, which must be why they’d left it unguarded.

      A narrow back corridor led down into darkness. Chills broke out on my arms, along with a creeping sensation like walking in an area with a lot of spirits present, such as a graveyard. I thought the ghosts were locked out. I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry, my skin prickling.

      “People died here,” Morgan whispered behind me.

      “What…? Oh no.” The invasion… the survivors had sheltered underground during the day and a half of hell the faeries had unleashed. And evidently, not everyone had made it out.

      Cold. Dark. The smell of iron. Fear poured off the walls, a tangible presence. I expected horrified ghosts to spring into existence, but if they’d existed here, they’d have left by now. But the fear remained, burned into the very walls. I could taste it. My body trembled all over. What’s wrong with you? I hadn’t lived through the invasion close up. I’d been safe and snug in the Lynn house watching the Sidhe from the window… but here, the sheltering humans’ terror was so close I could taste it.

      “Should have brought a map,” I muttered. We must be underground by this point. And if we didn’t hurry, the shadow spells would wear off and getting outside would be pretty much impossible. The creeping sensation lifted as we found ourselves in a corridor similar to the one near the cells.

      “Told you so,” Morgan said.

      “How did you work out the route? There’s no map.”

      “Logic. I remembered where in the building we were in the cells. Undiscovered genius, remember?”

      “Only because you dropped out of school.” I paused, sensing a human presence. Please let it be River. It was bad enough that I’d insulted the necromancer guards. I didn’t need to add assault or attempted murder to the list, especially when we needed their help.

      I slowed my steps, warily, then breathed out when I recognised the familiar presence, warm and laced with the faint scent of earthy magic. Within a minute, I came to a large cell. River sat on a wooden bench inside it, and looked at me. “I sensed you,” he said. “You shouldn’t have come back.”

      “Oh, thank god,” I said. “I thought we’d find you in one of those cages.”

      “Your cell is nicer than ours,” Morgan said.

      River stood, his gaze leaping to my forehead. “The mark—”

      “Your security system exposed it,” I said.

      “How did you even know about that entrance?”

      I nodded to Morgan. “Someone here’s been holding out on us. Only thing is, this place is spirit locked and we need to find some important information if we’re to catch this monster and free my sister.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      I shook my head. “She’s either in Death or the Vale, but I can’t reach her without the book. Which is with the fetch and whoever’s running the show, behind that same barrier. I’ve no clue what they’re doing there, but this ghost said it’s to do with a witch the necromancers killed a century ago. Someone whose grave hasn’t ever been found. Apparently she was the fetch’s first victim.”

      “Thea Allard,” said Lady Montgomery.
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      “Lady Montgomery,” I said, my heart sinking far below the dungeon. “You know this witch?”

      “She was before my time. I gave you the chance to leave.”

      “You should have known I wouldn’t, not while River was imprisoned and the enemy’s plotting against you. I’m told the witch is connected to what’s happening.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Ilsa, come with me. Morgan… you, stay down here. I don’t need to tell you what the consequences will be if either of you act against the guild. The barrier is set to react if anyone so much as attempts to use hostile magic.”

      “The door let me in,” Morgan said defiantly.

      “That’s the only reason you’re both still breathing.” Lady Montgomery led the way upstairs, not sparing so much as a glance for River. My heart twisted. She really had locked him up, and had no apparent regrets. But—she’d also called me by my first name.

      When we were in her office, she said, “Who did you speak to?”

      “A ghost, one the necromancers killed,” I said. “Apparently. It’s all guesswork at this point. She seems to really hate you guys, though. And she said you bound the ghost of this witch, and I guess the fetch stuck around afterwards. Something about her grave. Do you know where the grave is?”

      “There isn’t one,” said Lady Montgomery. “If you’re talking about who I think you are, she was thrown into the sea, as far as records go. What is that mark on your forehead?”

      Damn. Guess she doesn’t recognise it. “My mark as Gatekeeper.” No point in hiding it now. “Not like my sister. Another type of Gatekeeper. I have—or, I had, a book which gave me abilities like a necromancer. That’s why my powers are so strong. I didn’t lie about Morgan and me being related to necromancers, but I didn’t have any powers before I found the book. It’s linked with—the gates. Of Death.”

      “And you decided not to tell anyone, even when you knew current events were linked to your position? I take it that’s the reason you were targeted here, and people were killed.”

      Guilt flooded me. “I have no idea about who’s attacking the guild,” I said. “I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone outside my family. The power’s bound to the book—when you saw my mark, it lifted the curse, so I can talk to you about it. But the book’s gone. They took it. It contains the power that controls the gates of Death. It’s the truth.”

      “You expect me to believe that there’s a book with the power over death itself? My family has been necromancers, leaders of this guild, for generations, and none have ever heard of this book.”

      “Maybe they haven’t,” I said. “But I’m telling the truth. My family has owned the book for decades, at least, but I can’t say I know when it came into existence.”

      “And you thought you’d get answers here. That was your purpose.”

      I shook my head. “No. I was trying to avoid the guild until I exposed my powers and got dragged in here. After that, I just wanted to survive. And help my family. Lady Montgomery, my sister’s life is in danger. If there’s anything you can do to help me, I’ll submit to the guild afterwards in any way you like. But as long as they have the book, I can’t prove what I am. You’re just going to have to trust me.” I pointed to the mark on my forehead. “You must know this isn’t from Earth. It’s from Faerie. There’s a conspiracy over in the dark side of Faerie, and that’s what the Winter Gatekeeper was mixed up in. The book chose me to stop her, and I succeeded. It sent her through the gates forever.”

      “I’d be a fool not to believe there’s some truth to your words, Ilsa,” she said. “But I cannot let you put the guild in danger.”

      “I’m not. I came here for River, and to find out how to help that ghost so I can track my sister down. If you know who she was… who this witch was, and where she was buried, there’s no harm giving me the information. I can’t hurt you or the guild the way things are now.”

      “I suppose not.” She paused. “It sets a bad precedent to allow you to walk away free.”

      “Nobody saw me come in.”

      “Precisely.” She took in a breath. “Thea Allard was killed by the guild for leaving us and using our knowledge to cause damage. She wasn’t a witch in the modern sense, she was a necromancer, as far as the records say. As for where she’s buried, all accounts say her body was tossed into the sea and was never recovered.”

      “But she said you bound her spirit… wait. Is the ghost the witch? She was definitely a necromancer. Nobody else could have stuck around that long.”

      “There is no grave,” said Lady Montgomery. “And spirits who do not belong to the guild are liars by nature.”

      “Why trick us? It’s not like the enemy doesn’t already have the upper hand.” I swore under my breath. “Hazel is missing. She’s Summer Gatekeeper. Even if you don’t believe what I am, she’s the one who’s supposed to keep the peace between the Summer Court and this realm. If she dies, Summer invades here, or Winter invades Summer, and the knock-on effect causes more faerie invasions. You must know what that would be like. The Sidhe—they took you once, didn’t they?”

      She gave me a sharp look. “I chose to go with them of my own accord, because I was a fool. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again, and I certainly won’t allow our safety to be compromised. This book, if it exists, is a repository of necromantic energy, which if in the wrong hands, might have the same effect as another dangerous concentration of energy in one place. Especially here, so close to the Ley Line.”

      Despite her harsh words, some measure of relief rose at the idea that at least she’d grasped the severity of our dilemma. She knew what she was talking about, at least. “Nobody can use the book but me, Lady Montgomery. I can only assume it’s being used as bait, but leaving it in the enemy’s hands is risky enough on its own.”

      Necromantic energy. Like the circle fuelling the Winter Gatekeeper’s trap. But none of this added up, nor pointed at the enemy’s true location. If the ghost had lied, she’d sent us back to the guild—for what? The book would never unlock for anyone but a Lynn.

      Is Holly behind this? Hadn’t she learnt her lesson from last time?

      “Our resources must be directed towards protecting the city, Ilsa. As for Thea Allard, it’s… odd, that you bring her up now. When a powerful necromancer like her dies, their spirit is usually more powerful than most. Death unleashes energy, and one like her would have caused a knock-on effect.”

      “Energy. Necromantic power.” Like the book… and like a psychic sensitive. I looked down at the desk and for the first time, focused on the document lying there. “That’s the list the thief tried to steal, isn’t it?” I said. “The psychics who got killed were all cases handled by necromancers in the last few years.”

      “What exactly does that have to do with it?”

      “Everything.” I swallowed. “When that fetch attacked Morgan… whenever a psychic sensitive dies, it’s like a necromancer’s death, but worse. The enemy isn’t just killing them to get at us, it’s gathering energy. The last time I saw a spirit barrier, it was fuelled by necromancers giving their life energy. People died to keep it running.”

      “And you think the enemy has a spirit barrier of their own?”

      “Maybe. There’s an invisible forcefield stopping me from getting at Hazel. She’s within Death, but I can’t find her physical body, either. I’m not sure whether it’s the book’s doing or not, but it sure feels like a spirit barrier.”

      My throat closed up. I knew what to do. I also knew that it’d get me kicked out of the guild for good if I went through with it, not to mention arrested. And what I did know was hardly enough to pull my wild idea off without someone winding up hurt.

      “If that’s the case, I’ll contact the other psychic sensitives on this list and invite them to the guild,” she said. “It’s a temporary solution, and there are more than on record.”

      “Those are just people who called the guild, right?” I asked. “Why did they ask for the guild’s help?”

      “All were about encounters with a fae beast of some sort. In the end, there was little we could do for them.”

      “It’s been targeting them for ages.” I looked up at the shelf above her head, belatedly remembering that she kept the available books on so-called dark magic here in her office.

      There was one thing we hadn’t tried yet. A boost of energy… and now I knew for sure what I needed to look for, I’d take any chances necessary. Even if it meant implicating myself in the same crimes. As she caught me looking, I let my gaze drop a little to a photo frame balanced on the shelf in front of the books. Lady Montgomery herself was in the picture, with a golden-haired, pointy-eared boy holding her hand. River.

      “You’re not really going to arrest him, are you?” I asked quietly. “It’s none of my business, but he—he’s not the villain here.”

      “I’m aware of that,” said Lady Montgomery. “I’m not a monster. What I am is extremely concerned for the future of all supernaturals and non-supernaturals within this city. Knowing the stakes the Gatekeepers generally play with, and that the Sidhe are involved in any capacity, innocents always suffer the consequences.”

      “Believe me, I know. It’s not like I volunteered for this. River didn’t either, but I need his help to win this.”

      “I’m sure your brother has found a way around the locks on the cell by now. I’ll call the psychics and ask them to come here, and I’d advise you to leave.”

      My heart twisted. She was going out of her way to help these people, and I was about to risk the lives of every person in this building.

      I’m sorry.

      Swiftly, I made my way back downstairs towards the cells. Lady Montgomery was dead right. River and Morgan stood waiting for me.

      “You’d think she wanted you to turn into a criminal,” I said to Morgan. “How many unlocking spells did you steal?”

      “Three. Why?”

      “We might need them. But it’s bad news. I know why the fetch is killing psychics, and it’s not just to get at us. When they die, it’s like when a powerful necromancer is killed. The energy surge feeds into any nearby magic. It’s how they’re powering their own spirit circle.”

      River swore. “Energy sources… and the book is behind the barrier? Your sister, too?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Your mother’s going to try to contact the other psychics, but the fetch might get there first.”

      “So you want me to lure it out again,” Morgan said.

      “There’s another way,” I said. “The Vale. That’s where it’s hidden. It is possible to summon something from there, using blood magic, dark magic, whatever they call it.”

      “No,” River said sharply. “Absolutely not. You know what’s in the Vale, even if you do know how to do it.”

      “I do,” said Morgan. “I think I remember the words from last time.”

      “Good,” I said. “How else are we meant to track it? It’s hiding in the Vale. Maybe with Hazel, if she’s not behind this spirit barrier. The only people who can travel there—well, I know I can do it, but not without the book. And if we use Morgan’s ability to summon it again—assuming it falls for the same trick twice, it might kill you this time.”

      River shook his head. “What you’re doing—it might make the situation even worse. You know the Vale is behind this, and they’re likely to attack the guild.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “They’re looking for a chance to break through. As long as we don’t do it on top of the Ley Line, they won’t notice. They’re fixated on the guild, and I’d bet they’d never think we’d dare to go directly to them. If it’s like actual necromancy, then the same principles apply. It’s not like a mass summoning. You can’t summon anything stronger than what can be contained in a spirit circle, right? Look, I wasn’t planning to do anything without following instructions. That’s why I wanted to get hold of the books your mother has hidden somewhere in her office. Then we’ll know for sure that using that spell won’t cause any more damage.”

      Morgan frowned. “What, you want us to break into her office? I can do it. You’ve got into enough trouble.”

      River shook his head. “She’ll catch you.”

      “Unless someone diverts her attention. It’s your choice,” I said to River. “The books are here. Either we find out this way or play it by ear and put the city at risk. Go and talk to her. She trusts you.”

      “What you’re asking me to do—”

      “Just talk to her,” I said. “Do you trust me?”

      River looked at me, his expression conflicted. “I trust you. I don’t trust the Vale. And you know that creature can’t be killed.”

      “It’s not the one behind this,” I said. “A small circle with no power contained inside it won’t break the Vale. Just because the knowledge is hidden doesn’t mean people don’t use it anyway. I’m Gatekeeper. That includes the Vale—I guarantee it.”

      “I’ll do it,” River said. “But you know what’s at risk.”

      “Yeah, I do. Morgan, do you still have the shadow spell? I’m trusting you not to mess this up.”

      “I won’t.”

      You know what? I actually believed him. “I’ll be waiting here. For both of you. Nobody gets left behind.”

      I’ll get Hazel back. And then I’ll make them pay.
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      River and Morgan returned to the dungeon within ten minutes, the latter turning visible again as soon as he saw me.

      “I got it,” whispered Morgan, showing me an old book with yellowed pages. “I won’t look at all of it, I swear, just what we need to know.”

      “Good,” I said. “Let’s move.”

      We left the guild, slipping out the side alley onto the main road. This place had survived the invasion. Surely it could survive this new threat… but the rest of the city was another story entirely.

      We have no choice. The enemy has the upper hand, and unless we use the same tactics against them, we’ll lose this.

      I picked the house as the best spot to do the summoning, and trod the now familiar route back to the row of terraced houses. River followed behind, not speaking, gripping his blade tightly. Breaking the necromancer’s law wouldn’t get him arrested like it would in Faerie, but the potential consequences might be catastrophic if I messed this up. He was putting an awful lot of faith in me—and in Morgan.

      “Morgan,” I said, walking into the living room. “Give me the book. I need to look up a basic summoning.”

      “I know how to do that,” said Morgan. “Blood. I got cut on the knife before, that’s how they got me last time. One drop of blood, and then say the usual summoning words.”

      “That’s all?” It seemed too easy, but ‘dark magic’ was just a name. The circle of candles River set up was the same as a regular necromancer summoning circle, and the swirling grey within was no different to the usual. My nerves spiked. “Blood,” I said. “Any volunteers?”

      “Corwin,” said Morgan, pulling the knife from his pocket and throwing it into the circle, which was already swirling with mist, the lights glowing.

      I spoke the summoning words, then, “I summon the fetch.”

      Grey swirled within the circle. First, like before, it swirled with death energy, the candles burning bright. I swallowed, my hands clenched with nerves. If I misjudged this and summoned, say, a hellhound instead…

      A dog-like shape appeared, emitting a furious yowl.

      “Nice to see you again,” I said. “I bind you.” The binding words left my tongue, and the fetch yowled, crashing against the circle’s side.

      “You—what have you done?” hissed the creature. “You can’t kill me.”

      River’s sword skewered him through the middle. He screeched, and Morgan gritted his teeth, but as blood soaked the circle, I shouted the banishing words. The instant he winked out of existence, I snatched the candle away before the blood drew anything else into the circle.

      “Not bad for a first attempt at blood magic,” said Morgan.

      “No more,” River snapped, breathing heavily. “It won’t stay dead forever.”

      “Obviously,” said Morgan. “But we gave those other psychics a shot at making it to the guild before it gets to them.”

      “Exactly.” I crouched to pick up the candles, passing them to River. He put them into the rucksack he’d brought, still looking displeased. “Once the psychics are safe, the fetch can’t sacrifice them. It’s been hours since the last psychic died.”

      “The enemy will have a backup plan,” said River. “What—” He broke off, staring into space. Greyness filtered through, and for a moment, I thought I’d accidentally left some residual necromantic power behind. But I hadn’t used my power at all. Grey fog filled the room.

      “Uh. Guys?” I said. “Tell me you’re still here.”

      “Someone just did a mass summoning,” came River’s faint voice from the fog. “Damn. It’s shaken up the whole spirit realm.”

      I caught Morgan’s eye through the grey mist. “Did you feel that?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve only ever sensed psychics, and I can’t do that with the iron.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” I backed towards the door. “River, did you sense where the summoning came from?”

      “I can track it.” There came a rustling noise, and he pulled out a familiar device. “Spirit sensor.”

      “Ten percent accurate.” Morgan snorted. “You’d have more luck walking blindfolded.”

      I stopped at the door, relieved that the fog wasn’t as thick outside, but a faint grey mist covered everything all the same. The spirit realm… the veil must be thinning, which meant residual energy from whatever had shaken it up would creep into this realm, raising ghosts and undead. Yet the street appeared quiet. Too quiet.

      “Let’s make for the guild,” River said in a low voice. “Before—” He stopped, drawing his blade.

      An undead lumbered towards us, bringing a foul stench on the breeze. Behind, a dark mass appeared, the air swirling.

      I stilled, swearing under my breath, as the swirling darkness resolved into a human-shaped figure. Icy air slammed into us, ripping branches off trees, rattling the windows in the nearby houses. The ground froze beneath my feet, icicles forming on nearby windows. Winter magic.

      I shouted the banishing words, and the wraith fell back, but didn’t vanish. Instead, the undead lunged forwards, his hands icing over.

      Morgan hit the exterminator. A jet of concentrated salt sent undead and wraith alike flying backwards, exploding into dust.

      “Thanks,” I gasped.

      “Is there anything you didn’t steal from the guild?” River asked.

      “Don’t answer that,” I told Morgan. “Let’s find that ghost. I knew she was behind it. Maybe that half-faerie wanted to warn us.” Or send us into a trap. It didn’t matter at this point.

      “This ghost—who is she?” River asked.

      “Your mother called her Thea Allard. Guess that was her name when she was alive,” I said. “She planned for us to fall victim to the fetch. Let’s give her a rude awakening. Or banishing.”

      “If she could be banished by conventional means, someone would surely have done so already,” said River.

      “Yeah, I know. But I can’t think of another way to find Hazel. If I had the book, I’d have full access to my powers and I’d be able to travel around until I found the hiding place.” I shook my head. “I mean, it’s some consolation to know that they had to drag half a dozen people into this scheme to get their hands on the book, but I guess even my dead relatives didn’t see this one coming. Or whoever created the talisman. This ghost, she duped even the necromancers.”

      “No, she didn’t,” River said. “She wanted to bring them down, and she failed. She can’t destroy them as they are now. Whatever deal she made with the Vale faeries was to further that goal, nothing more.”

      “You think she did make a deal?” I frowned. “That’s what I don’t get. She’s a ghost. I’m assuming she survived this long because she’s basically a necromancer Guardian without the label… but it makes no sense for her to be tethered to the graveyard. Not with the amount of people she has on her side. She must be getting more out of the deal.”

      “A binding spell must have locked her there,” River said. “That’s what I’d guess. But it can’t be undone by mortal hands, otherwise she’d already have got someone to do it.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “She makes no sense. Ghosts aren’t logical, but she has that many people involved… not to mention the book. If I die, the book would probably pass to Morgan. I mean, he’s the logical choice, because Hazel can’t be Gatekeeper twice over.”

      “Maybe the fetch never planned to kill me,” Morgan said quietly. “He planned to possess me. And if I’d had your book…”

      I stopped dead. “I think you’re right. We have to get it back before the fetch rises again. How long do you reckon we have?”

      “Anyone’s guess,” said River. “Considering how messed up the veil is at the moment.”

      Morgan began to run. “I’ll kill the evil bitch,” he said over his shoulder.

      “Dammit.” I started walking after him. “He’s determined to make himself into a martyr.”

      “It seems a shared trait for you Lynns,” River remarked from beside me.

      “Hey, that’s not fair.” At least he didn’t seem too mad about my use of blood magic. So much for the Sacred Oath of Necromancy. “I can’t believe you let your mother lock you up in jail. You knew she planned to sneak you out, right?”

      “Of course I did,” he said calmly. “It’s best for her to give the appearance of keeping the rules.”

      “While we go and smash them into pieces,” I said. “By the way, when this is over, we’re going to have words about the adorable baby pictures of you your mother keeps in the office.”

      “She still has those?” He grinned a little. “I should come back to your house and find yours.”

      “No way.” I smiled back, despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins. If I hung onto that image—of River and I being happy, of my family being reunited, I could fool myself into thinking we’d make it out of this alive.
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      The ghost waited, floating above her grave, as we approached. “I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon.”

      “No, I suppose you didn’t. You thought we’d be running around the guild, or locked in their jail… or maybe we’d dive into the sea to follow the rumours of where they hid your body.” I shrugged. “You’re no threat to me. You’re stuck here, aren’t you? I assume you must know what I am. I can get you out of here, if you tell me where my sister is being held hostage.”

      “You know where, Gatekeeper,” she said, with a barely restrained laugh.

      “It was worth a try,” I said, looking at the others. “Get her.”

      I flew out of my body. So did Morgan. He grabbed one arm, and I grabbed the other. As a ghost, she was solid, but cold. “Let go of me, mortals,” she hissed.

      “You’re not so powerful, are you?” I said.

      River strode forwards and stabbed her. She screamed in rage, impaled on his sword, writhing in pain.

      “You possess enough magic to stay alive,” he said. “What are you?”

      What? I looked at her, but I couldn’t tell if she was part faerie. River would know, though.

      “Were you ever a necromancer?” I asked, gripping her arm. “Or both?”

      “That’s why they put me to death. They should have done the same to you.”

      “Too bad things have changed, then,” I said. “Guess it got lonely here over all those years, watching the world move on, with only the fetch for company.”

      “I won’t be alone for long, Gatekeeper. You’ll be joining me soon enough.”

      “No chance, Thea,” River said. “I know who you really are. You’re the original faerie-necromancer, and you’ve been luring others here so you can bring the Vale monsters to our doorstep.”

      “So you have done your research.” She stopped struggling. “The necromancers past were not as cautious as they are now. They always use the candles to contain their rogue spirits because if they don’t, things have a tendency to go very wrong.”

      Several half-faerie ghosts appeared in the gloom, as the grey smoke wreathing the air turned transparent. I caught a brief glimpse of a forest path, grey as the smoke, lifeless and cold… and then it was gone.

      The Vale.

      The spirit broke free of our grip, laughing. River raised his sword, but the half-faeries descended on him, their eyes glowing blue and green. Half-Sidhe… and they still had their magic.

      The first half-faerie deflected River’s sword with a transparent blade of his own. I flew back into my body, ran forward, and stopped. My legs froze, my arms trapped against my sides, and a bone-deep chill seeped through my every nerve.

      That’s not faerie magic. It’s necromancy. The spirits had both types of magic.

      Morgan swore, his hands locked to his sides. Paralysing waves pinned me to the spot. River and the half-faerie continued to trade blows, while the ghost looked on.

      “You’re bored, aren’t you?” I said through gritted teeth, relieved I could still speak. “This is all entertainment to you. You’re stalling for time because I killed your fetch.”

      “I planned to take him out of the picture first,” she said, indicating River. “As for you, Gatekeeper… there’s someone on the other side who wishes to have a word with you.”

      The other side. “The Vale.”

      She’d made a deal with the Vale faeries… but for what purpose? Surely not to preserve her life—or what remained of it. She’d effectively gathered an army of faerie-necromancers who had free run of three realms at once…

      Magic streamed from their hands, bouncing off my shield. “Is that all you’ve got?” I shouted, trying to draw them away from River. He’d all but disappeared behind a flood of spirits, and while his blade could cut them, he couldn’t kill them. Worse, the grey smoke seeping in suggested that banishing them wouldn’t work either.

      “Destroy them,” said the ghost.
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      Two half-faerie ghosts advanced on Morgan and me, one Summer, one Winter. I couldn’t see how Summer magic, which usually revolved around making things grow, might survive death, but if anything, the Winter faerie’s magic glowed brighter than most living ones I’d seen, feeding on the necromantic energy present in the graveyard. Blue energy coalesced in a ball, and shot towards River. He glided out of the way, and the energy harmlessly bounced off my shield instead.

      “That was pathetic,” I shouted. “Go on. You have me tied up helplessly here. Come and get me.”

      Magic bounced off my shield again, and the energy dissipated into the air. They might have enough power keeping them alive, but they’d fade out eventually. And then they’d be sucked beyond the gate.

      Then it’ll be my chance.

      Book or no book, I was Gatekeeper. When the gate was within reach, I’d make sure the ghost passed on to the hell she belonged in. The same went for her servants. River dealt several blows that would have killed them, had they been living, but they clung on mercilessly to life, or what passed for it in the veil. It seemed a miserable choice.

      Morgan swore beside me, sweat standing out on his forehead from fighting against the invisible bonds. “The guy on the left is the one holding us captive,” he muttered. “The blue-eyed one. Get your faerie to hit him harder and this bloody spell will break.”

      The ghostly girl laughed loudly. “You’re only stalling for time, all three of you. Meanwhile, your sister rots in the cold and dark.”

      “I could say the same for you,” I said. “What’s the matter, is glamour all you have? Don’t you have any faerie magic of your own? Or are you too much of a coward to use it?”

      Maybe she doesn’t have magic. I couldn’t tell her eye colour, but they didn’t glow green or blue like a half-Sidhe or even the offspring of a lesser Court faerie. She didn’t even have the trademark pointed ears under the glamour. So what species was she? A human-appearing one, evidently, but not one with powerful magic.

      “You have the nerve to call me a coward, Gatekeeper, when you’ve been holding back on your own power.”

      “Please,” I said. “You were counting on me using it to trigger one of your plans to break the veil. You had to resort to stealing the book because I wouldn’t use it to cooperate with you. I need damn good reason to risk the lives of everyone in the city, and you temper tantrum isn’t one of them. I’ve dealt with humans who were more of a threat than you.”

      The ghost growled in fury. River, meanwhile, swiped at the nearest half-faerie ghost, sending him staggering through a grave. He’d hit the half-faerie whose magic held me captive, and I twitched a hand, sensation returning to my limbs.

      Morgan lunged out of his body at the ghost, but she laughed as his hands closed around her throat. “I can’t be banished, you foolish child.”

      “I don’t see why not,” said Morgan. “You’re not so special.”

      The spirit broke free of his grip and spun around the grave, laughing like a child. She was one, barely sixteen by the look of her. The necromancers had killed her. Maybe she was justified in hating them for that alone, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t dangerous as hell. Even without magic. For all her posturing, she hadn’t attacked us—though being half-faerie and half-necromancer, she ought to have the powers of at least one of those.

      How do you take power off a necromancer? You bind them.

      She was bound here. By a spell more powerful than she herself was, and one she hadn’t managed to get anyone to undo. Maybe that’s why she needed the book.

      “I’m not letting you stall until the fetch comes back,” I shouted at her. “Tell me what you did with my sister.”

      “I didn’t do a thing.” She laughed. “The fetch will come back. It’s undying.”

      “And what does that make you?” I said. “Seriously, this is going to drive me out of my mind. Half-sluagh? You’re almost foul enough, but you look human. Shapeshifter? Or do you really have no magic at all?”

      She hissed in anger. “You know nothing about me, Gatekeeper.”

      “Enlighten me. What do you want with the book? To get your magic back, right?”

      “To watch the necromancers burn,” she whispered. “They deserve worse for what they did. And you’re going to destroy them yourself. It’s almost time.” She smiled. “You’ll die, the same as the last Gatekeeper.”

      The ghost disappeared.

      “What—the fuck?”

      Grey fog seeped across the graveyard. The half-faeries disappeared into the mist, while the world outside was smothered in fog.

      “Get back here!” I shouted. “What the hell do you mean, you killed the Gatekeeper?”

      Silence answered. I stepped back and Morgan appeared at my side. “I vote we get out of this graveyard,” he said.

      “I would too, but can you sense anyone? River, where are you?”

      “Here,” he said from several feet in front of me.

      “I don’t understand.” Understatement of the bloody century. “Maybe the fetch is back.”

      The greyness continued to spread. I grabbed a headstone for balance as cold air blew from somewhere beyond the greyness, sharp and sudden, threatening to rip me free of my body.

      The air shimmered over the grey. Then the smoke went transparent, and before us lay… a castle. Shimmering overlaid the world, but the dark shape remained steady, where the church had been moments before. The graves had gone, leaving nothing but damp grass and shadowy edges.

      “Holy shit,” Morgan breathed. “Where are we?”

      “The Vale?” I said uncertainly.

      “Not the Vale,” River said quietly. “This is—was—a key point where the spirit lines intersect. A liminal space. The human and faerie realms merge here, I would guess. That castle is no human creation.”

      Like the Summer estate. But this place couldn’t be more different even from Winter. The castle sat beneath a night sky, dotted with stars brighter than any I’d seen, and behind it, shadowy edges suggested trees hidden by fog. But all else faded to the background when a familiar pale light reached me from the castle.

      “Oh my god.” I pressed a hand to my chest. “The book. It’s in there—it’s been hidden in a liminal space the whole time.”

      Not the Grey Vale. No… the Vale wasn’t controllable. The fetch must have been operating from here, too. It’d evaded our attention by using the exact same magic our family used to hide the Lynn house. Using a liminal space, a gap between the worlds. The book was inside the castle. Maybe Hazel was, too.

      “I’m going in,” I muttered. “I can’t say it isn’t suspicious that nobody’s guarding the place, but it’s hidden well enough that I suppose they don’t need to.”

      River swore under his breath. “I can’t use magic on the castle. It’s an illusion—a glamour. A really advanced one.”

      “This is basically Faerie, right?” said Morgan. “But… linked up to Earth as well.” He strode up to the door and shoved it. The door didn’t budge. “It’s sealed shut. No lock.”

      “Okay, breaking the door down won’t do it,” I said. “I wouldn’t use magic here. This place has enough power already. Too much. It’ll end up spilling over into the city if we’re not careful.” And where the faeries’ magic went, people died. The whole of Edinburgh was covered in endless spirit lines. It’d only take one misplaced surge of energy for the dead to rise once more.

      “The ghost isn’t here. She can’t leave the graveyard,” said River. “And the book won’t obey her.”

      “She seemed convinced it would. But even if she kills all of us, it’ll go into hibernation. It needs there to be a Lynn as Gatekeeper. And I thought she knew that.”

      “Oh, I know everything about your book,” said the ghost, appearing at my side “This is a nice spell, isn’t it? One of my half-faeries did it.”

      “You can’t leave your graveyard,” I told her.

      “We’re still in the graveyard… technically.” She laughed. “It was a powerful curse, the one your ancestor put on me. She took my power, almost all of it, and trapped me in this cursed human form, as punishment for taking her life. It’s too bad that you let the book slip through your fingers, Ilsa. This need not have happened. If only you’d handed your brother over while you had the chance. The fetch won’t let his victim get away.”

      “What the—?” Morgan broke off, choking, as two half-faeries grabbed him from behind, locking his arms behind his back. “You should be gone by now.”

      “Not as long as the gate is locked.”

      “That’s what you did,” I said. “You locked the gate. With my book’s magic?”

      “It had help.” She waved a hand. The castle walls went see-through, showing me a wide hall with a high ceiling. And in the middle, Hazel lay in a transparent coffin which stood upright, her hands clasped on her chest, around—the book.

      The book glowed bright, yet I felt none of it. I was locked out of my own power. From the glow, it was at full strength. Hazel shone all over with unnatural light, but she hadn’t claimed the book. She was in a drugged sleep, unable to fight.

      The half-faeries dragged Morgan towards the doors, and I ran forwards. A current of air hit me in the face, knocking me flat on my back. As I surged to my feet, a monstrous dog appeared at my side, its clawed foot slamming into my chest. Ow.

      The hellhound’s foot pinned me down, cutting off my breath.

      “Don’t struggle,” murmured the ghost. “I wonder how I’ll kill you. When your brother takes the book and becomes Gatekeeper, taking your life will no longer have adverse side effects. Of course, when he dies, the killers will take the curse onto themselves, but that won’t be our problem.”

      My head spun. The weight of the hellhound’s foot pressed on me. “You’re saying you want to force the book to choose Morgan instead?”

      “The book is bound to preserve the Gatekeeper’s life. I learnt my lesson from the last time.”

      “So you want to pass it on to Morgan… so the fetch can kill him, and if the fetch dies and comes back, you all escape the curse. And you’ll have the book.”

      “Right you are.” She smiled. “Too bad your ancestors didn’t see this one coming.”

      “You’re mad.” I struggled. “You have Hazel, who, by the way, is the Gatekeeper’s heir to Summer. They’ll come here when they know what you’ve done.”

      “No, they won’t,” she said. “According to rumour, the Courts are on the brink of war with one another. The Gatekeepers’ jobs will be unnecessary when they’re both destroyed. Your sister might even thank me for stopping her from having to deal with the fallout.”

      A humming noise struck up in my ears. Magic… no, the book, its power glowing brighter than even the castle. That power could destroy even us, the Gatekeepers. Morgan struggled against the half-faeries as they dragged him towards the castle.

      River lunged after him, but several half-faerie ghosts shoved him backwards. He spun around, seeing the hellhound, and stalked towards me, but the faeries reached him first. As his blade flashed, aiming at the hellhound, Winter magic struck his weapon hand. His body froze, ice creeping up his arm, as the blade fell harmlessly to the floor. Three half-faeries swarmed him, holding him down as he struggled, golden hair falling across his face, desperation in his eyes. He shouted my name, as the hellhound’s foot came down on my chest, and my vision blurred.

      “Take the book, Morgan Lynn,” the ghost said. “Or both of your sisters die.”
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      Under the hellhound’s crushing weight, I shifted, catching Morgan’s eye. Panic was etched on his face, and he hardly reacted when the half-faeries jabbed him with their ghostly weapons. They had him surrounded, backed up against the castle doors. In the end, the fetch didn’t need to persuade him, not with our lives in danger. He had no choice. If he didn’t take the book, the ghost would have Hazel killed. The doors opened, inviting Morgan into the castle. He swore, stepping over the threshold towards Hazel.

      “Take it,” said the ghost. “Take it, claim it. You’ve wanted to do it the whole time. Don’t deny you have. It’s yours as much as your sister’s.”

      “And I take it and let the fetch into my head, right?” said Morgan.

      “Naturally,” said the ghost. “If you’re planning to use iron to stop that from happening, then your sister dies. Stray from the path, and one or both of them will die.”

      He stopped, with a harsh laugh. “Like I think you’re planning to ever let them go,” he said. “You’re not going to let any of us leave here alive, are you? You won’t let the Gatekeeper go wandering off when you have the power you need. I’ll be your puppet for however long my life lasts, but you know Ilsa could always take the book back from me, at any time. You won’t risk that. You’ll finish her first. And when Hazel dies, so does peace in Faerie and here. There’ll be nothing left to rule over.”

      “Some would choose nothing over war,” said the ghost. “As it is now, nobody can die. They exist in limbo, like us. Like those poor fools left in the Vale.”

      Limbo. The gate didn’t exist here. I swallowed hard, concentrated on the book, and I willed its power to come to me instead—but it didn’t respond. The coffin kept it ensnared. No wonder we hadn’t been able to find the spirit barrier’s boundaries. The coffin was the boundary. Nothing could enter it. And nothing could escape until someone picked up the book.

      Then I’d have to find another way.

      I closed my eyes, and floated from my body, directly in front of the hellhound’s face. They weren’t very bright, and when it raised a paw in confusion, I lunged back into my body, reaching wildly for River’s sword. My hands found the blade but missed the hilt, the sharp edge cutting my hand before the hellhound’s clawed foot came down again.

      The ghost laughed. “Take the book, Morgan!”

      Blood dripped from my cut hand onto the damp grass. “Hey,” I said to the hellhound pinning me. “Want to meet a friend?”

      “What are you talking about?” said the ghost.

      “What I said.” I sucked in a painful breath, the hellhound’s claws digging into my chest. “Hellhounds, I summon you. Open the Vale.”

      Her eyes widened. “What—”

      Flashes of light speared through the air, and a hellhound materialised, followed by several others.

      “They’re unattached, you fool,” the ghost said. “They won’t obey you.”

      “They will. I’m Gatekeeper. Attack her, and attack those half-faeries!” I shouted at the hellhounds.

      The half-faeries, realising they were solid enough to suffer damage, backed away—and River broke free, pelting for the castle door. It’d closed behind Morgan, sealed shut.

      As he did so, the hellhound pinning me raised its foot to swipe at its neighbour, and I rolled free, dragging my weary body upright. My hand continued to drip blood, and I caught up with River at the door.

      “I can’t open it.” He’d wedged the blade between the door and the wall, but even his faerie talisman didn’t make a dent in it.

      “Let me try. Wish I could fetch the book.” I grabbed the door and shoved it, pulled at the edges, blasted it with the little necromantic power I could conjure. It was like the damned castle had a forcefield around it. Of course it’d let Morgan through, but that was the plan.

      River grabbed one of the half-faerie ghosts by the scruff of his neck. The faerie yelped, struggling, but River dragged him towards us. “Tell me how to get into the castle, you bastard.”

      “You—can’t,” choked the faerie.

      “If you don’t want to be hellhound food, tell me,” I said. “How do I get my sister out of that coffin? You should know, hellhounds feed on death energy. Don’t think being a ghost means they can’t hurt you.”

      He howled. “Stop! The castle will only let people in who she allows.”

      Morgan shouted aloud from inside the castle. I spun around, my heart free-falling. Hazel and the coffin floated into the air, the book clenched in her hands. Glowing white power radiated off its surface, and raw horror pounded through me.

      The half-faerie broke free from River’s grip, snarling. “Serve him right. He’ll die from the very book you risked your friends’ lives to protect.”

      Morgan fell to his knees, clutching his head. Was the fetch back—or was the book hurting him somehow? If he’d tried to claim it… no. Please, no.

      “I summon you, fetch,” I gasped.

      It didn’t appear. It was still dead. So the book must be affecting Morgan. I hammered the door with my fists, my bleeding hand staining the glass-like surface, to no effect.

      The ghost floated overhead, laughing as the hellhounds tore into one another, half-faerie ghosts panicked, and Morgan screamed in pain. She halted beside the castle, letting out another wild laugh, watching the book’s power radiate from my sister’s unmoving hands and strike the walls of the castle like lightning bolts. I felt none of its power myself. The barrier was too strong. Hazel continued to hover, her eyes unseeing, her forehead glowing. Her Gatekeeper power must be reacting against the book, but being powered by life, like River, she couldn’t draw on any magic in this place even if she’d been conscious to use it.

      Using more blood magic wouldn’t help me. Think, Ilsa. I left my body, floating towards the door, but the ghost appeared before me, a manic grin on her face. “Only a Lynn can touch that book, Ilsa,” she said. “It’s raw, uncontained power. You can feel it, can’t you?”

      Morgan staggered to his feet and almost immediately fell down again, pushed by the book’s raging power. River fended off half-blood ghosts with his sword, but even a talisman couldn’t kill the dead. We were losing.

      Think, Ilsa. Blood dripped from my hand, and my head swum, my vision blurring. Blood magic… dammit. Ghosts blurred into one, into the grey fog. I swallowed, clenching my uninjured hand. What could I possibly summon to get us out of this situation? The ghost was dead right when she said the necromancers technically could use necromancy anywhere, not tethered to a circle. If they were powerful enough, and willing to take the risk of being overpowered by whatever they summoned, or ripped away beyond the veil. But summoning the Vale’s monsters wouldn’t help us now. Nor old Greaves, or any of the necromancer ghosts who might be around—

      “Grandma,” I whispered. “I summon you. Grandma—Rebecca Lynn.”

      For a moment, I thought it wouldn’t work. The ghost snarled, blood dripped from my hand, and fog closed in. River and the ghost faced off, and she laughed at his attempts to stab her.

      Then the air shimmered, and Grandma’s ghost appeared in front of me.

      “Ilsa,” she said. “What have you done now?”

      “Not me. Her.” I pointed at the ghost, whose attention remained on River.

      “Thea,” said Grandma, regarding the ghost with solemn eyes.

      “Wait—you’ve met?” I stared at her.

      “I’ve met most of the residents on this side of the veil by now. What’s she done?”

      “Locked up Hazel in a castle with the book. The only one who can touch it is Morgan, but if he does, he’ll be seen as trying to claim it. It’ll kill him, or me. I’d give it up, but Hazel—if anyone goes near her now, she’ll die.”

      “Then I’ll remove it,” said Grandma.

      “What—but you’re—”

      “The book can be touched by the dead as well as the living. And I’m guessing the arrangement involves anyone who bears the Lynn name. I’m the only one on this side of the veil who doesn’t belong to the land of the living. If I take the book, I won’t be able to claim it, and nobody will be harmed.”

      “Grandma!” I shouted, but she was already floating towards the castle. Thea turned on her with a snarl, but she passed through the door into the hall, past Morgan, whose mouth hung open.

      Grandma’s hands closed around the book. Power radiated out, bouncing off the walls, and my bones rattled with it. Hey… I can feel it. Come back, power. You’re mine.

      The word mine reverberated in my head as she lifted the book out of Hazel’s hands. The coffin fell away, and Hazel dropped. I ran forward, shouting her name, but Morgan got there first, catching her in his arms.

      The book glowed bright enough to burn my eyelids. I staggered towards the door, reaching out for the book, but a force slammed into me, lifting me off my feet. My back hit the earth and I barely rolled out of the way of a hellhound’s claws.

      Hazel let out a choked noise. Morgan’s hands were locked around her throat. “Then I will take him,” growled the fetch’s voice. “Too bad—the Gatekeeper dies, and I feast.”

      The ghost laughed. Hazel gasped, struggling against his grip. I ran towards Grandma’s ghost, reaching for the book.

      A heavy blow hit me in the back of the head. My vision doubled, warmth trickling down the back of my neck. Pain pulsed from my wounded hand. Grandma shouted my name. The book was within reach, but even that couldn’t heal a fatal injury.

      No. I can’t…

      Hazel’s body went limp in Morgan’s hands, and he turned on me, grinning—

      As Grandma slammed the book into my hands.

      A familiar power rushed through my veins, but my right hand was too limp to turn the pages, my vision too blurred to read them. I croaked out the banishing words, but even they couldn’t banish the ghost. This place was locked out of death.

      Leave…

      I floated out of my body, still clutching the book. Without the pain distracting me, the right words came to mind, and I waved a hand, the hellhounds vanishing one by one. The ghost hissed in annoyance, but triumph shone from her features at the sight of Hazel lying half dead in Morgan’s arms. I floated towards them, shouting, “Hazel—the iron! In his pocket!”

      Hazel’s eyes opened, and she jumped out of Morgan’s arms, drawing a knife. As Morgan grabbed her, she shoved the iron blade into his hands.

      The fetch screamed, and I saw it float free of Morgan’s body, its malevolent dog-like form hovering on a level with me. Hazel shoved the castle doors open and all but dragged a dazed-looking Morgan after her. I backed up, seeing the fetch move behind them. It wasn’t dead.

      The fetch leapt, its body transforming. Its paws lengthened, its body growing in size, like a hellhound on steroids—and it jumped, straight into River’s blade. He sliced downwards, decapitating the beast, and it dissolved into smoke.

      “It shouldn’t come back this time, not with its spirit trapped in there.” He closed the castle door, then ran to my side. “Ilsa…”

      “I’m okay,” I said, touching the back of my head. Blood. Ow. Not good.

      “Hang on.” Morgan approached me, digging into his pocket. With one hand, he pulled out a witch spell. “I got a healing charm.”

      “Good.” River took it from him, passing the spell to me. I slid the bracelet-shaped charm onto my wrist and hit the switch, sighing in relief as the pain faded from my neck, back and hand. The rest of my body ached from the abuse, but I wouldn’t die today.

      And the book is mine again.

      I didn’t care about the book. I cared about my family. “Hazel. Morgan. Are you two okay? You don’t need any healing spells, right?”

      “I’m good,” said Hazel. “Really confused, but—Morgan, put the iron back on.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He slid the wristband back into place. “The fetch bastard is dead. And—”

      The ghost’s scream interrupted him. She beat at the walls of the castle, from the inside, while Grandma’s ghost floated near the door, looking incredibly smug.

      “You locked her in,” I said. “Thank you for saving us.”

      “It’s always a pleasure to help the Gatekeeper,” she said. “And my grandchildren. I’m glad to see the three of you together.”

      “Yeah. We’re getting along just fine,” Hazel said, and the ghost screamed again.

      “Have fun in your castle,” I told the raging spirit. “I even left your entertainment.” I nodded to the remaining hellhounds. “They feed on death energy, if you didn’t already know. That includes you. The curse states that you can’t move on… but does it say anything about being devoured by hellhounds?”

      She howled, but the doors remained closed. I gripped the book tightly. “Let’s get out of here. I think we should warn the necromancers about this place, in case anyone decides to go wandering along the spirit lines.”

      The book began to glow in my hands, and the castle faded slightly. With magic in Edinburgh going back to normal, we’d be back home before we knew it.

      But Grandma made no move to follow us.

      “When we return to the mortal realm, I’ll move on,” she whispered. “But before I go, I have to tell you, Ilsa—your mother is alive. She’s in the Vale, in danger—”

      “What? How?”

      She shook her head, already fading. The book glowed, the shapes of graves appearing around us. The church towered overhead, below a sky dark with rainclouds.

      Grandma waved once, and was gone.

      Outside, the smoke was clearing, revealing Edinburgh’s stone buildings and spire-like churches. I swallowed hard. “She didn’t have to sacrifice herself for our sakes.”

      “You know she’d have done it anyway,” Hazel said quietly.

      River rested a hand on my shoulder. I wiped the tears from my eyes. “Let’s go.”
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      The city was remarkably clean, all things considered. I did spot a few undead lying in the road, dismembered. Before we reached the guild, I paused to look at the others. “Morgan, do you have the book from Lady Montgomery’s office?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I should take it,” I said to him. “If you get that dark magic into your head, any other psychic might be able to read it from you at any time.”

      “Not if I’m wearing iron,” he said smugly. I hit him in the arm. “Ow! I was joking, Ilsa. Don’t worry, I haven’t read it all, just the hellhound part.”

      “Good,” I said. “We’ve broken the law enough times lately. What’re the odds of Lady Montgomery throwing the lot of us in jail?”

      “She won’t,” Morgan said. “Not now we’re heroes.”

      “I think that honour goes to Grandma,” I said, which sobered us all up instantly. Even knowing she’d stuck around for longer than the average ghost, if Mum was really trapped in the Grey Vale, we could have used her help. My wounds had healed, but tiredness pierced me down to the bone, and the others looked equally exhausted.

      Back at the guild, the candles still burned outside, though the smoke had entirely cleared away. The necromancers stared at us, Jas and Lloyd in particular. I couldn’t say I blamed them. I wondered if the necromancer I’d cursed at had spread word that I was a dangerous madwoman out to kill them all.

      “Let them pass,” Lady Montgomery said to the guards, beckoning us inside. They shuffled aside, questions brewing in their eyes, so intense I could almost hear them like through Morgan’s psychic link. What had our battle looked like to them here? Surely they didn’t know we’d been to the liminal space… oh. The mark. That’s what they were staring at. My Gatekeeper’s symbol blazed from my forehead, bright and impossible to miss.

      I averted my gaze and followed Lady Montgomery through the oak doors into the lobby. The others filed in behind me. River had kept his blade out, while Hazel’s forehead shone equally as bright as mine.

      “The ghost is gone,” Lady Montgomery said. “Correct?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “She and the fetch are trapped forever.”

      “Come and explain,” she said, beckoning us to follow her.

      Once we were in her office, I launched into my explanation. Amazingly, she didn’t interrupt too many times, not even when I talked about the liminal space and the hidden castle.

      “So it’s still there, just hidden,” I finished. “I’d advise you to tell the necromancers not to go near that particular spot to do summonings or anything, but most of her power is gone. She never really had any in the first place.”

      “Which is why she wanted the book.” She held out her hand expectantly. I hesitated, then passed it over. The book hadn’t stopped glowing once since I’d got it back. I expected it to reprimand me for losing it by going blank for a month or calling me a clueless amateur again, but for now, being able to hold it again was enough.

      “She said she killed the former Gatekeeper,” I said. “Did you know?”

      “No,” said Lady Montgomery. “I didn’t. She killed many people, according to our records.”

      “It’s how she lost her power,” I said. “The Gatekeeper cursed her, and grounded her in that graveyard, forever. She couldn’t move on, and her power was gone. That’s why she got half-faeries to help her. But her scheme collapsed around her. Not being able to do anything herself was her undoing, in the end.”

      “Normally I’d reprimand you for acting behind the guild’s back, but there is no doubt that the council would support your actions in this case, Ilsa. And the same goes for you, Morgan and River. I’m going to have to ask for reports for our records—not just for us, but for the future, in case that ghost manages to escape.”

      “Yeah, my main goal as Gatekeeper is to actually leave the next one some direction,” I said. “It’s only fair.”

      “And do your plans involve the guild?” she asked.

      I hesitated. I barely had the energy to be afraid she’d lock me up anymore, and besides, Mum’s dilemma was paramount.

      “Maybe,” I said. “I just found out my mother is in Faerie, potentially being held captive. I need to get her back before I begin to make a plan. She’s—in the Vale.” The words tasted of ash on my tongue. Even knowing the Gatekeeper’s power, could she really stand up to the monsters of Faerie’s darkest corner?

      “And you, Morgan?” she asked.

      My brother blinked, looking startled. “I—I wouldn’t mind staying at the guild,” he said. “Seems the best place to learn how to use my power, right? But I want to help Ilsa find our mother first.”

      I shot him a grateful look, but I had no intention of dragging the others into the Vale with me, if it was even possible to do so.

      River hesitated like he wanted to speak, then stopped and shook his head.

      “It’s not up to me what you do with your time, Ilsa,” said Lady Montgomery. “But as a member of this guild, I at least expect you to follow our rules, as you promised when you joined.”

      I nodded. “I know, but the book… I don’t think the book plays by anyone’s rules. I can promise I won’t harm anyone or compromise the safety of the city, the guild, or anyone else.”

      “You speak sense,” she said. “If the Gatekeepers have lasted this long without being arrested, I assume they found a way to temper the book’s power. Is there a reason it’s glowing?”

      “Maybe it’s happy I found it again. I don’t know.”

      Maybe it wants to show me the rest of its pages. It was about bloody time.

      “I’m giving the three of you the rest of the day off, unless you’d like to volunteer to help clean up.”

      “I should probably check my house is in one piece,” I said. “Thanks, by the way. For letting us get on with the job.”

      “I know better than to stand in the way of a Gatekeeper,” said Lady Montgomery. “That said, you will remain under my authority as long as you are a member here. Ilsa, Morgan, you are dismissed. River, stay for a word, please.”

      Morgan and I left. I hoped River wouldn’t be in too much trouble, though from her tone, she wasn’t angry with him. Morgan hovered beside the door, then disappeared into shadow.

      “What’s he doing?” asked Hazel, who’d waited outside for us.

      “Returning the book he borrowed, I’d guess,” I said in an undertone. “I’ll explain later.”

      “I can’t believe she didn’t arrest you,” said Hazel.

      “She already tried that,” I said. “Didn’t work. Are you okay? The witch said you were drugged…”

      “Honestly, I don’t remember much before I woke up in that castle,” she said. “I—are you sure that creature won’t come back?”

      “I don’t think it’s the ghost or the fetch we should be worrying about,” I murmured. “Mum. The Vale. Aren’t you worried?”

      “Of course I am.” She bit her lip. “But I can’t see Mum getting kidnapped. And I’d be able to sense if she was severely harmed.” She ran a hand over the mark on her forehead. “Are you going to wear that mark all the time?”

      “No.” I dug in my pocket for any stray spells. “Spare disguise charm… wish I’d thought to put this on before all the necromancers saw.”

      “They can see it in Death anyway,” Hazel said. “I can’t believe you got away with that either.”

      “You get away with crap all the time,” said Morgan, slipping out behind her. “Being Gatekeeper.”

      “Not here,” she said. “I guess you’re right, though. You, a necromancer, though? Are you sure?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Are you sure you want to be Gatekeeper?”

      Hazel blinked. “What? I don’t have a choice. Neither does Ilsa. That’s why I asked. You could go anywhere or do anything.”

      “Not really. I’m flat broke and I owe a bunch of people money.”

      “You never mentioned that,” I said. “Which reminds me. Corwin helped the enemy. I guess it’s the Mage Lords I should be reporting him to.” I looked at River for confirmation as he exited the office behind Morgan. “Or should I have told Lady Montgomery?”

      “Nah, he’s gone,” said Morgan. “Ran off. Guess I scared him.”

      “You sure?” I asked, as we turned away from Lady Montgomery’s office.

      “Yeah, he wasn’t the mastermind. He knows I’ll end him if he came back.”

      The guild doors opened and we walked out. “Wait, who was it?” asked Hazel.

      “The one who hypnotised you into taking the book. Corwin, my housemate.”

      Hazel nodded. “Oh, that guy. Morgan and he had a thing.”

      “We did not.” He looked at me. “Did you tell her?”

      “Nope. Didn’t need to.”

      Morgan scowled. “Where are you going, anyway?”

      “To check the house is in one piece,” I said.

      “Oh yeah. Wonder if Corwin left his Xbox behind.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Didn’t you steal enough from his store?”

      “Yeah, I got these firework spells—”

      “Don’t you even think about it,” I said. “Anyway. You’ll find someone better than that tosspot.”

      He smiled a little. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      The book chose that moment to interrupt by glowing bright green. “I think it wants me to read it.”

      We walked quickly to the house, and I unlocked the door. I threw my necromancer coat aside, my heart lifting a little despite the heavy weight on my chest. We’d made it out alive, none of us had been banished by the guild or thrown in jail—and I knew better than to think Lady Montgomery hadn’t noticed how River and I felt about one another, so I could only assume she didn’t mind.

      But saving Mum had to come first. I opened the book, flicking through the pages. A whole new section had appeared towards the back…

      “This is the key to the Vale,” I said. “I’m sure it is. Mum’s in there, and Grandma said her life’s in danger.”

      “So is yours, if you follow,” River said. “The only way to cross to the Vale as a necromancer is to disconnect from your body. You can’t do that indefinitely. You’d die.”

      Morgan gave him a sharp look. “What? You sound like you’ve done it before.”

      “He has been there before,” I said, lowering the book. “Right, River?”

      He wasn’t looking at me. My heart beat faster.

      “Tell me you didn’t know,” Hazel said. “Tell me you didn’t know where she was this whole time.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was sworn not to tell on pain of death. Until you figured out—”

      “The vow,” I said. “You swore a vow to someone there. In the Vale.”

      The room felt colder, like it’d fallen under another Winter magic spell.

      He knew Mum was alive.

      He lied to you for weeks.

      And he never tried to save her.

      “She gave me the orders herself,” he said. “She was furious like you wouldn’t believe that your life was in danger, and told me that I was to defend you beyond the limits of my vow, if necessary. I’d already been in the Vale and found out about the conspiracy against the Courts, so I knew I had to take on the case.”

      “So when you said you hadn’t heard from her, it was a bare-faced lie?” I said. “I know you aren’t bound to tell the truth, but I trusted you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “She really didn’t want me to tell you she was in the Vale.”

      “Because we’d stage a rescue,” Hazel said. “Well, no shit. We’re not letting her rot in the Vale. She’s the Gatekeeper. What the hell do the Summer Court have to say to that?”

      “I didn’t know where the client was based when I received the message. By the time I realised I was in the Vale, it was too late to turn back.”

      “But why can’t she turn back?” I asked. “Why stay there at all? For that matter, how did she end up there?”

      “On a quest for the Court, from what I gathered,” River said. “She wouldn’t tell me the details. But the last I saw, she wasn’t a prisoner. She was there by choice.”

      “We can’t leave her there,” Hazel said. “Summer needs a Gatekeeper. I can cover for her, but she… dammit, she should have told me.”

      “I don’t understand it at all,” I said. “Summer should have sent someone of their own, not her.”

      “The Grey Vale drains the Sidhe’s power,” said River. “As a human, the Gatekeeper isn’t as badly affected.”

      “But she could die there,” I said. “Every nightmare from Faerie exists in that realm. Who sent her there?”

      “I don’t know,” River said. “Like I said—I was given the bare minimum of information and then told not to tell you the truth. I can only apologise for it. If it’s any consolation, I believe your mother is in every way equipped to survive the Vale. Don’t forget less time has passed for her than it has for you.”

      “Still.” I paused, taking in a deep breath to calm myself down. We all knew faerie vows. But I’d trusted him with my life and safety, and Mum… she knew I was Gatekeeper, and had chosen to leave us here alone anyway. Or rather, the Sidhe had. Assuming that, sending Mum into the Vale made a lot of sense. Humans were expendable, after all.

      Anger sparked inside me. “Bloody Sidhe,” I said. “I’ll take it up with the Erlking himself if I have to. Considering what happened to that ghost, they might think twice about threatening me.”

      “Don’t,” warned River. “You might be able to go after your mother, but you’d be endangering your own life for no reason. Trust that she knows what she’s doing.”

      “I trust her. The Sidhe are a different story. And that goes double for the people who lie on their behalf.”

      He paled. “Ilsa…”

      I held up a hand. “Give me some space. That’s all I ask. Hazel, will Arden take a message into the Court?”

      “Sure. I was thinking of sending them a drawing of a giant middle finger.”

      Morgan snorted. “Yeah, right. Guess I wouldn’t survive the Vale, but I wish I could help.”

      We looked at one another for a moment. Hazel’s phone buzzed in the silence and she picked it up. “Hi…” Her voice rose in surprise. “She what?”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She lowered the phone. “The Winter Gatekeeper’s back.”
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        It's time for the Gatekeeper's final stand...

      

        

      
        The Lynn siblings might finally be reunited, but now their mother is held captive in Faerie and their family's magic is fading, Ilsa holds the key to saving both realms from total annihilation.

      

        

      
        With allies in short supply and the Summer Court refusing to believe the threat they face is real, it's up to Ilsa to dig into her family's past to find the truth of the Gatekeeper's curse. Enemies old and new are gearing up to take out the Gatekeeper and claim her power, and even the help of the legendary faerie killer Ivy Lane might not be enough...
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      “The Winter Gatekeeper’s back.” With those words, Hazel ended the phone call. “The Winter Lynn house is locked down again. Nobody can get in.”

      “But—which Gatekeeper?” I asked, since nobody else came out with the obvious question. Not Aunt Candice. It can’t be her. I banished her beyond the gates of death.

      Hazel shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Evil Aunt Candice is back?” said Morgan. Our older brother, psychic sensitive and necromancer, was the one Lynn who hadn’t been around in June when our distant relative had tried to murder us.

      My heart sank. “It can’t be her. Who told you she’s back?”

      Hazel slipped her phone into her pocket. “That was Lou from the necromancer guild in Foxwood. I asked her to watch the place while I was gone. Someone has claimed Winter’s territory again.”

      A moment passed. “That… it might be good news, if Holly’s come to finally take over as Winter Gatekeeper.”

      And if not? There was only one person who could have claimed Winter’s gate, and I thought I’d banished her into the afterlife for good.

      “It’s more likely to be Holly,” Hazel said. “Maybe she heard the Courts pretty much threatened to declare war if she didn’t come back. I’ll go check it out.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I warned. “If it is you-know-who, you’re in no condition to fight her.”

      Not to mention, she’s dead. But if anyone was tenacious enough to sneak back into the land of the living, though, it was our deceased and distant aunt.

      “We dealt with one ghost today. I can...” Hazel trailed off, pressing a hand to her forehead.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah. The spell that knocked me out was damn strong. I’ll be fine when we get to the house.”

      I hope so. The ghost we’d fought and barely beaten had nearly killed Hazel, and tried to use Morgan as a puppet to steal my talisman. All of us were exhausted, even River, my half-faerie, half-necromancer… I wouldn’t say boyfriend, but if I’d been able to complete my necromancer training, he might have been.

      At least, until about five minutes ago, when he’d revealed he’d known all along where our missing mother was. The Summer Gatekeeper had disappeared in the most dangerous region of Faerie: the Grey Vale, a death trap even to Sidhe, while on a quest that couldn’t end until she completed it. I understood why he’d kept the truth from me, since faerie vows left no room for flexibility, but the betrayal stung all the same.

      “We already told Lady Montgomery we were on a rescue mission,” I said to the others. “Let’s make it official. Send Arden into the Summer Court to warn them, and then…”

      “Go after Mum,” finished Morgan.

      River shifted on his feet, the merest betrayal of his disapproval. Okay, I was well aware that Hazel was the only one of the three of us with any level of faerie magic—not counting River himself, of course. But I wouldn’t leave Mum to suffer alone. Whether the Winter Gatekeeper was back or not.

      Hazel snapped into Gatekeeper-in-Training mode. “Right. I’ll clean up if someone has a spell handy. Morgan?”

      “Why do you want to clean the place?”

      “Because my housemates will ask awkward questions if they come back and find evidence of blood magic in the living room,” I answered for her, heading for the stairs. “I’m going to grab some spare clothes. I’ll be down in five.”

      I ran upstairs, removing my torn and bloodied necromancer coat and shoving it into a rucksack along with some spare outfits. I left my suitcase, scribbled a quick note to my housemates explaining I’d be back in a week or two, and checked on the book I kept in the pocket of my hoody. Small, square and unobtrusive—you wouldn’t think it was a talisman that contained the power to control life and death. The curling symbol on the cover, which belonged to a faerie language I couldn’t read, gleamed softly with white light, and its power resonated in my hands and in the mark on my forehead. The mark of a Gatekeeper who didn’t guard the gates of Summer or Winter, but of Death itself.

      Powerful curiosity brimmed within me at the sight of new text on the pages, but if I stopped to read it now, I’d lose track of time. Find out which Winter Gatekeeper is back first, deal with the book later.

      I found the others downstairs, surrounded by the smell of cleansing spells. No blood or necromantic residue remained on the walls or carpet.

      “The first spell turned the walls pink,” said Morgan. “Damn Corwin… you ready, Ilsa?”

      I nodded. “Hazel, where did you cross over from the Ley Line, anyway?”

      Her brow wrinkled. “Ah. I can’t remember… it’s all fuzzy thanks to that bastard’s spell.”

      “You must have used a Path, right?” I said. Oh no. The Lynn house rested in a liminal space on the Ley Line, the invisible line through the middle of the country which marked the place where the three realms of Faerie, Death and the mortal world overlapped. Only the Summer and Winter Gatekeepers or their heirs were capable of controlling the way in and out of the family home.

      “I can help,” River offered. “I’m familiar with the Line, since I used it to cross over from Faerie a few weeks ago.”

      I glanced at River. He didn’t flaunt his magic most of the time, but it was difficult to forget he was half-Sidhe. His pointed ears and faintly glowing green eyes were clear enough markers, though his human side lent him slightly rugged features, tousled fair hair and a more muscular frame than most half-bloods. He wore his necromancer cloak, arms folded across his chest, and the grim exhaustion of his expression seemed to be expecting us to throw him out. Collectively, the three of us could probably toss him outside for not telling us the truth about our mother’s captivity, but he was in the employ of the Summer Court, he knew what might be going on over there, and I’d rather have him as an ally than an enemy.

      “If I invite you to come with us,” I said to him, “do you swear not to lie to us again?”

      Unlike Sidhe or other faeries, half-bloods weren’t obligated to tell the truth at all times, which was how he’d managed to deceive us for so long. Morgan and Hazel looked at him, too, the former with disdain, the second with anger mingling with distrust. River’s arms dropped to his sides as he straightened to his full six-foot height, and looked between us. “If your siblings don’t have a problem with that.”

      “I don’t give a shit, to be honest,” Morgan said. “I’m no more welcome in the Lynn house than he is. And we need allies.”

      All eyes turned to Hazel. She scowled. “Look, I’m already outvoted. We need to move if we’re gonna rescue Mum. It’s hardly the first time he’s lied to us.”

      River’s jaw twitched a little. “Very well. I promise not to deceive you, as much as it’s in my power.”

      “A vow would hold you to your word,” Hazel observed.

      River looked at me again. “Is that what you want, Ilsa?”

      The way he said my name threatened to undo the calm I’d managed to maintain since he’d revealed he knew where Mum was. If I asked him to swear to tell the truth—really swear to, on pain of literal death as per the terms of faerie vows, then… would he go through with it? It’d be a sure-fire way to tell how sorry he actually was. On the other hand, I hated the Sidhe’s manner of forcing obedience, and besides, only people with faerie magic were able to force someone to swear a vow. He’d have to make the promise to Hazel, not me.

      I met his stare. “No. I’ll trust you to keep your word. It’s up to you to decide how much that’s worth, not a spell.”

      His gaze flickered away from me before I could read the emotion within it. “With your permission, I’ll accompany you back to the Lynn house. As for the Ley Line, I can take you there.”

      “As long as it’s nowhere near that bloody graveyard, I’m good,” Morgan said.

      I didn’t want to place my trust in River, not when he’d so recently betrayed us, but we had few options, and if the Winter Gatekeeper had really taken back the other Lynn house, we needed to be ready to defend ourselves. Neither she nor Holly could directly harm anyone with the surname ‘Lynn’, which covered all of us except River, and he wasn’t exactly a pushover, either. We had strength in numbers.

      The four of us left the house, and River took the lead, walking down the road. The grey Edinburgh sky showed no signs of the battle that had taken place less than four hours before, ripping the boundaries of the worlds apart. Ghosts were common enough here that Edinburgh was the only major city in the UK to have a large organised necromancer guild. Morgan, River and I were still official members, despite having acquired permission from Lady Montgomery to go chasing after the missing Summer Gatekeeper. It still blew my mind that she hadn’t locked me up when I’d told her the truth—or some of it, anyway.

      “How are you tracking the Line?” I couldn’t help asking River. “Is it because it’s your home?”

      His shoulders tensed, and there was a long pause before he answered. “No, but my vow binds me to the person I swore it to. It’s another type of magic to regular faerie magic, and while it’s faint here, I can still sense it.”

      “Huh.” The spirit realm looked uniform to me. I couldn’t sense the invisible spirit lines criss-crossing the city, let alone the major line cutting through the centre, where the faeries had tried to break out entirely too many times in the last few years. “So you’re always aware of it?”

      “In some way.”

      The whole time we’d been together, he’d known. Not just in the sense that he was lying to me with every word, but via an actual link to the faerie realm. I swallowed down angry words, too tired and worn down to start another argument. I’d chosen to let him help us, and we’d deal with our issues once my family was reunited.

      Eventually, a faint shimmering on the road ahead caught my eye, the only hint of the invisible line separating our world from Faerie and the space between. Hazel moved to take the lead. The circlet on her forehead—borrowed from Mum, but infused with her own inherited magic—glowed a little.

      “This is it,” she said. “It feels… off.”

      “Probably cause of that bastard’s spell,” Morgan said. “C’mon.”

      We walked right into that shimmering light, Hazel in the lead, a green glow spreading from the symbol on her forehead beneath the circlet, marking her as Gatekeeper of Summer. As we moved in behind her, Edinburgh’s cobbled streets became a field running parallel to a long fence, circling a manor house.

      Hazel staggered sideways into the fence. Then she gasped.

      Clouds marred the usually perfect sky over the Summer house. No sunshine shone onto the flowers blooming all over the garden, the evergreen trees hunched together in gloomy clusters, and the smell of decay crept in, unheard of in our garden. The house itself looked… sad. Empty. It usually gave the impression of being packed with people even when only Hazel and Mum lived there now, and both were absent a lot of the time, because Summer’s magic kept it alive. Hazel tripped over the threshold, dropping the keys into a bush.

      “Hazel?” I said. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just—drained.” She lifted her head. “My magic should be functioning here. But it isn’t.”

      “Something’s wrong.” I retrieved the keys and unlocked the door myself.

      There were no humming noises, no signs of the ever-present magic which kept the house running. Just eerie silence, and the faint smell of decay. I switched the light on and found the source—several large house plants had died.

      “I swear it was fine when I left.” Hazel made it to the living room, where she proceeded to collapse onto the sofa. I entered behind her, scanning the paintings of past Lynns, the bookshelves crammed with old trinkets. Normal… yet so quiet. At least the lights were working. The only time I’d ever seen the house’s magic fail was when the spirit barrier around Winter’s house had broken, causing their magic to spill into our territory. But if that were the case, it’d be colder. The house was mildly warm, same as usual.

      Morgan stood awkwardly in the doorway then shuffled in, warily, as though expecting Mum to leap out from behind a door and turn him into a deer. Morgan had only just come back into our lives after running away eight years ago, when Hazel and I were fifteen and he was seventeen, and Hazel had barely forgiven him for that. It hadn’t entirely been his fault—his psychic sensitivity had been untrained and he’d never told anyone about it, leaving him vulnerable to ghosts convincing him to pursue ridiculous stunts. But his leaving had left a gaping hole in our family, and none of us knew how Mum would react to his sudden return.

      I crossed the room to the bookcase and found the last picture of the three of us, lying flat where Mum had left it after that awful summer eight years ago. Blowing dust off its surface, I flipped it upright.

      “Hey,” Morgan said from behind me. “I didn’t know Mum kept that.”

      “She has the others in a box in the spare room.” I cast a brief glance at River, who remained by the door in his bloodstained coat. He’d once expressed an interest in seeing my childhood photos, though I was kind of glad that this was the only one on display. It’d been taken on mine and Hazel’s fifteenth birthday, and featured Morgan and me having an intense tug-of-war over the book I was reading while Hazel stole all the birthday cake. Morgan snickered and held it in front of Hazel’s face. She feebly lifted her head. “Good god, what was I wearing?”

      “Mum’s best Court gear, I think,” I said. “She let you steal the circlet, remember?”

      She gave a faint laugh and pushed herself onto her elbows. “Yeah. Forgot about that. You look just like her.”

      “Who, me?” I said, surprised. Hazel was always the one people compared to Mum—probably because they saw the two of them side by side all the time. I didn’t even think we looked that much like twins, certainly not as much as we did as chubby, awkward teenagers in the photograph anyway. But it’d been so long since I’d seen Mum in person that my memories were blurred.

      “Sure.” Morgan returned the photo to the shelf. “You look just like she does when she comes back from the Court ready to do some damage.”

      “I feel more like a nap.” My whole body ached from being thrown around by ghosts. I’d healed my worst injuries using a witch spell, but blood stained my hand and arm where I’d cut it in a risky attempt at blood magic.

      “No kidding.” Morgan removed his bloodstained necromancer coat and threw it over the back of the nearest armchair before sinking into it. He took after Dad more than Hazel or I did, though we shared the same Lynn dark brown eyes. He’d grown his hair out in the years since he’d left, and while he’d lost a lot of weight since he’d run away, he looked much healthier than he had when he’d shown up gaunt and sleepless on my doorstep a few weeks ago. “I’ll take a nap, you come up with a plan. Someone has to.”

      “I’m going to shower, for a start,” I said, grimacing at my bloodstained arm. “Can one of you throw those rotting plants out?”

      I walked upstairs to the bathroom, where I rinsed the blood from my hands in the sink before climbing into the shower, yelping when ice-cold water doused me from head to toe. Summer magic was entirely responsible for keeping the house heated, too, apparently. I scrubbed off the blood the best I could, then dragged a brush through my matted hair, scowling at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes remained dark brown, not tinted green with Summer magic, while my tangled hair was more or less the same shade as my eyes. Except for the mark on my forehead, which gleamed a little, but not bright silver like Hazel’s did. I’d kind of hoped having a faerie mark on my forehead might at least do a little to make me look magical and interesting. Instead, I just looked tired and pissed off.

      I pulled my spare clothes on, looping the necklace-shaped spell around my neck. The mark on my forehead vanished, fading into the background. Ghosts could still see it, but nobody else could. Which suited me just fine.

      I returned downstairs to find Hazel passed out cold, while River and Morgan sat in separate armchairs in the sort of uncomfortable silence of two people forced to interact who had absolutely nothing whatsoever in common with one another.

      “I threw out the plants,” said Morgan. “Your boyfriend says there’s no Summer magic here at all.”

      I opened my mouth to argue with the word ‘boyfriend’, then decided it wasn’t worth the energy and sank into the remaining armchair.

      “Your defences are out,” River said. “However, the salt barrier is still intact, and there’s an iron barrier circling the house, too.”

      I glanced at Hazel. “She must have set it up herself. I haven’t been home much since June. Guess she got the idea from you.”

      He inclined his head. “It’ll keep out the dead, at least. This magical drain isn’t the result of a spell, otherwise I’d be able to detect it.”

      “But Summer magic can’t switch off,” I said. “It’s supposed to remain in balance, no matter the season. Unless… no. It can’t be to do with Mum, either. Or Hazel. The magic depends on the Court, not the Gatekeeper.”

      “Precisely why I think we should speak with the Summer Court,” River said.

      “Hasn’t anyone found Arden yet?” I asked. “That’s not my job. I hate the little bastard, he isn’t going to listen to me.”

      Morgan snorted. “You think he even knows who I am?”

      Hazel lifted her head. “Shit. Maybe he’s serving Holly.”

      She might well be right. Arden served both Gatekeepers, though he’d failed to mention that slight detail until he’d already passed on pertinent information on our family to the Winter Lynns, not to mention framing me for murder. Sure, he might be as much a slave to the faerie Courts as any of us, but I didn’t like the idea of depending on him for anything.

      “Arden,” I called. “Oi, Arden. We need to send a message to the Summer Court.”

      Silence. Suspicion brewed inside me. “You know… maybe I should go to Winter after all.”

      Hazel pushed into an upright position. “Not without me.”

      “Hazel, you need to recover your strength. Maybe go to the grove. I’m just going to look at Winter’s house. I can use my spirit sight to check who’s there without even walking up to the doors.”

      “I’ll go with you,” River put in.

      I pressed my mouth into a line. I didn’t want to be alone with him, especially now, but of the others, he was best equipped to handle anything we might run into. “Okay, then.”

      “I’ll watch from the house,” Morgan said. “If there’s anything seriously nasty out there, I can come and help.”

      “Sure. We won’t be long.” I already had the talisman in my pocket, but I added some knives, salt and iron filings to my weapon arsenal before leaving the house. River carried his own talisman, a faerie-made sword gleaming with runes carved on its hilt. Its silver sheen usually carried an emerald tint, but it didn’t now. “Is your magic working okay?”

      “It’s difficult to tell,” River said. “I haven’t been using it as often as I should, and considering the presence of the dead sapped my magic, I’d have to get closer to Summer to check.”

      His tone was polite. Non-confrontational. That was the worst part about his betrayal—we’d had no time, and there’d been too many people around, for us to confront the matter head-on. Besides, there was nothing more to say. He’d had his orders and obeyed them. It wasn’t like he’d never disobeyed a faerie vow before, and if he’d honestly wanted Hazel and I to know the truth, he’d have found a way to tell us. Okay, we’d have probably gone charging off into the Vale to rescue Mum despite her supposedly not needing to be saved, but still.

      For now, I’d hold him to his word. Forgiveness would come in time, if at all. The important matter was dealing with the house—and finding out if Winter was responsible.

      The fence alongside our garden didn’t stop when it reached the forested area at the garden’s end, hiding the gate to the Seelie Court. As the trees thickened, there was a shift where they turned from evergreen to snow-covered, and our territory became Winter’s. The shape of the Winter house appeared on the other side of the fence, facing away from us. The house had been abandoned for nearly four months, and I’d begun to worry her daughter, Holly, wouldn’t return before the Winter Sidhe’s deadline. But if the wrong Gatekeeper had come back, we were in serious trouble.

      River strode on, blade in hand, pausing out of sight of the house. I took in a breath, and tapped into my spirit sight. Greyness flooded the world, bleaching out all colour, as I searched for signs of life. Living spirits shone bright, dead ones were paler. In cities, it was confusing to tell them apart, but out here, the only living beings within reach were the two of us. I pushed outward with my mind, extending my awareness in the direction of the Winter house. Within, there was an unmistakable glow. I moved closer, my heart beating fast.

      The glow… I took a few steps forward in the waking world, honing in. Definitely a living spirit.

      This time, there were no spirit barriers, and no Winter Gatekeeper—aside from Holly Lynn, my cousin. But was she friend or foe this time?
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      I turned off my spirit sight. “Holly.” I looked to River, who nodded.

      “It’s her.” He continued to walk alongside the fence. “She’s not using necromancy. There aren’t even any redcaps around.”

      “Probably because the house has only been in one piece again for a day.”

      When I’d killed the Winter Gatekeeper, the house had been in ruins. But Winter magic ran here as strongly as Summer magic was supposed to run in Mum’s house, and had clearly repaired the damage. The house’s stark white walls and the smooth snow-coloured lawn made our non-functioning magic look all the more suspicious.

      River caught my sleeve in his hand as I opened the gate. “Are you certain?”

      “She can’t harm me.” Thanks to an argument between Aunt Candice and Mum, no Lynn could inflict damage on one another. Besides, Holly hadn’t been hostile when we’d parted. More like heartbroken. She’d tried to stop her mother’s deranged spirit from escaping, but it’d cost her dearly.

      I approached the door and knocked before I changed my mind. Several seconds passed. Tapping my spirit sight on, I honed in on Holly’s spirit. She hadn’t moved.

      I knocked again. No response. The curtains were drawn. It wasn’t that late, though I felt like several lifetimes had passed in one single day. I was worn down, far from ready for a confrontation… but I knocked one last time all the same.

      “CAW.”

      Arden swooped down and landed on my head. I jumped off the doorstep, catching myself against the wall. “Dammit, Arden.”

      “Nevermore.”

      “You’re damn right. Why isn’t she answering the door? For that matter, why are you serving her?”

      “I serve only the Gatekeepers.”

      “Thanks for nothing, then,” I spat. “You knew, too, didn’t you? You know where our mum is.” I ignored River’s warning hiss. I didn’t care if Holly heard. “Is she draining our magic?” I demanded.

      “No,” said the raven, fluttering his feathers. “If I were you, I’d ask your Court.”

      I swore under my breath. “You’re the only one of us who is capable of asking Summer, on our behalf. In fact—that’s exactly what we need. An audience with the Seelie Court.”

      “Caw. I will provide.”

      He took flight in a flutter of feathers. “I meant after you explain what the hell’s going on, Arden.”

      The door flew open, and Holly scowled at us. “Haven’t you people done enough?”

      “Oh,” I said, awkwardly. “Hi. Yeah, we came here to see if it was you who’d come back, and not… someone else.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “No, my mother’s beyond the gates where she belongs. I’ve come back to take my rightful place as Gatekeeper.”

      “Er… good. I think.” Awkward silence, much? I’d basically killed what was left of her mother… who’d tried to kill me and my sister, and almost succeeded. Pretending to forget either of those things was impossible for both of us. Holly herself looked about as exhausted as I felt, her dyed black hair in disarray and bags under her bright blue, Winter magic-tinted eyes. “So you got your house back. Did that happen when you accepted the magic?”

      “Ask your sister what the ceremony involves.” She scrubbed a hand over her forehead. “Look, I’m tired as hell and I’ve been running around for the Court all day, so if you don’t have anything useful to say, come back later.”

      “You’ve been to Winter?”

      “That was implied, yes.”

      Damn. They actually had forgiven her for betraying them. That, or they’d had no choice, because if Winter didn’t have a Gatekeeper, war would break out with Summer.

      The spirit I’d defeated had seemed to think Summer and Winter were on the brink of declaring war on one another anyway… which was another issue I’d kind of forgotten, considering all the other crap we’d had to deal with. Holly and I might not be outright enemies or even rivals, but it wouldn’t do to forget our respective Courts hated one another.

      “Okay,” I said. “Just wondering, since it’s been months since you were here last. Is everything… normal here?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Is anything about this shit normal?”

      “Point taken. I mean, the house was in ruins, your magic was pretty much gone. You didn’t have any trouble taking it back, or…”

      Her eyes flashed bright blue and the air went even chillier than usual. That’s a no, then. Months might not have passed at all. The house was as white as the snow coating the trees, sturdy and upright and gleaming with magic. It wouldn’t do to confide our own weakness to her, and hell, if the answers were within the Summer Court itself, it definitely wasn’t Winter’s business. I was too tired and drained to run an interrogation on someone who hated my guts.

      “No,” she said, through gritted teeth. “This delightful curse of ours ensures that I’ll wield this magic until I die, and so will my children. Nice seeing you again, Ilsa.”

      She closed the door, firmly. I raised an eyebrow at River. “I’ve had worse family reunions.”

      “Her territory isn’t draining yours,” River said. “If the source is in Summer, they ought to respond to Arden’s request quickly.”

      “I know they did last time, but it was nearly the end of the world. Mitigating circumstances.”

      I shook my head at the door and turned away. As we walked through the field alongside the fence back towards home, I gave the Winter house one last glance over my shoulder. Normal. As though it hadn’t lay neglected for months. Holly lived there all alone. It was kind of sad, really. Her mother hadn’t left much of a legacy behind. No wonder she still seemed to nurse a strong resentment towards the Lynn curse, and our common ancestor.

      “Is it true?” River asked. “The curse passes directly through the bloodline. Does that mean Hazel’s children…?”

      “In theory, but I don’t think the curse is that specific. As long as both Gatekeepers belong to the Lynn bloodline, it doesn’t matter if they’re the Gatekeeper’s own children. I’m sure there have been incidents in the past of one of them dying young, or even switching sides if one branch of the family didn’t have kids.” I shrugged. “So Holly might choose not to have any children in order to beat the curse, but then if Hazel or I do… they’re liable to be hauled off to Winter.”

      River didn’t say anything for a long moment. I stole a sideways glance at him, wishing I hadn’t brought up the subject of children, or even marriage. It wasn’t as though I’d ever thought much about the subject. I’d barely begun to live my life, let alone someone else’s, and Mum’s hands-off parenting approach was down to her having one foot permanently in the Seelie Court.

      “Is that why you can’t move away from the Ley Line?” River finally asked.

      “Wouldn’t surprise me. Any reason?”

      “The terms of the vow,” he said. “They’re not usually very complicated, in words at least.”

      “Why does that matter? It’s not like we’ve ever found the person who actually bound us. Unless there’s something else you didn’t tell me.”

      He shook his head. “No, of course not. Does the title automatically pass on, then?”

      “What, when the Gatekeeper dies?” I forced my thoughts to go in the direction of the deceased Winter Gatekeeper rather than the unthinkable. “Yes, it does, but it doesn’t have to happen that way. If the Gatekeeper decides to retire, then they can choose to voluntarily give up the circlet. The Sidhe encourage it, to be honest. They want the Gatekeepers to be at the peak of their power and strength.”

      We came within sight of the Summer house. The smell of burning drifted from an open window. “Shit.” I didn’t see smoke, but picked up the pace all the same. “Tell me it isn’t fire imps.”

      “It’s not the faeries,” River said.

      It wasn’t. I found Morgan in the kitchen, a burned pan in the sink. At least it wasn’t actually in flames. “Hazel went to shower. She wants someone to cook, so…”

      “You decided to set the kitchen on fire.” I sighed. “Look, we might not have functioning magic, but honestly.” I opened various cupboards looking for something edible. “It’s not like we can call for takeout to be delivered here.”

      A thoughtful look crossed his face. “If we’re still linked up to Edinburgh, technically…”

      “You’re not supposed to use the Paths for that,” I said. “Mum would be appalled.”

      “She also wouldn’t want us starving to death.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Don’t be melodramatic.”

      “What’s going on?” Hazel said from the doorway.

      “Our brother thinks we should use your highly secret and dangerous magic to order a takeaway delivery from Edinburgh. Did you leave the Path open?”

      “Yes. You’re right, Mum would kill us. Let’s do it.”

      I sighed. “You have zero faith in my domestic skills, don’t you?”

      Everyone looked at River. “Can you conjure up a decent meal using your faerie magic?” asked Hazel.

      “Unfortunately not. I’m a bodyguard, not a chef.”

      “Two votes for the Path. I’ll make the call.” Morgan left the room. “Is the house phone still in here?”

      “Yeah, it is,” I said. “Is drawing more people to our house a good idea?”

      “Humans are fine,” Hazel said. “Did you sense anyone at Winter’s place, anyway?”

      “Holly,” I said. “It’s her. Not… the other one.” Like a weird superstition, I couldn’t bring myself to say her title aloud. Like our distant and deceased Aunt Candice was listening.

      “Oh. So she did take the job.” Hazel nodded. “You spoke to her?”

      “Tried to. She said she got accepted to train as Gatekeeper and something about a ceremony that you’d know about. Didn’t really want to talk much.”

      “Damn. Did she drain all our magic to rebuild her house?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Arden was there as well, but he flew off to ask the Court for an audience rather than coming back here with me. He implied that Summer might know why our power’s being drained.”

      All eyes went to River again. He frowned. “It’s the first I’ve heard. I haven’t actually been in Summer since I resolved my last mission, which is why I don’t have a direct invitation to go back. But the magic around the gate doesn’t seem to be functioning any more than your defences are.” River took a step towards the door. “I can take up my old bodyguard job, if you like.”

      “There’s no need,” I said. “Three of us are necromancers who can pick up on any intruder who isn’t a wraith.”

      Wraiths couldn’t be detected until they were directly on top of us, but the salt barrier ought to keep them from getting close to the house. Few enemies could even find our house thanks to its rootless nature, hovering in the gap between worlds. But Hazel looked uncharacteristically nervous. She wasn’t used to being underpowered. I’d spent enough years in her position to feel sorry for her despite the small vindictive part of me who thought having a day without her magic might make up for years of her being the only Lynn sibling with any at all.

      I pushed the thought away. Hazel had never been smug about being the one chosen and not me, though admittedly, she’d also been mostly oblivious to how shitty it’d been to be mistaken for her, or worse, targeted by the Gatekeeper’s enemies. Morgan might be the oldest, but once it’d become clear he wouldn’t have magic, he’d mostly been left alone. Being the Gatekeeper-in-Training’s once-identical twin had been hazardous and depressing at once, depending on the day.

      Morgan sprawled on the sofa, opened a beer bottle and took a swig. “What? It’s been a long day.”

      “Yeah.” I fell into the armchair next to him. If I half closed my eyes, I could pretend this was like old times, when the two of us had watched movie marathons while Mum and Hazel were off serving the Seelie Court or doing magical training. Of course, Morgan himself was usually running around causing trouble, but things had been a hell of a lot less complicated then.

      “Don’t mess up the house,” Hazel said. “We’re leaving it exactly as we found it, for when we bring Mum back.”

      Nobody argued about how impossible that seemed, though Morgan wore a sceptical look, and River, the only one of us who hadn’t sat down, shifted imperceptibly backwards.

      Hazel looked sharply at him. “Is there anything you haven’t told us? Where exactly was she?”

      “I told you everything I know. Your mother wouldn’t tell me the nature of the quest she was sent on, and it’s difficult for me to say where she was when the Vale arranges itself according to the person who enters. I didn’t spend long there, only enough for her to give me the order to come and guard the Gatekeeper. I knew nothing of your family before we met—I didn’t lie.”

      Nope. You just omitted information. But re-treading the same arguments would get us nowhere.

      “Mum knew about the book,” I said. “Either Grandma told her, or—hell, she knew Great-Aunt Enid. That must be it. But she didn’t know it’d choose me.” My head hurt. “Was it Summer who destroyed my house after all? Or Holly’s people? She didn’t want me to get hold of the book. Arden, though…”

      “I think he did want you to get hold of it,” said Hazel. “He didn’t want a war, no more than we did.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, well. Looks like we might be getting one either way.”
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      Despite my exhaustion, being in the same bedroom where I’d once been attacked by a wraith didn’t encourage restful sleep. After waking from my seventh consecutive nightmare, I walked downstairs to find Morgan sitting in front of the blank TV screen, like he used to do when I couldn’t sleep as a kid and came downstairs to find him wandering drunkenly around after being kicked out of the village’s only pub at midnight.

      “Hey.” I sat down at the other end of the sofa, pulling Grandma’s old hand-knitted throw over my legs to warm them.

      He grunted. “This place hasn’t changed at all.”

      “It’s run by the Sidhe. They don’t like change much.” It must be seriously weird for him to be back at the house, even with Mum absent. I looked out the window, spotting River sitting on the porch. He’d accepted Hazel’s offer of a guest room and then gone outside to act as bodyguard anyway, apparently.

      “Not for long,” he said. “The Sidhe don’t give a crap what happens to us, even Mum.”

      “I know that,” I said. “God only knows why they sent her into the Vale, if not to avoid putting their own lives in danger. We’re immune to magic, not wraiths, or skin-eating faeries, or—”

      “Stop it,” he said. “Knowing that won’t change anything. She can survive it. We might not.”

      His tone was such a total contrast to his usual bravado that I stared at him. “What, you seriously don’t think we should go after Mum?”

      “Frankly, I think she’ll toss me out of the Vale herself.”

      I shook my head. “No, she won’t. Not when she finds out we single-handedly saved Edinburgh. Give it a chance.”

      “I don’t think so.” He paused. “Might be this new power, but I get the feeling I’m supposed to do something else with it. Something in this world, not Faerie. Same with you. That talisman of yours isn’t faerie-made, is it? Humans made it. Our ancestors.”

      I couldn’t get used to Morgan speaking coherently, let alone making so much sense. “Guess it’s true, but the Sidhe gave us this magic, and it’s their symbol on the book. They were definitely involved, even if it isn’t their magic.”

      “Yeah, that part makes no sense. You can’t trap necromancy in a talisman… can you?”

      “If I knew that, I’d know how they do it to Summer and Winter magic,” I said. “I don’t think it’s true, though. Summer and Winter Sidhe… their own life is effectively tied to their talisman. If they lose their talisman, they’re weakened. But that’s because their power comes from the talisman. Necromancy—if anything, it comes directly from the spirit world.”

      Which meant there was a good chance it wouldn’t function in Faerie at all. River had said it wouldn’t, back when I hadn’t known that was the type of magic I had. Shit. That could cause problems. It shouldn’t surprise me that death magic didn’t work in a realm where nobody died, but the Sidhe could die. Which meant their immortality had never been permanent to begin with.

      Morgan cleared his throat. “You should know… Hazel went out earlier.”

      “What do you mean, ‘earlier’? It’s barely light outside.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the window. “Think she went to the grove, but she told me she’d throw me over the fence if either of us tried to follow her.”

      “Dammit, Hazel.” She probably would, too. Unlike the two of us, Hazel had had personal combat training from experts used to going up against faeries and could throw a man twice her size over her shoulder. Losing her magic had hit her pretty hard, and she was probably taking the house’s magical drought as a personal insult.

      “She’s fine, Ilsa. Oh, and your faerie’s awake.”

      “He’s not a faerie. Or mine.” My gaze went to the window before I could stop myself, to be greeted with the view of River just out of sight, blade in hand, cutting down invisible enemies. He moved so swiftly and gracefully, it was impossible to see him as human. Morgan snickered, and I glared at him.

      “Don’t let me stop you admiring the view,” Morgan said.

      I threw a cushion at him. “I’m going to make coffee.”

      After an appropriate amount of caffeine, I felt a little better, even though it looked like the only food we had in the house was stale bread and leftover takeout. I skimmed through the talisman book to avoid looking at River. The curtains were partially drawn and he probably didn’t know I could see him. That, or he was tormenting me on purpose with memories of his hands on my bare skin, his muscular body pressed against mine. And lying about my mother the whole time.

      “I’ve never seen you mope over a guy before,” Morgan observed.

      “I’m not moping. I’m reading this book.”

      “You’re projecting like hell.”

      I backed away from him on the sofa. “Stay out of my head, Morgan. I thought you had the mind-reading thing under control.”

      “I do. You’re the one whose mental shields are totally screwed. You kept waking me up with your wraith nightmares all night.”

      “I’m not psychic. Aren’t you wearing the iron band?”

      “It fell off while I was asleep.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I can pick up on you and Hazel, just nobody else. Oh yeah, and she’s back.”

      The door slammed open and Hazel stomped in from the hall, dripping melting snow all over the floor.

      “Are you okay?” I rose from my seat, alarmed.

      “Obviously.” Hazel kicked her shoes off. At least she could walk in a straight line today.

      “What were you thinking?” I said. “If those redcaps were still around—”

      “They weren’t. No evil Aunt Candice, no monstrous redcaps. I don’t think Holly even has servants. Pity that. No wonder Arden was hanging around to keep her company.”

      “What did she say to you?”

      “Told me to piss off,” Hazel said. “I went for a look at the Winter gate.”

      “And?” said Morgan.

      “And her magic’s working. Ours isn’t. I don’t get it.”

      “Mine works fine,” River said, entering the room behind her. “But my source isn’t tied to this house.”

      No. It’s in your talisman. Which must be hidden close by, since he wasn’t carrying it. He’d clearly just showered, his blond hair damp and falling into his eyes, and he’d changed from his necromancer coat to a light shirt and trousers that looked faerie made. He’d effortlessly switched from necromancer mode back to faerie mode, and once again, I couldn’t help observing how easily he seemed to fit into both worlds.

      “Neither is mine,” Hazel said. “It’s from the Court.” She touched the mark on her forehead, biting her lip. “If anything happened to Mum, it’d get stronger, not weaker, because I’d inherit the magic. The circlet is still clearly marked as hers.”

      She’d been wearing Mum’s spare one for weeks, but even the heir’s magic had nothing on the Gatekeeper’s. Worry grew inside me. If Mum was losing her power in a similar way, did that mean she was more at risk in the Vale? We need to get her out. But to do that, we needed—

      The window blew open and Arden flew in, a scroll clamped in his beak. He landed on Morgan’s head, who yelled in alarm, wildly snatching at the raven. Arden let out a caw of laughter, and took flight again.

      Morgan swore, shaking his head. “Damn bird.”

      “The ingratitude,” said Arden, landing on the bookshelf and spitting the scroll into Hazel’s hands. “You have permission to meet with the Seelie messenger at the gate.”

      Hazel scanned the parchment and looked up. “Genuine. Do the messengers know what’s going on here?”

      “Caw. Only one invitation to Faerie. I’d advise you to take it. Walk to the gates by noon, or lose your chance.”

      Hazel looked at me. “The messengers… they’re usually fairly clueless about secret Court matters. Whenever I went to the Court with Mum, I’d stay with one of them. So at least I know that part of Faerie. I’d guess River does, too.”

      “Your family?” I asked him.

      He nodded. “I can’t say they’ll know any more than we do about the mission your mother was sent on, but I can ask.”

      “Who did send her there?” I asked.

      “She wasn’t able to tell me,” River said. “The vow she was under was typical of any Sidhe one, and I can’t say I know who’d have the motive to send someone into the Vale. If I’d known what exactly she was looking for, I might have been able to guess.”

      I sighed. “Then we’ll find the person in charge of the family curse.”

      “Lord Kerien is the messenger who deals with humans,” said Hazel. “I know a few other names, but I won’t get a proper introduction until I ascend to Gatekeeper. And… well. There’s the slightest chance that they’ll refuse to speak to anyone except me.”

      Of course, the rest of us were effectively invisible to the Sidhe most of the time, and even River hadn’t been able to convince them that the wraiths posed a threat to the Court. Then I’ll make them listen to us if I have to. The Sidhe might have an irrational hatred of mortals, but they’d sit up and pay attention if they realised just how much danger they’d been in when the Winter Gatekeeper had attempted her coup. We’d yet to see the fallout from that, and I was kind of curious how much information the messengers had passed on to the rest of the Sidhe.

      “The summons does lead right into the Court, doesn’t it?” I asked. “I’m not wandering around Summer’s forest.”

      No human with any sense would wander outside of the main Court into the notoriously bloodthirsty borderlands. Admittedly, the Court itself was no better, since the Sidhe were more likely to turn humans into deer or make them into servants. Unfortunately, while most magic bounced off the Lynn family’s defences, the powerful magic of the Summer Court might be an exception. Even the Sidhe themselves weren’t entirely immune to its effects. Otherwise they wouldn’t be able to kill one another.

      Shit. Did they all know they could die for real now? Ivy Lane had known, and she was human, but heaven knew how she’d stumbled across that information. I wouldn’t be bringing it up unless I knew for certain.

      “Apparently, we just walk through the gate,” Hazel said. “I assume we’re all included in the invitation.” She looked at Morgan first, who scowled.

      “I’m not staying behind,” he said. “Don’t you—”

      “I wasn’t,” Hazel said. “But… remember everything Mum said about the Sidhe. If you were listening. I’m Gatekeeper-in-Training, which means they have to treat me with some level of respect, but the same doesn’t apply to any other human.”

      “We’re magic-proof,” said Morgan. “It’s fine. I have been there before, remember?”

      So had I. Most Gatekeeper events were restricted to Mum and Hazel only, but all three of us had attended the ceremony in the Summer Court shortly after Hazel’s magic had awakened. I’d been twelve at the time, while Morgan had been fourteen. Thanks to the haze of magic in the ceremony, all I remembered was a lot of flashing lights, and a total sensory overload. Which pretty much summed up Summer.

      Hazel gave Morgan a look. “You nearly caused an incident by jumping into the fountain to chase mermen, if you’ve forgotten.”

      “Ah.” He grinned. “Yeah, I forgot.”

      “And Ilsa stared at the orchestra for twenty minutes until Mum dragged her away.”

      “I did? I don’t remember much.”

      “Faerie music does that.”

      I grimaced. “Okay. Maybe we should add earplugs to the packing list. Are we allowed to carry iron?”

      “Technically, no,” Hazel said. “Not in visible weapons, anyway. A jar of iron filings, you could probably get away with as long as you don’t spill it.”

      Morgan looked at River. “So you’re allowed to carry your sword?”

      “It’s faerie-made,” he said. “Does your mother have any faerie-made weapons?”

      “No, she probably took them with her,” Hazel said. “Witch spells don’t work there either. But it’s okay. I have my magic.”

      I won’t. The book shifted in my pocket as though in protest. I’d have to bring it with me, and hope I wouldn’t be punished for carrying a non-Sidhe talisman.

      “Then let’s move.” Hazel made for Mum’s workroom, and I did likewise. Salt and iron filings didn’t feel like particularly useful weapons, but who knew, maybe my necromantic magic would work. It wasn’t like the book carried the usual type of necromancy.

      “Are we supposed to dress up if we’re visiting royalty?” asked Morgan, indicating his T-shirt and faded jeans. Neither of us had any faerie-made clothes like River and Hazel did. Both of them wore knee-length coats embossed in green and gold, the colours of the Summer Court. River could easily pass as minor royalty. Given the tangled family trees of Summer’s royals, it wouldn’t surprise me if he was a direct descendent of the Erlking. Fear clawed its way up my throat. I didn’t belong in Faerie. They’d know that, and they might well target me for it.

      “Chill,” said Hazel. “Once we’re through the gates, I’ll throw a glamour on both of you. River’s wearing one.”

      I shoved my fear into a dark corner. Mum. We’re doing this for her. And they don’t know I’m Gatekeeper. My talisman was equal to theirs, easily. It glowed faintly in my pocket, almost like it wanted to reassure me.

      Hazel approached the gates. Tall and overgrown with ivy, it looked like a metal gate from a distance until you got close and saw that the spikes were actually made of sharpened tree branches, almost grown out of the forest itself. A curtain of moss grew all over it, giving a neglected air, but the same symbol as the one on Hazel’s forehead topped the gate, gleaming faintly. My heart beat faster against my ribs.

      “Before we go,” Hazel said, “let’s cover some pointers. Don’t look directly at the Sidhe. Don’t speak unless you know for certain they won’t retaliate. Don’t do anything reckless, or wander off alone… anything else?”

      “Yes,” said Morgan. “Are we allowed to mention the Vale? Because that’s our goal in all this. We find out where Mum is, and get there.”

      “Only a Sidhe can,” River said. “We’d need to have a Sidhe actually accompany us into the Vale if we went there, and the odds of finding a volunteer are slim to none.”

      “So you went there with a Sidhe?” asked Morgan.

      “No, I went there on the word of a vow,” River said. “Your mother sent a message to my father requesting assistance, and I chose to take the job. Once I accepted the agreement, the vow activated, and I was transported into the Vale.”

      Damn. A chill raced down my back. Vows… despite our family curse, I hadn’t had nearly enough experience with Faerie’s most deadly and unforgiving form of magic. A single word could throw you around like a puppet on strings.

      “So you went into that place alone?” said Morgan. “See, it is possible to survive there.”

      Hazel turned to River. “So you saw Mum, and then—left?”

      “She ordered me to leave,” River answered. “I understand it looks like I left her to die there, but she told me only to protect the Gatekeeper’s heir. Then she ordered me to return to Faerie and go to your house immediately. My vow kicked in, and I was pulled back into Faerie before I could do anything more.”

      “Did you tell anyone?” asked Morgan suspiciously. “In the Court?”

      “Obviously, I told my father I had an assignment in the mortal realm. I had no other assignments, so they didn’t ask too many questions about it.”

      “I thought your skills were in high demand,” said Hazel.

      River scowled. I knew what he was thinking—the Sidhe had never taken the threats of the wraiths seriously no matter how many times he warned them.

      “The Sidhe and I had a slight misunderstanding a few months ago,” he said. “Not enough to get us thrown out, but if you hear the name Lord Daival, stay far away. He’s the client who was keeping humans in cages, and he didn’t like that I freed them.”

      “No way,” Hazel said. “Humans? You actually set humans free from a Sidhe?”

      “He’d hired me on a job and didn’t give me specific instructions not to go near them,” said River. “I wasn’t about to leave them there, but since it was my father who helped me smuggle the humans out of the faerie realm, he’s likely to be displeased about me bringing you with me.”

      Ah. Crap. Should have figured even the Gatekeeper would have trouble finding allies in the faerie realm. River was seriously lucky he hadn’t suffered worse punishment. Like exile.

      “If he won’t kill us, that’s a step above most Sidhe,” said Hazel. “And—wow. I can’t believe you did that. Who is your father?”

      “Lord Torin,” River said. “If not for his connections with the human councils in this realm, I doubt I could have got away with it.”

      “No shit,” said Hazel. “It’s not actually legal to keep humans as prisoners, but nobody ever bothers to enforce that rule. You hear that, Morgan? Be careful.”

      “Got it,” he said. “I’ll be on my best behaviour.”

      “You’d better.” Hazel approached the gates. A golden glow lit up her forehead, and the plants growing on the gates awakened, also glowing with green Summer magic. Light spilled across the path, and the gates opened with barely a whisper.

      A leafy path beckoned, flanked with tall trees. I took in a deep breath, and went after my sister into Faerie.
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      The forest path looked like any other, until the others filed in behind me, and the gates closed. Then the magic hit me like a jackhammer to the face. Brightness shone from the trees, which seemed a hundred shades of green all at once, ignited by the blazing sun overhead.

      I looked down and saw my clothes had transformed into an outfit similar to Hazel’s. As she turned to check we were behind her, the golden light shining from her forehead damn near blinded me.

      “You all okay?”

      “Sure.” The forest smelled of earthy magic, like River’s own magic turned up to max. He was glowing, too, bright green magic gleaming along the blade of his now-unsheathed talisman. He’d mentioned he carried it openly here, as a show of strength, and with the way he and Hazel stood, hiding Morgan and me from view, it was probably our best arrangement to look powerful and intimidating. Morgan and I, mundane humans without a mark or visible weapon to protect ourselves, were entirely vulnerable.

      Morgan scuffed the forest floor with his heel. “Why am I the only one without shiny special effects?”

      I touched the mark on my forehead. “Crap. The witch spell stopped working.”

      River looked at me, concerned. “The Sidhe likely won’t recognise the mark, but maybe you should hide it.”

      “Might get me confused with Hazel again,” I said wryly, arranging my hair to cover the mark. That hadn’t happened in years, as the magic she’d gained had altered her appearance to mimic the Sidhe. Her hair had lightened to honey blond, glowing in the golden light of her magic, while she tanned easily, unlike me. But it was the way she stood that made my insides ache with a familiar jealousy. She was tall, and strong, and for all the world like a princess or queen marching through her court.

      Here, the Sidhe wouldn’t respect anything less.

      “This way,” Hazel said, striding down the forest path. My eyes watered with the scents of growth and magic, the warm breeze stirred my hair and made me long to run breathlessly through the woods, like a small woodland creature—oh no, I did not want to be a deer. I scowled at everything in the most human-like manner I could manage, releasing a breath when the path ended, opening into a sunny glade the size of a small village. Birdsong drifted on the faint breeze, which was just the right temperature to balance the suffocating warmth. I fought the urge to inhale, pushing aside images of bounding through fields. Bloody magic.

      “Where are we?” I asked quietly.

      “Holdover territory.” Hazel sniffed. “Dicks. If they wanted to speak to us right away, they’d have brought us directly to the ambassadors’ place.”

      Morgan made a strangled noise, arms outstretched. “I can’t fly…”

      “Don’t,” Hazel said. “Someone’s spinning a spell. If you think too hard about the sky, you’ll turn into a bird, and I don’t have time to chase you around.”

      “For me, it’s bounding through fields,” I muttered. “It’s okay. I’ve got it under control. Shouldn’t our shield deflect this?”

      “It’s subtle magic. Some prick doesn’t want us here.”

      She strode into the middle of the clearing. “I asked for an audience with the ambassador.”

      “And you’ll get one.” A man appeared in front of us—no, a Sidhe. If the pointed ears weren’t enough of a clue, the magic pouring off him would be. His eyes glowed bright green, his skin was golden tan, and he wore a regal-looking coat with gold cuffs. He carried a glowing staff carved with runes and entwined with glowing purple flowers. Some primal instinct in the depths of my mind screamed at me that he wasn’t human. I’d almost compare the sensation to my ability to tell whether someone was human or not when in the spirit realm. That same sense recognised this being as more than human. Dangerous. Horribly, murderously beautiful and terrifying.

      Don’t look directly at them, Hazel had said. Oops. My eyes watered, but looking away from the Sidhe would only give him more cause to believe we were pathetic humans.

      “Who are you?” said Hazel. “I asked for Lord Kerien.”

      “He is otherwise occupied. I am Lord Raivan, ambassador for the Seelie Court designated to handle all cases involving humans and half-bloods.”

      He didn’t sound particularly thrilled about his role.

      “You know who I am, right?” said Hazel. “I’m the future Gatekeeper of the Summer Court. Do you even know about the Gatekeepers?”

      “I know of them.”

      Hazel groaned. “We don’t have time for this. Someone’s decided to drain my family’s magic, and I was told the Court has the answers. And can you tell the person trying to turn my siblings into woodland animals to cut it the hell out?”

      All the air seemed to leave the clearing. Hazel took a step back, gasping, and I forgot to breathe. The green magic swirling around the Sidhe lord brightened to a glare, while the impulse to bound through the field was replaced by the instinct to run far, far away and hide.

      “You speak with little respect, Gatekeeper’s daughter.”

      “That’s because your Court sent my mother on a suicide mission,” said Hazel. “Unless she’s here. Where is she?”

      “I have no idea about your mother, Gatekeeper’s daughter. It’s not my job to handle your family.”

      “That’s why I wanted to speak to someone who knows who I am,” said Hazel. “Why’s our magic not working? Isn’t it tied to the Court? Arden said you can help us.”

      His gaze passed along our group. “Some areas of our territory are experiencing a magical drought. Perhaps the same has affected your house. We have yet to determine the cause, but we have every intention of eliminating it.” His tone implied we’d be wise not to mention it to anyone outside the Court.

      “In that case, may I ask your permission to traverse your territory in order to pay a visit to Lord Torin?” said River smoothly.

      The Sidhe looked at River as though he’d only just noticed he were there. It didn’t surprise me. They’d treated me the same for years, and I couldn’t imagine living as a half-blood in this place. At least he probably couldn’t feel the side effects of Summer’s magic as strongly as the rest of us.

      “Do you have permission to visit Lord Torin?”

      “Yes, as I’m his son. Your nephew,” River added.

      Lord Raivan’s mouth tightened and he waved a hand. Immediately, the clearing disappeared, to be replaced by a meadow filled with blooming flowers. I opened my mouth and closed it again. I hadn’t even picked up on the resemblance between the two of them, though admittedly, I was still having difficulty focusing on the Sidhe lord’s face.

      River led the way down a side path between low fences. On one side was a large pleasant-looking house, which he approached through a gate.

      “Your uncle’s nice, isn’t he?” said Hazel.

      River shrugged. “Some Sidhe don’t like being associated with those who have mortal children. He’s better than most.”

      “Because he hates us too much to capture us and put us in cages?” I said, rolling my eyes. “Tell me your father will have something useful to say. He knows where Mum is?”

      “Yes, but only because I told him. However, I was here on his territory when I received the job, so he’s the person most likely to know more about it. This territory is one of the safest places for visitors in the entire Summer Court. At least my uncle didn’t send us through wild territory.” He approached the door and knocked.

      A small creature with bark-like skin opened the door. Wow. They have a brownie. They must be loaded. Not that it was a surprise. In Faerie, magical power meant wealth, and the Sidhe had no shortage of both.

      “Greetings, River,” said the brownie. “And who are they?”

      “The Lynn siblings. The Summer Gatekeeper’s children.”

      “Ah.” The brownie gave us an appraising look. “You wish to speak to the master? He’s in the orchard.”

      “Thank you, Quentin.” River walked into the hallway. After a moment’s hesitation, Hazel followed, with Morgan and I close behind.

      “Orchard?” whispered Hazel. “This place is fancy. Is this where you live when you’re here, River?”

      “Yes. Half-bloods aren’t permitted to own land or property in Faerie, so only those of us with family willing to accommodate us are in service to the Court. Several of my half-siblings sometimes live here, too.”

      I’d forgotten he’d once implied he had siblings, because his father was probably hundreds of years old and had doubtlessly been with more than one mortal. As generous as his offer sounded, I couldn’t forget that the Sidhe had intentionally put their half-blood children into a position of inferiority and dependence on their generosity. And mercy. River must have thought working for the Summer Court was worth the indignity. Then again, he had got a free talisman out of it, which were usually off-limits to non-Sidhe.

      We walked through a bright conservatory into the garden, where River led the way to a wooden gate. Beyond, a number of trees bearing fruit that shone in bright shades crowded us. Their strong aroma urged me to pick the fruit and bite into it. I could drown in the smell, which probably meant it’d turn me into a deer. I bit the inside of my cheek, my nails digging into my palms. The smell of apples brought back memories of the half-Sidhe I’d dated as a teenager, who’d seduced me in a grove of his own creation. The memory did a pretty good job of neutralising the effects of the spell, because now I wanted to throw up instead.

      “Don’t touch the fruit,” River said in a low voice. “It tends to have unpredictable effects on mortals.”

      Morgan replaced the apple he’d picked up, then jumped when a tall Sidhe male with River’s pointed ears and fair curly hair appeared. He wore a finely made shirt and trousers, which I supposed was the Sidhe’s idea of casual clothing. Like River, he carried a sword strapped to his side. The weirdest part was that underneath the glowing effects of faerie magic, he barely looked older than River did. Yet he’d likely lived for centuries.

      “Son,” he said to River. “I wasn’t expecting you to return so soon.”

      Ah. Faerie time travel. It’d been weeks since River’s return, but time passed differently here, with mortal years going by in the blink of an eye to the Sidhe.

      “There have been developments in the mortal realm,” he said. “I have brought the Gatekeeper’s children with me, as they have questions they need to ask a trustworthy Sidhe.”

      “Apparently they haven’t heard the stories,” said the Sidhe. “Not a one of us is trustworthy to mortals, and they should do well to remember it.”

      “Didn’t you knock one of them up?” said Morgan. “Or several?”

      “Ignore him,” Hazel said quickly. “I’m Hazel Lynn, the heir to the Summer Gatekeeper’s title. I’m told that you might know where our mother currently is, and who sent her there.”

      “If you came here, my son likely told you her whereabouts himself. The Vale is not a safe place for you mortals, even less than here.”

      “No shit,” Morgan said. “Let’s assume we know the Vale is dangerous and we’re gonna rescue her anyway.”

      The Sidhe turned to him. “Rescue? My son tells me the Summer Gatekeeper seems to be coping admirably in hostile territory.”

      “But our magic is fading,” Hazel said. “We need to find her. It’d help if we at least knew who sent her there. River said she’s visited your house.”

      “Yes, some time ago,” said Lord Torin. “As for the Court’s magic, I heard rumours of a drought, but I can’t say it has reached me here.”

      “So if you’re okay, everyone else must be, too?” said Morgan. I half wished he’d shoved the apple into his mouth after all.

      The Sidhe cocked an eyebrow. “Who exactly are you, mortal?”

      “Morgan Lynn. Necromancer. Means I deal with dead people.”

      I quickly stepped in. “Who might have sent our mother into the Vale?”

      “If you follow her, you’ll likely lose your lives,” said Lord Torin. “But the last person known to have spoken to the Gatekeeper was Lady Aiten.”

      Hazel took a step backwards. “We saw her. Recently. She answered my last request for help from the Court. You mean to say she knew all along? She didn’t even try to answer my questions.”

      She must mean the Sidhe who’d questioned me after the Winter Gatekeeper’s death, one of the three who’d come into the mortal realm.

      “You’re not likely to get answers from any Sidhe by showing up on their doorsteps,” said Lord Torin. “An early death, perhaps.”

      “This concerns peace within the Courts and outside them,” Hazel said. “If the Summer Gatekeeper goes missing, what happens if outsiders attack? The former Winter Gatekeeper attempted a coup once already and nearly destroyed the Courts in the process. You must have heard about it.”

      “Nothing can destroy the Courts,” said the Sidhe calmly. “Do not think I am unaware of your family’s role as peacekeepers. Lady Aiten will be attending an event later today, at the house of Lord Niall. That’s the only time she might agree to speak with you. But I don’t need to warn you of the dangers such events pose for mortals.” He gave Morgan and me a disparaging look.

      Morgan bristled, but Hazel stepped in. “Thank you,” she said. “Any clues about a way to contact our mother would be greatly appreciated.”

      He gave a brief nod of acknowledgement and turned to River. “I warned you not to ask for my assistance in helping humans again.”

      River looked at his father defiantly. “I kept my word. They asked for assistance of their own free will. I assumed the Summer Gatekeeper was welcome on the territory closest to the council on Earth.”

      “The Summer Gatekeeper is, of course,” he said. “Humans, however, are nothing but trouble. Lord Daival is still dealing with the fallout from his… livestock escaping.”

      River’s body stiffened, his hands clenching at his sides. Coldness spread through me despite the heat. Livestock? He was talking about humans. And River looked like he wished he’d decapitated the Sidhe he’d stolen the humans from. I didn’t blame him.

      “You people really do have no souls,” said Morgan.

      Lord Torin turned on him. Magic flashed, and Morgan yelped, jumping backwards as thorns sprouted from his hands.

      “Enough!” River said sharply.

      The thorns vanished, but the Sidhe’s expression remained furious. “Son, you have an open invitation here. So does the Gatekeeper. Not these… others.” His gaze skimmed our group, lingering on me this time. My throat went dry.

      “Sorry!” Hazel said. “We’ve had a seriously rough week, and our mother might be dying. He’s never been around Sidhe—you know what, we’ll go over here.”

      Hazel all but hauled Morgan away, and I made to follow—but a thorny plant blocked my way. I took in a breath. Showing weakness might get me killed, and the Sidhe had apparently picked me out as a target. Lord Torin hadn’t moved, but his magic flowed through every plant in this garden. Sharp thorns gleamed, and fruits dripped deadly juice onto the grass.

      I met his stare, aware that he’d be able to see the mark on my forehead, and would draw his own conclusions about what it meant. It wasn’t like being looked at by River, though they both had the same intensity to their green-eyed stare. Like they were paying attention to nothing else. With the Sidhe, it was outright terrifying.

      “Yes?” I said, relieved my voice sounded steady.

      “You’re not as loud as your fellow humans,” he observed.

      Yeah, that’s because this is awkward as hell. I was kind of dating your son, for a while. Also, I can’t stop picturing you with Lady Montgomery and it’s seriously weirding me out.

      Aloud, I said, “I have nothing to add. We need to find who sent Mum into the Vale. If she’s tethered to them by a vow, they can invoke the same vow to bring her out of the Vale, right?”

      “Did my son tell you that?”

      “I worked it out.” From something River had said, but he didn’t need to know.

      “You’re a perceptive mortal.”

      “I’m choosing to take that as a compliment.” Go on. Mention the mark. You want to. There was no other reason for him to stare at me that intently. I was an unknown element. A curiosity. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to join my siblings and make a plan. Will the person who cast the vow likely be present at this event today?”

      “Many Sidhe will.” He tilted his head. “My son mentioned you.”

      Ah. Crap. I hadn’t thought Lord Torin even knew my name, as I hadn’t told him. But he must have figured it out somehow. Sidhe were way too observant.

      “Yeah, I was the unknown person the Summer Gatekeeper sent him to guard,” I said. “I’m grateful that he helped keep me alive.” What the hell, maybe I could help River regain the respect of the Sidhe… but I doubted so. The word of a human with questionable magic probably didn’t outdo the audacity of setting a bunch of mortal prisoners free.

      “Yes, that mission led him on quite the chase,” said the Sidhe. “Your magic is… interesting.”

      “How do you know? I’m not Sidhe.”

      “No, and yet… that mark. Very curious.”

      “Yeah, it is.” I kept looking into his eyes, knowing he wanted me to look away. River wouldn’t let him hurt me, but depending on anyone in this realm was a risky move. Besides, this man might be less awful than most Sidhe, but he also referred to humans as livestock, and had probably ignored River for most of his life. As for Lady Montgomery? I’d bet that even if they’d parted on friendly terms, the Sidhe didn’t get the concept of paying for child support. I never thought I’d feel bad for Lady Montgomery of all people.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ilsa Lynn,” he said. “You may join your family.”

      Why did I get the impression he’d learned more from looking at the mark on my forehead than I had from our entire conversation?

      “I take it we need to make preparations before going to this Sidhe event,” I said.

      “Naturally. Ask the brownie. I think he enjoys human company.”

      I figured that was probably an insult, but let it slide. I had to get the others alone to explain my plan—and I couldn’t help wondering if the Sidhe would be as keen to refer to us as ‘livestock’ if they realised they were basically long-lived mortals now, too.
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      River and I found the others inside the conservatory. I sat down beside a plant, which immediately wrapped itself around my leg. Hazel zapped it with Summer magic and it withdrew.

      “Bloody plants,” Morgan growled. “One of them tried to strangle me.”

      “Be thankful it wasn’t worse,” River said. “If you intend to insult every Sidhe present, you won’t walk out of this realm alive.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll behave,” Morgan said. “If nobody insults me. Or humans in general, come to that.”

      “Morgan,” Hazel said warningly. “If you want to get into an argument, pick literally anyone except the Sidhe. I have one shot to get information on Mum. I can’t waste it chasing you around.”

      “Nor me,” I said. “I can pretty much bet that this Sidhe event won’t be human friendly. Also, this.” I pointed at my forehead. “Your father seemed to recognise it, River.” I glanced over my shoulder, but if the Sidhe wanted to hear what we were saying, I doubted he’d bother to hide himself.

      “He likely knew it for an Invocation,” River said. “The language is intimately familiar to the Sidhe, as much as their own. Maybe you should obtain a glamour… Hazel, your magic should be stronger here. Mine is, too, but glamour isn’t my strong point.”

      “You’re saying I should put a fae disguise on those two?” said Hazel dubiously. “I can, but if any of the Sidhe so much as breathe in their direction, it’ll probably fall off.”

      “It’ll get us in,” River said. “Hazel and I have implicit invitations, but you two… it’s possible the Sidhe will make a fuss. I’ll ask my father—”

      “There’s no need,” growled a voice. The brownie had sidled into the room, unseen. “I will ask them myself. As a member of the Council of Twelve, I am allowed passage to speak with the ambassadors.”

      “Thank you, Quentin,” River said.

      Hazel stared at the brownie. “I didn’t know the council was allowed here. Does that mean they’re all in Faerie? Even the humans?”

      “No,” said the brownie. “I serve two families, one here, one in the mortal realm, and it is my duty to act on behalf of the Council of Twelve to ensure peace between our realms. Your mission’s purpose is to keep the peace, therefore, I can ask for permission.”

      He bowed and left.

      “Am I missing something?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I didn’t understand a word he just said,” Morgan said.

      “The council… the alliance between human and faerie realms,” Hazel said. “That brownie must carry messages between here and the human council in the mortal realm. So he has the clout to get us into this event. Good enough.”

      “A council of humans and Sidhe?” I asked. “Would they know where Mum is?”

      “I don’t know which Sidhe are on the council, because it’s new,” Hazel said. “It only formed in the last year. But… hmm. Might explain why Lord Raivan’s so prickly. He’s stuck dealing with humans.”

      “So the brownie can get us in,” Morgan said. “Good enough for me. Who’s holding the event?”

      “Lord Niall, of course,” said Hazel, with an eye-roll. “It’s always Lord Niall. They say he held a party all through the last war with Winter.”

      “I don’t think so,” River said. “Likely an exaggeration… but he does have a reputation. He doesn’t care much for torturing mortals, but his guests might feel differently.”

      “Then we’ll wear disguises,” said Morgan. “Can I have some shiny special effects now?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Hazel said, drumming her fingertips on her knees. “Better hope the magic in this place is enough to make up for the drought.”

      Great. So I have to dress up as one of them. For Mum’s sake, I’d dress up as a troll, but when Hazel was done with Morgan and turned to me, I dug my heels in.

      “If my glamour falls off, the mark’s the first thing they’ll see,” I said. “I need to be prepared to fight or run. No magical dresses this time.”

      “I was thinking the same,” Hazel said, to my surprise. “Okay. Let’s see what I can do.”

      To my surprise, since the Sidhe didn’t have strictly gendered clothing, nobody commented on my knee-length armoured coat and trousers like the Sidhe warriors wore. Being a glamour, the armour wasn’t as thick as it looked, but hopefully it’d deter people from taking a shot at me.

      The pointed ears were seriously weird, even though when I touched my ear, it felt normal under the illusion. And my glowing green eyes would make it even more likely people would confuse me with Hazel. All I needed was a horse and I might actually pass as a Sidhe. I’d ridden them a few times in the mortal realm but was long out of practise, and the horses the Sidhe rode definitely weren’t made of the same stuff. They moved with the same eerie grace as their faerie kin, and I frowned when I spotted several of them tethered at the front of the house with Hazel beside them.

      “We’re riding?” I asked River.

      He briefly stroked a coal-black horse’s head, and lithely sprang onto its back. “It’s quicker. It also might be more comfortable if you join me. The horses can tell you’re human.”

      “No, it’s cool.” I climbed up behind him awkwardly. How many times could we be put in compromising situations in a single day?

      “Come on,” said Hazel, who sat astride a magnificent white steed which wouldn’t have looked out of place as a Lord of the Rings extra. She wore a dress in shades of gold and lilac, her circlet gleaming with magic. Real flowers were twined in her hair, which spilled down her back in golden curls. Magic, but not an illusion like my own was. Behind her, Morgan slouched back on the horse, somewhat dampening the image. He wore his own Sidhe disguise with pointed ears and jet black hair grown out past his shoulders Sidhe-style, but he sat like a human.

      “No galloping,” he said. “I’d like to get out of this with my balls in one piece, thanks.”

      “Nobody wants to know, Morgan,” Hazel said. “Let’s go.”

      The horse took off in a gliding motion that momentarily convinced my body we’d actually left the ground. I grabbed River’s coat for balance, too startled to yell. The ground slid away, the movement more like flying than riding. In the space of a few seconds, we left the garden behind, and there was nothing but trees on either side. I heard Morgan swearing loudly behind me.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped into the back of River’s coat.

      “It gets easier,” he said. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      “I’ve ridden fairground rides that were less hair-raising—” I cut off in a gasp as the horse performed another dizzying glide, this time landing in a field of flowers. Their perfumed scent only made me even more dizzy, and I was fervently glad I hadn’t eaten in hours. “Please tell me it’s almost over.”

      I felt his body vibrate with laughter beneath the death grip I had around him. A third glide brought us up to a thorny gate in front of another manor house, at which point two armoured Sidhe nodded to River and let us pass.

      “Wait, we’re in?” I shook my head. “Wow. Apparently Sidhe nearly falling off their horses is a common sight.”

      “You aren’t going to fall off,” he said. “At least, the way you’re crushing my ribs indicates that’s not the case.”

      Ah. “Sorry.” I loosened my hold, barely lingering a second to enjoy the sensation of his hard muscles beneath my hands. I carefully climbed down, after which River led the horse to the stables in the manor’s expansive grounds.

      Bright flowers that didn’t exist in the mortal realm exuded a smell that captured all my senses at once, while a thick forest surrounded the back of the manor. Long-leafed, unfamiliar plants stood on either side of the oak doors, which were wide open, inviting. Guests walked in and out, talking in the faerie tongue. I didn’t know enough of the language to eavesdrop on whatever the Sidhe found to be interesting conversation topics.

      Humans would call the Sidhe ‘pretty’, in the ‘deadly rose with sharp thorns’ or ‘angry peacock’ sense. They wore similar finery—long coats embossed in gold, with flowers, feathers and thorns being a popular feature. They generally kept their hair long, and wore elaborate headgear or plants woven into their long tresses. All had the trademark bright green eyes of Summer royalty, and their talismans were equally prominent—swords, crossbows, even an axe or two.

      I’d worried a little about River, but he was far from the only half-blood present, and the sheer amount of magic in the air made the half-faeries look almost identical to the Sidhe anyway. He blended in perfectly, in shades of green and gold. His hair glowed, and so did his eyes. God, he was gorgeous. And untouchable, even though I still smelled faintly of his magic from being so close to him during our ride here. Or maybe the hair-raising horse ride and Faerie’s ever-intrusive magic was more to blame. I’d never felt more like a mundane human.

      We stepped onto a cobbled path, and I stopped to stare around. The manor was designed more along the lines of a garden than a house, with fountains and statues and tables heaving with faerie dishes. Blood red flowers glowed on the ceiling, gold and white on the walls, and a large tree sat behind it all, which appeared to have merged into the back wall. Doors on the east side led into a courtyard where yet more Sidhe gathered, and a band stood on a wooden stage, playing an eerie melody. My body swayed to it, and part of me wanted to dance, to grab River and press my body close to his again…

      Nope. No transforming into wild creatures, no dancing, and definitely no breaking boundaries with River.

      Brownies moved amongst the crowd, offering drinks. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Hazel had Morgan under control. He wore a slightly glazed expression, but the illusion of green eyes cancelled it out. In fairness, I probably looked the same. It was impossible to know where to look to avoid being dazzled by the magic. Piskies flitted around, wearing flowery crowns, while a Sidhe took to the stage in the room’s centre.

      “Guests,” the male Sidhe said. “Please welcome the esteemed Lord Niall, master of revels.”

      I snorted. “That’s his official title?”

      “He does know how to throw a party, I’ll give him that,” Hazel whispered, moving in behind me.

      “No kidding,” said Morgan.

      A handsome male Sidhe wearing a gold crown on his silver hair stepped to the front of the stage, smiling broadly. He held a glass in his hand, probably containing elf wine. “It’s an honour to host so many of the Summer Court’s finest.”

      Sure it is. Which of these Sidhe might have callously sent Mum wandering into the Vale, alone? Did any of them know or care that their immortality no longer existed, and war with Winter might be just around the corner?

      “Might there be faerie-necromancers here?” I whispered to the others. “It’s not like the Sidhe would know or care.”

      “It’s possible,” River murmured. “However, most half-bloods in the Court are in service to the Sidhe and would never betray them in such a way. They know what fate awaits if they do.”

      I tuned into Lord Niall’s speech when applause rose from the crowd.

      “Let the festivities begin.” He spoke a few words in an odd tone, like a song or a prayer, and the hair lifted off my head as birds exploded into life from the ceiling, flitting over the crowd. Life magic, creating life.

      Morgan shook his head, looking dazed. “What the bloody hell was that?”

      “Magic,” I said, equally shaken.

      “Yeah,” Hazel said. “What a waste. Invocations are the language of the gods. Most Sidhe don’t dare use them at all, and what does that guy do? Summon a bunch of birds.”

      “I didn’t know he planned to do that,” River said. “It was rather foolish and showy.”

      “Seems like that’s a running theme with that guy,” I said in a low voice. “Let’s not stay any longer than we need to. We have to find who sent Mum into the Vale.”

      “Lady Aiten must be in the crowd somewhere,” River said. “She’s likely to know, even if Lord Niall himself doesn’t.”

      He took the lead around the room’s perimeter. I followed, wishing I had an oxygen mask or something so I could inhale without filling my lungs with intoxicating magic. It made it hard to think clearly enough to form a plan, much less focus on the crowd and spot Lady Aiten. On my right, a glass door led out onto a wooden veranda. Eyes glittered from the bushes outside.

      “Who are those?” I pointed to them.

      “Borderland fae,” River said. “They don’t have invitations. Lady Hornbeam’s soldiers, I’d guess.”

      “Who?”

      “One of the ruling Sidhe of the borderlands,” River said. “Apparently she has an army. It’s not uncommon. Lord Niall doesn’t, however. I think we can question him if Lady Aiten won’t talk, provided that your siblings remember that those same words he just used can also strip the magic from a person, or drive them to madness.”

      “Don’t worry. Hazel might be impulsive but she’s no fool, and she’ll keep Morgan in check.”

      A Sidhe I recognised walked past, wearing a scowl at odds with the jubilant atmosphere in the room.

      “Oh hey, Lord Raivan,” said Hazel. “Might I ask—?”

      “I’m not here to assist humans,” he said icily, and stalked away.

      “Wow,” said Hazel. “Someone needs a dose of elf wine.”

      “You’re not drinking, are you?” I asked warily, remembering the last faerie event we’d both been to.

      “Water.” She held up the glass in her hand. “I don’t think Lord Niall is going to leave the crowd any time soon. Better hope Lady Aiten has something useful to say.”

      “She might have been the last person to speak to the Gatekeeper, but she might not necessarily have known about her quest,” River said. “The Sidhe keep as many secrets from each other as they do from everyone else.”

      “Maybe, but… damn. I don’t understand why she didn’t give us a clue when she spoke to us before.” Hazel stood on tip-toe, annoyance evident on her features. We Lynns weren’t exactly short, but there wasn’t a Sidhe under six feet tall, and picking out one of them was all but impossible. “Right. I think we should split up—”

      “Nope,” said River and I at the same time.

      Hazel gave him an irritated look. “Cover one half of the room each. You take care of Ilsa, I’ll watch Morgan.”

      “Not after what happened last time,” I said. “You damn near died.”

      “What?” said Morgan, appearing to tune into the conversation for the first time.

      “That’s irrelevant,” Hazel said. “I’m not drinking, and besides, these people won’t attack the Gatekeeper. Meet you here in ten minutes.”

      She grabbed Morgan’s arm and pulled him after her into the crowd.

      I groaned. “I should have seen this coming.”

      “If she doesn’t drink anything, she’ll be fine,” River said.

      “Yeah, got it. How much wine does it actually take to get a Sidhe drunk, anyway?” From what I could see, they were drinking it by the bucket-load. Then again, Sidhe’s metabolisms were faster than humans’. I’d never seen a Sidhe in that condition, which was probably for the best. They didn’t bother to control their magic at the best of times.

      “I’ve never thought to ask.” He began to circle the room in the opposite direction to Hazel, and I walked alongside him. Sidhe gathered in groups around the fountain, paying little attention to anything other than their own conversations. A bright green glow drew my attention to the sprawling tree at the back of the room, which gave the illusion that the whole house was alive.

      As we passed one of the tables, a group of Sidhe walked past. One of them was the female half-faerie who’d come through Summer’s gate to talk to us before. Tall and slim with olive skin and thick dark hair, she wore an imperious expression. Green shone from her eyes and from the crossbow strapped to her back. There she is.

      I’d found the Sidhe who’d last seen our mother.
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      I gave River a sideways look. Hazel and Morgan were on the opposite side of the hall, and while I didn’t want to lose sight of our quarry, I didn’t particularly want to draw the attention of her companions either.

      On the other hand, Lady Aiten knew about the book, and what I’d used it for.

      I took in a deep breath, walking after her. River caught my arm, and I shook my head slightly.

      “You’re glamoured,” he murmured. “She won’t know who you are.”

      “Most people here are glamoured,” I whispered back. “She’ll catch on that we’re following her eventually.” I didn’t slow, continuing to walk after her and her two Sidhe companions. Maybe the two who’d been with her before, in the mortal realm, maybe not.

      “Excuse me?” I said. “Lady Aiten, I’d like to speak to you.”

      “I thought I smelled a human.” Her contemptuous tone made me want to peel off my disguise and punch her in the nose, but as Hazel had cast the spell, the most I could do was glare.

      “You know me. I’m Gatekeeper.”

      “Leave,” she told the others, and the two Sidhe stepped lithely away. “Did you risk your life in the mortal realm for nothing? This is no place for a human.”

      “The person who sent my mother into the Vale seemed to think it is. Did you?” I pressed. “I’m told you were the last person to speak to the Gatekeeper before she left.”

      “The Gatekeeper did indeed come to inform me that she would be away from her duties for a few weeks. She didn’t say where she was going.”

      “But you know—” Dammit, telling the Sidhe here about the book was out of the question. “You know what I did. What she gave me. Mum’s the one who did it, and she’s in danger. We need to find out who sent her on this quest so they can bring her back.”

      “That’s not how it works,” she said. “It’s your mother’s duty to serve the Court, as it will be your sister’s duty when her time comes.”

      “But—can you at least give me a clue about who’d send her there?”

      She gave me an appraising look. “Your mother works for the Court as a whole. All of us have the authority to ask her to help.”

      Not all of you. Most of them wouldn’t entrust a human with any task at all, which gave me no clues whatsoever. But what might they need doing that they couldn’t do themselves? That’s the part that confused me. The Sidhe had it all, and what they didn’t have, they could get, with magic. All the Gatekeeper did was keep the peace. So either her mission involved something that would further that goal, or something the Sidhe didn’t already have.

      Lady Aiten gave me a last cold look and walked away.

      I sighed, turning to River. “Great. Another Sidhe off the list. Where’s our esteemed host?” I looked around and spotted Morgan staggering towards us.

      “Do not,” he said. “Do not go behind the curtain over that way unless you want to see what trolls look like naked.”

      “Oh god, you’re wasted.”

      “I am not.” He fell sideways into the table. “I’ve seen things I cannot unsee.”

      Hazel strode up, thankfully looking sober. “Lord Raivan needs to take a swift dive into the fountain. So much for the Sidhe’s exquisite manners.”

      “No luck?” I asked.

      “We couldn’t find anyone to speak to, so I figured he might give us some direction. He told me to get lost. He’s the wrong person to put in charge of human affairs.”

      “Is that his job?” I asked.

      “I know why they sent him to meet us,” she said. “It sounds like Lord Raivan was the person who told the Summer Court to vote on whether to let half-bloods enter the territory in order to claim their parentage. They voted to let the half-faeries in, but so many people kicked up a fuss that he ended up being put in charge of dealing with humans for the foreseeable future. He used to be a high-ranking ambassador. Poor thing.”

      “But did you learn anything?”

      “About Mum? Nope. You?”

      “No, but I guessed something,” I said. “The Sidhe… look at them. They have everything they could ever want. So what she’s doing must involve either getting something they don’t have, or something to do with peacekeeping.”

      “From what Mum said, not many people even know who we are,” she said. “Except maybe Lord Niall…” She trailed off as the curtain of ivy parted, and a male Sidhe walked past, stark naked.

      “Fucking hell,” said Morgan.

      “That was Lord Niall,” said Hazel. A thoughtful expression crossed her face.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I said.

      Hazel laughed. “The moron actually left his talisman behind.”

      “Please don’t,” I said. “Seriously…”

      “Well, why not enjoy the party,” said Hazel.

      “Because the guests can transform into murderous psychopaths in the blink of an eye?”

      I turned to Morgan, only to see him disappearing behind the curtain of ivy.

      “Oh, for god’s sake,” I said. “Can one of you conjure up some common sense?”

      “I’m going after him. Wait here.” Hazel walked through the ivy curtain. A wave of magic followed in her wake, showing images of Sidhe naked and draped over one another amongst the trees.

      “Damn, that’s strong.” I took a step backwards into River, who steadied me. His own eyes were hazy with magic, and pulling away from him felt like yanking the gates of Death closed. “We should probably walk away before we end up naked in the woods. No way will Lord Niall talk to her now.”

      “Actually, he seems somewhat distracted.” He stood close to me. Too close. I smoothly stepped back, despite the pull of magic urging me to make terrible decisions. River had deceived me. Even if he was probably the least deceptive person within sight, I couldn’t afford to forget it. “Your sister’s glamour is wearing off. You’re turning human.”

      “Shit,” I said, ducking my head, relieved my hair was long and thick enough to hide my non-pointed ears.

      “I highly doubt any of the Sidhe in the grove will notice,” he murmured. “But if we stand here any longer, someone might spot you.”

      I moved behind him. “There. Nobody can see me.”

      “Except me.” And now he was too close again. Where did all the air go?

      “You don’t sound like you mind that I look human.”

      “I prefer you like this.” His lips were too close to my ear. “You have no idea how much.”

      Stop seducing me. I’m angry with you. Was angry. Whichever. Never mind that he’d been driving me insane through sexual frustration for weeks, which didn’t go away after unwelcome revelations.

      “I prefer not being lied to,” I said, the words sounding like they came from the human beneath the faerie disguise.

      His hand dropped. “I’ve told you the full story. There are no more secrets between us. It’s up to you to decide whether to forgive me or not. The wording of the vow was such that I couldn’t get around it.”

      “I know,” I said, my eyes on my feet. “It’s—I want to be angrier with you than I am, because it’d be more productive than being raging mad at the people responsible for this.” I gestured at the room in general. “But that’s why I can’t be angry with you.” It’d help if the faerie magic made it easier to articulate my feelings, rather than intensifying them.

      I raised my head to look at his expression. His faerie-bright eyes were a combination of surprise and something else I couldn’t place. “I deceived you. That’s a fairly essential part of being Sidhe.”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “So is not having any sense of ethics. I’d rather save all my grudges for the dicks who messed with my family.”

      “Speaking of… maybe we should check on Hazel or Morgan.”

      “I was trying not to think about whether either of my siblings is screwing the guy we’re meant to be interrogating. But you’re right.” What if Hazel had pushed too far and pissed off the host, or Morgan’s disguise had worn off like mine had and he’d been caught by the Sidhe? “Ready to hold your breath?”

      I pushed through the ivy, and magic hit me like a hammer to the skull. Hazy greenness filtered across my vision, stirring my senses, caressing my skin like a soft breeze. Right away, I spotted Morgan lip-locked with a silver-haired male who was either half-blood or Sidhe. “Wow. That magic is strong. Morgan doesn’t even like faeries.”

      I more or less swayed onto the nearest path, River close behind me.

      “Hazel?” I called. More trees passed by. More Sidhe in various stages of undress. Heat pulsed in the air and my glamoured clothes felt uncomfortably warm.

      “There she is.” River pointed. Hazel had her arms entwined around another Sidhe. I couldn’t tell whether or not it was Lord Niall.

      “Great.” I looked away. “Which way is back?” The forest all looked the same. Left… we’d come from the right hand side. I walked that way, swaying, and River caught my hand.

      I didn’t know when I stopped walking and started kissing him, only that I couldn’t stop. His hands were all over me, touching every inch of skin they could get at, and I wished I’d gone for a more revealing outfit after all. I gasped as his thumbs stroked my hips through layers of cloth, strong hands pulling me tight against him. A jolt of sheer wanting went straight to my core, and I shivered with pleasure as he nipped at the skin of my neck, then my ear. Every inch of my skin flushed from his touch as I drew his mouth to mine. I wound a hand into the curls of his hair, and the smell of his earthy magic made my nerves ignite.

      “You’re exquisite,” he whispered, running his hands over my breasts underneath the thin fabric of my shirt.

      My nipples tightened under his touch. “I want you.”

      His breath hitched as my hand brushed against his erection. “Not here.”

      “I don’t see why not.” This type of magic only amplified the feelings already there, and every inch of me wanted him.

      I sucked in another breath, and choked on the sudden smell of decay. Beneath the magic, something rotted, and a chill breeze broke through the intoxicating warmth.

      It smelled of the dead.

      River drew back, panting. Something was… off. Wait, the music. It’d stopped. And that smell…

      Greyness swept across my vision. I saw two glowing lights. River’s spirit, pulsing strongly, and mine, too.

      Spirits weren’t supposed to appear in Faerie.

      River leapt back from me with an exclamation of alarm. All the colour had drained from his face. “Did you feel that? Either someone opened a way to earth, or someone used necromancy here.”

      Shock jolted me back to my senses. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It’s not possible—it shouldn’t be possible.” He grabbed his blade, which had disappeared in a glamoured haze while we’d been kissing.

      Wishing I had a proper weapon, I put my hand in my pocket and touched the book. Its power crept up my arm, invigorating, wrong. The magic had remained dormant since we’d come here. It shouldn’t exist. Despite myself, I pulled out the book. The symbol on the cover gleamed white, and so did my hands. A whisper across my spirit sight made me jump backwards.

      “There’s a spirit here.” I put the book in my pocket, turning to look for the way back.

      Then the first wraith appeared, its shadowy form sweeping over the clearing.

      Screams rang out as a chill breeze followed in the wraith’s wake. Everyone here could see it. Hell—it’d probably been a Sidhe while it’d been alive. I didn’t have necromantic candles with me, which left me with one means of banishing it. I held up my hands, glowing white.

      “Get over here, you bastard,” I shouted.

      The wraith turned on me. Its shadowy form descended, and bright green magic exploded into life. Thorns rose into the air, grabbing at every Sidhe they could reach. Whoa. No Sidhe had cast the spell. The wraith still had its magic, and now it was attacking its kin. Magic streamed from my hands, but much less bright than it was in the mortal realm. The wraith shook off my attack. Summer energy blasted into the wraith, thrown from a couple of Sidhe, but did no damage.

      “Keep hitting it!” River shouted at them. “It’s vulnerable to magic. Get it onto the ground!”

      Necromantic energy blasted from his own hands, mingling with mine, but was it possible to banish a wraith from a realm which had no veil? The wraith fell back under the assault as several other Sidhe joined in the attack, but the thorns continued to rise, striking any Sidhe who came near. Bright faerie blood stained the pristine forest floor, and the curtain of ivy had been ripped away, exposing the panicked Sidhe running around the main room—and two more wraiths, hovering above the crowd. Piskies flew around, panicking, while the band fled the stage.

      “Get out!” roared a voice. “Get out of my house.” Lord Niall stormed through the room, pure anger twisting his face. He slammed his staff into the floor, and the whole house trembled.

      They were going to utterly destroy this place if someone didn’t banish those wraiths.

      With a glance at River, I switched on my spirit sight. If the gate could be accessed here, I needed to get them out. I willed the book’s magic to fill my veins with cold power, searching for the familiar spiked gate, but saw nothing but greyness and the burning shapes of the wraiths. Dark spirits, clawed and hideous, reduced to something less than Sidhe or human.

      The Vale. They came from the Vale.

      But—that’s where Mum was.

      River’s attack smashed into the nearest wraith, sending it flying backwards. The other two flew over the crowd, as though revelling in the chaos they’d created. Sidhe fired arrows at them, which simply sailed right through their enemies.

      “Magic is the only weapon that works,” River called to them. Everyone seemed to be in too much shock to care about a half-blood giving them orders. “Watch it—they can use Sidhe magic against you.”

      Thorns burst from the ground, and green light exploded overhead as the Sidhe’s magic collided with the wraiths’.

      Hazel ran up to us, magic flowing from her own hands. Morgan stood alone, shouting the banishing words at full volume. His disguise had gone, like mine. I marched past the panicking Sidhe to Morgan’s side and joined him in shouting the words of banishment. Necromantic power continued to flow from the book to my hands, combining with Morgan’s own attack. River joined us, but even the collective power of all three of us wasn’t enough to send the wraiths into the afterlife.

      Bleeding Sidhe lay around us. Some of them might die—for real. Imagining how the Sidhe would react to that strengthened my resolve. The book’s power pulsed through my veins. It’s not tied to one realm. It’s tied to me, and it’s mine.

      I drifted out of my body, still holding the book. White light shone from my hands, colliding with the nearest wraith. Where the hell is that gate?

      “Get back into the hell you came from,” I snarled, imagining the gates appearing, sucking the wraiths into the void. Come on…

      A wrenching sensation tugged through my whole body, and darkness appeared beyond the wraiths. Not the gates, but something else. Death? Maybe. I shouted the banishing words, over and over, magic pouring from my hands like a faucet.

      The darkness closed in, and the wraiths disappeared, leaving grey fog, and gleaming lights within.

      Two things were apparent. The Sidhe did have souls… or spirits, at least… and every one of them had seen what I’d done.

      I fell back into my body, staggering against River. Exhaustion blurred my vision, masking the Sidhe and dulling their voices to a continuous hum.

      Lord Niall’s voice broke through the haze. “There will be no further revels without extensive guards!” he shouted. “No humans will be welcome.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Morgan, but his voice was lost amongst the crowd. This time neither Hazel nor I stepped in to warn him. Because if I wasn’t half-dead, I’d say the same.

      “We have to go,” I mumbled. “Guys… get over here.”

      Something was wrong, like I’d given more than the book’s power when I’d used its magic. Almost as though it’d drained some of my life force away, too.

      “Way to go,” Hazel said to me. “That was—wow.”

      “They think you’re the angel of death.” Morgan snorted. “Hey—Ilsa. Crap. Are you okay?”

      I tried to say I think I’m dying, but it came out as a croak. My legs gave out as the last of the book’s power fled, and blackness rushed in.
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      I woke up on a soft bed, surrounded by the pleasant smells of flowers and muted Summer magic. And a familiar earthy scent. River sat in a chair beside the bed, his eyes closed. I tried to sit up. My body and head didn’t like that. Dizziness swept through me, and I flopped back onto the pillows.

      River stirred. “Ilsa? Are you okay?”

      I groaned. “Try hungover with a side of migraine and a terrible case of ‘got run over by a faerie horse’.”

      He pushed his hair back with one hand. “Then it’s probably a good thing that you didn’t wake up when we rode back.”

      “Please tell me I didn’t throw up on you.”

      “No. You were completely unconscious. You worried me.” He walked to me in his swift faerie manner and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. My face heated at the memory of his hands on my skin in the forest, and I ducked my head, willing the images to disappear.

      “The Sidhe… they saw me,” I said.

      “They didn’t see it was you who banished the wraiths,” River said. “They saw into the realm of Death, same as all of us, but they’re not experienced in telling one spirit from another.”

      “Someone must have been to let those wraiths in,” I croaked.

      He passed me a glass of water, and I drank the whole thing in one go. How long had I been lying here? Long enough for dawn to break outside. Days might have passed at home, and anything might have happened back in Scotland.

      “Yes,” River said quietly. “Someone let them in. There was either an outcast or a necromancer present. Given the level of magic there, I’d guess a traitor.”

      “They opened the Vale.” I swallowed. “I—I could have done the same, but I didn’t want to send those wraiths after Mum. I can’t believe the Sidhe couldn’t take them down. What about those Invocations?”

      “Their magic has little effect on the dead. Winter would work better, and I bet the attacker was counting on that.”

      “I saw them. In Death. Is that because they’re no longer immortal, or…?”

      “I don’t know,” River said. “I’ve never seen anything like that in the years I’ve worked for them.”

      “Are they—okay? I mean, nothing’s come back and attacked them again?”

      He shook his head. “No. Lord Niall ordered a search of the grounds, but we’d left by then. We weren’t the only people glamoured, and the Sidhe know nothing of necromancy at all.”

      “Good,” I said. “I mean, it’s not good that the attacker might still be there. It’s not like my spirit sight works as a tracker the way it does at home.”

      Out of curiosity, I tried to access my spirit sight. But the familiar greyness didn’t appear. I couldn’t imagine tracking would work when the Sidhe’s magic muddled everything, anyway.

      “You opened the realm of Death in Faerie,” River said seriously. “The mortals’ Death, no less. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      “I don’t think it was the gate I opened,” I said. “I think… I don’t know what it was. Not the Vale, either. What happens when Sidhe die, anyway? I mean, they have souls. I know that now. They must disappear temporarily even if they come back.”

      “I can’t say I know,” River said. “Did you see the Vale?”

      “No. I’m not so sure I can open the Vale from here at all.” I reached for the book, which was still in the pocket it’d been in before I’d been glamoured. “Just when I think it can’t surprise me any more…” A new section had appeared in the back. Faeries and death. I briefly skimmed the page, as River leaned in to look.

      “Death Kingdom,” I said. “Oh—it’s apparently in Winter. Not the Vale at all.”

      “It’s where banshees live,” said River, reading over my shoulder. “But what you did to the wraiths didn’t open a door within Faerie itself, but somewhere beyond it. The ‘Death Kingdom’ is just a name for the far reaches of Winter territory. I went on a mission there once, and it’s not like our Death realm. There aren’t ghosts there.”

      “Hmm.” I slid out of bed. I still wore my faerie-made clothes, though my glamour had long since faded. “Is there a shower here somewhere?”

      “In there.” He pointed to the en-suite bathroom. “No hot water, I’m afraid. Only the Sidhe have that luxury.”

      “I’ll survive.” The room was fairly cool, but the sun outside the windows indicated another scorching day.

      The shower looked suspiciously like a human creation except without temperature controls. What did the Sidhe do, hop over the Ley Line to swipe the humans’ inventions and then replicate them with magic? It wouldn’t surprise me if they did. They hated us coming here, and had put even River into a position of inferiority, but I’d bet everything I owned that they’d expect to be treated like royalty in our place. They’d come over to the mortal realm and left us to clean up their mess, while even the lesser nobles here lived like kings.

      The soap smelled of flowers. Big surprise there. I wondered if Winter’s equivalent smelled of ice and despair, and decided I didn’t want to know. After dressing in more faerie-made clothes—which, to be fair, were somehow both comfortable and flattering at the same time—I found River waiting outside.

      “The others are in the conservatory,” he said. “We have food that won’t have adverse effects on humans.”

      “Thanks.” I tugged a hand through my hair, which was still hopelessly tangled. “How long have we been here?”

      “You’ve been unconscious for about twelve hours.” He walked into a side room, while I spotted Morgan sitting in the conservatory.

      “Hey,” I said, scooting over to join him. “You okay?”

      He scowled. “Bloody faerie water. I didn’t have one drink and I feel like shit.”

      “Yeah.” I collapsed into the chair next to him. “Where’s Hazel?”

      “No clue. Thought she was with you.”

      “No…” I frowned. “It’s not like her to go wandering off. I was going to suggest finding someone else who might know what the hell happened yesterday. There was a traitor, or a necromancer, right there at the party. Did you sense anyone?”

      “No. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      I sighed. “I don’t blame you, but a Sidhe? Really?”

      He grinned. “I just wanted to see if they’re as good as everyone says they are.”

      “What’s the verdict?”

      “Yeah, they are. Dicks.”

      I snorted. “Well, they certainly did a great job screaming and running around like headless chickens. You’d think they’d never seen a ghost before.”

      “They hadn’t,” River said, returning with a platter covered with faerie food—homemade bread, cheese, fruit. “They were lesser nobles. I’ve passed on my concerns to my father about the presence of a traitor, but the guests have long since departed. I doubt you’ll be able to get into the inner Court with the added security.”

      “We’ll see what Hazel says.” I picked up a grape and bit into it. “How many days have we lost at home?”

      “I don’t know, but probably less than a week,” said River, helping himself to a handful of grapes. “I wish there was an accurate way to check. I lost six months the first time I came here.”

      “Bet Lady Montgomery loved that,” said Morgan through a mouthful of bread.

      I tensed, ready to tell him to stop winding up River, but River himself didn’t look particularly bothered. “She knows Faerie. I did warn her.”

      “How long have you lived here?” I asked.

      “It’s difficult to measure in our time. I’ve worked for the Court in some capacity for four or five years, but I was first invited here at eighteen. My father…” He paused. “He offered me the talisman as a gift, and it chose me. A good job it did, because we were attacked by borderland outcasts on my first visit. The Court offered me a job in exchange for helping them.”

      “That’s how you got into bodyguard duty?” I asked. “I remember you mentioned the borderlands once.”

      “Most of my tasks weren’t that high-risk. I was usually asked to safeguard magical objects or escort lesser fae through the outskirts of Faerie.”

      “So do you prefer that or dealing with the dead?” asked Morgan.

      “I don’t have a preference,” he said. “I worked at the guild for longer. Your sister’s back, by the way.”

      Hazel came into the conservatory, her expression distraught and her face pale. “The circlet… the light went out.”

      The light on her forehead had faded, and no green or gold glow surrounded her. Her magic had gone.

      An icy chill spread down my spine, masking the warmth of the room.

      “Shit,” I said. “Is Mum…?”

      “It doesn’t mean the Gatekeeper has died,” Hazel said. “Someone’s taken the gate.”

      “What?” I stared at her. “The gate here? Who?”

      “I don’t know, do I? I can’t open the gate without the bloody circlet,” Hazel said.

      River swore. “If your power’s tied to the Court—I’ll ask my father if he might be able to help.”

      He glided out of the room. Oh, boy. River had had to ask for more than enough favours on our behalf already, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the Sidhe kicked us out by this point. The idea of the house being compromised… it wasn’t thinkable. I had to do something.

      “How can anyone have got into the garden?” Morgan asked. “Don’t we have defences everywhere?”

      “Not on the gate,” Hazel said. “It’s supposed to be a defence force all by itself, because its run by the Court’s magic.”

      “So it died because the Court’s magic is fading?” asked Morgan.

      “If they have the gate, they have the house,” Hazel said. “Mum has things in the house which I do not want anyone else getting hold of.”

      Hope it’s not Holly. But Holly, we could handle. Ghosts couldn’t take over a house, so who else might be attacking? Even most Vale creatures didn’t have the intelligence—or the access, considering how well the house was hidden.

      River ran back into the room. “There’s still a link to your house from my last mission. We can leave through the garden.”

      “But can we come back that way?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. I wish we could. I’ve asked my father to keep an eye on the Court and send a messenger to me if there’s trouble, but his brownie has left on a mission for the council. You’ll have to find another way back.”

      Leaving would put our quest to rescue Mum on hold—but if we let anything happen to the house, the Gatekeeper’s entire position might be in jeopardy. Hazel’s expression mirrored mine, and she must be feeling it worse than I was—after all, she would have done anything to fulfil her role as Gatekeeper. But when that goal clashed with keeping us safe, she’d go against it up until the point where her vow to the Court made it impossible.

      “It might be a mistake,” I said consolingly. “The gate leads back here anyway, if it turns out it’s still there. Has anyone ever taken it before?”

      “No,” Hazel said, biting her lip. “That’s the thing. It leads directly here. How many of our enemies need a direct route into the Summer Court?”

      “We need to leave,” River said, reappearing. “There are people at the door asking questions about the events at Lord Niall’s party yesterday.”

      “Shit,” I said. “The last thing we need is to be hauled off for questioning.”

      Actually, the last thing we needed was for some unknown villain to hijack the gate into the Summer Court while the Gatekeeper was potentially held captive in the Vale, but the universe wasn’t inclined to let any of us catch a break lately.

      We crept out of the conservatory, between thorny plants, until we were safely out of sight of the house. Then River paused, looking up at the sky. “Here…. I can sense the vow.”

      I didn’t sense anything except the smell of faerie fruit and flowers, and the scorching hot sun burning my skin through my clothes. There was a whole world of magic cut off from me, and to be perfectly honest, I’d prefer to keep it that way. But was the talisman book so different? What it’d done to me yesterday—it wouldn’t have stopped if I’d died. The void would have continued opening to swallow this realm whole.

      River said, “I’m crossing over. Get behind me.”

      There was a flash of white light, and immediately, we stood on another lawn, one with rotting grass beneath a grey sky. Dead plants, decay, and…

      “The house is still there!” Morgan said.

      “It looks… normal,” Hazel said, confusion furrowing her brow. “Nobody’s inside. I don’t get it.”

      I frowned. The Summer Lynn house stood the same as usual, down to the curtains of ivy growing on the walls. But beyond, the country road… didn’t look right. No forests were behind it. Only fields of heather, and beyond, darker shapes silhouetted against the sky. Mountains?

      “Guys,” I said. “Look at the road. I don’t think we’re attached to the Ley Line anymore.”

      The house stood where it used to, countless years before someone had used a spell to detach it from the mortal realm. The Winter estate was nowhere in sight.

      “Look on the bright side,” Morgan said. “We’re not homeless.”

      “Speak for yourself.” I stared at the cloudy sky. “You know, we can’t access Winter’s house from here. Or anywhere else on the Line.”

      “Or open Paths,” said Hazel. “Oh, shit. We’re stranded.” Her gaze fell on the forest behind, which had once led to the Winter estate on the other side. There was no sign of Holly’s house at all.

      “Damn,” I said quietly.

      Summer’s gate had vanished.
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      We looked around at the garden, the sky, the impossibly normal Highlands… and the missing gate. Not to mention the other Lynn house. Had Holly even noticed anything was wrong? Or was she somehow responsible?

      “There are worse places to be stranded,” I said, but I didn’t really believe it. Someone had stolen the gate. It shouldn’t just vanish. “Hazel, isn’t your magic working at all? Can you sense the Ley Line?”

      “I could never sense the Line. It was just… there.” She removed the circlet from her forehead, her hand shaking and her lip trembling. She was on the verge of tears, which meant using one of us as a verbal punching bag. I didn’t particularly want to be on the receiving end.

      “Great,” Morgan said. “I never gave a flying fuck about the house and even I know it’s bad news that we’re marooned in the middle of nowhere.”

      “At least we’re next to the village, not on top of a mountain,” I said. “This area’s pretty free of wild fae, too. Probably because of Mum. Or Agnes and Everett.”

      “Aren’t we right next to the graveyard?” asked Morgan.

      “Our family mausoleum’s closer.” My throat went tight at the thought of Grandma. I’d never see or speak to her ghost again. “We can go to the village. Nothing escapes Agnes. I want to know how she got to Edinburgh from here.”

      “Flew, probably,” Morgan said. “Wasn’t there a rumour that she has a pet dragon?”

      I rolled my eyes. “She might know who took the gate.”

      “Or Arden.” Hazel walked off. “Hey, Arden!”

      No response came. The raven seemed to come and go whenever he liked, which wasn’t particularly helpful right now. I didn’t even know if he’d still been in the Court while we’d been there. Maybe he was with Holly, but we couldn’t reach her either.

      “I don’t think he’s coming back,” I called to Hazel, who scowled.

      “Bloody menace of a bird. Some use he is.” She strode over to me again. “The necromancers?”

      “I can talk to them here,” I said. “Since we’re not in a liminal space any longer.”

      “Really?” said Hazel. Her voice cracked a little, and I politely pretended not to notice. “I don’t think I’ve seen you do it before.”

      “That’s because Graves froze you the first time I tapped into the spirit realm.”

      “He did?” said River. “That explains it. I was certain I sensed unusual necromancy, but I wasn’t aware of your powers at the time.”

      “Yeah, I was surprised, believe me. Let’s see what’s going on in Death.”

      Greyness smothered my vision, and I looked around the spirit world. After the void of death I’d seen in Faerie, it was kind of a relief to see it.

      “Hey,” I called out. “Greaves. Either of you will do.”

      The older Greaves appeared, a scowl on his withered face. He blamed me for his accidental intrusion into the land of the living, since the first time I’d banished a wraith on the Ley Line, it’d somehow caused a necromancer Guardian to be unceremoniously yanked back to this side of the grave. As a high-ranked necromancer, he could probably leave whenever he liked, but since there was no longer a living leader of the necromancer guild in the village, the others likely needed the guidance.

      “Lynn,” he said. “What have you done this time?”

      “Absolutely nothing. We went to Faerie and someone messed with our house. It’s uprooted from the Ley Line altogether. Do you know how?”

      “That can’t happen from this side,” he said. “I know nothing of Faerie, but I do know that it’s not this realm’s magic that binds your house. The cause isn’t here.”

      Well, crap. “So where the hell is it, then?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person,” said the old man. “Besides, the Ley Line isn’t that far away. It’s within walking distance, certainly. You’ll find Winter there.”

      “I’m not looking for Winter,” I said. “We’re miles out in the middle of nowhere. We don’t have a car, our mother’s still missing in Faerie, and if anyone in either realm needs our help again, they’re pretty much screwed.”

      “Then it’s a good job you’re here,” he said. “Agnes’s shop is on fire.”

      I switched off my spirit sight, alarm flickering through me. “Did something else follow us here?”

      Morgan shook his head, having apparently been listening in. “Agnes is a powerhouse. Nobody can hurt her.”

      “Most people aren’t stupid enough to try.” I looked around for Hazel and saw she’d left the house door open. I ran into the hall, heart hammering. The house felt… normal. Several pairs of eyes seemed to follow me from the portraits lining the entryway, like the past Lynns were casting judgement on all of us for making such a monumental mess of things.

      “Nothing’s been stolen,” Hazel said, sticking her head out of Mum’s workroom. “What is it?”

      “Someone’s attacking Agnes’s shop.” I moved in behind her. “Are there any functioning weapons in here?”

      “We blew through most of the witch spells, but there’s no shortage of iron.”

      She handed me a couple of spells, but it was plain to see our supplies were dwindling. Like everything else in the house. If the Vale was attacking, we’d have to rely on our magic. Hazel herself was armed to the teeth and her expression was set with simmering rage. I’d seen that look on Mum’s face a dozen times. Like when she’d found out about the local half-Sidhe bullying me, or when Hazel had been in trouble at school. The look she wore when she went to war for one of us. Hazel would do that, I knew. As I’d do the same for her or Morgan.

      I didn’t have time to change out of my faerie-made clothes, so I shoved a hoody on top, relocating the talisman to the inside pocket. “We’re low on iron filings.” I passed a container to Morgan. “Don’t use them unless the threat’s a faerie, okay?”

      “Why are we risking our necks for her?” he asked, taking the container from me. “She jumped ship when we got attacked in Edinburgh.”

      “She also gave us spells free of charge that saved all our lives, in case you’ve forgotten. Besides, she’s probably toasted the threat and the fire’s made of their barbecued corpses.” That seemed more likely than Agnes having any need of help. But when I walked out the front door and spotted a stream of smoke rising from the village, my panic came back. Seeing the village from the house at all seemed wrong and out of place.

      River took the lead, moving with half-faerie speed, while the rest of us hurried to keep up. We might have iron, but none of us carried any necromancy props. I bloody hoped it wasn’t a wraith. We didn’t have time to take a detour to deal with the living necromancers. Their headquarters looked as though it was locked, anyway.

      Sparks of light shone above the village as we ran along the rain-damp path, and a thin trail of smoke rose amongst the rooftops. Those sparks were awfully familiar.

      “Faeries,” River warned, conjuring magic to his own hands. Away from the Court, the green light wasn’t quite as bright and flashy, but the sparks of green and blue light surrounding the transparent figures floating overhead looked like a fireworks display. So much for the iron.

      People ran around screaming as the half-faerie ghosts flung handfuls of Summer and Winter magic, causing the ground to freeze or thorny plants to appear wherever they hit. Of course the little bastards had used glamour, so to anyone without the Sight, it looked like faerie magic was exploding from thin air. Calling on the book’s power, I ran to meet them. White light ignited my own palms. I didn’t care about exposing it to the world anymore.

      A green-glowing ghost landed in front of me. “Gatekeeper.”

      “Go back to hell.” Necromantic power poured from my hands, striking the ghost in the chest. He flew back, rage sparking in his blazing green eyes. Someone had no trouble drawing on Summer magic. But when he aimed an attack at me, the magical blast struck my shield and ricocheted into the air. I hit him again, knocking him off balance. From his clumsy movements, he hadn’t had nearly as much practise moving around as a ghost as I had.

      Morgan and River ran below the ghosts, both drawing on necromantic energy. The ghosts flew away from the panicking humans to target us instead, but thanks to three of us being able to deflect magic and River’s ability to move swiftly and retaliate with necromantic attacks, the ghosts couldn’t land a hit on us. Hazel marched in, ordering the crowd to break up and take shelter. I hoped they’d listen to her, because with raindrops beginning to fall from the sky, spotting the transparent ghosts became even more difficult. Freezing drizzle soaked through my clothes, numbing my hands. Enough of this crap.

      I shouted the banishing words, blasting the nearest ghost with necromantic power. He vanished, but his neighbour descended, yelling in rage. Ghostly hands grabbed at me, tugging at the essence of me. “Come with us, Gatekeeper.”

      “Where, the Vale?” I asked through gritted teeth. “I’d love to meet the person you’re working for.”

      “Oh, you won’t,” said the ghost. He kept tugging. I let him, and power built behind my hands, pulled straight from the book. “You’re coming to the Vale so you can wander there forever, while we take back what’s ours.”

      His hands latched onto my spirit and pulled. I let go, soaring out of my body, power blasting the faerie ghost onto his back. Grabbing his throat, I let him struggle, squealing in astonishment that I was attacking him as a ghost.

      “Do none of your people know who I am?” I asked. Damn. He’s not faking. It came as no surprise that the half-faeries didn’t know how powerful the book was, but made it that much harder to guess the perpetrator. “Tell me who you’re working for. It’ll go easier for you. I can walk in and out of the Vale any time I like. Understand me?”

      The ghost paled. “I—I don’t want to die.”

      “You’re already dead.”

      Tears spilled from his eyes. “This is all her fault. We’re stuck here because of her, and now we can’t come back unless we help them.”

      “Who?”

      Fury sparked from his eyes. “Ivy Lane. She condemned us to this.”

      “What? How?”

      He shook his head, tears spilling. He was really young, despite his ghostly state. They all were. Ivy Lane? She did this to them?

      “I can help you move on,” I told him. “It’ll be fast. But you need to tell me what you know.”

      He sobbed again. “I’ve been stuck in the Vale for so long… I had to get out. There were other half-bloods, they told me to help them. They told me to bring you with me and I’d get to live again.”

      “They lied. You can’t raise the dead permanently, not in the way you want. If it’s any consolation, the Sidhe are the same.”

      The book’s power filled me, the image of the gates appeared at his back, and he faded from view, disappearing beyond.

      The spirit sight receded, greyness fading to be replaced with bright light and a burning smell. My heart lurched.

      Smoke poured from the roof of Agnes’s shop despite the rain, and River emerged with Everett leaning on him. Behind, Agnes stormed out, coughing and swearing at full volume. Relief filtered through. They’re okay.

      The remainder of the crowd dispersed pretty quickly when Agnes unleashed several firework spells into the sky. I saw the necromancers casting suspicious looks at me, but none of them seemed to want to get too close to the burning shop. Hazel stood talking to two of them, presumably giving them a human-friendly explanation. Even a village full of supernaturals had little chance of banishing faerie ghosts. It was seriously luckily none of them had been wraiths.

      Everett stepped away from River, eyeing him suspiciously. “You certainly have a good sense of timing.”

      “The ghost of old Graves warned me,” I said. “Are you and Agnes all right?”

      “We’ve been worse,” he said. “We have healing spells. The fire’s out, but the spells need to… settle down.”

      Agnes snarled, throwing a spell over the house. The smoke dispersed. “You can all stop looking at me like you’re expecting thanks for doing nothing,” she growled at the remaining necromancers, who fled as far as possible from her condemning stare. “Useless, the lot of them.”

      “Who started the fire?” asked Hazel, striding over. “The necromancers said the ghosts appeared at the guild first.”

      “Bastards,” said Agnes. “Those ridiculous sparks of theirs got into the shop and hit my entire display of elemental kindling spells.”

      “We can salvage the rest,” Everett said consolingly. “It’s not the first time the shop’s been attacked.”

      “No, but it’s bloody annoying,” Agnes said. “Our house is two minutes from here. The faeries wouldn’t have the nerve to torch that.”

      “We’ll come and check.” To my immense surprise, River moved to help her walk. He’d distrusted the old mage when we’d first met, even going as far as to believe she was working against us.

      She shot him an aggrieved look. “Do you think me incapable of walking by myself?”

      “You were attacked in a room full of volatile spells. Both of you are lucky to be alive.”

      “Is he always like this?” said Agnes, jerking her head at him.

      She’d probably meant to say, does he know what I’m capable of? I answered both: “Yes. His mother is the leader of Edinburgh’s necromancer guild and his father’s a lesser noble in the Seelie Court.”

      “Royalty.” She snorted, but allowed him to help her. River didn’t appear to have suffered any injuries, to my relief. Nor had the others. Hazel checked on the houses as we walked, making sure the faeries hadn’t left any damage, while Morgan and I checked the spirit realm. Quiet. Obviously, it wasn’t a coincidence that the ghosts had targeted the village the instant we returned from Faerie, but they hadn’t been an organised collective. They’d been angry, chaotic.

      I’d been wondering if I’d see Ivy again ever since her unexpected appearance in the Lynn house, but if she’d left those half-faeries to suffer in limbo, maybe I was better off sticking with the handful of allies I had. I pulled up my hood against the rain, daydreaming longingly of the warm café in Edinburgh, secret dates with River, the closest to calm I’d known in a long time.

      I sighed in relief when we entered Agnes and Everett’s bungalow, the warmth of the fire driving the chill from my limbs. I hadn’t been here in years, but it kind of amazed me how much junk Agnes and Everett had managed to cram into one room. There was hardly enough space for the four of us to file in, and a single armchair was the only spot free of trinkets and half-made spells.

      Agnes marched to the armchair and sat in it as though daring the rest of us to challenge her. We filed in behind her, standing with our arms against our sides to keep from knocking things over. Everett cleared his throat and went off into the adjacent kitchen, switching the kettle on.

      “Will one of you tell me where the bloody hell those ghosts came from?” Agnes said.

      She was looking at me, but Morgan spoke first. “Out of the Vale, probably.”

      “Really.” She turned her gaze onto him. “Are you certain?”

      “Yeah. That’s where they’re operating from, I s’pose. Someone’s giving them orders.”

      “They seemed to think they could come back to life,” I said, wishing I had something to lean against. Using the book’s magic again had left me feeling as drained as running two necromancer patrols back to back. “Sounds like that’s what the enemy is promising them, anyway.”

      Agnes accepted a cup of tea from Everett. “You spoke to them.”

      “In Death? Yes.”

      Everett passed the tray of tea cups and biscuits to Morgan, who proceeded to surreptitiously conceal them on the already-crowded bookcase. Everett’s baking was known to occasionally turn people into household objects, and it usually wasn’t worth the risk. When River shot me a confused look, I whispered, “Trust me, it’s not worth it.”

      The bookcase wobbled and Hazel moved in front of it as Agnes looked in that direction. “Er, so is your shop insured?”

      Agnes scowled. “Well, I own the place, so it’s not insured. Most companies don’t offer magical protection for highly dangerous spells, let alone in places not on the map. But we can fix the damage.”

      Morgan said, “They used to say the shop is dragon-proofed.”

      “Dragons have better manners than faerie ghosts.”

      “I don’t even know if you’re being serious or not,” I said. “Has this been happening since we left?”

      “No, but I heard you caused a stir in Edinburgh after I left,” said Agnes. “I have to apologise for leaving the way I did.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Believe me, we have bigger problems. Someone yanked our house off the Ley Line and stole the gate from the garden.”

      Everett’s eyes widened. “Someone stole the Gatekeeper’s gate?”

      His wife, however, looked as unperturbed as ever.

      “Yes.” Hazel’s hands clenched at her sides, her knuckles whitening. “We went into Faerie overnight and everything went to hell. Now we’re stuck here with no magic.”

      “If you need any spells, you’re welcome to any from the shop,” Everett said.

      “And if you want to go to Edinburgh,” Agnes said, “I do have a way. I’d have to make a few phone calls first, but I think they’d make an exception for the Gatekeeper.”

      “We might have to take you up on that offer,” I said. The house might be unprotected, but the Ley Line went through the whole country. In Edinburgh, we had a whole team of potential allies. If only I could say the same for the Seelie Court. “But we need to find the gate first before we handle anything else.”

      Hazel caught my gaze and nodded, her grim expression a reflection of my own.
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      “I hope you have a plan,” Morgan said when Hazel unlocked the front door of the Lynn house. “Because I think Edinburgh’s a safer bet than Faerie.”

      “And I think the answers are in the Court,” Hazel said irritably. “They must be. The Court—someone in Faerie stole my goddamned gate.”

      “It’s not yours,” said Morgan. “It’s the Court’s property.”

      “Then they should be lining up to help me.” Her face was flushed and her whole body shook with rage. She was used to stepping up and taking charge, while I was used to standing invisibly in the background. So was Morgan, come to that, but he looked equally pissed off.

      “Guys,” I said. “Calm down.”

      Hazel shot me a glare. “Do you have any idea how much trouble we’re in? Mum’s supply of cash is gone. So is mine.”

      “What, you still use magically generated money?” Morgan snorted.

      “The Sidhe don’t know how to use human banks, obviously,” Hazel said. “So they use magic to make the money appear in the house, in Mum’s secure deposit box. The money’s always there. Except it isn’t, because there’s no magic here at all.”

      “Obviously,” Morgan said. “We can survive a few weeks, and if it all goes tits up, we might not have to worry about that at all.”

      “Morgan, you’re not helping,” she snapped. “I’m not relying on charity, especially as this is my fucking job.”

      “No, it’s our mother’s job. And what’s she done? Got herself kidnapped.” He stormed into the living room, where River wisely glided out of the way. I was tempted to grab him and run somewhere quiet—like the library—but without the house’s magic running, anything they broke would remain in pieces.

      “At least I’ve never stolen from anyone,” Hazel shot at Morgan. “From my family.”

      Morgan scowled. “I wasn’t in my right mind back then.”

      “And you never freaking apologised.”

      “Guys!” I said.

      “Who even fucking cares? Those were faerie antiques. It’s not like she or the Sidhe were ever going to use them,” Morgan said.

      “Want to know why I care?” Hazel said. “This is my life. I have given my entire life to the Sidhe, and this is how I’m repaid for it. I nearly lost both of you.” Her voice cracked. “And they don’t care in the slightest.”

      “Haven’t the rest of us been telling you that all along?” Morgan folded his arms. “This isn’t news.”

      “Then stop blaming it all on Mum,” Hazel snapped. “She was an only child, so she always knew she was born to this. She never had to pick her family over the Sidhe, because her family already served them.”

      “She wouldn’t pick us over the Sidhe,” Morgan said.

      “Yes, she would,” I interjected. “Both of you, calm the hell down.”

      River cleared his throat from behind us. “You have a visitor,” he said.

      The doorbell rang. I frowned and tapped into my spirit sight. Holly? It must be her. Who needed a security system when you had the ability to peer at someone’s very soul?

      Hazel walked to the door first, with the rest of us behind her, and pulled it open. Holly stood with a couple of books in her arms, her circlet gleaming bright blue. Full power. It hadn’t been evident to me until now how like Hazel she looked, despite the generations separating each half of the family. She had the same confident stance, the same aura that drew attention even when she wasn’t trying to. She’d dyed her hair black and clipped it to chin-length, which made her pale skin look paler and her blue eyes more startling.

      “Hazel,” said Holly, breaking the imposing impression. Her teeth ran over her lower lip not unlike Hazel when she was nervous. “I came to speak to your sister.”

      “Me?” My brows rose. “You told me to go away before.”

      “I know I did.” She glanced over her shoulder at the garden. “What happened here?”

      “Faeries,” I said, like that explained anything. “Actually, I’ve no bloody clue. None of us have.” Telling her Summer was in trouble wasn’t a wise move, not now she was interacting directly with the Sidhe. But maybe she’d guessed. Who knew how much more information she had access to now she was properly immersed in Gatekeeper training?

      “I came to help you,” Holly said. “Believe it or not.”

      “Go on,” I said warily. She showed no outward signs of hostility, but I wouldn’t trust her until I knew she hadn’t in any way been involved.

      “Ilsa,” she said, almost hesitant. “I… when I returned to the house, my magic restored it to the state it was in before the Winter Gatekeeper’s magic destroyed it.”

      “Yeah, I figured. But that won’t help us with ours.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to say,” Holly said. “My mother… when she was scheming, she ordered that bird of yours to bring her some books from your house. They burned with the house, but my magic brought them back.” She held out a book, a thick ancient tome with a velvety red covering. “I can’t make up for what I did, but I can at least give you this. I think it’s how she found out about the Gatekeeper’s magic, and it was what I used… you know, when I was trying to work out if the Gatekeeper’s powers would be able to save her.”

      I blinked, startled, but took the book from her. It was surprisingly heavy. “Wow. Faerie magic’s really something, huh.” I should have thanked her, but it felt too awkward and strange. And I’d dearly like to know how magic had managed to restore something that had been completely destroyed. I hadn’t really thought about how Holly was in the same position Mum had been in—as the only child, the only contender for heir, her role had been set before she was even born. Same as her own mother. Maybe that was why Aunt Candice had been so determined to break the curse.

      Holly passed me a smaller notebook, too. “This is your aunt’s diary. I didn’t find much in there, but maybe you’ll be able to get more out of it than I did.”

      “Great-Aunt Enid.” I took the book from her, feeling her hand trembling. “Thanks. A peace offering, right?”

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” Holly said. “I’m not my mother. And… I don’t know what happened to your house. I’m sorry.”

      “I think there’s a traitor who stole our gate,” I admitted. “In Faerie. They have their magic to protect themselves, but… the village doesn’t.”

      Her eyes widened. “They stole the gate?”

      “When we were in Faerie,” I said. I doubted she’d use the information against us, and it wasn’t like we had a whole lot in the way of information anyway. “God knows how, but we’re off the Ley Line. We have other ways to get around, but not to Faerie.”

      “Ah. I’m not allowed to let anyone through Winter’s gate, and I don’t think you’d survive it anyway.”

      “No worries. We’ll figure it out.”

      The books in my hands called to me like a siren’s song. With this information, I had a proper guide to the Gatekeeper’s magic. Finally.

      “If you need my help, just ask,” Holly mumbled. The words sounded like they pained her to speak aloud, but I gave her a smile. It probably wasn’t very sincere, but she gave me an equally false attempt at a smile back. And then she turned away.

      “Hang on,” I said. “How did you get here, from the Ley Line? Where is it?”

      “Over the hill,” Holly said. “My house is exactly where it always was. I didn’t even know yours wasn’t there until I went to check on the village.”

      “Have you seen Arden?” asked Hazel. “He’s been missing ever since we went to Faerie.”

      Holly shook her head. “Sorry, no. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Sure. See you around,” I said.

      And she left. Hazel closed the door. “Damn, Ilsa. What’s in those books?”

      “Answers. I hope.” I took both books with me into the living room. “Let’s see what the last Gatekeeper has to say.”

      The book, it turned out, wasn’t a guide to the Gatekeeper so much as a tome of advanced necromancy. The sort of book that would have been kept in Lady Montgomery’s office at Edinburgh’s necromancer guild, out of the way. It wasn’t a magical book, but a dryly written technical manual of how to do dangerous things like disconnecting from one’s body, exploring the spirit realm without a tether, and removing a force possessing a living person. Nothing I hadn’t done already, but it was nice to have an explanation for how it all worked.

      Great-Aunt Enid’s journal was less useful. Most of it was old letters written in her almost-illegible handwriting. In the back were drawings and odd words scribbled down. Faerie… Gates… Ancients… and no context. Helpful. Maybe she was writing down her thought process, but I’d need to read the whole book to make heads or tails of it. Morgan and Hazel seemed to have forgotten their argument and lapsed into silence, so I went to my favourite spot in the library and prepared to do some serious digging.

      Even without the house’s magic functioning, the comforting smell of old books embraced me as I read through the textbook. Apparently, I didn’t need to open the whole gate whenever a spirit got loose—I could carefully let only one spirit through. As I’d done with the half-faerie. But the part I wanted to know about was how to use the Ley Line to travel as Ivy did.

      The spirit lines are anchors.

      I stared at the page. Anchors… like candles. So did that mean if I left my body while on a spirit line, I wouldn’t go floating off into the void? I suspected most necromancers had absolutely zero control when they disconnected from their bodies, so I was one step above them in that I could actually control where I moved and how I extended my spirit sight. But master necromancers could go one step further and move anywhere they liked at will. They had absolute control. Their methods were also a swift ticket through the gates if they went wrong, but those who survived to become Guardians were able to use the spirit lines to travel great distances.

      And so was the Gatekeeper… except I didn’t need to be dead to do so. I could go wherever I wanted at any time.

      I looked up, and jumped, seeing River’s reflection in the window. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “A while.” He gave a tired smile and walked to the desk. Besides the textbooks was the sci-fi paperback he’d borrowed from me when he’d been here the first time, what felt like a lifetime ago. “I never did borrow the rest of those books of yours.”

      “Go right ahead.” I stretched my neck. “I might need to put some of this into practise soon.”

      “Anchors?” he said, reading over my shoulder. “I didn’t know that about the spirit lines.”

      “Where’s the nearest one to here?” I asked. “Aside from the Ley Line, I mean.”

      “I assume there’s a spirit line close to the necromancer guild, or your family mausoleum,” he answered. “Why?”

      “Because I can travel along spirit lines.” I closed the textbook. “Any of them. I could get to Edinburgh from here without leaving the village. I can travel between key points. There’s no risk of me leaving the line and risking being dragged through the gate.”

      River’s fingers trailed over the back of my chair, and the earthy scent of his magic filtered through the old-book smell. My body remembered our encounter in the Sidhe’s forest even if my mind wanted to focus on the present. We had few hours of daylight left, and if it was possible for me to use my ability to find the Gate—I had to try.

      River shook his head. “That skill’s Guardian material, and extremely dangerous. Key points closer together, maybe, but not that far apart.”

      “My talisman can do it,” I said. “I can do it. Imagine what I can see from that side. Ivy did it, and she doesn’t even have the book.”

      “Ivy?”

      Ah. I hadn’t told him. So much had happened since that it’d quite honestly slipped my mind up until the half-faerie ghost had mentioned her name.

      “I had a visitor, the day you first showed up here,” I told him. “She looked like a ghost but wasn’t one. Ivy Lane. That’s what she said her name was. It was her who put the idea that we had to find the heir to Summer into my head, but I don’t think she meant to—it was Arden who interpreted what she said in that way. It’s not like I knew her, though she claimed we were distant relatives… and she had a faerie talisman.”

      His brows shot up. “She brought a talisman into Death?”

      “Apparently. It’s not like we had time to talk. I was convinced she was either working against us or a figment of my imagination, and I haven’t heard from her since. But she travelled all the way up here from England, along the Ley Line.”

      River looked at me with disbelief etched on his face. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Trust me.”

      River’s mouth drew down at the corners. “I trust you. But whatever powers this Ivy person has, it’s not worth risking your own life.”

      “Then set up a tether,” I said. “Activate some candles as a backup and watch me while I try to move around the spirit lines. Then it won’t harm me if it doesn’t work. I have to at least try. Maybe I can even get into the Vale.”

      “And can you guarantee you’d make it out?”

      He had me there. “You know how important this is.”

      “I know your life is more important to me than whoever decided to leave this task to you.” He spoke quietly, his head bowed a little, his fair hair falling into his eyes.

      My throat closed up. “And if my mum did it? Just let me try. I’m trusting you to watch me on this side, okay?”

      He gave a sharp nod. “Right. But the slightest sign of danger and I’m bringing you back into this realm. I don’t think the person who made that book intended its wielders to have long lives.”

      “Great-Aunt Enid did fine,” I answered.

      “Did she ever have to do anything like you have?”

      “Maybe. I’d need to read the rest of this to find out.” I held up her journal. “But I want to try the spirit lines before it gets dark outside.”
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        * * *

      

      Once we reached the mausoleum, I had a look around to see if there’d been any new disturbances. None. Grandma’s ghost had moved on, so there were no residents here, but the amount of iron built into the walls kept out hostile presences. River set up the candle circle while I skimmed to the last section of the talisman book. I already knew what I’d find there. This was the way into the Vale—by disconnecting from my body, and risking certain, permanent death from which there would be no return.

      If Mum had known how dangerous it was, she surely wouldn’t have passed the book on to me. But nobody from her own generation had claimed it, and from what I’d read of Great-Aunt Enid’s journal, she hadn’t told a soul.

      I swallowed down my complicated feelings on Mum’s decision, and walked up to the circle of twelve candles. River had spaced them out so I had room to sit between them. I climbed carefully into the circle, making the mistake of meeting his concerned stare.

      “I want to do this,” I told him. “And I trust you to hold the rope. Okay?”

      “I won’t let go, Ilsa.”

      He spoke the words with all the intensity of a faerie vow. If I’d had faerie magic, those words would have bound his soul to mine. My mouth dropped open, taken aback, and he kissed me hard. His hands gripped my shoulders firmly, saying more than words could. Then he let go and took a step back.

      I slipped out of my body. He was there, too, a pale shape floating beside the circle of candles. I drifted out of the circle, towards the necromancers’ place. A thin line appeared beneath my feet, faintly silver in colour. The same colour as the light around my body. I moved and my spirit did, zipping down the line.

      I stopped abruptly, staring around. I’d ended up somewhere I didn’t know, beside a grassy hill surrounded by forests and fields. Must be another liminal space. Some faeries had hidden in these spaces before the invasion. Nobody could harm me as a ghost, but hellhounds and other creatures were known to wander the spirit lines. Probably from the Vale. It was all connected, after all.

      I could get to Edinburgh from here.

      I turned south, and continued to drift. Occasionally, I spotted other spirit lines intersecting with this one. Edinburgh was easy to find—a tangle of lines, lit up like a beacon. No wonder it was such a hot spot for ghosts. Other spirits drifted around, and I faltered, not wanting to run into any necromancers. I’d have a job and a half explaining how I’d travelled so far from my body.

      I floated back north into the countryside, then stopped, my skin prickling. Someone was following me.

      “Hey, you. Wait.”

      I spun around. A woman appeared on the hillside, striding towards me with purpose.
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      “Speak of the devil.”

      Ivy Lane herself floated above the line, with the same confidence as she had when she’d walked through our living room wall.

      Ivy paused before me, looking me up and down. “Believe it or not, that’s not the first time I’ve been called that. I know you.”

      “Ilsa Lynn,” I said. “Gatekeeper.” There was no hiding what I was here in Death.

      Her gaze went to my forehead, and her eyes widened. “No kidding. I guess it’s my turn to ask how you got here.”

      “Let’s just say there have been changes since we last saw one another,” I said. “Turns out my family have necromancy in the bloodline, too.”

      “Well, that explains some things,” Ivy said. “I was actually on my way to speak to your sister. Or your mother.”

      “She’s not around.” I weighed the odds, then came out with it. “Actually, she’s in the Grey Vale, on the orders of the Sidhe.”

      Ivy’s brows shot up again. “I should have asked more questions when we spoke before.”

      “Most of this is recent. This is the first time I’ve been here, for a start. How are you doing it?” Her body was outlined in blue light that hadn’t been obvious when I’d seen her as a ghost before. My gaze snapped right to the source—the sword at her waist, glowing so brightly it looked almost solid.

      Her eyes followed the direction of my gaze. “My magic is… different. You?”

      “Same here.”

      The hint of a smile came to her lips. “I guess it’s fitting that I ended up speaking to you and not your sister.”

      “Who sent you? I never had chance to ask.”

      “Nobody did. I came of my own volition.” Her fingers traced the hilt of her blade. “A year ago, things went… wrong, in Faerie. Around the same time, I found out I had family. But I didn’t know where you were, or who you were. The communication lines with Faerie were kinda screwed up for a bit. We’re still rebuilding them. I had no idea there was anyone with such a close link to the Courts in this realm.”

      “Most of our business is in Faerie, not here,” I said. “Mum’s is, anyway. But things are screwed up now, too. That’s why I’m floating around here looking for answers. Can I get into the Vale through here?” I indicated the pale silvery line beneath our feet.

      Ivy gave me an appraising look. “Yeah, you can. You might not be able to get out. Necromancers who know Death really well can… Frank the necromancer did, but he’s already dead.”

      “Who’s Frank the necromancer?”

      “A necromancer Guardian, and one of the Council of Twelve.”

      That rang a bell. “My mum knows the council. My sister doesn’t, but she was due to meet them…”

      “They’re gathering in Edinburgh right now, actually. That’s where my body is.”

      “Seriously? You’re that close?” I stared at her. “Wait, is the necromancer guild meeting with them as well?”

      Her expression twisted with incredulity. “Don’t tell me you’re involved with them, too.”

      “Yeah. If anyone’s mentioned a raving mad ghost sending a supernatural fae monster to attack psychics, my siblings and I are the ones who stopped it.”

      Ivy shook her head. “I should have come looking for you sooner. When they called the meeting here, I came all the way from the Midlands with a group of mages, not to mention half a witch coven and a bunch of shifters and necromancers. You shook up the Ley Line all through England.”

      “The ghost did, technically,” I said. “But she was working with half-faerie ghosts from the Vale, and some of them are still out there. They’re plotting against both this realm and the Courts.”

      They’d also blamed Ivy for their predicament. But even here on the spirit line, with both of us transparent and floating insubstantially between worlds, she wasn’t someone I wanted to cross. That blade of hers glowed brighter than the silver light. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The book stirred in my hand where I held it at my side, like the blade called to it, too. A silver glow spread up my arm.

      Ivy’s gaze went to the book. “So that’s how you got here. I’ve never seen a talisman in that form before.”

      “You’ve seen others?” My voice rose in surprise.

      She tapped her blade’s hilt. “Aside from Helena? No.”

      I blinked. “You… named your sword? Or is it an official title? Mine doesn’t have one.”

      The book stirred in my hand again. Ivy looked at it, frowning. “No, it’s just a nickname. Do you have faerie magic?”

      “No, but my sister does. We’re both fully human, but only one person gets the Summer Gatekeeper’s magic. Are you human?”

      “I am,” she confirmed. “But that book… how’d you get it?”

      “Inherited it,” I said. Something told me I could trust her, but part of me remained wary. “It woke up when our family was attacked by the dead.”

      I summarised what the Winter Gatekeeper had done. Ivy looked aghast. “Damn. I wouldn’t have expected it of a human.”

      “The half-faeries who attacked us mentioned your name. They said you got them trapped in the Vale.”

      “Shit,” said Ivy. “I should have known some of them escaped. There was a war… some half-faeries chose the losing side, because the enemy promised they’d get to be immortal. I guess this new enemy is probably doing the same. They don’t take much convincing.”

      Well, damn. “Even though the Sidhe aren’t immortal? It’s true?”

      “They aren’t,” Ivy said. “Yeah. Can’t say I know how that Winter Gatekeeper found out, but given how the Sidhe are prone to murdering one another, I doubt it took long for word to spread throughout Winter.”

      “You… you saw how it happened?” A suspicion seized me. “You caused it.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” said Ivy. “Someone tried to hijack the immortality source to create an army of immortal soldiers, so I had to destroy it. I’m trusting you not to share that with them, by the way. They think the villain did it. It’s easier to have them believe one of their own was the cause. And it kind of was, because he pushed me into a corner.”

      “I… don’t want to think of what they might do to you for that.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about.” She ran a hand over her blade’s hilt again. “I’ve had to put down a half-dozen schemes since, but this is the first I’ve encountered where they’re using human necromancy. There’s no way to permanently bring someone back from death… not in the sense that their body is already dead, anyway. You can reattach a spirit if the body is alive. You can heal a body from the brink of death or stave it off with certain types of magic. But unless the Sidhe had a backup plan, there is no way for immortality to return in the normal sense.”

      “Backup plan?” I said. “What was the first plan?”

      “A cauldron of blood with the ability to create new bodies from scratch.” She grimaced. “Turns out it doesn’t hold up well to an Invocation.”

      “Is there any type of faerie magic you can’t use?” I asked her.

      She gave a wry smile. “I’m not supposed to have stayed here this long… if you’re able to come and speak to the council in Edinburgh, I’ll be there a while. I can tell you more in person.”

      “That’s on the plan,” I said. “Once we’ve figured out who sent Mum into the Vale.”

      “I wish I could help you,” Ivy said. “There’s no guarantee of being able to find a specific person in the Vale. And it sounds like the vow she’s under might not allow her to return with you.”

      “I was afraid of that,” I said.

      Ivy’s body had turned even more transparent, while her blade wasn’t glowing as brightly as before.

      “I’m fading,” she said. “You’re not, but… if this is your first time here, I wouldn’t stay too long. My fiancé is pretty insistent about watching me. I take it you have someone watching over you too?”

      I nodded. “I do. I’ll come and find you later.”

      Ivy shimmered all over with blue light, then disappeared.

      I turned around. I couldn’t tell which way I’d come along the path. That… might be an issue. The world beneath was leached of colour, rolling hills and fields and mountains seen through a filter. Grey fuzziness outlined everything. The only solid thing was the book, faintly pulsing with white light. I flipped it open, then focused hard. The shape of a grey path began to appear. A thrill sang through me. The Vale. Mum.

      I was on the cusp. Putting one foot over the line into the Vale wouldn’t do any harm, right? Not with the book blazing in my hands, filling me with boundless power.

      My foot rested on the edge of the path as though my thoughts had brought it closer. Mum’s here. I know she is. But something held me back. Finding Mum wouldn’t lead us to the enemy. The traitors, the Vale outcasts, were inside the Court itself. Not the Vale.

      River’s face appeared before my eyes. Everything went fuzzy, and the next second, I lay on the floor of the mausoleum, my body aching with cold. My limbs felt like dead weights as I tried to lift my hand to check it still worked. The candles flared brighter—he must have activated them to shock my body into waking up.

      River’s hand was so warm, I yelped when he grabbed me. “Ilsa. God, you’re freezing cold.”

      He pulled me upright, knocking candles aside. I wrapped my arms around him, craving his warmth. “Why’d you do that?” I said through chattering teeth.

      “Because your heartbeat slowed to a crawl and scared the shit out of me.” He removed his coat and wrapped it around me. “Walk,” he said. “It’ll help.” He was shaking, maybe with fear or anger, maybe because as a Summer faerie, being hugged by an ice block probably wasn’t pleasant.

      By the time we came within sight of the garden, the sensation had somewhat come back to my limbs. River, however, looked as though he was about to pass out at what I’d told him.

      “The Sidhe can die?” he said. “I didn’t hear what the Winter Gatekeeper said… but it explains how she hoped to dominate them. Any of the Sidhe might be desperate enough to work with humans if it means getting their immortality back.”

      “Did you hear anything about it in Faerie?”

      “Certainly not,” he said. “If the Courts spoke of it, then they must have done so behind closed doors. It’s not the sort of information they’d want to be spread widely… nor amongst humans.”

      I drew River’s coat tightly around myself, my numb feet skidding in the mud. “Yeah, we’re sworn to secrecy. So what are the Sidhe playing at? They must know that human necromancy is even less reliable than this immortality source of theirs. Also, Winter magic can involve raising the dead. Surely that’s more logical.”

      “Not permanently,” River murmured. “This… this has the potential to affect the Courts to such a degree, it might even be someone in a position of power behind this. The Erlking is dying.”

      “Yeah, hence the quest for the missing heir.”

      He turned on me. “You’ve known for a while.”

      “I didn’t believe Ivy at first,” I said. “Would you? The heir thing turned out to be nonsense, so I hoped this was too. I think the Sidhe could do well to learn some humility, but they’re not the type to accept their inevitable fate without trying to drag everyone else down with them.”

      “Not every Sidhe would want to do that.”

      “One would be enough to destroy this realm,” I said heatedly. “Sorry. I’m not blaming you… I know everyone worships the Sidhe, and heaven knows they might even be justified in being a little pissed off, considering how many thousand years they’ve been immortal. I just wish they’d consider that they’re not the centre of the universe.”

      “I think you’re asking for the impossible,” River said, but his expression remained dark and grim. “Perhaps… perhaps your mother knew as well.”

      I stopped walking. “Crap. Maybe the Sidhe sent her to find a solution. The Erlking’s dying, the Sidhe are desperate, and…” And answers might lie in the Vale? I almost wished I’d gone there after all, but I wouldn’t have been able to bring Mum back with me as a ghost. I shook my head, frustration burning below my skin despite the lingering chill, and resumed walking again. “We need more information… but it’s a start. I can look around next time I’m on the spirit paths.”

      “You almost froze to death, Ilsa,” River said.

      “Then next time wrap me in your coat.” It smelled pleasantly of his earthy magic. “This is what I’m supposed to do.”

      “According to whom?” he enquired. “Not the Sidhe. You don’t have to answer to anyone but yourself.”

      “I can’t keep this power and not use it to save Mum,” I said. “And stop those outcasts. I wouldn’t forgive myself if I let them win.”

      I might crave the book’s power, but I wouldn’t be controlled by it. Magic was untameable by nature, but if Ivy could traverse Death, so could I.

      “I don’t think Morgan can do the same, so don’t tell him,” I said. “He actually would risk his life hopping up and down the Ley Line. But we need to see Ivy in the flesh for sure. She knows about talismans like mine.”

      “Does she know who might be behind this scheme?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. But it sounds like she brought half the council with her. At this point I’d trust their word more than the Sidhe’s.”

      “The enemy is inside the Summer Court itself.” His hands clenched at his sides. “Even if we caught them, I doubt the Sidhe would believe one of their own might be a traitor. But I can’t think of any other way the enemy might have reached the Court. Nobody is allowed in who isn’t spoken for, and only those with Sidhe magic can cross over at all.”

      “Then the traitor is Sidhe. It’s the only explanation.” But who? I hadn’t met enough of the Sidhe to form an opinion, and surely if any of them wanted the book, they’d have tried to take it from me there and then. But they of all people knew the consequences of claiming a talisman. Maybe they just… didn’t want to be anywhere near Death at all. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      But what did that make Ivy’s talisman? Was mine truly that unique? It was reassuring to meet another human neck-deep in this who wasn’t a Lynn. Though technically she might be, distantly. The curse hadn’t affected her. But maybe we had more in common than shared blood. The way my talisman had tried to reach hers… as though it knew her. I’d learnt so much, yet only had more questions.

      The book and the blade. Power beyond necromancy, beyond anything I ever knew. Raw, terrifying power, bound into the fabric of the death realm itself.

      Like… a goddess of death.
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      I woke up with my chin resting on my knees, dawn light spilling through the window onto the bookshelves of the library and the bean bag where I’d fallen asleep. I’d sat here for hours at a time as a teenager while Hazel and Mum did their top-secret Gatekeeper training. The textbook fell out of my lap as I stretched, my back aching in protest at the weird position I’d fallen asleep in. I picked it up again, yawning. I’d stayed up until the early hours reading through the book and Great-Aunt Enid’s notes, and by now, I knew what magic was in my talisman.

      I also knew beyond all shadow of a doubt that I could never allow the enemy to get hold of it.

      Hazel knocked on the door, nudging it open. “Have you been in here all night?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.” I yawned again. “We’re not out of coffee, are we?”

      “Not yet,” Hazel said. “That must have been some marathon studying session.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.” I blinked repeatedly to clear the haze from my eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “You’ve been acting… off. I don’t know, maybe it’s just me. I’ve felt out of it since my magic got shut down, to be honest.” She gave a slight laugh. “Gotta love feeling powerless at the worst possible moment.”

      “Sorry.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “What time is it?”

      “Ten in the morning. I sent River off to buy groceries because he’s the only one of us with cash.”

      “I have cash.”

      “You were dead to the world,” Morgan said from behind her. “I had to put my hand in a jar of iron to keep your weird dreams out of my head.”

      “I don’t remember any.” Now I remembered why pulling all-nighters was usually a bad idea. I needed at least nine hours’ sleep to function, and it probably didn’t help that I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in what felt like days.

      “Probably that weirdness you’re reading,” Morgan said, scooping up the textbook and Great-Aunt Enid’s journal. “Must be a good read if you stayed away from River all night.”

      I stifled another yawn behind my hand. “I thought you didn’t like him.”

      “He’s not my type, but he’s decent enough for a faerie.”

      “Thanks for giving your approval.” I rolled my eyes at him.

      “He hasn’t given her faerie pox yet, so he’s one step up from the last guy,” Hazel put in.

      Why did she have to go there? “Give it a rest,” I told her.

      “Faerie pox?” said Morgan, tossing the books onto the floor again.

      “You missed the epic showdown.” Hazel ducked as I threw Great-Aunt Enid’s diary at her. “Chill, Ilsa. It was a few months after you left… what was his name, Ernest?”

      “No!” I groaned. “If either of you tell Mum or River, I’ll kill you.”

      “I’m not a sneak,” said Hazel. “You need to get that tension out of your system. Seriously.”

      “If you didn’t already in the forest,” said Morgan, walking over to the desk where I’d scattered all my notes.

      “You can’t bring up the forest without admitting you both got ensnared by the Sidhe, too,” I said. “Did they know they were making out with humans?”

      “Probably not,” she said. “The magic there sent everyone crazy.”

      “There you have it,” I said. “None of us was in our right mind.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” said Morgan, picking up the spiral-bound notebook I’d been taking notes in. “Come on, I never got to tease you about this stuff before I left. You didn’t crush on a different boy every week like Hazel did.”

      “Maybe I didn’t tell you two for a reason?”

      Morgan lowered the notebook. “Holy shit. You mean to tell me the Sidhe can die now? Actually die?”

      “No, I didn’t mean to tell you. You weren’t supposed to read that. Give it here.”

      I made a wild lunge for the desk. My legs were half asleep from sitting on the floor all night so I fell into Morgan and knocked him off balance. He grabbed Hazel’s arm to steady himself, and we all fell into a heap.

      River walked in, eyebrows raised, holding several bags.

      “Hey, River,” said Morgan. “Want to join the group hug? Ow, Hazel, you trod on my face.”

      I disentangled my legs from the others and climbed upright. “Morgan, give me that.”

      “Nope.” He held the notebook triumphantly in the air. “I know the Sidhe can die now.”

      “So does half the Court,” I said. “It’s not news. If you go around shouting it, they’ll kill you.”

      “They don’t scare me anymore.” He grinned. “They can die. You know how many thousand years those fuckers have held their immortality over the rest of us?”

      “Yes, I do, and that’s why you can’t tell them,” I said. “River, did those two send you running errands?”

      “I volunteered,” he said. “I figured one of us should check on the village and make sure none of those ghosts came back.”

      “And you brought us food.” Morgan grabbed the bag from River and emptied it onto the desk. It contained several sandwich packets and drinks from the only café in the village. River glided to the desk chair before anyone else claimed it and swivelled around, tossing me a sandwich. Despite the speed, I actually caught it.

      “Anything but Everett’s baking is good with me,” said Hazel, perching on the edge of the desk.

      I unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite of tuna mayonnaise. “Thanks, River. What were you three doing while I was in here yesterday, anyway?”

      “Plotting a way back to the Court,” Morgan said, sitting down on the bean bag next to me. “They didn’t like my idea to cross over in spirit form and haunt them.”

      I decided not to mention I could probably do exactly that. “Nope. Not gonna work.”

      “You never said if you’d reached any new conclusions from all that studying,” Hazel said.

      “Except the Sidhe can die now,” Morgan added, taking a swig of coke from the bottle.

      “All of us knew that except you,” Hazel said.

      Morgan scowled. “You’re joking.”

      “I did find out some things.” I put down my half-eaten sandwich. “Not nice ones.”

      “Go on,” said Morgan. The others watched me as well. “You have that slightly manic look.”

      “Invocations. Gods. The Ancients.” I held up Grandma’s journal. “The Ancients. She kept writing that word. The faeries’ gods. Anyone know about them?”

      “The Sidhe?” said Hazel, around a bite of sandwich. “The ones old enough to remember. Nobody in this realm would know, I wouldn’t think.”

      “According to this, the Grey Vale used to be the gods’ own realm,” I said. “Until the Sidhe kicked them out, and ripped a piece of their own realm away to do it. That’s the Vale.”

      Hazel and River both looked stunned. Morgan shook his head. “So what? They’re devious monsters, we know that. It’s no surprise that they killed their gods, considering all they want is to be worshipped on a pedestal.”

      “It gets worse,” I said. “The Vale—it’s created as a place with no magic.”

      “And?” said Morgan.

      “No magic,” I said. “Doesn’t that imply the gods had magic, just like the Sidhe do?”

      “Not necessarily,” Hazel said. “I mean, sure, let’s go with it. They’re still dead. Long gone. It’s another strike against the Sidhe, but I really don’t see what difference it makes to us.”

      “Their magic still exists in some form.” I held up the talisman, and the glowing symbol on the cover.

      Morgan dropped the coke bottle on the floor, where it rolled under the desk. “Are you saying one of them is in the book?”

      “No.” I put the talisman back in my pocket. “But their magic is. Think about it. It’s clearly not faerie magic, but it’s way beyond necromancy too. Maybe the gods had their own type of magic. I think someone might have bound part of this god’s magic to the book the way the Sidhe bind their own magic to talismans. Ivy’s talisman is the same. It’s not man-made at all, but it’s not a Sidhe creation either.”

      River continued to stare at me. “The gods’ magic… it’s possible, but I’ve never heard of such a thing in the faerie realm. Summer and Winter magic are all there is. Life and death. They balance each other. A force beyond death… no wonder this talisman wasn’t intended for use in Faerie.”

      “Whether it’s true or not, we still need to get back into the Court and root out their traitor,” Hazel said. “And I have a way in.”

      “How?” I asked. “Holly’s gate?”

      She shook her head. “Walking into Winter without magic… it’s a bad idea. But I know the wild fae near Foxwood, and there are rumours about shortcuts into the borderlands. That would take us directly to the Court.”

      “The borderlands are easily as dangerous as the Winter Court,” River said. “They’re lawless at best and deadly at worst.”

      “Not if you know where you’re going,” Hazel said confidently. “I know this way in, and it leads straight to Summer.”

      I picked up what was left of my sandwich and took a bite, though my appetite was gone. There was no safe route back into Faerie without risking our necks, and selfish though it may be, I couldn’t get Ivy’s talisman out of my head. Going to Edinburgh would bring us allies. But I wouldn’t kill the others’ hopes of rescuing Mum, however much I suspected that our chances of finding her were low.

      “If you know the wild fae, then we’ll follow your lead,” River said. But he it was plain he thought there was a catch. So did I. I’d never been invited to go along with her and Mum to negotiate with the wild faeries, those who lived apart from the Courts, but there was usually a good reason they’d chosen to leave.

      Half an hour later, we left the house, armed and ready for any kind of trouble. I checked the spirit realm before leaving, but nothing stirred. Let’s hope it stays that way.

      Hazel led us down the hill in the opposite direction to the village, past fields of heather. Snow coated the distant mountaintops, while a harsh breeze reminded me of the oncoming winter. We veered off the path after several minutes, and Hazel stopped walking beside a rabbit hole.

      A man appeared from nowhere. Morgan and I both jumped violently. The man was red-skinned and bearded, peering at us with curious eyes. “If it isn’t the Gatekeeper’s daughter.”

      “Hey,” Hazel said. “We seek passage into the borderlands of the Summer Court.”

      The man gave a low chuckle. “You truly want to enter the borderlands? You’ll never walk out alive.”

      “We seek passage,” Hazel repeated. “What payment will you accept?”

      I gave her a warning look—making a deal with any faerie wasn’t wise, but on the other hand, Mum had trained her for this.

      “Bring me four buttons after your return,” said the man.

      “Okay…” She glanced at us, her expression bewildered. “Thanks.”

      He grinned and raised a hand. There was a flash of light, and the hillside vanished.

      Tangled forest extended in every direction, larger and more extensive than I’d ever seen. I couldn’t even see the sky.

      “That was it?” Hazel said. “I thought he was going to ask me to answer an impossible riddle. The first one did.”

      “Who was he?” asked Morgan.

      “Little Person,” Hazel said. “They live between realms, or so Mum says. Harmless, but they usually ask for more than that.”

      “What’s the catch?” whispered Morgan. “Everything here wants to kill us?”

      “Not if I can help it,” Hazel muttered. “This place is divided into territories, some from each Court, and I don’t know the boundaries by heart. But if we keep walking this way, we’ll reach the main path to the Summer Court.”

      River looked up at the canopy blocking out the sunlight. “The catch is that he brought us to Lady Hornbeam’s territory.”

      “It was hers or someone else’s, and they’re all equally bad, to be honest,” Hazel said. “This is the closest to the Court.”

      River swore under his breath. “Be on your guard.”

      The borderlands stood in total contrast to the open fields and bright sunshine of the main Summer Court. Here, while it was warmer than back home, a canopy of branches blocked out most sunlight, casting everything in eerie shadows. Tangled undergrowth marked out paths winding through the trees. No signposts or landmarks, and while Summer’s magic remained in the air, it wasn’t as overt here.

      It was impossible to watch every tree and shadow at once. I kept thinking I saw people in the branches, hidden from sight. Every rustle and whisper set my teeth on edge. Walking softly and quietly over a bed of branches and brambles was a tall order, too, especially with four of us. River walked quietly and lithely, using his magic to clear particularly tangled bits of undergrowth out of our way, but Morgan kept tripping over tree roots and I wasn’t exactly a master of stealth either. Even Hazel nearly face-planted into a pond before Morgan caught her at the last moment. We saw no signs of life around, so I damn near screamed when a faerie warrior appeared soundlessly on the path in front of us. I stopped dead, my heart sinking. He’d moved without so much as stirring the branches, like a ghost.

      The man wasn’t Sidhe. Half-blood, judging by the fact that I could look directly at him without my brain seizing up. He was dressed in dark-coloured armoured clothes with a crossbow strapped to his back, and had shoulder-length dark hair and a faint scar on his right cheekbone, the one flaw to his eerily pretty appearance.

      “Humans,” he said, his voice lightly melodic. “Do you know what Lady Hornbeam does to human trespassers?”

      “Shows us nice hospitality?” said Morgan.

      The half-Sidhe took one step towards us. Pretty faerie appearance aside, there was something starkly inhuman in the way he moved, and the harsh expression on his face told me that he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot all of us down with that crossbow of his.

      “If I were someone else, you’d be dead, mortals,” he said. “However, one of you carries an object of power. I’m curious about it.”

      He can sense the book? No—he’d seen it. His gaze roamed over us, as though he could see all our secrets.

      “That would be mine,” River said, taking a step towards him and holding his blade to the light. “It’s claimed.”

      “Naturally,” said the half-Sidhe. “May I see?”

      River spun the blade in his hands so it came to a resting position pointing right at the half-Sidhe’s throat. “I’m in the employ of the Summer Court, acting as bodyguard to the Summer Gatekeeper through the borderland territories. You can tell Lady Hornbeam that we have permission to be here.”

      “Including the humans?” Incredulity momentarily crossed his expression, and he didn’t seem particularly fazed by the blade inches from his neck. “If you lie, mortal, your lives will be forfeit.”

      “Mortal?” said River, raising an eyebrow. “You’re as mortal as I am, thief.”

      He let the blade pass within a centimetre of the half-Sidhe’s throat before pulling it back, green magic shimmering to the hilt. His eyes glowed with it. But the stranger didn’t even flinch, as though having deadly blades pointed at him was a daily occurrence.

      “How did you guess I was a thief?” said the stranger.

      “I’m a bodyguard. It’s my job to make accurate assessments of potential adversaries. Why are you so interested in my talisman? It’s not an unusual sight, even in the hands of one of us.”

      A bitter smile twisted the stranger’s lips. “I’m a thief. It’s my job to steal anything valuable that passes through her territory, and if any… livestock wanders off, it’s my duty to return it to her.”

      “What is it with you people thinking we’re sheep?” Morgan snarled, stepping up to him. “We’re not livestock, you stuck-up piece of shit. We’re people.”

      “All right, that’s enough,” Hazel said. “We’re in a hurry. Morgan, get back here. Princeling, go back to your palace and leave us in peace.”

      “Princeling?” said the faerie, scowling. “You have no respect.”

      “Neither have you,” Hazel said. “I’m Summer Gatekeeper, and for your information, we’re on our way to prevent an attack on your Court. So if you’d kindly step aside—unless you’d like to help us?”

      “My duty is to my family first, mortal,” said the thief. “I can’t say it’s been a pleasure. If I see you again, I’ll be forced to report you to Lady Hornbeam. I rather think she’ll be less welcoming than I’ve been.”

      There was a flicker of movement, and he was gone, like he’d evaporated into thin air.

      “Wow,” said Hazel. “They do things differently out here in the borderlands.”

      “What was all that about claimed talismans?” I asked.

      “If it wasn’t claimed by me,” River said, “he’d have stolen it. Probably without any of us noticing.”

      “Does anyone else think we just dodged a bullet?” said Morgan.

      “Or an iron arrow,” said River. “He was carrying iron. I sensed it.”

      “They use iron on other faeries out here?” I shuddered. “Okay, that’s enough borderland territory for me. Let’s move.”

      Our narrow escape set my nerves on edge, and I walked quicker, thinking of sunny glades and gardens. I’d never expected I’d ever think of Summer magic in a positive light, but I sighed in relief at the sight of blessed sunlight ahead. We reached a clearer path winding into the trees. I glimpsed a meadow at one end, and from the opposite direction, a cool breeze blew.

      “Summer,” said Hazel, directing her steps towards the meadow. “Crossover territory. This is where the council goes in and out of this realm… it’s usually harder to avoid attention here, but that hardly matters.”

      “Here we go.” I spotted two Sidhe on horseback.

      One was the female messenger Sidhe who’d spoken to us before, and her expression was pure murder.
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      I went completely still as the two Sidhe spotted us.

      “Guilty conscience, mortal?” said Lady Aiten, softly. Her hair spilled over her shoulders like a waterfall, while her eyes were startlingly bright. Her magic whispered over my head, promising thorny pain and sharp vengeance.

      “What’s going on?” asked Hazel and I more or less at the same time.

      “Someone in the Court has died.” Magic hummed in her voice with another promise of pain.

      Holy crap. “Who died?” I asked. Please not the Erlking. Or the person who sent Mum into the Vale, for that matter.

      “Nobody you know,” said Lady Aiten.

      “What are you doing here, mortals?” said the second Sidhe—Lord Raivan. “You would do well to stay away from the Court, considering what happened at Lord Niall’s revel.”

      “There’s a traitor in the Court,” I said. “We’re here to warn you. One of your own is working with outcasts.”

      “They stole our gate,” Hazel added. “The Summer Gatekeeper’s magic has been compromised. Someone in Faerie stole it. Maybe the same person who committed murder.”

      Lord Raivan’s eyes narrowed. “And what is your own alibi, exactly?”

      “Our family is locked into a permanent contract to obey this Court,” said Hazel. “All of us. If we murdered anyone, it’d rebound horribly.”

      “Not him.” He cast a sharp look at River, whose body stiffened, his hand dropping to his blade.

      “He’s been with us the whole time,” I snapped. “Ask… damn, who was that thief in the borderlands? He can probably confirm which way we came in. We literally just got here.”

      “And I am in a contract of my own,” River said smoothly. “I’m here to aid the Gatekeeper, and it’s my belief that there is a threat to this Court within the Grey Vale.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t heard your stories, mortal,” said Lord Raivan. “You and Ivy Lane both, spreading rumours of the Vale.”

      “Ivy was here?” I said in disbelief. “Recently? If she confirmed his story, it must be true. She’s been there. So has River.”

      “And if you’re not careful, you’ll be joining the outcasts yourselves,” growled Lord Raivan, directing his horse to approach us.

      I refused to give ground. “Lord Raivan, I know why this is happening. I request an audience with the Erlking, or whoever is responsible for locking my family into this contract.”

      “This realm is not your own, mortal,” he said softly. “You’re not even Gatekeeper.”

      “Really? I had no idea.”

      I saw Hazel wince, and felt bad. But not bad enough to stop. The Sidhe deserved a reckoning, and I’d rather the Gatekeepers were the ones to give it to them than the Vale outcasts.

      “Whatever special treatment you think you deserve, mortal, you’re not one of us,” said Lady Aiten.

      “It’s not special treatment to show basic respect to someone giving you a warning. If you don’t listen, you’ll only lose more of your own people. Permanently.”

      The grass stirred as magic crept beneath my feet. Every instinct told me to get the hell out, but despite the Sidhe’s loathing of mortals, there wasn’t actually a rule denying our right to be here, even to ask to speak to the Erlking. The Sidhe just weren’t obligated to treat us like people. It was entirely possible the Erlking himself would be the same, but I couldn’t resist. I doubted anyone had ever asked the question before.

      Lord Raivan actually looked surprised, beneath all the magic, his faerie-bright eyes widening a fraction. “You should know that even most of the Sidhe haven’t set eyes on our king for many years. He takes no visitors.”

      “Look,” I said, throwing caution to the winds. “My magic… it’s to do with life and death. He has a life-threatening illness, doesn’t he? Maybe I can help. And our family made a treaty with the Erlking himself.”

      “That is impossible,” he said.

      “It’s fact,” said Hazel defiantly. “Why not send a messenger and ask him? There has to be a procedure when the Summer Gatekeeper’s life is in danger and the gate is compromised. Otherwise, you’ll lose the gate forever. If you don’t believe the warnings, I can prove that is the truth. I’ve seen it.”

      “All messages to the Erlking go through the Seelie Queen,” said Lady Aiten.

      “So there is a Queen?” I asked, glancing at Hazel.

      “There is,” Hazel said. “But she doesn’t share his power. I don’t think she’s the one who bound the Gatekeepers, but if it’s possible to speak to her, it’d be most welcome.”

      “Not to her,” Lord Raivan said. “She has more important matters to deal with than trivial mortal lives.”

      Morgan opened his mouth to speak and I elbowed him in the ribs. “If we can speak to her, then it might avert a war. Let us try to convince her.”

      “I will send a messenger,” said Lord Raivan. Nodding to Lady Aiten, he wheeled his horse around and the two of them vanished.

      “Seelie Queen?” said Morgan. “Never heard of her.”

      “They don’t talk about her,” River said. “Because… it’s rumoured that her own power is limited. She carries the title by marriage only, and possesses no powerful talisman of her own.”

      “Oh.” I knew how important magic was to the Sidhe. More than anything else. From what I knew of faerie customs, marriages were almost always for power and nothing more. As immortals, they didn’t even technically need an heir, though they’d have to change that soon. Most Sidhe had one or more partners for a few decades, then got bored and moved on. Marriage for love was unheard of. If they did have children, those children then claimed their own territories and intermingled with other families. The Sidhe bloodlines were a tangled mess, which was why I hoped someone else was tasked with finding the actual heir, when it came down to it.

      If the Erlking had picked a partner who possessed no powerful magic, maybe he actually loved her. Though I didn’t think the Sidhe were capable of love in the human sense. They sure seemed to like making fun of our fragile little human emotions, anyway. But maybe they judged one another in a similar manner.

      Lord Raivan appeared again, so suddenly that all of us jumped. “No humans are to enter the Court, by the order of the Seelie Queen herself.”

      My heart plunged. “Now? It’s urgent—I didn’t lie. Our gate’s already been taken, and our mother—”

      “If you were idiotic enough to lose control of your magic, then it’s your job to retrieve it.”

      “Someone in your Court took my magic,” said Hazel. “It’s never happened to any of the past Gatekeepers, so can’t you make an exception?”

      He cocked a brow. “Really? What is it that makes you children so certain that nobody before you has ever suffered misfortune?”

      “That’s not what I said,” Hazel told him. “And you wouldn’t know anything about misfortune, because your magic protects you from getting so much as a paper cut.”

      “You even fucked up your own realm so nobody would ever have to die,” said Morgan. “That’s not just unfortunate, it’s plain sad.”

      Anger flashed in the Sidhe’s eyes. “If you had the slightest comprehension—”

      “Your head’s too far up your own arse to see the daylight.” Morgan gesticulated at the blazing sun. “Even that’s probably fake. You’re living on borrowed time, and you can call us stupid little mortals all you like. You’re doomed.”

      “Too far, Morgan,” Hazel said out of the corner of her mouth. “So, if you don’t mind, we’re planning on saving your ungrateful necks. Let us speak to the Erlking’s representative. If they want to strike us down, that’s their prerogative, but I’m not moving from here. And you know what it will cost you if you take my life. Assume the same is the case if you attack my family.”

      “Lord Raivan, allow me to handle this.” A hard-faced silver-haired Sidhe warrior strode up to us, talisman in hand. Like River’s, it was carved into the shape of a sword, bright with runes and radiant with power. “I couldn’t help overhearing that this little band of mortals would like to speak with the Seelie King.”

      He turned on us. I froze a little inside. You’d think seeing one Sidhe would neutralise the effects a bit, but if anything, the impact of each Sidhe’s appearance was worse. His stare was pure malice, weaponised against us. Thorns twined around the talisman in his hand.

      “And you are?” asked Hazel.

      “My name is Lord Daival,” he said, his gaze travelling across our group. River gripped his own sword so tightly, his knuckles turned white. “As one of you once employed by the Summer Court knows well.”

      “Actually,” River said, “I’m still in the employ of the Summer Court, as it wasn’t I who broke the law.”

      “There is no law against showing mortals their place,” said the Sidhe.

      An icy pit formed inside me. He’s the one who kept humans prisoner. And River freed them. The magic surrounding Lord Daival told me that he was more powerful, and had more authority, than any of the Sidhe I’d met so far. When River had said he’d made a calculated risk in freeing the humans, I hadn’t quite grasped just how badly it could have gone. Worse, Lord Raivan had disappeared, leaving us alone with him.

      “The Court begs to differ,” River said. He didn’t sound terrified, but he must be. Nobody could look at that Sidhe and not feel mortal fear. I did, and I carried the freaking death book in my hands.

      “I’m the one who wanted to speak with someone who has access to the Erlking’s inner circle,” said Hazel. “If not the Seelie Queen, then someone else.”

      “You dare to ask to speak with the Erlking?” he said.

      “Yes, I do. I’m Summer Gatekeeper. Her heir, anyway. It’s urgent—”

      “As far as I am concerned, you’re nothing more than a filthy mortal who doesn’t know their place,” said Lord Daival softly. “All of you.”

      “Oh, you’re talking about me?” Morgan said. Was I the only person here who felt a normal amount of trepidation towards antagonising the walking nuclear weapon in front of us? Antagonising him was like squirting a water pistol into a troll’s eye, or setting a dryad’s tree on fire.

      Thorns lashed from Lord Daival’s weapon, wrapping around Morgan’s legs. He swore loudly. “Get off me, you bastard.”

      “Let go of him,” Hazel. The thorns twisted in the air, wrapping around her legs, too. This isn’t how it was meant to go.

      River stepped forward, his talisman gleaming with green light. No. He was going to retaliate, and then they’d kill all four of us.

      “Let her go!” I shouted at the Sidhe. “Hazel and I are in your service—our family is bound to yours for life. You kill Morgan and Hazel and you violate your own treaty.”

      “Would you prefer to add to your own criminal record, Lord Daival?” River enquired. “The Sidhe won’t forget what you did. Killing the Gatekeeper won’t do anything but cause more trouble for you and for your Court. It’d be a poor way to repay the Lynn family for their services.”

      As Lord Daival’s attention shifted from me to River, I stuck my hand in my pocket, and grabbed the book.

      Power roared through my veins, a wave of cold energy. I shouldn’t feel it so strongly here. The light brightened, and Lord Daival turned on me, his eyes widening. I didn’t have a clue what I looked like to him, but it frightened him, and that was enough. In the realm of light, I shouldn’t be able to sense death’s touch, but I did. It lay everywhere, beneath the bright magic, beneath it all. It was all fake. I saw the hole of empty darkness where I’d sent those wraiths—

      Magic exploded from Hazel’s hands, pushing the vines away from her. Her forehead glowed with green light once again. I dropped my hands, and the cold magic faded, even as its ache remained in my chest, insistent, angry.

      “You mortals are a disease that must be wiped from existence,” said Lord Daival, in a quiet, deadly voice.

      “Same old,” Hazel said. “Also, you forgot this place gives my magic a boost, too, even now someone’s draining it away. You gave me this power. If you want to retract your gift, you have to deal with the fact that Winter will have a representative on the human side to protect you from the evil death faeries and you won’t.”

      “We are perfectly capable of protecting ourselves.” He wouldn’t look directly at me, and hadn’t addressed what I’d done. Had I terrified him that much? “Luckily, it’s not up to me whether you keep your position or not.”

      “But it is up to me.” A radiant figure with flaxen hair spun with wildflowers appeared from the trees, like a fallen sunbeam given flesh. She smiled, and the world stopped. The last of the thorns faded as her magic whispered through the meadow, a soft caress on my neck. Comforting, and chilling, because now I’d seen that cold emptiness beneath this realm, I knew what shadows lay beneath that beauty and magic.

      “May I speak to them?” she enquired. “I rather think I might be of better help for their purpose, Lord Daival.”

      “Your majesty,” he said in a tone suddenly deferential, worshipful.

      The Seelie Queen. I should probably curtsy or something, but my legs were frozen, and so was my whole body. The others remained similarly immobile. If the other Sidhe could strike us down, this Sidhe could rend us to pieces without moving an inch.

      “That’s enough toying with the mortals, Lord Daival,” she said, and the spell broke.

      “Your majesty,” said Hazel. “We didn’t want to intervene, but there’s something really important we need to tell the Erlking. I’m the Summer—”

      “Gatekeeper’s heir. Of course you are. I’d know the mark anywhere.”

      She knows. It might even be her that our family’s magic was bound to, because she certainly held a shit-ton of power of her own, talisman or none. I kind of hoped she’d thwack Lord Daival on the head to get him out of the way, but instead, the scene changed subtly, and the five of us stood in an empty field. Lord Daival was nowhere in sight.

      “Much better,” said the Seelie Queen. “I haven’t spoken to a Gatekeeper in a long time.”

      “So you didn’t speak to Mum, then?” asked Hazel. “She… well. She’s in a lot of trouble, and so is the Court. There’s a traitor, but I guess you already know that. They’re working with Vale outcasts.”

      “There are always traitors,” she said. “Always. Where there is power, there’s ambition, the desire for more power. Many will violate the laws of the Court to seize it. Many others will put on the appearance of serving while planning to undermine everything we are. We forget our past so easily, caught in an endless present.”

      I blinked. She’s a little more self-aware than any other Sidhe I’ve met. Didn’t mean I had a clue what to say to her. She was so terrifying… and when I put my hand in my pocket for the book, it… stuck.

      The book didn’t want me to show it to her. That meant she couldn’t have been the one to bind it, right?

      “So you’re married to the Erlking?” asked Morgan. “Why not take the throne? He’s been half-dead for decades, they say.”

      Hazel winced, but the Seelie Queen merely smiled. “Ruling isn’t what it appears to be. I rather think the whole system needs an overhaul… new blood, as the humans say. If you wish to speak with the Erlking, I do think you’ll be disappointed. You’re right in thinking he hasn’t been coherent for years. But I may be capable of helping you myself.”

      Hmm. Her words made sense, delivered in her all-too-melodic voice… but the false modesty, the all-too-clear awareness of the flaws in the Sidhe’s system… it didn’t ring true to me at all. Like a glamour, I saw beneath. She had power. She wasn’t trapped. She was here on purpose—and nobody else was within sight.

      “Guys,” I said quietly. “We need to move.”

      She smiled her pretty smile at me. “Don’t you want to talk to the Erlking?”

      “You said he can’t talk to us,” I said. “You have four mortals here in the most secure part of the Court, yet you haven’t checked us for weapons. You haven’t taken away our iron, and you never even asked what I did to Lord Daival.”

      “This isn’t the Erlking’s territory,” said River, gripping his sword. “Who are you really?”

      “I am exactly who I said I was,” she said, her voice soft, her smile pleasant. Cold fear took root inside me.

      “What do you want with our family?” asked Hazel.

      “Want? Nothing at all. The Gatekeepers are irrelevant, and I’m sure you’d be happier never to set foot in this realm again, wouldn’t you?”

      Hazel shook her head. “Happier? Sure. A lot of people would also be dead. And if you’re really the Seelie Queen, you should know we’re tied into a vow with your Court through our very bloodline.”

      “I hold as little power as any who doesn’t rule, and more than most.” Magic thrummed in her gaze. “It’s time for a change of leadership in Summer. And it’s time for you to leave. I hope the Vale is kinder to you than its other inhabitants. You’re human, which should work in your favour. Good luck.”

      The trees faded out, and so did the meadow. The last thing I saw was her brilliant smile before nothing but grey remained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The Grey Vale’s paths stretched out endlessly. Coldness permeated the air, not the freezing atmosphere of Death but the absence of life energy and warmth.

      Oh, damn.

      “Anyone have a map?” asked Morgan.

      “I don’t believe this,” said Hazel. “I can control this place. Right? I should be able to find our mother in here.”

      “Perhaps,” River said. “The Vale doesn’t follow a fixed map, and anyone with Sidhe magic can arrange the environment according to their own needs. That includes me, and possibly you as well, Hazel. It’s usually just Sidhe, but you probably have enough magic for it to work.”

      But not me.

      Morgan gave me a sideways look as though the same thought had occurred to him. “Great. We’ll skip along at random and hope we don’t fall in a pond.”

      “We’re in better shape than most outcasts,” River said. “They’re generally stripped of their talismans before being kicked out.”

      “Can that thing open a way out?” Morgan asked, eyeing the book’s shape in my pocket.

      “No,” River said. “Ilsa…”

      “I’m thinking,” I said. “I can only hop over between realms as a ghost, and I probably won’t be allowed to take you guys with me.” I pulled out the book despite myself, but it didn’t light up with helpful information. The Grey Vale, I thought clearly, skipping to the back. “Nope. Great. I can travel as a ghost. No clue how to get out otherwise.”

      “Isn’t this a dead end?” said Morgan. Before I could stop him, his body froze. I switched on my spirit sight and saw greyness, but no different to the way the path looked to begin with.

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “You can’t move on here if you die. Those half-bloods were stuck here, that’s why they agreed to help out the enemy. Ideally we need to find the enemy, and get back into the land of the living. Relatively speaking.”

      The spirit sight switched off, and the scene didn’t change at all.

      Morgan shook his head. “I can probably run for miles as a ghost, but it all looks the same.”

      “If I have control, so does Mum,” said Hazel. “Right? River, where was she when you last came here?”

      “I met her at a house near a lake, but that was weeks ago,” he answered.

      “What does she think this is, a holiday?” asked Morgan.

      “A house near a lake?” said Hazel. “Walk with me. If she was there, it’s got to be safe, right?”

      “I didn’t stay long enough to determine if that was the case,” River said. “Wait—this isn’t the place to make hasty decisions.”

      The path ahead flickered, a lake appearing and disappearing again.

      “Stop that,” Hazel snapped at River. “If we both try to affect the path at once, it’ll get confused. Stop—”

      She broke off. Cold water flowed over my feet, without warning, and when I took a step, my shoe sank into marshy ground. We’d landed in the marshes at the edge of a vast lake, surrounded by trees. Even the water was the same muted grey colour as the trees.

      “Thanks a bunch, River,” said Hazel.

      River twisted to glare at her. “Magic can’t get confused. This was deliberate. Someone else is here.”

      A chill ran down my back. Someone else… with magic? Nobody appeared to be around, but splashes came from the water, and there didn’t seem to be a path leading away into the forest. Not without skirting the lake.

      “Is that the house?” asked Morgan.

      There was indeed a hut on the river, but it sure as hell didn’t look like the sort of place Mum would pick to stay in. Ramshackle and tilting at an angle, it looked like one wrong movement would send it plummeting into the lake.

      “Mum.” Hazel took a step forward. “Damn. I’d normally sense her, but faerie magic doesn’t work here—Morgan!”

      He swore and pulled his leg free from where it’d sunk into the marsh. “Well done,” he said. “Mum isn’t here. This is faerieland, everything here wants to eat us—”

      Several greyish heads poked up from the water.

      “Merrows,” said River.

      “What in hell is a merrow?” asked Morgan.

      “Think mermaids, but less nice,” River said.

      “Mermaids are dicks,” Hazel said. “Great.” She took a step backwards. “Get away… why isn’t my magic working?”

      “I told you,” River said. “We’re on someone’s territory. Their magic is keeping us here.”

      “Then we’ll go back—”

      Grey hands grabbed my legs. I swore and kicked out, seeing the others were similarly ensnared. I grabbed the jar of iron filings from my pocket and threw some of them at the muddy ground, but the iron simply sank into the mud. No use using iron when I couldn’t even see my opponents. The hands were buried beneath the mud, pulling me deeper along with them.

      River’s sword stabbed down into the water. The hands let go of him, but his sword remained wedged in the mud.

      “Well done,” Morgan said, kicking out. “Ow. Bloody monsters. What’s grabbing me?”

      “Grindylows,” said Hazel. “I can’t access my magic here.”

      Her hands glowed faintly green, but not enough. She’d probably burned herself out fending off those thorns. Dammit. All I had was salt and a knife, but the webbed hands latched onto my ankles and refused to let go. The other grey heads drew closer, bobbing in the water. Grey-skinned, human-sized creatures with webbed hands and feet and flat frog-like heads crawled to the surface, grabbing the nearest target—Morgan.

      I threw a handful of iron filings at them. So did Morgan. The merrow let go, making furious noises, and oozed towards me instead. The hands holding me dragged me forwards, forcing me to my knees. Sticky mud encased my legs. River swore, throwing an iron knife, but the grindylows’ hands rose from the mud to snatch the weapon out of the air. Hisses and yelps came from below—the iron had burned them—but his weapon was gone.

      Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the book, slipping out of my body. The slimy mud continued to climb. Morgan was submerged, too, while Hazel clung to a tree branch and River used his buried sword for balance as the swampy mud climbed ever higher.

      Better hope necromancy works here.

      I floated, pulling the book’s power into me, remembering when I’d been on the cusp of entering this realm. It had power. Not as much as our realm, but so many had died here, I must be able to use necromancy.

      The air stirred. Coldness grew, a dark pit forming in the air. No. Not that.

      The merrows turned around, screaming loudly at the sight of the growing form of darkness above the swamp. As one, they ran back to the deepest water and plunged into its depths. The dark shape continued to grow, cold energy stirring, the surface of the water freezing before my eyes.

      With a tremendous cracking noise, River pulled his blade free from the now-iced marsh, while Hazel managed to crawl onto the branch. Morgan freed his leg, swearing loudly. And I continued to float in the air, power burning from my hands as the wraith solidified, drawn to my power. Go away!

      Magical energy surged from the wraith’s hands, only to hit my shield. I jerked back into my body, my feet coming free from the frozen mud. “Guys, run! You can’t banish it here.”

      “You have got to be kidding me, Ilsa,” Hazel shouted, clinging to the tree branch.

      “I didn’t mean to summon it.”

      I’d meant to get rid of the monsters. I hadn’t even spoken the summoning words. But the book’s magic attracted the dead.

      Hazel’s hands splayed and a trickle of Summer magic struck the wraith, to no effect. My heart dropped when River advanced on it, across the ice, blade raised. Wait… he can do more damage with that here. The wraith was more solid than usual, so much that I suspected even an ordinary human without the Sight would be able to see it in this realm. Its form was almost human. A Sidhe, a Winter one, who’d died here in the realm of the exiles, filled with so much rage that its magic had survived beyond death.

      I swallowed, my mouth dry. Necromantic power still hummed inside me, but I couldn’t free this wraith from its prison, not here.

      Or can I? It wasn’t like I’d ever tried.

      I called the book’s magic. Power rolled through my veins, pouring from my fingertips, and struck the wraith in an explosion of light. Its shadowy form became more distinct, and I squinted through the grey light, seeing its trapped clawed monstrous true form.

      The ground froze underfoot, icy swamp water encasing my boots. Morgan drew something from his pocket—a necromancer’s spirit sensor—and hit the button. A jet of concentrated salt slammed into the wraith, knocking it away from me.

      “Thanks,” I gasped, freeing my leg from the icy prison. I called the book’s magic once more, but Death didn’t open. My teeth rattled with the torrent of power, but when I spoke the banishing words, nothing happened.

      Then I’ll have to finish it another way.

      Necromantic power filled the air as River attacked it from behind. With his free hand, he raised the sword, green energy shimmering up to the hilt. He threw the blade in an arc, and the wraith screamed as it pierced through its transparent form.

      At the same time, I blasted it with necromantic power. The wraith’s form cracked all over, pieces flaking away, and it disintegrated.

      “It can’t reform,” River said, treading carefully over the half-frozen ground. I reached the blade first and handed it back to him. “Not enough magic here.”

      “How’d you find any life energy here in the first place?” Hazel asked.

      “There’s a little underneath the swamp,” River said. “Otherwise, I drew on my own reserves. I won’t be able to keep doing that, otherwise my healing ability will switch off.”

      “I forgot you even had that,” Hazel commented. “You’re one step ahead of the rest of us.”

      River shook his head. He looked pale under the swamp water. I’d never seen a Summer faerie use their own life energy to power a spell. It struck me as a highly risky thing to do, but here, it was probably the only option.

      “Don’t overdo it,” I said. “You’re the only one here with the ability to cross realms directly if we find a nice Sidhe to help us escape.”

      “I think we’re more likely to find a flying motorbike,” said Morgan, swearing as his feet stuck in the melting ice-covered mud. “Can’t you or Hazel make this bloody swamp disappear?”

      “No,” said River. “We need to find an alternate route through the trees.” He looked around and pointed to the forest creeping down the lake’s side.

      “Guys,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know using my magic would draw that thing here.”

      “You did better than me,” said Morgan. “I was trying to attack it with my mind. Didn’t do a thing.”

      “We’ve all probably caught our death of cold, but we’re still in one piece,” Hazel said shakily. “How is Mum coping in this place without magic? The whole realm is set against humans.”

      “I think it’s meant to be set against Sidhe,” River said, shaking mud from the end of his blade. “They’re banished here with no magic. They’d be dead in a day.”

      “That wraith wasn’t,” I pointed out. “It still had magic.”

      “Then it was an outcast who came here on purpose, I’d guess,” River said. “Even those with magic can’t survive here. There’s no life, and no death either. Not the sort that powers Winter magic.”

      “This sort, though.” I held up the book, the only part of me not covered in swamp water. “It’s not powered by being here, but it’s not underpowered, either.”

      Gods’ magic. The Ancients. How could you harness that kind of power? Where had it even come from?

      The Vale was created when the Sidhe cast out their gods…

      My teeth chattered. River drew in closer to me, but he was shivering, too. His eyes had paled, leached of Summer magic. Not a good sign. “Don’t do that again,” I told him. “Use necromancy if we run into another of those things. I know it probably attracts more of them, but…”

      “I’m willing to do whatever’s necessary to get us all out in one piece,” River said quietly. “To get you out of here. I think you should probably put that book away.”

      We climbed the bank of the lake and walked carefully through silvery undergrowth. There were less wildly growing plants than there were in the borderlands, though the Vale bore a certain similarity to Lady Hornbeam’s territory underneath the grey. Of course, nothing actually grew here. The trees looked like ordinary oak and ash, but appeared to be frozen in time, their silvery leaves season-less and empty of life. Not dead, not alive. I shivered harder, unable to get warm no matter how quickly I walked. The others didn’t look much better. Morgan was limping. Hazel’s damp hair clung to her face, hiding the Gatekeeper’s mark. I doubted anyone out here cared about her status.

      “Finally,” Hazel said as we reached the path again. “Okay. Take us to Mum, you treacherous dead end of a forest.”

      The path didn’t move. It looked identical to the last one. Hazel sighed heavily and continued to walk. So did I. My legs felt like lead weights, and the swamp water soaking my jeans didn’t help. Usually when I used necromancy, I felt more alive and alert. Now I felt more like I’d volunteered my own life energy to River’s spell.

      The realm couldn’t have no beginning or ending. Even Faerie… okay, I didn’t know about Faerie. It was usually best not to think too hard about these things when magic was involved.

      The book kept glowing. Like it wanted me to use its magic again. Nope. No more wraiths. We might not get lucky next time. River was still in the lead, but whenever he looked back to check on us, his face was lined with exhaustion.

      “Can’t you ask the path to lead us out of this realm?” I asked. “I know there aren’t supposed to be exits, but someone’s clearly hopping in and out of the Court. There’s no harm in checking.”

      River walked ahead without speaking, no longer moving at swift faerie speed. “No. There isn’t one, not open anyway.”

      The path continued. I groaned. “Okay, let me think. If there’s no way out… is there a person who can get us out?”

      River shook his head. “I wouldn’t. That would take us directly to the nearest Sidhe, and just because they can leave this realm doesn’t mean they’d have any intention of helping us. There are no allies here.”

      “Dammit.” The book glowed brighter, and a shock of energy made me jump into the air. “I think the talisman’s trying to tell me something.”

      “A warning?” said Hazel. “I—” She cut off in a startled shout as tree branches wrapped around her legs, pulling her into the earth.

      I ran towards her, and branches grabbed my own feet. “Dammit.”

      Morgan disappeared beneath the earth. River swore and grabbed his blade, but they’d gone. The book glowed brighter. I pulled it out and opened it. The pages shimmered too brightly to read. Necromantic power poured from my fingertips at the branches, but they refused to let go. They weren’t alive or dead, so my magic did nothing but rattle the branches without damaging them.

      The ground gave way. River shouted my name. I closed my eyes, expecting to be hit by soil, but the earth appeared to be made of nothing but silvery leaves, which fell in slow motion either side of me. I stared, so mesmerised for a second that I forgot about the branches’ death grip on my legs.

      Then I hit the dirt—or I would have, if more branches hadn’t risen to break my fall. We were in a cave, and branches held both Hazel and Morgan captive. Dried blood splattered the ground, and bones lay in crumpled heaps, including human-looking skulls. A foul smell emanated from one corner, where the corpse of a large furred boar-like creature lay on the ground.

      “What the hell are you, some kind of carnivorous dryads?” Morgan wanted to know.

      Rotting trees, half dead, holding us captive. I swallowed hard. They were the darker Summer magic type, which fed on life energy. If necromancy didn’t work, maybe iron would. I grabbed the iron filings container, but I’d lost too many of them in the lake. The iron simply bounced off the branches.

      “It’d be nice of River to come and help,” Hazel said, struggling against the branches. “Ow. Why’d they take us and not him?”

      “Probably because his blade could take them to pieces.” I looked up at the high ceiling, grabbing the knife from my bag. Attacking the trees would provoke a reaction, so I needed to move fast.

      The knife barely made a dent in the tree’s tough branch. I gritted my teeth and sawed harder.

      “Doesn’t work,” Hazel said, hacking away with her own knife.

      “Shit.” I grabbed the book, skipping for the pages that told us how to get rid of man-eating dryads. There weren’t any. Think, Ilsa.

      “Humans,” purred a voice. A humanoid creature with skin like bark entered the cave from the far end. Ugh. Vale faeries. I didn’t even know what this one was, maybe a cross between a skin-eater and a carnivorous dryad.

      “Let us go, you sick fuck,” said Hazel.

      “It’s so rare that my pets get to feast on human flesh…” The creature stepped into the light, which didn’t do its bark-like face any favours. Its eyes gleamed like torchlights. “You’re a rare gift. So much life…”

      Hazel swore, leaning out of reach of the monster’s blade-like hand.

      The creature laughed. “Your life magic won’t work down here… we’re all dead.”

      The spirit realm folded over my vision… and the corpse in the corner rose to its feet. I gagged on the smell. “What the—?”

      The human-like bones lying on the floor shifted, then rose upright into the semblance of a person.

      “Looks like your prey isn’t as dead as you thought,” said Morgan.

      No way. He didn’t.

      The furred beast’s corpse shambled towards the fae creature. So did the bony human remains. In fact, the whole cave was buried in bones. I tapped into my spirit sight again and reached below the earth. Reanimating bones that old required a surge of life energy, but I didn’t need to hold them for long. Just enough to get us out.

      Bones reformed into human and fae-like shapes, pulling themselves from the earth. The fae creature backed up, terror suffusing its craggy features. I twitched my leg, drew back and kicked, hard. The branch’s grip loosened enough for me to cut one leg free and then the other. Hazel had already freed herself, and we went to Morgan. He was almost submerged in branches, his expression glazed as he kept the dead under his control.

      The fae creature bolted from the cave. I ran to Morgan and hacked away with the knife, and Hazel joined me. Finally, he broke free from the branches, the silvery light fading from his eyes.

      Morgan fell onto Hazel, groaning. “Might’ve overdone it.”

      “You’re a genius,” said Hazel.

      “Obviously.”

      I snorted, then groaned. “River probably thinks we’re dead. Can you find him, Hazel?”

      “Sure, if I get back to the path.” Hazel and I pulled Morgan after us, and we ran towards the only visible exit.

      There was no sign of the fae creature in the cave, which had probably run for the hills, and the carnivorous dryads were half buried where the dead had pulled themselves out the earth. But the furred zombie creature kept following us.

      “Morgan,” I said. “You can’t bring a half-rotting corpse home with us.”

      “Says who?”

      I groaned. Hazel shook her head and walked past us through the cave. “I can see daylight up there.”

      We emerged into undergrowth. Hazel climbed ahead, grabbing tree roots to pull herself up the sharp rise. Morgan and I followed more slowly, having to stop and disentangle ourselves from various bramble thickets and tree roots—thankfully not man-eating ones this time. Eventually, we reached the path. If it was the same path we’d been pulled into the cave from, I couldn’t tell. Silver trees, silver leaves, grey light.

      “Is River here?” I asked Hazel.

      “Don’t get so agitated. We won’t leave your boyfriend behind.”

      The path changed before our eyes, revealing River and the fae monster, his sword buried in its neck. Blood splattered his face, but it had the blue tinge of faerie blood, not his own.

      His eyes widened. “Ilsa.”

      Hazel punched the air. “I finally got the bloody path to move where I told it.”

      River drew closer to me. “Are you hurt?”

      “Nope. We escaped cannibal trees by reanimating dead bodies.” I glanced at Morgan. “His idea. I wish I’d thought of it.”

      “I thought I sensed necromancy.” River looked me up and down as though scanning me for injuries. “Was this creature the one who trapped you?”

      “Yep.” I shot Morgan a look. “Call off the zombie boar.” I tapped into my spirit sight pointedly, which showed me the energy reanimating its corpse… and I saw the path ahead, swamped in grey light. I hadn’t just seen trees like that in the Vale, but in the liminal spaces like the one we’d left the ghost in. Spaces which overlapped so closely with the Vale, it was easy to cross between realms there.

      “I have an idea,” I said. “I think. Hellhounds can walk in and out of this realm all the time, right?”

      “I’m not searching for hellhounds,” said Hazel.

      “Search for a liminal space, then,” I said. “Once we’re at a liminal point, I can get us out. This realm does overlap with the Ley Line. Its magic—or whatever keeps this realm functioning—is tied to Death, and through that…”

      “The mortal realm,” River said. “But I always thought the connection was one-way.”

      “It usually is.” I held up the book. “But so is the way into Death. It’s worth a try.”

      I called on the book’s cold, unrelenting energy, picturing the liminal space from before.

      “This isn’t a liminal space,” said Hazel, pointing ahead. “It’s the forest. Looks the same.”

      “Some liminal spaces look like that, too. Keep walking. Wait—you’re the one who can control the paths, right? You and River, picture a liminal space. I’ll try to take us there.”

      The air went transparent for a second, showing a hillside beneath. Then it turned into woods again.

      “This is where we got into the Court,” said Hazel. “No way.”

      “You must have been thinking about it when you changed the path,” I said. “Okay. I can use the book to get us out.” The grey light grew brighter, and I held up the book, thinking of paths and gates, of ways between worlds.

      The path solidified, then turned into the Vale again.

      “Nope,” I muttered. “Come on.” I willed the book’s power to keep flooding me, and held up my hands. The air shimmered then went transparent again. With a push, like closing the gates of death, I shoved the air, and it parted.

      Necromantic energy blasted me off my feet. The gate opened, wide. I pushed carefully, meaningfully—

      And a pair of icy blue eyes stared back.

      A startled scream caught in my throat, but I didn’t move or stop, gripping the book like a lifeline. The gates closed on the terrifying eyes, and I dropped to my knees.

      She couldn’t have survived. She shouldn’t have.

      Icy water rose to drench me, and I gasped, spluttering, legs flailing. The cold sky of an autumn day wheeled above me as I heaved myself out of the shallows of a loch. I spat out a mouthful of water. Fresh water.

      “Couldn’t you have brought us somewhere dry?” said Morgan, who’d landed in a heap in the shallows. Hazel picked a frog from her hair and stood up.

      “Sorry,” I said, teeth chattering. The icy water had blasted away my exhaustion. “Did you see that?”

      “See what?”

      I pressed a hand to my mouth. Holly… did Holly know? Had we unintentionally handed over information to the enemy after all? I wasn’t ready for this. Nobody should have the power to bring her back, but the fact that she’d survived at all…

      “She’s there,” I whispered. “The Winter Gatekeeper. She’s behind Death’s gate. She saw me.”
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      Once we’d waded out of the loch—luckily without running into any of the resident kelpies—we began the long walk home.

      “We’re clean of swamp water now,” said Hazel. “Look on the bright side.”

      “The not-so-bright side is that our nemesis is alive. Or not dead enough,” I said.

      “It’s not possible for her to come back,” said River.

      “I don’t understand either.” My vision was splotchy, and my head pounded. “She’s there, but not on this side. Yet. I don’t know what she’s doing, but she still had her power when I banished her.”

      And she was waiting for me. Whether she was behind what was going on in the Courts or not, I had no idea. But her survival meant things were seriously messed up with the Vale.

      Wait—had I somehow been responsible for bringing her back, considering all the times I’d used the book? The necromancers were clear about the limits of accessing the realm of the dead, especially on the Ley Line. But I had no choice in the matter. The others would be dead if I hadn’t used it, and more would die if I didn’t stand between the Winter Gatekeeper and this realm.

      Just putting one foot in front of the other was tiring enough. I stumbled forwards, and River put a hand on my shoulder to steady me. His green eyes were concerned. “Ilsa. Are you hurt?”

      “No. I think the gate took something out of me.” I fell against him, and Hazel caught my arm from behind.

      “Don’t overdo it. C’mon, we’ll get back home.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Now you know how we feel with you mothering us all the time,” Morgan said.

      “Someone has to,” I mumbled. “The Winter Gatekeeper… not just her. How did the Seelie Queen end up being the villain?”

      “Of all people, I can’t believe it was her,” Hazel said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve never met her before. But she has power, prestige… there’s nothing she can gain from working with the outcasts. We never even found out who died.”

      “She can gain immortality,” I said. “For some, I’d guess anything is worth that. And if they kill their rivals, they don’t come back and tell tales. They stay dead.”

      “It sounds like they’ve known for a while,” River said. “Maybe most of them wouldn’t agree with her approach. Some might want their lives to end after so long.”

      “I think you’re being overly optimistic about the Sidhe’s attachment to being alive,” I said. “Not to mention their magic. Though most of them probably wouldn’t ally with outcasts because they’d end up losing their magic if they were caught. That’s worse than death for them.”

      River nodded. “I think you’re exactly right.”

      “But some of them would take the risk,” said Hazel. “Nobody’s going to question the Seelie Queen’s loyalty, are they? It’s the perfect setup. She hides behind her status while the others accuse one another.”

      “But she’s not after the book,” I added. “Otherwise she’d have tried to take it from me. She’d also have known I could use it against her.”

      Which made little sense. She couldn’t have sent Mum into the Vale, right? The Winter Gatekeeper and the ghost had both had personal grievances with the Gatekeeper and they’d wanted the book for power alone, but the Erlking’s wife had power.

      The Winter Gatekeeper’s face flashed before my eyes again. Might she still be influencing people, even though I’d banished her where nobody could survive? Surely she couldn’t communicate with the Sidhe, at the very least. But those half-faerie ghosts could move anywhere.

      Exhaustion dragged at my limbs, but I forced myself to keep going. Hazel groaned in relief when the house came into view. Only River looked remotely awake. I wished the book had given me healing abilities rather than draining the life out of me, but you couldn’t have it all. It’d got us out of the Vale, and that was enough.

      Hazel unlocked the door, and we more or less fell into the Lynn house. Getting from the hall to the living room was a blur. I half-lay on the sofa, completely spent. “Remind me not to drag four people between universes again.”

      “Remind me that all Sidhe are double-crossing bastards,” Hazel said, planting herself in the armchair. “For god’s sake. What in the world do we do now?”

      “Go to Edinburgh and find someone in a position of authority who doesn’t want us dead,” I said, closing my eyes.

      “I meant about the Seelie Queen,” Hazel said. “We can’t tell them that.”

      “I can tell Ivy,” I said. “She knew the Sidhe weren’t immortal before they did, so she knows all about secrecy.”

      “Might that be why the Seelie Queen’s doing this?” asked Hazel. “God—can you imagine accusing her of a crime? If any of us so much as insinuate it in front of any Sidhe, we’re dead.”

      “Precisely,” River said. “The best course of action is to do as Ilsa said, and find allies on this side.”

      “While they plot against us?” Morgan said.

      “You saw how quickly the Sidhe will retaliate against you for perceived wrongs,” said River. “There is no way to safely pass on that information without putting our own lives at risk. If a fellow Sidhe made the accusation, perhaps, but there were no other witnesses. We need evidence.”

      “Yeah.” He was right, unfortunately. To the Sidhe, power won over anything, even truth. Our word meant nothing at all. Even Hazel’s.

      “It’s not like we found any in the Vale,” Hazel said. “Obviously. The Sidhe can walk in and out of that place whenever they like. Any of them might be traitors as well. And the Erlking… isn’t exactly keeping an eye on things. She already is ruling. Nobody will ever believe us.”
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      I woke up on the sofa, cold and aching, but more alert than before. My hair was still damp from the soaking in the loch. I must have passed out mid-conversation.

      River sat in the armchair, his eyes closed, exhaustion written into his every feature. No sign of Hazel or Morgan. From the light streaming inside, it was dawn. I’d slept for at least twelve hours. Probably more. My body felt like it’d been… well, thrown into the Grey Vale, dragged through a swamp and then thrown into a loch.

      The Vale.

      The Seelie Queen.

      The Winter Gatekeeper.

      Panic clawed up my throat. I took in a breath, slowly, fighting to maintain calm. Okay. So nobody else has ever faced this before, and nobody will believe us on either side, and I’m pretty sure we’ve lost most of our allies… but other than that, things are absolutely fine.

      Points in our favour: we’d survived. My family was still alive, if a little battered. I’d tapped into the limits of my power and used it in places even cut off from death. And the Seelie Queen thought we were dead. She wouldn’t come after us again… for now.

      River’s eyes opened. I’d been too exhausted even to tap into the spirit realm, but he’d been watching me all the same.

      “Hey,” I rasped. “Is it morning?”

      “I think so.” He still wore his torn, mud-splattered clothes from yesterday. So did I. My jeans were torn from grindylow claws and grasping branches, and the witch spell hiding the mark on my forehead was the only survivor from my weapons stash. Everything else was broken, missing or damaged. Even the container of iron filings.

      But not the book. I’d been sleeping with it clasped to my chest, my hands tight around the cover.

      “You look awful,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      “I mean it. That book is destroying you, Ilsa.”

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing wrong with me. How else should we have got out of that realm?”

      “We never should have been there in the first place,” he said. “That talisman’s magic is both inside you and inside the book. If you keep pushing it to its limits, you’ll break first. The magic is too much to be contained in a human.”

      “Ivy has faerie magic. Ancient’s magic. Whichever.”

      “I don’t know Ivy.” Frustration laced his voice. “I know you. You know how many times you disconnected from your own body while you were sleeping? We’re not even on the Ley Line here. You could have drifted off, and the book would have let you.”

      My heart jumped. I didn’t know he’d been watching over me in more than one sense, let alone that my necromantic powers had been activating while I’d been unconscious. I had no memory of it. Just blurred dreams, some of which River had featured in. I was pretty sure I hadn’t floated off into the spirit realm, because in those dreams we’d both been safe and warm and happy, not freezing and tired and scowling at one another.

      “I can’t control what I do in my dreams, can I?” I said. “I don’t know, maybe I got shaken up because the evil spirit I banished appeared and stared at me from behind the gate yesterday. You should worry about her, not me.”

      “I am worried about her,” River said. “But I’m more worried about what this magic is doing to you.”

      “I didn’t plan this. It’s not like I found the talisman on purpose.” I pushed up onto my elbows. “But you know, if I hadn’t been there—if I’d ignored the message and stayed in Edinburgh, I’d be living that same life, drifting around like a ghost. I wasn’t happy, and the book opened my eyes. More than the Sight ever did. I can’t regret that. And I can’t imagine things being different. The person I was before—she doesn’t exist anymore.”

      Some events shook up the world. You felt the shift. I’d felt it when I’d opened the window in Edinburgh and Arden had flown in, bringing the scent of magic. I’d felt it when I’d picked up the book and its power had roared through my veins, changing me.

      “You have to want this power for you,” he said. “Not because you think the book wants you to use it. I might not know that type of talisman, but I know that if you’re constantly fighting against it, it’s no part of you. It’s a separate entity.”

      A sour taste filled my mouth. “Why can’t it be both? Your sword clearly isn’t physically attached to you.”

      He lifted the blade and put it down. Then he stepped away, magic flowing to his hands. The blade didn’t glow at all, but the magic dancing over the palms of his hands was undiminished.

      “The magic is inside me as well,” he said. “I keep the talisman with me in the interests of safety, but it doesn’t bother me when I’m not touching it. I control the talisman. Not the other way around.” He stepped forwards, lightly tapped the blade’s hilt with his foot, and it leapt into his hand.

      “You’ve made your point,” I said. “I don’t know why my talisman is like this. I can’t give it up, though. It’s not an option. Do you really trust something so powerful in Morgan’s hands instead?”

      “It should be sealed away where it can’t control anyone.”

      I gave a bitter laugh. “You want me to be a helpless human?”

      “You’re the opposite of helpless, Ilsa. You were before the book claimed you.”

      Before the book claimed you. Not before I’d claimed the book. Maybe that was my problem, but ditching it wasn’t an option. And I wouldn’t put up with its side effects to prove a point to River.

      I rose to my feet and stepped up to him. His eyes glowed faintly green in the dawn light, and his mouth was curved down at the corners. I wrapped my arms around the back of his head and kissed him. “Chill. I’m not about to take a permanent dive through the gates anytime soon. There are a lot of things I want to do here on earth.”

      He exhaled and kissed me back, holding onto me like I was made of glass. “Don’t go where I can’t come with you,” he murmured. “Please.”

      Oh, River. “I’ll try not to.”

      His hand trailed through my hair, sparking a current of warmth in my blood.

      “Hey, Ilsa!” shouted Morgan from the hallway. “You alive?”

      “She’s fine.” Hazel peered around the door. “She wants to be left alone with River.”

      “No, we need a plan,” I said, taking a step back from River as she and Morgan entered the room. “It’s time to get to Edinburgh and find Ivy. Unless… I don’t suppose you managed to find Holly’s house?”

      Hazel shook her head. “No. I don’t know if the Ley Line moved, or if it’s because my magic is fading, but I couldn’t find her. I was sure she was on our side this time.”

      “She might be,” I said. “She turned on her mother in the end, you know she did.” And she’d given me the books. But how long had the Winter Gatekeeper been lurking out of sight behind the gates?

      “Maybe,” said Hazel. “Doesn’t mean she won’t be manipulated.”

      “I’ve never met her,” said Morgan, leaning on the door frame. “So I’m assuming everyone connected to Death or Faerie is an enemy until further notice.”

      “Good idea,” said Hazel. “At least we have Agnes and Everett on our side.”

      “And Ivy Lane,” I put in. “If she’s there, I reckon she can threaten the Seelie Queen. Maybe. Her talisman’s on the same level as theirs, and she might have some tips about handling this situation.”

      Maybe she could explain the dichotomy between what I wanted and what the book wanted me to do. But I wouldn’t stop using its power. That wasn’t an option.

      For the Sidhe, power was enough. But power didn’t mean truth, and besides, I couldn’t outdo the Sidhe through sheer brute force. They could break me in a thousand ways. But for all their pomp and ceremony, they had the same vices as humans did. They weren’t infallible, and they had gaping holes in their knowledge, especially concerning humans.

      The person who’d created the book hadn’t wanted the Sidhe to know. If the Seelie Queen did, she hadn’t said so.

      Hazel gave an unsteady laugh. “You know I’m fucked if we all actually make it out of this alive and Mum expects me to interact with the Sidhe as though they deserve respect. They tried to kill us.”

      “I knew what they were the instant I first saw one,” Morgan said. “Maybe that’s why the curse skipped me over.”

      I shook my head. “Well, Mum apparently had an invitation to meet with this council in Edinburgh, but I guess it came after she went to Faerie. Seems a good time to crash their party.”
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      Before going to Agnes’s place, I stopped at the Lynn family mausoleum and checked the spirit realm to see if Ivy was around. If she hadn’t told the council we were coming, we’d have a much harder job explaining ourselves. Then again, there was someone else I could send to pass on a message.

      This time, the others all came with me to the mausoleum, where River and I set the candles up again.

      “It’s fine,” I told River. “I stayed too long last time, but I’ll only be five minutes this time. If time’s up, both you and Morgan have my permission to zap me awake. Deal?”

      River nodded. His scowl betrayed his belief that I wasn’t taking the danger seriously.

      “Come on, I have to warn them we’re coming,” I told him. “I don’t even know what day it is, or if the council is still there.” I stepped into the circle. Then I drifted into the spirit world, and looked around the endless grey smoke. “Graves?”

      No sign of him. The local necromancers had been quiet since the half-faerie ghosts’ attack, probably recovering from the humiliation of not being able to do a thing about them. I rotated on the spot and made for the closest key point. Then the next. The silvery line beneath my feet disappeared in a blur. How much ground had I covered in the mortal realm? Miles, probably. I kept moving, from one point to the next, until the land beneath the line grew familiar. Edinburgh, and the Ley Line, were close by. Maybe I’d find Ivy on the line itself—

      I stopped, hovering in the air. Someone else floated close by, an old man in a suit with grey hair.

      “Hey, Graves. What are you doing out here?”

      The man turned around. “Graves? The name is Lord Sydney, and you must be one of these infamous Lynns.”

      Oh, crap. Easy mistake to make, considering he and Greaves looked like they might be related. His accent was English, though.

      “How do you know my name?” I asked.

      He looked at the glowing silver light at my feet as though to confirm I was actually there. “I have an unfortunate partnership of sorts with your distant relation, Ivy Lane.”

      “Wait, you’re Frank the necromancer?”

      “The name is Lord—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Have you seen Ivy? Tell her I’m on my way, and I have epically bad news.”

      There was the slightest chance Lady Montgomery would lock me in jail again, or the mages would, if I told the entire council about the Seelie Queen being evil. Or worse, I’d be hauled into Faerie and put on trial for lying. There was no way to prove I told the truth, not when the Sidhe were the masters of trickery and glamour. All I had were words—but I of all people knew how powerful words could be.

      “Bad news?” said Frank the necromancer. “Is it to do with the downright alarming stories I’ve heard about you from the necromancers at Edinburgh’s guild?”

      “Yes, but worse. Is the council still there? I’m coming to speak to them, now. In person. But I need someone to warn the council that the Summer Gatekeeper needs to talk to them without the Sidhe knowing.”

      “The Sidhe have no interest in our affairs,” said Frank. “And not just anyone is allowed into council meetings.”

      “Then tell Ivy. Please. I’m not even kidding when I say shit’s about to go down across three realms at once.”

      And all of them might be counting on me.

      A flash of light enveloped me, and the next thing I knew, I sat in the circle of candles. Morgan and River stood in front of me, though Hazel had disappeared.

      “That wasn’t five minutes,” I protested.

      “Seven, actually,” said Morgan. “According to your pedantic boyfriend, anyway.”

      I glanced at River, who had his arms folded across his chest, one foot resting on the candle.

      “All right. If Ivy Lane’s necromancer friend tells her and the council we’re coming, then we’re good.” I climbed out of the circle. My skin was a little cold, but not freezing like last time. Travelling along the spirit lines didn’t drain me the way crossing realms did.

      The mausoleum door opened and Hazel walked back in. “I’ve asked the necromancers to help the villagers set up defences in case any more ghosts come back while we’re gone.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. “I reckon we’re the more likely targets… though there’s a whole council of magical powerhouses gathering in Edinburgh right now.”

      “And we’re joining them,” said Hazel.

      We walked through the village via Agnes’s shop. To my surprise, it was open, and didn’t look any worse for wear after the fire. Witch spells could fix anything… except other witch spells. The shelves inside were barer than before, and the faint smell of burning still lingered in the air. Which wasn’t that unusual for a witch establishment, really.

      “Hey, Agnes,” I said, spotting her behind the counter.

      “I thought you’d be back sooner,” she said.

      “Yeah, we got diverted,” I said. “We need to get to Edinburgh. Urgently. There’s a council meeting there and we need to report someone important from Faerie for treachery before people get killed.”

      “Come through here.” She beckoned through the curtain at the side of the counter, hidden in shadow. Inside was a spacious room that looked like a cross between a sitting room and a laboratory. Everett occupied one corner, surrounded by herbs and ingredients. From the smell, he was making replacement illusion spells for the ones lost in the fire.

      I watched for a moment as the small outline of a dragon materialised over the chalk circle he’d etched on the floor, flew in a circle, then disappeared into the illusion charm lying in the centre. Everett caught my eye and grinned. He didn’t have his wife’s overwhelming personality and it was easy to forget that most of the dangerous and useful spells we used were hand-crafted by him.

      “You all look terrible,” Agnes commented. “How long did the faeries keep you for?”

      “Believe it or not, it was only a day.” I climbed over boxes of ingredients to the seating area, and told her a summary of our recent events. I didn’t know what shocked her more, the Seelie Queen’s treachery or the Winter Gatekeeper sticking around after death. Mostly because she didn’t react to either of those revelations with anything other than her usual calm detachment. I wished I could bring her to Faerie. Her aura of absolute calm and confidence would be a blessed contrast to the Sidhe’s ridiculous dramatics.

      “I can’t find Graves,” I said. “He wouldn’t be able to stop the Winter Gatekeeper even if he was still alive, and if she could get through the gates, she would have already. She’s just hanging there.”

      Agnes nodded. “You’re right. It’d take a vast amount of power to bring her back.”

      “I don’t get this,” I said. “Is the Seelie Queen working with her? I guess they could theoretically communicate through the Grey Vale, and the Queen can walk into this realm if she wanted to. But I don’t see why she’d want to. Undermining her own Court isn’t wise.”

      “Mum doesn’t have anything on her,” added Hazel. “Tons of speculation on the Erlking, not so much on his wife. Pretty sure she isn’t even his first wife. No idea whether they have children… apparently they don’t do family trees there. Guess because nobody dies, they don’t see the need to keep a record of who’s related to whom. But it’s a pain, because we have nothing to go by. If we could speak to the Erlking himself… but none of this explains how our family wound up tied to them. It’s not her who’s in control of the curse.”

      “The Erlking?” I asked. “No… all the stories say Thomas Lynn met a faerie queen, right?”

      “You know stories,” said Hazel. “If even our family doesn’t know the full truth, nobody else will.”

      Agnes turned to me. “You said you’d come to a conclusion about that book?”

      “Yeah, you might say that. Its magic isn’t Sidhe, but from one of their exiled gods. The Ancients. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of them? Even Mum didn’t mention them.”

      Agnes went very still. “Who told you this? The Ancients’ magic shouldn’t exist in its original form.”

      “You met one?” said Morgan.

      “I’m not that old, you ingrate,” she said to Morgan. “There are stories of Ancients visiting this realm at least as old as the Sidhe, if not older. I’d be more inclined to think of the Ancients as the Sidhe’s powerful predecessors rather than gods in the omnipotent sense.”

      “Obviously they’re not all-powerful if they got kicked out and exiled,” said Hazel. “Why did Mum not tell me this? For that matter, how do you know?”

      “Over the years, I’ve met a great many people whose magical talents fall outside of the usual boundaries,” said Agnes. “This village was one of many places of safety for supernaturals in the old world, but some were intended as places to hide from each other as much as from humans. They say the gods were shapeshifters with immense power, including an unconventional relationship with the divides between realms.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Does that mean they might still be out there somewhere?”

      In the Vale? Or—between the Vale and earth, or the liminal spaces? Anything was possible.

      “You’re saying our family dealt directly with one of these gods?” Hazel asked.

      Agnes shook her head. “By all accounts, the gods are dead. But their magic lives on.”

      “Because the Sidhe didn’t just kill their gods,” I said. “They stole their power.”

      “Precisely.”

      Chills raced down my back. Maybe that wasn’t all they’d stolen. Ivy’s voice replayed in my head: a cauldron full of blood. Whose blood? Perhaps the Sidhe had manufactured their own immortality, and they’d stolen from the gods to do so. And the power of one of those gods rested in my hands.

      “So—I’m supposed to use the book against the enemy? Banishing the Winter Gatekeeper didn’t work the first time. And I don’t know if I can even use it on the Sidhe. But I can use it in their realm, even in the Vale.”

      “It nearly killed her,” River said to Agnes. “The book’s power… is there any way for Ilsa to protect herself? It’s more powerful than a human.”

      “Most of us with power struggle to find that balance,” she said. “I could erase all the memories of every person in this room, at a great cost. I’ve lost friends over it… people who claimed to want their memories erased but didn’t understand what they were really asking for. It’s a personal choice, and unfortunately not one I can help with.”

      I thought not.

      “Why tell her?” said Morgan, jerking his head at Agnes. “She might be an enemy, right?”

      “No, she isn’t,” I said. “Also, unlike someone, she won’t stride into Faerie and get into a fight.”

      “I’m tempted to,” Agnes muttered. “Of all the skills I could have had, I was always glad to have one which did not drag me into a position of diplomatic conflict. My sister got involved in supernatural disputes and paid dearly for it. But staying here hasn’t done me any favours. The village, however, needs protection in any form I can give it. If you want to reach Edinburgh before the meeting, I’d suggest leaving now.”

      “Leaving where?” said Morgan, looking around the room.

      “Here.” Everett indicated a mirror of clear glass, which didn’t bear so much as a scorch mark from the fire. If anything it looked brighter than most mirrors did, as though sunlight was trapped inside it.

      “What’s that?” I asked, getting to my feet.

      “A very rare transportation device,” Agnes said. “There are two. The second is in Edinburgh, in the mages’ headquarters. I must ask you to tell nobody else about this mirror. I’m looking after it for a friend of mine, and she won’t be happy if anything happens to it.”

      I walked up to the mirror, examining its shimmering surface. My own reflection stared back, my forehead still glowing. Damn. Lucky I hadn’t seen anyone else on the way here.

      Morgan looked sceptically at the mirror. “So we just dive through?”

      “If you want to land on your face, yes,” said Agnes. “Most of our spells were damaged in the fire, but you might find these helpful.” She held out a handful of bracelets, and a familiar pendant.

      “Illusion,” I said. “Er, why not tell me my forehead was glowing?”

      “Honestly?” said Agnes, looking me in the eyes. “You’re more yourself with that mark, if it makes sense.”

      I guessed it did. Kind of. “Thanks,” I said, taking the spells and passing them to the others. “And for all your help. Good allies are in short supply lately.”

      “That they are. Best of luck to all of you.”

      Everett beckoned to the mirror, and Morgan put one foot through, wobbled, then disappeared into the shiny surface.

      “Whoa,” Hazel said. “You’re full of no end of surprises, Agnes.”

      She jumped through after him, leaving River and me behind.

      “Thanks,” I said to Agnes and Everett. “So… I don’t know if we’ll be coming back this way, but if you need our help, let us know.”

      The mirror’s surface shimmered. River and I stepped through, emerging in a long corridor. A gargoyle statue sat at the far end. Otherwise, nobody was around. The corridor was panelled in dark wood with deep blue carpets, but unlike the necromancers’ place, it seemed to at least have central heating.

      There was a coughing noise from behind us. Had the gargoyle statue moved? It seemed to be pointing down a corridor on our left, which led to a staircase.

      Nodding to River, I went to meet the Council of Twelve.
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      “Wish I’d dressed up for the occasion,” Hazel whispered as we walked downstairs. “If I could scrape together enough magic to make the four of us not look like we wandered in here by accident…”

      “You have the circlet,” I said. “I have the glowing forehead. River and Morgan…”

      “We’re not supposed to be here,” Morgan said. “Lucky I don’t give a crap, and River walks around like he owns the place anyway.”

      River blinked. “I don’t.”

      “Yeah, you do,” said Hazel. “Might work in our favour now.”

      “I was kind of hoping to go to the necromancer guild first,” I said. “Since they actually know us.”

      “I’m expecting Lady Montgomery to be invited to the meeting,” said River. “If it involves all the local head supernaturals, they’d invite her. This is the mages’ headquarters.”

      That’d explain the elaborately carved banisters and expensive-looking carpets. We descended the stairs into a spacious entrance hall dominated by a large crystal chandelier.

      “Fancy,” said Morgan. “Where’s this meeting?”

      “This way,” whispered a voice.

      I jumped. A young woman with black hair cut fairly short and a lip piercing that I was surprised passed the necromancers’ regulations winked at me. “Thought I’d catch you sneaking in.”

      “Technically I’m invited,” I said.

      “And your family?” asked Jas, necromancer apprentice and one of the people I’d first met after signing up at the guild.

      “Touché. What are you doing lurking outside?” She wore her necromancer cloak, which technically fitted a formal event like this, but I wouldn’t have thought a novice would be permitted entry to a top secret council meeting, even Lady Montgomery’s assistant.

      “I’m not allowed in, but Lady Montgomery asked me to come along and translate her meeting notes into legible English when it’s over. Fun.” Her words sounded plausible, but they way she lurked out of sight of the door made me suspect there was something she wasn’t telling me. Still, the door at the hall’s side, half-open, revealed a large meeting room filled with chairs. Voices drifted from within, and I moved closer. I spotted several ghosts, one of whom I recognised as Frank ‘Lord Sydney’ the necromancer, in conversation with a younger but equally dead man I didn’t know.

      In the chairs, groups of witches, shifters and mages sat in distinct groups. There didn’t seem to be a seating plan or dress code. The mages were dressed like they were attending a fancy societal function, the witches wore bright outfits more suited to an outdoor party, while the shifters wore torn, muddy clothes as though they’d come from a brawl. Some of them were bleeding. At least we didn’t look that unusual in our slightly battered clothing, though River attracted several stares as we walked in. Maybe they thought we were the faerie division, since I hadn’t seen any half-faeries yet.

      A tall man in a dark suit stood apart from the others, looking over everyone who entered the room. He had striking grey eyes and neatly combed dark hair. Human, but something dangerous shimmered in his eyes and stirred the air when we got close to him, like a brewing thunderstorm. Mage Lord, definitely.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said to Hazel. He spoke in an upper-class English accent, his gaze travelling from Morgan’s scuffed shoes to River’s talisman sword.

      “I’m Hazel Lynn. Summer Gatekeeper’s heir.”

      “I was told to expect you,” said the mage. “Mage Lord Colton. I’ve tried on a number of occasions to get hold of your mother.”

      “She’s usually busy in Faerie,” said Hazel. “You’re the founder of the council, right?”

      “Yes, I am. Ivy told me about you.” His gaze slid to me. “You’re Ilsa Lynn, correct?”

      Now the mages all knew who I was? “Yeah, I’m Ilsa.” What had Ivy actually said about me? The book wouldn’t have allowed her to tell anyone about my magic, which would make explaining how we’d met kind of tricky. “This is Morgan, our brother,” I added. I was pretty sure bringing random relatives along to an important meeting wasn’t traditional, but the Mage Lord nodded to both of us as though we hadn’t barged in on the council’s gathering without an invitation. Had Ivy told him we’d all be coming?

      The Mage Lord’s attention focused on River. “And you are?”

      “My name is River,” he said. “River Montgomery. I’m a senior member of Edinburgh’s necromancer guild. My mother runs the necromancer council.”

      The door opened behind us, and Ivy walked in. She wore ripped jeans and a leather jacket, and her talisman was sheathed out of sight. Despite her clear human appearance, whispers followed her, a ripple of alertness travelling through the seated supernaturals. I envied her easy confidence walking amongst a group of people with enough power to break a hole in the universe, but anyone would be confident if they had as much magic hidden away as she did.

      The Mage Lord’s expression softened a little as he looked at her. “These are the people I was told to expect?”

      “Yeah, that’s Ilsa,” said Ivy. “You know nobody can get in here without passing those wards they got from the necromancer guild.”

      Oh. He must be the fiancé who wasn’t pleased with Ivy’s hobby of travelling around the Ley Line as a ghost. Maybe I should send him and River off to talk about the metaphysical risks of necromancy.

      “Yes, but it wouldn’t surprise me if someone decided to target the meeting,” said Lord Colton. The hint of a threat in his voice suggested whoever did so would be very unwise.

      “Just don’t break up any more shifter brawls,” Ivy said, her hand brushing against his as she walked past.

      “Is that why they’re all covered in mud?” asked Hazel, moving after her towards the seats.

      “They refused our generous offer of cleansing spells,” said Ivy, taking a seat in the back row. “They’ve been on edge ever since we got here. Suppose they’re justified in being a little pissed off considering Drake nearly drove them into the sea on the long drive up from England…” She shook her head. “I don’t need to bore you talking about what a week it’s been. Sounds like you’ve had a tough one of your own.”

      “Yeah, you could say that,” I said, pulling out the seat next to her.

      River leaned closer to me. “Ilsa, you talk to her. I’m going to speak with Lady Montgomery and the mage council, to bring them up to speed on recent events. Not all of it. Just the…”

      “Public story?” I said wryly. I still didn’t know if I planned to tell everyone about the Seelie Queen’s treachery, or if it was a better idea to keep that information quiet until we knew for sure what to do about it. The last thing I wanted to do was wreck the council’s hard-won peace with Faerie.

      He moved swiftly away, while the rest of us took seats at the back. Ivy cast a look across the others. “I didn’t know you were bringing… your family?”

      “I’m Hazel Lynn,” said Hazel. “The Summer Gatekeeper’s heir. That’s our brother, Morgan.”

      “I’m very important,” Morgan said. “I’m a necromancer and psychic sensitive.”

      “Cool,” Ivy said. “I’m your distant relation, apparently. All of you.”

      “Really?” said Morgan. “Don’t you get the Lynn curse?”

      “Curse?” Ivy blinked. “I’m not bound to serve Faerie, if that’s what you mean. Frankly I think they want to get rid of me, since I pretty much forced them to join the council.”

      “You did?” asked Hazel.

      “Yes. I’m trying to do this differently to the mages’ traditional approach of asking the most influential people rather than the people who are actually best suited for the job, but they’re set in their ways. Shifters pick their representatives by right of combat. Mages try to assassinate one another, while it’s difficult to get necromancers to volunteer anyone who’s actually alive. The witches are the only supernaturals who actually stick to the original rulebook and vote on a leader in a way that doesn’t usually involve anyone dying. But you can see how it gets dicey when you bring the Sidhe into it. They’ve been stuck in limbo for a thousand years or more, and they don’t want to be ordered around by humans.”

      “So were the Gatekeepers ever involved?” I asked.

      “I think they were, with the original council,” Ivy said. “According to Frank, anyway. But the council disbanded after most of them died in the invasion and most of the records were scattered. I don’t know how long your mother’s been Gatekeeper, but it might have been before her time.”

      “Then Grandma’s ghost could have told us.” A pang went through me. I hadn’t had chance to properly think about what her no longer being around meant. I hadn’t spoken to her for years before I’d returned to the Lynn house, but I missed her all the same. “Is there a record somewhere of past members?”

      Ivy frowned. “I thought there wasn’t, but perhaps there is here. Vance—Lord Colton—will know. I’ll ask him after the meeting.”

      “Is it even starting today?” asked Morgan. “Or are we waiting for the Sidhe?”

      My heart lurched. “They’re not coming here?”

      “No,” said Ivy. “You have no idea… actually, I think you can probably guess how hard it is to get them to commit to a meeting place and time.”

      Hazel snorted. “We spent ages trying to convince them there was a traitor in their own Court, but they ended up getting us thrown out instead. And now we know who the traitor is, but telling them will get us all killed.”

      “Who is it?” asked Ivy.

      “The Seelie Queen,” I whispered.

      “There isn’t a Seelie Queen,” said Ivy. “Unless… actually, I’ve heard someone mention his father was assistant to the Queen… holy shit.”

      “Assistant?” said Hazel. “Not—Lord Daival?”

      “Never met him, but I’ve heard the name,” Ivy said, frowning. “Damn. What did the Seelie Queen do?”

      “Told us she’s planning a coup and threw us into the Vale,” I said. “I got us out, but… I reckon it’s to do with the immortality thing. The Sidhe were already pissed off because someone got murdered in the Summer Court.”

      Ivy’s eyes widened. “Thought that might happen. They used to kill one another to gain power all the time, apparently. All that happened was that the person they killed came back, told on them to the Court, and cue exile.”

      “Charming,” I muttered. “Yeah, they flat-out refused to speak to us. I don’t suppose you know what’s wrong with the Erlking?”

      She shook her head. “They’d never tell me. So you’re saying the Seelie Queen is working… with the Vale outcasts?”

      “And possibly the Winter Gatekeeper’s ghost,” I added.

      Ivy swore. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “The Sidhe are in charge,” Morgan said. “I don’t know why this is a surprise to anyone.”

      “It’s not a surprise,” said Ivy. “It’s just fucking inconvenient. I can’t help with the Gatekeeper… I’m about as far from a necromancer as you can get. That I can walk between realms as a ghost is a side effect of my magic.”

      “So the original owner couldn’t do that?” I said, keeping my voice so quiet, Ivy had to lean closer to hear.

      Her eye twitched. “No. The Sidhe… I doubt it would have occurred to them.”

      “Not the Sidhe.” My hand reached out of its own accord to the hilt of her blade. Power brushed my hand, alien yet familiar. Intelligent. Alive.

      Ivy’s whole body went deadly still, like a coiled viper ready to spring. “I really wouldn’t do that. I don’t think it recognises you as a threat, but—”

      Morgan moved his chair back so quickly he nearly fell off it. “Can you not throw your weird magic around in here?”

      I dropped my hand. “Sorry. I wish I knew where the book came from, that’s all. The Sidhe won’t believe any of us. All we have left to use against them is knowledge. They try to bury their own past because it terrifies them. I reckon that’s where the answers are.”

      “Never mind the past,” said Morgan. “It’s just us now, isn’t it? We need to fix it.”

      “You can do both,” Hazel said in a low voice. “Ivy… Ilsa said you have a talisman like hers. Does that kind of thing run in the family, too?”

      “This?” Ivy tapped the blade hilt. “No, I won it from a Sidhe by accident. I’m new blood. The connection with your family is distant, if at all.” She leaned back, her eyes narrowing in suspicion when River took the last empty seat in the row. “You were with them, too?”

      “Yes, I was. My father is Lord Torin… I believe he has some connection with your council.”

      “Oh. Quentin’s other family,” said Ivy. “So you’re in on this.”

      “I was initially hired to protect the Gatekeeper with my life,” River said. “Afterwards, we worked as colleagues at Edinburgh’s necromancer guild.”

      Her expression remained distrusting, and the look in her eyes told me quite clearly that she was assessing whether or not he was a threat. Like when I’d put my hand on her talisman. It was a challenge. Most people, faced with Ivy, would run for the hills. River’s eyes narrowed. I liked Ivy, but I had to squash the urge to tell her to stop glaring at him.

      Power crackled overhead, drawing my attention to the front of the hall. Everyone fell silent. Several mages gathered on the stage, with Mage Lord Colton taking up central position. Immediately, all eyes went to him, and it was easy to tell why. His presence was like lightning contained in a bottle, radiating enough power to bring the whole building crumpling down like it was nothing.

      “We’re gathered here to discuss the future of the council, particularly in light of recent events in the faerie realm and in this one,” he said. “No word of this meeting will leave this room without my permission.” He paused as though to let the message sink in. “You may have noticed we have a few guests. Lady Montgomery of Edinburgh’s necromancer guild has joined us, in addition to the city’s mage council… and the heir to the title of Summer Gatekeeper.”

      His attention went to Hazel. She sat up straighter.

      “The Gatekeepers are peacekeepers bound to work between the faerie realms and this world,” Lord Colton went on. “Their title refers to the gates between this realm and Faerie, which are under their watch.”

      There were a few mutters of dissent, along the lines of they did a great job keeping the peace, didn’t they? The whisperer probably meant the invasion. Indignation spiked on Hazel’s and Mum’s part, though I held my tongue.

      “We keep the peace with the Courts, not the Vale,” Hazel said, rising to her feet. “The Gatekeepers and the Council of Twelve worked in secret to maintain the peace even in the face of evil, even when it almost destroyed us. And let’s just say it’s not a voluntary position. My mother is the current Gatekeeper for the Summer Court. She’s on Faerie on a mission, which means there’s a faerie vow controlling her every move. You know what happens when you disobey a faerie vow?” she asked. “You die. One of her children could get killed and she still wouldn’t be allowed to return home.”

      “You’re requesting, what, an escort into Faerie?” said one of the mages.

      “No, we’re asking that you don’t talk shit about us behind our backs,” Morgan said from behind her.

      He was right, but this wasn’t how I’d imagined the meeting would go.

      “The Gatekeepers have something to say about recent events,” said Lord Colton. “Let her say her piece.”

      I hoped Hazel knew what she was doing. She stood tall, in the same commanding way Mum did. Her circlet blazed. She must have doctored it with a spell to cover for her magic fading.

      “The recent activity on the Ley Line was due to one of our own betraying us in an effort to cheat death and attack the Sidhe,” said Hazel. “Ilsa stopped her. But it created a knock-on effect. Wraiths, faerie ghosts most people can’t even see, are escaping into this realm. Half-faerie ghosts are attacking people, and again, most people can’t see them until it’s too late. And we think they’re working with a group of outcasts in the Vale, through Death. Oh, and someone’s trying to bring down the Summer Court, too, and they won’t listen to us,” she added. “That’s it.”

      “We cannot negotiate with the Summer Court if they don’t send representatives to us,” said Lord Colton. “Unfortunately, they prefer to talk on their own territory, on their terms. If there is indeed another Vale threat, then they would require proof at the very least.”

      I figured. The council had been a long shot, and even the people in this room would be hard-pressed to outdo the Sidhe. Besides, I didn’t want to kick off a war. I just wanted them to believe the truth, without putting anyone at risk of ending up in the crossfire. Since their enemies were also Sidhe, potentially with godlike powers, it was no wonder they hadn’t managed to kill all of their outcasts. The same immortality that kept them existing indefinitely had kept their enemies alive as well.

      “Most of us aren’t able to walk into the Vale on our own power,” said Hazel. “Since we don’t know the nature of the threat we face, we’re asking for the cooperation of the necromancer guild and the council. That’s all we ask. For access to the necessary information to deal with this threat.”

      She sat down again. Only Morgan and I could see her hands shaking. And possibly Ivy, too, but she was tensed, her attention on the shifters. None of them was paying any attention. Two were even asleep. Really.

      “Does anyone else have any points to address?” said Lord Colton.

      As one of the other mages began talking, Ivy leaned back in her seat. “Did you say wraiths?” she whispered to Hazel.

      “Yes,” River said quietly. “They’ve been escaping into this realm for some time. Even within Faerie itself. It was the first sign of the conspiracy in the Vale, but the Sidhe won’t believe they’re a threat.”

      Ivy gave him an assessing look. “That doesn’t surprise me. So you can destroy them?”

      “Most human necromancers can’t,” I said. “And my talisman is the only thing I know that can kill the worst type.”

      Ivy nodded. “Then I’ll help you find the records. If we end this conspiracy, we end the wraith problem along with it.”

      “There’s just the slight issue of one of the most powerful people in the Seelie Court being involved,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone the full story until we have proof.”
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      To my surprise, Lady Montgomery waited for us outside the meeting room when the gathering drew to a close. A stern-looking woman with her grey hair pulled back in a bun, she looked us over with an expression close to relief, particularly River. At her side stood Jas, who looked almost as out of place as we did.

      “I’m glad to see you made it back,” said Lady Montgomery. “I wasn’t aware all four of you had security clearance at the council’s meetings, however.”

      Ah. “Er, the Gatekeeper’s family has authorisation,” I improvised. “While our mother is occupied in Faerie. And River’s our companion.”

      Jas’s eyes bugged out, and I could tell she wanted to ask a bunch of questions. I assumed she’d been given some level of security clearance to be here at all, even if her only job was to translate the boss’s notes into legible English. We really should have rehearsed a cover story beforehand, but I hadn’t realised the guild’s top ranked members would be here.

      Lady Montgomery waved a hand. “Never mind the reasons. River told me you were in your family’s home, but he didn’t mention you’d be coming here this soon. I assumed you had family business to take care of first.”

      “We sort of do,” Morgan said. “It wasn’t meant to take this long, but Faerie took two weeks from us.”

      “I understand how Faerie works,” she said. “What I don’t understand is why none of you asked me about the Gatekeepers’ involvement with the council sooner. I might have been able to help you find the information.”

      “There was no time,” I responded. I decided not to add, and you thought we were villains at the time. “All along, I assumed one of my ancestors worked for the necromancer guild. Then that ghost showed up. What she said implied the Gatekeeper at the time when she was alive was just passing through. But when I was looking for records at the guild, I should have been checking the mages’ records instead. Most Gatekeepers weren’t necromancers.”

      Lady Montgomery nodded. “Lord Colton was right to say that many records of the original council were lost in the invasion, but they had a working partnership and shared resources, which is a position we’d like to return to.” She beckoned us into the room behind her, a dusty library filled with tall shelves. “Jas can help you find what you’re looking for. The first council worked on a large number of missions concerning the supernatural community, many of which also involved the necromancer guild.”

      “I thought so,” said Hazel. “Honestly, we’d like to know if there were any Lynns connected who weren’t Summer or Winter Gatekeeper. We’re trying to find out which generation first started using the book.”

      Perhaps it didn’t matter. What we faced was on a scale beyond anything we were equipped to deal with, and even the necromancers’ records likely wouldn’t tell me where the book had originally come from. Considering none of my ancestors had been thoughtful enough to leave instructions behind, I doubted anyone else would have admitted to making a deal with the gods. If they’d even lived to tell the tale.

      Lady Montgomery took a stack of papers and passed them to me. “These are the names of previous council associates, as a starting point. I looked them up when Ivy told me you were coming.”

      So even she was on speaking terms with Ivy Lane.

      I took the papers in hand. Names, names… Lynn.

      “Great-Grandma,” said Hazel, reading over my shoulder. “She died before we were born, when Morgan was a baby.”

      “I don’t remember her,” Morgan said. “I do remember Grandma, but she wasn’t Gatekeeper like Ilsa.”

      “And the generation before was the one who trapped the ghost, right?” I said. “So there have been at least four generations who wielded the book. Do you know all the past Lynns on Winter’s side, too?” I asked Hazel.

      I’d once had the family tree memorised, but memories faded with time, and I’d always harboured a sense of resentment towards them for banishing the non-Gatekeepers from the records.

      “Not Winter,” she said. “Not a Gatekeeper. But maybe she was from Winter. The sister of the current Winter Gatekeeper. Dammit, I wish someone had an actual family tree…”

      I thought back to the names on the walls of the mausoleum. I’d walked through there enough times, seen the names engraved deep into the stone.

      “The book passed from Winter to Summer,” I said. “They wielded it first. Maybe one of them was first to claim it. No wonder none of our history books mention it.”

      And no wonder Holly had felt entitled to its power.

      I looked down to see Jas watching me across the table. “You weren’t kidding about that power you have, were you?”

      “No.” She also wasn’t supposed to know about it, but I was pretty sure everyone at the necromancer guild knew my magic was an unconventional type by now. “I didn’t know you knew the council.”

      “I don’t. Lady Montgomery requested I search the archives on your behalf, since I’m already here and I’m familiar with how the necromancers’ archives work.”

      Hmm. Before, the idea of letting yet more people in on our family’s secrets worried me, but at this rate, it’d all go public soon enough.

      “Okay,” I said. “I guess I can read this, but knowing Aunt Candice, she dragged her top-secret family information right into the afterlife with her.”

      Jas paled. “What?”

      There was a tremendous screeching noise from outside, and Ivy ran into the room, her talisman gleaming blue. “That was the emergency alarm. Someone breached the security.”

      Lady Montgomery moved swiftly out the door, pausing in the entrance hall as the rest of us hurried out of the library behind her.

      “Jas,” she said, “take a warning to the council.”

      Jas’s eyes widened. “But—"

      “Go. Someone has to.”

      She took off, while I tapped into the spirit realm. There was an odd shimmer when Jas ran past that caught my eye for a moment—before my attention was drawn to the greyish light up ahead.

      “It’s in the spirit realm,” I warned. “The Ley Line. Something’s coming through.”

      As we ran through the open doors of the guild, the air split apart in blue light. Solid-looking ghostly shapes blotted out the sky, and I stopped running. “There’s too many.”

      Too many wraiths to count, and they all hovered directly above the crowded tourist district. Oh no.

      Lady Montgomery ran to the guild’s exterior walls. The air above them shimmered with light as protective glyphs activated, and a grey filter indicated a powerful iron spell on the gates in addition to the iron built into the building itself. Behind the shields, we were safe. Outside the walls, the first screams rent through the air along with the smell of undead and burning.

      I dug a hand in my pocket, pulled out a knife, and checked the spells Agnes had given me were within easy reach. Panicked people ran down the street, away from a group of undead lumbering along, some glowing with the taint of those possessed by wraiths.

      Ivy ran out to meet them, her talisman flashing bright blue. Apparently her faerie magic came with grace and speed to go with it. River ran alongside her. Within seconds, all the undead lay in rotten pieces, the wraiths’ lights extinguished.

      “Guys, River and I will lure down the ones in the sky,” I said to Morgan and Hazel, passing by the wards. Lady Montgomery took off in the opposite direction to Ivy, a blade in her hand and determination etched on her face.

      “I can help.” Morgan pulled the iron band off his wrist and ran past the wards. He halted, his gaze turned to the sky. He’s using his psychic abilities.

      “Any luck?” said Hazel, moving in behind him with a witch spell gleaming in her hand. “I’m going after the undead.”

      Morgan shook his head. “No. I can’t reach those bastards. But I can get the ones on earth.”

      Three more undead ran around the corner. Hazel threw the witch spell at the nearest, and its head exploded. Nice one, Agnes. Before they could reach the crowded streets, the other two collapsed, screaming, the wraiths torn from the physical bodies. Morgan must have blasted them with a psychic shock. River moved in to cut their bodies to pieces.

      I stood on tip-toe to check the best route to reach the wraiths—and a sudden roaring noise rent the air. “What in hell is that—hellhounds?”

      “Shit,” said Ivy. “Attacks on the Ley Line have negative effects on shifters, too. It forces them to transform and lose all reason.”

      “You’ve got to be bloody kidding me. We can’t deal with both.”

      “We’re too far from them.” River took a step back, necromantic energy lighting his hands. “And there aren’t enough necromancers.”

      The meaning was clear. I pulled the book from my pocket. Power hummed to my fingertips almost instantly, and the world turned transparent.

      The first wraith descended from the sky, yowling, my spirit sight showing me its miserable trapped form caged in death. I shouted the banishing words, as loudly as possible, but it didn’t slow. Winter magic shot from its hands, aimed at both of us. I lunged in front of River, and its magic bounced off my shield, disappearing into the clouds.

      “You’d think they’d have told one another that doesn’t work by now,” I gasped, conjuring another necromantic attack. The air shimmered as my attack joined with River’s, passing straight through the wraith without so much as stirring the air. Worse, the rooftops trembled, not designed to repel magic, and several tiles came loose, swept into the breeze. Horror took hold of me. The last time I’d seen a wraith create a tornado, it’d nearly caused terrible damage on a much smaller scale. “There are people in the streets who might get hurt. Is there a mage with a shielding ability or something?”

      “On it,” said Ivy, one-handedly sticking her phone into her pocket while wielding her blade with the other. “Vance is a displacer who can move the air around to make a shield, but he doesn’t usually deal with things that volatile—”

      A second current of air smacked into us, damn near sending me pitching sideways. Lord Colton had appeared from thin air.

      He can teleport? Holy crap.

      “Can you do it?” Ivy asked.

      “Possibly,” he said. “But you’ll need to finish them fast.”

      “Yeah, slight problem,” I said. “There are less than five people in this city with the ability to banish one wraith, let alone fifteen. Ivy and I are two of them.”

      Lord Colton swore under his breath. “Then I’ll give you all the time you need.” He nodded to Ivy, then disappeared again, reappearing on the rooftop directly beneath the swirling mass of roof tiles. My heart dropped as they fell onto him—and rose again, repelled by the air current from his hands. Whoa. The whole storm continued to swirl around, but harmlessly held out of reach. He must have a high control level to be able to do that.

      More undead lumbered around the corner, wrists gleaming. Shit. “They’re wearing strength enhancer charms!” I shouted to the others, running in to help. River lunged with inhuman speed, his blade rending the undead to pieces. Hazel ran past, urging terrified onlookers to move to safety. Morgan blasted his spirit sensor into the crowding undead, but there were too many for anything other than a faerie talisman to fight.

      Ivy, however, backed away from the battle, her eyes on the wraiths in the sky and the Mage Lord below. Several other mages were ascending the buildings to join him. “Air mages,” Ivy said. “Not great. They have the potential to make it more volatile. We need to get up close. You can banish them, right?”

      “Yes, but I can’t kill them. Only the book is powerful enough to banish them all, and if I open it down here, innocent people might get caught.”

      “Got it.” Ivy headed down a side road. “We have to get away from the fight if we’re going into the spirit realm. Get up close.”

      I spotted Lord Colton and the mages beneath the wraiths, hands splayed, power pushing the torrent of fallen roof tiles into the sky. As I watched, every piece of debris vanished into the air. Lord Colton’s arms dropped to his sides.

      “Did he displace them?” I caught up with Ivy next to the wall at the alley’s end. Here, the wraiths couldn’t see our physical bodies, and with any luck, we’d be able to bring them down before the enemy realised where we’d run to.

      “He can’t do that indefinitely,” said Ivy. “Ready to go in?”

      “Yeah.” I gripped the book in my hand, and stepped out of my body. All around the sky, wraiths flew around, throwing handfuls of magic at the panicking crowds below. I aimed for the nearest, keeping both eyes on its shimmering magic-infused form. Throughout the spirit realm, other necromancers did battle, too. They must be projecting from within their own spirit boundaries, but even the top-ranked ones would stand no chance against faerie magic.

      “All right, Ilsa?” Jas waved at me, ducking a magical attack from one of the wraiths, her hands glowing. I guess I’d been wrong to think necromancers couldn’t face up to faerie magic.

      The book gleamed in my hands, but the wraiths remained distant, refusing to get up close and personal. They wanted me to come to them. The magic flying around Death blurred the fog to a darker grey, but the air around Jas’s shimmering spirit form flickered oddly for a moment, and a brief shiver of inexplicable fear traced down my spine. The feeling vanished an instant later as Jas blasted the wrath with kinetic power, and the wraith’s attention turned towards me.

      “Get over here!” I yelled. Damn. The closer I drew, the further away the wraiths appeared. They were miles above the city, and we were too close to the Ley Line to open the gate.

      “They’re trying to trick me into breaking the veil,” I said aloud into the fog. “Guess I’ll have to take them down the other way.”

      I held onto the book’s power and shouted the banishing words at the top of my lungs. My voice echoed in the empty space, with no result. Worse, the wraith which had conjured up the tornado turned to me, flinging debris in its wake. Blue light exploded over the rooftops, smothering the houses in icy rain beneath the fog of the spirit realm. Winter magic. Threads of light connected the wraiths, wreathing the sky like vibrant blue tinsel. By the way they were all glowing, there ought to be a dozen tornadoes up in the air, but there was still only one of them. Huh. Wait a moment.

      “Ilsa!” River shouted, seeing me floating above him with the book in my hands.

      Another whirling tornado shot past him—at the alley where my body was hidden. Oh hell.

      I checked back into my body as the building crumbled on its side. Screaming came from inside. I ducked, arms over my head to shield myself. Ivy shouted a warning, and the tiles slid out of reach, disappearing before they hit us.

      “Damn,” she said, on her feet, her fists clenched. “I don’t suppose you have faerie healing powers?”

      I clambered to my feet, hoping that the other necromancers had been projecting into the spirit realm from a safe distance. “No. Do you?”

      She nodded, moving down the alley away from the half-collapsed building. “Vance saved our necks—but his shield’s down.”

      The building the Mage Lord had been standing on had been hit. He must have teleported out of the way, and dropped the shield in the process. Debris flew wildly, breaking windows, growing in strength. A monstrous tornado, ripping into anything it touched.

      A whirl of air struck outside the building, and Lord Colton appeared from thin air.

      “Thank god,” Ivy breathed.

      “There seems to be one wraith controlling the others,” said the Mage Lord.

      “Because there’s only one wraith,” I said. It was more obvious from the ground, where the tornado’s path remained below the wraith which had attacked me. “The others are an illusion. Its magic must have been able to create illusions when it was still alive. I need to get to the spirit realm again—”

      Alarming creaking noises came from the collapsing building next to us. Bricks crumbled inches away, and everything vanished in a whirl of air. The next second, Ivy and I had appeared where the zombies had been. Apparently the Mage Lord could displace other people, too.

      River ran in front of me, bits of undead dropping from his sword. “There you are,” he said breathlessly.

      “I need to get to the wraiths,” I said. “They’re clones—fakes. There’s only one genuine wraith, and its magic is controlling the others. Kill it and they all die.”

      The spirit realm would take me back to the target—but tapping out of the battle would put me at the mercy of the murderous wraiths.

      “I’ll check,” River said. His body stilled, and I swore, moving in front of him. “River, don’t—”

      The wraith turned on me. I both saw it in the sky and felt it in the spirit world. Icy power gathered in its hands, forming spear-sharp icy blades.

      I threw myself over River’s body, and the magic hit my shield with the force of a car collision. A current of air flung me off River, throwing us apart, smashing the glass in the nearby windows. I climbed to my knees. My teeth rattled with power, and I called on everything the book had. My body left the ground as an uncontrollable rush of energy alighted the book in my hands. The wraith flew back, roaring in anger. I didn’t know I’d drifted into the spirit realm until its magical blast shoved me back, into my body. I half lay across the cobbled pavement. And River…

      He lay on his back, hands shielding his face. Blood soaked his side, and between strips of torn clothing, a deep wound lacerated his ribs.

      “River. River.”

      Healing abilities didn’t work on death, and near-fatal injuries needed more time to heal. Time we didn’t have.

      The debris rose again, crashing on us like thunder.
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      I closed my eyes and called the book’s power to my hands. Cold light burned my palms, striking the debris with the sound like rippling thunder. Before the tornado could sweep it up again, Lord Colton appeared, hands spread wide, pushing back against the wraith’s tornado-like assault. Holy crap.

      River’s eyes opened. He groaned. “The wraith… it’s the central one. The only one using magic…” He coughed, blood wetting his mouth.

      “Shit.” I looked desperately at the Mage Lord, but all his attention was on keeping the tornado from hitting us.

      “River!” Lady Montgomery ran to us. “The mages’ headquarters is shielded—get him off the battlefield.”

      River’s eyes half-opened and he managed to climb to his feet, but pain glazed his eyes, and blood dripped onto the cobblestones.

      “Watch my back!” I shouted to Lady Montgomery, letting River lean on me. The blood alarmed me, but he was six feet of solid muscle and there was no way either of us could single-handedly carry him while fighting off the dead. When an undead got too close, Lady Montgomery made liberal use of her curved knife, which she’d soaked in salt. Hazel, Ivy and Morgan had disappeared. Worry twisted in my gut. River… I couldn’t let him die.

      Once behind the safety of the wards, Lady Montgomery crouched down beside her son, hands gentle as they examined the wound. Her face was pale, her mouth pinched. “This wound will take several minutes to heal even with his powers. Can you watch him until then?”

      “I know which is the real wraith—I have to go into Death to kill it,” I said.

      “Then use everything you have,” she said.

      I nodded, blinking back tears, and scanned the sky for the wraith. River was right—it appeared more solid than the others, and if I looked closer in the spirit realm, threads of blue Winter magic extended to connect the wraith with the others. One wraith was behind all the magic—and it could only use it in one place at a time. Right now all its attention was on the whirling tornado pushing against the Mage Lord.

      I slipped out of my body and rose into the sky, higher, higher. Magic bounced off my shield. Two of the false wraiths closed in and I raised the book, calling on a little of its power, but not too much. Cold light pulsed from my hands, pushing the wraiths back. I focused on my target, and slammed it with all the power I had.

      One of the clones disappeared. I kept up the assault, second by second. Every sound below was muted, every emotion locked out, and nothing existed but me and the magic, and the talisman. We didn’t fight one another. There was no struggle. I needed its power and it would bend to my will.

      Two more wraith clones disappeared.

      My hands trembled on the book. My whole body ached as though I’d pulled more than my spirit here into death. But I wouldn’t break. The book wouldn’t break, and if I wanted to access its full power, I’d be its equal.

      One by one, all the clones vanished as the wraith’s magic was pulled back into its body. Readied to attack. I gritted my teeth and braced myself for the impact.

      The wraith kept on pulling power, its body glowing blue, the colour of Winter magic and blood. Now, deep in the realm of death, the wraith had solid form. Like a person. No… a Sidhe. My heart climbed into my throat. In his hands appeared the likeness of a blade. A talisman.

      No. It can’t have survived beyond death. It had so much magic that it’d managed to manufacture a weapon, while I had nothing but the book.

      The wraith moved in a blur, and the blade went through my ghostly form. Magic pulsed from its edges, and I laughed, more in relief than anything. “You can’t hit me with magic even now, wraith. We’re at a stalemate.”

      “No, we aren’t,” shouted Ivy. She ran—or floated—wielding her own sword, and stabbed the wraith through the chest. The edges of her blade lit up blue, drawing on power from somewhere close by. The wraith writhed and screamed, its body pulsing with magic, and aimed at Ivy.

      Not before I got in the way. I took the hit side-on, the magic dissipating into the air. Ivy’s eyes widened, and the wraith struck again. She stabbed it through the chest, her own blade vibrating with power. Even in the spirit realm, it clearly cost her a great effort to hold onto it. I gathered necromantic power, took careful aim, and struck the creature from behind.

      “It’s too solid,” Ivy shouted, her blade wedged in its chest. “And not enough. It’s—stuck.”

      “Not for long.” I raised the book, and shouted the banishing words. Pinned by Ivy’s blade, the wraith couldn’t flee.

      A wrenching scream tore from its throat. A last explosion of blue magic struck my shield, dissipating as the wraith’s body crumbled to ashes.

      Ivy lowered her blade. “You’re immune to faerie magic?”

      “I swear I told you that,” I said breathlessly. “Thanks. I have to go. River… he got seriously hurt.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “One creature did so much damage…”

      “I know. Who in hell summoned it? I’d almost say it was a diversion, but they didn’t hit any of the main supernatural hubs.”

      Ivy turned around on the spot. The spirit realm was too blurred to see the world beneath—and the air shimmered, showing a familiar path. The Vale.

      “The Ley Line’s unstable,” she said. “Really unstable.”

      “The summoner!” I said. “Someone did the summoning… it came from above the rooftops.”

      “I saw it,” Ivy said. “In the real world, anyway. It was on the building behind where the Mage Lord was. But we’re in the dead part of Faerie.”

      I stared at my feet. A transparent silvery line lay beneath, the only light in the grey haze.

      “What—the Death Kingdom?” I’d read about the part of Winter territory where the goddess of death resided, but it didn’t sound the same as the void I’d pushed the wraith into.

      “Not here,” Ivy said. “This is the path of the dead. It used to lead from the Death Kingdom to the Sidhe’s source of immortality, but now there’s nothing here. It’s close to the place the Vale used to be, before the Sidhe ripped it away.”

      I stared along the silvery line. “Seriously? Is this where the gods…?” Had my book come from here? Worry for River beat in my chest, but the silver line shone with a familiar alluring light.

      “The gods never walked here,” Ivy said. “Or hell, maybe they did. Do you know how a faerie talisman is usually created?”

      “Forged from the heart of a tree and infused with magic,” I said. “Faerie magic, or… gods’ magic. How?”

      “The Sidhe ripped the gods’ power out when they were still alive,” Ivy said, a distasteful expression on her face. “Using a ritual and an Invocation. However that book got into your family, no human could have done it.”

      “But it’s not the faeries’. It can’t be.”

      No Sidhe had wielded this book. I knew it as surely as though the book itself had told me.

      “Maybe there is someone with answers,” she said. “Does the book have a name?”

      “A name? What, like a summoning?” A suspicion took root inside me. “You met one of the gods? I thought they died.”

      “What’s left of it,” she said. “They’re not alive. They died. The talismans are all that’s left of their power, and while it’s kind of conscious, it’s not the same as the real thing, trust me. It can be controlled. I found the one whose magic is in my sword by speaking its name.”

      I took the book carefully out. “Can you read this?”

      “The symbol?” She frowned at the cover. A syllable left her lips, cold and sharp.

      Silence answered. Silence, and a chill breeze.

      “Worth a try,” said Ivy. “Don’t say the name in the Courts. The Sidhe have this weird superstition about speaking the names aloud.”

      “Like necromancy.” I put the book away in my pocket. How my clothes still existed here, I had no idea. “To summon a person, you have to add their name to the summoning spell. Same with dark magic, Vale magic…”

      “Dark magic?” echoed Ivy. “You didn’t. Did you? Tell me you didn’t summon worse than a hellhound.”

      “No. Why, is there worse than hellhounds?”

      “Yes, but I think you need a different spell for the really nasty sort. Not just the Vale. There are whole dimensions with no life in them… I shouldn’t be giving you ideas.”

      “I’m not the sort of person who summons monsters without a plan, don’t worry. Things have a tendency to spin out of control wherever the book’s involved.”

      Her mouth quirked. “I can tell I’m going to have my work cut out helping you.”

      “Did you just volunteer to train me?” My voice rose in surprise. Not that I didn’t want to work with Ivy, but I’d assumed by default that I was way out of her league as far as possible mentees went.

      “Sure,” Ivy said. “There was no one around to explain this shit to me, and I spent ten years running from it. You should get back to River. He seems to really care about you.”

      “Yeah, he does.” Wow. Ten years? That’d teach me to make assumptions.

      She smiled. “Treasure it. Trust me, there are some things better than all this power.”

      The realm of death faded around us, bearing us back to the land of the living.
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      I blinked awake. I was cold again, but not unbearably so. I lay on my back, on a fold-out bed. The room appeared to be an infirmary, and the bustling noises around me and strangers hurrying in and out told me the injured from the battle were being brought in. Not the necromancer guild, but the mages’ headquarters, judging by the wood panelling on the walls. Beside my bed lay the rucksack I’d brought with me containing my spare clothes, which Morgan or Hazel must have fetched from the library. I didn’t see either of them in here.

      A loud commotion drew my attention to the corner. Bloodied and injured shifters were restrained and strapped to the hospital beds. Ah. They’re still out of control. Most were wolf or fox shifters, but some were larger, unfamiliar furred animals. Others were partially shifted with their hands or feet wrapped in claws or paws. Anger simmered in the air, almost a kind of magic itself.

      I managed to sit upright, my body aching like I’d run a marathon.

      “Nice to see you in the land of the living,” said Jas. She and Lloyd sat at another of the fold-out beds—or rather, she half-lay on one of them, while he applied a healing spell to her injured leg.

      “You too. I thought you were probably too close to that wraith.” I grabbed the water glass someone had thoughtfully left on my bedside table and downed it.

      “No fatal injuries this time, eh, Jas?” Lloyd said.

      Jas swatted him in the arm. “Cut it out. People are hurt.”

      “Including you,” I said. “How did you fight that wraith? What was the…?” I didn’t know how to explain what I’d seen. The weird shimmering around her spirit that seemed oddly different from the other necromancers.

      “The what?” she asked. Her tone, however, suggested the subject was closed—and more to the point, there was no sign of River.

      “Nothing. Where’s—?”

      ‘There.” She pointed feebly over Lloyd’s shoulder at another bed, where River lay unconscious.

      Lady Montgomery stood beside him, her gaze catching mine as she realised I was awake. “You killed it?” she asked.

      I hurried to her side, the best I could with my legs still shaky. “Banished it. Ivy helped. Is River okay?”

      “He’s still healing. The person who summoned the wraith was found dead at the site of the summoning,” Lady Montgomery said. “It seems he was used as a sacrifice in the summoning.”

      “Blood magic,” I said, before remembering I’d never actually told her about the times I’d used it in crisis. “Half-faerie?”

      A moment passed, in which she gave me an assessing look. “Yes. Your brother has been helping to track potential suspects.”

      “Are he and Hazel okay, then?”

      “Yes. She’s helping him with the tracking.”

      I breathed out. Everyone was safe. Nobody had died. Yet why did I feel like this was a prelude to something worse? If only I knew what was going on in Faerie.

      I sat down on the bed again, reaching to squeeze River’s hand. No response. I slipped into the spirit realm. There, I could see the glowing outline of his spirit.

      “River?” I reached out and my hand passed right through him. “You scared me.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” The glow died down so I could focus on his face. Death’s light made his golden hair look like a halo.

      “I couldn’t not worry about you. Why are you here? You can’t be…” I couldn’t say dying.

      “I’m checking this realm while my body is resting.”

      “How do you do that?” I waved a hand at the spirit realm in general. “You’re sound asleep in the waking world. When I do the same, I start floating off.”

      “You haven’t had as much practise,” he said. “I don’t mean skill, I mean spending days or nights wandering this place. You learn how and when to disconnect. But I think the problem with that book is that it pushes you to the brink every time you use it. You burn out.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” I reached for his hand, slipping my fingers through his. I concentrated on the sensation, and he felt more solid by the second. At the same time, I became conscious of the book’s presence glowing in my pocket.

      The spirit realm changed, showing forested paths, transparent and empty.

      He hissed out a breath. “The Vale.”

      “The place itself isn’t scary,” I said. “It’s kind of sad. Empty. They made it this way on purpose. Maybe there’s a way to undo the damage. If they can make themselves immortal, they can fix their own realm, right?”

      “I don’t think so,” said River. “They have no desire to face their own shameful actions.”

      I blinked, then thought back. “Lord Daival?”

      “He’s one of the most respected members of the Court. He captured and tortured humans openly and suffered no punishment for it. This is what we’re up against. If we expose the Seelie Queen… I’m not sure even her guilt will be enough.”

      “Then I’ll show them this.” I held up the book. “The talisman scared them. It’s all we’ve got. They only understand power.” I quickly told him what Ivy and I had discussed. “Its power isn’t Sidhe—it might not be superior, considering the Sidhe killed and kicked out their gods, but it’s terrifying to them, and that’s enough.”

      “The Sidhe kill what scares them. Even death.” His eyes flickered with emotion. “I have faith in you, Ilsa, but the Sidhe—when I was first invited into the Court to claim the talisman my father wished to offer me, I was eighteen, and my head was full of ideas and impressions of the Summer Court and what I could offer it. The Court shattered those illusions within minutes of my arrival.” He took in a breath. “They have no need to desire change, only fear it, and the best we can do is protect ourselves and those we care about from the aftershocks of their selfish decisions.”

      “We can do more.” I remembered Ivy’s words, and imagined a shattering cauldron of blood. “They’re not the only ones with magic. And they’ll never be able to do this.” I gripped his half-transparent hand tighter. “You wanted to give them the truth, right? Prove how powerful the Vale is? This is how we do it. Get straight to the Seelie King by any means possible.”

      He looked down at our interlocked hands. “We’ll discuss it later. I think I’ve worried my mother enough.”

      “You worried me, too.”

      “I never thanked you for saving us,” he murmured, his free hand trailing down my arm. I felt the flicker of his touch before it faded, and so did we.

      A moment later, I blinked awake in my own body. The shifters’ yowling had quietened down, at least, but there were far too many people around for my liking. River sat up and walked to Lady Montgomery, where I took a moment to reorient myself in the land of the living. By now half the hospital beds were empty, witch healing spells having taken care of the worst injuries. The raging shifters had mostly left, too. I got to my feet, looking down at my clothes. Muddy, stained with River’s blood, but I’d suffered no injuries of my own. River’s clothes were in a worse state, shredded and streaked with blood. He looked like he’d been wrestling with the shifters, and had won.

      “Is your wound okay?” I asked, as he turned away from Lady Montgomery and walked to me.

      “Yes, of course it is. I keep spare clothes at the guild, but my place is closer.”

      “Your flat?” I hadn’t seen it, because we’d never even had a proper date. “Can’t you just glamour it off?”

      He gave me a tired smile. “Honestly, I’m all out of glamour for a while. Come with me? My shower has warm water.”

      “Warm water. Tempting.”

      So was he. Without Death clouding my vision, I could see him, clearly as he saw me. Battered, tired, and so damn tempting. Death had come too close to cutting him off from me forever.

      I grabbed my rucksack and hurried after him out the doors.

      Outside, you wouldn’t have thought a wraith had tried to lay waste to the city. Most of the debris had already gone, while the damaged buildings were surrounded by cloaked figures I thought were necromancers until I got close enough to see them levitating the damaged bricks. Telekinetic mages. Must be a useful power. There wasn’t much River or I could do to help with the clean-up, so we made our way from the mages’ guild to River’s ground-floor flat.

      “I still haven’t told my housemates where I’ve been for the last few weeks,” I said, following him inside. The single-room flat was a little small but otherwise cosy. A bookshelf stacked with paperbacks also housed several withered plants, while dust covered everything in a faint layer.

      “You can shower first,” River said.

      “Thanks.” As much as my head had been filled with different ideas about what we might do in there, there was nothing remotely sexy about mud, blood, and bits of zombie.

      Clothes discarded, I stepped into the shower. Not quite as intense as the house’s one, but I’d take what I could get. I let the warm water soak into me and exhaled in a sigh.

      “Should I be joining you in there?” River’s voice came from outside. “I’d like to know what you’re doing that makes you feel that good.”

      I tipped my head back and moaned. “Nothing makes me feel as good as a warm shower.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      Grinning, I finished rinsing my hair and switched the water off. “Maybe. Want me to clean your wounds?”

      “There aren’t any. There’s a lot of blood.”

      I grabbed a towel. Flirting was one thing, but the shower was barely big enough to stand in. “Sorry, River, but anyone who’s had sex in here must be a contortionist.”

      “Who said anything about sex?” He arched a brow as I walked out wrapped in a towel. “I was thinking more along the lines of me touching you. Massaging the pain away. Making your toes curl with pleasure. That type of thing.”

      “You mean, what you did in the forest, but with fewer clothes and no interruptions.” I strode all the way to the bed. “Then you’d better hurry up and wash that blood off.”

      He groaned, but ducked into the bathroom. I shamelessly admired the view from the back, inhaling the earthy scent of his magic. The formerly decaying house plants had come to life again, sprouting flowers I didn’t know. Summer magic—pretty but deadly sharp. And so much more.

      I moved my blood-soaked clothes to my rucksack, and the talisman fell out. Water dripped onto the book from my wet hair and disappeared as though sucked into nothingness. I’d gained more control over it in the last fight, but not enough. I closed my eyes and tried to push the thoughts away. I was here for River. The damned book didn’t matter a bit.

      River reappeared in the blink of an eye. His hair was wet and tousled, falling over his pointed ears. Not so much as a blemish touched his lightly tanned skin, which was fairly noticeable because he was wearing only a towel. My mouth went dry and I folded my arms across my chest, suddenly overcome with self-consciousness.

      He reached out, grabbed the book, and tossed it onto the bedside table.

      “River, that thing contains the power of an ancient god.”

      “It’s getting in the way of the view.” He ran his hand lightly through my hair and kissed me on the mouth. Oh. “As I said…” His hand slid down my spine, under the towel. “Touching you.” Both hands dug into my shoulders, kneading the cramped muscles. “Massaging the pain away…”

      “Can we skip straight to the pleasure?” I let the towel fall and wrapped my arms around his back, pressing my damp skin against his. It was his turn to moan, kissing me back, fiercely, deeply. His hands explored my skin, not pausing, stroking the fire inside me. He nudged my legs apart, working his way up my inner thighs. I tried to hang on, but he was relentless, each stroke bringing me closer to the brink, each soft tease threatening to destroy my grip on sanity. Slowly, mercilessly, until my bones turned to water and I writhed beneath him, gasping for breath. As his fingers delved into me, pleasure exploded up my spine and I cried his name into the pillow.

      Then I saw the towel had fallen away, revealing every inch of him. I reached for his erection and he groaned. “Ilsa.”

      “Condoms?”

      “Top drawer.” He spoke through clenched teeth.

      “You knew you’d have me here eventually, huh.” I one-handedly opened the drawer and removed a condom, momentarily letting go in order to slide it onto him.

      “I was counting on it,” he breathed, positioning himself above me.

      “Then I’d better make it worth your while.” My fists clenched on the bedsheets as he thrust into me.

      We found our rhythm, and time disappeared, leaving only pleasure, a warm hot tingling sensation running from head to toe.

      We lay tangled together, and he kissed the top of my head. “I wish we could stay here a week.”

      “I don’t see why not.” I stretched out on the bed, wrapping my legs around his. “There. You can’t move.”

      He twitched, then effortlessly slid one leg free, gliding on top of me.

      “Cheater,” I murmured against his mouth. “I’ll make you scream this time.”

      There was a buzzing noise. He leaned and picked up his phone from the table. “My mother is rather perturbed by my sudden absence.”

      “Crap. I bet Hazel and Morgan are, too. They’ve been playing their part at making this city safe while we’ve been…”

      “Taking care of important business.” He rolled off me. “Unfortunately, the Mage Lords seem to have decided we’re to accompany them to dinner with the council tonight.”

      “Yeah, it’s not a date if there are a dozen terrifying mages around,” I said. “Might be a good time to announce our relationship to your mother…”

      “She knows,” he said. “I told her.”

      I tilted my head. “Before you told me?”

      “You told me yourself, not in so many words.” He kissed me on the mouth once again and walked to the closet in the corner. “We can’t get out of this one. Sorry.”

      “And then we’re coming back here?”

      He grinned. “I’m frankly intrigued to find out what I can do to you in that shower.”
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      I didn’t manage to corner Hazel and Morgan until the following morning. The council had called another meeting, more exclusive this time, so the four of us weren’t invited. We met at the witch-run Cassandra’s Cafe instead, where I picked the table in the far corner so nobody would overhear us.

      “I can’t believe they didn’t invite us to the meeting after all we did in the battle yesterday,” Hazel said, her mouth full of pancake. “Dicks.”

      “Actually, I think that might work in our favour.” I poked at my food, my appetite noticeably absent. “The council… I’d say they’d work great as a backup force if this goes wrong, but none of them can actually set foot in Faerie without being at a huge disadvantage. Except Ivy. But I think the Erlking will only speak to Hazel or me alone.”

      I’d thought it over. One Sidhe had authority over all the others—and was also in a position to send the Summer Gatekeeper off to the Vale without anyone else knowing about it. He might be hidden behind layers of security, but there must be a backup measure put into place in case anything happened to the gate. How the enemy had stolen it in the first place was still a mystery to me.

      “He won’t speak to—” River began.

      “Any of us,” I said. “We’ve been through this. Trust me. Ivy will come and help us after the meeting.”

      I hadn’t told them my plan yet, mostly because I wasn’t sure it’d work myself. Just getting into the faerie realm itself seemed a tall order. And I wasn’t the only one who’d been scheming.

      “Necromancy,” said Morgan.

      “No,” said Hazel. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “It’s a good plan.”

      “No, it’s reckless and suicidal.”

      I rolled my eyes at them. They’d been arguing over the same points since after the battle yesterday. Morgan had decided that since he’d raised the dead in the Grey Vale, the Courts could use a shock of their own.

      “I didn’t mean zombies this time,” Morgan said. “Someone died there, right? Can’t we bring them back to testify?”

      “You think the Sidhe would stop screaming at the sight of a ghost long enough to listen?” said Hazel. “That’s if they don’t turn you into a hummingbird.”

      “Actually…” I began.

      “Don’t encourage him.” Hazel swiped the remainder of my pancake from my plate. “Hey—Ivy’s here. Must have been a quick meeting.”

      I climbed to my feet, spotting Ivy weaving her way through the café. She turned heads even in here, probably because she hadn’t bothered to disguise the fact that she was heavily armed.

      “Hey,” she said. “Good choice of venue. Damn, I wish I could get some of those pancakes…”

      “Anything new come up in the meeting?” I asked.

      “Same old.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re expecting another attack at any moment, but nobody knows where it’ll come from or what form it’ll take. Also, the Sidhe still haven’t shown up. Something about a murder.”

      “That’s what we were talking about,” I said. “Morgan thinks raising the guy who died so he can testify to the Court might help, but I guess they wouldn’t much like that.”

      “No, they wouldn’t,” said Ivy. “Even if it was possible. I never thought you could use necromancy in Faerie at all. But I’ve been thinking about what you said… and I think you might be right.”

      “What did you say?” Hazel said, looking suspiciously at me.

      “I have an idea.” I glanced at River. “I was waiting for Ivy to show up to share it. All our other plans risk us getting arrested. What we need is a direct way to get to the person who put the vow on us. There’s one type of magic that’s direct in that way.”

      “What, vows?” said Hazel dubiously. “Vows are direct, but only if you know the wording.”

      “We know one word.” I pointed at her forehead, then at mine. “The Gatekeeper’s binding mark… it’s not just a mark. It means something.”

      “An Invocation,” River said, in a low voice. “Neither of you can read it?”

      “Can you?” said Hazel defensively.

      He shook his head. “No. I only know a few words. I assumed since it was your family’s, it was restricted to Gatekeepers only.”

      “I’m not Gatekeeper yet,” Hazel said. “I know the final stages of my training probably involve learning all the Sidhe’s secrets… and Mum definitely had some other way of getting directly into the Court. I always assumed it was down to the gate. But our symbol is carved into it.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “It’s a long shot, but… Ivy can read the language. Every word.”

      Hazel’s mouth fell open. “But… how?”

      “Instinct,” she said. “Honestly, I’ve no idea. It’s a side effect of my magic. Only people with Sidhe magic can actually speak the words aloud without consequences. I’d say you probably can, since you have the Gatekeeper’s magic.”

      “Damn.” Hazel shook her head. “This is way off the rulebook.”

      “I didn’t think that mattered,” I said. “Apparently the words are so specific that if they belong to a person, it takes you straight to them. So if we get into Faerie and speak that word, it’d take us to the gate, or to the person who put the spell on our family in the first place.”

      “Since it’s a binding spell, I suppose it would take you to the caster,” said River. I thought he’d approve of my plan. The book might terrify the Sidhe, but vows were a type of magic they’d created themselves, and respected. Unless they’d stolen that magic from the gods as well, but the point still stood. We had few other options.

      “Oh.” Hazel’s expression cleared. “I get it. You can’t use magic to get into Faerie if you aren’t one of them, but if we work with their magic… the vow, if I used it in a literal sense, it’d act as though I’d have to immediately go and obey the one who put it on me, I’d be dragged straight to the Erlking and nobody would be able to stop me.”

      “The only downside is that you might not be able to take anyone with you,” said Ivy.

      “It’s the bloodline,” I said. “That’s what the vow binds. It doesn’t bind to a specific person until they take the position as Gatekeeper. If both of us speak, we’ll both be taken there.”

      “How did you know?” said Hazel, surprise flashing across her face.

      “I worked it out. Don’t you remember?”

      Our gazes connected. She remembered as well as I did the months leading up to her magic manifesting. Morgan had already passed the age where his magic might have shown up. But with the two of us, it might have been either of us who took the position. We hadn’t known.

      We’d sworn to break the curse.

      Our plans never amounted to anything. Hazel seemed committed to her position at first, and whenever it became too much for her and she wanted to run away, she found me, and we pulled out all our old notes. All our guesses from what Mum had said, about the nature of the curse, and the possible wording of the vow. And how it might be undone. The entire family was bound to the one who spoke the Invocation. That should mean that since Hazel wasn’t actually Gatekeeper yet, I should be able to go with her.

      I was counting on it.

      “So you want to go alone?” said Ivy. “The two of you?”

      “The more people who go into Faerie, the more chances they have to hurt us,” I said. “I need to tell the Erlking—if he really is the original caster—what I am. And that his wife’s plotting against the Court.”

      “I can tell you how to pronounce the word here,” Ivy said. “But we’d need to go into Faerie to actually get into the Seelie Court. Speaking those words draws on all the faerie magic in the area. There isn’t much in this realm normally, and the two of you aren’t used to handling the magic. It’s… destructive. Powerful.”

      River rose to his feet, his face paling. “If it’s that dangerous—”

      “I’m just telling you what I know,” said Ivy. “I used an Invocation to banish someone powerful when there was hardly any magic left in this realm at all. It’s do-able. But I have to warn you of the risks.”

      “I’m lost,” Morgan said. “How would speaking this magic word help at all?”

      “Vows aren’t set in stone,” Hazel said, her eyes gleaming. “If someone swears I will obey you, the person it’s cast on might decide it means once. So they obey, then they stop. If their will is stronger than the person who put the spell on them, they can’t be compelled to obey them again. Of course it usually ends in a stalemate because the Sidhe are equally powerful. But the Erlking is indisposed. He’s weak. If I figure out what exactly the vow said, I can outdo him. Or if it turns out the family’s mark is the vow, or means Gatekeeper, it carries its own magic.”

      “Guess I’m sitting this one out,” said Morgan.

      “We need someone to keep an eye on things here,” I said. “One problem… I guess we need to either find the Ley Line or a liminal space. Somewhere close to Faerie.”

      “I can find the Line,” Ivy said. “We should leave before the council tries to stop us.”

      River was silent as we left the cafe and walked down the road, following Ivy’s lead. Even my spirit sense didn’t tell me the Ley Line’s general direction, nor the book. But if Ivy could speak the gods’ language aloud, then surely I could as well. I’d speak to the Erlking, and demand he get back our gate, and Mum along with it, or die trying.

      There was no other way to end this.

      The book’s magic hummed in my veins. We drew to a halt, looking up at the peak of Arthur’s Seat.

      “We seriously have to climb the hill?” I said.

      Ivy tilted her head up. “I can see a shit-ton of faerie magic up there. Must be a liminal space.”

      “Or the local half-faeries throwing a party,” I said.

      We began the steep climb. River could easily have taken the lead but hung back to walk at my side, occasionally looking at me as though to check I was still there. Finally, I grabbed his shoulders and kissed him in full view of the others, and probably half the tourists, too. He stared at me, his eyes stunned.

      “If the Erlking doesn’t let me come back, I’ll tear a hole between the worlds with my own hands,” I said to him.

      “And if you’re not back in a day, I’ll do the same from this side,” he said defiantly.

      “Save your proclamations of love for after we’ve finished saving the world,” Morgan said. He didn’t look unenthusiastic about missing out on another trip into Faerie. On any other occasion, I’d have been happier sitting it out. But this was different.

      Ivy glanced at me as the line drew closer. I saw it now, shivering with magic, tinted green. “That guy… River. He’s a registered necromancer, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, unsure what she was getting at.

      Ivy said, “We’ve been trying to get half-faerie representatives on the council for a year now, but they don’t like having conflicting loyalties, and they always pick the Court. They’re not keen on the idea of cross-supernatural cooperation. Neither are the shifters, but they can be bribed. We can give the shifters access to resources. Half-faeries don’t want or need them.” She shrugged. “But he seems to know both worlds, so he’s a prime candidate. If he wants to. Just making a suggestion.”

      “He does,” I said. “Lady Montgomery trusts him, too. Assuming we survive this, I’m not letting the council make any decisions about Faerie without consulting the Gatekeepers. Hazel isn’t, either.”

      “I thought not,” Ivy said. “Right… here’s how you pronounce the word.” She spoke it quietly, but the air hummed with magic.

      I turned to Hazel. “Let’s hope it’s enough. If it’s the god’s language, and I have the gods’ magic, it should work for me as well.”

      “Actually,” Ivy said, “the Erlking once had—and created—a similar artefact himself. Lost, now. But he knew the gods. Maybe he’s complicit.”

      I blinked. “You’re telling me this now?”

      “I don’t know him,” she said. “But… you be careful who you tell about the book.”

      “I will.” But it’s my choice. I’d get the Seelie Queen arrested no matter what.

      Hazel and I stepped directly into the spot on the Ley Line. A place of potent magic. It tugged at my spirit, the Grey Vale calling for me. I paid it no attention, and looked at Hazel instead. Her face was a mirror of my own—stern resolution with a hint of fear.

      We spoke the word aloud. And the forest moved. Forest? Holy crap.

      Between one breath and the next, the Ley Line had shifted, the hill had vanished, and only forest remained. Summer territory.
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      Trees surrounded us, thick evergreens. The Seelie Court. The vow had brought us to the right place… but I’d hoped it would take us directly to the caster. The Erlking. Nobody appeared to be around, though the sounds of vibrant life surrounded us. Earthy smells, moss and berries and summer flowers. Birdsong. Sunlight.

      Hazel’s breath caught.

      The forest flickered… and the glamour faded. The trees shrank to cadaverous shadows, hunched and dead. Rotting flowers wilted beneath, and the smell of decay caught in my nostrils. A throne appeared, made of the dead roots of a tree trunk.

      For an instant, I was certain we’d accidentally wandered into Winter’s Court, not Summer’s. But the man on the throne wore the green and gold markers of Summer. His golden crown was edged in thorns, and his eyes were alight with Summer magic. He rose to his feet, one hand resting on a carved staff. Power hummed from it, and to my alarm, the book shifted in my pocket. My vision tinted, and I knew the mark on my forehead had begun to glow of its own accord.

      “This is what happens when you bind with a talisman of the gods.” He was beautiful, as all the Sidhe were. But everything around him was dead.

      “How?” Hazel asked, her voice choked. “This… is this where the decay started?”

      “No.” He laughed, a rich laugh. “This part of Faerie has always been rotten to the core. His hand wrapped around the staff’s hilt. It glowed faintly, but most of the glow, the only light here, came from him.

      His talisman… he must have absorbed the magic into himself, and it was the type of Summer magic that drained life away. He couldn’t touch anything without killing it.

      Including us.

      Holy crap. He’s not sick. Everyone else is allergic to him.

      “Why would you claim something like that?” I asked.

      His gaze travelled to me. Don’t look directly in his eyes… but I could, and they didn’t dazzle me. I was too stunned to look away.

      “I could ask you the same question.”

      He knew. He recognised the same magic in me. And while his eyes glowed with Summer power, the talisman he wielded was not of this world.

      Did he kill the gods? Why was he king, if his magic could destroy every one of his subjects?

      “What did you wish to ask me, mortal?” he enquired.

      “You… bound our family.” I forced the words out. “You must have spoken to our ancestors. The other Gatekeepers. The ones you enslaved.”

      “Enslaved?” he echoed. “No… no, your ancestors chose to bind themselves in service to our Court.”

      Bullshit. “Nobody would choose to hand over their own children.”

      “We don’t die,” he said. “The vow works in whatever way is necessary. There is always a Gatekeeper.”

      “There’s apparently always an Erlking, too, but you’re in serious danger,” I told him. “Your wife is a traitor. The Court is dying.”

      He looked at me through vivid green eyes, his lip curling into a smile. “This part of the Court is always dying.”

      “Not here.” I waved a hand vaguely. “How are you still the king? You… you don’t even need to command obedience.”

      He could take a life with a touch… yet he didn’t scare me. Maybe because anyone here could take our lives with no effort. He held no power over me—no more than the other Sidhe did, anyway.

      “You misunderstand, mortal,” said the Erlking. “I assumed, since you found your way to me… but I suppose nobody speaks of the gods anymore.”

      “You killed them.”

      His eyes caught mine. “No, mortal. I took in this power because nobody else would.”

      “I was told you created things… artefacts that could destroy worlds.”

      “Is this to do with whoever destroyed the gods’ ring?” he asked.

      “The what?” said Hazel blankly.

      “We’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, though a suspicion took hold of me. Ivy had mentioned a talisman… and she’d destroyed at least one, if the source of immortality could be called such a thing. No wonder the Sidhe didn’t like her.

      “Pity,” he said. “I wanted to thank them. I spent years trying to rid myself of that monstrosity, but it was stolen from me. Of course, I cannot leave this grove without damaging the rest of this realm, so I was unable to retrieve it. Others from my time created those artefacts. The Courts were created to defend ourselves against them.”

      “I thought… it was to do with bloodlines,” I said. “The heir…”

      “Anyone can claim a throne,” he said. “But I will not relinquish my power as long as this talisman exists. I don’t need to spell out the damage it would do in the wrong hands.”

      No. He didn’t. And ridiculously, I’d forgotten he was Sidhe, and couldn’t lie. Every word he’d said had been the truth.

      “You tied your life force to the talisman,” I said. Almost like… necromancy, in a way. For the Sidhe.

      “Most of us weren’t alive in the time when the gods walked amongst us,” said the Erlking. “The Ancients, the Powers… they were known by many names, and were by all accounts merciless and terrifying.”

      “They say the same about you.”

      The Erlking smiled. “I suppose they’re right. But there are horrors that would put the darkest Unseelie faerie to shame. There are reasons our realm needs immortality to thrive… and I suspect you have guessed that’s what I sent your mother to find.”

      “In the Vale,” I said. “The gods’ magic—what’s left of it—ended up there, right? Unless you have more talismans lying around…”

      “There may be others,” he said. “I sent her for knowledge, nothing more. But you should know… I have been unable to call her back. Whatever force holds her is stronger than our vow.”

      My breath caught. “Stronger?”

      Hazel gasped. “So… something has her captive?”

      He shook his head, a frown darkening his face. “I cannot pinpoint the nature of what holds her. She lives, and she is still within our realm. Yes, I count the Vale as part of this realm, though most do not. You must find her yourselves, if at all.”

      Then we will. We have to.

      “That’s not all we came to ask you about,” I said. “Your wife…”

      “I know she plots against the Court, the fool,” he said. “None of her schemes have ever amounted to anything. She knows what will happen if she defies me.”

      “She murdered someone. Permanently. I’m sure of it. And she tried to kill both of us. I think she’s behind whatever took Mum.”

      The only thing stronger than the Erlking was… another god. But Ivy had said they’d died out. All of them.

      “Again,” he said. “I’m unable to leave this grove to check up on my scheming spouse.”

      “Then what are we supposed to do?” I asked. “You know she’ll kill us if we accuse her publicly. And you must know we’re not strong enough to kill her, and even if we were, we’d face execution for murdering a Sidhe whether she is guilty or not.”

      “Then you must choose. It’s not up to me… but I can help. Your mother is in the enemy’s hands. So is the gate. The one thing they don’t have is that talisman. Don’t let them get their hands on it.”

      “They don’t want it,” I said. “She could have taken it from me… how do you even know about it?”

      “Because I knew it in another form,” said the Erlking. “I cannot say for certain how it gained the shape that it did, but a piece is missing.”

      A piece is missing? “I don’t understand.”

      “There is much even the Sidhe don’t know. But I will say that my wife believes that if she finds the source of immortality first, she will be strong enough to wield a talisman of her own. And while I would like to be reborn again, there will be war if one person controls the source.”

      “Just what is the source of immortality?” said Hazel.

      A cauldron of blood. A chill raced down my spine as he looked us over.

      “Your own magic forbids you from claiming it,” he said. “But you will be unable to speak a word of this to anyone else. The lifeblood of the Ancients carries the essence of immortality. They were endless until we forced them not to be. I claimed this throne because I feared the powers the other Sidhe, especially Winter, would claim without being kept in check. In the end, I was too late. Every god was killed or exiled, reduced to a shadow. And their lifeblood kept our shameful secret alive.” He paused. Not a sound echoed through the clearing, and hardly a breath disturbed the silence.

      “I watched Sidhe fall, entranced by those talismans, or driven to madness,” the Erlking continued. “They were exiled, where they formed their own kingdoms to threaten us, over and over again. Immortality has taken more lives than it has saved, and I rather think your realm has paid most dearly for it. But many disagree. They see it as the natural way of things.”

      “What can we do against the gods?” I asked. “How are we supposed to find our mother?”

      I already knew the answer.

      “The book,” he said. “The missing piece. I haven’t seen it for a while. It used to visit here… maybe it speaks to another now.”

      “It’s alive?” said Hazel dubiously. “It can speak? I thought you said the gods weren’t alive anymore.”

      “Not as they were.”

      That’s no answer. Now I was even more confused. Was he toying with me on purpose?

      “You should leave,” he said. “It was dangerous, what you did. I wish I could offer more help.”

      “You could help by telling us the name of the god inside this book,” I said. “Speaking it aloud didn’t do anything.”

      But we’d been in Death at the time. Maybe its owner was here, in Faerie.

      “Not here,” he said sharply. “You’ll alert other things if you speak that name. Go. Before you’re discovered here.”

      “Wait—”

      But the forest faded, turning to hillside once again. The city unfurled below, wreathed in sunshine. As though nothing had happened.

      As though the foundations of the universe hadn’t shifted.

      “What in hell was that about?” Hazel said, her hair blowing about in the breeze coming off the coast. “He said the gods weren’t alive. And they aren’t. But one of them has Mum and one of them’s flown off with part of your book’s power.”

      Flown off.

      “Hazel,” I said quietly.

      Her brow furrowed. “What? You have this weird look in your eye.”

      “I think…”

      “Ilsa!” River shouted. He and Morgan climbed up from below. They must have been waiting down the hillside.

      “Knew they’d make it out,” said Morgan. “So, what did the Erlking have to say?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way down,” I said. “One quick question, Hazel—in all your research on the family history, did you find out how long Arden has been in our family?”

      Hazel frowned. “No. Where’s Ivy?”

      “She teleported off with that mage of hers,” said Morgan. “Something about the council… I dunno. Where is that little bastard of a bird, anyway?”

      “Probably with Holly,” said Hazel. “It’s not like he could have got us to the Erlking, anyway.”

      “Maybe he could have,” I said. “He’s tied up in the vow as well. Who did that?”

      “The Erlking did?” said Morgan.

      Hazel shook her head, still frowning. “He didn’t mention it, but he must have. Who else? Arden’s a shapeshifter faerie… he was probably sent as a spy. I mean, Arden works for both sides. Maybe Winter sent him instead. Which proves he was a traitor either way.”

      “What else came from Winter?” I asked.

      Hazel looked at me. Then at my pocket, which was still glowing faintly from the close proximity of the Ley Line. “You can’t be implying what I think you are.”

      “I’m lost,” said Morgan. “River is, too, but he won’t admit it. Or he’s too busy messaging someone.”

      River’s attention was on his phone instead. “I’m listening,” he said. “But he’s right—I don’t know enough of your family history to make a judgement call on the bird, only that he can’t be trusted and works for both Courts.”

      “As a neutral force, he said. I remember,” I said. “Which part of the Court is neutral?”

      “The borderlands?” said Morgan. “Or the Vale?”

      “Right…” I shook my head. “This is a long shot. I might have wildly misinterpreted what the Erlking said, but he said the book had a piece missing. Someone bound up its magic, and it must have been a Sidhe… a Winter one. But its power originally came…”

      “From the gods, I know,” said River. “You think you know which god it was?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” snapped Hazel. “Ilsa thinks Arden is a god.” She snorted. “Sorry, Ilsa. But you know, that’s a wild mental leap to make. The gods are supposed to be more powerful than the Sidhe.”

      “Not with their magic removed,” I said. “They’re mostly dead. Or exiled. To the Vale… I’m not saying I have the slightest clue how its magic got in here, but who dragged me back to the Lynn house in the first place?”

      “Wait,” said Morgan. “There were ravens flying around when I went back to Edinburgh. My memory’s kinda hazy, but I remember following one…”

      We looked at one another. Hazel looked sceptical. So did River. But I couldn’t explain how I knew.

      “The book has a really annoying personality,” I said. “It’s demanding and bossy and refuses to give clear answers. Makes sense that it has part of that damned raven inside it.”

      “Doesn’t that mean you should be able to call him?” said Hazel. “He’s… Ilsa, I’m not being mean, but that raven has never listened to you in his life.”

      “He has the last few times,” I said. “He got us into Summer… but he’s only allowed to obey the Gatekeepers. There’s definitely a vow on him to that effect. And vows probably work just as well on the gods as the Sidhe. The Sidhe borrowed the rest of their magic from them.”

      “Arden,” Hazel called. I shushed her, but she ignored me. “Arden, Ilsa thinks you’re a god.” She laughed. “I wish it were true. It’d help us now for sure. But he’s been no help in times of crisis.”

      “Like I said.” I pulled the book from my pocket. “He’s vow-bound. I don’t think we should summon him here. It’s not like the Erlking… we know he’s a god.”

      “I know Faerie’s magic has gone to your head,” said Hazel.

      I didn’t even have the energy to be annoyed at her for not believing me. “Then let me try summoning him. If he’s a Vale creature and in this realm, I can use necromancy. Worst case scenario is we know one theory is out. Deal?”
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      The mages must still be in a meeting, because nobody was in the lobby of their headquarters. I’d have picked the necromancers’ guild as a safer place to try to summon Arden, but the iron bindings would likely stop us. It wasn’t like I actually knew which realm he was in. We’d try necromancy, then if that failed, blood magic. Not that I’d mentioned the latter part yet. Maybe I didn’t need to. If Arden was really bound to our family, then that alone should make him answer our call.

      River brought the candles with him, laying them out on the floor of a spare room.

      “Can you summon someone who’s not a ghost?” asked Morgan.

      “If he’s in the Vale or the Ley Line, since he’s originally from the Vale himself,” I said. “This is as controlled a setting as we can get, and if he’s pissed at us for figuring out what he is, then we need all the protection there is.”

      Not that a dozen candles and an iron and salt barrier felt like much against the gods, but the magic users of times past must have found a way around it. The gods had been involved with this realm for at least as long as the Sidhe had.

      I also wielded his power. Part of it. For what it was worth.

      I faced the circle. Spoke the words. And ended with the Gatekeeper’s name.

      There was a whirl of smoke within the circle. And then… the winged form of the raven appeared.

      It actually was him.

      Hazel’s jaw dropped. Morgan backed slowly away. And River drew his blade so fast, it blurred.

      “You,” I said to Arden. “Nice of you to show up to help. Have you been helping the Winter Gatekeeper instead?”

      “Actually, I’ve been giving her terrible advice for weeks,” he said blandly. “I wondered when you’d work it out.”

      “You might have told me sooner,” I said heatedly.

      “To prove what, exactly?”

      “That you’re on our side, and not out to kill us.” The book nearly had killed me several times. “You think this is fun? You want us to die?”

      “No. I would prefer to avoid a war. The enemy wants war and your own path will lead to the same. Therefore, I work for nobody.”

      “But you’re still working for her,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “No. I serve the other Winter Gatekeeper.”

      “Holly,” I said. “You’re still… an Ancient. Your magic…”

      The raven cackled. “If I had powerful magic independent of that book, I would have used it to break this spell.”

      Hazel mouthed, Holy shit.

      I arched a brow back at her so as to say, I told you so. Not that I felt particularly triumphant now it hit me that the only way to access the full extent of my book’s power was to wrangle obedience out of the most unreliable raven in any realm.

      “You nearly got us killed before,” I said to him. “You’re not trustworthy at all. How do we know you’re not the one behind the whole scheme? You must have been as powerful as the Sidhe are. Before whatever got you trapped in that form.”

      His eyes flashed furiously. The book glowed in my pocket.

      “Yes, I suppose you could say I was. The first Winter Gatekeeper thought it amusing to keep me chained,” he said dismissively. “I served her every whim for many years, unable to leave their home. Then one day, the dead came through the gate. They attacked the house when the Gatekeeper was absent. Their daughter was left behind.” He paused. “The girl was somewhat accomplished at necromancy, as the line ran in both sides of the family. But it wasn’t enough. Something evil was coming through the gates. Chained as I was, I couldn’t fight it. So I handed my powers over to her. The power was volatile and nearly killed her. After she succeeded in banishing the dead, she sought the help of the council and they offered to bind the power to the book. Such was its power that every one of them was sucked beyond the gates, forgotten, leaving only the book.”

      I rocked back on my heels, wishing I’d brought a chair to fall into. “You woke the book for me so I could wield it against a similar enemy. But you hid most of the right information from me until it was too late. Why?”

      “Your idea of the ‘right information’ would have wrought destruction if used at the wrong time.”

      “And you’d know? You weren’t even there.”

      The raven flapped his wings, hovering within the circle. “The book’s original owner knew the dangers it posed. She knew the gates wouldn’t be closed forever. The oblivion beyond the gates waited, and others waited to claim it. So she kept the book and left no record of how to use it.”

      “If she’d left a record, I wouldn’t have been running around clueless while people got hurt,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Or you might have died yourself. You should know what the book does when its power isn’t contained. You are not the same as one of us. You’re mortal.”

      “No shit,” I said. “I know I’m mortal. The book has been tearing me apart every time I use it. But there’s no other option. Is the whole point in it that I turn into a martyr or let the worlds fall apart? It’s not like the Sidhe are exactly careful with their magic either.”

      “Of course they aren’t,” said the raven, his beady eyes gleaming.

      “Can you at least tell me where Mum is? She’s in the Vale. Along with the gate. And whatever is holding her is stronger than the Erlking. What are we supposed to do?”

      “Kill it. Everyone can die, even the gods,” the raven spat.

      The summoning circle trembled. Then the ceiling opened, and plaster dust rained down. Shouts came from outside, but sounded oddly muted.

      I’ve seen this before. “Did you do it?” I demanded. “You’re breaking the house.”

      “Not me,” he said. “Caw. Run. Run.”

      A tremendous blast of icy air rushed into the room, and Holly ran in through the open door. She looked at the summoning circle, then at me.

      It wasn’t her eyes looking at me, but the Winter Gatekeeper’s.

      “Finally,” she growled. “If only I’d known there was one of the gods beside me all this time…”

      My spirit sight flickered, showing me two spirits where there should only be one. The Winter Gatekeeper must have crossed over from the gate, long enough to latch onto Holly’s body and temporarily possess her. And her magic had come along for the ride.

      Arden screeched. His body shifted forms, to a larger bird with sharp talons, and he lunged out of the circle at Holly. Before he struck her, he collided with an invisible barrier. Dust continued to rain down, and creaking noises came from overhead.

      The Winter Gatekeeper’s laughter came from Holly’s mouth. “The curse still binds you even in that form. You cannot harm the current Gatekeeper… and now that’s me once again.”

      But I can. The book’s power hummed in my fingertips, and the binding words left my lips—

      Not before she screamed a word. My body left the ground, slamming into the wall. River shouted my name, and a rain of plaster dust drowned out everything else. I pushed away from the wall, my vision swimming.

      The window shattered in an explosion of glass and Ivy Lane jumped in, pointing her blade at Holly. “I have no idea who you are, but you look like someone I have to kill.”

      “Ilsa.” River ran to me. I groaned. The book’s power… Where was it?

      An Invocation. She spoke an Invocation. The words of the gods—she’d done something to my magic. And the house. The rain of plaster dust had stopped, and though creaking noises came from overhead, the building had stopped collapsing.

      All eyes locked onto Arden, who kept shapeshifting. Morgan spoke the banishing words, but Arden didn’t vanish from the circle.

      The Winter Gatekeeper laughed lightly. “You can’t so easily banish a god when you summon one, you foolish children.”

      “Go back to hell,” I growled. I didn’t want to hurt Holly, but I’d restrain the evil spirit by any means necessary. Come on, book. She couldn’t have indefinitely blocked its power.

      River’s hands lit up, and he ran at Holly, blasting her in the direction of the circle. He wasn’t bound by the spell not to harm her, but Holly barely stumbled. A knife appeared in her hands. No.

      Ivy got there first, but Holly shouted an Invocation again. Everyone in the room fell to the ground, pushed by a relentless force. I could barely raise my head to watch as Holly grabbed Arden’s struggling body and stabbed him in the throat. Blood poured over her hands.

      “Lifeblood,” I whispered. “Shit.”

      “Tell me that bird isn’t what I think it is,” Ivy muttered.

      “I can’t do that. Sorry.” The powerful force continued to press on me. “She’s trying to recreate the cauldron of blood. That god… his power’s in the book.”

      Holly gasped, falling to her knees, as the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit let go of her, dissolving into the bloody mass on the floor.

      The blood rose like a living force, encasing the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit like she was solid. Her outline gleamed, no longer remotely like a ghost. The god’s blood filled in the gaps, binding her to the land of the living once more.

      “I am the first to be reborn,” she said, with a smile.

      Holly stared at her in horror, at the thing that had once possessed her, given life once again. The Winter Gatekeeper’s raven-black hair was glossier than it’d been before. Her face was angular and her ears pointed. Black armour encased her body, now taller and sleeker than a human’s. She’d always been striking, but now she was breath-taking—and raw Winter magic shone in her glowing blue eyes.

      “I’ll let the Sidhe queue up to beg to be next,” she added, then spoke a word. The blood on the floor disappeared in a whirl of light, which passed into her hands. In the blink of an eye, she held a book covered in leather the colour of blood. “I thought this was an appropriate host for power. Ancient tomes hold magic, don’t they, Ilsa?”

      I couldn’t respond or move. My throat was dry, my mind fighting the instinctive fear of setting eyes on one of the Sidhe. She might still superficially resemble the mortal she’d been before, but my mind screamed wrong at the very idea of one of them standing in this realm.

      “How the hell did you know that language?” said Ivy. “All records in this realm were destroyed.”

      “Knowledge can be relearned and recovered,” she said. “But I think you know I have allies in dangerous places. And now the source of immortality rests with me alone.”

      She was truly immortal now. Had even the Sidhe started out the way they were? Or were their own bodies artificial creations of the blood of their predecessors?

      Think, Ilsa. I twitched my hand, remembering I still held the book. The symbol on the cover had gone, and from what I could see of the edges of the pages, they were entirely blank.

      The Winter Gatekeeper’s Sidhe form raised a hand, deflecting Ivy’s sword.

      “You don’t think you’re the first posturing immortal I’ve had to kill, do you?” Ivy said. “You’re nothing.”

      The Winter Gatekeeper’s hands glowed, forming a blazing current of Winter magic, and threw it at Ivy. Ice shattered the walls, striking the falling debris, burying Ivy beneath it. Hazel and Morgan shouted in alarm, and River grabbed my arm. I moved my body to shield him, and the magic ricocheted off the Lynn shield—but not Ivy.

      She lay limply on the floor, blood pooling around her. I gasped and moved forwards, but she lifted her head a little.

      “The faerie killer is down,” said the Winter Gatekeeper, turning on me. “And the Gatekeeper’s power is bound.”

      And we can’t banish her. Because she no longer had a soul in the sense that humans did. She’d entirely merged with her new Sidhe body. The only way to kill her was to take away the source of her immortality. But there was one type of magic she wasn’t immune to.

      Necromantic magic swirled from my hands, merging with Morgan’s and River’s, and slammed into her. She hit the remaining piece of wall, which collapsed. Icy shards rose from the ruins, but bounced harmlessly off our shield.

      Her mouth twisted with hate. “I’m no longer bound by the agreement not to harm you.”

      Her magic… her magic had been reset. That’s all a vow truly was—a binding of magic more than words. She could harm us. We could do likewise. But our magic-proof shield would hold. It had to—

      A sword flew through the air. River fell back, bleeding, but his aim was true, piercing Candice Lynn through the chest. She screamed in fury, blood spilling down the front of her newly glamoured clothes.

      “How’s that for lifeblood?” shouted Morgan. “You’re weakened by iron now, too. Bet you never thought of that.”

      Ice spread from her hands, flowing across the floor and up my legs. Hazel and Morgan, too, and River. Like the transforming spell in the faerie realm, there were some kinds of magic that could bypass our shields, and this was one of them. My legs locked together, instincts screaming at me to run before whatever had stopped the guild from collapsing wore off. It was too quiet outside. What in hell had happened to the council?

      Ivy rose shakily to her feet. A spear of ice sent her down again. She has healing powers… but they must have a limit. And a newly reborn Sidhe had enough power to bring down an army.

      The Winter Gatekeeper advanced on me. “I must ask you to hand over that book, Ilsa,” she said.

      “You know I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to,” I said. Not that it mattered, in theory. Arden’s death had left it blank. I’d never be able to read it now.

      “Your allies won’t come to help you,” said the Winter Gatekeeper. “You’re alone. If you give me the book, I’ll spare this city. I’ve no intention of starting a war. Our role is for peace, after all.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking joking,” said Hazel. “You tried to incite a war with the Sidhe when you were a ghost. Now you’re one of them. Do you think they’ll welcome you to their Court with open arms?”

      “I spent my life studying the Sidhe. Some have already agreed to join me. We really do need new blood in the Courts. So many half-faeries and fallen Sidhe are waiting for their new bodies…”

      No. It can’t end like this.

      The book began to glow again. Her words couldn’t bind it indefinitely. She might be Sidhe, might have killed Arden, but the book’s magic would always outrank hers.

      She raised a hand, and the house’s ceiling fractured. Water slid over the ceiling at impossible angles, hardening to sharp ice. There was nowhere to run. If she brought it crashing down on us, we’d be crushed under several floors of debris. Not even Ivy or River could heal from that.

      Panic gripped my chest. My gaze fell on Arden’s lifeless body lying beside the still-glowing candles, an empty summoning circle.

      The ceiling cracked. A piece of ice came down, landing inches from my foot. The Winter Gatekeeper held out a hand.

      “Give me the book.”

      I pushed the last of my magic at the candles. They flew outwards, striking the corners of the room, and I shouted the words of binding.

      River caught on and joined me, Morgan chiming in a second later. She hadn’t bound us not to use necromancy, and we’d turned the room into a magic-proofed circle. The building wouldn’t collapse on us… but we’d also trapped the Winter Gatekeeper inside the circle with us.

      Fury suffused her features. “You dare resort to human tricks?”

      “Human tricks?” I said. “You’re talking like a Sidhe already.”

      My hands glowed, and I hit her with necromantic power, pushing her against the circle’s edge. If I got her outside, she’d be crushed by her own magic.

      “I command you to open the book,” she said. One word came from her mouth, and the book ignited.

      She’d read the word from the cover, activating its power. The book’s magic filled the circle, and the shape of the gates appeared, ready to drag us all in. Death tugged at my body, and at the others, too. Everyone except her. Mortal death held no threat to her. She stood calmly, while the others, even Ivy, began to drift towards the gates…

      No. Please no.

      My body glowed all over. I felt the gate close in, and knew it would pull me in, not her. Because she was immune. And if she took the book, if she won that power over… she’d be the Gatekeeper and Sidhe. I couldn’t let her do it.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can’t let you do that. You won’t get your wish.”

      I stepped out of my body, concentrating all my will on the book, on pulling it with me into Death the way Ivy carried her sword through the void.

      Her eyes widened in disbelief as my body fell to its knees, the book no longer in its hands.

      I lunged at her hand, and grabbed the book of lifeblood.

      It came with me into death, an item made of both living and dead realms. The momentum sent me flying to the very edge of the gates. The place where if I went beyond, there would be no returning.

      I focused on the book, at pulling the gates closed, but my spirit was already being pulled into the void. The Winter Gatekeeper screamed in fury as the gate swallowed me up.
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      I floated away. The book of lifeblood came with me. A newly forged talisman. Already, the gods’ blood seeped through the pages, rotting away. It wasn’t meant to be contained in an object like this. The cauldron had apparently been an exception.

      She’d never meant to pass on the power. Only hoard it for herself.

      I let the book go, and it floated into the empty void.

      Without the lifeblood, she wouldn’t be reborn if one of the others killed her. I had to hope they’d have the chance before the circle ran out of power. I’d taken away her shot at immortality, and she’d be out to take as many people down with her as possible.

      River’s pained expression floated before my eyes. Silent, dry tears fell down my cheeks. The world beyond the gate didn’t look like much of anything at all. But I’d gone too far now. My body would be dead, but like a necromancer Guardian, I’d endure. The book… the book would do what it needed to, and that was it.

      Hazel and Morgan.

      Mum.

      River.

      Oh, god. I’m sorry.

      At least Ivy would be able to visit me…

      “What’s supposed to be here?” I asked of thin air. “This is Beyond?”

      “Not even Guardians get to see that,” said a voice. Frank the necromancer appeared from the gloom. I felt stupidly relieved considering I didn’t even know the guy. It was just nice to see a familiar face for a second.

      “What a let-down.” I scrubbed my eyes, but no traces of tears remained. “You knew I was Guardian material when you saw me, right?”

      “I assumed you’d have longer in the realm of the living before you moved on,” he said.

      Pain gripped my heart. “So I’m dead. For real.”

      “Most would be. As for that book of yours… it remains to be seen.”

      “Yeah, but now you have to tell me all your secrets. You know the Vale. You knew… did you know about the Gatekeeper’s curse?”

      He floated on the spot against a backdrop of nothingness. “Only superficially. My predecessor knew more than I do.”

      “Wait, there’s a Guardian older than you are?”

      “He chose to move on.”

      I blinked. “I didn’t know there was a term limit.”

      “Do you really want to spend an eternity existing here? Would you answer the question the same way in ten years?”

      “I’ve been dead five minutes. Give me some time to get used to it before asking me difficult existential questions,” I said. “Can I get into Faerie from here?”

      “Not directly.”

      “The Vale,” I said. “The enemy is in the Vale. One of them.”

      I’d left the others to face the Winter Gatekeeper alone. She was outnumbered, but she was also pure Sidhe.

      She’s vulnerable to iron, and she’s not used to being one of them. The others would think of a plan. Someone had to. Because my job was only to hold the book.

      The book, whose owner was dead.

      Wait.

      “Can you find an individual person?” I asked him.

      “No. Not here. Most move on…”

      Right. Of course. For a god who’d endured for generations, it had probably been a relief in some ways. The book remained blank when I looked at it. Arden was gone.

      I hoped I hadn’t died for nothing. If the Winter Gatekeeper broke the circle and declared herself Queen of the mortal realm…

      I’ll warn the Sidhe first. It was all up to me.

      I floated back towards the gates. Almost immediately, the ground turned into the path to the Vale. The Ley Line… The territory blurred, and I found myself near the borderlands. There was a path here which led to Winter, and I floated through. Nobody accosted me. Probably, they couldn’t even see me. But I could see them. And I could see dozens of half-faerie ghosts, floating on the brink.

      “She’s not coming,” I told them. “Whoever told you that you would get to live again, they lied. You’re stuck here forever. With me.”

      “You’re supposed to die,” said one of them. “We’re supposed to sacrifice ourselves to kill you.”

      “And you think you’ll be reborn after that?” I said. “They lied. You can see it. You must be able to.”

      Life and death were two sides of the same coin. Their magic might look different, but it was as much a glamour as this entire realm. Beneath, the empty darkness waited, called by my book’s power.

      The ghosts were crying, holding onto one another, looking around desperately. Summer and Winter alike, united in death.

      “Those wraiths,” I said to the half-faerie ghosts. “That’s what’ll happen to you if you die here. But I can get you out. Wait for me. I have a couple of things to take care of.”

      I cast my gaze around, looking for the path into the Summer Court—and spotted another ghost floating apart from the others. Not speaking. And unlike the other ghosts, he was Sidhe.

      “You died,” I said to him. Less time had passed in this realm than I’d thought.

      “You’re… human.” He stared at me. “How are you here… like this?”

      “Good question,” I said. “You need to tell them who killed you. It was the Seelie Queen, right?”

      “How did you—?”

      “She tried to do the same to me. Look, as a ghost, you can make yourself visible to them. Like a glamour. I can’t explain how to do it. I… haven’t been dead long, and I’m not Sidhe.” I glanced over his shoulder. Other, living Sidhe gathered in the meadow at the end of the path, entirely oblivious to us. “Watch.”

      I floated to the Sidhe. The book’s power hummed through my veins.

      “Wisp,” said one of the Sidhe. “Which of you is spinning a glamour?”

      “I’m not a glamour,” I told him. “I’m the Gatekeeper. And I’m here to warn you that one of your own is planning a coup. You need to gather an army to come to the Vale, or the Death Kingdom, right away. They took Summer’s gate.”

      “What magic is this?” demanded the Sidhe. Oh, Lord Raivan. What a surprise.

      “Hey,” I said, waving at him. “I’m dead. And so is this guy. The Seelie Queen killed him.”

      All eyes turned to the Sidhe ghost, who’d apparently figured out how to turn himself visible after all.

      “Lord Voren,” said one of the Sidhe. “What have you done?”

      “He’s dead,” I said. “Permanently. This is what you’ll become when you die, and that’ll be all of you if you don’t come and help me. The Seelie Queen is conspiring with Vale outcasts.”

      “She speaks the truth,” said the ghost.

      “You’re a glamour,” snarled the Sidhe. “A trick.”

      Oh, for god’s sake. The problem with living in a realm where nothing was ‘real’ in the normal sense was that even truth wasn’t absolute. For all I knew, Sidhe ghosts could lie. And according to everything the Sidhe understood, ghosts didn’t exist.

      “I’m here to warn you,” I shouted. “The Seelie Queen is a traitor, and her people are forming an army in the Vale. If you search for the gate—the Summer Gatekeeper’s gate—you’ll find someone has moved it from the Ley Line into the Vale.”

      I hadn’t thought such a thing was possible. It was fixed to the Ley Line. Hell, maybe it was still there, but hidden. It wasn’t like I’d checked the entire Ley Line. And Ivy had told me it led through the path of the dead…

      “Just trust me,” I said to the dumbfounded Sidhe. “The fallout of this will hit the Courts whether you want to help me or not. Also, there’s a new Sidhe on earth who stole a temporary source of immortality and made herself Sidhe, so she’ll probably come back to make trouble as well.”

      There was a flash of white light, and several people appeared in front of the stupefied-looking Sidhe. Quentin the brownie stood there. Behind him were Ivy, Hazel, Morgan and River.

      “There she is,” Morgan said, pointing at me. “Knew she’d be doing something risky.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” I hissed at them.

      “Helping you,” said Hazel.

      “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      The Sidhe stood frozen, staring at us. Lord Raivan scowled. “You again?” he said to Hazel.

      “You can’t keep me away,” Hazel said. “We’re looking for a criminal who ran into the borderlands.”

      “The Winter Gatekeeper ran away?” I asked, trying to catch someone’s gaze. River’s eyes were on the body in his arms. Oh shit. He’d brought me—brought my dead body here with him. What in hell was he thinking?

      “She broke the circle,” Ivy said to me. “She’s wounded, and pissed off, but she managed to cross into Faerie. She figured that ability out fast.”

      “We got her,” Hazel said. “When she was distracted taunting you, I set up an iron spell. She walked right into it.”

      “Her skin turned grey and started falling off,” added Morgan.

      “Nice,” I said. “But—did she run into Faerie, or the Vale?”

      “It shouldn’t be hard for them to find her if she’s here,” Hazel said. “They can sense iron from a mile away, and she has a whole stake embedded in her spine.”

      I stared at them, the Sidhe entirely forgotten. “How did I miss that?”

      “Because you were too busy trying to sacrifice yourself,” said Hazel.

      “If she’d taken that book, we’d all be six feet under. Where in the world are the Mage Lords and the necromancers?”

      “Dealing with the undead plague she raised with her last piece of necromancy,” said Hazel. “Holly ran to help. I think she feels bad.”

      “She ought to,” said Morgan. “She killed you.”

      “She’s not dead,” River snapped at him, apparently oblivious to the Sidhe witnessing the whole thing.

      “Can we debate whether I’m dead or not after we find our runaway gate?” I said. “And the Winter Gatekeeper.”

      Lord Raivan stepped forwards. “Get off our territory,” he snarled. “All of you.”

      “Ask the Erlking,” I said desperately. “For god’s sake.” I’d wanted the Sidhe at my back. Not my friends to risk their lives again. But time was running out. Mum was trapped, and if one of the gods was really responsible, even the Sidhe might not have a chance.

      Quentin stepped forward to talk to them, but their faces said it all. He was only a brownie, the others were mortals, and they still didn’t believe I was real. Let alone the other ghost. We were running out of time.

      Ivy caught my gaze. “I hope you have a plan.”

      “Get the Sidhe to follow me and confront the Seelie Queen. Didn’t quite work out that way. Their dead buddy is there and they don’t even think he’s real.”

      “Figures.” Ivy rolled her eyes. She was still covered in blood, but her injuries had entirely healed. Faerie magic—or gods’ magic—really was something. “You’re looking for your mother?”

      “The gate,” I said. “Or both. I think one of the gods has her. But the gate can’t move from the Ley Line. I reckon it might still be there.”

      Her eyes widened in understanding. “I think I know where it is.” She glanced back at Quentin, who was still talking to the Sidhe. “We’re on our own, though.”

      “Fine,” I said. “How do we get there from here?” Bringing four living people with me hadn’t been on my plan.

      “Where are you two sneaking off to?” asked Morgan.

      “To find Mum, and the gate,” I told him. “I’m dead. There’s literally nothing they can do to hurt me. Except hurt you, which is exactly why I came here alone.”

      “Tough shit,” said Morgan. “We’re your family. We’re here whether you like it or not.”

      The fool. All of them. My eyes burned. They’d totally thrown off my game.

      “Fine,” I said. “I don’t know what we’ll find at the end of this. Ivy, where’s the quickest route? Through borderland territory?”

      “This path leads there, eventually,” she said, indicating the way I’d come in. The path bent at improbable angles and wove away into shadows. “I can probably find it.”

      “Probably?” said Hazel.

      The Sidhe ghost floated to my side, his eyes wide and staring. He probably didn’t know what to make of my bizarre mismatched family.

      “Sorry they didn’t believe you,” I said.

      “Something is calling me,” he said. “Something beyond…”

      Ivy nodded to me. “Go after him. He’ll lead us in the right direction.”

      The path changed as the Sidhe’s ghost moved forward, floating upwards. Uphill. River and Ivy turned in the ghost’s direction, while Morgan gaped at the spot where the meadow had been seconds before. It’d gone, to be replaced by a steep hill covered in half-dead trees. The smell of death drifted on the breeze, and a cold sensation spread through me. Something close by called to my spirit, and it wasn’t friendly.

      Ivy hissed out a breath. “Death Kingdom… he’ll pass through this way, but we need to find the old path of the dead.”

      “How do you know all this?” asked Hazel. “You’ve been here a lot?”

      “No,” said Ivy. “A couple of times. It all looks familiar, and when you have their magic, you get attuned to it.”

      The hill levelled off. The ghost kept floating onwards, into mist, but Ivy paused. “We need to find a path…”

      “I’m starting to think you don’t know the way,” Morgan said.

      River didn’t say anything. He still carried my body over his shoulder, his blade in his free hand.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” I told him. “Not with me. I’m not alive.”

      “Ilsa, you’re still breathing,” he said, his jaw set. “I won’t give up on you.”

      “This way,” Ivy called. “The path of the dead is a liminal space, so it overlaps with the Ley Line.” She took off again, weaving through the trees, her body outlined in shimmering Winter magic. A path began to appear between the trees, squashed flat, as though trampled by a million hooves. As the trees thinned out, it became more distinct.

      “Don’t walk off the line,” she said over her shoulder.

      I’d never have been able to keep up with her if I wasn’t a ghost. Hazel and Morgan ran behind River, downhill, as the path widened and the trees turned grey until the path almost resembled the Vale. It led in a straight line into nothingness in either direction.

      “This was faster when riding on a hellhound from the Vale.” Ivy looked up and down the path. “This way. Just keep moving in a straight line.”

      “I’m sorry, did I hear you say you rode on a hellhound?” I asked.

      “Long story. Keep close behind me. Anything might have moved in since I was last here.”

      “Wonderful,” said Morgan. “And I thought being a human necromancer was weird.”

      Eventually, the path widened into an empty clearing with dead grass and little else. In the middle of the patch of the grass lay the family’s gate. Summer’s gate.

      Mum was tied to it with thick ropes, her eyes closed. Aside from a thin gash on her cheek, she looked unharmed. Alive.

      My heart seized. The first thing she’s going to see is my dead body. I looked desperately at River, but Mum didn’t stir. And nobody else was around.

      “Well?” I asked of the echoing silence. “Who’s behind this? Not the Winter Gatekeeper… isn’t anyone going to own up to this?”

      Mum’s hand twitched, but she remained unconscious.

      “Come on,” I said. “I thought the Sidhe liked to show off. Or are you saving it until after you expose your new immortality source to the realms?”

      “I’ll get her down,” said Morgan. He walked towards the ropes that held our mother, and a blast of magic knocked into him. He flew back several feet. Hazel caught him before he fell.

      “It’s… magic.” His whole body was shaking.

      My heart climbed into my throat as I looked closer at the gate. The Gatekeeper’s symbol on the top gleamed, while between its bars, eerie light shone. Not magic… not the type I knew, anyway. Or maybe I did. There was something seriously powerful beyond that gate.

      “I thought the gods were dead,” I said quietly. “Except Arden.”

      “They were all dead,” Ivy said. “The last one told me, before he died. But… maybe not. If Arden survived, it makes sense others did too.”

      Ivy clearly had more to tell me… but whatever was beyond that gate was more than Summer or Winter magic. Magic fed on life or death, and from the state Mum was in, the realm beyond the gate was feeding on the Summer Gatekeeper’s life force, and on the family’s magic.

      I know what they did. The Sidhe—the Summer Queen—had opened a way into the hellish dimension beyond the Vale itself to capture one of them, to use it to give themselves immortality once more. The gate was unbreakable. There was probably no stable way to open such a rift within their own realm without risking total destruction. But here—the mortal realm was right on the other side of the line.

      Think, Ilsa. I might wield the gods’ magic myself, but mine was a whole different beast. And so was Arden. I was only guardian of one gate, not this one.

      “Hazel, can you feel the Summer gate’s magic at all?” I asked.

      “Only the Summer Gatekeeper is tuned into the gate to that degree.” She stepped up to Mum. “I should be able to get her down…”

      “I wouldn’t waste your life, child,” said the Seelie Queen, stepping into view. She looked at us appraisingly—especially at me. “You look a little less substantial than before, mortal.”

      “That’s your problem,” I said. “I was always mortal, and I never saw it as anything other than an asset. I have no reason to fear what comes after. I’ve seen it. People like you, though… what is it about death that scares you so much? The fear of losing your power, or the fear of coming face to face with those you wronged and exiled in person?”

      Her mouth twisted. “Do you know what happened here, mortal?” She indicated the dead grass, the empty space around the edges of the liminal space.

      Ivy shifted on the spot, her hand on her blade’s hilt. Go on. Kill her. Of all of us, she was the only one who’d actually killed a Sidhe.

      “This is the space where the realm of death meets the mortal realm,” the Summer Queen said. “Nobody from the Courts or in either realm can find us unless they know the path’s location. It’s forgotten… lost.” Magic streamed from her hand, above the gates, to the sky. The air rippled, and the ripple passed through me, through the gates I could barely feel here. This place was the fabric holding the worlds together. “This is the end of the line as far as your realm is concerned… in more than one way.”

      The implication was clear. As though conjured up from the depths of my memory, I saw a sky afire with magic, dark winged shapes wheeling above, dead turning to life to death again as the ripples shook the world.

      The invasion… they started it here.

      This was where the horsemen who’d invaded the earth had ripped the realms apart. But if that gate opened, worse than the invaders would escape. Maybe some of the gods had been exiled for a very good reason.

      “Don’t open the gate,” I warned.

      The Seelie Queen stood beside the gate, one hand on its edge. Too close. None of the others could move to strike her without risking the gate opening and swallowing Mum whole.

      “Why do you need her?” Hazel burst out. “The Summer Gatekeeper’s power is the same as any of the Sidhe’s. Any one of them would do.”

      “Incorrect. What type of magic is stronger?”

      “A vow,” I said. “You can’t be serious. The Sidhe tie themselves in knots with vows every other week. I’m pretty sure enslaving my family isn’t the most powerful or important thing they’ve done.”

      “No,” she said. “But it is a vow that links directly to the Erlking himself—and to a gate which might easily be manipulated for another purpose.”

      “For what? You want to bring back the monsters you exiled in the first place? Do you think they’ll obey without a fuss, or was stealing their magic once not enough?”

      “I never had the chance to steal their magic,” she said. “He kept that from me. Kept it all from me. Lost his magical talismans. He took the throne to take away my power.”

      I laughed, mostly in disbelief. “You can’t kill what’s already dead. I can, but you’re not like me. You’re weak.”

      Mum lifted her head. Shook it. “No. Ilsa…”

      “The mortal wakes,” said the Seelie Queen. “You have no idea what it cost me to win over one of his playthings. In the end, I had to hijack his servant for my own, but this human woman kept outmanoeuvring my plans.”

      “She’s a Lynn. It’s what we do,” I said. “If you’re waiting for me to use the book to break open the gates of death, you’ll be waiting a while. You can’t control me or compel me like this. And if you open that gate, there’s an army of Sidhe behind us, waiting to arrest or shoot you on sight.”

      “Then I suppose it’s time to finish this.” She eyed the gate. “That’s enough of the Gatekeeper’s power.”

      A knife appeared in her hand. She lunged, and everyone moved at once.

      Hazel slammed into her before her knife hit Mum, knocking both of them out of the way, while a ghost rose from the fog, directly behind them. Ghosts appeared everywhere, half-faeries, angry and staring. Necromantic power hummed through the air, and Morgan’s eyes glowed white. He’d brought them here, or they’d followed me, to see me keep my word.

      “You never planned to help us,” they said to the Seelie Queen. “You lied.”

      “You pissed off a bunch of people,” I said. “Look and see.”

      Her mouth twisted in a snarl. “You pathetic mortals.”

      Ivy lunged, her blade spearing the Seelie Queen in the chest. She gasped, her body collapsing, but behind her, the gate rattled.

      It was too late. Too much power had gone into it, and the god would break free.

      Mum positioned herself in front of it. I knew that look. I’d probably worn it myself when I’d surrendered to the gate.

      “You can’t give your life, fool,” snarled the Seelie Queen. “It’s too late. If you don’t let me go, it’ll break out and destroy the line and everything on it.”

      “What the fuck did you think would happen?” I shouted.

      The Seelie Queen collapsed onto her side. Blood spilled out of her wound, but she probably had healing magic. She wasn’t the biggest threat. A huge indistinct shape beyond the gate hummed with power. It was a living, breathing talisman, amplified to max. Too dangerous to be allowed into this dimension. The gate would break apart.

      Mum’s eyes closed and she spoke a single word, a word of power. Everything stilled, even the gate.

      “Hazel,” she said. “Are you ready to take on the position as Gatekeeper?”

      “Don’t you dare!” she screamed.

      “The only way to close the gate is to surrender its magic to the next Gatekeeper.” Her face was set. “It’s the only way to end this.”

      The gate… it belonged to our family. When it passed on, it’d be reset. The link to the god’s world would be gone.

      The Seelie Queen lunged at her—and smacked right into the Erlking’s staff. He’d caused no damage here, because everything was already dead.

      The gate stopped trembling. Mum dropped to her knees, the Gatekeeper’s symbol gone from her forehead.

      The Erlking whirled on her. “You—what have you done?” he demanded.

      “You come to cast judgement on me now?” said Mum. “It’s too late. You could have stopped her.”

      “She’s the one thing I cannot destroy.”

      I stared at him. He was touching the Seelie Queen, and she was wilting, but she didn’t die. She must have super-charged healing powers. Holy crap.

      “There must be a Gatekeeper.” His eyes brimmed with power. “If nobody steps up to take this power, the gate will be the enemy’s to take.”

      “I’ll take it!” Hazel shouted. “I’m the next in line. I accept the position.”

      Her forehead lit up, and the circlet glowed with renewed life.

      “You fools,” snarled a familiar voice. The Winter Gatekeeper appeared on the path. She looked awful. Her skin was literally falling off, showing the bones beneath. She really hadn’t considered the possible downsides to being Sidhe. The more powerful the magic, the worse effect iron had. An iron knife stuck out of her spine, yet she kept walking.

      The Seelie Queen pushed against the Erlking, who held her back with both hands. If he let go, she’d lunge for the gates again. Hazel was unprotected. But nobody could take their eyes off the Winter Gatekeeper’s walking, Sidhe-like corpse.

      A word flew from her lips, and everyone fell to their knees. Even the Erlking.

      Everyone except me.

      I smiled at her. “You just can’t keep me down.”

      “Give me that book,” she growled.

      “Let me think about that. No.”

      At my words, the gates opened behind me, a whirling curtain of darkness. The half-faerie ghosts began to drift through. Morgan grabbed Hazel, while River tightened his grip on my body.

      “You should be dead,” snarled the Gatekeeper, her eyes burning pits of electric blue light.

      “Here I’m as alive as you are,” I told her. “Or you’re as dead as I am. Take your pick.”

      “That book is my family’s by right,” she roared.

      “You forfeited that right when you tried to kill my mother.”

      When the truce had been put into place after their major argument. I’d been too young to really think about what’d happened, but given what the Winter Gatekeeper had done since, it was plain to see Mum had come up with that story to hide the fact that the other side of our family wanted us all dead.

      “Then your friends will pay the price,” she said softly.

      Her hands glowed blue, and undead swarmed the path behind her. Reanimated faeries of all types, ranging from redcaps to trolls—all revived, under her control. She might no longer be a necromancer, but she used the corrupt version of Winter magic, which came close to necromancy and blood magic.

      My own body climbed down from River’s arms, glowing with the same light. He exclaimed in alarm.

      “Don’t you dare,” I growled at the Winter Gatekeeper. Death’s gate remained open, a torrent of roaring darkness beckoning, but even the call of death wasn’t enough for the Winter Gatekeeper this time around. The rising dead glowed with Winter power, even my reanimated body.

      River faced not-Ilsa, his whole body trembling. A single tear fell from his eye, tracing down his cheek. His blade glowed bright green, and I knew he was giving his own life force to fuel its power. “Get the fuck away from her or I’ll make you regret you ever came back into this world.”

      “River!” I shouted. “Behind you!”

      The undead swarmed. Ivy leapt into action, talisman slashing off limbs and slicing throats, a whirl of faerie magic and light. Morgan ducked his head and several undead collapsed, the wraiths that possessed them screaming from the psychic assault.

      Summer’s gate stood forgotten. The Erlking’s hands remained locked around his wife’s throat, but she wouldn’t die, and he couldn’t help us. Being able to break everything you touched made no difference when everything was already broken.

      The Winter Gatekeeper beckoned to me. “Give me the book and I’ll stop this. Lives fuel life, deaths fuel death,” she said. My reanimated body turned towards River.

      Dammit. I am still alive in there.

      I drifted downward, pulling all the book’s power into me. The dead faltered, and the banishing words rose to my tongue. I spoke them aloud into the echoing silence, finishing with a single word. The name. Arden’s true name.

      The space beyond the gate of Death turned to blackness. The Winter Gatekeeper screamed in fury, magic springing to her hands—pure Winter magic, Sidhe-strong and deadly.

      No. I concentrated on my body as hard as possible, imagining the hands moving under my own control. The Winter Gatekeeper’s spell locked around my body in a vice grip. Ice shot from her hands, only to crash into Hazel’s shield. With a hoarse yell, Hazel lunged and threw a handful of iron filings into her face. Aunt Candice screamed, holes appearing in her skin as the iron burned through to the bone.

      I raised my ghostly hands, and pulled the book’s power back into myself again, this time reaching not for the gates, but for the kinetic power I’d rarely used. I aimed at the iron shards, and pushed.

      The Winter Gatekeeper choked, falling to her knees, as the iron shards left the container in Hazel’s hands, piercing her neck, her hands, her legs. With a final burst of power, I found my waiting body and called the book’s power to fuse me back into mortal skin.

      My human hands moved, taking the iron dagger from my pocket and stabbing her in the chest.

      The Winter Gatekeeper fell, blood pooling onto the ground. The glow in her eyes dimmed, and the undead faltered as her magic lost its grip on them. River lowered his blade, catching my gaze, relief etched on his face.

      Holly ran up the path behind her, holding a pair of iron handcuffs. She stared around at us, at her mother’s limp body at my feet. The Winter Gatekeeper shuddered, bleeding rapidly, her skin decaying.

      “I’m sorry,” Holly said, her voice breaking on the words. She dropped to the ground beside her mother, grabbing her hand as though feeling for a pulse.

      Half-faerie ghosts hovered above her, accompanied by the Sidhe I’d thought had already passed into the realm of death. They grabbed onto the Winter Gatekeeper’s spirit as she floated out of her body, staring in confusion.

      “Did you really think you couldn’t die in that form?” I said to her.

      She let out a scream of rage, but the dead grabbed her, swarming her, dragging her along the path and out of sight. Leaving the living behind.

      The Erlking held his wife in a death grip, a grim expression on his face. The gate… wait a second. Summer’s gate had gone. I bloody hoped it was back at the Lynn house where it belonged.

      Mum had her arm around Hazel. Morgan stood staring at the fallen dead. And River’s arms came around me in a crushing hug, his tear-streaked face brushing my cheek.

      Nobody moved for an instant. Then Ivy shook droplets of blood from her sword. “I don’t know about you guys, but I reckon we need to get her—” She jerked her head at the Seelie Queen—“into jail before someone else starts breaking things. Deal?”

      I couldn’t have agreed more.
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      The Erlking took us all back to his territory in a flash of light, still holding onto his struggling wife. Everyone except the Winter Gatekeeper, who he left dead on the path. Ivy stared at the throne and the dead trees with an expression of interest—I hadn’t had time to explain the Erlking’s talisman to her before my impromptu trip into Death, but she’d surely drawn her own conclusions. As for River, he was more interested in keeping as close a grip on me as possible. I had the impression he’d have happily carried me out of there on his own, except someone had to give the explanation to the Sidhe. Mum and Hazel stood close together, while both Morgan and Holly hung back as though expecting someone to throw them out.

      Another flash of light heralded the arrival of two Sidhe on horseback. As luck would have it, one of them was Lord Daival.

      “Take her,” the Erlking growled at them. “She is to be put on trial for treason.”

      “Speaking of treason,” I said, eying Lord Daival. “He conspired with her. Lord Daival did.”

      River finally released me with one hand and said, “She’s right. Lord Daival is a traitor to the Seelie Court.”

      Lord Daival looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Mistreating mortals does not make one a criminal.”

      “But conspiring against the Courts does,” River said, his voice clear. “Question him. He can’t lie.”

      Lord Daival turned on both of us, thorns springing from his hands. “You accuse me of treason?”

      “Actually,” Ivy said. “I’ve seen that before. Where did that magic come from?”

      Lord Daival scowled. “What—”

      “Heard of the princess of thorns?” Ivy asked. “How about the Lady of the Tree? Both were Vale outcasts, and stole that magic. You couldn’t have got it any other way. Lord Daival is a traitor.”

      The others moved in a blur, surrounding both Lord Daival and the Seelie Queen. I was too tired to take in their shouted arguments, while the Erlking yelled his version of the story from the opposite side of the clearing. Nobody seemed to want to go near him. Hazel and Mum conversed in whispers, probably trading Gatekeeper secrets. For once, I didn’t mind that I couldn’t hear them. Feeling River’s warm hand on my back was enough.

      “I think we’re done here,” said Mum. She sounded tired, but there was that Gatekeeper steel in her tone all the same. Her eyes were on the Erlking. “I would like to return home with my family. I trust the Summer gate has been returned to its rightful place?”

      The Erlking looked at her. I’d forgotten until now that she still hadn’t technically upheld her end of the bargain and found whatever he’d sent her to find in the Vale—but with her title gone, that vow no longer existed.

      “Yes,” the Erlking said. “I sent the gate back to where it belongs. Take care of your family. I will call for the heir when the time is right.”

      A shiver ran down my back. Hazel would be Gatekeeper next. She’d go through the Summer Gatekeeper’s trials… and I didn’t know what came next. Mum hadn’t told us, because her vow forbade it. Only the current Gatekeeper knew all their secrets. Hazel would have a hell of a lot to learn. But after all this, she was ready for it.

      I couldn’t get used to seeing Mum as human. Her forehead was smooth skin not marked by magic. Still young-looking for her age, but more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. She and Hazel looked so much alike now. Complicated feelings rose when I looked at her, so I turned to River instead.

      “I hope Hazel’s ready for it,” I muttered. “We never did break the curse.”

      “Doesn’t mean we can’t,” said a voice I didn’t expect… Holly. She stood apart from the others, the circlet on her forehead glowing faintly. “What’s wrong with his magic?” She jerked her head at the Erlking.

      “If I told you, he’d probably have to kill you,” I said. Holly being here was blatantly against the rules of the Court, but nobody appeared to have noticed her.

      “I think you should have left her alive,” said Ivy. “The Winter Gatekeeper. She deserved to see the inside of a Sidhe’s jail.”

      “Guess that’d be fitting for someone who wanted to live forever,” I admitted. “But you can’t take your eyes off these people without them causing more mischief.”

      “Can’t argue with you there,” Ivy said.

      White light flared around us, and in the next instant, we stood at the end of Summer’s garden. The Lynn house sat at the end, flowers back in bloom, and magic hummed in the air as though it’d never left.

      Except with one difference.

      Mum finally turned away from Hazel to look at me. Then Morgan.

      Holly cleared her throat. “I should go home and make sure the Winter Gatekeeper didn’t wreck anything else. I—thank you. All of you.”

      She hurried off. All of us watched her leave to avoid looking at one another. Morgan shifted to the right like he was trying to hide behind River, who still held onto me as though afraid I’d keel over.

      Ivy spoke next. “Is there a way back to Edinburgh from here? Because I should update the council. And the Mage Lord. Before he sends his messenger into Faerie and pisses them all off again.”

      “Sure, the Path should still be there,” Hazel said. “I’ll show you.”

      “Traitor,” Morgan said under his breath.

      River released me and made to follow Ivy and Hazel, but I grabbed his arm.

      “Don’t you even think about it,” I said. “You kept me alive on her orders. Also, I’ve met your family. Mum, this is my boyfriend, River.”

      Surprise flashed in her eyes. “We’ve met.”

      “I know,” I said, “but I wanted to make it official that I don’t hold it against him for keeping secrets on your orders.”

      Oops. Apparently I still held some pent-up anger after all, even though Mum had doubtless not wanted to worry us into following her into the Vale.

      River pulled his arm free. “I should go with them. The council requires a report, and they’ll want to hear from a witness from this side.”

      “Yeah. You should know, Ivy wanted to talk to you about joining the council as well.”

      He blinked. “The council? On earth?”

      “They need half-faerie representatives, apparently.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, as though suddenly conscious of his dishevelled appearance. I probably looked worse, but I’d died. Technically.

      Mum’s attention was on Morgan. Oh no. Maybe it was for the best that River didn’t witness the fallout.

      “I’ll see you soon, Ilsa,” River said. “You can come back to Edinburgh from here, right?”

      “Yeah, I can.” Kissing him in front of Mum would be too weird, so I briefly hugged him. “Soon, I hope.”

      Because I think at least one of us is about to get disowned.

      River walked swiftly to catch up with Hazel, while I looked at Mum.

      “I could have died,” I said, drawing her attention from Morgan. “You and that damned book nearly got me killed a thousand times.”

      She didn’t say anything. Tears fell down her face. I hadn’t seen her cry since Morgan had run away from home.

      “I didn’t mean…” The words stuck in my throat. “I get that it wasn’t all your fault. Faerie vows. But really? This?” I lifted the book, my hands shaking.

      I didn’t expect her to break down. I didn’t know how to handle it. She never had, not in my lifetime. The moment she’d taken on the mantle of Gatekeeper, nothing else mattered.

      “You knew,” I said to Mum. “You knew exactly what you were handing over to me, didn’t you? Or was it all Arden?”

      “I shouldn’t have run away,” said Morgan.

      Mum looked like she didn’t know where to turn.

      Hazel walked back towards us, eyebrows raised. “Nobody’s screaming. Is it good news?”

      Mum hugged her, somehow pulling Morgan and me in as well. Nothing in our family was simple or easy. Words weren’t adequate. They couldn’t encompass years lost or promises broken, or impossible vows, or ancient gods. Under everything, we were human. Whatever the Sidhe did to us, whichever talismans we claimed, it’s what we’d always be. Human. Mortal. Not lesser. Not better. Just… us.

      “Tell me what happened,” Mum said, her voice hoarse, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

      It took some time to get the story out. Or parts of it. I still didn’t know everything about the years Morgan had been gone, nor while I’d been away. Nor how long Mum had wandered through the Vale alone, looking for something that might not even exist.

      “I didn’t want you to have to do this so early,” she said to Hazel, when we’d moved from the garden into the living room.

      “You didn’t have to give up your circlet.” Hazel shrugged one shoulder, leaning back on the sofa. “We Lynns have the self-sacrificing thing down, right? Ilsa’s still the expert at that. She freaking died.”

      “I know,” she said, her eyes glittering with unshed tears. “I didn’t know about the book. I only knew it existed because of the bird… where is he, anyway?”

      “Dead,” I said. “It was his magic in this book.”

      By the time I got to the part about the gods, she looked about ready to faint. Morgan continued to lurk near the living room door like he planned to make a quick exit.

      “I knew of the Ancients,” Mum said softly. “I didn’t know the Sidhe took their power.”

      “Pretty sure there isn’t anything the Sidhe haven’t tried to take,” said Morgan.

      “They’re not so keen on mortality,” I commented. “Pity. The world behind the gates of death… it’s really not that scary.”

      “Change is what they fear the most,” Mum said. “That much is obvious.”

      I thought of the Erlking in his empty clearing, the destructive magic inside him kept under control. He could destroy so much with that power, yet chose not to. I could live a thousand years and never understand the Sidhe. As for their gods… maybe I understood a little of why they’d been exiled.

      “If you don’t want to take on the position, we can try to find a way around it,” Mum said.

      “Are you kidding?” said Hazel. “Who else in all the realms is qualified for this? Until we can get the Sidhe to stop killing everything they see, I’m sticking with the position. It’d be nice if it was a voluntary thing, though. Just saying.”

      “I spent most of my childhood trying to find a way around the vow,” she said. “I’m sure most Gatekeepers before me did. In the end, peace comes with a cost. When that peace disappeared, in the invasion… it might be that something different is needed.”

      “The council wanted to speak to you,” I said. “They’re in Edinburgh. I guess you’ve been missing their messages because you’ve been in Faerie. Anyway, a bunch of them came up from England…”

      “And they’re probably breaking everything,” she said. “The English mages have no concept of subtlety.”

      “Have you ever met Lady Montgomery of the necromancer guild in Edinburgh?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “I’ve heard of her.”

      “River’s mother,” said Hazel. “Ilsa’s hoping you’ll get along with his family. Seems a safer bet than his faerie side… his father isn’t terrible for a Sidhe, though.”

      Mum shook her head. “When did my children grow up?”

      “Aren’t you throwing me out?” Morgan blurted. “I could tell you all the terrible things I’ve done.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Mum shook her head. “Life is too short to waste at odds with those we love. Now the Sidhe’s magic no longer binds me, I intend to get to know my children a little better.”

      “You might be here a while,” said Morgan. “We’re very complicated.”

      “We’re also living in Edinburgh at the moment,” I added. “Well, two of us are.”

      Surprise suffused her features. “You joined the guild?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Since the book’s power mimics necromancy. Why didn’t you tell us we had necromancer ancestry?”

      Mum exhaled in a sigh. “It didn’t seem pertinent. Neither of you had manifested any signs of magical talent, and… I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      No kidding. It was a selfish choice, but who was I to criticise? Morgan and I had both left home. Hazel had flaunted the rules on a consistent basis. And look how much trouble we’d managed to cause in her absence.

      “Did the Erlking send you to the Vale in person?” I asked.

      Mum nodded. “He did. I believe he was unaware of his wife’s intention of usurping the gate until long after he’d sent me away. But then Arden came to see me. He told me about my Aunt Enid’s magic and that the Winters were searching for its source, and he offered to guide the book to someone who would use it to protect our family and prevent Candice from using it against us. I had no idea its powers were so overwhelming and that it would put you in so much danger.” Her sad gaze passed over all of us. “When River came back to me with news that the book—the Ancient—had picked you as the host for its magic… I was horrified. I knew that the book would not relinquish its hold on you, but as long as the vow bound me, I couldn’t leave the Vale. Nor did I know that Arden remained connected to the Winter Gatekeeper even beyond death.”

      “But she didn’t know what he was, not at first,” I said. Not until we’d summoned him.

      Arden had saved us, in the end. The book had begun to glow in my pocket again, as though trying to get my attention. I gave it a brief glance, then turned back to my family. The talisman could wait.
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        * * *

      

      Hazel had left the Path to Edinburgh open, so the following morning, we walked out of the house onto the country lane. The illusion had reappeared as though it had never left, including the darker shape of the Winter Lynns’ forest behind the house. Holly hadn’t come to speak to us yet, but who knew, maybe she and Hazel would become friends when Hazel started the Gatekeeper trials for real.

      The country lane vanished as Hazel led us down the Path, onto Edinburgh’s cobbled street. I twisted to give her a look. “I knew Arden was messing with me by opening Paths halfway up Arthur’s Seat.”

      Hazel snorted. “Last time you climbed it willingly.”

      And now I had to relive the whole experience in front of the council. Frankly, I had no idea what to tell them. Parts of the story made little sense without mentioning the gods, the Erlking, or the real source of my magic. But the council had been put together to deal with threats exactly like the ones I’d faced. The former council, and countless Gatekeepers, had given their lives to protect secrets that weren’t theirs. Maybe I’d be the first to bring those secrets open into the light.

      The council room was more packed than last time, or maybe it was my nerves. Even Agnes and Everett were there. My chest tightened. Words had never come easily to me, like Hazel. Next to me, Ivy gave me an encouraging nod. Hazel stood on my other side. I wasn’t alone. I turned from the Mage Lords’ expectant faces to the crowd, and began my story.

      I didn’t tell them everything in the end. Truth was a necessity, but the Erlking’s talisman was a secret he kept to preserve his own Court, and wasn’t my secret to share. Summer’s gate, too, I glossed over, not wanting any necromancers to get ideas about summoning things from those dark dimensions. But I was fairly sure the most intelligent amongst the crowd could work out from the context that whatever had tried to get out of the gate was no faerie or Sidhe. As for the Winter Gatekeeper, Holly clearly hadn’t had an invitation. It’d take a while for the council to trust her side of the family again, but I made it clear that it wasn’t Holly’s fault that her mother had schemed with the outcasts.

      Ivy told some parts of the story. So did River. We’d barely got a moment alone, and when the council finally allowed us to sit down, I was tempted to grab him and pull him out of the room. Neither of us were official council members yet—if that ever happened. My head buzzed with residual nerves from putting myself out there, but speaking the truth was liberating in a way. The book decided to say its piece by glowing brightly in my pocket all through the meeting. Perhaps that was Arden’s contribution to the story. I kept the raven out of my account, partly out of respect for the dead, partly because I wanted to look into the past a little more before I made it public. I made out that the Winter Gatekeeper had returned using conventional necromancy and the outcasts’ help, leaving out the fact that she’d turned herself into a Sidhe. Her brief immortality attempt was overshadowed by what the Seelie Queen had done.

      When the meeting broke apart, Lady Montgomery came to thank me in person. Then the mages did. I was dizzy with remembering names and titles, let alone being scrutinised by a bunch of complete strangers. Hazel handled the whole thing better, but she’d been trained for it. And Mum, who took over the story when words failed me, and told of the final battle from her own perspective.

      So now the entire mage council, plus a bunch of assorted high-ranking supernaturals, knew about the book. They knew what I could do. And they seemed to respect me for it.

      “Need a moment?” asked a voice from the side. Jas stood there, a high stack of note pages nearly masking her face. “I could fake a ghost attack to get you out of here for five minutes.”

      “It’s appreciated, but no thanks. Aren’t you allowed in?” I moved to the door, away from the crowd.

      “Nope. Not high-ranked enough. I wanted to hear your speech, but they soundproofed the doors.”

      “You got to skip the boring parts at least,” I said. “Where’s Lloyd?”

      “Saving my spot at the coffee shop the instant I get out of here.”

      “I like the way you think.” I didn’t know if the two of them were an item or not, but I had every intention of getting River somewhere alone the first chance I got. “Before I forget—what did you do in the battle? When you fought the wraiths? I’ve never seen you use necromancy like that before.” I’d been racking my brains trying to figure out where I’d seen the shimmering halo around her spirit form before, and seeing the Winter Gatekeeper’s army of the dead had reminded me that I’d barely scratched the surface when it came to true necromancy.

      When Jas blinked at me, a hint of wariness in her expression, I reached into my pocket, withdrawing the talisman for a moment. “I know all about unconventional magic, believe me. Just curious.”

      She smiled. “I bet you do. I know who to ask if I need help.” Her gaze went towards the crowds of other supernaturals—specifically, the witches, who crowded around in groups—and then the council.

      Ivy stepped in. “There you are,” she said. “Hiding from the crowd?”

      “Yep.” I glanced to the side, where Jas had performed an impressive disappearing act.  “Anyway, I wanted to ask you something… can you read this?” I held up the book, revealing the new section which had appeared in the back. It contained a few words I couldn’t read, but I figured Ivy might be able to.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It says… watch your step, amateur.”

      “Seriously? Dammit, Arden.”

      I couldn’t hate Arden, despite his keeping the truth from us up until the last possible moment. I could only imagine navigating the wave of vows and promises to keep our family safe. And he had done so, really.

      As Ivy turned to speak to the Mage Lords, Hazel dragged Morgan towards me. “He’s being… Morgan.”

      “I only dozed off for two seconds,” Morgan protested.

      “You left your body and kept wandering around as a ghost,” Hazel said.

      “I didn’t see,” I said honestly. “Since when did you have the spirit sight?”

      Hazel shook her head. “No clue. I only saw Morgan, anyway. It’s not fair that two of you get to be honorary necromancers and not me.”

      “Hey, you get to start actual Summer Gatekeeper training soon,” Morgan said.

      “Soon. There are still a few things I need to talk to the council about, but I think Mum’s trying to make up for lost time.” She gestured across the room, where Mum was in conversation with several mages. And Lady Montgomery.

      “Oh.” Crap. Despite what I’d told Mum yesterday, I wasn’t quite ready for this.

      “Relax,” River said from behind me. “She’s not saying anything bad. Singing your praises, actually.”

      “Has Lady Montgomery told her the part where Morgan and I broke you out of jail to stop the apocalypse?”

      He grinned. “No. But you’re still in one piece after telling her the rest of it, so I assume there’s no danger of any of us being turned into trees.”

      “Not unless the Sidhe turn up,” Hazel said. Her forehead gleamed with Summer power. “Actually, I can do that now. Hmm.”

      Morgan scowled at her. “Don’t you even think about it.”

      I glanced around at the crowd. “I didn’t expect this big an audience.”

      “The whole necromancer council showed up,” said River. “To hear you speak.”

      I blinked. “What? Have they forgotten how I nearly got them killed?”

      “I think they have the full story by now.” His hand slid into mine. “It’s fine. You have an open membership at the guild for as long as you need it.”

      Morgan frowned. “You’re not staying?”

      I shrugged. “For now? Sure. What about you?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’m staying at the guild.”

      “But you’ll come and see me,” said Hazel. “Both of you. I’ll need a distraction from the Sidhe’s gruelling trials.”

      “Of course we will.” I looked at River, who’d squeezed my hand meaningfully. “Be back in a minute.”

      I walked after River, out of the room. The moment we were alone, he wrapped his arms tight around me. “Ilsa.”

      I sealed my mouth over his. “Thanks for not giving up on me.”

      “It was out of the question.” He stroked my hair with one hand, the other wrapped around my hips. For a moment we just held onto one another. I felt him exhale. “You didn’t give a definite answer to your brother’s question.”

      “About whether I’m staying here?” I pulled back from him a little. “That depends on whether you decide to take up the council’s offer or not.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “Because obviously, my choice will involve the easiest and quickest way to be right next to you whenever I feel like it. In person, not in the spirit realm.”

      “Then you’re not going with Ivy? I thought—she told me she intended to help train you.”

      “I don’t need to go with her,” I said. “I can use the spirit line… stop looking at me like that. I’m not going to die, and besides, I don’t need to open the book whenever I have a problem to solve. I’m in control of this. Everything I did was intentional.” I kissed him on the mouth, and the spirit realm briefly unfolded around us, muting the world to grey. Another second, and the waking world came back. “See?”

      I jumped as his lips traced down my neck. “What if I gave you an incentive to stick around?”

      “You don’t need to. I’ve always felt more at home here than anywhere else. I assume you’re not leaving.”

      He shook his head. “No. Considering the state of things in the Summer Court, I’m intending to tell them I won’t be taking on any more assignments.”

      “Wasn’t I worth it?” I winked at him.

      “Of course.” He trailed a hand through my hair, tucking a loose strand behind my ear. “I only want to bodyguard one person now.”

      “I thought you were going to try to compete with Ivy on who gets to finish my necromancer training.”

      His mouth quirked. “At this point, I think we’d be hard-pressed to get Lady Montgomery’s permission for me to mentor you.”

      I pretended to pout. “I thought she liked me.”

      “She does. Our relationship would be very much against the guild’s rules, however, and I don’t think either of us would want to go back to keeping our distance.”

      “I quite liked sneaking off for dates in coffee shops, but no thanks.” I leaned in to brush my lips against his. “Speaking of. Want to go there now, before they drag us back in?”

      “I’d like nothing more, Ilsa.”

      I took his hand and pulled him after me into daylight, where the sight of transparent ghosts hovering around couldn’t kill my good mood. Even when they zoned in on the mark on my head.

      River looked at me. “Are you sure you want to wear the mark everywhere?”

      “I think it’s going to be tricky to hide that I’m Gatekeeper by now.” The book began to glow in my pocket, and I pulled it out. The swirling mark on the cover had changed… to a picture of a raven.

      “Someone had to get the last word in.” I rolled my eyes.

      The bird winked.

      
        
        ***
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      If faeries loved one activity more than they loved enthralling mortals, it was admiring their own reflections.

      Elegantly dressed faeries occupied the entire row of mirrors in the Ladies at the nightclub, touching up the glamour on their already-perfect faces. Shifting colours, bright flowers woven into curling hair and glittering wings caught the garish lights above the mirrors, while in the background, a lilting tune played through loudspeakers at top speed, like a modern remix of a traditional faerie ballad.

      On another night, I might have come here looking for a good time, not a murderer, but I made a point of preparing for both possibilities. Ducking into a vacant stall, I reached into my bag for an iron dagger and carefully slid it into the sheath on my thigh, hidden under the hem of my dress. Then I threw on a glamour of my own. My blond-tinted hair darkened to black, my face altering imperceptibly. I kept my rounded ears—passing as a regular human would be an asset for once—and trusted the neon lights in the nightclub to hide my magic-tinted eyes and the swirling silver mark on my forehead beneath my newly glamoured curls.

      My phone buzzed with a message from my sister—where are you?

      Right. I was supposed to be meeting Ilsa at the pub across the road, but the instant I’d heard the lilting music from inside the nightclub, I’d known someone was up to no good. Suppressing a sigh, I turned my phone to silent and left the cubicle.

      Nobody noticed I didn’t look like the same person who’d walked in, but glamours were second-nature to the fae. As prey walking among predators, I had to be alert for every small change in my perception, but the fae had the luxury of taking what they saw at face value. A lilac-haired half-faerie with furred fox-like ears looked up, her confused gaze flicking from my glamoured reflection to my rounded human ears, but I was already walking away.

      The thrum of the music swallowed me up along with the heaving, sweating crowd. Glamoured half-faeries danced with humans, the latter distinguished by their glazed, vacant expressions. Nobody could say they hadn’t been warned. Every human these days knew not to dance with the fae, but peer pressure was as powerful as the faeries’ ability to play on human desires like a well-strung harp. Even half-faeries weren’t immune to the magic of their Sidhe brethren, though they liked to think they were.

      All it took was one promise, one detour into the wrong part of the forest, one dance—and then you were theirs. Forever.

      On the stage, DJ Thorntooth cranked up the music to twice its previous speed. The screeching ballad mingling with modern auto-tune created an eardrum-melting combination even by nightclub standards, but I resisted the impulse to buy a round of shots to numb the oncoming headache. I needed to be at my sharpest if I wanted to take down my target without more bloodshed than there needed to be.

      As his name suggested, DJ Thorntooth wasn’t human, even if he was wearing the skin of one. Damn unhygienic, if you asked me. Since most people in here were either drunk, stoned, couldn’t see through glamour or just plain didn’t give a crap, they had no idea how much danger they were in. On the plus side, that meant I’d have less panicking to deal with.

      The music sped up, and so did the crowd, their movements turning jerky, robotic. They would dance until their screams drowned the sound of the bass and their blood soaked into the beer-drenched floor. I wove through the haze of magic, pretending to be enthralled, while my own magic lurked beneath the surface. It didn’t make me completely immune to the effects of the music, but the green glow at my fingertips helped me focus on what I needed to do.

      I inched closer to the stage, creeping up behind the DJ. Then, threads of magic lashed from my hands, yanking him off his feet and onto the filthy floor. His startled cry was lost in the clamour as I aimed my next attack right at the stage. Thorny stems burst from floor to ceiling, cutting off the music with a spluttering crash.

      “Show’s over, folks,” I shouted into the microphone. “DJ Thorntooth will be taking a long-term sabbatical.”

      The DJ wriggled free from my magic and dove off the stage, knocking humans and half-faeries aside like skittles. The bewildered clubbers hindered his escape entirely by accident, allowing me to grab his wrist and drag him towards the back door.

      “You can’t have magic!” he yelped. “You’re human.”

      I didn’t argue that I wasn’t human, because I was. Instead, I pushed my curls aside with my free hand and let the symbol on my forehead do the talking.

      The mark of the Summer Gatekeeper.

      He gave an uncomprehending blink. Then the pieces clicked into place. “I wasn’t doing nothing wrong! I’m an innocent bystander!”

      “And that human skin you’re wearing just leapt off of its own accord, did it?”

      “They planted it on me!” He squirmed, fighting me all the way out of the back door and into the alley behind the nightclub. “I’ll tell on you to the Seelie Queen. She’s a good friend of my mum’s, she is.”

      I dropped my voice. “Really? Because I’m in the employ of the Summer Court, and if you’d ever set one foot there in your miserable existence, you’d know the Seelie Queen is currently in jail for treason. And you—” I jabbed him in the chest—“Will soon be joining her.”

      “I didn’t do anything!” he shrieked. “You’ll never get away with this.”

      I pulled a pair of iron handcuffs from my purse. “Time for a one-way trip to the Ley Line.”

      He screamed as the iron made contact with his skin, latching his wrists together. His face turned greyish, his knees giving out as the iron ate away at his magical defences.

      “Hazel!” My twin sister’s voice came from the mouth of the alley. “What are you doing? I thought you were supposed to be meeting Morgan and me at the pub.”

      “I was.” I gave a sharp tug on the DJ’s wrist, and he whimpered. “Before I got side-tracked by this lowlife human-killer.”

      “Ugh.” Ilsa pulled a face at the sight of the DJ’s human-skin coat. “Are you taking him to Faerie?”

      “Unfortunately.” Human prisons might have upgraded since the faeries had revealed themselves to the world, but the Sidhe were supposed to be responsible for punishing their wayward kin, even if they made every effort to evade that responsibility most of the time. “I’ll message you when I’m done. This won’t take long.”

      “Sometimes I think you go looking for trouble on purpose,” Ilsa said.

      “I don’t need to look too hard, do I?” For all that the faeries claimed our realm was a poison to them, they were the ones who’d let their outcasts invade earth and spread chaos and destruction over the past two decades, and since humans were woefully behind on effective methods for dealing with fae criminals, it fell to me to dispense justice in my own way.

      I dragged DJ Thorntooth through the cobbled, winding streets until I came to the shimmering line that divided our realm from Faerie. The Ley Line was invisible to most, including the DJ himself, and he gasped in surprise when the cobbled street vanished from sight.

      An instant later, we appeared on a country lane outside the Summer Lynn house. Ivy cloaked the walls of the manor, giving it a dark and forbidding appearance without the usual soft sunbeams highlighting the garden’s vibrant colours. The house might be stuck in perpetual summer, like the Seelie Court, but the clocks ran on the same time as the human world outside, and a crescent moon hung in the sky overhead.

      DJ Thorntooth eyed the wide gardens, their flowerbeds bursting with night-blooming flowers. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

      I gave him a smack on the back of the head. “Shut it.”

      I opened the gate and pushed him through into the garden, steering him around the side of the manor towards the black mass of trees towards the back of the lawn. Behind those trees lay the forests of the Winter Court, and the house belonging to the other branch of the Lynn family.

      Don’t let the Seelie/Unseelie divide fool you. The Summer Court is as ruthless as Winter, and its inhabitants just as devious. I should know, because I dealt almost exclusively with the little bastards.

      I reached the tall, wide gates that marked the end of our garden. Flanked by eternally blooming flowers, the Summer gate was one of the only known passages from the human realm directly into Faerie. Legend told that the gate—and its Winter counterpart—had sprang into existence in the same spot where my ancestor, Thomas Lynn, had crossed into the faerie realm for the first time.

      Unlike most humans, he’d walked out again. Some stories said the Sidhe themselves had gifted him with extraordinary powers. Others claimed he’d fled with the Wild Hunt snapping at his heels. Whatever the case, all the versions of the tale I’d heard told me Faerie’s influence had remained, lingering over his shoulder as he re-integrated into the human realm, married his childhood sweetheart, and had children.

      That’s when the Sidhe came back. Thomas Lynn, it seemed, had sworn to come to the aid of the Courts whenever they needed him, and the Sidhe had taken him at his word. They’d woven a spell so deep that it filtered through the bloodline of any person born into the Lynn family, choosing one host for each Court with every generation. His twin daughters became the first Gatekeepers: one for Summer, one for Winter. And now, centuries later, it was my turn.

      I rapped on the moss-covered bars of the gate, which made a hollow, echoing noise. “One criminal, coming right up.”

      The Sidhe had made no secret of their disapproval of my using the gate as a depository for their rule-breaking brethren, but since Mum had been forced into early retirement by an attempted coup in the Summer Court, they’d been in no rush to officially crown me as Gatekeeper. As far as I was concerned, that meant they’d have to deal with any criminals I tossed their way in the meantime.

      I pushed the gate inwards, and the DJ made a desperate bid for freedom. Handcuffed hands outstretched, he leapt headfirst into the hedge with surprising agility, vanishing in a shower of leaves.

      “Hey!” I ran to the gap between the neat hedges that led into the Inner Garden. The unfortunate DJ flailed upside-down for a moment before crashing into the glowing pool of water in the grove’s centre.

      Crap. That’s probably bad luck. The pool contained healing magic from the heart of the Summer Court itself—not that it would be of any use to the DJ when the Sidhe got hold of him. I grabbed his flailing arm and fished him out of the pool, dragging him after me with a firm hand.

      “What magic was that?” he spluttered, his hair sopping wet and his skin glistening with droplets of silvery water.

      “There’s no point in asking. You’ll be dead in five minutes.” I gave him a sharp kick through the gate, and he landed in a heap beneath his human-skin coat.

      “You said I was going to jail!” He scrambled upright, his eyes wide with alarm. “Please—”

      I slammed the gate closed, cutting off his pleading. As far as I was concerned, cowardly shits who murdered innocent people deserved no leniency. I turned my back and headed home to get a drink.

      Even cast in darkness, the Summer Lynn house was impressive, its ivy-curtained walls resembling a fairy-tale cottage blown up to manor-size. I entered through the back door and conjured up a glass of wine. Whether it came from inside Faerie or was simply a creation of magic, I hadn’t a clue, but with the faeries, it was usually better not to ask.

      Light glimmered in the corner of my eye. I lowered my glass and damn near threw it at the person standing in in the darkness like a living statue. The mark on my forehead pulsed with magic, alerting me to the threat. Little too late there.

      “Your Gatekeeper’s Trials will begin tomorrow,” the man said, his voice soft and yet precise, layered with the hint of a threat.

      My grip tightened on the glass. I could have layered the house in a thousand alarms and tripwire spells and none of them would have kept out a Sidhe messenger from the Summer Court. They owned the place, after all.

      “At least turn on the light if you’re going to interrupt my evening,” I said to the intruder.

      The house obliged, the kitchen lights flickering on and illuminating a tall, lean faerie, clad in green attire that marked him as a Seelie messenger. His eyes glimmered with a greenish-blue sheen as he ducked his head, allowing locks of pale silver hair to fall over his sculpted cheekbones.

      Don’t let their pretty faces fool you. Sidhe magic was designed to draw humans into their orbit and ensnare their senses until by the time the claws came out, it was already too late.

      The same curse that bound my family to serve the Sidhe gave me some degree of immunity to their charms, enough to tell me this dude was half-human. Sidhe magic caused human senses to short-circuit from sheer overwhelm and all descriptions to slide through my fingers like sand. Half-Sidhe didn’t have quite the same dazzling effect on the senses, and my annoyance at this rude arsehole who’d broken into my house won out over the primal terror inspired by the sight of an otherworldly visitor.

      I propped my free hand on my hip. “You could have come through the gate instead of sneaking in here and lurking around in the dark, you know. I was standing right there.”

      Not that it was really a surprise. The Sidhe, as a rule, did not pass up an opportunity to make a dramatic entrance. Besides, I was glad nobody had witnessed the DJ’s attempted escape into the grove. Nobody outside of my family was supposed to know the Inner Garden existed.

      “Did you hear me?” he said. “Tomorrow, you’ll be inducted as Gatekeeper.”

      I returned his scowl with a smile. “Heard you loud and clear. Might you elaborate on the time? I was hoping to enjoy the rest of this.”

      I lifted the wine glass and took a measured sip, gaining some measure of satisfaction out of winding up the dickhead who’d kept me waiting in limbo for months and then decided to wreck what was left of my evening.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, as though he found me as irritating as I found him. To most fae, my very existence was an inconvenience.

      “Nine in the morning by your time,” he said. “If you’re late, you will find yourself transported directly into the Summer Court no matter where you happen to be, if you’re thinking of shirking your duty. If you’re asleep, or in the mortal realm, the same rule will apply.”

      “Really.” I lowered the glass. “What if I was in the middle of a threesome? Would the other people be transported into Faerie, too? Because that would get kind of awkward for all of us.”

      His eyes narrowed. “If you are with another person or persons when the hour strikes, you will all be transported to Faerie. Unlike you, no other humans will be protected against harm. If you would like to begin your Gatekeeper’s training with innocent deaths on your conscience, by all means, do as you like.”

      “No need for that,” I said. “I’m impressed you know what a conscience is. I assumed the Sidhe thought it was just another name for a weapon.”

      “Is it not just that?” he said. “Feeling pain for others is as damaging as any wound inflicted with a blade and may prove equally fatal.”

      “Remind me not to hire you to write my wedding speech.” I gave him an eye-roll. “Relax. I won’t be late, and I won’t bring any friends. Faerie’s not on anyone’s bucket list as a tourist destination.”

      Including mine, for that matter, but I hadn’t exactly had a choice. And now my short-lived freedom had come to an end.

      “See to it that you keep your word, human.”

      He turned on his heel and left, vanishing into thin air.

      “Great to meet you, too,” I said to the space where he’d vanished. Sidhe. For beings who prided themselves on impeccable manners, they seemed to take pleasure in making an exception for me. I didn’t blame Dad for leaving when I was a kid, because being around the Sidhe was a lot to handle when you were human.

      I glanced at my half-full glass, tempted to switch it for a bottle, but I needed to be in top shape for my induction. Besides, Mum was going to be thrilled to know one of them had slipped by the house’s defences.

      Putting down the glass, I turned off the lights and then crossed the kitchen to the back door. Judging by the steady thumping noise from the shed adjacent to the house, Mum was still up. I’d more or less forced her to build the place after her violent workout sessions kept waking me up in the middle of the night. The joys of living with a retired Gatekeeper with a shit-ton of pent-up rage.

      I pushed open the shed door and stepped in, careful to stay out of striking range. Gatekeeper powers or none, Mum could still kick the crap out of me with little effort. Her blond-tinted hair was twisted into a topknot to keep it out her face, her forehead slick with sweat. We shared the same figure—strong and curvy, not skinny or fragile—and expressive eyes. Mine had turned bright green when I’d got my magic, while hers had reverted to their original brown colour after her retirement. Her fists struck the punching bag again and again, as though she was imagining pounding a Sidhe’s pretty face to a pulp.

      “I thought you were in Edinburgh,” she said, without turning around.

      “A fae was bewitching humans at a nightclub and I had to haul him over to the Court,” I said. “Also, the Sidhe’s messenger showed up in our kitchen. The Trials start tomorrow.”

      She dropped her hands. “They came inside the house?”

      “Didn’t even knock.” I walked to the punching bag next to hers and gave it a whack with my knuckles. “Guess this is it.”

      “I should have checked the date.” She picked up a discarded towel and wiped the sweat from her forehead—unmarked, though she’d once worn the same silver symbol as I did. “I assumed they’d wait until the solstice, but tomorrow’s May the first. Beltane.”

      “It is?” I hit the punching bag again, imagining it resembled the face of the half-Sidhe who’d ambushed me in the kitchen. “They couldn’t just show up on a regular Tuesday or whatever, huh.”

      The Lynn house sat in a liminal space between the two worlds, but time here matched Earth, not Faerie. Beltane was the first day of summer, though most mortals thought summer began on the solstice in June—a fitting day for the Seelie Court to formalise their claim on me.

      “Are you prepared?” Mum said. “You know what this means.”

      Did I ever. Once I was Gatekeeper, anonymity would be a thing of the past. No more sneaking around arresting fae criminals without causing a scene. “Sure. I know what to expect from them.”

      Her expression softened a little. “I know you do.”

      Mum had kept a deliberate emotional distance from myself and my siblings for most of my life. She could never guarantee that she wouldn’t die on the job, or that the Sidhe wouldn’t break their own rules and order us all to be slaughtered. For that reason, we’d never been close, but she and I had bonded over fighting classes and weaponry even before I’d developed my Gatekeeper powers at twelve. Ilsa preferred to bury her head in a book, while Morgan had wanted to spend as little time in the Lynn House as possible. Considering I’d grown up more or less alone with a mother who spent half her life in Faerie, you might be surprised I hadn’t turned out more dysfunctional than I had.

      “Guess I should text Ilsa. I just had to wreck her big day.”

      “I’ll tell her,” said Mum. “You get some sleep.”

      What she wanted to say was I’ll keep you safe. But just because the Sidhe were honour-bound not to harm the Gatekeeper didn’t mean the rest of the Faerie would do the same. Once I stepped foot in the Summer Court, it was on me to stay alive by any means necessary. Mum had told me the initiation tests for new Gatekeepers were different for each of us, just to keep us on our toes. It wasn’t in their interest to fail us, but if we couldn’t cut it in the Trials, we’d never survive out there in Faerie.

      My hands curled into fists. By taking on the Gatekeeper’s Trials, I’d ensure the faeries left the rest of my family alone, and I’d protect the humans in my life from being a part of their twisted games. As long as I lived, I would honour that promise.

      Whatever I had to do to keep it.
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        In addition to Hazel’s trilogy, the Lynns return in the Hemlock Chronicles, which follows Jas and the necromancers. To find out more, click here: smarturl.it/HemlockChronicles.

      

        

      
        You can also find out how Ivy became involved with Faerie in the Changeling Chronicles series.

      

        

      
        If you want to be notified when my next book comes out, you can sign up to my author newsletter: http://smarturl.it/ELAnewsletter

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoyed the Gatekeeper’s Curse trilogy. If you have a minute to spare, then I’d really appreciate a short review. Reviews tell me which stories readers want more of, so if you’d like to see more of the Lynn family, let me know what you think!
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