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        Was she of spirit race, or was she one

        Of earth’s least earthly daughters, one to whom

        A gift of loveliness and soul is given,

      
        Only to make them wretched?

        — Letitia Elizabeth Landon, ‘Erinna’
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      Snowflakes of ash waltzed through the still and silent air. Where the mighty Kelseth lighthouse once stood, tall and proud, a beacon of hope in an otherwise bleak landscape, there was nothing but a pile of rubble. Glowing embers. Tendrils of smoke. The remnants of broken hearts and long-forgotten dreams.

      The only sound that interrupted the eerie silence was the relentless, rhythmic sound of digging. One, two. One, two. Metal on dirt. Metal on rock. The gravedigger was tireless, and all the onlookers could see was his mud-splattered forehead and his long, dark hair like strands of burnt sugar pulled carelessly into a knot on the crown of his head.

      Jem Rafferty ploughed every ounce of his energy into digging the grave. He didn’t stop for water, or to catch his breath, and certainly not to look at those watching him keenly with sadness, or worse, pity, in their eyes. He had failed Glenn. He had walked away when the boy needed him the most, and now his body lay lifeless barely two strides away. The blisters on Jem’s palms, the blood beneath his nails, the agonising strain of muscles desperate for rest… it all felt like a pathetic excuse for penance.

      No, digging this grave was the very least Jem could do for Glenn.

      What Glenn actually deserved was the deaths of those who had manipulated him, killed him, and destroyed their home. Jem was all too happy to give Glenn that. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a hundred lives for Glenn’s. It wouldn’t bring him back; of course not. But maybe, just maybe, it would quieten the endless screaming in Jem’s mind. Or shine a light into the pit of darkness that had settled in his chest.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jem noticed five figures walking towards him with a tentative slowness. He forced himself to pause his digging and wiped the salty mixture of sweat and tears from his tanned face. He had never, in all of his years on this forsaken island, showed weakness to those who needed him most. He wasn’t about to start now.

      ‘Jem…’ Grace, his sister and closest friend in life, sat herself down on the edge of the cavernous grave. Her jaw-length hair was unkempt and her eyes were circled in scarlet from the tears. She swung her legs over the side and let her feet dangle hopelessly. ‘Jem, please. Let us help.’ The figures behind her – a vaguely distant tall boy, Cass; a concerned, though still composed, Morven; and two very teary twin girls, Brenna and Maeve – all nodded as Grace started to speak. ‘Glenn wouldn’t have wanted you to kill yourself digging his grave. I know it helps with the pain, but we need you alive, Jem. We need to leave this place.’

      ‘Don’t you dare come here and tell me what Glenn would have wanted. You abandoned him. He’d grown older, taller, wiser, since you knew him. You wouldn’t know what he wanted now. But I can tell you that he’d want to be alive.’

      Cass stuttered in disbelief. ‘N-now, c’mon Jem. Glenn was exactly the same, and Grace knew him best out of all of us. I think you’re being a bit unfair—’

      ‘Unfair?! Cass, his body is still covered in the bruises you kindly bestowed on him. I hardly think you’re the expert on Glenn,’ Jem spat.

      Brenna wandered towards the edge of the grave and, before Grace could stop her, jumped her tiny legs down into the hole. She landed with a thump and a sharp intake of breath, but shook herself off and stood up tall. With as much bravery as she could muster, Brenna walked towards Jem and wrapped her matchstick arms around his waist, pulling him into a tight hug. She tried to bury a sniffle into Jem’s shirt but, at the sound of her defiant whimper, Jem himself burst into tears.

      Maeve appeared at Grace’s side and tugged on her sleeve. Grace pulled her gently onto her lap and the little girl, like her sister below, buried herself into the shirt of a Rafferty sibling – the safest place to be amongst the chaos and the tragedy.

      ‘We do need to leave though, Jem. We can bury Glenn and take the time to do it properly, but then we really do need to go. Hecate knows we’re here. Hell, look what she did to us for daring to escape her.’ She paused and placed her hands over Maeve’s ears. Jem, watching, did the same to Brenna. ‘Do you really think this is all she’s got?’ Grace whispered, her hoarse voice breaking.

      Jem sniffed, wiping the tears from his eyes with his sleeve. ‘I’m sorry, of course you’re right. I just… I need to do this. I need to feel the pain in my hands and my back so that for a few moments I can stop feeling the pain in my mind.’

      Grace nodded.

      Jem lifted Brenna onto his shoulders. Grace, who had just about teased an upset, overtired Maeve from around her neck to hand her over to Cass, retrieved Brenna from Jem’s shoulders. ‘I’m nearly done. I’ll call you all over when I’m ready. And then yes, we will go.’ He rubbed his eyes and tried to stifle a yawn. ‘In the meantime, go through the rubble. If we’re lucky, we might be able to salvage a few things. Take Lily – I changed a few things around in my office after you left and she’ll know where’s best to look.’

      Raising her eyebrows, Grace almost managed a smile. ‘Don’t be too long,’ she warned, gesturing to the others to follow her.

      Alone in his metaphorical pit of misery, Jem returned to digging the hard ground beneath his boots. Looking around at the cavern he had created in a matter of hours, he had to admit that there wasn’t much point making it any bigger. It wouldn’t make Glenn any more comfortable. Grace was right – any longer and he himself wouldn’t be fit to go anywhere or do anything. He still had to row them off the island. Looking down at the blood-filled blisters on his palms, the thought of holding a pair of oars made him drop his shovel over the side of the grave.

      Enough.

      Jem clambered out of the hole in the ground and shouted over to the rest of the group. From a distance, he could still see Lily Knight’s mass of unruly curls, and the sight made him calm. He was thankful she had given him the space he needed, and thankful she hadn’t witnessed his tears on the muddy ground of the grave. But now he was ready to feel the steady warmth of his hand in hers, while they did the hardest thing any of them had ever had to do.

      A few moments later, Jem was surrounded by his family. Cass climbed into the grave and, as they lowered Glenn’s body, wrapped in old, singed blankets, down to the ground, Cass caught him and laid him to rest. Maeve passed down a posy of late-autumn branches, which Cass slid beneath Glenn’s cold, fire-blackened hands at his chest. He looked more peaceful than any of them had ever seen him, now that the terrors and anxieties of his life had left him alone. Jem wanted to remember the calm, contented look on Glenn’s face, as he couldn’t ever remember seeing him without his furrowed brow and slumped, sad shoulders. At least now he can rest, Jem thought.

      From the corner of his eye, Jem saw Lily arrive by his side. She took his hand and squeezed gently. With a swift glance at her, Jem saw that her face was red raw from crying. He squeezed her hand back, and they stood together and said their own silent wishes over the peaceful, lifeless form of Glenn.

      Cass clambered back out of the grave, and with deliberate slowness, the whole group began to fill the grave with soil, covering over Glenn’s face. As the final shovelful of dirt covered the grave, Jem felt the whole world darken a little, as if the candle of Glenn’s life had been extinguished and there was no way to bring back the illumination.

      He was gone forever.
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      Half a moon cycle later

      Winter arrived, and the swirling wind waltzed through the trees, its choral voice humming an eerie lullaby in the gloaming. The usual silence that accompanied the first real snowfall of the year was absent, and in its place was the steady thrum of gathering snowdrifts and the creaking of the water as it strained to resist the inevitability of freezing over.

      A castle, half-crumbling, jutted from a tiny island in the centre of a crystalline lake, like an overgrown spectre from the mist. Its ungainly limbs stretched into turrets towards the heavy-lidded sky and the pearlescent sprinkling of snow blurred the edges and framed it like an oil painting. On the ground lay a thick blanket of powder that glimmered in the flecks of light that escaped through the swollen encroaching clouds. Lily Knight gazed from her window in one of the turrets and breathed a sigh of relief for the hundredth time since they had found their way to the castle; after traipsing across country with the weight of their belongings and their grief, it felt like the safest place in the whole of the Shadow Lands for them all. For them all, except Alice Blackwell.

      Lily turned her back to the window and looked upon Alice, her best friend, who was sitting on the edge of Lily’s bed, wrapped in a woollen blanket. She knew things hadn’t gone smoothly for Alice since the group had found the castle. It had been a difficult journey, and they hadn’t even been sure there would still be a castle where their ancient, dog-eared map said there would be. They had all bickered and whined, each person losing patience as they traipsed cross-country. The children had been deeply disturbed by the loss of the lighthouse; Jem, Lily, and Grace were still reeling from the death of Glenn, their young ward; and Alice had once again found herself feeling like an outsider. Lily had heard Alice and Grace arguing several nights in a row, and now Alice was here, on her bed, begging Lily to allow her to share her room for a while.

      As she wandered over to join her friend on the edge of the bed, Lily couldn’t help but notice how drawn Alice looked. When they had spent time together before everything changed, Alice had been thin but healthy, her countenance always glowing with the fresh mountain air and the exertion of making a life for herself up in the cabin. Her eyes had sparkled then, but now they were dull, flat, watery. Her cheekbones protruded viciously through her gossamer skin and there were dark circles beneath her eyes like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

      ‘Alice…’ She sat beside her friend and rested a head on her shoulder.

      ‘Don’t. I can’t bear anyone else tiptoeing around me like I might explode at any minute.’

      Lily, knowing full well that Alice had essentially exploded the last time she had been placed under pressure by Hecate, thought it wasn’t an especially ludicrous suggestion. She, however, thought it best not to mention that to Alice. ‘I’m not tiptoeing, Alice, I’m being nice. I can very well be cruel if you prefer it. Whatever you need to be able to open up to me, I can do that.’

      ‘I know. I know,’ Alice sighed and pulled her knees up to her chest. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to take it out on you.’

      ‘I’m very aware of that, believe me.’ She paused, taking a moment to catch Alice’s eye. ‘Come on, we used to tell each other everything. Close your eyes and pretend we’re curled up by your little fire, drinking hot cocoa. Take yourself to your safe space and then, when you can, tell me what’s going on.’ She allowed her voice to trail off into a gentle whisper, in the hope that it would coax Alice from the fortress she had built up around her.

      ‘I just…’ Alice looked down at her hands. ‘I don’t feel right. I can’t explain it.’

      ‘Try.’

      Alice let out a tremulous sigh. ‘I guess it’s as though I’m surrounded by people who love each other – a family, almost – but I’m standing on the outside. Again. I spent my entire life feeling like the freak in the corner, the one people whispered about, the one people were suspicious of. I have crept and hid my whole life. I’ve made myself smaller. I’ve made myself quieter. And then…’ She paused, biting her lip, ‘and then I found Hecate.’ She stuttered and caught herself, ‘N-not necessarily Hecate herself, but what she gave me. Stability. Routine. Magic, Lil, real magic that was mine to wield. I’ve never felt power like it; I’ve never felt so much like the Alice I’ve always buried deep within me. And then there was Grace, who looked at me as the fierce, angry, free Alice, and loved me. She loved me not in spite of my flaws, not in spite of the things I’d long hated about myself. No, she loved me because of those things. It was like pure magic ran through my veins every second I spent with her.’

      ‘But that’s wonderful, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, but Lily… Here, surrounded by her people, I suddenly see how I pale in comparison to her. She is a figurehead of this family; she fought tooth and nail to bring up these children. She was stolen from this family, stolen from everything she knew and forced into the world that I found almost agreeable. And now she’s back where she belongs and I…’

      ‘Feel cast adrift?’

      ‘Exactly.’ Alice choked. ‘I don’t know how to handle these feelings. I don’t know what to do or who I am anymore.’

      ‘So, you don’t love her now?’

      Alice let out a grotesque cackle. ‘Love her! Lily, she is everything. I didn’t even know I could love, not like that, until I met her. She made my awkwardness, my anger, my spite, all fade away. That’s why I’m struggling so much: I don’t deserve her,’ she spat, her eyes filled with fire. ‘There is nothing I can do on this earth to earn the love of a woman like that.’ Alice’s face had darkened, and suddenly she was the sullen, spiky child Lily had first met all those years ago.

      ‘Alice, you’re being ridiculous.’

      ‘But… it’s not only that.’

      Lily frowned, questioning Alice silently.

      ‘It’s the dreams, too.’

      ‘Dreams?’ Lily asked, but Alice was already lost to her. Alice’s eyes were screwed shut, an intense frown of concentration etched across her face.

      Then, out of nowhere, a black fog passed across Lily’s vision. Her ears rang with a thousand bells and her head felt an intense pressure all around it, like she was being infiltrated by an unknown, invisible army.

      ‘Relax.’

      It was Alice’s voice, but it didn’t come from her friend sitting next to her. Instead, it reverberated around her head, inside her skull. She felt Alice, real Alice, take her hand. With their hands clasped, she could feel the unmistakable flickerings of their red and golden magic arcing between their fingers, like the heat of a candle’s flame dancing beneath a curious hand.

      The deafening ringing grew to a crescendo, and Lily felt herself falling deep into the lost recesses of her mind. Falling, falling, falling into the swirling mists of Alice’s magic.

      When Lily opened her eyes once more, it was no longer her own vision she could see, but Alice’s.

      Tendrils of icy mist obscured the outer edges of Lily’s sight, which was the only indication that she was wandering through Alice’s mind. The vision reminded Lily of the time a travelling company of performers had rolled into sleepy Alder Vale, and with them came their very own picture-taker. His device, a strange contraption that captured people forever and immortalised them on a thick piece of paper, had been heavier than a felled oak, or so it had felt to eight-year-old Lily. She had gazed and gazed at the picture-capturing device and its owner until the man had, either through kindness or simply impatience to be rid of her, allowed her to investigate the strange contraption.

      Uncle Alf had lifted her inelegantly and she had pressed her face against the little piece of glass that nestled delicately within its sturdy casing of brass and wood. She had gasped with glee to see the world reflected back at her. The only difference between that strange world through the contraption and Alice’s mind landscape was that the picture-taker’s device had displayed the world upside down.

      A shimmer in Alice’s vision brought Lily back down into herself. The warmth of the passing memory drained from her as she watched a lone figure walk out of the mist and into full view. It was a woman, with long, thick hair and an irresistible saunter, and the heavy brass bracelets and rings that adorned her arms and hands filled the silence with an eerie, distant clamour. Lily knew this woman before she could even make out the smug face in the darkness.

      Hecate.

      Out of instinct, Lily flinched backwards. She knocked the back of her head on the metal frame of the bed and yelped. The pain reminded her that what she could see was not real. The figure of Hecate came closer regardless, until she stood directly ahead. Hecate chuckled and reached out with her hands; the ends of her fingers looked charred and blackened, as if she’d dipped them in ink, or had spent an evening crawling and clawing through the ashes of a spent fire.

      ‘Alice, my dear.’ Her words flowed from her throat like warm molasses. ‘I’ve missed you.’

      Alice responded in her dream, but Lily couldn’t hear anything other than muffled speech. Lily wondered if Alice was deliberately shielding her own actions so that Lily would judge her less. This omission only made Lily more concerned.

      Whatever Alice had said, Hecate laughed heartily. ‘Now girl, come on. We’re friends, aren’t we? Look at all I helped you achieve. Look at how you’ve grown.’

      More muffled speech from Alice filled the memory.

      ‘I know, my sweet girl. But you never finished your training. You’re only half the witch I know you could be… I know you are. Your darkness is still waiting to truly be revealed. I could teach you to be more than the other girls who sneered at you. I could show you how to make them suffer for their mutterings about your worthiness, about whether you truly deserve Grace. The problem with you and the Rafferty girl was never that you didn’t deserve her. It’s that she could never have deserved you, my dear. Your power is beyond measure, beyond even mine. It would be an honour to pass my knowledge on to you, but more than that, Alice, I have plans to raise you up to be the most powerful woman this world has ever beheld. You will be so far above me that even I will be in awe of you.’

      Hecate stopped speaking and closed her eyes. The vision changed, shifted. Rain dripped over Hecate and she melted into a new vision. It was Alice that Lily could see now. Alice, but different. Alice, but terrifying.

      The Alice of the vision had flames pouring from her fingertips. Her hair was wild and unruly, floating in a strange, eerie aura that blossomed around her head. She floated a few inches off the ground and surrounding her were hundreds of people on their knees, pledging servitude and allegiance. She looked beautiful in the way that a gathering storm on the ocean was beautiful: tainted with the impending horror of what the tempest would bring.

      The vision shifted again to Grace’s face, gazing lovingly at this new all-powerful Alice.

      ‘You’re finally worthy of me,’ Grace of the vision said.

      Lily knew this was ridiculous – as if Grace would ever say something so hurtful. Even in the few weeks she had known Jem’s sister, she had known that Grace, like her brother, was incapable of malice towards those she loved. No, this was Hecate’s doing. But it seemed Alice was convinced otherwise.

      Hecate came back into view, and Lily could feel Alice’s hands grip hers even tighter.

      ‘You still have so much to learn. All of these feelings of anxiety and stress and fear have grown directly from not having enough support, enough training. I can give you that.’

      Hecate’s voice echoed, growing further and further away until it was drowned out by the return of the intense ringing that had signalled the start of this strange projection. Lily rubbed her eyes with deliberate slowness, before mustering the courage to open them once more.

      Blinking in the lamplight, Lily found herself back by Alice’s side, sitting together on her own bed. No Hecate. No terrifyingly powerful Alice. Just the two of them, Sisters of Shadow. Or, Lily mused, Sisters of Moonlight now, after the castle that had become their refuge.

      ‘So… do you understand?’ The question seeped out of Alice, her apprehension clear on her oval face.

      ‘Of course. She’s haunting you, Alice; she’s manipulating you. How often has that kind of vision happened?’

      ‘Every night. Every time I close my eyes longer than a blink, she’s there.’

      Lily began to speak, but was halted by Alice.

      ‘No, listen, you don’t understand. You don’t see it the way I see it, the way she shows me. Lily, she’s offering everything I’ve ever wanted. Everything I never even knew I wanted until I met her, and until I met Grace. To finally feel worthy of her and to have total control of my power, that’s all I want. And she can give it to me.’

      ‘Alice, no…’

      ‘Yes! Don’t you see? This is what was supposed to happen all along. It’s not that I’m ungrateful that you rescued me but… I didn’t need rescuing. I was going through a tough time when you arrived, that’s all. But I was getting stronger; I was taking up my mother’s mantle, before she threw it all away to have me. At least there’s no chance of that happening to me; no, I’m going to complete my training with Hecate until I know everything there is to know.’

      ‘You cannot be serious, Alice. You have to understand that she’s controlling you; you don’t know what you’re saying.’

      ‘No, Lily, you have to understand. This is my chance. You sat with me for so many years and listened to my dreams. You promised to support me, to be my friend. Now, it’s about time you proved that you meant all those words.’ Alice stood, her walls firmly back up, hiding her away once more. ‘You ought to be happy for me,’ she spat.

      Happy for her? Happy that she was about to reverse all of the work Jem and Lily had put into saving her? Happy that she was expected to stand by whilst Alice, intentionally or not, ripped to shreds the heart of Jem’s beloved sister? Lily couldn’t bear it.

      ‘Fine.’ Alice’s voice had grown gruff and venomous. ‘Of course, in your world everything can be fixed by a couple of herbs and a nice big slice of cake. But not me Lily, not this time, and certainly never again.’

      Tears leaked from the corners of Lily’s eyes. She felt her heart tearing open as the realisation that she had lost Alice all over again crept over her. ‘Alice, please,’ she stuttered, reaching out for her best friend’s hands. She felt like a child, like all the strength and confidence she had found over the past weeks had dissipated.

      Alice flinched away. ‘No.’

      ‘It’s her, Alice.’

      Alice’s voice had softened again, as though she had regained her composure. ‘It isn’t, Lil, it’s me. There’s a part of me I still need to find, to nurture. She’s just handing me the key.’

      Lily swallowed, unable to shift the feeling that a rock had rolled out of a river and settled in her throat. ‘Stay for a few more days; get your head straight. You should talk things through with Grace; if you leave now, you may never have the opportunity to love her again, worthy or not. She may never forgive you.’

      Alice wiped a rogue tear off her flushed cheek. ‘All right,’ she conceded, ‘a few more days, at most. But Lily, this is my battle; it’s my way of proving to myself that I deserve her in the first place. When I return, she’ll find a woman standing before her that she can be proud to love.’

      ‘You’ll tell her though, won’t you?’ Lily tried to stop herself from sounding so pathetic, but her voice cracked as she spoke. She had barely processed Glenn’s death… Alice couldn’t do this to her, not now. Could she?

      ‘She’ll think I’m mad; she’ll try to dissuade me, as you did. Your reaction has proven with abundant clarity that my reasons aren’t enough to convince even the cleverest of minds. I don’t really fancy the idea of having to go through this all over again, having to sit through the tears and the begging and the anger and confusion.’ She was growling now as her patience ebbed away. ‘No, when I’m ready, I will just leave. It will be easier for everyone that way.’

      Lily could see that the look in Alice’s eyes was one of pure determination. She was lost to her. Alice pulled Lily into an all-encompassing hug and they held each other for a few moments. It was almost as though nothing had changed. And yet—

      Everything had.
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      Alice slithered through the castle, hoping not to bump into anyone, keeping her feet light and silent. Her conversation with Lily had thrown her, and the last thing she needed now was more questions or suspicious glances. Morven and Cass had mentioned baking, which meant, in theory, the library would be devoid of people.

      She turned the heavy cast-iron handle of the door and pushed it inwards gently, willing it not to creak. Without looking inwards, she stepped into the library and closed the door, letting it slip silently back onto the latch.

      ‘Nice of you to join me,’ a voice broke through the quiet; Alice’s favourite voice, but right now the words felt like daggers. ‘Maybe today you’ll actually talk to me?’

      Alice turned on the spot and looked the love of her life square in the face. How could she both want to close the gap between them and embrace Grace, but also want to dash out of the library and run until she could run no more? The intensity of her feelings for Grace at Hecate’s lair had merged into the intensity of everything else that was going on. But here, in the quiet of the castle, with nothing to dampen it, the intensity was beyond anything Alice had ever experienced, and she had no idea how to handle it. ‘I… I can’t talk right now.’ Inwardly she cursed herself. How pathetic she sounded, how weak.

      ‘No, you never can, all of a sudden. Remember when we told each other everything? Remember when we talked for hours in your room, with no boundaries, no hesitation. What could I have possibly done to deserve this treatment now?’

      ‘You haven’t done anything,’ Alice whispered. She could feel the bile rising in her throat. ‘You haven’t done anything at all, I promise.’

      ‘Then explain yourself, Alice! Let me help you. Don’t shut me out.’ Grace’s face was flushed, but her eyes were dark and venomous.

      ‘I can’t… I can’t right now, I’m sorry.’ Alice’s face was flooded with tears.

      Hecate’s voice reverberated in her mind, over and over again: You still have so much to learn. All of these feelings of anxiety and stress and fear have grown directly from not having enough support, enough training. I can give you that.

      ‘I need…’ She couldn’t find the words to make it make sense. She needed to learn to be strong. She needed the support Hecate promised. She needed to be worthy of Grace. She needed to know she wouldn’t be a hindrance in this selfless life Grace had built.

      ‘What? What do you need? Alice, you know I will move mountains to get you what you need! I just need you to be honest with me, for goodness’ sake!’

      ‘STOP SHOUTING!’ Alice roared, before she knew what she was doing. The windows shook violently, threatening to shatter. Books fell from their shelves and crashed to the floor.

      Grace stumbled backwards, stunned.

      Alice knew this was the most aggression she had ever shown Grace, and hated herself for it.

      ‘I don’t know who you are anymore, Alice. You are nothing like the girl I fell in love with. I don’t recognise the person standing in front of me. Where have you gone?’ Grace’s voice was quiet but acerbic.

      I told you it was her that was unworthy, Alice. Now you see I was right. Hecate’s voice rumbled in Alice’s mind, and she found herself unable to ignore it. If she stayed any longer, she would lose Grace forever.

      ‘I understand.’ Alice stared at the scratched wooden floor beneath her scuffed boots. ‘I’m not who you need me to be right now.’ She turned to leave, unable to look at Grace, shame and torment tearing through her body like a torrent.

      ‘Don’t walk away from me, Alice. Please…’ Was Grace crying? Alice couldn’t bear to look, couldn’t bear to listen any longer.

      She had failed her love, and now she had to walk away.
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      Sprawled across a deep-green checked blanket that contrasted like an oil slick against the fresh snow, Jem Rafferty gazed up at the grey stone walls of the castle with watery eyes. He flicked his gaze between the scene before him and the sketch book clutched loosely in his rough hands. On the page, it was as if he had uncovered a secret history hiding beneath the parchment. The sketch had almost drawn itself – Jem had simply had to let the pencil between his fingers trace the familiar lines until the image appeared like a dusty memory.

      Jem’s thoughts strayed to Glenn, although he tried and tried not to think of him. Jem wondered if he would have liked life in the castle, and then, with a wrench in his gut, remembered that had the lighthouse not burned down, Glenn would still be alive. They’d still be living in their beloved coastal beacon of light, not here in the castle. His heart tremored in his chest at the remembrance of what he’d lost all over again. He tried to bury his feelings and yet, relentlessly, they flooded back to him whenever his defences were compromised by imagination or sentiment.

      The crunch of snow and pebbles beneath heavy boots shook Jem from his daydream. Something swooped uncomfortably in his chest as he watched Lily wander towards him, a delicate and kind expression on her face and a bronze candlestick holder in her hand. She had thrown one of his old, enormous woollen jumpers over her nightgown and her hair probably needed a good brush, although he rather liked it when she looked wild. She made him want to be strong, but he knew how much she’d hate to hear that.

      ‘You’re allowed to feel sad,’ she had told him a hundred times, most recently through the steam of a bubbling cast-iron pan he’d just removed from the grate, ‘and you’re allowed to cry. Pretending otherwise will just make you feel worse in the long run. Who are you hiding from?’

      The world, he had thought to himself. But never her. He knew in his heart of hearts that he didn’t need to hide from her.

      Jem felt Lily’s shoulder brush against his as she lowered herself onto the blanket.

      ‘Hi,’ she whispered, nudging his arm.

      ‘How are they all doing?’ Jem asked, trying to sound casually interested in the children’s wellbeing, instead of like the paranoid father he often felt he was becoming.

      ‘Remarkably well.’ Lily nodded, yawning. ‘Brenna and Maeve have been running me ragged all morning. Morven and Cass are making drop scones on the stove. But then there’s Alice…’

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘She’s unhappy, but she’s not willing to step back and analyse why, or how she can help herself. She’s viewing her time with Hecate through this strange, rosy retrospection, as if she was living in a perfect paradise.’ Lily sighed. Jem wondered if she was holding back some important snippet of information.

      ‘You don’t think she’s going to run away, do you?’

      Lily shrugged, not meeting Jem’s eyes. ‘Who knows. I just hope Grace can pull her back, because I have definitely failed.’

      ‘You haven’t failed at anything, Lil. She’s a grown woman, she will make her own way through life, no matter how hard you try to dissuade her. If I’ve learned anything from letting the children grow and leave, it’s that you are far more likely to maintain your friendship and respect for one another if you relax your grip on her. She won’t thank you for making her decisions. But she will thank you for stepping back and allowing her the freedom to choose, even if we don’t agree with the route she chooses. She’ll always come back to you.’

      Nodding, Lily sniffled. ‘Thanks. I guess you’re right. I suppose I want to protect Grace too, in a way. I can’t bear the thought of this family experiencing any more pain.’

      ‘I know. But… we’ll meet that storm head-on if we need to. But nothing is guaranteed. She could wake up tomorrow and feel instantly restored.’

      Lily nodded again. It was clear to Jem that she didn’t want to spend any more time thinking about this. ‘Anyway, how are you coping?’

      The dreaded question. Jem wondered how almost everyone else could be fine, when he still felt crushed beneath an invisible lead weight.

      ‘You don’t have to be frightened of your emotions, Jem,’ Lily said, as if she’d heard his thoughts. ‘It’s going to take time to process all of this,’ she gestured around them, ‘and what you’ve lost. It all takes time.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. I just wish I could “cope” by making drop scones, instead of moping around.’

      ‘This’ – she pointed at his sketchbook – ‘isn’t moping, it’s processing. There’s a difference. Anyway, that’s beautiful! Moonlight Castle?’ She pointed to the words carelessly scribed at the top of his sketch.

      Jem closed his sketchbook. ‘Thanks. It’s Maeve and Brenna’s name for the place. Remember that first night? We had been walking for so long that I thought my feet had worn themselves down to stumps. We saw the inky lake, and then we saw the castle. Our castle. The clouds parted to reveal a moonbeam, like molten silver, dripping from the heavens and illuminating it out on the water. It felt like it was glowing just for us. I was reminiscing over hot cocoa with the girls a couple of nights ago when I put them to bed, and then I asked them what they thought we should call it. I’ve always thought that giving something a nice name helps to blur the rough edges; it makes everything seem brighter somehow. After a couple of suggestions, they decided on Moonlight Castle, so Moonlight Castle it became.’

      ‘You’re a veritable poet, Jem Rafferty, as well as an artist. A moonbeam like molten silver. You captured that night in words just as beautifully as you’ve captured it on the page.’ She grinned, and it was like the sun had just broken through the clouds.

      Jem fell into an easy silence beside Lily. Gentle flurries of snow had started to dance down from the clouds once more, and the stillness was peaceful and comforting. Jem traced his fingers through the fresh snow, over the tiny pebbles of the shoreline. Before he knew it, he’d traced the outline of a lighthouse. If Lily saw what he’d done, she didn’t comment. She simply shivered and shifted closer to him.

      Jem was about to suggest they both go inside and warm up by the fire when the sound of crashing and shouting broke the silence.

      ‘Oh no…’ he groaned, and they both jumped up from their quiet and snowy sanctuary and dashed back inside the thick castle walls. What they found when they discovered the source of the commotion, was newly fallen silence. Grace was thunderous in the corner of the cavernous kitchen, where she sat with her knees up to her chest, gazing out of the grubby window. Her cheeks were red and raw from crying and in her rough hands she clutched a large dark-brown bottle of something Jem hoped wasn’t rum. At the sight of her brother, Grace rolled her eyes and took a ginormous swig from the bottle, and although she tried to hide the shiver, Jem recognised the flinch of neat liquor in her face.

      Lily had disappeared, and Jem realised she had probably gone to seek out Alice the moment she saw the state of Grace. There was no one else on earth who could make Grace shrivel up so, and their arguments and bickering had been growing worse over the weeks they’d spent in the castle. Every time Jem had tried to raise the subject with Grace, he was fanned away with a flick of her hand, and she spoke no more of it. This time, he decided to go for a different tactic.

      Pouring himself a mug of tea from the kettle that hung neatly above the stove, Jem grabbed a drop scone from the stove and offered it to Grace. She refused and he shrugged. ‘Suit yourself,’ Jem remarked, before biting off a huge chunk and washing it down inelegantly with the tea. ‘So, where are Maeve and Brenna?’

      Grace shrugged.

      ‘Morven? Cass?’

      ‘No idea, Jem, if I’m honest. Are they not old enough to look after themselves yet without you pandering around after them all the time?’

      Ouch. Jem had to admit to himself that that one stung. There really was no one else with a tongue quite as venomous as his sister’s when she was in a foul mood. ‘There’s no need to take your anger out on me
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