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      The Wild Hunt succeeded at summoning the dark god of the fae underworld, and with the Scourge running amok in the mortal realm, Holly Lynn finds herself with little choice but to seek out another bargain with the faeries.

       

      Unfortunately for her, the Unseelie Queen refuses to help without a steep cost, and even the magic Holly borrowed from the Morrigan isn't enough to guarantee her victory.

       

      Without the aid of the Sidhe, the odds of thwarting the god seem insurmountable, but there are some secrets hidden even from the Courts. The gods are inexorably tied up with the lies that bound the former Gatekeepers, and her allies' only hope of success lies in secrets that Holly thought was buried along with their ancestor, Thomas Lynn.

       

      Holly and her cousins race against the clock to untangle the web of their family history in the hopes of bringing down their deadly foe. As war with the gods brews among faeries and humans alike, Holly finds herself pushed to make an impossible choice.

       

      With the Sidhe and their gods alike, all debts must be repaid sooner or later, and Holly may be the one to pay the price…
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      Never expect a faerie not to screw you over.

      Given my years of experience in dealing with the Sidhe, you’d think I’d know what to expect by now, but after two weeks had passed since the god of death escaped into the mortal realm and the Unseelie Queen had yet to make an appearance, I couldn’t help thinking that she cared more about screwing with me than she did about catching said death god before he wreaked havoc across two realms.

      I’d given Winter’s monarch an enticing offer, or so I’d thought, but weeks had passed since I’d sent Lord Lyle to tell her that I would willingly help her catch the escaped Wild Hunt warriors who’d caused her so much grief if she offered to give me the means of finding the elusive death god myself. While the time difference between the mortal realm and Faerie was as variable and inconsistent as the weather, I doubted that was the reason for her lack of response.

      If the god of death had been roaming around Faerie, she might have been singing a different song altogether, but since he’d vanished in the mortal realm, she plainly wasn’t in any hurry to agree to my deal. While the god, also known as the Scourge, had yet to return to the city of Edinburgh, any potential disturbance in the realm of the dead had everyone on high alert, which was how I’d found myself spending this morning helping some of the local necromancers handle complaints from the locals about a screaming spirit in the catacombs.

      “They weren’t more specific than that?” I asked my cousin Morgan, who also happened to be the older brother of the necromancer guild’s Gatekeeper of Death.

      “No,” he replied. “The ghost is stuck in a wall, apparently. Are you finally joining the guild, then?”

      “No.” I dropped my voice as the rest of our patrol joined us: Jas, Keir, and Lloyd. The latter held the reins of Pepper the faerie puppy as he ran around barking excitedly, as if we’d taken him to the park and not a hole in the ground. The rest of us were less than enthused about combing the underground tunnels, especially me. It’d been my cousin Ilsa who’d actually invited me on this mission, but she’d been dragged into a guild meeting with her boyfriend River and left me to cobble together an excuse as to why I could suddenly use necromancy despite having had no aptitude for it in the past.

      As it turned out, borrowing magic from the Morrigan, the soul-eating queen of the death fae, had some major side effects.

      At the foot of the stone staircase, we found ourselves in a series of interconnected square rooms with stone walls which exuded a chill that reached the very marrow of my bones. The only decent source of light was the witch-made spell Jas wore on her wrist, which emitted a glow like a torch, while Morgan and Lloyd got out a couple of necromantic candles whose small bluish lights didn’t do much to dispel the gloom.

      Pepper ran in circles and happily sniffed every corner while Jas held the light spell in front of her. Since she was barely five feet tall, her light only showed a small area of the room and left the ceiling in shadow. “I can’t sense any ghosts.”

      I’d have to take her word for it on that. She and the others had easy access to the spirit sight, while I could only use mine if I shape-shifted into a giant bird-woman, and I figured the others didn’t need to see that mentally scarring sight in an already creepy set of catacombs. Besides, if I used my spirit sight to peek at the souls of living and dead beings, I became unable to see my real-world surroundings, as I’d learned the hard way through sustaining several injuries while exploring the extent of the powers the Morrigan had loaned me before her inconvenient disappearance.

      “Where’d the reports say the wailing was coming from?” asked Lloyd.

      “Inside the walls.” Jas took a step back, the light casting eerie shadows across her pale features and glinting on the piercing in her lower lip. “Supposedly. These tombs have been here for, what, at least a century?”

      “Ghosts don’t last that long.” Keir produced a torch and shone it around the smooth stone walls before walking into the neighbouring room.

      “Hey, don’t run off with the light,” Morgan protested.

      “You could have brought something more effective than a candle,” the vampire said over his shoulder. “Isn’t this place supposed to be a tourist trap? You’d think a screaming ghost would be good for business.”

      “The guild is obligated to investigate any spirit-related complaints from the public,” Jas said. “However ridiculous they might be.”

      Keir made an irritated noise. Jas’s boyfriend seemed to have been forced into the guild under duress, since he had zero interest in routine missions and was more likely to be found wandering off and getting into fights than actually banishing ghosts. Then again, Morgan’s penchant for running headfirst into danger and Jas’s tendency to blow holes in the walls with experimental witch magic didn’t make them particularly reliable either.

      Why did I come with them again?  I shivered, digging my hands in my pockets to avoid the chill and wishing I’d thought to borrow one of the necromancers’ long black cloaks, which formed the main part of their uniform. My tattered jeans and jacket had seen better days, and while it wasn’t like I had to go to the Unseelie Court on a daily basis anymore, if I kept getting invited to meetings with the Council of Twelve, I needed to upgrade my wardrobe. Somewhat difficult since all my cash went on paying the bills.

      Until recently, I’d scraped together a living doing odd jobs for the local mercenaries, hunting down troublesome rogue fae beasts. Since the one souvenir I’d kept from my days as the Winter Gatekeeper had been the Sight—the ability to see faeries—I’d been uniquely equipped to deal with any fae-related issues. Work had been in short supply lately, so I’d decided to put my newfound skills to use instead, but we didn’t see a single ghost as we made our way through the catacombs. Neither did we hear any wailing, except from Pepper when Morgan accidentally tripped over him in the dark. The faerie dog recovered, ran ahead into the next room, and then began barking frantically.

      “Calm down.” Morgan followed him, the candle in his hands making his tall, skinny frame resemble a wandering reaper. “Pepper, what are you doing?”

      The puppy barked again, striking the wall with his front paws. As the rest of us entered the room, a faint sound echoed within, like the whistle of wind in the treetops.

      “What’s that?” asked Lloyd.

      “Shh.” Jas caught his arm. “Keep quiet, everyone. I heard something.”

      Gradually, the sound resolved into a voice, muffled as if trapped behind a wall. “Hello?”

      “Someone is in there.” Lloyd drew to a halt next to his boyfriend, who dropped his candle in surprise at the sudden voice. While Morgan scrambled to retrieve it, Jas hurried over to join the puppy beside the wall.

      “Is anyone in there?” she called out. “D’you think there’s a hidden room or passageway behind there?”

      Keir rapped on the wall with his knuckles. “No, that’s solid rock.”

      Silence spread throughout the room, but no further greetings followed from the disembodied voice. Ghosts usually haunted somewhere they’d spent time while they were alive or where they’d died, but these tombs had been mostly frequented by tourists since the twentieth century, as far as I was aware. How had a wandering spirit possibly ended up trapped all the way down here?

      “There can’t be a ghost inside the wall,” Lloyd said.

      “Try telling him that,” said Keir.

      “There’s no room for a living person,” said Jas. “Maybe the spirit doesn’t realise he isn’t solid and that he can float straight through the wall and escape.”

      Morgan peered at the solid surface. “Oi, ghost. Fly towards the light.”

      No reply came. Jas knocked on the wall with her knuckles. “Can you hear us?”

      “Hello?” the disembodied voice called back. “Who’s there?”

      “Necromancers,” Jas replied. “Are you inside the wall?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s dark.” The ghost’s voice echoed faintly. “Can you help me get out of here?”

      “Was the ghost’s body buried under the wall?” Lloyd asked.

      “Hope not,” said Morgan. “Listen, you should be able to fly out. Should I come and get you?”

      “I’m not dragging your disembodied form out of the wall if you get yourself stuck, Lynn,” Keir said.

      “Shut up, Langford.” Morgan rapped his knuckles on the wall. “Better than leaving him in there.”

      “Keir, be nice,” Jas said to her boyfriend.

      The vampire shook his head. “Look, if I’d known we were dealing with a spirit this dense, I’d have asked the guild to send some novices instead.”

      “You are a novice,” Lloyd pointed out. “If you want to be pedantic. Anyway, the ghost might be part of something more.”

      “Aside from the wall?” Keir faced the solid surface. “Listen, mate, how long have you been in there?”

      “Since they built this place in the nineteenth century?” said Morgan.

      Not likely. Usually, spirits returned shortly after their death and didn’t last for more than a few days.

      “Don’t give him ideas,” Keir said. “He doesn’t talk like a two-hundred-year-old ghost. I think he’s bullshitting us.”

      “I dunno. The veil has been screwed up recently.” Morgan gave the wall another firm knock with his fist. “I can definitely see something in there.”

      “Fine, I’ll look.” Keir’s eyes glowed faintly grey-blue as he studied the wall. Without my own spirit sight turned on, it was harder to tell when a necromancer disconnected from their body to wander the spirit realm, but from the way the vampire’s body went completely still as though the Unseelie Queen had turned him into an ice statue, I suspected he’d floated straight through the wall to take a look for himself.

      “Hey—are you seriously rescuing the ghost yourself?” Morgan said to the vampire’s statue-like body. “You bloody hypocrite. You’re not supposed to go drifting off without using candles, anyway.”

      “Oh, come on, Morgan,” said Lloyd. “You never follow the regulations yourself. Maybe the vampire can see what’s going on over there.”

      Keir stirred, his eyes opening wide as he returned to his corporeal form. “Something is blocking me from reaching the ghost. A barrier of some sort.”

      “You mean the wall?” said Lloyd.

      “No, something else.” Keir paced along the wall, while Jas crouched down near the spot where he’d been standing.

      “Hey,” she said. “Check this out.”

      Everyone gathered around her to look at the underside of the wall, where a half-concealed opening was visible. It was barely big enough for a child to fit into, but Jas shone her glowing wrist into the hole and then stuck her head in to look around.

      “Jas, don’t get buried under the wall,” Lloyd said. “Is there an invisible barrier under there?”

      “I can’t see one, but the tunnel passes underneath the wall,” she said. “I can crawl in, I think. Unless someone else wants to volunteer.”

      Given that Jas was the smallest member of our group, she was the only person likely to be able to crawl through the tunnel without getting stuck.

      “No,” Keir said. “You might get trapped in there.”

      “I have this.” Jas indicated the light spell, which overlapped with several other bracelets on her wrists. “I also have more spells to protect myself if the wall collapses on my head.”

      “Don’t tempt fate,” said Morgan. “Rather you than me, then.”

      “It’s no big deal.” Jas lay flat on her stomach and wriggled headfirst into the hole, disappearing inch by inch. It wasn’t until her feet were barely visible that she exclaimed, “Hey, I found something.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Shuffling noises came from inside the wall. “There’s some kind of marks on the floor.”

      “Witch marks?” I crouched down in an attempt to see past her, but I hadn’t a hope in hell of fitting into that narrow tunnel, and besides, Jas’s feet entirely blocked the view.

      There came a loud scraping noise, followed by indistinct laughter from somewhere within the wall. Then a flash lit up the room from somewhere behind us, and a half-dozen transparent figures filled the space around us. Ghosts.

      All of us spun around as the ghosts’ hands ignited with blue energy. Kinetic power blasted off the walls, forcing us to drop to the stone floor. Morgan and Lloyd scrambled to retrieve more candles from their pockets, while shadows swept across my hands, turning them into curved black claws. I grabbed at the nearest ghost before it could corner the others, and it shrieked in surprise when the curved end of my claw hooked straight into its transparent form.

      “Go to hell.” I flung the ghost aside and into the path of a blast of necromantic power from Lloyd’s hands. The ghost vanished in a flash, while a second took its place. They weren’t powerful spirits, despite claiming the element of surprise, and each took only a couple of hits before vanishing into the afterlife.

      Keir grappled with another ghost, a glowing light spreading from its transparent form to his hands before the spirit vanished. Up close, his vampire’s draining ability didn’t look that different from the magic I’d borrowed from the Morrigan, though I didn’t know if he’d appreciate me pointing that out. Come to think of it, though, a vampire’s ability to drain someone’s spirit essence worked on living people as well as dead ones. Did the Morrigan’s magic too? I doubted anyone would line up to act as a guinea pig, so I pushed the question to the back of my mind for the time being.

      As the last two ghosts launched into an attack, Morgan and Lloyd stood back-to-back with glowing candles in their hands and yelled, “I banish you!”

      The two ghosts flashed into nothingness, while Keir crouched down beside the tunnel opening. “Jas? Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” came her muffled reply. “I scrubbed out the marks on the floor, but I’m not sure what the spell was. Maybe some kind of ghost-attracting signal.”

      “The ghost is gone?” Keir asked.

      “Yeah… I might need a hand to get out of here, though.” A thud and a curse followed. “I can’t turn around.”

      “Hang on.” He took hold of her ankles, tugging hard. Jas’s swearing echoed off the walls when she emerged in a rush and crashed straight into Keir. The vampire recovered, catching his balance against the wall, while Jas sprang to her feet.

      “The ghost was a decoy,” said Jas. “Can’t say I know who crawled into that tunnel to draw the marks, though.”

      “Must have been a really short witch,” said Lloyd. “Or maybe a goblin.”

      Jas elbowed him in the ribs. “Oi. We can’t all be six-foot giants.”

      Morgan snickered at Jas’s scowl. Even the vampire looked amused, though his expression darkened when he looked at the hole in the wall. “Those were weak spirits, but whoever led them here intended to draw us into a trap. We’d better make sure the person responsible isn’t still lurking around.”

      I hoped the marks had simply been witch magic, but only Jas had seen them up close, and no living individuals appeared in the catacombs. After a thorough search, we left via the same stone staircase we’d used to enter. When we reached daylight, I took the lead and let the others’ chatter fade into the background, wishing I’d stayed at home instead. I’d gone on this mission as a favour, but I hadn’t even needed to fully access the Morrigan’s powers to handle the ghosts.

      Then again, devouring the souls of the dead would be classified as weird even by necromancer standards. So would devouring souls of the living, come to that. Every day seemed to bring new surprises from the magic I’d borrowed, and it was no wonder the Unseelie Queen had changed her mind about simply killing me outright. My ability to heal would-be-fatal injuries was useful enough for her to request my help to find the Wild Hunt and return them to jail in Winter, but maybe I’d gone too far in requesting the Scourge’s name in return.

      The complicating factor was the fact that the Wild Hunt had initially summoned the god of death in order to slaughter him and use his blood to remake the cauldron of resurrection, the former instrument of the Sidhe’s immortality before its destruction at the hands of the once-leader of the Wild Hunt. The Sidhe weren’t taking their newfound mortality well, and part of me wondered if the Unseelie Queen had other reasons for delaying the god’s banishment than her reluctance to sign a deal with a mortal.

      As for the humans? Their own plans remained to be seen, including those of the leaders of Edinburgh’s necromancer guild. The guild was solid brick inside and out, with shimmering wards built into the walls, which glowed faintly when our group entered via the twin oak doors. Silence pursued us across the lobby and through the draughty corridors and worn staircases to the upper level. Most of the novices must have been out on missions, though I doubted even the senior necromancers were pursuing the escaped god themselves.

      The Scourge was a relatively unknown entity here in Edinburgh, but a few centuries back, he’d been the beast to whom the Sidhe sacrificed the souls of unfortunate humans every seven years. My ancestor had escaped that fate by inadvertently dooming generations of Lynns to enslavement to the Sidhe, and while my cousin Hazel had broken the curse and set us free, she hadn’t guessed the god might one day return to this realm.

      As if conjured up by my thoughts, my cousin’s loud voice echoed down the corridor like a particularly persistent ghost. When Morgan pushed open the door to the archives, it was to reveal both Hazel and her twin sister, Ilsa, standing among the shelves of ancient tomes. The two couldn’t have been more different at first glance. Hazel sported hints of blond in her hair where her sister’s was dark brown, her strong frame muscled from her Gatekeeper’s training and her worn jeans and jacket similar to my own. Ilsa was curvier and dressed in the dark cloak of the guild’s uniform, but having seen her talisman in action, I was pretty sure she’d come out on top in a fight between the pair of them.

      “Hey, Holly,” said Hazel. “Had fun on your mission?”

      “Not especially, but Jas had it worse.” I stood back against the wall to let Morgan and the others squeeze into the room. “She decided to crawl into a hole to find a ghost pretending to be stuck in the wall.”

      “Nobody else volunteered,” Jas said. “Besides, if I hadn’t crawled in there, I wouldn’t have been able to get rid of the marks someone used as a ghost magnet.”

      “Witch marks,” Keir added in explanation.

      Ilsa shook her head at us. “You found a dodgy hole in the wall, and one of you decided to climb into it? I expected it to be you, Morgan, but honestly.”

      “Hey,” Morgan said indignantly. “I thought it was a bad idea.”

      “So did I,” said Lloyd. “The ghosts were wimps, but the witch marks the person used to attract them were hidden away where most people wouldn’t have thought to look.”

      “It wasn’t a summoning, was it?” asked Ilsa.

      “No,” I said. “It was a trap for the guild. I’m guessing they assumed novices would show up, because they got a hell of a surprise when they found us instead.”

      They certainly hadn’t expected my Morrigan’s powers, but I wasn’t on the guild’s member list. Strictly speaking, I wasn’t supposed to be in this room either. Then again, neither was Hazel. If I had to guess, she was helping Ilsa comb through the books they’d scavenged from their old house to find the identity of Janet Lynn, the person we’d all received an identical text message from a few weeks ago. Given that nearly every person I knew of with the surname Lynn was in this very room, we’d all been at a loss to figure out who Janet was, but since she’d also claimed to be able to help us deal with the Scourge, Ilsa had refused to dismiss her messages as a prank.

      “Weird,” said Ilsa. “By the way, the boss has finally got through the backlog of paperwork from all that ghost crap a few weeks ago, so now she’s ready to move onto the latest emergency.”

      For some reason, she was looking at me. “Which means?”

      “It means she wants to talk to you, Holly,” Ilsa said. “Specifically, about the Morrigan’s magic and the escaped death god.”

      Oh, boy.
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      There was no refusing a summons from the head of the guild, and so Ilsa led the way out of the archive and down the corridor towards Lady Montgomery’s office. Considering how many times I’d come into the guild’s headquarters without permission, it’d been a matter of time before word of my presence made its way to the boss, but that knowledge didn’t make me less apprehensive about finally meeting the guild’s head honcho.

      Ilsa rapped on the oak wood door while I did my best to smooth out my expression. From what I’d heard, Lady Montgomery was widely respected and feared in equal measure, not because she exerted any Sidhe-style magical control but because she was damn good at her job. She’d presided over the guild for decades and seen her necromancers through crises ranging from the faerie invasion to the more recent fights with the Ancients and their kin.

      She also happened to be River’s mother. Ilsa’s half-faerie boyfriend waited beside his mother’s neat wooden desk when she called us into the office, and I recognised the resemblance between their serious, pointed features despite River clearly having inherited his curly blond hair and green eyes from his Sidhe parent. Lady Montgomery’s face was lined with wrinkles, and she wore her greying hair tied back in a bun and sported a number of badges and pins on her long, sweeping black cloak. How she’d ended up having a relationship with a Sidhe which had resulted in a child was a question not even the other necromancers were brave enough to ask. While my encounters with the Unseelie Queen and the Morrigan ought to make this meeting tame by comparison, I found myself resisting the impulse to avert my gaze as Lady Montgomery looked me up and down. “So this is the other Lynn.”

      “I’m Holly,” I said. “Ilsa and Morgan’s cousin.”

      “I’m aware of who you are.” She beckoned the others into the office behind me—Ilsa, Morgan, Jas, Keir, Lloyd, and Hazel. The latter looked as out of place as I did amid the neat shelves and pristine carpets, yet the entirety of the boss’s attention was focused on me. “I’m also aware that you have the spirit sight, yet you have elected not to join the necromancer guild.”

      “I’m not a necromancer.” That, at least, was the truth. “I borrowed these powers conditionally from Faerie, and I didn’t expect to keep them permanently.”

      “Borrowed?” she echoed. “I’m not under the impression that the Sidhe like to lend out their magic to mortals.”

      “It was the Morrigan, not the Sidhe.” I was sure she’d already heard the rumours, but she evidently wanted to hear the story from me. “I visited the Morrigan to request her help to fight the Wild Hunt. As a prisoner of the Winter Court, she wasn’t able to help me directly, so she agreed to let me borrow her powers for the duration of the battle. When I went back to check on her afterwards, she’d disappeared, leaving me with her magic for the time being.”

      “Inconvenient, yet not entirely atypical of the fae,” she said. “I’m told you used the Morrigan’s powers to resolve the recent issues in Death, which stumped even our most senior members.”

      Worry clenched inside my chest. “I’m not trying to usurp your authority. I barely understand how her magic works, to be honest, but when I found out I might be able to stop the ghosts from being stuck in Death, I did what I could.”

      “You can travel through realms, including the spirit world, can you not?” she asked. “Like the beast which is currently on the loose in this realm.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know how to find the god who calls himself the Scourge,” I said. “If he’s not in the city, then there’s only one way I know of that might lead us to him.”

      “Is that so?” she said. “What is that method?”

      “Summoning.” Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Hazel trying to get my attention, but I ignored her—my cousin’s habit of running her mouth off would not help convince the guild’s boss to agree to my request.

      “That,” she said, “is against the laws of the guild of necromancy and the Mage Lords.”

      My throat went dry. “If there’s a better idea, then I’d gladly hear it. I don’t intend to fall afoul of the mages or the guild.”

      “I said summoning was against the laws, not that there aren’t certain situations which are obvious exceptions,” she said. “That said, it will not be a popular idea. I’m told you were in Faerie and therefore missed the events of several months ago, when we had to deal with a series of attacks from Ancients upon the necromancer guild itself, which almost brought about our destruction.”

      For a moment, her gaze travelled across the others. Jas inched closer to Keir, whose gaze was on the floor; Ilsa paled; and Lloyd and Morgan exchanged grim looks. Only Hazel seemed unaffected by her words. She’d been in Faerie at the time, too, as I recalled.

      “Those Ancients aren’t around anymore, right?” I asked. “How…?”

      “If you want the specifics of how the other Ancients were killed, ask one of the witnesses,” Lady Montgomery said. “The only way to be rid of an Ancient is to use one of their own weapons against them, or something of equal strength. But the death of an Ancient comes with other consequences.”

      “Their blood bestows immortality.” Hence the Wild Hunt’s plan. “Yeah… some of the Sidhe would take advantage of his death but not all of them. The Unseelie Queen implied that she might be willing to give me the name of the god in exchange for my help recapturing the Wild Hunt. The Hunt wanted to use the god’s lifeblood, but if I ensure they’re locked up again, there won’t be any danger of them completing their plan.”

      “A dangerous assumption to make,” she said.

      “Is it more dangerous than letting the god continue to roam around this realm, though?” I asked. “A few centuries ago, he devoured the lives of mortals in exchange for granting favours to the outcast Sidhe. He’s a lot more dangerous now his physical form is in this realm, rather than requiring a ritual to be contacted.”

      “Very true,” said Lady Montgomery. “Yet having the name will not enable us to thwart him, and I will not put the guild in peril without a concrete plan of action.”

      “It doesn’t help that we have yet to determine which abilities the Scourge has,” River added. “From the previous incidents, some of the Ancients could communicate with psychics and possess them⁠—”

      “Fuck that,” muttered Morgan.

      “And most of them can shape-shift or otherwise change forms,” River continued. “They can also travel from one realm to another, and some can even continue to exist after their physical forms are destroyed.”

      Like the Gatekeeper’s god. Hazel had dealt directly with the god whose magic had fuelled the vow which bound the pair of us to the Court, but the god’s lack of a physical form hadn’t diminished the power of the binding that had kept our family tied to Faerie.

      “We want to banish the god, not kill him,” said Hazel. “The Sidhe can do both, I’m sure. They already did it once.”

      “They only banished the god because a rift into the other realm was already open at the time,” I pointed out. “Which required seven lives to be sacrificed.”

      “No, the seven sacrifices are only required to summon the god from his own realm,” Hazel said. “A rift can be opened without killing anyone.”

      “It’s still blood magic.” Tapping into the realm even the Sidhe feared on some level was not for the faint of heart. The Wild Hunt and Etaina of the Aes Sidhe might have been willing practitioners, but I wouldn’t touch blood magic with a ten-foot pole.

      “Some of us use blood magic for good and not evil,” Jas ventured. “I don’t know which realm the god came from, but opening the rift isn’t likely to be as hard as closing it.”

      “Which is why we need the Sidhe involved,” said Hazel, as if her statement would bring the Sidhe sailing into the room to offer her their support.

      Ilsa cleared her throat. “And you’re sure they’ll agree? Some of them might have occasionally worked with the Council of Twelve, but they haven’t deigned to show up to any meetings lately.”

      Huh. I hadn’t even known there were meant to be Sidhe members of the Council, but it figured that they’d have no more respect for the leaders of the supernatural community than they did for the rest of us.

      “The Council of Twelve will doubtless understand the need to use whatever means possible to rid this realm of the rogue god,” said Lady Montgomery, “but I cannot say the same for the local Mage Lords. Their former leader was killed by one of the Ancients himself in a summoning gone wrong.”

      “The fucker deserved it,” Keir said in a carrying whisper.

      Lady Montgomery levelled a stern glance in the vampire’s direction, but she didn’t voice a disagreement with his comment. “The Council of Twelve has been briefed on the recent incidents as well as the previous attacks by the Ancients, and they plan on holding a summit tomorrow here at the guild.”

      “The mages will be here, then?” asked Ilsa.

      “Yes, they will,” said Lady Montgomery. “You had all better present a strong case for proceeding with the summoning if you wish for them to grant you permission.”

      Typical. If the mages disagreed, they could ban us from going after the god altogether, and then we’d be breaking the law by default if we acted on our own. The rest of the Council of Twelve were keen to find a solution, but the Mage Lords had remained comfortably out of the action until they’d had their hands forced by the Council’s arrival in the city. Even now, I wasn’t convinced they understood the severity of the threat.

      “I’ll try my best,” I said. “I wasn’t here when the Ancients last attacked the city, but I know summoning is a contentious issue. I’ll be careful what I say.”

      After a lifetime of dealing with the Sidhe’s penchant for flying off the handle at the slightest provocation, I ought to be able to handle the mages. At least the chances of being turned into an ice statue were minimal, though the notion of asking the local mages for permission to break the laws was as appealing as convincing a troll to leave his hoard. Especially as I didn’t have the god’s name yet and therefore had no leverage.

      “The summit is tomorrow at eight,” said the boss. “I expect those of you who have been invited to arrive promptly. For now, you are dismissed.”

      I was all too glad to leave her office along with the others. When the door closed behind us, Hazel rolled her eyes. “Another council meeting. Great.”

      “You volunteered to help out,” Ilsa pointed out.

      “I assumed we’d be chasing the god across the Highlands, not arguing about blood magic in a stuffy meeting room.”

      I rotated to face Hazel. “How long have you known the Ancients have attacked the city more than once in the past? Because it’s news to me.”

      “Ilsa told me,” she said. “I didn’t find out until weeks after, since the Sidhe made sure I missed all the action. What was that god called, the Shadow Fury?”

      “That’s the one,” said Ilsa. “Nasty creature with claws that could yank out your soul like a fish on a hook.”

      “Excuse me?” Was this Shadow Fury some distant cousin or other of the Morrigan’s? If the god in question was dead, I’d probably never know, but I still felt slightly put out that Hazel had remained up to date on the gossip while I’d heard virtually nothing from the mortal realm while I was the Winter Gatekeeper.

      “That’s right,” said Hazel, as though I hadn’t spoken. “Furies are death fae, right? I wonder why we don’t find them in the Death Kingdom.”

      “Because Faerie kicked them out.” Ilsa’s gaze travelled over to me. “Holly, I’m guessing you’ve never run into a fury before?”

      “No.” How many other secrets had I missed out on in the years I’d spent ferrying messages between the Morrigan and the Unseelie Queen?

      “Be glad you haven’t,” Ilsa said, as if she’d sensed my thoughts. “Furies are giant feathery monsters with hellhound-like magic, but the Sidhe don’t tend to let the gods’ offspring run around their realm. Even in the Death Kingdom.”

      “By ‘giant feathery monsters,’ I assume you don’t mean shapeshifter fae like the Morrigan?” I said. “Also, what do you mean by the gods’ offspring? If those ghastly beasts procreated, it’d have been nice if someone had clued me in sooner.”

      “There’s a resemblance between the furies and the Morrigan, now that you mention it,” said Ilsa. “The furies got exiled from Faerie a long time ago. They used to be sealed in a rift between the realms, but nobody has seen any in months. No surprise, given how many of them Ivy alone has killed.”

      “Which god’s offspring are they, then?” I asked

      “The Shadow Fury’s, of course,” said Hazel. “Nasty creatures. I doubt anyone misses them.”

      “I assume they weren’t as strong as the actual gods,” I said. “How did you kill them in the last battle?” I addressed the last question to Ilsa.

      “With difficulty,” Ilsa replied. “And exceptional circumstances. The problem is that we don’t know nearly enough about this particular god or his weaknesses. You’re going home now?”

      “Might as well.” Roseanne would be waiting for an update on my mission, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she’d come to the guild to look for me by this point. “See you later.”

      Hazel snagged my arm when I made to leave. “Word of advice? Don’t start asking everyone in the guild about the last battle with the gods. Dozens of people were killed, so it’s a touchy subject.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement.” Freeing my sleeve from her grip, I headed downstairs and across the lobby, leaving the guild for the cobbled streets of Edinburgh.

      Outside, a crow sat perched on one of the old-fashioned lanterns affixed to the side of a stone edifice. Upon seeing me, it shifted into a gangly teenage girl with glossy dark hair. The half-fae offspring of the Morrigan gave me a frown. “You’re late.”

      “I got an unexpected summons to meet the boss.”

      Roseanne had wanted to come along on the mission, too, but sixteen was the minimum age to join the necromancer guild. She was still a few months short, so she’d had to sit this one out. At my words, her eyes widened. “You aren’t in trouble?”

      “No, surprisingly,” I said. “The boss wants me to talk to the Council of Twelve tomorrow and discuss how to find our missing god. Which I guess means telling them about the Unseelie Queen’s offer.”

      “You’re thinking of making a deal with her, then?”

      “Assuming she ever responds.” Which presented us with a conundrum if she didn’t, considering that she was the only person I knew of who might have an inkling of the Scourge’s true name. “There aren’t many other options, unless the mages want me to fly around Death and find the god myself.”

      “Bet they’re jealous of you,” Roseanne commented, falling into step with me. “You saved the city when you got rid of that god in Death. Even the guild couldn’t do a thing to stop it.”

      Her words strayed a little too close to hero worship for comfort, though they marked a change from being viewed as the villain. Roseanne had faced more than her fair share of derision from the other faeries because of her own relationship to the Morrigan, and if I could do anything to mitigate that, I was glad to. On the other hand, I didn’t need to make the moment when I inevitably lost access to the Morrigan’s powers any harder to bear. I hadn’t intended or expected to keep it for this long, but despite the way I’d grown accustomed to the shadowy magic lurking beneath my skin, it wasn’t mine to keep.

      “What’ve you been up to, then?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “Not much,” she said. “Oh, Hawk invited us to dinner tonight.”

      “Did he now?” I’d expected as much, given that he did the same every other day. “Then we don’t want to disappoint him.”

      Roseanne and I walked out of Edinburgh’s Old Town until we reached the street corner marked by a sign that read The Goodfellow Detective Agency. While the name belonged to Faerie’s most notorious prankster, it was Hawk who answered the door and led the way through the office to the back rooms where he and Puck lived. Hawk was half-Aes Sidhe on his fae side, which granted him the bright-green eyes of the Summer Court, while his medium-brown skin and dark hair came from his South Asian mortal mother, from whom he’d also inherited his impressive cooking skills. Several enticing-smelling dishes simmered on the stove in the kitchen, where the modern fittings contrasted the enchanted paintings that shimmered on the walls of the adjoining living room. Images of forests and fields draped in snow matched the cold December weather outside, and I didn’t quite know how I felt about having visited their house enough times to notice the way the paintings changed with the shifting seasons.

      “You’re back later than I expected,” Hawk commented. “Not trying to avoid us, are you?”

      “No, I got delayed at the guild,” I said. “Also, I’m wondering if Roseanne is trying to make a point about my culinary skills by inviting me here all the time instead of raiding the cupboards at home.”

      He grinned. “I’ll accept the flattery.”

      “Don’t do that. His ego won’t fit in the doorway.” Puck entered the room, his hands in his pockets and his smart-casual clothing fitted to his strong lean frame. Mischief lurked in his gold-flecked green eyes, while his hair flickered with the colour of autumn leaves or flames. Warmth threatened to creep up my neck when he caught me staring. Despite my many attempts to convince him it was a terrible idea for us to pursue a relationship with one another, my eyes saw what they wanted to, and the flutter in my chest when his gaze took me in with equal appreciation was hard to ignore.

      “How was the mission?” Puck pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and lounged in his seat in the casual manner of a trickster fae. “You aren’t covered in blood, so no zombies, I’m guessing.”

      “No zombies but a few ghosts,” I said. “I also met Lady Montgomery, so it’s been an eventful day.”

      “You met the guild’s boss?” Hawk glanced over his shoulder at me as he dished out portions of rice between four plates. “I heard she’s pretty hard-core.”

      “She is,” I said. “I can see how she’s carried the guild through so much upheaval with barely a scratch.”

      While we ate our meals, I gave a summary of the mission, followed by my unexpected introduction to the guild’s leader.

      “She wants you to summon the Ancient?” asked Puck.

      “That was always the plan,” I said. “Unless someone else comes up with a better idea. The Scourge hasn’t been seen in weeks, and a flying monster with the ability to hop between realms might have gone anywhere.”

      “He might decide to settle in Antarctica,” said Hawk.

      “Are we likely to be that lucky?” I asked. “No, he’ll come back. Edinburgh is a hotspot for the dead, and souls are the Scourge’s meal of choice.”

      “Not at the dinner table, Holly,” Hawk said. “I’d rather not think about soul-eating monsters while I’m eating.”

      “You’re the one who brought it up.” I jabbed my fork in his direction, trying to ignore the sinking sensation in my chest. The Morrigan’s powers were nothing on the reputation which had pursued me all my life, but it was typical that as soon as I’d found some people who didn’t judge me for my family history, the universe had seen fit to give me the creepiest magical ability known to humanity. Roseanne might be the Morrigan’s daughter, but she didn’t have the ability to tear out anyone’s soul, and besides, she wasn’t immortal. I didn’t know whether the magic I’d taken had affected my life span, and frankly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.

      Hawk shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s my house, and souls are not on the menu.”

      “Hawk,” Puck said. “Drop it. Also, it’s my house, too, and I’m all for souls being an option for our incorporeal clients.”

      “We’re not a restaurant; we’re a detective agency,” Hawk replied. “Lack of clients aside.”

      “We wouldn’t lack clients if you spent more time looking for them rather than researching fancy recipes.”

      I tuned out their good-natured bickering and focused on my food instead. Sometimes I just wanted the Morrigan’s magic gone but not while the Scourge remained at large with his own soul-devouring powers. Not to mention the Wild Hunt, who might come back to try to claim Roseanne again—but until the Unseelie Queen replied to my offer, I had no excuse to pursue them myself and risk angering the Winter Court in the process.

      The rest of our meal passed in awkward silence, at least on my part, and when Ilsa texted me with the details of the council meeting tomorrow morning, I seized on the excuse to leave.

      “I should go get an early night, since I have to meet with the council tomorrow,” I told Puck.

      “Sure,” said Puck. “I hope the mages don’t give you too much trouble.”

      “I’m well versed in diplomacy with touchy supernaturals,” I said. “If nobody gets turned into an ice statue, I’ll consider it a successful meeting.”

      After Hawk said goodbye and went to clear up the plates, Roseanne left the office first, while Puck tailed me to the door.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Hawk didn’t mean to imply you’re…”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I cut him off. “He can call me a soul-eating monster if he feels like.”

      I’d heard far worse. Besides, the Morrigan was as bad as the rumours, and when I fully shifted into her, we were indistinguishable from one another. If the local mages had had unpleasant past experiences with other soul-eating gods, then I wouldn’t do myself any favours by assuming they’d be happy to fight alongside me if they found out. They’d be more inclined to toss me into a cell and throw away the key instead.

      “He won’t,” Puck said, “because I’ll turn him into a toadstool first.”

      “I thought you could only turn people into animals.”

      “No, I can do other living things as well,” he said. “Anything, except for humans.”

      “You’re the definition of humble, you are.”

      A grin swept his mouth. “I try.”

      My heart skittered, while a brief glance at the road showed me that Roseanne had left us alone on the doorstep. She’d been doing her best to give the two of us space, but while Puck had made his interest in me clear, he seemed content to stand back and let me make the first move.

      And so we remained poised on a threshold, while I grappled with the newness of being able to make the choice for myself. It was a new feeling for me, since until recently, I’d never even thought about sharing my life with another person. If you didn’t count my first clumsy attempts at relationships as a teenager, when I’d crashed against the limits of my Gatekeeper’s role and my mother’s expectations, I’d long buried the notion that I’d be permitted to have a say in my own future. Much less that anyone else might want to stay involved in my life for the long haul.

      “Holly.” Puck’s soft tone was inviting, not demanding, and a magnetic force urged me closer to him. An inch separated us, and I halved that distance until his lips ghosted over mine. The merest hint of his warmth dispelled the chill in my limbs, and the softest moan escaped him as the kiss deepened. Breathing became overrated; the last threads of my self-control threatened to give way and propel me into his arms.

      “Are you going to close that door?” Hawk called out. “It’s freezing in here.”

      Puck took a step back, a smile playing on his lips. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Sure.” I did my best to focus on his dazzling smile as he watched me leave and not on the voice in the back of my head whispering that my future might not entirely be within my own hands after all.

      The magic of the queen of the death fae ran beneath my skin, and I’d crossed the void into the furthest reaches of the afterlife once already. If I had to do the same again to rid the world of the Scourge, then next time I might not be lucky enough to return to Puck’s side.
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      The following morning, I said goodbye to Roseanne after breakfast before departing for the meeting with the Council of Twelve.

      While the necromancer guild wasn’t quite as fancy as the mages’ headquarters, I was still underdressed in my jeans and jacket compared to the cloaked necromancers I met on the other side of the guild’s door to head to the meeting. After I’d lost my Gatekeeper’s magic, I could no longer use glamour to make my clothes faultless enough to compete with the Sidhe, while I hadn’t been able to justify spending money on fancy clothes when I had enough trouble keeping up with rent. Unfortunately, my Morrigan’s powers could only shift me into a giant bird, not give me a nice dress, so I had to make do with what I had.

      Shivering in the draughty meeting room, I buried my hands in my pockets as I waited for everyone to take seats around the long wooden table in the centre. Since the local Mage Lords and the senior necromancers had joined forces with the Council of Twelve—I didn’t know how they’d come by the name when they numbered far more than twelve—it was a challenge to fit everyone around the table. Few half-faeries were present, except for River, but every other supernatural group was represented.

      Lord Colton, the head mage for the West Midlands when he wasn’t fulfilling duties for the Council of Twelve, cleared his throat
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