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        We are twins. Identical in all but one thing.

        My sister was born to wield the power of the fairy glass pendant that adorns her neck. I was born to fear the moment it would find its way to my unguarded throat.
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        * * *

      

      I double over, dry retching.

      Rak pats my back. ‘I’m sure you’ll get used to it, Nyim.’

      I’d scoff but bile fills my throat. This happens every time I travel through a fae portal. No one else is affected like this. I wonder, not for the first time, if I was never meant to be a Fae Ranger.

      Rak scans Green Park. ‘An unknown fae has used magic to manipulate an Irishman, William Hamilton, to kill Queen Victoria. Apparently the Irish are disgruntled that the Queen hasn’t done more to help the famine-stricken country.’

      A Fae Ranger’s job is to hunt and stop fae who have turned – those who serve the Dark Ones, whose primary goal is to cause chaos in the human realm.

      We must stop the human assassin and capture the turned fae to face trial.

      I force myself upright and take in my bell-shaped skirt and the corset constricting my chest. Thanks to the portal’s magic, our clothes have transformed into replica fashion of the day.

      The fae materials are lighter and more manoeuvrable than the human versions, allowing a Ranger to move with reasonable ease, but it doesn’t stop me cursing the Fae Gods as I indicate to my skirt and layers of petticoats. ‘How am I supposed to run in this?’

      Rak gives a lopsided grin and hands me a ray gun disguised as a Victorian pistol. Only effective against fae, one short depression of the trigger will stun a target. Holding the trigger longer will kill them.

      ‘Only use lethal means if absolutely necessary.’

      I nod grimly.

      I’ve only seen one fae killed before. The image of them crumbling into chalky dust is scored into my mind.

      ‘What do we know of this fae?’ I ask, checking my weapon before tucking it under my cape.

      Rak’s brow furrows. ‘Very little. We believe the same fae is behind two previous assassination attempts on the Queen. Rangers managed to intervene each time but the fae continues to elude us.’

      No wonder the Elders called in Rak. As one of the newest recruits, I count myself lucky to be partnered with the Head Ranger.

      ‘Where to?’

      Rak points to a crowd lining up behind a rail fence. Shouts of excitement rise from the onlookers as the Queen’s open carriage approaches.

      We race toward the fence.

      ‘There.’ Rak indicates a man standing disturbingly still, one hand inside his jacket. I pull up my sleeve to check my comms device. A young man with fair hair and a black cap stares back at me from the lit screen. It’s him.

      Rak goes after Hamilton while I look for the fae.

      Discerning fae from human isn’t easy. We look and sound the same, except for pointed ears that we mask with magic. But if a fae has recently travelled through a portal, a film of shimmering particles, invisible to humans, clings to their clothing. However, spotting these particles is unlikely since only Fae Elders can command portals.

      So, from under the short brim of my bonnet, I have to look twice when I notice the shimmer on a woman as she pulls aside her tiered cape. There’s something in her movement that triggers an echo of a memory, but I don’t have time to interrogate it. Rak is within arm’s reach of Hamilton, oblivious to the fae now aiming her weapon at him.

      ‘Stop!’ I yell over the noisy crowd and reach for my pistol. The fae turns toward me. Her chillingly familiar eyes lock on mine and my trigger finger freezes. Her brows raise in surprise and her lips part as if to greet me but then she whips back to fire her weapon.

      Bang! Screams and the acrid scent of gunpowder fill the air. A groundskeeper tackles Hamilton to the ground. The crowd is fixated on the Queen’s attempted assassin, but my eyes are on Rak and his look of utter confusion as he stares at the fae, then me, right before he disintegrates into dust. The fae has used the commotion as cover to fire her own weapon.

      Fury floods my body as I fire at the fae. It takes every ounce of self-control to use only a stun shot. But I can’t kill her, not her.

      She stumbles and collapses to the ground.

      ‘I’m taking you in.’ My voice trembles as much as the gun in my hands.

      She smirks, touching a limp hand to her fairy glass pendant peeking out from where her cape parts. With her other hand she carves out a doorway of glimmering light.

      My breath hitches. She can create her own portals!

      I could let her escape but I took a different pledge, so I have no choice.

      My twin sister, Liisi, stares back at me, challenging me to fire, but I see something beyond the defiance in her violet eyes. Someone desperate to be understood? Someone who can still be saved?

      Then all I can see is the expression on Rak’s face right before he evaporated. I fire but Liisi’s gone. A ribbon of her laughter taunts me from the portal as the light shrinks and fizzles to nothing.

      
      Fractured images stagger through my mind. My sister. One fae portal closing. Another opening.

      Rangers’ boots pounding the ground. Second Lieutenant Cyan Ironheart, Rak’s son, standing over my slumped form, blue-green eyes wild with fury. I rock back and forth, knees to my chest, sobbing.

      Then Ash Lockside, my best friend, is there, helping me to my feet and guiding me through the portal…

      
      New images. Memories. Liisi beside me. Our hands clasped. We’ve decided what we’ll do.

      My sister stares up at the towering oak doors and draws a protracted breath. She turns back to me and grins like we’re about to embark on a great adventure. Her eyes flicker, reflecting the rainbow light that pulses around the door. I don’t want to release Liisi’s hand but her confident smile reminds me that we’re in this together.

      ‘See you on the other side.’ She beams and enters the Fae Palace.
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        * * *

      

      I wake in my room at the academy and my gaze falls on Ash, sitting in a chair with his head in his hands. I jolt upright and a strangled cry escapes my throat. Ash’s arms are around me. He tells me everything will be alright. It’s the same thing he said the first time I got sick using a portal. He was the one who held back my hair as I upended the contents of my stomach at his feet.

      ‘Do you remember being asked to take the pledge?’ My voice comes out ragged.

      Ash raises a curious brow. ‘Of course. You were next to me at our swearing-in ceremony complaining about Cyan’s valedictory address and how,’ Ash makes air quotes, ‘“he could kill a Dark One with his mind-numbingly dull speeches”.’

      I give a wry smile, remembering my Ranger vows, but I’m speaking of something else. ‘I was thinking about the pledge.’

      When a fae fledgling turns sixteen each of us must attend the Ceremony. There, we either pledge to become a true fae, or we become a Latent – a fae by blood and appearance but otherwise mortal.

      Ash shrugs. ‘Not much to tell. I’m from a long line of Latents who joined the Rangers. So, I was never going to take that pledge. Wasn’t it the same for you?’

      I rub my palms along my thighs. I’ve never told anyone about my ceremony.

      ‘I didn’t know I would be a Ranger,’ I begin, ‘but I did know I was never going to take the fae pledge, and neither was my sister.’

      ‘Sister?’ Ash cocks his head. ‘That’s right, Lisa or…?’

      ‘Liisi, my twin sister. After what happened with our parents, we couldn’t risk harnessing our fae powers.’

      Ash drops his gaze to the polished limestone floor. Everyone in the Fae Realm knows about our parents, the Lightfoots. Fae who make the pledge, like my parents, can harness unique powers drawn from the Fae Gods of Light or the Dark Ones – souls of the broken and banished. My parents intended to use their powers to help the humans. It was part of the agreement the fae made with humans thousands of years ago to help them develop as a civilisation and to protect them against any fae turned by the Dark Ones.

      When Liisi and I were fourteen, our parents were sent to ensure the fall of the Berlin Wall. The mission nearly failed when my mother was called on to serve the Dark Ones. That’s the thing about the Ceremony; a fae fledgling has no way of knowing whether they have pledged themselves to the light or the darkness…until it’s too late.

      There was a deadly confrontation where my mother killed a dozen Rangers and fatally injured my father. He used the last of his fae magic and his dying breath to kill my mother.

      ‘My sister went into the Fae Palace first.’ My voice quavers. ‘I was so eager for it all to be over, so Liisi and I could get on with our Latent lives.’ A hollow laugh rattles in my throat. ‘But she took the pledge and I never saw her again…’

      ‘Maybe she’s been busy on missions,’ Ash suggests hopefully.

      I lock my gaze on Ash. ‘I never saw her again…until today, when she killed Rak⁠—’

      There’s a sharp knock at the door and Cyan marches into my room, glaring at me.

      ‘You’ve been summoned to the Elder Council.’

      
      The Fae Palace sits beyond an ancient stone archway, among a forest of gargantuan trees that are as old as time itself. The canopy looms so far overhead it is indistinguishable from the night sky. Tangled roots and branches snake to one central point: The Fae Palace. A living, pulsating structure made of indestructible fairy glass.

      The Palace and its fairy glass are the source of all fae magic. Every fae who takes the pledge receives a fairy glass charm, like my sister’s pendant, which enables them to channel their magic.

      At the Palace entrance Cyan shoves open the doors for me and Ash to follow.

      I hold my breath as my boot touches the mirrored glass floor, mesmerised by the light vacillating through every colour of the rainbow. Hundreds of arched glass panels form the walls and barrel-vaulted ceiling.

      At the far end of the hall, beyond the living oak columns, sit the Elders. We come to the transept at the centre of the palace where two wings branch off either side. At the end of each wing is a door.

      One door you enter if you make the pledge. The other you take if you refuse it.

      Standing at the transept once more and seeing the doors catapults me back to my Ceremony.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m facing the door that leads to the life of a Latent. Then I hear it. Father calling my name from the opposite direction. I turn to the other door, which radiates white light.

      ‘Father?’

      He repeats my name. The light burns brighter and dozens of voices beckon me. My legs move as if they are not my own. I don’t fight it. I want to take the pledge.

      I stride toward the door but then I lose the thread of my father’s voice. Another voice takes over. My mother’s. Then many voices hissing my name. Tendrils of black smoke emerge from the pledge door, choking the light
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