
  
    [image: Fatal Legacy]
  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        FATAL LEGACY

      

      
        Get Two Books Free!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

    

    
      
        Read more by Tameri Etherton

      

      
        Get Two Books Free!

      

      
        Song of the Swords Book One

      

      
        Dragon Mage

      

      
        Sunset in Shadow

      

      
        One Wicked Night

      

      
        Become a Dazzling Dragon

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Author Notes

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Who will rise? Who will die?

      

      A madman hunts fae, a life falters beneath the glass. With relations between Faerie and the human realm growing more tense each day, loyalties must be drawn, alliances made.

      Nikala’s world crumbled when Cian disappeared through the doorway back to Faerie. As she struggles to hold the reigns of her father’s business, and of her heart, she begins to lose hope of ever seeing the mysterious fae again.

      When she unwittingly uncovers the truth of her mentor’s plans—that he controls not only her mind, but has programmed her to be a ruthless killer of his enemies, including Cian and his sister Rori, she must fight Hunter’s control to save those she loves. Can she conquer her murderous impulses? Or will his experiments leave her defenseless against his whims?

      Cian and Rori now know who kidnapped the fae, but they don’t know why. It’s not just the faeries’ lives that are at stake—creatures known and foreign are also victims of Hunter’s devious schemes. With their future uncertain, Rori and Therron must work quickly to find the shadow man who controls the destinies of those not just on Cilachaem, but also Earth.

      But shadows aren’t meant for the light and Hunter doesn’t want to be found. What he needs, however, is Cian dead and Rori’s blood.

      As Cian, Nikala, Rori and Therron race to find answers, dark secrets emerge about pasts that were best left forgotten. Their destinies are forever entwined. Their lives hang in the balance.

      Their legacies will either save or destroy both worlds.
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      Death could suck it.

      Wind whistled down the old chimney and brushed Nikala’s bare arms. She shivered against the chill, but didn’t move to put on her leather jacket. Something about the flat calmed her in ways she’d never experienced before. It wasn’t her flat—hell, she didn’t even really know whose flat it was—but she knew this place. Felt at home here. Inexplicable as it was, she felt protected in the cozy flat, unlike anywhere else in the world. As if some ancient warrior stood beside her, keeping her from harm. In this space, she was safe.

      A week ago, she would’ve laughed at the idea: an assassin seeking comfort from a mysterious something. But that was before she knew myths weren’t merely legends. Faeries, lycans, witches, and living gargoyles existed. Magic was real. Before Cian MacNair barged into her life, she’d been ignorant of what was possible. Now that she knew, she craved knowing more, even while fearing what she might discover.

      For the last five days, she hid in the flat while the world outside continued on without a care for her broken heart, or her confusion, and definitely didn’t give bugger all about her situation.

      Malcolm, the father she barely knew and who she’d grown up hating because he’d bartered her life to build an empire, was dead. He’d abandoned her one last, final time and all she could think about was how she should’ve tried harder, pushed herself to be a better spy. If only she’d done what he’d asked without question or complaint, he might still be alive. Except, she knew that was a lie.

      The madman who killed Malcolm still would’ve murdered him. Hadn’t Hunter admitted Malcolm was becoming a liability? It wouldn’t have mattered if Nikala interfered or not. Hunter Pearson needed Malcolm out of his way and saw to it that his business partner was silenced forever. Then he’d blamed Cian for Malcolm’s death and ordered him to be killed. What he didn’t count on was Nikala’s feelings for Cian. Nor had she. Assassins don’t fall in love, especially not with their mark. She’d been sent to eliminate Cian and instead he stole her heart. What a sap.

      And now she squatted in a stranger’s flat, thinking of all the ways she could’ve, should’ve, would’ve done things differently. To what end? Hunter still would’ve killed Malcolm. There was a history between the two that she needed to unravel. Soon, but not today. Not until she knew Cian was alive.

      Where the fuck was he, anyway? Not in London, that’s for sure. She would’ve known if he came back. Not that she’d booby-trapped the door in the pub’s cellar or anything, because that would be silly and so totally a newbie thing to do.

      Her ennui didn’t make sense. She’d never relied on anyone before, definitely not Hunter or Malcolm, but now that the prospect was taken away, she felt their absence keenly. Especially Cian’s, which made her pissed as hell at her mopey teenager with a crush behavior. She was an adult, for gods’ sake! She didn’t moon over boys. Hell, if she wasn’t careful, she’d start doodling their initials in cutesy hearts. She curled a little more into herself and sighed. It was the aloneness of her situation that shredded her heart the most.

      A few years ago, she might’ve spiraled into despair and contemplated all the ways she could end her life—knowing nothing would actually work. Whatever Hunter had done to her with his experiments, she was impervious to death. She hesitated to say immortal because that was kookoobeans, but something similar. Now, though? Now she wouldn’t let her thoughts linger on death because she had something to live for—something to fight for. Gods, she really was a lovesick puppy. She grinned at her own foolishness. Having someone to care about was a hell of a lot better than hating herself.

      The pendant she’d stolen from Malcolm hung between her fingers as she absently stroked the glass vial. Okay, fine, it had been quite childish to booby-trap the cellar door. It was even more ridiculous of her to wait in the empty flat for answers she didn’t even know the questions to. And yes, dammit, she was hiding from everyone and everything because right now her world was shattered and she didn’t know who to trust or what her next move should be.

      “Cian.” She sighed the name. “Where are you?” When he went through the door in the cellar, injured and barely able to stand, she’d worried he wouldn’t survive the journey. After five days of silence, she feared she was right.

      He’d said he had to return home, to his healers. That doctors in London couldn’t help, but in Faerie, they could. She rubbed her temples, fighting the urge to shriek at the top of her lungs. What was Faerie? Where was Faerie? That and a billion other questions tumbled through her brain like a heavy load of towels that kept thunk thunking against her skull.

      Cian. She planted his image at the forefront of her mind. Cian, with his devilish good looks, cocky attitude, and charm. He’d only scratched the surface of what he needed to share with her and then left. He showed her magic and so much more. He’d told her Malcolm was a faerie, like himself. Like her. There were actual goddamned fairy-tale creatures living in London. It was too much to comprehend. She cracked her neck and smoothed her hair away from her face.

      Cian, come back to me. Please.

      Nikala.

      She heard his hoarse whisper as if he were sitting beside her, but the little flat was empty save for her. It might be a trick. Or she might finally be succumbing to madness. His presence filled her to the point she could smell his sweet, spicy scent.

      Where are you? She dared not hope it was real.

      I, erm, I don’t know. It’s dark. Where—Nikala, where are you? Worry edged his words. Not just worry, confusion.

      She sat up straight. Her gaze flicked to every corner in the room. This felt real, but he was speaking inside her mind. That wasn’t possible. In London. Are we really talking to each other? Are you here? Have you recovered?

      His chuckle warmed her insides and tears welled in her eyes. What a spy she made. Crying over a boy who wasn’t even there.

      So many questions. Are you…are you well? I’ve had dreams. They’re…violent.

      She shuddered and wrapped her arms across her chest. I’m fine, Cian. When are you coming back? The word home hesitated on her lips. London wasn’t home to Cian. Faerie was. For her, home was wherever he happened to be. Such daft lass.

      She wanted to tell him she could take care of herself and not to bother worrying about her, but she didn’t. Instead, she luxuriated in the concern laced through his words. The presence left and her thoughts fell silent. She swept the room, frantic to catch a glimpse of him. But she was alone.

      Nikala curled into the rocker and breathed deeply, hoping for Cian’s scent, but only smelling the stale cigar and aftershave of the flat’s owner. With a grunt, she swiped the tears from her eyes and chided herself for being absurd. Voices in her head. She was well and truly losing it.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Donyatella’s gravelly voice pulled Nikala from her musing. A faint scratching sounded above their heads. “They’ve allowed it because you’re in mourning, but you’re pushing your luck.” Cian had called her a Stone Guardian—gargoyles oath-bound to protect their charges and at the moment, Dony looked every inch a marble statue.

      Nikala stretched and yawned, feigning indifference and tucking all memory of her imaginary conversation with Cian to the back of her mind. “They know I’m being respectful.” She’d yet to figure out who “they” were. Part of her didn’t really want to know. Faeries, lycans, gargoyles, magic—it was all a bit much. Made her miss her regular, normal assignments, actually.

      Donyatella tsked and crossed her arms.

      “Fine, fine. But tell them I haven’t touched anything in the flat. No snooping, not even to make tea, which I could really use a cup of right now.” Breakfast had been minimal and long since forgotten. Nikala rose from the chair and clasped her hands above her head, working out the kinks in her body from sitting for so long. “Make sure they know I never had to break in—the door opens for me automatically.”

      “It what?” Something, not quite alarm but more like surprise mixed with trepidation, crossed the aged face of her friend.

      “Every time I come up here, as soon as I reach for the door, it opens.” It was true, although Nikala was prepared to pick the lock if for some reason it stopped allowing her access. She hitched her shoulders and cracked her neck from side to side. How long had she been in the old wingback? The way her body ached told her it had been too long. A raw gnawing in her belly said it was coming on dinner time. She’d been in the flat since mid-morning.

      “After so many centuries,” Dony mused, glancing at the ceiling, and then the rest of the lounge. “All this time we’ve protected our secrets, including this space. Interesting.”

      “What is?”

      “You, darling.” Dony chuckled and kissed two fingers before raising them to the ceiling in a kind of salute Nikala didn’t understand.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Why do you think?” She cocked her head. “Let’s get you fed. We can chat over supper.”

      What was Dony playing at? Nikala’s job was uncovering secrets and now her friend had dropped a whopper in her lap to sort out. The flat might be some kind of safe house. For who, though? Or, for what?

      When she bent to retrieve her jacket, the pendant swung forward and caught the last of the afternoon light. She should’ve left it in the safe with the other two, but she couldn’t bear to part with it. Even though she held it each day and begged the woman with strawberry-blonde hair to return, it had been cold and silent since that one time just after Malcolm’s death. Everyone had abandoned her, even a make-believe woman. Yup, she was definitely bonkers.

      Nikala took Donyatella’s hands in her own, comforted by the strength beneath the wrinkled skin. “I’m sorry for intruding, Dony. Something about this place makes me feel…” She struggled for the right word. “Peaceful.” Traitorous tears bit the backs of her eyes. For once, she didn’t try to stop them. “I didn’t think I’d miss Malcolm. I mean, I hated him. I spent most of my life wishing he was dead and now that he is, I keep thinking of all the time we wasted. As dumb as it sounds, he’s all I had.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true—she had Hunter as well. But Malcolm was her father and a tiny, fragile part of her wished for all the things girls got to do with their daddies. She’d never be his little girl: never go camping with him, or bike ride with him, and she sure as shit would never dance with him. It didn’t matter how much she wished otherwise; that wasn’t the life meant for her.

      “We can’t go back and reclaim the time we lost, but that doesn’t mean we should punish ourselves in the present. Don’t waste any more of your precious time.” Dony squeezed her hands. “What is it you truly want from life? Go get it.”

      Nikala shrugged off a laugh. “Just one problem with that—Hunter still has me by a tether.” She suppressed a shudder of revulsion. She’d held a gun at his heart, but couldn’t pull the trigger. What other mind fucks had he done to her?

      Dony reached a thumb to wipe away a tear. Gone was the stony coldness. Her wistful smile was full of sorrow. “Then find a way to cut the cord. Live your life, Nikala. Not the life you’ve been told to live.”

      “I should probably start by finding my own place. I’ve been sleeping at the office since everything happened.”

      Scritching sounded above them and Dony glanced at the ceiling. The sounds became heavier and more manic, like a giant flinging concrete trees across the slate roof tiles. Something bad was coming. The hairs on the back of Nikala’s neck stood on end and she tasted a change in the air. Acrid and tinged with iron. The scent of blood burned her nostrils. She staggered against a sensation she’d long ago trained herself to not feel—fear. Raw, primal, and getting closer.

      A floorboard creaked in the hallway and Nikala felt for the small but powerful handgun hidden in her leather jacket. At her side, Donyatella stiffened and for the briefest moment, looked exactly like a solid marble gargoyle. Nikala blinked and the image was gone, but her trepidation lingered.
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      Another creak accompanied hushed voices. Nikala set her shoulders, physically and mentally preparing herself for whatever walked through the door. To be honest, she hoped it wasn’t something foreign or better found in a fairytale. Not yet. Not without Cian by her side. She shuddered at the thought. Never in all her life had she wished for someone to be at her side. Ever. Then again, until a week ago, she’d never had to deal with mythical creatures.

      Donyatella’s breathing slowed, but she didn’t show any signs of concern. In fact, a tiny glint entered her eyes, followed by a wide smile. Nikala turned toward the entrance hall and stared at the figures of a couple who could’ve just come from a Renaissance fair or stepped off a fantasy movie set. Whichever it was, they looked like hell. As if they’d been through a battle for their lives. A fresh wave of scents overpowered her: blood, perspiration, dirt, and beneath it all, the smell of pine mixed with green apple. She scrunched her face against the dichotomy of odors.

      So much for her wish for someone normal, although they looked human enough.

      Leather clothes in varying shades of neutrals covered most of their skin. The stunningly beautiful woman stood an inch or so taller than Nikala’s height of five eight, but held herself with a serene confidence that made her appear taller. Her silvery hair hung in braids that nearly reached the top of her ass.

      The man reached half a head taller than the woman, with similar braids in his chestnut hair. A gold circlet with three stones—not priceless gems, but ordinary-looking stones—embedded in the braided metal held his hair off his face. His moss-green eyes bore into Nikala with a silent challenge.

      Who the fuck were these people? And why did they barge into the flat unannounced? The woman’s narrowed gaze took in the entire room, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. Her focus lingered on the window before she turned her attention to Nikala and Dony. The man, however, managed to appear indifferent while giving Nikala the sense that he could uncover all her secrets with nary a glance. Cool trick. One she knew all too well. If she weren’t a frequent player in the game of aloofness, she might’ve been intimidated.

      A huge white beast entered the room and sat beside the woman. It might’ve been a wolf, but was bigger than any Nikala had seen. This creature reached the woman’s midsection with a body nearly as wide as Nikala’s slender frame.

      Despite herself, she took a step backward. “Is that a lycan?” What was it with people hanging out with the beasts? A shiver rippled over her skin.

      “Kaida is a grierbas. Sort of like a great wolf, but wildly different.” The woman’s voice, melodic with an odd British accent—not quite posh, but definitely old money—held a friendly if slightly annoyed tone. “Dony, have you rented out my flat?”

      Donyatella shook her head and rushed forward to envelop the woman in a hug. They embraced while Nikala and the strange man stood to the side, eyeing each other like prize fighters inside the ring, moments before the big event. The creature—Kaida—sat with her golden eyes trained on Nikala, her mouth open, as if she were grinning.

      Nikala’s belly twisted and a sheen of perspiration coated her skin. The thing could snap her neck with those powerful jaws.

      “This is Nikala St. James. She works nearby and has recently lost her father. This room brings her comfort.” Dony spun her finger to indicate the small lounge. “I did not break my vow to Brandt, it must be known. I protected your identities as I always have. Nikala was called to the flat on her own, and it would seem, the doorway opened for her.”

      Doorway? As in, the kind of doorway Cian used to return to Faerie? Nikala rubbed her arms against an imaginary chill. Again, she wondered what exactly the flat was and why Dony was so cryptic about its purpose.

      The woman’s face scrunched in question and she cocked her head. Skittering came from the roof, but not the manic sounds of a few minutes previously. Now the sounds moved away from them, as if heavy bricks were being dragged across the slate tiles. The giant taking his toys and leaving.

      Nikala softened her stance under the woman’s scrutiny. This was her flat, and Nikala was the interloper. An apology sprang to her lips, but words wouldn’t come. What could she say? Sorry I invaded your privacy? The chair was just too comfortable and the world too scary right now? As true as it was, it didn’t seem like enough of an explanation for barging into her private property.

      The beauty exchanged a glance with the handsome man before her countenance tempered and she held out her hand. “I’m sorry for your loss, truly. I’m Taryn.”

      The name buzzed in the back of Nikala’s mind. Cian had said Taryn was the archaeologist who lived there, but she didn’t look like any archaeologist Nikala had met. They shook hands and a tremor buzzed along her arm. A sheen glistened beneath her skin and she gasped. Cian had made her skin glimmer like that. She thought it was from their lovemaking, some trick of his to impress her. But now? Now nothing made sense.

      “Are you a faerie?” She withdrew her grip and fought the urge to wipe her arm on her jeans.

      The man beside Taryn scowled, but the woman simply chuckled and shook her head.

      “Not faeries, no.” Her eyes narrowed and she glanced at Dony. “It would seem quite a lot has happened since I’ve been gone. I’d love to catch up after we have a chance to freshen up. There’s something we’re looking for that maybe you can help with.”

      Donyatella cleared her throat and nodded. Something about the way her friend kept her gaze from settling on the man unnerved Nikala. Was she afraid of him? Or was it something else? Cian had said there were two who lived there—Taryn and Brandt, her protector. Maybe Dony was worried what he would do since Nikala had forced Dony to break some sort of vow she’d made.

      Taryn’s gaze flicked to Nikala and the pendant that hung between her breasts.

      Dammit. She should’ve tucked it away.

      Again, Taryn looked to the man as if they spoke to each other, but no words were heard.

      “Your amulet, where did you get it?”

      Nikala wrapped her fingers around the charm, uncomfortable with the direction the conversation turned. It might be her flat, but Nikala owed Taryn nothing regarding her pendant.

      “I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I should be going.” She moved to step around them, but was blocked by an invisible barrier. Her blood warmed and temper spiked. How dare they try to stop her from leaving.

      She pushed against the barrier and immediately her arms singed as if burned. Instead of flinching, she put all of her weight into her movement, but didn’t gain any ground. A slow rage started in her sternum and she ground her teeth to keep from lashing out.

      “You cannot fight me. I don’t want to hurt you.” Taryn’s words sounded sincere, but the force preventing her from leaving was anything but friendly.

      “Just.Let.Me.Leave.”

      “I can’t do that. Not until you tell me about the amulet. Do you know what it is?”

      The man put out his hand as if to take the pendant, and blind fury raced through Nikala’s mind. Kill, kill, kill. Kill them all. She was impotent to stop the violent thoughts. Her fist balled and she took a step backward to prepare her swing. Inside her mind, a battle raged for control. This was wrong. They’d done nothing to deserve death. Yet, an insistence hammered at her skull. The mantra to kill got louder and stronger with each heartbeat.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead as she struggled against whatever drove her desire to harm. It was as if she were no longer in control of her actions, or her thoughts. Panic raced through her alarm. Fear embedded itself into her psyche. Not for herself, but for the others.

      Two swords appeared at her throat, their blades crossed a hair’s breadth from her skin. Who the fuck used swords? Were they wearing them when they came in? Dragon wings glittered and flared, fluttering around the hilt of Taryn’s sword. A blink later, they settled into a gem-encrusted guard. They’d been so real. Like miniature fire-breathing dragons protecting Taryn. What was happening to her? And how the bloody hell could she get a tiny dragon for herself?

      “Nikala, please stop.” Dony’s voice came from far away, even though she stood no more than a meter from her.

      Tears threatened, and an ugly voice in the back of her mind called her weak and stupid. She knew that voice, had heard it tormenting her all of her life.

      “Kill them,” it said. “Slaughter all of them. Murder those with magic.” Murder those with magic. It was a snarled command she felt compelled to obey—even against her will.

      Nikala tried to shut it out, but it continued to bedevil her as if on some replay loop she didn’t control. The need to submit fought against her better judgement. She knew she shouldn’t hurt them, that they hadn’t actually done anything to warrant death, but she couldn’t stop until the job was done—until they were slaughtered. Murder those with magic.

      In a flash, she was thrown backward against the wall. The air whooshed from her lungs on impact and she hung from an invisible force several feet off the ground. The man approached, his empty hands visible. Where was his sword? Had she imagined it? No, it was there, snugged within the scabbard at his side. Not as ornate as Taryn’s but still lovely with a double guard spiking outward above the hilt. Wherever they got the weapons, they didn’t look Earth-made.

      “We are not the enemy here.” His heavily accented English was even more melodic than the woman’s, but she understood well enough. His eyes stayed rooted on her, calming and friendly. “We wish you no harm.” He dipped his chin to indicate the pendant. “But the woman in your amulet is in pain.”

      Nikala fought through his magic or whatever it was to grip the charm. “Pain? How?” Even speaking was difficult to do with his power pinning her against the wall.

      “Rhoane, be gentle.” Taryn sheathed her sword and reached for the man’s shoulder. “I don’t think she knows what’s in there.”

      “I promise you, I would never hurt her.” Now the tears did flow and she let them. Hunter’s ugly taunting had stopped when the man’s power hit her and the murderous rage vanished. For the moment, she could think clearly. “I don’t know where the amulet came from. Faerie, maybe.”

      Rhoane reached her and peeled her fingers away from the beautiful pendant. He held it against his palm and spoke words in a language Nikala had never heard. The dulcet tones were lovely and soothing.

      He looked over his shoulder at Taryn, who joined him at his side. “She hails from a faerie kingdom on Cilachaem. Time is short, but this is not our fight, Darennsai.”

      Meaning passed between them with those words and Taryn finally nodded. “What will become of her?”

      Nikala hoped she meant the lady in the glass vial and not her.

      “She is frightened, but this one brings her serenity.” He cocked his head toward Nikala. “She will survive for now, but needs her home.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly that it took Nikala a moment to parse his words. She couldn’t let the woman die. “What can I do to help?”

      The invisible force disappeared and she dropped to the floor. In better circumstances, she would’ve landed with grace, but with everything that had just happened, she was still reeling from the onslaught of savage rants overtaking her mind.

      Both Rhoane and Taryn helped her to stand. At their touch, a spark lit across her skin. Not a burn or a flame, but as if they’d awoken something primitive that had been buried deep within her being. A wildness that begged to be freed. The immensity of their magic swirled beneath her leather jacket to every crack and crevice of her body, laying her bare as if she were naked. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, nor did she enjoy it. With that one touch, she understood these beings were not human and definitely not to be fucked with.

      “What are you doing to me?” They released her, but the strange sensation lingered.

      “Nothing, Nikala. It is your own ShantiMari responding to ours.” Rhoane stepped back toward the beast. “You have been heavily warded.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d heard the phrase, and it still didn’t make sense. “What’s Shawnty Marri? Is that a fae thing?”

      Taryn chuckled and so did Rhoane. Dony rolled her eyes and Nikala fervently wished she understood what she was so clearly missing. Cian had promised to explain everything, but then he’d gotten himself impaled with a pipe and had to return to Faerie to heal.

      “ShantiMari is power derived from the elements. Some people call it magic, but it’s so much more.” Taryn turned to face Donyatella. “Do you trust this woman?”

      Donyatella regarded Nikala as if they were strangers having just met, her gaze cool and calculating. Several long seconds later, she nodded. “I do. She is not herself today, but I would trust Nikala with my life. She’s good people.”

      If only Nikala believed that about herself.

      “Protect this amulet. I don’t know where Faerie is, but she needs to return home as soon as possible.” Taryn wrapped her fingers around Nikala’s, and she heard the faintest whisper from the silver-haired beauty to the woman in the glass vial. Words of comfort and a promise of hope.

      “I will.” She’d been protecting the amulet ever since she found it in Malcolm’s safe and wouldn’t stop now. “Why is the amulet so important to you?” If the woman didn’t know about Faerie, then why did she care so much about the woman inside? Nikala had her reasons, but she wouldn’t share them with the strangers.

      “She was betrayed by someone she trusted. I know how that feels.” Taryn didn’t elaborate, but her eyes pinched at the corners and Nikala sensed the depth of that betrayal. She almost reached a hand to comfort Taryn, but held still. “I know who she is to you, Nikala, but you don’t yet know who she is.”

      Nikala sucked in air as if she’d been punched. She knew who the woman was? “I’ll protect her with my life.” She almost crossed her heart, but stopped herself just in time. Even though the woman looked younger than Nikala’s twenty-eight years, she felt like a child being scolded by her mother. Hell, they looked enough alike they could’ve been related. “But please, who is she?”

      “I am not the one to tell you.” Taryn’s eyes filled with remorse. “That is your path.”

      “Taryn, we have work to do.” Rhoane touched the woman’s sleeve and she nodded.

      Nikala took the hint and gave Dony a quick hug and apology before she headed for the door. The beast hadn’t moved during the encounter, and now it watched her with a curious glint in its golden eyes.

      On her way out, she heard Taryn say, “I know, Kaida. Something has twisted her mind.”

      Then Donyatella asked, “Where is Brandt?”

      “Nona Dony, he is with the gods now.” The heartbreaking sadness in Taryn’s voice slowed Nikala’s step.

      She paused at the door, not wanting to leave, but knowing she must. The amount of emotion a stranger had in her tone over the death of a loved one was something Nikala would never know. Yes, she mourned Malcolm, but there was also relief in his death. Whoever Brandt was, Taryn had loved him with every cell in her body.

      Nikala jerked open the door and practically ran down the stairs to the cellar, still reeling from her response to whatever the man and woman had done to her with their ShantiMari. Taryn was right—it was vast in scope and so much more than she could ever possibly comprehend.

      Perhaps because of that, and despite everything she’d been through and seen, part of her refused to accept that magic was real, or that she wasn’t human. Yet something had happened to her in the small flat. Like Taryn said, her mind had twisted. Rational thought left her and all she’d felt was a deeply commanding rage to murder anyone with magic. But why? And what triggered the urge to violence? Revulsion rocked through her. In all their testing and training, Hunter easily could’ve messed with her brain. If he had, was there an off switch?

      Memories spun through her mind faster than she could process, searching for a cure, hoping she was wrong. But the fear and confusion nestled in her heart told her Hunter had altered her more than just physically.

      He’d enhanced her body to be a super soldier. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine he’d implanted something in her mind to make her a killing machine. All those years trying to please him only served to make his job easier. What did she have to show for it?

      She was an accomplished assassin; violence wasn’t something she sought, but rather was something she did. She flexed her fingers and took a deep, cleansing breath. The manic urgency to harm was gone. Her casual indifference slid back into place and she felt herself again. Not a murderous hag hell-bent on slaughter. She hoped whatever it had been was gone for good. A sliver of fear embedded itself in her thoughts—that she was as horrifically predisposed to evil as Hunter. And possibly even worse than her longtime tormentor.

      She placed her forehead against the door and held back a flood of anger, resentment, pain, and longing. The former for her father and Hunter. The latter for Cian. If only he’d come back.

      At her feet, a thin line of fishing wire dangled from where she’d tied it to the hinge in her juvenile attempt at a booby trap. She knelt and rubbed the plastic between her fingertips. Either Cian had come through the doorway, or someone else had. Perhaps even two someones and a huge white beast. If Taryn and Rhoane had used the doorway, where had they come from? Would others follow?

      She glanced up the stairs that led to the small flat. Wherever they came from, it wasn’t her concern. Her fingers wrapped around the pendant with fierce protectiveness. The woman said she knew who was inside, but didn’t know of Faerie? How was that possible?

      She determined to stay away from the flat and avoid any interactions with the strange pair. For all she knew, the rage might’ve been triggered by them. Hell, they might even have provoked her for their own reasons. It was best if she never saw them again, which meant she’d have to stay away from the pub, and that meant she wouldn’t know whether Cian had returned.

      She tied new fishing line to the hinges and tucked her pendant beneath her T-shirt. Then she slid the handgun into the waistband of her jeans for easier access.

      If she was careful, she could check the cellar door without being seen by Dony or the pair in the flat. It was a risk she was willing to take. Anything to know Cian had returned safely.
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      Thirty stories below where Rori stood at the wall of windows in Malcolm Dagniss’s office, the Thames snaked its way through London, oblivious to the lives of those who lived on its banks. Oblivious or aloof, she wasn’t sure. She’d heard tales about Father Thames, the river god, but being fae, she didn’t put much stock into the stories. She’d always found the human predilection of deity worship charming. Hell, in some areas of the human realm, they believed the fae were demi-gods.

      Too bad she wasn’t feeling very godlike at the moment.

      She toyed with the tip of her dagger, scraping beneath a nail before spinning it in the air to distract her thoughts. Several crystal decanters sat on a sideboard, all filled with liquids that would take the edge off, but she kept away from the alcohol. She’d left Faerie before daybreak, skipping her morning meal. In the human realm, it was twelve hours later and nearing suppertime. Rori’s belly grumbled its need for food—breakfast or dinner; either would suffice. Normally, even on an empty stomach she could out-drink even Cian, but it was imperative she stay sharp. Malcolm had answers she needed, and she wasn’t leaving until she confronted him about what had happened to Cian.

      In the five days her brother lay semi-comatose in Rowan’s cottage, he’d said all of four phrases and none of them gave her any clue as to how he ended up with a hole in his gut. The one phrase he repeated every time he roused from his stupor was, “Nikala’s in danger.”

      Whoever Nikala was, Rori was determined to find out. She might hold the key to why Cian wasn’t healing like he should’ve.

      The blade nicked her skin and she winced against the sharp stab of pain. Great. Now she was stabbing herself with her own futnucker blade. Her concern for Cian was clouding her focus. As she sucked blood from the cut, she absently followed a boat upriver. One day, she might allow herself to see the city properly. Cian loved London, but Rori preferred Paris. It was where she had her first assignment outside of Faerie, and the thrill of seeing the city lit up at night never left. Granted, that first assignment had been a disaster of sorts. Her class at the Academy had been tasked with rescuing a “foreign entity” from atop Notre Dame Cathedral. None of the professors had known that the entity hiding high above the ground was an adolescent dragon. Confused, angry, and full of fire, that dragon damn near killed her.

      Rori grinned at the memory of watching Dorchmeir’s face as the dragon reared up to attack. It had been Rori who saved them both that day—and earned Dorchmeir’s eternal enmity for the effort. She cracked her neck and tapped an impatient finger against the glass. Killing him had been a service to all of Faerie, and the human realm, but it didn’t fill her with any sort of joy. Killing never did. It was part of the job, and she was damn good at it, but truth be told, she tried to avoid it if at all possible.

      Strange that her thoughts ran to carnage while she waited for Malcolm. True, she’d imagined his death several times over the last few days, and unless he proved to her he wasn’t responsible for Cian’s predicament, she wouldn’t be efficient in her task. She’d make sure his torture lasted a good long while. It was the least he deserved for hurting her brother.

      Outside the door to the office, she heard the gentle ping of the lift and tensed. The footsteps that tread across the expensive tile in the reception area weren’t those of a man—or if they were, he weighed approximately one hundred twenty pounds and favored his left leg. The heel strike sounded like boots. Not the utilitarian kind she wore, but not high fashion either. Sensible yet stylish. Whoever it was, they didn’t speak to the receptionist. Odd, but what about this situation wasn’t?

      Rori kept her back to the door and peered down at the corner where the little pub with the doorway to Faerie sat nestled among high-rise buildings. Cian’s mumblings mentioned SIRE, London, Nikala, and something about a shadow man. Not much to go on, but it was a place to start. She’d had Therron send her through the doorway to where Cian had entered Faerie and found SIRE from there. It wasn’t hard. The damn building was a block away and huge—shaped like an outrageous exclamation point marring London’s skyline.

      The doorknob squeaked as it turned. Rori counted to three while breathing in, then three breathing out.

      The person entered, paused, and then closed the door. “Who the hell are you?” A female, definitely not male voice, asked. Confident, strong, no nonsense.

      Snickertits. She’d hoped it wouldn’t be a woman who entered the room. Men were so much more malleable. But she was up for the challenge. Rori turned slowly, fully aware she’d be in silhouette with the sun behind her. She held the dagger tip between her fingers, ready. A second dagger was sheathed on her left thigh, its clasp open.

      “Where’s Malcolm?”

      A frisson of pain crossed the woman’s face. The very pretty woman’s face. Pale-blonde hair, heart-shaped face, and large blue eyes that pierced Rori with distrust.

      “Who wants to know?” She advanced on Rori like a woman accustomed to fighting, her steps not defensive, but offensive, prepared.

      Rori instantly liked her. Felt a kinship to her she’d never had with anyone except Cian—like soldiers bound by the experience of war. She bristled against the feeling and heightened her senses. The woman’s right hand snaked around to her back where Rori assumed a gun was tucked into her waistband. Fucking guns. She hated them.

      Rori didn’t wait for the woman to shoot first. She drew a breath and released her dagger. Quicker than a heartbeat, her left hand whipped the second dagger from the holster and it followed the first, with Rori a half-step behind. Her aim not to kill, but to impede.

      The woman snatched the first dagger out of the air and chuckled. “Nice try, princess. You’ll have to do better than that.”

      No human would have the speed or dexterity to catch one of Rori’s daggers mid-flight, which didn’t bode well for either of them.

      Mimicking the woman’s chuckle, Rori stopped a foot in front of her. She could be fast, too. The slight look of surprise that flicked across her eyes gave Rori a momentary buzz of excitement.

      “I’m no princess. If I’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead.” Rori glanced at the second dagger, where it hovered a millimeter from the woman’s heart. The tip pierced her T-shirt, but didn’t draw blood. “You missed one.”

      “Impressive. Honestly, I didn’t even see another blade.” The woman spun the dagger in her hand before balancing it on a fingertip. “Gorgeous workmanship. Where did you get it?”

      Rori barely heard her. A roaring in her ears muted sound. A fissure of rage cracked through her carefully held composure. She struggled to keep her face placid and body from trembling as she stared at the woman’s chest. Hidden beneath the white cotton, Rori saw the faintest glimmer of an amulet. The same kind that held her prisoner just a week earlier. She jerked the chain from around the woman’s neck and clasped it in her hand.

      A vision whipped through her mind—of a woman with strawberry-blonde hair standing in a summer meadow. She knew her, but from where? Who was she?

      The dagger blade pressed into Rori’s throat and the muzzle of a gun snugged against her ribs. She glared into the crystal-blue eyes of the pretty blonde. Death lingered in them. Cool. Calculating. Efficient.

      “That doesn’t belong to you.”

      Rori inhaled deeply of the woman’s scent. Fae, but not. “Nor does it belong to you. How would a human come to have such a trinket? Unless you’re not human, which could mean you’re fae. And if you are fae, then you must be the traitor Maxx, which gives me the power to kill you right here, right now.”

      The woman didn’t even blink. “You could try.”

      “I could succeed. Cut my throat. Fire your weapon. Let’s see you try,” Rori baited.

      The woman’s brow pinched, not as sure of herself as a moment before. Her jaw tensed and nostrils flared.

      “Go on, I’m waiting.” Rori slid a tiny thread of magic up the blonde’s arm to test her theory.

      “What are you doing to me? It burns.” She lowered the dagger from Rori’s throat, but kept the gun against her middle.

      Rori cocked her head. The amount of magic she used wouldn’t have been felt by a human. Still, she didn’t smell totally fae. What the sharksniffing stars was she? Rori grabbed the hilt of her dagger and stepped to the side, releasing her magic once she was clear of the bullet’s trajectory. Just in case.

      The woman heaved as if she’d been denied air and bent at the waist. “How is that possible?” She handed the dagger to Rori with a look filled with more than just apprehension. Confusion lurked in the depths of her gaze. “Was that magic?”

      How could a fae not know magic? Rori pocketed the amulet and sheathed her daggers, hiding her surprise that the woman had returned her weapon. She ran both hands through her hair and stretched her back. None of this made sense.

      The woman tucked the gun into her waistband and swiped her hands over her arms as if brushing off the magic Rori used. “It’s been a helluva day. I could use a drink. Can I get you one?” At Rori’s nod, she went to the cabinet and poured them both a healthy glug of whisky. Handing a crystal tumbler to Rori, the woman said, “Who the fuck are you and how’d you get into my office?”

      Rori took an appreciative sip, enjoying the burn it left down her throat. Her office? “You never answered my question. Where’s Malcolm?”

      She took in Rori’s appearance, skimming over the two daggers—one on her thigh, the other on her right hip—before stopping her gaze on the pocket holding the amulet. “He’s dead.”

      Dead? How? When? What the actual fuck, Cian? Why hadn’t he mentioned that in his pain-fueled ramblings? Now, more than ever, she needed to know what had happened.

      “You say it without emotion—as if you don’t care, which makes me wonder if you’re an employee, lying, or just an asshole?”

      “I’m always an asshole. It’s how I stay alive. I answered your question, now answer mine. Who are you and how’d you get in here? My receptionist is supposed to stop anyone at the foyer. If she fails, I have another employee whose sole job is to keep busybodies out of my office.”

      “You mean the Glamour-drunk young woman behind the ridiculously-huge-because-perhaps-you’re-trying-to-hide-an-inadequacy desk, or the faerie hiding in the outer office?” At the woman’s slight tick of her jaw, Rori added, “I know she’s there. And yes, it’s a her. I recognize the perfume.” Ylang ylang and jasmine. The woman from Midna’s palace who’d warned Rori not to return to the human realm. The question bounced through Rori’s mind unanswered—who was she?

      The pretty blonde glared at Rori, her blue eyes bits of cold night sky. The way they changed from light to dark entranced her. She returned the stare in a long, hard perusal and decided she wasn’t in the mood to play “who’s the bigger asshole.” If the woman was Maxx, a fae spy turned traitor who Acelyne’s corpse had said was the one bringing kidnapped fae to the human realm, she would recognize magic, so that meant this might be the mysterious Nikala Cian had gone on about. If she was, then having her as an ally would be much better—especially for Cian.

      She sipped her drink and took a gamble. “I’m Rori.”

      The woman’s face pinched and she staggered backward a step before regaining her composure. A mask of indifference slid into place and Rori whistled at the speed with which she could control her emotions. A tiny slice of jealousy slithered into her heart. She’d gone to Midna’s to learn how to master her feelings and bailed before the education ever began. Left for Therron. Bollocks.

      “You can’t be here.” The woman put a hand to her head and shook it. “You have to leave.” Rori advanced, but she held out her hands. “I don’t know what he told you, but you must go back to wherever you came from.”

      “What are you talking about? He who? Malcolm?”

      “No.” She downed her tumbler and leaned against the sideboard, her arms stretched taut. “Not Malcolm.” When she looked up, her eyes were wet with unshed tears. “How is he? Cian, is he—” Her voice caught and she cleared her throat with a quick shake of her long blonde hair.

      Rori took in the tormented expression, the wobble of her lips, and knew. Knew with the wisdom of a thousand sages that this woman loved her brother. Relief and despair roiled in her belly. She was happy for her brother, but her love might’ve cost him his life.

      “You’re Nikala, aren’t you?”

      The woman nodded miserably. Despite the fact it was obvious she cared deeply for Cian, it didn’t look like she enjoyed those feelings. Or wasn’t used to them. The kinship she’d felt with Nikala earlier exploded into a fully formed sisterhood. She took Nikala’s hands in her own and met her concerned eyes.

      “He’s alive, but hasn’t regained consciousness. I need to know what happened. Everything. Even the smallest detail that you might think insignificant, tell me. Starting with how you came to have that pendant. There were three empty spaces in the caskets Cian brought with him. Where are the others?” Rori waited for the woman to speak, her patience lessening with each passing breath.

      Nikala slipped her hands from Rori’s grasp and went to an unassuming cabinet behind the desk and opened it to reveal a safe. After entering the code, she withdrew a piece of folded fabric. For a long moment, she stood with her head bowed, then strode to Rori and handed the bundle to her without a word. Rori opened her mouth to speak, but Nikala shook her head.

      “Take these and leave, Rori MacNair. Leave and never come back.” She shoved the fabric at Rori and spun her toward the door.

      Rori opened the fabric and gasped at the amulets sparkling in the light. “Are there more? I need all of them, Nikala. Please.”

      “Those are the last.” Nikala’s glance went to Rori’s jean pocket and her hands flinched as if she longed to reach for what was there.

      Fury burned in Rori’s veins, but she kept her temper subdued. How dare this woman flagrantly wear one of Acelyne’s glass prisons? From the way her eyes softened each time her gaze landed on the pocket, it appeared she longed for the amulet, but did she know what the pendant contained?

      “I’m not leaving until I know what happened to my brother.”

      The door to the office opened and the scent of ylang ylang assaulted Rori even before she turned to see the woman enter. The face beneath a crop of red hair was familiar and a momentary flash of smiles and laughter, of her mother and father sitting in their garden, enjoying a glass of wine with the woman, brought unwelcome feelings of melancholy and homesickness.

      “Hello, Rori.”

      The woman stood a foot away, her face ravaged with emotions Rori didn’t dare guess. For one mad moment, Rori thought the assassin might try to hug her.

      Then, her melancholy cleared and she had a name for the face—Maxx.
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      Rori’s dagger was at Maxx’s throat before anyone had a chance to speak. Nikala moved, but Maxx held up a hand to stall her steps. Her hazel eyes weren’t filled with fear or anger, but resignation. Rori’s grip tightened, but her resolve slipped.

      “I killed your son, you traitorous witch. I have no issue killing you as well.”

      “You did Faerie a service by eliminating Nelson. He was a sniveling fool whose ambitions stopped at revenge on you. His actions put all of Faerie at risk.” Her words should’ve shocked Rori—the woman was talking about her own son. But assassins were taught to feel no remorse for their actions. To have no emotional ties. Maxx was the best for a reason.

      “And yours haven’t?” She pressed the blade into the soft skin of Maxx’s neck. A thin line of blood seeped over the edge.

      “Oh, indeed. But unlike my son, I didn’t do so willingly.” Maxx’s gaze penetrated Rori’s soul. “If you’ll give me a chance to explain, perhaps we can find a way to make amends for all the harm I’ve caused.”

      “How can I trust you? You’re legendary—Faerie’s most skilled assassin. The moment my dagger leaves your throat, you’ll kill me.”

      Maxx held her hands up to show she was weaponless, but that meant nothing. She could kill just as easily without a weapon. Probably even more efficiently. “You have my word I won’t hurt you. Rori, please. I’m the only one who knows how to stop a war between Faerie and the human realm.”

      Rori wavered. Her heart told her to believe Maxx, but her head said the spy couldn’t be trusted.

      “How about we put down the dagger, have a drink, and talk.” Nikala put a hand on Rori’s. “Give Maxx a chance to explain. She might be able to help Cian.”

      At the sound of her brother’s name, Rori caved. For Cian, she’d make a deal with the devil. She took a step back, but didn’t sheath her dagger. As Nikala said, it had been one hell of a day. Exhausted, starving, and irritated, she didn’t have the patience to put up with any crap. This was Maxx’s one chance. If she tried anything, Rori would end her.

      Nikala indicated the crystal bottles. “Need a top up?”

      By the way Nikala’s face had gone ashen, Rori had a feeling they’d need the entire bottle. Despite her bravado, Rori didn’t think Nikala was accustomed to magical beings threatening each other in her office. She nodded and Maxx filled a tumbler for herself before refilling Nikala’s glass and adding a splash to Rori’s.

      “You might as well sit.” Maxx plopped down with a dramatic sigh. Nikala followed.

      Rori’s mind whirled and she bit her lower lip. Therron had warned her against coming alone, but she
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