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      The ancient city teetered on the edge of darkness as twilight shrouded its streets. The indigo and golden hues on the river’s surface ceded to creeping shadows that brought with them the promise of death. Not even the lanterns flickering to life could stave off what was on its way.

      The fae Ranger leapt onto the docks, her frantic bootfalls matching the thundering beat of her heart. She didn’t need to look back to know they were right behind her. They moved silently, with unnatural speed, but she felt their presence viscerally, like a venomous snake slithering across her feet. Their features were always obscured by a cloak and hood that concealed their identity, but the Ranger knew one thing with certainty. She was no match for them. The only thing that had kept her alive until now was stealth.

      She had skilfully entered and exited their sanctuary without a trace – at least, that was what she’d thought. Within minutes of boarding a ship upriver she had realised the one they called the Dream Serpent was trailing her. Making landfall had been her only hope of evading them – not completely, but long enough to do what needed to be done.

      The Ranger raced through labyrinthine streets, uncertain of her destination. All she knew was that she had to complete the mission before the inevitable took hold. She ducked and weaved through the marketplace, pushing her way past vendors closing their stalls and the milling crowds dissolving into the encroaching night.

      Ahead, the tower loomed: a tapered spire reaching for the heavens, its nine storeys illuminated by a hundred or more lamps. The moon cast a silver path leading to the tower and temporary refuge.

      She sprinted toward it, breath catching in the cool night air. Her footfalls echoed through the narrow streets as the first stars emerged. Her senses were razor-sharp and attuned to the soundless wraith shadowing her every move.

      Narrow alleys twisted ahead, buildings rising high and tight on either side. The Ranger darted through the constricted streets, a desperate rhythm to her flight. She skidded around a sharp bend, her fingertips grazing the rough walls for balance as she barrelled onward.

      She emerged into a clearing. The tower was within reach, the coloured porcelain tiles of its facade glowing in the moonlight, beckoning her. The Ranger leant into her speed, focusing on the path ahead. She allowed instinct – her Ranger training and the primal urge to survive – to overrule the thought of what would happen when she reached her destination.

      At the foot of the tower, she collided with a middle-aged man, a labourer presumably working on the tower. Gripping his upper arms, she gasped in his language, ‘Take care…life and death.’

      His eyes widened in confusion, but she had no time to explain. With a nod, she slipped under the archway and began her ascent up the spiral staircase.

      With muscles straining and lungs screaming, she took the stairs two at a time. Her only goal was to buy some time before the final confrontation.

      The interior of the tower echoed with her steps and her breath coming in fast and shallow bursts. Behind her, the Dream Serpent gave chase, climbing not with haste but with a terrifying, deliberate grace that made it appear that they were almost gliding, casting no weight upon the stairs. Each step the Ranger took was answered by a barely perceptible whisper – a quiet rustle like wind through dry leaves, a haunting, wordless sound not of this world.

      The Ranger hastened her pace, finding relief as she reached the final step – but terror quickly dominated as a cold, ethereal sensation coiled around her ankle. It was as if the very chill of the air had solidified into the grip of the Dream Serpent, vengeful and possessive. It yanked her backward, her body thudding against the unyielding steps as she was dragged down. A ragged gasp escaped her throat as pain shot through her limbs. The Ranger reached for the knife tucked inside her boot and swept the blade behind her, seeking her target.

      The Dream Serpent hissed in protest before grabbing the blade from her hand. As they momentarily loosened their grasp to clutch the knife, the Ranger scrambled back up to the top of the stairs, but not before her attacker released an icy exhale and plunged the blade into her lower back.

      She cried out in pain. Blood, hot and slick, seeped between her fingers, but she limped onward to the furthest edge of the tower.

      A howling wind whipped around the top storey as the Serpent approached, an unstoppable, malevolent force ready to unleash their hypnotic charms.

      The Ranger reached for another knife secreted in her corset vest. She lunged at her enemy, the blade a shimmering extension of her will. The Serpent, sinuous and elusive, anticipated her moves, fluidly dodging each strike. They stood a mere foot or two from each other, but the Ranger could discern no facial features under their hood, nothing but undulating darkness and shadows.

      A swift kick, and the knife flew from the Ranger’s hand. The Serpent, still holding the other knife, slashed at her legs, carving into flesh. She dropped to her knees as they playfully sliced her face.

      A brutal stab to her stomach. She screamed, but there was no reaction from the Serpent other than that ghostly whisper, now morphing into a song-like murmur – a lullaby.

      This was their power: a nefarious ability to induce sleep, then infiltrate the corridors of dreams and twist the mind. They needed to know what the Ranger knew, and this was how they would get it.

      The Dream Serpent sang without a voice, the song emanating from an entirely different plane of existence. The eerie lullaby swelled within the confines of the tower, studded with discordant notes that crawled under the Ranger’s skin.

      The tune snaked its way into the crevices of her mind, impossible to expel. The melody was omnipresent, a persistent thrum that conjured images of dark, forgotten places where dreams were entangled with reality. It played with an intimacy that suggested the Serpent was right beside her, breathing the wordless lullaby into her ear.

      The Ranger sensed the line between the dream and the waking world thinning rapidly. It would be mere moments before all was lost.

      She summoned all of her remaining strength and got shakily to her feet.

      The Dream Serpent sighed, a grating, mocking sound that seemed to say, Struggle all you like. You will not win.

      But the Ranger was under no illusion. She had no hope of personal victory, only hope of stopping the Dream Serpent from seizing unprecedented power. All it would take was one drastic action.

      She staggered to the edge of the tower. ‘My secrets belong to the Gods of Light,’ she declared, a defiant smile playing on her blood-smeared lips.

      She cast her gaze out to the outline of the river, just visible in the distance. Her hair billowed around her as she took one heart-stilling breath, and stepped into nothingness.

      A furious scream ripped through the air as she plummeted to the ground.

      The outcome of the mission was now in a human’s hands.
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        * * *

      

      The labourer returned to his modest dwelling, the memory of the strange woman at the tower and her cryptic warning still tugging on his mind. Weary, he eased his overcloak from his aching shoulders, and tilted his head in puzzlement.

      There was something in his pocket.

      He retrieved the object. It was a gold compass, adorned with inscriptions in an arcane tongue. It seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy in his hands.

      His wife, drawn by curiosity, asked, ‘What is that?’

      In a distant voice, he echoed the stranger’s words: ‘Life and death…’ A sacred duty bestowed upon him from a world unseen.
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      A chill from the fog-shrouded Thames encircled Ivy, icy fingers cinching her torso tighter than any corset she’d ever worn, threatening to push the air from her lungs. She watched Finn draw the oars toward him and stack them carefully in the hull of the rowboat, acutely aware that the success of the mission relied on her.

      She drew a tight breath and forced a confident smile as she caught Finn’s eye. ‘Are you ready?’

      In a ribbon of moonlight that pierced the darkness, the formidable fae warrior met her gaze, unable to mask the ripple of fear in his eyes. Second only to Cyan, the Head Ranger, Finn was used to being in control. For decades he had been the one who had protected Ivy. The one who’d found her employment in the armoury at the Ranger Academy. The one who’d helped her harness the fae powers she’d thought had been denied to her. Most importantly, he had given her a family to replace the one she’d lost. Without him, she’d be…She simply wouldn’t be at all. But now his fate was in her hands.

      The timber boat creaked ominously beneath them and Finn instinctively reached for the side, clenching it in a white-knuckled grip. Ivy knew him well enough to understand he had no issues deferring to her. What he was struggling with was the jarring change in the dynamic of their friendship. Who was he to her if he wasn’t her protector?

      ‘It will be fine.’ Ivy’s voice carried an assurance she only half felt. ‘It’s our only hope of catching them.’

      ‘I know that you know what you’re doing, but you said it was only a prototype,’ Finn countered, cautiously but not unkindly.

      He was right. She hadn’t had a chance to test her invention. Ivy inhaled the scent of damp wood and the pungent aroma of the river, restraining the urge to screw up her nose. ‘It’s science and mathematics. The figures all add up – you can trust them.’

      ‘Over the years, I’ve come to learn there aren’t many things to trust…’ Finn lifted his hand to the shortswords strapped to his back and tapped one of the hilts. ‘Except for my steel.’

      Ivy reached out and grasped his calloused hand. Their gazes locked.

      ‘Not without trust, right?’ It was something they said to each other right before going into battle.

      His eyes softened, the battle-hardened lines around them folding into an expression Ivy had only seen once before – on a dreamlike night not so long ago, filled with laughter, dancing and too many drinks…all culminating in a kiss she wished had never happened.

      Finn’s mouth opened, but no words tumbled forth.

      Ivy’s throat constricted, as if the river’s mist had seeped inside her and was suffocating her from within. She wanted to look away from the bare emotion in his gaze but found herself ensnared.

      Friends. Partners. The labels had always fit so comfortably, until now. What she saw in Finn’s eyes was realms away from anything familiar. She didn’t want to admit the truth of it, but it was as clear and indisputable as the figures of any formula she’d written. Finn cared for her, as more than a friend. He wanted something more from her. Something that threatened everything that had made her feel safe and settled. Something so unfathomable that no book or scientific theory could solve it for her.

      Ivy broke eye contact, withdrawing to rub her hands together as if the night had grown colder.

      Finn’s words carried through the air, his voice thick and raw. ‘I trust you.’ A heart-stilling beat. ‘Above all and anyone.’

      She dared a glance back at him, finding part hope, part plea in his eyes. She cleared her throat and refocused on the task at hand. ‘We have to get moving.’

      A flash of hurt passed over Finn’s features, but he recovered himself and trained his eyes on their surroundings. ‘Are you sure no one will see or hear us?’

      Ivy pointed to the ring on her finger, its burnished silver metal glinting in the low light. ‘Using this, I can temporarily magnify the cloaking magic that masks our ears from humans.’

      ‘Another prototype?’ he ventured, a welcome joking tone finding its way to his voice.

      She pouted and playfully punched him in the arm. ‘This one I have tested, and it works perfectly. The only thing⁠—’

      She stopped herself from continuing, not wanting to alarm Finn, but it was too late.

      His brow furrowed. ‘What thing?’ he said through clenched teeth.

      Ivy sighed in surrender. ‘While the cloaking is in place, I won’t be able to use my powers.’

      Finn shook his head and reached for the oars. ‘I knew this was a bad idea. We’re heading back to the house.’

      ‘No.’ Ivy grabbed his wrist. ‘We have a mission.’

      Finn’s lips thinned into a grimace. ‘No mission is worth putting you at risk.’

      She loosened her grip on his arm and smiled. ‘But I won’t be at risk.’ The Thames lapped at the hull, underscoring her words. ‘Not while I have you.’

      A look of yearning returned to Finn’s eyes, and stirrings of guilt coiled through her. Her words, well-intended, had brushed that line between friendship and something else.

      Ivy changed tack, adopting a humorous and overly affected tone. ‘You are, after all, the most feared warrior in all the realms.’

      The night air carried Finn’s harrumph and his cheeks flushed a shade that even the darkness couldn’t hide. ‘Don’t let Cyan ever hear you say that.’

      Ivy breathed a sigh of relief as they slipped back into their usual banter. Maybe they could forget about what had transpired, or hadn’t transpired, tonight.

      Without waiting for further protests, she reached for the brass lever attached to the engine she had built. She fixed her gaze on her ring until it started buzzing. A thin film of light enveloped the boat and its occupants. The cloaking magic was working.

      With a warning to Finn to hold on, she pressed a button on the end of the lever. The engine sputtered to life with a cacophony of clanks and hisses. Gears whirred, pistons pumped with the power of a dozen galloping horses, and the boat vibrated beneath them. A triumphant grin spread across Ivy’s face. She pulled the lever and the boat lurched forward, sending Finn flying off his seat and into the hull. Ivy smothered a laugh as he scrambled back into position while the boat carved a path through the water.

      ‘I told you it would work,’ she shouted over the engine, its raucous rumble a testament to her skill and many years of learning. Science melding with magic, an alchemy of her own design and her unique abilities. No other fae was known to have trained with Rangers and become an acclaimed inventor, as well as possessing magic. The sight of her creation, all gleaming metal pipes and spinning mechanisms, filled Ivy with a fierce pride that was mirrored in Finn’s face.

      He had always believed in her, even when she hadn’t believed in herself.

      Ivy used the lever to guide the speeding boat covertly along the Thames, leaving a trail of violently churning water. The sudden propulsion sent waves rolling outward, catching fishermen in their vessels unawares. Boats rocked precariously and cold river water sprayed, sending hats flying and alarming the occupants. Displaced oarsmen fought to steady their vessels, their faces a canvas of confusion. They scanned the murky waters, searching for the disturbance’s source, finding only the stillness of a night that had inexplicably turned against them. Cries of surprise shattered the air. ‘What the blazes!’ more than one person exclaimed.

      A particularly ornate pleasure boat, hosting a small party of night-time revellers, swayed perilously as flustered gentlemen scrambled to protect their wine first and then their companions. Ladies clutched their shawls tighter, squealing as their skirts were soaked by the usually placid river. Amid the pandemonium, Ivy and Finn passed unseen and unheard.

      Ivy adjusted a dial to increase power and the boat sped faster. She navigated with ease, swerving around slower boats, dodging the detritus that was commonplace in the Thames. A surge of exhilaration coursed through her as the engine hummed and the boat obeyed each subtle command. They sliced through the water with unprecedented speed, the cool night air turning to a fierce gale against their faces. Ivy’s emerald-hued curls fluttered wildly around her, and Finn’s usually neat hair was a wavy mess. She would have to remember to change her hair to a more natural colour once the cloaking was lifted.

      Finn’s expression shifted, his face taking on a greenish tinge, but there was no turning back. Their mission pressed upon them with unstoppable urgency.

      Not a moment too soon, for Finn at least, the East India Docks loomed into view, spectres of commerce with their towering warehouses. Stark silhouettes of cranes stood like dormant giants, waiting to spring to life at dawn and unload treasures from distant lands.

      Ivy eased off the engine and the boat slowed. Finn pointed to the riverbank and a stretch of shadowy land just shy of the first warehouse. They pulled ashore and Finn leapt out, clearly eager for solid ground. He secured the boat with a strong knot as Ivy turned off the engine and deactivated the cloaking. Finn helped her disembark; with earth now beneath his feet, his posture had shifted, a tangible sense of certainty anchoring him to his warrior role and what he knew best.

      Ivy paused to grip the timber side of the boat, drawing its earthy brown tones through her fingers and all the way up to her hair, transforming her curls from green to mahogany. Finn took the lead and she followed him along the riverbank.

      Their forms melded with the darkness as they slipped through the night, avoiding detection from the few labourers and sailors wandering the docks. The masts and outlines of moored ships formed an eerie landscape broken up by stacks of crates and barrels and the occasional sound of a distant drunken shanty or bawdy tune.

      Finn came to a stop before a Victorian sloop with no flags or other markings to indicate its origin.

      ‘What is it?’ Ivy asked, but he motioned for her to be quiet, looking back to the sloop’s lantern-lit deck.

      Ivy followed his line of sight to find the lone figure of a man, his presence marked by puffs of smoke curling from his pipe. Recognition sparked within her. The man’s stance, his craggy features and the scar on his left cheek – courtesy of Finn’s blade the last time they’d met – were immediately familiar to her.

      ‘One of Shadowthorn’s men,’ she breathed, the name of the turned fae leaving a bitter taste in her mouth.

      Finn gave a grim nod. ‘Should have known he was mixed up in this.’

      Tonight they were responding to a report that goods intended for the American display at the Great Exhibition had been stolen. Some international exhibits had been delayed by bad weather so were just arriving now. The guarded delivery wagon had been intercepted by heavily armed thieves outside the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park. Cyan, who was also the Exhibition caretaker, had put out the call for help immediately. Receiving information that the wagon was headed for the East India Docks, he’d dispatched Finn and Ivy to stop the thieves.

      ‘What should we do?’ Ivy asked, but her words were drowned out by the sound of fast-approaching hooves.

      A heavy wooden-framed wagon reinforced with iron bands rumbled into view, half a dozen men hanging from its side. Shadowthorn’s man on the deck of the sloop swiftly extinguished his pipe, the red glow winking out like a dying star.

      The men began to unload crates from the wagon, their bulky forms moving with unexpected stealth. But one of them stumbled in his haste, and a crate slipped from his grasp. The wood splintered on the ground. The clatter of its spilt contents cut through the night, drawing warnings from the others to keep quiet.

      A glimmer of metal caught Ivy’s eye as an object skittered across the ground. Her breath hitched, her blood turning to ice as she realised what it was. A gun – but nothing like the clumsy pistols holstered at several of the thieves’ sides.

      Attuned to her every reaction, Finn turned to her. ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s a revolving pistol.’ Her eyes darted from the weapon to the dozens of crates being moved. ‘There must be hundreds of them.’

      Finn, who favoured blades and fae pistols over any other weapons, shrugged, not understanding the significance.

      Ivy elaborated quickly, her words a low cascade of dread. ‘These new revolvers are more powerful and efficient than any firearms we’ve seen. Machine-made, with exacting parts. They can fire six times in rapid and accurate succession without reloading. If Shadowthorn’s gang acquires these – or worse, sells them to darker forces – the consequences could be vast. In the wrong hands, they could change the outcomes of war. They could start a war.’ She took a sharp breath. ‘They could change the human world’s trajectory.’

      Finn’s eyes widened. Thousands of years before, the fae had promised to help humankind and protect their world against turned fae – followers of the Dark Ones. Turned fae feared human progress and the threat it posed to them. They would do anything to sabotage the human world and seize their own power. The Great Exhibition, which had brought together fourteen thousand exhibitors from around the globe in the world’s greatest collection of science, technology, natural objects and the arts, was a key target for these fae. The fae realm had existed in another time and place, where they knew the arc of human history and understood that the Exhibition would be a turning point, showcasing technological advancements and creating a lasting economic and cultural legacy. A Ranger’s job – Finn’s job – was to track down and bring turned fae to justice, and in this case protect the Exhibition.

      Finn’s eyes roamed the wagon and ship deck. ‘I count a total of eight men, several armed with their own pistols. There don’t appear to be any fae among them.’

      Ivy bit her lip. The two of them weren’t a match for these men, even with Finn’s combative skills and her powers. ‘We need reinforcements.’

      Finn’s gaze returned to the sloop, where the last of the crates were being loaded. ‘There’s no time. We have to stop them now.’ He glanced at her, determination etched on his features. ‘You trust me, don’t you?’

      Facing the fae who had been her unwavering rock for so long, Ivy couldn’t return the sentiment that had underpinned Finn’s words earlier when she’d asked the same question – but she could answer truthfully, unflinchingly.

      ‘Always.’
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        * * *

      

      Steel sang from Finn’s scabbards as he propelled himself at three of the thieves. The men reached too late for weapons as Finn’s relentless dance of metal brought them to their knees. Their yowls of pain were swallowed by the night as they crumbled to the ground, clutching their wounds.

      Ivy sprinted after Finn, her heart racing. Her gemstone brooch pulsed against her chest, a prism of fae energy glowing every colour of the rainbow, the source of her fae magic emanating from its core. Her arms were outstretched, ready to channel her powers, her fingers poised to unleash devastation the moment Finn needed her help.

      Finn burst onto the deck to face the remaining thieves. Alert to the fray, they had formed a semicircle. He charged at them, unleashing a roar so primal and fierce that it sent several  men stumbling backward and retreating behind a stack of crates.

      Finn alternated between two assailants, striking and parrying with practised precision. He ducked under a wild swing, then leapt forward, his blade finding its target in a man’s abdomen. As he fought the other thief, Ivy caught a glimpse of steel in her peripheral vision: a pistol barrel aimed at Finn.

      She pointed at the crate barrier the man was hiding behind. Searing heat surged through her palm, and a mass of vines sprang from the crate’s wooden planks and wrapped around the culprit. With a swift flick of her wrist, a vine snatched the firearm away. She clenched her hand into a fist, and the vines constricted, securing the man’s arms against his sides and compressing his throat. His complexion flushed cherry red.

      Finn dispatched of the other thief and strode toward the man they’d first seen on the deck, his boots thudding on the wooden planks. The man’s eyes widened in recognition and his fingers brushed the scar on his cheek.

      With a trembling hand, Shadowthorn’s man pointed a pistol at Finn. ‘D-Don’t come any closer, you ’ear?’ he stammered. ‘Lord Shadowthorn won’t be too ’appy if you kill me.’

      Finn’s gaze narrowed as he quickly closed the gap between them. ‘Don’t give me a reason to do so.’

      Another assailant lunged toward Finn’s unprotected back, and Ivy’s attention shifted skyward. With her palms outstretched, she directed her will at the canvas sail above.

      Harnessing her command over plants, she coaxed the woven natural fibres to life. The sail billowed and twisted, undulating with a mind of its own. It unfurled with a snap, ensnaring the would-be attacker, cocooning him like a mummy.

      Amid the chaos, Finn pounced on Shadowthorn’s last standing henchman, disarming him in one smooth movement. Ivy grinned at him in triumph, but her smile froze on her face.

      Behind Finn, two black-clad, masked figures stood on the ship’s side rail, weapons held aloft. They were not regular swords, but curved blades – they looked like daos: Chinese sabres Ivy had seen once in a book. But she didn’t have a chance to ponder any further.

      More of the mysterious warriors swarmed the deck, a tidal wave of flashing steel. Ivy and Finn fought back-to-back. Ivy’s fingers flew through the air, summoning tendrils of green to erupt from the wooden planks beneath their feet. Vines sprang like striking serpents, lashing out at their assailants. Yet even as her plant soldiers entwined around the legs and arms of the enemy, the onslaught continued. A few of Shadowthorn’s men, their bodies battered and bruised, mustered the courage to join the fray, but it was no use.

      A dozen more assailants vaulted over the rails. Tassels, red as the blood being spilt, jerked from the pommels of their daos with each ruthless strike. Ivy’s magic was at its limit. Dogged warriors chopped and cut through her botanical defences, reducing them to a shower of shredded leaves and broken stems. The deck became a whirlwind of clashing metal, shouting and cries of pain, the air thick with the tang of blood and sweat.

      Ivy’s heart thrummed in her chest, her breaths coming in sharp gasps as she called upon her last reserves. Finn’s swords, which had been sweeping in lightning-fast arcs as if they were an extension of his arms, had slowed. But as the enemy pressed on and every strike came closer, Ivy’s resolve began to weaken.

      The pair found themselves isolated, each surrounded by foes. All of Shadowthorn’s men lay defeated. The scar-faced man lay on the deck in a pool of blood, his eyes lifeless.

      A new adversary emerged: a slender masked figure clad in a loose-fitting black garment adorned with golden embroidery. They marched toward Finn and gave a command in a foreign tongue – an authoritative voice, a female voice. The warriors made way for her. She charged at Finn, sword poised for combat. Her agility and athletic stature gave her the upper hand as she easily evaded his blade.

      Ivy, preoccupied with her own assailants, was powerless to aid him. With one powerful strike, the woman knocked one of Finn’s swords from his grasp. It skittered across the deck, soon followed by his second blade. She delivered a powerful kick to his chest, then pointed her sword at the vulnerable spot at the base of his neck. Defiantly, Finn tilted his head upward, but it was a hollow gesture. He could do nothing but accept his death at the end of the stranger’s dao.

      ‘Finn!’

      Ivy’s scream drew the attention of one of the warriors who’d been trying to attack her. He stared at Finn and cocked his head, then bellowed something at the woman.

      A flurry of words ensued. At last, the woman retracted her blade and, with a swift aerial kick, rendered Finn unconscious.

      ‘No—’

      Ivy’s plea was abruptly silenced as a blow to her head plunged her into darkness.
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      Consciousness returned in splintered fragments, Ivy’s vision flickering as she took in her surroundings. Masts and sails swayed above her; the coarse grain of timber pressed into her back. A face loomed into her fractured gaze, concern etched upon its features.

      Memories tumbled forth – a chaotic mosaic of steel and fury aboard the sloop; a woman with a blade raised high, ready to execute a death blow⁠—

      ‘Finn!’

      A calloused hand clasped hers. ‘I’m here.’

      Through the haze, Finn’s face slowly took shape, his brows knitted. One of his eyes was nearly swollen shut and a gash marred his temple.

      Ivy’s immediate instinct was to reach toward him and trace the contours of his wounds, but she hesitated. ‘Are you alright?’ she managed to mutter instead.

      Finn’s lips formed a wry, lopsided smile. ‘That’s my question for you.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      Ivy’s resolve faltered as she attempted to rise, the world tilting precariously. She crumpled back onto the deck, the hard planks unforgiving beneath her. Her fingers went to the back of her head. She winced at the touch, but found no open wound.

      Her eyes darted across the deck, looking for any sign of the attackers.

      Finn anticipated her question. ‘When I came to, they were gone.’ He helped her sit up slowly.

      ‘Someone had to scare them off,’ a familiar jovial voice boomed. Ash, another Ranger, appeared by Finn’s side.

      ‘Gods of Light.’ A female voice. ‘You’d think he’d single-handedly disposed of them.’ Rowan’s fiery red hair came into view.

      Ash flashed a cheeky grin. ‘Well, they left, didn’t they?’

      Rowan arched a brow. ‘Thanks to the two dozen policemen Detective Leopold brought with him.’ She nodded to the dock.

      Ivy followed her gaze. The detective was indeed there. Only then did she notice the throng of policemen wandering the deck and dock, examining the scene and prodding the bodies of Shadowthorn’s fallen gang members.

      Ivy’s attention went to the stacks of crates, some smashed open, their contents strewn across the ground. ‘The revolvers!’

      Rowan shook her head. ‘From what we could tell, they didn’t get away with anything.’

      ‘We came as fast as we could after getting Cyan’s message.’ Concern flooded Ash’s usually relaxed features, his eyes meeting Ivy’s, then Finn’s. ‘I just wish we’d arrived sooner.’

      Finn reached for his shoulder. ‘I’m grateful you came when you did. I hate to admit it, but they got the better of me.’ He gritted his teeth. ‘At least, one of them did.’

      Ivy hesitated before speaking. She was still struggling to make sense of her memories of the encounter. What she did remember was an instinct – a feeling she’d had right before she was knocked out. ‘I’m not convinced they intended to kill us.’

      Confusion knitted the brows of the trio before her.

      Finn’s voice was firm. ‘That was precisely their aim. And they would have likely succeeded.’ His hands curled into fists. ‘It’s been some time since I have seen warriors of their skill. And some of their hand-to-hand combat techniques…’ He shook his head. ‘I’d never seen them before.’

      Ivy’s mind raced, piecing together her recollections. ‘I remember a male…He was attacking me. But then…he stopped.’ The undulating edges of her memory stilled, like the Thames’ surface calming after a violent storm. She met Finn’s gaze. ‘He stopped her from striking you down.’

      ‘Ha!’ Rowan crowed. ‘I should have known it would be a female who bested the formidable Finn Oakstead.’

      Finn glared at Rowan. ‘She was no ordinary female.’

      ‘None of us are,’ Rowan purred.

      Finn ignored her and addressed Ivy. ‘He probably heard the police approaching and was warning the others so they could escape.’

      Ivy’s mouth twitched. She wasn’t wholly convinced.

      Finn’s expression softened. ‘I don’t think either of our accounts can be relied on.’ He indicated the wound on his head. ‘I, for one, took quite a blow.’

      He was probably right – so why was there a nagging feeling tugging away inside her? ‘I wonder what they wanted with us,’ she mused.

      Finn shrugged. ‘Nothing but to get us out of the way, I expect, so they could steal the weapons.’ His jaw tightened. ‘And I suspect they’re not the type to give up too easily.’

      That was one fact they could both agree on, but Ivy couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more – a crucial piece they were overlooking. ‘We need to see Cyan and tell him what happened.’

      ‘And Luna,’ Finn said. ‘Maybe she can shed some light on who they were.’ His eyes jumped back to Ivy. ‘Only if you’re up to moving.’

      Her heart constricted at the intensity in his expression. No. She dismissed it as a trick of her mind. She was just imagining things.

      Love and affection had no place in her destiny – a fact she’d long accepted – and Finn, above all, should know this. His concern was solely for the mission, as was hers.

      She forced herself to her feet, ignoring the throbbing pain in her head, the feeling of wooziness. She batted away Finn’s outstretched hand, her legs carrying her forward unsteadily.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ she called over her shoulder, her voice steady despite the turmoil within her. It was time she did her job: the only destiny she permitted herself to embrace.
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      Finn could recall the exact moment he had found his purpose in life.

      It was when he’d learned his parents had died at the hands of a turned fae. The grief had been unbearable, but it had fuelled a fire within him. He’d known then that he must dedicate himself to protecting others. It was this unyielding purpose that had driven him to become an elite Ranger.

      But there had come a point where he’d realised his purpose extended beyond this. It had been another defining moment, as clear and vivid as his first.

      The day he met Ivy.

      From the moment he saw her, he sensed boundless potential. He was struck by her brilliance of mind and her determination of spirit, but it was the depth of her green eyes, mirroring the torment within his own heart, that had awoken something in him. She bore the scars of grief and loss, yet rather than succumbing to vulnerability, she shone with an extraordinary resilience. Finn saw within her not someone who needed protection – though he would come to dedicate his life to giving it to her – but someone who needed, who demanded to be brought into the light.

      And he had succeeded. Ivy was now one of the most formidable fae ever known. She excelled not only in her natural magic, but in science and combat as well. Her ingenuity and strength were unparalleled.

      It shouldn’t have surprised him when he realised he was in love with her. But it did.

      That night – that unforgettable night; a third turning point – had been just a few weeks ago, at Cyan and Alice’s wedding. The memory surged to the forefront of his mind. He and Ivy had danced and laughed together, absinthe coursing through their veins. Candlelight danced across her face, making her green hair shimmer like a forest under moonlight. He had leant in, brushed a lock of her hair from her cheek. Their eyes locked, and then – their lips touched.

      The taste of aniseed mingled with the sweetness of her lips. The kiss unlocked something primal within him, an unspoken realisation and connection that transcended friendship and partnership. Her warmth, the sensation of her breath synchronising with his, the way her eyes had fluttered closed – it was undeniable: Ivy’s love was the missing piece of his soul he hadn’t realised was lacking.

      Yet now, a cold wind from the river clawed at him, threatening to destroy the warmth of the memory. As he watched Ivy walk away from him on the dock, the imprint of her hand as she had refused his help still fresh and raw on his skin, he feared she didn’t feel the same way.

      Finn had been sure that in the moment they’d kissed, Ivy had shared his feelings. After all, it had been she who had initiated the kiss. She was also the one who had ended it, with a tinkling laugh and a joke about it being a dream – about the ‘Green Fairy’ opening the door to an imaginary world; the human association of absinthe with the fae world was the whole reason they’d drunk it that night, for a jest. Yes, absinthe was also known for inducing almost hallucinogenic visions and dreams, but for Finn, it had only sharpened his mind, focusing him on one thing and one thing only: Ivy.

      The drink had lowered his inhibitions, letting him see through all the barriers he had erected over the years to protect his own heart. In that kiss, clarity struck – everything had always been about Ivy. Nothing else mattered.

      He had yearned to continue the kiss, to take her in his arms and see where their love could take them. But all too soon, the moment had ended.

      He’d tried speaking to her several times since then, but she either avoided him or swiftly turned the talk to missions whenever they found themselves alone. Tonight on the river, he had wanted to speak of it, to find the right words, but the mission had overshadowed everything.

      And then, chaos had erupted.

      When Finn had regained consciousness, his initial disorientation gave way to panic. His fae colleagues surrounded him, but his thoughts were singularly fixated: Ivy. Where was she? Was she alright? He cast aside all else, his eyes sweeping urgently across the deck until he saw her, body prone and eyes closed. His blood turned to ice. She couldn’t be— She had to be alive.

      Finn had rushed to her side, heart clenched in a vice of sheer terror. Tenderly, he checked for signs of life, his breath held until he found a faint but steady pulse. Relief surged through him. It took all of his restraint to stop himself from declaring his love to her when her eyes flew open. And when she called his name, he felt a hope unparalleled.

      But once again, the mission took precedence, pulling them apart just when he needed to be close to her. All he wanted was to embrace her and ensure she was safe, if she’d allow him. Yet Ivy’s insistence that she was fine, her fierce independence, reminded him why he loved her so profoundly. She didn’t need him, and he respected that, but the aching question remained: did she want him?

      Only the Gods of Light knew the answer, and whether he’d get another opportunity to speak to her, to find out if he had her heart. With the mission taking such an expected turn, he knew he’d have to wait. Soon, he promised himself. Soon he would speak to her. Until then, he would fight by her side, protect her from harm and attempt to ignore the all-consuming ache in his heart. He had one consolation: at least while he didn’t know her true feelings, he could hope.
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      Back at the house, Ivy and her fellow fae stood in a chamber where the very ground beneath their feet was a lush tapestry of living grass. Wildflowers of every imaginable hue clung to the walls in a riotous spectacle. Their petals fluttered like the wings of a thousand butterflies in the breeze from the open skylight above.

      Finn, a grimace etched deep on his face, perched stiffly on the edge of a settee. He resembled a panther more than a fae, his alertness suggesting he might spring into action at any moment. Luna, with her deft fingers and healer’s touch, set about tending to his injuries. Her brow furrowed in concentration as she administered a salve to his temple. The wound glowed faintly with an ethereal light before knitting together in a slow, mesmerising fashion as the magic did its work.

      Ivy held a curious contraption in her hand that she had retrieved from her room. It was a brass sphere the size of a grapefruit, studded with crystals that were connected to each other via tiny tubes, intertwining like the roots of an ancient tree. She twisted the sphere, cracking it open, and a soft hiss escaped as it produced a frigid mist. She pressed a cloth to the sphere’s core, and ice branched out across the material in a spiderweb pattern. She eased the cold cloth against the back of her head and sighed as the chill seeped in, numbing the dull throb drumming through her skull.

      Cyan, an intimidating, towering figure, paced the room in the soft light of breaking dawn, listening to their recount of what had happened at the docks. Ivy had expected him to soften a little since marrying Alice – a half-human, half-fae, talented scientist in her own right – and in many ways he had, but not when it came to his work. Maybe he would be different all the time if Alice was there. Ivy liked Cyan’s wife and hoped one day she would formally join them on missions, but for now she was focused on her work assisting a curator at the British Museum and caring for her uncle. Perhaps it wasn’t a terrible thing that she wasn’t here. An undistracted Cyan was spectacularly formidable.

      ‘I’ve never seen the likes of them.’ Finn’s voice came out strained as Luna touched the area around his swollen eye. ‘It was as if they anticipated our every move, before we’d even thought of it.’

      Cyan’s perpetual frown deepened and he stopped, fixing his hawk eyes on Finn. ‘Do you suspect the assailants may have been fae?’

      Finn shifted in his seat with a creak of leather. ‘It was impossible to ascertain. They wore masks.’

      Cyan rubbed his thumb and forefinger together in thought. ‘They wielded daos, you mentioned?’

      Ivy nodded. ‘I have seen pictures of the same weapons in our records from previous missions.’

      Cyan and Finn glanced toward Luna, who sat with a grace that belied her extensive years. The oldest and wisest among them, her wealth of knowledge stretched across centuries. Her father, Uari, had been a fae Elder, but like all the Elders, he had perished trying to defend the fae realm in the final moments before their world was destroyed.

      Though the weight of history rested on her shoulders, Luna’s expression remained composed; only the faintest crease crossed her brow as she considered their words. The silver-white hair that crowned her head was untouched by chaos, its voluminous curls contained by an ornate headpiece with crescent wings. A gold chain hung from the headpiece, holding her fairy glass amulet. A contemplative hum escaped her lips.

      The room was silent, waiting for her words of wisdom. Eventually, she spoke, her voice a melodic whisper.

      ‘I’m aware of several missions in East Asia.’ Her mouth twisted ever so slightly. ‘I recall my father mentioning one that ended in tragedy. One of his most trusted Rangers died tracking a particularly dangerous turned fae; their mission failed. But I don’t remember anything else.’

      ‘I’ll consult the records,’ Ivy said.

      But Luna, with gentle authority, dismissed the notion. ‘Rowan can do that.’ She bestowed a motherly look upon Ivy. ‘You need to rest, my dear.’

      Ivy rose to her feet, her protest swift. ‘I’m quite capable⁠—’

      Her words faltered as a wave of dizziness swept over her. Instinctively, her hand flew to her forehead, seeking to steady the sudden whirl of
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