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      For Arron, you are my north star in the darkness.

      Thank you for everything.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        
        Love is like the wild rose-briar,

        Friendship like the holly-tree—

        The holly is dark when the rose-briar blooms

      
        But which will bloom most constantly?

        — Emily Brontë, ‘Love and Friendship’
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      ‘The Shadow Sect must be eliminated.’

      A strong, clipped voice echoed across a shadowy colourless hall. It was a grey, cavernous space, and looked as though all the colours had been washed away in a rainstorm, leaving only tones of light and dark grey: grey walls, grey vaulted ceiling, grey marble floor.

      The windows dotted around the walls were tall and slender, letting in shafts of pale light that illuminated the crowd of golden-robed people listening to the speaker. Long black rectangular flags hung in rows from the ceiling, emblazoned with a golden tree encircled by a golden ring.

      ‘Strength like theirs shouldn’t exist. Their power is a plague. It’s unnatural, unclean, unthinkable.’ His voice reverberated around the room. The windows tremored in their frames with each syllable uttered. ‘They are everything we stand against.’ The man had wispy blonde hair and sharp violet eyes surrounded by deep crow’s-feet wrinkles. The crowd were hanging on his every word, and he knew it. ‘The Bloodletting at Oakencliff proved that we are not only capable of this, but that we will be revered for it; the people of the Shadow Lands need us to eliminate this threat, even if most of them don’t know it yet. We will be their heroes. We will free them from this scourge.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ a voice from the crowd shouted. Several others joined. ‘Hear, hear!’

      The man looked across the room at the mass of faces hanging on his every word. He knew that whatever he asked of them, whatever rule or law he put in place, they would follow, and they would execute. Ever since he had claimed the trust of the barons of Hythlund, he’d had the entire fiefdom at his disposal. This had been his greatest victory of all – so great, in fact, that for a while he had been contented to leave Oakencliff as the only cleansed village in the Shadow Lands. But that wasn’t enough any longer. The Bloodletting had slowed the growth of the Shadow Sect, that was true, but he knew Hecate Winter well enough to know that she wasn’t a woman who would be held down for long.

      ‘Are you all clear on our plan?’

      ‘Yes!’ the crowd shouted in unison.

      ‘Good.’ His voice was amplified by the magic of a thin, brittle man who stood a few paces away, below the podium on which the speaker stood. Magic had its uses, for now. It would give them an edge in the fight against Hecate’s cronies, an edge she wouldn’t expect. Once the job was done, magic would be eliminated in all of its forms, but that was information he kept to himself for the time being. ‘Just as we planned, our spy has been taken into the heart of their organisation; they see him as nothing but a weakling. It all played out exactly as we knew it would. He will continue to do our bidding, so long as we have this.’ Two men in the same golden robes as the crowd dragged something – or rather someone – onto the podium. He was a young man, barely out of boyhood, with dark-brown curly hair and two large purple bruises bulging from both of his eyes. Blood ran in a delicate trickle from the corner of his mouth, and he could barely support himself. The robed men held him in a crooked, upright position.

      ‘Tell them your name, boy,’ the man demanded.

      ‘W-w…’ The boy stuttered. His jaw, too, was bruised and crooked. The man didn’t seem to care. His struck the boy across the face, sending a tooth flying across the room.

      ‘YOUR. NAME.’

      ‘Wylf, sir. Wylf Leiflaed.’

      ‘Wylf is rather a favourite of our spy. So long as he is here, with us, our spy will do exactly as we ask.’

      ‘No…’ the boy, Wylf, pleaded.

      ‘Oh yes, my boy. We’ll put you out of your misery soon enough, don’t you worry.’ His voice was venomous, and he held the crowd with his words of might and terror. They were both in awe and completely terrified of him, which was just how he liked it. With a flick of his wrist, the men dragged Wylf back out of sight. His cries echoed, then faded into silence.

      ‘What of the traitor?’ a voice shouted from the audience. ‘What will you do with the traitor?’

      A ripple of agreement passed through the crowd, as if the question had been plaguing them all.

      ‘The traitor is under constant surveillance, and as we hoped, he has led us to the door of a castle that houses some of Hecate Winter’s most promising allies. She will protect them, if they come under threat.’

      ‘How do you know?’ a rogue voice shouted.

      ‘You dare question my knowledge?’ the man on the podium growled. ‘Question me again and you will suffer far worse a fate than any of our enemies.’

      Silence filled the room once more.

      ‘When Hecate comes to their aid, she will want them all back within her stronghold where she can best protect them. They will lead us straight to the Shadow Sect’s door.’ Cheers bubbled up through the crowd. The man paused a moment to soak in the reverence. ‘Now, all we have to do is orchestrate a threatening, if not entirely devastating, attack, and they will take us straight to Hecate’s hiding place. Once we’ve located their stronghold, we begin our final fight: we will take the Shadow Lands and rid them of this plague that calls themselves the Shadow Sect. Their evil will be stamped out, once and for all. Magic of their kind is a poison, and it must be eradicated. We must cleanse the world of their evil and build a golden future from the ashes.’

      Jubilant shouts of victory filled the air. The man narrowed his eyes and stood up taller, bolstered by their loyalty. First the Shadow Sect, then the Shadow Lands. Fenn Crydlund and the Brotherhood of Light would destroy them all.
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      One moon cycle later

      Thunder rumbled across the wide expanse of moorland and lightning streaked across the sky, illuminating Midnight Manor. Lily Knight, panic-stricken, cast her eyes around, trying to make sense of the scene through the tumult of snow hammering down from the blackness above. There was Jem Rafferty and his sister Grace, clinging to each other, faces etched with terror. Beside them, there were two curly-haired twins, Maeve and Brenna, clutching the hems of Jem and Grace’s cloaks. On the floor, just inside the wrought-iron gates, were Cass and Morven, still retching from the intensity of whatever spell had been used to transport all of them from their home on the beach of Moonlight Castle, to here, leagues away, in the grounds of the manor house their mortal enemy called home. Morven’s usually pristine mousy-coloured hair was dishevelled and Cass’s white freckled skin looked completely devoid of colour.

      A whooshing sound broke through the noise of the storm, and then another, and then another. Figures, hooded in golden cloaks, started to emerge from the darkness.

      ‘SECURE THE GATES!’ Lily heard someone yell.

      It was Hecate Winter, the woman who had haunted them, destroyed their lighthouse, tortured Lily, and murdered their poor young ward, Glenn. She had helped them. With Lily’s best friend, Alice Blackwell, at her side.

      The figures in cloaks began their spectral chants once more, as they had at Moonlight Castle.

      ‘Surrender to the Brotherhood.

      Surrender to the Brotherhood.

      Come into the light and

      Surrender to the Brotherhood.’

      Jem and Grace rushed forwards, pushing the huge, heavy gates to a close. Hecate’s shouts continued, until people flooded out from the manor house with their arms outstretched, muttering spells and incantations as they went. The gates shimmered as the residents of Midnight Manor fortified it with their magic, until the golden-cloaked assailants were but shadows behind it.

      Lily ran to join Jem, who had just taken several steps back from the gate, his eyes wide. The chanting was growing louder and more intense with each passing moment. Lily slipped her hands into Jem’s and whispered, ‘Are you all right?’

      He squeezed her hand but didn’t tear his eyes away from the men beyond the gate. Their shadowy figures were closer now, staring straight through the shimmering metal. The gate trembled in rhythm with the chants, but the shield didn’t falter.

      ‘HOW CAN THEY HAVE MAGIC?’ Lily heard Grace yell, and wheeled around to see Alice muttering an incantation with Grace standing strong by her side, protecting her.

      ‘I’ll explain later!’ Hecate shouted back. She was also focused with frightening intensity on the shield.

      ‘Surrender to the Brotherhood.

      Surrender to the Brotherhood.’

      ‘I think it’s working,’ Jem turned to Lily, ‘but we should stand back, just in case.’

      Lily nodded and allowed more witches from inside Midnight Manor to take their place. They were surrounded now by dozens of people of varying ages, all focused on one target. Unflinching. Unrelenting.

      A young man shouldered past Lily, catching her eye as he sauntered forward, throwing a careless grin in her direction. He wore a pristine deep-purple velvet suit, walked with a stick, and had thick hair that fell across one half of his face. There was something otherworldly about him, and Lily knew in an instant that he didn’t belong in the Shadow Lands.

      He walked directly at the gate, only stopping when his nose was pressed against the metal. The chanting faltered, then stopped. The boy appeared to be chuckling. He threw his arms wide open. ‘Come and get me, then. If you’re all as strong as you want folk to believe, come and get me and take me back to my dreadful father. Go on, do it.’

      Lily realised he was taunting them, and it was working. The shield was visibly growing stronger, as if it were no longer met by resistance. Some of the cloaked figures even started to shout, instead of sticking to their uniform chanting.

      ‘Farlan Aelfdene, your father will have your head on a platter for this, boy!’ Lily heard one man shout.

      ‘You freak!’ another rejoindered. Very quickly, the men beyond the gate launched into a tirade, attacking the boy with their words.

      Lily watched in awe as he continued to rile them up. He sauntered along the width of the gate like a bard on a stage, playing his audience. He even seemed to know some of them by name. Who was this boy? Why was he here?

      The cloaked men started to disperse. Some of them backed away, disappearing into the darkness. Others vanished from the spots where they stood, as if they had suddenly become invisible. Only a few Brotherhood members remained, and they looked murderous.

      This distraction, however, appeared to be exactly what Hecate and the rest of the Shadow Sect needed. An earth-shattering crack shattered through the storm and the shimmering gate turned solid silver, as though a curtain had just been flung across it.

      ‘It’s done!’ Hecate cried, and slowly, each witch lowered their trembling arms. ‘It’s done. Well done, Farlan.’ She sighed. ‘But it’s not over. Someone will have to keep watch on the gate for potential weaknesses. We’ll sort a roster later, but for now, Ailsa, Rowenna, you have the first watch. I’ll send someone to relieve you later. Everyone else, inside.’

      Lily looked around for the rest of their group. Morven and Cass had the twins and were making their way towards Lily and Jem, but Grace was standing alone. She didn’t have time to suggest to Jem that his sister might not be all right, as Alice was jogging towards them.

      ‘I’m so glad you’re not dead.’ Alice sighed, tucking a gentle arm around Lily’s waist and pulling her in for an awkward hug as they walked towards the manor. ‘The vision, Hecate’s vision, it was so real. I saw you dead on the floor, as clear as I see you now.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have let that happen, Alice,’ Jem remarked, walking in step with the two friends. His voice sounded gravelly, and he spoke as if all hope and happiness had been driven from the world.

      ‘Yes, but you left her alone there too, Jem.’ Her mimicry of Jem’s tone of voice cut through Lily. ‘You couldn’t protect her when you weren’t by her side.’ Alice’s voice was as sharp as a dagger.

      ‘How do you know I left her? What can you possibly understand about anything that has transpired these past few weeks? Anyway, there’s no chance of our Lily being murdered in the future now, is there? I won’t leave her side, and I wager neither will you. So…’

      ‘So… I was talking to my friend. You were the one that butted in, remember?’

      Lily stopped walking. ‘Guys, can you stop it?’

      Jem’s face contorted. He looked tired and forlorn and Alice, too, had slumped shoulders and dark rings beneath her eyes.

      ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, letting out a long, steadying exhale. ‘Alice,’ he held out a hand.

      Alice wavered but, seeing the pleading look in Lily’s eyes, shook his outstretched hand. ‘Jem.’ She nodded.

      ‘Is there somewhere private, quiet, where we can all talk? I can’t lie and say that I’m comfortable residing in the home of my mortal enemy,’ Jem rolled his eyes.

      There he goes again, Lily thought, somehow joking through the pain.

      ‘But,’ Jem continued, ‘it appears there are larger things at stake than my personal quest for revenge. So I need a counsel with you, with Morven and Cass and the girls, with Grace. We’ve got some things we need to figure out.’

      Alice nodded. ‘Follow me to the library.’
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      Jem Rafferty gasped audibly as he walked into the library at Midnight Manor. It was like someone had taken his little bedroom and study space from the lighthouse and amplified it to fill a room ten times the size. The ceilings were vaulted with beautifully carved dark cherry wood. A second mezzanine floor wrapped around the room, and on both floors, from the stone slabs beneath their feet to the ceiling, were row upon row of books. A series of intricate cast-iron spiral staircases linked the lower and upper levels and wooden ladders on wheels stood tall and proud beside each bookcase.

      Alice led the way through the library, followed diligently by Brenna and Maeve, and suspiciously by Cass and Morven. Grace lagged behind the group, dragging her feet. Jem wanted to keep up, to check in on his sister, but he couldn’t help himself; he paused awe-struck, gazing around the warm majestic room, knowing full well that he resembled a codfish out of water.

      Arched windows cut through the sea of books like a wave, reaching up to the ceiling at the far end of the room, but, as it was night-time, Jem didn’t get to see the way the bright, warm sun illuminated the endless bookcases in its hazy and warm light. He admired the two perfectly neat rows of study tables that ran parallel to one another down the centre of the room, each one adorned with flickering lanterns that cast a cosy orange glow across the room and captured the dances of dust motes in their glow.

      A gentle sneeze brought him back to himself and he looked around to where the sound had come from. It turned out he wasn’t the only one of their party soaking in the general splendour of Midnight Manor’s extraordinary library. Lily was a few steps behind him, trailing a finger along the spines of books on a shelf labelled ‘Natural History’ in exquisite gold paint delicately written on a panel at the top of the bookcase. The dust in the air had obviously tickled her nose; he watched as another sneeze slipped from her nose before she could stop it.

      He stifled a smile and wandered over to her, letting his feet fall heavily so she would hear him coming. Lost in a sea of books, he didn’t want to alarm her; there had been enough stress, mayhem, and fear recently to last them both a lifetime. The least he could do now was try to be conscientious.

      ‘Hi,’ he said, more awkwardly than he had expected. Why was he feeling nervous all of a sudden?

      Lily turned around and looked up at him with a quizzical expression on her face. His stomach did an uncomfortable loop the loop. ‘Why aren’t you with the others?’

      ‘Well, why aren’t you?’ Jem smirked.

      ‘All right, good point.’ She chuckled. ‘I was, or rather, I am so overwhelmed by everything, that when I walked in here, it was a bit like walking into one of my forests. I felt a peace pass over me and I wasn’t in a hurry to lose that feeling, so I hung back for a while, just to take it all in, y’know?’

      Jem nodded. He knew more than he could express. ‘Yep, I get it. I initiated this meeting and now all I want to do is run away. I miss when things were…’ He paused, trying to find the right word.

      ‘Simple?’

      ‘Yeah, simple.’ He exhaled.

      ‘But, Jem, when things were simple, we didn’t know each other. And even through all of this trauma and pain, I’ll never regret getting into that rowing boat and coming to your island. Never.’ She gave him a half-smile and blushed, no longer able to meet his eye.

      ‘Jem! Lily!’ Cass shouted from behind a door at the back of the room.

      Jem chuckled and motioned for Lily to walk beside him to where Cass was standing looking dismayed. She linked his arm as they walked, and all he could think of was how nicely her arm fit in his.
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      Jem found himself in a reading room lit by a large candle-filled chandelier and the same warm glow of lanterns that permeated the main library. A large oval table filled the majority of the space, and everyone was either sitting or standing around it. He noticed that Alice and Grace couldn’t have been further apart if they had tried, but he would think about how exactly he was going to fix that later. For now, they had more pressing issues.

      ‘All right, everyone. We have once again found ourselves in a troubling situation, and once again we’re somewhere unfamiliar. Only this time, we have Alice, who’s been here before.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Morven chimed in, ‘but this time we’re also in a place where Hecate Winter lives. The murderer. How do we know who we can trust? Not to mention we don’t have any belongings except the clothes on our backs.’

      ‘Morven’s right. We don’t have anything here!’ Cass grumbled.

      Brenna put up her hand proudly as she responded, ‘But we have each other, Cass! At least we’re not all split up in different directions this time.’

      ‘Thank you, Brenna!’ Lily chirped up. ‘Finally, some positivity. Yes, this situation isn’t ideal.’

      Morven glared at her.

      ‘All right, it’s less than ideal, but this is where we find ourselves. We have to pull up our bootstraps and work out exactly what we’re going to do next.’ Lily threw a reassuring smile at Morven, who didn’t respond.

      ‘Exactly! Which is why we’re here right now. To work out what we’re going to do next.’ Jem was about to launch into a monologue in the hope that a plan would miraculously form itself as he spoke, but he was interrupted.

      ‘In all honesty, I really think Hecate should be in here too.’ It was Alice who spoke, and her voice was dark and quiet.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Grace shot back.

      Jem wondered if that was the first time Grace had said anything to Alice since their fight outside the castle. He knew Grace felt – and rightfully so – that Alice had betrayed her by running back to Hecate after Jem and Lily had rescued them both from her in the first place. Grace could have handled almost anything – anything except that.

      ‘She might have a point, Grace…’ Lily mumbled.

      ‘How can Hecate help anything? She kidnapped us, Alice. She’s killed people right in front of our eyes. She’s the reason we’re all essentially homeless. And you want us to just let her swan on in here and welcome her with open arms?’ Grace growled. ‘You, of all people, should know better. Or, the old Alice would have.’

      ‘Look,’ Alice’s voice sounded sharp and impatient. It took all of Jem’s self-control not to jump to his sister’s defence; this was a battle she had to fight on her own. ‘I know you’re all of the same opinion and I’m not going to try and convince you otherwise. But this is bigger than the people in this room versus Hecate Winter. This is real oncoming war. The Brotherhood has taken every other fiefdom. The Shadow Lands are their final target. I had to rescue Farlan, the boy from earlier who mocked the men at the gate, from his stupid bloody mansion right on the border. The Brotherhood is seeping into our lands like a plague, stamping out magic, magic users, and anyone who consorts with us. They are the threat here, not Hecate. I’m not asking you to like her, but I’m asking you to listen. This war will be hard enough without us fighting within our own ranks.’

      Silence fell. Alice, usually a quiet, spikey sort of person from Jem’s limited experience, had given a speech he himself would have been proud to deliver. The intensity was clear in her emerald eyes and her knuckles, which she rested against the table, were white as snow.

      ‘She killed Glenn,’ a small voice piped up. Brenna.

      ‘I know,’ Alice whispered, not looking up.

      ‘She destroyed everything.’ Cass’s voice was raspy and broken.

      ‘I know that, too.’

      Jem surprised himself with the words that slipped out of his mouth, but from the moment he spoke them, he knew they were right. ‘I agree… with Alice. I hate Hecate as much as all of you, if not more. There hasn’t been a day since Glenn died that I haven’t imagined how it would feel to wring that woman’s neck.’ He exhaled. ‘But, if it’s as bad as she says it is, then we have to look beyond ourselves. When Grace and I caught a ship in Oakencliff, they were celebrating something called… something called…’ He scratched his head.

      ‘The Bloodletting,’ Grace murmured. ‘The day the Brotherhood wiped out the Shadow Sect from the town. It’s celebrated, revered as a great victory. Hecate’s followers are the only significant group still practising magic, which makes them the prime target. Wipe out Hecate and the Shadow Lands will cease to be as we know it. If we let them take control, everything will change, and every single one of us will be murdered as traitors, whether we have magic or not. We’re here in the Shadow Sect’s stronghold, which makes us the enemy. No one is going to listen to a bunch of kids declaring their innocence. We’re outsiders – we always have been. No one’s coming to our aid. I, too, as much as it pains me, have to say that Alice has a point. Hecate should be involved – for no other reason than that we should know what she’s planning, and what that means for us.’

      A smile tugged at the corner of Alice’s lips.

      ‘But that doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you, so stop looking so damn smug,’ Grace snapped. ‘I haven’t forgiven you.’

      Alice’s eyes dropped to the table again, any hint of a smile wiped from her face.
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      The oak door of the reading room was flung open with such force that the flames danced a jig in the lanterns.

      ‘I see you’ve all finally come to your senses.’ Hecate’s velvet voice reverberated around the room as she sauntered into the room in her usual elegant jewel-coloured dress, her hands weighed down with a myriad of heavy rings. Any sign or indication that she had lost her cool demeanour outside by the gates when the Brotherhood attacked had disappeared entirely and she had reassumed her air of cold, sultry devilishness.

      Lily watched as Jem tried not to let his hatred take over him, but she could see the flicker of rage flare in his eyes. She was confident that gaining Hecate’s trust and reaching some kind of understanding with her was essential for their survival, but it was almost impossible for her to see past the traumas that Hecate had caused in all of their lives. Lily herself had been tortured brutally by Hecate’s hand, and although that had been the catalyst for releasing her magic, this new version of Lily was more scarred and damaged. Sitting in that room in Midnight Manor, she knew which version of herself she preferred.

      Behind Hecate followed the young man from the gates, the one who had provoked the Brotherhood. What was his name, Lily thought, narrowing her eyes, Farran? Fallon?

      Hecate gestured for the boy to take a seat. He looked embarrassed, with a red face and his eyes trailing along the floor. Hecate didn’t notice. She looked around the room, an eagle surveying the landscape for its next kill. ‘So, why exactly have I been summoned? Or did you all just want to drink tea and gossip?’

      ‘Stop!’ Grace shot out of her chair, ramming her fists onto the table. ‘Stop making light of this.’

      ‘Are you threatening me, Rafferty?’ Hecate’s eyes had darkened, and Lily shivered. This woman was terrifying, no matter what Alice said. They could all be dead at the flick of her wrist anyway, Brotherhood or no Brotherhood.

      Grace stood her ground, looking directly into Hecate’s eyes. Lily was sure she saw a warmth rise to Alice’s cheeks at Grace’s courage and defiance. ‘Why is he here?’

      This wasn’t the direction Lily had expected the conversation to go.

      ‘Why does it matter?’ Hecate narrowed her eyes.

      Grace growled. ‘Because we don’t know him, we don’t trust him. It was hard enough to agree to let you in the room, but he’s a total stranger. I don’t even know his name.’

      Murmurs of agreement rippled around the small room. It seemed that Grace had said what they were all thinking.

      ‘He’s here because I asked him to be here. He’s the closest thing we have to an insider; he knows how the Brotherhood thinks.’ Hecate shrugged.

      ‘Well…’ The boy’s face was caught somewhere between a smirk and a frown. ‘That’s generous. I left Hythlund, the world beyond, when I was a child. So everything I know is historic. Things could be different.’

      ‘He’s an Aelfdene. They’re a very significant family across the border. His father is a baron…’ Hecate trailed off. ‘Well, that’s not my story to tell. But Farlan needs us, and we need him. It makes sense for him to be in the same conversations that I am. If you don’t like that, then I will leave this room. And then you can all get out of my house and figure out what you’re going to do next without anywhere to live. Your choice.’ She leaned back on the wall with a passive look on her face. Her impossibly long fingernails tapped against the wooden panelling.

      There was silence for a few moments. The boy is a baron’s son? Lily didn’t feel like that piece of information made him any easier to trust.

      After a few more moments, Grace broke the silence. ‘Tell us what the plan is. Tell us what we need to do. Keep it simple,’ she snapped.

      Hecate held her hands up in faux surrender. ‘You’re no fun anymore, Rafferty. Blackwell’s made you soft, but she herself has remained hard and true, steadfast without the betrayal of emotion, unbent by the yearnings of her heart. You could learn something from her. That is, of course, if you can bear to look her in the eye.’

      ‘All right, now stop it.’ It was Jem’s turn to pipe up. ‘This isn’t helpful in any way. We asked you here because Alice convinced us that you’re on our side – or rather, that we’re all on the same side versus another common enemy. Please refrain from any more games.’

      Hecate rolled her eyes and winked at Alice, who looked straight back down at the table without reacting. ‘Fine. The Brotherhood, as you know, aren’t satisfied with the fact that they’ve wiped out magic across the entire world. No, they want to entirely wipe it out here, too. They’ve already claimed Oakencliff, a village on the coast where I had a lovely little stronghold when I was first starting up. I lost too many witches to count when the Brotherhood decided to claim the village as their own. But, strangely, that village seemed to satisfy them for a while.

      ‘I’ve had scouts keep eyes on their movements around the border, which is how I knew we needed to claim Farlan before he could be used as some kind of strange bait or example for the rest of the land. He’s also incredibly clever, with a touch of magic himself. That’s if you can see past his flouncy arrogance.’

      ‘Hey!’ Farlan looked affronted, but Lily caught him throwing a wink at Alice who chuckled gently at a joke no one else seemed privy to.

      ‘Anyway, I have since found out that the Brotherhood is under new ruling. Their latest leader, Fenn Crydlund, is as bad as they come: nasty, cruel, like everything they say I am but far, far worse. Now, the thing with Fenn is that, somehow, he’s managing to recruit witches through unknown techniques. He’s bringing them into the Brotherhood, indoctrinating them so that they think there are ‘good’ witches and ‘bad’ witches, which is why they’re able to perform magic yet still consider us the bad guys. I imagine his plan is to wipe out the witches within the Brotherhood once we’re all dead and buried… Who knows, but that explains why they were able to track us from the castle and magically appear outside our gates.’

      ‘But who’s training them? There can’t be hundreds of untrained witches just wandering the Shadow Lands with full control of their power, waiting to be found?’ The question had escaped Lily’s lips before she had a chance to overthink it.

      Jem nodded in agreement. ‘Exactly. You tortured Lily to extract her magic, and from what I’ve heard from Grace, that’s not uncommon.’

      ‘Ah, see, that’s where I really do have to hold my very beautiful hands up and admit this one might be my fault.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Alice finally looked up from the table, confusion evident in her features.

      ‘Some witches have been too volatile, too untrustworthy to continue on with the Shadow Sect; others have wronged me or another witch so badly that they didn’t deserve a place in our ranks anymore.’

      ‘So you kicked them out?’ Alice and Grace said simultaneously. Both of them looked up at each other in surprise.

      ‘Yes, I kicked them out. I thought they’d skulk on back to their homes and carry on with their lives as if nothing had happened, but it turns out I essentially created an army of witches with me as their common enemy without even realising. All Fenn had to do was find them and win them over, which I imagine didn’t take much.’ Hecate perched on the edge of one of the crooked wooden seats that surrounded the table, drumming her black fingernails on the tabletop. ‘So yes, I gave Fenn the perfect weapons, and he’s figured out how to use them… and now our entire mission is at stake.’

      Cass, who had been sitting uncharacteristically quietly on a chair on the left side of the table, perked up. ‘Mission? What mission?’

      ‘See, this is why you’ve all always thought I was a cruel, miserable old hag stealing children for my own delight!’ Hecate’s mannerisms were getting more enthusiastic and eccentric by the minute. Her arms were flailing everywhere as she spoke and her bracelets jangling on her wrists made the sound of wind gusting through Lily’s favourite windchime in the apothecary. ‘I have always had a mission; I haven’t been existing all this time completely bent on revenge and nothing else.’

      ‘Haven’t you?’ Grace squawked.

      ‘No, Rafferty sibling number one, I haven’t.’ She winked at Jem, who visibly recoiled, and continued. ‘My mission has always been to create a safe haven for witches of all ages and creeds, but primarily children.’

      Jem’s eyes widened.

      ‘Yes, Rafferty sibling number two, our goals are rather similar. I want to turn Midnight Manor into a school of sorts. When the Brotherhood comes, their ideology will come with them. Soon the people who are ambivalent towards magic users will fear us, and those who already fear us will hate us. That kind of ideology is hard to fight – much harder than the Brotherhood itself. So I want to create a place where those with magic can come. A place to learn, to find other lost souls, to create a community of witches who are stronger because they have their own kind around them. And I don’t want to build it to create an army, I just don’t want another child going through the trauma that I went through. No one else will go through that if I can help it.’

      Grace rolled her eyes. ‘But right now, you are building an army.’

      ‘All right, all right. Yes, right now I’m building an army. But one utopian day, we won’t be under immediate threat of siege by Fenn and his cronies, and then I can focus on actually turning this place into something worthwhile. Is that enough for you?’ With the last word she stood up, her chair slamming violently against the floor with an ear-splitting crash. ‘Have I satisfied you now?’

      Alice ignored Hecate’s last question. ‘So what do we have to do?’

      ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ Morven said. ‘We have to find out what the Brotherhood is planning, so we can prepare ourselves. We cannot fight that which we don’t know.’

      ‘Correct, young girl who’s name I am yet to learn.’ Hecate continued, ‘We need to infiltrate them. Quite frankly, you four,’ she pointed at Morven, Cass, Brenna and Maeve, ‘are too young to go infiltrating anywhere right now. I sense magic in both of the young girls, so you will need to stay here to see if we can unlock something in you. Grace, Alice, that means you will need to guide them, to help them, otherwise the ordeal may be too much for all of them to bear.’

      ‘Don’t touch them,’ Jem growled.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure your lovely sister will prevent anything from happening to them. Farlan, you too need tuition in this area, and I don’t want you out of my sight. You can tag along with them – they’ll help you.’

      Farlan didn’t look too thrilled at the prospect, but had clearly learned when he could get away with talking back. Now wasn’t one of those times.

      ‘But you two,’ she waved a sharpened fingernail between Jem and Lily, ‘you two will go on this trip. If Rafferty sibling number two has half the brains of his sister, he will figure out a way to get the two of you past their security. And you, Knight, have the distinct advantage of being a direct relation of an ex-member of the Brotherhood. All you have to do is say you ran away from him and came to where you really belong. Convince them you want to repair the damage your uncle did.’

      ‘They’ll murder her on the spot,’ hissed Alice. ‘This is madness!’

      ‘Ah, well, if they’re clever, no one will touch either of them. If they’re stupid… well, that’s on them.’ Hecate shrugged as if she was talking about whether or not she wanted marmalade on her toast.

      Jem ran a hand through his long russet hair, frowning. ‘It’s not a terrible idea.’

      Lily glanced at him standing by her side. In any other circumstance, she would have jumped at the chance to spend some time with Jem, even though the thought made her stomach contract uncomfortably. But infiltrating the Brotherhood? It sounded stupid – impossible even. Did she have the courage?

      As if Morven had heard her thoughts, the girl said, ‘Lily, you’re the bravest person here. I hate to say it, but Hecate’s right – this may be our only chance to get this information, our only chance to arm ourselves against whatever their plans are. Once upon a time, you slung a bag over your shoulder and a cloak around yourself and stepped out into the unknown to rescue Alice. This is just the next, and hopefully final, step on that journey. You could save us all.’

      ‘Alice, I might be forced to get rid of you as my right-hand woman! This young girl has all the spirit I’m after. What’s your name, child?’ Lily presumed Hecate was joking, but the rage in Alice’s eyes told a different story.

      ‘Morven.’

      ‘Good. A strong name. I’ll keep an eye on you.’ Hecate winked, a troubling glint in her eye. Lily didn’t like this one bit.

      Looking around the room, Lily saw the people she loved the most, the people she would do anything in the world for. Jem reached out and held her hand tightly, and she turned to look up at him, scanning his face for any sign of fear or trepidation. Instead, she saw fierce determination. Once again, Jem Rafferty was willing to go to the ends of the earth for these children, and she realised it would be an honour to go there by his side, regardless of the outcome.

      ‘All right,’ she said, not taking her eyes from Jem, ‘we’ll do it.’
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