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      Never fall in love with your mark.

      

      Cian MacNair is Faerie’s best assassin. He knows the rules, hell, he made half of them. Rule number one: Never fall in love with your mark.

      Sent to the human realm to discover who’s been kidnapping fae, he’s tangled in a web of deceit that threatens not only Faerie, but the humans as well. It’ll take working with the enemy to uncover who the real villain is.

      There’s just one problem. She’s been sent to take him out before he discovers too much.
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      Dead witches tell no lies.

      Cian MacNair crouched over the withered body of the enchantress, hope creeping away with every passing second. His sister’s dagger lay among the rotting detritus and he carefully retrieved it. When he had a moment to think, he’d have to ask Rori how she managed to hit her mark without seeing the target. Acelyne had been behind a tree when Rori cast the dagger toward the enchantress. Cian blew out a breath, impressed with his baby sister, and equally concerned for her well-being.

      When she’d stormed off into the forest, he’d waited with the two queens of Faerie, Eirlys and Midna. They’d planned it all from the start—upsetting Rori enough that she’d confront Acelyne—but what they hadn’t counted on was Rori’s skill as an assassin. Yes, they’d used his sister as a trap. Hell, it had been his idea, after all. Not that he was proud of it, but he’d known Rori would seek refuge in the forest and he’d also known she’d be drawn to Acelyne just as much as the enchantress was drawn to her. There was a connection between Rori and Acelyne beyond the glass prisons; he needed a hot second to figure out what.

      Cian wiped the dagger on a tuft of grass, noting the elegant lines of the blade, the script scrawling from hilt to tip. It wasn’t a weapon he recognized. He was reminded how much his sister had matured since the Academy. How much time had passed since either one was anything other than a spy. In truth, neither of them had ever had a choice in their career. Not since their father’s death. Cian had watched his sister emotionally shut down when she’d heard the news and he’d known at that moment she’d follow in their father’s footsteps.

      That was a long time ago and now Rori was one of Queen Eirlys’s favorites. A begrudging smile strained his lips. He was damn proud of his sister. He just wished she’d be more careful.

      “The enchantress will not take her secrets into the darkness.” Queen Eirlys muttered low enough only he heard. The Seelie queen moved in front of him, her arms outstretched. “Will you help me, Midna?”

      Cian rose and backed away, allowing Eirlys and Midna room. The Unseelie queen stood on the other side of the decaying body and arched her arms toward Eirlys. Together, they chanted an ancient spell, one of dark magic Cian knew to be forbidden. Except for queens, apparently. He knew most of the spells of dark and black magic—had been taught them as a young lad, always with the condition he never used them. Knowledge, he’d been taught, was power. Using black magic was dangerous not just to the cursed, but to the spellcaster as well. Cian had taken the warning to heart and rarely, only when absolutely necessary, delved into the dark arts. And he never, ever told anyone about his secret knowledge—not even Rori.

      The queens’ voices rose and lowered in a convoluted melody he tried hard to follow. Their words mingled together, becoming one long string, a single syllable stretching to the end of time. The witch’s features filled in, flesh returned to rotted bones. She no longer resembled the attractive woman she’d been, but now had the appearance of an aged crone.

      Hope bloomed in his chest. Perhaps he could get answers after all. He moved beside his sister and returned her dagger. She took it, her face screwed into a look of confusion. After a moment, she slid the dagger into the sheath strapped to her thigh.

      “I don’t understand,” Rori half-whispered.

      “Nor do I,” Midna’s expression was one of concern, “but we’ve done our best to preserve her mind. I’ll send her to my necromancer to see if there’s anything yet to learn.”

      Midna signaled to her soldiers, dressed as courtiers for surreptitious guard duty, to take the enchantress away. Cian debated following them, to keep the body in his sight for fear of losing an opportunity for answers, but chose to stay with the queens. The elven thief Therron stood by Rori as she and her friend Tug chatted with Meg. The healer’s haggard appearance had been erased. In its place was the face and body of a young woman. He overheard her saying Acelyne had been stealing her youth for years and a bitterness wedged itself in his heart.

      Stealing Meg’s life force, kidnapping fae, and endangering his sister were the crimes Cian knew about—what else had the witch done? He strode to the body of Dorchmeir, one of Queen Eirlys’s guard, and withdrew Rori’s dagger from his throat. His gaze slid to Esme, who stood with Rori’s small group. If memory served, she was Dorchmeir’s betrothed. She and his sister had answers he desperately needed. Two dead bodies, both with Rori’s daggers sunk deep in their flesh. How had Dorchmeir slid under Eirlys’s radar—or had he? Was he working as an informant? Too many questions—the kind that made him lose sleep at night—plagued his thoughts.

      He cleaned the weapon and placed it in his pocket for the time being. Daggers weren’t really his style, but seeing how lethal his sister was with them, he made a mental note to get in some target practice. A soldier wrapped Dorchmeir’s sword in a blanket and took it away to be analyzed. Cian gestured to another soldier to take the body along with Acelyne’s to the necromancer. Perhaps more answers could be found.

      He left the stench of death behind and stepped through the woods to the vale and inhaled deeply. Fresh, clean air filled his lungs. Sunlight warmed his skin and he nodded that all would soon be as it should. He’d make certain of it.

      Queen Eirlys turned from the Unseelie queen and sighed. “This day has been one I had hoped would never come to Faerie, yet here we are. There is malevolence growing all around, and we need to stop it before it destroys every last one of us. Rori, I should like you to go to the human realm and gather what you can about the amulets. Meg, get her healed and fit. Cian, continue doing the good work you’ve started here. Midna and I will do what we can to uncover who is behind all of this.”

      Cian heard his queen’s words like a blow to the gut. This should’ve been his assignment. After all, hadn’t it been him who had worked for months tracking down Malcolm Dagniss and every scrap of information about Malcolm’s company, SIRE Unlimited? Malcolm was in the human realm, where Cian should be, not Rori. He could continue investigating SIRE while searching for clues about the amulets and who might be involved. Eirlys had hinted at the possibility of war in the past, but he’d not heard even a whisper of discontent in Faerie. The fact that she followed up her musing of malevolence with sending Rori to the human realm gave Cian the idea she meant the friction was coming from there. So why keep him in Faerie?

      His gaze flicked to Midna. If this was a ploy of hers to keep him at her court, he’d make sure she understood his displeasure. To date, he’d avoided her bed, but another month and his resolve might crumble. She was voracious in her appetites, including wanting him to father her heir. Midna looked the picture of innocence as she held Eirlys’s hand and nodded her agreement with what the Seelie queen said. He tore his gaze from her and met Rori’s apology-laden stare. At least his sister understood this should be his mission. But there was nothing to be done. The queens had made their decision.

      He tilted his head and cracked his neck, his mind churning. If he had to stay at the Unseelie palace, so be it. He would, as Eirlys said, continue doing the good work he’d started. Bastards and rubbish. If it was such good work, then why did it feel like a demotion?

      He followed the queens into Rowan’s cottage and hung back, not wanting to be too near them for fear of saying something that might be regarded as treason. Rori ambled in, Therron supporting her as best he could. Cian studied them, saw the subtle flush of his sister’s cheeks. He mentally flipped a coin whether to tell her all he knew of the elf. She wasn’t a child anymore—it wasn’t his job to protect her, but still he felt obligated to tell her who Therron was, and what he’d learned about him at the Unseelie Court. He took a half step and paused. Rori had to learn her own lessons. He’d say nothing for the moment. Instead, he’d keep a close watch on the pair.

      Rori cleared her throat and said in a firm voice, “I’d like Cian to go to the human realm to seek out the miscreant who is kidnapping fae.” She dropped a low curtsey and winced.

      Cian stared at his sister as if she’d grown a dragon’s tail and shook it like an exotic dancer.

      He barely heard as she continued, “If you approve, Your Majesties, I would like to convalesce with Queen Midna for an undetermined amount of time. Once healed, I’d like to learn everything she can teach me.”

      The room quieted as if everyone crowded into the space held their breath. He glanced at the two queens, who each raised their eyebrows at Rori’s request. Cian’s gaze swept to his sister and even she looked shocked at her words. Surely she knew what she was asking, but did she understand what exactly Midna would expect from her? This was one time Cian wished Rori wasn’t his sister. He didn’t want to know what she’d be doing at the Unseelie Court. Didn’t want to know what education she meant. Fuck it all, but he did know. Knew only too well what Midna would do to Rori and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to stop it.

      Eirlys turned to Midna, a coy little smile tugging the corners of her lips. “Well, sister of my heart, do you consent to taking my Rori on as a foster?”

      “Only with your approval.”

      “Then you shall have it.” Eirlys scanned above the heads of those gathered and met Cian’s look with a silent challenge. “Cian, what say you to your sister’s request?”

      What could he say? No? Hell no? Stay the fuck away from my baby sister? None of those words passed his lips. In fact, for once in his life, he honestly wasn’t sure what to say. If Rori wanted to stay at Midna’s court, the least he could do was get the hell out of Faerie.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” The queen giggled when she turned toward Rori. “You’ll have your education, dearest. Learn well, but learn quickly. I have a feeling your brother will be needing your assistance soon enough.”

      With what? What assistance did Eirlys think he’d need from Rori? Cian was accustomed to Midna playing games, but now it seemed Eirlys was infected with the tiresome habit. Before he turned to leave the room, Therron caught his attention. The fool elf held Rori with a strong arm wrapped around her waist. That wasn’t what stopped Cian from storming out like a wounded child. It was the look deep in Therron’s eyes that stopped Cian.

      There, in the murky darkness, he saw a silent request.

      Therron was asking for Cian’s permission.

      Bloody hell and codswaddle. The man was insufferable. Rori shifted as if to maneuver herself away from the queens, and Therron looked away from Cian, his focus entirely on Rori. Something passed between the pair. An electric current even Cian couldn’t deny. If Rori chose Therron, he’d have to give his blessing at some point, but he would prefer it to be later rather than sooner. Conflicting thoughts raged in his mind—why would Rori asked to be one of Midna’s álainn obedience if she had feelings for Therron? Certainly, she wouldn’t expect the elf to stand by while she explored her sexual desires with the queen? Unless, of course, there was another reason Rori sought Midna’s teachings.

      I’ll take care of her, my sweet. Never fear, for what she discovers in my court will make her stronger in all things. Compassion, caring, even killing. Do you deny this?

      Midna’s words brushed his thoughts, and his jaw tightened at the truth of them. He knew what Rori would go through at Midna’s palace, and he agreed it would make her one of the finest assassins Faerie had ever known. But she was his sister.

      Aye, I can’t deny the truth of your words, but I don’t have to like them either.

      I suppose this means your stay with me is at an end.

      Their eyes met and he saw not sadness, as he thought he might, but a challenge in Midna’s glorious eyes. A smirk twisted her lips. Insufferable. Every night, he’d denied her request to join in the sexual festivities and now, he realized she’d known all along he would. Her constant prodding and begging him to bed her was nothing but foreplay. Rori would indeed be safe with the queen. She’d not make his sister do anything she wasn’t comfortable doing. He shook his head and laughed, a full-chested chortle that caused several courtiers to jump in surprise.

      Cian strode to the queens and bowed low at the waist. “Your Majesties, I am ever your servant. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve preparations to make. I should be leaving Faerie by sundown.”

      Eirlys eyed him suspiciously while Midna continued to grin with an irritating, all-knowing expression.

      “We shall miss you, Cian.” Eirlys took his hand in her own and gave him a meaningful stare. My daughter lies in slumber, but for how long, we can’t be certain. Even Meg is unsure how to wake her, nor do we know how to release the others. Be swift and sure in your investigations. If you encounter any opposition, you have my permission and blessing to do what’s needed.

      “I shall miss you, as well. You’ll both have regular updates on my progress.” To Eirlys alone, he replied, Arianna will be avenged, my queen.

      Midna was less eloquent.

      “If you find whoever is responsible for the kidnappings, kill them in a most brutal way. I wish to know all the details when you return.” Her eyes, ever shifting and changing in color, much like her hair and wings, bore into his. “I can’t shake the unsettling feeling Mairead is there, with the humans. Please find her.” The last was said in a near whisper, with enough emotion behind the words to knock Cian sideways.

      No one could deny the Unseelie queen’s love for her sister, nor could they question Mairead’s loyalty to the throne. That’s why those who knew of her disappearance were concerned—Mairead would never venture out of Faerie on her own.

      “If she is in the human realm, I’ll find her. That I promise you.”

      But how, was the question. Faerie was tiny compared to Earth, perhaps the size of North America, with a fraction of the population. Those who had never traveled beyond the doorways had no way of knowing how vast and overflowing with people the human realm was. Finding Mairead might be damn near impossible. At least Cian had a clue where Malcolm Dagniss and SIRE were located.

      Edinburgh.

      The only city where Cian had vowed never to return.
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      Everything hurt, as if hellfire burned in her veins and a troll was squishing her guts. Yet Rori gave no outward indication of how difficult it was to walk beside Therron. With too much effort, she kept her head held high as she left the queens and their confusing words. Although, she’d surprised even herself with the admission that she wished to return to Midna’s court.

      She glanced up at the elf, and the intensity of his gaze spun through her solar plexus. This was no illusion. At least, she hoped it wasn’t. Hoped what she saw burning in those depths was the same desire she felt. What delicious torment he could unleash upon her and how ready she was to accept it. A shiver of lust tickled down her spine, and Therron tightened his grip.

      “You’re in shock. We need to see to your wounds.”

      It wasn’t shock she felt, but well, maybe it was. She had lost a lot of blood, and her hand throbbed from where she’d broken it punching Dorchmeir’s ruddy face. It had been totally worth it to see the surprise in his eyes, to know that he would never again hurt anyone, especially Esme. A fresh tremble—this one of rage—rattled her bones. Therron pulled her close and she inhaled his scent, imprinting him firmly in her mind.

      “I’m starving.” Her stomach growled its empty state.

      “Later. First, healing.” Therron caught Meg’s attention, and Rori felt rather than saw him tilt his head toward the bedrooms.

      The next thing she knew, Tug lifted her into his arms. Indignant to be coddled like a child, Rori started to protest, but the giant rolled her against his heavy chest, silencing her objections.

      “Let us help, Aurora.”

      Tug’s soft voice held a note of concern and she relaxed into him. Who cared if the entire court saw her being treated like a baby. It wasn’t as if her reputation were at stake or anything.

      “I’m actually surprised she’s not fighting you, Tug.”

      “Shut it, Meg.” Rori tried for anger, but they were right—there was no need to fight them and she was in pain. The sooner she let them heal her, the sooner she could eat. Fighting them would only cause more injuries.

      Tug laid her on a bed and her body immediately went limp, as if she could sleep for a year.

      “That’s more like it. Therron, Tug, could you please give us some privacy?”

      The men left, but not entirely willingly. Meg’s stern glare might’ve had something to do with it.

      “Take this.” Meg handed Rori a vial and she sniffed it. “It’s the burdock root mixture you made yesterday. It will help with mending your broken bones.”

      Rori propped herself up on the pillows and opened the stopper. “Gah! It smells like ass. I thought you said this was for curing blood in urine.”

      “I told you that in case Acelyne was listening, remember? If she knew this potion could heal broken bones, she might’ve stolen it as well. Down it goes, that’s a good girl.”

      The vile liquid coated the back of her throat as it slithered to her gut. A loud gurgle came from her innards and she would’ve retched the foulness up had it not been for the emptiness of her stomach.

      “That was disgusting.”

      The room tilted to one side, then the other, and Rori closed her eyes against the dizziness.

      “Just relax, Rori. This might sting a little.” Despite the words spoken, Meg’s gentle tone lulled Rori into a sense of complacency.

      She settled into the pillows, imagining they were puffs of clouds and she a goddess with hair of silver. The woman from her illusion.

      “She’s not just beautiful. She’s life,” Rori murmured.

      “Who is, darling?” Meg’s soothing voice came from far away.

      A pinch against her thigh, then another, followed by several more, were disturbing her peaceful gliding upon the cloud. With each, she fought off a wince and forced her mind away from what Meg was doing to her leg.

      “Taryn. Her name was Taryn. She said so much, yet so little. It was terribly confusing.”

      “Is she someone from the human realm?”

      Rori drifted on the cloud, happy to be off her feet. Relieved to be done fighting for the moment. “I don’t think so. She said she was in her mother’s palace in Talaith. I’ve never heard of such a place, have you?”

      “Hmmm, I don’t think so.” Meg sounded closer now, but distracted.

      Eyes still closed, Rori tried to recall the exact conversation she’d had with the silver-haired woman in the illusion. “I suppose I could’ve imagined it all. She called Arianna her daughter. Kind of like how the queen says we’re all her children. That must’ve been what she meant. Ouch!” Rori glared at Meg, who hunched over her leg with a needle hovering close to her skin. “What the fool hell are you doing?”

      Meg ignored her and tied off a stitch. “There. Now, please, Rori. Be gentle. This was a deep wound and that man’s sword was poisoned. You really should be dead, you know. The amount of blood you lost alone would’ve crippled a giant like Tug. Promise me you’ll take it easy until this wound is healed.”

      Tiny black threads crisscrossed the five-inch gash Dorchmeir had given her. Angry red skin surrounded the wound. Meg spread one of her tinctures across the infected area with the precision of a surgeon. When she finished with Rori’s leg, she poked and prodded the rest of her body to be certain there were no further injuries. Aside from the mostly healed cut she’d received when she broke out of the amulet, and her broken hand, and maybe some bruised ribs, she was fine.

      “Well?” Meg gave Rori her best stern glare.

      “Well what?”

      “Do you promise to let your wounds heal before racing after your brother?”

      “Yes. I promise.” Rori held out her hand, surprised to see it bandaged. “When did you do that?” She wriggled her fingers, the only part of her hand still visible. There was no jabbing pain, nothing to indicate the bones had been broken.

      “While you were dreaming of goddesses with silver hair.”

      She peered out the window at the shadows creeping toward the west. They must’ve been in the room several hours. “Thank you, Meg.”

      Meg rose off the little chair beside the bed and faced Rori. “I don’t pretend to know what it is you and Cian do, and honestly, I don’t want to know. It’s for the good of Faerie and that’s enough for me.” She scooted onto the bed and ran her fingertips across Rori’s brow. “Your father was a good man. I used to treat him the same as I treat you now. Whatever is happening to Faerie, I have a feeling he’s involved. Mairead, too.”

      “You think my father’s alive?” Hunger, fatigue, and the potion Meg had given her churned her thoughts into spirals of anxiety and terror. If her father was still alive, where was he and why hadn’t he tried to contact them?

      “I don’t want to give you false hope. They’re just glimpses I saw in Acelyne’s mind. Fragments of images.” Meg took Rori’s hands in her own and squeezed. “Wherever they are, they aren’t in Faerie, this I know for sure. But Faerie’s future depends on you finding them. You and Cian.”

      A sheen of sweat covered Rori’s skin, chilling her in the warm room. An image of her father in chains somewhere dark and musty lodged itself into her mind and tears stung the backs of her eyes.

      “In the forest, when she was dying, Acelyne said I was perfect. Do you know what she meant?”

      “I’m sorry, lass, I do not.”

      Her accelerated heart rate burned away the last vestiges of Meg’s potion and her thoughts came quickly, too quickly to process. Questions, plans, and actions all twisted together until she was too overwhelmed to focus. Yet a single thought stayed clear—the silver-haired woman said to trust Therron. That she needed his help.

      Yet how he could help if her father wasn’t in Faerie, she had no idea. It was riddles and conundrums. Bloody flippin’ hell.

      Rori’s stomach gave a vicious growl, surprising both women.

      “Before you do anything, I think a good meal is in order.”

      Pain shot from her toes to her nose when Meg slid off the bed and offered her hand to help Rori stand. Her ruined jeans hung limp as she tentatively put weight on her injured leg. Fresh waves of hellfire raced through her blood and Rori bit back a scream.

      “Why does it hurt so much more now that you’ve stitched me up?”

      “I put medicine inside the wound and it’s seeping into your bloodstream. It’ll pass.”

      Meg opened the door and there stood Tug and Therron, looking like two men expecting news of the worst sort. When they saw Rori, twin looks of relief swept over their faces. The care they displayed knocked her back a step. Meg steadied her, a fierce display of worry on her features.

      “I’m fine, just recovering from the shock, I guess.”

      “I was serious, Rori. Take it slow. Let your body heal completely.” To Therron, Meg said, “Whatever education she seeks at the Unseelie Court, make sure it isn’t physically demanding. Her body has suffered enough.”

      Mortification, raw and pure, washed over Rori. She’d only meant to go to Midna’s palace to learn to control her emotions, but the way everyone was behaving, they must all assume she meant to become an álainn obedience.

      She was about to rebuke Meg when Therron answered mildly, “I’ll make sure the queen is aware of her limitations.” The fool man was grinning! And they called themselves her friends. Traitors, the both of them! Despite her better judgment, their amusement at her situation caused a stir in her heart.

      Pretending otherwise, Rori brushed past both of them, ignoring the jolt of pain in her leg. Tug caught her and wrapped an arm around her waist for support. Thank goodness for Tug.

      “Take me to the kitchen, please.” Her request came out more breathless than she would’ve liked, but Tug didn’t argue. He steered her to a large table set near Rowan’s kitchen.

      Once certain she was settled, he lumbered off to find her nourishment. Therron joined her on the right, and Meg on the left. The pair wore identical smirks. She would ignore them until she’d filled her belly and could think of an appropriate response to their plotting. Right now, her mind was a flurry of confusion, and not just from what Meg had said. She had to find Cian before he left and warn him that their dad might be alive. But should she? Would that alter the course of his assignment? Would it alter hers? She chewed the inside of her lip. If their father were alive and in the human realm, Cian would drop his mission and go looking for their dad. Hell, she was half tempted to screw her healing and go with him. After she ate, she’d seek out the queen for advice. But first—food.

      Rori ate whatever they placed in front of her, neither caring what the food was, nor how it tasted. After the bizarre few days she’d had, she was grateful for a hot meal and company to share it with. Although, Tug wasn’t eating much and Therron was too busy watching her to fill his own belly.

      Spooning porridge into her mouth with a broken hand proved more difficult than she’d thought, but trying to feed herself with her left hand was like walking upside down while drunk. She could; it just didn’t feel right. A dribble of wet oats stuck to her chin and after several attempts to lick it off, Therron reached over with a cloth and wiped her face. The words that came to her lips never left them, but irritation simmered in her thoughts. She was more than capable of taking care of herself—hadn’t she been doing exactly that for over a decade? They really must stop babying her.

      Two more bites of egg and she was stuffed. She couldn’t possibly fit another morsel in her belly even if paid to do so. With a satisfied pat to her midsection, she pushed away from the table. A pair of strong hands gripped her shoulders, helping her stand. Rori was about to let the insults loose when she realized Therron hadn’t stood, nor had Tug. Someone else had given her assistance. She turned to gaze up at her brother and immediately softened.

      “Feeling better?”

      The concern in Cian’s eyes melted her ire. She missed him.

      “Much, thank you.”

      “You missed a spot.”

      “If you wipe my face, I swear I’ll dick punch you right here in front of everyone.”

      The wince he tried to hide made her giggle. She bent to wipe her face on the hem of her shirt and it was then she noticed he wore a dark wool traveling cloak. Unlike her, he always wore Faerie clothes when home. Seeing him dressed for travel made her nerves tangle like a pot of noodles.

      “You’re leaving so soon? I thought you’d wait to hear what the necromancer had to say.”

      “I intended to, but that’s your job now.” He pressed his lips to her forehead and breathed deeply. “Please try not to get injured while I’m gone. Or kidnapped again.”

      Her chuckle was muted by his close proximity. “I’ll do my best.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his chest. “Be safe. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

      They’d never worked a mission together and the thought thrilled her. He was the best. She could learn much from him.

      “Take the time you need to heal. For real, Rori. Meg told me of your injuries and limitations.”

      “And I suppose you told Midna?”

      “I did. Trust me, you’ll thank me later that I did.”

      Rori pulled away from Cian to read his features. “If you have any reservations about me going to Midna’s palace, now’s the time to voice them.”

      Several emotions flickered across his face, only one of which caused her concern: remorse.
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      Cian took in the cuts on Rori’s face, noted the pain lingering in her eyes. He’d never doubted his sister’s abilities. Far from it. He knew from a young age that she was a bigger badass than him and he’d quietly worked hard to prove to the world otherwise. The fact that everyone thought he was the more lethal of the pair was exactly the result he’d sought, but it came at the expense of outshining his sister. Even she bought into his superiority. She could take whatever Midna would give her—that wasn’t what caused his gut to pinch.

      He kept his gaze trained on her, ignoring the others in the room. Especially that blasted elf.

      Her eyes were pools of trust. Love. Despite her best effort, the love she had for Cian shone clear. He could see it in the slight crinkles of worry at the corners of her eyes. Saw it in the way she tossed her hair as if challenging him, but kept her gaze just as focused on him as he was her.

      “You know, I can change my mind and tell Eirlys I’ll go to the human realm and you can return to the Unseelie Court.”

      Just as he knew she had to go to Midna’s, he also knew she’d lose a part of herself from the training she’d receive. To be sure, it was sentimental to mourn that loss, Cian knew.

      “I’ll be fine, Rori. You know me.” But something else lingered in her blue depths. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nice deflection, brother mine. What’s so terrible about Midna’s court?”

      “I have no qualms about you going to the Unseelie palace. You’re an independent woman. You can do what you like. I just don’t ever want to hear about it. Agreed?”

      A furious blush stained her cheeks, but she kept a scowl firmly in place. “Like I’d tell you anyway. Besides, it’s nothing you haven’t done.”

      Now it was his turn to blush, but he hoped he kept his chagrin a little less obvious. Cian bent low to whisper in Rori’s ear, “I never slept with Midna, nor anyone at her court.” A slight gasp tickled his cheek. “Because I didn’t need the education.”

      Rori whirled back and slapped his arm playfully. “You’re incorrigible!”

      “I know.” He cocked an eyebrow and smirked at his sister with his best, most wicked grin. “I have to go soon. Take care of yourself, will you?” He brushed hair from her forehead and tucked the strand behind her ear. “Visit Mum. Wait until you’ve healed, but go see her.”

      “I will.” A slice of indecision cut across her face, then she reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Cian, there’s something you should know.” She moved closer to whisper low, “Meg thinks Dad’s alive. That he and Mairead are caught up with what’s going on.”

      If not for his training, Cian might’ve staggered at his sister’s words, but instead he remained upright, aloof. “Interesting. I’ll have a chat with her before I leave. Anything else you think I should know?”

      Confusion flicked across Rori’s face. She still wore her emotions too easily. Yes, Midna’s palace would be good for her. The Academy could only train their agents so much; the rest of their education would come from life. Someday Rori would be hardened and able to school her features into a mask of indifference. For her sake, he hoped soon. Being vulnerable was only an option if it garnered information.

      “Did you hear what I said? She thinks our father is alive. Not in Faerie, but the human realm. Don’t you care?”

      “Of course I care.” He practically dragged her against his chest to crush her in a hug. “Tell no one what Meg said. If rumors spread about Dad being alive, just think how Mum will feel. She never got over the shock of losing him.” Cian hoped that would subdue his sister.

      “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. Will you look for him?”

      He kissed the top of her head, holding back his reasons for hating having to return to Edinburgh. “Absolutely. If he’s alive, I’ll find him.”

      “I’ll join you soon. A few months, maybe?”

      “Take your time to heal. And learn.”

      If she didn’t learn to quiet her emotions, she’d never make it as a spy in the human realm. The missions Eirlys had sent Rori on so far were simple enough. He’d done all the research he could in Faerie. It was time to leave and uncover what he could in the human realm. What Cian saw coming was nothing short of gang warfare between Faerie and the humans, if his intel and Meg’s predictions proved correct.

      “I’ll miss you, Scrapper.”

      “Yeah, well, try not to do anything stupid before I get there. And stop calling me that.”

      Cian kissed his sister’s temple and motioned for Meg to join him. He left his sister in Tug’s capable hands and followed Meg to a small alcove off the kitchen. He adjusted the heavy traveling cloak, the only article of clothing he wished he could trade for human apparel. Not that he minded wearing Faerie clothes when home. The one thing he insisted upon was that the clothes were comfortable—and he refused to wear anything but his bespoke human-made shoes. He understood Rori’s affection for jeans and T-shirts, even if he didn’t share her clothing aesthetic. Movability was key in their profession, but so was blending in—which was why Cian chose to wear Faerie kit at home. Another lesson Rori would need to learn.

      Meg waited for him to speak, her features calm, her lips soft.

      “Rori tells me you think our father is alive.”

      “As I told her, it was a fragment stolen from Acelyne’s memory. I believe Mairead is in the human realm, and if your father is alive, he as well. Both have something to do with what’s been happening in Faerie, but beyond that, I can’t give you more. I’m sorry.”

      “Please don’t mention this to anyone else.”

      “You have my word.”

      Cian touched the healer’s cheek with his fingertips. “Mum misses you. Take Rori to see her, please.”

      Meg’s eyes filled with tears and she nodded. He knew the mention of his mother would silence her from telling anyone else about his father. Without another word, he turned from the kitchen toward Rowan’s study.

      As much as he liked Rowan, the sorcerer’s cottage held nothing for the spy. All he needed was the use of Rowan’s doorway to the human realm. As far as Cian was aware, no other wizard or sorcerer in all of Faerie had their own personal doorway to other realms, but Rowan had made his with the permission of Faerie’s rulers more than one hundred years earlier. The two present queens knew of his portal and kept surveillance on it, but didn’t expressly condone or prohibit its usage. Even now, with Cian’s assignment necessitating his arrival in the human realm with haste, the queens would pretend ignorance of Rowan’s doorway.

      They could be exasperating, his queens.

      Well, what they didn’t know wouldn’t kill them. Cian took the back stairs two at a time, hoping not to encounter anyone on his way to Rowan’s study. His hopes were dashed at the landing when Therron’s tall frame blocked his path. If Cian were a betting man, he would’ve put money down that the elf purposefully tried to catch him before he left.

      “Excuse me.” He did his best to sidle past, but Therron refused to move.

      “A word, MacNair, if you please.”

      “Just one.”

      The elf’s eyes narrowed and his lips twitched. With an unkind remark he wouldn’t dare say, most likely.

      “You don’t have to like me, nor I you, but there is Rori to consider.”

      Cian wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or punch the guy. “There’s nothing for you to consider concerning my sister. Do everyone a favor—go back to Elvenwood and leave those of us who are truly concerned for Faerie alone.”

      “You think I don’t care what happens to Faerie?”

      They were of similar height and build, but Cian had no doubt he could best the thief in a fight. Verbal or physical. Still, he didn’t have time to renew the familiar argument.

      “I don’t. Fortunately for you, I’m needed elsewhere.” Cian shoved past the man, stopping when he’d crossed into the cramped hall. “If you want to convince me you care about our kingdom, you’ll make sure nothing happens to Rori while she’s at Midna’s palace.”

      A slight tightening of the elf’s jaw and flaring of his nostrils was the only sign Cian’s words affected him. “What your sister does with the queen is of no concern to me.”

      Now it was Cian’s turn to hide his feelings. This time, he was certain he wanted to punch the man. He looked Therron full in the face and dropped his voice low enough only the elf could hear. “We both know that’s a lie.”

      The faint smell of perspiration reached Cian’s nose. A rapid flutter at Therron’s neck gave away the quickening of his heartbeat. His face remained unmoved, placid.

      “I’m sure I don’t understand.”

      Cian backed away, bowing as he did. The terror that crossed the elf’s face was priceless.

      “Does she know?” Therron challenged.

      “Not that I’ve told her.”

      “I guess I should thank you for that.” Therron stretched a hand toward Cian. “I’ll keep Rori safe.”

      Cian grasped his hand in his own. “Yourself as well.” He let go, but Therron tightened his grip.

      “For what it’s worth, I never bedded Midna nor any of her skivvies.” A subtle challenge lingered in Therron’s words.

      “That’s very honorable of you. Nor did I.”

      He turned away, chuckling to himself at the look of surprise on Therron’s face. In truth, he was shocked the elf had been able to deny the Unseelie queen. She’d pursued him twice as hard as she had Cian. But then, Cian was merely a man with a long bloodline of spies and Therron was a prince. Still, Midna must be desperate for an heir if she was willing to risk the ire of the elf king to have a child.

      Whatever the Unseelie queen’s motives, Cian was happy his involvement with her would be delayed until he returned to Faerie. By then, he hoped the queen had moved on in her affections and found a suitable concubine. Her álainn obedience were much more than students, but few outside Midna’s inner circle knew of the power generated from their lovemaking. Midna fed on the emotions evoked from her many lovers, and in return, her magic protected all of Faerie, including the kingdoms and villages that claimed no alliance with the fae. Cian called it sex magic, but it was so much more than that. And now Rori would be a part of Midna’s ceremonies.

      With each step he took toward Rowan’s study, the further he forced thoughts of Midna, Eirlys, Therron, and even Rori far from his mind. His focus pinpointed to one thing—Edinburgh and finding Malcolm Dagniss.

      As soon as the thought entered his mind, Cian remembered Rori’s words about their father being alive. Impossible. Yet Meg had confirmed her belief, too. Rori didn’t know that Cian had watched their father die. She’d been too young at the time to travel beyond Faerie and wasn’t with Cian that day nearly fifteen years earlier.

      His steps faltered. Rowan’s study was a few more paces, but he couldn’t bring himself to close the distance. Time slowed, then rewound to those last few precious moments when Cian was standing with his father atop the castle walls, looking out at the city that had utterly charmed him. The day was clear, with a crisp chill to the air Cian quite liked.

      “I should like to live here one day,” the teenaged Cian had told his dad. “Right there.” He pointed to a Georgian building opposite the gardens. “So that every day I can look up and see the castle.”

      Hagan MacNair rested a hand upon his son’s shoulder. “What? You’ve no desire to live at the castle?”

      Cian shook his head and pointed to all the tourists. “There’d not be any privacy, I think.”

      It was then Cian saw the man. The one in shadow he could never fully make out, even in his nightmares. Hagan saw him, too.

      “Son, go to the chapel and wait for me there. Go now. Don’t argue.”

      Cian had wanted to stay by his father’s side, but the look of calm in his eyes had falsely made Cian believe there was nothing to fear—despite his senses telling him the opposite. He obeyed and jogged up the slight incline to the chapel, but he didn’t enter the small building. Instead, he turned to see the man in shadow raise his arms. A sharp cry from his father was the last he heard before a bright flash of orange burst from the shadows, knocking Hagan backward.

      “No!” Cian cried out and ran down the stairs to his father.

      Those standing nearest to the body shouted and total mayhem ensued. The shadow man disappeared into the crowd. Police with automatic weapons arrived and made a space between Hagen and the tourists. Cian ducked beneath their outstretched arms to kneel beside his dad.

      The pall of death clung to his father. Someone tried to pry him away, but he told them to leave him alone, this was his father. A strong set of hands grabbed him and practically lifted him off Hagan. Cian watched in horror as men rushed to his father with their modern equipment of tubes and braces. Whoever had grabbed him kept them moving, up the little hill, toward the chapel. Cian fought against the progression. His father needed him.

      The last he saw of Hagan MacNair was a blanket being pulled over his face. It wasn’t until they were in the chapel that Cian turned to confront whoever had dragged him away.

      “Forget something?”

      Cian snapped his attention to the elf, to the hallway where they stood, to the present. Therron must’ve followed him.

      “I, erm. No, I think I have all I need. You’ll honor your promise?” He didn’t need another assurance, but the elf’s presence unnerved him.

      “If I say I’ll do something, I will. Don’t try my patience, MacNair.” Therron brushed past him toward the common room, where multiple conversations could be heard above the din of chair legs scraping the hardwood, dishes being washed, and life being lived.

      Silently, Cian wished the man well. Knowing he hadn’t slept with Midna raised his esteem greatly. For a solid month, he’d relegated the prince to something he wasn’t and now—well, now he supposed he had no issues with Therron except for his connection to Rori. But that was something he could deal with another day.

      A door opened just as the elf passed and Rowan glanced down the hall toward Cian. “Saying your farewells?”

      “In a sense. Are you ready?”

      Rowan waved him inside and closed the door behind them. A key turned in the lock and several bolts slid into place.

      “One can never be too cautious.” The sorcerer’s genial smile barely hid the worry etched across his features. “Now then, where are we off to?” He clapped his hands and rubbed them together.

      “Edinburgh.”

      The color faded from Rowan’s rosy cheeks. “Are you sure, my boy?”

      “I wish I wasn’t, but yes. I need to start in Edinburgh.”

      Rowan blew out a long breath and nodded. “Of course, yes. Still,” his whiskers vibrated with his trembling, “I never thought after I found you that day that I’d be the one facilitating your return.”

      Nor did Cian ever think after Rowan had taken him through the portal in the little chapel that he’d ever have need to go to Edinburgh. In fact, for fifteen years he’d avoided the entire city, making sure his assignments kept him far from Scotland.

      “You never did tell me what you were doing there that day.” A lump caught in Cian’s throat. “The day my father was murdered.”

      Rowan indicated a small brass gong on his desk. Two leather straps held it suspended between a metal frame. “The queens aren’t the only ones who keep watch over who comes and goes in Faerie. I knew your pa was taking you into the city and I kept watch over the pair of you, waiting for your return.” He turned away from his desk and the gong. Tears shimmered in his old eyes. They had once been as blue as the night sky. Now they had the gauzy appearance of faded silk.

      “Do they know? The queens?” Cian was curious how the queens might feel about Rowan spying on those in the human realm.

      “They know everything that happens in Faerie, don’t you doubt that.” Rowan tapped the bookcase where fifteen years earlier Cian had stumbled through with the sorcerer. “They allow me my hobbies as long as I remain neutral between the two courts.” A wry smile lifted the lines of his face. The perpetual rosiness of his cheeks returned, a blush staining them several shades darker.

      “I don’t believe I ever thanked you. And I again owe you my gratitude.” Cian clasped the man’s hand in his own. Rowan hugged him with his free arm and patted his back. “Watch over my mum and sister, will you?”

      “As I always do.” His sigh was like a breeze through a meadow. “Alas, you and I both know neither of those ladies would appreciate being protected. Still, must needs and all that.”

      It was true. Labhruinn MacNair had once been Queen Eirlys’s highest ranked officer. A warrior in a time of peace, but that hadn’t stopped his mum from kicking ass in the training arena. Any man who thought Labhruinn weak because she was a woman soon learned different.

      “I’ll see you again soon, my friend.” Cian turned to face the bookshelf and waited while Rowan said the mystical words that would turn the wall into a portal. This was one of the few doorways that Cian couldn’t activate by himself. Three others existed that he knew about, with certainly more scattered throughout the universe. Someday, he vowed, he’d travel beyond Faerie and the human realm to another world, galaxies away.

      But today he’d only go as far as his past.
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      The hairs on his arm stood on end as absolute blackness folded him into a claustrophobic embrace. Time didn’t exist in this place. Nor, he feared, did life. No sound, no breeze, not even a whisper of existence could be found in the void of space. Cian kept his thoughts focused on the small chapel inside Edinburgh Castle’s grounds. Some doorways led to a specific location on the other side, but Rowan’s could be manipulated to anywhere. Lulled by the calm darkness, Cian cast back in his mind to that day long ago when his father was struck down by the shadow figure and immediately the void began to vibrate with his anxiety.

      Never before had his mood affected the in-between and Cian jerked his thoughts to the present. To the little chapel. To his mission.

      The shuddering stopped. The void was once more motionless. He had the distinct impression the void had wanted him to get lost in the memory. To drown in his sorrow, even. A listlessness settled upon him like a heavy cloak.

      The tiniest of lights shone in front of him and he mentally grasped it. The brighter it became, the more his ennui departed. By the time his shoes touched upon the rough stones of the chapel, he was left with a bitterness in his gut. In all his travels through the portals, he’d not once encountered anything—malevolent or otherwise. Yet this time, on his return to Edinburgh, he had
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