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      Lord Vespera scurried through the corridors of Westminster Hall as fast as his creaky knees would permit. He would have sprinted had dignity and girth not forbade it, such was the gravity of what he had learnt. If he was right – and he always was right – he and the other Lords should be fearing for their lives. His scarlet robes swept along the floor of the central lobby as he passed the columns of statues with the dead eyes of kings and queens past. In the dim light, shadows played over their faces, producing a grotesque appearance.

      Vespera shuddered. As a turned fae and Purist, he had always been comfortable among the darkness, but something was amiss. Something felt…off. The shadows didn’t cling like they usually did. They prowled. They pressed. As if someone watched from their depths.

      A strange creaking noise. The unmistakable feeling of dark magic crackled in the air behind him, then reverberated around the lobby.

      Vespera froze. He spun around, looking for any culprits, but found no one. He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. Damn it all. He hadn’t made it this far in life – hadn’t survived the collapse of the fae realm, the Rangers, the endless wretched meetings of the House of Lords – just to be hunted in the halls he ruled by some unseen menace.

      Worse still than the creeping dread was the errand ahead of him. He cursed under his breath. His and his colleagues’ fates lay in the hands of one of the most irksome and troublesome fae of all the realms. But if that was what it would take to survive, he would pay the price.
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      Shadowthorn leant back in his chair, casting a satisfied glance at his growing pile of coins and debt seals on the table, his stag insignia gleaming in the low candlelight. The Peers’ Library at Westminster Palace, with its towering bookshelves and dizzying scent of tobacco, whisky and leather, was a grandiose testament to the power and ambition of its inhabitants; a witness to secret deals done and riches made. But tonight it hummed with the tension of a high-stakes game. A game where the human Lords were neither welcome nor possessed the means to participate.

      Shadowthorn sat among a collection of fae Lords – Purists – who appeared as though they’d been pulled from the obsidian depths of the Dark Ones’ realm, their faces warped by their forsaken cause. Each of them was committed to disrupting the human race. An underground movement sworn to uphold fae superiority and stop progress in this world at all costs. They had pledged to decimate the human race entirely, and were biding their time, moving slowly, deliberately, insidiously toward their goal, never making a move big enough or evident enough to justify the Rangers acting against them.

      Shadowthorn neither supported nor was interested in their cause, but their coin was as good as anyone else’s. And coin was something that did interest him. That and general roguery.

      His eyes narrowed with intent as his fingers, pulsing with magic, deftly manipulated the shadows around the table, altering the cards without a flicker of visible movement. He was winning, of course. Shadowthorn not only had the ability to hide himself and objects among the shadows; he could see what others thought was hidden in the darkness – every one of their tricks.

      Lord Lyndar – long and thin as a quill pen – held his cards with bony, moon-pale fingers offset by jewelled rings, his keen eyes flicking over his hand with a steely glint, his overly thin moustache twitching in irritation. His fae magic enabled him to cast spells over humans, making them forget their thoughts, but the fairy glass ring on his finger was of no use here among other fae. So, cloaked in darkness, he had reverted to slipping cards inside his scarlet robe – cards Shadowthorn had seen and memorised, rendering the ploy useless.

      The other Lords squirmed, some glaring at Shadowthorn, knowing he was cheating but unable to pinpoint and prove the exact instance. Others adjusted their bets with grunts of frustration, except Lord Gryphon, a rotund figure with a mane of golden hair, who gave a nod of respect; he too was harnessing his fae powers. At that moment, a human barman delivered a whisky to Gryphon, who accepted the glass with one hand and tapped the lion’s head atop his cane with the other. The lion’s eyes glowed ever so briefly, and the barman’s eyes widened in terror. He stumbled backward, knocking another Lord’s drink onto him. Amid the resulting chaos, Shadowthorn watched with amusement as Gryphon leant over and spied his neighbour’s cards.

      Occasionally Shadowthorn allowed the other fae Lords to beat him at cards, for they would never let him play if he won every time, but tonight it pleased him to beat them. Tonight was a game of more than just money – it was about influence, favours and, most crucially, debts.

      At the table, the game had escalated beyond the usual currency. Debt seals, those shimmering tokens of obligation, had been added to the pile. Each one, marked with its owner’s insignia, was worth ten pounds, and carried with it a promise. A promise of favours to be called in, of debts to be paid. The Lords around the table – stubborn, proud fae who thought themselves untouchable – knew that their power lay in these tokens, as important as any coin.

      Shadowthorn smirked as he showed his winning hand. Lyndar flicked his cards down irritably, muttering a curse under his breath, and glanced around the table as though daring anyone to cross him. Shadowthorn allowed himself a smug smile as he slipped another debt seal into his pile, leaving Lyndar with nothing.

      ‘You’re winning too easily,’ Lord Kestrel grumbled, his hawklike eyes levelled at Shadowthorn with a predatory gleam. ‘You vowed you wouldn’t cheat this time.’

      ‘Cheat?’ Shadowthorn raised an eyebrow, his voice a melodic mockery. ‘I wouldn’t dare.’

      Lord Lyndar leant in, his voice shaking with rage. ‘We were promised more from this game. More influence. More favours. And yet all I see is you filling your pockets with debt seals.’

      Shadowthorn didn’t acknowledge the complaint directly, instead flashing the barest of smiles. ‘What can I say? “More” is a relative concept.’ He carefully adjusted the pile in front of him.

      Lyndar stood abruptly, tossing his robe back over his shoulder with a dramatic flourish, his nose high in the air. ‘You will pay, Shadowthorn.’ His eyes glistened with unleashed fury. ‘And it won’t be in coin or debt seals.’

      Lyndar spun on his heel and stormed from the room.

      ‘Pray tell, what currency?’ Shadowthorn threw after him. ‘Is it your soul? No, that was lost to the Dark Ones long ago. Your secrets, perhaps. There are so many to tell.’

      Lyndar’s pace only quickened, disappointing Shadowthorn, who had been hoping for a reaction. With a protracted sigh, he gazed around the room. ‘I suppose we must find another player.’

      Across the library, Lord Phallan – a tall, wiry fae with silver hair – sat hunched over a pile of paperwork, his nose nearly touching the papers as he scoured the latest proposed legislation with the keen focus of someone who lived only for justice. Phallan, unlike the others, was not one of the turned fae – followers of the Dark Ones who feared human progress and the threat it posed to them. Typically, turned fae – and for what it was worth, Shadowthorn never considered himself typical – would do anything to sabotage the human world and seize their own power. Phallan, though, was one of those fae who strangely wanted to do good, to use his position in the House of Lords to help others. The thought made Shadowthorn guffaw inside, yet he held a spark of admiration for the fae.

      ‘Ah, Phallan, surely you could join us,’ he called out, his tone light, teasing. ‘Leave all that Lordly duties nonsense behind and enjoy a good game. Cards are far more interesting than the latest debate on tariffs, I assure you.’

      The other Lords chuckled. The Purists had already got the numbers they needed to block the legislation, which would have only benefited the human merchants. But Phallan didn’t even look up from his work. His fingers moved precisely over the papers, turning the pages methodically.

      ‘I’m afraid not, Shadowthorn,’ he replied, his voice calm, polite, but with an air of finality. ‘There are important matters to attend to. You know as well as I do that this is our role: to serve the nation and ensure the progress of humanity.’

      There was a collective groan from the other Lords, a few rolling their eyes as they muttered about the absurdity of such things. ‘Oh, yes,’ Kestrel sneered, his voice sickly sweet. ‘We must at all costs protect humankind, like our forefathers promised, from the wicked ways of us turned fae.’

      Phallan looked up, then, and gave a sad smile. ‘I find it more fulfilling than the doomed Purist cause you all follow.’

      ‘I’ll have you know,’ Shadowthorn protested, ‘I am no Purist.’

      ‘No one would ever accuse you of harbouring any form of purity, my dear Shadowthorn.’ Phallan went back to his papers.

      Shadowthorn shifted in his chair, uneasy at Phallan’s statement. There was a time when he had been pure of heart, but it had been destroyed, the day he lost everything. Without his usual enthusiasm, he dealt another round of cards.

      Gryphon’s gravelly voice shattered his moment of self-pity. ‘He’s not wrong. The Purist cause is losing ground,’ he muttered. ‘Two of our founding fae died last month.’

      ‘Ancient crones. Relics,’ Shadowthorn said offhandedly. ‘I’m surprised they hadn’t dropped off the perch well before now.’

      Kestrel hissed under his breath. ‘In any case, we are doomed. Their titles have gone to much younger fae, a great nephew and a grandson, leaving us with cocksure brats with no real grasp of power. Born on human soil, they have never taken the Pledge. They are aligned to no one other than themselves.’

      In the ceremony a fae attended when they came of age, they pledged themselves as a true fae or remained a Latent – someone who appeared fae in every way but lacked magical abilities. Those who chose the path of a true fae did not know until later whether the unique powers bestowed upon them through the Pledge came from the Gods of Light or the Dark Ones. Forsaken and broken fae souls, the Dark Ones were ethereal entities who had betrayed their own kind and fed off malevolence, chaos and pain. Those whose magic came from the Dark Ones became turned fae. But since the fae realm had fallen, no such ceremonies had taken place, and the nature and abilities of this ‘new’ breed of fae were unpredictable.

      Kestrel’s fingers, tipped with talon-like nails, gripped his glass. ‘Their deaths leave our numbers weaker. Their successors must be made to appreciate the role we play. They must join our cause.’

      ‘Yes, well, we might find some use for the young pups and their arrogance,’ Gryphon declared. ‘Speaking of which…’ He paused, a note of bitterness sharpening his tone. ‘Is it not infuriating that this Great Exhibition remains open despite all our efforts?’

      Kestrel scowled, his heavy brow furrowing. ‘The Great Exhibition…’ He spat the words like they were poison. ‘More railways, more machines, more infernal contraptions to make them think they’re gods.’

      ‘And now the whole world has seen it!’ Gryphon’s gaze turned icy. ‘These humans flaunt their toys, their steam and their gears, as if they’re a threat to us. But they’ll choke on their ambition soon enough.’

      ‘Fortune’s a fickle mistress,’ Shadowthorn said, dropping his cards on the table with a flourish. ‘But she seems to be smiling on me tonight.’ He swept the coins and seals toward him, the others watching his winnings accumulate with barely concealed disgust.

      Gryphon scoffed, his lip curling back. ‘You’re an insufferable cad, Shadowthorn,’ he muttered, ‘though I suppose it’s no wonder – some fae are born to slither in shadows.’

      Shadowthorn lifted his glass in a mocking salute. ‘I’ll drink to that,’ he said in triumph. ‘After all, what’s power without a little darkness?’ He didn’t point out that he hadn’t even needed to cheat on that last hand. Lady Luck had indeed been with him.

      Gyphon shook his head before downing the last of his whisky. ‘All this talk of death and human progress has dampened the mood.’ He got up slowly from his seat and collected what remained of his coin and seals. ‘Good night.’

      Kestrel followed suit but didn’t leave before issuing a threat to ‘have his revenge’ upon Shadowthorn and the ‘lying, cheating scoundrel’ he was.

      Shadowthorn whistled a tune to himself as he scooped up his winnings. Just as he pocketed the last debt seal, the door burst open with a sharp crack, the heavy wood slamming against the wall. Lord Vespera, another Purist – and, in Shadowthorn’s opinion, the most distasteful – stumbled into the room, his face ghostly pale, his eyes wide with panic. His hair was dishevelled, and his lips quivered as he tried to catch his breath.

      Vespera staggered forward and seized Shadowthorn by the front of his robes. His grip was trembling but insistent. Shadowthorn screwed up his nose as he firmly pried Vespera’s hands off, brushing his robes as if to rid them of an unpleasant stain.

      ‘What is so wrong that you must accost me so?’

      ‘I’ve figured it out. The deaths – the puzzle,’ Vespera gasped, his voice low and urgent. ‘It’s why they died. They were murdered, Shadowthorn.’

      Shadowthorn was intrigued despite himself. ‘Murdered?’ He glanced over at Lord Phallan, who had looked up from his papers, his expression a mix of surprise and restrained interest. Shadowthorn arched an eyebrow, then spoke in a whisper. ‘Who was murdered, Vespera?’

      ‘The Purist Lords.’ Vespera’s usually slippery voice had a staccato beat, his eyes darting about the room as though someone might be listening.

      Shadowthorn let out a low chuckle, shaking his head. ‘What have you been drinking, Vespera? Those dusty old codgers are dropping like flies because they’re ancient. Lord Mulgrave was more than three hundred years old, by my count.’

      ‘No! It wasn’t natural causes!’ Vespera’s whisper grew more intense. ‘You know I have an eye for riddles, and this is no coincidence. I know a pattern when I see one! They were murdered. And not just the Lords – I calculate at least three victims from the House of Commons.’

      Shadowthorn shrugged, feigning indifference, though a flicker of unease tugged at the edge of his mind. Vespera’s powers enabled him to solve the most complex puzzles and mysteries. ‘Well, good riddance, I say. Never had much fondness for your kind.’

      ‘But don’t you see?’ Vespera’s eyes were wild with desperation. ‘If they’re hunting Purists, it’s only a matter of time before they come for all of us.’

      Shadowthorn rolled his eyes. ‘If you say so. Lucky for me, I’m not one of you.’

      ‘Please, Shadowthorn, I need your help.’ Vespera’s face twisted in pain. ‘With your power over the shadows, we could uncover the culprits in no time.’

      Shadowthorn gave a gracious smile. ‘Thank you for the kind offer, but I must politely decline.’

      He started to back away, but Vespera pressed a debt seal against his chest – a familiar one bearing Shadowthorn’s stag insignia. ‘Now will you help?’

      Shadowthorn hesitated, looking down at the seal with a sigh. ‘Fine. But tomorrow. Tonight, I have an engagement with a woman who possesses exactly the right kind of reputation. She is expecting me at her home.’ He winked, tucking the debt seal away with a flourish.

      Vespera clenched his jaw. ‘I’ll come to your residence first thing in the morning.’

      ‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Shadowthorn replied, brushing down his robes again with an amused grin. ‘You might scare off my companion.’

      ‘I thought you were going to her home?’

      Shadowthorn shrugged. ‘Tomorrow’s companion is a different lady entirely.’

      Vespera’s face flushed with irritation, but he nodded. ‘Fine. Here, then. First thing.’

      He scurried out, leaving Shadowthorn curious about the last remaining occupant of the library and what he may have heard.

      Shadowthorn leant casually against the wall, watching Lord Phallan gather his papers with an expression of patient amusement. He tilted his head, considering him.

      ‘I still can’t fathom why you care so much about “doing good” for others. It’s not just the little religious acts or your moral crusades on railway licences. Your speeches in Parliament sound like sermons. “The plight of the poor” and “the most wretched of souls”, blab, blab, blab.’ He shook his head. ‘Hopeless cases, if you ask me.’

      Phallan carefully arranged the last of his documents, his steady hands betraying no reaction to Shadowthorn’s mischief. He looked up, his gaze thoughtful, almost serene. ‘Is it not our duty as Lords to help others?’ he replied. ‘I had the fortune to inherit means enough to be more than comfortable, but it doesn’t mean I am ignorant of others’ suffering.’

      When the fae realm had fallen and everyone who could escaped through portals to different times and places in human history, Phallan’s ancestors had found themselves in the time of William the Conqueror, arriving in England with his forces and becoming the beneficiaries of substantial lands and wealth built by generations since.

      Phallan leant in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. ‘And don’t think you’re fooling anyone, Shadowthorn. Despite what I said earlier, I know that somewhere, in some minuscule crevice, your heart is still pure.’

      Shadowthorn raised his brows, feigning a look of profound shock. ‘A pure heart?’ He let out a low laugh, flipping a silver coin in the air and catching it with practised ease. ‘My heart is reserved for one thing alone, my friend: the benefits a lordship can bring me.’ Indeed, he had gone to great pains to blackmail his way into the title.

      Phallan’s smile faded, replaced by a sombre expression. His grey eyes seemed to darken, and his voice turned serious. ‘It’s well known you’ve helped the Rangers a time or two to bring turned fae to justice. The Purists have taken note. They’re biding their time, waiting for the right moment to strike. You’d do well to watch your back.’

      Shadowthorn crossed his arms, puffing out his chest in a mock display of bravado. But the warning struck close to home, closer than he cared to admit. Why had he helped the Rangers? It hadn’t been out of loyalty to their mission to track down rogue fae, given that they’d hunted him on more than one occasion. No, there’d been something else. Someone else.

      Rowan’s face flitted across his mind, but he quickly shook it off.

      He straightened, putting on a showy display of nonchalance. ‘Let them try,’ he declared, his voice ringing through the vaulted room.

      But the bravado was short-lived. A sudden, guttural howl echoed through the room – a sound like a beast caught in a steel trap; a raw, animalistic cry that made the blood run cold.

      Shadowthorn and Phallan exchanged an alarmed glance. Phallan dropped his papers, the forgotten stack scattering across the floor, and the two of them bolted from the library.

      Shadowthorn’s longer strides led the way down the darkened halls, the howl guiding them through the Lords’ Corridor, a cracking, crunching sound just audible under the fading cry of pain. Ahead, shadows shifted, their forms barely discernible in the dim light.

      The two fae burst into the central lobby, and there they found him – a figure sprawled on the cold, tiled floor.

      Vespera lay motionless, his face frozen in an expression of shock and terror, his mouth wide open. Angry red welts circled his neck, and his lifeless, bulging eyes stared blankly upward, fixed on something that only he could see.

      Shadowthorn looked around for the culprit, but they were long gone. He glanced at Phallan. Neither of them spoke, but a grim understanding passed between them.

      The darkness in Westminster Palace had finally caught up with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Rowan leant over the railing of the Crystal Palace’s southern gallery, her gaze combing the teeming crowd below. The air buzzed with the hum of thousands – people jostling shoulder-to-shoulder, wide-eyed in anticipation of the next gleaming marvel on display. There was no lack of things to look at; the Great Exhibition featured more than fourteen thousand exhibitors from around the world. The vision of Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s husband, it was a first-of-its-kind world fair showcasing industry, technology and international trade. But for Rowan and the other fae Rangers, it spelt chaos. The Exhibition had already been the target of several high-profile thefts and a murder enacted by turned fae, and Rowan had relished bringing them to justice.

      In her view, it was unfortunate that today’s offender was not high-profile, a turned fae or a murderer, and as such was not worthy of her attention. Somewhere amid the multitude, a pickpocket had been making short work of wealthy visitors, slipping trinkets and coins from pockets and disappearing into the crush before anyone could stop him.

      Rowan’s lip curled in disdain. She, one of the most powerful fae known to any realm, was charged with apprehending a human thief. It was laughable. A fae Ranger’s work was to track down turned fae and bring them to justice, not deal with the petty crimes of humans.

      Like all Rangers, Rowan had vowed to uphold the fae promise to protect humankind from turned fae and any interference in the progress of their world. Yet she had little time for mortal beings, despite a few exceptions who had proven their worth. On the whole, Rowan despised human weakness. The way they clung to their meagre existence, their frail and fleeting lives, with sickening desperation, helpless and ignorant of the real threats and bigger stakes at hand – such as the fact that Purists had infiltrated every house of power in their world. They were also oblivious to the fact that other turned fae capable of destroying this world walked freely among them. Those were worthy foes. Not a human pickpocket.

      She thought back to the description she had been given. A wiry lad in an oversized coat, hair a mop of curls Cyan, the Head Ranger and caretaker of the Great Exhibition, had told her. Rowan had scowled. Not for the first time, she had asserted that such insignificant concerns of humans were beneath them. Cyan’s jaw had hardened before he reminded her of their Ranger pledge. He had proceeded to deliver some eye-rollingingly dull monologue that probably mentioned the word ‘duty’ at least seventeen times – Rowan would have counted, had she actually been listening to him.

      It was easier with Cyan to simply nod and agree. Yet lately she had begun to question him and his reluctance to act against the Purists, scheming among the shadows, who, in her view, posed a growing threat to human progress. One day, they would take a step too far and do something so brazen that Cyan would have no choice but to act against them – but by then it would probably be too late. Rowan had even wondered if she should instead be the Head Ranger. But here she was.

      Her fingers drummed impatiently on the rail as she surveyed the transept below. Beneath her, the Crystal Fountain sparkled in a dazzling spray of sunlight. Beyond, two fully mature elm trees stretched skyward, their upper branches reaching for but not quite touching the glass ceiling. The towering glass panels were supported by iron girders, each arch seeming to defy gravity; they shimmered, throwing fragments of rainbow over the grand display. Rowan huffed. Even she had to acknowledge the ingenuity of the Palace’s human designer, Joseph Paxton, who had created something truly magnificent. Its resemblance, of course, to the Fae Palace, which had been obliterated when the fae realm had fallen, didn’t escape her. Something that may have been nostalgia clawed at her chest.

      She looked left, then right again, and sighed. Although it was nearing the end of the day, there were, by her rough count, at least three thousand people crowding the floor directly below – and she was meant to find one scrawny thief.

      A movement caught her eye in the eastern nave, and Rowan straightened. The deliberate movement was in stark contrast to the stationary parade of statues that marked the central aisle. Mei, the Palace’s head of security, was weaving purposefully through the crowd, her high-collared embroidered jacket glinting as she moved. She spotted Rowan and shrugged, her expression one of faint exasperation. Mei was one of the humans Rowan didn’t entirely despise. She had more courage than some fae Rangers Rowan had known, and her assistance had been critical in defeating a powerful fae on their last mission. After it was all over, Mei had accepted the security position at the Palace.

      She shifted her gaze to the north, where she glimpsed Cyan’s top hat bobbing through the sea of heads. Slow, deliberate steps. Meticulous. She imagined him frowning in that solemn way of his, eyes darting left and right, missing nothing, yet somehow always seeming removed from the world he scrutinised. Rowan wondered sometimes how his wife, Alice, abided him – conveniently forgetting that there had been a time when she had found Cyan’s intensity more than attractive.

      At the southern end, Ash, Cyan’s second at the Crystal Palace, had taken a different approach. Rowan could see him turning in slow circles, tousled hair catching the light, eyes scanning the crowd with a look of bemused delight. His good nature and habit of always following Cyan’s orders without question were his biggest weaknesses. When he caught her looking, he offered a cheeky salute and winked. Rowan rolled her eyes but nodded back.

      With a sigh, she slumped against the railing, propping her chin in her hands, barely hiding her disdain. Here she was, aching for a thrill, and she’d been reduced to a glorified security guard. How long had it been since her pulse had quickened over something meaningful, something daring?

      ‘Boo!’

      She jolted, clutching the rail to steady herself as she spun around. ‘Gods of Light!’ she gasped, her heart thudding wildly in her chest.

      Shadowthorn stood before her, a smile playing across his lips. ‘You look…captivated by something,’ he drawled, eyes gleaming with mischief as he looked her up and down. ‘Or should I say captivating?’

      ‘You nearly made me fall!’ she snapped, her indignation masking the heat rising to her cheeks. She composed herself, her tone hardening. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘What indeed?’ he murmured, stepping closer, his gaze flicking over her face. ‘I must admit I expected a more hospitable greeting. Surely you’ve missed me?’

      Rowan scoffed. ‘Missed you? Don’t flatter yourself. The day I miss you, Shadowthorn, will be the day I take up embroidery and sip tea with the Purists.’

      He chuckled, that familiar hint of mockery in his expression, but there was something else lurking beneath it. A shadow, faint but unmistakable, darkening his bright gaze. A slight crease marked his brow, something Rowan might have mistaken for worry…if she didn’t know him better. She straightened, frowning.

      ‘What’s that look for?’ she asked, a little curious. ‘Run afoul of a cuckolded husband? Or perhaps just too many ladies in one evening?’

      He smiled, but it was thin, a hint of weariness betraying him. ‘Oh, don’t worry yourself about my social life,’ he said lightly. ‘Though if I had known you’d be here today, I might have cancelled my plans altogether.’

      She laughed, a cold, scornful sound. ‘I’m sure you would’ve – though I thought you preferred vapid actresses and bored heiresses for company. Or am I wrong?’

      ‘What choice do I have when I know I can never match your standards?’ he replied, eyes glinting, as he leant casually against the rail beside her. His voice softened, the hint of a taunt still lingering. ‘But tell me, how goes the noble pursuit of petty thieves? Is that what the mighty Rowan is up to these days?’

      Rowan bristled. ‘How do you know what I am doing?’

      Shadowthorn tsked. ‘I make it my business to know what lurks among the shadows and have seen your pesky thief at work with my own eyes.’ He glanced back down at the crowd below.

      Rowan crossed her arms. ‘Why didn’t you stop him?’

      Shadowthorn raised his brows. ‘What, and leave nothing to keep Cyan occupied?’

      Suspicion clouded Rowan’s mind as she remembered the history between the pair. It was she who had stopped Cyan from killing Shadowthorn just a few years earlier when the Head Ranger had embarked on a rampage fuelled by grief, blaming himself for the fall of the fae realm. In fact, it had been two sisters who had destroyed the realm. One had sought to take control of it on behalf of the Dark Ones; the other had destroyed the realm to stop her. But Cyan had been there and hadn’t been able to stop either of them. Rowan had wondered more than once whether he wished he had died along with many of their kin rather than leading others to escape through the portals to the human world. In any case, after it happened, he had gone after every turned fae without mercy. Shadowthorn had been lucky Rowan saved him. Admittedly, she had questioned several times since then as to why she had bothered.

      ‘I don’t know what you’re up to, but I warn you not to cross Cyan. He and I have important work to do.’ She felt ridiculous even saying it, but there was something about Shadowthorn’s presence that rattled her.

      He gave a slow, lazy nod, his expression unperturbed. ‘Ah, of course. The dutiful Ranger.’ He tilted his head, looking at her with a strange intensity. ‘Tell me, Rowan, what would you be doing if it weren’t for Cyan’s endless errands?’

      For a moment, she almost answered honestly: that she hungered for something more. Something bigger and more exhilarating.

      Almost. But she saw the faintest smirk forming at the corner of his mouth and snapped her own mouth shut, scowling. ‘None of your business,’ she replied flatly.

      He clutched his chest theatrically, eyes widening. ‘Oh, you wound me. Truly. I live only to hear your most treasured dreams and wishes, and yet here you are, withholding.’

      She couldn’t help it. A hint of a smile tugged at her lips, unbidden. Shadowthorn’s antics were irritating, yes, but even she couldn’t deny the strange spark he brought to her life. For a brief moment, the weight of her dreary task lifted.

      Shadowthorn’s ice-blue eyes narrowed, his mouth twitching as if he were trying to solve a riddle. ‘There is something about you, Rowan, that has me wondering whether you did make your pledge to the light, or if in fact you are more at home in the darkness.’

      Rowan’s heart stilled. It was as if he could see right into her soul. It was a question she had asked herself many times before, but she could not and would not admit it to Shadowthorn.

      Fortunately, he saved her from needing to respond as he changed the subject. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, voice suddenly serious, ‘let me help you find your pickpocket. Together, we’ll have him caught in no time. I could even make it…interesting.’

      ‘Interesting? I doubt you know the meaning of the word,’ she shot back, but a part of her was intrigued. Then she reminded herself that he was a turned fae and a criminal. She squared her shoulders. ‘What do you want, Shadowthorn? And make it quick. Some of us have work to do.’

      He straightened, his playful veneer slipping just enough for her to catch a flicker of unease. ‘I thought you might want to know about the recent deaths of a few Purist Lords and some from the House of Commons.’

      Rowan snorted. ‘I’ve heard about them. Nothing mysterious there. Heart failures, strokes, a few poorly timed accidents – if you ask me, it’s no great loss. Purists and other turned fae who’d sell their own family for a scrap of power. A relief, really.’

      Shadowthorn frowned, the weight of his gaze pinning her in place. ‘Vespera’s death was hardly an accident. Lord Phallan and I were the ones who found his body, and there is no doubt it was murder.’

      Rowan shuddered, her skin crawling at the mention of the Purist fae who had betrayed the Rangers after promising to help them on their last mission. ‘Again, there’s no mystery to be had. I could name dozens who wanted Vespera dead.’ Me among them, she nearly added.

      Shadowthorn leant closer, lowering his voice. ‘Even so. Vespera swore there was more to the other deaths. Something darker. He was certain it was part of a grander scheme.’

      Rowan’s retort to forget about Vespera froze on her lips. Despite how she felt about the Purist, she couldn’t deny the gift he’d had for unravelling mysteries.

      ‘Right before he died, he was desperate to talk,’ Shadowthorn continued. ‘He made me promise to meet him, said he’d explain everything.’ His jaw tightened. ‘Only he never made it. Dead before he could tell me a damned thing.’

      Rowan gripped the railing. She didn’t like the feeling creeping up her spine, the same sensation she got when dark magic stained the air. ‘And you think it’s connected to the others?’

      Shadowthorn shrugged, but his expression was grim. ‘I don’t know yet. But I do know this: there was something entirely unnatural in the manner of his death, and it had even me a little unnerved.’

      Rowan tilted her head, her mind already trying to piece things together. ‘And why are you telling me this? I’m not exactly your ally.’

      A shadow of a grin returned to his face, but it carried none of his usual arrogance. ‘Because you’ve got a nose for trouble, Rowan. And I think this is the sort of trouble you won’t want to ignore.’

      Before she could think of another retort, a commotion drew her attention below. Voices echoed up to the gallery, punctuated by exclamations of ‘Watch where you’re going!’ and ‘Careless boy!’.

      A figure was weaving through the crowd, glancing nervously over his shoulder as he hurried past the India exhibits. Rowan’s eyes narrowed; the lad matched Cyan’s description perfectly – oversized coat, wiry frame, a cap pulled low over wild, matted curls.

      Shadowthorn followed her gaze and barked, ‘You! Stop right there!’

      The boy’s head snapped up, his eyes widening as he spotted them. Without hesitation, he turned and sprinted toward the exit. Rowan shot Shadowthorn a look of exasperation, then darted for the stairs, her boots hammering against the steps.

      But, of course, Shadowthorn couldn’t resist a show. With a flourish of his cape, he vaulted over the balcony, plummeting gracefully through the air, his silhouette flickering in the light as he grasped the thick scarlet curtain draped between the pillars. Rowan caught glimpses of him swinging down, like a raven descending from its perch. He released the curtain, landing deftly on the broad shoulders of a statue – some famed English lawyer and politician – before dropping to the ground with the grace of a prowling cat.

      By the time Rowan reached the bottom of the stairs, Shadowthorn had already begun his chase. He slipped into one of the India exhibits, ducking past the cabinets of shimmering jewels and mannequins displaying myriad costumes. Rowan followed, her pulse quickening as she dodged startled visitors scattering to avoid the chase.

      The boy’s flight led them past a life-size stuffed elephant, its glassy eyes staring down at them as if mildly inconvenienced by the pandemonium. The boy darted behind it, crouching low to avoid detection, before bolting toward a display of textiles. Rowan could see Shadowthorn’s dark form weaving through the exhibits just ahead of her, moving with an ease and agility that made her grit her teeth. He was almost playing with the boy, letting him think he might escape.

      ‘You really should give up, lad!’ Rowan called.

      The boy glanced back at her, panic in his eyes. He dove into a large tent – a shaded oasis with woven screens, lush silk pillows and punkahs, a recreation of an Indian pavilion. Most visitors had wisely cleared out, leaving the tent eerily quiet. The boy’s ragged breaths echoed as he fumbled his way to the back, right onto a throne carved of ivory.

      Rowan slowed her pace, her gaze flicking around the room. No sign of Shadowthorn; he’d disappeared, likely lurking somewhere in the darkness, waiting to pounce. The boy backed himself onto the throne, his small, dirt-streaked hands clutching at the armrests.

      ‘Just let me go, miss,’ he pleaded, his voice a rough whisper. ‘I’ll be no trouble, I swear. Look, here.’ He reached into his coat, yanking out purses heavy with stolen coins. One by one, he tossed them onto the floor, his hands trembling as he emptied his pockets. ‘Take it all. I promise, I’ll not come back here. Not ever.’

      For a moment, Rowan felt a pang of pity. The lad was barely more than a child. She could almost taste the hunger that clung to him. Bitterness twisted in her chest. His hollow eyes, the way he clutched his coat as if it were all he had, tugged at something in her. But she steeled herself. There was always a story, always a reason; she knew better than to let herself be softened by it. She’d learnt long ago that the secret to survival was to never let anyone get a whiff of vulnerability. It was better to be viewed as heartless than helpless. She could not and would not let her tough exterior slip.

      Cyan stepped up quietly beside her, his stern gaze fixing first on the boy, then on Shadowthorn, who was weaving in and out of the darkness in the background.

      ‘What’s he doing here?’ Cyan said under his breath, his voice hard.

      ‘I’ll explain later,’ Rowan said.

      Cyan muttered something that sounded like a curse, then indicated that they should approach the boy from each side.

      They began to close in, moving in sync to trap him between them. The boy’s gaze flicked wildly from side to side, and then, with a swift, desperate motion, he vaulted over the back of the throne, landing in a crouch and making a dash for the rear wall of the pavilion. Just as he reached it, he yelped, his path suddenly blocked by a figure stepping out from the shadows.

      Shadowthorn emerged as if he’d been born from the dark itself, his form slipping into view like an encroaching fog. He reached out and, with an almost lazy gesture, seized the boy by the collar, lifting him off his feet with a grip that seemed both effortless and unbreakable.

      ‘Lose something?’ he asked, his voice smooth as honey as he held the boy aloft, dangling like a caught fish.

      Cyan folded his arms, lips pressed into a tight line as he regarded the pickpocket. ‘So, you’ve been our little troublemaker. Care to explain yourself?’

      The boy struggled in Shadowthorn’s grasp, his feet kicking out uselessly. ‘Please,’ he gasped, his voice strangled. ‘I was only…I needed…’ Shadowthorn turned him upside down and shook him, loosening a handful of coins that tumbled to the ground, and the boy squealed. ‘I’ve got nuffin’ else!’

      Shadowthorn’s grip loosened and he lowered the boy to the ground, allowing him to catch his breath, though his icy gaze didn’t soften.

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you’ve got plenty else – enough purses there to start a business, even,’ he taunted, nodding to the stash near the throne.

      Ash and Mei arrived in a rush, panting as they came to a halt near the boy. Mei’s astute gaze swept over the scene, taking in the scattered coins and the boy’s terrified expression. Ash, ever unflappable despite his heaving chest, managed a lopsided grin.

      ‘Blimey, you don’t make it easy to keep up,’ he wheezed, propping himself against the tent’s entrance.

      Cyan stood over the thief, arms crossed, expression unreadable as his sharp blue-green eyes studied him. The boy shifted nervously.

      ‘What do we do with him?’ Mei asked, her brow crinkled in consternation.

      Ash shrugged, straightening. ‘We could send him to Detective Leopold. He’ll be treated fairly.’

      Ash was right. Leopold was a fair man, another of the small number of humans Rowan trusted – particularly because he owed his life to her – but he was first and foremost a police officer who followed the letter of the law.

      ‘Fairly?’ Shadowthorn’s dry voice cut in. He stepped forward, his long cloak trailing behind him, and gestured lazily. ‘From what I’ve seen of the law, he will more likely be tossed into a workhouse or shipped off to one of the colonies, wouldn’t you say?’

      The boy flinched at the mention of transportation, his hands tightening into fists. Rowan glanced at him, feeling a flicker of something she didn’t want to name. Pity? No, she reminded herself. She couldn’t afford pity in her line of work.

      ‘How old are you?’ she asked sharply.

      ‘Thirteen,’ he muttered, gaze shifting away.

      ‘Thirteen?’ Rowan echoed, shaking her head. ‘You’re old enough to know better. You’re lucky you didn’t get tangled up with worse than us.’

      The pickpocket swallowed hard but said nothing. His haunted eyes, though, spoke volumes.

      ‘What’s your name?’ she asked, more gently.

      ‘Bert,’ he muttered.

      Cyan’s jaw twitched, but he remained silent, his gaze fixed on the boy. Rowan recognised the hesitance in his expression, a softness that had crept in ever since he’d married Alice. Half-human, half-fae, Alice had a way of tempering Cyan’s usually sharp edges.

      ‘I’ll take him,’ Mei said suddenly, stepping forward. Her tone left little room for argument. ‘Leave him with me. He’ll learn some discipline, and I’ll put him to good use.’

      Cyan’s expression darkened briefly, but he gave a curt nod. ‘Fine. He’s your responsibility.’ Rowan saw a flash of relief on Bert’s face before Cyan turned to Ash, his voice regaining its usual commanding edge. ‘Make sure Shadowthorn leaves the Exhibition. And lock the door behind him.’

      Ash’s smile widened. ‘With pleasure.’

      Shadowthorn raised an eyebrow, tilting his head in mock offence. ‘Lord Shadowthorn,’ he corrected. He offered Cyan an exaggerated bow, though his eyes gleamed with disdain. ‘Always a pleasure, Mr Ironheart.’

      Cyan’s gaze didn’t waver. ‘Out. Now.’

      Shadowthorn sauntered past Rowan on his way out of the tent. ‘So will you help me?’ His voice was pleading, almost humble, in stark contrast to his confident posture.

      Rowan berated herself internally for what she was about to say. She leant in close to him, her voice stony. ‘Don’t think for a moment I might do this for you. But if it’s a threat to the Rangers or this exhibition, I’ll find out.’ She didn’t acknowledge the other motivating factor – that the idea of tracking down some murderous turned fae was far more appealing than the monotony of a regular day at the Exhibition.

      Shadowthorn smirked, though his eyes remained serious. ‘That’s the spirit. I knew I could count on you.’

      ‘Don’t push your luck,’ she snapped, turning away. ‘I’ll talk to Cyan. That is all I can promise.’

      With an order from Cyan to hurry up, Shadowthorn had a little skip in his step as Ash and Mei escorted him out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Now,’ Cyan said, turning to Rowan, his tone sharp as one of his blades, ‘tell me why Shadowthorn was here and what he wanted.’

      Rowan squared her shoulders and met his gaze. ‘You’re not going to like it.’ She told Cyan what Shadowthorn had shared with her, and of his request for help. She urged him to look first to the Purists.

      As she spoke, Cyan paced the length of the tent, his steps measured yet restless. Rowan leant against the ivory throne, watching him. His consternation was written in every taut muscle of his face. The faint swish of his coat and the rhythmic rub of his forefinger and thumb betrayed the churn of his thoughts.

      ‘I share your opinion,’ he said at last. ‘The demise of some of these Purists and turned fae is no great loss.’ His jaw hardened. ‘Unlike you, though, I’m not going to be quick to act against the Purists without evidence.’

      She made to protest, but he spoke first.

      ‘But if there is any truth in what Shadowthorn claims – and that is a gargantuan if – then there could be a greater threat at play. One with far-reaching repercussions.’ He stopped pacing and turned to her. ‘What are your thoughts?’

      Rowan shrugged, though the memory of Shadowthorn’s strained features lingered uncomfortably. ‘I’ve never seen him so…not himself.’

      Cyan huffed, unimpressed. ‘Not a compelling reason to investigate these matters. And for all we know, he could be the killer, given his control over the shadows.’

      Rowan folded her arms. ‘Why would he come here if he was the killer? It doesn’t make sense.’ A wry smile tugged at her lips. ‘You know, I didn’t think I’d ever defend him, but he saved all of us during our last encounter with a turned fae. If it hadn’t been for him, we’d all have perished.’

      Cyan’s scowl deepened, but he said nothing for a moment. ‘I really don’t need any more trouble today. We have a broken glass pane in the ceiling that needs to be repaired – we think some of those damn sparrows from Hyde Park flew into it trying to get to the elm trees – and then there are the complaints about the new flushing toilets not flushing properly. And then there is the thief…’ He shook his head in exasperation before exhaling sharply. ‘You say Lord Phallan was there when Shadowthorn discovered Vespera’s body?’

      Rowan nodded. ‘Shadowthorn said they were both there.’

      Cyan’s eyes narrowed, his jaw set. ‘I’ll reserve my judgement until I’ve spoken to him. As it happens, Lord Phallan is at the Palace tonight. He requested a private viewing of the vertical printing machine.’

      Rowan’s eyebrows lifted. ‘But that display is for the Illustrated London News. They’re Phallan’s competition, aren’t they?’ Lord Phallan owned a network of newspapers across Britain.

      ‘They are,’ Cyan said. ‘What the News doesn’t know is that Phallan quietly funded the printing machine’s invention.’

      Rowan tilted her head, curiosity piqued. ‘Why would he bankroll his competition?’

      Cyan’s mouth formed into a faint, enigmatic smile. ‘It’s best if he explains himself.’

      He gestured for her to follow, his stride purposeful as he led the way out of the tent. The crowd had dramatically thinned. Exhibition staff were shepherding the last stragglers to the nearest exits. Another day done at the Crystal Palace. At least this one had ended with the promise of some adventure.
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      By the time Rowan and Cyan reached the exhibit, all of the visitors had left. The Palace was silent except for the rhythmic hum of the towering printing machine, accompanied by the occasional hiss of steam. The metallic scent of ink threaded through the air.

      Lord Phallan stood before the printing press, his fingers extended toward it as if drawing out its secrets. A faint shimmer of magic pulsed around him, barely perceptible but unmistakably there. His grey eyes glowed with focus, tracing invisible ribbons of energy that crisscrossed the equipment. His fae power was the ability to see inside any machine. Rowan imagined the gears, levers and rollers coming alive in his mind’s eye as he pieced together their purpose with precision.

      Fae families like Phallan’s, who had lived in the human world for centuries, had inevitably intermarried with non-fae at different points, diluting their magic over generations. Sometimes powers skipped a generation, and without the formal
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