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        Some doors can never be closed…

         

        Evelyn Hemlock is gone, but her actions have cast ripples through the supernatural world. Now the gods that once threatened our survival are on the brink of returning, and Evelyn is prepared to do anything to meet their challenge.

         

        Starting with kidnapping my friends.

         

        To save the people love, it's up to me to dig up my coven's dark secrets in order to bring Evelyn down. Defeating her might mean dooming myself to suffer the Hemlocks' curse in her place, but if I let her live, then the Ancients will devour the world.

         

        One way or another, this is the end of the Hemlock Coven.
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      If there was one thing being a Hemlock witch had taught me, it was that some doors, once opened, could never be closed.

      Places touched by death attracted spirits, while sites of tragedies drew the dead in swarms. In the post-apocalypse world, there was no shortage of work for a necromancer. While other people went out clubbing on Saturday nights, I’d been wandering around the abandoned train station for an hour in search of an elusive spirit and all I had to show for it were blistered feet. I kept my spirit sight on in the background, a second sight which pierced the veil invisible to most humans and showed my fellow necromancers’ souls in haloes of bright light. Four living people—and no dead. Yet.

      A breath of cold air lifted strands of dark hair from my face. Being a necromancer meant I was no stranger to freezing temperatures, and I’d learned to distinguish regular coldness from the chill that indicated the dead lurked nearby. A faint whistling noise followed my steps as I led the way down the broken escalator, footsteps crunching in bits of disintegrating bone and charred zombie.

      “Woo,” Lloyd called back. My fellow necromancer and best friend buried his hands in the pockets of his long coat. “C’mon, ghost. I’m freezing my arse off here. Where are you hiding?”

      “Maybe this one’s shy.”

      Our words bounced back at us through the echoing emptiness. The station was little more than a gutted carcass of shattered glass and abandoned shops and cafes. The ceiling hung in tattered strips, while undead rose from the broken remains like maggots from a festering corpse.

      Somewhere close to us lay several liminal spaces, including the one where I’d fought a deranged vampire and a bunch of witches and helped Mackie escape their clutches. The slight Asian girl walked one step behind Lloyd, scanning her surroundings with sharp eyes. In the last few months, she’d come a long way from the timid, defensive rogue we’d rescued last November, and had come to master her psychic powers under the guidance of her mentor, Morgan. He and his sister Ilsa brought up the rear as we came to the coffee shop where a vampire had once set an army of zombies on us.

      A spark pinged on my vision—not in the waking world, but beneath and above it all at once, in the realm only visible to those of us who possessed the spirit sight. There you are.

      The flashing orange lights of old display boards pierced the gloom, bringing a rush of anticipation. “We’re close.”

      “How close?” Ilsa asked. Once, she’d have been able to sense the dead herself, but that was before Evelyn Hemlock had stolen the source of her power. “Is the spirit in this realm or outside of it?”

      “Not sure.” If I concentrated hard enough, I could fool myself into thinking I sensed the current of energy which formed the spirit line that ran through the heart of the train station, fuelled by the magic that concealed my coven from sight.

      My lungs constricted when I saw the outline of another person hovering ahead. Indistinct features, but my mind filled in the gaps, picturing a young woman with long curly hair, high cheekbones, grey-blue eyes…

      The blurred shape remained indistinct. Hidden by magic. It’s not her, Jas. Pull yourself together.

      Evelyn Hemlock would face me head-on, if at all.

      I drew in a breath. “I think she’s hiding on the other side. I’ll have to cross over.”

      Steeling myself, I pulled out a set of candles from the deep pockets of my long black cloak. The sound of chattering teeth came from my shoulder.

      “Mackie, you don’t have to look,” Morgan said.

      “I’m fine,” she snapped at Morgan. “I’m not spending the rest of my life avoiding the places that bastard held me captive. Let’s go and kill some dead.”

      “You’re not coming in.” I finished laying out the candles in a circle of twelve. “Sorry, Mackie. Ilsa and I are the only ones who can cross over.”

      Mackie gave me a sharp look. “That place totally collapsed when you got out last time. How do you know there’s anything left?”

      “That.” I pointed to the human-shaped shadow. “The ghost is hidden in a liminal space. Maybe the same one as last time, maybe not. The only way to know is to go in.”

      Lloyd released a breath. “All right. Mackie, you ready to keep watch?”

      “Fine.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “I’m not scared.”

      “You’d be a fool not to be,” said Ilsa, who’d assembled her own circle of twelve candles beside mine.

      “There’s a difference between nervous and scared,” Mackie insisted.

      “There’s also a difference between brave and reckless,” Morgan put in.

      “You know all about that, do you?” Ilsa stepped into the candle circle. “C’mon, Jas. Two of us should be more than enough to handle a single ghost.”

      It hadn’t escaped my attention that Ilsa herself was at less than full strength at the moment. As Gatekeeper between life and death, she drew most of her power from her talisman, so it took a toll on her every time she entered the spirit realm without the Gatekeeper’s book.

      I was far from the only person Evelyn had screwed over, yet some small, ridiculous part of me hoped it was her, hiding from me on the other side.

      I stood in the circle of candles and snapped my fingers, igniting their flames. My skin tingled, and for a second, I could almost fool myself into thinking it wasn’t my necromancy that came to life like fire in my veins, but witchcraft.

      Hemlock magic.

      Then I floated upwards out of my body.

      Like most spirits, I resembled my living self as a ghost, short and slight with dark brown hair I’d let grow out of its dyed black colouring; a lip piercing I forgot to wear more often than not; and pale features. I wasn’t much to look at, but if any ghost got too close, they’d see a dark shape hovering out of sight. A shade, voracious and deadly as the second soul I’d once shared my body with.

      Ilsa’s semi-transparent form floated beside mine out of the candles, leaving our bodies suspended between life and death. The shadows grew, swallowing both of us up.

      At once, the spark I’d sensed grew more distinct, revolving into the shape of a hunched female figure. Not Evelyn. She was younger than I was, a teenager. A rush of pity pierced my core.

      “Please don’t kill me,” whispered the spirit.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I said—truthfully, since ghosts were incapable of feeling pain. “Tell me… what are you doing in here? How did you survive?”

      “I didn’t.” She looked up at me, and her eyes shone blue-grey. A vampire. No, a shade.

      “You’re one of them,” I said. “You escaped from the lab.”

      “They took my body and destroyed my soul.” Her hands reached out. “Now I’ll take yours.”

      “Sorry, I can’t let you do that.” I caught her hands in mine. Touching a spirit was like sticking my hands into thick fog, cold and uncomfortable, but I held tight.

      Then I reached deeper, to the spark keeping her alive.

      Energy zinged through my veins in a rush that almost made me forget the underlying hum of witch magic lingering around the warded room. Necromancers might deal in death, but guild law dictated that we give a peaceful end to all but the most violent spirits. The energy transfer was as peaceful as you could get, but I still didn’t like draining the life from others, even if it was the only way to kill a shade. I didn’t like the rush it gave me, as though part of me got a high from the life I’d taken. Far too like Evelyn Hemlock for my liking.

      “Jas?” Ilsa said from beside me. “She’s gone. We should go back.”

      I dragged my gaze away from the spot where the spirit had dissipated, then I returned to my body in a blink. My skin burned with cold, especially my wrist. No matter how many times I scrubbed at the mark Evelyn had used to separate our souls, it refused to disappear.

      “Who was it?” asked Lloyd.

      “A vampire,” I said. “Shade. Must’ve run from the battle. I dealt with her.”

      “Good,” said Morgan. “See, Mackie? It wasn’t the Soul Collector.”

      “I wouldn’t care if it was,” said Mackie, fooling nobody.

      I picked up the candles, ignoring the others’ whispered arguments, and returned them to the deep pockets of my necromancer coat. Floor-length and black, it swept the dirt-strewn floor and made me look like I was auditioning for the role of the Grim Reaper’s sidekick.

      Lloyd caught my arm. “You didn’t think she’d be here, did you?”

      I shook my head, irritated with myself. “Of course not. She’s gone.”

      As for the rest of my coven? They were further from reach than Evelyn herself. I’d never have guessed I’d ever find myself longing to see Cordelia’s face again. To ask her all the questions she’d refused to answer. To learn why she’d trusted Evelyn over me, even when that trust had turned out to be so badly misplaced.

      “Aren’t we going to celebrate?” Lloyd wanted to know. “We completed the mission in record time, and nobody died.”

      “Yay,” Mackie said, with sarcastic undertones. “Let’s throw a party, like the other dozen times we’ve not been murdered by zombies.”

      “I’ll buy everyone a round at the pub,” Morgan said.

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Ilsa pointed out someone waiting outside. “Something’s up at the guild.”

      River Montgomery stood beside the wrecked doors of the train station. Ilsa’s boyfriend had curly blond hair and the pointed, slim features of a half-faerie. Green eyes indicated his Summer Sidhe bloodline, but he was also one of the guild’s top-ranked necromancers and the son of the head lady herself. An odd combination, given that faeries feared death, while necromancers accepted it as an inevitability. Some of us more than others.

      River gave me a nod. “Lady Montgomery wishes to see you, Jas, when you’re back at the guild.”

      “Sure.” What did the boss want this time? She’d given me my old job back despite my brief stint as a fugitive from the law, but rumour had it, the mage guild wasn’t pleased that I’d escaped unscathed. Personally, I felt my months-long exile while shackled to a spirit who was feeding on my life force had been punishment enough.

      “Really,” Ilsa whispered to River, as we headed back to the guild. “I can perform magic without my talisman, you know.”

      “I know, but this spirit line’s a known target.”

      I understood River’s concern, and I couldn’t help feeling guilty for failing to stop Evelyn from swiping Ilsa’s talisman. Not that I had the faintest idea why she’d stolen it, except to prove she could. The Evelyn I thought I knew had died long before she’d cut herself off from me, yet part of me had thought I’d figured out how she operated. I’d understood her loneliness and frustration at being the only Hemlock survivor, and I’d sympathised with her grief for her family. Yet in the end, her lust for power had won out over all else.

      The necromancer guild blended in with its neighbours in the middle of Edinburgh’s Old Town, except for for the thin veins of grey iron woven into the brick and the shimmering wards around the oak doors.

      I left the others in the entrance hall and headed upstairs to Lady Montgomery’s office. One short rap on the door and she called, “Come in, Jas.”

      To my surprise, Isabel stood beside the boss’s desk. Her flowery yellow dress contrasted the boss’s floor-length dark cloak, a mirror of our standard uniform embellished with medals depicting her various achievements. As usual, Isabel’s slender brown arms glittered with the remnants of old chalk stains and the distinct outlines of blood magic symbols. She had them on full display in front of my boss? Frowning, I brought my gaze to Lady Montgomery’s face. “Is there something you wanted to ask me?”

      “I invited Isabel here to discuss the future of our relationship with the witch covens,” said Lady Montgomery. “Given the now publicly known link between necromancy and witch magic, I think we should look at working more closely together.”

      “You mean, blood magic.” That must be why Isabel was wearing the symbols in public. Her fingertips moved up her left wrist, tracing the marks, but she stilled the self-conscious motion when Lady Montgomery looked in her direction. “Isn’t it still illegal?”

      “We’re in a transitionary period while the mages elect a new leader,” she said. “When they do, I intend to put forward a proposal to rethink some of the old laws. I believe it’s time for an update, considering the threat of the Ancients.”

      “But—most people don’t know how to use blood magic, do they?” I looked to Isabel, wondering why my boss had invited me into the discussion, considering I was no longer a Hemlock witch. Then again, I wore a blood magic mark myself. Namely, the mark Evelyn had left on me when she’d severed our connection.

      “No, but it can be taught to any witch,” Isabel said. “Given how it saved my life, it feels selfish not to share that knowledge.”

      “Not the binding rituals?” That Evelyn and I had survived being bound was an exception to a hard rule. Most ritual bindings ended in death.

      “No, ritual magic will continue to be a restricted subject,” said Lady Montgomery. “I’d like to thank you for returning the book to us.”

      “Ah.” I shot Isabel a guilty look. The ritual magic book had once belonged to the guild, but Asher had ‘borrowed’ it years ago, only for Lord Sutherland to take it from him and use it in his own nefarious plans. “I figured this was the safest place for it.”

      “I agree,” said Isabel. “The local witch covens have been talking ever since the undead attacks in January. Telling them the truth about blood magic will squash any dangerous rumours.”

      “Precisely,” said Lady Montgomery. “We’ll have to wait until the mages give their approval, of course.”

      Lord Sutherland was currently rotting in a jail cell for using blood magic himself to bind his soul to a god’s in order to evade death, a fact no doubt Lady Montgomery hadn’t forgotten.

      “What if they vote for someone worse, though?” I glanced at Isabel. “Lord Sutherland’s arrest only exposed a bigger problem in the mages’ ranks.”

      “Which is why we’re holding them at arm’s length for now,” said Lady Montgomery. “Keeping our distance and watching to see who they elect as their new leader.”

      “Someone competent would be a starting point.” I liked to hope the mages would at least try to replace their leader with someone who wasn’t an insecure wannabe-dictator, but I didn’t trust them an inch. Plenty of them had voted Lord Sutherland into power, after all, and to many, money and connections mattered more than morals. “Uh, I know Isabel can help you reach out to the local witch covens, but I don’t have any witch connections. I’m not sure I’d be much help.”

      “I had something else in mind for you,” she said. “I think our textbooks need an update. As a shade, you understand why.”

      Yeah. Their definition is way off. Shades were, in fact, spirits who’d survived death through any means, and I’d had the dubious privilege of being the first known necromancer to have two shades living in my body, both of whom had both died more times than any living person had the right to. She might loathe our bond, but it had saved her from taking the Hemlock bloodline with her into the grave. Not that I wanted to mention her anywhere near the novice’s textbook.

      “Aren’t I walking cautionary tale?” I said. “Also, I might be a shade, but I’m only a junior necromancer.”

      “No, Jas,” said Lady Montgomery. “There’s nothing the highest-ranked necromancers know that you don’t. I’d like you to help design the new novice curriculum.”

      Whoa. “Does that mean I have to take up tutoring?” Please, no. I’d been a bad student and I would be a worse teacher.

      She gave a rare smile. “Only if you want to. But you’ll have a seat at summits, along with Ilsa and the other top-level necromancers. Not just as my assistant, but as a master necromancer in your own right.”

      Holy crap. That is a big deal. More than I deserved, really. Evelyn might have made her own choices, but she’d developed most of the skills she’d used to make her escape during our partnership. Still, the boss’s praise left me glowing, and almost made up for the gaping hole my Hemlock magic had left behind. “Thank you. Does that mean I don’t have to do any more long shifts on archive duty?”

      “You can remain in charge of the rota if you like,” she said. “In fact, I need someone to to ensure every patrol has at least one individual who is proficient in the energy transfer skill. Can I trust you with that, Jas?”

      “Sure,” I said, a weight lifting from my shoulders. I had a purpose now, aside from tracking down Evelyn. “Is that all?”

      “That’s all for now, Jas.”

      I took a step towards the door, then paused. “What about the mirror?”

      “It’s still being decontaminated,” she said. “The lab, that is. We have a team searching the place, but considering the extent of the damage…”

      I nodded, squashing my disappointment. “Okay.”

      “Go, both of you.” She waved Isabel, off, too. “Get some rest before the next mission.”

      “Should have seen that one coming,” I whispered to Isabel, closing the office door behind us. “I know the Briars could be miles away from the mirror for all I know, but she must know I’m not asking about it just to be annoying.”

      “She’s trying,” Isabel said. “Changing the laws overnight will take some work.”

      “I’m surprised she’s trying at all,” I admitted. “Let alone working with you. Wouldn’t Asher be more logical? Not that I’m complaining about you being here more often. We need more no-nonsense witches around the place.”

      “Asher refuses to get involved,” she said. “Says he doesn’t trust the mages.”

      “But he doesn’t mind you sharing the information on blood magic?” It had been Asher who’d caught me its potential for use in battle.

      “Like I said, it’s hard to hide the truth now,” she said. “I think it’s necessary, besides.”

      “To give us a fighting chance against the Ancients.” I didn’t add that without my Hemlock magic, I was no longer able to use blood magic on myself the way I once had. I’d need another witch to mark me if I wanted to go to war.

      Her gaze dropped to my wrist, as though the same thought had occurred to her. “No change?”

      “I thought it reacted on the mission,” I said. “We had to walk onto the spirit line. The forest has gone, and so has she, so I guess it was a false alarm.”

      “The mark hasn’t faded, though,” she said. “That suggests it’s reversible.”

      I doubt it. I’d read the ritual magic book backwards since uncovering Evelyn’s deception and found no clues on how to erase the unbinding symbol, let alone reverse it. “Wish it would help me keep tabs on her. I keep expecting her to march in here and declare war.”

      Recent events had shown how hopelessly outgunned we were against our enemies. Evelyn might not be on the Ancients’ side, but she sure as hell wasn’t an ally either.

      Still, the blood magic mark on my wrist was also a reminder that my coven survived, and as long as they existed, so would I. Whether Evelyn liked it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jacinda…”

      A whisper pursued me as my feet trod a familiar path beneath ancient oaks wreathed in fog. Somewhere in here was a door etched with runes leading into a cave, yet no matter how far I walked, I never found it.

      “Jacinda.” The voice came again, louder, as its owner faded into view. A spectre, with more life in her than any spirit had the right to possess. “Go away, Jas. I’m not bound to you anymore.”

      “Yes, you are.” I held up my wrist to show the mark. “You said yourself—we have a job to finish.”

      “I undid our bond,” she said. “We are no longer one, Jas, and I will no longer let you hold me back.”

      “I kept you in check.” Okay, she’d slaughtered with abandon, tried to assassinate the mage council and even summoned a dragon shifter into this realm, but she’d have done much worse without me to temper her worst impulses. She was a stranger, yet in some twisted way, a crooked reflection of the witch I might have been, in another life. The girl who’d cried over her dead family seemed a world away from the angry, cold-eyed spirit before me, but I refused to believe she’d forgotten her origins.

      “There’s time for you to turn back, Evelyn,” I said. “You don’t have to start a war with the gods. Whatever the Hemlocks taught you, the choice is yours, not theirs.”

      “This is my choice,” she said. “The war was already coming, Jacinda. I wanted to declare it on my own terms.”

      I took a step towards her, and the forest faded out, becoming transparent. Below lay the spirit line, stretching across the countryside. Threads of magic flowed from the line into Evelyn, and she glowed all over, her spirit brimming with power.

      Evelyn had the power of life, I had the power of death—and thanks to our link, we both shared life and death magic in equal measure. United or divided, we’d irrevocably changed one another, and now some of her essence was still tied to mine. When the line’s magic filled her, it filled me, too.

      I closed the inches between us, and then my hands were on her, reaching into the essence that kept her alive. Evelyn’s magic flowed into me, humming through my veins, making me stronger. Triumph and exhilaration burned inside me, as I broke the connection and Evelyn disappeared from view.

      “One of us had to die,” I said. “Sorry. It’s nothing personal.”

      I stood alone on the spirit line, the last of Evelyn’s power flowing into me. Magic hummed through my limbs, coating my skin with the texture of stone and bark until the Hemlocks’ cave swallowed me whole.

      I was the last Hemlock witch.

      The last of my kind.

      And my magic held the fabric of the world together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a gasp.

      Since Evelyn and I had been severed, I’d been dreaming of her a lot more often than before. At one time, I’d drawn my nightmares onto paper to stop them from gaining life, but I hated to even think of Evelyn’s face, even in dreams. Since her departure, I wasn’t exhausted all the time anymore and I’d regained some of the weight I’d lost, yet there was no denying Evelyn had taken part of me with her when she’d left. The dream had got that part right.

      As for the part about the Hemlocks’ cave? That was absurd. I’d know by now if I was going to turn into a human statue.

      You and Evelyn are bound, whispered a traitorous voice in the back of my mind. Which gives you an equal share in the Hemlocks’ curse. One way or another, it’ll come to deliver in the end.

      I shunted the thought away. If Evelyn had taken my magic, she ought to have taken the Hemlocks’ curse along with her. And good riddance.

      Keir stirred in the bed next to me. “Bad dream?”

      “Mm.” I shuffled closer to him and he pulled me into his warm embrace. Beneath the warmth, the delicious chill of a vampire’s touch stirred my senses. Keir and I might not be bound anymore—the first time he’d fed on me, he’d accidentally taken in some of my spirit essence at the same time—but he’d since admitted he preferred feeding on me to anyone else. I inched closer, giving him permission to skim the surface of my spirit essence.

      A sharp rapping on the door made me jump in Keir’s arms.

      “Are you two decent?” said Aiden, already opening the door.

      “No, we’re having wild animal sex.” I yanked the covers over both of us before Aiden walked in. “What’s so important that you had to come barging into your brother’s room?”

      “He’s always doing that,” Keir said, his tone half-sleepy, half-affectionate. “Guy has no concept of privacy. Piss off, Aiden.”

      Aiden gave a staged gasp. “And to think I thought you missed me.”

      “Shut the goddamn door,” Keir shouted after Aiden, who retreated, laughing to himself.

      Keir gave a half-hearted lunge for the door and managed to push it shut. His dark hair fell into his eyes and around his ears, rumpled from sleep. Stubble brushed my cheek as he leaned in and murmured, “What was that about wild animal sex?”

      There came the sound of Aiden clattering around behind the door, and Keir sighed and let me go. “Better go and see what he wants.”

      I grabbed the rucksack with my spare clothes which I kept at Keir’s place, along with a few witch spells and various other essentials. We’d quickly settled into a routine once I’d reclaimed my employment at the guild, and I stayed here every weekend and sometimes during the week, too. Life was as good as it had ever been—at least since Evelyn Hemlock had crashed into my life—and despite the visible mark on my wrist, I’d heard nothing from her since her departure. If not for her ghost haunting my dreams, I’d say things had taken a definite turn for the better—and so would Keir.

      Aiden was cooking breakfast by the time Keir and I entered the kitchen to the smell of bacon and eggs. Aiden was an inch or two taller than Keir and less broad in the shoulders. Unlike his brother, he didn’t lift weights, so he lacked the defined chest and the strong arms that made Keir such an excellent hugger.

      “Thought you two were going to sleep all day.” Aiden piled toast onto a plate as I sat down. “I’ve been working like a serf here.”

      “Hey, it’s my day off,” I said. “Besides, you didn’t have to cook. We could have gone to Cassandra’s Café instead.”

      “That place is still around?” Aiden finished dividing up the food and dug into his own plateful. Years of captivity hadn’t erased his good humour, even if he was struggling a little to adjust to being back in a human body after eight years stuck in limbo.

      “I keep them in business,” I said indistinctly through a mouthful of bacon. “It’s that or eat in the guild’s cafeteria, and trust me, that place leaves much to be desired.”

      Aiden looked up. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Don’t strain yourself,” Keir said, and his brother swatted him on the back of the head, messing up his hair.

      “I think we should join the guild,” Aiden went on.

      “Excuse me?” Keir dropped his fork. “You mean the necromancer guild, not the guild of disgraced vampires, population the two of us. Right?”

      “Ha ha.” Aiden scooped fried egg on his fork. “I mean it, Keir. We’ve lived on the edge for too long, and now’s as good a time as any to walk into the guild and sign up. I’m not all that inclined to get wiped out along with the vamps who take the Ancients’ side. And they will. Trust me.”

      “The guild won’t wipe you out.” I chewed a mouthful of toast. “Not that I think it’s a bad idea for you to join. You’d have the guild’s protection.”

      “We protect ourselves.” Keir stabbed at his bacon with a fork. “Always have. The guild wouldn’t piss on us if we were on fire.”

      “That’s not the impression I got during the battle two weeks ago,” Aiden commented, munching toast. “They let us in. Like we belonged to them.”

      “Like we belonged to the council,” Keir corrected. “They want ambassadors, not soldiers. I’m not sitting in stuffy meetings debating whether my people deserve to have their names stuck on a registry or not.”

      “The Council of Twelve doesn’t want a registry any more than the guild does.” I turned to him. “The necromancers wouldn’t turn on the vampires, Keir. I wouldn’t let them.”

      I didn’t blame him for being wary of the mages. He’d almost lost his brother once already, due in no small part to him acquiring knowledge the Mage Lords didn’t want to go public. Namely, that vampires were descended from a binding of an Ancient and a human. Vampires looked out for their own survival, and I had zero doubt that many of them would take the Ancients’ side when it came down to it.

      Keir returned his attention to his plate. “Look, if we go to the guild, they’ll want to know how you spent eight years in another realm and didn’t age. They’ll think you’re some kind of⁠—”

      “Freak?” Aiden said lightly. “We’re all freaks, Keir.”

      “He’s right,” I said. “Besides, don’t forget Lady Montgomery let me back in, even after I nearly assassinated the mage council.”

      Aiden blinked. “Thought that was your psychotic alter-ego.”

      “She’s not psychotic.” Evelyn might make questionable choices, but she was perfectly sane and knew exactly what she was doing. “Besides, if not for her, we’d never have found you.”

      “Well, I don’t appreciate her dragging us into war with the Ancients.” Aiden jabbed a finger in my direction. “Which is why I say we should throw ourselves on the guild’s mercy before we have no allies left. You can say I forced you into it if you like.”

      Keir chewed a mouthful of bacon. “You’re more trouble now than when you were missing.”

      “You wound me.” Aiden leaned back in his seat, grinning. “I’m the eldest. I always win. You’ll see.”

      “Come to the guild.” I prodded Keir in the shoulder. “I assume you’ve already paid off this place, because the salary is crap, but the benefits are good. Well, kind of. You’ll get a great funeral, free of charge.”

      “I like the way she thinks,” said Aiden. “I’m in.”

      Keir groaned. “Don’t encourage him, Jas. And yes, I know the pay is crap. That’s why you live in those tiny flats, like student halls of residence. Aiden wouldn’t like that, would he? He likes his own space.”

      “Eh.” Aiden took a bite of toast. “We’re not all as stingy as you. I can’t believe you haven’t redecorated the place in the last eight years. You didn’t even throw out those ghastly puppets, either.”

      “Maybe I’ll give them to charity.” Keir yawned. “Any of your friends want hand-stitched puppets, Jas?”

      “I’ll ask Lloyd.” My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out. “Maybe not. I’m supposed to meet the Council of Twelve at the necromancers’ place in an hour.”

      So much for a lazy day off.
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        * * *

      

      Since the mages had booted them out of their headquarters, the Council of Twelve now gathered in a spare room at the necromancers’ guild. I wasn’t a real council member, more of an ambassador, but thanks to Lady Harper’s untimely death, I was the only person vaguely connected to the Hemlock Coven still in existence. Evelyn didn’t count, and from the stares and whispers that rippled up and down the long table when I walked in, she was never far from anyone’s thoughts.

      Heat seared my cheeks, and I ducked my head, scanning the table for a familiar face. Drake pulled out a seat and I gratefully sank into it. The fire mage had tousled coppery hair, a thin scar on his face, and a devilish smile which made him the bane of single ladies in the magical world. Beside him sat Wanda, tall and willowy and dark-haired. As teenagers, Wanda and I had been best friends, and she and Drake felt more like my family than the Hemlocks ever would.

      Once the table had filled up, Vance Colton, leader of the West Midlands council of mages and one of the founders of the Council of Twelve, rose to his feet. “I hope this suffices as an adequate meeting place. I can ask Lady Montgomery for a bigger room, but she said the only ones available were in the dungeon.”

      “None of us cares what room we use, Vance,” Drake said. “What we want to know is where these bloody Ancients are hiding. Three false alarms in a week, and that Lord Sutherland rattling his chains in the mages’ basement like he knows something we don’t.”

      “He’s not trying to escape, is he?” I said. “Or reconnect with the Soul Collector?”

      “He’s under constant guard, don’t worry,” said Ivy Lane, who sat beside Vance with her sword propped against the back of her seat. “And he knows we’ll stick a knife in him if he steps out of line.”

      “Our current plan is to wait for Edinburgh’s mage council to elect a new leader,” Vance said. “After that, we will see if they decide to reinstate the old cross-supernatural council or not. If they do, we will extend an invitation for them to re-join the Council of Twelve.”

      “That involves too much waiting for my liking,” Ivy said.

      “We cannot interfere in the vote,” Vance said. “And if they choose not to reopen supernatural relations with outsiders, then it would be unwise to allow them to access our resources. It sets a bad example for the other regions. It’s been difficult enough to establish an independent council as it is.”

      “That’s because we do keep interfering,” Drake pointed out. “I blame Lady Harper. She spat in the face of tradition, beat it to death with a shovel and then trampled it into the earth.”

      “Thank you for that, Drake,” Vance said. “If Lady Harper understood one thing, it’s that the supernatural world cannot survive if it remains divided. The Council of Twelve is a vital part of our cooperation with the other supernaturals, allowing them to have an equal say in our decisions.”

      “There’s a slight problem with that,” said Ivy. “Not to be the bearer of bad news, but the mages do dominate every council in the supernatural world. So as long as that remains true, some will refuse to join us. Especially the shifters, considering how Lord Sutherland and his people treated them.”

      “She’s right,” said Isabel. “We’ve seen it first-hand everywhere we’ve travelled with the council. If we’re to maintain any credibility, we have to grant every member equal access to our resources.”

      Nods and murmurs of assent filled the room.

      “And we will,” Vance said. “But our present dilemma concerns the Ancients, which represent a threat to the public on a level which we haven’t dealt with since the days of the invasion. An unfortunate side effect of Lord Sutherland’s hoarding knowledge is that most people weren’t even aware of the Ancients’ existence until a few weeks ago.”

      “Yeah, he kind of gave the game away when he summoned a giant fury god in the middle of the city.” Drake lounged back in his chair. “Bit hard to cover that one up. Not to mention the dragon.”

      “The public is terrified, with good reason,” Vance said. “We need to reassure them that we’re doing more than issuing empty words. Have any of you made progress on learning the Ancients’ current movements?”

      “We’re working on translating Lady Harper’s journal.” Ilsa sat up straighter in her seat as all eyes turned to her. “She had dealings with both the Hemlocks and the Ancients, so I assume she foresaw an event like this.”

      “This journal,” said Vance. “It contains information on the Ancients?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Specifically, the war between the Hemlock witches and the Ancients thirty-one years ago, which I’m certain Evelyn is using as her inspiration.” Not that I had the faintest idea how she intended to accomplish that goal without a body.

      “And you haven’t heard from her at all?” he asked.

      Now all eyes were on me, instead. I felt my spine stiffen, my body tensing. Though almost all my allies were here, nobody had forgotten that Evelyn and I had inhabited the same body until recently.

      “No,” I said. “Our connection is severed. I can’t sense her at all, not even using my spirit sight. I’m pretty sure she’s in another realm, and she sealed the spirit lines, locking me out along with everyone else. Believe me, I’ve tried to get through, but the Hemlock Coven is beyond reach.”

      “Then how do you propose we stop this war?” asked one of the mages. “It sounds like we ought to strike first. These gods are our enemies, and they will wipe us out if we let them.”

      “Not all of them,” Isabel put in. “Jas managed to negotiate with the shadow fury, who was imprisoned and tortured by Lord Sutherland. The gods are independent, intelligent entities who are capable of making their own decisions. Even Evelyn knows that. Not all of them will take her bait.”

      “She does,” I said. “Unfortunately, she’s willing to start a war regardless of who gets hurt in the process. Once she strikes, I doubt the rest of the Ancients will stop to listen.”

      One way or another, the odds suggested that when the war kicked off, we’d end up stuck between two magical powerhouses who didn’t care what they destroyed.

      “We’ll wait until after the vote before reaching out to the local mages for their cooperation,” Vance said. “I have already extended offers to the other supernaturals, but we have yet to receive responses from anyone except for the necromancer guild.”

      “What of the mirror?” asked one of the other mages. “It’s still here at the guild, is it not?”

      “There’s no safer place for it,” Vance said. “It may be our only means of sending people to negotiate with the Ancients, if need be. But that depends on what Evelyn does.”

      Once again, everyone looked in my direction.

      “I don’t want a war, if we can avoid it.” My hands clenched under the table. “I believe the Ancients might be open to negotiation. It’s just a question of whether we reach them first—or Evelyn does.”

      “And if Evelyn contacts us before the Ancients do?” he asked.

      Her image stole into my mind’s eye, like she’d appeared in last night’s dream, a crooked reflection of who I might have been.

      I looked out at the council’s expectant faces. “I will deal with Evelyn myself.”
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      The meeting broke up, the council members trickling out of the room in groups. On the other side of the table, Ivy picked up her sword. “I still think we should pay a nocturnal visit to Lord Sutherland and put him out of his misery.”

      “I suppose that’s kinda like what Vance did,” said Drake. “When he became Mage Lord.”

      “What…?” I looked to Vance for confirmation. “You killed the person who was Mage Lord before you were?”

      “He got possessed, didn’t he?” said Wanda. “That’s why Vance killed him.”

      “And Lord Sutherland summoned a mad god,” said Ivy. “Who’s still at large, I might add. He won’t negotiate with us.”

      “Believe me, if the Soul Collector so much as sniffs at the guild, we’ll kick the crap out of him,” I said.

      I wouldn’t deny taking Lord Sutherland out of the picture would solve at least one of our problems, but that would give him an easy way out. No, a lifelong jail sentence to reflect on what he’d done would be more than enough punishment.

      “Excellent,” said Drake, bounding towards the door. “Right. We’re going to the pub. Want to join us, Jas?”

      “Can’t. I have to translate Lady Harper’s journal.” I pulled a face. “See you later.”

      “Let me know if you uncover any sordid affairs,” Drake called after me.

      I waited outside the door for Ilsa to catch up with me. “Made any more progress on the journal?”

      “I was working on it when they called the meeting.” She headed for the stairs up to the archives, a small room which I’d once presided over in my spare time. The front desk was covered in so many towering stacks of paper, it was a wonder she could find any of her notes. Lady Harper’s handwriting was nearly indecipherable even when she wrote in English, let alone ancient faerie languages, but Ilsa had made more headway than I had.

      “You have been busy.” I walked around the desk and tripped headlong over a body, catching the back of a chair to break my fall.

      “Ow,” Morgan said.

      “What kind of place is that to take a nap?” I let go of the chair and stepped back, rubbing my ankle.

      “Let me guess,” said Ilsa. “You were in the spirit realm, eavesdropping on our meeting.”

      “Really?” I folded my arms. “Wouldn’t Lloyd agree to hide in a cupboard with you this time?”

      Morgan’s face went brick red, and fragments of ice fell from his hands as he pushed to his feet. “He’s patrolling. Anyway, I’m the guild’s only high-ranked psychic. I need to know these things.”

      “No, you don’t,” said Ilsa. “The Council of Twelve will stop meeting here if they figure out they’re being spied on.”

      “I’m not a spy,” he protested. “I wanted to know if they had any more leads on the Ancients. That’s all. I don’t give a shit about the mage elections or whatever.”

      “You could have waited and asked me,” Ilsa said. “I planned to tell you anyway.”

      “You did?” His mouth opened a fraction, and he sat down on the desk. “All right, point taken. I won’t do it again.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she said. “Morgan, can you not sit on my notes? I spent hours getting them in order.”

      “Ah. Sorry.” He climbed off the desk. “What is all that junk? I can’t read it.”

      “Nobody can,” I said. “It’s what, an ancient faerie language?”

      “Even they don’t use it anymore.” Ilsa tapped a pen on her notepad. “It’s believed to be the primary language used for communication in the age where the Ancients lived in Faerie, before their exile.”

      “Who cares?” said Morgan. “What’s the deal with this old journal anyway?”

      “Lady Harper spent a lot of time in the Ancients’ realm a few decades ago,” I said. “Since it’s where Evelyn is right now, we need to find out what she knew.”

      Morgan frowned at me. “Are you really going to kill her?”

      “Morgan!” Ilsa slammed down a pile of notes on the desk. “Either make yourself useful or get out.”

      “I can’t read that crap, Ilsa. You know I slept through all Mum’s lessons in faerie languages when we were kids.”

      “Not to worry, I wrote out the major symbols.” Ilsa pressed
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