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        Hazel's tenure as Gatekeeper between the Summer Court and the human realm has barely begun and she's already stopped one attempted coup. But with no monarch in control of the Summer Court of Faerie, full-blown anarchy threatens to break out. Everyone wants a piece of the Gatekeeper -- in a literal sense, if they find out the explosive secret the Erlking left her with after his death.

         

        Worse, a notorious fae criminal has escaped jail, and in the process, kidnapped the only person who knows who the Erlking chose to be the next ruler of Summer. Hazel's first task as Gatekeeper is to find both of them, and save the heir of Summer before the Courts fall into chaos. She has help in the form of her old mentor, Darrow, except he's here on a mission from his own Queen that puts Hazel in even more danger.

         

        As she closes in on the enemy, it becomes harder and harder for Hazel to keep her loved ones safe. Torn between promises old and new, Hazel is going to have to betray someone… and her decision might well lead to the ruin of everything she's ever known.
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      It was mirk, mirk night, there was no starlight;

      They waded through red blood to the knee,

      For all the blood that’s shed on earth

      Runs through the springs of that country.

      

      Thomas the Rhymer
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      If there was one activity faeries loved more than they loved waging war, it was revelry, especially with free elf wine by the barrel.

      Half the Court had turned out for my official crowning as the Summer Gatekeeper, and from the number of noble Sidhe gathered under the roses crowning the ceiling of the main hall in the ambassadors’ palace, you wouldn’t think they thought humans were less worthy of regard than pond scum. Even the Sidhe were capable of pretending to show me a little respect if they got a free party out of it.

      I stood on a raised platform flanked with midnight-blue curtains, wearing a dress of deep green edged with gold that billowed around my ankles. My eyes blazed with green Summer magic, the sun had tinted my hair with blond highlights, and the silver circlet moulded to my scalp. The Gatekeeper’s mark, a swirling symbol on my forehead, shone with arresting light, the closest I’d ever come to having the mesmerising ability to enchant the senses the Sidhe took for granted.

      Lord Raivan, a Sidhe noble wearing a long green cloak and a hat decorated with bright red-and-orange leaves, called the room to attention. “The Sidhe council recognises Hazel Lynn as the official Gatekeeper of the Summer Court. Do you accept your position, Hazel?”

      It’s not like I’m going to say no at this point.

      My voice rang through the hall. “I accept.”

      Magic streamed outward from the circlet, bathing the stage in green and gold light. To the watching nobles, I looked like I belonged among their finery, but everyone knew it was as much a lie as the glamour they wore to make their perfect features even more stunning. The instant the Gatekeeper’s mark had appeared on my forehead when I was twelve and the magic of Summer had roared to life in my veins, I’d been bound to the Court by a curse so powerful the Sidhe would rather pretend I belonged here than kick me out and risk said curse backfiring on them.

      “That is all,” said Lady Aiten, a Sidhe with olive skin, a waterfall of dark hair, and long, flowing green robes. “Let the celebrations commence.”

      Everyone turned away from the stage—those who’d actually been paying attention in the first place, that is—as the hall came to life with noise. Vats of elf wine occupied each corner, while buffet tables lined the walls. Plates were piled high with brightly coloured eggs, slabs of meat and jewelled insects, heaps of bright fruits arranged in patterns, loaves of freshly baked bread.

      As I stepped around the midnight-blue curtains flanking the stage, a band took my place and began to play, filling the room with an eerie tune that sounded more like a funeral dirge than a celebratory jig. Some of the Sidhe paired off to dance, while others gathered in finely dressed groups, filling every available space between the creeping vines growing on the stone walls. The hall seemed vast by human standards, but with their dazzling magic, the Sidhe appeared to take up twice as much space as they should.

      Walking among the Sidhe were smaller fae—piskies, hobgoblins, wood elves, dryads. I watched a deer bound past into the bushes, never quite sure whether it was a regular woodland creature or an unlucky human who’d fallen afoul of the fae. The mark on my forehead and the magical shield in my family’s bloodline curse were all that kept me safe from a similar fate, and while I’d survived to become Summer Gatekeeper, it didn’t mean I was under any illusions about the average lifespan of a human who stepped into Faerie. Everything about them—from the music to the food, to their lilting voices and eerie beauty—was toxic and irresistible all at once.

      Seeing Lady Aiten heading my way, I ducked into the bushes to avoid another awkward conversation. Ever since I’d caught the Erlking’s killer—and discovered Lady Aiten had conspired with my own mother to hide his crown while the conspirators were at large—she and Lord Raivan had sought to ingratiate themselves with my family. I highly doubted she felt any guilt for showering me with accusations and having my mother arrested, so it was likely for appearances alone. I had half a mind to disappear back to the Lynn house before one of the drunken Sidhe wandered through my family’s gate, because if anyone in this room found out the Erlking’s talisman was hidden in my back garden, I’d get a hell of a lot worse than a jail sentence. My entire family would face execution.

      “You traitorous reprobate,” a melodic voice purred from behind me.

      I whipped around, feeling the sting of magic on my back as bolts of vivid green Summer magic collided in mid-air. Everyone backed away from two Sidhe who circled one another on the palace floor, their eyes alight with passion and hate. One, who wore the skin of a large white stag complete with antlers, shucked off his coat and transformed into a giant furred beast with clawed hands like a bear’s. His adversary’s lopsided green hat fell to the floor as he turned into a grey wolf the size of a car. With a roar, he lunged at the bear-creature, claws raking at fur, teeth tearing into flesh.

      “That’s enough!” I shouted.

      Magic ignited in the Gatekeeper’s circlet, spreading to my fingertips. Vines shot from my hands, curling around the beasts, and with a firm tug, I yanked the brawling Sidhe apart. Their fur retracted, and an instant later, I held two struggling warriors in my grasp.

      “What exactly are you two fighting over?” I let the vines drop to the ground, releasing my two captives. “Hey—don’t turn into a bear again. This is my party you’re interrupting.”

      The Sidhe who’d turned into a bear spat out blood. “This fool claims to be the Erlking’s successor.”

      I glanced at the other guy, who was bleeding from a vicious scratch on his cheek. The room had gone quiet, the band’s music pausing to allow everyone to gawk at the fight. So much for sneaking out of here. It’d been a long shot to even consider leaving, considering the Sidhe couldn’t get through a five-minute meeting without someone drawing a blade or turning into a beast.

      “I am the rightful ruler of the Summer Court,” rasped the wolf shapeshifter.

      “That’s not for you to decide.” Nor was it mine, though my real test as Gatekeeper would come when I oversaw the crowning of a new monarch. Assuming the Sidhe ever figured out who the Erlking had nominated as heir, that is.

      Evidently, some of them had other ideas about who was fit for leadership. What the hell was I supposed to do, kick the guy out? It was technically my party, after all, but getting into a fistfight with a giant wolf was not my idea of a good time.

      “None of us knows who the Erlking chose to be his heir, but I would prefer not to begin my stint as Gatekeeper with any of you murdering one another,” I told the two Sidhe. “If you try it again, I’ll be forced to shut down the party, and everyone else is having a good time here, right?”

      Lady Aiten stepped forward, her deep green cloak parting to reveal a dress of shimmering gold. “If you two are seen near one another again, you will be asked to leave. Is that understood?”

      Glaring daggers at one another, the Sidhe gave murmurs of acquiescence and dispersed among the crowd to lick their wounds. Lady Aiten remained standing in the centre of the room.

      “Nobody else is to bring up the subject of the Erlking tonight,” she added. “The next person to start a fight will spend the remainder of the night locked in the dungeon.”

      A disinterested murmur went through the surrounding Sidhe, whose attention was already back on the band and the elf wine. I ducked into the bushes again, glad to be out of the spotlight. I’d be lying if I said I’d expected tonight to go ahead without a hitch, given my track record. I mean, the Erlking had been murdered before my Trials had even started, my family had been accused of his murder, and the Erlking himself had sent me a posthumous note with a few cryptic clues about his killers. Add in a mentor with his own mysterious loyalties, a best friend whose own brother had been drawn into the killers’ plot and my own accidental acquisition of the Erlking’s talisman and it was no wonder I was in dire need of a holiday.

      Not that I’d be getting one. The Erlking had left no note of his preferred successor, leaving the question of Summer’s leadership up in the air. Wolf shapeshifters with delusions of grandeur were the least of the possible threats to the Erlking’s throne, since I had little doubt more of his jailed wife’s allies would pop up and try to weasel their way into power. On top of that, it was starting to look like my family’s collection of old books might contain a more complete record of the Erlking’s family tree than the Courts did.

      I passed a fountain occupied by giggling nereids and selkies, skirted a group of gnomes doing some bizarre kind of dance which involved tossing one another around, and found an alcove away from the crowds. There, my mother, the former Gatekeeper, watched me with a mixture of pride and sorrow in her expression, her gaze lingering on the circlet on my head. “I should offer my congratulations.”

      “Please don’t.” Mum knew I’d spent most of my teenage years resisting the Gatekeeper’s role, and. even as an adult, I’d searched for every possible route to break the curse. I’d been counting on the Erlking being alive, though, and now I’d need to ensure the Courts didn’t go to war before I even considered resuming my attempt to remove the Sidhe’s hold over my family.

      Oh, and do something about the world-destroying talisman hidden in my back garden. Relinquishing the Erlking’s staff meant leaving it open for someone else to claim, and I wouldn’t trust a single faerie in this room with an electric kettle, let alone a dangerous magical artefact which possessed a consciousness of its own. Even I’d never truly grasped its potency until I’d felt its magic slithering over my skin, but damn if I didn’t resent the hell out of it for forcing me to lie to everyone in this room.

      “One of us should go home,” Mum said in a low voice, “but I don’t like leaving you and your siblings alone in here.”

      “If anyone else starts a fight, I’ve got it covered.” I tapped the circlet with my fingertip. “I’d feel more at ease if someone was at the Lynn house at all times.”

      I’d prefer that person to be me, but it was my party, and I couldn’t keep one eye on the talisman and the other on the Court in the same moment.

      “I bet that Sidhe won’t be the last to make an open challenge for the throne,” she said. “It likely won’t stop even when a successor is selected, for that matter.”

      “Yes, I know, but I’d rather deal with that when the Sidhe aren’t all in the same room as several large vats of elf wine,” I said. “Anyway, River and Ilsa are here, too. Not to mention my self-appointed bodyguards from the Trials. I’ll be fine.”

      The one person missing was Darrow, but he wasn’t part of the Summer Court. It was ridiculous to feel slightly miffed at my former mentor for missing my big event, though he’d never promised to show up. He’d fulfilled his duty and removed the mark binding us, yet he’d been at least partly responsible for me surviving my Trials, and his absence dampened my mood even further.

      “All right.” Mum’s gaze panned across the gathered Sidhe, suspicion lingering in her eyes. “I’ll see you later.”

      Poor Mum. Someone had to volunteer to keep an eye on the Erlking’s talisman, but the Sidhe were more likely to notice my absence than hers. As she left, Ilsa, my twin sister, waved me over to the corner where she stood with River, her half-Sidhe boyfriend. Her deep green dress billowed to knee-length, while her hair was a darker shade of brown than mine, a side effect of living under Scotland’s clouds rather than the Summer Court’s perpetual sunshine. She and Morgan—and now Mum—shared the same dark brown eyes, making me the odd one out among the other Lynns.

      “Nice job back there,” Ilsa told me. “Breaking up the fight, I mean.”

      “Not being crowned as Gatekeeper.” A smile curled my lip. “That’s about as much of an achievement as being born. Zero effort required on my part.”

      “I don’t know about that, those Trials were no joke,” Ilsa said. “And going into the Vale… confronting the outcasts…”

      “Exactly,” said River. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “That’s supposed to be my line.” Ilsa squeezed her boyfriend’s hand and smiled.

      While River dressed the same as one of the Sidhe, his human heritage was evident in the way he kept his curly blond hair cut short, there were faint traces of stubble on his face, and his body was corded with muscle that most Sidhe hadn’t a hope of achieving. His worshipful gaze rarely left my sister’s face, and I found myself fighting an inexplicable surge of jealousy.

      What’s wrong with you, Hazel? Ilsa had probably felt the same envy towards me for years, because being a Lynn who wasn’t a Gatekeeper meant suffering the faeries’ cruel pranks without the Sidhe’s magic to back it up. There was nothing Ilsa had that I didn’t… except for a steady relationship, a job that didn’t involve answering to the Sidhe, and no destructive talisman whispering dark promises in her ear.

      My brother, Morgan, walked towards us, holding a glass of crimson elf wine. I reached and yanked it out of his hand. “None of that.”

      “I’m not here to cause trouble,” he said indignantly.

      “You never are, that’s the problem.” Whenever I took my eyes off Morgan in Faerie, he ended up getting totally wasted and doing stupid shit like chasing mermen around fountains and letting his pet faerie dog chew on the Sidhe’s tapestries. Okay, he’d mellowed a little since he’d started full-time employment at Edinburgh’s necromancer guild and found himself a nice human boyfriend, but that was the problem with my family. We didn’t really do ‘normal’, and I’d prefer not to have to break up another incident.

      “Is Mum gone?” asked Ilsa.

      “Yep,” I said. “The gate’s right outside the doors to the palace. I asked Coral to keep an eye out and make sure no Sidhe go wandering that way, but I’d rather someone was there in person.”

      My sister’s expression shadowed, knowing my thoughts were on the talisman. Both of us had mixed feelings on our decision to hide it from the Court, but the brawl I’d just witnessed was proof we’d made the right call. The Inner Garden’s healing waters kept the talisman’s destructive power contained—for now, at least. I suspected Etaina, the leader of the Aes Sidhe, might know how to get rid of it in a more permanent manner, but making another bargain with her would be risky on multiple levels. Etaina had been no friend of the Erlking’s before her people had split from the Summer Court, and I’d be a fool to assume she wanted his talisman for altruistic reasons.

      Morgan swiped the glass of elf wine from my hand again. “Why do you two look so miserable? This is supposed to be your party, Hazel.”

      “I’m tired,” said Ilsa. Judging by the dark circles under her eyes, she’d been awake half the night again helping Mum work on assembling the Erlking’s family tree while also holding down a full-time job at Edinburgh’s necromancer guild and applying for a PhD. If you asked me, that was a more impressive endeavour than being chosen as the Summer Gatekeeper.

      River squeezed her arm. “We can leave, if you like.”

      “You aren’t leaving me alone in here,” Morgan said. “Not if Miss Gatekeeper won’t let me take one sip of elf wine.”

      “The last time you did, you tried to mimic the Sidhe’s dancing and ended up breaking both of your ankles,” I pointed out. “It’s bad enough that my guests keep turning into bears and attacking one another.”

      Morgan snorted. “That’s pretty normal for a faerie event. Just wait for the orgy to start.”

      “It already has.” Ilsa pointed to a room through an open door on the left, in which everyone seemed to have misplaced all their clothes.

      “It’s not a faerie revel without everyone getting naked and banging in the bushes.” I rolled my eyes. “You two are both taken, so you don’t get to have any fun here.”

      From the way Ilsa and River were acting around one another, they wouldn’t object to getting naked in the bushes without any magic being involved. I averted my gaze from the door, trying unsuccessfully to forget the last time I’d been to a similar event, in which Darrow and I had ended up having an unplanned, incredibly hot make-out session.

      I wouldn’t lie, I’d been interested to see where those feelings led. But to say our relationship was complicated was an understatement. We worked for different Courts, he wanted to take the Erlking’s talisman and hand it over to his own leader… yeah, complicated was an understatement, really.

      There was also the clause in my Gatekeeper’s contract forbidding me from dating faeries and decreeing that the next Gatekeeper would be chosen from among the children of the previous generation. That day had seemed miles off when I’d been heir and Mum had been Gatekeeper, but now…

      “Gatekeeper!” said a frantic voice. A semi-transparent sprite dressed in a miniature version of a lime-green suit fluttered over my shoulder to hover in front of me. “Gatekeeper… Lady Aiten wishes to speak with you, urgently.”

      I suppressed a groan. “I told her four times this week already—we haven’t found the heir. What’s this about?”

      “It’s an urgent matter,’” said the sprite, eyeing my siblings. “Gatekeepers only.”

      Great. Shooting Ilsa an apologetic look, I made my way through the hall, dodging groups of finely-dressed Sidhe and hooved satyrs, white-haired nereids and bark-skinned dryads. No other humans were present, but groups of half-faeries clustered near the Sidhe nobles, as though hoping to catch their attention. I recognised one dark-haired half-faerie practically tripping over the cloak of a tall elven warrior clad in armour in an effort to stay within his line of sight. It seemed Aila had found someone new to stalk, in Darrow’s absence. She shot me a sour look as I passed, and I gave her a smile in return.

      Beside the oak doors, Lady Aiten stood in conversation with several Sidhe dressed in armoured clothing. They’re prison guards. Oh, bugger.

      I dodged a waltzing pair of female selkies in shimmering sealskin dresses and went to meet them. “Hey, Lady Aiten. What is it?”

      “We’ve recently found that there’s been a breakout from the Summer Court’s jail,” said Lady Aiten. “During the events when the outcasts attacked the Court.”

      “That was days ago.” A chill ran through my blood. “Who broke out?”

      “Lord Daival, former assistant to the Seelie Queen.”
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      I looked between Lady Aiten and the armoured guards. “How did you not notice the breakout until now? I get that the Court was in a complete shambles at the time, but it should have taken a day at most to notice a missing prisoner.”

      “Lord Daival spun a glamour,” said one of the guards, an armoured male with long blue-black hair. “He stole a talisman and used its illusory magic to create the impression he was still in his cell. We don’t closely inspect every cell each day, especially our long-term prisoners.”

      “Sounds like your system needs updating.” Sure, glamour had the power to make illusions that seemed realer than reality, but the Sidhe were meant to be able to see through such trickery. “Wasn’t he in the part of the jail where magic is suppressed, anyway?”

      “He was,” said the guard. “He broke into our weapons hold to steal a talisman which functioned even in the high-security area.”

      The sneaky bastard. “Has Lord Daival been seen since? Wait, you don’t think he’s at the party, do you?”

      I looked over at my family members, my heart sinking in my chest. Not only were they the only humans present, the gate leading to the Lynn house lay nearby, with the Erlking’s talisman a mere breath away. As the Seelie Queen’s former assistant, Lord Daival’s first objective would be to free his queen at the next opportunity, but that didn’t mean his grudge against my family for imprisoning her would disappear.

      “Unlikely,” said the guard, casting a look around the room. “However, we will send a team to search for any potential intruders.”

      “Might be easier to send everyone home,” I said. “If Lord Daival is here, he might do far worse than start a brawl. Not to mention the mortal realm is on the other side of our family’s gate. If Lord Daival sneaks through, the consequences will rebound back on your Court.”

      “If you end the revel now, the other Sidhe will protest,” said Lady Aiten. “I would advise you to let the event proceed so as not to raise any panic. We will conduct a thorough search of the palace and ensure nobody enters the gate.”

      “In that case,” I said, “I’d like to come and look around the jail myself. Think of it as my first request as Gatekeeper.”

      The guard shook his head. “This is not usual.”

      “There is no harm in allowing her to go,” Lady Aiten said. “The guests will not notice her leave.”

      “Because they’ve already forgotten what they’re celebrating.” Gotta love the Sidhe for their brutal honesty. “Just let me tell my family first.”

      I made my way back across the room to the others, swatting away a drunken piskie who tried to pull my hair. It should come as no surprise that the Sidhe would carry on partying even with a war knocking on their doors, but if Lord Daival had broken out of jail days ago, he would already have paid me a visit if he wanted to threaten my family. The prison, on the other hand, was a far more likely target.

      “What did Lady Aiten want?” asked Ilsa.

      I lowered my voice. “Lord Daival broke out of jail. Can you and River keep an eye on things here? Lady Aiten doesn’t want to ruin the fun and shut the party down, but I really do need to go and deal with this.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “Do the Sidhe think he might be at the party?”

      “I’d assume he has more sense than to gate-crash, but I recommend someone goes to tell Mum so she can up the defences around our family’s gate.”

      “I will,” said Morgan. “The party is shit and I’m bored with being the third wheel.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you guys in a bit.” I crossed the palace floor to the oak doors and headed out into the night. Warm air wafted over me, bringing the fragrant smells of Summer’s night-blooming flowers, but my skin remained clammy and chilled. Lord Daival is loose in Faerie. And if he had his way, the former Seelie Queen would be the next to taste freedom.

      “Hazel, wait!” Coral, my half-selkie friend, hurried to catch up with me. Her blond hair bounced in waves to her shoulders, while she wore a mottled cloak which became her skin when she shifted into a seal. Beneath, she wore the dark clothing of a bodyguard rather than party-appropriate clothing, though her stint as my self-appointed watcher should have ended when I became Gatekeeper.

      “Sorry, Coral,” I said. “I have to go to the jail. There’s been⁠—”

      “A breakout,” she said. “I was visiting my brother at the jail when they found out. I’ll come with you.”

      “Are you sure?” I wouldn’t say no to company, so I gave her a grateful smile and addressed the two guards. “Coral will be coming with me.”

      Neither of them objected, so I let the Sidhe overtake us, moving closer to Coral. “How’s your mother?”

      She grimaced. “Devastated, but better than before. As her clarity of thought has returned, she has resumed her position as queen. My brother was poisoning her, as I feared.”

      My chest tightened. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Now she’s recovering, I’m free to stay here in Summer. I’m not required to stay in the Sea Court, and I want to visit my brother before…”

      Before the Sidhe executed him for treason. I wasn’t the only one who’d had to face some major life changes lately. When Coral had come to the Summer Court in search of employment, she’d never expected to end up becoming the next in line for the Sea Kingdom’s throne after her brother had been arrested for shooting the Erlking using their mother’s talisman. I was sure the Seelie Queen had been the one to lure him over to her side, as she’d done to her other followers, and she’d do much worse if she was allowed to see daylight again.

      The path veered sharply to the left, leading us to a large sprawling building grown from the forest itself. Ancient oaks stood at each corner, while their branches and roots interlocked to form the walls of a forbidding structure. The guard tapped the side of the wall with the point of his spear, causing the branches to retract around a door-sized area to let us in. Dim light filtered in from the narrow gaps between interlocking branches, and the gloom put me in mind of tunnels too deep below the earth for natural light to penetrate. I heard Coral’s teeth chattering at my side as we walked.

      “Was Lord Daival imprisoned near the former Seelie Queen?” I asked the guard.

      “No, but they were in the same high-security area of the jail.” He led the way through identical corridors lined with cells, each following the same layout. Most cells appeared to be empty, unsurprising given that until recently, the Sidhe had employed permanent exile as a punishment for traitors. That decision had come back to hit them when the outcasts had rallied together and attacked Earth, dragging the Courts into war, but with death now permanent, it was easier for the Sidhe to execute traitors rather than jail them.

      “Why wasn’t he sentenced to death rather than being locked up?” The former Seelie Queen possessed a super-charged healing power which healed any injury in an instant, even the destructive magic of the Erlking’s talisman, but Lord Daival had no such advantage.

      “It was the Erlking’s choice,” he said. “He neglected to give specific instructions for Lord Daival’s fate before his passing, only that he and the former queen should be given the tightest security.”

      Well, it clearly wasn’t enough. I’d even managed to sneak off to talk to the Seelie Queen myself on the pretext of visiting my mother. I should have guessed Lord Daival would have been scheming, too, but I’d been fixated on protecting my family at the time.

      When the guard used his talisman to unlock the door to the high-security area, a sudden pressure pushed against me from all angles, and the mark on my forehead throbbed, making my circlet feel uncomfortably tight. The glamour slid off my clothes, reverting them to the plain shirt and trousers I’d been wearing underneath my dress, but I doubted I’d be returning to the party after this. Beside me, Coral had gone quiet, her face pale.

      The guard halted outside an open cell. The branches had retracted, revealing a dingy room the size of a cupboard. It was a dismal place to spend an immortal life, but Lord Daival had deserved it and so did his queen.

      “What did he do, sneak out, steal a talisman, then sneak back in here and create an illusion?” I asked. “Seems kinda long-winded for an escape attempt.”

      “But an effective one,” Coral said. “He must have stolen a security talisman, too, right?”

      “He stole one from a guard on his way out,” said the Sidhe. “It wasn’t the only one of our talismans to end up misplaced during the attack on the Court, however.”

      Oops. I’d borrowed a guard’s talisman myself to unlock the way to the Seelie Queen’s cell so I could question her about the Erlking’s death. At the time, the Sidhe had been on the brink of executing my mother for a crime she’d never committed, and besides, it hadn’t been my actions that had led to the Sidhe lord’s escape. “Did he use it to break into your weapons hold, then? Why do you keep other talismans within reach of the cells, anyway?”

      “The talismans were among the possessions we confiscated from other prisoners,” said the guard. “Including Lord Daival himself. Three are known to be missing, including his own.”

      “You kept them on the premises?” No wonder the guards seemed unusually subdued. They knew they’d really screwed up this one.

      “His own magic was weak,” the guard said.

      “Which proves nothing, if he’s claimed more than one talisman.” The bloody fools had handed him the keys to the Court. “I would like to speak with the Seelie Queen. If she’s using an illusion, too⁠—”

      “She isn’t,” said the guard. “There are no loopholes in the protections around her cell.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t trust your word.” My talisman glowed as my voice rose, and the guard’s eyes rounded at the sight of the swirling light on my forehead. “The Seelie Queen and I have an understanding. For some reason, her plans involve keeping me alive, and I can use it to get her to talk to me.”

      Not strictly true, but the guard nodded. “Fine, but you will have ten minutes, and that’s all.”

      Coral shot me a concerned look. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, though I felt my hands twisting together, gripping one another in the way they did when I was nervous. “You should stay here until I’m done. I don’t want her playing mind games with you, too.”

      Mind games were all the Seelie Queen had left, locked in her cell for an indefinite sentence. I didn’t want to talk to her, but to say I no longer trusted the Sidhe to do their jobs was an understatement. I needed to be certain she remained securely behind bars.

      I already knew the way to the Seelie Queen’s cell, which lay at the dead end of a corridor, occupying a single section of wall. While neither of us could see the other, I felt her eyes watching me from behind the interwoven roots and branches, bringing goose bumps to my skin. I firmly gripped my left wrist in my right hand to stop the nervous motion.

      “Hazel Lynn,” she said. “Or should I call you Gatekeeper?”

      What did she want me to do, profess my gratitude to her for kidnapping my mother and forcing her to relinquish her Gatekeeper powers to me?

      “I was having a great time at my welcome party before I found out your assistant escaped jail,” I told her. “I have to admit, I’m a little surprised he didn’t come back to free you, too. Guess he wasn’t so loyal after all, huh.”

      A chill breeze swept through the corridor, making me shiver. Here in the darkness, none of Summer’s magic lingered, giving it a stifling, lifeless atmosphere that put me in mind of winding paths and trees frozen in time.

      “I confess I’ve heard some interesting stories of how you thwarted Lord Veren,” said the Seelie Queen. “I’m told there wasn’t a trace of him or any of his companions found in the Vale. Nothing but ashes.”

      Fear clamped over my chest. She might not know I’d claimed the talisman, but if she realised I’d gone within range of the talisman’s magic and survived, she’d know I was hiding information. Telling her about the stone Etaina had loaned me to protect me against the talisman’s magic would give her another angle to use against me, so I simply said, “That’s because you made them carry the talisman around until they disintegrated. Did anyone bother to warn them first?”

      “They knew the risks.”

      I doubted it. “Well, Lord Fuckface is dead, and the Erlking’s killer faces execution. You lost an awful lot of allies, Seelie Queen. I hope it was worth it to you.”

      “What does the heir to the Sea Court think about her brother’s impending death?” she said.

      I found myself doubly grateful that I hadn’t brought Coral to speak to her. My friend was tough, but she didn’t need to deal with the Seelie Queen’s barbed comments on top of her brother’s upcoming execution.

      “It’s not my business,” I said. “Nor is it yours. I’d have thought you’d want to know all about the hopefuls who want to take the Erlking’s place. Is that Lord Daival’s goal? You rule the Vale, he gets Summer?”

      She gave a delicate laugh. “Good guess, but I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed if you expect me to reveal my goals.”

      “Damn.” I put on a mock-disappointed tone. “I really thought you’d tell me. Or at least hand me the blueprints to your evil plans.”

      “I can give you a clue, if you like.”

      “Depends what the catch is.” I leaned closer to the cell wall, ignoring the cold tremor in my limbs. “I’m not promising you anything, and I’m certainly not involving anyone else in your schemes. What do you want?”

      “Information,” she said. “My servants are useful, but they cannot paint the full picture of life in the outside world the way you can. I will answer one question of yours if you do the same for me.”

      Hmm. “Ask yours first and I’ll decide whether to accept your bargain.”

      A chuckle escaped. “You’re as distrusting as ever, Hazel Lynn. My question is this… what is your goal as Gatekeeper?”

      She hadn’t said I couldn’t lie. An obvious oversight, especially as she couldn’t see my face and read my body language. I cast around for whichever plausible answer would give her the least ammunition to use against me. If I tried a flippant answer like to throw better parties than Lord Niall, she’d know I was lying and clam up. I’d need to come up with something better.

      To make sure the Sidhe don’t kill each other.

      To put a new monarch on the throne.

      To undo the curse.

      “To not lose the Summer Gate,” I said. “Mostly because my mother would kill me.”

      “That is a satisfying answer,” she said. “Now, you may ask your own question.”

      I opened my mouth then closed it again. Where to start? If I asked where Lord Daival was, I might not get an accurate answer even if she told the truth, because she couldn’t have access to a constant update on
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