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        Can Raine outwit the masters of deceit?

      

        

      
        Kicked out of Faerie and on the run from the ruling Sidhe, Raine Warren is less than happy to be tasked with saving both mortal and faerie realms from an all-too-personal threat. With her surviving allies in terrible danger, it's up to Raine to devise a scheme to stop the outcast Sidhe before they obliterate the Courts and everyone inside them.

         

        Together with Cedar, former thief and fellow exile, she must find a way to beat the Sidhe at their own games—without her desire for retribution turning her into a queen as ruthless as the ones who covet her power.
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      Ivy Lane rested one hand on her faerie talisman’s hilt as her gaze flickered from me to Cedar. “I was told to speak to someone called Raine Whitefall—that is, Lady Whitefall.”

      I cleared my throat. “That’s me.”

      I could hardly believe Ivy Lane herself—the only pure human with faerie magic I’d ever heard of—was in my living room. After the whirlwind of death and betrayal I’d experienced in the last few hours before my escape from Faerie into the mortal realm, I’d hoped to find my human father here and ensure he was safe. Instead, he’d disappeared without a trace, adding yet another dilemma to my growing heap of problems, which started with me being heir to the Whitefall family and ended with me being a wanted criminal. Ivy’s sudden appearance was the last straw—and my last hope.

      “And you are?” She addressed Cedar next to me, not taking her hand off her sword.

      “My name is Cedar Hornbeam,” he said. “Ivy Lane? I’ve heard that name.”

      “You might say I have a certain reputation,” Ivy said. “For killing rogue Sidhe.”

      Cedar stiffened. “Rogues? You mean exiles?” Technically, that’s what we were. Cedar had chosen to come with me rather than stay with the surviving members of the Hornbeam family, thus painting himself as a traitor in the eyes of the Summer Court if they worked out we’d run off together.

      “Exiles, rogues, murderers,” Ivy said. “A half-blood showed up on my doorstep telling me to find you. He said it was important.”

      “Who?” Surely not Robin. But when I could count my allies on one hand and most were in this room, there weren’t a lot of possibilities. “If it’s someone who can go to the Grey Vale and tell my deranged mother not to destroy the Courts, it’d save us a lot of trouble.”

      “Lady Whitefall—your mother. Ah.” Understanding flashed across her face. “I can walk into the Grey Vale, but I can’t find a Sidhe who doesn’t want to be found. And I’ve never been good at persuading them to do anything.”

      I blinked at her. She was being serious. She might be a formidable force with a reputation amongst half-bloods for being a ruthless killer, but I’d half thought it was an exaggerated rumour that she could actually walk into the faeries’ realm on her own power. Ivy Lane was a living legend, here in my dingy living room, talisman and all.

      “You’re half-Sidhe, then,” she said, not perturbed by my silence. “Both of you?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. You might say we have major family issues.”

      Her mouth twitched, almost a smile. “It seems to be a running theme with every half-faerie I’ve met lately. No offence.”

      “None taken,” I said. “It’s pretty much true.”

      “So you can explain,” Ivy said. “I’ve heard second-hand accounts of what she did, but I’d like to hear it directly from you.”

      “Why? Are you planning to help us?” I asked.

      “Yes. As much as is in my power, anyway. I have the Sight and can use magic, but there are some things you’ll only be able to handle yourself. Especially as she’s your mother. I might have their magic, but I’m still human.”

      “You’re entirely human?” Cedar repeated, sounding as surprised as I was.

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Then how did you come to be involved with the Courts?” he asked.

      “Long story,” said Ivy. “Let’s just say the Sidhe and I started out on the wrong foot and went downhill from there.”

      A human with the Sight… but that wasn’t all she had. Her faerie talisman was engraved with unfamiliar symbols, and its bluish tinge told me her magic was of the Unseelie variety.

      I took in a breath and gave her a run-down of the last few months, starting with my unexpected invitation into Faerie to collect my inheritance, and finishing with the discovery that my mother wasn’t dead but building an army in the Grey Vale to invade the Courts.

      Ivy’s gaze remained on Cedar and me as she considered my words, and her hand on her sword’s hilt. Maybe she thought we’d attack her. I looked too much like the faerie mother who’d faked her death and ruined my life. Slender but athletic frame, icy-white hair, eyes bluer than any human’s could ever be, a crescent-shaped birthmark on my face. My family’s mark—which she’d put there, to mark me as hers.

      Ivy pursed her lips. “So she planned this years ago, and faked her death rather than being exiled. The Sidhe really don’t do things by halves, do they? Have you spoken to the Court at all?”

      “Well, the Unseelie Court helped me fight her, then ran off when she escaped. The Seelie Court, though—they sort of want me dead for murder.”

      Ivy opened her mouth then closed it again, shaking her head. “Which murder?”

      “Lady Hornbeam. She tried to steal my magic and kill me in the process.”

      Ivy swore. “Your chances of getting cooperation from the Courts are slim to none anyway, but a murder accusation⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know I’ll be killed or exiled for it,” I said. “They won’t hear my story. I’m half-blood, which means they’ll automatically come out on the side of the Sidhe. Even a monster like Lady Hornbeam.”

      Ivy sighed. “That puts a wrench in our plans. I’m not blaming you, and heaven knows it’s tough to wrangle any kind of commitment out of the Sidhe. They barely tolerate me most of the time. I can’t stop them hunting you, but I can misdirect them if you’d like me to.”

      “Can you help me find my father?” I asked. “He’s mortal. I think the faeries took him, like they did before I was born. Well, she did.”

      “I can do that,” Ivy said. “I’ll ask the leader of the local witch coven for a tracking spell. If I were you, I’d lie low until I can find out what’s going on in Faerie.”

      “But you can go there?” asked Cedar. “How?”

      “I stole the magic of an exiled Sidhe—it’s a long story. Technically, I can’t walk into the Courts themselves without an invitation, and for some reason, they go out of their way to avoid giving me one unless it’s for a tedious meeting. But if I find anything in the Vale that might point to her whereabouts, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “There’s one more thing. My mother used a different type of magic when she had us prisoner. She used this word—she called it an Invocation. A powerful word that made everyone kneel. Have you heard of those?”

      “Unfortunately,” Ivy said. “Invocations are the language of the gods. The Sidhe’s gods.” Her hand went to her sword’s hilt, and the symbols etched there. “The Sidhe use them when they want to make a blatant display of power. Say, when they exile someone, or wipe their memory. But they’re too powerful for anyone without a Sidhe’s magic to handle.”

      Oh. That’s how she did it. No wonder I’d always suspected there was a realm of faerie magic off limits to me. A forbidden language only the Sidhe knew.

      Without warning, a sudden air current hit us from in front, sending me stumbling back a step. Cedar, too. Ivy, however, turned to the side, a smile curving her lips as though she’d expected it.

      A man had appeared in the corridor. Tall, broad-shouldered and clearly human, he wore a smart suit and a long black coat. He walked into the flat, coat shifting in the breeze stirred up by his arrival.

      He just teleported? I’d say he’s a mage…

      Oh shit.

      The head of the Mage Lords frowned at the pair of us, then turned to Ivy. “I was told there was only one half-blood.”

      “Yeah, so was I. This is Lady Whitefall…”

      “Best call me Raine,” I said. “Seeing as the other person with my name isn’t friendly. This is Cedar.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Cedar said with the sort of flourish he usually reserved for members of the Courts. Right. The Mage Lords are sort of the equivalent of the Sidhe here in this realm. I’d never met him before, but this guy was the reason most of the dodgy magical schemes my former best friend Denzel had come up with had backfired and ended up with someone getting arrested or threatened. I really hoped he didn’t make the connection. I looked a long way from the thief I’d once been, even here in the mortal realm.

      The Mage Lord gave us a nod of acknowledgement. “You’ve come to an agreement?” he asked Ivy.

      “Sort of,” said Ivy. “You know how slippery the Sidhe are. Basically, we’re looking for a missing human. Her father. Also, you’ll need to station a guard by the Ley Line again. This time there’s a Sidhe who can hypnotise people who might come over looking for mortals to ensnare.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Hypnosis?”

      “Apparently. Can’t have a dull moment, huh.” Ivy grinned slyly at him. “I’ll check back with you tomorrow, Raine. Is there anything I can take for a tracking spell? It works better with hair, or blood.”

      My throat went dry. There was no blood in the flat, but a wave of dread rushed over me all the same. I ran to Dad’s room, finding the furniture overturned and everything that wasn’t nailed down scattered on the floor. Shakily, I grabbed a comb with several of Dad’s hairs still tangled in it, left the bedroom, and handed it over to Ivy.

      “I’ll come back tomorrow,” said Ivy, nodding to the Mage Lord.

      As one, the pair of them disappeared. Curtains of dust fluttered down in their wake.

      “Wow. Apparently we’re royalty in this realm, too,” I said.

      Cedar turned to me. “She only said she’d try to help. No guarantees. She’s human.”

      “She also has faerie magic,” I said. “What’s their problem with you?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Cedar said. “They hate the Sidhe. Ivy Lane does, anyway.”

      “And I look exactly like my power-crazy mother.” Not for the first time, I wished I’d taken after Dad instead, but faerie blood usually won out over human. Cedar’s dark shoulder-length hair and elegantly carved features were fairly typical, but his light hazel eyes made him look different enough to his faerie mother that I didn’t see her staring back at me when our eyes met. Thank the Sidhe for that.

      Heat crept into my cheeks when I realised he saw me looking. “No,” he said. “You don’t look like her.”

      I blinked. “I’ve no idea if that was a compliment or not, considering she has everyone dancing to her tune. Aspen worships her.”

      “Aspen worships power.” His jaw tightened. The resemblance between him and his half-brother was a more superficial one, not enough to be obvious unless they were standing right next to one another.

      I cleared my throat. “Right. It’s too late to call the mercenaries, but I’ll do it tomorrow. And talk to the neighbours. Someone must have seen what happened.” My throat closed up. There was no chance my mother could have done it in person, because I’d been with her at the time and he hadn’t been in her castle. Maybe Dad had run away, but surely the mercenaries guarding him would have noticed.

      Cedar nodded. “What do you suggest we do now?”

      “Clean up and get some rest.” I scrubbed a hand through my hair. Like Cedar, I was covered in blood and debris from the fight. “Do you want to sleep in my room? Dad’s room’s in a state, but I can sleep on the sofa.”

      “No, I will,” Cedar said. Was I imagining things, or did he sound disappointed? My dad was missing. I couldn’t forget it, not with the evidence all around me.

      Nor could I forget that I’d got both of us exiled in the first place.

      I’d always been terrified the faeries would come back and hurt my dad. But in the end, all my efforts to put up barriers between myself and Faerie had crumpled the instant I’d answered their call and followed them into their realm.

      When I found him, this time I’d have to let him go. At least until I dealt with my mother. However painful it might be. The Sidhe would never take away anyone I loved again.
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      The beeping tone of a phone ringing somewhere nearby woke me from sleep. I slid out of bed and stumbled around looking for it before realising the noise came from outside my room.

      Cedar was sprawled on his back, legs dangling over the sofa’s side. He looked up as I walked in. The ringing came from under the rug I’d tossed over the bare floorboards by the door where hellhound drool had eaten through the carpet. Dad must have thrown it underneath. Lifting the rug, I retrieved the phone.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      “Raine Warren?” asked a tremulous voice I recognised as belonging to one of the mercenary kids I’d had guarding Dad before they’d taken off. Good. Ivy spoke to them. I’d planned to read them the riot act, but the kid sounded terrified anyway. “I—Ivy Lane came here. She said you… she said your father’s been kidnapped.”

      “Yes. You’re under this… Larsen Crawley, right? Can I speak to him? I’d like to know who told you not to guard him anymore.”

      “Mr Warren himself did.”

      I pressed the phone to my ear. “That can’t be right. Can you put me through to your boss?”

      “Are you sure? He won’t be happy with me for disturbing him at this hour.”

      “It’s urgent. Put me through.”

      The phone beeped. “Hello,” snapped a male voice.

      “Is this Larsen Crawley?”

      “Yes,” said the same irritable voice, which sounded like it belonged to someone in the death grip of a hangover.

      “I’m Raine Whi—Warren,” I corrected. “I hired several of your mercenaries for bodyguard duty a few weeks ago, and they left before the job was complete. There’s a possibility some magic might have been used against them. Harold Warren. Ring any bells?”

      He snorted. “Nice try. If you’re trying to get out of paying for services, Miss Warren, then you’re not fooling anyone.”

      “I’m not trying to get out of paying for anything.” Who the hell was this prick? “I’m pretty sure I paid in advance. Your people never finished the job.”

      “Harold Warren told us he needed to discontinue the service as they were no longer required.”

      I stared at the phone for a moment then put it to my ear again. “Okay. That’s… Er. Did he sound okay when he said it? Not drunk, or…”

      “No, he sounded perfectly lucid.”

      I frowned. “And it was definitely him?”

      “Are you mocking me? He came into the office in person.”

      Still might have been a glamour. Humans—except for Ivy Lane—didn’t have the Sight. It couldn’t be more obvious that this Larsen character wanted rid of me, but he wasn’t exactly the most reliable bystander. Still, I needed to be sure he wasn’t fobbing me off.

      “No, I’m wondering if magic was involved,” I said to him. “I’ll have to inform the Mage Lords if nobody can confirm it.”

      “Naturally.” He swore quietly. “There’s been no magic. I do have people who specialise in supernatural nonsense to make sure nothing magical gets near my mercenaries.”

      “Are you absolutely positive?” I asked. “Because I spoke to Ivy Lane, and she planned to question the others at the guild very closely if it turns out there’s any discrepancies. My father is missing, Mr Crawley. I’ll hire any help I can to get him back.”

      “Lane.” I heard him shuffle around swearing under his breath. “Of course she’s involved.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Look, I’m not magical, okay? I can’t see through your faerie charms and shit. Four people told me the job was done. If your old man’s missing, I sure as hell don’t know where he is.”

      “Right,” I said, resigned. “Did they see anything else? Or—have you been called out on any other faerie-related cases lately?”

      “No. Client info is confidential, besides.”

      “Nothing involving hypnosis?”

      “Hypnosis?” He snorted. “What crap are you into? That’d be Ivy Lane’s area.”

      And he hung up.

      Cedar yawned and sat up. “Who was that?”

      I scowled at the phone. “Mercenary. Or drunkard. Whoever he is, apparently my dad covered his tracks well. Or the person who captured him did.”

      Cedar swung his feet over the sofa’s side, running a hand through his silky dark hair. “I don’t suppose you have any spare clothes?” he asked. “These are covered in blood.”

      He indicated his shirt, which was torn to ribbons. Of course—we’d fought a war yesterday. It already seemed a million years ago.

      “I can use magic,” I said. “Any preferences?”

      “A similar outfit will do. I can glamour it.”

      My hands glowed blue as I directed my magic at his clothes, and a fresh outfit replaced the bloodstained one. I did the same to the ragged shorts and T-shirt I’d slept in. There was no point in dressing as a human now. I was all faerie or nothing, as Robin had once said. He might be a deceiving liar, but he’d been right about one thing: when you set foot in Faerie, it never truly left you.

      Cedar eyed my armoured coat. “That ability of yours is certainly useful.”

      “Yeah, it’s helpful when you’re a fugitive,” I said. “I’m going to question the neighbours about Dad. Someone must have seen him leave.” Of course, considering we lived in a mostly-human area, nobody except me could see through glamour. I had to start somewhere, though.

      “Do you need me to come with you?”

      I shook my head. “Better not. They already think I’m going to hex them.”

      I walked to the door, then hesitated. Maybe I should have dressed as a human after all. But I didn’t have the patience to put on an act for the people who’d probably be indifferent at best to Dad’s disappearance.

      Putting on my coldest Sidhe expression, I opened the door and nearly tripped over a pair of hooved feet.

      “Raine.” Denzel looked at me in astonishment, as though I’d wandered into his house, not the other way around. We hadn’t spoken since an argument shortly after I’d been named as heir to the Whitefall family, when he’d been offended that I no longer wanted to spend time around thieves. We’d parted on the mutual understanding that if we stayed friends, he’d probably end up trying to steal my talisman at some point, which wouldn’t end well for him.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen my father?”

      “Actually—yeah, I did,” Denzel said. “He went into half-blood territory two days ago. Why?”

      “What the hell was he doing over there?” Denzel stumbled back a few steps at my tone, fear flashing in his eyes. “Is that what you came here to tell me?”

      “No. Never mind.” He attempted to clip-clop away, but I reached and grabbed his coat, pulling him onto the doorstep. His arms flailed feebly for a second, then he looked at me in meek resignation. “I don’t know, okay? You were off playing faerie queen, and I assumed he was supposed to be on half-blood territory. He didn’t look lost.”

      I swore. “Is there nothing else you can tell me? I put him under twenty-four-hour guard and some faerie spell must have got through to him anyway.”

      “Uh, it didn’t look that way to me.” Denzel managed to pull his coat out of reach as the door opened behind me, and Cedar poked his head out. “You’ll have to ask someone else. I don’t know why he was there, honest.”

      He hobbled away then broke into a gallop, his hooves pounding against the pavement. I didn’t bother to follow him. “Dad went to half-blood territory? I need to tell Ivy.”

      “Who was he?” asked Cedar. “Another thief?”

      “Yep. One of my former light-fingered acquaintances.” I went back into the flat, and put the kettle on, just for something to do.

      Cedar hovered behind me. “That thing heats water up?”

      “Yeah. Don’t you—right, Faerie has magic as a substitute.” Being here must be weird for him, even if he’d been walking between the two worlds for years. “I’m going to make breakfast, and hopefully Ivy won’t take too long.”

      I poured dry cereal into two bowls, since the bread had long since expired. Dad had been gone for longer than a day. Of course, thanks to Faerie and its time inconsistencies, for him, it’d been weeks since we’d seen one another. If I hadn’t put Faerie before him, he might have been spared—but stopping Lady Whitefall’s quest for domination had to come first, at whatever cost. If I’d left her to her own devices, we’d be a hell of a lot worse off.

      Cedar broke the silence by saying, “When was your father on half-blood territory?”

      I ate a few mouthfuls of dry cereal. “Two days ago. Probably too late for Ivy’s tracking spell to find him.”

      “How exactly does this spell work?” he said.

      “No clue. Tracking spells are witch spells, so if he’s in Faerie, it won’t work either.” I put my half-empty cereal bowl aside.

      “So he left of his own volition?” asked Cedar.

      “Even if he did, this is Faerie we’re talking about.” I groaned. “If the Seelie Court come here, their first stop will be half-blood territory. But I need to know if anyone there has seen him.”

      “Then I’ll go,” said Cedar. “I can use glamour to hide myself.”

      I frowned at him. “It’d have to be a damn good one to fool them.”

      “I haven’t needed to use a full glamour for a while,” Cedar said. “But I’m told it’s convincing.”

      The air shimmered around him. My eyes picked out two images, superimposed on top of one another—at the bottom, the real Cedar, and on top, a blond half-faerie wearing torn jeans and a white T-shirt. Humans, and most faeries without strong magic, would see only the top image, and Cedar himself would remain hidden—unless he ran into someone who could see through powerful glamour. Which covered most Sidhe, but they weren’t here. I hope. Even if they were, as long as he didn’t draw attention, he’d be able to get away with it. I was the one with a price on my head.

      The instant the door closed behind him, I regretted not following. I paced the room, fidgeted, skimmed through my contacts on my phone and finally sank onto the sofa, exhaustion from yesterday lying heavily on my eyelids. Now I finally had the chance to break down, I didn’t have the energy for it. Cedar’s scent lingered, and wrapped around me like a comforting blanket. My eyes closed, and I drifted off.

      I woke to a hideous growling noise from outside. Grabbing my knife, I made for the door, easing it open in case an ambush waited.

      Outside the front door, Cedar circled a beast the size of a wild boar. A second hellhound nipped at his ankles. He couldn’t fight one without taking his attention off the other, though he did his best to engage both of them at once. He’d dropped his glamour and pulled out a knife from somewhere—not iron, but a faerie-made one.

      “Hey!” I yelled at the monster, giving Cedar the chance to lunge forwards. His blade sank into its neck, blood sprayed, and its heavy body slumped onto the pavement.

      Blue light shone around its corpse and the second hellhound grew, expanding to fill half the road. I’d forgotten they fed on death energy, like some other Grey Vale beasts. Wishing I’d grabbed a weapon, I backed up to the doorstep.

      Before the beast could move, a sword came down, severing its head. Ivy Lane stepped aside, letting the second hellhound fall, her sword dripping blue-tinged blood. Glyphs flashed up and down its hilt, and its ancient, restrained power made the air tremble. Ivy had moved faster than I’d ever seen a human, lit up in the sheen of blue faerie magic usually afforded to Winter half-bloods only.

      “So much for not bothering the neighbours,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the shimmering glyphs on her talisman. The thief part of me wanted a closer look, but I pushed the covetous impulse down. Ivy had killed several Sidhe, and for all I knew, she was even more powerful than Lady Whitefall.

      “Hellhounds,” said Ivy, shaking droplets of blood from her sword. “I haven’t seen one of those for a while.”

      “My magic didn’t work on it,” I said. “Don’t suppose you know why?”

      “They’re powerful Unseelie beasts, so they’re immune to a lot of Winter magic,” said Ivy.

      “That explains it.” I turned to Cedar. “Did you make it to half-blood territory?”

      “I did,” Cedar said. “There have been a couple of other Vale attacks there, but nobody saw your father. I didn’t see the Sidhe, either.”

      “Neither did I,” said Ivy. “I should probably let Vance—the Mage Lord—know about the hellhounds. But I was on my way to update you. The tracking spell did take me to half-blood territory—to the forest. I spoke to the Hemlock witch coven. They know more about Faerie than most other supernaturals in this realm.”

      “If they live in the forest, they must know the Little Person of Hemlock Way,” said Cedar.

      “You know the witches?” Ivy raised an eyebrow at him.

      “No, but I’m told they don’t like the Sidhe,” said Cedar.

      “The Sidhe tried to burn their forest down… several times.” Ivy turned to face me. “The witches claim to know about your father. People who’ve fallen victim to the Sidhe have sometimes taken shelter in their forest, so I reckon they’re telling the truth. The Mage Lords can vouch for them, as can the other witch covens, for what it’s worth.”

      Damn, Dad. What have you got mixed up in?

      “And Lady Whitefall?” asked Cedar. “Have you heard anything more of her?”

      “I asked in a few of the half-blood communities, but nobody was talking.” Ivy smiled wryly. “I’m not the most trusted individual amongst the fae-kind. But it doesn’t look like any Sidhe have been in this realm recently.”

      “Not the Summer messengers?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

      Ivy shook her head. “Did you throw them off your tail?”

      “Oh,” said Cedar suddenly. “I think they might have thought we fled to the Grey Vale. They didn’t see where we disappeared to when we left Faerie. They might think we’ve joined the exiles.”

      I couldn’t help feeling insulted. “As if. They must really hate me. If they leave us alone in this realm, though, it’ll help. They should be focused on protecting their own Court instead, seeing as Lady Whitefall will probably target it at some point.”

      I imagined she’d go for Winter first, but who knew how her mind worked. Maybe she’d go back to the palace. I hoped not, because it was Viola’s home, and she was bound to our entire family. But the palace was Lady Whitefall’s too, technically, because her magic kept it standing even if the keys had passed onto me. Hopefully Viola would have found somewhere else to go. She’d stick with Rose, who at least wasn’t chained to the Hornbeam Family now its leader was dead. Unless Aspen had taken over. He hadn’t seemed too interested in conquering the borderlands the last time I’d seen him, but I wished I had one ally I could trust enough to make sure my friends were safe.

      Right. We’re going to see the witches, and then we’ll get the Little Person of Hemlock Way to get us back into Faerie.

      “I wish I could help,” Ivy said. “I’m supposed to be an ambassador between here and Faerie, but I can’t walk into their realm without an invitation and an extremely good reason. I’d say the end of the world was a good reason, but they take bloody forever coming to an agreement on anything.”

      “I figured,” I said. “Are you absolutely sure the witches can help?”

      “They don’t invite just anyone into the forest. Their territory might be close to the half-bloods, but their hatred for the exiled Sidhe knows no bounds. They won’t harm you, though. Their forest’s magic’s pretty good at picking up on threats.”

      “They’re human?” I asked.

      “If you stretch the definition a little,” said Ivy. “The forest is pretty straightforward, if you’ve been there before, but it has a tendency to throw you off the path and trick you. Kind of like Faerie, I guess.”

      Great. Like the real thing wasn’t bad enough.

      “Their territory must overlap with my—with the Hornbeam family’s,” said Cedar. “The Little Person uses a small liminal space to travel to Faerie from there. He’s helped me escape danger a few times when Lady Hornbeam sent me to the mortal realm on quests.”

      “And saved me when I got attacked by a hellhound,” I added, glancing at the dead bodies of the fallen hellhounds in the road. “We should get rid of these.”

      “Not a problem.” Ivy smiled. It was singularly the most disturbingly devious smile I’d ever seen on a human. “Let’s say the local mercenaries and I have an understanding of sorts. It’ll be gone in half an hour.”

      Cedar and I exchanged perplexed looks, but Ivy didn’t offer an explanation. I hoped we could trust her word about the Hemlock witches. Allies were in short supply, and I suspected that when the Sidhe came searching for me, even the witches’ forest wouldn’t be safe from their wrath.
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      “Nice.” I looked ahead at the path to the witches’ forest, which wound away into shadows, then back at Cedar. “Are you sure this place belongs to the witches? Because it looks like they took decorating tips from the Unseelie Court.”

      Last time I’d been here, Cedar and I had fled a half-blood gathering into the woods in search of passage back to Faerie. Its creeping expanse was made up of dark paths, tangled undergrowth, and sinister noises belonging to wild fae from both Courts. The shrill voices of piskies mingled with the growls of wild hobgoblins and the rustle of dryads’ tree branches.

      “Ivy did mention the forest contains a high concentration of magic,” Cedar said in answer. “Makes sense, considering its proximity to half-blood territory.”

      “Yeah, it’s got to be on the spirit paths.” I dug my hands in my pockets, feeling the comforting shape of the knife I’d grabbed before coming here. “I doubt I can find the way back out if the forest changes like Faerie, though. Don’t suppose you have any breadcrumbs?”

      “I can mark the path.” Cedar’s hands glowed bright green, and a bramble unfurled itself, sprouting bright neon green flowers and wrapping around the nearest tree. He stepped forwards, and the bramble moved, too, following our path.

      “Nice trick,” I said.

      Hardly a noise disturbed the silence, but Cedar and I remained on our guard. The path was barely visible, criss-crossed by thick tree roots and other obstacles. Not much in the way of fae beasts—just a handful of stray will o’the wisps trying to lure us off the path, a nest of hobgoblins, and a few nixies swimming in a pond who waved at us to join them. The trees were ancient and gnarled, forming cage-like barriers around us and forcing us to follow their path. Cedar tried to use magic once, but shook his head when the tree didn’t move to follow his lead. A soft, menacing power hummed through the boughs and the whispering silence. Not faerie magic, but just as ancient.

      Light-coloured threads began to appear and stretch between the tree branches, which converged into an arch-like shape overhead. They looked a lot like⁠—

      I stopped walking. “Spider webs. You have got to be kidding me.”

      Cedar stopped to examine the threads of light. “I don’t think they’re spider webs.”

      Green light shone from the thin interweaving patterns. I bloody hoped they didn’t come from a giant luminous arachnid, but it’d just be my luck if they did.

      “I think it’s writing,” said Cedar, drawing back. “Not faerie magic, but some sort of spell.”

      “Huh.” I scanned the webs, keeping at a distance. The lines did look like squashed symbols of text, but spider webs were intricate enough in themselves. They were too bloody smart. That’s why I didn’t trust the buggers.

      We resumed walking. The webbed patterns continued for a while, then stopped. So did I. I hadn’t noticed they were the only source of light until the faint green glow disappeared, leaving nothing but thick trees blocking out the sun.

      “Damn,” I said quietly. “Does this mean the witches are nearby?”

      “I don’t know,” Cedar said. “I sense magic, but not like ours.”

      I didn’t know a huge amount about how the mortal realm’s own magic worked, but I did know this forest hadn’t existed in its current form before the faeries had come. Our magic warped nature and caused it to grow wild. But it wasn’t our magic that ruled this place.

      “This better not be a trap,” I muttered.

      “Might Ivy have tried to trick us?” asked Cedar.

      “She’d have no reason to.” I knew his trust issues, like mine, stemmed from being screwed over by too many people, though I was trying to give Ivy the benefit of the doubt. I was more inclined to think the witches, or some kind of fae, were the ones messing with us. “Besides, if she wanted to bump us off, she’d have skewered either of us with that talisman of hers. She’s on a level with a Sidhe. Easily.”

      A growl came from behind us. I spun around, magic springing to my palms, as true darkness folded over me like a curtain.

      “Cedar?” I called into the dark.

      Silence answered. I held up my glowing hands, but magic didn’t illuminate the gloom. Like a force had sucked all life out of the world. A chill danced down my spine. Either Cedar had vanished, or the forest’s magic had tricked both of us. Even the way back was masked in shadows. I stepped carefully over a tree root, feeling my way along the non-existent path. All my light-footed thief instincts had disappeared. My other senses weren’t terrible—most half-bloods’ sense of smell and hearing were sharper than humans’—but the witches’ magic had masked all sound and scent, too. There might have been a chimera sitting in front of me and I wouldn’t know it.

      It’s an illusion.

      No shit, Raine. Didn’t mean I knew how to switch it off. My Sight didn’t work on non-faerie magic, unless I found the person responsible for the spell.

      I found an opening beside the nearest tree and climbed through, around tangled branches and tree roots protruding from the earth. Cedar must be here somewhere, but I couldn’t sense my own magic, let alone his. Minutes ticked by in frustrated silence as I scrambled and climbed, occasionally hitting my head or arm on a low-hanging branch. Eventually, water washed over my shoes, indicating I’d reached a pond or river. I stopped walking, using my right foot to edge around the water. The odds of something nasty lurking inside were too high to risk wading into it.

      A splash cut through the silence, and the darkness peeled away. For a moment, the forest reappeared. Then it vanished. And so did I.
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        * * *

      

      I sat alone on a chair, looking down at a polished floor stained in blood. Not a chair—a throne, engraved in gold. Bodies lay in puddles of crimson, both human and half-blood, goblin and troll, fae-kind of all species. A thousand pairs of empty eyes reflecting the high ceiling of the hall back at me. A river of crimson reached the skirts of the long dress I wore.

      Where am I?

      The polished floor, slick with blood, looked familiar. The court room at the ice palace. Was this a memory? Wait—the dress, too. I’d seen it, in a memory. A dress I’d coveted as a child.

      Her. I’m her. Lady Whitefall.

      I held the sceptre in one hand, and a dagger in the other. And an entire Court lay slaughtered at my feet.

      I recoiled, and the scene changed.

      Laughing Sidhe surrounded me, pointing at me, cruel mouths twisted in smirks. Somehow I was on my knees in full human guise, covered in dirt. They kicked and spat at me, calling me names. Anger churned inside me, and a voice whispered in my ear—Kill them. Kill them all.

      The voice wasn’t mine. It came from the object in my hand. The sceptre glowed, and the floor rippled as spikes shot up, impaling everyone they touched. The laughing Sidhe had nowhere to run. Screams replaced laughter, and blood splattered the polished floor.
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