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      The Gatekeeper’s Trials series takes place in the same universe as the Gatekeeper’s Curse series. While it can be read as a standalone series, some of the characters do cross over and this series contains spoilers for the previous trilogy.
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        Hazel Lynn has spent her whole life training to take on the role of Gatekeeper between the Summer Court and the mortal realm. With her entire family bound into service to Faerie, she doesn’t exactly have a choice in the matter, but she's made it her mission to keep the peace and prevent any dangerous fae from escaping to Earth.

         

        Her plans go sideways when she's called to take on the deadly Gatekeeper's Trials and assigned a stuck-up half-fae mentor who hates humans like her. He might be pretty to look at, but he has no intention of giving her an easy time of it. But things go from bad to dire when the King of the Summer Court is assassinated. Worse, all the signs point to a human being responsible. Since Hazel and her family are the only humans permitted to enter the King's domain, the blame lands squarely on them.

         

        Before long, Hazel's aggravating new mentor is the only person in Faerie she can trust not to sentence her to death on the spot… assuming he isn't the murderer himself. With her loved ones' fates resting in her hands, it's up to Hazel to catch the killer before the vengeful Sidhe take out their wrath on the rest of humanity.
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      “And see you not yon bonny road

      That winds across the ferny lea?

      That is the road to fair Elfland

      Where you and I this night must be.”

      

      Thomas the Rhymer
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      If faeries loved one activity more than they loved enthralling mortals, it was admiring their own reflections.

      Elegantly dressed faeries occupied the entire row of mirrors in the Ladies at the nightclub, touching up the glamour on their already-perfect faces. Shifting colours, bright flowers woven into curling hair and glittering wings caught the garish lights above the mirrors, while in the background, a lilting tune played through loudspeakers at top speed, like a modern remix of a traditional faerie ballad.

      On another night, I might have come here looking for a good time, not a murderer, but I made a point of preparing for both possibilities. Ducking into a vacant stall, I reached into my bag for an iron dagger and carefully slid it into the sheath on my thigh, hidden under the hem of my dress. Then I threw on a glamour of my own. My blond-tinted hair darkened to black, my face altering imperceptibly. I kept my rounded ears—passing as a regular human would be an asset for once—and trusted the neon lights in the nightclub to hide my magic-tinted eyes and the swirling silver mark on my forehead beneath my newly glamoured curls.

      My phone buzzed with a message from my sister—where are you?

      Right. I was supposed to be meeting Ilsa at the pub across the road, but the instant I’d heard the lilting music from inside the nightclub, I’d known someone was up to no good. Suppressing a sigh, I turned my phone to silent and left the cubicle.

      Nobody noticed I didn’t look like the same person who’d walked in, but glamours were second-nature to the fae. As prey walking among predators, I had to be alert for every small change in my perception, but the fae had the luxury of taking what they saw at face value. A lilac-haired half-faerie with furred fox-like ears looked up, her confused gaze flicking from my glamoured reflection to my rounded human ears, but I was already walking away.

      The thrum of the music swallowed me up along with the heaving, sweating crowd. Glamoured half-faeries danced with humans, the latter distinguished by their glazed, vacant expressions. Nobody could say they hadn’t been warned. Every human these days knew not to dance with the fae, but peer pressure was as powerful as the faeries’ ability to play on human desires like a well-strung harp. Even half-faeries weren’t immune to the magic of their Sidhe brethren, though they liked to think they were.

      All it took was one promise, one detour into the wrong part of the forest, one dance—and then you were theirs. Forever.

      On the stage, DJ Thorntooth cranked up the music to twice its previous speed. The screeching ballad mingling with modern auto-tune created an eardrum-melting combination even by nightclub standards, but I resisted the impulse to buy a round of shots to numb the oncoming headache. I needed to be at my sharpest if I wanted to take down my target without more bloodshed than there needed to be.

      As his name suggested, DJ Thorntooth wasn’t human, even if he was wearing the skin of one. Damn unhygienic, if you asked me. Since most people in here were either drunk, stoned, couldn’t see through glamour or just plain didn’t give a crap, they had no idea how much danger they were in. On the plus side, that meant I’d have less panicking to deal with.

      The music sped up, and so did the crowd, their movements turning jerky, robotic. They would dance until their screams drowned the sound of the bass and their blood soaked into the beer-drenched floor. I wove through the haze of magic, pretending to be enthralled, while my own magic lurked beneath the surface. It didn’t make me completely immune to the effects of the music, but the green glow at my fingertips helped me focus on what I needed to do.

      I inched closer to the stage, creeping up behind the DJ. Then, threads of magic lashed from my hands, yanking him off his feet and onto the filthy floor. His startled cry was lost in the clamour as I aimed my next attack right at the stage. Thorny stems burst from floor to ceiling, cutting off the music with a spluttering crash.

      “Show’s over, folks,” I shouted into the microphone. “DJ Thorntooth will be taking a long-term hiatus.”

      The DJ wriggled free from my magic and dove off the stage, knocking humans and half-faeries aside like skittles. The bewildered clubbers hindered his escape entirely by accident, allowing me to grab his wrist and drag him towards the back door.

      “You can’t have magic!” he yelped. “You’re human.”

      I didn’t argue that I wasn’t human, because I was. Instead, I pushed my curls aside with my free hand and let the symbol on my forehead do the talking.

      The mark of the Summer Gatekeeper.

      He gave an uncomprehending blink. Then the pieces clicked into place. “I wasn’t doing nothing wrong! I’m an innocent bystander!”

      “And that human skin you’re wearing just leapt off of its own accord, did it?”

      “They planted it on me!” He squirmed, fighting me all the way out of the back door and into the alley behind the nightclub. “I’ll tell on you to the Seelie Queen. She’s a good friend of my mum’s, she is.”

      I dropped my voice. “Really? Because I’m in the employ of the Summer Court, and if you’d ever set one foot there in your miserable existence, you’d know the Seelie Queen is currently in jail for treason. And you—” I jabbed him in the chest—“Will soon be joining her.”

      “I didn’t do anything!” he shrieked. “You’ll never get away with this.”

      I pulled a pair of iron handcuffs from my purse. “Time for a one-way trip to the Ley Line.”

      He screamed as the iron made contact with his skin, latching his wrists together. His face turned greyish, his knees giving out as the iron ate away at his magical defences.

      “Hazel!” My twin sister’s voice came from the mouth of the alley. “What are you doing? I thought you were supposed to be meeting Morgan and me at the pub.”

      “I was.” I gave a sharp tug on the DJ’s wrist, and he whimpered. “Before I got side-tracked by this lowlife human-killer.”

      “Ugh.” Ilsa pulled a face at the sight of the DJ’s human-skin coat. “Are you taking him to Faerie?”

      “Unfortunately.” Human prisons might have upgraded since the faeries had revealed themselves to the world, but the Sidhe were supposed to be responsible for punishing their wayward kin, even if they made every effort to evade that responsibility most of the time. “I’ll message you when I’m done. This won’t take long.”

      “Sometimes I think you go looking for trouble on purpose,” Ilsa said.

      “I don’t need to look too hard, do I?” For all that the faeries claimed our realm was a poison to them, they were the ones who’d let their outcasts invade earth and spread chaos and destruction over the past two decades, and since humans were woefully behind on effective methods for dealing with fae criminals, it fell to me to dispense justice in my own way.

      I dragged DJ Thorntooth through the cobbled, winding streets until I came to the shimmering line that divided our realm from Faerie. The Ley Line was invisible to most, including the DJ himself, and he gasped in surprise when the cobbled street vanished from sight.

      An instant later, we appeared on a country lane outside the Summer Lynn house. Ivy cloaked the walls of the manor, giving it a dark and forbidding appearance without the usual soft sunbeams highlighting the garden’s vibrant colours. The house might be stuck in perpetual summer, like the Seelie Court, but the clocks ran on the same time as the human world outside, and a crescent moon hung in the sky overhead.

      DJ Thorntooth eyed the wide gardens, their flowerbeds bursting with night-blooming flowers. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

      I gave him a smack on the back of the head. “Shut it.”

      I opened the gate and pushed him through into the garden, steering him around the side of the manor towards the black mass of trees towards the back of the lawn. Behind those trees lay the forests of the Winter Court, and the house belonging to the other branch of the Lynn family.

      Don’t let the Seelie/Unseelie divide fool you. The Summer Court is as ruthless as Winter, and its inhabitants just as devious. I should know, because I dealt almost exclusively with the little bastards.

      I reached the tall, wide gates that marked the end of our garden. Flanked by eternally blooming flowers, the Summer gate was one of the only known passages from the human realm directly into Faerie. Legend told that the gate—and its Winter counterpart—had sprang into existence in the same spot where my ancestor, Thomas Lynn, had crossed into the faerie realm for the first time.

      Unlike most humans, he’d walked out again. Some stories said the Sidhe themselves had gifted him with extraordinary powers. Others claimed he’d fled with the Wild Hunt snapping at his heels. Whatever the case, all the versions of the tale I’d heard told me Faerie’s influence had remained, lingering over his shoulder as he re-integrated into the human realm, married his childhood sweetheart, and had children.

      That’s when the Sidhe came back. Thomas Lynn, it seemed, had sworn to come to the aid of the Courts whenever they needed him, and the Sidhe had taken him at his word. They’d woven a spell so deep that it filtered through the bloodline of any person born into the Lynn family, choosing one host for each Court with every generation. His twin daughters became the first Gatekeepers: one for Summer, one for Winter. And now, centuries later, it was my turn.

      I rapped on the moss-covered bars of the gate, which made a hollow, echoing noise. “One criminal, coming right up.”

      The Sidhe had made no secret of their disapproval of my using the gate as a depository for their rule-breaking brethren, but since Mum had been forced into early retirement by an attempted coup in the Summer Court, they’d been in no rush to officially crown me as Gatekeeper. As far as I was concerned, that meant they’d have to deal with any criminals I tossed their way in the meantime.

      I pushed the gate inwards, and the DJ made a desperate bid for freedom. Handcuffed hands outstretched, he leapt headfirst into the hedge with surprising agility, vanishing in a shower of leaves.

      “Hey!” I ran to the gap between the neat hedges that led into the Inner Garden. The unfortunate DJ flailed upside-down for a moment before crashing into the glowing pool of water in the grove’s centre.

      Crap. That’s probably bad luck. The pool contained healing magic from the heart of the Summer Court itself—not that it would be of any use to the DJ when the Sidhe got hold of him. I grabbed his flailing arm and fished him out of the pool, dragging him after me with a firm hand.

      “What magic was that?” he spluttered, his hair sopping wet and his skin glistening with droplets of silvery water.

      “There’s no point in asking. You’ll be dead in five minutes.” I gave him a sharp kick through the gate, and he landed in a heap beneath his human-skin coat.

      “You said I was going to jail!” He scrambled upright, his eyes wide with alarm. “Please⁠—”

      I slammed the gate closed, cutting off his pleading. As far as I was concerned, cowardly shits who murdered innocent people deserved no leniency. I turned my back and headed home to get a drink.

      Even cast in darkness, the Summer Lynn house was impressive, its ivy-curtained walls resembling a fairy-tale cottage blown up to manor-size. I entered through the back door and conjured up a glass of wine. Whether it came from inside Faerie or was simply a creation of magic, I hadn’t a clue, but with the faeries, it was usually better not to ask.

      Light glimmered in the corner of my eye. I lowered my glass and damn near threw it at the person standing in in the darkness like a living statue. The mark on my forehead pulsed with magic, alerting me to the threat. Little too late there.

      “Your Gatekeeper’s Trials will begin tomorrow,” the man said, his voice soft and yet precise, layered with the hint of a threat.

      My grip tightened on the glass. I could have layered the house in a thousand alarms and tripwire spells and none of them would have kept out a Sidhe messenger from the Summer Court. They owned the place, after all.

      “At least turn on the light if you’re going to interrupt my evening,” I said to the intruder.

      The house obliged, the kitchen lights flickering on and illuminating a tall, lean faerie, clad in green attire that marked him as a Seelie messenger. His eyes glimmered with a greenish-blue sheen as he ducked his head, allowing locks of pale silver hair to fall over his sculpted cheekbones.

      Don’t let their pretty faces fool you. Sidhe magic was designed to draw humans into their orbit and ensnare their senses until by the time the claws came out, it was already too late.

      The same curse that bound my family to serve the Sidhe gave me some degree of immunity to their charms, enough to tell me this dude was half-human. Sidhe magic caused human senses to short-circuit from sheer overwhelm and all descriptions to slide through my fingers like sand. Half-Sidhe didn’t have quite the same dazzling effect on the senses, and my annoyance at this rude arsehole who’d broken into my house won out over the primal terror inspired by the sight of an otherworldly visitor.

      I propped my free hand on my hip. “You could have come through the gate instead of sneaking in here and lurking around in the dark, you know. I was standing right there.”

      Not that it was really a surprise. The Sidhe, as a rule, did not pass up an opportunity to make a dramatic entrance. Besides, I was glad nobody had witnessed the DJ’s attempted escape into the grove. Nobody outside of my family was supposed to know the Inner Garden existed.

      “Did you hear me?” he said. “Tomorrow, you’ll be inducted as Gatekeeper.”

      I returned his scowl with a smile. “Heard you loud and clear. Might you elaborate on the time? I was hoping to enjoy the rest of this.”

      I lifted the wine glass and took a measured sip, gaining some measure of satisfaction out of winding up the dickhead who’d kept me waiting in limbo for months and then decided to wreck what was left of my evening.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, as though he found me as irritating as I found him. To most fae, my very existence was an inconvenience.

      “Nine in the morning by your time,” he said. “If you’re late, you will find yourself transported directly into the Summer Court no matter where you happen to be, if you’re thinking of shirking your duty. If you’re asleep, or in the mortal realm, the same rule will apply.”

      “Really.” I lowered the glass. “What if I was in the middle of a threesome? Would the other people be transported into Faerie, too? Because that would get kind of awkward for all of us.”

      His eyes narrowed. “If you are with another person or persons when the hour strikes, you will all be transported to Faerie. Unlike you, no other humans will be protected against harm. If you would like to begin your Gatekeeper’s training with innocent deaths on your conscience, by all means, do as you like.”

      “No need for that,” I said. “I’m impressed you know what a conscience is. I assumed the Sidhe thought it was just another name for a weapon.”

      “Is it not just that?” he said. “Feeling pain for others is as damaging as any wound inflicted with a blade and may prove equally fatal.”

      “Remind me not to hire you to write me a motivational speech.” I gave him an eye-roll. “Relax. I won’t be late, and I won’t bring any friends. Faerie’s not on anyone’s bucket list as a tourist destination.”

      Including mine, for that matter, but I hadn’t exactly had a choice. And now my short-lived freedom had come to an end.

      “See to it that you keep your word, human.”

      He turned on his heel and left, vanishing into thin air.

      “Great to meet you, too,” I said to the space where he’d vanished. Sidhe. For beings who prided themselves on impeccable manners, they seemed to take pleasure in making an exception for me. I didn’t blame Dad for leaving when I was a kid, because being around the Sidhe was a lot to handle when you were human.

      I glanced at my half-full glass, tempted to switch it for a bottle, but I needed to be in top shape for my induction. Besides, Mum was going to be thrilled to know one of them had slipped by the house’s defences.

      Putting down the glass, I turned off the lights and then crossed the kitchen to the back door. Judging by the steady thumping noise from the shed adjacent to the house, Mum was still up. I’d more or less forced her to build the place after her violent workout sessions kept waking me up in the middle of the night. The joys of living with a retired Gatekeeper with a shit-ton of pent-up rage.

      I pushed open the shed door and stepped in, careful to stay out of striking range. Gatekeeper powers or none, Mum could still kick the crap out of me with little effort. Her blond-tinted hair was twisted into a topknot to keep it out her face, her forehead slick with sweat. We shared the same figure—strong and curvy, not skinny or fragile—and expressive eyes. Mine had turned bright green when I’d got my magic, while hers had reverted to their original brown colour after her retirement. Her fists struck the punching bag again and again, as though she was imagining pounding a Sidhe’s pretty face to a pulp.

      “I thought you were in Edinburgh,” she said, without turning around.

      “A fae was bewitching humans at a nightclub and I had to haul him over to the Court,” I said. “Also, the Sidhe’s messenger showed up in our kitchen. The Trials start tomorrow.”

      She dropped her hands. “They came inside the house?”

      “Didn’t even knock.” I walked to the punching bag next to hers and gave it a whack with my knuckles. “Guess this is it.”

      “I should have checked the date.” She picked up a discarded towel and wiped the sweat from her forehead—unmarked, though she’d once worn the same silver symbol as I did. “I assumed they’d wait until the solstice, but tomorrow’s May the first. Beltane.”

      “It is?” I hit the punching bag again, imagining it resembled the face of the half-Sidhe who’d ambushed me in the kitchen. “They couldn’t just show up on a regular Tuesday or whatever, huh.”

      The Lynn house sat in a liminal space between the two worlds, but time here matched Earth, not Faerie. Beltane was the first day of summer, though most mortals thought summer began on the solstice in June—a fitting day for the Seelie Court to formalise their claim on me.

      “Are you prepared?” Mum said. “You know what this means.”

      Did I ever. Once I was Gatekeeper, anonymity would be a thing of the past. No more sneaking around arresting fae criminals without causing a scene. “Sure. I know what to expect from them.”

      Her expression softened a little. “I know you do.”

      Mum had kept a deliberate emotional distance from myself and my siblings for most of my life. She could never guarantee that she wouldn’t die on the job, or that the Sidhe wouldn’t break their own rules and order us all to be slaughtered. For that reason, we’d never been close, but she and I had bonded over fighting classes and weaponry even before I’d developed my Gatekeeper powers at twelve. Ilsa preferred to bury her head in a book, while Morgan had wanted to spend as little time in the Lynn House as possible. Considering I’d grown up more or less alone with a mother who spent half her life in Faerie, you might be surprised I hadn’t turned out more dysfunctional than I had.

      “Guess I should text Ilsa. I just had to wreck her big day.”

      “I’ll tell her,” said Mum. “You get some sleep.”

      What she wanted to say was I’ll keep you safe. But just because the Sidhe were honour-bound not to harm the Gatekeeper didn’t mean the rest of the Faerie would do the same. Once I stepped foot in the Summer Court, it was on me to stay alive by any means necessary. Mum had told me the initiation tests for new Gatekeepers were different for each of us, just to keep us on our toes. It wasn’t in their interest to fail us, but if we couldn’t cut it in the Trials, we’d never survive out there in Faerie.

      My hands curled into fists. By taking on the Gatekeeper’s Trials, I’d ensure the faeries left the rest of my family alone, and I’d protect the humans in my life from being a part of their twisted games. As long as I lived, I would honour that promise.

      Whatever I had to do to keep it.
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      The Summer gate loomed before me, its sharpened points gleaming. An otherworldly humming noise rang in the air, while a dark void loomed beyond the thin thread of magic holding the gates together.

      The Seelie Queen stood beside the gate—tall, beautiful, flaxen-haired, and with a smile that could topple empires. But she wasn’t smiling now. Her eyes were fixed on the human figure chained in front of the gates. Mum struggled against her bonds, and behind her, dark shapes stirred, yearning to break out of the gates.

      I’d watched this scene a thousand times over the last few months, but I still flinched inside whenever the Seelie Queen pulled out the knife. With a cry, I slammed into her from the side, knocking off her aim before she could carve out my mother’s heart. The Seelie Queen’s mouth twisted into a snarl, transforming her beautiful features into grotesque rage. “You pathetic mortals.”

      The gate rattled in its frame, a nightmarish shape appearing etched against the darkness of the void, drawing closer by the second. Mum’s Gatekeeper powers weren’t enough to restrain it. The Seelie Queen had taken too much.

      Mum looked directly at me. “Hazel,” she said. “Are you ready to take on the position as Gatekeeper?”

      “Don’t you dare!” I screamed.

      “The only way to close the gate is to surrender its magic to the next Gatekeeper.” Her mouth pressed together, her face set in the stubborn manner I knew well. “It’s the only way to end this.”

      The Seelie Queen lunged at Mum, only to crash into the Erlking’s staff. He caught her by the throat, magic coiling from his fingertips and wrapping around her. While his elegant face was as stunning as his wife’s, cold shadows twisted around his fingertips as the magic radiating off his staff ate away at her defences.

      Beside the bitterly struggling couple, Mum dropped to her knees. When she looked up, the Gatekeeper’s symbol had vanished from her forehead, and the green light in her eyes had dimmed.

      “There must be a Gatekeeper,” intoned the Erlking. “If nobody steps up to take this power, the gate will be the enemy’s to take.”

      “I’ll take it!” I shouted. “I’m the next in line. I accept the position.”

      Green light flared across my vision, then a burning pain tore into my forehead, the sensation of the Gatekeeper’s mark carving its way deep into my skin…

      The trill of an alarm cut through the dream and I woke up, drenched in cold sweat. Fumbling for my alarm, I turned it off, shielding my eyes against the light piercing through the curtains. I flopped back on my pillows, my heart thudding against my ribcage, my breaths quick, urgent. Across from me, the Summer Gatekeeper’s circlet sat beside the mirror, edged in silver and green. Waiting for me.

      I might have no regrets about stepping up to take on the position as Gatekeeper, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I dreaded seeing the Erlking’s face again. While he wasn’t the person who’d tricked my ancestor into binding his entire family to Faerie, I suspected he was at least culpable in ensuring my family served the Sidhe forever. Compared to his wife, though, the guy was a saint.

      After a quick shower, I dressed in my faerie-made clothing, a plain shirt and trousers made of a soft, flexible material. On one wrist, I wore an iron band engraved with my family name, a present from Ilsa that would be my sole anchor to humanity once I stepped into the realm of the fae. My glamour snapped into place, turning into a knee-length coat embossed in green and gold and concealing the band from sight. I carried a single iron blade, while my other weapons were forged from bone and bark. That might sound odd by human standards, but trust me, being impaled by a sharpened branch is bloody painful.

      Finally, I could delay no longer. Picking up the circlet, I turned it over in my hands. I’d been stealing Mum’s spare one to play dress-up since I could walk, yet this felt more of a façade than any of those childhood games. In the mirror, I spotted Mum’s reflection over my shoulder. She took one step towards me, then two, closing the distance until she stood close enough to touch the circlet herself.

      I gave a nod, a small gesture that served as permission, and she lifted the circlet to my brow. At once, it melded to my scalp like a second skin. My reflection stood taller, her bearing more regal. Like a Sidhe, or a human masquerading as one of them.

      I tore my gaze away and checked my phone. A message from Ilsa; good luck. And another from Morgan: don’t die.

      Encouraging.

      I left the phone in my bedroom—technology didn’t work in Faerie—and went downstairs to grab breakfast before the Sidhe came to call.

      The house hummed with a quiet background noise that followed me through the hall as I munched on an apple. Someone—probably Morgan—had stuck fake moustaches on all the portraits of our ancestors. I pulled a face at the oldest portrait, which showed a handsome dark-haired man, the likeness of Thomas Lynn himself. Nobody knew for definite what he’d looked like, since he’d vanished shortly after his two daughters had been hauled off into Faerie and nobody had seen him since. One day, my own portrait would join the line, but for now, a crayoned of me riding a unicorn in a field of wildflowers occupied the blank stretch of wall where the portraits ended. Ilsa had drawn it when we were kids, back when Faerie hadn’t seemed to truly exist outside of our imaginations. Personally, I thought the lack of unicorns was one of the biggest disappointments of the reality.

      When the clock struck five to nine, I tossed my apple core into the bin and let myself out of the house. Mum didn’t come to see me off, but saying goodbyes wasn’t our strong suit. I reached the gate at dead on nine, yet no Sidhe appeared to spirit me away. Looked like last night’s visitor’s warnings about punctuality were all talk.

      I pushed open the gates, revealing the path into the Summer Court. A wide track bathed in sunlight gleamed invitingly between tall oak trees older than anything on Earth. A group of tall, lean figures stood waiting a short distance away. A welcoming committee. How nice.

      The Sidhe turned on me, and the clamour of a dozen swords withdrawing from their sheaths crackled in the air like fireworks.

      “Whoa.” I halted, inches away from the gleaming points of their blades. “I’m Hazel Lynn, the Summer Gatekeeper. I know I was supposed to wait to be called, but I thought you liked punctuality…” I trailed off. I’d expected to see disgust on their faces at the sight of me, or boredom, or simple annoyance. Not pure unadulterated rage. A half-dozen pairs of vivid green eyes shone with enough magic to render a regular human catatonic. I took a step back, my heartbeat accelerating.

      “Stay there,” ordered one of the Sidhe. Tall and dark-haired, he wore a long black coat edged in green and enough layers of glamour that he could have resembled a baboon underneath and I wouldn’t have been able to tell.

      His companion was a female Sidhe with olive skin and luscious curling dark hair. We’d met before, but Lady Aiten’s gaze held no signs of recognition, and from the expression on her face, you’d think I’d mortally insulted her entire family. What happened? Did DJ Thorntooth escape and get into Lord Niall’s stash of elf wine?

      For all the rumours that the Sidhe had little understanding of human emotions, I’d witnessed more temper tantrums from faeries than I had humans, and most humans didn’t have enough power in their fingertips to level a building. As Mum said: “It’s not that the Sidhe don’t have feelings. It’s that they’re convinced that their feelings are the only ones that matter.”

      In other words, hell hath no fury like a faerie slightly inconvenienced.

      “Can someone please tell me what’s going on here?” I kept my voice calm, as though there weren’t a dozen sharpened blades pointing at my exposed throat.

      Another Sidhe stepped forward. In daylight, the man who’d broken into my house yesterday looked even more eerily beautiful. Curtains of shoulder-length silver hair framed startling aquamarine eyes, which I’d never seen on any Sidhe from either Summer or Winter. His human parent must have been a serious looker. Pity they’d probably died for it.

      Faeries liked collecting pretty things. They didn’t necessarily let them stay that way. The few humans who survived Faerie returned as husks of their former selves, doomed to wither away to nothing.

      “The Erlking,” he said, “is dead.”

      The words took a moment to connect in my mind. The Sidhe didn’t lie, or joke, though I was pretty sure they were allergic to humour—or at least the type of humour that humans understood.

      “How?” I swallowed hard, my throat dry. It’s not possible.

      “Iron poisoning,” said Lady Aiten.

      Iron in Faerie? In the Erlking’s territory? Nobody was supposed to be able to get near him. His talisman ensured it, and I’d never forget the shadowy magic swirling around his staff, draining the essence from every living thing it came into contact with.

      “How did iron get into Faerie?” said the dark-haired Sidhe. “Perhaps a human brought it with them?”

      “A human who’s accessed his territory before?” added Lady Aiten.

      I held up my hands. “Look, I appreciate that you’re under a lot of stress right now, but I just got here. I swear I didn’t lay a finger on the king. I didn’t know he was dead. I’m here for my Gatekeeper’s Trials⁠—”

      “You killed him and stole his talisman,” said Lady Aiten. “Do you deny it?”

      “I didn’t kill him, and nobody can touch his talisman.” Not without turning to dust, anyway. While regular Summer magic originated from nature and existed in balance with it, the Erlking’s talisman contained a dark reversal of that power, a rare type of magic that drained the life force from anyone who got too close. As far as I knew, the one exception to the rule was the Seelie Queen, whose healing magic allowed her to touch the staff without crumbling to ashes. The one thing I cannot destroy, he’d called her. Not a happy marriage, that one.

      The dark-haired Sidhe’s spear brushed my throat. “I’d say we kill her as a deterrent to any others who may cross us.”

      “We cannot kill her yet,” said Lady Aiten. “Not until she hands over the crown.”

      “The… crown?” I leaned out of range of the spear’s sharp point. “You mean someone stole that, too?”

      Without the crown, the Sidhe couldn’t elect a new monarch. No wonder they’d lost their minds. Mortality was a sensitive issue here in Faerie at the best of times, given their longevity, but the Erlking had ruled over the Court for hundreds of years. There’d never been another monarch as long as the Gatekeepers had existed. Now he’d departed, sending them spiralling into an existential crisis which might drag everyone in all the realms into its orbit.

      “Yes,” said Lady Aiten. “No doubt so we would be unable to crown a replacement until we caught the murderer. How fortunate that she delivered herself into our hands.”

      I looked between the Sidhe. “I’m bound by a vow to serve the Summer Court on pain of death. I wouldn’t risk that by murdering the guy in charge. Besides, the Erlking’s wife was jailed last year for an attempted coup. This is her handiwork, I guarantee it.”

      “The Seelie Queen remains behind bars, mortal,” said the dark-haired Sidhe. “She has had no contact with the outside world.”

      Yeah, but she’s also the one person in Faerie who can’t be affected by the Erlking’s talisman. Not that it made a difference to the Sidhe. They’d labelled me as guilty, and humans, unlike the Sidhe, could lie.

      “She’s perfectly capable of getting someone else to do her dirty work for her,” I said, undeterred. “She also hates my family, since we got her jailed in the first place, so she’d have an incentive to make us look guilty.”

      Mutters broke out among the Sidhe. Then the dude who’d broken into my house stepped forwards. “I will handle the interrogation, as the Gatekeeper is my charge. Come with me.”

      Say what?

      The Sidhe lowered their weapons to allow the two of us to walk into the woods, and I quickened my pace to keep up with my rescuer. “Charge? What do you mean by that?”

      Instead of answering, he said, “Do you know what the Erlking’s talisman can do?”

      Nice try. “If I had that talisman,” I said, “you’d know about it.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I don’t know if the Erlking would have trusted you with that information,” I said bluntly.

      His jaw locked. Oh, he didn’t like that I’d implied the Sidhe had entrusted me with more information than him. But what was I supposed to do, go blabbing the Erlking’s secrets to every stranger I ran into? Someone in the Court had been involved in his death, and for all I knew, they were still here. While the Erlking had placed Ilsa and me under a spell so that we could never speak a word of the talisman to anyone who didn’t already know, I suspected the vow had unravelled now he was dead.

      The half-Sidhe halted at a clearing edged in thick oak trees and regarded me with those startling aquamarine eyes. “I could torture the information out of you.”

      “You could try.” I held my fists clenched at my sides and met his stare. “I am no thief, nor a murderer. Believe it or not, I have no desire to see the Courts fall into chaos. Nobody in my family killed the king.”

      The half-Sidhe gestured towards a tangle of bushes marking the side of the clearing. A hunched shape pushed through the trees, towering two feet or more above me. Tusks sprouted from its jaws, while its leathery skin looked as tough as concrete.

      “What is this, a test?” I looked the beast up and down. A common garden-variety troll—not that you’d want to find one in your garden—with meaty fists, flat feet the size of sledges, and a dopey expression that indicated it had no idea how it’d got here.

      “We found this troll roaming around a human village, attacking its inhabitants,” he informed me. “If you fail to kill it, I will allow it to finish the job.”

      Oh, you complete dickhead.

      The troll locked eyes with me. Then it charged. I lunged to the side, throwing myself flat to avoid its swinging fists. Rolling to my feet, I unsheathed my iron blade. The knife’s point glanced off its leathery knuckles, and the half-Sidhe glared at me.

      “What?” I backed up a step. “If you were human, you’d carry iron, too. Otherwise, I might as well walk into a lion’s den with a slab of raw meat strapped to my chest.”

      The troll swung a meaty fist. I caught the blow with my knife, tearing a chunk of flesh from its knuckles. Its nails were long and filthy, and smelled as bad as they looked. I whirled, dealing a vicious slice to its ankle, but the beast didn’t get the message that it’d messed with the wrong human.

      I pivoted, slicing into its upper thigh in search of an artery. Dark blood splattered the earth, and the beast’s leg gave way. I darted backwards, avoiding the solid thump as its knees slammed into the ground.

      “See you in hell.” I raised the blade over its head.

      Before the blow could make contact, the beast disintegrated beneath me, my blade connecting with empty air and sending me sprawling flat on my face. The scent of earth filled my nostrils, and even the blood had vanished.

      The whole thing was a glamour. A three-dimensional, breathing glamour. Holy fuck. Who is this guy?

      The half-Sidhe was breathing heavily as though he’d run a great distance, but he straightened upright when he caught me looking. I climbed to my feet, sheathing my knife. Not a droplet of blood speckled the knife’s edges. He had some serious skills for a half-blood.

      “You’re not the killer,” he said.

      I brushed dirt from my knees. “Huh?”

      “The murderer also took down the Erlking’s security troll,” he went on. “They left distinctive marks from their weapons, and their fighting style doesn’t match yours.”

      “Wait, that’s what the test was for? It wasn’t part of my Gatekeeper’s Trials?”

      “You passed, regardless,” he said. “Your family will be sent home until further notice.”

      “You mean you aren’t arresting me?” What the hell was the point in all the deception, then? “Okay, then. Show’s over. Take me home.”

      “You’ll be staying here,” he said. “With me.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I said. “Who even are you?”

      “My name is Darrow,” he said. “And I am in charge of the Gatekeeper’s Trials.”
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      “You’re in charge of the Trials?” I said to the half-Sidhe—Darrow.

      “Yes,” he said. “The circumstances are less than ideal, but the Gatekeeper will play a key role in crowning a new monarch.”

      Might be hard without a crown. His sharp gaze told me he knew exactly what I was thinking, and I scowled right back at him. Not only had he accused me of murder and manipulated me, the stunt he’d pulled with the illusory troll told me he wasn’t interested in playing fair. He’d let the Sidhe throw me into a pit of redcaps if he liked.

      I left the clearing and retraced my steps to the main path by the gate. The Sidhe’s group had scattered, but I spotted Lady Aiten and her dark-haired friend walking away in the direction of the main Court.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      The dark-haired Sidhe turned on me, his glamour hitting me smack in the face like the faerie equivalent of someone wearing overpowering aftershave. The sharp point of a spear brushed my breastbone. “Leave, Gatekeeper.”

      “Hey,” I said. “Stop pointing that thing at me. I’m not the killer. Your guy here tested me and proved it. I’d like to request another mentor, because I don’t trust someone who accused me of murder to uphold the Gatekeeper’s vows.”

      Not that I’d expected any of the Sidhe to think I was worthy of being treated as an equal, but this Darrow guy was the lowest possible authority.

      “Get back here.” Darrow’s voice carried a dangerous edge. “You must accept me as your tutor or else forfeit the position as Gatekeeper.”

      “At least prove that my family is safe from further accusations.” If I’d been Sidhe, they’d have been tripping over themselves to apologise, but they’d never have accused me in the first place had I been one of them.

      Lady Aiten turned to her fellow Sidhe. “I see nothing wrong in allowing her to see her family leaving the Court.”

      “I suppose not,” said Lord Pointy Spear. “But if the Gatekeeper refuses to take on the Trials, her family will be staying with us for much longer.”

      My hands fisted and I suppressed the impulse to flatten his glamour-perfect nose. “I never said I wouldn’t take on the Trials.”

      “Then there shouldn’t be a problem,” said Lady Aiten.

      Not for you, maybe.

      A flash of light bathed the path in bright green, and Mum appeared in front of the two Sidhe, her eyes shining with emotion she couldn’t voice in front of her cold-eyed audience. “Hazel.”

      “Glad you’re okay.” I gave Darrow a sideways glance, sure he’d be scanning me for weaknesses, but his gaze was on his fellow Sidhe. “What about Ilsa and Morgan?”

      “They’re at home,” she said. “They weren’t accused.”

      She means they’re still in Edinburgh. “I’ll come home as soon as I can.”

      In other words, whenever Darrow decided to let me go, which might be days or weeks in human time.

      Lady Aiten walked behind Mum to escort her through the gate. Lord Pointy Spear remained on the path, while Darrow kept an eye on him. From their body language, the Sidhe didn’t like him and the feeling was mutual. Small wonder, because on a surface level, it looked as though he’d inherited the lion’s share of his Sidhe parent’s magic.

      I’ll have to duel this guy at some point in our training. That means I should probably figure out how to get the best of him.

      Aside from iron, faeries were vulnerable to brute force. They relied on their speed and graceful balance to dodge attacks, but when they got hit, they went down hard. They also lacked physical strength and leaned heavily on their magic to deal damage. I hadn’t seen Darrow fight yet, but given his proficiency with glamour, I’d bet it played a major part in his fighting style. A half-faerie mentor was closer to my equal than a Sidhe would be, so at least I had that going for me.

      The Summer gate closed behind Mum, and without another word, Lady Aiten and her companion retreated down the path, leaving me alone with Darrow.

      All right. My family was safe, out of reach of the Sidhe. Now the rest was up to me.

      “All right, Darrow,” I said. “I can call you that, right?”

      From his silence, I guessed that was a ‘yes’.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” I went on. “So, let’s start over. Do you have a family name?”

      “I do.” He didn’t elaborate.

      This was going well. “My name is Hazel. Just in case you wanted a change from ‘Gatekeeper’.”

      He indicated the path to the clearing. “We will walk this way, Gatekeeper.”

      Well. If that didn’t tell me where I stood. “Okay, whatever you say.”

      The forest rustled around us, ancient oaks older than human history reaching finger-like branches to the vibrant blue sky. As a creation of magic, the realm existed in a state of eternal summer, the flowers never wilting, the trees evergreen, the skies unmarked by a single cloud. Fragrant smells of jasmine and honeysuckle drifted on the breeze, mingling with the earthy scents of the undergrowth as Darrow’s faerie-swift steps led the way down the well-trodden path to the clearing. I kept an eye out for any more glamoured trolls, but it seemed I’d have to wait to see which trick he planned to pull out of his hat next.

      “You will face a number of Trials,” he said, without turning around. “They’ll test your ability to handle all that Faerie might send your way, from glamours to the elements, beasts and natural forces. You also won’t be permitted to use iron.”

      “Iron is as much of an advantage as magic.” I folded my arms, feeling the outline of the engraved wristband under my glamoured clothes. No way was I removing that. “You’d use it if our positions were reversed.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I would. But those are the rules. No iron. You’ll fight as what you are—an inferior mortal.”

      “You’re such a charmer, do you know that?” I halted behind him as we reached the clearing. “What’s on the agenda today, then?”

      “Today, I will test your limits.” He turned around and extended a hand. “Give me the iron.”

      I unsheathed the blade and held it out handle-first, and he took it without so much as flinching. Oddly, he didn’t wear gloves. No half-faerie could stand the touch of iron for long, but he tossed the knife aside as though it were nothing more than a branch.

      I checked my other weapons remained within easy reach. “Who will I be duelling? You?”

      “Yes.” He drew a sharpened blade. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      “Was the troll not enough?” I whipped out one of my carved wooden blades. “Hand to hand, weapons, or anything goes?”

      He stabbed at me in answer. I dodged, whirling, and our blades clashed. He was as fast as I’d expected—more so, if anything—and a flicker of panic stirred within me. The earlier fight and my near-arrest had sapped more of my energy than I’d have liked. I pushed the raw, fragile human part of me aside and drew on my years of training.

      I knew what to expect from Faerie by now. No mercy.

      Our blades collided, neither of us giving ground to the other. He moved too fast for me to pinpoint any weak angles, and he fought equally well with both hands. It was standard training in Faerie, and my education had mirrored theirs in some ways. While I’d never fought a Sidhe, I’d spent half my school days sitting in detention for starting fights with the local half-faeries for picking on my siblings. I found myself grateful for those indelicate brawls now, yet no matter how many dirty tricks I tried, Darrow’s composure never wavered.

      Despite his skill, he never used magic, though he hadn’t said it wasn’t allowed. Fending him off with my blade, I called the Gatekeeper’s power to my free hand and sent a ball of green energy at him. The bolt of green light struck the earth, coalescing into a thorny mass that forced him to step out of range.

      Bolstered, I followed up with two more short bursts of green energy. Thorny bushes boxed him in on either side, yet he didn’t slow, nor did he show any visible alarm. Our blades clashed, over and over. Sweat drenched my back and plastered my hair to my forehead. He’s going to fight until one of us collapses.

      I directed my magic at the thorny plants, and their stems twisted around his ankles, climbing to his weapon hand. Then my blade found his throat. “Surrender.”

      Blue light suffused his eyes, and the thorns shattered into fragments as though they were made of glass.

      In my split second of shock, he raised his sword and knocked the blade from my hand, sending me flying off my feet. I landed on my back, finding the point of a sword at my own throat. Shards of broken thorn dug into my spine. They’d frozen solid. No way.

      “Bloody hell,” I said. “You’re a hybrid.”

      He could use Winter and Summer magic. Both his parents must be half-blood—one Seelie, one Unseelie— which also explained his oddly coloured eyes. Few half-Sidhe of his ancestry had abilities in both types of magic, since one tended to win out over the other.

      He lifted his blade from my neck. “Get up.”

      I pushed myself onto my elbows. “I’m impressed.”

      It wouldn’t kill him to be a little less frosty with me, even if he did have Unseelie ancestry. Okay, he was probably discouraged from making friends with the Gatekeeper, but it’d been a genuinely fun sparring contest, and I’d gone into it expecting to lose. After all, it’d be a short partnership if I kicked his arse before the Trials even started.

      He waited for me to stand, then said, “If you choose to proceed with your Gatekeeper’s Trials, there’s a compulsory binding ceremony you must attend. Since the investigation into the Erlking’s murder is taking much of the Court’s attention, we will be completing the ceremony alone.”

      “Sure.” Since he didn’t oblige, I fetched my iron knife from where he’d thrown it. His gaze cut to me, sharp as the blade point. “What? I’m not going to use the knife on you. I’m taking it home.”

      The knife had been a present from my siblings, and I wouldn’t leave it behind in Faerie.

      “Keep it sheathed,” he said. “And don’t show it to anyone if you desire to walk out of Faerie with your life.”

      “All right, keep your hair on.” I returned the knife to its former place, my hands still shaking a little from the exertion of our battle. “That was a good match. I enjoyed it.”

      He made no response. Instead, he led the way out of the clearing and walked a short distance through the woods until we came to a meadow of knee-deep grass. The air was thick with heat yet somehow not stifling, while magic’s vibrant scent mingled with the fragrant scents of flowers that never ceased to bloom. The sound of a nearby river flowing formed a soothing backdrop, yet otherwise, the Court seemed oddly quiet. No Sidhe riding along the paths on their immortal steeds, no chattering nereids bathing in the streams, no dryads’ trees rustling with gossip. Had the Sidhe told everyone of the Erlking’s passing yet? Had Winter found out? Questions buzzed in my ears like a swarm of bees, urging me to break the silence.

      “Why do I need to do this binding ceremony?” I asked. “I thought I was already bound to serve your Court.” It wasn’t like I could ever forget it. If I tried to walk too far away from the Ley Line dividing earth from Faerie, the magic of the family curse would kick in and more or less drag me back there. Should I ignore it… well, I had no desire for my dismembered body to end up scattered all over the Scottish Highlands, so I hadn’t tested the limits to that extent.

      “Before you take the Gatekeeper’s Trials, you will be required to swear that you will accept the position of Gatekeeper, should you pass.”

      “I thought that was in the job description.” When his expression went blank, I added, “The second I was chosen as Gatekeeper, I was entered to take the Trials by default. I’m not all that keen on the alternative.”

      Namely, being torn to pieces by the backlash of a broken vow.

      “I suppose you wouldn’t be,” said Darrow. “However, the binding has another requirement.”

      “Like what?” Nobody had mentioned a binding. Was it a new thing, or had Mum been ordered not to speak of it to me?

      “The binding will make me aware of your movements at any given time,” he said. “And if, say, you were to trespass out of bounds, I would know.”

      “Where would I possibly go?” That’s not good. I don’t want to literally be tied to him, thanks. “I can’t say I’m all that keen to pay a visit to Winter.”

      “I’m told you and the Winter heir are friends.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “Have you met Holly yet? Did you train her?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss my previous assignments.”

      Right, right. The Sidhe held both of us on a tight leash. He was probably vow-bound not to spread intel gained from the Summer Court with Winter, and vice versa.

      Though come to think of it, did that mean the Winter Court employed him, too? I hadn’t thought Summer invited people onto their territory who held divided loyalties. Half-bloods weren’t born as part of a Court and bound to serve from birth as the Sidhe were, so it was possible he hadn’t told them, but deceiving the Sidhe was riskier than prodding a sleeping ogre with a stick.

      Our route took us past villages and large estates, yet we never encountered a soul. My skin prickled with unease, and it was almost a relief when a group of chittering piskies flew overhead, tugging at my hair. I swatted them away and carried on walking down the path flanked by leafy plants which led to the ambassadors’ palace.

      “I know the circumstances are less than ideal,” I said to Darrow. “But you could stand to be a little friendlier.”

      “The Summer Court is in turmoil the likes of which hasn’t been seen in generations.” His tone was even, his words precise. “It will be your role to see the Court into a new age and either steer it on the right path or watch it crumble.”

      “Oh, no.” I raised my hands. “I’m not obligated to do anything but stop the Sidhe from letting their warriors wreak havoc on earth.” Again. “Besides, they don’t want me to help them. They were five seconds from executing me earlier.”

      “The Sidhe’s behaviour is the result of fear. Not only have they faced death, they’ve also lost their leader, who they thought to be eternal.”

      “You don’t seem scared.” Then again, he was half-blood. He’d live a human lifespan, same as me. While the Sidhe’s glamour hid their real ages, he likely wasn’t much older than I was, either.

      “Your point?” The elaborately carved gate that marked the entrance to the ambassadors’ palace opened at his touch. Anyone who didn’t know the Erlking’s circumstances might assume the impressive palace was the monarch’s home, but the opulent building was nothing more than a meeting point for Sidhe ambassadors.

      I walked behind him to the oak doors. “Just making an observation.”

      He’d spoken in a calm, dispassionate tone, not at all like someone who faced the potential destruction of their home. He can’t be that attached to Summer, then. Most half-bloods idolised the Courts to an unhealthy degree, even those who grew up in the mortal realm. They placed the Sidhe—and the Erlking above all—on a pedestal.

      The oak doors creaked inward, inviting us into the cavernous hall. Inside, nature warred with extravagance, as though the Sidhe who’d built it hadn’t been able to decide whether they wanted it to look like a greenhouse or a palace. Golden flowers grew up the walls and all over the ceiling, gleaming like jewels, while birds and piskies flew around unchecked. Tall glass windows invited sunlight into the hall, and I shielded my eyes from the glare. “Why did the Sidhe select you to oversee my training if you’re not from the Court?”

      “Who told you I wasn’t?” A glint appeared in his eyes, and magic whispered over my skin, setting my heart racing. Maybe picking a fight with the guy the Sidhe had chosen to oversee my training wasn’t a spectacular idea, but neither was binding myself to him without knowing who the hell he was.

      “If you were from the Court, you’d be with the Sidhe, running around panicking about the Erlking’s death.” I couldn’t seem to stop digging myself into a hole. When I was nervous or stressed, my mouth ran away with me without consulting my brain first.

      “You’re certainly judgemental, even by human standards.”

      “I made the judgement when two of them tried to skewer me for a murder I can’t possibly have committed.”

      “Anything is possible here.” His tone carried a hint of warning, and my reply died in my throat. Did he have an idea who the killer might be? In my inexpert judgement, I’d pin the blame on someone from Winter or the jailed Seelie Queen. Or most likely, someone acting on her behalf. Someone with uncanny fighting abilities and access to iron.

      Darrow has extraordinary magic… and he handled the iron without any obvious pain.

      A chill raced down my spine. I had no power to make accusations, but what better way to hide from suspicion than to volunteer to train the Gatekeeper? If I were the killer, I might have made a similar choice. On the other hand, if I started channelling the Sidhe’s paranoia, it’d make the whole experience even more unpleasant for both of us.

      Darrow led me through a side door into a room decorated with tapestries depicting scenes of bloodshed and battle, revelry and laughter. A set of concentric circles marked the room’s centre, formed from glowing runes in the language of the ancient fae. Darrow halted at the circle’s edge. “We will do the binding here.”

      Apprehension dug its heels in. Despite my wayward thoughts, I didn’t really think he was the Erlking’s murderer, but his unfriendly behaviour did nothing to quell my apprehension about the binding. “You’re saying the bond will only last until I pass the Gatekeeper’s Trials, right?”

      “Correct,” he said. “It gives me no pleasure to be tethered to you for longer than that.”

      “You’re such a heart-breaker.” I clutched a hand to my chest over my genuinely thumping heart. I did not want to entwine myself in yet another bloody faerie vow. Everyone knew not to make a promise to a faerie if they could avoid it, and the eternal promise my ancestor had made cemented that rule in my mind. Mum must have done something like this, too, surely. It’s not permanent.

      “Step into the circle and extend your right hand.” He did so himself, pushing up his sleeve to expose his tanned forearm. Magic hummed to the surface, and while he must possess two currents of magic running below the surface, I only felt the buzz of Summer magic against my palm as I held out my own wrist until our hands were almost touching.

      Below our feet, the circles glowed. Thorny vines shot up from the centre, entwining around our hands, and it took all my willpower not to wrench my arm away.

      “Will you take on the Gatekeeper’s Trials?” Darrow’s aquamarine eyes bored into mine.

      “I will take on the Gatekeeper’s Trials.” The vines wrapped around both of our arms, tightly enough that they should have drawn blood—yet when they let me go, the skin was unbroken. Only a faint mark in the shape of the faeries’ rune for ‘Gatekeeper’ on my wrist indicated the vow existed at all.

      “It is done,” said Darrow.

      “That was intimate.” I rolled my eyes at the icy expression on his face. “Relax. I’ve no intention of failing, and to be honest, I didn’t want a permanent bond to a guy who looks at me like I just trod mud on his best carpet.”

      Instead of answering, he pointed to one of the tapestries. The edges peeled back, revealing the forest path leading up to the Summer gate.

      “Go home,” he said. “You will have the rest of the day to get used to the bond before you will be called back to begin your training.”

      “Wow, that’s generous of you.”

      “It isn’t a favour.”

      As though on cue, the mark on my wrist stung. Ow. Maybe it wasn’t harmless after all.

      “It’s been great to meet you, Darrow,” I said brightly. “I’m looking forward to our next sparring contest.”

      I strode through the tapestry and down the forest path towards home. My wrist throbbed again, the mark growing darker around the edges. Ow. I wondered if it was hurting Darrow the same way. Why couldn’t he just take my word for it rather than forcing me to swear a vow? The Court already had me on as tight a leash as possible.

      As I reached the gate, a winged shape flew over my shoulder. I raised a hand to swat at it, and a piece of paper appeared in my hand. The small winged creature gave a short bow before vanishing into thin air. Someone had sent their sprite to deliver me a message.

      I turned the paper over and damn near dropped it. I knew that signature. It belonged to the Erlking.

      I turned to the main text, and one line leapt out like a brand.

      Do not show your mentor this note.
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      I faltered, one step from the gate, and scanned the path. The tapestry had gone, as had Darrow himself. He hadn’t seen the note. Good job, considering it implied he was untrustworthy.

      And I’d just bound myself to him. Fan-bloody-tastic.

      Opening the gates, I stepped through into my own garden. Nobody waited for me, while I couldn’t tell from the sky how much time had passed in this realm. Knowing my luck, I wouldn’t get a full twenty-four hours before Darrow called me back.

      I held the Erlking’s note gingerly in my hand. He must have sent it to me before he died. Me. Why the hell had he chosen me above all the other Sidhe?

      The back door opened, and Ilsa emerged. “Hazel?”

      “What’re you doing here?” I hurried over to my twin sister and hugged her. “The Sidhe didn’t drag you in for questioning, did they?”

      “No, but I came home as soon as Mum let me know she was safe.” Ilsa released me, her brown eyes wide with concern. “Morgan’s not here at the moment, but he knows.”

      We entered the house through the kitchen and found Mum standing there in the dark. She embraced both of us, not speaking. Then she walked out of the room, and I heard the sound of her study door closing.

      “She’s taking it well, then,” I murmured to Ilsa as we made our way to the living room.

      She grunted an agreement, taking a seat on the sofa. The living room looked the same as always—impeccably tidy, with crooked old furniture that Mum was attached to for some bizarre reason, and unflattering baby photos of us on every visible surface.

      I sat on the other end of the sofa, moving the cushions around to form a comfy seat. My whole body ached after my sparring contest with Darrow, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to hit something, scream, or take a four-hour nap. As per usual, the house picked up on my mood, and a plate of cookies appeared on the coffee table. I picked one up, biting into it. Cookies first, questions later.

      Ilsa had other ideas. “Have the Sidhe arrested anyone else?”

      “They practically bit my head off for suggesting it was the Seelie Queen,” I said through a mouthful of chocolate chips. “Or someone acting on her behalf. She might have hired a human to do it.”

      Or a half-faerie with loyalties to both Courts.

      “I guess.” Ilsa fiddled with the hand-knitted throw on her side of the sofa. “Or someone from Winter might have. Have you seen the crime scene?”

      I choked on my cookie. “The Sidhe would hire a troll before they let me play detective. They haven’t even told me the details of how he died.”

      They’d never in a million years believe the Erlking had sent me a personalised note, that was for sure.

      Ilsa looked disappointed. “Then I
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