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  For Susan




  Who can make about a thousand beautiful things I could never dream of making, and also write faster than I can. (Where’s the justice in that?) Who is the life of every

  party and also makes a party in a living room: basically, who is a joy forever.




  Here’s to you, Suzy Q.
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  PART I




  IN THE DARK




  And lonely as it is, that loneliness




  Will be more lonely ere it will be less. . . .




  —Robert Frost










  Chapter One




  The Scarecrow Trials




  

    

      WELCOME TO SORRY-IN-THE-VALE. IT’S A MAGICAL PLACE (AND WE MEAN THAT LITERALLY).




      BY KAMI GLASS




      Let’s not front. We all know magic is real.




      You know. Or it’s time you knew. It’s time someone told you.




      I always said that every town has a story, that even our sleepy Sorry-in-the-Vale must have one. I was so sure that I could find a story hidden somewhere under the chocolate-box prettiness

      of our town. I thought finding a story would be like bird-watching in the Vale woods, waiting for bright eyes and a burst of wings. I thought it would be like finding gold.




      It wasn’t like that at all.




      I was searching for a story, and then the Lynburn family returned to the manor above our town: the sisters Lillian and Rosalind, their sons Ash and Jared, and Lillian’s husband, Rob.

      They had been gone seventeen years, but as soon as they returned there was blood in the woods.




      They were not here long before a girl died.




      The Lynburns are sorcerers. I have seen magic with my own eyes. I saw Jared Lynburn turn himself invisible. I saw Ash Lynburn make objects fly. I saw shadows come to life, and come for

      me.




      It was neither Jared nor Ash Lynburn who killed someone. Jared Lynburn may be, in this reporter’s completely unbiased opinion, the most infuriating idiot in the land, but he was not

      responsible for this. Lillian, Jared, Ash, even Rosalind are not the ones who want to make Sorry-in-the-Vale again what it once was: a place where the sorcerers were our lords, demanding our

      blood as their right.




      Rob Lynburn killed Nicola Prendergast. She was my age: she was seventeen. We were friends when we were children. I do not know how to talk about her death, that she died so a selfish lunatic

      could have more power, but I know I must. There are people in this town who already know the secrets of Sorry-in-the-Vale: people who are not talking and not acting because they are afraid. But

      hiding from the truth will not make it go away.




      The Lynburns aren’t the only sorcerers. They are the leaders, but there are others. There are police officers who are sorcerers. There are teachers who are sorcerers. There is magic on

      every side. Rob and Rosalind Lynburn left Aurimere House two weeks ago, and we know Rob was recruiting sorcerers to kill with him months before that. He has not been seen or heard from since he

      left, but that means nothing. He is a sorcerer and can walk unseen, gathering more sorcerers to him and making his plans.




      We have to plan too. What can we do to fight magic? What power do we have?




      Knowledge is power. Knowing this is power: me telling you this is power, for me and for you.




      Try to be as strong and know as much as you can.




      The sorcerers are coming for our town. Let’s be ready for them.


    


  




  “Well,” said Kami Glass to herself, staring at her computer screen. “That doesn’t make me look mad as a bucketful of

  hedgehogs at all.”




  Then she checked the time on her computer, saved the document, and made a grab for her bag and her orange jacket with the lace cuffs. It was Halloween, and if Kami didn’t hurry she would

  be late for the Scarecrow Trials.




  * * *




  The sun was setting in crimson slashes and gold ribbons over Sorry-in-the-Vale. Night was falling and Kami had a lot of scarecrows to get through.




  “I hear in the big city, girls dress up like sexy witches and sexy vampires and sexy Easter bunnies, and go to parties where they do all sorts of scandalous things,” Kami said.

  “Lucky you and me, we walk around our town looking at our neighbors’ gardens and remarking ‘My, that’s a good-looking scarecrow’ to each other. I guess this is why our

  natures are so beautiful and unspoiled.”




  “My, that’s a hideous scarecrow,” Angela drawled. “Are we done yet?”




  “No, Angela,” Kami said patiently. “This is our first scarecrow. I’m going to write an article on the tradition of the Scarecrow Trials, and I’m going to put a

  picture of the winning scarecrow on our front page so everyone can say to themselves ‘Fine figure of a scarecrow.’ For the preservation of our sacred journalistic integrity, we have to

  see every scarecrow in town.”




  “I can’t figure out how I got roped into this mess,” said Angela, who looked all scarecrowed out. “Obviously, I’ve made some very poor life choices.”




  Kami fell silent. She had roped Angela into much more than the Scarecrow Trials. She was the one who had told Angela that she heard a voice in her head, and that the voice was a real person.

  She’d drawn Angela into her investigation of the murder and magic in Sorry-in-the-Vale. She had caught the attention of Rob Lynburn, sorcerer and murderer. Kami knew it was due to her that

  Angela had almost died in the woods two weeks ago.




  Kami and Angela were on the west edge of town, at the top of the steep slope of Schoolhouse Road. Kami looked down at the old yellow cobblestones shadowed with the coming of night. She traced

  the line of the road with her eyes, to the sloping roofs and spinning weather vanes of Sorry-in-the-Vale, then to the woods waiting beyond.




  Kami did not know how to talk to Angela about that, or how to tell her she was sorry. Misery and uncertainty kept flooding through her, tides that had been turned back all her life by a secret

  voice. Now the voice in her head was silent.




  Angela, her brilliant dark eyes almost hidden by her veil of black hair, gave Kami a sidelong glance. Angela looked annoyed, which was her default, but Kami could see a hint of concern lurking

  underneath. She knew that her new hesitance was freaking Angela out.




  “You know what?” Kami said with a grin. “Mrs. Jeffries at the post office tried to slip me a little somethin’ somethin’ to praise her scarecrow in The Nosy

  Parker. It’s shocking how corrupt the Scarecrow Trials have become. What about honor, Angela? What about the craft?”




  “How much did you get?”




  “Well, okay, she slipped me some free stamps,” Kami admitted. “Still, my first bribe as a journalist. I’m feeling pretty fancy.” Sorry-in-the-Vale didn’t have

  a local paper, and Kami had been proud when she saw people without kids reading the paper she edited, aptly titled The Nosy Parker.




  At least she was succeeding at something.




  Kami and Angela stopped at the Greens’ house, one of the few old houses not made of golden Cotswold stone but of granite and slate. It was a gray crumbling edifice that seemed bound

  together by the dry brown briars of climbing roses growing over it. The Greens’ scarecrow was lopsided on its stand; its yellow gloves, stuffed fat with straw, seemed to wave feebly at

  them.




  Kami clicked her tongue. “Poor effort,” she said, taking a picture with her phone and making a note to that effect in her notebook. “Might scare off a few thrushes. Possibly a

  pigeon. But it’s not a hardcore scarecrow.”




  “I’m uncomfortable checking out scarecrows,” Angela said. “I don’t swing that way.”




  It was Kami’s turn to give Angela a sidelong look.




  That was something else they hadn’t talked about. Kami had found out secondhand that Angela had tried to kiss their friend Holly. Kami must have been more or less the worst best friend in

  the world if Angela had not felt like she could tell her that she liked girls.




  “Have you . . .” Kami cleared her throat. “Have you had a chance to talk to Holly?”




  “No,” Angela snapped. “Been chatting much with Jared?”




  “We often have special moments where I come into a room and he immediately leaves,” Kami said. “I treasure those times.” She swallowed, the knot in her throat as sharp as

  if she had swallowed a rose, the thorns raking on their way down.




  “I don’t mean to—to make you feel bad,” Kami added, hating that she had to say it. Words felt so clumsy when she was talking about feelings and not facts. “I just

  wanted you to know that you can talk about it. If you want.”




  “I don’t want,” Angela told her flatly.




  They followed the curve of the road until it became Cooper Lane, fringed by pale buildings and dark trees. Kami concentrated on the scarecrows going by and scribbled: “Write in your

  notebook to avoid this awkward moment!”




  Angela said, after a pause, “But I know I can.”




  Kami nudged her, which, considering their relative heights, meant that she elbowed Angela in the thigh. “Life sucks sometimes.”




  “Thank you for that amazing journalistic insight,” Angela responded, very dryly, and Kami felt a little better.




  Cooper Lane turned out to have an eclectic mix of scarecrows, from the traditional cloth and straw to the experimental: there was one scarecrow with a balloon for a head, and one made of

  papier-mâché. Kami liked the scarecrow in the pink flowered hat at the Singhs’ because there were so many scarecrows that were clearly guys. Kami felt ladies should represent in

  the scarecrow movement.




  “A papier-mâché scarecrow is cheating,” Kami observed judiciously as they passed through the town square at the end of the High Street, heading toward Shadowchurch Lane.

  “And the cardboard cutout scarecrow was just sad. Enough to make a true scarecrow connoisseur weep.” She was mostly talking to distract Angela from the group of guys standing at the

  foot of the statue of long-ago town hero Matthew Cooper. In the middle of the little crowd, Kami glimpsed Holly’s golden curls.




  Kami quickened her pace, and they soon arrived at the church and Shadowchurch Lane.




  It was almost twilight, the sun a bloody smear on the horizon, the pale blues and greens of the sky fading into gray and indigo. Across from the stone horseshoe-shaped archway of the church

  entrance was the Thompsons’ house. Their garden was fenced, unlike most gardens in Sorry-in-the-Vale, the black iron bars making a shadowy cage of their front lawn. The scarecrow that stood

  in that cage wore a black suit. The sack that was its face had been whitened with chalk, and it glowed in the darkness.




  “Vampire scarecrow?” said Angela.




  “Undertaker scarecrow” was Kami’s verdict. Her voice came out less assured than she wanted it to.




  The next house belonged to Sergeant Kenn, the police officer Kami had talked to after Nicola Prendergast was murdered. The same police officer she had seen coming to help Rob Lynburn the day he

  tried to kill Angela. Kami slipped her hand into the crook of Angela’s elbow and held on.




  Since the Kenns’ house was beside the church, the church spire cast a black triangle on the ghost-gray grass. The scarecrow on their front lawn was slumped on its wooden frame, its

  black-hatted head hanging. Something about the way it was slumped, the fact that the body was a little too realistically proportioned, made a chill crawl down Kami’s spine. It reminded her of

  someone dead. But she was being ridiculous. She was imagining things because of whose house this was. She could see the straw sticking out of the scarecrow’s cuffs. Keeping hold of Angela and

  drawing her along, Kami set one foot in the dark wet grass and stooped down, peering to see the scarecrow’s face.




  In the shadow of its hat, the scarecrow’s eyes shone, not with the glint of metal, but with the wet gleam of something alive. Kami’s fingers clamped down on Angela’s arm. There

  was a flicker of darkness, the gleam of the scarecrow’s eyes vanishing for a moment, and Kami realized what had happened.




  The scarecrow had blinked.




  “Angela,” Kami said in a low, extremely calm voice. “I think it might be a good idea to run.”




  The scarecrow began to move, sliding its stiff arms off the wooden frame where it rested. Kami watched with paralyzed fascination as it stretched out a leg and took a step toward them.




  “Kami,” Angela said, in an equally low, calm voice. “I think it might be a very good idea to look around.”




  Kami looked and saw that every garden on Shadowchurch Lane was stirring into life. The undertaker scarecrow in the Thompsons’ garden was already off its wooden frame and climbing the

  fence, its round pale face shining like a small horrible moon, coming through the darkness at them.




  The air was filled with the whisper-like rustle of straw. Behind them, Kami heard screams and the sound of people running. She let go of Angela’s arm and grabbed hold of a branch from the

  Kenns’ yew tree. The bark rasped cold and harsh against her palms, and Kami wrenched at it as hard as she could until it snapped off in her hands.




  Angela walked, empty-handed, across Shadowchurch Lane to meet the Thompsons’ scarecrow. She kicked it in the stomach. That did not wind it, or even make its stride falter. Another

  scarecrow came tottering down the road, bleeding a trail of straw, making straight for Angela. Kami ran out into the street wielding her branch.




  Angela whirled and grabbed one of the Thompson scarecrow’s arms. It ripped its own arm off and launched itself at her, so light it seemed like it was flying. Angela launched herself right

  back, with no finesse or any of the self-defense moves Rusty had taught them, just fury and clawing, as if she planned to shred it to pieces with her bare hands.




  The new scarecrow Kami was keeping at bay with her branch was getting braver, its sackcloth feet shuffling in the mess of straw it was bleeding, feinting first one way and then another. It had a

  turnip for a head, which was wagging obscenely at her as the scarecrow lunged. Kami stared into the dark hollows of its eyes and got an idea. She stepped forward, advancing even though every muscle

  in her body was urging her to cringe away, and jabbed her branch as hard as she could into its grinning face.




  The face shattered, turning into vegetable pulp as she hit it again and again. The scarecrow’s hands touched her, rubber gloves filled with crackling straw fumbling at and catching her

  throat. Kami forced back a scream and struck until the turnip fell off and the scarecrow tumbled down into an inert heap of straw and cloth.




  Kami whipped around still clutching her branch, with a cry on her lips for Angela. But Angela had seen what to do already. She was crouched on the road, ripping at the creature’s neck

  until the sackcloth gave way with a horrible tearing sound, and Angela rose to her feet with its chalk-whitened head in her fist like a trophy.




  Her eyes met Kami’s and she dropped the head. Kami reached out with her free hand to grab Angela’s. It was only when she found Angela’s palm clammy, and Angela held her hand

  back hard, that she knew Angela was scared too.




  Then she heard a choked-off scream, and both their heads turned. Kami thought of the screams and running she’d heard behind them. In the square. She should have known Holly wouldn’t

  run anywhere but to them.




  Holly was still in the square, still in a crowd, but the boys were gone and the crowd she stood in now was a jostling, rushing crowd of scarecrows. Kami saw Holly’s bright crown of hair

  disappear among them, swallowed up. Angela’s immediate race forward was checked when the scarecrow from the Kenn house lunged in front of her. Kami ducked down and scythed its feet out from

  under it with her branch.




  At least, that was the idea, but instead the scarecrow’s straw legs sagged forward, bowing instead of falling. This still gave Angela plenty of time to dodge around it.




  “Go,” Kami said. “I’ve got this.”




  Angela hesitated for an instant, then nodded and ran, her black hair streaming behind her.




  Kami had told her to go. She had not expected to feel quite so abandoned and alone, the only human left on a street full of horrors.




  The light from the Kenns’ windows gleamed in their scarecrow’s eyes, and Kami saw they were marbles that had transformed into something that glistened as if they were made of the

  same stuff as human eyes but stayed small, swirling colors at their center.




  It had a plaster face that had turned waxy and a little flexible. Kami saw its mouth move infinitesimally, its grin stretching. It flexed its hands in black gloves, and Kami heard tiny wooden

  pieces click inside the leather. Rob Lynburn and his sorcerers had made all these creatures come to some semblance of life. Kami had known as much already. But this scarecrow was specifically

  designed to last longer, to be more capable of hurting her.




  It was horrible that there were lights on in the Kenns’ house. She wondered how many people were awake in the other houses along this lane, knowing nothing or hiding in fear, or standing

  at the windows watching the chaos they had created.




  A hand touched the back of Kami’s neck, so terribly light, like a glove filled with nothing but air. Kami spun, trying to keep both scarecrows in her line of sight and jabbing her branch

  at the new one.




  It was the scarecrow in the pink sun hat. Kami felt a little betrayed.




  She hit it and the branch caught on the ruffled material of the scarecrow’s dress. Kami stabbed the branch in deeper and then yanked it out, ripping the scarecrow in two.




  The Kenns’ scarecrow grabbed at her arm, its grasp firmer than the other scarecrow’s, feeling slick and strangling-strong on the bare skin of her wrist. Kami wrenched away and saw

  that there were other scarecrows very close now. One with a little whittled wooden face, its nose a knot in bark, was suddenly at the Kenns’ scarecrow’s side like a henchman.




  A couple of houses down, there was a dark shape lying splayed in the grass. Kami felt her stomach turn, cold and sick, as she realized it was a scarecrow so badly made it could not stand.




  It was crawling to get her, on its belly like a snake.




  Kami dived for the scarecrow with the wooden face. The Kenns’ scarecrow crashed into her, heavier than a scarecrow should have been, as if it had a wooden skeleton buried underneath its

  straw, and caught her off-balance.




  Kami fell heavily onto her side, elbow catching the edge of the pavement. The Kenn scarecrow’s leather shoe slammed down toward her face. Kami rolled to avoid it, and ended up flat on her

  back in the wet grass of the Kenns’ garden. The scarecrow’s waxy face and living marble eyes glistened above her, impassive and terrible, and Kami lifted her branch in both hands to

  ward it off.




  In the black shadow of the church spire, light was born. First an orange glint ran along the dark wood of her branch; then Kami caught the sharp smell of smoke and heard a crackle nothing like

  the sound of straw.




  Kami kept tight hold of her branch as light raced along it, sparking between the forked ends, and watched it burst into burning life. By the sudden light of fire, she saw there was someone with

  her in Shadowchurch Lane.




  Jared Lynburn, one of the sorcerers. Rob Lynburn’s nephew, the real boy she had once believed was her imaginary friend.




  He was standing back, arms crossed over his chest, watching her. His face was mostly shadowed but the stark line of the scar on his face was white as moonlight, firelight catching the sleeping

  gold in his dark-blond hair and setting twin lights burning in his pale eyes.




  The boy who used to live in her head.




  But not anymore.




  Kami lifted herself onto her unhurt elbow and plunged the burning branch into the Kenn scarecrow’s body. Its coat caught alight, and Kami scrambled to her feet as it scrabbled at the

  branch with its leather gloves. She shoved the branch into its straw breast and watched it burn from the inside out.




  She was not surprised when she looked for the scarecrow with the wooden face and saw its face already a charred ruin. She was surprised when she looked across the street and Jared was

  gone, twining shadows and moonlight where he had stood.




  Firelight burst in the corner of her eye. Kami turned and looked down the street. There he was, a shadow passing through forms bright with burning. Some of the scarecrows writhed as they burned

  in a ghastly parody of a dance. Jared stopped at the garden where the ill-made scarecrow lay, a humped-up shape in the grass. Kami watched him looking at it, weakly rolling in the grass as it

  burned, and thought she saw him smile.




  She could have followed him. He would not exactly have been hard to track, what with his blazing path of destruction and all. But Jared obviously did not need her help. Angela and Holly

  might.




  Kami turned away from him and ran, clutching her burning branch, down to the town square.




  Angela was standing beside the statue of Matthew Cooper. Holly was sitting at the base of the statue, short skirt riding up her purple tights as she put her boots back on. Beside her was a metal

  sign from one of the High Street shop fronts.




  Standing diffidently on the other side of the statue was Ash Lynburn, Jared’s cousin and Rob’s son, his camera around his neck and piles of cloth and straw all around him.




  “How’d you do that?” Kami asked. It was the first thing she had said to him in two weeks, since the day she found out his father had persuaded him to spy on her, and almost

  persuaded him to kill Angela.




  Ash blinked and smiled at the sight of her. “It’s easy,” he said. “You just undo the spell put on them in the first place—it’s like undoing a knot in your

  mind.”




  So setting them on fire and watching them burn was an entirely unnecessary and insane thing to do, Kami thought. But she did not say that. Instead, she said, “Everyone all

  right?”




  Angela nodded. Holly looked up and smiled too, her smile shakier and thus more real than Ash’s. “I’m okay,” she said. “I see you are too. I also see you have a

  weapon that is on fire.”




  “I’m badass like that,” Kami said, putting the branch down on the cobblestones. It was still burning. She had no idea how to put it out.




  “My mother’s up by the woods, dealing with the gardens there,” said Ash, as if Lillian Lynburn was trimming hedges rather than killing scarecrows come to life.

  “Jared’s—”




  “I saw him,” Kami told him shortly. She jerked her head toward the road past the church, and the burning trail Jared had left. She went to sit at the foot of the statue beside

  Holly.




  Holly linked arms with her. Kami leaned in close, sharing warmth as they looked around the nighttime square and past it to the rest of their town where there were still fires burning and straw

  men moving through the dark.




  They had known it was coming: Rob Lynburn’s first move to terrify the town into submission, to make it a place where sorcerers ruled again, where they could kill for power and nobody would

  stop them.




  They didn’t know who most of Rob Lynburn’s followers were, but some people who didn’t follow him must have seen what was happening. Nobody had come to help. Kami shivered in

  the night air, and felt Holly shiver too.




  When they saw someone walking toward them down the High Street, they both jumped.




  Angela ran past them, and when she reached her brother she punched him in the shoulder. Rusty’s shirt was torn; he put an arm around his sister and looked at Kami over Angela’s head.

  His often-sleepy hazel eyes were bright and intent.




  “Cambridge?” he said, using his silly nickname for her. “A scarecrow just tried to choke me. I don’t wish to seem overly inquisitive, but do you have any idea what on

  earth is happening?”




  Kami looked at Holly and Ash, who were both silent and totally unhelpful. “Well,” she admitted, “I might have some idea.”




  “You’d better tell me,” Rusty said.




  Kami looked around the square at the remains of scarecrows in the moonlight. “We’d better go to your house first,” she said. “It’s not safe here.” She

  didn’t know if anywhere was safe. She didn’t want to go home, so there was nowhere to go but Rusty and Angela’s place. She wasn’t welcome at the Lynburns’.




  Kami lifted her eyes to Aurimere House, which stood outlined against the sky. Its windows reflected the lights of fires burning all over her town.










  Chapter Two




  The Heir of Aurimere




  “So to review,” said Rusty, two hours later. “Magic is real. The Lynburns are sorcerers who founded Sorry-in-the-Vale as an ideal

  place for sorcerers to soak up nature, which gives them their, ah, magic powers. But not as much magic as they get from killing people. Rob Lynburn killed Nicola Prendergast, and we can’t go

  to the police because at least one member of the police force is one of Rob Lynburn’s sorcerers.”




  “Also because the police might not find our story particularly convincing,” Kami put in.




  She scrutinized Rusty. He was sitting on the other side of the kitchen island from herself, Angela, and Holly, resting his elbows on the granite surface. He was back to his usual self, all

  traces of his former alertness wiped out, big shoulders at ease and eyes heavy-lidded as if he might just go to sleep. There was never any way to tell what Rusty was thinking.




  “And the imaginary friend you’ve had all your life—the voice in your head—was actually Jared Lynburn, who is also a sorcerer,” Rusty said. He shrugged. “Well,

  I did think there was something weird going on with him. And the fact that you guys were sort of . . . wearing woo-woo mental friendship bracelets meant he had more, ah, magical power, and

  you could use it.”




  “I could use it better than he could,” Kami said. “He’s a sorcerer, and I was a source—the link between us meant I was a source of magic to him. But I broke the

  link between us.”




  “Right,” said Rusty. “So you don’t have, ah, magic powers anymore.”




  “Can you stop prefixing magic powers with ‘ah’?”




  “I’m not ready to drop the prefix,” Rusty told her. “If you like, I can switch prefixes. I’m happy to go with ‘um, magic powers’ or ‘er . . .

  magic powers.’ Whichever works best for you ladies.”




  Angela leaned across the table. “Rusty, I already beat up four scarecrows tonight. Do not push me.”




  “Okay,” said Rusty. “So, we have three people with magic powers on our side: Lillian, Jared, and Ash Lynburn. And Jared and Ash—or, as I think of them, Sulky and

  Blondie—are still sorcerer trainees. On the side of evil are sorcerers in double digits, and aside from Rob; Jared’s mum, Rosalind; and Sergeant Kenn, we don’t know who most of

  them are.”




  “Yet,” said Kami.




  “Wow,” said Rusty. “Bet family reunions are going to be awkward for the Lynburns from now on. Also, I have lost a certain amount of faith in the police force.”




  It was possible Rusty thought this was all an elaborate practical joke. Kami looked at Holly and Angela, hoping for backup. Angela scowled and Holly seemed uncomfortable. Maybe Holly

  didn’t want to look like a lunatic in front of a cute older guy. Or maybe she was uncomfortable being in Angela’s house.




  The Montgomery house was never a comfortable house to be in at the best of times. Kami looked around at the shining kitchen island, the coffee machine she thought might unfold to be a robot

  butler, and Rusty, who seemed to have relaxed himself into a coma. She could not imagine a less likely place to tell someone about magic and be believed.




  “You saw a little of what they can do tonight,” Kami said quietly. “There’s much more. There’s so much worse. Rob killed Nicola. He tried to kill me and Angela. We

  have to find some way to stop them, because there isn’t anybody else who will. If you don’t believe me, it doesn’t matter. If you won’t help me, it doesn’t matter. I

  know what I have to do.”




  “You usually do,” Rusty said, and smiled lazily at her.




  Holly reached out and squeezed Kami’s hand. “And we’re with you,” she said, her voice subdued but firm. Kami squeezed back.




  Angela turned her gaze to Rusty and said, “That’s right. We don’t need you, you useless lump. In fact, you’d probably get in the way.”




  Rusty placed a hand on his heart. “Without the love and support of my family, I would not be the man I am today. I’m with Cambridge too, of course.”




  “You are?” Kami said blankly.




  “A scarecrow tried to kill me. I don’t see anyone offering me alternative explanations for that,” Rusty drawled. “I believe you. I’ll help you. I’m with you.

  But it’s a lot to take in all at once. Could someone maybe fix me a snack? I think it would really help me process.”




  Angela threw a roll of tinfoil at Rusty’s head. Holly started to laugh, and Rusty got up and fixed himself a snack, spreading tuna salad on bread with the air of a serf being worked unto

  death. Kami started to talk more easily, and Holly and Angela joined in, telling Rusty about going to the shut-up Monkshood Abbey, where Lynburns had committed murders two generations ago, and

  talking about seeing magic in the depths of the woods and the heart of their town.




  Rusty was on their side. He believed her, and Angela and Holly had spoken up for her, been there for her despite the awkwardness between them. They could all be there for each other.




  It was a relief to tell someone and be believed. Kami wanted to tell the world. For now, she could feel her team coming together. She could believe that her plan would come together as well.




  * * *




  Ash had scoured the town for his mother and his cousin half the night, trying not to think about what might happen to them if they were caught alone by his father. He trudged up

  the slope to Aurimere House, his camera beating a rapid anxious tattoo against his chest with every step, and heard his mother’s voice as he opened the door.




  So they were both back safe. He doubted that either of them had been desperately concerned about him.




  It struck Ash as almost unbearably strange sometimes that they were in Aurimere at last. For his whole childhood, it had been the promised land, the one thing his mother and father agreed on.

  He’d known that once they found Aunt Rosalind, they were going home. Where he belonged, where they all belonged, where they would never suffer again. “Our house,” his parents had

  called it. “Our town.”




  Except he hadn’t understood that his parents meant different things by “our town”: his mother meant they had a responsibility to care for it, and his father that they had a

  right to rule it.




  It had seemed easy enough to reconcile their different views when Aurimere was nothing but a dream. Both his mother and his father had told him, always, that they weren’t like other

  people: they were better.




  He had spent his life knowing he was the heir of Aurimere, that Sorry-in-the-Vale was waiting for his return. He had spent his life wanting, so badly, to please them both.




  His mother’s and father’s different views had ended in Ash seeing Angela chained on a quarry floor and knowing his father expected him to kill her. Now his father and his

  long-awaited aunt Rosalind were his enemies, and the only friends Ash had left did not trust him. He pulled his camera off from around his neck. He didn’t know why he was still carrying it

  around: it had been weeks since he saw something so beautiful and right he wanted to record it. He left it on the hall table and climbed the broad wooden staircase, heading toward his

  mother’s voice, which was coming from the general direction of the portrait gallery. His mother had not spoken much to him since she learned that he had picked up one of the golden knives the

  Lynburns had used long ago to shed blood and gain power, and almost used it.




  Ash walked softly toward the gallery, past the door that led to the wing where they all slept, hesitating only when he reached the gallery entrance. The doorway had been carved in stone at a

  time when people were shorter than he was, and he had to duck his head slightly.




  The gallery had a ceiling like a chapel’s, the curves of the walls meeting in an arch. The walls themselves were bright with gilt frames surrounding the faces of dead Lynburns. Two living

  Lynburns were standing in one of the alcoves, on either side of its dark, narrow, diamond-paned window: Jared was leaning against the stone, face turned toward the night. Ash’s mother never

  leaned against anything. She stood with one hand half outstretched toward Jared.




  Ash hung back in the doorway. He felt short of breath and was not sure whether it was guilt, or whether he simply did not wish to be heard.




  “Perhaps you do not entirely understand how the Lynburns work,” said his mother.




  “Perhaps,” Jared said, mimicking Mom’s English accent, an ugly edge to his voice, “I don’t care about anything to do with the Lynburns.”




  Mom was unruffled by what Ash would’ve thought she’d consider blasphemy. “You are one of us. Sorcery is in your blood and bones. You can’t be anything else. You

  can’t escape from what you are.”




  “Oh, really?” Jared asked. “My mom ran away. Holly told me that her uncle ran away as well. Of course, maybe he wasn’t running from magic. Maybe he was just running from

  you.”




  Ash had never heard anything special about Holly’s family, never heard his mother mention them. She ignored the mention of them now.




  “So is that what you’re going to do, run away?” his mother asked. “Strange. You are many things, but I would not have said you were a coward.”




  “Sorry for bringing it up,” Jared drawled, not sounding sorry. “But I wouldn’t have said you were an excellent judge of character. Based on the current

  evidence.”




  Jared is wasting his time trying to make Mom flinch, Ash thought.




  “Because my husband is a murderer, my sister a weakling, and my son such a coward he almost became a murderer too?” Lillian asked.




  Ash felt sick. He’d known this was what she thought of him, but hearing her say it was worse than he could have imagined. He wanted to speak, to protest, but he stayed silent. Because she

  was right, and he was such a coward.




  Jared was smiling, but his smile looked twisted. His eyes and scar were pale reflections in the dark glass. “That is what I meant, yeah. What a family. ‘One of us’? It would be

  better if there were none of us left.”




  “But neither Rob nor Rosalind nor Ash is the leader of the Lynburns,” Mom said. “I am.”




  “No offense, Aunt Lillian,” Jared told her, “but I’m not crazy about you either.”




  “Rob is older than I am,” Lillian went on, and Ash found it terrifying how little they were actually communicating, how they refused to respond to each other even as they talked.

  “Rosalind was born before I was.”




  “Fascinating,” Jared said in a monotone.




  “The heir of Aurimere is not chosen by age or direct descent,” Ash’s mother said. “The leader chooses the strongest heir, the Lynburn who will be the best leader.

  That’s why I was chosen. And that’s who I would choose. You could lead after me. You could have Aurimere.”




  Jared looked amused. “And why would I want it?”




  “Because you want to be anything but what you are now. You want to be so strong that nothing can hurt you. You could be the heir. You could be someone that anybody would think was

  worthwhile. Think about it.”




  His mother’s voice was forceful now, no longer cool: Ash could almost see the dream she was conjuring up, the vision of being a leader, the shimmering promise of Aurimere above their

  town.




  It wasn’t his dream, not anymore.




  Ash saw the glint of Jared’s pale cruel eyes in the dark glass differently now, saw the lift of his hooded lids and registered a certain focus. If he could see Jared’s reflection in

  the glass, he realized, Jared could see his. His mother was unaware of his presence. But Jared knew he was there.




  “Sure,” Jared said, still smiling that little, twisted smile. “I’ll think about it.”




  Ash ran then, stumbling as if he was drunk or blind, through the home of his dreams and out into the night. He ran down the path into the dark woods, until he could no longer see the lit windows

  of the manor on the hill. Then he sat at the foot of a tree, head in his hands, and wept.




  Everything was meant to come right, once they came home.










  Chapter Three




  Broken Homes




  

    

      THE SCARECROW VANDALS




      BY KAMI GLASS




      You are probably all, dear readers, wondering what occurred in Sorry-in-the-Vale on Halloween night. It is only natural that masked attackers and random small fires across

      town might inspire some curiosity.




      “What on earth is happening?” asked a witness to these events (Rusty Montgomery, age 20, who insisted on not remaining anonymous and also wished this paper to record the fact

      that he is single).




      Let me tell you what was happening.


    


  




  “Are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Holly.




  “I am not going to tell lies in The Nosy Parker,” said Kami.




  Ash was staring at the pictures on his computer screen with the fixed gaze of someone who was not seeing anything, and had been doing so since at least seven on this Monday morning, when Kami

  had arrived, coming straight from Angela’s house to school. Holly, who had arrived at eight, was looking extremely doubtful about her gallant leader’s dedication to truth.




  “So you’re going to say that evil sorcerers made the scarecrows come to life and attack us?” asked Holly. “Won’t that make everyone think we’re—I

  don’t want to sound harsh here, but—completely and hopelessly insane?”




  “No, no, no,” said Kami. “A journalist has to make editorial decisions. Nobody can report everything. If you try, you’ll only end up giving people false impressions. Like

  the one you mentioned about people thinking I was completely insane.”




  “Oh yeah,” Holly said. “False. Totally.”




  Kami waved this aside with a sweep of her hand. “So one must judiciously edit reality in order to convey to people the, if you will, soul of the truth. The true truth.”




  Holly did not look entirely convinced by this brilliant logic. “So, uh, what are you going to write?”




  “That the confusion of last night, by which I mean the regrettable incident that spoiled one of the cherished traditions of our town, is thought to be due to the actions of a group of

  malcontents who clearly do not honor said traditions, or understand the real spirit of Sorry-in-the-Vale. We, and by ‘we’ the humble writer hopes she can include all the readers of this

  article, can only hope that the people of Sorry-in-the-Vale will soon drive this evil-minded faction away.”




  “Wow,” said Holly, looking gratifyingly impressed. “So anyone who knows the truth will read it and know you’re basically spitting in Rob Lynburn’s face.

  Aren’t you worried he’ll take revenge?”




  Kami was about to tell Holly that she knew no fear in the pursuit of justice, when Ash tore his eyes away from his computer and spoke.




  “Like my father’s going to care about what a teenage girl writes in a school newspaper,” he sneered.




  Kami waited a beat too long to respond to him, and realized that she had been waiting for the usual reassurance that Jared would send her any time she ever felt unsure. She’d always

  thought she had so much more confidence in herself than this. Well, she had to learn more confidence. She had to rely on herself now.




  “The truth is never stupid,” she said, trying not to wonder if she sounded stupid. “Every act of defiance counts. Every call to arms that people hear matters. I believe that.

  And your father is a proud guy. He won’t like anyone calling him names, even in a school newspaper article written by a teenage girl. And I take petty but huge satisfaction from

  that.”




  People don’t talk much about that sort of thing around here. And they would never write it down. Someone had told her that once. Everyone in this town was hiding things, so nobody

  knew enough, and everyone was scared.




  Kami was not going to be part of that.




  “He’s not going to read it,” Ash protested. “We have to do something else. We have to do something big: we have to stop him.”




  “Someone’s going to read this,” Kami said. “It’s worthwhile. But yes, we have to do other things as well, and I have ideas about what. I just think we should talk

  about them when we’re all together. We’ve got Rusty on our side now too. You go to your mother, and to—Jared. Tell them we all need to talk. Tell them I’ve got a

  plan.”




  Kami tried to say Jared’s name as if she could not have cared less. She couldn’t do it, could not stop the catch in her voice before she got out his name. She felt a wash of

  humiliation go through her when Ash rose and left without a word.




  There was no comfort for her in her mind. She had to swallow pain down and pretend. “What’s wrong with him?” She was certain that her casual tone did not sound very convincing.

  But Holly only looked distressed.




  “Well,” Holly said. “Well—it’s probably Jared.”




  Before, she had always known if Jared was all right. Now anything could happen to him and she wouldn’t know.




  Kami looked up at Holly and said, painfully, “What’s happened to Jared?”




  Holly looked so sorry for her.




  “What’s happened?” Kami demanded, and her voice shook. “Tell me.”




  “Nothing,” said Holly. “I mean, he’s all right, Kami. I promise you. It’s just that I imagine Ash is upset that Jared left home.”




  “Left home?” Kami asked. “Left Aurimere?”




  Holly looked alarmed, possibly because Kami sounded slightly hysterical. “Yes. It’s all over school,” she added, which did nothing to help Kami away from the path of

  hysteria.




  Kami grasped the edge of her desk, and used it to stand up. “Where did he go?”




  * * *




  She was running too fast and completely against school rules when she almost sent Amber Green, a girl she sometimes sat beside in English class, flying down the school steps.

  Kami grabbed Amber by the scarf and prevented her own arrest for haste-motivated manslaughter.




  “Sorry, so sorry, but I can’t stop,” Kami said. “I promise to bring some of Mum’s cookies to school and share them with you. Don’t think of it as a present.

  Think of it as a bribe for your silence.”




  “Don’t bother,” said Amber.




  Kami blinked. “Ah, I see. Making a hard bargain for some caramel squares. I have to admire your tactics.”




  “Were you working on your little newspaper?” Amber sneered.




  “Uh,” Kami said, stunned for a moment because Amber had never spoken to her like this before in their lives. “Uh, ‘little,’ really? Like, you’re literally

  belittling the newspaper? Not going with anything more imaginative than that? Sure, I was working on my little newspaper. Good luck trying to make me feel small.”




  She made a move to go past Amber, but Amber’s hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. Her grip was tight enough to let Kami know she really meant it.




  “Rob says he doesn’t want any more of your pathetic li”—Amber swallowed the word, and Kami felt an obscure sense of satisfaction—“your pathetic stories about

  him in the paper.”




  “I’ve been considering this new headline,” said Kami, “but I’m worried it’s a little juvenile. Tell me what you think. ‘Rob Lynburn Is Not the Boss of

  Me.’ Yes? No? I guess he’s the boss of you.”




  Amber’s eyes narrowed: green sparking in the hazel, like something stirring in the woods.




  “Cease loitering on the steps, girls,” Ms. Dollard, their headmistress, said sharply as she walked up to them. She gave Amber a push between the shoulder blades.




  Amber jumped almost as if she had received a tiny electric shock. Actually, exactly as if she had received a tiny electric shock.




  “Don’t bother the other students, Amber,” Ms. Dollard added.




  Amber glanced at Ms. Dollard, at Kami, then all around. Her shoulders were hunched: she looked afraid. “But what am I supposed to tell him?” she hissed.




  “Tell him thanks,” said Kami. “Now I know another one of the sorcerers on his side.”




  Amber recoiled at the word, as if Kami had waved a cross in front of a vampire, as if all the sorcerers of Sorry-in-the-Vale thought their secrets would never, ever be told. Kami noticed Ms.

  Dollard flinched too.




  Amber glared at Kami and scurried up the steps into the school. Kami turned back to her headmistress.




  “So . . .” She tried to think of the best way to phrase Are you a minion of evil? If so, please don’t give me detention! “Whose side are you on?”




  “I like to think of myself as a free agent,” Ms. Dollard said.




  “Well,” said Kami, “consider our side. Just say no to human sacrifice! Excuse me, I have to go.”




  “Kami!” Ms. Dollard called as Kami darted away. Kami walked backward and waved, but kept going. “Kami, school is starting now!”




  “Um,” Kami yelled back. “I’m really sorry! I have to, um, go get something of mine. It’s in the pub!”




  Now that she had told her headmistress that she was skipping school to go to the pub, she felt it was well past time to flee.




  * * *




  Kami had been to the Water Rising dozens of times. She had gone to the Sunday carvery with her parents, and been given her first real drink there at fourteen by an indulgent

  Martha Wright. Kami was used to strolling up the gentle slope of the High Street and having the white-painted Tudor building come slowly into view, with its black latticework and the shutters

  open.




  She was not used to throwing herself through the door in search of a lunatic. Kami stared wildly around the dim interior of the pub. The wood of the rafters in the ceiling and the top of the bar

  was old, and so were some of the regular customers sitting at the bar. It was Kami’s impression that there were fewer customers than usual. The ones who were there looked distinctly

  apprehensive.




  Fred and Martha Wright, who owned the Water Rising, were both standing behind the bar. They looked terrified as well.




  This situation had “impossibly crazy,” which was to say Jared, written all over it.




  “Don’t panic,” Kami told Martha. “I will handle this. Is it all right if I leave my schoolbag on this stool?”
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